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        Scarlett-

        

        When going to war, there are three very simple rules one must abide by.

        1.	Know thy enemy

        2.	Be prepared to sacrifice.

        3.	Always wear good shoes

        After all, revenge is a dish best served in stilettos.

        I’ve got an eye for it, and nothing’s going to stand in my way.

        Not even Rory ‘The Saint’ Brodrick.

        He’s a fool if he thinks he can change me. By the time I’m through with him, I’ll make his mafia look like child’s play.

        Cross me, Mr. Brodrick?

        You better cross your heart and hope to die.

        

        Rory-

        

        I’m a fighter. A hustler. A mobster.

        I’ve seen a few things in my day.

        But I’ve never encountered anything like her.

        She's a beauty with a beast of a heart. The poison apple I just can't resist. And in her trail she leaves a wake of men crawling on their knees.

        What she doesn’t know is that I like my women wild.

        It only makes it that much more fun to tame them.
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Prologue

        

        Scarlett

      

    

    
      Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.

      -Confucius

      [image: ]

      All the world’s a stage, and I’m just one of the many players, baby.

      Like that douchebag over there, watching me eat this hot dog. What is it about men and phallic shaped objects? I can’t even pick out a cucumber at the market without their eyes on me. They imagine dirty things while their wives herd the children down the aisles in an orderly fashion and thirst for the vodka at home.

      The men, though. They’ll go home, still thinking about that cucumber. And they’ll jerk off to it and then sit on the sofa and watch some inconsequential sports program and grunt out responses when their wives ask them a question.

      The American dream.

      Sigh.

      This hot dog though. Legendary. There’s extra mustard and relish, of course, because… go big or go home. I’m going to eat this whole goddamned hot dog, and I’m not even going to feel a little bit bad about it.

      Course, there isn’t a whole awful lot I feel bad about.

      It’s important to find humor in the little things. Like the construction worker who trips over a pothole and nearly breaks his neck while he eye-fucks me.

      I smile back at him and lean into the cold brick wall behind me. My stilettos are crossed at the ankles on the broken concrete below, and there isn’t a chance he could miss me in this dress.

      I like it when they look at me. Because I know what comes next.

      His friend catcalls me and asks how much.

      “Five thousand,” I yell back with a mouth still half full of food. “To let me watch while you suck a bag of dicks.”

      They exchange a dopey look and hurl some verbal insults my way. I flip them the bird before stuffing the last of the hot dog into my mouth and licking my fingers.

      Boys. That’s what they are.

      Silly little playthings.

      On my stage, and in my show, the only players I allow have blue blooded pedigrees. Like the current toy waiting for me just inside the hotel room at my back. Twenty minutes have come and gone since I lured him back here. And being that my windows of time aren’t really an exact science, I need to stop fucking around.

      I mentally press stop on the endless reel of chaos running through my head and take a deep breath.

      There is nothing good or bad. Only thinking makes it so.

      I step back into the room and stare at the heap of privilege and repugnance lying on the dank come-stained carpet.

      His eyes are shuttered, his mouth slack as his face droops into his shoulder.

      They never see it coming.

      This prick didn’t either. Another day, another unconscious prick on a hotel floor. Only this one has purpose, I think. Maybe. He looks exactly like the type of grade A douchebag that would run in Alexander’s pack.

      And that’s unfortunate for him.

      I nudge him with my toe, confirming that the benzos I slipped into his drink have fully entered his bloodstream.

      Every client is different. Some of them need more. Some less. But they always go down in the end.

      This one is built like a fucking horse.

      The bigger the man, the bigger the ego. Or is it the bigger the bank account, the bigger the ego?

      In either case, it’s been my experience that the flashier the clothes, the smaller the cock. They are all compensating for something, and I’ve no doubt that when I get his clothes off, there will be no surprises. This one looks like a Ralph Lauren catalog threw up on him.

      I yank his Burberry wallet from the back of his khaki trousers and dump the contents onto the bed. A part of me wishes for something shocking and unexpected.

      But, alas, it’s always the same. Even with Teddy the III.

      Country club memberships and credit cards with exorbitant limits. A Porsche keychain because clearly the car isn’t enough for this asshole. And a condom to fuck the whores with. Razzle fucking dazzle.

      They can never be original. I swear the whole lot must be mass produced in a factory somewhere.

      The WASP cookie cutter doesn’t break the mold. These Ken dolls are all assembled in the same fashion. Posh clothing and secret societies and Ivy League educations. Humble beginnings sold separately. They sail and have luncheons and charity benefits all while stuffing one skeleton into their closets after another. Never short on arrogance but long on pretentious diatribes and entitlement.

      These guys think the world owes them. Whatever they want, they take. No fucks given.

      It’s an epidemic in the upper crust.

      And there’s only one antidote for such an affliction.

      The little monster they created.

      C’est moi.

      Debutant turned deviant.

      Captain shitforbrains here paid me for a good time, and I’m about to rock his fucking world.

      First things first, I relieve him of anything of value and shove it into my purse. Watches, rings, cufflinks. They are always found in abundance on these name brand jackoffs.

      It isn’t about the money, for me. The humiliation of being robbed by a call girl is just the cherry on top.

      At the heart of my scheme, there’s only one thing I desire from him.

      If he gives it to me, well it’ll just tickle my little black heart. If he doesn’t? Again, that’s unfortunate for him.

      But either way, he’s damned if he does and damned if he doesn’t.

      Once I’ve disposed of all his valuables, I retrieve the duffle I stash in my rented room before I meet with a client. It’s good to be prepared. And I’m the best goddamn girl scout they’ll wish they never crossed paths with.

      His wrists and ankles are already bound with zip ties. The clothes come off next.

      A pair of craft scissors does the job in a jiffy, saving me from blunting my favorite knife. Stripped of his clothes, trust fund Teddy looks ridiculous slumped against the bed frame, his flaccid cock squished between his thighs.

      It only gets more outlandish when I add some fishnets and heels to my pliable little doll.

      It’s all so easy breezy. That might suck the wind from my sails if I stop to think about it. So I don’t stop to think about it.

      Because now comes the fun part.

      From my bag, I choose a big blue dildo and shove it into his slackened mouth. Next comes the nipple clamps.

      I fetch my camera and toy with the settings, really hamming up the role of fotog. Now that I know where Teddy likes to play, his upper echelon haunts will be plastered in flyers come Monday.

      That’s right, housewives.

      Guard your children. Lock your doors. There’s a creep just next door.

      If only they knew they were all creeps.

      What their husbands get up to when they are at book club on Thursdays. What their own sons are doing to the pretty cheerleader in the bathroom at school.

      They don’t know. Because they don’t want to know.

      They can keep their delusions until I shove it in their face.

      Teddy stirs a little as I’m snapping photos.

      “Smile for the camera,” I tell him sweetly. “You’re a natural, Tedster.”

      He murmurs something that sounds an awful lot like ‘cunt’.

      So I slap him in the face before I step back to admire my handiwork. It isn’t the act itself that I derive pleasure from. It’s the aftermath.

      The knowledge that when he wakes up, he will feel just as violated and humiliated as he makes his paid whores feel.

      Having a momentary loss of power can be a life altering experience.

      But one full night of shame?

      That’s the spaghetti on the wall. It burns into your brain and haunts you in all your waking moments.

      Teddy here will come to understand that.

      They all come to understand that.

      There’s only one way to wipe his transgressions free in my book.

      A sin for a sin.

      I drag the chair closer so he has a nice view for the show that’s about to start. His ticket was punched from the moment he walked into the bar tonight, and it’s VIP all the way.

      When he stirs, I’m kind enough to give him a few moments to find some sense of lucidity before I lay into him.

      “Why are you doing this?” he slurs.

      I cock my head to the side and give him a bored expression. It’s always the same questions from these tools.

      At least once, it’d be nice if they surprised me.

      But alas, men are men, and they seldom do.

      I fish around for my scrapbook and open the well-worn pages, dangling it in front of his face.

      There are five photographs on those first two pages. Along with small placards that display height, weight, and physical characteristics.

      But no names.

      Those are for my lips only.

      And perhaps Teddy’s too, if he decides to be honest.

      “Think carefully before you answer,” I tell him. “If you play your cards right, then you- nor your family or friends- will ever have to see these pictures again.”

      I toss the Polaroids I took tonight onto his lap, and he gives them a cursory glance. There’s a flush creeping up his neck now and a tightness in his jaw that wasn’t there before. He wants to inflict damage. On little old me.

      “Aw, look at that,” I say. “Just dills your little pickle, doesn’t it?”

      He grunts and tries to squeeze his legs together.

      “Be a good boy,” I urge. “I know you wouldn’t want to be cut out of mummy’s will. You know how that saying goes. Old money is much more respectable than new.”

      “Fuck you, cunt,” he slurs again, his binds chafing against his wrists as he struggles to get free. It’s no use. They ought to know that.

      “You don’t owe them anything,” I assure him. “I know how you boys like to play. So, tell me what goes down in the metaphorical locker room. Something they wouldn’t want the world to know.”

      His eyes flutter shut, and he almost drifts off into oblivion again, so I give him a hard slap to wake the fuck up.

      “You’re going to be sorry,” he grunts.

      “That’s what they tell me,” I reply. “But I never am. Clock’s ticking, my friend. And I’m only going to warn you once, I’m rather short on patience.”

      Teddy is quiet, but the gears turning in his pea sized brain are loud. He’s trying to conjure up a lie. Again, it’s downright formulaic the way they react to this scenario.

      I sigh and lean back in my chair, crossing my legs. He looks at them and doesn’t hide it. He’s wondering what it’d be like to choke me and then fuck me. Show me who’s boss. If his eyes didn’t tell me so, his dick is talking plenty on its own.

      I decide to raise.

      “Fine, we’ll take it slow. That’s what you tell the girls, isn’t it? Before you tie them up and rail on them? I bet mummy wouldn’t be so fond of that little detail either.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” he snarls.

      “The only thing you need to be concerned with right now is your old Yale chums and their dirty laundry. You’ve got exactly five minutes to tell me what I want to know. And then you can skip along on your merry way, photos in hand.”

      A lie, of course. What fun would that be for me?

      “Come to think of it…” he says, and my heart beats a little faster. I want it so bad I can taste it, but I’ve got a good poker face, and Teddy here doesn’t know that yet.

      “A few of them do look familiar,” the piece of shit says.

      I grit my teeth together and stuff down the vile disappointment in my throat.

      “They should, since they’re like a bad case of Syphilis on all of your social media accounts.”

      His cheeks turn a little rosy at the trap he’s found himself in.

      Lord, what fools these mortals be.

      “A name, if you would be so kind.”

      My voice is all sugar, and it honestly scares me how good I’ve become at the game. Sensei Scarlett is about to school the little grasshopper if he doesn’t catch a clue soon.

      “I don’t know,” the moron continues on with his charade. His acting skills certainly leave something to be desired. “We met at a party in college. I was drunk. But I’m almost certain one of them works at The Hancock.”

      “Don’t you mean Clarendon?” I correct.

      “Yeah, that’s the one,” he agrees.

      He’s cool as a cucumber as he says it, but beneath that staged expression, his hands are itching with the urge to pummel my face bloody. He would too if he could get loose.

      “Gee, that’s super helpful,” I tell him with all the false excitement I can muster. “There are only like a bajillion stories in that building, right?”

      His pleasantness slips back into the void in which it came from.

      “Look, bitch, I don’t know what the fuck you want from me. I don’t know them.”

      A resigned sigh ushers up from the cavity of my chest as I hang my head in my hands and cry crocodile tears.

      “You’re right,” I whine. “I just feel so bad that I have to fuck you up anyway.”

      “What?” he snarls.

      I pull my hands away from my face and smile again.

      “Don’t worry.” I toss the pictures back into my bag and exchange them for a set of brass knuckles instead. “We’ve moved past them. Long gone, they are.”

      “Then what the fuck are you doing?” he asks, eyeing the metal glint against my hand.

      “I’ve got a different name for you,” I tell him. “One that you should without a doubt remember. Let’s try Coco.”

      He blinks and tries to maintain his cool, but his dick is twitching and growing at even the memory of it. Sick fucking bastard.

      “Doesn’t ring any bells?” I frown.

      “Nope, sorry,” he says. “Don’t know any fucking Coco.”

      “Ah, well allow me to refresh your memory. You left the bar with her last week. Petite, black hair, big tits. She’s a beauty. Or at least she was until you broke her nose.”

      He opens his mouth to protest, and I put a finger in front of my lips and shake my head.

      “You like it rough.” I shrug. “You get off on it. Sometimes, things just get out of hand. Believe me, I get it. You can’t help yourself.”

      His black eyes are boring right through me.

      “The bad news for you,” I say finally. “Is neither can I.”

      Trust fund Teddy bears the brunt of all his peers evil misdeeds.

      The wild beating of my heart is its own war cry. The soundtrack to my savagery. The drum beat of rage as I fuck up his face and dole out my hatred. I don’t need words for this. Communication is best served primitive, in cases like this.

      “Stop,” he begs. “Stop and I’ll fucking tell you.”

      He broke faster than I’d hoped, but I give it a rest and take a breath.

      “Get on with it then,” I tell him calmly.

      Words spew from his lips like a cloud of CO2. I’ve uncorked him, and there’s no stopping it now.

      “Duke has a mistress he keeps in the apartment next door. His wife has no fucking clue. And Quinn’s got a gambling problem. He’s up to his eyeballs in debt and his clients have no idea that their money is fucking gone. They meet up once a month and have ragers on the cape. Fuck as many prostitutes as they can and get fucked up on high end pills and booze.”

      This is not news to me. It’s predictable at best, stale at worst.

      “What else?” I demand.

      Teddy is quiet until I take another step towards him.

      “Ethan,” he mumbles through his bloody lips. “He got jacked up on coke one night and started talking about some missing girl.”

      The room is still and silent and now Teddy is finally getting somewhere. Now, he’s got my full attention.

      “What about her?”

      “He kept saying she was dead.” Teddy shakes his head like he doesn’t believe it. And I almost feel sorry that he was born so ignorant. “Something about the woods. How Alexander fucked her up.”

      Bingo.

      Teddy doesn’t see me smile when he mentions Alexander, and I’m glad.

      “Tell me everything he said,” I insist.

      He’s going to. I can see it in his eyes. His mouth is open, and the words are poised to roll off his tongue.

      But then the door bursts open.

      And my hard work disappears into a void of quicksand.

      “What the ever-loving fuck?”

      The words are accented. Unmistakably Irish. Before I even shift my gaze to collide with the bastard in the door frame, I know who has come to collect.

      The Irish mafia.

      I was supposed to leave town for a while. That’s what I told Mack I would do.

      Like attracts like, and it’s no exception for my only friend. She’s as batshit crazy as I am. And since she went poking around in the mafia’s business, she’s landed both of us in some hot water.

      It’s nothing I can’t handle. Or her for that matter. And I really did have the best intentions of following through on my promise to her. After I took care of this business first.

      But now, here I sit, beatus interruptus.

      I haven’t met this asshole before. But he’s eyeing me like I’m a little fucking insane. Between the brass knuckles and my blood-spattered dress, he’d be right to assume that. No doubt.

      So I hope he’s thinking carefully before he comes at me. Because I won’t go down without a fight. And I want to rip his fucking balls off for interrupting Teddy’s confessional.

      “What in the bleeding hell are ye doing to that poor lad?” he asks me.

      “Nothing less than what he deserves,” I answer.

      The guy blinks and gives me an almost sympathetic expression, which only pisses me off more.

      “We haven’t met,” he tells me. “I’m Rory.”

      “And?”

      His mouth twitches, and he seems to be amused by my behavior for whatever reason.

      “And it’s a pleasure to meet me, aye? That’s what the ladies usually say. Now, sweetheart, I need ye to come with me. Just for a wee bit.”

      And I need you to fuck off. Just for a wee bit.

      “This is about Mack, isn’t it?”

      Suspicion takes over his eyes as I move towards him innocently.

      “Do you think because I’m a hooker, I just do whatever men tell me?”

      His eyes dart to the man groaning behind me before he answers.

      “I’m guessing probably no,” he says.

      His eyes are still laughing, but there’s nothing humorous about this. I don’t like being cornered, and no amount of pleasantries are going to get me out of this room with him.

      I ply the brass knuckles from my hand and hesitate for a moment before handing them off to him. Concern fills my eyes and my voice, but it’s all false.

      “Is Mack okay?”

      He nods, thinking he understands me. Thinking I’ll do whatever he says now to protect Mack. The thing is though… Mack takes care of herself.

      And so do I.

      When Rory pockets the brass, I yank the knife on my thigh from its sheath. I have the element of surprise on my side, so I don’t expect much from him. But he surprises me too.

      Because he’s quick. Quicker than most. When I lunge at him, Rory goes on the defensive and raises his arm, which is precisely where my knife ends up. Lodged into his bicep.

      “Jesus fecking Christ, woman.”

      When I try to dart around him, he grabs me by the hair and slams me chest first against the wall, closing me in with his body.

      My lungs are collapsing in on themselves. Heartbeat thrashing in my ears. The rewind function is alive and well in my head, and I’ve seen this movie before. I’m struggling against him. Fighting with everything I’ve got. I stomp on his foot with my stiletto and rear my head back to hit his nose.

      But he’s big and I’m small so it just bounces off his chest. He uses his full weight to sandwich me against the wall until I can’t move and the inevitable happens.

      My well of adrenaline has run dry.

      There’s no use, but my mind can’t accept it yet.

      “Shhhh, sweetheart.”

      He pulls my hair back to whisper in my ear, and his voice is gentle and soothing. Misleading.

      “I’m not going to hurt ye,” he tells me. “But you need to calm down. And breathe.”

      My body goes slack against the wall and all I’m left with are my words.

      “I just need five more minutes with this guy. And then I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Don’t believe her,” Teddy yells. “The bitch is fucking crazy. You gotta let me go, man.”

      Rory ignores him, and his eyes are all over my face, studying me, trying to read me, and I haven’t been this close to a man since… I don’t know. And things are awkward and tense and now I want to leave.

      He’s too tall and too strong. His face isn’t threatening, but he is a threat. He’s serious. And too clean cut, with his ashy blonde hair and shaven face.

      “Ye’re coming with me,” he says again.

      “I think that’s called kidnapping,” I tell him.

      He shrugs. “Why trifle with labels?”

      He’s closer now because he knows I’m going to bolt again. Or stab him again, even though my knife is gone, but he doesn’t know if I have another. All I can feel is his body closing in on me. Suffocating me.

      I can’t breathe.

      “There is nothing good or bad,” I whisper to myself. “Only thinking makes it so.”

      I keep repeating the words, over and over.

      Ten times.

      Rory has moved away now, turning me slowly. Giving me space, but still caging me in with his arms. And even though one of them has a knife lodged in it, he isn’t angry with me.

      His eyes are green. And deceptively soft. Like his voice when he speaks next.

      “Scarlett, ye have my word that no harm will come to ye when ye’re with me.”

      “Rory?”

      “Aye?”

      “Your words don’t mean jack, Jack.”
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        Rory

      

    

    
      A boot nudges me in the side for the third time and there’s a groan. I believe it’s coming from me, but it’s anyone’s guess.

      “Feck off.”

      “You told me to wake you up.”

      Conor’s voice is like a bag of bleeding cats to my ears right now.

      “I said no such thing. Now piss off and let me sleep.”

      There’s a sigh. Footsteps moving away from me. For a minute, I think the lad is actually going to listen. Until the ice water hits my face and I come up swinging.

      I don’t manage to hit him since Conor is shielding himself with my sofa. And the woman I brought home with me last night since she’s passed out on top of it.

      “Real gentleman, ye are,” I tell the lad. “Hiding behind a lady.”

      He makes a face as his eyes wander to the slumped form of the blonde with raccoon eyes and her mouth hanging open while she snores. Her name is Ivy, so she says.

      “Yeah, a real lady,” Conor scoffs.

      The lad’s voice is hard and bitter. Conor is never hard and bitter, in fact, he’s dopey as fuck most of the time. This is how I know for certain my suspicions were bang on about this girl.

      “I brought her home for you, ye fucking muppet,” I tell him. “I saw the way ye were making eyes at her all night long. But then ye disappeared and couldn’t be bothered to come back here to sort her out.”

      He looks away, and just like that, he’s back to himself. The awkward, fumbling lad I first met when he decided to go Wild West on the Lenox Hill Crew. Thought he’d go down in a blaze of glory, but instead, he ended up working for our crew instead. He should know me well enough by now to know this ride isn’t my sort of fancy at all.

      “Get her some breakfast and then give her a lift home,” I call out as I walk down the hall.

      “You need to be at the church in forty minutes,” he says. “Don’t be late, or Crow will have both our nuts.”

      I hate him right now. But the lad is right.

      [image: ]

      The only time you’ll ever see a whole load of mafia men in church is either something grand or something bad.

      Weddings, funerals, repentance.

      Today, we’re all here for Keeva’s baptism.

      Crow’s baby daughter, who has just entered a lifetime of protection better than the president himself.

      She’s a sweet little girl with the looks of her mother Mack. And this is the reason we’re all here in a church on Sunday instead of hungover at Slainte like usual.

      Being that Crow’s now the boss of the Irish syndicate, there isn’t a lad in our crew that isn’t here today. We’ve all come to show our respect and support.

      Family is important. Family is everything.

      And apart from my mammy, these lads are the only family I’ve got. My brothers. There isn’t a thing I wouldn’t do for them. This is the code that we live by. We are in it together until the end, and there’s nothing that will change that.

      I’ve got it in my head though, that I’d like a family of my own someday. A thought only driven home when I see Crow and Mack together. Even Ronan and Sasha. The lads have all reached the age where they are settling down and changing their ways. At least as far as life outside the syndicate is concerned.

      I have a good life. I get to do what I’m best at. Hustling and fighting. I spend my days with the lads, fucking shit up, and my nights with whatever hot ride catches my fancy.

      But right now, in this pew, hungover and hungry, there is a moment of clarity. This hunger inside of me- this emptiness- is for something more.

      I have a vision of myself like that someday. Like Crow is right now, holding his daughter. And when I imagine my wife beside me, there’s only one face that comes to mind. It could only ever be her.

      The woman who does my fucking head in.

      The woman I haven’t seen in months.

      The woman with a suit of armor so goddamn thick I need to bring my entire arsenal just to speak to her for a few moments. Crow likes to give me shite for it. Tells me I only want what I can’t have. But that isn’t it.

      When I met Scarlett, I was kidnapping her and holding her at gunpoint… just for a wee bit. Until the dust had settled with the Mack situation, at least. I had no ill intentions against her, but I knew that didn’t matter. That wasn’t my first rodeo. Most women would have crumbled in the situation. Broken down and become hysterical. But not her.

      Not only did she fucking stab me- a battle scar which I still carry on my arm- but she didn’t shed a single tear. She was stone cold and hard as fuck. And that’s when I knew, she was a ride or die chick.

      The Letty to my Dom.

      I came at her hard, and she didn’t cower in my presence. She came back harder.

      I made up my mind then and there, this was the woman I needed by my side.

      Only problem is Scarlett doesn’t see it that way. She’s a one-woman act, and she’s not about to make room for anyone else on her stage or in her life.

      I know this.

      But when I catch the soft clip of heels behind me, I’m hyperaware of everything in the room. The weight of someone’s presence beside me on the bench. The soft cloud of honey and caramel and arsenic.

      The energy is raw and dark, a force not to be reckoned with. And there’s no doubt in my mind, Satan has just entered the holy land.

      My temples throb and my fists grip the wooden pew beneath me.

      I want to look, but I know better. She is Medusa, and if I look into her hazel eyes, I’ll be done for all over again.

      She’s toxic. Poison.

      But I’ve never wanted to taste my own death as much as I want her.

      She’s the star of my darkest fantasies. The centerfold on every page of my favorite book. Even now, as I sit here in church, I’m thinking about throwing her down on the floor and eating her out. Bending her over the pew and fucking this insanity out of my system once and for all.

      I have a notion that Scarlett would like the depravity of it. Because she’s a whole lot of fucking crazy. But a whole lot of fucking hot too.

      Jesus. I don’t want to look. Because I won’t be able to stop myself from staring at her. Which is the last thing she needs from me. And exactly what she wants from me.

      She fancies these games.

      And it was fun for a while.

      Until she got taken by the butcher. It was her association with us that got her into that mess. That got her hurt all over again.

      He touched her. Carved up her chest like a pumpkin.

      I can’t get that fucking image out of my head. And now I’m simultaneously thinking about fucking her and murdering every last bloke who’s ever touched her too.

      I blame myself for what happened, even if she acts like it never did. It’s easy to forget with that Oscar worthy act of hers.

      She brings out the bad in me.

      But I have a feeling she brings out the bad in a lot of men.

      My eyes drift down to the shoes first. Red suede with a thick sole and tiny straps that wrap around her delicate ankle. All balanced out by a dainty stiletto at the back. I’ve no bloody clue how she walks in them, but she knows I have a thing for the heels on her.

      If I ever allowed myself to fuck her, I’d make her keep them on.

      Discreetly as I can manage with the rush of blood that’s now headed south in my body, I move my gaze up her toned legs and over the hem of her dress. It rides up her thigh when she crosses her legs, revealing the faintest hint of lace at the top of her stockings.

      Pure fucking torture- that’s what she is.

      I’m convinced the woman really is Satan. I know I can’t be the only man who would voluntarily pack a bag and go to hell, so long as she was on her knees and worshipping me during my descent.

      I shift my head slightly, and I know she knows what I’m thinking. Because she’s staring right at me.

      Her beauty is as subtle as a grenade.

      Scarlett has a heart shaped face with freckles around her nose. Dainty, delicate features and sultry lips she always paints in red. Her eyes are like her personality. A chameleon. Always changing. They can be feline at times, warm like brandy. But they can be a whole lot of dark too, the color evaporating into an endless void. Especially when she has an eye for revenge. Which is often.

      Today they are a soft amber, I would swear it. Smoked in black to match her dress. Her dark chocolate hair is pulled up into an elegant bun, hiding the tones of gold I love so much. It doesn’t suit her, but yet it does.

      There’s a natural grace that’s been ingrained into Scarlett. She can’t hide it, no matter how long she’s been on the streets. It makes me question her background. I want to know what motivates the cunning little fox. The events that have isolated her from society. The reason she plays dumb when in fact I know she’s always the smartest woman in the room.

      Pulling those answers from her is impossible. And I’m not about to go down that road again. I’ve tried with her. I’ve tried to help her. To stop her from being reckless. I’ve invested time and energy into her that I’ve never done with any other woman.

      And all she’s ever done is refused it. Thrown it back in my face.

      I’m not about to forget that. Even when she’s sitting right next to me, smelling like heaven. Her skin soft and dewy, pure and porcelain. There is a sensuality about her in everything she does. Even the simple act of her leg brushing against mine has my cock sawing at the seam of my jeans. Desperate to break free and plunge inside of her.

      She’s feminine. Inviting. And no doubt deadly as hell.

      Because Scarlett doesn’t feel anything. She doesn’t show any emotion. She’s colder than a fucking ice cube even though she looks anything but.

      And I need to remember that. Even when she’s looking at me the way she is right now. Like she’s missed me.

      Fucking Christ.

      There’s a shuffle of movement as the entire church stands up, and I’ve missed the last half of the ceremony. Scarlett stands up too, only managing to meet my chest at eye level in her heels. She’s petite and curvy, and everything inside of me wants to yank her out of this church and drag her back to my cave to fuck the ever-loving hell out of her.

      Instead, she leans up on her toes and touches my face.

      “Hey, old sport” she says, almost shyly. “Miss me?”

      I’m not about to drink that Kool-Aid again.

      “How goes the battle?” I redirect.

      “Why don’t we skip the pleasantries.” She smiles. “I found a coat closet on the way in.”

      I indulge and play her game, even though it pisses me right the fuck off.

      “In a church, Scarlett?” I ask. “Ye really must be the devil.”

      “Never said I wasn’t.” She leans up to whisper in my ear, her hand brushing down my arm and feathering over my fingers. “And maybe I want you to do unholy things to me.”

      “I won’t say that I’m not tempted,” I whisper back into her hair, inhaling her as I do. “But not today.”

      She falls silent, as she usually does, and I know I shouldn’t, but I drink the fecking Kool-Aid. Again.

      “Go on a date with me.”

      “Fuck me,” she counters.

      The distance between us is only a few inches, but it may as well be miles. I’m hungover, I’m knackered, and I’ve had enough of this game.

      “I won’t allow ye to hate me,” I finally say.

      She blinks up at me, rattled by my observation. It’s all been fun and games until now. Most people don’t think I have a whole lot of sense, being loafed in the head all the time. I’m always cracking jokes, having the craic, always up for a laugh. But not today. Not now, and not with her.

      “It’s what ye want, isn’t it? You want me to fuck ye so you can lump me into the bad pile and say I’m just like the rest of them.”

      She shifts her weight and moves her gaze over my face, sharp and cutting now. But not as sharp her words.

      “Oh, Rory.” She brushes her hand over my cheek, and it’s cold. “Haven’t you figured it out yet? I already hate you.”

      I take a deep breath and repress the urge to lash out at her. To say something equally venomous, which is exactly what she wants.

      “Don’t take it personally.” She retreats into her own space again, and my lungs start functioning, again. “I hate everybody.”

      “Bailing already?” I find myself asking as she slips further away.

      “You know I don’t do the whole family thing. I just came for the ceremony.”

      I reach down and grab her hand to stop her. But the words I’m after don’t find me. There’s always a part of me that wants to tell her to never come back. But there’s another part of me that worries about her.

      Scarlett senses that in me, I think.

      My warring hatred and want for her.

      I never know which one is going to win out until the words spill from my lips.

      “Come out to lunch with me. No date, just food. Everyone needs to eat.”

      She smiles, that soft and deadly smile. Sadness seeping ever so slightly into her features before she masks it with charm. She leans up on her toes and kisses my cheek.

      “I can’t be your Daisy,” she says. “So, don’t ask me to.”

      “Cut the shite,” I tell her.

      Scarlett’s always talking in riddles. Too smart for the likes of me or anyone else in this room, probably. But she doesn’t show that part of herself often. Only in quiet moments like these.

      And I’m like a schoolboy, waiting on tenterhooks to hear her explanation of the inner workings of her mind. If I’d ever been blessed enough to have a teacher like Scarlett in school, I may have actually paid attention.

      “The Great Gatsby,” she says. “I would say the book, but the film has become the thing as of late. Ever watched it?”

      “Nah,” I tell her.

      “She was the destruction of him,” she tells me. “Of Gatsby. A void of moral decay. An empty husk driven by materialism and social status.”

      “Scarlett.”

      Sometimes her riddles are cute. At times like these, they annoy the bleeding feck out of me.

      “You should really read the book.” She pulls away. Not for herself. She is doing it for me.

      Because she thinks she is rotten to the core.

      And before I can tell her otherwise, she’s gone.

      Same as always.
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      Some girls are made of sugar and spice and everything nice. Some are made of venom and sin. When you open the chambers to their hearts, you’ll find- absolutely nothing within.

      [image: ]

      My eyes are locked and loaded and the target is in my sights.

      Trick rolling is an art. It isn’t as simple as picking the easiest client. It’s about digging deep. Getting your hands a little dirty while you wade through the dime a dozen losers that frequent these types of bars. When I’m bored, and not looking for a certain blue-blood that’s on my list, it all boils down to something simple.

      I make up my mind before I ever walk in. Tonight’s challenge is to find the guy that’s leering at everything with a vagina in a ten-mile radius.

      It happens before I can even enjoy my first drink.

      This guy is a douchebag of the highest order and he definitely has the leering thing down. He wears his entitlement like a crown and looks out over the sea of women like he is a King amongst peasants. In the ten minutes I watch him, he’s already grabbed two asses and dropped three gag-worthy pick up lines.

      You’re so hot, baby. You’re too hot to be in this bar alone, baby. I’ve got a suite upstairs. Want to enjoy a taste of luxury?

      Two of his potential victims blow him off before he can really get fresh, and the third- a girl from Ohio- is too polite to tell him no, so she endures his hapless attempt at getting her into bed for a full ten minutes before she bounces too.

      If this were a theater, it would be called The Encore, because I see this same show every night. It’s a tale as old as time. The upper class fucking over anyone beneath them. Sometimes, it serves a purpose, but mostly I think it’s just because they can.

      These men… these stock brokers and financiers, lawyers and marketing executives. They all think the same.

      They are the bread and the butter and the whole fucking cake. With sprinkles on top.

      The thing about cake is it gets old after a while. The party has lost its thrill. And that sugar rush? The high I used to get from devouring their souls? It’s not really present anymore. It checked out a while ago.

      But like any addiction, I can’t be freed from these binds. Even though the thrill grows dimmer with each trick, it’s still the only thing that thrills me.

      As I sit here and watch the man across the bar- sans excitement- I have an odd realization. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen his face. In fact, I’ve met with him before. His name is Rix. Yes, seriously. And he thinks it’s cool, and he thinks he’s cool and his parents were friends with the Carringtons, so I was certain he must know Alexander too. But torture him as I tried, he never gave it up.

      Lesson never learned, I guess.

      I really did a number on him too. I recall there being a very elaborate scene with a wig and makeup and everything. But the problem with him was he was legitimately off social media. No Facebook, no Twitter, no Insta-lookatmeandmylavishlife- accounts whatsoever. So, I had to forgo the most important step. Shaming him where he lived and breathed.

      I won’t make that same mistake again this time.

      I do a quick check in the compact mirror I always carry and then it’s off to the races. My rules of engagement are very simple, and my affairs with clothing, as basic as it gets. Men live for two colors. They don’t want skirts with pineapples or that houndstooth jacket from the fall catalog. They want the LBD.

      Little black dress.

      The only exception to that rule is the little red dress, which men associate with one thing.

      Red equals sex. Red equals hell in the sack. Wild. Untamed. Red screams bad girl.

      And I’m as bad as it gets.

      I don’t wear disguises, and I very rarely change anything about my hair or makeup. Hair is wild, like I’ve been rolling in bed already. They eat that shit up. Eyes are smoky and black and lips are red.

      This look is classic. This look never fails.

      Of course, there’s always a chance one of these dopes will sprout a brain cell and that this one in particular might even remember me. If I’ve done my job right, he should well fucking remember me. But it also depends on what type of drugs I used to knock him out.

      With any good scheme, there’s always a bit of a learning curve in the beginning. It took me a while to sort out what worked best. And if memory serves me right, this guy was one of my experimental guinea pigs.

      Normally, if I bump into a former client, I will just walk the other way. It doesn’t happen often since I rarely visit the same locations twice.

      It’s risky and reckless.

      But the longer I play the game, the more the reckless side appeals to me. The adrenaline rush in need of a chaser. A need to shake things up. Which is why I’ve temporarily placed my revenge on the back burner to attend to a more urgent matter.

      Like the man who left Kylie in a vegetative state. Machines breathing for her and a brain that will most likely never recover.

      Kylie and I weren’t particularly close. Given that I don’t like people in general and the list of people I trust remains at zero, I don’t have many friends. Mack is the only person I’d ever consider using the term with, and that’s just because I’ve known her so long and she hasn’t screwed me over yet.

      But Kylie and I saw each other every day on the street. She was a working girl too. Of course, her job wasn’t nearly as much fun as mine. She actually had to fuck her filthy clients. I just like to fuck them up.

      She was a sweet girl. Typical story. Runaway. Abusive home. She’s too young for her life to be cut so short.

      And I’ve taken it upon myself to do right by her.

      Because who the hell else is going to?

      I’d do it whether I knew her or not. Every day of the week and twice on Sundays. But when her friend told me what the john looked like, the game changed for me.

      A crescent shaped scar above his lip, she’d said. I’d almost lost my shit, certain she was fucking with me somehow.

      But no.

      The more she described him, the more in my heart I knew it was true.

      Alexander is in Boston.

      I still don’t want to believe it. Even after everything that I know to be true. When you add two and two together, it always equals four. And the sky is fucking blue because it just is. And Alexander was bad, even if I never wanted to accept it. Even if I still don’t.

      The stale soundtrack plays on inside my head.

      He wouldn’t have been bad if it wasn’t for them.

      It wasn’t his fault.

      We all lie to ourselves, sometimes.

      Because a lie is sweet, and the truth is often bitter. And I’ve never had a pill so bitter as Alexander fucking Carrington.

      His back-story is as typical as it gets in the old world. Trust fund kid with daddy’s money. Prestigious schools and fast cars and soft hands because he never had to work a day in his life. That’s the world I grew up in. Those are the people I associated with. And now those are the people I hate more than anything.

      I told myself he’d be last on my list. Because I couldn’t have myself doubting five years of meticulous planning.

      One by one, I’ve watched the dominos fall.

      Ethan’s affairs, exposed. Quinn’s empire crumbling before his eyes. Duke’s bitter realization that his longtime girlfriend had been fucking his brother all along. And Trip, well he was easy. I didn’t even have to set fire to his perfectly constructed world. He lit the match himself with his numerous addictions.

      But Alexander is another story.

      He’s the one I’ve held out for. The one I haven’t been able to find. It’s like he vanished into thin air after his father’s scandal.

      I was beginning to lose all hope.

      Until Kylie’s friend mentioned that crescent shaped scar on the john.

      It can’t be him.

      I still don’t believe it, and yet here I am, prowling the same bar for the fifth night in a row. I am powerless against it. The fixation has grown inside of me now, infecting my mind like poison.

      I need to find him.

      And I need to decide once and for all if this warpath I’m on is really that. If I’m willing to do battle and bloody myself up in pursuit of my revenge.

      Until then, I will settle for the pawns. Like the one I’m now standing two feet away from. He only has to turn his head, and then he will notice me. Of that, I am confident.

      Will he remember me?

      I sit, and I wait. I flag down the bartender.

      By the time he makes it down our way, dopey will be asking if he can buy me a drink.

      Of course, I’ll tell him. And then when he’s not looking, I’ll slip him the benzos. Five minutes tops, and I’ll be suggesting we find somewhere quieter. Like my room upstairs.

      That’s how it usually goes.

      Only tonight, it doesn’t.

      Because he doesn’t notice me. Even when the bartender comes down to ask me if I want a drink. And when I turn to see what could be so blindingly fascinating, I find exactly what I don’t want to see.

      She’s across the bar, in shadow. Tonight, she wears a short black wig and the only weapon she needs. A wicked smile and a crook of her finger, and she’s got him. Hook, line, and sinker.

      I wouldn’t exactly call her my nemesis. Or even my rival.

      I don’t get possessive of my territory. Except when someone’s bringing heat down on it. Which is exactly what this girl has been doing since she showed up two months ago.

      She goes by the street name Storm, but names are like purses to her. She has a different one for every day of the week, to go with her disguises.

      Bitch is crazy. Even crazier than me.

      And she’s making my game look like child’s play compared to what she does to her toys. There is something about her that scares even me a little. I’ve watched her work before, and there is no flashy sales pitch on her part. She keeps it simple, and it works. It works so well she never even gets close to her targets before she lures them in.

      Standing in the shadows, tossing coy glances over her shoulder. That really is all there is to it. There’s a mystery about her that even I can’t deny. And I won’t say that I don’t admire her skill set because she’s got a natural talent for what she does.

      But respect is a two-way street.

      Like I said before, I’m not a fan of people. So usually, I mind my business.

      But tonight, she is crossing the line. And she knows it too when she meets my gaze and smiles.

      Dopey gets up from his stool and walks directly to his doom like a puppy chasing after a bone. I follow five steps behind him.

      Storm has been using the same hotels that I do on a regular basis, so I’m not surprised when she takes him into one of the rooms upstairs.

      I grab my knife and a credit card, prepared to deal with the lock, but there’s no need. She left it cracked open for me.

      By the time I open the door, she’s already got dopey unconscious on the ground. She meets my gaze for a second and quickly dismisses me before she goes to work on cutting off his clothes.

      If I didn’t know any better, I would think she’s been studying my playbook.

      “That one was mine,” I tell her.

      “Really?” She doesn’t move her focus from her current task. “Because I’m pretty sure he came back here of his own free will. Don’t think he even noticed you tonight. No offence, dollface.”

      Well, she does have a point there. But still, I’m not about to let it go.

      “I’ve already visited with him once before.”

      “Then I guess you didn’t do a good enough job,” she says. “I’ll make sure to do it right this time.”

      “I didn’t have his address.”

      “Well, don’t worry. I’ve got it. Along with the name of his wife and kids at home.”

      The way her lip curls when she says wife and kids reveals exactly what I wanted to know about her. We all have a trigger. Something that makes us tick, or makes us sick… whatever. This is where her rage stems from. It’s the cheating that does it for her.

      She’s young, maybe twenty-four at most I’d guess, but hard. Hard as fuck. And I’d venture a guess that she’s been married before already.

      It’s all very fascinating, really. But I’m no Freud, and I find myself caring a little too much, so I shake myself out of it and get down to business.

      “I get that you’re new here,” I say. “But I think we need to come to some sort of understanding. You’re drawing too much heat. The guys I fuck up run back to their penthouses with their tails between their legs and live out their days with regret and paranoia. But yours are actually going to the police. And now the feds have been sniffing around here too.”

      She pulls out a duffle not dissimilar to my own and retrieves a tattoo gun. She’s all business and in the zone and I’m not even sure she heard me when she snaps on some latex gloves and swipes his chest with an alcohol pad.

      “Look, Scarlett…” This time, she glances up at me. “That’s what you tell people your name is, right?”

      “That is my name.”

      “Sure, it is.” She rolls her eyes. “Just like mine is Storm. Let’s be real with each other for a minute. I don’t like you, and you don’t like me. In fact, I think we are a lot alike in that we both hate every-fucking-one. But we have to share our toys. That’s the way it goes. So, you just worry about you, and I’ll worry about me. And in the meantime, you can watch me fuck him up real good if you want.”

      I guess my curiosity wins out in the end. Because I take a seat on the bed, and I do exactly what she suggested.

      I watch.

      She’s right that we are both similar. Maybe that’s why my curiosity is getting the best of me. This isn’t like me. I don’t team up. I don’t have interest in other people’s stories. Their thoughts, their fears, whatever.

      But it’s not often I stumble across someone as fucked up as I am. So, this girl, she fascinates me.

      Her face is turned down as she begins. She’s in a trance, inflicting the very permanent damage she leaves on all her toys. And it’s only now that I’m in close proximity that I can see it.

      The reason she hides in shadow.

      Her arm is a mess of tangled flesh and scars, and so is the right side of her face. They are disguised well, beneath the makeup and the black wig. But under the soft glow of the lamp light, they are obvious in a way I never noticed in a dark bar.

      Burns.

      She was burned.

      Badly, from the looks of it.

      She glances up and catches me staring.

      “Are you about done? I don’t have to let you watch, you know.”

      My answer is a nod and a new laser focus on her chosen canvas. But inside my head, the wheels are still turning.

      I can only imagine what it would be like to wear your scars so visibly. People staring all the time. Silently hypothesizing. Coming to their own conclusions. Silently judging you and pitying you at the same time.

      My respect for her only grows in this moment of vulnerability she shared with me. Allowing me to see her this closely. It wasn’t an accident, or a spontaneous decision.

      This girl’s mind is a chess board, and every move she makes is carefully planned out.

      She works quickly and efficiently. The tattoo is messy and deep. Too deep. This guy won’t ever be able to get her brand lasered off his skin. For the rest of his life, when he looks in the mirror, he will see the word staring back at him.

      Duplicity.

      I know from the news articles starting to make the rounds that she uses different words. Infidelity. Greed. Lust. Envy. Deceit.

      They are all sins in their own right, but they have new meaning to me now. It’s funny how a canvas changes once you meet the artist. It all starts to make sense. Or doesn’t. In this case, her words have come full circle. The puzzle is not in the different sins, but only one.

      Infidelity.

      Every other sin is just a shallow imitation. Another path to the same destination.

      These men are all cheaters. And when they come home from this, there is no hiding what they’ve done. They will confess on their knees and beg their wives forgiveness while Storm carries on as though it never happened.

      But she doesn’t just stop at tattoos.

      When she’s finished with his chest, she fucks up his face. And I mean really fucks it up. With cigarette burns and knife marks.

      My best guess for this one? She wants him to be as ugly on the outside as he is on the inside.

      Or maybe as ugly as she feels herself.

      If I could feel empathy for someone, I might have stopped her. But I don’t. I’m fucked up in my own special way and the tears of rich men are my opiates of choice.

      When it’s all said and done, I feel nothing when I look at him.

      There is nothing but emptiness when Storm cleans up and packs her bag. She walks to the door, and I think she’s going to leave. But first, she drops a bomb.

      “Your name is Tenly. Tenly Albright.”

      I flinch, and it’s involuntary.

      Storm smiles.

      “How…”

      “Don’t worry,” she says. “Your secret’s safe with me. But word on the street is there’s a cop with a hard on for you, sweetheart. So maybe you should do all the rest of us a favor and stay the fuck out of the way.”

      With that parting gift, she leaves me. And I’m still staring at the door, wondering if it was all a hallucination. Wondering if she drugged me too.

      That’s when the client chooses to mumble a coherent thought.

      “That guy.”

      “What guy?”

      “The picture,” he groans. “You showed me a picture of the guy once.”

      I’m firing on all cylinders now. Up and off the bed and moving towards him. He recoils, but there’s nowhere for him to go.

      “Please,” he begs. “I’m trying to give you what you want.”

      “What the fuck is his name?” I demand.

      “I don’t know,” he spews. “I’ve never known. But I think he is a cop. I’ve been seeing him around.”

      “Where specifically?”

      “That bar downstairs,” he says. “He’s been scoping the place out. But not until late. He’s always there after ten when I see him. I heard him asking about you. He had a drawing of you, telling people this is what you might look like now.”

      I mull over his words as my eyes burn into his face. This feels too easy. And it doesn’t make sense. There’s no fucking way Alexander’s a cop.

      “If you’re lying to me…”

      “I swear,” he says. “I’m not lying. I just want you and that other psycho to leave me alone. Please.”

      I toss him a smile before I pivot on my heel and head to the door. Looks like the creep finally learned his lesson.

      And for once, I’m happy to oblige.
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      I don't want to be a fool. Even a beautiful one.
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      The clock on the stove glares at me with neon green numbers when I drag myself out of bed. It’s after ten. And I’ve officially become a vampire, though I’m not sure when it happened. I hunt all night and nap during the day, only coming alive when the sun sets all over again.

      The silence is pervasive as I sit at the counter and drink my coffee. Quiet. Always quiet. No television. No music. Just silence.

      The thing I simultaneously need and hate most.

      I am hypersensitive by nature and my nights are loud and chaotic. Overwhelming. The lights and the noise are acid to my psyche, but I endure. My punishment for playing the game.

      When my mug is empty, I throw on an old tee shirt and a pair of leggings and lace up my running shoes- bunny ear style. Then it’s another cup of the usual. Neurosis.

      The appliances come first. I unplug them and check them again, and then fifty times more, just to be sure. Because there could be a fire and then the animals in the building could be trapped because not everyone’s home during the day. And so I count the knobs on the stove too, because I never use it, but you just don’t know. Maybe one got bumped. Or maybe I turned it on when I meant to check that it was off. This whole parade of insanity usually takes me about fifteen minutes or so.

      When I leave, I lock all six locks on my door. And then count them. And then re-lock them again because maybe I missed one.

      The third and final step of my compulsion is to linger in the hallway like the lunatic that I am, resisting the urge to go back inside and re-check everything. I tell myself that it’s fine. I tell myself I did everything just right.

      And then I take a step. And another. And eventually it gets easier to walk away, with a few deep breaths too.

      Mrs. Roger’s cat Whiskey is sitting at the end of the hallway when I get to the stairwell. I only know my neighbor’s name because sometimes she comes to knock on my door to accuse me of stealing Whiskey.

      I do let Whiskey inside sometimes. He’s nice. And he’s a cat, not people, so technically I’m allowed to like him. But he can only ever visit for a little while. Because in this life I don’t get attached to anything.

      This ginger cat is the closest thing to an exception that I’ll ever make. I reach down and grace his regal ass with a pat and he bonks my leg with his head a few times before he starts purring.

      I thought cats were supposed to have good instincts about people. But Whiskey apparently doesn’t. He doesn’t know that I’m dead inside. That I’m no good. Typical narcissist, he demands attention anyway.

      So maybe cats are like me. They don’t really care about your issues. They just want what they want and that’s it.

      I give him one last pat and then I dart down the darkened stairwell of the building I’ve called home since I came to this city. It’s nothing special to look at, and my mother would clutch her pearls if she saw it. But it’s home to me. Familiar ground.

      A far cry from everything I once knew.

      I hit the pavement and breathe in the exhaust with a happy sigh. This is Boston. Nama-fucking-ste. Stretches commence in my usual spot, against the building.

      Then I run.

      It’s hard. It’s fast. And it’s brutal. The punishment does not stop until I can physically go on no longer. It’ll be hell walking in heels tonight. But I’ll manage. I always do.

      I’m limping when I get back to my apartment, and Whiskey is waiting for me at my door. I can’t be bothered to shoo him off today. So, I let him wander in while I make my usual safety checks.

      In this life, you never know who might be following you home. I almost always expect it to be one of my clients. But I never saw the butcher coming.

      History repeated itself that day.

      And even though I had my knife- the one I never, ever take off- he managed to surprise me. And overpower me.

      And drag me back to hell.

      It was a wake-up call if I ever had one. All my years on the streets had really taught me very little. Because somehow, I would always end up falling prey to men like that.

      Whatever notion I’d ever entertained about leaving this life behind withered in the aftermath of that day. The deadness returned. And so did the rage.

      The universe had a funny way of reminding me why I do what I do.

      For two long months, I was fucking up some random man every night. Making him pay for the sins of everyone else before him.

      It didn’t matter to me.

      The only thing that mattered was the game. The retribution.

      And everything has come full circle again as I sit here in my darkened apartment, with only Whiskey to keep me company while I nuke a TV dinner. My fingers move over the faces in my scrapbook, and sometimes, that notion reappears. That I could let it go.

      It sickens me, how weak those thoughts are.

      Did the butcher not teach me anything? Did Alexander and his friends not teach me anything?

      This can’t go on forever. This perpetual state of purgatory. There’s only so long I can toy with them before they figure it out.

      More than anything, I just want them gone. But something is holding me back. I know once I cross that line, there’s no return.

      And I also know that I can’t do it alone.

      That’s where my plan gets a little sketchy. There’s a key player I need on my team, and it means I will need to drag him to hell with me.

      Rory Brodrick. AKA the Saint.

      He’s a fighter. A hustler. And a mobster.

      He kidnapped me. And then tried to comfort me in a moment of weakness. He saw my panic when he held me against the wall. And somehow, he got it into his head that he was going to save me.

      I hated him for his sweet lies.

      But I hated him even more for fucking up Teddy’s confession.

      He doesn’t know that I’ve been keeping score of his transgressions. That he lights the fuse to my rage every time I see his face.

      Acting like he wants to date me. Acting like he gives a fuck about me. He’s worse than all the rest of them lumped together, because he’s almost convincing.

      He has no idea who he’s messing with.

      He thinks he still has a say in how we play this game.

      But Rory’s going to find out, I’m the one who invented the rules.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Four

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Rory

      

    

    
      “What a cunt of a day.”

      I wipe the blood from my piece and stuff it back into the holster.

      “Aye,” Ronan agrees from beside me. “It is.”

      There’s a whole load of dead bodies in front of us. Another low-level gang tried to hit one of our warehouses.

      They never learn.

      And it never gets any easier, wiping the blood from my hands.

      I don’t think it does for any of us.

      Except for Ronan, probably. The lad is fucked in the head, but he’s as decent a bloke as they come.

      Conor walks up and chucks a stray shoe onto the heap before turning to wait for his instructions.

      The lad’s come a long way.

      He doesn’t even throw a sickie anymore at the smell of blood. He even did a few of these blokes in tonight, all on his own.

      I’m proud of him, but I’ll never tell him so.

      He went from having nothing to live for to becoming one of my closest brothers.

      “How’s blondie?” I ask.

      He looks away and shrugs.

      “Don’t know.”

      “Bullshite, ye don’t know.” I poke at him. “My sofa has been awful lonely this past week. Crow’s too, he says. So ye must be laying your head somewhere at night.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Conor levels with me. “We had a thing. But then Crow went and hired her on as a dancer.”

      Conor’s jaw is set, and the lad is pissed. But I can only laugh.

      “Classic fucking Crow.”

      Reaper nods in agreement.

      “Sounds like he’s trying to give ye a wee push in the right direction.”

      “Just pull a Fitzy,” I tell him. “Haul her off the stage and drag her down to the basement to show her who’s boss.”

      “Don’t talk about my wife that way,” Ronan warns me.

      I hold up my hands in surrender, but even Conor’s laughing now. We were all taking bets on how long it’d be before Fitzy finally broke. Now Crow’s scheming again with Conor, it seems.

      He likes to say that his men do their best work when they’ve got a warm bed at home, but I think he’s just a romantic at heart.

      My phone beeps, and it’s a text from Crow himself. His ears must’ve been itching.

      “Gotta jet, lads,” I tell them. “Crow needs me back at Slainte. Ye got this sorted, or ye need me to send some help?”

      “We’ve got it sorted,” Reaper answers me.

      “Alright, lads. Catchya.”
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      “It won’t happen again,” the bloke tells me. “Please.”

      “Ye’re right about that,” I agree. “But I still have to break your arm.”

      “I have a wife and kids at home,” he pleads.

      “Then you’ll be just as useless to them as ye are now.”

      Fecking prick.

      “I’ve got some money,” he says. “Whatever you want. Here, take my Rolex.”

      “I don’t want your bloody Rolex,” I tell him. “I want you to respect the rules of this establishment, which ye clearly didn’t. And now ye need to quit your bitching and moaning and take it like a man.”

      I reach for his arm and he tries to scramble away.

      “Would ye rather lose some fingers, then?” I ask.

      “I didn’t do anything!”

      “Ye stuck your hand in her knickers. She’s got no reason to lie about that.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “I didn’t realize it wasn’t that kind of club. She’s a stripper… so I just thought…”

      “Ye just thought she’d take a free ride on your dick because you told her to, aye?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “This is how it’s like,” I tell him. “Ye came into our establishment. And ye touched one of our women without her permission. And that stripper? She’s also a mother. A damn good one at that. She works her arse off to put food on the table, believe it or not. It’s not for the love of cock.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      The bloke just doesn’t get it, but they never do.

      If there’s one thing I won’t abide by, it’s this kind of shite. My mammy raised me to be respectful of women. Even though my father was anything but. I didn’t stand for it then, and I’m not going to stand for it now.

      “Look, ye have two choices,” I lay it out for him. “Fingers or arm. The arm will heal, eventually. But ye can’t grow fingers back.”

      He doesn’t answer me, and I’ve grown tired of him already. So I grab hold of his arm and yank this time. It snaps in two, with a fair amount of squealing on his part.

      “All sorted. Thanks for stopping by.”

      

      When I walk into the office, Crow’s there with his wife and baby daughter. I steal Keeva off Mack’s hip to give her some cuddles.

      “Get your own kid,” Mack tells me.

      “Nah, I like this one. Think I’ll just keep her for a wee bit.”

      “How’d it go?” Crow asks.

      “All sorted,” I tell him.

      Even though Mack’s trustworthy, and she’s married to the boss, we still don’t discuss details in front of her. The less the wives know, the better. For their own protection.

      I take a seat on the sofa and bounce Keeva in my arms while she tries to grab at my nose. Both Mack and Crow are watching us, the way that most parents do, with silly smiles on their faces.

      “Are ye up for the task of babysitting next week?” Crow asks. “Mack’s been after me to take her out on a date.”

      “Anytime,” I tell them.

      I’m the brother’s go to babysitter, believe it or not. I don’t mind it. They know their kids are safer with me than they’d ever be anywhere else.

      A shadow falls over the doorway, and it’s not unusual, since Crow’s office always has someone poking their head in. But when I look up, what I don’t expect to see is Scarlett. I rub at the back of my neck and study her carefully. Something must be wrong.

      She doesn’t come here often, if ever.

      Her eyes move straight to me and the baby in my lap before she swallows like her mouth is full of glass.

      “Of all the gin joints in all the world,” she says.

      Crow invites her in, but she declines.

      “You got a minute, Mack?”

      “Sure.”

      They step out into the hall, and Crow gives me an odd look. He’s probably wondering the same thing I am.

      When Mack comes in a few minutes later, she scoops Keeva up from my arms.

      “She’s making a fast getaway through the back,” she tells me. “You better go if you want to talk to her.”

      I don’t want to be so bleeding obvious about it, but they’re both just staring at me like they already know what I’m going to do anyway.

      So, I go after her.

      Right through the back and into the dressing rooms, which I know she thinks is forbidden territory.

      “There’s a cock in the henhouse,” I tell the ladies as I walk through. “Better cover up what ye don’t want seen.”

      “Not like you haven’t seen it before,” Selena says as she parades butt naked through the room.

      I don’t even spare her a second glance because I’ve only got one arse in mind. And I see her glancing back over her shoulder at me as she finds the door on the opposite side of the room.

      She’s in heels, as always, and Christ she’s fast for such a wee little thing, but I catch her just outside in the parking lot before she can get away.

      “Where ye off to so fast, Satan?”

      She smiles up at me, and her eyes are all flint. Beyond that, there seems to be an additional wall of armor that wasn’t there the last time we spoke, and I can’t figure out why.

      “Hey, Ace,” she says coyly.

      “If you keep looking at me that way, baby doll, I’m liable to catch frostbite.”

      Another smile.

      “Don’t you know the devil plays with fire, not ice?”

      “What are ye doing here?” I ask her again.

      “Just came to see Mack.”

      It feels like a lie, but almost everything the woman says is a lie.

      “Well ye’re here now, so come and have a drink with me.”

      “Not really my thing,” she says.

      “Then what is your thing?”

      “You looked cute.” She looks away. “With the baby. You’re good with them. Should have a few of your own someday.”

      “I intend to,” I tell her. “How do ye feel about three?”

      She’s horrified by the idea, and I laugh. It’s not often I can rattle this chick, but babies are the thing. She’s terrified of them, and I can’t figure out why.

      Her unsteadiness doesn’t last long. Scarlett never lets any man have the upper hand. She uses the best weapons at her disposal to throw me off balance by inching closer, running one of her hands over my bicep and down to toy with my fingers.

      “I’ve always wanted to do it in a dark alley,” she whispers, and her voice is all honey.

      “Sorry, sweetheart.” My own voice is too rough. “I’d need to take you back to my place first. Because once I got my hands on you, I wouldn’t want to stop.”

      “Nobody’s telling you to.”

      She smiles, but it’s all fucking lies.

      I wish that it was genuine want in her eyes, but the only thing there is destruction. And I won’t be another one of her games.

      “Scarlett?” I whisper in her ear as I reach down and cop a feel of her generous ass.

      “Yes?” she murmurs.

      “It’s time for you to go home now.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Five

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Scarlett

      

    

    
      One. Two. Three. Four. I declare a blood war.
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      I need to scrub my eyes with bleach.

      Everything is blending together now. One giant sea of color and blurry faces. Voices and pieces of conversation. The Nasdaq. Relentlessly chic restaurants and is the raw food craze really over? Nanny problems and wife problems and shoe sales and yoga classes and…

      Jesus, there was a reason I left this behind.

      I don’t get it.

      Duke was supposed to be here, amongst all these faces, talking shop with a big fat cigar in his mouth. But I don’t see him, and he’s over an hour late now, and I’m the one with a big fat headache listening to this bullshit day in and day out.

      I want to leave. To go home and do like the normal folk do. Crawl into my jammies and read a good book and watch something that’s trending on Twitter and then send out one of my own unique thoughts on the same thing everyone else is already talking about.

      Because, pop culture.

      There’s a woman next to me at the bar and she’s carrying on a revolting diatribe that reeks of self-importance to what I can only presume is her date.

      She speaks six languages, she tells him.

      And she’s traveled the world, and it’s just such a romantic notion and she wants everyone to know it as she regales him with the many countries that ‘feel like home’.

      And it is obvious that she is indeed swept up in the fantasy of her own thoughts and words. And the love affair she has fallen prey to… is with herself.

      I can’t stomach another moment of it.

      But when I move to make my dash towards freedom, I’m struck by the presence of the man across the bar. In shadow, concealed in the dim, romantic light that people shell out small fortunes for.

      His eyes are on me and there’s something about him that is familiar, even in the darkness. A shiver moves down my spine and I rub my arms, certain it’s the cold and not something else.

      My instincts are telling me to go.

      Only I can’t. Because I’m self-destructive. The mouse who craves the cheese in the trap and something doesn’t seem right but it moves for it, anyway.

      It’s all so well-rehearsed, the way he steps out of the shadows and into the light. He’s been preparing for this grand entrance for a while now.  It’s good. It’s perfect. And it’s terrifying, exactly the way he intended it to be.

      My hands are clammy and my spine is steel and I’m trembling.

      It’s happening.

      The air in my lungs is gone and I can’t breathe and he isn’t even anywhere near me yet. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. It’s been too long. I’ve had years to stitch the broken parts of myself back together and now the thread feels weak and worn and tangled even as it wraps around my heart and squeezes.

      There he stands. The nightmare within a nightmare. Polished and clean and all grown up. He’s different, but the same when he smiles. He likes my eyes on him and he always did love to be the center of attention.

      Storm was right. Cop or not, Alexander has been looking for me.

      All this time I’ve been hunting him. Plotting and planning and scheming behind the curtains, only to find out that I’m the one who is a fucking puppet. Surprise was supposed to be on my side. It was mine, and I made it mine, and none of this makes any fucking sense.

      What else could he possibly want with me after all these years?

      It isn’t atonement.

      It isn’t regret that I see in those eyes either. The eyes that roam the curves of my body like he still owns that right.

      You’d never guess that his family lost everything. He still dresses the part. Expensive trousers and a polo shirt he’ll probably only wear once. Loafers and a silver watch. He’s a walking, breathing cliché and his desperation stinks.

      And that’s the thing. The trigger that slaps some sense back into me and reminds me who is in control here.

      Now there’s only one question on my mind.

      To play or not to play.

      I toss a shy smile in his direction and shrug, as if to say I’ve been caught, and what now? He takes the bait and gestures his drink in my direction.

      Want one?

      There’s a moment’s hesitation before I concede and move in his direction. He wears the same cologne, and it makes me sick when I smell it, but I take a seat at the bar and hold my breath. Up close, his face is more angular than I remember and his eyes darker. But beneath the surface, he’s still the same boy I used to know. Refined. Smart and observant and razor-edged. Everything my mother always praised about him is on display right now. His best traits. The perfect match for me, she’d said.

      My hands are in my lap and I need to let go of my rage and get a grip and not think of anything but making him my bitch. I will handle him incrementally. In five second intervals. And this time, I will win.

      These are my streets. My territory. And my game.

      He might be a cop, but he doesn’t know how things work here. He never could. He hasn’t immersed himself in this world the way that I have. He hasn’t lived it the way that I have.

      I observe him cautiously and run through the list of questions in my mind.

      Is he the one who hurt Kylie?

      And what does he want with me?

      These things are important. I need to know them to win.

      He gestures to the bar, and there are already two fresh drinks there. One for him, one for me.

      “I’ve played that game once before,” I tell him. “Didn’t work out so well for me last time.”

      “That was foolish of me,” he says. “I could order you another one.”

      “Or you could get to the point.”

      “I’m Royce.” The words roll off his tongue like honey. “What’s your name, beautiful?”

      I laugh.

      He glares, and I laugh some more. People are staring and he’s embarrassed, but I’m not the debutant anymore and he needs to know it.

      “So, that’s how you’re going to play it, huh? We’re just a couple of strangers, meeting in a bar for the first time.”

      “That’s the way it usually goes.”

      His face is devoid of humor or sarcasm and I have no idea what his angle is here, but I won’t let it rattle me.

      I’m tempted to make up something as ridiculous as Royce, but I don’t. I give him my street name, which I have no doubt he already knows.

      “Scarlett.”

      “Like Scarlett Johansson,” he remarks. “You look like her.”

      “Cute.”

      He used to say that all the time. Bragging to his friends about his hot celebrity look-alike girlfriend. And then they’d ask if he was banging me yet and I’d let him lie about it because he wanted to save face.

      His phone rings, and it annoys me that he considers anything else worthy of his attention at this moment. As if he hasn’t been hunting me. As if I’m going to sit here and wait for him the way that I used to.

      “Scarlett.” He taps the bar with his hand as if he’s speaking to a dog. “You have my apologies, I need to take this. I’ll only be a moment.”

      “Sure, champ.”

      Fucking asshole.

      He walks away and disappears from the room and I’m trying to strategize when there’s another voice inside of my ear a moment later. A different voice. A husky voice.

      “What’s the craic, sweetheart?” Rory asks. “You planning to fuck up that douchebag tonight or what?”

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I hiss.

      He nods towards another guy across the bar. An unmistakably Russian guy who I’ve seen before.

      Alexei.

      He’s sitting with two other Russian guys and since when do the fucking Vory do business here?

      My paranoia is ripe and I’m annoyed and nothing is going the way it should right now.

      “You need to leave.” I tell Rory. “Now.”

      Instead, he sits down beside me. In Royce’s seat. And Royce is a fed and Rory can’t be seen here with me right now and… fuck.

      “Sweetheart?” he asks. “Are ye alright? You’ve gone pale as a sheet.”

      “No, I’m not alright,” I bark at him. “You need to leave. Now. You’re fucking everything up.”

      He grabs my stool and yanks it closer to him, pinning me between his legs.

      “I don’t want ye doing this shite anymore,” he says.

      His voice is low, the usual humor absent. It isn’t the first time he’s tried to get me to stop. But Rory doesn’t know me. He doesn’t know anything about me. And even if he is one of the few people I can actually deal with in small doses, right now he’s about to screw us both.

      Alexander has always been the end goal. The culmination of my efforts and my revenge. I’ve waited for this opportunity. I’ve sacrificed and bled for this opportunity. And he’s about to destroy everything with five seconds of stupidity.

      “If you aren’t going to leave.” I stand up. “Then I will.”

      He grabs me by the arms and yanks me closer still, breathing me in. He gets high off me when he does that, and I’ll never understand it.

      “Quit being such a bitch,” he whispers. “Ye know I like it.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      The vein in his neck is pulsing and his biceps are tense, and that’s how I know he’s lying. But when I reach down and grab his cock through his jeans, it reaches a boiling point.

      “You fucking hate it,” I tell him. “You hate it so much that you’re sitting here with me pinned between your legs and your cock isn’t even hard. So, tell me again how much you like it.”

      He grabs my wrist and pulls it away from him before releasing me. And just as I hoped, I’ve pissed him off to the point of no return.

      “Go the fuck home, Scarlett,” he orders. “For once in your bloody life, think of someone other than yourself.”

      His words cut me, but I don’t let him know it. And when he walks away, my panic leaves with him. It doesn’t last long though.

      Because when I glance across the bar, Alexander still isn’t here.

      And I can’t see him anywhere.

      All because of fucking Rory and his misguided attempts to court me like an eighteenth-century romance novel.

      Fuck him.

      Fuck him all the way to hell.

      I snatch up my purse and scrap anything to do with this bar or my revenge or anything else tonight. There is nobody else that will satisfy the demon inside of me now. Not after seeing Alexander and having him slip through my fingers.

      I ride the elevator up to my floor and the room where I stashed my bag. I slip the key into the door and step inside, but then I stop.

      Something doesn’t feel right.

      The curtain is closed, the way that I left it, but the light isn’t on the way that I left it. My instincts are speaking to me again, and this time, I listen.

      Or at least I try to.

      I pivot on my heel and reach for my knife, but when I turn for the door, there’s a flash of movement beside me. Something reaches out and tangles in my hair and slams my head into the wall. Once is all it takes for me to drop the knife.

      Twice, and I’m out cold.
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      When I wake up, I’m slumped in a chair. Legs dangling off the edge, heels haphazardly kicked off on the floor beneath me.

      My head throbs, and there’s something dry and crusty on my skin. Blood, I imagine, but I’m alive so it can’t be too bad. Still, every part of me feels like I’ve been punched with a brick and I’m nauseous, but my clothes are intact.

      When I slide a hand down my thigh, the knife that is always there isn’t this time.

      “Sorry, babe.” Alexander draws out the word in the way that only a douchebag can. “Had to take your toy away from you. At least for a little while.”

      His face explodes into my vision when he sits on the bed across from me. He’s too close and I can still smell him- that Armani cologne- and I really think I’m going to be sick.

      My eyes bounce around the room and I try to find comfort in the familiar surroundings.

      In this hotel room, I’ve always been in control.

      I need that control. I crave it.

      But right now, I don’t have it.

      Alexander smiles at me and tips the tumbler of scotch in his hand as a toast to the reunion. It’s crystal, and it’s fucking ridiculous because I know that glass didn’t come with the room and I wonder what other props he brought with him tonight.

      He always was a try-hard.

      “Let me start by properly introducing myself,” he tells me. “I’m known by Royce now. Royce Carrington. And I’m an agent for the federal bureau of investigation.”

      He flashes a badge at me, which doesn’t mean shit to my blurry eyes, and waits for me to say something. He wants me to be impressed. Nervous. Intimidated.

      I am nothing because he hit my head so goddamned hard I can’t think straight. Spots fill my vision when I close my eyes and take a breath, and Royce sighs.

      “Nothing to say, Scarlett? Really? After all this time?”

      I blink at him and squint as my eyes narrow in on his face. He looks more like him now. In this room and in this moment. That boy that I once knew, so desperate for approval from those around him.

      He can flash his badge around and proclaim himself a different man with a different name, but he’s still that freshman boy. He’s still Alexander Carrington.

      It was set in stone before I ever had a chance to know him. Our parents decided our fates long before we could, shoving us together. My mother told me were destined to marry. And I was fourteen, and I didn’t know what my favorite kind of ice cream was, let alone what I wanted in a future husband.

      I wasn’t on board with it and I told her I’d never be on board with it.

      But like all things concerning my mother, I came around, eventually. Alexander put in the work. He did everything right. He escorted me at cotillion. He carried my books and said everything that I wanted to hear. He spoon-fed me bullshit, and I ate it up like the stupid girl I was.

      Until that night. Until the night it all went horribly awry.

      “I see the questions in your eyes,” he says. “I’ll save you the trouble, Ten. It’s me. Your eyes are not deceiving you. However, I have to tell you, I thought mine definitely were the first time I saw a photo of you. I couldn’t believe it. Not until I saw you in the flesh. But it really is you. You’re really alive.”

      The smile on his face is not full of fond memories. It’s twisted and dark and a carbon copy of the same smile he wore that night. When he and four of his society brothers altered my life irrevocably. I wanted to believe it was the drugs. Or the alcohol.

      Or anything other than the truth.

      He hates me. Has always hated me. But he hid it well. The only thing I could never understand is why.

      My voice is scratchy, my head still fuzzy, but I’m not that girl anymore, and he needs to know that.

      “I’m surprised the FBI let you in,” I tell him. “Given your father’s giant clusterfuck of a Ponzi scheme. I suppose that’s the reason for the shiny new name, huh? I can only imagine how well that went over back home.”

      His lips pucker and I’ve left a bad taste in his mouth, and it feels good. So, I go on. Because I never could fall in line.

      “I bet you haven’t been able to show your face on the Upper East Side again. Tragic, really. That you’ve had to resort to a blue-collar job. I know it was always your dream to take over your father’s legacy. But I guess prison isn’t quite as glamorous as fortune 500.”

      His vicious reaction shouldn’t come as a surprise to me, but some things never change. He backhands me twice and then seizes me by the throat, choking the air from me as he leans down into my face.

      “You were the one who couldn’t show your face again,” he snarls. “My perfect little whore girlfriend. The cum dumpster for Marquardt Prep’s finest. Did you like having those cocks inside of you, princess? Because I’m sure it’d be no trouble to get the gang together again. For old times’ sake.”

      I claw at his fingers until he shoves me away in disgust.

      He knocks back the rest of his scotch while I catch my breath and imagine plunging my knife between his eyes. There’s no question in my mind now.

      I was right all along.

      He isn’t sorry. None of them are sorry and they are all assholes and they all need to die.

      “I’ve been watching you for a while now, Ten,” he tells me once he’s calmed down. “Watching the way you operate.”

      I don’t want to believe him. Because that would mean that I’ve been remiss in my number one priority. Looking out for predators.

      And this man is the worst kind of predator.

      The same boy who led me to my doom that night. I was the fool who walked hand in hand with him.

      The years haven’t changed him. He’s not playing by bureau rules, FBI agent or not. And I don’t have to be a psychic to know this is bad. Really bad.

      He retrieves a file from the table and yanks out a photo, dangling it between his fingers. It’s me. Last week. Following Storm and my target into the hotel room where she tortured and tattooed him.

      I swallow, but the lump in my throat doesn’t budge.

      “I don’t suppose I need to tell you how many felonies you committed that night,” he says. “Do I?”

      There is no negotiating with terrorists. But he leaves me little choice at this point.

      “What do you want?”

      “That man was the son of a senator,” he answers. “Did you know that?”

      I didn’t know that.

      Fucking hell.

      “You’re an intelligent girl, Ten. Or do you really prefer Scarlett now? It suits you. It suits the street whore you’ve become.”

      He pauses, and smirks, and waits for a reaction. But fuck him and his dirty file and I need to get the hell out of this room. He grabs another piece of paper from the file and scans it with his eyes, reading off the information as he goes.

      “The media would have a field day with this one. Given your family’s name, your affluent background and social status. The best prep school that mommy and daddy could buy. The girl on the fast track to Harvard, by all accounts. An unblemished academic record- until your disappearance. Your extracurricular activities make Mother Teresa look like a slacker. So, you can just imagine how many circulars would love to splash that headline across their front pages. Missing Deb turning tricks in Boston’s seedy underground. They’d probably call you an addict, for dramatic effect. Speculate on your family and your childhood and tear your world apart.”

      He smiles, and his teeth are so white it’s creepy. Probably at least twenty grand in that mouth alone.

      “What do you want?” I repeat.

      He sighs and discards the paper beside him, leaning back to examine me.

      “I’ll tell you what I don’t want, Ten. I really don’t want to tell Senator Winslowe that you’re the girl he has numerous PI’s sniffing around for right now. Because we both know what would happen then. Between him and the Praetorians … I’m honestly not sure which is worse.”

      My mouth is dry and my heart’s beating too fast, and I know now, the direction he is heading with all of this.

      “Two roads diverged in a yellow wood,” he quotes Robert Frost, because he’s a fucking asshole and he knows I used to like that poem and he wants to ruin it for me like he ruined everything else.

      “Which one will you take, Scarlett?”

      “Tell me what my options are.”

      There is victory in his eyes and his smile, but he hasn’t won yet.

      “Ethan, Trip, Quinn, and Duke. You remember them, right?”

      “How could I ever forget them?”

      There is the tiniest of ticks in his jaw, and it’s not quite regret, but something else.

      Jealousy?

      “I’m sure they want the past to stay buried just as much as you do,” he tells me. “Now that they are well and truly successful members of society. So, here’s the deal. You walk out on me today, and each of them, along with Senator Winslowe gets your name and address hand delivered by the end of the day. Should you be lucky enough to survive the week, I take you in on the numerous felonies the DA will happily indict you with based on my investigation into your activities.”

      There are no words left in my mouth or in my head. Only questions. A frantic search for answers. But there is no time for Q&A because he’s not done yet.

      “Option two. I think you’re going to like option two better, Scarlett. See in this one… you get to live.”

      “And let me guess what you get out of it,” I scoff.

      Alexander’s jaw ticks again. His eyes are bottomless pits and he is vacant. There is nothing inside of him but darkness and I want to scream at him because he infected me with it too.

      “You destroyed me,” he says. “You were mine, Scarlett. MINE.”

      “Is that supposed to be a joke?” I ask. “Because you didn’t see it that way when you let all of your buddies have a go at me.”

      He shrugs it off, and he’s back to casual again. Unruffled.

      “Give me a fucking break,” he says. “You knew there were sacrifices to be made. I only did what needed to be done. And it worked. I got into the Praetorians and you got into Birds of a Feather. And had you stayed the fucking course like you were supposed to, you’d be a Harvard grad by now with a belly full of my first child. Instead, you’re nothing more than a common street whore.”

      He gets up and paces as he rants, and he’s even more fucking deluded than I ever could have imagined.

      “Surely you don’t think I’m still going to have a life with you.”

      He pauses, a slick smile spreading across his lips.

      “What I think,” he answers. “Is that you’re going to do whatever I tell you to. Because what other option do you have?”

      There is no argument to be had. He’s a federal fucking agent. Which I don’t doubt for a second was not a strategic move on his part. He’s been planning this for years. A decade, even. And there is nothing I can do right now but get out of here and figure out my options.

      “How did you know?” I ask.

      He’s quiet for a moment, thoughtful. Unsure how much he wants to reveal. But I need to understand his motives before I can plan a counterattack.

      “I went back,” he says. “A few days later. I couldn’t…”

      His voice is softer now, and for a second he almost seems human again.

      “I couldn’t think of you lying there like that. In that pile of leaves and dirt while the animals picked over you.”

      “Then I guess you shouldn’t have left me there.”

      The mask falls back over his face and his eyes are blank when they meet mine again. “The boys and I agreed, for our own protection, that you needed to be buried. But you weren’t there.”

      I grind my toes into the carpet to calm my nerves. If they knew I was alive, then there’s a good chance they’ve been preparing for my return.

      “I couldn’t tell them,” Alexander answers my unspoken thought. “I wanted to keep it to myself. Just the idea that you were out there somewhere… I liked that. So, I told them that I buried you. And nobody would ever find you again.”

      “Except for you,” I whisper.

      “Except for me,” he agrees.

      “Tell me what you want.”

      “Despite what I said earlier, I do want you to come out of hiding. To reveal to the world that Tenly Albright is not dead, but alive and well. And you will do it on my arm. As my fiancé. We’ll hire a publicist to spin the story. We will make all of this go away.”

      He makes a gesture with his arm as if to encompass the entire city of Boston. And it all makes sense now. His insane request. This pathetic attempt at a reunion. His stalking me and his blackmail and the dying ember of hope in his eyes.

      He isn’t here to redeem himself.

      He thinks I am his redemption.

      “You want back in,” I murmur.

      And then I laugh. I laugh too hard because it’s so fucking pathetic, and I can’t help myself and he’s angry and I really need to stop… but what the actual fuck?

      “You think this will win them back over,” I say. “Because of what your father did. You are an outcast. You’ve been an outcast for all these years and you are still trying to worm your way back in?”

      “Fuck you,” he spits. “You have no idea what happened because you couldn’t hack that world. You ran off and fucked me up in the head and abandoned everyone who ever cared about you.”

      “And now you want to ride my coattails on the way back in. Using the Albright name and the publicity to polish your shiny new reputation.”

      He lunges at me again, and it’s not pretty, his rage. He yanks my hair and shoves my head back and squeezes my face in his hand. And I can see it now. That he would crush me if he could. If he wasn’t planning to use my name as his way back in, he would do it right this time.

      I would stay dead.

      “I will tell you how it’s going to be, you little bitch. You’re going to earn this small mercy from me, and you’re going to do it on your hands and knees. You will be my wife, or you will die. Those are your only options.”

      He waits for me to respond. Expecting me to argue, probably. When I don’t say anything, he shakes me.

      “Do you fucking understand me?”

      “I understand you just fine,” I snap at him.

      He closes his eyes and rubs his nose in my hair, inhaling me. My stomach roils because he’s hard and his trousers are right there, and I know he has no intention of leaving here unsatisfied. This is a man who gets off on violence. A man in a position of power. A dangerous combination.

      “Just between you and me, Ten,” he lowers his voice. “You altered me in a way I can’t ever get back. Ever since that night, it’s all I can think about. Your face in the dirt, the sounds of all those cocks inside of you. I get off on fucking dirty, filthy whores. And it’s always your face I see when I defile them.”

      “Fuck off.”

      I spit in his face, and he smashes his palm into the bridge of my nose. The pain is instant, and the blood is a fountain down my face and over my lips.

      My body is still sluggish, flopping around like a limp doll when he lifts me up by the hair and slams me into the wall. His hands move over my dress, raising it up over my hips and grinding himself against me while he squeezes the flesh of my ass in his hand.

      “You stupid fucking cunt,” he growls. “You have no idea who you’re messing with. Do you honestly think anyone would ever believe a word you have to say against me? You, the worthless street whore, and me… the upstanding agent. I could fuck you bloody and they wouldn’t even blink twice at your sob story. So, it would do you well to remember that from this point forward. When I say jump, you ask how high. When I tell you to get on your knees and suck my cock, you’ll give me the best fucking blowjob I’ve ever had in my life.”

      He grips my hair at the nape of my neck and claws his fingers down my throat.

      “Are we understood?”

      I say nothing, so he slams my face into the wall. Everything is black and I’m on the verge of passing out and I have no choice because I can’t allow that to happen again.

      “Yes,” I tell him. “I understand.”

      He lets me go, and I crumple to the floor. His breathing is harsh, and his eyes are excited. Alive.

      His zipper comes down and my stomach roils.

      He grabs my hair again and tries to pull me up onto my knees. When my knees don’t cooperate, he kicks me in the calf to make sure that they do.

      And then he’s got his cock out, rubbing it in my face. It’s happening all over again, and I want to kill him but I’m too weak and when I try to hurt him he hits me again.

      There is no hesitation. He just keeps coming at me. And he gets off on my pain and now I know he is the monster that fucked up Kylie.

      I need to get away from him.

      But I’m dizzy and weak and I can barely form a coherent thought. When he squeezes my jaw and tries to shove himself in my mouth, acid lurches up my throat. And my body supplies its own defense mechanism. By vomiting all over him.

      There’s a sound of utter revulsion followed by a harsh shove.

      “God, you’re fucking disgusting.”

      And yet all the while, he’s stroking himself in his palm. Getting off on the filth of it all. The revulsion he feels when he looks down at me.

      It isn’t long before he tips his head back and lets out a groan, spurting his come all over my dress.

      “Filthy whore.” He zips himself back up and straightens out his clothing. “Don’t think for a second those tricks are going to work for you. Next time, I’ll fuck you face down in your own vomit.”

      He moves towards the door, only pausing to give me one last instruction.

      “You have a week to make your decision,” he says. “Death or marriage.”
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        Scarlett

      

    

    
      Hell is empty and all the devils are here- Shakespeare
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      “Tonight’s initiation night,” Hanna whispers from the other end of the line.

      “How do you know?” I feign ignorance.

      “I got a note in my locker after school. It said I have to meet outside campus just after midnight.”

      “Cool,” I tell her. “I hope you get in.”

      “You’re going to get a note too,” she insists. “There’s no way with your family’s alumni that you wouldn’t.”

      I don’t tell her that I already got a note, and I have no desire to follow up on it.

      “I wouldn’t go anyway,” I say. “The whole thing is so archaic.”

      “Are you kidding?” Hanna hisses as if it’s the worst thing I could ever say. “Ten, you HAVE to go. It’s complete social suicide if you don’t. Besides, what would your mother say if she knew?”

      My eyes dart across the kitchen to the woman in question and I know exactly what my mother would say. She’d blow a gasket if she knew I didn’t go.

      Every woman in my family for the last three generations has been a member of Birds of a Feather. Being a Birdie is an Albright birthright, my mother says. An honor and a tradition that I need to take seriously.

      I wish I cared as much as her, but it seems so stupid. It’s not like these ‘secret’ societies are even secret anymore. Everyone knows who’s in them and who runs the school. And regardless if I’m a Birdie or not, my social status is not going to change at Marquardt Prep. I’m a nobody, and that’s exactly how I prefer it.

      “Look,” Hanna says, and she’s irritated and it makes me feel guilty that I’m not like her. That I’m not like any of them. “Just think about your college applications. You want Harvard, right? Well guess what, Ten, so do a million other people. If you want your application to have any chance of not being buried at the bottom of the pile, then you need these extracurriculars. And besides, Alexander is being initiated tonight too. You know that Praetorians can only date Birdies.”

      My chest hurts at the thought of Alexander dumping me. I didn’t always like him, especially when my mother was hell bent on pushing us together, but over the last year, I’ve really warmed up to him.

      When he’s not around his friends, he can actually be kind of sweet.

      “Hellooooo?” Hanna snaps. “Are you even listening to me?”

      “I’ll think about it,” I tell her.

      “Well if you don’t,” she growls, “then you can really kiss Alexander goodbye. He won’t ever forgive you for this.”

      She slams the phone shut and I’m left with a dial tone as my mother examines me. Her eyes are always moving over me as though she’s cataloging ways for me to improve. And then she’ll bring them up, one by one, at the nightly family dinners.

      “Everything okay at school?” she asks.

      “Everything’s fine,” I tell her.

      She’s quiet for a moment, glancing over her shoulder to make sure nobody else is around to hear her next question.

      “How are your symptoms?”

      “They aren’t symptoms, mother,” I sigh. “They are personality traits.”

      “Yes, well… regardless of what you’d like to call them, I need to know you’re still working on them. That you’re doing what you promised.”

      “I am,” I say. “I’m doing everything you want.”

      “Good,” she answers. “That’s good, Tenly.”

      The kitchen is quiet, and the conversation is effectively over when she leaves without another word.

      

      Later that night, I sneak out of the house and wait at the end of the block like I’ve been instructed to do.

      A car pulls up, and I barely get a glimpse of the faces inside when I’m yanked through the door.

      Someone covers my eyes with their hands, and I’m freaking out already until Alexander’s voice whispers into my ear.

      “Calm down, baby,” he says. “It’s just me.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “I’m supposed to be getting initiated tonight.”

      “I came to escort my girl.” He takes my hand and I feel some of my nerves dissipating as he strokes the pulse beneath my skin.

      “Are you nervous?” he asks.

      “No,” I lie. “And why are they doing both initiations on the same night? Aren’t they supposed to be separate?”

      “Nah,” Alexander says, but he doesn’t give further explanation.

      “Are the other girls meeting us somewhere?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “Of course. But you have to pass the first challenge first.”

      “What is it?”

      He brings something cool to my lips and liquid sloshes into my mouth.

      “Drink up.”

      I don’t want to do it. The whole thing is so lame. But I know I’ll be ridiculed forever as the girl who couldn’t even pass the first test if I don’t. And then my mother will be on my case about destroying generations of our family’s hard work and reputations.

      So, I drink the liquid.

      And it hits me hard.

      Not that I ever really drink, but it feels stronger than it should. Within moments, I’m dizzy and confused and my entire body is weighted down in the seat.

      Alexander says something, but I don’t understand the words. I slump against him, and then there is laughter all around me.

      I fall asleep.

      I don’t know how long we’re in the car for. Because when I wake up, we’re somewhere else. It’s cold, and it smells like pine.

      The moon is above me, and there’s dirt and rocks digging into my skin beneath me. Grunting and slapping.

      “Fucccccck yeah,” someone says.

      And it’s too close to my face. Something heavy falls on top of me, and when my eyes adjust, I realize it’s Duke.

      And then I realize that I’m naked, and he’s inside of me.

      My mouth opens, and a scream erupts.

      “What the fuck?”

      That’s Alexander’s voice.

      A hand clamps over my mouth, and he’s closer now, speaking into my ear.

      “Shut the fuck up, Ten,” he whispers. “You just need to get through this, and we’re both in.”

      All his friends are here. I see them and feel them and that’s betrayal slicing through me like a hot iron. I’m still screaming beneath his hand when Duke moves off of me and Alexander takes his place. He grunts and pushes himself inside of me, smothering my face with his hand.

      “Dude, you need to make her shut up,” someone says.

      There’s a hand in my hair, and my head is slammed back into the ground. Once, twice. Dizziness threatens again.

      “Put some more shit in a drink and give it to me,” Alexander tells them.

      A couple minutes later, my mouth is being squeezed open and more liquid is sloshing down my throat. I almost choke on it, but they keep forcing it down, anyway.

      Whatever it is, it renders me limp and useless again.

      “Finally,” one of them mutters. “Now flip her over so I can have some too. Don’t be a greedy pig.”

      There are so many hands on me. Bodies crushing me.

      I only get fleeting glimpses of the nightmare, interspersed with bouts of unconsciousness. I don’t know how long it is before I start to feel something in my limbs again. But the moment I do, I try to fight back.

      This time, someone clamps a hand over my mouth and my nose.

      I can’t breathe.

      And I can’t fight back.

      Not anymore.

      The last thing I hear when it all goes silent around me, is Alexander’s voice.

      “You gave her too much. What the fuck? What are we going to do now?”

      I’m being dragged through the dirt, tossed into a shallow hole. Leaves and rocks scraping over my skin and burying me alive.

      Hatred settles into my stomach and oozes through my veins, blackening everything inside of me. Until there is nothing left. Nothing left but evil.
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      My carefully constructed kingdom of control is crumbling around me.

      The bathwater is cold now, my knees drawn up to my chest as I smear the dried blood on my hand across the wall.

      It mixes with the condensation and forms tiny rivers of red in the cracks of the tile, leaking back into the bathtub and poisoning everything around me.

      The betrayal, the pain, the complete loss of control.

      It’s happening all over again.

      The time for war has come, and there’s no backing down now.

      I’m trapped in this game. And the only way out is by leaving a trail of blood in my wake.

      I’m going to kill them all.

      I’m going to make them pay for their sins and I’m going to fucking win.

      If Alexander thinks he will ever touch me again, he can die thinking that as I plunge my knife into his heart.

      But it isn’t enough. It’s not enough to temper the fire inside of me. Alexander and his friends aren’t enough.

      There’s someone else I’ve been holding back on. And I don’t hold back for anyone. I was being nice, and I don’t do fucking nice. And it’s now two times that Rory Brodrick has crossed me.

      If he hadn’t interrupted me tonight, none of this would have happened.

      I wouldn’t have been off my game and I would have been paying attention and Alexander wouldn’t have caught me off guard.

      He just keeps fucking everything up. He thinks he can fix me, but I’m going to show him. There is no fixing me.

      There’s only the violence and the want and the hate.

      And now, I’m going to use him like a pawn. I’m going to take Rory’s fragile, vulnerable little heart… and I’m going to play with it like a fucking toy.

      Cross me, Mr. Brodrick? You better cross your heart and hope to die.
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      Fight night.

      My favorite night of the week.

      Every Thursday, I’m in this warehouse. Having a bit of craic, fucking shit up.

      Irish men are natural born fighters. And I’m no exception to that rule. I love to lamp some poor bloke upside the head just as much as the next lad.

      It’s what we do.

      And all the lads get in on it too. Drinking and placing bets. Cheering me on from the sidelines. The place is standing room only. The stench of blood and sweat and beer permeating the air around us. There are women too. Lots of women.

      There always are.

      I usually end up taking one home with me at the end of the night. They know the score, and so do I.

      Casual. Always keep it casual. They want to bag a fighter, and I want to work off the last of my adrenaline.

      But the last few I’ve taken home with me have only ended up passing out on the couch since I’ve been too piss drunk to do much of anything.

      Conor’s got it in his head that there’s something wrong with me. Something bothering me.

      Tonight, I’m set to prove him wrong. My eyes scan the crowd before I even square off with the Italian I’m fighting in just a few short moments.

      I’m already counting my victory… because let’s face it… this bloke walked in here with Gucci loafers.

      Enough said.

      There’s a few blondes over in the corner tossing smiles my way. I smile back at them and flash them the dimples. Works like a charm.

      Every time.

      I ignore the brunettes in the crowd. Because there’s only one brunette I want. And I don’t like to compare.

      There is no comparison.

      But just as Johnny starts his spiel and I meet my opponent in the middle of the makeshift ring, one brunette does catch my eye.

      And I have to do a double take to be sure.

      Because her face is all beat to hell.

      Scarlett.

      In a black dress and flats. Scarlett never wears flats, but tonight she is because her leg is jacked up too. She’s leaning to the left and trying not to show it.

      My nostrils flare and I crack my neck and I’m ready to murder someone when the bell sounds and I give her one last glance. She’s looking right at me. Holding her head high. Acting like her face isn’t all fucked up, and she has every right to come here and provoke me like this.

      Because she knows.

      She knows I’m going to slay the motherfucker who did that to her. Even if I have to cuff her to my bloody bed and torture the name out of her myself.

      I can’t handle this shite.

      I can’t handle seeing her fucked up like this all the time. The things she does to herself. The way she puts herself at risk.

      Fucking Christ.

      I need somewhere to channel this rage.

      The Italian clatters me in the jaw when I’m not paying attention, and it feels like a hit from back in my schoolyard brawls.

      Doesn’t matter though.

      I come at him like a freight train. Loaf him three times in the head and he goes down. He’s not even fighting back when I get down on the floor and continue to pummel him in his face.

      It isn’t until Lachlan and Ronan are pulling me off him that I realize he’s knocked the fuck out. And it’s not enough. There’s still too much adrenaline flooding my veins. Fucking up my head.

      And all I can see is Scarlett’s face.

      So, when Crow doesn’t take his hands off me, I turn around and clock him too. And pretty soon, we’re both going at each other before some of the other lads join in.

      It takes four of them to pin me down and talk some sense into me.

      It’s Conor, surprisingly enough, that I listen to. He seems to understand what the others don’t.

      “She’s going to leave if you keep acting the maggot,” he tells me. “And then what?”

      He’s right. And I know he’s right. He helps me to my feet, and Crow wipes the blood from his lip, his eyes darting to Scarlett in the crowd and back to me.

      Crow is the boss of the syndicate now. My boss. And I just had a go at him that I had no right to have.

      But he understands better than anyone. The trouble with women. It wasn’t so long ago that his own woman almost got him killed.

      So instead of telling me to feck off and he’ll take a few fingers for that offense, which I rightfully deserve, he gives me a nod. To go to her.

      Conor tosses me a rag and I wipe the blood from my face before I push my way through the crowd. But the place where Scarlett stood only moments before is now empty. And after a few minutes of scanning the building, I realize she’s no longer in it at all.

      It’s always this way with her. These games of cat and fecking mouse. She loves it. Toying with people. Toying with me, specifically.

      But I’m in no mood for it tonight. Or anymore for that matter.

      I drive to her apartment first. But the light inside isn’t on and she isn’t home. I’d let myself in, if I believed she was here, or would be back anytime soon, but I know that isn’t likely.

      Whatever the reason she came to the fight tonight, she put it out of her mind just as quickly. The woman is as elusive as ever.

      After scoping out her usual stomping grounds and checking in with Mack who hasn’t seen her, I drive to my place.

      I’m only planning to grab a shower and a change before I go back to her place, but when I let myself into the house, there’s no need.

      Her perfume still lingers in the entryway, and her shadowed profile sits atop the window seat. Her knees are hugged into her chest, her bare feet crossed at the ankles as she stares up at the moon.

      “How did ye even know where I live?” I ask.

      She doesn’t answer me. Instead, she gets up and moves across the floor in my direction, quiet and predatory.

      “Scarlett?”

      She comes too close. Her hands moving up over the expanse of my chest before her fingertips are on my neck.

      I know what needs to be done. Logically. But right now, with her hands on me, my cock is doing all the thinking.

      So, when she leans up on her toes and pulls my head down to hers, I give in. There's honey on her lips, but destruction in her kiss. And in the darkness, it’s easy to forget why she’s even here, or if it matters, as I yank her body against mine and grab her ass.

      But when the slightest of whimpers escapes her, it comes back to me quickly.

      I pull away and she follows.

      “Scarlett,” I warn her. “Don’t come any fucking closer.”

      “Fuck me,” she begs.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      I walk to the wall and turn on the lights, and whatever fleeting thought I had of doing just that vanishes when I see her face up close. She’s moving towards me again, like the hunter she is, only limping and in pain. She’s playing it off like it’s nothing. But it isn’t nothing, and it’s a whole lot of something and I’m fed up with seeing her hurt.

      “Rory,” she whispers. “I need you.”

      Her voice is soft and sweet, but her eyes tell me the demon in her wants to come out and play. She reaches up to take control again, but I put the kibosh on it by pinning her up against the wall with my body. I’m covered in sweat and blood and dirt, and she doesn’t give a fuck. Her lips move to my neck and she doesn’t just kiss me, she tastes me.

      And fuck me, she’s pure evil.

      “I want you,” she tells me again. “I want you so fucking bad.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      I grab her face between my fingers, careful not to hurt her as I examine the damage. I close my eyes and take a breath. Trying to calm myself before I speak.

      “Name.”

      She doesn’t answer, and my fingers dig into the flesh of her arm.

      “Give me a name, Scarlett.”

      “For what?” she teases. Like this is all some big fucking joke. “So you can go and defend my honor?”

      “Aye,” I answer. “So I can go and defend your goddamned honor.”

      “Rory,” she sighs.

      “Scarlett.”

      We’re at an impasse. Our eyes locked together. There’s a tiny flicker of emotion in hers. Guilt maybe. Regret. I don’t know.

      But she came to me. She came to me for a reason. She brought herself to that warehouse knowing exactly what I would do.

      In the past, this is where I’ve always lost her. She’d run, just as soon as things started to get too hard. When she started to feel vulnerable.

      I let it slide then.

      Because I didn’t know her. I had no right to tell her how to live her life, even though I wanted to. When I found out she was trick rolling clients instead of fucking them, there was a part of me that was relieved. Because I wanted her for myself. No doubt about that. But there was another part of me- the one I’ve always been a slave to- that wanted to save her.

      When it comes to women and children, I have a weakness.

      I can’t fucking stand to see them suffering. And knowing Scarlett was doing this to herself triggered every caveman instinct inside of me.

      The thing I discovered about Scarlett though, is that she doesn’t take orders from anyone. In her ship and in her life, she’s the fucking captain. No bones about that. She doesn’t accept help, and she doesn’t show weakness. And the minute a man tries to tell her what to do, even with the best of intentions, she will tell him to fuck right off.

      Needless to say, we’ve been butting heads ever since.

      But there’s a limit for everything. And seeing her bruised face and her bloodied lip, my mind is made up. I’m done playing this game with her. And I’m about to let her know it too.

      I force her gaze to mine. Scarlett doesn’t like to look people in the eyes. I have a notion that she’s afraid of what she thinks they’ll find there. She always keeps herself locked up so tight.

      But I’ve just made it my mission to know all of her. So she better get used to being uncomfortable.

      “A name,” I repeat.

      She smiles up at me in challenge.

      “Why did ye do it?” I ask. “Why did ye come there? You had to know what ye were doing. You had to know ye were going to push me past my limit, sweetheart. There’s only so much a man can take.”

      “So what are you going to do about it?” she asks. “Hold me hostage again?”

      “Aye,” I answer her.

      She laughs, until she realizes I’m not fucking joking. Then she tries to bolt for the door. I catch her around the waist and lock my arms around her. That’s when she moves for her knife again.

      Scarlett’s wild like an animal. When she feels threatened, she will fuck up whatever is standing in her way.

      I learned that lesson the hard way.

      I grab hold of her wrist, and she tries with her other, which I grab hold of too. They are small in my hands. Too fragile. I don’t know how a girl so fragile has survived for so long on the road she’s chosen for herself.

      “I wasn’t going to stab you again,” she lies. “Let me go.”

      “No.”

      A tiny flicker of panic moves through her features, but she’s still playing it cool. Scarlett doesn’t like to be restrained. But like I said before, I’m done coddling her. She’s going to get used to me. And she’s going to learn to trust me.

      I lean in with my body, pressing hers into the wall. Her wrists are pinned between us. Her eyes wide when she looks up at me and my face dips down to hers.

      Before tonight, I’ve never had the pleasure of tasting her lips.

      She’s never let me get that close.

      But right now, as vulnerable and skittish as she is, I have a notion it’s not going to be the only time.

      Her eyes plunge to my chest, and I laugh. It pisses her off.

      “Kiss me again,” I tell her.

      She opens her mouth, prepared with something hostile. But I don’t let her get that far. My mouth crashes onto hers and I groan because fuck… she tastes so good.

      I think she’s going to push me away. Or maybe loaf me in the head. But instead, her jaw relaxes, and she gives in. A dangerous thing when my self-control is currently hanging by a thread.

      All I want to do is bury myself inside of her. Claim her in a way that nobody else can ever have.

      But what I want more than that is her trust.

      And fucking her like every other lad on the street tries to isn’t the way to accomplish that. So even though she’s kissing me back, and I’m so fecking hard I could drill a hole in the wall with my cock, I pull away. Only to bury my face in her neck and inhale her.

      She’s breathing hard, and the tension in her body has dissipated, at least a little. So I let go of her wrists, and she slides them down my chest and into the loops of my jeans.

      Then her eyes meet mine, warm like brandy, and so different from only moments ago.

      “Fuck me.”

      I groan and give her one last squeeze in my arms before I pull away.

      “Ye’re going to be the goddamn death of me, woman.”

      My rejection triggers her armor to fly back into place, and again, she’s on the verge of fleeing. So I grab her by the hand and drag her down the hall to my bathroom.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I pick her up and plant her arse on the countertop.

      I reach for the button of my jeans and flick them open. Sliding down the zipper as she watches with curious eyes.

      “Trust is a two-way street, sweetheart,” I tell her. “And I trust that ye’re going to stay put. Because otherwise, I can promise you, ye won’t like it if I have to come to collect your arse again.”

      She smiles at me in challenge, so I drop my jeans and kick them off.

      Scarlett swallows, and her curious gaze wanders over my body. I give her a full minute to do just that before I walk to the shower and turn it on. And though I want nothing more to have her join me, I settle for letting the ice-cold water calm me the fuck down.

      When I get out, she’s still there, her legs dangling off the countertop. I grab a towel and dry off, and then I move my hips between the small gap in her legs. Dragging my fingers up her calf to her bruised and swollen knee.

      When I touch it, she flinches.

      “A name,” I say again.

      “I’m going to let you take me out on a date,” is her reply.

      Again, I lean in and taste her mouth. For just a minute. Because I can’t help myself. And because I want to believe I’m making progress with her even though I’m suspicious as fuck.

      Then I smooth away her hair and twist it back over her shoulders.

      “What does my girl like to do?” I ask. “When she isn’t fucking shit up out on the streets.”

      “Your girl,” she scoffs. “For the record, Ace, I’m nobody’s girl. And you really ought to stay away from me.”

      I smile and she frowns and she isn’t done.

      “I mean that,” she repeats.

      “Do your worst, Scarlett.”

      She stares at my chest and her fingers move over the tattoos there while she speaks.

      “This dating thing,” she says. “It’s my game. My rules.”

      “Tell me what sort of things ye fancy. And I’ll see if I can make it happen.”

      She ponders this for a moment while she swings her legs back and forth in a childlike fashion before wincing.

      I try to focus on her words and not the fact that she’s in pain, because it will only make me homicidal all over again.

      “I don’t like people,” she says. “Or texting. Or foods that are orange. Black licorice. Television. Concerts. Restaurants. Clubs. Malls.”

      She falls silent as I stare at her curiously.

      The sad part is, she isn’t even joking.

      “Did I mention people?” she adds.

      “Twice,” I tell her. “But I’m the exception to that rule.”

      “You can’t declare yourself an exception to a rule. The rule maker has to do that.”

      “Scarlett.”

      My voice is a warning, which she ignores.

      “I’m just laying it out for you, Brodrick,” she says. “You think you’ll get me liquored up and I’ll ease up a little. But that’s not going to happen. What you see is what you get. Always. I’m incredibly dull and very blasé in regards to literally everything. So, you should just move on along now and save yourself the trouble of a failed attempt.”

      “I did get loafed in the head tonight,” I tell her. “But I do recall you just asking me to have a go at ye not so long ago after I walked in the door.”

      “Only because I had a moment where I wondered what it was like,” she says. “But the moment is gone now.”

      “What do ye mean, what it was like?” I press.

      “Just, you know.” She waves her hands about in an ambiguous fashion. “What fucking someone that didn’t repulse me was like.”

      Scarlett is blunt. That’s one thing I’ve come to know about her since we met. Mack regaled me one night with countless admissions about her. How she is a genius with no filter and no social skills either. That she never fit in so she’s never bothered to try after that. But this admission catches me off guard.

      The last thing I want to do is delve into who she was shacking up with before me. But now, I can’t stop myself from asking about it.

      “You’ve never been with a man ye weren’t repulsed by?” I question her. “Really? What about your boyfriends?”

      “Boyfriends?” she blinks. “I’ve never had a boyfriend. Well, not since high school anyway.”

      This time I’m officially stunned into silence. Which only seems to offend her more.

      “Who needs a fucking boyfriend?” she huffs. “Relationships are just a headache. I’ve never understood why anyone would want to put themselves through such hell. And willingly too. I might be sadistic, but a masochist I am not.”

      “Scarlett?”

      “Yes?”

      “Stop talking.”

      She does. And I take a few moments to file her words away where I can stew on them later. But for now, I just need to get her out of the house before I fuck her into next week.

      “Get ready,” I say.

      “For?”

      “I’m taking ye out tonight.”
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      If the road to hell is paved with good intentions, then I must be headed straight for heaven.
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      There isn’t a single part of me that has ever felt bad for fucking over a man. Some say you’ve got to be cruel to be kind.

      I say you’ve got to be cruel to survive.

      I don’t owe anyone anything. Especially Rory.

      But when I dart glances over at him, driving me through the streets of Boston like he actually gives a fuck, I want to go for a long run. Over a bed of Legos.

      If I punish myself, then I feel better.

      But I can’t punish myself, because I’m trapped in this car now and all I can smell is him. He’s clean, like the ocean. He’s cool and mint flavored and olive-skinned and his body is all Alpha, and I keep checking him out when I don’t mean to.

      His body is hard, but he isn’t hard like me. He’s open. Lazily draping his hand over the wheel and leaning back in his seat, his tee shirt stretching across his chest. He’s a tee shirt and jeans guy. A dimples guy. A jokes guy. A punch-you-in-the-face on Thursday nights guy.

      He’s too many things. Tall and casual and funny and green-eyed.

      And I am only one thing and it’s not his girlfriend.

      But it doesn’t matter.

      I made up my mind, and I’m no quitter. I tried to warn him away, but if he isn’t smart enough to listen, I can’t take responsibility for that.

      I’m a wrecking ball, and you don’t fuck with a wrecking ball.

      He fucked with me and now he’s going to help me, and I’m going to use him, and in the end it will ruin him.

      It wasn’t supposed to be this easy. And it’s only for Rory’s own good that I’m going to teach him this lesson. Because after everything I’ve already said and done to him, he shouldn’t trust me.

      But he took me back into his life just like that.

      And do you know what happens to people who give out second chances like Halloween candy? They get fucked over.

      I’m not a toaster, and I can’t be rewired. You can’t plug me into the wall and get a connection where there was none before. Because this is how I was programmed. From birth, I was wrong. Those symptoms my mother used to bitch and moan about? They weren’t symptoms. They were lifelong afflictions.

      I don’t have feelings for people or objects or places or sentimental longing for old memories. While most people have an emotional capacity that rises and falls in relation to the object or person, I was not plagued with such a hindrance.

      My mother knew I was wrong and she couldn’t have wrong in our family. She put me through the works. Blood tests and speech tests and ink blots and diagrams of reptilian brains. At first, it was a learning disorder. Then a social disorder. Communication disorder, perhaps. The word spectrum was tossed around, which my mother quickly put the kibosh on…. because those types of disorders didn’t live on the upper East Side. Brooklyn, maybe. But not in her home.

      I told her once that I didn’t feel anything. That I was just a flat line. And I stayed flat forever. She told me never to speak of such nonsense again and then sent me to boarding school for a year.

      So, I never spoke of it again.

      There was satisfaction in being right. In being flat.

      But now there is something else. I’m second guessing the boundaries of my linear emotions. There is a blip in the line when I look at him.

      Fear, I reason. Because I’ve never felt as dangerous as I do when I think of what I could do to him.

      Rory isn’t flat like me.

      He’s all jagged edges and soft corners. A contradiction of dark masculinity and soft humor. But inside, he feels.

      And I’m the girl that’s going to soak him in kerosene before I light a match.

      There’s a faint whisper of the conscience I didn’t know existed telling me to stay away. But the destructive part of me wants to punish him.

      I want to stay linear. Because it’s easy. And it’s familiar. But it’s like one of those heart monitors when they bring someone back to life. I can see the small peaks and valleys forming already. My flat line is altered.

      Pliant, when before it was unbendable.

      I stare at him too long and he feels it. His eyes move over me too, suspicious.

      He knows something is up. Because I never would have come to him otherwise. So, I need to give him a reason. Something to think that I need him. I’m going to make him a good soldier. The Clyde to my Bonnie. And we’re going to fuck up everyone who’s ever crossed me before I turn on him too.

      Because in this world, you can only ever rely on yourself.

      And I am going to end this. One way or another.

      Rory pulls up into the parking lot of Slainte and turns off the ignition. This is the Irish mafia’s stomping grounds. Headquarters, if you will. A strip club and gambling establishment and who knows what the fuck else. Mack was a dancer here for all of two seconds before Crow went and married her, so I know a little about the place.

      The question now is what we’re doing here.

      Rory is back to his normal boyish personality when he turns in the seat and winks at me. He reaches for my hand and his is warm and big and calloused from fighting.

      “Name?” he asks.

      This is my opportunity. And here comes the breadcrumb. Rory can’t resist helping a woman in distress. So, I’m going to throw him a bone. I will give him a legitimate reason why I need to stick around for a while.

      “The thing is…” I say quietly. “The name doesn’t matter.”

      Rory doesn’t interrupt me. That’s the thing about him. He’s not like most guys. He actually listens to what I have to say. And whenever I talk, his eyes are on my face, not my body.

      It’s unfamiliar, and it makes me uncomfortable. Exposed and raw. Full of curves and peaks that I want to stomp back down into the flat line where they belong.

      “The game has lost appeal,” I continue. And this part is actually true. “It hasn’t been there for a while.”

      Rory’s eyes are warm. Relieved. And the small sense of calm I had evaporates into annoyance. Of course, he’s happy. Trying to dictate the way I live my life. Just like the rest of them.

      He has no right to judge me.

      The fucking Mafioso trying to tell the hooker that her life is all wrong. It gets under my skin and lives there, but I don’t let him know it.

      This little charade is going to be quick and rough, the way he likes it. He’s a perpetual bachelor. I’ve seen him at the fights. The women hanging off his arms. The life he lives is fast and hard. High octane.

      Anything less wouldn’t give him the same satisfaction.

      Men get bored easily. Monogamy isn’t natural to them. Fact.

      Rory would get bored with me too, no matter what he tells himself. It’s only the chase that thrills him. And if I wasn’t fucking him over right now, he’d be fucking me over in only a few short months. No question about it.

      Which gives me the fortitude I need to move forward with my lie.

      “I want out,” I tell him. “I want to move on. But I just....”

      I lay it on thick, turning to look out the window as I rub my hands over my dress.

      “There’s just a few loose ends I need to take care of first. And I need your help with that.”

      “Sweetheart, you know I’ll always look after ye. All ye ever had to do was say so.”

      I swallow the lump in my throat, but the false tears I conjured up don’t feel so false anymore. I don’t recognize what’s happening inside of me right now.

      Regardless, it’s what Rory needs to see. His fingers move over my face, gentle and full of worship.

      “We’ll sort out the details later,” he promises. “But for now, it looks like ye could use a good dose of some fun.”

      Fun? I don’t even know what that is. But I nod anyway. Placating him like I’m a normal girl who can go on normal dates. Or whatever.

      Rory tells me to stay put and gets out to walk around the car like some sort of gentleman. He opens my door and helps me out of the car, wrapping an arm around my shoulder as we walk towards the back door.

      But before we go into the club, he pauses to lean down and whisper in my ear.

      “You will give me a name, sweetheart.”
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      Rory bypasses the bar and the dance area and takes me directly to the basement.

      The space is loud and filled with Irish men and a hodgepodge of other sorts too. Various gambling pursuits abound throughout the room, and there’s a waitress running her ass off to serve drinks while the men drink and smoke.

      The noise and the claustrophobic atmosphere stab at my temples and I’m smiling and I really don’t mean it. My senses are in overload. The thing about my brain is that it doesn’t deal well with so much stimuli. But I’ve had a lifetime of practice, so I shut it out and focus on the things that need doing. Like walking and breathing and observing and nodding when Rory introduces me to someone.

      He leads me to a poker table with one spare chair and sits down, pulling me into his lap like I’m his trophy for the night. The other men at the table toss me fleeting glances, but don’t dare say anything.

      This is a man’s game. And apparently, I’m here for decorative purposes. But after Rory meets each of their gazes, they stop looking at me and find other points of focus. It’s a change of pace if I ever had one and I relax a little as he orders a drink.

      He asks what I want, and I tell the waitress myself.

      There’s chatter around the table before the game starts, but Rory doesn’t participate. His face is in my neck and he’s breathing me in again and PDA isn’t a problem for him but it’s a problem for me. I tell him so, and his arm wraps around my waist and pulls me back against his chest.

      “You play poker?” he asks.

      “Don’t know how.”

      He shifts beneath me, and he’s hard for me. Uncomfortable, no doubt. With my ass pressing against him and no relief.

      There’s a part of me that likes that. That I’m torturing him. I’m feeling like myself again.

      “I think you’ll like it,” he says. “The adrenaline rush without fucking up any unsuspecting lad.”

      I glare at him and he flashes me his dimples. His signature move.

      The dealer sits down and gathers our attention.

      The table falls quiet as the cards are dealt and everyone morphs into a human statue. They don’t want to give anything away, Rory whispers in my ear, and I think that maybe I’d be good at this game.

      I may not know how to play poker, but I know how to read faces. And some of these guys, quite frankly, suck.

      For the first couple of rounds, I just observe. Rory whispers in my ear to explain the moves he makes with the cards and I learn a little as we go. But it’s the people I’m watching. And after about twenty minutes or so, I know that the bald man opposite of us is nervous as all get out.

      It’s a gut instinct.

      I whisper my theory into Rory’s ear as well. He glances at me, and then without question, trusts my judgment completely.

      When he’s forced to show his hand, I’m happy to see that I was correct.

      The rest of the evening proceeds in similar fashion. We stay until two in the morning. Between Rory’s skill at the game and my tip offs, we rake in a shit load of cash. I’m exhausted and my eyes hurt when Rory drags me away from the table.

      “We’re leaving already?” I ask.

      Rory laughs and musses up my hair like I’m a child.

      “Better to quit while we’re ahead, sweetheart. But don’t worry, we’ll come back. We make a good team.”

      “I want to have a spot at the table,” I tell him. “My own spot.”

      He smiles at me again and shakes his head. “No women allowed. Club rules.”

      “Well that’s bullshit.”

      “You can take it up with Lachlan,” he says.

      “Or you could just take me somewhere that isn’t 1950.”

      He pauses at the door to consider it.

      “That’s not a bad idea.”

      A wicked smile spreads across my face, and it has nothing to do with poker. I thought it would be a challenge, but here he is, laying the groundwork for me.

      He’s just got no idea, it’s actually the worst idea ever.
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      Scarlett’s tucked into my bed and Conor is here to look after her, so I head to the gym to meet up with the lads.

      Crow and Mick are already in the ring, sparring while the other lads gab from the sidelines like a bunch of women.

      I peel off my shirt and toss it aside before stepping into the opposite corner of the ring and cracking my neck.

      “Anyone up for being loafed in the head this fine morning?”

      “Someone’s awfully cheerful today,” Mick remarks. “Who put a smile on your dial?”

      “A gentleman never kisses and tells.” I wink at him and Reaper joins me to throw some punches.

      He never used to be much for sparring, since he generally lacks the self-control to stop until someone’s dead, but he’s a lot calmer now that he’s taken up with his missus. He’s one of the best lads I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.

      We don’t really go after it too hard this morning. Just some light sparring. Most of the lads are still nursing a hangover from last night’s shenanigans.

      When I leave them to it, Crow follows me out the door to have a word with me before I head off.

      “I could do with an extra man at the club for the drop tonight. Mack’s got it into her head that I need to be home early. So, can ye do it?”

      “I’m planning to take my own missus out tonight,” I tell him. “Can’t Conor do it?”

      Crow shifts his gaze to the street, his eyes moving up and down out of habit. But I know by the look on his face he’s got something to say. And I also have a feeling I’m not going to like it.

      “Ye’re taking up with Scarlett now, is that it?”

      “So what if I am?”

      Crow might be the boss, but he sure as shite isn’t going to tell me who I can and can’t take up with.

      “The thing is,” he says, “ye have to know she’s fecked in the head, Rory.”

      I shrug. “Only makes it more fun. Ye know the crazy ones are wild.”

      “This isn’t a bleeding joke.”

      His face is solemn, and I don’t imagine he intends to let it go. I never take things too seriously anymore, and sometimes, that’s a problem for Crow. He’s as serious as they come.

      “I know she’s Mack’s friend,” he continues. “And she seems loyal. To Mack. But to anyone else. I don’t know.”

      “What are ye getting at?”

      “Only that ye have a known weakness for women in distress, and I think she’s making a grand mockery of you at the moment.”

      “Well if that’s the case, then it’s my situation to sort out,” I tell him.

      “Does it not strike you as a wee bit odd that she’s so sweet on ye now when only two months ago she couldn’t even stand to look at ye?”

      And there it is. Crow’s honesty.

      If it were anyone else, I might lamp him in the head. Only I know Crow has my best interests at heart. It wasn’t so long ago that Mack was tricking and lying to him in search of her missing friend Talia. She came to him with bad intentions, and he didn’t trust women to begin with. She played him just as he suspected she might. And now they’re happily married with a kid and another on the way.

      So I leave it alone because nothing I say will convince him otherwise until he sees it for himself.

      “It’s nothing serious,” I tell him. “We’re just having a dose of fun together. No harm, no foul. You needn’t worry yourself about it, mate.”

      He considers me a moment before giving me a nod. He still doesn’t fancy the notion, but he’s spoken his piece and he knows my mind is made up.

      “I suppose I’ll see ye tomorrow then,” he says.

      “I suppose you will.”
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      Today’s Saturday, which means I have one more thing on the agenda before I head home. Woman or not.

      Every Saturday, without fail, I stop by to visit Niall.

      He’s the former boss of the MacKenna Syndicate, forced into early retirement when his ticker started giving him trouble.

      I ring the doorbell and his wife ushers me in as usual with a warm hug and offers a cuppa and a bit of cake. Normally, I’d take her up on it, but since Scarlett is waiting for me, I decline.

      Niall’s in his office, reading. Thinner since I last saw him, and bored as shite, apparently. It pains me to see him this way. I know it pains him too. But he gestures me in with warm eyes, the same way he always does, and tells me to take a seat across from him.

      I do. Niall holds up a finger while he finishes up the page he’s on and I lean back in my chair and kick my foot up onto the opposite thigh.

      This man has been like a father to me. He changed my life and I will forever be in his debt.

      Niall taught me everything I know. From the time I was only a wee lad, working in his shop as a grocery delivery boy. And then, at the age of thirteen, when my whole world tipped upside down, he gave me a bit of solid ground to stand on.

      Out of habit, I adjust the silver watch on my wrist. The one that stopped at ten forty-three over twenty years ago.

      That was when I became a man.

      And when Niall brought me into this life.

      He taught me how to hustle. He taught me how to fight. And he taught me how to manage the anger that I couldn’t seem to get a handle on.

      And possibly the greatest thing he’s ever done for me was to never mention that night again. To never speak of the things he did for me. The thing that I did. And the reason I owe him my loyalty and my life.

      I have nothing but respect for the man. And for my brothers. Each and every one he vetted himself. I will always do battle for them.

      Niall sets down his book and adjusts his glasses, peering at me over the rims.

      “Where’s my whiskey?”

      I pull the pint out of my jacket and slide it across the desk like a drug lord, both of our eyes darting towards the door. If his missus finds out I’ve been sneaking him whiskey, she’ll have both our nuts.

      Niall cracks open the bottle without pretense and takes a swig before shoving it into his bottom desk drawer.

      “The good stuff,” he says. “Ye’re a good lad.”

      “How goes the battle?” I ask.

      “Good as can be expected, I suppose,” he answers. “The missus has got me eating all sorts of cardboard she claims to be food. Oatmeal and dry toast and the like.”

      “She’s only looking out for ye.”

      He nods and leans back in his chair, his face contemplative.

      “I spoke to your mammy this week past.”

      “Oh?” This is news to me. “I only spoke to her on Sunday, she didn’t mention it.”

      “She says she’s worried about ye,” Niall tells me. “That you’ll never settle down and give her some grandbabies. She charged me with the task of finding a good woman for ye.”

      We both have a laugh at the idea, and then I relax a little.

      “Ye needn’t worry,” I say. “I’m quite capable of finding me own ladies.”

      “Aye, ye are,” Niall answers. “Your problem is picking just the one of them to play house with.”

      I don’t know why I say the next words. Given that I only just told Crow this morning that things between me and Scarlett aren’t serious. And they aren’t. But maybe I’d like them to be. Maybe I could see them heading in that direction.

      “Well don’t tell mammy to go picking out any china patterns just yet,” I say, “but I think I’ve found a keeper.”

      He’s surprised by my admission, but there is relief in his smile.

      “She’ll be quite happy to hear that. She had herself convinced that you were so wrecked over the whole deal with your father that it put you off of marriage for life.”

      I shift in the chair and drop my gaze to his desk. Niall never mentions my father, and for good reason. It isn’t a topic that we revisit.

      Only the once.

      Only when I needed his body disposed of and Niall took care of it. He’s never brought it up. Until now. And it isn’t a topic I’m particularly keen on.

      “The thing is, lad,” he says, “if I’ve learned anything since my ticker started giving out on me, it’s this. You’ve got to let go of the past to move on. To live in the present. And while I trust a mammy’s instincts, I’ve had the same notions about ye meself for a while now.”

      “What are ye getting at?” I ask.

      He nods to the watch on my wrist. “Isn’t it about time ye take that thing off, lad?”

      I tap the cracked glass and shake my head. “It doesn’t mean anything. It’s just a watch.”

      “I disagree,” Niall says. “That watch- and the guilt you carry around with it- have been weighing ye down too long. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned about ye Rory, it’s this. Just when ye’re about to get yourself something good, ye go and sabotage it.”

      The room falls quiet, and I can’t find the words to argue with him. Even if I did have them, I wouldn’t. I’ve always trusted Niall’s judgment. His advice. But right now, I don’t want to believe the things he’s saying are true.

      “Ye say you’ve got yourself a good woman.” Niall leans forward and plants his elbows on the desk, his eyes boring into me. “So don’t go and feck it all up the way ye always do.”
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        Scarlett

      

    

    
      I’m no good for you. You only get one warning.

      [image: ]

      Rory is quiet when he gets home.

      Broody and different and surprised to see me still here.

      He shouldn’t be since he saddled Conor with the task of making sure I didn’t run off on him.

      I’d considered leaving. About every two seconds.

      I considered telling Conor and Royce and Rory and everyone else to go fuck themselves and fucking off out of this city myself. But where would I go? Boston is my home.

      And I’m done running.

      That was a one-time deal. And I have no intention of doing it again.

      Rory is observant. More than most men. He notices the tension in my body. The questions in my eyes. The doubt that always lingers there whenever he’s around.

      He stalks across the room and pulls me against him. I let him. And I let him cup my face in his hands and look into my eyes and lower his mouth to mine.

      He smells like sunshine and ocean air and he tastes like hunger.

      I’ve never been with a man of my own free will. Not once.

      No boyfriends. One night stands. No dates.

      Who has time for that?

      I wasn’t missing out on anything. I never wanted for more.

      But when Rory pulls my body against his, shielding me from the outside world, there’s a curiosity inside of me that wasn’t there before.

      Could I want him in this way? With his clean scent and his sunshine skin and his hard body. He’d have to be on the bottom, because I’m always in control. Which means I would have to do all the work, and I don’t know if I like that idea. It’s not like I’m a stranger to hard work, but there has to be a reward at the end, and I don’t know if there is one in this case.

      The contemplation of who should be on top and doing the work ends when he pulls away. It’s cold without his body wrapped around mine and I shiver and Rory pulls off his hoodie and hands it to me.

      “It’s a wee bit chilly in here,” he apologizes. “The place doesn’t have central heating yet. Still being renovated.”

      “I can see that.”

      I’ve spent all morning in his bachelor pad, picking it apart. Slabs of drywall and carpentry equipment abound and the place is dusty and a far cry from completion. The floor has been torn up and half the walls are missing. But with the space and my mind filling in the gaps, I see it differently.

      I tried to imagine it the way Rory would see it. As a family home because there are three bedrooms. He’s really going to town on the kitchen where I suppose he imagines he’ll sit down to dinner with his wife. The children will play in the parlor and there will probably be a dog and cat too.

      He will settle down here. Create a life here.

      Given that I haven’t fucked him beyond repair by the time I’m through.

      There is no residual sweetness left in my mouth from Rory’s kiss. It’s bitter now, and I’m twitchy and I hate this woman already and of course I don’t know her. But maybe it will be better if I fuck him up so bad that he never meets her because then I will get what I want even if I don’t know why I want it.

      “Are you doing the work yourself?” I ask because I need to say something and not think about this.

      “Aye.” He nods. “Mostly. The lads help out now and then. But I like the work. Gives me hands something to do.”

      “You mean when you aren’t beating the shit of someone on Thursday nights?”

      He smiles at me and it’s all dimples but I don’t smile back because I was really thinking of what else he does with those hands.

      I turn away and walk to the exposed brick wall on the far side of the space.

      “Keeping this?”

      “Now that you’ve touched it,” he replies. “How could I ever bear to part with it?”

      I toss him a look over my shoulder and catch him staring at my ass. Which is a relief.

      I was beginning to wonder.

      He keeps pulling away just when things are gaining momentum, and it’s a problem I’m not familiar with.

      “Enjoying the view?”

      “Always,” he smirks. “I’d enjoy it even better in my shower in about two minutes from now.”

      “Sorry.” I yawn. “Took one this morning while I was waiting on you. Which won’t be happening again, by the way.”

      Rory’s still stuck on the idea of me in the shower with him, and he’s breaking out the big guns now. Whipping off his tee shirt and snapping the waistband of his pants.

      He forgets who I am.

      Amateur.

      “Last chance.”

      He winks and I grin.

      “Pass. I need to go home and get some clothes, anyway.”

      “I’ll give ye a lift,” he says. “Just need ten minutes or so.”

      “Sure.”

      I give him a mock salute and plant my ass on the sofa again, tapping my fingers over my thigh.

      “Scarlett.”

      Rory’s voice is serious. And he isn’t ever serious. So I turn around, and I don’t like what I find in his eyes.

      “Don’t go disappearing on me again.”

      My smile is weak, and my reassurance is too.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
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        Rory

      

    

    
      Scarlett is quiet on the drive over to her apartment.

      And nervous too.

      I don’t ask her about it because that will only give her a reason to back out on our date tonight. Which was her idea.

      I had no bloody notion of going all the way to New York to play some cards, but if it buys me some time with her, I’ll take it.

      She doesn’t allow me to open the car door for her and leaves me to trudge after her up the stairs. An orange cat greets her at the top and she hesitates like she wants to pet him before she glances over her shoulder and decides against it.

      Scarlett could never know it, but I see so much of myself in her.

      And I see the way I could have become, had Niall not taken me under his wing and helped me sort out my shite.

      It’s quite obvious nobody has ever done the same for Scarlett. She doesn’t accept favors, or sympathy, or even a kind word. She hates the world and everyone in it. And inside, beneath that false sweetness and lies, she is filled with rage.

      She doesn’t want anybody to know it. To see that vulnerability in her. I’m well acquainted with that feeling myself. Which is why I used to beat the ever-loving fuck out of any bloke who thought he could mouth off to me.

      I thought it made me a man, but I’d only become my own worst enemy. I’d become my father. And I couldn’t keep a lid on my rage.

      But things are different now. And so am I.

      People never take me too seriously because I’m always joking. Scarlett thinks she’s got me all figured out too.

      That’s why when she does things like this- when she won’t stop to pet the cat who wants her attention for fear of what it will reveal about her- I don’t call her out on it. But I make a note of it. I make a note of everything she does.

      And someday, we’re going to unpack this baggage she carries around.

      Just not today.

      Scarlett shoves her keys into the door and goes to town on the locks. All six of them. And if there are six on her door, I can only imagine how many there are on her heart.

      When she’s managed to open the barricade to her apartment, she lets us inside.

      My eyes settle over the chaos while Scarlett discreetly checks each room for invisible threats.

      Again, I don’t call her out on it, because I’m using the opportunity to soak up her personal space.

      The apartment is small, with only the basics for furniture. No photos, no decorations, just plain white walls and a whole load of books.

      Books on every surface. The couch. The counter. The table. They are all bookmarked in different places, and I check a couple of them when she isn’t looking to see what it is she wanted to come back to.

      There are multiple copies of the same books.

      Hamlet and The Great Gatsby.

      The second one she’s mentioned to me before.

      I haven’t a clue about books, but Scarlett is obsessed. When she comes back into the room and catches me leafing through the pages, it’s even worse than I thought.

      She snatches it from my hands, distraught at the prospect of trying to find the exact stack it came from. Her eyes are darting around the room, frantic in a way I haven’t seen before, when I point to the pile beside her on the counter. She replaces it and then notices the book still lingering in my other hand.

      “Give it back,” she snipes. “You can’t just go around touching other people’s books.”

      “Obviously not,” I agree.

      A pink flush spreads across her chest, and Jesus Christ she’s blushing. I’m smiling and she’s beautiful, even when she’s angry like she is right now.

      “I won’t touch them again,” I assure her.

      She tries to justify her actions.

      “It’s just that if you move one, I won’t be able to find it later.”

      I don’t know how she finds them now, but I don’t tell her so. Her control issues run deeper than I ever imagined. This is a whole new side to her, inside this space. A vulnerable side of her.

      “Sit down on the couch while I get dressed,” she barks as she points to the other side of the room.

      I grab her instead and pull her into me, my hand tangling in the long locks at the back of her hair.

      “Scarlett, I like you. But I don’t take orders from anyone. So ye need to get that through your fucking head before you speak to me like that again.”

      “Then why don’t you just fuck off,” she suggests.

      She’s sullen and I’m hard and my fingers are tight in her hair, pulling her head back so my mouth is above hers.

      “I won’t let you ruin this before it even gets started.”

      “Fine,” she says. “Then let me go and I’ll get dressed. But I swear to god if you touch any more of my books…”

      I smack her on the ass and she glares at me, so I break out the dimples.

      “You want to get back at me, sweetheart? Then go slip into something so hot I’ll be suffering all night long even thinking about it.”

      She smiles back at me, and its pure evil.

      “Just remember you asked for it.”
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      To thine own self be true, and let whoever stands in the way of that, truly know my wrath.

      [image: ]

      When Rory sees me, he’s stunned into silence.

      I do a little spin, really playing it up. The dress is a deep crimson with asymmetrical cuts on the neckline and thigh. The lines cut low into my cleavage and high on my leg.

      My mother would choke on her Chardonnay if she saw me in it.

      “I’m adorable, right?”

      “Adorable isn’t the word I’d use,” he answers gruffly.

      “You clean up pretty nice too, sport.”

      Now that I’ve taken notice.

      He’s wearing dark wash jeans and a white button up with a black vest over the top. His sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, allowing his ink to peek out.

      As far as visual pleasures go, this one isn’t bad. If I was a normal girl, I’d be all over it. The stereotypical bad boy with ink and the flirtatious personality as the cherry on top. But it’s those dimples that he brandishes like a weapon.

      Women love them. And there’s no doubt he’ll be turning heads tonight too.

      Which is why I have a strategy in place.

      “I want to fill you in on the plan for tonight,” I say.

      “What plan?” he asks, and it’s a tired question and he’s suspicious and I need to convince him this is fun.

      “I think we should act like strangers.”

      He stuffs his hands into his pockets and rocks back on his heels, considering my words.

      “You want to hustle with me, sweetheart?”

      “I’ll be doing the hustling,” I smirk. “But yeah, I want to Bonnie and Clyde that joint up.”

      “What’s your game?” he asks.

      He isn’t saying yes, but he isn’t saying no. He likes the adrenaline rush as much as I do. He thinks he’s the master, but he hasn’t seen me in action before. Not really.

      So, I lay it all out for him. Using the voice and personality of the bimbo I sucker punch my clients with.

      “Well you see, doll, I’m just a bored housewife. Married a real estate tycoon down in Texas and he spends all his time at the office.”

      I toss in a couple sniffles and pull a handkerchief from my clutch to really ham it up before I continue.

      “And I’m pretty sure he’s cheating on me with his secretary too. It’s our anniversary today, and he’s still at a meeting with her. So, I want to get drunk, have some fun, and spend loads of his cash. Only problem is, I don’t know how to play poker. I need one of you gentleman to teach me.”

      The smile on Rory’s face disappeared over the course of my speech. The wheels are turning in his mind, but it takes him a minute to reply.

      “Jesus, sweetheart,” he mutters. “They don’t ever see ye coming, do they?”

      I don’t like the judgment in his tone.

      “Oh boo fucking hoo,” I snap. “Do you actually feel sorry for those men? Then you’re the one who needs a reality check.”

      “Scarlett.”

      His voice is soft when he steps forward and reaches out to grab my arm. He knows I’m already one foot out the door after his last comment.

      I don’t take to judgment well.

      Anyone who wants to judge me can fuck right off. And I tell him as much.

      “I’m not judging you, sweetheart,” he says. “I’m just a little terrified of you right now.”

      And he should be.

      Because I’m pulling one over on him too. While I play this game and tell him that I’m right. While I tell him not to judge me.

      I’m lying to him and fucking him over too.

      And while I’m thinking about all of this, he’s only thinking about me.

      “I don’t know if I can handle seeing ye flirt with those other blokes,” he says, and it’s honest and...

      Fuck.

      Why does he always need to be so goddamned honest?

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” I assure him.

      “That’s exactly the problem.” He rubs a hand over the back of his neck and paces my kitchen. “I never know when ye’re being real, Scarlett.”

      I suppose that’s true. I don’t know half the time myself.

      I’m a compulsive liar. It’s what I do for a living. It’s what I do to survive.

      It’s second nature. As easy as breathing. To lie even when I don’t need to.

      Sometimes, it just feels good. To be fooling everyone else.

      I’ve been lying to Rory since the day that I met him. He doesn’t know a real thing about me. And now that I think about it, I don’t know a single person that does.

      “It doesn’t matter who we’re playing with,” I say. “Because when you start winning big, I’ll just decide that la-de-fucking-da… that’s the guy I want to go home with.”

      Rory reaches down to grab my ass and pull me against him. He likes to do that, and he’s hard, already.

      His lips move to my ear, his voice low and husky.

      “Ye’re so sure I’m going to win big, aye?”

      “Course I am, silly.” I pull back just enough to let him see my face. “Because I’m going to be giving you the signals all night long.”

      Lies, lies, lies… they spill from my lips like lava.

      And he swallows them like sugar instead of the poison they really are.

      “There’s just one more thing,” I tell him.

      “What?”

      I dangle the blonde wig from my fingers and give him a weak smile.

      “You’ll be going home with this girl tonight. I know you prefer blondes after all.”
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      The first order of business in NYC is to check into the hotel. It’s just down the street from the club that Scarlett picked, and the hotel is also Scarlett’s choice. She’s familiar with Manhattan and I don’t know how.

      She’s edgier here. And she doesn’t have a Boston accent and now I’m wondering if this is where her hardness comes from. She could be a New Yorker.

      We check in and the bell man follows us up to the room, discarding our luggage and checking out Scarlett’s arse. She notices but doesn’t care and I notice and tell him to piss off.

      “You like it?” she asks when he’s gone.

      The room is fine. Grand even. But little hell raiser here doesn’t make small talk and I know something is definitely up with her.

      “Only the best for you, Satan.”

      She smiles and gets straight down to business. “I’ll walk in first and choose the table. You can grab a drink and join us.”

      She’s already bolting to the door, but I catch her around the waist and stop her.

      “Scarlett.”

      “Yes?”

      “If anything starts going sideways… and I mean even the vaguest notion that it’s going sideways, you come straight back here to this room and wait for me. Do ye understand?”

      “Sir, yes sir.” She salutes me again.

      “This isn’t a joke. I want to hustle with ye, sweetheart. But I need to know ye aren’t going to be reckless about it either.”

      “I’ll be a good girl,” she promises. “Scout’s honor.”

      Now my cock is saluting her and I don’t need her spouting off this sort of shite before we even get to the tables.

      Watching other blokes eye-fuck her all night is not going to be an easy thing to stomach. And I really think I might give in to my baser urges tonight and fuck her so thoroughly she will never want to play these games again.

      We leave and I follow Scarlett down the street, a few feet behind. My eyes are on her arse and so are every other man’s and I want them to know that she’s mine. But Scarlett is like a bird and the slightest change in the weather will have her flying away.

      The man in me wants to show her she can still get her kicks without putting herself at real risk. At least not with me beside her.

      She told me she wants to get out of trick rolling. And I’m going to make it happen. From the moment I met her, it’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      I can be patient. And she will learn to trust me. She will come to understand that I’m not bullshitting her like every other lad. In the process, I’m liable to get pricked more than a few times by her shield of thorns.

      But what’s a little blood for the sake of someone you care about?

      Of course, it’s a grand notion to have, until we walk into the club. This place isn’t at all what I expected. It’s swanky and private. Heavy buy in fees and rich pricks strolling around in Armani suits. If I could read minds, I’d be murdering some motherfuckers right about now. How casually they leer at Scarlett as she passes by as if they have that right.

      The patience I claimed to have only moments ago is nowhere to be found now.

      The trade off, I remind myself.

      At the end of the night, Scarlett is going home with me. Not any of these other blokes. This is the only way with a wild one like Scarlett. If I’d suggested dinner and a movie, she’d have laughed in my face and walked right out the door.

      So, I grab a drink at the bar and scope out the room, careful to keep her in my sights. She finds the table she’s looking for in moments and it’s faster than I expected and Scarlett is a true pro.

      The table isn’t as bad as I thought. A few older businessmen. And one bloke around my age, maybe. Of course, that’s the one she’s got her sights set on when she takes a seat beside him.

      I join the table and take my place two seats down from her, focusing on my drink while Scarlett launches into her role.

      Within a few short moments, I come to understand that the story she gave me earlier was only the practice version. This time, she’s fully locked and loaded with her smile and her fake accent and her cleavage that even I can’t fucking look away from.

      The men are eating it up, all of them offering to help her out, purely from the kindness of their cocks.

      I’m rapping my knuckles on my leg and focusing on the table. Trying not to let it get to me. But the arsehole she’s with is eating it up with a fucking spoon, and when he smiles, it’s smarmy and I want to knock those teeth right out of his mouth.

      To my complete fucking irritation, he accepts her proposal to help spend her bastard of a husband’s cash.

      The game begins soon after, and Scarlett is supposed to be giving me the signals. But she isn’t and all I can see is red when Ethan- her new best friend- wraps his arm around her and leans close to whisper in her ear.

      I’m about to fucking snap, and at this rate, I’m about to lose as well.

      I need to cop onto myself.

      So, I order another drink and get my head into the game, deciding the only way to salvage this clusterfuck is to ignore Scarlett completely. She didn’t come here to play poker and if I’m going to win, I can’t be distracted by the game she’s playing too.

      So, I do what I do best.

      I start hustling.

      And I recover from my initial blunders once I’ve got my focus right. Now things are changing. Now Scarlett’s eyes are on me, but I don’t look up at her.

      Her laughter is musical and the tales she spins for Ethan, syrupy sweet. She’s a good fucking liar and Crow was right and she really is Satan and what the fuck am I doing and why do I still want her?

      She’s playing me too.

      The viper disguised as a kitten. And she’s dead wrong if she thinks I’m just another ignorant bloke being led by his cock and she’s going to watch me crash and burn while she laughs in my face.

      Just when I think I’ve got it all sorted out in my head and that I need to let go of her, Niall’s words from earlier come back to me, warring with that thought. Am I only sabotaging this, exactly as he said I would?

      The game breaks, and Ethan excuses himself to the bathroom, with promises he’ll be right back. Scarlett and I already agreed that we wouldn’t speak until the end of the game. That was the plan. But she knows that none of this is right and she can sense the want in me to leave this behind. To leave her behind and forget her.

      And the devil in her wants to reel me back in.

      “What does it feel like?” she whispers as she moves around beside me. “Is this jealousy?”

      It’s an innocent question. And the honesty in her voice softens my resolve. Scarlett doesn’t have relationships. She told me herself she doesn’t feel anything for men.

      It shouldn’t surprise me. Or piss me off more.

      But it does.

      “Why don’t you tell me?” I nod to Ethan as he comes strolling back from the bathroom.

      She gives me a funny look but resumes her games with Ethan.

      With the few minutes we have left, I turn around and scan the crowd. There’s a cute blonde across the bar, glancing at the tables hesitantly. Like she wants to play, but isn’t sure how.

      I catch her attention and gesture for her to come closer.

      She does.

      “Care to join me, sweetheart?” I ask, laying on the accent real thick. “You look like ye could use a good dose of fun.”

      She gives me a tentative smile, and a deliberate moment of hesitation even though we both know she was sold the second she saw me across the room.

      “Okay.” She agrees and takes a seat beside me.

      Across the table, Scarlett’s eyes move over my new companion. But they are flat, as always, emotionless, and I can’t read her.

      I genuinely don’t know if the woman really is capable of feeling anything.

      But I’m about to find out.

      Childish, maybe. But I’m a bloke. We never fully grow up.

      Blondie introduces herself as Charlotte, and she becomes my new best friend as the game begins again. She’s laying it on real thick too, with her sweet charm and pretty smile. She keeps leaning close to me, brushing her arm against mine before I wrap mine around her shoulders and start whispering in her ear.

      I’m raking in the chips now and cleaning out the table.

      And I’m proud of myself for not once checking in Scarlett’s direction. Her laughter has died down, and the conversation between her and Ethan seems to be diminishing as well, much to my satisfaction.

      When the game is finished and I’ve raked in my winnings, Charlotte tells me she has a hotel room upstairs, wondering if I’d like to join her.

      Before I can give her an answer, Scarlett is beside me.

      I glance down at her, still jacked up over her antics. But her face is soft now, her eyes open. She doesn’t spare Charlotte a glance as she grabs my shirt collar and pulls my face to hers.

      “I’ve decided that I don’t like this game anymore,” she says. “And I’d like to play another.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. And I’ve decided I need a new good luck charm. So what do you say, old sport?”

      I give Charlotte an apologetic smile, and it was a dick move of me to bring her into this so my apology is sincere too. I tell Charlotte I’m going to keep trying my luck at the tables.

      “No big deal,” she says, eyeing Scarlett as she slips me a card from her purse. “It was fun. Let me know if you want to do it again sometime.”

      Scarlett drags me from the table and then stops in the middle of the floor. I can’t tell what she’s thinking. She’s locked down tighter than a battleship right now, giving nothing away.

      “I have to go to the powder room,” she announces.

      “Alright. I’ll be here waiting for ye.”

      She leaves, and I grab another drink from the bar.

      But by the time I’ve finished it, she still hasn’t returned. I take a walk around the club and ask a couple of ladies who leave the bathroom if they’ve seen her, but they say no.

      So on the predictable chance that she’s run off on me again, I find the back exit and poke my head into the alley to look for her.

      What I find isn’t Scarlett.

      Even at her worst, I’ve never seen her like this. So frayed. So much rage pulling at her seams.

      She’s got the bloke- Ethan- pinned by his throat with her stiletto, and she’s aiming a gun I didn’t even fucking know she had, right at his head. Her wig is off, and her eyes are wild. Terrified and filled with thirst.

      Thirst for blood.

      “Scarlett.”

      I move towards her, approaching slowly, but she won’t even look at me.

      “Stay the fuck away, asshole,” she tells me. “Why don’t you go find Charlotte. You liked her so much with her blonde hair and dry personality. I bet she’s completely sane too.”

      “Is this really the best time to discuss that?” I ask.

      “This bitch is fucking crazy,” Ethan tells me as if I don’t already know it. “You have to help me, man.”

      Scarlett stuffs the front of her shoe into his mouth, making him choke on it.

      “You like that?” she asks. “You like it rough, don’t you, Ethan? I remember you do.”

      I check the alley and it isn’t as secluded as Scarlett thinks it is and I’m worried that someone else will come stumbling into this mess at any moment. I’m edging towards her, and Scarlett doesn’t notice until I’m within five feet of her.

      “I said to stay the fuck back,” she growls. “I told you, Rory. My game, my rules. You didn’t play by my rules.”

      “You didn’t even tell me the rules,” I counter. “You didn’t tell me this was what ye were after tonight.”

      “He deserves it,” she says. “And so do you. You all fucking deserve it.”

      “I never meant to hurt ye,” I tell her. “It was a game, Scarlett. I’m sorry.”

      She laughs, and it’s dry. “As if you could hurt me.”

      She makes it sound as if it’s the most ridiculous thing she’s ever heard, but I can tell that it’s true. Even if she won’t admit it to herself.

      “Scarlett, if this bloke did something, then ye have my word, I will sort him out. But this isn’t the way. Not here, and not now.”

      “No,” she says. “It’s my call. My shot. I get to be the one to do it. You aren’t going to ride in here with your goddamn Irish brotherhood and take my glory.”

      Her hand is shaking even as she speaks, and I know Scarlett thinks she can handle anything. I also know she’s done a lot of fucked up shite. I watched her carve up the butcher when she had the chance and there was no hesitation on her part.

      But she isn’t a killer.

      Scarlett has never killed before. And I have no intentions of letting her start now.

      “Once ye do this, there’s no going back,” I tell her. “I’ll take him back to Boston. We’ll sort him out there. Anything ye want, Scarlett. I just need ye to be honest.”

      “Her name isn’t Scarlett,” Ethan spits as he yanks away from her shoe. “What a load of bull. If either of you lays another hand on me, my father…”

      Scarlett kicks him in the mouth and two of his teeth fly onto the cement as I lurch forward and grab her from behind. I’m struggling for the loaded gun in her hand, and she’s not letting go, and I don’t want to fucking hurt her… and fucking Ethan is making too much bloody noise.

      She has the hammer cocked already, and when she pulls the trigger, there’s nothing I can do. But it’s a snub nose revolver, and she didn’t count on the recoil and it’s obvious she’s never fired it before. It isn’t even bloody close to Ethan, but it’s still too loud and everyone in a three-block radius will have heard it.

      If they didn’t, now they will hear Ethan carrying on like a simpering child.

      Jesus fecking Christ.

      My hands are tied and there isn’t time for any other option. I reach down and yank the knife from Scarlett’s thigh and I plunge it into his fucking throat, slashing through the artery.

      Scarlett is watching in shock as his blood pools onto the concrete below so I turn her away and do what needs to be done. I take his wallet and his watch to make it look like a robbery, and then I stand up and retrieve the gun from Scarlett’s now limp hand. Her eyes are closed, and she’s trembling.

      She doesn’t speak or argue when I grab her with my free hand and zip up my jacket with the other.

      I drag her down the block and directly into the parking garage of the hotel and deposit her into the passenger seat, buckling her in before I walk to the other side.

      The drive back to Boston is long and quiet. I stop off at Slainte and give Conor a ring, instructing him to come out and grab the hotel key from me. It looks like Reaper will be making a trip to New York tonight.

      When we get back to my house, I lock Scarlett in from the inside and drag her into the bathroom with me. She’s not shaking anymore, but she’s still not speaking either. I plant her arse on the counter again and tear off my blood-soaked shirt.

      Before I can get to the shower, she stops me, reaching down into my jeans pocket and retrieving Charlotte’s card, tearing it into pieces.

      “Ah, Jesus,” I bitch. “That’s what ye want to bloody argue about right now? After everything that’s just happened?”

      She doesn’t reply. Instead, she reaches up to smear some of Ethan’s blood across my chest with her fingers.

      And for the briefest of moments, there is peace in her eyes.

      “What did he do to ye?” I ask.

      “I get it now,” she answers.

      “Get what?”

      “Jealousy,” she says. “That must be what this is. This feeling. I don’t like it.”

      “Christ, Scarlett.”

      I drag her body against mine and kiss her. I kiss the ever-loving fuck out of her. She’s the absolute worst thing for me and I can’t help it. I want her anyway.

      “I want you to fuck me,” she says, and it’s real this time. “While you’re covered in his blood.”
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      I don’t want to repeat my innocence. I want the pleasure of losing it again- F. Scott Fitzgerald

      [image: ]

      Rory’s hands move to the zipper on the back of my dress, and only once he has it pulled down do I push him away.

      “I need to be in charge.”

      Rory doesn’t miss the high pitch of my voice.

      “Alright, sweetheart,” he tells me. “Whatever ye want.”

      “Take off your clothes,” I say. “And sit down in that chair.”

      He still doesn’t trust me and he’s still wondering if he should just ditch me already and I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t trust me either.

      But he does as I ask.

      He unbuttons his jeans and they drop to the floor. He’s wearing black boxer briefs and his body is hard like a beast and he has a v-cut the way that models do and a perfectly flat abdomen and it makes sense that so many women want him.

      He could do whatever he wants to me if he really had the inclination. He could throw me down on the bed and fuck me any which way he desired, no fucks given if I liked it or not.

      But Rory wants me to like it with him and it’s a fool’s hope but when he sits in the chair and spreads out his legs and gives me full access to his body, I want to like it with him too. I want to remember this night. I want to wash away Ethan’s blood with something else. Something better.

      It’s started.

      Ethan is really gone, and I didn’t do it but I am relieved and I am grateful to Rory and I want to show him how grateful I am.

      My fingers are jittery when I let my dress fall to the floor and kick it away from me. Rory’s hard for me already, his dick busting at the seams of his briefs when he gets a look at the red lace bra and thong set. But it’s the heels though. He loves me in heels and his eyes keep moving down my legs and I know he wants me to keep them on.

      So I do.

      I feel things, right now. Like this. In this room. With him.

      I don’t know exactly what these things are. But they are there, in my chest. In my stomach. In the blood rushing through my veins.

      I want him.

      And I don’t want anybody else to have him.

      My pulse is beating hard in my throat, and my body hungers to be on his. It’s foreign for me, to be so out of control.

      I’m always in control.

      Rory is threatening that. Taking it away from me.

      “Scarlett?” he asks. “Are ye alright?”

      I blink and give him a stiff nod. And then I slide my thong down over my hips and step out of it, kicking it away with my heels.

      I move towards him.

      His fingers curl over the arms of the chair, and he wants to touch, but he’s being good for me. His neck is tight and corded and his eyes are all over me. And I’m glad I’m not the only one feeling so off kilter right now.

      “You are pure fucking torture,” he groans as I step between his muscular thighs. “Pure sin.”

      I grab onto his shoulders and move my knee up beside his hip before swinging my other up on the opposite side. Straddling him.

      My lace clad breasts are in his face, and his head dips forward, just a little, before I grab his hair and pull it closer.

      I want him to.

      I want him to do what he wants, but I also need to be in control.

      It’s confusing.

      “Touch me,” I murmur.

      He does. His hands slide up the back of my thighs to squeeze the flesh of my ass in his palms as his mouth latches directly onto my lace covered nipple.

      It scratches against my skin and he sucks it inside, and this is different and it’s good and it’s hot. He licks me through the thin barrier of the bra, eating at me and rubbing his face all over my tits. One of his hands is on my hip now, grinding me down onto his erection. He’s solid and already leaking come and so plump it has to hurt.

      I want to touch him too, so I reach down and cup him through the briefs, jacking him off through the cotton and tasting the skin of his throat.

      “Scarlett, fucking Christ,” he murmurs.

      His fingers tangle in my hair and he shoves my face deeper into the space of his neck. He likes my lips on him. He likes it when I suck on his throat and leave a mark too.

      My bra comes off at some point, and he pulls me against his chest. I like the way my nipples feel on his skin, rough and hot. And now his mouth is on my throat too. He drags his nose against my skin and then buries it in my hair, muffling his groans as I roll my hips over his cock.

      I reach around and claw at his back and tell him I want him inside of me.

      It isn’t a lie.

      I’m wet for him and I’ve only ever loathed the thought of this before.

      “Take my cock out,” he tells me.

      I reach inside of his briefs and unwrap him, and he’s bigger than I remember from watching him shower and his skin is all velvet.

      When I stroke him in my palm, he reaches down and stops me.

      “Condom?”

      His voice is strained, rough. And I like that.

      “Fuck me raw,” I tell him. “I want you to.”

      “I don’t do that,” he says, but already he’s doing it with me, because he’s sliding against me and soaking himself in my want for him.

      He groans again. But still doesn’t push inside and I’m impatient now.

      “What’s the hurry?” he asks.

      His eyes are searching mine for answers, and I don’t have any to give. Only that, my pulse is thumping harder now. And I’m afraid that I’m right.

      That this won’t bring me pleasure, but only pain. I reach forward and tap my fingers against his chest in time to his heartbeat while he watches me.

      “You make the line go away.”

      He doesn’t understand, but how could he?

      “Is that bad?”

      “Yes. It’s not what I want.”

      He kisses me on the lips, and I open my mouth for him. My body relaxes slightly, and one of his hands moves down to cup me before he drags his thumb over my clit.

      “I want you to come on my cock,” he says. “And then you can have what ye want.”

      I nod, and he slides up inside of me. Both of us are dead still and I’m full and it doesn’t hurt but I’m too stiff and Rory sees it.

      “Scarlett?” he whispers as he nibbles on my ear.

      “Yes?”

      “You won’t use me to punish yourself,” he says. “Whatever crazy notion you’ve got up in that head of yours, let it go now. Relax. You have the control to tell me to stop whenever ye want, sweetheart. And I will.  But trust me a little, can ye?”

      I lean into him and rest against his chest. Where his skin is warm, and he smells like salt and citrus and ocean breezes. There’s still a scar on his bicep from where I stabbed him and I’ve left my mark on him and I like that.

      I touch it with my fingers and he touches me too.

      He’s playing with me now. Moving his fingers over me and whispering into my ear. He tells me I’m the most beautiful and hellish woman he’s ever seen. He loves my tits and my ass and that this pussy is his now.

      The line is cresting higher and higher. I’m at the peak of a rollercoaster. And I’m about to fall.

      The release is violent.

      I come on Rory’s cock just like he wanted and I’m squeezing him inside of me and he’s groaning with every contraction. My body has collapsed forward, and the sheer size of him swallows me whole when he wraps his arms around me.

      “Now I want ye to fuck me,” he says.

      This time, he leans back in the chair and spreads his legs wider.

      “Ball’s in your court. I’d love nothing more than to watch ye ride my cock like you wanted.”

      I grab his shoulders and use them for leverage as I do exactly what he said.

      I ride him.

      Slowly at first. It’s awkward and clumsy.

      I’m practiced at seduction. It’s an art I’ve perfected. But this, I’m a brand-new student. I’ve always been the one being fucked, the few times that it happened.

      Now I’m fucking him.

      And it feels good. The harder I go at him, the more he groans, and the better it feels for me too.

      There’s a reflection of us in the mirror across the room. My smaller body mounted on his massive frame that extends beyond the chair. His legs spread wide and his hands on the back of my heels, holding me in place.

      He’s watching us too, in the reflection. And his eyes are on me. Only me.

      He pulls on my hair and forces me to arch my back so he can taste my nipples again.

      At some point, one of his hands moves between my thighs again. And I come for him, again. It’s not any less violent and Rory can’t fucking stand it.

      He grabs my hips and stills me, holding me in place as he thrusts up from below, as deep as he can get. His head tips back and his lips part and he empties himself with a deep groan.

      His warmth spreads inside of me. Filling me up.

      And I like it. I like to imagine that warmth destroying all the bad of my past. Obliterating any other who has been inside of me this way.

      Neither of us moves, even as he softens inside of me.

      Rory kisses me again, and then eventually carries me to the bed. I’m too tired to fight it, but then he spoons me.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Cuddling,” he murmurs into my back.

      “But… that’s…”

      Words have literally failed me.

      I feel his smile against my skin. “Get used to it, sweetheart,” he says. “Ye’re going to get a whole lot weirder with me.”
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      She tries to sneak off on me in the morning, so I grab her by the wrist and yank her back into bed, trapping her with my arm.

      “Uggg,” she groans. “Get off me. I’ve had about enough of this cuddling bullshit.”

      I kiss her throat, and she softens against me.

      “How do ye take your eggs?”

      She’s quiet for a moment, and then, “what the hell kind of question is that?”

      “Seems like the sort of thing ye should ask a woman the morning after. Before ye have another go at her.”

      “Gee, you’re so thoughtful,” she muses. “Asking how I take my eggs while you’re still covered in Ethan’s blood.”

      Her words provoke me, and it’s exactly her intention because she’s scared and she wants to run from me and whatever she’s feeling right now.

      “This isn’t a bleeding joke, Scarlett,” I tell her. “And we are going to talk about it, too.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” she argues.

      I take a deep breath. And then another.

      “I have no problem sorting out a bloke for ye. All ye ever had to do was ask. But there’s a time and a place. And that wasn’t it.”

      “It’s no big deal,” she snaps. “The news reports said it was a robbery gone wrong.”

      Her phone is on the nightstand, and she must have retrieved it at some point during the night. The thought of her waking up in the middle of the night and then coming back to me when she had the choice to leave… it makes me feel something.

      I yank her into my chest and drag my lips along the soft skin of her neck. Breathing in the fading scent of her perfume and even some of me where I rubbed off on her. I like that too.

      “The news reports said it was a robbery gone wrong because we got lucky. That isn’t the way we do things, Scarlett. You almost fucked us both last night.”

      “Well then you can just fuck off.” She tries to pull away again. “If you’re so goddamn worried about catching heat.”

      I pin her to the bed and bear my weight down on her, forcing her to look at me.

      She’s doing that thing again. Breathing fast. Her fingers dig into my biceps as her eyes squeeze shut.

      “Scarlett.”

      She doesn’t reply.

      “It’s me, baby doll. You have nothing to be scared of with me.”

      “Get off me.”

      Her voice is soft like a child’s and broken like nothing I’ve heard from her before. And I am a fuckwit of the highest order. I sit up and pull her with me.

      I give her enough distance to breathe, but not enough to let her run out on me again.

      After a few moments, it’s like it never even happened.

      “You’re either with me, or against me,” she says. “It’s the only way.”

      “I’m always on your side, sweetheart,” I assure her. “But I need to understand what’s happening here.”

      She looks at me, and it’s obvious that she’s hanging on by a thread. Whatever is going on, it’s slowly unraveling what little sanity she has left. There is so much rage inside of her. So much hurt. And I want to take it away for her, but she won’t let me.

      “Is someone threatening you? Was that prick threatening you?”

      “They’re all a threat,” she says. “They all need to go. Because it’s either them or me. And it’s never going to be me.”

      I’m trying to make sense of her riddles. The broken bits of information she feeds me, but it isn’t easy.

      “Them,” I repeat. “So, there’s more.”

      “I have a list,” she answers.

      And why does that not surprise me?

      The room falls quiet, and I honestly have no bloody clue how to help her. In her mind, this story is already written. There’s a hurricane brewing in her eyes, and it’s heading straight for whoever fucked her over.

      There is only one thing I can offer her. One thing that will ensure she doesn’t destroy herself in the process.

      “Let me help you.”

      She looks at me, and her face is blank again. Empty again. And we’re right back to square fucking one again.

      “Who said I needed help?” she asks. “You could be at the top of my list, for all you know.”

      “Let me rephrase that,” I tell her. “I’m going to help you. And ye’re going to accept it without any more bitching and moaning.”

      She opens her mouth, and I cover it with my hand.

      “I wasn’t done.”

      She glares at me, and I continue.

      “I have a condition to your acceptance of my help.”

      Her eyes are burning through me, probably murdering me a dozen different ways in her mind, but the silence is golden, even if forced.

      “Ye’re going to tell me your real name.”

      She peels my fingers off her mouth one by one and something has flipped inside of her. A switch. Her eyes are predatory when she leans forward, hunting me across the bed.

      And I have to admit, it scares me a little when she reaches down and squeezes my cock through the material of my jocks. I haven’t a clue if she intends to rip it off or worship it. It could go either way with Scarlett.

      Her fingers wrap around the hard flesh, a smile curling across her devilish lips when she feels my body responding to her.

      “All the women who want you… do they make you promises of being the best you’ve ever had?”

      I reach for her hand to pull it away, convinced she’s about to turn on me any second. But she shoves my hand away and straddles me instead.

      “Were any of them better than me?”

      She kisses her way down my throat, and I’ve already forgotten the question. Somehow my jocks are pulled down, and she’s not wearing any panties and she’s rubbing herself all over my dick.

      She digs her fingers into my shoulders and glares at me.

      “I asked you a question.”

      “Honestly, baby doll,” I admit. “I never wanted anyone as badly as I’ve wanted you. You rocked my fucking world.”

      She smiles again, and it scares me.

      Fucking Satan is in my lap, looking hotter than any fallen angel should ever look.

      “Let’s do it again,” she says. “Just in case you try to go and forget later on.”

      “I won’t forget,” I assure her, even as I whip her bra off and bury my face in her breasts.

      They are perfect and soft and pillowy and I could spend my whole life here, napping and fucking and eating off her ungodly body.

      We’re both a fucking mess, and I’m still covered in Ethan’s blood. But she doesn’t give a fuck. In fact, I think she likes it even more the second time around when she kisses down my chest and licks some of it off my nipple.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      It would be fucked up if it wasn’t so hot.

      My sadistic little hellion.

      Scarlett’s trying to get straight down to business, intent on shoving my cock up inside of her and riding me like she’s only got eight seconds to do it.

      But I’m not about to let her have control the second time around, and she needs to know it. The first time was a courtesy to her. A mutual trust and respect. But this time, I’m in charge, and she’s going to fucking know it.

      I flip her onto her back and watch her breasts bounce when I yank her down the bed. She yelps and struggles until I drag her pussy onto my face.

      “Jesus Christ,” she yells.

      “It’s Rory.” I smile against her. “But that works too.”

      “I don’t know what you think you’re doing…”

      Her words come to an abrupt end when I start eating her out like she’s my last meal. Her hands tangle in my hair like she wants to pull me away, but instead she’s yanking me closer, riding my face because she can’t help herself.

      I like seeing her this way. Back bowed, lips parted and head tilted back. Her perfect tits are on display for me, round and swollen and I want them in my mouth too. I want all of her. Every orgasm, every psychotic thought. Her anger and her wit and her loss of self-control on my face.

      I want to be the only one who’s ever seen her like this.

      I’m going to do everything to her.

      Every dirty, filthy, hot and depraved thing I can think of.

      I own these moments from now on, and I tell her so.

      “Fuck me,” she cries out as she crests higher and higher. “I don’t like this.”

      “You fucking love it.”

      She wrenches her head back and comes relentlessly, just to prove how much she doesn’t fucking like it. My little liar. I taste her until she begs me to stop, panting and out of breath.

      When I try to climb up over her, hoping she’s too spent to argue with me, she pushes me back instead.

      Taking back her control.

      “My turn,” she says. “Better hope I don’t bite.”

      And then she dives face first into my groin. And fuck me, her mouth is heaven. I’ve changed my mind about her tits. I want to live here instead.

      She shoves me flat onto the bed to give herself better access to my cock, and apparently, my balls too.

      She’s touching them with her hand. And licking them now too. And Jesus fucking motherfucking shite fuck Christ.

      I want to ask her if it’s her first blowjob. Mostly because I want to hear her say yes.

      “It actually is,” she tells me, and I guess I did say it out loud. “Now tell me I’m good at it.”

      “Ye’re the best, baby.” My back arches off the bed and my hands are in her hair and she’s bobbing up and down on me and I don’t know if it’s a lie but I don’t care. Her lips are wrapped around me and they were made for sucking my dick.

      Drag me out into a field and shoot me because I am done for.

      She’s hard and then soft and just when I think I know what I’m going to get she changes everything.

      It feels so fucking good I don’t want her to stop.

      But I’m like a kid with too many toys and I am torn. I want to come inside of her again. I want to fuck her raw again. I want to come on her tits and her arse and her throat and in her mouth. In a car and on a plane and on a motherfucking train. I want to fuck her all day, every day, and oh fuck… there it is.

      I explode inside of her mouth.

      She swallows it, and she’s still licking my cock and I fall back onto the bed and throw an arm over my face.

      “Jesus Christ.”

      “It’s Scarlett,” she mocks me.

      I have to pull her off my cock because she’s still going at it and she loves it just as much as I do. But I need a breather and we need to talk.

      She lays down beside me, and we’re both quiet and I’m thinking about what I want to do with her today. She apparently is thinking how to ruin this.

      “So, we’re even now, right?”

      “What?” I pull my arm off my face and glance over at her.

      “I made you feel good. So we’re even.”

      “Don’t ye ever just give it a fecking rest?” I ask her.

      She glares at me and covers up her tits, and this is all wrong.

      “I don’t like to owe anyone anything.”

      “For fucks sake,” I growl under my breath. “Can ye please dispense with the bleeding bullshit? Just for five minutes, Scarlett. This was not a goddamn tit for tat.”

      “You’re right.” She bolts up and starts gathering up her clothes. “It was nothing.”

      She looks me in the eye then, goading me.

      “Even less than nothing,” she clarifies. “Because I’d have to care for it to be something. And as you already know, I just have this thing where… well I really don’t give a fuck. About anyone.”

      “That’s how ye want to play it?” I ask.

      I’m exhausted with this game, and when she pulls shite like this, it’s hard not to be. She’s always pushing me away. Always trying to cut me and make me bleed. She’s so quick to draw her weapons, and the most dangerous one is always her tongue.

      But then I take one look at her, and I know that I’ll always play this game with her.

      Because I do care.

      And Scarlett needs someone to care about her. For at least once in her life.
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      Put on your boxing gloves, sports fans. Looks like there’s another contender.

      [image: ]

      Conor gives me a lift home at Rory’s insistence.

      He’s quiet and broody which suits me just fine. Don’t know what I ever did to offend his delicate sensibilities but I don’t really give a fuck either.

      When he pulls up to my apartment building, I make a mad dash for it because all I wanted was a ride and not an attitude. But Conor follows me up the stairs- uninvited- and I’m already annoyed and why the hell is he still here?

      “I don’t need an escort,” I tell him.

      “Saint doesn’t want you going in to the apartment alone,” he says. “I’ve got orders, and I’m going to follow them, whether you like it or not.”

      The way he says he’s got orders makes him sound like he’s about to invade the Middle East. And I want to tell him if he wants to enlist, all he had to do was say so. But one look at him and I know Conor couldn’t handle my war.

      “What are you going to do?” I ask. “Protect me from the big bad wolf?”

      “You really are a bitch,” he mutters.

      Words are just words and sticks and stones and all that, but it bothers me that he thinks so because I am a bitch but he doesn’t need to say it.

      “Don’t act like you know me.”

      I unlock the door and he barges in before me, going about his duties like a good soldier. He checks for monsters and killers, completely oblivious to the fact that the worst is already standing right in front of him.

      “Satisfied?” I ask.

      He pauses at the kitchen counter and looks at me.

      “I felt sorry for you,” he says. “That whole thing that happened with the butcher? You didn’t deserve that. Nobody deserves that, Scarlett.”

      The scars on my chest burn the way they always do when someone brings it up. I want him to stop talking and I tell him so.

      He carries on anyway.

      “I get that you’re fucked up in the head. But we’ve all had a shitty go of it, okay? Even Rory. It doesn’t give you the right to take your hate out on everyone else.”

      “Stop talking,” I tell him again. “And get the fuck out of my apartment.”

      “He cares about you,” Conor says. “And I know you’re fucking with him. I can see it in your eyes. We all can. He doesn’t deserve that any more than you deserve what happened to you.”

      He keeps talking about the butcher and he’s being an asshole and now it’s all I can see. All I can feel. His body on top of me. Inside of me. His taunting words and the blade of his knife slashing through my skin.

      Conor’s laughing. Or is it just in my head?

      No, it’s the butcher, laughing. And then it multiplies. Alexander and his friends. They are all laughing too. It’s five pairs of hands holding me down. Choking me. His laughter starts to multiply and I scream for it to stop. But it’s five pairs of hands and voices and faces and…

      Conor’s words.

      “You need to talk about it with someone. If you keep holding it inside, it’s just going to keep poisoning you. Making you sick. I know you think I’m stupid. But I know better than anyone.”

      “Stop talking,” I say and it’s the third time I’ve said it and most are lucky enough to get one warning.

      But Conor doesn’t heed my words. He doesn’t understand what he’s unleashing right now. It’s rising up inside of me like a volcano.

      “Don’t you want to get better?” he asks.

      And I don’t want to get better, I want to fucking murder him.

      I reach for the knife on my thigh, but it isn’t there. Because Rory took it from me last night. He took my power. The way that they all do.

      I lunge at Conor anyway, prepared to go at him with my bare hands.

      He puts me in a choke hold I never saw coming.

      “Mack’s been teaching me,” he says.

      “Let go of me!” I scream.

      My voice is raw and my breath is gone and when he hears it, he does fucking listen this time. And now he’s staring at me. Judging me. And even worse. Pitying me.

      “You need to leave.”

      “Okay.” He holds up his hands and tells me he’s sorry and he didn’t know.

      “I’ll leave,” he says.

      But he doesn’t.

      “There’s just one thing I need to say first.”

      I don’t encourage him, but I underestimated Conor. He’s young, and he’s not as tough as the other guys, but he is stubborn.

      “Rory saved me,” he tells me. “I owe him everything. I was a lot like you when he met me and I had a whole lot of nothing going on for me. But now I have everything. Because of him. So it has to be said, Scarlett. If you hurt him… I’ll rip out your cold, black heart with my own two hands.”

      Ah, and there it is.

      He does have a backbone. And I have some respect for him now. Who knew?

      “That sounds fair,” I agree.

      And I mean it.

      Because I think by the time I’m done with Rory, there won’t be any good left inside of me to save.
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      If you drink much from a bottle marked 'poison' it is certain to disagree with you sooner or later- Lewis Carroll
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      Tick.

      Tock.

      Alexander runs down the clock.

      And it’s only a matter of days now, until we meet again.

      Agent douchebag probably has an alarm set on his phone for the witching hour.

      Reminder:

      Ruin Tenly’s life. Again.

      Four days have come and gone and only one of them is dead because I was too busy cavorting with Rory rather than doing what needed to be done.

      It isn’t like me to be so scattered.

      Perhaps it was over ambitious of me.

      Or perhaps, it’s something else.

      There’s a bottle of Jack beside me, and a pervasive insistence that this all Rory’s fault. I was so drunk on the idea of him killing Ethan that I was blind to it.

      I was supposed to kill Ethan.

      Not only did I not kill Ethan, but I ran straight into Rory’s arms and fell into his bed like some sort of grateful twat.

      Who does that? I mean really… who fucking does that?

      That line inside of me is going berserk and I’m drunk and I can’t tell left from right anymore.

      My living room is a junkyard of paperwork and news articles. Nothing is going to plan and as it turns out, it’s difficult to wage war when your army now only consists of one.

      Plan B wasn’t in the cards.

      There isn’t a plan B.

      But exceptions are made for a reason. I’d rather crawl through a bed of broken glass than admit to Rory I need his help.

      He doesn’t want to help me. He wants to save me.

      And I can’t be second guessing myself.

      They wronged me.

      If I don’t make it right, then it’ll be my body in a dumpster by week’s end. These are the facts.

      I can be the cat or the mouse.

      And I’m a fucking cat.

      I tell Whiskey so and I swear the little fucker rolls his eyes.

      “Three days, Whiskey,” I say. “Don’t underestimate me. A lot can happen in three days.”

      He walks to the door and even he doesn’t want to be in my army.

      So I call the one person that will.

      If I was capable of trusting anyone, Mack would be at the top of the list.

      She was only a kid when I saved her ass on the streets. It was a once off I told her. She didn’t listen. Her and her friend Talia followed me around like strays and asked to join my pack. There was no pack, I said, because I was a lone wolf. Mack said that we should be lone wolves together then, and I told her that’s just another way of forming a pack. She insisted it really wasn’t and eventually I got tired and Mack formed the fucking pack and that’s what happens when you help people.

      Mack is headstrong. She does whatever she wants to do. And I guess she thinks she owes me.

      She says that we’re friends, whatever that means.

      So I know I can count on my friend to help me now.

      When she answers, I lay it out for her loud and clear.

      “I need a PI.”

      “Okay,” she says.

      “It needs to stay between us,” I add.

      “Alright.”

      And that’s that.

      I guess maybe friends aren’t so bad. Mack respects my level of impatience. She doesn’t bother with unnecessary questions because she knows I’m testy and unsociable. She doesn’t ask me to change or talk about my feelings or sing Kumbaya. And that’s the kind of person I need in my corner.

      But it also makes for awkward conversation because I don’t think she ever really knows what to say to me.

      And since I communicate with people only out of sheer necessity, I don’t know what to say to her either.

      “Everything alright?” she asks.

      “Hunky dory.”

      “Cool,” she replies.

      The line is quiet for a minute, and then she says, “so Rory, huh?”

      “Can’t anyone keep their mouths shut anymore?”

      “Crow’s been going on and on about it,” Mack laughs. “Thinks you’ve cooked up some evil plan to fuck with Rory just for fun.”

      “Huh.”

      “I told him you wouldn’t do that,” Mack says, and her laughter is gone and now she’s all business.

      She likes me, but these crazy mafia bastards are her family now. And she doesn’t have a problem letting me or anyone else know it.

      “Rory’s been wicked pissy all day anyway,” Mack continues. “So I figured it fizzled out before it even began.”

      “There was nothing to fizzle out,” I tell her.

      “Right,” she says. “That’s what I told Lach. Exactly.”

      Silence again.

      Mack’s baby is making weird baby noises in the background and it still freaks me out. I never imagined her as a mother. But I guess she does a good job of it.

      “You need to come by and visit with Keeva,” she says. “Let me get a picture of you two. I promise she won’t bite.”

      “I’ll stop by sometime,” I lie.

      Babies freak me out.

      People like Mack… they can adapt. But me, no way. I wouldn’t have the first clue. I mean, you hold them and they cry. You feed them and they cry. You change their diaper and they cry.

      The only thing I like to see cry is a grown man after I bring him to his knees.

      “You going to the fights tonight?” Mack asks.

      “I thought Crow told you not to go to those anymore.”

      “Yeah right,” she huffs. “I put the kibosh on that nonsense real quick. Besides, Reaper and Saint are fighting tonight. I gotta be there to support my boys. Cheer em’ on from the sidelines.”

      “I didn’t know Rory was fighting,” I say, and my mouth is stupid.

      “Oh yeah,” Mack yawns through the speaker. “Mick hurt his shoulder, so Rory’s stepping in. I guess I didn’t think about that. Probably best you don’t come.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well you know…” Mack says casually. “I doubt you want to see him with another girl at the end of the night. Even if you said what you guys had was nothing. I’m just saying, if it was me…”

      I know Mack, and I know when she’s baiting me. My head might be onto her, but my mouth isn’t.

      “What other girl?” I blurt.

      “You know, the guys have this thing where they let a few groupies from the crowd go back to take care of their guy afterwards. It’s like, a Brazilian thing.”

      “Oh.” I rap my fingers against the table and stare down at the mountain of paperwork I need to sort through. “Well, it doesn’t matter to me. Like I said.”

      “Right,” Mack agrees. “Like you said.”

      “I have to go,” I tell her. “I’ve got shit to do.”

      “Kay.” There’s a smile in her voice and it annoys me. “I’ll text you the phone number for the PI when we hang up.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter.

      “If you do come, I’ll be in the back left corner.”

      “I’m not coming.”

      “Alright then,” she sings. “See ya.”
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      She was beautiful - but especially she was without mercy- F. Scott Fitzgerald
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      Who Rory does or doesn’t spend his time with is no concern of mine.

      I’m only here as a spectator, same as everyone else.

      To watch him fight and to sober up and get out of my head for a minute so I can get back to work.

      That’s all.

      I push my way through the crowd and make it a point to avoid Mack. I wore a hat which is fucking ridiculous.

      The music is loud, and the crowd is too and then the announcer makes the introductions.

      The first guy is Russian, and patriotically enough, his music choice is too. We get his stats, which everyone oohs and ahs over in dramatic fashion. A guy next to me tells his buddy this guy is a fucking legend. His words.

      I’m not sweating it.

      Rory can handle his shit.

      They introduce him next- the Saint- and his intro is Remember the Name by Fort Minor. He walks into the room the same way he always does. There is no posturing from him and I’m glad because he doesn’t need it because he’s a goddamned legend too. And I hate that I see it now, but I do.

      I’m in the moment.

      I’m excited like the other buffoons next to me by the blood and the sweat and the vision of Rory the predator. He’s hot, and he’s built and he’s going to beat the shit out of this motherfucker and I’m going to watch.

      I nudge the girl next to me with my elbow.

      “He’s mine,” I tell her, and a lie has never tasted so sweet.

      She gives me a skeptical nod and then shrugs. “Good for you, honey.”

      The fight begins.

      It’s loud, but worth it, I decide.

      You never really know someone until you’ve seen them in their element.

      This is Rory’s.

      His body was made for fighting.

      He’s like a gladiator in there. All sweaty and primitive and raw. His instincts are good and he’s fast. I used to watch Mack fight and while I don’t know all the technicalities, I have two eyes.

      He wounds his opponent with a solid punch in the first two minutes, and then he toys with him. And maybe we really aren’t so different.

      When it’s over and he emerges the victor, I half expect him to drag a couple of virgins back to his cave for the night.

      But he doesn’t.

      Just like Mack said, his friends are handling that business for him. I watch them- purely out of curiosity- to see who will soothe all of Rory’s aches tonight.

      She’s blonde… seriously, what’s with the blondes… and there’s not one remarkable thing about her that I can see.

      The hoops in her ears are so big she’d fly away if they caught wind.

      And a jean mini skirt? What is this, the eighties?

      I stalk her down the hallway and Conor’s too busy flirting with some other blonde to notice.

      When she reaches for the doorknob of Rory’s room, I tap her on the shoulder.

      “What?” she snaps her gum and turns around.

      “Take a hike, kid,” I tell her.

      She smirks and crosses her arms. And we’re still in middle school, and this is the girl curling her lip in disgust like I’m the one who has no taste.

      “You take a fucking hike.” She snaps her gum again. “Kid.”

      Sigh.

      They make everything so goddamn difficult. People should know when they see me coming to get the fuck out of my way.

      She asks if my dress cost five dollars and I laugh because she’s too ignorant to know it’s Valentino and I’m done being nice.

      I grab her by the collar and slam her against the wall.

      “Get your hands off me,” she says.

      I’m ready to let her scamper off until she opens her pink frosted lips again.

      “They sent me back here. I’m supposed to take care of him.”

      She wants crazy, and she’s going to get it.

      “You couldn’t handle him. He likes it rough.”

      “I think I handled him just fine the last time I was here.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” I say sweetly. “Did I say him? I meant me. You couldn’t handle me, sweetheart.”

      I yank the knife from my sheath and dig the flat edge against her throat.

      And finally… finally… the woman has some sense.

      “Alright, alright… Jesus, you fucking psycho. Let me go. You can have him.”

      I let her go, and she scoots away from me, tracking me over her shoulder as she trots off. There’s no fun in going after her, but I still need to make a point here.

      To her and any other woman who thinks they’re going to get a piece of Rory.

      He’s my toy, and I don’t fucking share.

      “Come near him again and I’ll cut out your heart.”

      She gives me crazy eyes and nearly trips over her own heels. But she’s gone now, and I’m happy.

      Frigging amateurs.

      [image: ]

      He’s sitting in a chair, towel draped over his head as he leans forward, elbows resting on his thighs.

      If I had a poetic bone in my body, I might say it’s a compelling image of him.

      But I’m not poetic and I don’t care and my want for him is only primal.

      I move behind him and he is still and quiet and he knows someone is here, but he doesn’t ask who. The muscles of his back and shoulders are broad beneath my fingertips. He is sweaty and hard and all man.

      The truth is Rory doesn’t disgust me.

      Not even a little bit.

      I lean down to whisper in his ear.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Saint?”

      “You can dispense with the games, Scarlett.”

      “How’d you know it was me?” I pout.

      “For starters, that door isn’t soundproof.”

      Heat spreads across my cheeks, and my fingers dig into his back. He wasn’t supposed to hear any of that.

      “And what else?” I ask.

      “Ye’re the only woman in the world who smells this way.”

      It doesn’t sound like a compliment and his voice is odd.

      He’s trying to ice me out and fuck him.

      My fingers reach around his waist and down to his shorts. But he grabs my wrist and pulls it away.

      “I don’t know if I want to do this anymore,” he says.

      And this is not the game I wanted to play. My voice is hollow when I try to joke with him.

      “Writing me off already? Thought you’d at least make it to the final inning.”

      “It’s not a game to me, Scarlett,” he says. “But it is to you. And the thing is…”

      He pauses for a moment, and his shoulders flex when he pulls the towel from his face, allowing me to see him.

      “I could really care about you,” he says. “And I want to. But not if you can’t do the same.”

      I’m prepared to lie to him.

      But when I open my lips, the words don’t come out the way they usually do.

      Something is tugging on that line inside of me now. Pulling me away from Rory to a place where I can be myself again. Where nothing changes and everything stays the same.

      But I’m not about to let go of him without leaving claw marks first.

      That’s my excuse for climbing onto his lap and kissing him.

      I don’t go straight for the lips. I grab his face and pepper him all over the jaw and the throat and I taste his sweat with my tongue and he groans. When I do press my lips against his, he’s still trying to hold out on me.

      But I’m soft with him, the way he likes, and then I’m hard. His lips part and they are cold and they have never tasted so good.

      He gives in, just like I knew he would.

      It’s a victory and I want to celebrate but it feels wrong now. The way he’s kissing me and resenting me at the same time.

      I’m confused. And that fucking line is going up and down and all over the fucking place, and my moral compass is suddenly veering due north, apparently.

      “She had no right to call you hers,” I tell him as I suck on his throat and yank on his hair. “Who the fuck does she think she is?”

      “I never fucked her,” he murmurs against me.

      “Yeah right.”

      “This is the sort of bollocks I’m talking about,” he groans. “Ye don’t trust me.”

      “Who needs trust when we have chemistry like this?” I reason. “I actually want to fuck you. I want you to fuck me too. And hardly half of the things that come out of your mouth annoy me. It’s right, Rory. It just is.”

      “Ye really are the devil,” he says.

      “But doesn’t it feel good to sin with me?”

      I’ve got my hand in his shorts now, and I’m playing with him and he’s not fighting anymore because he knows I win. I always win. And he likes my hand on his cock, jacking him off beneath his shorts. His eyes shudder and then close.

      I’m in control and it feels good.

      But Rory never lets me have the things that I want.

      He heaves me up without warning and spins me around, flattening my chest against the table in front of us. I’m ass up and face down and he’s got my dress up around my waist. He wrenches my head back with a fist of my hair and tells me to take out my goddamn tits.

      I shove the top of my dress down and I’m well and truly trapped now, but I’m breathing just fine.

      He grabs my fingers and shoves them into my own mouth.

      “Suck.”

      I suck.

      He drags them down to my thong and shoves it aside.

      “Play with yourself and tell me something real.”

      I play with myself because he tells me to, but it isn’t good and it isn’t real until he takes over for me.

      “Talk, or I take it away,” he says as I grind back onto his hand.

      Rory’s fingers are magic and he could use them for torture, because I don’t withstand.

      “You were so fucking hot tonight,” I say. “I like you like that.”

      “And what else?”

      “We don’t have to be even. You can just do this all night if you want.”

      “You wouldn’t be happy with that,” he says.

      “No, I wouldn’t,” I agree.

      He rewards my admissions with more of what I want. His palm on my tits, groping me, the other between my legs. He’s biting down on my shoulder and fucking me with his fingers and I’m close so I give him another.

      “Cuddling you isn’t the worst thing in the world.”

      He lets me come. And it’s hard and messy and my ears are ringing and I want him inside of me. I tell him so.

      “Why should I fuck you?” he asks.

      “Because nobody else will ever feel as good as I do.”

      He grabs my ass and squeezes. Bites my neck. Admits that I’m right. And this really is a victory.

      He seizes my hips and plows inside of me.

      “Fucking Satan.”

      He fucks me with hate and reverence. One minute he tells me how good it feels and the next it’s that I don’t deserve to come and I’m not a good girl and this is for him and not me.

      I pout and he does the worst thing he could do to me.

      He turns me around and hoists me up into his arms. Wrapping my legs around his waist and dropping me onto his cock and telling me to hold on.

      We’re at eye level now.

      And it’s silly of me to think he can’t hold me up with one arm and keep fucking me, because he does when I turn my face away.

      He removes one hand from my ass and grabs my jaw.

      “Look at me.”

      I look at him. He makes me keep looking at him.

      “We aren’t playing by your rules anymore,” he tells me.

      “You think you’re going to boss me around and tell me what to do?”

      “Aye,” he says. “I fucking am.”

      I don’t answer.

      It’s different, having him inside of me and watching his face this way. I could listen to his sounds all day long. The way he grunts and groans and tells me things as he plows into me. Sometimes filthy, sometimes sweet. But watching is different.

      It’s intimate and raw.

      “Tell me ye want my come inside of you,” he says.

      And he’s already swelling. Spasming. Gripping my ass so hard it’ll bruise.

      “I want your come in me.”

      He yanks my body down on his and kisses me. His cock is pulsing inside of me, emptying, and he needed this.

      So did I.
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      “Let’s go to my place tonight,” Scarlett suggests from the passenger seat of my car.

      It’s an odd request, considering how obsessive she is about her space. But the weight of exhaustion has settled in- the one I feel whenever I do battle with Scarlett- and I can’t be bothered to make the observation.

      Her building is a hole, and the more I come around, the more I hate it. Some bloke is lurking in the hallway, seedy as fuck, and he checks Scarlett out as she walks by and I tell him to fuck off.

      “That’s just Ronnie,” she says with a wave of her hand. “Every building has a resident creep. Ronnie is ours.”

      Ronnie isn’t the only problem I see here. The hallway smells like piss and cigarette smoke and there isn’t enough lighting and if Scarlett were being murdered, I doubt anyone would even open their door.

      “I don’t like ye living here,” I tell her.

      She doesn’t answer.

      I want to pack her shit. I want her to come home with me and stay there. And I’ve never wanted that with anyone.

      If only it were that easy with Scarlett.

      I never claimed patience to be one of my virtues, but I thought I at least possessed some of it. This woman has bled it dry already.

      She unlocks all six locks on her door and then looks at me because she knows I’ve got something to say about that too.

      “I installed them after the butcher,” she justifies. “I don’t really need them.”

      “The fuck you don’t,” I snipe.

      She changes the subject.

      “You were good out there tonight.”

      She says this while she counts the knobs on the stove.

      “You should teach me how to fight like that,” she adds.

      It’s cute, how she’s so serious about it. Like it’s just that easy.

      I agree anyway because I want her to start taking this seriously.

      “Okay,” she says. “Want a shower?”

      “Aye. Will you be joining me?”

      She smiles and nods and it’s too agreeable. But again, I go with the flow… because I’m tired as fuck, and all I really want to do is bury myself between her thighs again and fuck her until my cock gives out.

      Her bathroom is small, but tidy, and it smells of her perfume.

      She undresses for me like a centerfold and steps beneath the hot spray.

      Scarlett knows that she’s hot. But she doesn’t use it for attention. She uses it as a weapon. She’s made up of curves and softness and sex. And right now, when she’s luring me in with her eyes and her dripping wet body, I don’t even care.

      I follow her to my certain doom and join her in the enclosed space. I want to pull her against me and not fuck her. I want to hold her. But she turns in my arms instead and reaches for a bottle of soap. It’s girly shit, but it doesn’t matter because she’s washing me now.

      Her hands are small on my body, scrubbing me in lazy circles. She’s taking her time, and it doesn’t feel like a trick anymore, because she likes her hands on my body as much as I do. She’s possessive of me. And she tells me so in many ways.

      She’s massaging my cock in her hand now. Looking up at me. There’s mascara running down her face and her lipstick is smeared from kissing me. She’s never looked as owned as she does right now.

      “Do you know what I would do to you if you fucked me over?” she asks. “Do you know what happens when you break a deal with the devil?”

      She squeezes my cock, and what she means is if I fucked someone else.

      I tell her I won’t, and I mean it.

      Words are empty and Scarlett doesn’t believe them. So I kiss her and fuck her up against the shower wall until neither of us can move and the water is cold.

      We stumble to her bed in a mess of towels and tangled limbs, launching ourselves beneath the blankets in a heap.

      Her room is quiet and black. The building is a hole, but this is a sanctuary. It smells like her and her blankets are soft and her skin is against mine, warm. Our feet are wrapped together and her face finds my chest beneath the blanket, burrowing against me. Her arms hang at her sides awkwardly while her teeth clack together, so I do what she can’t. I wrap her arm around me and I hold her.

      The darkness is pervasive and I can’t see her face. But her heart is hammering against me, anxious. She’s the first to break the silence.

      “Do you like bedtime stories?”

      This feels pivotal. Like whatever I say or do in the next moment will determine the course of the cease-fire we seem to have called. Her voice is too soft, and it’s no coincidence she’s asking me in the cloak of darkness.

      “I live for them,” I tell her, and it’s the right answer.

      “I know a good one,” she offers.

      She isn’t herself. Her voice is different. Nervous. And she’s warm now, but she still isn’t pulling away.

      “I’m all ears, baby doll.”

      She tucks her head beneath my chin and keeps it there, her lips murmuring against my throat when she speaks.

      “Once upon a time,” she says. “And this is the way they all start, so just get over it… there was a girl named Tenly. All the world was her oyster. But most especially, the Upper East Side of New York. Her kingdom was filled with more gowns and finery than most girls could ever hope for.”

      “Tenly didn’t really care about those things, but she played along for the sake of appearances. She went to boarding school in London and learned different languages. She spent summers in the Hamptons and winters traveling abroad. She was privy to all the advantages a silver spoon could offer. Cotillions, secret societies, the holy trinity of Ivy Leagues. She’d been preparing her whole life for them. Everything was laid out for her already. The rules had been written, the board designed. It moved in one direction, with the allotted stops and notable milestones along the way.”

      She pauses and I squeeze her.

      “She was destined to marry a prince,” she goes on. “He was a good prince. A fine prince, from a respectable family with all the fine jewels and castles that money could buy. Tenly did not care so much for him at first, but in time, she grew to respect him.”

      “It was difficult for her, to pretend all the time. By day she practiced and rehearsed her every word, and by night she lost herself in books and dreams of other worlds. A world where she could be herself and nobody would care. Her mother told her these dreams were impractical, of course, and she should count herself lucky to have such a fine life before her.”

      “So Tenly did what she was told. She blended in and performed. She moved along the board and surpassed every expectation laid out for her. But it wasn’t enough. It was never enough.”

      Her hair falls against me, tickling me, but I don’t move. I don’t even breathe as she whispers her confessions in the dark. In the only way she can. Her voice grows distant while she speaks of the way she was raised, and she’s too in the moment to know that I’m here at all now.

      “The thing about secret societies is they wouldn’t be coveted if they let any old Jack or Jill in. You need to be special. You need to earn it. Some people though- like Tenly- are supposed to be shoe-ins because of their lineage. She knew she would get in no matter what, even if the girls didn’t like her. Even if they didn’t want her there. And they didn’t.”

      “So, on the night of her initiation into the Birds of a Feather, she was betrayed. Not only by the Birdies, but by her prince too. She was the sacrificial lamb offered up for slaughter. The prized toy that the prince and his friends would use to earn their way into their own order. And use her they did. Ruthlessly stealing her virtue and leaving her for dead in the middle of the forest.”

      “Scarlett.”

      I want to tell her to stop. I’ve heard enough. But it’s a selfish request, and she doesn’t hear me. The secrets spill from her lips freely.

      And I know that come tomorrow, there will be more blood on my hands.

      “She couldn’t bear to go back there. To face the prince and his friends. So, she let them all think that she was dead. She fled the kingdom and never looked back. She was alone, but she was happy.”

      “Was she though?” I whisper in her ear.

      “Stories are supposed to end in happily ever after,” she answers.

      “But maybe the story isn’t over.”

      She sighs.

      “You’re right. The story is still being written.”

      “Tell me how the rest goes. The part where she meets her new King. Because fuck princes. Tenly needs a King.”

      She nods into me and continues.

      “Okay. So, she meets this King. He was a good King. A fine King. A strong King. And all over the land, panties dropped for him whenever he smiled at the maidens.”

      I snort, and she smiles against my shoulder.

      “He was charming and funny and brave, and everything a good King should be.”

      “But…” I say.

      “But,” she answers. “The thing was that for all the King’s good qualities, the princess had none.”

      “Bollocks,” I tell her.

      She is quiet for a while after that, lost in thought. I don’t press her, and eventually she comes around on her own.

      “Rory,” she whispers against my skin.

      “Aye?”

      “I think she might’ve given him her heart. If she still had one to give.”

      “The story isn’t over,” I remind her.

      She nods and allows herself to relax into me, breathing me in the same way I do to her.

      “Tenly.”

      She doesn’t answer, and I don’t expect her to. So I just tell her what needs to be said.

      “They’re dead, sweetheart. They just don’t know it yet.”
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      Some people are nobody's enemies but their own- Charles Dickens
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      I still recall quite vividly, the discussion we had in our English Lit class that fateful day. We were reading Hamlet. The topic of discussion was how he had sacrificed his relationship with Ophelia in favor of his descent into madness.

      It is exactly this thought that I wake up to. Tangled up in Rory.

      I have my own descent into madness to pursue, and sacrifices will need to be made.

      There are only two days now.

      Two days and I have not told Rory about Alexander.

      Nothing I do is without intention. I was not vulnerable last night. I was prepared to sacrifice. Sometimes the truth is better motivation than a trick.

      And it was with intention that I told Rory that tale. He volunteered to avenge me, just as I knew he would.

      That’s when things took a left turn.

      The trap had been set. All I had to do was tell him about Alexander AKA Agent Royce.

      A girl like me doesn’t ask for help.

      She sets it up in a way that someone offers instead.

      Rory did offer, in his own way.

      I know that I can’t take down Royce by myself. He’s well aware of my modus operandi, and I don’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell of drugging him. A physical altercation is out of the question because I’m not Mack and I can’t take him down alone.

      Adding to that is the fact that he’s a federal agent. Which means he needs to disappear without a trace. Literally.

      No DNA. No blood. No breadcrumbs leading back to me.

      I don’t have the resources for something like that, but Rory does.

      All I have to do is tell him.

      But the nagging voice inside my head won’t shut up.

      Royce isn’t just an ex-boyfriend.

      He’s FBI.

      FBI and mafia don’t mix.

      This could mean trouble for the syndicate, and no doubt about it, Lachlan Crow would not sanction a risk like that for me.

      Rory would probably do it, anyway.

      And I am torn.

      There are two voices in my head now, at war.

      Don’t drag him into this, the first voice says.

      All the while, the other is telling me we don’t give a fuck and let’s just do this already.

      Moral dilemmas aren’t my forte.

      I’m paralyzed with indecision when Rory wakes up beside me.

      He kisses the mangy looking hobo that I am sans makeup and doesn’t blink an eye, and this does not make it any easier.

      “Gym?” he asks.

      “Oh.” Right. “Sure.”

      We shower again. Together, again.

      And everything’s becoming too comfortable. And I feel like I can’t fucking breathe.

      It only gets worse as the morning progresses.

      Once my hair is braided and I’ve got makeup on, Rory walks up behind me and snaps a picture of us with his phone.

      “Did you just take a selfie with me?” I ask, horrified.

      “I did.” He smirks. “Get used to it, Satan. I want lots of pretty pictures of you on my phone.”

      As if that comment weren’t bad enough, he introduces me to ‘the lads’ at the gym as his girlfriend.

      “You want to put a collar on me while you’re at it?” I ask. “Property of Saint?”

      “Not a bad idea.” He grins and flashes me the fucking dimples, and I tell him to put them away because that shit doesn’t work on me.

      “Alright.” He tosses me some hand wrap thingies and says, “let’s do this.”

      After showing me how to wrap my hands, he dives into professor mode. But professors aren’t supposed to be like Rory and he’s too close and he keeps cracking jokes about how he’s coming for my ass and my tits or whatever. He gropes me and I’m not learning anything other than I’m not capable of learning when there are hormones involved.

      I have no focus.

      I shouldn’t even be here with him right now, wrestling around on mats and listening to his dirty talk/self-defense.

      I should be at home, determining how to take down Alexander. Because it’s evident that I’m not going to tell him. That for once in the last decade of my life, I’m going to do right by someone.

      And I have no fucking clue why.

      “Sweetheart, ye aren’t even paying attention,” Rory says. “I’d have killed ye about three times by now if this were real.”

      “Just show me what I need to do to inflict the maximum damage,” I insist.

      He frowns and then says the worst thing he could say to me.

      “Scarlett, what’s wrong?”

      I glance around the gym, and people are staring at us. At me. Like I’m an uppity bitch and I shouldn’t even be here.

      I know they’re right.

      I just wish Rory would figure that out.

      “I have to go,” I tell him.

      He follows me out the door and stops me.

      “Why do ye always have to do this?”

      “Do what?” I snap.

      “Ye’re always trying to pick a fight with me just when something good happens.”

      “Nothing good has happened,” I argue. “Since you’ve come into my life, everything is fucked up. It’s all wrong.”

      “Fine, Scarlett,” he sighs and turns away from me. “That’s just fine. Go on and run along then. Do whatever it is ye need to do to convince yourself that this is wrong.”

      “I will.”

      I turn to go, but he grabs me by the arm. And I know he means what he says this time.

      “And next time ye want to come and play with me?” he says. “Don’t.”

      He slams the door in my face and leaves me standing out there on the street.

      Alone.

      And as it turns out, I’m not broken and some things do change.

      I feel.

      I feel like hell.
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      Whiskey is in his own special sort of mood today, following me down the hall and meowing incessantly.

      “I don’t have time for your shit too,” I tell him. “It’s bad enough that I’ve caught feelings for one asshole. I don’t need you on that list as well.”

      He doesn’t care, apparently, because he’s a fucking cat, and so the keening continues.

      I give in and pet him before telling him to bugger off. Still, he persists. All the way to my door, berating me in cat speak. I’m not fluent myself, but even I know when he’s pissy about something.

      I tell him to join the club before I open the door to my apartment and gesture him inside, but he won’t go.

      “Fine, suit yourself,” I say. “All you men are the same.”

      And then I shut the door behind me.

      Only to have my head slammed into the wall.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty-One

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Rory

      

    

    
      I find myself at Slainte, the way most of the single lads do in their down time.

      The whiskey is flowing, and the girls put on a good show up on stage, and everything’s the same as it always is.

      Only I’m restless as fuck.

      “Got anything for me, boss?” I ask Crow.

      “Nah, mate,” he answers. “Why don’t ye take the night off.”

      I’d much rather be bloodying up my knuckles to take the edge off, but I don’t say so. Niall was quick to warn Crow I could be hot headed, and I don’t need him second guessing me now.

      Least of all over a woman.

      My eyes land on Conor and something else occurs to me.

      “Come with me, lad,” I tell him. “I need your help.”

      “Can’t, mate,” he says.

      “Since fucking when?” I bark.

      He nods across the bar and there’s the same blonde he had eyes for at the fight. Ivy. The one I brought home to torment and test him.

      I like the lad, and he deserves to get his kicks too, every now and again.

      He hasn’t been with a woman since his last girl went and overdosed on him. So even though I’m in a cunt of a mood, I’ve no intentions of ruining his night as well.

      “Go on then,” I tell him. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      “Catchya later,” he says.

      And then it’s just me, and Crow, who’s giving me the side eye again.

      “Thought I gave ye the night off.”

      “I need to speak with that Russian fella. Alexei. Can ye give me his number?”

      “I could,” Crow says. “But he’s out of the country. So whatever business ye have with him will have to wait.”

      I half suspect he’s bullshitting me, because he knows this is about Scarlett. But before I say anything I might regret, I grab a bottle of Jameson from the bar and head towards the VIP lounge.

      “I gave you the night off,” Crow calls after me again.

      “Ye did,” I answer back. “And I’ve every intention of enjoying it.”
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      Cowards die many times before their deaths; the valiant never taste of death but once- Shakespeare
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      My head throbs.

      Broken brain cells flutter around like confetti as I shift from side to side. Something gurgles, and I think it might be me.

      Memories are a funny thing. The way they play tricks on you.

      I smell pine.

      Logic tells me I’m indoors. Tied to a chair. The binds on my wrists and ankles are tangible, and yet my mind has transported me somewhere else.

      Gravel digs into my back. Sticks and dirt and cold are upon me. Heavy.

      I’m alone.

      Until I’m not.

      The acrid odor of metal invades my mouth.

      And the memories shift.

      The radiator, the butcher, the knife.

      Blood. Blood is everywhere, even when I open my eyes.

      But it is not the butcher in front of me today.

      Or even the five faces from my nightmares.

      It’s only one.

      Alexander.

      And a more recently familiar face.

      That of Kylie’s friend Katie.

      The one who told me about that crescent shaped scar on Alexander’s lip. The one who confided in me that he hurt Kylie and she feared he would hurt her too.

      I told her that wouldn’t happen. I told her I would get to him first.

      But her fears were right, and I am as wrong as I’ve ever been.

      He’s hurting her now.

      The violence and brutality of his depravity is on display, and it’s worse than any memory. He’s choking her with his cock. Squeezing her throat and dragging her around the floor.

      Tears fall down her cheeks with streaks of black mascara, and hope has abandoned her.

      I am powerless to do anything but watch the scene unfold before me. The way he spits at her and degrades her.

      My binds are unbreakable. Unshakeable.

      I can’t move.

      But I can’t give up, either.

      It isn’t often that I give my word and mean it. But I meant it with her. This girl is still so young. And she isn’t like me. There’s good left in her.

      She told me about her dreams. How she wants to leave the street life behind and go to beauty school. I offered to help her, and I meant that too.

      The offer still stands, and I refuse to believe that this is the end for her.

      Alexander’s eyes find mine across the room, and he groans with pleasure when he realizes I’m awake.

      “Look who finally decided to join us,” he murmurs.

      He shoves Katie away and comes for me. And I’m okay with that. I will do whatever he asks now. I will be his puppet.

      His fingers brush over my cheek with reverence as he kneels in front of me.

      “I couldn’t wait,” he says. “Time is up, Scarlett.”

      “Do whatever you want with me,” I tell him. “But let her go. She has nothing to do with this.”

      “You know I can’t do that,” he says.

      There is no remorse in his voice. There never has been, so I don’t know why I thought I could find it now. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Alexander, it’s that there are other ways to get to him.

      “You are disgusting,” I snarl. “It’s no wonder you have to fuck girls this way. You and that insignificant appendage you call a dick. Is that what pisses you off, Alex? You have to compensate for your lack of…”

      His hand cracks across my face, whipping my head to the side. Once. Twice. And then a third time for good measure. He seizes a fistful of my hair and yanks my head back, glaring into my face.

      “Do you think I’m that stupid?” he asks. “Really, Tenly. Give me some credit. I’m a federal fucking agent, baby. You don’t get where I am being fooled by common street-whores like you.”

      Katie sobs in the background and I need her to be quiet. I need Alexander to forget about her and focus on me.

      “You can do whatever you want to me,” I tell him again. “I’m the one you want to punish. Admit it, Alex.”

      His eyes flash and I think I’m getting somewhere, so I keep after it.

      “Invite all the boys for a reunion,” I swallow. “It’ll be just like old times. That could be your way back in.”

      He shoves my head back and rips into my tank top, exposing my breasts. My legs are already splayed across the chair, defenseless, when he pulls my pants down around my ankles.

      I’m naked and exposed for him now. The urge to vomit is strong, but I force it down.

      Katie is limp, sobbing, and I need her to fight.

      I tell her to run while she has the chance.

      She looks at me, and then at Alexander, and she stands on trembling legs. She runs for the door.

      And she doesn’t make it.

      Alexander tackles her to the floor and then forces her to her hands and knees while she cries silently.

      “That was a piss poor effort if I ever saw one,” Alexander says.

      He pushes himself inside of her from behind and grabs a fistful of her hair. He’s fucking her, but his eyes are on me. It’s like gasoline to his hostility.

      It’s turning him on like nothing else can. Imagining that I’m her. Taking out his hate for me on Katie.

      It only gets worse. His delusion enters a point of no return when he starts calling her Ten. Ten the whore. Ten the cunt. Ten the filthy slut.

      Katie screams, and he muffles it with a hand over her mouth.

      He’s getting off on the memory of that night. The way he smothered me into unconsciousness and left me for dead. He’s reliving the high with Katie.

      The binds cut into my wrists and my heartbeat thrashes in my ear. The sounds are too much. The light hurts my eyes, and the chair is stabbing into my skin. I’m hyperaware of every thrust. Overstimulated and under-oxygenated.

      Rory’s voice is the thing I grasp onto. His words from this morning at the gym.

      Telling me to stay calm. Always stay calm and think about your next move. He told me I would make a mistake if I let panic win, and he was right.

      I seize a mouthful of air and drown out the noise in front of me.

      Duct tape.

      Mack told me once about the duct tape. How if you bring both of your arms down with enough force, it will break on its own.

      She showed me, and she made it look easy. And it’s never as easy when you’re doing it yourself.

      With my arms behind the chair, it’s a strain to get the momentum I need. But while I’m shifting around, there is a physical incentive pressing against my calf. My sheath is still where I left it.

      Either Alexander didn’t notice it, or he already removed the knife.

      I won’t know for sure until I can reach for it.

      Time is running out.

      His grunting is louder, and his violence is too.

      Katie isn’t moving. She isn’t breathing. Her face is ashy and wrong. One of Alexander’s hands is still wrapped around her throat, the other clapped over her mouth and nose.

      Nothing else exists to him outside the clutch of his violent fantasy.

      I scream at him and he bashes her face into her floor. Over and over again. Fucking her while blood spatters across the room.

      It’s too late.

      I’m too fucking late.

      Katie falls limp against the floor, and Alexander collapses on top of her, groaning out his release with one final thrust into her dead body.

      My heart beats faster and a rush of rage spiked with adrenaline floods my veins. I overextend my arms and thrust down as hard as I can.

      It has to be now.

      He has to die now.

      The duct tape breaks with an audible sound, and Alexander is moving.

      Crawling towards me- covered in Katie’s blood- with an expression on his face that I won’t soon forget.

      I’m next.

      He’s going to do me next.

      My fingers shake as I reach for the sheath and yank on the Velcro strap. I’m stumbling, shaking, grasping… and it’s real. The handle is real, and it’s in my palm.

      Alexander reaches out for me when I bring the blade up and plunge it into his chest.

      My fist squeezes around the wood and recoils, yanking it from his flesh. He retreats and touches the place where I stabbed him. The place where blood seeps from his wound and drips onto the floor below.

      A series of emotions flashes through his eyes.

      Disbelief. Shock. Hate. And then rage.

      I have wounded him, but it isn’t enough.

      I slash the bloody knife between my ankle and the chair, severing the tape.

      There is only time for one before Alexander comes at me again, still clutching his wound. This time, I aim for his balls with my foot and I don’t miss.

      He doubles over, and my other ankle is free.

      The knife is a mess of blood and glue and my hand is sore and stiff. This isn’t going to work.

      I bolt from the chair and pull up my pants, seeking out alternate weapons with my eyes. There’s a mug on the counter and I move for it while Alexander crawls after me.

      I throw the mug at his head and it misses.

      But the next item, a frying pan, hits him in the shoulder.

      “Cunt,” he roars. “You will beg for your death.”

      A fork sails through the air and bounces off his forehead, which does me no favors.

      He’s wounded and bleeding, but adrenaline is powerful. He’s on his feet now, clutching at the counter as he moves around it.

      I don’t even know what I’m throwing at him anymore. I reach for anything I can find and hurl it at his face.

      Until I grab hold of something metallic and heavy.

      His gun.

      He left it on the counter next to his keys, and what a fucking rookie mistake. It’s heavier than my revolver was and I use both hands to hold it up and aim in his direction.

      Our eyes meet, and I wonder if he knows that I couldn’t hit Ethan when I tried because he’s laughing at me.

      He lunges, and I pull the trigger.

      It hits him in the gut, and he collapses.

      But he’s still cognizant and his teeth are bloody and he’s fucking smiling at me.

      My hands are clammy, and I’m fumbling with the trigger, huddled in the corner I backed myself into. The knife fell in the chaos and there are no other weapons in my reach and the gun won’t fire again.

      It’s jammed or… I don’t know how to get it to work.

      I’m screaming for it to fucking work, desperate in a way that I’ve never been before.

      My eyes are blurry and distorted and my ears still ringing from the shot.

      But when I look down again, all I see is blood stained tile.

      Alexander isn’t there.

      And after arming myself with several kitchen knives and checking the apartment three times over, I realize he isn’t anywhere.
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      “Jesus,” Mack says again.

      “I know,” I say again.

      The apartment is a blood bath.

      I still can’t bring myself to look at the body lying in the middle of the floor. I can’t even think her name, because that makes it real.

      I’ve already vomited twice since Mack’s been here.

      There is nothing left in my system now.

      Nothing but regret and emptiness.

      “You know I’m going to need some answers,” Mack tells me. “Right, Scarlett?”

      “I know. But I just can’t… right now.”

      “I don’t like keeping secrets from Lach,” she says.

      I’m quiet, and for a minute I think I’m on my own again. That she’s not going to help. Her loyalty lies with them and I don’t blame her. But then she speaks.

      “I’ll call Fitzy,” she says. “He’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Just do me one favor.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Please don’t be alone tonight,” she begs. “Come to our house.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her again. “But I have somewhere else I need to be.”
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      Those days are over. I have to be won all over again every time you see me- F. Scott Fitzgerald
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      There is one universal truth about men.

      They want to feel like Kings.

      They want to eat like Kings. Fuck like Kings. Sit on the sofa (AKA throne) and watch TV like Kings. If they fixed something around the house, you better damn well tell them they are a fucking King. Because in their hearts they are sensitive little beasts who want to be regarded as the Alpha by all their brethren and any woman who might stumble into their path.

      Rory is no different.

      So it is with little surprise that I find him in the VIP lounge at Slainte.

      The VIP lounge is dark. Crimson and black and sultry. Men are meant to feel like Kings here while women take off their clothes and dance only for them.

      There is a dancer up on stage and she’s beautiful, and I respect what she does because I used to do it too, once upon a time.

      I also want to rip her heart out.

      I don’t know if Rory is watching her or not. It’s difficult to tell from behind him. But I watch him in the shadows for some time.

      If I just left, then things would go back to the way they were. We wouldn’t cross paths, except for the rare occasion. There would be no drunken phone calls filled with regret because Rory and I aren’t those people.

      He would go back to having quick fucks to satisfy his appetite, and I would go back to my revenge, either accomplishing what I set out to do or dying in the process.

      I should go.

      He deserves better than this. Better than me. That imaginary family he’s building his home for. He should have those things.

      I’m good at leaving.

      Pushing people away. Keeping everyone at a distance and burning anyone who flies too close to me.

      But I’m bad at leaving Rory.

      Tonight, I am broken and tattered, and in my heart I am selfish. I want his body and his warmth and the calm that exists only when we are together. I want those things even if I fucked up and pushed him away and I am willing to play a role to get them.

      I move around him. And he isn’t watching the dancer on stage. His head is tipped back and his eyes are closed, and he is napping. There is a full bottle of Jameson beside him. He came here to feel like a King, but I still haunt him.

      I’m no good at being helpless, so I do what I do best.

      I climb onto his lap and his eyes open slowly.

      “Scarlett.”

      He’s pissy with me, and I don’t blame him.

      But I’m pissy with him too.

      And with the whole fucking world for that matter.

      “Enjoying the show?”

      “What do you care?” he replies.

      “I thought we’d already established that you were mine to play with?”

      My hands move up his chest before he traps them between us.

      “Well, I’m done playing. So find another victim.”

      My chin trembles, but I continue on with the charade, because it’s the only way I know.

      “Did you know that I used to be a dancer too?”

      I grind my ass into his hard on for emphasis.

      His eyes darken and I lean into him, laying claim to his lips with mine before he yanks me away again.

      “No,” he says.

      “I know you want me,” I argue. “I can feel how much you do.”

      He doesn’t answer. Or give in. Not even a little bit.

      And the threat of tears is real, and I can’t let him see me cry. Because you don’t ever let them see you cry.

      I bury my face in his neck and breathe in his scent. Nothing has ever smelled so good.

      “You’ve messed me up real good, you know.”

      He doesn’t respond, but he does touch my back.

      “Is that a truth or a lie?” he asks.

      “It’s the truth this time,” I swear.

      He isn’t convinced though.

      “Please.” My voice breaks. “Just for tonight. Then you’ll never have to see my face again.”

      There’s a long moment where I hold my breath, unsure what happens next. But one hand on my back becomes two, and he wraps his arms around me, pulling me in. His lips are at my ear, stirring the primal need in both of us when he whispers.

      “So dance for me then.”

      Only, he doesn’t let me go.

      I reach up and tangle my fingers in his hair, tipping his head back so I can kiss his throat while I roll my hips over his erection.

      I am desperate for this. For him. I am desperate to feel something good. Anything to take away the hurt inside of me.

      Rory takes it away like nobody else can.

      He leans forward and captures my mouth with his. And we kiss like we’ve never kissed before. This thing between us is a force of nature.

      I want him.

      I want him so fucking much, and I tell him so.

      He takes me by the hand and drags me out the back door to his all-black Dodge Challenger. Like most men, Rory enjoys the vibrations and the sounds these babies make. And I will give him this.

      He’s hot as fuck driving it.

      He isn’t as flashy as Crow with his blue GranTarismo Sport because Rory is a classic. He doesn’t need the bells and whistles.

      All he needs is someone who gets him.

      And I’m here, and I tell him not to take me back to his place.

      “Let’s do something crazy,” I beg him.

      “What did you have in mind, Satan?”

      “Show me what this car is made of.”

      He smiles, and it’s all dimples. “Does that get ye hot, sweetheart?”

      “Only one surefire way to find out.”

      I relax my head and settle in while Rory drives. Far away, to an empty stretch of highway. I want him to keep going, forever and ever, with one hand on my thigh, the other on the wheel.

      I toy with the radio and find a good station.

      Wreak Havoc by Skylar Grey comes on.

      I turn it up and Rory switches gears and lays down on the accelerator. Seventy. Eighty. Ninety and climbing.

      He rolls down the windows and my hair whips around my face. I laugh and scream and push my face out the window. He pushes his hand between my thighs and inside of me.

      “No knickers?” he yells over the music and the wind.

      “No knickers.”

      I spread my legs for him and unbutton the top of my dress. I’m wet for him, for this, for the adrenaline high I needed so badly.

      He gives it to me hard.

      Fucking me with his hand while he drives.

      “This fast enough for you?”

      “Faster,” I tell him.

      The speedometer climbs and so does the tempo of his hand. I’m close, and I could get off on this. Only this.

      I unbuckle my seat belt and climb over the gear shift instead.

      “Jesus Christ,” he grunts when I straddle him.

      “I’ll do all the work.”

      “Scarlett.”

      It’s a half-assed protest cut short when I peel down the top of his jeans and fetch his cock.

      “Keep your hands on the wheel,” I tell him.

      And then I use him to get me off. Grinding all over him, but not letting him inside.

      The vibrations of the car rumble up beneath the seat while the vibration of his groans rumble against my chest.

      I don’t want it to end.

      Rory wants desperately for it to begin. His cock is plump and painfully swollen, leaking pre-cum as I rub against him.

      He licks at my collar bone and then bites me. And for a split second, I let him grope my tits before I make him put his hand back on the wheel.

      “I’m going to fuck you like a King,” I tell him.

      “Scarlett?”

      “Yes?”

      “Get the fuck on my cock. Now.”

      I get the fuck on his cock.

      “Christ,” he groans. “Now fuck me like your life depends on it.”

      I lean forward and whisper in his ear. “Keep your hands on the wheel. Satan’s about to take you for a ride.”

      I dig my fingers into his shoulders and fuck him into oblivion. It’s wild, and it’s loud and there is nothing else in the world as hot as the two of us together. The combination of the speed and the adrenaline hurls us both over the edge.

      He comes hard and then hits the brakes, skidding onto the side of the road.

      We are breathless and still clawing at each other. Kissing and groping and thrusting and grinding.

      I yank him back and kiss his throat, sucking on the skin until I leave a mark.

      “Tell me I can’t be outdone,” I demand.

      “Scarlett, what in the bleeding hell is going on with you?”

      “Say it. Tell me no other woman will ever please you the way I do.”

      He kisses me, and it’s soft this time. “No other woman comes close.”

      “I just need to forget.”

      I squeeze my eyes shut when they start to burn.

      “Make me forget.”

      “How, sweetheart?”

      He brushes my hair back over my shoulders and kisses me all over. It’s full of reverence and this is how I know he’s really falling for me.

      I have a definite falling sensation too.

      Into a vortex that I can’t get out of.

      “I don’t care,” I tell him, and it’s frantic. “I just need to get high. On you. On everything. I need to feel alive.”

      There is concern in his eyes, but he doesn’t voice it.

      “Whatever you want, baby doll,” he murmurs. “I’ve got you.”

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty-Four

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Rory

      

    

    
      Scarlett isn’t the sort of girl you take to the movies.

      You don’t buy her flowers and chocolates to sweeten her mood.

      You take her to an armory.

      “What is this place?” she asks.

      I don’t answer because I like watching her figure things out on her own.

      The road up here is private. The land owned by our Russian mate Alexei. It’s in the middle of bleeding nowhere and the lads and I come up here from time to time to blow off steam.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” she asks, and now she’s stiffer than a board in my passenger seat.

      Something has changed, and as usual, I can’t keep up.

      “You said you wanted to get high.”

      “So you bring me into the forest?”

      Fuck.

      The forest.

      Scarlett is tougher than nails, so it’s easy to forget sometimes all the hell she’s been through.

      I point out the window and into the distance where the targets are set up.

      She’s quiet for a minute, glancing at the targets, then back to me. Questioning me with her eyes. And it’s time we had this out.

      “Scarlett, do ye not feel safe with me?” I ask. “Do ye honestly believe I’d ever do anything to hurt you?”

      “No,” she says. “I know you wouldn’t do anything.”

      Her voice is sincere, and it’s a baby step.

      “Aye,” I answer. “Now, how do ye feel about blowing shit up?”

      She smiles. “I want to.”

      “Yeah ye do, baby.”

      We get out of the car and I take her hand. She doesn’t fight me on this.

      The bunker is underground, accessible only by fingerprint scan. I open it up and lead the way, Scarlett trailing behind.

      A minute later, she’s in awe. Walking around the space and perving on the arsenal. I’ve never seen anything so hot as her checking out weaponry in her strappy black heels. They look like bondage on her feet and I’m hard and checking out her legs when she asks if she can throw a grenade.

      “No.”

      She pouts.

      “What is that thing?” she points to the heavy artillery.

      “That would be a bazooka.”

      “A bazooka?” she shrieks and then tips her head back in a fit of laughter. “Of course your crew would have fucking bazookas.”

      “We like to be prepared.”

      “And what about that one?” she points to another.

      “Flame thrower.”

      “Right. And this?”

      “That’s a Katana.”

      “And what do you need a Katana for?”

      “No real reason,” I admit. “They’re just cool as shite.”

      She nods in agreement and traces her finger over the blunt edge of the sword’s blade.

      Hard, so fucking hard.

      “So what do I get to play with?” she asks.

      I adjust myself in my pants and she catches me.

      “Are you getting all hot and bothered?” she smiles. “Because I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t too.”

      As much as I want to squeeze my cock back into her and fuck her in this room that isn’t what I brought her for. So I make the rounds and grab a few guns. Revolvers and semi-autos of different weights and calibers.

      But then Scarlett points to an AK-47 on the wall.

      “That one too,” she says. “I want to try it.”

      Of course she does.

      I grab a couple of those too and then load her down with ammo before I gesture her outside. We lay everything out on the wooden bench in front of the targets and Scarlett is antsy. Bouncing on the balls of her feet, fingers itching to touch.

      “First things first,” I tell her. “We need to sort out your dominant eye.”

      “Okay,” she agrees. “Tell me what to do.”

      I stand behind her and reach for her arms, forming a triangle with her hands and then extending them.

      “Have a look out there at that target,” I say. “And put it between that wee triangle.”

      She does.

      When she pulls it back, she says it’s her left eye. We test it a few more times to be sure and then continue.

      “We’ll start with the Glock.”

      I show her the basics first. The magazine and the trigger safety.

      “I fired one like this,” she tells me. “And it wouldn’t fire a second time.”

      That’s a conversation for another time.

      “See this wee bit here. That’s the slide.”

      I show her how it works and then explain the trigger.

      “The weight of your finger needs to be evenly distributed. Ye need to fully depress this middle bit as well, or it won’t fire a second time. That’s the safety mechanism.”

      “Okay.”

      I hand it off to her.

      “Aim it downrange and just get used to it in your hands,” I say. “The weight of it.”

      She reaches out and grabs it, and it’s heavy in her small hands, but she handles it well.

      “You carry this thing around on you all the time?” she asks in disbelief.

      “Aye.” I smirk. “I do.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Bend your knees a wee bit.” I grab her hips and press a hand to her lower back. “Lock out your elbows and lean into the target.”

      “How does it feel?” I ask.

      “It feels good,” she says. “Now can I shoot it?”

      Scarlett likes to feel powerful. There’s nothing more powerful than this. What she’s about to feel.

      And I want to give that to her.

      I teach her everything I’ve learned over the years. Everything Niall taught me. I show her the parts and how they all work together. I explain the difference between the revolvers and the semis and she feels the difference in recoil between them.

      She’s a semi type of girl, she decides. And unlike the physical self-defense I tried to teach her, I actually have her full attention this time around.

      Scarlett’s a good student. She’s by no means a pro, but I’m confident that she’ll be able to defend herself should she ever need to pick up a gun again. She learns quickly and follows my instruction well. Soon, the target has chunks of debris flying out as she hits it over and over again.

      When we get to the AK’s, she’s surprised how easy they are to use.

      “Why do ye suppose third world countries give them to child soldiers?” I ask.

      She frowns, and I don’t want to dampen the mood, but I also need her to understand this is real. The lads and I have an arsenal, sure, but we don’t live in the Wild West and we don’t go around shooting them every chance we get.

      We pack up, and she’s quiet.

      “Ye did a grand job of it,” I tell her.

      “I liked it,” she says. “You were right. It does feel like a high.”

      I nod, and I know what she’s thinking about. Who she’s thinking about.

      “I need their names, Scarlett.”

      “No,” she says. “You don’t.”

      “I can’t help you if ye aren’t honest with me. If ye don’t trust me.”

      “It’s not about trust,” she says. “I’ve sown these seeds, and you can be damn sure that I’m the one who’s going to reap them.”

      “Do ye have any idea what it’s like to hurt someone you didn’t mean to?” I ask.

      “No,” she bites back. “Every person I ever hurt was because I wanted to.”

      I sigh, and it only incites her further.

      “I know you think you’re going to save my soul, or whatever. You Irish boys are big on that. But you can’t save what isn’t there, Rory. You think I’m going to regret it, but I won’t.”

      “You can’t know that,” I argue. “And I won’t stand for ye to do this.”

      “You don’t have to allow me anything,” she says. “I’ll do what I want. With or without you.”

      I grab her by the waist and hoist her up onto the bench, pressing my body between her legs as I cup her face in my hand. I don’t know what to say to her to make her understand. It’s the same argument we’ve been having for months.

      She’s still throwing a tantrum because I wouldn’t let her kill the butcher.

      For all of Scarlett’s strength and stubborn will, she can’t see what lies beneath. Her fragile heart. The one beating in her chest right now, beneath my other palm.

      “You kill people all the time,” she whispers to me. “And you’re still good.”

      “It’s not that simple,” I tell her. “You didn’t know me before.”

      “Before what?” she asks.

      “Before my father. He was my first. The first kill.”

      She’s quiet, her eyes moving about my face, and some of her walls crumble under the weight of my admission. So I tell her the thing I haven’t said aloud to anyone, even my brothers in the syndicate. I confess my sins to make her understand.

      “He had a heavy hand. Sometimes with me. But especially my mammy.”

      “You shouldn’t be telling me this,” Scarlett whispers.

      There’s worry in her eyes. Worry that this thing between us- this constant push and pull- is getting stronger. Bigger. And she can’t stop it.

      I don’t want her to stop it.

      “He was a drunk and a slob and a leach who couldn’t hold down a job. And he’d come home and take it out on her. He did it for years. I’d hear her crying in the bedroom at night. She told me not to concern myself with it, for her sake.”

      “So I didn’t. I stuffed it down and took what he doled out to us, provoking him so he’d give it to me the worst. I thought if he went after me, it would stop him from going after her. But it didn’t.”

      “Rory…” Scarlett’s clinging to me, begging me not to continue.

      “I was thirteen. And I was so fucking angry. Full of rage and hatred. For him and for everything. And one night he came home, started having at it. I was tired. And I was bigger by then. Stronger too. I listened to him slap her around for five minutes before I just snapped.”

      I look right into Scarlett’s eyes and admit the truth.

      “I beat him with my bare hands. And when I finished, there wasn’t a thing left of his face.”

      “You’re good,” she insists. “You are, Rory.”

      “It never goes away,” I tell her. “I’ll never get that image out of my head. The blood off my hands. My mammy has never looked at me the same way since. I had to leave.”

      She isn’t telling me I’m good anymore.

      “It felt good to kill him, Scarlett. But it changes you forever. I won’t allow ye to live that way. I don’t want ye to be like that.”

      “I’m already worse,” she insists. “I’m the worst thing you ever could have come across.”

      “You aren’t.”

      She reaches up and grabs hold of my face, crushing her lips to mine and crawling onto my body. Clinging to me in a way she’s never done before.

      It isn’t sexual. It’s something deeper. A primal need to feel safe.

      “You might think our codes are ridiculous,” I tell her. “But we take care of our women. I’m going to take care of you too. That means righting the wrongs that have been done to ye. Tainting my own soul so that yours will stay intact. I want to do that for ye. And I want you to let me.”

      “Rory.”

      She’s kissing me now, all over my throat and my face. Distracting me with sex the way she always does.

      “Take me back to your place,” she pleads.

      “Not until you give me at least one name.”

      She groans out her frustration.

      “Just give me a day,” she says. “One day, Rory. I’m trying. I am. But I’m not ready.”

      I nod, because it’s the best I’m going to get from her.
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      As these affairs typically end when faced with the evil queen, it’s off with his head.

      [image: ]

      While the world spins round and evolution takes place bit by tedious bit, there are some things that never change.

      Trip’s family summer house outside of New Haven is one of them. It is a mummification of memories. The tomb of nightmares and final resting place for my childhood.

      And I was a child, then.

      Still innocent and wide-eyed and naïve.

      I left here a different person.

      I crawled my way out of that shallow grave, and I left all those childish notions- along with my heart- to die the death they deserved. I emerged with an armor that wasn’t there before. A hard-outer shell embraced me and I was reborn.

      That shell has served me well.

      But it doesn’t make my stroll down memory lane any easier.

      The soil feels the same beneath my feet- bare- because I want to be in the right mindset. I want to relive those memories and change the way I feel about them.

      The air is cool, the forest still.

      This place is a dead zone. Nothing around for miles.

      There is a man-made lake behind the house where Trip used to hold ragers throughout the school year.

      I never made it to any of those parties.

      The only party I’d been invited to was private. On the night of the initiation.

      Trip still comes here often, or so the report I have tells me.  He spends entire weeks binging on cocaine and cheap vodka, even though his father’s liquor cabinet is stocked with the finest whiskeys that money can buy.

      It would lead almost anyone to the same conclusion. That Trip is as sick in the head as Alexander. I wonder if he fantasizes about that night too while he fucks his paid whores. If he comes up here just to relive it.

      As I wait in the darkness of the lounge room, I wonder if we’re really all that different. For years, I’ve done nothing but fantasize of my revenge. I’ve watched them stumble over every hurdle I’ve thrown their way while they went about their lives as if that night never happened.

      Rory wants me to believe that there is something in me worth saving. That if I cross this boundary, I will regret it.

      But he’s wrong.

      Because when I snuck out of his bed in the middle of the night, glancing over my shoulder at his sleeping face, nothing had ever been so clear to me.

      There are some boundaries even I am not willing to cross.

      And bringing him into this, using him as a soldier for my cause, is one of them. The moral dilemma of taking a human life falls by the wayside when you are at war. It’s a matter of action and reaction.

      I will never be free until they are gone.

      This is my battle. And mine alone.

      I will be the one to live with the consequences.

      A key rattles in the front door, and I grow still.

      Someone stumbles into the darkness and bumps the side table in the entryway, muttering a curse. Keys fall into the key bowl, and the footsteps move to the kitchen.

      A refrigerator door opens. And then he returns.

      Trip doesn’t bother with the lights. He collapses onto the sofa across from me and drinks straight from the bottle of vodka. Liquor soaked sweat suffocates the space around him, and this is what he has become.

      It takes him a few minutes to settle in, and he is not at all aware of his surroundings. That comfortable sense of security and peace is only afforded to someone who believes their victim is dead.

      His head falls back onto the sofa, and he scrubs a hand over his face. It remains there for a few short moments, quiet, almost meditative. Then he leans forward, elbows on his knees as he tinkers with his little black case on the coffee table.

      This is the moment he realizes he is not alone. Even the most drug-addled brains are capable of sixth senses. Or perhaps it is the drugs that makes him see monsters lurking around every corner. Today, though, he sees a ghost.

      And that ghost is me.

      I’d give anything to know what he’s thinking right now, mouth slack and face pale.

      He doesn’t speak. His hands are still half frozen with the task of preparing his next fix.

      Only, it isn’t coke in that case. It’s heroin. Even in the dim light, it is easy to see he is a long-time user.

      His face is gaunt and sunken in, lips tinged with blue. There is no vitality left in his body. He can barely lift his arm. Everything about him is slow. His thoughts, his reactions, his words.

      This place has changed him too.

      “I knew you would come,” he says finally.

      “How?” I ask.

      I am dead to him. Was dead to him. There is no way he could know that unless Alexander already told him.

      Trip shakes his head. “Alexander told us he came back up here and moved your body,” Trip explains. “But that was a lie. Because I came back up here first.”

      “Why?” I ask, and it doesn’t matter. His remorse won’t save him, but I am curious.

      He’s quiet, tapping the needle against his fingers while his foot keeps the same rhythm on the floor.

      “I really liked you, Ten. But I wasn’t the one your mother picked. She would never pick me over Alex.”

      He isn’t telling me anything I don’t know. His crush was obvious, but just like him, I had no say in the matter.

      “So, you just took what you wanted, anyway.”

      Trip’s quiet again.

      “Yeah,” he says. “I did. I took it. And I wanted to murder every one of those motherfuckers for touching you too.”

      “How chivalrous of you.”

      “I know it doesn’t matter,” he says. “But it fucked me up, Ten. It fucked me up so bad. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Wondering where you were. Wondering if you were alright. I knew you weren’t dead, but they didn’t. And I always thought you’d come back for us.”

      “Well, here I am. Sorry to be so predictable.”

      “You want to hurt me,” he says. “I get it. And I don’t blame you.”

      “Hurt implies short term suffering. I’m sorry to say that you’re wrong.”

      He nods, and there isn’t even an ounce of fight in him when he looks up at me.

      “I was the one who filled up the bottle that second time. The water. I just wanted you to pass out so you wouldn’t remember. But I gave you too much.”

      “Water under the bridge,” I say. “I didn’t come here to rehash what you did or didn’t do. I know. I know everything. And I remember it too. I don’t need you to tell me how it went down.”

      He nods.

      Neither of us moves. Until he waves the needle in his hand in question.

      “Do you mind? One last time.”

      I don’t know him at all.

      How did we become these people?

      This addict who accepts death without question, his only request to have one last bump. And me, the society princess turned cold and calculating bitch sitting across from him.

      I nod at him to go ahead.

      I didn’t come here with a plan, really.

      There was a part of me that knew Trip wouldn’t fight.

      He’s always been a coward at heart. Too soft to go against what the other boys wanted. Too afraid to tell me he liked me all those years ago.

      He searches for a vein in his arm with his fingers but never takes his eyes off me.

      “You’re really beautiful,” he says. “Even more than I remember.”

      “Looks can be deceiving,” I tell him. “All of my ugly is on the inside.”

      He pushes the needle into his arm with a sigh and leans back into the couch, stretching out his legs as he stares up at the ceiling.

      “I don’t believe that,” he says. “You were always too good for us.”

      The needle hangs out of his arm, his words already slurring together.

      “For what it’s worth. I really am sorry, Ten.”

      He depresses the needle again, this time injecting the entire contents of the murky liquid into his vein.

      I am not stupid. And Trip isn’t either.

      It’s a lethal dose.

      “Trip?”

      I move over next to him, and his eyes flicker open just for a brief moment.

      “Always was a coward.”

      His head lulls to the side, his face gray and clammy when he slips into unconsciousness. There is a gurgling sound in his throat and then choking.

      I reach for him, and I don’t know if I can watch this.

      But it’s over as quickly as it began.

      His body falls into stillness, and he is gone.

      I fall back into the couch beside him and stay there for a long time.

      And I grieve.

      I grieve what we both became. I grieve the unfairness of life and the hard choices.

      When it’s all done, I wipe my eyes.

      And I leave.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Twenty-Six

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        Scarlett

      

    

    
      Terror made me cruel- Emily Brontë
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      I bump into Whiskey on the way back to the apartment. He’s being his usual self, carrying on about something that’s upset him.

      “I get it,” I tell him. “I didn’t listen to you, and I should have. You tried to warn me.”

      He swishes his tail and spins in a circle, and I have no idea what that means.

      But when I bend down to give him a pat on the head, there is blood matted into his fur. I swallow and scratch between his ears while I search his feline eyes for clues.

      He trots a few steps ahead of me and then turns back to see if I’m following.

      I retrieve my knife and follow him to Mrs. Rogers door. It’s cracked, and there’s a distinct metallic smell permeating into the hall.

      And this is that part you see in every horror movie.

      Mrs. Rogers can’t be dead. She’s just an old lady, and she doesn’t hate anybody. Except for maybe me because sometimes I steal her cat.

      I shoo Whiskey away and push open the door with my foot.

      There is blood spattered across the kitchen floor.

      And there, in her recliner as usual, is Mrs. Rogers. With a steak knife lodged into her throat.

      Hot tears spill over my cheeks, but I don’t make a sound.

      He came here.

      I know it in my bones. Alexander came here after my apartment and did this.

      There’s a first aid kit torn apart on the counter. Cut strips of cloth and towels and blood everywhere.

      I’m trying to make sense of it when the door clicks shut behind me. And when I turn, there is a man I don’t know, giving me an equally bewildered and annoyed expression.

      He brings a phone to his ear with a leather-gloved hand and speaks.

      “Small problem. There’s a woman here.”

      I can’t hear the voice on the other end of the line, but it could only be one person.

      The man in front of me rakes his eyes over my body and describes me in a clinical way. A nonhuman way. People do this when they need to disconnect from a situation. When they see the person in front of them as a potential threat.

      The knife is still in my hand, clutched at my side, and he doesn’t know I have it.

      The person on the other line speaks, and the guy listens.

      He’s a foot soldier. And he has his instructions now.

      He hangs up and moves to pocket the phone. His next move will be for the gun tucked into his side, maybe. Either that, or he will try to strangle me. The more likely scenario since it’s quieter and not as messy.

      But he won’t do either if he doesn’t get the opportunity.

      I launch myself at him and plunge the knife into his gut.

      He grunts and stumbles back, and we are both reaching for his gun. He’s in shock, and I’m faster.

      In the seconds it takes him to comprehend his loss, I have it pressed to his temple. And what do you know, it’s a fucking Glock, and thank you, Rory Brodrick for imparting your knowledge.

      “On the couch,” I say. “Now.”

      He doesn’t argue. And I’m not here to dick around. I don’t know this guy, and technically he hasn’t done anything to me. So the minute he falls onto the couch, I scramble out the front door and make a beeline down the hallway.

      When I spot Whiskey, I scoop him up into my arms as well.

      He cries, and I nod.

      “I know. Rory’s going to kill me.”
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      “Scarlett.”

      Rory finds me in his bed, wrapped up inside of his blankets burrito style.

      He sits down beside me, but doesn’t touch me.

      Whiskey chooses this precise moment to let himself be heard with a faint meow next to my pillow.

      “What the bleeding hell is that?” Rory asks.

      “I brought you a present.”

      He’s quiet, so I reach out to touch his hand. It’s warm and strong and solid… and tense. I ran out on him last night and I’m certain a part of him would just like to be done with this whole mess already.

      The only way I know to get what I want is manipulation.

      It isn’t fair to him.

      So maybe for once, I’ll try honesty instead.

      “I did it,” I whisper. “I tarnished my soul.”

      “Scarlett.”

      He doesn’t want to believe it. He’s shaking his head, and he doesn’t want me to be bad, but I am. And still, he climbs in beside me and I let him into my blanket fort and he holds me.

      He has too many clothes on, and I want the thing only Rory can give me. I yank on his zipper and tug at his hem.

      “No.”

      He stills my hands, and he doesn’t get it. My chest is full of TNT. I’m about to blow.

      “I need to feel you,” I insist. “I just need to feel your skin against mine.”

      Rory can’t say no to me. Even when he tries, it’s only delaying the inevitable.

      He pulls his shirt over his head and wraps his fortress of a body around mine. Our legs tangle together, and I want him inside of me.

      Inside of the place that nobody else has ever reached before.

      “I know you’re tired of me,” I tell him. “But don’t give up on me.”

      “Tell me why,” he says. “Give me a reason, Scarlett.”

      “Because I need you here for me,” I admit. “For when I finish the rest.”

      It’s selfish, but honest. And Rory doesn’t try to talk me out of it. It’s a red flag if I ever saw one, because even if Rory is soft to me… he isn’t weak.

      “I don’t want you involved,” I explain. “And I know it isn’t fair to ask this of you, but you need to trust that this is for the best. That I know what I’m doing.”

      “Tell me what happened, Scarlett.”

      “I did it,” I repeat, because he still doesn’t believe me. “I killed someone. And that’s all you need to know.”

      His lips find my throat, and then my ear. His fingers drag down my back to squeeze my ass and pull me against him, his heart beating in tandem next to mine.

      “Let me take care of you,” he says. “Let someone else do the hard things, baby doll. You aren’t alone anymore.”

      He doesn’t get it.

      He’s already given me more than I could ask for. A soft place in my hard world. Rory is the only thing that reminds me I’m alive, sometimes. The only thing that feels real.

      “I’m trying to be patient,” he murmurs into my neck. “But don’t hate me when that patience runs out.”

      I pull on his biceps and drag him on top of me.

      Rory wants control.

      He will get it. Right now.

      He settles between my legs, and he is heavy, but it doesn’t feel suffocating.

      My fingers move over his back, solid and muscular and warm.

      My body is completely open to him. Relaxed and his to take from at his leisure. He rocks his hips forward and grinds himself against my panties, testing me.

      “Are ye sure about this?”

      I drag my fingers up his neck and pull his face to mine.

      “Fuck me like you love me,” I whisper. “Just for tonight.”

      Rory stills above me, and there are words on his lips. Words I am afraid to hear. Rejection, confession… either way I won’t handle it well. I stop them from spilling out by smashing my lips onto his.

      He’s on me then.

      His tongue sweeping into my mouth with a groan while he tastes me. His hand cupping the back of my head and holding me in place while his other hand delves into my panties.

      His fingers move inside of me.

      He sets the pace slow, and it remains that way until I come. There’s some shuffling on the bed as he removes his jeans and my underthings, and then it’s our naked bodies, pressed together in the darkness.

      His mouth is on me when he pushes inside. He is reverent, full of worship, kissing me everywhere. It’s slow, at first.

      And we try it like that.

      But Rory knows me.

      He knows that if I were ever going to be loved, it would need to be hard.

      He loves me hard right now.

      When my fingers dig into his back, his teeth graze my throat and he slides my leg up to wrap it around his waist.

      His next thrust is deeper. Harder.

      I reach down and squeeze his ass and arch into him.

      He whispers in my ear.

      “Ye’re the only woman I’ve ever fucked this way.”

      “What way?”

      “Raw,” he groans.

      And I growl in response. We are animals, consumed by this primal heat between us. Instinct takes over.

      Hands grope and squeeze and clutch while our lips and teeth clash against each other. We can’t get enough. The frenzy is all that exists. To get closer. Deeper. Harder.

      More, more, more.

      We are greedy. And when we come, it is explosive.

      When he collapses beside me and buries his face in my chest, he doesn’t say the three little words I dread so much. He says only two.

      “Thank you.”
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      “Hey, hot stuff,” Mack greets me with a slap on the ass.

      I glance across the room at her husband- my boss- and his attention is otherwise distracted, thank fuck.

      “Are ye trying to get me fingers cut off?” I ask her.

      “Oh please,” she says. “Lach knows better than to try to put a leash on me by now.”

      “Aye.” I take Keeva off Mack’s hip to give her a cuddle. “I suppose so.”

      “Who are you fighting tonight?” she asks.

      “Nobody.”

      “Nobody?”

      “I’ve some other business to attend to,” I say. “With Alexei.”

      Mack is quiet, but observant. The woman is too bloody smart for her own good, and I haven’t a clue how Crow keeps up with her.

      “She won’t like that,” Mack tells me.

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Don’t go digging around in her past,” she insists. “She needs to tell you herself.”

      I keep myself occupied with the baby, but Mack is still after it.

      “Scarlett will turn on you so fast you won’t even see it coming,” she says. “It isn’t easy for her to let people in, Rory. And she will see it as a betrayal if you go behind her back.”

      “She’s already told me a few things,” I admit. “I just need some names.”

      She stares at me, and I don’t like it.

      I’ve been patient. I’ve let a lot of things slide with Scarlett that I wouldn’t have if it were anybody else.

      And everybody’s on my arse about what they think is best.

      Just this morning, Crow was bitching and moaning about me taking too long to get to the club when he needed me. He’s all bent out of shape because I set up this meeting with Alexei in the first place.

      But he did the same for Mack when he was in my position.

      And she’s done the same for her friend Talia when the situation warranted it. Yet here they both are, calling the kettle black. Leaving Scarlett to her own devices and hoping she doesn’t get murdered by one of these pricks is not an option. And if they can’t see it that way, then it’s their issue.

      I hand Mack the baby and she frowns.

      “I mean it, Rory,” she yells as I retreat. “If you do this, you’re signing the death certificate on this relationship. That’s a fact.”

      The door closes with a slam behind me, and Crow rings me a minute later.

      I ignore it and get into my car.

      [image: ]

      “Drink?” Alexei asks as I take a seat in his office.

      “No thanks, mate.”

      He nods and gets down to business, which is what I like about the bloke.

      If there’s someone that needs being found, Alexei will do it. He can do just about anything on a computer, the extent of which I probably don’t even want to know.

      And while he’s not technically part of our syndicate, he’s an ally. So, he helps us from time to time in exchange for our assistance when he needs it.

      He has the file on Scarlett already, sliding it across the desk and leaving me to it.

      The level of detail is more than I was prepared for.

      Every part of Tenly Albright’s life is chronicled in these papers. Important milestones. Report cards. Photographs and news articles.

      They are all right here in my hands.

      I am hungry for these details. And it doesn’t feel wrong, like Mack said. I want to know these parts of her, no matter how ancient.

      It comes as no surprise that the girl was a genius, even twelve years ago. But she certainly doesn’t look like the shy, somewhat awkward girl in the family photos. The girl dressed in ball gowns and school uniforms.

      She’s not smiling in any of the photos. And there’s a sadness on her face that she doesn’t wear openly anymore, but it still exists inside of her.

      I want to know her thoughts as she poses next to her friends and a family that looks so different from her. She doesn’t belong in that world, and she never did.

      I am possessive of her now. And a very selfish part of me likes knowing how much she hates that world and everyone in it.

      Because she’s in my world now. In my bed and my car and my thoughts and on my lips.

      They don’t even know she’s alive.

      The missing persons case is still open, unresolved.

      But the news articles have been scarce over the last five years. The occasional anniversary post and photo of Tenly, asking if anyone has seen her.

      They have all moved on from her. Left her memory to diminish over time.

      It’s no wonder she goes it alone.

      To be so easily forgotten by everyone you once knew. Forsaken by your own family. I ache for her, and I touch her face in the photos. Wishing I could turn back time. Wishing that I could save her.

      I can’t change the past.

      But I can make it right now.

      The thing I really want isn’t in this file, and when I look up at Alexei, he knows it.

      “She never reported it,” he tells me. “So finding the names will not be easy. But I’ve printed off the most likely candidates, given what you’ve told me.”

      His report has well over fifty names on it.

      “Are ye bloody kidding me with this?” I ask. “Is there not another way?”

      “There is,” he says. “But I suppose it depends on how badly you’d like this to stay quiet.”
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        Rory

      

    

    
      I haven’t spent a whole load of time in New York.

      Boston is generally where I conduct business and spend my free time, other than the occasional ticket back to Ireland to see mammy every couple of years.

      It only stands to reason that Scarlett dragged me up here to set into motion the events with Ethan that night. I wonder how many other trips she’s made that didn’t include me.

      The address on file is Park Avenue.

      When I walk inside the building, it’s a far cry from where Scarlett lives now.

      A doorman greets me and asks who I’m there for.

      I give him the names of Scarlett’s parents, and he promptly tells me I’m not on the list. When I mention I’d like to speak to them about their daughter, his polite disposition withers.

      He makes a phone call and then ushers me to the elevator without another word.

      When it opens, I’m greeted by another woman in a maid’s uniform, who ushers me into a foyer.

      “You have something you’d like to say about my daughter?”

      I blink, and like an apparition, a waif of a woman appears. She is nothing like Scarlett. Her face is severe, and she is cold. Too tall and too thin and I’ve left a bitter taste in her mouth already.

      She appraises me, in my jeans and faded tee shirt, like a bag of trash was just dropped at her doorstep. And in her hand is a checkbook.

      This isn’t right.

      None of this is right.

      Scarlett in this place. Touching any of these things. Wearing these clothes. Talking to this woman who is nothing like my mammy.

      “Well?” she says.

      “Can we start over?” I ask. “My name’s Rory Brodick, Mrs. Albright.”

      “I don’t care who you are,” she snaps. “What do you want to say about my daughter?”

      I give her the benefit of the doubt. She’s a mother who has lost her daughter. I can only imagine what these last twelve years must have been like for her, wondering and waiting for her to come home. I need to believe that this is what turned her so bitter.

      “Actually,” I say, “I was hoping that ye might be able to tell me some things about your daughter. I’d like to help.”

      She shakes her head.

      “You aren’t a reporter,” she says. “Or a New Yorker, for that matter. Where are you from?”

      “I live in Boston.”

      She sighs and gives me a resigned nod.

      “I figured as much.”

      She places the checkbook down on the table and scrawls in a dramatic fashion before she pauses to look up at me.

      “How much?”

      “Pardon me?”

      “How much is it going to cost to keep you quiet?” she demands.

      “I only want to help,” I tell her. “I’m just looking for some answers.”

      “I have none to give you,” she says. “And if you keep poking around in this, you won’t get a cent from me.”

      “Do ye not have any desire to know what happened to your daughter?” I ask.

      “I know what happened to my daughter,” she says. “She had social deficits from the very beginning. She didn’t want to listen. She was too wrapped up in herself to care about what was important. And now she’s ruined this family, living like trash the way that she is.”

      “You must be bloody joking me,” I snarl back at her. “You knew she was alive?”

      “Of course I know.” A dry sound puffs from her mouth.

      “But the case…”

      “The media doesn’t need to know about this,” Mrs. Albright states with finality. “They’re better off thinking she’s dead. And so are we, for that matter. So tell me how much it’s going to cost for you to keep your mouth shut.”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      She scoffs again, and the woman is the worst of humanity. I see that now. The mothers who breed their pedigree children and parade them around like show ponies.

      Scarlett deserved better than that.

      She deserved better than a mammy like her.

      “The only thing I’ve ever wanted was for your daughter to be happy,” I tell her. “But I see why she left this place. Why she left you.”

      “You know nothing,” Mrs. Albright snarls.

      “I know that if ye were any sort of a mother, you’d have moved heaven and earth to find her. To avenge her. But don’t ye concern yourself with it now. She’s got a new family. One who actually looks after her.”
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        Scarlett

      

    

    
      Time to dust off my broom. The bitch is back.
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      Whiskey has made himself right at home in Rory’s place.

      I’m still waiting for him to ask where the cat came from or why he’s here, but he doesn’t. He doesn’t ask anything, and he doesn’t tell the cat to get out of the bed or off his clothes, and on more than one occasion I’ve caught Rory petting him. Things have started to appear. Cat things. Toys and bowls and food. A litter box, even.

      I didn’t buy them, so that leaves only one possible culprit.

      There are things for me too. Small things. With more accumulating each day. A toothbrush. A hairbrush. A blow dryer.

      They appear out of nowhere when I’m not looking.

      Rory doesn’t ask why I’ve spent the last week here.

      That makes it easy, and it’s better this way. He’s happy and I’m not out wreaking havoc and I think the thing he loves most is having me in his bed at night. Waiting for him. Rory is a creature of habit. He comes in late at night, showers, and slips into bed behind me.

      There’s always a few whispered words between us, and then he’s inside of me. On top of me.

      The way he likes it.

      Tonight, as we’re lying in the darkness and he’s on the verge of drifting off to sleep, I wonder how long this can go on for.

      I can’t go back to my apartment.

      Alexander is out for blood and I can’t be lounging around Rory’s all day and getting soft.

      I need to find him first.

      I need to end this.

      “You haven’t been back to your apartment.”

      Rory’s voice startles me.

      He always falls asleep after he fucks me.

      Tonight, though, Whiskey is on his chest, purring up a storm. I’m a little miffed that the cat has taken a liking to him so quickly. I had to earn that shit. But Rory? He was in with bro code and a single pat on the head.

      Typical fucking men.

      “Would you rather I were home in my own bed then?” I ask.

      He plops Whiskey between us and tangles his legs with mine, reaching over to touch my face.

      “I’d rather you were in my bed every night,” he says. “If we’re being honest.”

      “Well if we’re being honest, I like it here. So maybe I’ll keep crashing for a few days. I think I’m going to need a new apartment, anyhow.”

      “I know ye haven’t had an easy life, Scarlett,” Rory says. “And I know that ye have your reasons not to trust anyone. But there’s something I want to say.”

      I fall into his neck and breathe him in, relaxing into his body. There are moments like this, when his strength is so tangible to me, so potent, nothing else can touch me. I’ve never leaned on anyone this way. It’s easy to get lost in these moments. To forget why I was so hell bent on destroying my only real ally.

      Rory is strong, both mentally and physically. But he has one fatal flaw.

      And that’s caring for me.

      “I told ye once before that I didn’t want to play games with you,” he says. “That I was done with it. With you. I was wrong, Scarlett. Because if there’s one thing I need ye to know, it’s this. I’m not ever going to give up on you. I’m not ever going to be like the people who walked out of your life and hurt you. I’m in your corner, always. And I will go to battle for ye every single day for the rest of my life, so long as I have you by my side.”

      I don’t know where any of this is coming from. But it makes me paranoid. Something has changed, and I need to know what it is.

      “I’m going for broke here,” he says. “I’m just going to lay it out for you, baby doll. I want to do everything with you, Scarlett. I want to fuck shit up. I want to get ye in a family way. I want my last name to be your last name. And I’m willing to fight for those things. For as long as it takes. So you can push me away, but I’m not going anywhere. And I need ye to know that.”

      Christ.

      This is it. This is how I’m going to die.

      I’m having a heart attack. I can’t breathe and I’m dizzy and all I can focus on are the words he just seared into my brain. Babies and marriage and things that will never happen.

      I sit up and clutch my chest.

      “I told you to stay away from me,” I yell at him. “You should have listened. I can’t give you those things, Rory.”

      He’s quiet, but his hand reaches out for mine. Our fingers tangle together and that line inside of me is going berserk.

      I don’t know how this happened.

      I was supposed to be the one to fuck him up.

      But he’s got me all fucked up instead.

      I’ll never admit it.

      I’ll never admit that he’s done this to me.

      And I need something to grasp onto. Something to make me feel like my old self.

      “You got my files,” I accuse him. “Didn’t you?”

      Dead silence.

      His fingers stiffen around mine, and I have my answer.

      “I had no choice,” he says. “I needed to know what I was dealing with. I need to protect you.”

      “Did you like what you found?” I ask. “Do you feel vindicated now? Because I’m just so goddamn helpless?”

      “I saw your mother,” he blurts.

      That’s it. There goes the flat line. Back to where it belongs.

      “Fuck. I don’t know why I did it, Scarlett. I only want to take care of you.”

      The mental image of him and my mother together in one room, speaking about me… it’s too much.

      “Fuck you.” I lunge from the bed and grab for my clothes.

      He comes after me, and I yank out my knife and aim straight for his heart.

      “Come any closer, and I won’t miss this time.”

      “Scarlett.”

      He is sad and broken and all the things I knew he would be. But he did this to himself, and I’m out of generosity as far as Rory is concerned. As far as anyone is concerned.

      “You should have stayed away,” I tell him again.

      “Don’t leave.”

      “I told you,” I say. “I fucking warned you. And now, you better watch your back, Rory.”
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        Scarlett

      

    

    
      The fault is not in our stars, but our hearts- those immortal instruments which beat on in spite of our most valiant efforts to destroy them.
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      I don’t know why I’m here.

      Nothing has changed.

      My mother is shopping and day drinking, the same as she does every Wednesday afternoon. I watch her through the window, perfectly coiffed and utterly miserable.

      She alone could keep Botox in business.

      Because she doesn’t want to give away anything real or true.

      She’s always been this way. She was born miserable, and she will die miserable.

      But she will take that secret to her grave.

      All that matters is how her life looks on the outside.

      People don’t care that there’s a feud between the employees in the back when there are glamorous objects up in the store window. My mother keeps her storefront stocked with glamorous things.

      Pretty words and practiced topics of conversation. Conservative but fashionable clothing and a face that is immune to time and gravity.

      She fell in line like she was supposed to. The way an Albright was supposed to. She married into old money, and she had a baby, like she was supposed to. That was when things went terribly wrong for her.

      I never could fall in line, the way that I was supposed to.

      I had so much privilege it was nauseating. I had been blessed with everything. There was one critical problem with the whole situation. I couldn’t play the role I had been cast in. I gave it a fair effort, but I wasn’t her. She could never understand that.

      She fought for what she had her whole life. She fought tooth and nail for it.

      She never knew any other way.

      And all I ever did was disappoint her.

      I watch her drink her thousand-dollar champagne through the window, and for the first time in my life, I feel truly sorry.

      I feel sorry for her.

      My mother will never know the simple pleasure of telling someone to fuck off. Of doing something because she wants to, and not because it’s expected of her.

      She’s never going to know freedom in its purest form, with the chains she’s so carefully bound herself in.

      This world is hers, and I don’t belong here anymore.

      I never did.

      But I know it now more than ever. The path I set out for myself is the only one I could have followed.

      And I have nothing to say to her.

      I have nothing to say to anyone here. Except for the last three names on my list.

      The last three names before I am truly free from this life.
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      The train feels old hat though I never actually took public transportation in New York. Albrights got around in town cars.

      The first time I ever took a train was the night that I left. I didn’t know where I wanted to go. I just checked the board and picked the next scheduled train.

      That was how I ended up in Boston.

      Since then, I’ve taken this route back and forth several times. None so somber as the first.

      Now it feels more like an adventure.

      I like to look at the people and make up stories about them in my head. I steer clear of businessmen and look for the standouts in the crowd. The ones with the colorful clothing or the weird ticks. The guy reading a self-help book about winning over friends.

      There’s one in every crowd.

      But things are different today. Or maybe I am.

      My eyes settle in on a man two rows down and across from me, reading the paper.

      There isn’t anything in particular that draws my attention to him. Just a feeling, like maybe we’ve met before.

      He isn’t a former client though, and he’s definitely not a New Yorker.

      He’s older than I am. Early thirties, I’d guess. Handsome in a rugged way. Military through and through. He checks his surroundings often, and he looks at everyone but me.

      I’m a details girl.

      Always have been.

      I notice the things that others tend to miss because they are so wrapped up in themselves.

      Like the way his trousers rise up just above the ankles when he sits, and how one of his ankles is smaller than the other.

      Not smaller, but synthetic.

      I recognize the joint of the prosthetic since there’s a girl on the street- Kesha- who wears one as well. Oddly enough, there’s a whole fetish for that sort of thing, and the girl makes bank. She likes to say the best thing she ever did was lose her leg.

      But this guy, I’d venture a guess, lost his in a war zone.

      His hand is scarred too, but because he’s wearing a jacket, the full extent of the damage is a mystery.

      It makes me think of Storm.

      I haven’t seen her around in a while. But now that I’m back in the game, that’s likely to change real soon.

      I forget all about the man with the prosthetic as I get off at Back Bay Station. I only have one target on my mind now, and his name is Quinn.

      He has a meeting today, and he has no idea that I’ve got the memo too.

      The lounge is swanky, crammed with the usual suspects.

      A few gold-diggers eye off the competition when I take a seat and turn up their noses. I don’t have the token Birken bag or Louboutin heels, so that must mean I’m gutter trash.

      I cross my legs and swivel towards the bar. The thing they don’t know is that I could have a Birken bag if I really wanted one. Or a hundred pairs of Louboutins if I wanted them too.

      I have a trust fund that would make their soon-to-be husbands bank rolls look like chump change.

      When my mother found out where I was, she speedily and quietly transferred all the money over to me.

      I don’t have any misgivings about spending it. The money was never hers to begin with, but rather my grandfathers.

      And he had whispered in my ear once, on his death bed, that I should live while the getting was good. That I should spend my money how I saw fit and enjoy my life and celebrate every day I was given.

      He wanted me to have that money.

      And my mother was at peace knowing it meant she wouldn’t have to see me again.

      So I took it. But I certainly don’t flash it around.

      I do what my grandfather suggested. Now and then, I indulge in something I really want. Ice cream, shoes, La Perla underwear.

      Today, it was this black dress I’m wearing.

      When Quinn enters the bar, he won’t miss it.

      And when the bartender comes around, I order a dirty martini.

      Quinn won’t miss that either.

      I take small sips and play on my phone, checking the bar every few minutes to make sure I haven’t missed him.

      It isn’t Quinn who sits down next to me. But rather, the man from the train. The one with the prosthetic leg.

      This is no coincidence.

      And yet he’s quiet.

      So am I.

      One of us will need to speak first, but it sure as hell isn’t going to be me.

      He removes his jacket and drapes it over the back of his chair, and from the corner of my eye, I get a small glimpse of the tattoo peeking out from beneath his shirt sleeve.

      A bone frog.

      He waits until he orders his drink- a good old fashioned draft beer- to turn his attention towards me.

      It’s a calculated move on his part, trying to unsettle me with the long silence. It’s working too, at least a little, but I don’t show it.

      “Can I buy you another drink?” he asks.

      And now he’s beating a dead horse.

      “Sorry, pal.” I flash a smile. “I think you better go elsewhere if you’re in the market for a frog hog. This isn’t really the establishment.”

      He smiles back, and there’s humor in his eyes.

      “What gave me away?”

      “If it walks like a SEAL and talks like a SEAL, then it’s probably a fucking SEAL.”

      “Not anymore,” he says.

      “I figured as much,” I tell him. “With the bum leg and all.”

      “You don’t miss much, do you?”

      “The only thing I missed is what you’re doing here, in this bar, sitting here beside me.”

      “Alright.” He folds the napkin beneath the beer in his hands while he talks. “I just thought you should know Quinn won’t be here this evening.”

      This banter has lost its appeal.

      “Let me guess. He hired you as personal security. What a goddamn joke.”

      I get up to leave, but he reaches for my arm and stops me. When I glare at him, however, he removes it quickly.

      “I’m not his security,” the stranger tells me. “In fact, he doesn’t know me at all. But I know you, Tenly. Or do you prefer Scarlett?”

      There is no malice in his voice. But I am rattled nonetheless.

      “What is this about?”

      “I’d like to tell you,” he says. “In a more private setting, if you don’t mind.”

      I’m about to tell him to fuck right off when he flashes a badge at me.

      Fucking FBI.

      “Do I have a choice?” I ask. “And will there be anyone else there?”

      “You can trust me,” he says. “I’m not like Royce.”

      I want to leave. But something in his eyes keeps my feet firmly planted in place. The funny thing is, I do believe he’s one of the good guys, even if he’s about to make my day hell. And I also believe, I’m probably going to want to hear what he has to say.

      I give him a small nod, and he retrieves his jacket, gesturing for me to follow him.

      We take the elevator up to the roof.

      “And this is the part where you murder me, right?”

      He shakes his head and closes the door behind us, making a point to show me it’s not locked.

      “You can leave at any time you don’t feel safe.”

      I cross my arms and look out over the city, waiting for him to tell me why he dragged me up here in the first place.

      “My name is Booker Cayce, if you want to know.”

      “You obviously know mine already,” I answer.

      “I’ve been keeping an eye on Royce for some time now,” he tells me.

      “So I guess that means you’ve been keeping an eye on me too.”

      He nods.

      “That still doesn’t explain how you know about his friends. I never told anyone.”

      “You didn’t have to,” he says. “Royce has notes of his own.”

      Notes?

      Jesus, I don’t even want to think that could be real.

      “How can I be sure that any of what you are saying is even true?” I ask him. “I mean, do they even let amputees into the FBI academy?”

      “There was a case a few years ago,” he tells me. “A wounded veteran. It set a precedent. As long as I am fully capable of performing my duties, then it’s not an issue.”

      It sounds legit, but I don’t know. I don’t know what to make of this guy at all.

      “Why were you watching Royce?” I ask.

      “I had suspicions about him. Most were unsubstantiated. I didn’t want to bring them forward to the bureau until I was certain.”

      “And you are telling me this why?”

      I know why, but fuck. I need to hear him say it. I need him to tell me how screwed I am.

      “I don’t blame you for wanting them dead,” he says. “They deserve it, for what they did to you.”

      I stare past him, so I don’t have to see his eyes. So I don’t have to witness the expression on his face while he talks about my past.

      “I don’t know what happened to Ethan,” he continues, “but I highly suspect it wasn’t a robbery. And as for Trip? His overdose is questionable, but not unlikely either, given his history of drug abuse.”

      I wait for the hammer to fall. Either he’s going to blackmail me, or he’s going to send me packing in an orange jumpsuit.

      “Royce is growing reckless. And he has a pervasive obsession with you that’s only getting worse by the day.”

      I do meet his gaze this time. And I put it into words he can understand.

      “You’ve been to war,” I say. “You know some people are so fucked in the head the only humane thing to do is put them down.”

      “That might be true,” he agrees. “But this isn’t a war zone, Tenly. And I can’t allow you to kill him.”

      I feel it happening. The bricks and mortar of my carefully constructed house of revenge crumbling in on themselves. He’s taking this away from me, and I hate him for it.

      “So what do you suggest?” I bite back. “Just let him kill me? That’s the way these things usually end. You want to tell me to get a restraining order and wave it in his face when he comes for me?”

      “That depends,” he answers. “Tell me about Kylie and her friend Katie.”

      I look away. But there is no hiding my reaction. Booker isn’t a businessman looking for a cheap thrill.

      He’s got me cornered, and he knows it.

      “I want to put him away for good,” he says. “But I need your help to do it.”

      “Nuh-uh.” I shake my head. “No fucking way. Are you kidding me? You think prison is going to stop him? If he even makes it to prison. I know how these things work, okay. You’re asking me to get up on a stand and testify against him?”

      “And Quinn, and Duke.”

      “This is a goddamn joke,” I mutter. “Do you know what the likelihood of winning that case would be? There isn’t a snowball’s chance in hell. There’s no evidence. It’s just my word against theirs.”

      “There’s also a journal,” he tells me. “Trip wrote everything down. A confession.”

      “That isn’t enough. People think I’m dead, and I’d like it to stay that way.”

      “Well unfortunately,” Booker says. “The ones who matter all know you’re alive now. So you really will be dead soon, if you don’t do this, Tenly. Because I can’t protect you unless you agree to testify.”

      “No,” I tell him again. “In fact, that’s a hell no.”

      I walk towards the door, and his voice stops me.

      “It isn’t just about you,” he says. “How many other women do you think he will kill before he gets to you?”

      My hand shakes on the knob.

      “You can’t put that on me.”

      “He’s going to out you,” Booker says, and his voice is resigned now. “There are photos of you. Piles of evidence. The senator’s son, and plenty of others. He’s already been in contact with several news outlets.”

      And he’s got me, because I know for fact these things are true.

      I turn around and meet his gaze. I’ve never pleaded with anyone in my life, but I want to plead with him right now. To stop this. I want to believe he’s a good person.

      Like Rory.

      I can tell he respects women. He respects me. But there is no such thing as a good deed.

      “What do you get out of all this?” I ask him. “What do you get for helping me out?”

      He turns away, disgusted with himself, guilty… and I am right. I am always right.

      “When it’s over,” he says. “I’ll need a favor of my own.”

      “Sorry, Rumple. I don’t deal in those sorts of favors. You’ll need to tell me upfront, or no deal.”

      His eyes flicker to the skyline, and absently, he rubs the scars on the back of his hand.

      “Storm.”

      Well, that is a surprise.

      “What about her?”

      “I need to know where I can find her.”

      I don’t tell him that I don’t know, because right now, this is the only bargaining chip I have. And it’s always better to let people believe they are going to get what they want from you.

      “You’d know better than anyone how to find her,” he adds.

      “What do you want with her?”

      He doesn’t answer. But there’s something in his eyes that tells me this is personal for him. He wants it badly.

      Badly enough to blackmail me into doing the right thing. And I’m guessing he’s not a man who goes against his honor very often.

      But it doesn’t matter.

      On the streets, we have our own Omertà.

      I wouldn’t give her up for any of his promises. But he doesn’t need to know that.

      “Fine,” I say. “If I do this, you’ll get rid of all the evidence against me?”

      He nods.

      “My mother’s going to have a fucking coronary when she finds out.”

      “Probably,” he agrees. “But she hasn’t been much of a mother to you, so I wouldn’t concern yourself with how she feels.”

      “Don’t pretend to know me,” I warn him. “You don’t know me, no matter what you’ve dug up in my life. You know what’s on paper, and that’s all.”

      He ignores my barb and gives me a nod.

      “Let’s do this then. Let’s get it over with.”

      “I’m going to give you the week to think about it,” he says.

      “There’s nothing to think about,” I argue. “Do you want me to do this or not? There’s no point fucking around…”

      “There’s something else you should know before you agree.”

      Whatever it is, I’m not going to like it.

      “This kind of trial, it’s going to be complex. Drawn out. Media everywhere. You’ll be watched closely by the bureau, by the opposing council, by reporters who are out for blood.”

      “And your point?”

      “Rory Brodrick,” he says quietly.

      And suddenly, everything that was so clear has become very hazy.

      Rory.

      How could I not have factored him into this? I’ve been spending so much time with him, of course Booker would know about him too.

      My mouth is dry when I ask my next question.

      “What about him?”

      “I don’t want to be presumptuous,” Booker says, “but I’d venture a guess in saying that you might care for him.”

      He takes my silence as an affirmative.

      “If you don’t want him involved in this… if you don’t want to arouse suspicion of the syndicate by bringing heat down onto them, then you’ll need to stay away from him.”

      And there it is.

      My clarity.

      This morning, things with Rory were so gray. Muddled and confused and uncertain. But Booker’s words make it very black and white. And I have to confront the very real feelings I’ve been trying so hard to deny.

      I do care for Rory.

      I’m in love with him.

      And that’s as real as it’s ever going to get for me.

      “Why would you do that?” I ask Booker. “Why would you warn me? If you know what they do…”

      “I don’t believe Rory Brodrick is a bad man,” he says. “But the practices of criminal syndicates are generally the same the world over. If they catch you talking to the feds, what do you think would happen?”

      I know what would happen.

      Rory wouldn’t hurt me. But Lachlan? I’m not so sure. I’m Mack’s friend, but if he had to choose between protecting his family or me, he’s always going to choose his family.

      “He’s a good man,” I tell Booker. “Rory would never hurt me.”

      “I know,” he says. “I’ve seen you together.”

      The rest of my words fail me, but Booker understands perfectly.

      “And you won’t hurt him either.”

      He’s right.

      I can’t bring him into this mess. Any further than he already is. I can’t risk his life, or his relationship with the syndicate.

      I need him to hate me. It’s the only way he will let me go. He said so himself. That he would go to battle for me. That he won’t ever give up.

      I close my eyes, and a shudder racks my body.

      I’m going to fall on my sword for him. To protect him. And to love him in the only way I can. By keeping him as far away from me as possible.

      Giving him a real shot at happiness. With someone who deserves it.

      Booker is waiting for me when I open my eyes. Waiting for the words he already knew were coming.

      “I’ll need your help.”
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      It’s late, and most of the lads have cleared out of the gym, but Conor lingers behind. He’s itching to get back to Ivy, but I make him spar with me, anyway.

      When the door opens, and it’s Scarlett, Conor gives an audible sigh of relief.

      I never know what I’m going to get with her.

      After what happened earlier, I half expected she’d disappear on me again. But here she is, looking soft and sweet and… something else.

      I can’t figure out what it is.

      Resigned, maybe.

      Sad?

      I don’t know.

      She walks up and grabs me around the waist, pulling me against her.

      “Get lost, Conor,” she says.

      “Fuck off,” is his reply.

      “Conor.”

      His gaze snaps to me, and it seems the lad has finally grown some balls.

      “Get lost,” I tell him.

      He does.

      The gym smells of blood and sweat and her perfume, and I’ve got a hard on for it before she even starts tearing at my clothes.

      We don’t say a word to each other.

      It’s just raw, primal fucking on the floor like the animals we are.  Scarlett rides me and then I flip her onto her hands and knees, taking her from behind while I pull on her hair and demand that she takes my cock all night long.

      Half of the things coming out of my mouth don’t make any bleeding sense, even to my own ears. But it doesn’t matter.

      All that matters is that she knows.

      She isn’t getting away from me. She can’t push me away. I won’t fucking let her.

      I come inside of her twice before we finally collapse. Naked and panting for breath, and still I can’t let her go. My arm is wrapped around her back, her face resting against my chest.

      “You really are a beast in the ring,” she says.

      “Did ye ever question that I wasn’t?”

      “No.” She smiles up at me. “You’ve got it all, Rory Brodrick. The looks, the charm, the body of a god and the dimples of one too.”

      It’s the only compliment she’s ever given me, and the man in me is beating his chest. But I still can’t stop myself from asking.

      “What changed? I thought ye were dead set on murdering me earlier.”

      “Nothing’s changed,” she says and her voice is too light and I don’t believe her. “Let’s call it a temporary truce. Sometimes, you just need a reminder of how good of a thing you’ve got before it’s gone.”

      Her words are a threat, but they sound like a joke. Again, with Scarlett, it’s hard to tell.

      “Give me their names,” I insist. “I’ll make it right, baby doll. I’ll bleed them dry and make them suffer for their sins, and when I’m done, you can fuck me into oblivion.”

      Her smile is sad this time, haunted.

      “You really would,” she says. “Wouldn’t you?”

      “I meant what I said. I’ll always go to war for you, Satan.”

      “I still hate you, you know,” she says.

      I lean down and kiss her, and my cock is ready all over again.

      “Then hate me like you mean it, bad girl.”

      “You can’t possibly want me again,” she murmurs.

      “Try telling him that.” I wrap her hand around my cock.

      She gives me what I want.

      She gives it to me all night long.

      [image: ]

      When I wake up, Scarlett is gone from my bed.

      And in her place is a note.

      Hasta la vista, Baby.

      A glance at the clock confirms it’s late. After midnight. And there’s only one thing Scarlett could be doing.

      I chuck on some jeans and a tee shirt, not bothering with a shower, and start making the rounds to her usual haunts.

      I hit up three different bars before I find her.

      The devil in the red dress. All legs and sex. She’s the most beautiful woman in the room, and she isn’t alone.

      She’s trick rolling, again.

      That’s my first conclusion.

      My second is that I’m about to end it real quick.

      But another glimpse at the guy, and something isn’t adding up.

      He isn’t dressed like the rich pricks she usually goes after. And there are two empty glasses beside each of them on the bar. They’ve been here for a while, talking and… laughing.

      She’s laughing with him.

      His eyes flicker over to me, and he leans into her, whispering in her ear. Their body language is too familiar to be new. Something definitely isn’t right.

      I stalk towards her. He’s watching, but her back is turned to me. And then she leans in and…

      She kisses him.
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      I don’t want just words. If that’s all you have for me, you’d better go- F. Scott Fitzgerald.
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      Booker’s really going after it.

      His hand is on the back of my head, his lips moving over mine, and he’s kissing me like a man who’s thirsted for it for years.

      When I finally pull away, I’m breathless, and anxious, and I still can’t bear witness to the expression on Rory’s face.

      I don’t even know if he’s still there.

      I don’t know anything, except for this pain inside of me.

      “Think he bought it?” I force out.

      “Oh, he bought it,” Booker says. “Sorry, I got a little carried away. It’s been a while.”

      “Someday you’ll have to tell me who you were really thinking about.”

      I try to look happy, but it feels more like a grimace.

      Booker rubs the scars on his hand, and it occurs to me exactly who he was thinking about.

      Storm?

      That’s why he wants to track her down.

      I wonder if he knows her.

      I cling to this thought because it’s the distraction I need right now. While I commit my final act as this cold-hearted bitch.

      “Scarlett.”

      Rory’s voice is deep and menacing behind me.

      The commitment to this idea is fading in his presence. And I lock onto Booker’s eyes, searching for the resolve I need.

      Maybe it would be better if I just let Alexander kill me.

      Or if I went to prison.

      Anything is better than this.

      Rory doesn’t deserve this.

      But Booker knows exactly what I’m thinking. He squeezes my hand in encouragement. A reminder that I’m doing this to protect Rory too.

      That’s the thing I focus on while I muster up the energy for one final performance. One so good that even Rory Brodrick won’t know I’m faking it.

      He will be safe.

      The FBI won’t touch him. Alexander won’t touch him. And the syndicate won’t think he betrayed them because of me.

      I swivel around on the stool and focus just above his eyes. I’ve locked myself down. I’ve thrown away the key.

      I can do this.

      “What are you doing here?” I bite.

      “A word?”

      It sounds like a question, but it isn’t, because he’s dragging me from the stool by my arm. And Booker’s following, like we planned.

      “Get your hands off her,” Booker tells him.

      And I’ve got to give him credit, he’s a pretty good actor too.

      Still, Rory’s Rory… so he just glowers at him and tells him to piss off.

      “It’s okay,” I tell Booker, just like we planned. “I only need a minute. Get me another drink, will you?”

      He hesitates, then nods, and walks back to the bar. Leaving me alone with Rory, which is a dangerous place to be.

      One wrong glance, one little tremor, and he’ll know.

      I can’t let myself feel. I can’t let myself fail.

      I have to protect him.

      I have to do the thing that hurts the most, so he doesn’t pay the consequences of my sins.

      “What the fuck are ye doing?” he demands. “You were in my bloody bed an hour ago, Scarlett. My dick is still covered in your come. Or have you forgotten so quickly?”

      “I’m done,” I tell him.

      There’s a long pause of silence, and he grabs my chin, forcing me to look at him. Really look at him.

      “This isn’t a goddamn joke,” he says. “Or a game. I meant what I said about fighting for you. But this is crossing the line. Do ye want me to murder the poor bloke? Because that’s what’ll happen here.”

      “That poor bloke is my new plaything,” I say. “And you and I are over.”

      His nostrils flare and the pulse in his throat is beating a dangerous staccato. He closes his eyes and paces before me, biceps tensing at his sides.

      And then he turns and slams his fist into the wall.

      “Fuuuuuuck,” he roars.

      It isn’t helping.

      He told me once, how he used to struggle with his rage.

      It’s back now.

      I did that.

      I’ve brought out his demons.

      And if it were possible to hate myself any more than I already do, I would.

      I need to drive it home, and I need him to leave. To go home and forget he ever knew me. To find a nice girl who can give him the nice things he wants and needs.

      And I will wither and die, but that will be okay. Because he will be safe.

      “You were fun for a while,” I say. “But that’s all it was. It was a game to me, like you said. And you were just a toy. That’s it. I’m done playing with you now.”

      His hand falls limp at his side, and it really hurts when you care about other people.

      It hurts so goddamn much.

      The threat of tears is so real, but Rory can’t see them anymore because he isn’t looking at me.

      Because he believes me.

      He believes the lies that spill from my lips more than any truth I’ve ever told him. Because deep down, he always knew I was a monster.

      He wanted to save me, but he had to know he couldn’t.

      Goodbyes are supposed to have closure. Finality.

      But Rory doesn’t give me that.

      He walks out on me instead. Away from me and my bullshit.

      Without even looking back.

      I go after him. Because fuck him for believing me.

      He shouldn’t have believed me.

      I tell Booker as much when he stops me.

      “Scarlett, I’m so sorry,” Booker says. “But this is what you wanted. You didn’t want him involved.”

      “This is all your fault,” I scream. “You could have helped me. You could have found another way.”

      “I am trying to help you, Scarlett.”

      I don’t believe him.

      I don’t believe anything anymore.

      Except the one unfailing truth that I know.

      I’ve made this bed, and now I have to lie in it.
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      I have to remind myself to breathe - remind my heart to beat - Emily Brontë
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      “This wasn’t part of the deal.”

      I’m at Booker’s throat the minute he walks in the door. He tells the other agent- the one watching over me- to take a hike.

      “If I’d told you, you wouldn’t have agreed,” he replies. “We need to keep you safe, Scarlett. And this is the only way.”

      “I can take care of myself.”

      “I know you’d like to believe that. But do you honestly think there is anything Alexander wouldn’t do to get to you?” he asks. “Now that he knows.”

      “How can he know? There aren’t even any charges yet.”

      He drops a file onto the table in front of me. A thick file.

      When I open it up, I am confronted with the level of Alexander’s sick obsession with me. There are photos… so many photos. And notes. Handwritten notes detailing my routines, searching for potential patterns, names of the men that I trick rolled, and worst of all- his own observations. His thoughts on why I do what I do. Meandering sentences with question marks scribbled beside them.

      He doesn’t just want me.

      He wants into my psyche.

      “These are copies,” I say.

      “Yes, I have the originals,” Booker answers.

      “And how did you get them?”

      He arches a brow and doesn’t answer this time. Because he won’t incriminate himself. And because if the bureau knew that he had this sort of evidence in his possession and he didn’t come forward with it, they’d have his ass.

      “How can you be sure these were the only copies?” I ask.

      “They weren’t,” he says. “I have the others as well.”

      I forget that he’s been watching Alexander. That this is some sort of weird fucked up circle where Alex is stalking me and Booker is stalking him.

      “So now Alexander knows and I’m the one who has to be a prisoner.”

      “You have a roof over your head,” Booker says. “Food, clothes, everything you could possibly need. It’s only until the trial is over.”

      “So when does it even fucking begin?”

      Booker sighs, and I am not a pleasant bitch to be around right now. It’s been this way since Rory left, and I blame him, because it’s easy and he’s in front of me.

      “There are a lot of different factors involved,” he explains. “It can take anywhere from months… to sometimes… longer.”

      “Longer than months. So you mean years then?” I laugh and it’s bitter. “I’m just supposed to sit here and twiddle my goddamn thumbs for, oh I don’t know… potentially years… and you can’t even guarantee that we have a solid case. I’ll be in hiding while they are free on bail. So they win, again, either way. They always fucking win.”

      Booker is silent, and I hate me right now too, and he should probably just leave already.

      “Has my name been leaked to the media yet?”

      “Not yet,” he says. “And as long as you stay in hiding, we can keep it that way.”

      I should be relieved. But I’m thinking about Rory, seeing those articles and piecing it together in that stupidly beautiful head of his. He would know then, what I did. And it would still be too late, but at least he would know.

      That last image of him haunts me. His retreating form in the dim bar. Walking out of my life. That shouldn’t be the last memory you have of someone.

      He’s probably replacing my memory with a pretty blonde right about now. Back to the same old routine of fucking and fighting. Crow probably sends him two girls now, at the end of his fights. And they shouldn’t get to have him.

      He was mine.

      He still is.

      I’m not ready to let him go yet. Not ever.

      “It isn’t fair.”

      Booker sits down beside me and tries to make me feel better, but it’s a waste of time.

      “I don’t blame you for hating me,” he says. “You should hate me.”

      “Everyone always has their own agenda,” I tell him. “Everyone always does what’s best for them. That’s the way life works.”

      He seems sad at my observation, but he doesn’t deny it either.

      “We’re going to meet with the prosecution later today,” he says. “To go over your statement.”

      “Can’t fucking wait.”
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      The men are here.

      Men in suits. Attorneys and other people that need to be involved for whatever reason. I don’t care. I just want to get it over with.

      Booker is over there too.

      He’s arguing with them about something, and he doesn’t look happy.

      My gut twists when he looks at me. Something is wrong.

      “Tenly.”

      There is shuffling as the men move out the door, and this definitely isn’t right, because I was supposed to be making a statement.

      That’s what Booker said.

      And now he’s looking at me like he’s fucked, and I know I’m fucked too. Fucking fucker.

      He tries to get me to sit down, and I shake him off.

      “I’m a big girl,” I tell him. “I can handle it. Just tell me.”

      “The DA has decided not to move forward with the case.”

      It’s a bullet to the gut, but I never should have expected anything different. This is why I didn’t come forward in the first place.

      “You told me…”

      “I know what I told you,” Booker answers. “Fuck.”

      He leans back into his own chair and collapses his head against the cushion. I want to blame him, but I know it isn’t his fault.

      “It’s because they think I’m a prostitute,” I say. “Isn’t it?”

      “That’s part of it,” he admits. “He didn’t believe you’d make a reliable witness on the stand.”

      “Of course,” I reason. “Because cock makes you blind.”

      He sighs.

      “And what else?” I ask. “What about Katie? Or Kylie? Or Mrs. Rogers? I mean, I get that Katie and Kylie were prostitutes too, so who gives a fuck, right? But Mrs. Rogers sure as hell wasn’t.”

      “There isn’t enough evidence,” Booker says, but even he doesn’t believe that bullshit.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      I bolt up out of my chair and head for the door. I am so done with this, and it was nice knowing him.

      “You have to be patient,” he tells me. “We’ll get them on other charges.”

      “Patient?” I snap. “You want me to be fucking patient? You know what I did to come here. To do this. You gave me your word and…”

      “They’ve got hits out on you,” he says. “I can’t protect you if you walk out that door.”

      “Who cares anymore?” I yell. “Because I sure the hell don’t.”

      “Tenly.”

      His voice is a plea, but it isn’t because he needs me to stay. It’s because he wants information on Storm.

      I would hate him for it if he didn’t look so pathetically beat down right now.

      “We’re going to get them on other charges,” he says, and this time he’s almost convincing.

      “You’re a fucking asshole,” I say. “If you want her so bad, just go out and find her.”

      “This isn’t just about that,” he tells me. “I know you don’t believe me, but I really am trying to help you, Scarlett. Just give me a few more days. That’s all I ask. You know as well as I do that if you walk out that door you’re dead.”

      I sulk back across the room and collapse into a chair. It isn’t because I’m scared.

      It’s because I’m just so goddamn tired.

      “What else have I got to do?” I mutter.
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      “Ye’re out tonight,” Crow tells me as I hammer the bag with my already bloody knuckles.

      I stop and turn to him, shaking my head.

      “Like fuck I am.”

      “Watch what ye say to me,” he growls. “You are a mate and a brother, but you’d do well to remember I’m also your boss.”

      “And ye have no good reason for keeping me out of the ring tonight. I’ve made you a boat load of cash over the last two weeks.”

      “Aye,” Crow agrees. “And you’ve also done your shoulder in and your leg is banjaxed as well. Have a look at yourself.”

      He gestures to the mirror, but I ignore it.

      “Just needs a bit of ice and I’ll be sorted.”

      “What ye need is some time off,” he says. “And that’s not a request, but an order.”

      I slam my fist into the bag, and Crow walks off.

      “Would you like to have a go at me instead?”

      I turn around and catch sight of what can only be considered the dumbest prick on the planet.

      “Do ye have a death wish?” I ask him. “Coming in here?”

      “No,” he answers. “But I do have another request. And it’s been a while since I’ve sparred with anyone.”

      “This isn’t an open gym,” I tell him. “Piss off.”

      “It’s about Scarlett.”

      I ignore him and go about fixing the wraps on my hands, even though all I really want to do is thrash his face until he stops talking altogether.

      The bloke takes his shirt off and makes himself at home, stepping up into the ring. My fucking ring in my fucking gym.

      “I’m only looking for a fair fight,” he says. “So full disclosure.”

      I glance up at him, and he rolls up his pant leg, revealing a prosthetic.

      Again, the bloke is obviously short of a few brain cells.

      “I know you’re a man of honor,” he tells me. “So how about it?”

      “You don’t know jack shit about me.”

      I’m in the ring with him now. I have no objections to loafing him in the head a few times before I send him on his way with his tail between his legs. He can run back to Scarlett and show her what a twat he is.

      “I’m Booker,” he tells me.

      “And I don’t give a fuck.”

      I head straight at him, throwing out a lead hook, which I expect to smash his head halfway around his shoulder.

      Instead, he dodges it, and socks me with an unexpected punch to the gut.

      And well what do ye know. The fucker knows how to fight.

      He shrugs, and then we go back to circling each other like sharks.

      I am a man of honor, and I don’t need shady tactics to win, so we keep it strictly to punches. After a few minutes, I have it sorted that he’s not so comfortable with the uppercuts.

      I smash him with a whole load of them from that point on.

      But he gives as good as he gets.

      Mostly with hooks, which has never been my weakness, but he’s fast. And well trained. He tells me that he was former military as if it wasn’t obvious already.

      Eventually, we call it a draw. And I still don’t like the fucker, but at least I can respect him now.

      He takes a seat on one of the benches and drinks the bottle of water I tossed him while I clean up with a towel.

      I know what comes next.

      He’s got something to say about Scarlett.

      But I don’t want to hear it.

      “You should go,” I tell him.

      He’s quiet for a while, and then, “I’m not her boyfriend.”

      I shovel all my gear into my bag.

      “I’m an FBI agent.”

      This time, he’s got my fucking attention, and he bloody knows it. Every muscle in my back has gone rigid, and betrayal slices through me all over again.

      “It isn’t what you think,” he says.

      “Then what the fuck is it?” I scowl. “Every bloody word out of her mouth is a lie.”

      “You know why,” he says. “She does it to protect herself.”

      “It’s not my concern anymore,” I tell him. “So get to whatever ye came here to say.”

      “I fucked up.”

      He’s staring at the floor now, and I don’t like the sound of that, even less than I liked him telling me he’s a bleeding fed.

      “I was trying to help her. I was trying to do the right thing. But I was also being selfish.”

      “Is she in trouble?” I ask, because it’s the only thing that matters at this point.

      “She was supposed to testify against Royce Carrington,” he says. “And the others too. But the case fell through.”

      “Who the fuck is Royce Carrington?”

      He shakes his head.

      “One of the five.”

      I pull up a chair and sit down across from him.

      “Why didn’t she tell me?”

      “Because she didn’t want to drag you into it. She knew she was going to be under scrutiny. I told her that if she cared about you, she would need to let you go.”

      I look up at him, and there are no secrets between us. He knows what I do. Who I am. And I have a hard time believing that a federal agent- who isn’t on our payroll- would do something like that.

      For most of these guys, it’s black and white. We’re the bad guys, and that’s it. For others, money talks. They know who the real criminals are, and often it’s their very own elected officials. Corruption is everywhere if you look close enough.

      But this bloke doesn’t fall into any of those categories. He’s obviously been to war, and I suppose maybe he knows that some things aren’t so straightforward.

      “There was never anything between us,” he admits. “It was all for show. She wanted you to believe.”

      “Well she fucking fooled me, alright.”

      Jesus Christ.

      My evil little hellraiser. I’m going to punish the ever-loving fuck out of her when I get my hands on her again.

      “You should know there’s a bounty on her head,” he says.

      “Where is she?”

      He reaches down and pulls a file out of the bag he carried in here with him, tossing it into my lap when he stands.

      “I was a SEAL first and foremost,” he tells me. “Turns out, I can still swim a good fifty meters.”

      He leaves me with that puzzle and the information he’s compiled and then he walks out the door. It takes me a few minutes to realize exactly what the fuck I’m looking at.

      It’s Royce’s ugly mug.

      One of the five.

      The leader, and her tormentor. Her obsessive stalker that I never fucking knew she had. I would kill him myself if the fucker wasn’t already dead.

      The official report states that he drowned when his car plunged into the Charles River. Witnesses reported that the car was driving recklessly and well over the speed limit when the tragedy occurred, and further tests indicated that he had been drinking.

      There are also statements by some of his colleagues who report that he had been acting erratically as of late.

      And I have to hand it to the fucker, Booker is solid.

      A man of honor.

      He did this. A fucking fed.

      And that isn’t all.

      He’s given me a treasure map.

      Details about the private jet that Quinn uses to fly around the globe. Bank account names and numbers.

      There’s an itinerary, and invitations to a party two nights from now.

      Which doesn’t leave me a lot of time.

      I pick up my phone and video call Alexei. His wife Talia answers and says he’s been expecting me.

      “Well?” he asks when she gives him the phone.

      “I need another favor.”
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      Sink or swim, baby.
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      Booker is back, keys jingling in his pocket.

      “What now?” I grumble.

      “Nothing,” he says. “Just checking in on you.”

      “Everything’s peachy here. Just the way that prison should be.”

      He nods and I gesture to the kitchen.

      “Carl’s in there, probably eating another goddamn sandwich, if you’re looking for him.”

      “The bureau says we can’t spare any more federal resources,” he tells me. “So you are officially free to go.”

      “Giving me early release, huh? I knew there was overcrowding in prisons, but not safe houses too.”

      “I think you’ll be more comfortable at Rory’s,” he says.

      “Rory?”

      “He’s waiting outside for you.”

      “Are you fucking with me?” I ask, because I don’t believe it. “Is it really Royce out there and this was the plan all along?”

      “I’m not fucking with you,” he says.

      But still.

      It doesn’t make any sense.

      Why would Rory come for me after what I did to him?

      “I told him the truth,” Booker admits. “Since I figured you would have trouble doing that yourself.”

      “And he’s… not mad?”

      Booker shrugs. “I don’t know. That’s for you two to figure out.”

      I give him an awkward pat on the shoulder.

      “You know, you aren’t so bad, Booker. For a fed.”

      He smiles.

      “You aren’t so bad either. For a hooker.”

      I flip him off and my hand is on the door already when he asks the thing I knew he would.

      “If you see her…”

      “Sell her out?” I turn back and shake my head. “Let’s not get carried away.”

      “I’m not looking to hurt her. I just want to help.”

      “My god,” I groan. “There are two of you. What is it with you guys trying to save women? Maybe Storm doesn’t want to be saved.”

      He’s quiet. And sad like a puppy, so I give him a bone.

      “I’ll talk to her about it,” I say. “But I’m not playing any tricks. And for the record, I’m not a rat. The people who end up on the streets have had a rough enough go of it already without me screwing them over.”

      “I know that,” he says. “And thank you. All I’m asking is for you to talk to her.”

      He scrambles to give me a card before I leave, and I take it.

      “See ya around,” he says.

      “Yeah,” I agree.

      But we both know it isn’t true.

      Rory’s car is parked outside, just like Booker said. He rolls down the window and doesn’t even look at me. He just gives me a command.

      “Get in.”

      I’d tell him to fuck off for taking that tone with me if I didn’t think I deserved it. So I get in. And he speeds off.

      I wait until we hit the interstate.

      “Rory…”

      He glances at me across the car, and he’s still angry with me.

      “Later.”

      That’s all he says.

      The rest of the ride is silent until we get back to his place.

      I’m happy to see that Whiskey is still as cat like as ever. Lounging in a brand-new bed that wasn’t there when I left.

      He licks his paw and gives me a cursory glance before he goes back to cleaning himself.

      “He missed you,” Rory says.

      “I missed him too,” I whisper, fully aware that neither of us is talking about the goddamned cat.

      I want him to grab me and boss me around. I want him to say mean things and fight with me so we can really make up. I want him to hate fuck me and punish me, so I can punish him too.

      For believing the bullshit I put him through.

      But he does none of those things.

      “There’s something on the table for you,” he tells me.

      Then he disappears down the hall and leaves me to it.

      It’s a death certificate.

      For Royce motherfucking Carrington.

      My fingers stab into the paperwork as I yank it closer, ensuring that my eyes are not deceiving me. But no, they are not.

      He is dead, and he didn’t even suffer.

      Drowning.

      He fucking drowned in a watery tomb in the Charles River.

      What the actual hell?

      It doesn’t make sense.

      I read it, over and over again.

      And then it hits me.

      Water.

      It if walks like a SEAL, and talks like a SEAL, then it’s probably a goddamn SEAL.

      This has Booker written all over it.

      He did this.

      This is why he let me go. Because he knew he couldn’t get Alexander through the proper channels without him likely harming me or anybody else first.

      So he resorted to his own form of vigilante justice.

      And goddamnit, I am not even angry about it.

      I lean back in my chair and try to process the feelings that I do have.

      In the movies, it’s always simple. The calm after the storm is always peaceful. Characters trotting off into the sunset and regaining control over their lives.

      But my storm isn’t over yet.

      Quinn and Duke are still out there, along with the legion of men they probably have on my trail. There will be no peace in my life until they are gone too.

      Rory’s eyes are on me when I close the file, and I don’t know how long he’s been there, watching me.

      I am tired.

      I am worn and battered and a little bruised. But with him by my side, I can go the distance. I can finish this fight.

      He crosses his arms and leans into the wall beside him.

      “We do this together,” he says.

      He knows me well.

      He knows that I can’t give it up and I won’t let him do it for me.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “They have a million-dollar bounty on your head.”

      He doesn’t need to tell me what that means. A million dollars is a lot of money to some people, even though it’s nothing to them.

      That sort of money will draw an army. The low-level street thugs and elite hitmen alike. Money is money.

      “They probably have a whole load of security too,” I say.

      Rory nods.

      He’s done the research already. And when he tosses some invitations onto the kitchen table, he’s got a plan in place too.

      The white cardstock is covered in gold scrawl, detailing the Gatsby themed event.

      In New York.

      “Quinn and Duke will be there tomorrow night,” Rory says. “Their private jet is scheduled to leave after the party, so we only have a small window.”

      “Okay.”

      “This is how it’s going to be,” he tells me. “You do what the fuck I say, when I say it. Do ye understand me, Scarlett?”

      He’s all business right now, and he’s never looked so serious… or so hot. He’s done fucking around. He’s going to tell me how it is, and I’m going to like it or leave it.

      I like this alpha male in him, issuing his omega orders.

      “What happens if I disobey you?” I tease. “You going to give me a taste of my own medicine?”

      His eyes flash and he wants to punish me already, but he doesn’t.

      “Just behave for once in your life,” he says. “I don’t need any more shite from you.”

      The teasing game is over and his words sting, but I don’t show it.

      “Got any friends as batshit crazy as you are?” he asks.

      “How many do I need?”

      “Just one.”

      There’s only one face that comes to mind, but that means I’ll have to track her down. Tonight.

      “I have someone. But I’ll need to find her first.”

      “Aye,” he says. “Well we better get to it then.”
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      What a fool I was not to tear my heart out on the day when I resolved to avenge myself- Alexandre Dumas
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      It’s no small wonder that Booker hasn’t been able to locate Storm himself.

      If I hadn’t already seen her in the flesh, I’d think she didn’t even exist.

      We asked around the usual sources- people who are always good for giving me the information I need- and they didn’t know jack about her.

      Which leaves us with good old fashioned detective work. Trawling through bars and hotels and clubs and anywhere else I think she might be.

      It’s after midnight, and these heels are hot but uncomfortable, and Rory’s acting like he hasn’t noticed them at all.

      All I want to do is curl up in his bed. To feel him against me again. To breathe him in and have his whispered words.

      I want him to make me crazy promises all over again.

      But we’re still a long way off from that.

      When I look at him right now, I’m not sure if we’ll ever get back to that place again.

      He can barely look at me.

      I touch his arm, and he glances down at me.

      “Kiss me,” I tell him.

      He’s going to say no, so I make up a whole thing.

      “If she’s here, then she’ll see it, and she’ll want to take you away. She likes to play with my toys.”

      He grabs my wrist, and his grip is hard and unforgiving.

      “I’m not a goddamn toy, Scarlett. And I’m not kissing you either.”

      “Fine,” I pout. “Then I guess we’ll be here all night.”

      Only we aren’t.

      Because there she is.

      Across the room, in the shadows, seeking out her next prey. Tonight, she’s wearing a blue wig and horn-rimmed glasses while she sucks on a lollipop.

      She is not lacking for victims, and I need to do this fast.

      I move towards her, and she glances in my direction. And smirks.

      Rory follows after me, and she doesn’t seem to mind my tag-along.

      I don’t know Storm well. But I know she’s like me. She doesn’t want long drawn out explanations, and she’s short on time and patience.

      “I need your help,” I tell her.

      She smiles at me, like she was expecting me to say something like that, before she tilts her head to the side and examines Rory.

      “What’s in it for me?”

      “You get to fuck up a couple of rich guys,” I offer. “But we’re not talking catch and release this time.”

      She’s still looking at Rory- still sucking on her lollipop- and it’s pissing me the fuck off now.

      “How about you let me play with this toy?” she asks.

      “How about I shove that goddamn sucker down your throat until you choke on it?”

      Rory wraps his palm around the nape of my neck. A possessive gesture, and also a calming one. He wants me to be cool, and this is his way of telling me Storm is not a threat.

      This toy is always going to be mine, and I’m not willing to share him. Not anymore. Not ever.

      “I guess I can help you,” Storm says with a dainty shrug of her shoulder. “Not like I have anything better to do.”

      “Tomorrow afternoon.” I slip her the card for the hotel room. “Don’t be late.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” she says, eyeing Rory again.

      She licks her lips and smiles, tossing him a wink. And it hits me, what she’s trying to do.

      She’s testing him.

      To see if he’s a cheater.

      Like the men she destroys.

      “He’s not,” I answer her unspoken question.

      She looks at me and smiles again.

      “I like to make up my own mind about that.”
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      I bring Scarlett home and tell her I have some work to do.

      She doesn’t argue because she’s tired.

      Defeated.

      I question again if this is the right thing. Allowing her to do this.

      But when I see her studying the file again at the kitchen table, I know that it is.

      Scarlett will never be able to move forward with her life until she feels safe. Words mean nothing to her.

      I could make her all the promises in the world about how well I am going to take care of her, but she needs to feel it herself.

      She needs to feel like she did it herself.

      And until then, she is trapped in the headspace of her past.

      When she falls asleep on the couch, I move her into my bed. As her head lulls against my chest on the walk down the hallway, she curls her fingers into my shirt and breathes me in.

      “Mine,” she murmurs in her sleep.

      It’s a hot knife to my chest.

      I want Scarlett, still.

      I love Scarlett, more than anything.

      But I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to trust her.

      I don’t know if she’ll ever be free from her past and ready to live in the present with me.

      So when I lay her down and cover her over, I don’t join her. And until I know what tomorrow brings, I can’t let myself go there.

      Not now.

      And maybe not ever again.

      [image: ]

      “I got you something.”

      Scarlett takes the box from my hands and opens the top, revealing the crimson dress inside. Her fingers move over the material, and she blinks up at me.

      “Wow, Ace. You did good.”

      “The devil should wear red,” I answer.

      She smiles, and her fingers move over the intricate beading and layers of material.

      “Very Gatsby-esque.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      She unzips her other dress and pulls it off her shoulders, letting it pool on the floor below her. She’s all black lace and legs and tits and ass, and I’m hard as fuck watching her shimmy into the new one I bought her.

      She struggles with the crossing straps on the back and gestures for me.

      “Can you help?”

      “Aye.”

      I fix it for her and zip her up.

      And then, to keep myself focused on the task at hand, I get straight down to business. I retrieve the case that came with it, and I swear Scarlett gets excited even looking at it.

      She knows it’s too big to be jewelry inside, it could only be weapons. And I would bet all the money in my bank account that my little hellraiser has some wet panties right about now.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “Patience.”

      I spin her around and open the case, retrieving the two black knives first. And then delicately, I trace the material around the base of her neck with the tips before I find the hidden sheaths beneath the straps of the dress.

      When they are secured, Scarlett spins around to have a look in the mirror, reaching her arms back to test them out herself.

      “Now this is my kind of dress,” she says, with nothing less than awe in her voice.

      “It’s one of a kind,” I tell her. “Made just for you, Bonnie.”

      She walks back towards me, and her eyes are hungry. When she reaches for me, I trap her wrists and plant her arse in the chair instead.

      “I’m not done yet.”

      I kneel down next to her this time, retrieving the lace thigh holster I ordered for her too. I slide it up over her delicate ankle and calf, my fingers brushing along her skin as I go. When my hand disappears beneath the material of her dress, she shivers and I clamp my fingers down around her flesh.

      Her eyes lock onto mine, pleading for more.

      My other hand moves up beneath the dress, securely lodging the small pistol inside.

      She releases a breath then, and so do I.

      But it’s not over yet.

      I know what my little hellraiser really likes to play with. So I secure another sheath on her opposite thigh, made for her brand new stiletto knife. Just as sexy and dangerous as Scarlett herself.

      “I don’t think you’ve given me enough weapons,” she laughs.

      “Aye,” I agree. “I’ve got a couple more.”

      I show her the matching stiletto heels. Aptly named after the very same dagger that rests aside the soft, warm skin of her creamy thigh.

      They are silver with black decorative spikes.

      But Scarlett, being the curious kitten that she is, knows better. When she reaches out to touch one with her finger, I try to stop her, but it’s too late.

      She pricks herself, and crimson oozes from the end of her finger as she pulls it away.

      “Jesus,” she says.

      “Obsidian,” I explain to her as I reach for her finger and bring it to my lips.

      I soothe her wound with my tongue, tasting her in the most primal of ways.

      “You never told me you could get all these gadgets,” she murmurs, and she is so hot for me I can only imagine the kind of fucking we could do right about now.

      “I’ve got my resources.”

      She leans into my space, trying again to lure me to those deadly red lips of hers. But I pull away, shoving the case of weapons into her lap instead.

      My dick is practically sawing through my jeans, and I know she knows it too.

      She can smell my arousal, so close to her. Practically taste the pre-cum dripping from the head of my cock as she licks her lips.

      There is no distracting her right now, even with weapons.

      “Rory,” she says, her voice soft and sweet. “There’s something I want to tell you.”

      I stand up and turn away from her because I can’t resist her when she’s like this. My resolve is fleeing, the longer we are alone, and I really wish her friend would hurry the fuck up and get here already.

      “Tell me later,” I say gruffly.

      “What if there is no later?” she whispers.

      “Scarlett.”

      This time I do turn and meet her gaze.

      “If there’s one thing I can assure you of, it’s this. I’ve loaded ye down with weapons, but ye have no need of them. I will be right there beside you.”

      “And when it’s done?” she asks.

      What she means is what will happen to us. But I don’t have that answer for her yet. So I tell her the only thing I can.

      “We will walk out of here together,” I assure her. “And you will be safe.”

      She nods, and even the excitement over her weapons is gone.

      I kneel before her again and help her into her heels, cautiously.

      “These will rip out a jugular with one swipe,” I tell her. “So use them carefully.”

      “I will,” she promises.

      “Pick out anything else you’d like,” I say. “And leave the rest for your friend.”

      She examines the rest of the objects in the case. Lipstick peppersprays and hairpin daggers, rings with hidden blades. But she doesn’t take anything else.

      “You’re right,” she says, setting the case aside. “The only weapon I need is you.”
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      When going to war, it’s important to have soldiers who know how to fall in line. Also, good shoes.
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      Storm is late, like I knew she would be.

      But she’s ready to roll, so I forgive her a little. At least until she starts eye-fucking Rory again across the room.

      “Lay off it already,” I tell her. “He’s nobody’s puppet.”

      “Except for yours.” She smiles sweetly. “I bet you he’d do whatever you told him to. And who says I’m trying to get with him, anyway? Maybe I just like to piss you off.”

      “That’s probably more accurate,” I agree. “Did you bring the stuff?”

      She tosses a large suitcase onto the hotel bed and opens it up.

      “Pick your flavor.” She gestures over the rainbow of wigs and disguises. “We got cherry, vanilla, black licorice, chocolate, even an assortment of bubblegum if you feel frisky.”

      I grab a short blonde wig and a brown one too, holding them up to examine them. Rory’s watching me now, waiting to see what I pick.

      “Should I be Daisy or Jordan?” I ask.

      “You should be Scarlett,” he whispers in my ear.

      And then he reaches for a chin length hot pink wig instead, dangling it between his fingers as he hands it to me.

      “And wear this one.”

      The heat radiating off him from behind digs into my back. I make a mental note to give Storm an IOU for the wig later on.

      “Take these too,” Storm instructs, handing me a small case. “They’ll really pop with that pink.”

      I open it up to find some vivid blue colored contacts.

      Over the next twenty minutes, we apply the finishing touches to our hair and makeup while Rory gets ready in the bathroom.

      When he walks out in his costume, it’s my turn to be all hot and bothered. He’s donning a white dress shirt and black vest, complete with a shoulder holster and fedora. He’s the hottest gangster I’ve ever seen.

      “Look at you in your native habitat.”

      “Figured you like that,” he says.

      He smiles, and it’s been a while since I’ve seen it, and I’ve missed it.

      It’s easy to forget, in the fun of dressing up, what we’re really here for.

      But the solemn reminder comes with the alarm on his phone.

      “Ten minutes,” he says.

      We go over the plan one more time. Storm and I need to lure Quinn and Duke away from the party. Considering the army of private security detail they’ve both hired, it won’t be easy.

      There’s a knock at the door, and I glance to Rory.

      He gives me a nod, telling me it’s all good. And when he opens the door, he has his own small army on the other side.

      Crow, Reaper, Dom, and Conor.

      I don’t know how comfortable I am with the idea of them helping, and judging by the look on Crow’s face when he glances at me, I doubt he believes I deserve it either.

      “When one of us goes to war,” Crow says, “we all go to war.”

      It’s his way of telling me not to fuck with Rory anymore. I don’t bother telling him otherwise because actions speak louder than words. He’ll believe my loyalty when he sees it for himself.

      They all filter inside, taking over the room and going over the plan with Rory.

      “Alexei will kill the lights on our cue,” Crow says. “Dom’s taken care of the backup generators, but you’ll only have about a five-minute window to get them outside. Rory showed you both where the cars will be?”

      “Yes.” Storm and I say in unison.

      “What about the security?” Reaper asks.

      “Alexei will take care of it after,” Rory answers.

      “Well then,” Crow says. “No time like the present. I have a baby to get home to, so let’s get on with it.”
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      And though she be but little, she is fierce- Shakespeare
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      The ballroom is a sea of excess. Champagne and diamonds and strings of pearls and feathers falling from the sky. The men stroll with big fat cigars hanging out of their mouths (unlit, of course) and women sparkle in gowns soaked in wealth. Music roars from the speakers, loud and fast and hard.

      A Little Party Never Killed Nobody.

      Quinn’s family is hosting the party for their youngest daughter (sixteen) and she’s piss drunk already. Socialites and celebrities abound, relaxed and playful in their natural habitats.

      “What the fuck have we just walked into?” Storm asks from beside me.

      “Welcome to my world,” I tell her.

      “There’s a lot of security here tonight,” she says, and it isn’t an exaggeration.

      I honestly don’t know how we ever thought we could pull this off.

      But when I glance at Rory, my faith is restored. He is calm, steadfast, ready. The way he looks before a fight.

      This is what these boys do for a living.

      They fuck shit up, and they pull off impossible feats all the time. I don’t know how many jams I’ve seen them get out of in the short time I’ve known them, but one thing is for certain. Quinn’s army can’t compete with mine.

      Storm and I walk to the bar, and my eyes bounce around the room while we wait for our drinks. There are a lot of drunken rich pricks here, but none of them are Quinn and Duke.

      “Where are these clowns?” Storm asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      We drink and dance with a couple of guys who ask us before Rory cuts in. He’s been watching me from across the room, not giving anything away.

      He doesn’t seem bothered by the fact that they haven’t made an appearance yet, but I am.

      We only have a small window of time before they get on that plane and fly off to god knows where. I don’t want to wait anymore.

      This is it.

      This is the golden opportunity, and if we don’t get them now, I fear that we never will.

      “Smile,” Rory whispers in my ear. “Ye’re having the time of your life, baby doll. It’s the last time you’ll ever have to pretend.”

      I smile. And lean into him.

      For the next two minutes, it’s just us. His palm on my lower back, his other hand in mine. Rory’s a good dancer, and this doesn’t surprise me. He never half-asses anything.

      He smells like sunshine and sea-breeze. And he looks like my future.

      But in true Brodrick fashion, he doesn’t give me what I want.

      The moment the song is over, he releases me.

      “Keep after it,” he says. “It won’t be much longer now.”

      Storm and I make another pass over the room and head back to the bar. But before we make it, the lights go out.

      Like planned.

      Only, they weren’t supposed to go out until Rory’s guys gave the signal.

      A gun digs into my back and a voice whispers in my ear.

      “Miss me, Ten?”

      Quinn.

      It’s motherfucking Quinn.

      He’s still as delicate as ever, dragging me across the floor while someone else manhandles Storm too.

      The room is black and pure chaos, people shouting for each other. Amongst the melee, Rory’s voice calls out for me too.

      “Open your fucking mouth and she’s dead,” Quinn hisses. “But if you go quietly, we’ll let her go when we get outside.”

      I do what they tell me.

      Crow and Reaper and the guys are outside. And I know exactly where.

      I hope they are ready. Because it sounds like we’ve got a few other guys hot on our tails as well.

      “Feel like taking another trip to New Haven?” Quinn asks after he pushes me into a stairwell. “It’ll be just like old times.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Hear that, Duke?” he taunts. “Told you once wouldn’t be enough. She wants me.”

      “I wouldn’t touch her with my dick again even if she begged for it,” Duke says. “But this one though…”

      There’s a commotion beside us, and then a grunt before a body tumbles to the ground and down the stairs in front of us.

      I can’t be certain if it’s Duke or Storm, but my money’s on Duke.

      Everything breaks into chaos then. There is scuffling and shouting and Quinn is dragged away from me and ushered down the stairs. Someone from behind us takes his place, seizing my arm.

      I jam one of the spikes on the back of my heel into his calf.

      “Jesus fuuuuuuuuuuck,” he squeals.

      The fight is on.

      He grabs my hair and tries to shove me forward, and I slice him again with the other heel. He lets go and I reach for the knives in the back of my dress.

      When he comes at me again, I start slicing, anywhere I can reach. There’s scuffling beside me, and I don’t know if it’s Storm or someone else. I only know that I have to get through this prick before I can find out.

      The first knife lodges into his flesh, and my hand slips off the grip when he retreats. And then there’s the telltale sound of a gun cocking.

      The lights flicker back on. Duke and Quinn are long gone, but their hired guys are still here. Storm is alive and well and holding her own just fine. She’s got one of them pinned down with a spiked stiletto aimed straight for his throat.

      I would stop to enjoy the show if the other guy wasn’t pointing his loaded gun straight at my head.

      The jig is up.

      “Let her go,” I tell him. “And I’ll come willingly. I’m the one they want.”

      “Who her?” he gestures at Storm.

      And then he pulls the fucking trigger.

      The stairwell is dead silent, and except for the ringing in my ears, I can’t hear anything as she grabs at her arm and stumbles backward into the wall.

      There’s blood on her dress, but I can’t tell where she’s been hit.

      I think I said her name, but I’m not sure.

      I’m not sure of anything. My legs are trying to move, but my brain is paralyzed. Another guy comes up from the bottom of the stairwell and grabs her, jamming a gun to her head and dragging her backwards.

      The door opens behind me, and I hear angels singing.

      “Fuck,” Rory says. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m here, I’m here.”

      Another shot. This one quieter.

      I don’t register that it came from Rory’s weapon until the guy in front of me tumbles down the stairs.

      “Come on.” Rory grabs me around the waist, but I won’t move.

      Crow, Reaper, and Dom appear from somewhere, followed by Conor in a janitor’s uniform. He mops up the blood and then drags the body down the stairs.

      We all follow, out to the waiting cars.

      “Storm,” I say.

      “Shhh, baby,” Rory whispers. “I know. We’re getting her back.”

      My protests end there. Reaper and Crow take off first, and Conor’s trying to shove me in the backseat of the Challenger. Rory grabs him by the arm and shoves him in there instead.

      “Scarlett rides beside me.”

      Dom jumps in on the other side, and Rory peels out after Crow.

      Within a minute, he’s on the phone, and Crow is giving a play-by-play of the directions. When he tells Rory they’re on the interstate, I cut in.

      “New Haven,” I tell them. “They’re going to New Haven.”

      The drive is long and too quiet. Rory hangs up the phone when he realizes he doesn’t need any more directions because I know them well by heart.

      He reaches over and squeezes my thigh in his hand, keeping the other on the wheel.

      “We’re going to get her back.”

      “I know,” I say.

      When we reach the secluded driveway for Trip’s summer house, I instruct him to turn off.

      Crow’s name flashes across the phone, but he doesn’t have time to warn us. An ATV comes out of nowhere up ahead, bullets spraying in our direction.

      “Fuck,” Rory curses. “Take the wheel, baby.”

      He’s reaching for his gun, but I grab it first. Along with the smaller one strapped to my thigh.

      “Scarlett,” he growls.

      But I’m already rolling down my window, and so are Dom and Conor.

      “Told you she should have rode bitch,” Conor says.

      “Say that about her one more time and I’ll put a bullet in your head myself, fuckface.”

      I’m shooting blindly, because the lights on the ATV are bright, but aiming in the general direction seems to be the best course of action. I do everything Rory taught me, but it’s a lot different in a moving car and when you only have one hand out the window. Dom and Conor have more ammunition than me, so I have to make mine count.

      I’m not sure which one of us hits the driver of the ATV, but it veers off the road suddenly and rolls down the hill.

      Rory doesn’t stop and check. When the roadway is clear, he floors it and we’re flying up the gravel drive to the house. Crow’s car is parked around the side, and the fireworks have already started. Reaper and Crow use the doors for cover as they pick off the men guarding the house.

      “Jesus,” Dom mutters as he takes in the scene before us. “They brought an army.”

      “That’s okay.” I reach over and squeeze Rory’s hand. “Ours is better.”

      He winks at me and we all bail out of the car.

      Rory pops the trunk, and there’s an entire arsenal waiting for us inside. Him and Dom lift the case out and carry it to the side of the car.

      “Stay close,” Rory instructs me.

      And then he’s shooting. With impressive skill. He picks off two of the hired guards within the first three minutes.

      But the lucky streak doesn’t last long. As soon as they start taking bullets from our side, they are firing them back just as fast too.

      Dom and Rory have me sandwiched between them and every time I try to fire off a shot, Rory’s shoving my head back down.

      “You brought me with you, now let me fucking help,” I growl.

      He ignores me, so I resort to lying down on the ground and aiming for the feet I can see moving around.

      It’s a smaller target, and it’s dark, and they are moving. So I don’t actually expect to hit any of them, but I give it my best.

      And after a shit ton of rounds, one of them goes down. Rory finishes him off then glances down at me.

      I smile up for him and hold out my hand for more ammunition.

      He gives it to me.

      We settle in for a long night. Unlike the movies, this is not over quickly. We came in hard, but there are still a lot of guys left. I don’t know where Storm is until I see her platinum hair poking up from the backseat of a car.

      She’s looking for a clear escape route, but there isn’t one.

      Unless I make one for her.

      Rory is busy, and I use it to my advantage. I reach into the case and grab an AK. And then I army crawl around him and to the back of the car, making my escape.

      “Scarlett,” Rory calls out. “Get your arse the fuck back here right now.”

      I blow him a kiss and keep going.

      This is going to last all night at this rate.

      And I’m counting on one simple loophole. I’m fairly certain that these assholes have orders not to kill me.

      It’s a risk, but it’s one I’m willing to take. I poke my head out, and one of the guards sees me. And just as I thought, he holds up his arm to the guys next to him and signals in my direction.

      That’s right, boys. I’m off limits.

      Because Quinn and Duke probably want to do the deed themselves.

      Rory is making his way over to me now, and I don’t have much time. So I make a mad dash to another car on the other side of the lawn. I only have one more to go before I get to Storm.

      That’s when Conor takes a bullet through the windshield.

      “Fuck,” Crow roars. “Stay down, lad.”

      And then there’s a grunt not far behind me. That’s when I see it.

      Rory’s been hit. In the shoulder.

      He’s bleeding. Because of me.

      “Are you okay?” I yell.

      He clutches at his wound and glares. “Get your arse back over here, now.”

      He’s huddled behind the trunk, waiting. Bleeding. And I want to tell him all the things I never have.

      I’m pissed off and I’m fucking tired, and now Rory’s hurt because of me.

      “No. Fuck this,” I tell him as I stand up and start firing off rounds.

      “And fuck them. Fuck all these motherfuckers.”

      Crow and Reaper take cover too, and someone tells the guards to hold their fire.

      They try to hide behind posts and doors and tires and wooden pallets.

      I walk and I fire.

      And they go down.

      One by one, they go down.

      I hear them, rather than see them.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      Their bodies fall in time to my heart.

      And then one of the guards disobeys his orders and shoots me in the fucking foot. It hurts like a motherfucking cocksucker.

      But I keep after it.

      Limping my way to Storm. Rory joins me at my side, followed by the rest of the men a minute later.

      “Jaysus,” Crow says, eyeing me like I’m insane.

      “Aye,” Rory agrees. “And ye thought your woman was fecking crazy. Just look at the little monster I’ve created.”

      “Indeed, you did, Frankenstein. Give yourself a pat on the back.”

      We huddle behind the car and Storm crawls out to join us. She’s got a bloody knife in her hand, and I don’t have to ask if she used it.

      “This is not what I signed up for,” she says.

      “Are you alright?”

      I check over her wound and she nods.

      “What’s one more battle scar?”

      “It’s a through and through,” Crow says after taking a look at her arm. “Just keep pressure on it.”

      There are still a few stray bullets firing from around the house, but Rory and the guys pick them off within another few minutes.

      And this time, they are all business.

      Crow tosses everyone an AK from the case.

      “I guess that’s one fucking way to do it,” Dom says. “Now that we know Storm’s safe.”

      “It’s the only way,” I tell them. “These cowards won’t come out on their own.”

      And so we form a chain. Five men and two women strong.

      “Know how to shoot one of these things?” Conor asks Storm.

      “No fucking clue,” she says as she takes the gun from him, anyway.

      On the count of three, we spray the house with bullets. We blow the place up like it’s the fourth of July. Glass and wood and debris fly across the yard and into the gravel.

      “I hope they don’t have any neighbors,” Crow yells over the racket.

      “They don’t,” I assure him. “It’s dead quiet here. Nobody can hear them scream.”

      He glances at me, but doesn’t ask.

      We dispense every last round before the place falls quiet again.

      “Wait here until we clear the place,” Rory tells me.

      I don’t listen of course and follow after them once they’re inside. The remaining guards are all dead, scattered about the lounge and kitchen.

      And the guys find Quinn and Duke bunkering down in a safe upstairs.

      Rory and Crow have them tied up and in the car before I can do any damage to them. And then they’re dousing the place in lighter fluid. Crow leaves a trail down the front porch and Rory hands me a pack of matches.

      “Light it up and burn it down, baby.”

      I light it up.

      And burn it down.
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      Alexei provides us with sanctuary at his house.

      He has a surgeon on call and loads of medical equipment, not to mention his own dungeon of torture.

      Alexei is a private bloke, and he keeps his business separate from his family.

      His wife Talia and their baby son Franco remain on the main level of the home while we take up residence on the third.

      “The doctor will be here shortly,” he tells us. “Magda will help in the meantime.”

      His housekeeper nods, bearing an armload of first aid supplies, and I instruct her to help Storm first while Dom tends to Conor.

      My wound can wait, and I want to check over Scarlett.

      But Magda gasps from across the room, drawing our attention to her. She’s cut off the sleeve of Storm’s dress, revealing deep scars along the length of her arm. Her face is scarred too, and though she’s done a good job hiding it beneath her makeup, it will never go away entirely.

      Scarlett clears her throat and pokes me in the arm. Her eyes tell me what her lips don’t need to. Storm doesn’t like people staring, and I can’t blame the girl.

      But Conor, as always, takes longer than the rest to catch on to it. He’s still gawking. And Storm’s flaying him alive with her eyes.

      “Ask me what happened and I’ll stab you with the one good arm I’ve got left.”

      Dom and I laugh, and Conor looks away sheepishly.

      When it’s over, I turn to Scarlett and check her over with my eyes. She’s holding the towel over my wound, fretting over me in a way that is unlike her. And she seems healthy. Safe and slightly sane, albeit a little dirty with crazy wild hair.

      It’s all good until I notice the crimson leaking from her heel. And sure enough, when I pull it off, her foot is swollen and bloody.

      “Jesus Christ, baby doll, you should have told me.”

      “I’m fine,” she says.

      “Ye’re not fine.”

      She doesn’t let me fuss about it though.

      “It’s just a graze, it didn’t even go into my foot. Thank you, obsidian. You’re the one who’s really shot. Half of us are.”

      When she looks away, her eyes are watery. I grab her face and pull it back to me.

      “This isn’t on you. We all knew what we were doing. And we went because we wanted to.”

      “Not me,” Conor gripes. “I went because you told me I could have the weekend off.”

      “And now you fucking do,” I say.

      “Can we all just take a minute to appreciate how fecking crazy your missus is?” Dom chimes in.

      Scarlett smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. And this time, when I pull her against my unwounded side, she lets me.

      “When do I get to fuck those guys up?” Storm asks.

      I look at Scarlett, and she shrugs.

      “I promised her she could play with them for a while first.”

      “Aye, of course you did.”

      The surgeon’s arrival ends the conversation. Luckily, none of us are too bad off, so she uses local anesthetics to remove the bullets and tend to the wounds.

      Crow checks in on us and makes sure we’re all okay before he and the others bail and head back to Boston.

      It’s just Scarlett, Storm, and I. And thanks to Alexei’s generosity, we have rooms for the night.

      Scarlett makes sure Storm is settled in before she comes back to me.

      She looks dead tired and so much smaller than she usually does when she lingers in the door frame. I have no idea what’s going on in that head of hers.

      It’s all over now. She is free.

      The men downstairs will be dead come tomorrow morning, and she will walk out of here without any burdens left on her shoulders.

      But I don’t know if she understands that yet. I don’t know how long it will take. I don’t know anything, except that when she launches herself into my arms, I let her. She’s crawling all over me, tearing at my clothes, and kissing me like she’s trying to kill me. It’s violent and needy and insane.

      “God, you’re so fucking hot,” she murmurs into my neck. “I need you, Rory. I need you right now.”

      I’ve got a bum shoulder, and her foot is jacked up, but those things don’t matter. I grab her and toss her onto the bed, filthy bloody clothes and all, and I take over.

      I get her naked and fuck her like I’ve never fucked her before.

      Complete domination.

      I spank the shit out of her arse because I’m still pissed at her, and she lets me. Of course the little hellraiser likes it and begs me for more.

      Whatever residual adrenaline was left in my body is ejaculated into her when I come so hard I nearly black out.

      Scarlett does too, leaving scratch marks down my back to claim me.

      Neither one of us has energy for a shower. So I tuck her into my arms and kiss her head and am half asleep when she kisses my chest and murmurs against me.

      Her one undeniable truth.

      “Mine.”
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      In the early light of morning, something is different about Scarlett.

      I don’t know exactly what. Just that her eyes are softer. Warm like honey, and unguarded.

      Strands of golden brown hair tickle my chest as she brushes her lips against me, and her fingers dig into my back.

      “Still hate me?” she asks.

      It’s a loaded question if I ever heard one. She wants to talk, and I do too, but not until it’s really over.

      Until her past is wiped clean.

      Storm saves me from answering when she bursts in without knocking and leans against the door frame.

      “Aw, well isn’t this just the cutest thing I ever did see.”

      She’s clearly back on the mend and feeling like herself again, as her eyes rake over my naked chest before she winks at Scarlett.

      “Did you need something?” Scarlett snaps.

      “I want to play with my toys now.”

      “Fine,” Scarlett groans and then looks at me. “Can she go play?”

      “You’ll have to find Alexei,” I tell her. “He’ll let you in. And supervise.”

      “I don’t need any supervision,” Storm scoffs.

      I don’t bother to argue with her because I already gave Alexei the rundown, and he knows the drill. He’ll make sure they’re still alive when Scarlett is ready for them.

      “No tattoos,” Scarlett tells her before she slips out the door.

      “Tattoos are for the living.” Storm winks and disappears down the hallway, humming a happy tune.

      “Do I even want to know where you found her?” I ask Scarlett.

      “Why?” she snipes. “You want another mental case to save since you failed with this one?”

      I kiss her because fuck she’s hot when she gets all worked up like this.

      “Are ye jealous?” I murmur against her lips. “My little green eyed monster.”

      “She keeps looking at you and I know you know it.”

      “So what would ye like me to do?” I laugh. “Cut out her eyes?”

      Scarlett doesn’t answer, and I can see her struggling with these new feelings. Jealousy is probably as foreign to her as the issue of trust.

      “Satan.” I grab her by the shoulders and haul her towards me. “Get your arse over here.”

      She lays her head against my chest and sighs. When my fingers tangle in her hair, her eyes flutter shut, and within a few moments, she’s back to sleep.

      We lay there like that until the afternoon when there’s really no more putting it off.

      I’m needed back in Boston, and there’s no reason to keep delaying the inevitable.

      “You ready?” I ask when she emerges from the bathroom dressed in some of Talia’s clothing.

      “As I’ll ever be,” she says.

      Her voice is wooden, and the shutters have come down on her face. She’s locked herself down tight, my little warrior. I still don’t know what’s going to happen when she sees them. If she’ll really go through with it.

      But the choice is Scarlett’s to make. And whatever she decides, I’ll be right there beside her.

      We walk hand in hand to the basement, and she doesn’t let go.

      Storm is waiting in the hallway, happy and carefree as she sucks on another lollipop.

      “My work here is done,” she says. “And the Russian guy organized a ride for me, so I’m going to skedaddle.”

      Scarlett reaches out and grabs her by the arm, and Storm flinches at the human contact.

      “Sorry.” Scarlett releases her. “I just wanted to say thank you. For everything.”

      “No problem.” Storm shrugs. “It was fun. We should do it again sometime.”

      Scarlett looks up at me and then shakes her head.

      “I’m out of the game now,” she says. “For good.”

      Storm smirks and then sighs. “I figured as much.”

      “But there’s one last thing.” Scarlett pulls a card from her pocket and fiddles with it. “I didn’t mention it before.”

      Storm crunches some of the sucker between her teeth, eyeing off the card. “What is it?”

      “There’s a fed. And he’s got it bad for you.”

      “Oh yeah, that guy.” Storm nods. “He’s been asking around.”

      “I didn’t give him anything,” Scarlett tells her. “I won’t. But he wanted you to have this. In case you ever need help, I guess.”

      Storm takes the card and gives it a curious glance before shoving it into her own pocket.

      “Thanks. He might be fun to play with.”

      “No,” Scarlett says. “Not him. He’s one of the good ones.”

      Storm looks at me, and I nod. She doesn’t believe it though.

      “Fine,” she sighs. “I’ll leave the poor little federal agent alone. You never let me have any fun.”

      “I guess that’s probably for the best,” Scarlett agrees. “But what do you want me to tell him?”

      Storm runs her tongue over her teeth in a playful gesture.

      “Just tell him to catch me… if he can.”

      [image: ]

      Storm is long gone, but she definitely left her mark.

      The two blokes strapped to the table have been sliced and diced and burned and god only knows what else. Because their eyes are practically begging for death at this point.

      What Scarlett doesn’t know is that Alexei has his own way of dealing with men who assault women. And before Storm ever laid hands on them, Quinn and Duke enjoyed a long, passion filled night with Boris.

      Boris is over two hundred pounds of pure muscle, and he likes his men submissive and leather bound.

      Which explains the assless chaps lying on the floor, I suppose. Along with the empty bottle of lube.

      Scarlett doesn’t miss them, of course, but she doesn’t ask about them either.

      She’s staring at the first bloke. Quinn.

      And he’s looking at her too.

      He knows what awaits him.

      “I’m sorry,” he tells her. It’s a plea for mercy, but it won’t be found here.

      If I had it my way, I’d be the one to tell him that. While I bled him out, I’d look into his eyes and tell him that he never should have touched my Satan.

      And if I could kill him a thousand different ways, I would.

      But this is what Scarlett wanted.

      What she asked for.

      And even if I don’t agree with it, I have to respect her for it.

      She showed me yesterday, how fierce she really is. She was fearless, crazy, and hot as fuck with that AK-47 in her hands, blowing up the place.

      But today, she is placid.

      Soft, and… vulnerable.

      She’s beautiful either way, but I’ve never seen her like this.

      She’s clutching the knife in her hand too tightly, her knuckles are white, and she isn’t moving. I don’t even know if she’s breathing, she’s so still.

      We stand there like that for a long time, and I don’t say a word.

      This is a process she needs to work through on her own. A decision she needs to come to on her own.

      I don’t want any lingering resentment from her. And I don’t want to push her.

      But it turns out, I don’t need to.

      The knife in her hand clatters to the floor and she turns into my arms at the same time I pull her towards me.

      “I can’t do it,” she whispers into my chest. “I don’t want to do it.”

      “It’s okay, baby doll,” I assure her. “I will.”

      She nods against me, but neither of us moves for a long time. And then gradually she pulls away, leaning up to pull my face to hers and kisses me.

      That kiss conveys the words she can’t tell me herself.

      Thank you.

      A part of me always knew it would come to this.

      I have no guilt for what’s about to go down in this room, and there will be no guilt after. I would kill a thousand men for Scarlett. I would torture them and bleed them dry if it brought her peace.

      “Go upstairs,” I instruct her. “Take a bath. And when I’m done, we’ll go home.”

      “Okay.”

      She turns, and I stop her.

      Unbuckling the watch that has weighed me down all of these years. The ever-present reminder that I wouldn’t become like him.

      I don’t need it anymore. Because I know that I will never be like him.

      I protect the people I love.

      And sometimes, that means getting a little bloody.

      “Take this too,” I tell her. “And get rid of it.”

      She doesn’t know. She can’t know, but somehow, she does. She reaches up to touch my face one more time.

      “You are a good man, Rory.”

      She gives both the blokes one last and final glance, and then nods, leaving me to it.
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      All my yesterdays mean nothing if my tomorrows aren’t with you.
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      Peace is a foreign thing.

      A feeling I can’t recall ever knowing.

      But that’s the only word I can think of to describe the calm that’s washed over me since we’ve come back to Boston.

      Rory’s been busy, cleaning up the loose ends of the mess we’ve made. I’d like to believe that’s why he’s been gone so much, sneaking in late at night when he thinks I’m asleep.

      He’s giving me space, and I was grateful for it, at first.

      But now I’m ready to talk.

      I’ve been served up a big old slice of humble pie, and I realized in the end that I did need saving. Just once.

      And Rory is the only one who I ever would have allowed to do it.

      He is my rock.

      The thing I’ve always come back to when I felt so unsteady in this world. I’ve used him as a shelter from the storm and a target for my misplaced anger and as a balm to my chaos. I’ve hurt him and loved him and hated him and wanted him. I’ve pushed him away relentlessly, and I have no right to ask him for a second chance.

      But I want more.

      I’m ready for more.

      When peace exists within you, everything else becomes clear.

      I am still his Satan. At my core, I’m probably always going to be a little evil. But Scarlett 2.0 is done with the games and the lies. And I want to prove to him that we make a good team. The best team. And that we should be fucking shit up together for the rest of our days.

      But since he snuck out on me this morning, I’m sitting alone in his house with Whiskey. Again. And that little orange fucker is giving me the stink eye and I remind him that I’m the one who brought him here.

      I’m going a little stir crazy.

      So I decide to go visit Mack.

      It’s unexpected, for both of us.

      When she opens the door, her mouth literally falls open when I ask if I can come inside.

      “Of course.” She ushers me in quickly, like I might change my mind.

      I haven’t been over to her house since she had the baby. And now, she’s almost ready to have her second.

      Admittedly, I haven’t been a very good friend.

      But I’m willing to try.

      To do better now.

      “How are you?” Mack asks. “Now that the dust has settled?”

      “I’m good.”

      This time, it isn’t a lie.

      The baby cries from a playpen in the middle of the living room, and Mack walks over to get her. As soon as she picks Keeva up, the fussing stops, and her little blue eyes lock onto me.

      She smiles, and I try to smile back, but Mack is laughing at the expression on my face.

      “You look terrified.”

      I swallow and clear my throat before holding out my arms.

      “Can I?”

      Now it’s Mack’s turn to look terrified.

      “You want to hold her?” she asks.

      “Yes. Isn’t that what one generally does with babies?”

      “It is…” she agrees.

      We are at a standstill. And I think she’s still processing that this is happening. But eventually, she hands Keeva off to me, and she’s heavier than I expected. She looks so small, especially the way Rory holds her in his arms and bounces her around.

      Her tiny fingers reach up and grab my nose before slapping me across the face and making some unintelligible sound.

      “She likes you,” Mack says.

      Another slap to the face.

      “I guess so.”

      “You look good with a baby in your arms.” Mack says, and I quickly give Keeva back.

      Baby steps, after all.

      “You want to go get some Dunkies?” I ask her.

      “Sure.” Her face lights up because Mack never says no to donuts and coffee. “Just let me call Conor first.”

      In the time that it takes Mack to get ready for our outing, she accumulates about five hundred pounds of necessities for the trip. Keeva is secured in the stroller, and Mack hands off the diaper bag and toys to Conor, who follows behind us as we walk.

      “Crow says decaf only,” Conor tells her.

      “Well it’ll be our little secret,” Mack tells him. “Don’t forget I have plenty of dirt on you.”

      “Don’t you ever get sick of that?” I ask. “Having these guys around all the time?”

      “Nah.” Mack glances back at Conor and smiles. “It was kind of annoying at first. But I like it now. An extra pair of hands and eyes is pure gold when you have a baby.”

      We sit down at Dunkies and eat our donuts while Conor texts on his phone.

      “He’s got a girlfriend,” Mack whispers. “He just doesn’t know it yet. It’s so frigging cute.”

      “He doesn’t know he has a girlfriend?”

      “I can hear you,” Conor says dryly.

      “Conor and Ivy sitting in a tree,” Mack sings. “K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”

      Conor rolls his eyes, but there’s a goofy smile on his face. And I remember him telling me how Rory saved him from himself. Even though he’s been a little shit to me, I know he did it out of love for his brother and his family.

      The syndicate.

      It really is a family, I realize, as I watch the two of them banter back and forth like brother and sister.

      “She’s a dancer,” Mack says.

      “Was a dancer,” Conor corrects.

      “Right. Until you pulled a Ronan.”

      “I didn’t pull a Ronan.”

      “Tomato, Tomahto,” Mack says.

      After another hour of relentlessly teasing Conor about his new girlfriend, we head back to the house.

      I’m smiling, and I feel lighter, and Mack can see it too.

      “You should come around more often,” she says.

      There is real emotion in her voice. Not a lot, but just enough to let me know she cares. It seems motherhood has softened Mack a little too, but oddly enough, it suits her.

      “I will,” I tell her, and I mean it.

      “And bring Rory too,” she says.

      “Speaking of,” Conor cuts in. “He’s having a fit because he didn’t know where you were. He’ll be here to pick you up in a few.”

      Mack rolls her eyes and hugs me.

      And true to Conor’s word, I’m back in Rory’s car a few minutes later.
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      Doubt thou the stars are fire; Doubt the sun doth move; Doubt truth to be a liar: but never doubt I love- Shakespeare
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      “Ye can’t just run off without telling me where ye’re going,” Rory says.

      “What difference does it make?” I ask. “You haven’t been around.”

      The car falls quiet, and he doesn’t say another word, even when we get back to the house. There is still so much tension between us, and this time it isn’t me who’s running away from it.

      He tries to bail on me almost as soon as we get back inside and I’m secured.

      “Stay,” I tell him when he gets to the door.

      His back straightens, and his hand is on the knob, but he lingers there. Warring with himself.

      “I’ll make pancakes.”

      I don’t know why I say it, only that it seems like the thing to do. Because who can resist pancakes?

      “It’s not breakfast time,” he says.

      “They’re an anytime food, really.”

      My voice is weird. And his is too, when he says, “okay.”

      He sits down at the kitchen table, and I get to work. Rory’s kitchen is well stocked. He might be a perpetual bachelor, but he’s one who can cook.

      Which comes in handy, it turns out, because I have no idea what I’m doing.

      After splattering batter onto my face and burning the first two pancakes, he gets up to help me. And he makes it look so easy. His are golden brown and perfect.

      Just like him.

      “How’d you learn how to do that?” I ask.

      “I moonlight as a pancake chef,” he teases.

      But when we sit down at the table, he tells me the real reason.

      “My mammy is a good cook. I liked to help her.”

      There is reverence in his voice, and I wish I could say the same. My mother never cooked a day in her life.

      We keep talking about pancakes, because it’s easy, and it keeps either of us from bringing up the elephant in the room. He tells me about some of the other things his mammy used to cook. Stews and traditional Irish breakfasts.

      And then we’re both finished, and the awkward silence is back.

      He’s getting ready to bolt again, but I can’t let him.

      One of us just needs to suck it up and talk about this.

      “I’m still under construction,” I blurt.

      He gives me a look, and I try my best to explain.

      “I think I know why you’ve been avoiding me.”

      He tries to argue, but I don’t let him.

      “You have every right not to trust me,” I say. “All I’ve ever done is lie to you. And I won’t deny that I set out to hurt you. That I wanted to make you pay for fucking up my plans.”

      He crosses his arms and leans back in his chair, listening to me quietly as I ramble on.

      “I’d like to say that I’m not that girl anymore. But we both know that would be another lie. I’m still a work in progress. But things are different now. I’m different. And I can’t think of anyone else on this earth that I’d want to be different with than you.”

      He sighs and plows a hand through his hair, looking anywhere but at me.

      I still haven’t sold him on it yet, but I never expected it to be easy.

      “I have a lot of making up to do,” I say. “But all I’m asking for is a chance. To show you that I’m changing. I’m evolving. And that I can be more than just a pain in your ass.”

      This makes him smile, but he tries to hide it with a cough.

      “I like fucking shit up with you,” I tell him. “But I like this too. Sitting here at the table and being all domestic and shit. And laying in your bed with you at night. God, I would kill the old me for admitting this, but that’s like the best thing ever.”

      “Scarlett…” his voice is hoarse, and I’m scared he’s going to tell me no, so I keep rambling on.

      “And I’m not making any promises, but I held a baby today, and she didn’t even cry. So maybe I’m not all evil. I mean, Satan was once an angel too. So there had to be both good and bad in him. I think there’s good and bad in all of us…”

      Rory gets up and moves around to my side of the table, effectively cutting off my tirade by yanking me up from the table and kissing me. Hard.

      “Fuck,” he groans as he pulls my body all the way against his. “Ye’re the hottest little psychopath I’ve ever come across, baby doll. And even if ye were leading me straight to my downfall, I doubt I could say no to ye.”

      “But do you want to?” I ask, and he grabs my ass and squeezes.

      “No,” he grunts.

      He kisses my throat, all the way up my jaw to my ear.

      That’s when more word vomit spews from my lips.

      “Marry me.”

      His entire body goes ramrod straight as he pulls back to look at me like I genuinely am insane.

      “I’m not asking for leaps and bounds, sweetheart,” he says. “Baby steps are fine.”

      And it’s there in his eyes. He doesn’t believe I’m over what happened. That I know what I’m asking for. And despite what he says, he still doesn’t trust me.

      But that’s okay.

      Because I always get what I want.

      And this is no exception.

      I didn’t think there was ever anything I could want more than my revenge, but I was wrong.

      This.

      This right here is what I want.

      I’m willing to put in the work to prove that I’m right about us. To show him that I’m more than just a partner in crime. That he can trust me, and that I’m going to be the best goddamn mafia wife he ever could have asked for.

      Starting with right now.

      I sink to my knees before him and grab at his buckle, undoing his pants and kissing all over his cloth covered cock.

      He smells so fucking good. And he tastes even better when I suck him through the material.

      He’s an animal.

      A caveman.

      And he’s mine.
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        Scarlett

      

    

    
      They slipped briskly into an intimacy from which they never recovered- F. Scott Fitzgerald
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      I didn’t think Rory could get any hotter.

      Seeing him in the ring was pretty much tops for me. There’s nothing more primitive than a man who knows how to fight.

      Seeing him with his weapons, and him showing me how to use them, well that was pretty hot too.

      Seeing him as my hero when he emerged from that basement at Alexei’s, doing the thing that I couldn’t… it was something I’ll never forget.

      But seeing him today, in nothing but a pair of ripped jeans and a tool belt around his waist… well I take back everything I said before.

      This is the hottest.

      And the best part is, the music is up so loud he didn’t even hear me come in. So I can just stand here for a minute to appreciate him in all of his glory as he hammers things and uses tools like a boss.

      I set down the groceries and walk up behind him, sliding my hands around his waist and hugging him from behind.

      “I could lose a finger if ye sneak up on me like that again,” he tells me when he turns down the music.

      “Marry me.”

      I can’t see his face, but I know he’s smiling.

      It’s been a running joke between us over the last month. I ask him at least three times a day now. But his only response is to kiss me.

      Today, though, he turns in my arms and hoists me up around his waist, kissing my neck.

      “I have something for ye,” he says.

      I must have a dirtier mind than he does because I’m disappointed when he walks down the hall and my present isn’t him.

      He gestures to a bunch of boxes as he sets me down on his bed.

      “The lads brought your stuff over today.”

      “My stuff?” I ask. “Like from my apartment?”

      “That’d be the stuff.” He nods.

      I stare at the boxes and tap my fingers against my thigh. Rory’s watching me carefully, probably bracing for an epic tantrum since he knows how particular I am about said stuff.

      But honestly, I forgot all about it. I haven’t been back there since Alexander was there.

      I didn’t want to go back.

      I’ve been buying new clothes, because it was easier. But it was a nice gesture, and I am glad I have some of my books and shoes.

      “I had to get rid of a few books.” Rory approaches the subject like he’s disarming a bomb. “They were… well…”

      “Covered in blood.”

      “Aye.”

      “So, you touched all my things,” I say. “You moved them, and packed them, and disheveled them.”

      “Guilty as charged,” he says. And then, a little quieter, “so how bad is it?”

      He’s still mentally preparing for me to come unhinged.

      “You better build a fallout shelter.”

      I get up and walk towards him, and he backs away. Until I grab the loops of his jeans and yank.

      “So, I guess that means I’m going to live with you, huh?”

      “I suppose. I need ye close so I can keep an eye on you.”

      He gives me a kiss that’s entirely too short and tries to leave again.

      “Stay and make out with me.”

      “Nah, I don’t think so,” he says. “I have work to do, and so do you. Time to unpack, Satan. And then ye better be ready because I’m taking ye out tonight.”

      “You should really see what I’m doing to you in my head right now,” I say, but he’s already gone and around the corner.

      So, much to my disappointment, I spend the rest of the afternoon unpacking instead of fulfilling my hot carpenter fantasy.
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      Rory’s planned night out consists of a gathering at Niall MacKenna’s house.

      The now retired and former boss of the syndicate.

      It’s a big deal for him to bring me here, and I know it the minute we walk through the door.

      Even though I’ve played it off like it doesn’t bother me he wouldn’t commit, this one little act cements everything I need to know about where we stand.

      I’m in this world for good now.

      You don’t go to Niall MacKenna’s house unless you’re a longtime girlfriend or wife of one of these men.

      Rory knows very well that I know it too, because he’s staring at me right now, gauging my response.

      I squeeze his hand to convey the words I don’t want to say aloud.

      I’m not going anywhere.

      Mack is here, and Sasha too, and I’m in their sights within moments of entering the room. They try to pull me away from Rory, which apparently is the thing to do, so the guys can talk shop and smoke cigars or whatever.

      Rory swats me on the ass before I go and leans down to whisper in my ear.

      “Be a good girl, Satan.”

      I kiss him on the cheek. “I’d rather be bad for you.”

      He’s all dimples, and Mack is making a hushed gagging noise behind me when she finally pries us apart and drags me away.

      “What happened to you?” she asks. “You’ve gone soft.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I tell her.

      She glances across the room at Crow, all the while Sasha is seeking out Reaper with her eyes, and both of them are still just as love drunk as the day they got married.

      Case in point.

      We’re just about to sit down when there’s a commotion from the other side of the room. A feminine cry, followed swiftly by laughter and clapping.

      “What’s going on over there?” Sasha asks.

      I’m not sure, since I can’t see anything. All the guys are standing in a circle, and it isn’t until Conor moves out of the way that I see it for myself.

      A short woman with the same ashy blonde hair and green eyes as Rory. She’s hugging him like her life depends on it, peppering his face with kisses.

      His mammy is here.

      Judging by the expression on his face, he had no idea. But within moments, his eyes find mine across the room and he’s pulling her over to meet me.

      “Oh crap.”

      “You’ve got this,” Mack whispers beside me before she disappears into the void.

      I don’t do well with mothers.

      My own mother hates me, so how the hell am I supposed to win his over?

      I am not mentally prepared for this. When Rory introduces us, I’m on the verge of panic. I don’t know what to say or do or…

      She leans in for a hug and squeezes the life out of me. For such a tiny thing, she’s an aggressive hugger.

      “Told ye,” Rory says, and he’s beaming with pride.

      “Aye.” She nods her approval as her eyes move over me. “Ye did. Very beautiful, my son.”

      I’m blushing, I think, because my cheeks are burning and how did I not know that Rory had told his mother about me?

      “How long are you in town for…”

      I have no idea what to call her.

      “Just call me mammy.” She gives me a playful wink, and I can see where Rory gets it from. “Everyone does. And I’m here for two weeks.”

      “That’s all?” Rory asks.

      “Oh, hush you,” she tells him. “You two can come and visit me after.”

      After what she doesn’t say.

      But Niall’s calling everyone in for dinner, so I follow beside Rory and his mom and take a seat where I’m told.

      It’s a large dinner. With traditional Irish fare. There are stews and pies, breads and sausages. Potato dishes and cabbage dishes. A little bit of everything.

      And I learn why it’s so frigging delicious when Rory’s mammy proudly tells us she made most of it herself.

      When we finish and the plates are cleared away, Niall rises and instructs everyone to move into the sitting room, where he has a special announcement to make.

      It’s at this stage that Rory departs from my side, with a kiss to both mine and his mammy’s cheek. And then he goes up to stand beside Niall, who wraps an arm around him the way a father would.

      And I can see it now. Niall is like a father to him.

      “I would like to thank all of ye for joining us here this evening,” Niall begins. “I cannot tell ye how proud I am of the young man Rory has become. From the time he was only a wee lad, delivering groceries for my shop back in Ireland, I knew he was special.”

      The men raise their glasses and chant ‘aye’ in agreement with him at this point, and then Niall continues on.

      “So when he came to me last week, to ask me a very important question, a question that if asked right… should only be done once in a man’s life, I told him I had to think on it. For ye see, his mammy asked me to look after his best interests, and selfishly, I agreed to do so, but only because it pleased me. I wasn’t quite ready to share him, to be honest.”

      There’s some quiet laughter, and then Niall gestures across the room to me.

      “Scarlett, would ye come up here for a wee moment?”

      Rory’s mammy pats me on the back when I freeze in place and then gives me a little shove when that doesn’t work.

      I stumble forward and move up to the front of the crowd where all eyes are on me now.

      It’s also at this point that Rory takes over the speech.

      “He obviously gave me his blessing,” he tells the crowd as he takes his hands in mine and gets down on bended knee before me.

      There is laughter and I’m in shock.

      “Scarlett, my beautiful little devil, would ye do me the honor of raising hell with me…”

      He winces and glances into the crowd, “sorry mammy.”

      “What I’m getting at is that I want ye by my side. To do nice things with. At least for the next two weeks, and then we can raise hell when mammy leaves.”

      More laughter from the crowd, and me too.

      “Satan, will ye do me the honor of being my wife?”

      The room goes still and quiet while everyone waits for me to accept.

      I focus on Rory.

      On my steadfast, handsome, mischievous, and deadly Rory.

      He really is a Saint. And I really am the Devil.

      But together, we’re a match made in heaven.

      “Yes,” I say. “In fact, that’s a hell yes.”

      The room erupts into laughter and clapping and chaos and a few sarcastic hecklers as Rory puts a big fat rock on my finger and then pulls me up into his arms.

      He kisses me in front of everyone, and then Niall raises his glass.

      “The way I see it,” Niall says. “I’m not losing me son, but gaining a daughter.”

      The toasts continue over the next ten minutes, and in true Irish fashion, they are funny and clever.

      Everyone is happy. But Rory’s mom is the happiest, and she can’t stop crying or fussing over the two of us.

      “Grandbabies,” she says. “I want grandbabies.”

      “Aye.” Rory smirks at me. “We’re working on it.”

      And then he leans in to whisper in my ear.

      “The minute you sign that marriage certificate, ye’re coming off the pill.”
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Epilogue

        

        Rory

      

    

    
      Mammy is on the tear.

      Running around the church and trying to make sure everything’s perfect. I can’t escape her reach even for a minute, and I am five years old all over again.

      She won’t let me out of her sight because she still believes that silly superstition about seeing your bride before the wedding.

      Which is why I’ve devised a plan.

      Conor’s over in the corner, canoodling with his girlfriend, who I rarely see not attached to his face anymore, when I snap my fingers at him.

      “I need ye to do something for me.”

      He groans and Ivy smiles up at him, genuinely head over heels for the poor lad. I’m glad he finally found someone to make him grow a pair of balls.

      “I’ll be back after,” he tells her before he swaggers up to me.

      “What do you need?”

      “Well for one thing, you can wipe that shit eating grin off your face,” I tell him. “It’s my wedding day and I’m the one who should be getting laid.”

      He smirks, and it really isn’t helping.

      “Got a bad case of blue balls?”

      “You have no bleeding idea,” I say. “Mammy hasn’t let up all week. Scarlett’s not been in my bed for seven days.”

      “Well she will tonight,” he assures me.

      “Nah, it can’t wait mate.” I shake my head. “I need a distraction.”

      “What are you thinking?” he asks.

      “Something with the flowers, maybe. Make the bouquet disappear for a wee bit. Leave a ransom note. I don’t bloody care, just fucking make it happen.”

      “On it,” he says, whistling as he walks away.

      Next, I flag down Crow, because I know my mammy, and one distraction isn’t going to be enough.

      “Already got it handled,” Crow tells me before I can say anything. “Mack’s about to require some emergency repairs on her dress. It should buy you twenty minutes, at least.”

      “Thanks, mate.” I slap him on the back and then roll my eyes when I see his disheveled shirt. “Let me guess, you helped her with the dress issue?”

      He shrugs, and I shake my head.

      Everybody’s getting laid but me.

      Once Mack is in mammy’s sights, I’m peeling out of there like my shoes are on fire. Scarlett’s in the dressing room when I find her, and she smirks when she sees me sneaking in.

      She’s dead gorgeous.

      My mammy actually convinced her to wear white. Some princessy poofy gown and all. And just the thought of knowing how bad my little Satan is, wearing such an innocent color, makes me harder than I’ve ever been.

      “It’s about time,” she says.

      “How’d ye even know I would come?” I ask.

      “It’s been seven days,” she says. “I knew you would come.”

      She told me last week about this fantasy she’d always had in her head about her wedding day. While most girls dream of the flowers and the cake and the jewelry, Scarlett was thinking how hot it’d be to have her groom sneak in and fuck her dirty before she walks down the aisle.

      Which is precisely what I intend to do.

      “Come on.” I grab her hand and drag her into a closet that locks from the inside. “We don’t have much time.”

      “You’re really scared of your mom,” she laughs. “Aren’t you?”

      “Have ye bloody seen the woman?”

      “Why do you think I’m wearing white?” she retorts.

      “Mmmm.” I nuzzle into her neck and give her a love bite. “But ye look so good in it.”

      “Just wait until you unwrap me,” she leans up to whisper in my ear.

      Of course, her words make me curious as hell. So I bunch up the fabric of her dress to find a lacy pair of red panties.

      Perfect.

      A devil in angel’s clothing.

      I smash my face between her thighs and inhale her, rubbing myself all over her like a dog. It’s been too long since I’ve had her, and I tell her as much as I suck the fabric of her panties into my mouth.

      “Nuh-uh.” She grabs my hair and shoves my head back. “We only have a little bit of time. So do something really dirty to me.”

      There’s a knock on the door, interrupting us.

      “Fuck.”

      “It’s me,” Conor whispers. “She’s heading this way in about two minutes.”

      I stand up and give Scarlett a quick kiss on the lips and tell her about plan B.

      “Meet me in the confessional booth in five.”

      “Are you serious?” she laughs.

      “As a heart attack, baby.”

      I grab her hand and wrap it around the hard on in my trousers. She pumps it twice and my head falls back on a groan.

      “Five minutes,” I tell her hoarsely. “Don’t be late.”

      And then I’m out the door, dragging Conor along with me. Luckily, this part of the church is empty at this stage while everyone’s getting ready for the wedding.

      “Ye’re gonna have to be my lookout,” I tell Conor.

      He nods.

      I bolt into the confessional booth. Which is smaller than I remember. But it’ll do. I’d fuck Scarlett in a tin can right now if I had the opportunity.

      My little devil is a minute early.

      And I reward her by spinning her around and jamming a hand inside of her panties.

      “Conor’s outside,” she says.

      “Do you care?” I ask, knowing full well he can hear everything that we’re doing in here.

      “Fuck no.” She grinds her ass against me. “Let’s show him how it’s done.”

      And we do.

      I bunch up her dress and grab onto her hair, bending her over and fucking her right there in the confessional.

      Nothing has ever felt so good.

      Or wrong, when I think about my own childhood confessions in one of these booths.

      It’s quickly forgotten when Scarlett comes all over me in two seconds flat. I just want to keep fucking her forever.

      I never want to leave this booth, or the warmth of her body.

      But Scarlett ends it with a single sentence when she reaches back to brush her fingers over my neck.

      “I’m not on the pill anymore.”

      I come so hard I almost black out. Even just thinking about knocking her up has me getting hard again inside of her.

      “That wasn’t very dirty,” I apologize.

      I’m off my game.

      But still.

      Seven days.

      “No,” she agrees. “But this will be.”

      And then she sinks to her knees in her white dress, wrapping her mouth around my cock to clean me up.
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      As it turns out, Conor wasn’t a very good lookout.

      I choke back a laugh and try my best to look remorseful as mammy scolds us. But eventually, she just gives up and throws her hands into the air. Stealing Scarlett away from me to make her look more like a bride again and less like the heathen who just let me come all over her tits.

      Before the wedding kicks off, the men do their man things. Drinking and heckling me mostly. Telling me life is over as I know it, now.

      But it’s all in good fun.

      And honestly, I couldn’t be happier to wear a ring.

      Because it isn’t just for anyone. It’s for Scarlett.

      “When are you going to get her in a family way?” Dom teases me.

      “About five minutes ago,” I remark.

      They all congratulate me again… because we’re men and this is the type of bullshite we do.

      All the lads are here. Their wives and girlfriends too.

      And a visitor I didn’t expect.

      Booker.

      He shakes my hand when he comes in, and his eyes bounce around the room. It’s risky for him to be here, in the open like this. Associating with us.

      But I suppose it’s a risk he’s willing to take.

      “She isn’t here,” I tell him. “Haven’t seen her since she bailed at Alexei’s.”

      “Of course.” He nods, but he’s disappointed. “Just came to congratulate you.”

      We shoot the breeze for a few minutes and have a drink before something over my shoulder catches his attention.

      There’s a girl.

      In a blue wig.

      Her face is turned, and I don’t think it’s her, but Booker’s already after it. He follows her down the aisle and taps her on the shoulder.

      When she turns around, she winks and smiles.

      It isn’t Storm, but she hands him a folded note. He reads it, and she disappears.

      “What is it?” I ask when he comes back over.

      He hands it to me.

      

      Thought you were getting warmer, B.

      But you’re ice cold now.

      Come and find me already.

      I’m waiting…

      Xoxo

      Storm

      

      I shake my head and hand it back to him. “Good luck with that one, buddy.”

      He nods and gives me one last toast before he bails and mammy tells us it’s time to take our spots at the front of the church.

      And then I wait. For my beautiful little hellraiser to walk down the aisle.

      She looks like an angel as she walks towards me.

      And I’m harder than hell knowing she’s filled with my come, and soon she’s going to be wearing my ring on her finger for good.

      I can’t help it.

      When she gets to the end of the aisle, and Niall gives her away, I kiss her in front of everyone. Before the priest clears his throat and interrupts us.

      “We haven’t reached that part yet.”

      “Right.” I kiss her again. “Sorry about that.”

      Scarlett smiles at me and then pulls away so we can proceed with the ceremony. It’s all traditional.

      Scarlett and I talked about it, and we both agreed we were more than happy to just do it at Slainte without any fanfare. But this is for mammy.

      And when I look out and catch a glimpse of her bawling happy tears, I’m more grateful than ever to Scarlett for indulging her.

      When he gets to the part of the vows, I listen to every word and repeat them carefully, putting as much emphasis onto them as I can.

      It’s important to me that Scarlett knows I might joke around, and even though we just desecrated the church in our own way, I do take this seriously.

      These are vows that can’t be broken.

      The same as my vows to the syndicate and my brothers.

      For the rest of my life, I will worship her and do whatever it takes to protect the sanctity of our marriage. I add that part in too, on my last vow.

      The priest has had about enough of us, so he wraps it up quickly. And after we exchange the rings, he says those five magical little words.

      You may kiss your bride.

      I kiss the fuck out of her.

      All night long.

      

      The End
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      Thank you so much for reading SAINT. If you enjoyed it, please consider leaving an honest review on Amazon or Goodreads. You can keep an eye out for my other book releases by following me on Facebook, or signing up for my Newsletter.

      Your email will be kept confidential and secure and never redistributed for any purposes. You can also find more information on my upcoming work at my Website, or on Twitter or join in on fun games and conversations inside my Facebook Group. Until next time!
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          Quotes referenced in this book

        

      

    

    
      The following quotes were taken from the Public Domain.

      Source: http://www.gutenberg.org/

      

      Hell is empty and all the devils are here-

      The Tempest, Shakespeare

      I don’t want to repeat my innocence. I want the pleasure of losing it again-

      This Side of Paradise, F. Scott Fitzgerald

      If you drink much from a bottle marked 'poison' it is certain to disagree with you sooner or later- Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis Carroll

      She was beautiful - but especially she was without mercy-

      The Beautiful and Damned, F. Scott Fitzgerald

      Some people are nobody's enemies but their own-

      Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens

      Cowards die many time before their deaths; the valiant never taste of death but once-

      Julius Caesar, Shakespeare

      Those days are over. I have to be won all over again every time you see me-

      This Side of Paradise, F. Scott Fitzgerald

      Terror made me cruel-

      Wuthering Heights, Emily Brontë

      I don’t want just words. If that’s all you have for me, you’d better go-

      The Beautiful and Damned, F. Scott Fitzgerald.

      I have to remind myself to breathe - remind my heart to beat – 

      Wuthering Heights, Emily Brontë

      What a fool I was not to tear my heart out on the day when I resolved to avenge myself-

      The Count of Monte Cristo, Alexandre Dumas

      And though she but little, she is fierce-

      A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare

      Doubt thou the stars are fire; Doubt the sun doth move; Doubt truth to be a liar: but never doubt I love-

      Hamlet, Shakespeare

      They slipped briskly into an intimacy from which they never recovered-

      This Side of Paradise, F. Scott Fitzgerald

      There is nothing good or bad, only thinking makes it so-

      Hamlet, Shakespeare
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