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If you’re reading this then you like in your face, let’s blow shit up, have a few orgasms and crave escapism through the written word. My stories aren’t neat and clean. I’m all about strong females and the males that try to keep up. My love affair with Detroit is a deep one. Like the characters I believe in, I feel the same about my city. My stories are over the top and meant to entertain. How many times have you seen or heard something and thought, damn I wish I could do that.

If you’re looking for some over the rainbow shit, exit here because this ain’t Kansas, Toto.

But if you want to be entertained and possibly turned on, flip the damn page. The final two books will also have back story at the beginning of each chapter to keep you invested in the characters history, which includes past and present tense. I also touch on prejudice. Why? Because, I despise it. I won’t stand for it and neither do my characters.

Okay, that’s all I’ve got. Read on!
 





Detroit is like the boogie man. Those who don’t know it fear it, and those who do know it are fearless. Only the strong survive and the fearless thrive. This can be said about both criminal and civilian alike. The streets like anything, need balance. One by one the fearless women that were born and raised here are reuniting, and there are those who refuse to allow the balance to be tipped in their favor.

There are those who like the streets as they are. They like the crime, fear, death, and corruption. When it’s good versus evil, there will always be a bloodbath. Rules will get broken, lives will be lost, and faith will be tested. The streets that made Jules the woman she is today will embrace her but; the shadows of her past will do whatever it takes to stop her. When the boogie man threatens the only man she’s ever loved, Jules will be rocked to her very foundation, but she’ll come up shooting. Being born of the streets, raised by them, and fearless because of them makes her a force to be reckoned with. Jules is not your average female.

Word on the street is shit is about to get real.

She was in a bed that was unfamiliar to her, but the sadness wasn’t. She knew few things in life. Order, loyalty, and love were the rules she lived by. But eight years ago, on a day she worked tirelessly for, her only constant was noticeably absent. The lone seat she reserved for him was empty. It was a hot afternoon, the sun was causing her to sweat, and she was nauseous but she ignored it. He would come, he always came for her.

But this time, she feared he hadn’t.

When her name was called, she walked forward with no one in the audience knowing that though she was full of pride, her fragile heart was broken.

Jules Allen was officially a graduate from the United States Military Academy at West Point. Her life had consisted of training, studying, and living by one code. A cadet will not lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do. Looking toward the crowd one last time, hoping to be proven wrong, she stowed her broken heart away. She had no room to love him any longer. Loving him provided no safety. She was leaving here today with a Bachelor of Science degree, a pregnancy, broken heart, and a fresh start.

After receiving her honors she quietly went back to her quarters and wept. That day in a small barrack she also built herself back up with the help of her fellow graduate and friend, Bishop. Dedicating her life to upholding the code, she turned her back on those who disregarded her first. Her mother, her city, and now her husband.

Her life was simple: follow the code. But he hadn’t done that. Though she is a firm believer everything happens for a reason, she could never figure out why his leaving her had to happen at all. She promised herself that she could do this alone, that she would do this alone.

She closed her heart off as best she could, knowing it could never close to him completely. With a baby growing inside of her she knew she’d be forced to face him again one day. She had no idea how painful that day would be, and that after all these years, she could still love Maxwell Allen so much that she would sacrifice everything she’s ever stood for to protect him.

But would he ever protect her in return?

 





  “Detroit turned out to be heaven, but it also turned out to be hell.” ~Marvin Gaye
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“You look just like your mother,” he says, petting me.

“Hands off, dickbag,” I growl at him.

“Someone needs to bring you to heel.” He laughs at me. “Like a good bitch.”

Bracing myself for a fight, he doesn’t make me wait when he reaches for me, I smack his hand away and he follows up with a back hand that cuts me above the eyebrow. Wiping it off and seeing his ring cut me, I morphed into superbitch. Back-handing him myself, he staggers back, reaching for his own wound.

“You haven’t seen the last of me.” He sneers, backing away. “You better hope I don’t see you again; next time you touch me I’ll break your fucking arm, old man.” I promise him as he runs away.

 

You have got to be kidding me. Handcuffed to his bed. I can say in my marriage, that’s a motherfucking first. Hell, in my life that’s a first. I’d never let a man cuff me to anything, ever. To be a cuffed to a bed with my own equipment? The humiliation is unspeakable, and maybe in the recesses of my own mind, kinda hot, too—not that I’ll be admitting that anytime soon. He said he wanted to ‘talk’, the fucking liar. He got me here under false pretenses which I’ll admit impressed me. It showed gumption. But none of that matters right now because I’m indisposed. Few things work me up. Few things can drive me to act. Few things can bring out the worst in me. In fact, there is only one thing that can evoke all of these things in me.

Him.

My husband.

Maxwell.

Growing up on the wrong side of town, in the oldest clothes, dirtiest shoes, and never being “in” because of my street status, some would call me a late bloomer. I was and in many ways and still am the poor kid from Detroit. I’ve got a rap sheet (or resume, as I like to call it) a mile long. Street fighting, theft, arson (though I still say I was set up) and assault, just to name a few.

I hated school. Not the classes, but the people who went there. Teenagers are dicks. But when my counselor told me I could apply for a scholarship for a private school in the city or I could bide my time until I did real time as an adult, I chose school. It was there I met Venessa, Macy, and then Lina. Venessa and Macy are tight like Lina and I are, but when the four of us were together… The cops were called, often.

When tragedy rocked our group things changed overnight. Venessa’s family was murdered, Macy’s parents offed themselves, and Lina’s parents disowned her, and since I didn’t have shit but needed direction desperately I joined the Army, leaving them and Detroit behind. I had to get the fuck out of here. So the night before I left, we had a going-away bash at Macy’s house which back then meant a dance party and Strawberry Boone’s Farm. Little did I know that night would change the course of my life forever and even knowing that now, I would have done it any way.

Walking home to my mom’s one bedroom hole, a boy (well, he was a grown man, I just didn’t get it then) pulled up on his bike and offered me a ride. He was tall, like NBA tall, he was money, he was gentle, and he was quiet. He told me his name was Max and that he’d be getting me home safe that night. Saying no never crossed my mind. First, I straddled his bike, and within twenty minutes of that I was straddling him. That night, I gave a man named Max my virginity, but had nothing else to offer. When I had him drop me at a corner so he wouldn’t see the shit hole I lived in, I never expected to see him again. He was everything I wasn’t; I mean, his bike alone was worth more than my house and everything inside of it.

I left the next morning, a little sore and a whole lot eager to start a new life. Except when I walked out the front door to hit the Grayhound station there he was in front of my house, on his bike, offering me a helmet and a ride.

Walking up to me he took the bag, threw it over his shoulder, and before he or I could say anything my mother came out to give me her own emotional goodbye.

“Stay gone,” she said. “You think you’re better than me, Red? You ain’t. Just send me money for toleratin’ you, that’s all I want. You owe me.”

“Your Mom?” he said in his quiet way helping me back on to his bike.

“On paper, yeah.”

“Let’s get you to the station, then.”

Nodding, that’s what we did. Then he stayed with me while I waited for my train to come in. There was no need to talk, so we didn’t. Instead we people watched; well, mainly I watched him. I’d never met anyone like him before. He was the biggest man I’ve ever been around, yet I wasn’t afraid. I couldn’t figure him out, or what he saw in me, and I didn’t have enough experience to try. When it was my time to go he kissed me and said “Wish we had longer, wish you’d told me you were a virgin, and I’ll keep wishing for you, until I see you again.”

Speechless I just stood there. He took out a piece of paper that had his name, number, and email address on it. Holding it close to my heart, I stood on my toes to kiss him back.

“Be happy, Max.” I told him, expecting never to see him again, and then when I turned to leave he pulled me back to him in a fierce hug.

“Happiness for me will be you coming home to me; you make that happen, or I’ll come for you.”

That’s how it started. I fell in love with a man at a train station. We kept in touch and we flew out to see each other as often as time allowed. We had weekends of learning each other and thousands of emails between us. Then in a moment of impulse I agreed to marry the man, but then, like always, life got in the way. His father and I had some issues, as in he hated me but I never told Max why. All I knew was I simply couldn’t, not yet. I had no family, so while I put in my time getting my education he opened a club and made his own life. Even though my love grew, the visits were less and less, but my feelings never changed. When he didn’t show for my graduation from West Point my life fell apart. I gave him and the Army everything I had. Only the Army was the only thing to prove stable. That night I put my ring in my footlocker, sealed my broken heart off, and got on with things.

But I never once forgot him. Over the years I thought about filing for divorce, but could never do it. I swore I even saw him from time to time, but couldn’t be sure. I chalked it up to a fantasy. You know the one, where the man loves the woman so much he moves heaven and earth to find her. Except that didn’t happen so I decided my imagination needed to lay off the smack. Fast forward and now I had a great career and team. We took missions and we saved lives and if need be we took them too. I did what I set out to do. I was exactly what the government wanted me to be. Lethal. But it wasn’t enough. When I started hearing things about his club, things I shouldn’t be hearing a position opened in the DEA and I took it. He may only be my husband on paper, but he was still mine. When I started getting calls from Macy, what she was telling and what I was hearing made me nervous. I needed to get home. I may not know my husband very well, but he was honorable. At least I fucking hoped he was, considering I’m putting my career on the line for him.

So I came home, needing to get answers. My friends needed me; my husband needed me, too. He just didn’t know it, and probably wouldn’t care. Hell, I shouldn’t care either, but I do.

Our reunion so far has been rocky, a lot of dirty looks and plenty of swearing aimed at me is what I’ve got to show for my stay here so far. Max is not the quiet guy I remember, nor the gentle man I married. I don’t know this Max. He’s changed. Then again, so have I, and the second I get out of these cuffs I’m going to show him just how much.

In the meantime though, this bed is just too comfortable not to sleep in. Closing my eyes I enjoy the pillow top mattress and down comforter. A nap, I’ll just take a quick nap. After all, I’m going to need my strength.

Drifting off to sleep I tried thinking of all the reasons I should pack up and leave. The problem was I could only come up with reasons to stay. In my line of work you don’t just have a plan A; you keep every letter of the alphabet as back up. Ten years this man has been my sole focus, even when eight of those were spent apart.

Yeah I should go, and I will, once I fix things.

However, I knew this time when I left I’d be broken permanently.
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“Your social life can wait,” he says, throwing a stack of files on my desk. “That slut can wait, too.”

Leaning forward to look at his latest reason for keeping me here, it takes everything I have not to throw his ass across the room. That’s my wife he’s talking about.

“I’ll be back in three days,” I tell him. “This can wait.” Making a note on it, I set it aside, prepared to leave for the airport.

Grabbing my arm, he throws me back in my chair and threatens me like he always does; this time, though, I knew his threat isn’t an idle one.

“You leave this unfinished, your club will not be here when you return,” he says. “When I gave you this money I expected you to be responsible with it. You are too busy chasing that whore around to see that we are losing revenue. I’m not in this business to lose money, Maxwell. You get on that plane, consider yourself cut off.”

Nodding to him, I take the files and turn my computer back on. Once again, he hangs Lush over my head. Ignoring him I go through the files, seeing our accountant is utterly useless. Looking at the clock I see I don’t have enough time to make my flight. An hour later I have a meeting with the accountant, and I’m devastated I’ve missed her graduation. I tell myself she’ll forgive me, and that she’ll understand.

Only this time she didn’t, and I couldn’t blame her.

 

I’m going to hell for this. This isn’t me. I don’t chain women to headboards. Shit, I’ve never chained a woman up, period. I’ve been sitting in my car in the driveway for fifteen minutes, I can’t even be the bastard I want to be and leave her here. When I should be at work, I’m not. When I should be tracking down Tony, I’m not. When I should just let her go and pretend I haven’t spent every second of the last eight years missing her, I can’t fucking do that either.

She’s home. She came back to a place she swore she’d never see again, and the question is why? She’s mentioned Macy and sometimes Venessa, but I haven’t seen her prior to her showing up again to ask how they all knew each other. She has another friend here, Lina, but she’s tight-lipped and protective when it comes to her. The few times I had with her we didn’t spend them talking, that’s for damn sure. My wife, yeah, well, she’s a private person. Right around the time we fell apart Venessa became a permanent fixture, followed by Macy, which was why I let her stick around even being a minor. Jules told me about her friends, what happened to them, and why she worried. Bottom line is, they needed this place, and I wanted them to have somewhere they could go and be safe. I never told Venessa or Macy that I knew Jules, let alone that I married her, because outside of a piece of paper, I married a fucking ghost.

I was embarrassed to say I found the love of my life then lost her because I was a coward. There’s never been another for me, either. Call it what you will, but I took vows and I upheld them; they mattered to me. She matters to me. Not a damn thing in life has been easy on her. My own father was downright cruel to her, and I didn’t stick up for her when I should have, so add that to my list of sins.

She’s twenty-eight now; I’m pushing forty. When I begged her to marry me I thought I could get her back here with me for good. Start a family and do what everyone else does. Turns out my wife didn’t like to be backed into a corner. She also expects you to keep your word, I didn’t do that either, and I’ve been paying for it for years.

My father gave me my inheritance (with conditions), and I used it to open Lush. Jules was my biggest supporter back then. She encouraged me to do what made me happy. I never went to college, didn’t have to. I was a spoiled rich kid with a strict upbringing. Lush was a fuck-you to my father and everyone else who thought working was beneath them. Jules never had strict; shit, the woman never had anything. For her the Army was her calling, and when I should have supported her, I didn’t. The weekend that changed everything was the one I didn’t show for. Graduating from West Point is major for anyone but it was momentous for her. She had worked so damn hard for it. She flew through basic and just when she didn’t think she’d get accepted she did. When she asked me what I thought I told her she was just signing on for a longer term. I didn’t understand then why her doing this was so important that she would risk us in the process. That day will forever haunt me, knowing she needed me and my failing her. We were struggling as it was and I knew it. After that, she stopped calling, she stopped writing, and outside of trying to follow her sometimes, I haven’t spoken to her in years. Gallo was the only one who could ever get a lead on her. Since the club is only open on weekends, I have a lot free time. So when I could I would follow her, check on her, and pine for her from a distance. I had two perfect years with her and eight without. Where she seems to be excelling I’m floundering. I’ve seen her with the same guy for three years now. Partner? Boyfriend? Lover? None of those sit well with me. She’s my goddamned wife. The one I proposed to and the one who promised to love the rest of my miserable life.

Out of nowhere she shows up even more beautiful than I remember, and instead of being happy she was here, I just got pissed. I’m pissed she was no longer hiding her looks, wearing baggy clothes, or walking with her eyes on the ground. She was a confident woman, my confident woman, and I missed the transformation. The selfish part of me wants to take credit for who she was now, but deep down I know I had little to do with it. Once she saw Macy and Venessa were provided for she was ready to jet, I could feel it. And it was because of me. So in an act of desperation I told her we needed to talk, then cuffed her, and now I have not fucking clue what to do with her. I want to be pissed, I should be pissed, but mostly I’m just hurt. She isn’t the teenager that tripped over feet to get to me anymore; now she’s a grown woman who looks at me like I’m causing her pain, and that pisses me off too.

Now she’s back and full of secrets. If the last eight years prove anything, it’s that I don’t know my wife very well, but I know that I want to. I refuse to believe that the girl I married is gone.

Slamming my door shut I stomp back into the house, open her bag, grab the three mobiles in it, and go into our room. That’s right I said our room. I bought this house for us. Not me, us.

Opening the door, she’s asleep. She looks uncomfortable, and it makes my stomach hurt. I want to uncuff her, but I really don’t trust she won’t kick my ass. You don’t spend ten years in her line of work and not learn some things. Gallo kept me in the loop with her training and her missions. He also told me that she’s is extremely scary to watch in action. She’s small but she’s shifty; growing up on the streets, she had to be. It obviously stayed with her and pays her well.

Flaming red hair, olive skin (which I could never figure out), small feet, tiny hands, breasts that fit in my palms, an ass that fills out a pair of jeans, and the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. I married my fantasy. My favorite feature has to be her mouth, though. Not just because when she’d use it on me it was pure magic, but because I never know what’s going to come out of it. Pulling the cover down I expose her to me, and it’s all I can do not to lick her skin, it’s still so perfect. Shifting on the bed she turns exposing her naked hip and I see a tattoo. It’s not just any tattoo. It encompasses her entire side and hip. It’s a huge piece of art, and it had to hurt. It’s of a man whose face is blurred standing straight, holding out a helmet. The helmet says “Blue” on it, which was my nickname for her. The man isn’t smiling, he just stands there, legs crossed waiting for his woman to come to him. That man is me and god dammit I didn’t come for her.

“Staring at my ass again?”  Fuck but her voice, like a two-pack-a-day smoker who likes whisky and jukeboxes. I almost forgot how raspy her voice was in the morning.

“When did you get this?” I ask her tracing the outline with my fingers. When she tries to turn away I bring her back and she answers me quietly, “A long time ago.”

“I’ve never seen it.”

“No, I guess you wouldn’t have would you?” she says, narrowing her eyes, and in them I see years of hurt that I caused. In that moment it clicked and caused my chest to tighten. “This was my surprise, wasn’t it?”

Taking a deep breath she closes her eyes, and I get it. Yes, this was the surprise she had for me, the one I never got to see. When I close my eyes she continues to kill me with that voice I missed. I’m so fucking lost right now, I can’t even look at her.

“It was a long time ago, Max,” she whispers “What am I doing here? Why are you wasting time on me by doing this? Why do you have my phones?”

“We’re going to sort that out, Blue,” I say and I don’t like it when it looks like hearing that hurts her “That’s why you’re here. I’m not letting you leave again. As for the phones, they won’t stop buzzing.”

“It’s probably Bishop,” she says. “I haven’t checked in.”

“Who in the fuck is Bishop?” I growl at her.

“My partner.” She growls back at me, and if she wasn’t cuffed I’d probably back up a little.

“Not anymore,” I say. “The only partner you have is me. You remember me, right? Your husband?”

“I can’t do this with you right now, or in a perfect world… ever,” she says. “I need to call Macy.”

“Already did,” I say. “Told her you’d be unavailable for a while.”

“You can’t do this,” she says. “I have a job. People will be looking for me.”

“Why don’t you let me worry about that,” I say. “Tell me why you’re here.”

“I already did.”

“Then until you tell me the truth,” I say leaning in. “You’re stuck with me.”

She starts thrashing and swearing, which I’d never tell her does it for me. It’s rare that she loses her temper. Even more rare is that I’ve never seen it up close, and I’m enjoying the hell out of it. Walking to the door and looking back on her I make another vow: even when she tells me the truth, she still isn’t leaving. I’m done letting her go.

Making a decision I put on a pot of coffee, pull out her phones, and plan on giving her thirty minutes to calm down before I uncuff her. She’ll wait until after she uses the bathroom and has a cup of coffee before she attacks me, at least that’s what I’m hoping for. My wife never was a morning person.

Scrolling through her phone with the purple case I realize this must her personal phone, because all the messages are from Macy, Venessa, or Lina. The phone with the gray case is for work email and photos as far as I can tell, and the case phone with the black case is the one she uses to communicate with Bishop, the Don-Juan-looking prick she’s always attached to. Their conversations don’t suggest anything from what I can see, and I’m making a real effort not to read too much into it. That is, until I saw pictures of me, my club, and Gallo.

What the fuck?
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“Boss,” he says, holding my hair back. “Let’s get you checked out, you been puking for hours.”

Spitting in the sink and running my wrists under the cold water, I close my eyes silently begging for this to stop. “I’m fine, Bishop,” I tell him over the running water. “It’ll pass.”

“You puked blood, Boss,” he says rubbing my back. “I ain’t no doctor, but blood ain’t ever good.”

I knew it wasn’t good but, I figured I’ve thrown up so much I probably tore something, and told myself if it wasn’t better by Monday I’d go in. I wasn’t ready to say anything, not until I told him first. Besides, telling him on the biggest day of my life seemed romantic to me. I graduated tomorrow, I’d tell him tomorrow night.

I could get through these next few days, I knew I could. If I could get a degree, I could keep my shit together until Max came for me.

 

The smell of coffee has me lightheaded, and a full bladder has me really uncomfortable. Lying here, I made a decision to stay and see things through. Of course, I could leave and walk away from what’s happening here and leave Max behind forever, but I won’t. I’m not staying for Max or our poor excuse of a marriage. I’m staying to make sure my friends are safe and that Max’s name is clear. When the time comes to leave I can say that I finally saved Max the way he saved me all those years ago when he gave me hope. He gave me a future to look forward to; he deserves one in return. The wild card here is Anthony Gallo. This guy has his hand in everything, and for whatever reason Max was letting him run things from Lush. Gallo has connections, I just don’t know how or why and when Max needed him he bailed. I’m going to demand answers for that, too.

Lush is in trouble.

Not because of Max or Tony specifically, but they are a part of it. From what I could find out in the last year alone a dozen girls have been taken at Lush, either entering or exiting it. Despite high security, the location makes it easy for women to be taken without notice. Venessa started her DJ gig there ages ago, and Macy of course came in to see Venessa. Out of nowhere Venessa was arrested (under false pretenses because I hacked into her records), and suddenly Gallo brought the full court press. Macy had designed a very powerful drug that someone wants, and whoever it is will go to any length to get it, which put both of them in serious danger. Turns out the two of them were testing it out on the streets, and someone took notice. Wrap that all up and Lush is a fucking mess with Gallo missing in action, which makes zero sense to me.

You’ve got players coming in from all over. Guns, girls, and drugs are a small part of this. These new players want Detroit for themselves, and the Detroit I know doesn’t welcome newcomers. If I don’t get answers the streets are going to get bloody. War is coming, and I need to get the people I care about out of harm’s way before the first bomb drops.

I didn’t bring my team; I brought Bishop. Bishop knows what he needs to know, and it’s that a drug that’s been made is being used for trafficking purposes. He doesn’t need to know it was Macy who designed it; he doesn’t need to know that she’s a sister to me, that this is personal. The fact is, should her drug get out we wouldn’t be able to contain it.

When I stepped in to help Jonas find Macy, I called in several favors, which will fuck me in the end. But it was for Macy, so it was worth it. I’m here to follow up on leads; that’s it, as far as my bosses are concerned. Detroit is my home base, so it made sense to send me back here. To a place I vowed never to return to, because it was here I had a husband who didn’t want me. It was here that what could have been a great fucking life ended as soon as it started. For me, Detroit is the city that spit me back out, and even all these years later it still cuts me deep.

Max can’t know all the details because really, in the end, he’s bait. That’s why I’m here, too. If my husband does in fact have a hand in this he’ll be going down with the rest of them. He’s also going to lead me straight to Gallo. So yeah, I’m sticking around. I’ve got shit to do so I can move on with my life and put Max and Detroit behind me for good.

Getting these fucking cuffs off me is priority one. Not staring at him is priority two. Because well, damn… The years have been good to him. Too damn good, like insanely good. He’s got some grays, and doesn’t color it to cover it. I love his gray, and dammit I still just love everything about him, but love has zero to do with any of this. He’s filled out a bit, his hair is still shaggy, which makes him look rugged. His arms are built like tree trunks, but for me it’s his eyes. The most beautiful shade of brown was saved for his face alone. Brown hair, brown eyes, and the most amazing goatee a girl could ask for. I missed having a life with him. It scares me to think what a life with him could actually be like if fate hadn’t fucked me. Suddenly I’m pissed. Fuck fate, he didn’t come for me. He broke his promise. The only one I ever asked him to make to me.

The second I pee then have a cup of coffee, Max is going to get a taste of what life is like with his wife.

“Maxwell!” I yell from the comfy king size which I’ll never admit to him is heavenly. “I’m ready, god dammit!”

Then internally I smile thinking of Max and ask myself, but are you?
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“What’s your name?” I ask, her handing over her underwear.

“Thanks,” she says quietly. “Jules. What’s yours?”

“Max,” I tell her, pulling her toward me. “Max Allen.”

“It was nice meeting you, Max Allen.”

“You say that like it’s a goodbye. It’s not, is it?”

“I leave tomorrow,” she says, staring at the ground. The ground where she just rode me to the best orgasm of my life. Checking her watch she looks back up at me. “Today, actually.”

“Where are you going?”

“Virginia.”

“I want to see you again,” I tell her. “When will you be back?”

“I’m not coming back,” she whispers. “Why couldn’t I have met you before?”

“Before what?”

“I signed my life over to the Army.”

“The Army? Tell me you’re joking.”

“’Fraid not,” she says. “I better be going, I’ve got a train to catch.”

Suddenly afraid of losing her forever, I wrap myself around her. “I took you on the grass, I didn’t take my time, and I’m sorry for that.”

“I took you on the grass.” She giggles. “Don’t be sorry. I’m not.”

Walking over to my bike I watch her wait for me to climb on. Once she does I want to take her and run. But I don’t. Instead I do as she suggests and drop her on the corner and drive off. I parked a block away where she couldn’t see me and watched her safely enter an apartment building that should be condemned. This couldn’t be goodbye, not yet. Walking back to my bike I sat there watching her front door until precisely at 6:59 a.m. she stepped back out.

 

Sitting out here while she’s in there uncomfortable fucking hurts. All of my past failures come back to Jules. That first night I saw her walking down Michigan Avenue alone, nothing could have stopped me from getting her on my bike. Even from behind she was fucking beautiful, but when I saw her I had no idea she was only eighteen. Even then she was built like a woman and she carried herself like one. Prior to her I had very little interaction with females. They always asked so many questions, questions I never knew how to answer. Besides the questions they always came with drama; I fucking hated drama.

I grew up with money. Where I lived in West Bloomfield, everyone I knew had it. The females I grew up with were spoiled bitches. Not Jules, though; she came from nothing, so she expected nothing. The second I met her I wanted to give her everything. The bitch of it was, she only wanted me. The first time I flew out to see her it took everything I had to fly back home. Fuck, she was my home. By some miracle she married me; when I flew her back here to meet my father, it did not go well.

From that point on, every trip I planned had catastrophe attached to it. My father did whatever he could to stop me from getting to her. When neither one would explain the rift I finally quit asking. I defied him as best I could, but the distance was growing. Even when I did manage to see her, my father would call demanding that I come home and threatened me with my club. I needed that fucking money to give us a life. Had I known that the one time I didn’t show would sever us forever, I’d have told him to fuck himself and his money. But I didn’t. Jules was proud of my plans with it, supported it, but it just cost me her heart in the process.

When I was barely a man I made my way to Detroit and instantly fell in love with it. A place anyone could go and fit in. There was something for everyone here. Fate is a fickle bitch, though; to find a place like Detroit to fit in and feel at home, it didn’t take much to fall for it, hard. But then I found the girl there, the one I was meant for, and she wanted to get as far away from it as possible. I had to stay back and watch her go, hoping one day she’d come back.

She did.

The Jules in my bed isn’t the same woman I married. She’s her own woman, with her own career and a fuck load of walls. I’ve never stopped loving my wife. Every day I dreaded getting the mail, wondering if the papers that said she wants out will be there. They never came. Now she’s here and I’m willing to do every bastard thing in the book to keep her here. That’s why I told Venessa and Macy to mind their own business that I was getting my wife back without their interference. Because, I am. Jules isn’t the kid I married, and I’m not the laid-back, causal guy she married, either. The years without her have hardened me. So when I hear her yell from the bedroom I smile to myself, deciding right then and there it was time to show her she isn’t in charge anymore; I am. From the day I put her sweet ass on the back of my bike it’s been her way, her rules. I let her walk away because I thought it was what she wanted. Fuck that; it’s not about what she wants anymore.

Shaking my head of those thoughts, I walk to the room and open the door; seeing her spread out on our bed, a bed no other has ever shared with me, has my cock hurting. Sitting down next to her I see she has a plan. She’s a fucking agent with the DEA, of course she has a plan. Thing is, so do I.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I say sitting next to her fighting the urge to touch her “Bathroom, coffee, and catching up.”

“Uh huh,” she says rolling her eyes “Then what?”

“Then we see what happens.”

“Nothing is going to happen, Max.”

“I said we’ll see,” I growl at her. “You let me go without a fight, and I want to know why. You fucking owe me. You put me through hell. You made a promise to be my wife, you lied to me, and I want the reasons. Then, like I said, we’ll see.”

Straining in her cuffs she leans up and tears me to pieces. “You don’t have to uncuff me for that, Max. That information, I’ll gladly give you for free.”

“Say it.”

“You let me go first,” she says, wincing. “You hardly called or wrote, then when it counted… you didn’t show. I know why you didn’t show; it was because he dangled that fucking money over your head. I came in second, which I was almost okay with considering I’ve never placed anywhere with anyone in my life, ever. You made a promise to me; that weekend may have not meant much to you, but it meant everything to me. When you didn’t show for my graduation I’d had enough of waiting. Instead of continuing to wait I made a life without you; time flies, and here we are.”

“I wanted to be there, god dammit,” I tell her. “You don’t understand, you never let me explain.”

“Explain? Why? I’ve heard it before. He said it to you often enough ‘Son, I raised you better than trolling for hood rats. You can fuck one because what man wouldn’t, but you never marry one.’ And you did nothing.”

“Let me fucking explain for once!”

“The time for explanations is over,” she says, sneering at me. “Marrying me was the only rebellious thing you’ve ever done, you didn’t do it for us; you did it to spit in your father’s face. I’d bet my Sigs that a condition for that money was staying away from me.”

When I didn’t dispute her words she fought harder. Shit, she’s right. Doesn’t mean I’m not fucking sorry for what I did. “Stop fighting before you hurt yourself!” I snap at her.

“Tell me I’m wrong then,” she whispers. “Tell me you didn’t show because someone died or your flight was cancelled. Tell me it wasn’t because he forced your hand and you let him.” We’re in each other’s faces and I can’t do it. I can’t fucking say it. “Tell me!” she screams in my face. Closing my eyes and dropping my head, I reach into my pocket for the key. Without a word I lean above her, freeing her. She doesn’t bolt, she doesn’t rub her wrists or even take a swing at me. Instead she puts both hands on either side of my face and tells me exactly what I never wanted to hear.

“Just once,” she whispers. “Just one time I wanted someone to stand up and fight for me. One time, Max. You had to fight for me once, and when it counted, you didn’t. I am a hood rat, always will be. But I loved you. Not your money, not your club, none of that. I loved you. I would have fought Max, I did fight, but I couldn’t fight alone anymore. Everything I’ve done has been for you. For you I would have done anything you asked, yet you never did. Now I’m here to get a job done, and when that’s over, so are we.”

“Bullshit.” I growl, getting in her face, but she moves away.

“It only takes one person to end a marriage, Max,” she says. “You ended it years ago, I’m just making it official.”

Grabbing her around the waist and pulling her to me I bury my face in her neck like I used to, just content to smell and be near her.

“I won’t let you go again, Blue.”

Leaning into me then removing my hands from her she stands up, but before she walks to the bathroom she whispers back, “You won’t have to.”

Then she closes the door and then I hear the lock engage. A minute or so later I hear the flush, then the water and then… nothing. Walking over to the door, pressing my ear to it. That’s when I hear it; she’s crying.

At my breaking point I shoulder the door in, take one look at her and wonder if I stand any chance of ever having my wife back. If the look on her face is anything to go by, the answer would be no.

Fuck that, I tell myself. It’s about time she learned who the boss is, and it isn’t her. Not anymore.
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“Who was he, Boss?”

“No one, Bishop,” I mumble, curling into a ball. I’ve ignored his calls and emails, and within days both stopped. I think his giving up so easily was even worse than the initial heart break of his not showing up.

“I want a name of who I’m killing, of who’s responsible for this shit,” he growls.

“It’s no one’s fault this happened,” I whisper. “Just let it go; I have.”

“Boss.”

“Let it go!” I scream. “Christ! He didn’t even know! Just let me work through this, all right?”

“Alone?”

“I’m good at it,” I tell him. “Trust me.”

“If I ever find out who he is, ain’t you or no fucking body gonna stop me from ripping him apart.”

 

Getting to the bathroom without him seeing me cry was an effort. Handling my business, I wash my hands then pull the lid down to sit on it so I can cry my eyes out. I meant every word. I wasn’t enough, I was a hood rat, and when this was over we were, too. We both deserve a life, a chance to move on. He’s no sooner going to give up his father and club as I am my career to move back here. Shit, we don’t even know each other anymore. Did we ever? You can only get by on lust and short weekends for so long, right? Problem is, right now I don’t have the answers, but I do know being home hurts.

I just needed a few minutes to myself. A chance to break down in silence. Being back here, near him isn’t just hard; it’s unbearable. I never stopped loving him. But I need to be loved in return. This married-without-being-married is killing me. I took vows, dammit, and I’ve been true to those vows. Maybe I shouldn’t have been? I’m sure he probably wasn’t, but the point is, I’m built to keep my promises, so that’s what I did. At the cost of my heart, I kept my fucking promise to my husband and my legs closed. Me, the poor hood rat actually did what she said she would. Sniffling and pulling it together, I rub my eyes when the door literally flies open. I whip my head up to see a very pissed of Max. Okay so that’s new.

“Get up,” he orders me, and the shock of the command has me standing up instantly. Orders are built into me, and I couldn’t help myself if I tried.

Grabbing my hands he pulls me back into the open area of his room just before the bed. Looking up at him I wait to see what he has to say next. Now that the shock and sadness has worn off I’m getting pissed. I’m not very reasonable when I’m pissed.

“What in the hell are you doing?”

“Shut up.” He growls at me.

“Excuse—?” He cuts off my words by backing my knees up to the bed when I try to push free he holds me still. I forgot how strong he was, shit.

“You are my fucking wife,” he yells. “You want to leave me again? End us for good? You can do whatever the fuck you want… after.”

“After what?”

Giving me a very evil grin I’ve never seen before I swallow hard, knowing I’m in some deep shit.

“After I fuck you,” he says leaning in. “You owe me, Blue. I’ve missed my wife for years, wondering what I did wrong, why she was hiding from me, and it was because I missed a fucking weekend with you?”

“It wasn’t just the weekend, and you fucking know—”

“Shut your fucking mouth!” Grabbing my shoulders he pushes me back onto the mattress. “Hands and knees, that’s what I want, Blue. That’s what you fucking owe me; time to pay up.”

Struggling in earnest now I fight to get off that bed. Max? Max who? I don’t know this motherfucker. Just as I break free he tags me around the waist, bringing me right back to where I was.

In my face he orders me, “Get on that fucking bed.”

“You really want to ride this train, Maxwell?” I say, daring him. “You’ll fucking make me, then.”

Until the day I left for the Army, I spent my time on the streets. Fighting, defending and whatever else I needed to do to survive. The Army taught me control, balance, and discipline. At the end of the day I may have learned a few things, but I am still a street kid. You don’t fuck with a street kid.
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“Your lady love?”

“Excuse me?”

“Your lady love,” he says pointing at her stepping on to the train.

“Yes,” I tell the old man. “At least I hope she is.”

“The way she was looking at you, son? She’s yours.”

“Yeah?”

“An old man knows these things,”

Turns out the old man was right.

 

My nostrils are flaring; so are hers. I’ve never been so pissed or hot for this woman in my life. Jules always had fire, but she never aimed it at me. You didn’t fuck with Jules, and until now I never had reason to. Now, I do. If I let her go I know down in my soul she’ll divorce me and disappear. I will not allow that.

Make her? I’ll fucking make her. I can feel her struggle for control. No more. She’s too controlled. The days of her taking the lead and leaving me behind are over. Tonight, I take back what’s mine.

“Ten years ago I watched the girl I fucking loved get on a train; a year after that, I married her. A year after that I fucked up, and I’ve been paying for it ever since. Ten years I’ve loved you, ten fucking years. You’re god damned right I’m riding that train, and you’ve got three seconds to get that ass up on that bed before I make you.” I growl at her “You have no idea how bad I want to make you.”

I watch her swallow hard and I have to ask myself if I can do this. Then she steels herself and pushes me back a lot harder than I thought was possible. Then it hit me: oh yeah I can fucking do this, and I’m going to enjoy myself while I do. If anyone can take what I want to give, it’s her.

Tackling her to the bed she grunts then wraps her legs around me like she used to.  Then she takes me sideways giving her the chance to grab my neck with one arm while leaving the other free. Jesus, how did she learn to do that? She’s so fucking slippery. I can’t hold onto her at all. Every time I grab her she gets free and puts me back down. I’m a big guy, and I cannot contain a woman who is five-foot-three with shoes on. Desperate to slow her down I go for her neck, but my hand gets stuck her in her hair by accident. Before I can even apologize she whips around, straddles me, cocks back, and no doubt she caught it when my eyes went round.

“No one,” she says hovering her lips above mine, “makes me do anything I don’t want to do.”

Looking at her balled fist, then back at her, I raise an eyebrow wondering when and how hard she’s going to hit me and knowing I’m willing to let her. Tightening her legs on my sides she wraps her left hand into my shirt, pulls me up by it. Taking her right hand, she grabs my face and tells me, “Lucky for you I’m down to let you fuck me, husband.” Then she slams her mouth onto mine and shit became interesting.

For several minutes the only sounds to be heard were grunts, clothes ripping, and moaning. We tore each other’s clothes off, she bit me, I bit her back. Staring at her in her pink frilly bra I stop cold. I’ve never seen her in any sexy lingerie. She was military, so she always wore cotton. She’s the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen so I didn’t care about cotton, just what was underneath it, but this…

Freeing my hands I rip the bra in half, grab both of her tits, and plant my face between them. Sucking, biting, licking and pulling, I can’t get enough. Her hands aren’t idle either; they were busy pulling my hair, tweaking my nipples, and are now firmly embedded in my ass.

“Fuck me.”

“Hands and knees.”

“Fuck you.”

“You’re getting fucked, Blue,” I say. “Make no mistake, but you’re going to be really fucked if you don’t get on all fours” I growl in her ear. “Now.”

Staring at me, I can tell she’s torn. She wants to, but she hates being bossed around. How in the hell she ever made a career of it I’ll never know, but I’ve will get her where I want her whether she likes it or not. In the past she never said no, not once. Then again, I was always gentle with her. She trusted me to keep her safe, to get her off and to love her. Now after all this time I have to wonder how many others had a shot at doing it, and even the thought has my lip curling.

Seeming to make a decision she closes her eyes and slowly turns over and assumes the position. Scrubbing my hand over my face I’m shocked. She actually fucking did it. Either she doesn’t totally hate me, or she needs to be fucked that badly. I’m betting on it being both.

Crawling up to her I pull he hips back, spread her knees apart, and run my fingers through her slit. Soaked. Beautiful. Taking my cock in hand, I have no time to play with her, tease her, or make her beg. If there are two people in this miserable fucking world that need this, it’s us.

“Maxwell.” She whispers a word I’ve never heard her say before. “Please.”

Just before I breach her I order her, “Say it again.”

“Please,” she says quietly, while fisting the sheets with her tiny hands.

Spreading her open I apply pressure needing to slam it home but I can’t. She’s too fucking tight. My god, it’s not possible. Working my way there slowly, I get halfway in when I pull her back up so her back is to my chest. Bringing my hands to her tits I whisper in her ear, “You’re as tight as you were the night you gave me your virginity, Blue.” She whimpers but says nothing. “When’s the last time someone’s filled you?” I grit my teeth, not wanting an answer, but needing one just the same. She’s just shaking her head back and forth while losing herself to sensation. “Answer me,” I order her pinching her nipples “When? How many others.”

“No others.”

Everything in me stills including my cock barely inside her. “You haven’t been with another man since the last time I filled you?”

Shaking her head again while trying to wiggle her ass to get to me to move, she whispers, “I took vows.”

“Fuck. That was the right answer.”

Taking my hands from her I push her face down back onto the mattress. Spitting on both palms I lube both of us as much as possible before absolutely driving my dick home. She cries out, I bite the inside of my cheek, and then I grab her hips and fuck her like a man starved. A man starved for the only woman he loves, the only woman he’ll ever love. A woman who took no others inside her when she had every reason to, but didn’t because she made a promise to me.       

Her husband.

A husband who wasn’t the husband he should have been, but as I sit there nailing her from behind, I vow to be the husband she can’t walk away from. She yells into the mattress she’s coming, and when she clamps down on me my own release catches me before I can pull out.  Her essence now mixed with my own keeps me hard and fucking her again, it has both of us coming again in minutes with me collapsing on her back shortly after. The whole thing is over before it starts, but it was just like I remembered it. With her it was always explosive.

Pulling her to me we ride it out together. Pulling her gorgeous red hair from her neck I kiss her shoulder the way she used to love so much. She shivers like she always did, so I do it again. Turning her to face me I pull her as close as possible while still looking in her eyes. “I’ll fight for us this time, Blue,” I promise her, and when her eyes get red I make another promise. “I have never stopped loving you, never will stop. You’re my wife, and I’m not letting you go, ever.”

“Max, don’t make me any promises—”

“Ever, Blue.” I say to her. “Fucking ever.” She curls into me and brings my hands around her and holds me close. When she whispers a warning to me I know she did it to keep me at a distance, but I’m not the man she knew back then. The years without her changed me.

“We’ll see,” she says.

“Damn right you will,” I say back to her.

Slowly she makes her way out of bed. She doesn’t grab a robe or any clothes, and in that moment she is the Jules I remembered. Not a shy fucking bone in that badass body.

“Blue,” I call out to her, and when she turns I give her the truth. “In all these years there’s never been another for me either.” She gives me that over-the-shoulder smile I haven’t seen since our wedding night. In that moment I feel like a fucking champ.

Not even the fact that she didn’t tell me she loved me back could ruin this for me. She loved me once, she’ll fucking love me again.

I guarantee it.
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It was his first visit since the train station. I thought of him every minute of every day. Since he’s been here the only thing we’ve done was each other. I was learning things with every encounter and it turns out I’m quite skilled in the sexy department. “Obviously you were my first,” I tell him shyly. But in the interest of being responsible, I feel like I should know what I’m getting into. He was my first, my only. I wasn’t kidding when I said I was a late bloomer. “Have you been with a lot of girls? I mean women?” I ask, remembering he’s older than I am.

“If you’re asking me if I’m experienced, the answer is no,” he says, kissing my shoulder. “I’m learning right along with you, doing what feels right, what makes you feel good.”

“Are you avoiding my question?”

“No,” he laughs. “I’ve been with two girls, Blue; both were disasters. For a guy my age it’s safe to say I can take tab A and put it in slot B, but that’s all I know.”

“Two?” I ask, shocked. Max is hot, like drop-your-panties-and-beg-for-it hot. “Oh, now this I’ve got to hear.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, other than it was over before it started, if you catch my drift. Until you, that is; for you, I could stay hard forever. What about you? Why me?”

“Maybe, because I don’t have control over much except my body and what I do with it? Or maybe it’s because I saw you and knew I’d be safe with you? I don’t know, I just saw you and knew, I guess.”

“I don’t know if I can make it another month before seeing you,” he says, squeezing my ass “This distance shit is killing me.”

“It won’t be forever, Max,” I whisper. “I promise.”

 

Leaving Max to grab some coffee, I want to smack myself in the head and pat myself on the back at the same damn time. What was I thinking? Oh right, I wasn’t. I was feeling, I let my fucking guard down, and left my legs open. Max and I may not know each other anymore, but the one thing we never lost was the spark, if the fact that my legs are still shaking is anything to go by.

Shit.

Fucking him wasn’t part of the plan. Well, getting fucked by him wasn’t, either. He told me he still loved me, but I’ve waited years to hear that again. My life now is made up of discipline and order. The only person who I would ever allow telling me what to do never took advantage of it until this morning. Jesus, I can’t say it out loud, but I am so glad he did. To have someone else be in control for once felt… right. I always wanted him to do it, but never knew how to say it where I didn’t sound like a needy fool. But he must have sensed I needed it or maybe in that moment he needed control more than I did.

Sipping my black coffee, Max strolls into the kitchen totally nude, just how I left him. Then again, I’m sitting here buck ass myself. Another thing about us, nudity was encouraged.

Grabbing himself a cup, he sits at the table across from me. He’s looking at me, but I’m staring at the liquid in my cup, hoping he has things to do today so I can regroup and come up with a plan. “How’s your mom?” he asks quietly.

“Dead,” I say with zero emotion, because when it comes to her there is none.

“When?”

“Three years ago.”

“You were here three years ago?” he accuses me. “Yet you didn’t come to me?”

“Ease up. I paid for her burial, squared up her bills and debts all from my desktop in DC.”

“You couldn’t watch her be laid to rest, then?”

“I did as I was told,” I say, shrugging. “She only wanted money from me, so that’s what she got.”

“I’m sorry, Blue.”

“Why? You didn’t kill her. If you could ask her, I did.”

I know I’m being a bitch, but my mother is the last thing I want to talk about. My mantra is “Life’s a bitch and then she died.” Be careful what you ask for, especially when dealing with me. That woman birthed me then treated me like a burden. If money made her happy she could have it. Do I even feel slightly guilty that I gave her more than enough money so she could overdose sooner? No. It was a matter of time until she did anyway. I’d rather her be gone then continue to drain the city’s resources with jail time and court dates then bail her out ever again. So I didn’t. That woman was waiting to die.

“How soon until you run away again?”

Looking up at him I decide to give him as much truth as possible. Seeing as plans often change in my line of work, leads run hot and cold, I’ll give him what I can. Which, right now I’ll admit isn’t much. “I’m not running,” I say. “I’ll even make you a deal.”

“I’m listening.”

“You know I’m here because of Lush.” He nods and clenches his jaw. “I don’t think you’re knowingly involved in anything, Max, but the fact is, I have a job to do. I have leads to follow up on, people to look into, and you’re one of them. I’ll tell you what I can, but you have to back off when I can’t. I want to make sure Macy is okay, that Venessa is, too. But you have to understand that for me to be here, what I’m hearing isn’t good.”

“So what’s the deal then?”

“All these years I’ve kept us a secret. No one I work with knows I’m married.”

“Figures.”

“So everyone in your life does? I saw the looks on their faces when they heard it; you never said shit, either. You’ve been with them the entire time I’ve been gone and never said a word.”

“The deal, Blue.”

“I need a home base for me and Bishop. If we stay here with you, I’ll include you where I can, but... he doesn’t know we’re married, and it stays that way.”

“Are you fucking kidding me? You want me to keep a roof over that fucker’s head, force me to watch him want my goddamn wife in our own home, and not say dick about it?”

“This isn’t my home, Max.”

“The fuck it isn’t!” he yells, kicking his chair back and walking away. Staring at his ass then my cup again I know this is hard for him, but this is the best I can do.

When he comes back into the kitchen he’s the Max I don’t know again. “I bought this fucking house for you. I bought the damn thing hoping one day I could get you to come back here, see that here wasn’t all bad, and what we had was still there. That it would always fucking be there. Now you throw this bullshit in my face? What the fuck is with you? Are you testing me on purpose?”

Standing up I walk over and get in his space, looking way up at him, I tell him the truth “I am trying to protect you. I came back here to help you, dammit. Bishop is my partner, Max, and I need his help here.”

“Protect me, help me that’s what I’m hearing,” he growls, pushing me away. “Nowhere in there did I hear came back for me, and that’s the difference between us, Jules.”

“Don’t.”

“Don’t what? Tell you that what we have is fucking priceless? Tell you that in all these years I’ve never even looked at another woman because she wasn’t you? Tell you that I didn’t fucking lose sleep every god damn night wondering if you were hurt? Wondering if you missed me? You show back up like a fucking miracle only you don’t want me anymore, you’ll fuck me sure, because you took vows. But you don’t want anything else. Go grab your partner, Jules you’ll have the place to yourselves, I’ve got shit to do.”

I knew he is serious, and I don’t know why, but I have to stop him. Since the day I met him he’s the one person I never wanted mad at me, to see me as trash. For him I always wanted to be more, to have him be proud of me. I never wanted to hurt him, ever. Following him upstairs we both put clothes on. While he’s intent on shutting me out, I’m not having it. Grabbing his arm I turn him to face me and it’s the look there that stops me dead, and it’s that look that says if I’m not honest with him I’ll lose him and fuck me I can’t lose him, not now, maybe not ever, and certainly not like this.

“Don’t tell me the difference between us is that you didn’t give up, because you did! I was military, Max; I couldn’t leave! You knew that, you promised me it could work! I waited for you! Don’t you stand there throwing all this in my face! You were worried? Wondering if I missed you? Where the fuck were you? Huh? Is it easier to be pissed at me or at yourself?” When I see him speechless and grinding his jaw, I lose steam.

“Those vows meant everything to me,” I whisper. “Always have, always will. We’ve both changed, Max. But my feelings for you haven’t. When you didn’t show it broke my heart. Maybe I should have demanded answers, but I was afraid to. You always came for me and when you didn’t…”

“I know,” he says, pulling me close and tucking my hair behind my ear.

“I’m sorry for everything,” I tell him. “If you believe anything, believe that. The world got in the way. It’s still getting in the way. I’ve only ever wanted you to be happy, and if it was without me then I told myself I’d deal.”

“I never wanted to be without you, Blue. I wanted you with me, always. I still do. I let you go because I thought it was what you wanted.”

“You never asked me what I wanted,” I whimper. “You just never came back. I needed you and you disappeared. I’m here now and I have to put this case first. I haven’t been a priority for you in over eight years; you can’t expect me to accept you want me now after all this time. Bishop is my friend and partner; I left my team and brought him because I trust him to be discreet, Max. I can only handle so many crises at one time. You have the ability to steal my focus, and I can’t afford for that to happen right now, maybe not ever.”

“You said you would never come back here. Part of me didn’t believe you. The reasons for you being here are big, aren’t they?”

“Yes.”

“How big exactly?”

“Shit storm sums it up nicely.”

“You really came back to help me?”

“Yes,” I tell him truthfully. “Despite what you think, there wasn’t a day I didn’t miss you, either.”

“Call your partner,” he says, taking a deep breath. “We’ll make it work.”

“Before I do, I need to ask you something.” When he nods I start to play my hand. “When’s the last time you spoke to Hank?”

“What does my father have to do with this?”

“Just answer me, Max.”

“I talk to him on Friday mornings. Why?”

“Because the next time you speak to him, I need to be there.”

Watching his expressions shift I know I threw him off. It’s no secret Hank hates me and that I hate him back. Hank and I have some history, one day soon Max will know why but my issues with him are my own and have no place here right now. However, Hank holds Lush over Max’s head, and I need to know why in detail, especially if my suspicions are true. Hank Allen is a dick, a very controlling dick. To this day it always nagged me he allowed Max to open a club with his inheritance, and a condition was my name was never to be attached to it. Hank Allen was all about appearances, and the last time I checked he also was a silent partner. I don’t trust the fucker, and Max shouldn’t either. I never wanted Lush, I just wanted Max.

Max has Lush, but I don’t have Max. At best my time with him is temporary; at worst, when it hits the fan, he’ll wash his hands of me forever. 

Story of my life.
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“You’re going where?” I grunt, pissed that she’s agreed to more training.

“I’m not sure yet, it could be California or it could be New Mexico. But it’s an opportunity I can’t pass up Max.” she says, dismissing me like I don’t have a right to know.

“How long?” I grate out, wondering how much longer I can do this.

“Two months maximum,” she says quietly. “I wish I could stay on the phone, but I have a class and—”

“Yeah, I have shit to do, too,” I say cutting her off. “Be careful.”

“Max?” she asks me quietly. “Are you there?”

“Yeah,” I grunt. “I’m here.”

“Okay,” she whispers. “I love you.”

Closing my eyes I cover my face with one hand. I’m afraid to tell her I love her back, not because I don’t love her. I do, more than anything, but I’m afraid something will happen to her, and the club has been so damn busy I haven’t been able to visit her, and fuck, I’m just lost.

“I have to go,” was all I can say, because if something happened to her I’d lose it.

“Sure Max,” she says, and I hear the disappointment in her voice.

I’ve never withheld an I love you; I said that shit every chance I got. When she disconnects I stare at the receiver.

“I love you, Blue; come back home to me.”

Knowing she doesn’t hear me, I say it anyway.

 

The few times I’ve had her to myself, we never discussed what she did in the Army. I used to think I should know every little detail about what she did; I used to want to know. I even understood why she couldn’t tell me much, but there’s this switch in her. One minute she’s Jules, then next the switch goes off and she’s just… not. She’s something more, and it’s scary.

Now she’s in agent mode, and the second she mentioned my father is when the switch went off. Hank and Jules hate each other. I hated him for how he treated her, and I applauded her for how she handled Hank. But to say these two will ever get past the hate would be a lie. Hank is a manipulator dick, I recognize that, but until the day I’m fully out from underneath him I have no choice but to heed his demands, which lucky for me aren’t many. The one condition that never sat right was that Jules could never have any stake in the business. But Jules being Jules, she told me that she didn’t want any part of the business, she just wanted me, so she signed off on it.

Hank doesn’t micromanage. Never did. I let him have his say in the type of security system I used, the type of liability insurance the business should carry, and minor things like that, but the day to day is left to me. She said there are people she has to look into, and if Hank is on that list it’s going to get ugly.

I wanted to push further, and am about to when there is a knock on the door. No one comes here, ever. So when she silently walks to her bag and then walks out with a pistol, my blood pressure went through the roof. Nodding to me to open the door, she stands behind it. Opening it up I come face to face with her partner, Bishop. A very pissed-off Bishop, if his growl was anything to go by.

“Here for Red,” he says. “Get her, now.”

“She has a name,” I fire back, pissed he’s had years with her I didn’t, but mostly because he’s even better looking up close then he was from a distance.

“Clock’s tickin’,” he says when she comes from behind the door with her pistol at her side.

“Just in time,” she says, opening the door further. “Let him in, Max.”

I don’t want to. In fact, I want to hit in the face with the fucking door, but I didn’t think she’d like that. Stepping aside, he walks in like he owns my house. Immediately, I don’t like the guy. He’s has access to my wife at all times, and I want to hurt him for it.

“How’d you find my house?” I ask him.

Rolling his eyes he tosses his coat on my couch, then throws me his answer. “It’s my job to know where Boss is at all times.”

“Surprised I didn’t see you sooner,” she says, setting the pistol down and sitting on the couch.

“I figured if you wanted out you’d get out; when you didn’t, I decided to come and get you. We got shit to do; you can hook up when we get back to DC.” I realized that my getting her here, letting alone cuffing her, was probably because she let me. Hell, even this guy knew it, and that alone is embarrassing, because once again he knows something I don’t. Like for instance hooking up in DC, the fuck?

“Max,” she says, cutting off my rage. “This is my partner, Bishop. Bishop this is Max my—

“Her husband,” I growl. Then I wince when her breath catches and his eyes narrow. Okay, I played that one all wrong. He nods his head toward the porch and zeroes in on her. He looks at me like I’m his worst enemy. An enemy he wants to slaughter.

“Boss, we need to talk,” he says, looking straight at me. “Now.”

Pushing past me she gives me an are you fucking kidding me look. I fucked up, I know I did.  If she kept us a secret there’s a reason, and had I bothered to ask she’d probably tell me.

Watching him open the door for her, watching her step out and my being left there looking stupid, I start to stew. She’s his boss? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised about that, but I am. If you spotted her in a crowd, she’s so tiny and bright. Bright hair, bright eyes, megawatt smile. You want to protect her and hope some asshole doesn’t knock her over. To know she’s in charge of the giant on my porch freaks me out. I’m a really big guy, but Bishop is no slouch, either. He’s easily four of her. He’s also nodding and standing too close, in a stance that shows familiarity, and I hate it.

They may just work together, but he wants her. He doesn’t like her being here, and he sure as fuck doesn’t like knowing she’s married. He didn’t seem as shocked about it as he should of been either. Looking him over I see he’s all the things I’m not. He’s a tough guy, big into weapons and strategy like she is. I can hold my own, but I don’t seek out trouble. This guy made a career out of it. Then again, so did she. How in the hell do I compete with a guy like that?

Heading over to the closest window I hope to catch a few words so I can figure out how to take out the competition who’s about to stay in my fucking house.

I wasn’t above using kitchen utensils either.
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“Come out with us tonight,” he says, wagging his eyebrows.

“I can’t, Bishop,” I tell him. “I’ve got stuff to do.”

By stuff, I mean talking to Max. We have a phone date before Lush opens, and I didn’t want to miss it. I have so much to tell him.

“We just got back, let’s go blow off some steam together and start some shit. You know you want to.”

“Maybe next time,” I tell him. “I’m tired and—”

“Yeah, I know, you have shit to do.”

“Sorry, Bishop,” I mumble, feeling like an asshole because he’s always asking me to go out and I always have an excuse not to.

“You are far too hot to be this much of a fucking recluse,” he says, disconnecting.

Looking around my apartment I will admit it’s small, sparse, and boring. But it’s temporary; one day I’ll have a home to decorate, so I’m holding out. Throwing my clothes in the dryer, when my phone rings all thoughts of being a recluse evaporate because I know who’s waiting for me on the other end.

“Max,” I say, breathless.

“Hello, Blue. How’s my girl?”

 

When Bishop takes me onto the porch, I have no clue which way he’ll go. We’ve been partners for three years, and friends in the Army long before that. We tell each other pretty much everything, but I did leave out the fact that I was married.

Max had the decency to look guilty for spilling the beans. He also looked like he couldn’t help himself.  No sense in beating a dead horse; what’s done is done. Now I need to do damage control. Investigating your husband is a no-no because it’s a conflict of interest; if that gets out I’m off the case, and probably fired for not disclosing it.

Shit.

“Spill it, Red.”

“He already did.”

“How long you been married to him, and why the fuck didn’t I know?”

“Bishop—”

“No,” he argues. “Fuck your secrecy bullshit, Red. We been friends for fucking ever. I came here at your request. What in the fuck have you dragged me into?”

“Max owns Lush.”

“I know that,” he says, rolling his eyes “Try again.”

“He’s not involved,” I explain. “I came here to protect him.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“Don’t make me work for this, Red,” he says leaning into me. “I came here because you asked. Every time you need me, I’m there. I’m with you 24/7, so if you’re married, it ain’t happily. Tell me the rest, don’t you fucking hold out on me. No man would leave a woman like you behind, I sure as hell wouldn’t. Especially when she fucking needed him. It’s him, ain’t it? He’s the one. ”

“It’s complicated, Bishop,” I say. “There’s a storm coming, and I need you to have my back, that’s it. Whatever is happening isn’t because he’s involved; he’s being played. I owe him this; I can’t see him go down for shit he didn’t do. I’m not here just as his wife; I’m here to save him. I have friends involved; shit, my entire past is involved. Everything I’ve done comes right back to being here at this moment.”

“What he did to you—”

“Has nothing to do with this,” I interrupt. “You know me; I have to finish this. My friends are in danger, he’s in danger. I have to do something.”

“You still love him?”

When I can’t break his stare he closes his eyes tight. Nods his head then fixes his stare at me again. “I got your back, Boss. I go where you go.”

“Thanks, Bishop.”

“I don’t think you get it,” he says. “I still ain’t givin’ up, just gotta plan better now. Ain’t losing you to a club-owning civvie who bails on his wife. All these years you been married? To him? He’s why you don’t smile? Jesus.”

When he turns and walks back in the house I just stand there with my mouth open thinking, oh fucking shit. I didn’t see that coming, especially considering I thought Bishop was gay.

And I do too smile, dammit!
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“I have to leave for a while Max,” he says, taking a seat in my office. “I won’t tell you why, but it’s something I have to do.”

“Too much shit is going on for you to leave now, Tony,” I argue. “All this shit with Macy, and now Jules is back; don’t do this to me, not now.”

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I have to.”

“You made sure Venessa was good, but fuck the rest of us. Is that it?”

“This isn’t about Venessa or anyone else,” he growls. “There’s someone I have to meet; she’s important to our end game. While I’m gone you make sure Venessa doesn’t look for me, and that you don’t either.”

“Fuck you, Gallo,” I yell. “Fuck you and your games.”

“You’ll see,” he says, walking toward the door. “In the end, you’ll understand.”

“Whatever.”

“I kept my promise,” he says. “I watched her for you, I did what you asked because you are my friend. I’m asking you to trust me and give me the space that I need to do this.”

“How long?”

“As long as it takes.”

When he closes the door behind him I realized he just hung me out to dry. He’s the only one who knows Jules’ habits and where to find her. Hell, it’s fair to say he knows more about her than I do. And he fucking bailed.

 

Lush has four bouncers on staff, I boxed a bit in high school, and I’m pretty sure Tony could have a sniper take him or a bus run him over. Then my fists clench and I decide fuck that, I’ll tear him apart myself. When the fuckwad strolls back in he gets in my space, sizing me up. Very few people have ever done that, due to my size alone. Jules never had a problem with it; apparently, neither does he.

“Where am I bunkin?” he asks, grabbing his bag and jacket.

“Upstairs, third door on your left.”

“Where’s Red stayin’?”

“With me.”

“You pissed, my man?” he asks, approaching me. Fuck yeah, I’m pissed. “Cuz I’ve had your wife all these years?”

“Back up,” I growl, getting in his face. “Stay the fuck away from her.”

“No can do, Max,” he smiles, brushing my shoulder off. “She’s the boss. It’s my job to stay close, real fuckin’ close. When she needs me I’m there, always.”

“Don’t push me when it comes to her, motherfucker.”

“Push you?” he laughs. “Who the fuck are you? I don’t know you. Never heard of you. Got no time for you, neither. She tells me we gotta job, then we gotta job. Husband or not, when she goes you stay, I know that much. I just gotta tolerate you for a time. Boss wants to save the, day it’s cool by me, don’t care what happens to you; as long as she’s safe and with me, it’s all good.”

Grabbing him by the neck, I surprise myself when I throw him into the brick wall next to the steps. All the while he’s fucking smiling at me. I’m pretty sure he could kill me with two fingers and a paperclip, but that’s my wife he’s talking about and…

“Enough,” she says in that voice, so I let him go, pushing myself away from him. “Bishop, that’s a warning.”

“That right?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay, Boss, okay.” Then he laughs while he jogs up the steps.

“Max,” she says. “Take a walk with me.”

“Now’s not a good time,” I tell her, trying to calm myself.

“Max,” she says again. “Please.”

Fuck, I can’t say no to her when she says please. Jules saying please is my kryptonite. Grabbing my jacket and hers we take off out the back door and hit the streets. We made it about a block when she sits on a bench; following her lead, I sit next to her. She doesn’t touch me, I don’t touch her. She brings her knees up to her chin, looks down the road, then looks up at me. Just like that I’m lost for her again.

“I met Bishop in basic,” she starts quietly. “Street kid like me, chip on his shoulder like me, no family like me. We were attached at the hip. Where I fell short on some the physical stuff he helped me, and I helped him with the book stuff. Every step taken we took together. I’m not telling you this to make you jealous; I’m telling you so you get it. Bishop was by my side when no one else was. I didn’t tell him about you because you were mine alone. I don’t even know if that makes sense, but it’s true. I just wanted you for myself. When he got back, I told him I wanted out, and that there were openings in DC, so he came with me. We’re a good team, Max. I just needed you to know that it’s been me and him a long time, and that this is going to be rough and I need to know if you can handle it. Bishop is a lot of things and easy isn’t one of them.”

I had to keep quiet while before answered her honestly. “For you I’ll handle anything, Blue.” When she lets out a deep breath I pull her closer to me. “You’ve never—”

“Never,” she whispers. “I told you that; not with him, not with anyone. I have no reason to lie, Max.”

“Because you love me?”

“We should head back,” she says quietly, but then again everything about her is usually quiet. “We need to get you prepared.”

“Prepared for what?”

Looking me deep in the eyes without even blinking she whispers, “War.” And my blood pressure goes up again.
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“I can’t believe we got arrested again,” Venessa mumbles. “I’m the good one in this posse. If my Dad finds out, I’m grounded.”

“Parents ground you because they love you,” says Lina, sitting on the floor.

“How would you know?” Venessa fires back. “Your parents are assholes.”

“True,” she says, laughing. “That’s why I said they if they loved you they’d do it. Obviously I’ve never been grounded in my life.”

“I was the pillar of society until I met you three,” she says. “You’ve corrupted me.”

“Whatever,” says Macy, moving her over. “You didn’t listen when I explained what a Molotov cocktail does. When you light it, it goes boom.”

“Maybe not,” I offer. “But I remember you telling her to hurry up and throw it.”

“I didn’t think she’d throw it at a car!”

“I’m so fucked,” she groans, putting her head between her legs.

“It’s my turn to take the heat,” says Lina. “It’s the least I can do after that explosion. That was fucking awesome!”

The thing about Lina was every time we get into trouble, she takes the heat. If I thought my rap sheet was impressive, it doesn’t hold a candle—or in this case a Molotov cocktail—to hers. Lina may be the youngest in the group, the smallest in the group, but she protects all of us.

Lina is larger than life like that. But over the years Lina changed and it wasn’t for the better. Lina was lost.

 

While Max is working in his home office and Bishop is catching some sleep, I leave a voicemail with both Venessa and Macy checking in. My last call is to Lina, my best friend. The one who knows everything, the one who knows when you’re lying, and the one who tells you when everyone else is, too. No bullshit, Lina is an anomaly; she’s literally a human lie detector. For her it’s a curse she’s used to make a living, but it comes with a cost. She’s never been able to get close to anyone because of it. As friends we’re as close as we can be due to the circumstances, and she gets me like no one else. One thing about her though, she’s hysterical. I’ve never met anyone as funny as her, and I’ve tried talking to Rafe.

“Make it quick,” she says. “I’m working.”

“I’m home.”

“Balls.”

“Yeah,” I tell her. “I’m staying with Max.”

“He know what you’re up to?”

“No.”

“You plan on telling him?”

“No.”

“Red,” she cautions, catching my lie. “Don’t fucking do it; you’ll lose everything.”

“I need you to look into something for me.”

“Name it.”

So I spell it out, Hank Allen, Max, Tony, and every lead she can find on good cops gone bad in the DPD. I also tell her to proceed with caution when it comes to Venessa and Macy; keeping them safe and in the dark is a priority. If either of them knows too much, they’ll get ideas. When those two get ideas bad things happen, and I don’t need the extra headache right now. When she’s quiet I close my eyes, wondering if she’ll shut me down. Then she takes a deep breath and gives it to me.

“I’ll see what I can do,” she says. “But seeing as you sound almost human, I’m going to assume you nailed him. How was it? Like old times? His balls saggy yet? Any blue pills lying around? If so, are they as awesome as I hear? Does his erection last more than four to six hours? Don’t leave anything out, I mean it.”

“For fuck’s sake, Lina,” I groan. “He doesn’t need Viagra!”

“Yet,” she cautions. “He’s almost forty, Red; he’s fighting nature at this point.”

“He’s firing on all cylinders without additives, happy?”

“Are we talking about cars or cocks? I’m confused.”

“And I’m bored,” I growl. “Get to work, I’m not paying you to talk shop.”

“You aren’t paying me at all, your highness,” she snaps. “How did we get on the subject of cars anyway? Oh I know, Max thrusting into you like a piston and your engine was—”

“You are so lucky I hate you.”

“I hate you too,” she says. “Glad to be back?”

“I’ll let you know when I can sit down without wincing again.”

“The old dog’s still got it, huh?”

“He’s not old, and he’s never lost it,” I say. “Gotta go.”

“Yeah me too,” she says, laughing. “I love dirty talk with you. Ever try sexting?”

“No.”

“You want to?”

Disconnecting the phone and letting out my own breath, I close my eyes and reflect. I am so fucking fucked where Max is concerned. I shouldn’t tell him anything, but I want to tell him everything. I need to put walls up, but he’s too strong for me to keep him out. I want to run, and I want him to chase me. More than anything I want to keep him safe, and the way things are going, I’m not sold on the idea that I can.

Heading into the kitchen I see him and Bishop both staring each other down. Under different circumstances I’d pull up a chair and a box of popcorn and watch the show, but there’s work to be done. Max is like a Great Dane; he’s this huge, uncoordinated beast who thinks he’s a gentle lap dog. He has no idea how intimidating he can be or how to use his size to his advantage. I need him to tap into his darker side and defend himself. Then again, I’m basically a shih tzu who thinks she’s a fucking Bullmastiff, so we both have our issues. Bottom line, he’s got size and strength, and he needs to learn how to use it. Smiling to myself, I may enjoy the show after all, especially if I can get them both shirtless.

“Bishop,” I order. “Take Max outside for hand to hand.”

“Roger that, Boss,” he says, then looks at Max. “Lose the shirt and shoes and meet me out back.”

“Where are you going to be?”

“Observing,” I tell him. “Do as he says; we’re running outta daylight.”

Both men exit the back door into the yard. Bishop loses his shirt and shoes, cracks his neck and knuckles while Max takes his own shirt off, folds it and places it on the picnic table. Then taking his time he removes each shoe. Another thing about Max? He’s never in a hurry. Fighting back a chuckle, Bishop loses his patience. “Today Mr. Rogers,” he grunts.

As soon as Max is within reaching distance, Bishop gets ahold of him. Son of a bitch I almost forgot how fast he was. Max tries to deflect but can’t, not even a little bit. Bishop has years of real life training, Max does not. They break apart and go at it again and again. Now I’m losing my patience because Bishop isn’t teaching him anything, he’s whooping his ass on purpose. He wants Max to hurt, he’s doing this for me and I don’t like it. When they break apart and Max is struggling to stay standing, I decide enough is enough.

“Bishop,” I order. “Take a break.”

When he passes me I grab his arm, turning him toward me. “You think this shit’s funny? Don’t move, asshole, you’re next.” Swallowing hard he nods taking a seat. Approaching Max I can see he’s pissed, embarrassed, and probably in pain.

“Fucker’s fast,” he tells me. “Mean, too.”

“That’s his job,” I tell him, looking at his hands. “Your job is to learn as much as you can, okay?” When he nods, I continue. “This stuff takes years to learn; it’s what we do. I know it’s frustrating, but we’ll keep at it, all right?” When he nods again I can see Bishop smirking and Max wanting to rip his throat out. Deciding to teach Bishop a lesson and avenge my husband, I tell Max “You did good, take five.” Then looking at Bishop. “Get up, dickhead, it’s your turn.”

When the smile leaves Bishop’s face, my own smile fills mine. Max looks confused, but he’ll get it in a minute. Because Bishop may be good, but I’m better. I fucking should be; when it comes to close quarters, I taught him everything he knows.
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“Why are you crying, Blue?”

“I don’t want to say goodbye,” she hiccups. “I already miss you, and you haven’t even left yet.”

“Two weeks,” I tell her. “We can do two weeks; say it.”

“We can do two weeks.”

“Good, now stop crying and see me off.”

 

Getting my ass kicked in front of my wife wasn’t a high point. I’m bigger than Bishop, but that motherfucker can fight. Plus, he’s probably ten years younger than I am, so he’s got youth on his side as well. Jesus. If I can get out of bed tomorrow, it will be a fucking miracle. She said he was a street kid, and she wasn’t kidding. My god, and here I thought I knew shit. Turns out I don’t know shit, and that sucks.

When Bishop and I trade places I notice he isn’t smiling anymore. Once I sit down and look up I can see why; it’s because my wife looks furious. She crooks her finger at him and he pauses. Swear to god if he hurts her I’ll club him with a ball bat, seeing as it’s the only thing that would slow the guy down.

In a blink he charges her, I mean fucking charges her. Jumping up to attack him and defend her, but then I stop in place because the next few seconds, minutes, or maybe hours go by in a blur. All I can see are hands, feet, kicks, punches, red hair, blue eyes, and then a tiny arm that twists his bigger arm up behind his back before she kicks him in the ass, sending him forward.

Righting himself he goes at her again, only this time she meets him half way, blocks, kicks, whirls, and then when he tries for her again punches him right in the fucking jaw. Bishop staggers back; Blue charges forward, taking him to the ground where she proceeds to beat the holy hell out of him. She’s attacking his face, stomach, sides, and now she’s raining blows down on his sternum.

I’m no genius but whatever is happening is personal. Jules is pissed off. When she picks up speed I realize she has no plans of stopping either. Running over I pull her off of him, and she’s barely breathing hard. She looks up at me, then down at him whispers “Never again,” and walks away. Offering him a hand up, he surprises me by taking it. He wipes the blood off his face with his shirt, then grabs one of the waters she left out. Not knowing what else to do I sit next to him; I knew my wife had training, but I had no fucking idea what that was.

“Ever serve?”

“Drinks? Yeah. Time? No.”

“Military, Max.”

“No, I didn’t serve there, either.”

“It shows.”

“I’m not much of a fighter.”

“Fighting you can learn,” he says. “I always wondered who had a hold on her. Who she waited for.”

“I can’t do this bonding shit with you.”

“Don’t need to,” he says. “I can see it for myself. If she wasn’t here to save you, I’d make sure you didn’t get back up. I owe you that pain cuz god knows you caused her enough of it. Red doesn’t lose her cool, ever. She didn’t like me fuckin’ with you, that’s for damn sure. A civvie, for fucks sake.”

“I don’t know what to say about that,” I admit. “I don’t know her like I thought I did.”

“Naw,” he says. “She’s still the same scrapper you know, she’s just seen some shit now, mellowed out some. Now she’s worried about you, which I admit I don’t like seeing. We’ve been in some serious situations, and she never so much as flinched before. I lay my hands on you and she wouldn’t have stopped until I tapped out or you stopped her. Thanks for the save, by the way.”

“She did that for me?”

“The fact that you don’t get it pisses me off,” he says standing up. “All these years to find it’s you she’s busted up about? A fucking waste, man.”

“I love her,” I say, standing up myself. “Fuck you, you don’t need to get it.”

“When you fuck her over again, which let’s be real, you will,” he says, laughing, “I will be getting it, the fucking second it ain’t yours no more.”

“Stay the fuck out of my marriage,” I threaten. “I won’t tell you again. She’s your boss, fine. Outside of that, you’re nothing to her.”

“I’ve been everything to her since the day I met her,” he sneers at me. “You, you ain’t got no marriage, my friend. What man leaves his wife behind? She were my wife, I’d sell my fucking soul to follow her. Bro, she ain’t even my wife, and I follow her without question because she’s Jules, she’s the boss. All these years she waits, for this? She comes back here to you, and this is the best she gets? You don’t see her. I protect her with my life, all you protect her with is distance.” He says walking into my house, but when he turns back and smiles and says, “Thanks for that by the way.” Then he winks and I fucking go berserk.

Charging him we both crash through the back door onto the kitchen floor. Losing all sense of myself I land punch after punch. Once he gets his bearings and starts beating me right back. I go at him with every ounce of pain and pissed off I’ve got.

He gets me good upside the temple and I stagger, using the counter to hold me up. Aiming at my kidneys, he lands shot after shot, then I strike back with my own. At this point I have no idea who’s going down first, but I hope it isn’t going to be me. Taking me to the ground from around my waist we crash into the fridge, bottles go flying, glass everywhere and we’re both rolling in it. He aims for my face, missing it, and connecting with the glass on the floor. Kicking him off I stand to charge him when she comes barreling into the room.

“Enough,” is all she says, and we both froze.

“You,” she says to Bishop. “Leave.” He nods and does as he’s told.

Coming over to me, she looks worried. When she touches my face, it in turn pisses me off. Like I’m some god damned child she has to protect from bullies. Pushing her back, I shake my head, wanting to leave the room. When she blocks me I can’t hold it back anymore; her looking at me with fucking pity does me in.

“Max, let me look—”

“Back the fuck off!” I growl at her, and she at least had the decency to look hurt. “You like this shit? You like thinking I need you to defend me? I’m a grown-ass man! Treating me like I’m a bitch in front of that asshole? You get off on this violence shit. You fucking enjoyed beating the shit out of him in front of me, and that’s fucked up. I’m a fucking man Jules! Try fucking treating me like one for once! You wonder why I didn’t come back for you? I don’t want your life! The way you live makes no sense to me. I was never man enough for you, and you liked it that way. You go where they tell you to go and you don't question it. If they say kill you kill, because our government orders it. You don't question anything. That’s why I didn’t come back for you. You’ll never leave the fucking streets behind. I can see that just by looking at you. One look at you and anyone can see it.” As soon as I say it I regret it, and I sure as fuck don’t mean it.

The expression on her face doesn’t change “I’m not trying to hide it,” she whispers. “What I do allows you to sleep safely at night; maybe you should try to remember that.”

“I wouldn’t know,” I growl at her. “I haven’t had a decent night’s sleep in eight god damn years.”

“You could have, Max,” she whispers again. “My door was always open; all you had to do was walk in.”

Without taking her eyes off me she backs away, turns, and a minute later I hear the front door open and close. After ramming my fist into the wall repeatedly I leave the kitchen, look out the window to see that motherfucker opening his truck door for her. While I’m left standing there dying on the inside that piece of shit looks back at me and smiles.

Just as he backs out she looks up at the house before pulling away. She may not see me, but I see her, and I see that because of me she is fighting back tears.
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“Boss!”

Snapping back to attention, I look around and see my guys staring at me. Get your head in the game Jules, I yell at myself. But I can’t focus. The more Max pulls away from me the more distracted I get. I’m losing him.

“I’m not your damn boss yet,” I snap at him.

“No but you will be if you’d fucking pay attention.”

Tuning out my own problems I tune in to what would be our first assignment as a team. I am really going to do this.

Fuck.

 

For the last several days I’ve managed to put him in the back of my mind. He hasn’t tried contacting me, and I have no intentions of contacting him. After all this time I didn’t think he still had the ability to break my heart, but he does. Now I know how he really feels, and knowing the truth will make it easier to leave. The fact is I’ve cried more since being back here then I have in my entire life. Meeting Macy for lunch was a nice break, but since Rafe won’t let her out of his sight, girl talk is impossible. That’s not true. Rafe loves girl talk, and he even loves giving advice, but he’s terrible at it, so for me it’s time to go. Sending Bishop a text, I ask him to pick me up in twenty so we can head back to the hotel and wrap up what we’ve got on Hank, which is a lot.

Yesterday, Bishop and I were able to get into the clubs database. (Don’t ask how we got in, either; its top secret) The records are clean, almost too clean. Don’t even get me started on the surveillance equipment setup, which was all Hank. I’m angry Max didn’t look into how his own security was being handled; this wasn’t something Hank should have been running without Max’s input. Even a rookie could see that there are two feeds connected to the main frame. One Max monitors and one Hank monitors. Looking closer at how Hank placed the cameras, I also noticed the shadows. Shadows are basically areas where cameras can’t pick up movement; shadows make illegal activity possible. Lush has seven shadows. That’s seven places where a camera will not detect motion of any kind. If you wanted to run anything or remove anything from those spots, no one would see you.  This afternoon we’re going to go through everything again to see what we’re missing, because I know it’s there. Then when that’s finished we’re going to install feeds into those shadows and watch for ourselves.

After sitting here an hour it’s obvious why Macy and Rafe are together; they complement each other like a married couple should. Even after suffering such a loss they are more solid than ever. As happy as I am for her, that breaks my heart a little, too. At one time, I thought I had a love like that. But a guy like him could never love trash like me.

His father was right.

“Red?” asks Macy, breaking me of my thoughts and bringing me back to the present.

“Sorry?”

“I asked how long you’d be around this time?”

Looking over at Rafe, I see him studying me. I told him confidentially I’d be staying close, but didn’t say much more, and certainly not for how long.

“I have a few loose ends to tie up,” I tell her. “Then it’s back to DC.”

“It sucks you won’t stick around,” she says, pouting. “You know, for good.”

“If I did, I’d only be sticking around for you girls, and they’ve got planes these days, so you could always visit me too.”

“True,” she says, not wanting to drop it. “Everything okay with Max?”

My wince must have told her all she needed to know, because Rafe cuts in, saving me from making a fool of myself. “Wanted to say thank you again for what you did, you know, the favors and shit. Getting me to my wife.”

Just before I can answer, Bishop storms in interrupting us, thank god. “Boss,” he says, grinning. “Had to park six fucking blocks up and fight off a hooker, you ready?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m ready. Uh, Macy, Rafe, this is my partner, Bishop.”

“Partner?” asks Macy.

“That right?” Asks Rafe, sizing him up in return.

“Haven’t left her side since basic,” he says, starting shit with people like always. Bishop loves conflict; he especially loves it when people give him looks so he can give them back. Right now, he’s doing it to rile Rafe up in an effort to get back at Max and I don’t appreciate it at all.

“Red?” asks Macy, looking worried. “Where’s Max?”

“Who fucking cares,” says Bishop. “After the way he treated her, fuck that guy. He’s lucky I didn’t kill ̓em.”

Rafe looks seriously pissed off; Macy, too. Shit, shit, shit.

“Jules, get up.”

“Rafe, it’s not a good idea. I really need to go.”

Leaning in to speak in my ear, he keeps it brief. “He hurt you?” When I just stare, he goes on, “What’d he do?”

Taking a deep breath, I tell him what I can: the truth. “He told me how he really felt about me. When this is over I’m gone, Rafe. You’ll explain that to Macy for me after okay?”

Grinding his jaw, he pulls me away from the chatty Bishop and worried Macy; for me, it’s an effort not to cry. “What’d he say? Word for word.”

“I’ll never be enough, Rafe,” I whisper. “Let it go. He never loved me anyway; he married me to prove a point to his father.”

“Last time, before I pay him a visit he ain’t gonna like,” he growls. “Spill.”

“I can’t,” I tell him. “I’m sorry. I just wasn’t enough; I accept that. You’ve got my number. When you hear something, let me know. I’m over at the MGM.”

“I saw him,” he says. “I saw a man that loves his wife. I don’t buy it.”

“You don’t have to,” I tell him. “I bought it; that’s what matters.”

Breaking from Rafe, I give Macy a quick hug, then follow Bishop to the exit. As soon as we exit out back I slap him upside the head. “Knock it the fuck off, that was unnecessary.” I tell him. He grins at me and shrugs. Fucking asshole.

Rounding the corner we’re bickering like we always do when I hear two shots fired. Suddenly Bishop goes down, and then for some reason my legs go out and I go down, too.

Casing my surroundings, I don’t see anything, but it’s hard to see when my eyes are dancing. Crawling over to Bishop, I turn him over to face me, and see his face is a mask of pain. We’re sitting ducks out here. Surely Rafe heard the shots and covered Macy?

“Too exposed,” grunts Bishop in pain while trying to cover me. I try saying, “I know,” but my words are cut off when Bishop covers me with his body and takes a beating no doubt meant for me. Bishop has me pinned down so tight I can’t draw my weapon or move even an inch. Every grunt of pain he lets out he grips me tighter, keeping me safe. Moving my head several degrees, the perp locks eyes with me and he looks conflicted, which shocks me. I need to move, but can’t. At best, I am close to freeing my left arm, but it’s for nothing.  When I hear yelling the perp takes off, then suddenly Bishop’s weight is removed from me and I see Max. Ignoring him, my focus is on my partner, the one who just sacrificed his life for mine. The guy who constantly uses my heart as a punching bag can take a back fucking seat and wait.
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“I thought you were going to call me at six?” 

“I was tied up,” I explain. “A meeting with a vendor ran late.”

“I waited Max,” she says. “But I have to go now. Can I call you when I get home?”

“Where are you going that you can’t talk to me now?”

“I promised the guys I’d meet them for burgers before we—”

“I see what’s important,” I say, cutting her off. “Go do your thing, and I’ll talk to you another time.”

Hanging up on her then pacing my office, I try calling her back, only she doesn’t answer. I try calling her for days after that, too. Two and a half weeks later I emailed her when I was half out of my mind with worry. Come to find out, that night I hung up on her? She ended up getting  pneumonia and was bed ridden. My wife was so exhausted she couldn’t even answer the phone.

 

The last several days gave me a lot to think about. My behavior was one of them. To say I hate myself for how I acted was an understatement. I told myself if I ever got the chance to see her again I’d do things right. So far, I’ve done everything wrong. So wrong I can’t fucking find her. As always, with her I’m one step behind. Rafe had texted me and asked me to meet him and Macy for lunch. The guilt I feel for dropping the ball on keeping her safe still haunts me. The fact that they don’t hold it over my head baffles me.

Even though the last thing I want to do is face them, I knew that I needed to eventually. So when I finally find a spot to park I walk the four blocks over to Batch Brewing Company and walk in to see them both towards the back. When they spot me neither looks all that thrilled to see me.

“Hey,” I say in greeting, but not confident enough to grab a chair and join them.

Macy says hello while Rafe glares at me.

Looking around I don’t know if I should stay or leave. When Rafe stands but doesn’t offer me a chair I decide fuck it, if I’m not wanted I’m leaving. “Just had lunch with Jules,” he says, but offers nothing more. I fucking missed her again. “Met Bishop though,” he says. “Pretty sure he’s got something for your wife, but he sure as fuck ain’t got no love for you. Care to tell me why?”

“Jonas,” says Macy. “Please.”

“It’s okay, Princess,” he says. “Guy shit, Max here gets it.”

“Yeah,” I say not wanting to upset her. “I get it.”

“Figured you might,” he says. “So I asked her why she looked so upset when we mentioned your name. Wanna know what she said?”

When I stay mute he fills me in anyway. “She said, ‘He never loved me anyway, he married me to prove a point to his father.’ Now why would she say that?”

“Fuck,” I groan. “Look, this is between her and me.”

“Your wife saved my wife’s life, your wife is a sister to my wife. So when your wife hurts so does mine. So why don’t you look at me and set me straight?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It never is.”

“I love her.”

“She doesn’t think so. Also said she accepted the fact that you didn’t. Also said when this is over she’s gone, poof, outta here. Thinking she’s leaving with that partner of hers, too.”

“Dammit, Rafe,” I swear. “Where did she go?”

“Go? I ain’t her daddy, Bishop took her out the back—”

Two shots go off, ending his speech. Rafe grabs Macy and without thought I tear out the back out into the alley to see my wife crawling over to Bishop, to see Bishop cover my wife’s body with his own, and to see a man club Bishop repeatedly. Yelling for her buys me some time because the man attacking them gets spooked and runs off. Even with my hands shaking I’m able to move Bishop enough to get to her. When she’s out from underneath him she doesn’t even regard me. She immediately focuses on him, and god damn, I can see why. He’s got two bullet holes in his body. One in his chest and one is his gut, not to mention he was just beaten with a fucking crowbar.

She touches his face with infinite care. “Bishop,” she yells. “Wake up!” Looking up to me she asks me if I dialed 911, then cursing myself for not thinking to do it I fish out my phone and make the call.

Waiting for the medics I watch her take off her jacket, then her sweater, and use them both to slow the bleeding. Taking off my own sweater I hand it to her and she props his head with it. Jonas runs out without Macy, takes one look at what’s happened, and kneels next to Jules.

“Jules,” he says getting her attention. “Give it to me.”

“Two shots,” she says calmly. “One in the chest approximately four inches below the heart, one in the stomach, possible internal bleeding. Perp used a crowbar, possible head trauma, broken ribs, or spinal injuries.”

“The perp,” he says. “Describe him.”

“Later,” was all she said. Nodding, Rafe pulls out his own phone, then I hear sirens, and that’s when she focuses all her attention back onto Bishop. Standing over her I watch how careful she is with him. Yes, it makes me jealous. Yes, it hurts. But this is who she is. I should have seen this earlier. She wasn’t babying me, she was looking out for me because she cared. Like he said, I didn’t see her.

“I’m going to find who did this to you, Bishop,” she says, running her fingers through his short hair forgetting my presence. “I’m going to find him and kill him; I’ll kill all of them if I have to.”

Rafe interrupts because the medics need access to him. While he fills them in I approach her as she watches with a blank face as they prep him for the gurney. “You’re hurt,” I say reaching for her.

“It’s nothing,” she says, pushing me away.

“You’re bleeding, Blue.”

“I said,” she glares at me, “it’s nothing.”

When I reach for her again she literally smacks my arm away. “Worry about you, Maxwell. I don’t need a god damn thing from you. My name is Jules or Special Agent; save that Blue shit for your next piece.”

Walking away from me she stands next to the medics, then reaches her hands into his pockets and fishes out his keys. She asks the medics which hospital they’re taking him to, then she nods walking in the other direction. Standing on the corner I watch her climb into his truck, throw in drive, and lay rubber to keep up with the ambulance. Rafe does his thing while I just stand there, letting the events soak in.

What in the hell was going on?
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Drying out my socks and playing rummy with one of the guys from my unit I never paid any attention to mail call. Mainly because I never got any mail. Today when my name was called I froze. Slowly walking forward I’m afraid to take the envelope. Turning it over I see Lush’s address. Oh god, it’s official, he did it. He’s divorcing me. I knew my being away was taking its toll, but never this.

Hiding in the lav, I open it with shaky fingers. Tears start falling down my face when I see it isn’t divorce papers at all. He sent me pictures. Venessa on stage, Macy dancing and him holding a piece of paper that says, “I love you, Blue,” on it. Laughing and crying I wipe it away on the back of my hand. He found me. I don’t know how he did it, but he did.

He found me and he still loves me.

 

Bishop breezed through surgery; both wounds missed vital organs, but requiring extensive repair. He has a long list of injuries and will need a lot of time to heal. Needless to say he isn’t leaving here for a few days, and from this point forward I work alone. His safety and the safety of my team is not worth the risk.

For now, though, my place is at his side. He’s out cold, which is good, because when he wakes up he’s going to be pissed. People like us cannot stand being useless, and that’s how he’s going to feel. This wasn’t the first time he’s saved my life but hopefully it’s the last. I’ve caused this man more injury than should be humanly possible. He says it’s because it’s his job, but I know it’s because on some level he loves me.

Taking his hand I rub circles over the palm. He’s my best friend, my partner, and my hero. I’m trained to be hard, grew up hard, but I still want to cry. I’m still a woman, dammit.

“I’m so sorry,” I whisper to him “Those bullets were meant for me. You can rest now, soldier; I’ll take it from here. They’ll pay, Bishop; I vow it. They’ll all pay.”

Hours pass and he still doesn’t wake up, nor do I let go of his hand. At some point I must have dozed. When I do wake up it’s to Max staring at me from across the room. Having no idea when he got there, I rub both eyes with one hand and focus back on Bishop. He’s the one who needs me, not my husband. Clearly he doesn’t need anybody.

“We need to talk.”

“Later.”

“Later is now,” he says, walking over. “Those bullets were meant for you, weren’t they?”

“Probably.”

“When he can travel,” he says with zero emotion, looking away from me, “you need to go, and stay gone this time.”

Closing my eyes I let the words and the pain wash through me. I always knew one day he’d say them, but I had hoped it wouldn’t be when I was at my weakest. Hasn’t he said enough? What else could he possibly have to say to hurt me? Grabbing Bishop’s hand tighter I fight the need to cry. I will not fucking cry in front of him, ever.

“Did you hear me?” he orders. “I said I want you gone.”

I try to pretend he isn’t in the room. I try to pretend that even I’m not in the room. What’s left of my heart in that moment broke, shattered, and shriveled up. I’m officially ice cold.

“I’ll email you my attorney’s information,” he says, driving the knife deeper. “I want this over as quickly as possible. You’ll have it by the weekend.”

Without another word he turns and walks away. Taking my heart, my soul, and all the kindness I had left in me with him. Just when I thought he couldn’t destroy me anymore, he does. Whoever says Maxwell Allen isn’t fit for combat surely has never heard him speak.

When I look back up at Bishop and see he’s still no closer to waking, I let his hand go and run as far and as fast as my feet can take me. I need air, I need sky, I need to rage, then I need… to let him go.
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I booked my flight without telling her. When Gallo informed me of when her unit was expected home from training, I wasted no time getting my ticket. Her tiny apartment had horrible locks on it, so getting in wasn’t difficult. When the lock turned and she walked in looking exhausted I stayed in the kitchen waiting for her to notice me. She walks over the table by the door, sets her keys down, and picks up the picture I sent her months ago when I needed her to know how much I loved her.

“I miss you Max,” she whispers, wiping her eyes.

“Not as much as I missed you, Blue.”

Whipping around she drops the picture and runs to the safety of my arms.

“You’re here,” she cries into my neck.

“I’m here,” I tell her, trying to soothe her.

“I haven’t been a good husband, Blue. I’m sorry.”

“You came for me,” she cries. “You’re the best husband ever.”

Jules never needed much. As long as I came for her, she was happy.

 

She didn’t stop me.

Not that I expected her to after the way I treated her, but part of me thought she’d push back or tell me I’m wrong. After sitting there for hours watching her sleep while she held his hand, my heart couldn’t take it anymore. When I heard her telling him that she would kill people on his behalf I knew, I fucking knew keeping her here was a mistake. This isn’t just a job for her, it’s a personal vendetta, and the Jules I knew wouldn’t just kill people. Except I don’t know her anymore, and this Jules does in fact kill people, got paid to do it too.

I couldn’t have that on my conscience. She’s here because of my club, the shit I can’t get a handle on there. Her being here tipped someone off, and those shots fired were meant for her head. The guy laying there heavily sedated protected her life with his. I never stood a fucking chance, and I was fooling myself to think I did.

I wanted my wife. I wanted a shot at a life with her. But her reality and mine are too different. So when she woke up, all thoughts of finding a way to keep her here vanished. The best thing, the safest thing for her would be to let her go. For once I had to do something for her.

After saying the words I didn’t mean, I saw it. When her heart broke, I fucking felt it. So I left before I broke down. I didn’t get far, just a few floors down, and I just couldn’t be that guy. I couldn’t lose her again, not like this. I told her I would fight and god dammit, I’m going to fight. Running up the stairs two at a time I fly back into his room, only she’s gone.

Not again.

Falling into the nearest chair I debate putting my head through the wall. How many times was I going to be responsible for breaking her? No more I decide. I can’t be a coward anymore, but, again I’m too late.

“She ain’t comin’ back,” says Bishop with his eyes closed in pain.

“I know.”

“You fucked up,” he says. “I heard you break her again. If I wasn’t in this bed, you would be, just so you know. I owe you some pain.”

“Then I’m sure this makes you happy.”

“You don’t know what makes me happy,” he says. “Never seen her happy. Always wanted to, though.”

“You got what you wanted, then,” I whisper, standing up. “Thanks for saving her.” When I try to leave he stops me.

“Sit down,” he orders me. “Some shit you need to know.”

So I sit. How can sitting here be worse than knowing she’s gone?

“Love that woman,” he says. “Love her with everything I got. But I ain’t in love with her. She sure as hell ain’t in love with me, neither. She only loves one man, and I ain’t him.”

When I look up, he smiles “I see I got your attention now,” he says. “She’s all I got, all I need. I always knew her heart beat for someone else, but I gotta tell you, if I had to pick someone for her, it wouldn’t be you. Thing is, all that shit you harp on her about? It’s who she is, man. When you ain’t got shit you hold onto it. You kill for it. She’d do that for you, will do that for you.”

“I know.”

“You think you know,” he corrects me. “There’s a lot about her you don’t know, but in her core she’s a fighter. You think she wants to coddle you and shit, you think because you ain’t street that she thinks you’re a pussy. You’d be wrong. Ever think she loves you because you ain’t any of those things? Maybe cause you ain’t like us? She loves you because you ain’t got none of that shit in your blood. You’re pure, Max. She loves you because of it, she thinks you’re the baddest motherfucker she’s ever met because you could fuck shit up, but you choose not to.”

“She told you this?”

“I got eyes, man,” he says. “She’s never looked at anyone how she looks at you. Her whole world was you.”

“You want her,” I tell him. “You said as much, threatened it. Is this a game with you? Get her to shoot me down and then run in to rescue her?”

“Fuck, but you’re a stubborn asshole, huh? I just told you, I love her. I also told you I ain’t in love with her. I’m all stoned and shit, and even I know I’m makin’ sense.”

“How can you not be in love with her?”

“Because I like cock.”

Blinking. I just sat there blinking. No, I’m pretty sure he just said cock.

“Where is she?”

“MGM, room 401.”

“You saved her life.”

“That’s the shit you do when you love someone.”

“I owe you an apology.”

“You owe her the apology, and the truth. I don’t need shit from you other than makin’ her happy. If you don’t, though, pretty sure it goes without saying what we’ll do to you. See, this is funny for me, cuz you ain’t met Jumbo. It’s playing out like a movie in my head right now and you’re bleeding.”

Nodding, I get up to leave so I can fly over to the MGM when he gives me parting advice. “Yo Max,” he says, and I turn to face him. “She’s gonna need a partner. I’m thinkin’ you should apply for the position if you think you can handle it.”

Smiling for the first time in days—fuck, in years—I head out on a mission. Begging my wife to give me another chance. Is this what she feels when she heads into battle? If it’s even a little bit like this, I fucking get it.
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“Mom? Are you here?”

I can hear her moving around and speaking to someone, and clearly she didn’t expect me home. Rushing out of her room, her robe is falling off her skinny shoulders and she’s wiping her nose.

“Why are you even here?” she snarls at me while scratching her arms.

“It’s freezing out,” I tell her. “The front door was wide open. I came home to see if you wanted something to eat.”

“Go¸” she yells at me. “I got company.”

“Mom,” I start. “It’s fucking frigid outside.”

A man enters the living room wearing designer clothes. Head to toe money. Grabbing her ass, he smiles at me “Let her stay,” he says. “It is quite cold out there.”

“You want her over me, is that it?” she screams, pushing him away.

“Don’t be silly, you can stay,” he says smoothly. “We’ll keep it down, or at least try to.”

“Gross,” I mumble, showing myself out. Two hours later I swear I have frostbite, but being out here is better than being in there any day. When the pervert left he throws a fifty-dollar bill in my lap on his way out.

“She was only worth half that,” he says, wiping his hands on his fancy pants “The rest is yours.”

 

I took a cab to Campus Martius. Sitting there alone, I took in my city. The city I love and loathe with everything in me. The city most gave up on, the city that I once called home. To say I haven’t missed this would be a lie. These streets are who I am. No amount of running will ever cure me of it, and if it’s a sickness, then I’ll stay sick. I grew up fighting my way through everything; I still fight, only now it’s from a different city, and the government pays me for it.

I met my friends here, I met him here. Looking around at the people doing their day to day I just miss it. I miss the chaos of it, the fundamentals of it and the community of it. My life—however unfortunate—started here, and dammit, I wasn’t ready to leave. Bottom line, the city is me. I left once because I wasn’t wanted; now I’m leaving again under the same conditions. Being unwanted hurts, and I’m tired of it.

When my personal phone rings, I hesitate to answer when I see it’s Macy. I can’t talk to her right now, so I let it go to voicemail. Tucking it away it rings again; this time it’s Rafe. Shit.

“Yeah.”

“It’s later,” he says, reminding me of my own words, and words I just heard a couple of hours ago.

Taking a deep breath, I let him have it, because yeah since I’m out he’s going to need to know. “It was a uniform.”

“Fuck.”

“Our man was a lefty. Five-foot-ten, 210, tattoo of a blade on his neck, right side. Brown hair, brown eyes, built like a fucking tank.”

“I’m on it,” he says, and when I stay quiet he continues. “You ain’t leaving yet; gonna need you.”

“I know I said I’d stay,” I tell him. “But I’m not needed here anymore, Rafe. I’ve overstayed my welcome. I’ll do what I can, but I’m not making any promises anymore.”

“Front doors open,” he says. “Don’t you fucking leave us.”

Disconnecting, I slide my phone back in, stand up, and hail a cab back to the MGM. When I get there my plan is to pack up, pay up, visit Bishop, and get out.

Watching the city pass me by, I commit it to memory, knowing this time when I leave there is no coming back. I’m not made of steel, and you can only knock me down so many times before I call it quits. Paying the driver I grab my bag, hit the elevator, then walk the long hallway back to my room.

Just before inserting the key I press my forehead against the door. Taking a deep breath, I allow myself a few seconds of pity. Life isn’t always fair, love usually hurts, and you learn those lessons, then you move on. Giving myself a mental high five I suck it up, insert the key, and decide that from here on out, that as long as I love me everyone else can fuck right off.

Closing the door behind me, I drop my bag on the floor by the door when I’m suddenly slammed into the wall, arms pinned above my head, legs kicked apart, and I’m chin to chest with Max. When I look up and before I can protest his tongue is inside my mouth, his hands are gripping my hair, and my legs have found their way around his waist.

I tell myself to break away. I tell myself to separate. I beg myself to be strong enough to put an end to this. I can’t be just a fuck. A body to be used and discarded, I’m not built for it. He doesn’t love me, I remind myself. I’m trash, the streets are who I am, and it’s not what he wants. It takes everything that I’ve got, but I do it. I untangle my legs, drop my hands, and stop kissing him back.
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“Do you ever miss home?”

“I miss you,” she says, snuggling next to me. “I miss them.”

“Do you miss anything else?”

“The traffic, the music, the riverfront,” she says. “The food, the atmosphere, the grit, too. Yeah, I guess I miss it a bit.”

“What can I do to get you to stay for good?”

“Let me graduate,” she says, yawning. “Hopefully I’ll have more say about my home base then.”

“What about a family?” I ask her. “I’d like to have a family soon, Blue.”

“I graduate in three months,” she says sitting up. “Do you have three more months in you?”

“Yeah,” I whisper in her ear. “I’ve got three more months.”

 

When the door clicks I give her no time to turn lights on or get her bearings, or for my own sake, her gun. Throwing her up against the wall a lot harder than I intended, I secure her arms, spread her legs, and take her mouth. She crawls up my body to wrap her little legs around me. Holding her up by her ass, I dominate her in every way that I can.

I’m dry humping her against a fucking hotel wall and I don’t even care, I just have to have her, be near her and touch her. One second she was on board, and then she just stopped. Not having it, I whip her around and walk her backwards to the bed, throw her on it, and wait to see if she comes up swinging. Only she doesn’t.

The room is fairly dark so I can’t see her expression, but given that she’s not fighting me it didn’t take much to realize she’s given up. When it hits me that I need to see her aggressive side, the side of her that normally makes me feel uncomfortable and inferior now is making me feel like a dick for being the reason she’s got no fight. My wife is a fighter, not this.

Crawling up and over her I push her shoulders back the straddle her with my body covering hers. Running my fingers over her perfect round face, I consider begging, but somehow I don’t think that will score me any points. I fucked up, and I’m ready to face the consequences. Turning her face away I bring it back, she will look at me. Only me.

“Blue,” I say with authority, “I’ll make you a deal.” When she says nothing, just stares past me, I try again. “You’re going to listen to me, or I’ll cuff you again.” When her eyes flash I see I’m either moving in the right direction or planning my own funeral. “Those bullets were meant for you, and we both know it. Bishop is lying in recovery while you’re supposed to be in the ground. You may not believe this, but I have a real serious problem with that.” Still nothing, but that’s okay, because she’s boring holes into me, so it’s progress. She’s paying attention. “My club is key, you said it yourself, so here’s the deal,”

Still nothing. Shit, well time to let it rip.

“I’m officially your new partner.”

When she just blinks I start to get nervous. Logically, I know I can’t make myself be her partner, but I want her to want me to be her partner. Whatever she wants to teach me I’ll learn, whatever she wants me to do I’ll do it. We’re a match at everything else, why not this?

“Speechless? That’s okay; here’s how it’s going to be. You’ll train me. Weapons, fighting, you name it. You’re the boss, you need to access to the club? Done. It’ll save you from sneaking in like you’ve been doing anyway. You have questions? I have answers. Partners, you and me. Question is, when do we start?”

“My partner is in the hospital because of me.”

“No,” I correct her, “he’s in the hospital because of me.”

“No, Max.”

“I wasn’t asking, Blue.”

“Stop calling me that!” she growls at me, and hot damn there’s that fire.

“Fine, wife,” I say. “I fucked up, I didn’t mean any of what I said.”

“Bullshit.”

“Look at me,” I order. “I won’t lie to you and tell you that you don’t have the ability to make me feel like less than a man sometimes, but dammit, that’s on me not you. I was angry, I was embarrassed, I was fucking jealous. You leave, I follow; you stay, I fight by your side. I took those vows, too, Blue. You don’t have to say you love me back, fuck, you don’t have to say anything. You’re here, you came back, and I know you love me. In here,” I say grabbing her hands and placing them on my chest. “In here I fucking feel it, and I was a stupid bastard for not seeing it sooner. I’m sorry.”

Leaning down to kiss her I put my lips against hers once, twice, a third time, then I pull back. “No one has been inside you except me; that right there tells me you love me, Blue, and I fucking love you, too. There was no other woman, ever. Never will be either, I promise you that. Be my partner, be my fucking wife again, please.”

“Max, I can’t do this with you.”

“You can you’re just afraid,” I say. “That’s my fault. You don’t have to be afraid anymore. I wasn’t there when you needed me. That’s on my conscience, but I’m here now, and if you leave I’m coming. So what’s it going to be?”

When she’s quiet I close my eyes and almost crawl back off her, but I don’t. Instead I put my foot down. “One more chance, Blue. I’m asking for it, one more chance. Let me prove myself.”

She opens her big blue eyes and my heart starts to race. This is it, it’s now or never. “You hurt me,” she says.

“I know.”

“No,” she says. “You don’t. I’ll always be that girl, the one from the streets, that’s who I am. You’ll always be the guy who’s had everything and went slumming when he met me. After all of the bombs you’ve dropped on me, I’ll always be waiting for another to go off. How do I know which bombs are dummies and which are real? I’m not going to be led around by my emotions Max. I can’t.”

“I was the guy who had nothing until he met you. The day I met you I finally had everything, and I let it go because I wasn’t man enough to fight. I didn’t know how, but you can teach me. Let me fucking fight now, Blue.”

“Why now? What’s changed?”

“Bishop.”

“Bishop?”

“Set me straight,” I explain. “I get it, all of it. I’m not jealous of him anymore; I’m glad you had him when I wasn’t there. But I’m here now, let me back in. Teach me, Blue, teach me everything.”

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” she whispers. “Can’t you get that? Did you see Bishop? No. No, Max, let me up. You were right, I have to go. We’ve destroyed each other enough.”

Throwing her back down on her back, I guess it’s time for Plan B. Pinning her down, my nice giving nature stops and my cold, calculating nature kicks in. “You can get up when I tell you it’s time to ride me.”

Just with one command she settles. No way I would believe it if I didn’t see it for myself. Jesus Christ, how did I never see this before? Pulling her toward me by her ankles I wrap her legs around me, then I pull her up and onto my lap.

“Tilt your neck to the right,” I command her. She slowly lets her shoulder drop and her neck follows, but she keeps her eyes on me. Leaning in I kiss her exposed shoulder until she whimpers. “Grab your tits for me, Blue. Work them for me.” She fills her tiny hands with her tits, she rubs them, pulls them, and lifts them up. “Higher,” I order. “I want them in my mouth now.” She positions herself to offer her tits to me and using just my mouth I suck her tiny pink nipples, then gently bite each one. When he head rolls back I give her another order. “Stay with me.”

Snapping her head back up and locking eyes she does as she’s told. Taking my hands I run them between her legs, feeling how damp she is for me, for this. Her look is pleading, she wants to touch back but doesn’t know if she should. “I want my cock in your hands.” I order her and she slowly undoes my belt, reaches in and grabs a hold. My own head wants to roll back because fuck it’s been so long without those hands but I fight it.

“Tug it,” I order her. “Hard.”

Biting her lip, she does as she’s told. In return I spread her open and work her, too. The more I work her the tighter her legs get around me. The harder she works me, the more I pump into her hand. Wanting this to last, I give her more orders. “On your back, knees open, hands above your head.” Ridding myself of my jeans, pulling her pants and bottoms off all at once, I crawl back between those legs and balance my weight on top of her. Looking in her eyes, I see she’s waiting for direction; she’s getting off on this as much as I am. I want to fuck her into the box spring, but I want to make love to her more. Back then our time was always limited, so we fucked because it was all we had time for; now we have time, and I want to use it relearning her.

“Close your eyes.” When she does, I lean in slowly, sucking her bottom lip between my teeth. “I cannot tell you with words how much I missed this, us. Will you let me show you?”

Nodding and biting that damn lip again, I can’t wait any longer to be joined with her, slow and easy for once. Trailing my hands up and down her thighs, she shivers, parting them further. When she’s fully open to me, I make her another promise. Taking two fingers and working them in, I tell her, “My mouth misses your taste. It might be tonight, it might not be, but I’m going to get back in there, Blue.”

When she says nothing I look up, focus on her, and see she’s smiling. It’s not just any smile, it’s that smile. The one that says she trusts me to please her and not to hurt her. Removing my fingers I stretch my hand up to her. “Open,” I demand. When she does I slide both fingers in and she latches on, sucking with greed. “Stop,” I say and her mouth opens with a pop. Aligning myself with her I slide in, using my left hand while using my right to anchor myself by wrapping my hand around her neck and pulling her up. Working my cock and my tongue, she takes both with eagerness.

Trying to go slow and make this last for as long as humanly possible, I pull out, slide back in, and repeat this at least a dozen times when I hear her moans turn to growls. “Need more cock?” I ask her.

Biting my lip hard, digging her blunt nails in deeper, I pick up my pace. Instead of sliding I’m slamming, and instead of growls she’s groaning. Fuck, but this plan is backfiring in a big way. Big as in I want to explode inside of her and stay there. “It’s time to ride me,” I order, flipping our positions. She doesn’t argue, but at this point I don’t expect her to. She’s above me now, and taking her all in makes my chest hurt. My wife, here with me, letting me touch her, give her orders, and in a minute or so watching her come. When she slides down we both moan. Grabbing her hips she lets me work her over me back and forth. She balances her weight on my chest while she bobs up and down on my cock, and the pleasure is unreal because our eyes are locked and that somehow made it more intense. When she starts to slow, I arch my ass up and stay raised up on my heels. Fucking her in upward strokes she holds onto my shoulders and pushes back. “Gonna come,” I tell her, “But you need to come first.”

Giving her no time to reconsider I roll her to the side, pulling her back to my front. Sliding back in I grip one hip with my right and curl her hair around my left, pulling her head back and taking her mouth. The second our mouths meet I started drilling her in earnest; she gives it back even harder. She reaches both arms up and pulls my hair fucking hard. Then I feel it, I feel her pussy starting to clamp down and milk me, so when she starts screaming into my mouth I empty myself inside her while groaning into hers. Seconds, minutes, days… Doesn’t matter. What matters is I have my wife back, and nothing is taking her away from me again.

My wife was born a solider. It’s about fucking time I became one, too.
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“You look beautiful,” he says, standing in the doorway.

“I look fat,” I mumble.

“If you looked fat, I’d say you looked fat.”

“Thanks, Bishop.”

“You feelin’ good now?”

“Yes,” I say, smiling. “Much better, thanks”

“You’re still pale,” he says, looking me over, noticing I’m wearing makeup and actually tried to do my own hair for once. “Whoever he is, he better fucking know he hurts you, he’s gonna be dealing with me.”

Standing on my toes and kissing him on the cheek, I whisper, “I’m scarier than you, Bishop.”

 

If you looked up glutton for punishment you’d see my face next to the definition. Laying here next to him, sharing air and space, I don’t even care if I just made the biggest mistake of my life. The fact is, I love my husband. When this is all over and I have to leave, I’ll do so still loving him. Because loving him is all I know. Maybe that’s why I stick around, waiting to see how many ways we can fuck this up. I don’t know what marriage is like. I never made his lunches or nursed him back to health after a cold. I’ve never done his laundry or figured out his bad habits. All I ever wanted was to do wife things, only I don’t know what they are. I just wanted the chance to try. I promise myself I’ll enjoy him while I’m here. I’m not normally a selfish person, but for now I’m taking it.

He’s playing with my hair and humming to me. He does that when he’s in deep thought; I forgot about that. So turning toward him I ask him what’s on his mind, and he wastes no time in telling me.

“With training,” he starts. “Do I stand a chance at having your back?”

“Yes. But I’ve got to cram years of training into weeks, so you’re going to need to rely on your instincts.”

“My instincts have failed me on three occasions, Blue,” he says. “I’m not so sure relying on those is the best idea.”

“Explain.”

“When this shit started some thugs came in looking for Venessa, worked me over, and in the end took Macy and still got a hold of Venessa. Almost killed her twice.”

“I heard about that,” I tell him. “That weighs on you, I can see it. But the actions of others are not your fault. What else is weighing on you, Max?”

“Rafe asked me to keep an eye on Macy, but I was so focused on you that I dropped the ball there too, and look what happened.”

“That was my fault,” I explain. “I distracted you.”

“No,” he says. “The fault was mine. Then I spent days trying to find you and when I do, you know what I saw. I saw a man beating Bishop with a crowbar, Blue. A man trying to get to you. When you needed me I didn’t show, when they needed me I wasn’t there, and now you need me again and I have to know that I won’t fuck this up. Someone tried to kill my wife. I find myself wanting to kill the bastard who tried to hurt you.”

“Max,” I whisper. “Those are your instincts. Trust them. Look, I’m going to give it to you honest.” When he nods I continue. “You’re a giant. A gentle one, yes, but you have size that most don’t. You have to learn to embrace it, use it, intimidate with it. You have sheer brute strength that you don’t tap into, and that’s okay, there’s nothing wrong with that. My concern is when you do, I won’t be able to get you to dial it back down. You are the most controlled person I know, and I know what control is, but when we go forward I’m not your wife.” When he tries to argue I stop him. “Max, I’m not. I’m your partner, an extension of you. You can’t let your feelings cloud your judgment. If you do, you or me or probably both of us won’t make it.”

“Have you been wounded before?” he asks. “In battle?”

Taking his hand to my shoulder I run his fingers over the pucker on my shoulder blade “Gunshot wound, 9mm round shot at close range. Drug raid gone bad.” Moving his hand to my rib cage, “Stabbed with a blunt object, I found out later it was a spoon. I was really pissed to have gotten stabbed with a rusty spoon, let me tell you. I still haven’t lived that one down.” Moving his hand again I trace it over the back of my neck. “I was undercover; needless to say, my informant fucked me, and before my team could get there I was choked with phone cord. My hands protected my throat, but not the back of my neck.” Holding his hands in mine I tell him the absolute truth. “Max, these are the wounds you can see. Most of the wounds I carry around with me no one can see.”

“What about this one?” he asks, touching the small scar above my eyebrow.

“One of my mother’s boyfriend’s didn’t care for my smart mouth.”

“He hit you?”

“He has one to match, trust me.”

“I don’t know how I never noticed it before. How do you do it?”

“I’m good at it, Max,” I tell him. “It’s all I know.”

“Does it ever get easier?”

“I’d tell you that you get used to it,” I say. “But you don’t. The second you get immune to it, you’d be too dead to notice.”

“I can’t lose you, Blue,” he says. “Not when I just got you back. I’m sorry I pushed you away; I wanted to keep you safe. I didn’t know what else to do.”

Swallowing back the tears, I give him the most truth I can. “I can make you into a killer, Max,” I tell him. “I see it down in there, and I’m afraid that you’ll hate me for it.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because you may just like it.”

Pulling me to him I rest my head on his solid chest. We stay like that for a while. Talking about everything and nothing, working on rebuilding our connection, and maybe even making up for lost time. I’d like to say my walls were firmly in place, but they weren’t. In any situation where he is concerned my walls are made of glass and he has the means to see right through them, and with just a touch has the strength to shatter them.

And he did.
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“Blue, it’s me,” I tell her answering machine, in case she doesn’t know. “I need to explain why I didn’t come. Let me explain; just pick up the phone if you’re there.”

“Blue,” I groan. “Enough’s enough; answer the phone, dammit.”

“Blue, where the fuck are you?”

Staring at the receiver in utter misery, I debated grabbing a flight or renting a car. Anything to see her and explain why. But she wasn’t returning my calls or emails and my wife was not the type of person to hold out. If she had something to say she said it. However, I knew at this very moment her not saying anything, told me everything.

She was done.

 

Last night after hours of talking it hit me that she and I have never dated. It also hit me that she never once complained about it, either. The time we had was always on a tight schedule so we spent it ordering in, catching up, and on top of each other. Making a reservation for two, I decided tonight I was taking her out for our first date. Bringing it up to her over breakfast I thought she’d turn me down, but she didn’t. She lit up. You’d think I told her I found Hoffa’s body, not that we were eating out, but that’s Jules for you.

When she asked where we were going I told her it was a surprise so when she asked what to wear I told her to go comfortable. She thought on that for a while, but decided to run to the mall to get something fancier than jeans. Picking Macy up the two of them were able to do girl things which she needed. It also gave me time to grab flowers and wash my car. Three hours later she’s home, in the shower and ready within a half hour. When she comes down the steps my jaw drops. She’s magnificent. Jules doesn’t need to dress anything up; her face and hair do all the work for her. My eyes make their way down the length of her dress, and I add her killer body to her list of attributes. My god, does my wife fill out a black dress. No high heels for her, either; a simple pair of ballet slippers has her the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

“Well?” she asks, spinning in a circle. “Do I clean up all right?”

Speechless, I stalk her, dip her, and make love to her mouth. Once she’s gripping me and panting, I break the kiss, standing her back up.

“Wow,” she says, breathless. “So is that a yes?”

Dropping to my knees and reaching up under her dress to her lace underwear (if you can call a triangle and floss a garment), I pull them down to her ankles, instructing her with my hands to step out. Once I tuck them in my pocket I look down into her eyes. “That’s a fuck yes.”

Opening her door, helping her in, and then driving off, we’re quiet until she takes my hand and is the first to speak. “This is my first date,” she says timidly. “Glad it’s with you.”

“Mine, too, Blue,” I tell her, squeezing her hand tight. “Long overdue, don’t you think?”

“We’re making up for lost time, Max,” she says. “There are no rules; we can do this however we want.”

“If the band is playing, will you dance with me tonight?”

“There’s a band at a restaurant?” she asks. “What kind of place are we going to?”

Merging onto the freeway I explain where we’re headed. “It’s not just a restaurant; it’s a country club. They serve food, most weekends there’s dancing and a band. I’m usually at the club then, but I hear it’s pretty tame.”

“Country club?” she asks. “You got us a reservation at a country club? Aren’t reservations for members?”

“I am a member, Blue.”

“Oh,” she says, looking out the window, so I decide to turn on the radio and let the DJ fill the silence. Arriving twenty minutes later I help her out while the car is valeted. Taking her arm I guide her to the front entrance, but she’s reluctant to move. She looks leery and very uncomfortable. She continues to touch her hair and dress and then stares at the ground instead of taking it all in. I know once I get her inside she’ll be fine, Jules can adapt to any environment. It’s a country club, not a prison cell; she’ll see that once we’re inside. It looks far more intimidating than it really is.

Greeting the concierge, we are seated immediately. Jules stays quiet, following my lead, so I order us a bottle of the house wine and an appetizer. When the waiter comes back and pours, I offer up a toast, except after our glasses meet she doesn’t take a sip.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing,” she says, too quiet for my taste. “I’m not much of a drinker; I’ve never taken to wine very well.”

“I didn’t know that. You can have anything you want, Jules,” I explain slowly. “It doesn’t have to be wine. What do you like?”

“Jules?”

“That’s your name, isn’t it?” I ask her, smiling. “We’re in public. You would prefer I call you Blue here?”

“Jules is fine,” she says, setting her glass down and putting her hands in her lap. Just as I’m about to ask her what’s really wrong, we’re interrupted.

“Maxwell!” I hear as I’m greeted by a former classmate. I don’t remember his name, but I do remember he’s a total idiot, and pissing me off with his timing. “Introduce me to your date! She must be special, considering you’ve never brought a woman here before.”

“This is Jules,” I start. “My uh—”

“Date,” she says, extending her hand when I fumble her introduction. “I’m his date, and you are?”

“Impressed!” he says, pulling up a chair. “Hank told me you finally cut that other one loose. I admit when I heard you married a homeless girl, I was a tad shocked.”

“A homeless girl?” she asks, looking from him to me and fuck if I even know who he is. “How charitable.”

“Max always did have a soft spot for the less fortunate. I mean, he owns a club in the ghetto,” he says, babbling. “What do you do, Jules?”

Smiling at him as she prepares to answer, I go mute. I also realize bringing her here was a huge mistake. Fuck that, my ever coming here was a huge mistake.

“I work for the government,” she says sweetly. “What do you do?”

“Finance,” he says, waving it off. “Tell me more. How did you two meet? What branch of the government, exactly?”

When she leans in and cocks her head I grab my napkin to cut in. “If you’ll excuse us, we are here on a date.”

“Oh no, Maxwell, honey, that’s all right,” she says, waving me off but looking directly at him. “He found me picking trash out of a dumpster and took pity on me. That’s Maxwell, he really does care for the less fortunate. I’m proof, look at me sitting here in a dress getting ready to order a decent meal in a fancy restaurant. I’ll be right back to sleeping on cardboard in a few hours but, I’m going to soak up every bit of his good charity before I go back.”

Clearly finding this a hilarious joke, he plays right into it. “Maxwell she’s a charmer! Where have you been keeping her?”

“As far away as possible, apparently,” she says, losing her smile. “I didn’t catch your name, sweetness.”

“Well now, my name is Braden Whitmire, and your full name, darling? I have to know who I’m going to brag about this evening.”

“Jules Allen,” she says, narrowing her eyes. “Maxwell’s wife.”

“Wife?” he asks, confused. “You’re the homeless girl?”

“Do I look homeless to you?” she asks. “I shouldn’t; I made it a point to pick the trash out of my hair and everything.”

“You need to leave, Braden,” I advise him. “We were just getting ready to order.”

When he continues to look back and forth at us, Jules says her piece. “Braden Whitmire in finance,” she says making a note in her head. “I’ll run your name in the database and if anything comes up on you, I’ve got a face to go with the name now.”

“What branch did you say you worked for?”

Lifting her wine glass, taking a huge gulp, she simply says, “I didn’t.” Then opens her purse to reveal her 9mm that’s sitting next to her lipstick and cell phone.

“Maxwell,” he says, standing. “Always good to see a familiar face, and Jules, it was memorable.”

“For both of us,” she agrees, nodding her head. “Good luck in finance.”

He quickly exits the table. I want to apologize and punch that cocksucker in the mouth, too. Reaching for her hand, I mutter, “Let’s go home.” When she stays seated I look down at her and repeat myself .“Jules, I messed up. Let’s go, all right? I don’t want to fight here.”

“I’m hungry,” she says. “Are we going to order or not?”

“You’ll stay?” I ask, sitting back down. “Here? We can eat anywhere, Jules. I don’t want you upset.”

“This is going to be one of those situations that doesn’t seem funny now, but twenty in years, when I’m telling my own daughter of my first date, this is going to be hilarious. I don’t care where we are, Max; I want to be with you. I’ll stay on the promise that you’ll be you, is that fair?”

Nodding my head in embarrassment, I realize she’s right. I don’t know if I thought bringing her here would impress her or what, but as usual she impressed me instead. Showing off won’t win Jules, and I know better.

“Old habits,” I mumble. “Sorry, Blue.”

She laughs at that, which makes me smile. When the waiter comes we order, then we sit back and get on with our first date. Not one person in the room compares to her, but every single one of them notices her. This is what I grew up with; it’s what I know. I may not embrace it like I used, to but at the same time, outside of the club, I don’t really fit in either. I’m too old to be searching for a place to fit, but being with her, I know I fit anywhere as long as she’s there.

Excusing herself to use the restroom I watch her walk away, as does every male in the room with a pulse. Sliding my phone out I text Tony again, letting him know he’s needed here. Looking around the room taking in the various faces I ask myself why I ever came here. These people and I are strangers. Not a single soul in this room is recognizable to me. I really don’t belong anywhere. God, I am fucking pathetic.

When she reappears I wrap her in my arms, lean her back, and kiss her as deep as she’ll allow. Wrapping her arms around my neck she gives it right back to me. Breaking the kiss and breathing heavy, she speaks first. “Thank you for dinner, Maxwell,” she says in her sultry voice. “Will there be dessert this evening?”

Growling down at the woman in my arms “You are the dessert,” I tell her, pulling her from where we stand and drag her to the car, all but shoving her in so we can get back to her hotel where no dipshits or anyone else can bother us.
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He comes out of nowhere, slamming me against a wall. He wraps my hair up in his hand and pulls. His breath is wretched, he’s high, and in a minute he’s going to be praying for death.

“Little bitch,” he growls in my ear. “I’m supposed to warn you off, but I could play with you a little first. He wouldn’t care.”

With the brick biting into my back I bite my cheek until I can free my hands to destroy him. Fucking Hank needs to do better than this, seriously.

“I need my hands, sugar,” I coo at him.

“Hands right,” he says, smiling.

The second I get one free I don’t even need the other to drop him. Just then Duffy clears the corner.

“Boss!”

“Get him out of here, Duffy,” I growl, kicking him away from me.

“What the fuck? You’re letting him go?”

“Let him run back and tell him he failed,” I mumble. “Let them finish him off.”

“This is getting outta hand,” he growls. “Tell me the truth about your past then put an end to it, or I will.”

“Oh I’m putting an end to it,” I tell him, smiling. “Trust me.”

 

Driving back at warp speed I decide to use that time to sort out the murderous thoughts running through my head. I’m wearing a god damn dress that cost fifty bucks because he said ‘go comfortable.’ Taking me to Shenandoah Country Club is not comfortable, it’s dinner formal. I may not dress up as a rule, but I’ve dined at the White House, had cocktails with senators as well as various others in command, so I’m not so ignorant as to wear a cotton dress with ballet flats to a god damn country club. Knowing he has a membership doesn’t bother me; it was the about-face he did once we got there.

You can’t blame that idiot, Braden either; clearly Hank likes to talk and people like to listen. My background doesn’t embarrass me, but nights like tonight make me wonder if it bothers him. In that environment he was just different. He was refined Max, cultured Max, and he cared what people thought. He comes from money and even owning Lush he has that way about him that reminds you where his roots are.

I’m not angry, I’m disappointed. Did he think taking me there would impress me? I’ll admit, I liked it at first. Being there with him, semi-dressed-up, but it was the looks and the way he couldn’t relax that had me questioning his motives for bringing me. Deciding not to let Braden or anyone else ruin our night, I asked to stay when in reality I was ready to crawl out of my skin. At one point I even tried to make light of it with a joke, because twenty years from now it would be funny. Once we both relaxed I excused myself to go to the restroom and regroup. Coming back out he kissed me and short circuited my brain, and all thoughts of being upset with him vanished.

Until now.

“Why, Max?” I ask him, wondering what in the hell he was thinking. Does he not think the second we left that Braden fucking Whitmire wasn’t going to call Hank? I don’t need this additional headache right now, and Hank doesn’t need the extra ammunition.

“I wanted to take you someplace special, Blue,” he says. “Someplace outside of the city, and a place that was a small part of me.”

“Then why did it feel like you took me there to show off? Why didn’t you warn me so I could have dressed for it?”

“You look beautiful,” he says, touching my arm. “You’re prefect.”

“Bullshit,” I argue. “I’m wearing a cheap dress from H&M because you left out our destination. Do you think I am so uncivilized I couldn’t dress myself for dinner?”

“What are you talking about?” He growls. “I just said you look beautiful. What the fuck?”

“What the fuck is right,” I start, turning toward him. “I’m not poor anymore, Maxwell. In fact, had I known, I could have gone to Nordstrom and bought a dress with heels and rivaled any woman in that room. Why did you blindside me like that?”

Staying quiet for a moment, we pull into the hotel lot, but neither of us moves. “You shouldn’t have to compete, Blue. Jesus, I just wanted to take you to dinner. What everyone else was wearing means nothing to me, all right?”

“It’s not all right,” I growl. “You dressed for dinner formal, I dressed for a god damn hoedown! Please correct me if I’m wrong here, but I swear it feels like you want me one step beneath you. You already outclass me, Max. You didn’t have to parade me in front of a group of rich people to remind me of that. I’m reminded every time your father speaks to me, every time you speak to me.”

“It’s not like that,” he argues. “I don’t talk down to you, god dammit!”

“Jules is your name, isn’t it? Do you want me to call you Blue in public?” I sneer at him.

“You can order whatever you like, as if eating out is new for me. I am me wherever I go; you are yourself sometimes. I don’t know who that was back there, sitting back letting that idiot run his mouth like that. The guy who owns a kick-ass club that has kick-ass friends and treats me as an equal, introduce me to that guy.”

“I’m sorry,” he says, looking out his window. “I didn’t want that to happen.”

Opening my door and stepping out, I level him with the truth before I slam it shut “But it did happen, and you allowed it.”

Getting out of the car he follows me into the lobby; once in the elevator he pulls me to him. “I’m sorry,” he says, kissing my neck. “I’m trying, Blue, really fucking hard.”

Closing me eyes while he continues to nibble on my throat I decided to let it go. He’s right, he is trying. I need to stop looking for reasons to push him away, so yeah, he’s forgiven. Besides what he’s doing feels really fucking good.

Running my fingers through his hair I turn my head to suck his earlobe. When he moans I whisper, “You kissed my neck; it’s official now you have to fuck me.”

When his hands lift my dress and his right hand finds me wet he walks me two steps back into the wall of the elevator. “I’m still hungry for my dessert,” he growls. “I plan on using my tongue to eat it, all of it.”

Saved by the ding of the elevator, he pulls me out practically running down the hall to my room, swipes the card, and proceeded to show me how much he wanted his dessert. In fact it was so good, we both had seconds.
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“She took another mission,” Gallo says, sitting across from me. “She’s been at her apartment twice in the last six months.”

“Christ,” I groan. “Missions where?”

“Everywhere,” he says. “Look, maybe it’s time you let her go?”

“What are you talking about?”

“If she wanted you, don’t you think she would call, or I don’t know, show up?”

“I’m not giving up on her, god dammit!”

“Your call,” he says, standing up “But the only thing your wife does is whatever the government tells her to do. If she wanted to be married, she’d be here, not in a third-world country.”

“This is my fault,” I say to myself.

“I agree,” he says. “It is your fault, but neither one of you has made a move. I’m just asking you to consider it. You both deserve a life, Max.”

 

While she showers I order room service and try calling Tony. It goes straight to voicemail as usual, and I leave the same message. Fucking call me, I need your help.

I’m fortunate she let my fuck-up go last night. When she slammed the door I was positive I was going to bed alone. Apologizing worked, thank god. After that we were able to salvage the rest of the night, and I was able to give her two solid orgasms. She says we have a busy day today. Once the food arrives we eat. She calls to check on Bishop, and then we leave to start training.

Pulling up to the range she grabs her gun bag that probably weighs more than she does, and we head in. Several times I try taking it from her, but every time she slaps my hand away, telling me “I got it.” Never one for guns, when we walk in, it’s overwhelming. There are thousands of guns in the store. While she turns our forms in and gets targets I glance out through the glass to watch others shoot. Mostly men, a few women, but none them come close to my teacher. She instructs me to put on glasses and ear protection, and then we head to lane six.

She takes five pistols out, arranges a rows of ammunition, loads several magazines, and then pushes a button and then the target heads down range. It seems like a long shot to me but she assures me fifteen yards isn’t far. Trying to grasp her instructions while guns are being fired isn’t easy, but I get the basics. Safety, point the barrel down range, slide to load, and pull to fire. She also explains what the sights are for, but informs me she target shoots; I don’t bother to inform her I have no idea what that means.

Going first she balances her weight evenly on both legs, stretches both arms, her thumbs meet, and then it’s a series of boom, boom, boom, boom, boom. When she lowers her pistol I look at the target. Five shots, all in the heart. Damn.

Letting me have my pick, I go for the 9mm she just used and following her moves, I do the same. The first trigger pull startles me, but in a good way. So I fire again, then again and again. Removing the magazine, setting the pistol down, I look down at her and I see a surprised but happy look on her face. She shakes her head, presses the button and brings the target back. My shots, each of them, are almost on top of hers. No shit.

After that she lets me try out each pistol, and my favorite is the .40. I tell her as much and then she smiles and says, “Then it’s yours.”

Blowing through hundreds of rounds she calls it quits, letting me know I’m good on the guns, but advises me moving targets are much more challenging. She may have said fun, not challenging, but as much as I enjoyed the range, my shooting a person in real life doesn’t seem possible.

Breaking for lunch she fills me in on exactly what she’s heard about the club, and no doubt my shock about hearing it is written all over my face. I knew I had some problems, but I didn’t know this.

“Tomorrow when you talk to Hank,” she says, shoving chips in her mouth, “you can three-way it or put it on speaker, but either way, I’m on that call.”

I nod my agreement and the rest of lunch is spent explaining to me the next phase of my training. Hand to hand is next. I’m looking forward to having my hands all over my wife, but the thought of her hands on me in this case scares me shitless.

“Max?” she asks, stealing my fries. When I look up she asks me a very difficult question to answer. “When this is over would you visit me in DC?”

Swallowing the bite I just took is a struggle. Visit her? “No,” I say forcing it down. “I’m not visiting you, Blue.”

“I see,” she says, setting her own sandwich down.

“I don’t think you do,” I tell her. “Whether you stay or go I’ll be with you. There won’t be any visiting, not anymore.”

Blinking at me then closing her eyes, she whispers, “Okay, Max.” And just like that we were back on equal footing again.
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“How’s single life?” I ask her.

“How’s married life?” she asks back.

“I don’t see him enough,” I complain. “I feel like we’re becoming strangers.”

“That’s why I fuck strangers,” she says. “Then afterward I don’t have to see them at all.”

“Well that’s depressing,”

“Try being on this side of the phone.”

 

Advising Max to stretch, I follow suit, watching his muscles flex and finding myself drooling. He really has no idea how gorgeous he is. Max is extremely tall and lean in some places, yet bulky in others. When I first saw him on his bike I wondered which country club he’d just come from, but years of living in the city has relaxed him and his style. He’s a Detroiter now, and it looks hot on him.

Crooking my finger at him, he lops over and stands there towering above me waiting for instruction. “The difference in our size may throw you, but considering you’re bigger than most anyway, you’ve got to learn to use your size to your advantage. I’m smaller and built for speed, whereas you have super strength. So first I want you to grab me.”

“Grab you where?”

“Anywhere.”

He stands there staring at my tits with such focus I want to roll my eyes at him. When his male instincts are telling him to fuck instead of fight, I roll my eyes again because men really are simple creatures. Think of all the wars that could be won if women stood on the front lines popping their tops? Lightly slapping him in the face his eyes snap back to me. “Eyes up, Romeo.” I tell him “Grab me anywhere except my tits.”

“You’re taking the fun out of this.”

“Max.” I warn, and then he reacts pulling me to him by my shoulders and pinning me there. I love the solid wall of his chest, but it’s learn first, lick later. I break his hold easily by using pressure points, and if he’s shocked I did it, it doesn’t show. He looks impressed, which has my thighs warming up.

“Again.”

This time he goes for a full-on tackle, and fuck me he’s a lot faster than a guy his size should be. On my back with him on top of me my body says invite him in for a spell, but I don’t. Instead, I free my left hand, my index and pointer into a hook, and press down and in to the hollow of his throat. He rears back grabbing his throat, fighting for air. Taking him back in a tackle I’m now on top of him with his right wrist in a full lock, and if I apply any more pressure I’ll break it.

“You are so fucking sexy when you kick my ass.”

“You should see me when I’m trying.”

For the next few hours we practice basic maneuvers. To say he’s a natural is an understatement. Max was born for battle, for me. And when he finally taps into it and pins me for real, I fall in love with him even harder. He is stepping outside his comfort zone for me, for this, and I can never put into words how that makes me feel. I never wanted this life for him, but there is something in this life is gunning for him, and his safety comes first, always.

When he helps me up he kisses me hard, and I kiss him back. Picking me up by my ass I wrap my legs around him for security and he walks me over to the picnic table and sets me down.

“You missed your calling,” I tell him.

“No,” he says back. “I missed my wife.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he says. “She’s my calling.”

After an intense make-out session that has me more worked up than our workout did, I take a shower in hopes I can cool off, and that he’ll join me, making sure I didn’t. When I came back down he looks thoughtful, and when I asks him why he throws me off balance like he always does. Another thing about him is he is the most sincere person I have ever met.

“Have I ever told you how proud I am?”

“No,” I say honestly. “But I knew you were, so the words didn’t matter.”

“You told me every time we talked how proud of me you were, and I wasn’t even doing anything to be proud of. I was just spending my father’s money. You, though. Shit Blue, you make a difference.”

“Why are you doing this to yourself?”

“Because I should have followed you,” he says, pulling me onto his lap. “You’ve always been my home, and I didn’t come home.”

“I’m here now,” I tell him, kissing his neck. “I’m home for now.”

“If you do leave,” he says, “I’m going with you. I meant what I said. I have to be with you, Blue.”

“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it, okay?” I tell him. “I don’t see myself leaving anytime soon, plus right now I’m really happy right where I am.”

“If I thought I could move my arms and legs I’d have you under me and screaming already,” he says, kissing my shoulder. “I think I’m going to need a few days to recover.”

“You get a few hours, Max.” I giggle. “Then it gets really fun.”

“Your idea of fun and mine are seriously miles apart.”

“If it’s the last thing I do,” I whisper, “I’ll close the distance.”

Kissing me deep is his way of agreeing with me. Although I don’t think he really understood what I was trying to say when I said it, and I decided that it was time to show him instead.
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“Weakness will be exploited,” he says from behind his desk. “You need to rule your business with an iron fist.”

Although I disagree with him, I don’t argue. My business is just fine, and my employees are fine, too. “That DJ brings in a crowd, but there is something off about her.”

Again, I say nothing. When it comes to Venessa I can only speculate. But he is right, something is off about her. But it isn’t any of my business.

“Has the whore seen what you’ve built?”

“Enough,” I warn him, leaning over his desk. It’s rare I speak up, even more rare I raise my voice to him.

“You don’t intimidate me son,” he says, laughing. “Hell, that whore is more intimidating than you are.”

 

Jules as a teacher is fucking brutal. She’s good, though; great, actually. She seems pleased by my performance, and honestly, the fact that I’m catching on at all shocks me. I’ve never been all that coordinated, but now with some training and her guiding me I not only feel stronger, I finally feel the strength I always had but chose to ignore. As a teenager I grew almost overnight. Crashing into people, knocking shit over, stepping on girls’ toes when I tried dancing with them. After years of that shit, I just started keeping myself. Then wanting a change I bought a bike, started spending time here, and found her.

Now this little firecracker is teaching me to use my size, and it’s working. I also tell her that I love her every chance that I get. I need her to not just hear it, but know it. For all the years it wasn’t said, I wanted to make up for it. She isn’t saying it back, but it’s there, I can feel it. For now, that’s enough. Tomorrow we’re spending the day at Lush. I’ve got inventory to do, a cleaning crew to let in, bills to pay, and a call to my father to make. Tonight, though, I’m taking her to see Bishop. She said he wouldn’t stay in a bed willingly, and she was right. He calls every hour on the hour demanding she free him, and she finally gave in.

Grabbing his bag and essentials we load up my car and head over to spring Bishop. She’s excited to see him, and I am, too. I don’t know the guy well, but he took bullets for my wife, had kept her safe, and loves her for who she is. I can’t fault the guy for that. And let’s be honest, he’s into cock, so for me he’s no longer a threat.

As soon as we get to his floor she’s almost running to get to him. Jules is a fairly mellow person; I’ve only seen her excited a few times. Our wedding day, my visits to see her, and now seeing him. The second we enter the room his face lights up for her.

“Look at you, you lazy fucker,” she says, kissing him on the cheek. “Booked your flight, grabbed your shit, and now I’m ready to tell your sorry ass goodbye.”

“You’ll miss me and my lazy ass and you know it,” he says, sitting up slowly. Looking over at me he winks, and I roll my eyes. “Find my replacement yet?” he asks.

“Max here stepped in, matched my shots, and even pinned me, too.”

“Yeah? You let him?” he asks, and when she narrows her eyes he laughs while holding his gut. “No shit, he really did pin you then? Well fuck, I hoped he had it in him.”

“He does,” she says, looking back at me smiling . Yeah, my chest puffed up.

“Signed out yet?” I ask him, taking a chair on the opposite side of his bed.

“Yeah, just waitin’ on you two lovebirds to get me outta here. Need to be at the airport in two hours, so you can feed me real food on the way there.”

“Bishop,” she says, sitting next to him on his bed. “I won’t say it, you know I won’t but yeah.”

“I know, Boss,” he says back. “You ain’t gotta say shit.”

“You two speak your own language,” I announce. “Let’s get you a wheelchair so I can run you into some walls.”

“Look whose balls dropped since last I saw him.” He laughs. “Run me into a wall, I kick your ass.”

“I would never hit the handicapped.”

Jules laughs long and loud making my gut drop and my heart race. I haven’t heard that laugh in too many years. Once we are cursed out for my accidently bumping him into the wall a couple times, we manage to get him in the car, fed, and to the airport. Refusing our help any further, I stayed back and watch an emotional goodbye between the two before he makes his way over to me.

Giving me the universal man shake he leans in and reminds me of what’s at stake. “Watch her back at all times, my man,” he says. “She’ll only be watching yours and leaving herself exposed. You got threats coming in from all sides, so keep your fuckin’ eyes open. You need the team you make that fuckin’ call; I’ll be watchin’ from DC.”

Nodding to him, he gives me a smirk a return. “You’re all right, for a civvie,” he says. “Make her a good husband, too. You know what happens if you don’t? Pain.”

 

Giving her one last hug and kiss he waves us off, and we lose sight of him through the doors. Buckling back up I watch her stare out the window even as we drive away. “He’s going to be fine,” I tell her. “He loves you a lot.”

When she doesn’t say anything I do what I can to get her to open up. “I told you he set me straight; he told me he’s never seen you happy. He said he wondered who you were waiting for. All these years, were you always waiting for me?”

When she looks down at her lap and whispers “Yes,” I grab her hand, content to hold it. I don’t let go until we’re back at my house and in the driveway. Even though what I really want to do was pull over and fuck her on the side of the street.
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“We need a break,” he says, falling on the cot. “Seriously, ain’t you tired yet?”

“I need to try something new. I’m going to try for Special Forces,” I tell him. “I think I’d be good at it.”

“Heard something about that,” he says, sitting up. “I’m gonna do one long tour, then I’m out. What’s our plans for after? We gonna get some cats and be those people?”

Laughing, I sit next to him. “Whatever we do,” I tell him, opening my duffel, “we do it together.”

“Right on, Boss.”

 

Once we were home and settled I was too shaken by my goodbye with Bishop to be intimate with Max. I felt bad about it because I’ve missed so much time with him, but I didn’t want to be joined with him while I was worried about another man. In the interest of fairness, I told him as much, and he understood. So when we got into bed and we talked ourselves to sleep I was content with that, too. Seeing as that’s never happened before I enjoyed every second of his time.

When we woke up we showered, had coffee, and by the way he was distancing himself I knew that going to the club and calling his father was bothering him. The ride there was quiet; we listened to WRIF and I looked out the window. The only talk we made was me asking what happened to Drew & Mike and him telling me they were replaced by Dave & Chuck the freak which made no sense because they were on 89X and I preferred them there so once he explained why, I tuned it out altogether. I decided all good things come to an end eventually and reminded myself to renew my Sirius subscription when I got back home. Once we got in, he grabbed what he needed to do inventory, but instead of getting straight to it he pulled me into his arms and kissed me hard on the mouth.

“That’s more I like it.” I tell him, grabbing his ass in return.

“I know I’m being an asshole, but you know I don’t like you anywhere near him, even if it is over the phone,” he says, massaging me. “How do you feel about taking a ride on my bike again?”

“Yes!” I say, kissing him again. “Please! Oh my god, I missed your bike!”

Laughing then, pulling me tighter. Kissing me deeper, he backs me up until my ass is hitting his desk. Wrapping my legs around him like I always do, it’s when we both hear a throat clear that I let me legs drop and we both turn.

“It’s about time you took out the trash and went window shopping,” says Hank, but then when he gets a good look at me his sarcasm turns to hate “I thought you said you were divorcing her, son?”

When I stiffen he looks down at me and gives me a look. I get it; we’ll discuss it later. Doesn’t mean I’m not fucking hurting right now. “I was just getting ready to call you,” he says, letting me go. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“I can see what you were expecting, Maxwell, and by now I had thought you’d have learned your lesson. I had hoped in time some things would change.”

“̓Sup, Hank,” I say, pissing him off. He always railed me about my English. “How the hell you been?”

“I can see now that some things will never change,” he says, sneering at me. “Staying long this time? Don’t you have terrorists to kill or dumpsters to pick from?”

Not letting him get a reaction from me I smile, standing to my full height, which is sadly rather short, but my ego doesn’t know that. “I was just about to get nailed before you walked in. Care to come back later? I mean seriously, Hank, it’s been a while.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“Your balls are probably sagging.”

“How’s your mother?”

“Dead.”

“Shame.”

“Enough,” growls Max “Why are you here?”

“I am an owner,” he spats. “Interesting thing looking over surveillance and seeing your wife and some hired thug making themselves at home in your office. You need to work on your skills, daughter.”

“I suppose that’s true if I was trying to hide them, Daddio.”

“Get rid of her,” he demands, “as you promised you would, or you will lose everything, as I promised. I’ve been patient long enough. I’ll not have trash tainting this family any longer.”

Having heard enough I jump off his desk, stepping right up into Hank’s space. See, the sneaking in was for a reason, and the motherfucker is standing right in front of me. Him showing up here was even more than I had hoped for. Like I didn’t know he had a secondary line and a guy who monitored the feeds? Please…

“Here’s the thing, Pops,” I say, ignoring Max’s attempts to pull me back. “You were tainting this family long before I was. Since we’re talking trash, would you care to let Max in on your little secret?”

“You don’t know who you’re messing with, slut.”

“Motherfucker, you know exactly who you’re messing with,” I say, leaning in. “You think a uniform is going to be what kills me?” When he blanches, I continue. “I’ve had your number since the day he told me who he was. I see the fear in your eyes, old man. Give me a reason to bring the rain; I will end you. The days of you holding money over his head are done. Nothing you could do worked; we’re still together. Back the fuck off. Feel me?”

Stepping away from me like I’m diseased, he fixes his stare on Max and issues his own order. “Do it, Maxwell, or lose it all.” Then he leaves as quickly as he came.

“What the fuck was that?” Max asks, looking ten shades of pissed off. “Why would you provoke him like that? What the fuck is going on that you’re not telling me?”

“You were going to divorce me?”

Flinching, he shakes his head. “I never said I would or wouldn’t. I told you I was a coward then, but not anymore, so no fucking way am I divorcing you. I did what I could to hold him off as long as I could. If I couldn’t find you I couldn’t divorce you.”

“That’s why you never came for me?”

“I’m not proud of it, but yeah that’s part of it,” he says, looking miserable. “I did this for us, hoping one day when he was out of the way I’d be able to give you a life. With me.”

“Max,” I whisper. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“How would I have done that? Would you have heard me?”

“I’d like to say I would have, but in truth, I don’t know,” I tell him. “What I do know is we’re here now, and it’s time I bring you in like a true partner.”

“That means what?”

“It means I tell you everything,” I explain. “Especially the shit you don’t want to hear.”

Rubbing his hands over his head he levels me with his eyes and then nods, giving me the okay. This is the part where I tear Max’s life apart. This is the part that could make or break us.

This is my past, present and future colliding.

 





[image: ]

Waking up in her apartment after a long nap, I can smell something… burning? Making my way toward her tiny, galley-style kitchen I come up behind her and smile when she tilts her neck to the side, exposing it to me.

“Mmm,” I groan. “Are you burning up for me?”

Laughing loud, I can feel her body shaking with humor. “I’m so hot, I can’t believe the smoke detectors haven’t gone—”

Then they did, which made her laugh even louder. Walking over to each one I disabled them; then it was eerily quiet. Putting the batteries on the counter I ask her, “What’s that look for?”

“It’s not fair,” she says, wiping the tears from laughing from her eyes. “I have to put two phone books on a chair to get those, and you can just reach up and boom, done.”

“Are you pouting?”

“Maybe?” she says smiling. Then starts rolling around on the floor laughing all over again.

 

Watching her take on my father had me frozen. He’s actually afraid of her when he’s afraid of no one. Wanting to protect her, I almost pulled her back, but my wife wasn’t having it. Had he touched her I’d have torn him apart, but instead she played him, and whatever she saw there sealed his fate.

Sitting in my chair, she sits in front of on my desk with her feet in my lap. Taking a deep breath, I know it’s now or never. I wanted to be her partner, and this is my official test.

“Hank used to fuck my mother.”

“Jesus.”

“You want to know why he hated me on sight, that’s why. Believe it or not, he begged her to move in with him at this house he bought, but she refused. She liked her freedom and her choice of men. Hank visited my mother often, which was why I stayed out on the streets. We didn’t get along from the start. You brought me home, Hank saw me, and there you go. Once we were married he’d send men to fuck with me, and finally when his men came home in worse shape than they left, I’m guessing that’s when he decided if he couldn’t run me off; you’d need to do it.”

“I didn’t know.”

“I know you didn’t, Max,” she says. “But that’s not all you don’t know.”

“There’s more? Fuck.”

“That shooter? The fuckbag with a crowbar? He’s a uniform. Well, he won’t be much longer, but he was when he attacked us.”

“You think Hank had something to do with that?”

“Max, I know he did,” she says. “And once Rafe gets me more intel, I’ll have proof.” Reaching into her bag she pulls out a file tossing in front of me on my desk. Opening it I look at the highlighted portions first, followed by photo after photo of Hank proving he had his hands in whatever pots he could put them in. The photos are dated all the way back to when she was a kid. Even then she didn’t trust him. How did I not see this? But it’s when I get toward the end that I see the dates and photos of the men he sent after her. I know these motherfuckers. They come to the club, they spend money here, and my father paid them to hurt my wife. My mind is on overload. This information and the cop who shot Bishop and attacked her are proof he’s insane. My own father is trying to kill my wife.

“My father tried to have you killed?” I say, more to myself than to her. “My father tried to have my wife killed? My father tried taking you from me?”

“It’s looking that way, yes.”

“I’ll fucking kill him myself.”

“Max,” she says, crawling into my lap. “Look at me. I know you want to, I know what that need feels like, but there’s more, and no one is killing anyone until we get the rest. That uniform was hired, girls being taken from here, drugs and weapons being sold here, even if we stop Hank we aren’t stopping the problem.”

“What?” I grate out. “Girls? I thought that was random. I mean, it fucking happens everywhere. Guns and drugs? I don’t let that shit in here!”

“Max!” she growls, bringing me back. “You weren’t letting it in here but it found it’s way in when you weren’t looking. Trust me, I know. Venessa and Macy, add it up; this is not a coincidence. Don’t tweak out on me here; we’re partners. This is what partners do.”

“Fuck! I need to talk to Tony.”

“I’ve got someone working on that.”

“Of course you do.”

“Don’t do this with me,” she growls. “I’m not the enemy. When I said I was here to help, I meant it. Your father’s hands were bloody long before Lush’s doors ever opened. I said it before, if it wasn’t Lush it would have been something else.”

“So then the real reason you came back was because—”

“Of Hank,” she finishes. “But this goes higher than Hank, Max. A lot fucking higher.”

“How high?”

“DPD high.”

“You’re not joking.”

“Afraid not.”

“Being home, here with me, you’re in danger.”

Grabbing my face and kissing me twice, she looks me in the eyes. “I’m always in danger, Max,” she says. “It’s one of the things I live for.”

“I can’t let anything happen to you,” I whisper. “I won’t.”

“Ask me what else I live for.”

“What else do you live for, Blue?”

“You, Max,” she says, with pure fucking love in her eyes. “I live for you.”

Closing my eyes and taking several breaths, it makes sense. I should have seen it, should have known, but I was so focused on other shit I didn’t, I missed it. Since the day I opened this place I’ve been played. Hank for one, Tony for another, just to name two. The only person in my life who’s ever been straight with me is curled up in my lap, and I left her behind.

Holding her to me looking down at a finger that no longer wears my ring, I feel the change come over me. The change that was always there, hiding, waiting for the right time to surface. Fate sent her back to me and I’ll fucking kill anyone who tries to get between us. I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt my wife, wearing a fucking smile while I do it.

Even my own father.
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“Why him?” I ask her, picking up glass from the floor. Of all the men that she parades through here, that piece of shit is a constant. He treats her horribly, not that she’s coherent enough to get it, but I’m forced to be around it and I’m sick of it. Tonight I was trying to study; I’ve got finals this week, and I didn’t have the luxury of running the streets tonight. Lina is asleep in my room while I clean up the latest disaster in my mother’s life. Rinsing the blood from my finger where the glass nicked me, I remind myself that this is temporary.

“He takes care of me,” she says, reaching for a new glass. If she would just drink directly from the bottle, it wouldn’t certainly cut down on dishes.

“He doesn’t take care of you,” I remind her. “He keeps your mind blown out and your legs open.”

Laughing, she lights a cigarette and stumbles back into her room. “Like I said, he takes care of me. You need to find a man to take care of you, too. With those looks ain’t no man gonna love you because you’re pretty.”

Throwing the glass in the garbage, I go back to my room, slamming the door behind me.

“You’re beautiful,” she says while staring at her algebra book. “She’s just jealous.”

Lina is a lot of things; sweet and cuddly isn’t usually one of them. “I know I’m not a dog, but doesn’t she see we’re practically identical?”

“That’s the problem,” she says, looking up. “She doesn’t see anything. If it makes you feel better, she was lying.”

“About what?”

“When she said he takes care of her and that you aren’t pretty, she lied.”

“Thanks, Lina.”

 

We finished inventory together. Max made several calls to vendors, and the cleaning crew came and went. I’ve never seen him work before. To say he’s a business man wouldn’t be giving him credit. He’s a leader, a very strong and powerful one.

Calling Lina, I leave her a voicemail. Rafe calls me giving me the uniform’s name and lets me know he’s off the grid. Wonderful. Rafe also says Rogan is taking Venessa up north and he’s laying low with Macy. He asks me when I am calling my team in, and the answer is not yet. If I call them in now, Hank will hide, and anyone in the DPD that’s a part of this will scatter, too. Oh and the little fact that I have a civilian partner and the fact that I’m married to the same man I’m investigating would mean my job. Looking over at Max I can honestly say I could give a fuck about the job, but I need it to close this case. After that? Who knows…

Content to just be near him on the way back home my phone startles me, especially when it’s my personal line. Considering I’ve already spoken with anyone who would actually use it, including Bishop, it catches me off guard. Swiping the screen I answer, not at all surprised the Captain finally found me.

“̓Sup, Cap,” I say by way of answering, because the Captain used to ride me about my street talk, too. Yes, I’ve buried it over the years, but from time to time it’s fun to let it out.

“Agent Allen,” he says. “Or can I still call you Jules?”

“You can call me whatever you want,” I offer. “How’s the ticker?”

“Not you too,” he groans. “I’m fine, I’m too stubborn to die. Why is it you’re back and from what I hear married, and yet I knew nothing of it?”

“Never came up in conversation?” I ask sweetly.

“Jules, I’ve known you since you were a kid. Sprung you from holding three times and taught you to shoot. How could you not tell me?”

“Only two of those times were actually my fault, Cap, and the third was a setup,” I explain. “If memory serves, I taught you how to shoot and no one knew I was married. It wasn’t to hurt you; we just wanted it to be the two of us.”

“So what brings you back then? It ain’t a visit, so you mind telling what’s going on in my back yard?”

“Can’t.”

“Jules…”

“Sorry, Cap, this one’s over your head.”

“Unbelievable. Don’t make me choose, Jules. There’s ways to do this, and excluding me ain’t the way.”

“Not asking you to choose Cap,” I say. “Just asking you to stay out of my way.”

“A courtesy call would have been—”

“Unnecessary,” I say. “I don’t need your permission, and I certainly wouldn’t ask for it. I’m handling it, Cap; stand down.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

“And you’re making a point, I get it. Take care of that ticker, Cap. I have to go.” Disconnecting, I take a deep breath and tuck my phone away. Reminding myself that though I’m back, this certainly isn’t my home anymore.

“The Captain isn’t happy you’re working behind his back, is he?”

“No,” I tell him. “And he doesn’t have to be. I outrank him; pure and simple. He knows his department is on my radar, and he sure as hell doesn’t like that, either.”

“What happens next?”

“More training.”

“After training?”

“I have an idea or two,” I say, smiling. When he smiles back I see that he gets it. With this dark cloud hanging over our heads, who knows how long I have with him, but the time I do have is going to be spent with him inside me as much as possible.
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“That’s her?” he asks, studying the photo I gave him.

“Yeah that’s her.”

“She’s beautiful,” he says before putting it in his pocket. “Where was this taken?”

“On the riverfront,” I tell him, remembering the day perfectly. “She was here for the weekend. That’s the only time we came outside.”

“You love her.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I do.”

“She loves you too,” he says. “I’ll let you know what I find.”

“Thanks, Tony.”

“A word of advice,” he says, opening the door. “A woman like her needs her freedom but, she also needs to know she’s loved. She knows she’s loved, right?”

Hanging my head in shame, I don’t answer. Because I don’t have an answer.

 

We’ve been training for what feels like days. Not to mention we started out with a run. In all my life I’ve never ran anywhere. When she dressed for it my dick got hard. Tight pants, tight top, sports bra, and two pistols all were stuffed perfectly around her body. She runs with guns. A few weeks ago that would have freaked me out, but now it feels normal.

While we ran she wanted to talk. I could barely breathe let alone carry on a conversation, so I let her do all the talking. Her legs are so short she had to work double time to keep up with me, but she did. Ten minutes in she even kept up with me while running backwards. My lungs hurt, my sides were burning, and my calves were fucking screaming at me. She smiled and told me to suck it up, that she does this every morning. Ten miles, every god damn morning. This is why cars were invented; humans weren’t built for this shit. But for her I’m determined to do better, as soon as I can breathe again.

My final lesson for the day was disarming her. She explained how it looks easy enough, but that when an experienced person carries in most cases they know how to protect themselves and their weapon. Giving it a shot I lunge, going for her pistol. Just as I reached for it she has my wrist bent, my fingers touching my own palm, and my eyes watering.

“Again,” she says, showing me a move. Trying it out, she sweeps my legs out from under me and uses her fingers as a mock pistol, showing me that had I been anyone else, she’d have blown my head off.

So we do this over and over; I’m fucking tired and I’m hungry. Slapping me in the shoulder she tells me to use all the moves at once, back to back. She even gives me a handicap by walking away. Deciding it’s now or never, I attack. She blocks and attacks back. It’s full-on combat, but somehow I managed to hold her and relinquish her of her weapon. Letting go of her, she looks back at me and nods, followed by a smile.

I fucking did it.

Breaking for dinner I pull out what we need and start throwing it together while she talks to her friend Lina. She’s just in the other room, so when the chicken is in the oven and everything else is waiting, I decide to stand on the other side of the wall and listen.

“You’re good where you are, then? You know I’ll get you out,” She asks Lina. After a moment she says, “You trust him?” Seeming pacified with her answer, the rest of the conversation seems average until I hear her say, “He’s just a job.” Pause. “No, I don’t love him, not even a little bit.”

My heart fucking stops.

Staggering back, I look around my kitchen for an escape. I swear the walls are moving and the floor was swallowing me. Hearing her say it hurts more than I thought possible. I never thought I’d actually lose her, not for real. Our history was always one goodbye or another; I never thought it could be permanent. This time is different; this was worse, because she was never mine to lose, and for once I thought I had her. Just as she hangs up I head to the door to grab my keys and get the fuck gone.

“Max,” she says. I tell myself not to turn around; don’t fucking do it, dumbass.

“I’m leaving.”

“No you’re not,” she says, stepping in front of me. I swear to god I want to slap her for doing this to me. “The thing about eavesdropping is that you only hear one side of the conversation; you also only hear what you want to hear.”

“Fuck you,” I say, pushing her away. “I know what I heard; I know how I fucking feel right now. Don’t fucking play with me, Jules; I’ve been played enough.”

When she pushes me against the door, I try moving her hands off me because her touch physically hurts me, but she refuses to let go.

“Look at me, Max,” she says. “Please.” Like a fucking coward I open my eyes, confused by the softness in hers. “I told you many times Lina can sense lies.”

“Not you Jules!” I growl in her face “Everyone else can play me but dammit not you!”

“I’ve also told you that we always play games with each other, and she calls me out and I lie to her on purpose.” She tells me after screaming at her. “It’s how she and I communicate; Max, take a second and think about what you heard.”

Kicking around in my brain the pain is too raw for me to make sense of it. Then I think back on all the times she’s talked about Lina and it fucking clicks. Lina, the anomaly. The girl who catches every lie, no exceptions. “You do love me? I’m not just a job?”

Nodding to me, she smiles, and I just fucking snap. I’ll never get women, fuck I’ll never get this woman. I’m so primed right now I don’t know if I’m fucking happy or dying inside. One second my world ended and then it exploded with joy again. I’m not built for this kind of emotional shit. Grabbing her I pick her straight up, despite my arms screaming at me. She wraps her legs around me and I take us both down to the couch with her on the bottom and me crushing her. We attack each other like we never had before. She’s rough, I’m rougher. Pinning her arms above her head I get eye level with her and get serious.

“Say it.” When she just smiles, I apply pressure to her wrists like she taught me and her smile gets brighter. “Fucking say it.”

“I love you.”

“Again,” I order, grinding into her.

“I love you.” Releasing her wrists I literally rip the clothes from her body, needing her bare to me. Not just her body, but all of her. She owes me this. Undressing myself I wrap her around me, grab her neck and pull her face up to meet mine.

“Again.”

“I love you, Maxwell.”

Spreading her open I slam it home. Her back arches while mine tightens. As long as I live I’ll never get enough of this, enough of her. I rarely sit on this couch because I just don’t fit, no way could I fuck on it, but looking at her I was willing to take a chance. We started on the couch but that was a disaster. Rolling us to the floor and pushing the table out of the way I fuck her into the wood floor. She’s scratching and moaning while I rail her hard and without mercy. The entire time I go at her she tells me she loves me. Over and over again she says it like she can’t stop saying it. Each time she does, I get closer to coming. Desperate to fuck even harder I toss her onto the couch where she knows to drape her arms over it and put that ass in the air. Watching her do what needs to be done, I work my cock over getting place behind her.

When she looks over her shoulder, she looks up and right at me. When she says, “I’ve always loved you, Max,” I bury myself as far I can go, pumping into her, railing her long and deep so there’s no fucking doubt who loves her back. My right hand is gripping her hip where the tattoo stares back at me. Gripping her even harder I have no words to tell her how fucking sorry I am. How it was my actions that kept us apart. But the harder I fuck her is my way of telling her that I was never letting my wife go.

Pushing herself up she reaches her tiny arms behind her to grip my ass, pulling me to her. Thrusting short because she won’t let me pull out, I grind down on her and she moans, declaring her love for me again. Pulling her hair I bring her mouth to mine and take everything she’s got. Suddenly she moans deep and I feel her coming all around my cock. Breaking the kiss I roar with my own release, taking her down with me. Still pumping my hips I wrap her up, my body encompassing hers, and whisper in her ear, “I love you, Blue.” I promise her, “God, I Swear I never stopped.”

Turning around so we’re face to face she gives it back to me. “I know, Max; neither did I.”

“Did I hurt you?”

“Being with you could never hurt; it was being without you that did.”

“I’m so fucking sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. We’ve got now, Max.”

“We’ve got forever, Blue. That’s a promise.”

Covering her, touching her, watching her breathe is the first taste of peace I’ve had since the day I met her. When I married her I made a promise to never leave, and I broke that promise. Tonight, I promised her forever, but there’s a small part of me that wonders if that was a lie, too.

I don’t even trust myself anymore.
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“Are you ever coming home?”

“Eventually,” I tell her, being vague about it. If she knew that I did in fact visit but didn’t make time to see her and Macy, she’d flip and try to cut me. “I promise.”

“It’s boring without you and Lina,” she pouts into the phone. I know Venessa, so I know when she pouts “Macy and me haven’t been arrested in years.”

“If I promise to get us locked up when I come home, would that make you happy?”

“Yep.”

“Deal.”

 

Venessa is like a tsunami when she’s up there performing. The Venessa I know is pretty laid back but Kharma, that chick, is a wild card. When I sent the group text out earlier I let them know I’d be here tonight and asked if we could have some girl time; they said yes. I’ve heard the stories of her up there, but this is the first I’ve seen it. To sum it up: Rock star status. So while Max looks things over Macy and Rafe are keeping me company while Rogan watches Venessa. My god, he’s a mean-looking son of a bitch, but seriously one of the sweetest guys I’ve ever met, next to Max that is. Speaking of him he comes over often to fill our drinks or just to touch me. Finally we can open in front of others and it feels amazing. This time when he comes over he wraps his arms around me, puts his chin on top of my head, and keeps me close. Rafe looks especially happy about it, but no one here is happier than I am.

Say what you will, but Max runs one hell of a show. Yes, Kharma is the attraction, but his setup is genius. Everything is industrial quality. It gives it an edge in appearance but holds up under fire. Fire meaning fighting, because the second Venessa changes the track Macy grabs my hand and is practically jumping up and down. Looking up at Max I whisper in his ear, “I need to hit the pit.” Without a word he uses his finger to open my mouth then leans in and sticks his tongue in it. Okay so that was new. Yum.

When we part he smacks my ass and I give him a wink in return. The next several minutes are spent in the pit brawling. I need to blow off steam like everyone else, so a mosh pit works just fine. When Venessa throws on Battlecross, Macy and I look at each and start kicking ass. Sweaty, beat-up, and energized, we head to the bathroom but have to wait in line for it. Finger waving at Venessa, I realize how much I missed my friends. I missed this; I’ve missed so much.

Macy elbows me and points to the two women ahead of us; I was so distracted by my thoughts that I didn’t realize they were talking about me. Or Max.

“I thought he was gay,” says bitch muff.

“What a waste. Did you see that ginger he was all over? She looks like a total dyke,” says skank badge bending over to give the rest of us a view of her crooked skank stamp. Gross. Though all she said was gay and dyke it was the way she said it that had me wanting to react, violently. I do not now or in the past stand for mean people. Even if that means being mean back. Eye for an eye and all that.

“Oh shit,” says Macy. You know what? People call me Red for a reason.

Taking a step forward, Macy says, “A word of advice.” I nod, smiling. “I really like your shirt; blood is a bitch to get out.”

“Noted,” I say, moving from around Macy to stand in front of the two bitches who are about to learn a lesson about gossip. And it’s that I don’t fucking like it.

Kicking Number One in the back of the knees she buckles, going down with a shriek. Number Two turns, and when her eyes go wide but before she can move, I bitch slap her with the back of my hand. I haven’t been in a girl fight since ninth grade, and this is going to be hilarious.

“Get up,” I order Number One. When she tries crab-walking backwards Macy stands behind her, blocking her from going any further.

“You deaf, bitch? She said get up.” The troll doesn’t know what to do so she keeps looking around for help. Yeah, none is coming. Instead all the girls waiting to hit the head form a circle. Yeah, ninth grade all over again.

“You,” I say looking at Number Two. “You never leave a woman behind. Help her up.” Shaking her head no disappoints me. I look to the ceiling for patience. Does anyone have any honor anymore?

Instead of playing this game I pull the bitch up myself. Then when I put her against a wall I bring Number Two in to join the fun. When Venessa walks up and stands next to me she bumps my shoulder and says, “Uh oh. You gonna fuck shit up, Red?”

“Thinking about it,” I say. “Doesn’t seem fair, though. I mean, look how big they are next to me. That one,” I say pointing to Number One, “talked shit about my husband. That one”—I snap my head to Number Two— “Called me a dyke and she said it all cunty.”

When several women from the circle start pushing their way through, I can tell these two idiots are getting a whole lot more than the backs of my hands tonight.

“I don’t have a problem with dykes!” screeches Number Two. 

“No? What exactly does a dyke look like? School me and be very careful on what you say and how you say it.”

I hear cheers like fuck that bitch up, stick a dildo up her ass, and my favorite, something’s fishy in here.

“I don’t know! I was just—”

“Talking shit,” I say, slapping her again. “I know. Guess what, bitch? I’m only going to fuck you up a little bit; then I’m leaving you for her. Maybe in the future you’ll consider the feelings of those around you before slinging insults. But then again you’re a cunt so maybe you won’t.”

Nodding my head to the left I see a rather glorious woman, likely a lesbian, itching for a turn. I can’t stand people who talk shit like that. There was a time I was almost positive Bishop was gay, but he never admitted it, so I let it go. I told him I supported him either way because I love him for who he is, period. He told me to fuck off, and that was that. I imagine in our line of work being attracted to the opposite sex was difficult, and that bummed me out. The military may have made strides in some areas but they haven’t caught up in others. I remember in the beginning at basic I didn’t fit in right away, kept myself apart. I was called every slur there was because no one man or woman could bother to take the time to get to know me. Because I didn’t wear dresses or makeup and liked hanging with the guys instead of the girls when we were on break, of course I was a “dyke.” I knocked out a lot of people for saying that for no other reason than it was cruel in its context. Dyke isn’t a bad word, it’s when it’s said in prejudice that its meaning hurts. I wasn’t even a lesbian, and it hurt me. A lot of women who serve are, and do not deserve that shit. Respect is respect. People are people. If I hear it, I react to it, simple.

“You,” I say, getting in Number One’s face again. “You still want to talk shit about my husband? Got anything else you want to say while I’m standing here?” She’s shaking and staying mute.

“Wait,” says Venessa, standing next to me clearly on break and not wanting to miss the big show. “She said shit about Max?” When I nod, she whistles “Oh, bitch, you are in for one hell of a ride, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I say, smiling. When she tries to push me away I give her one solid upper cut straight to her jaw. When she goes down like a sack of potatoes, Number Two starts screaming for help. Rolling my eyes I look at the crowd and ask them all at once, “The fuck is this world coming to?” Walking up to the glorious one I ask her, “What’s your name, doll?”

“Beth,” she says, smiling at me.

“So, Beth, you want hold her while I teach her a lesson, or vice versa?”

Jumping in Macy offers, “Maybe you two should take turns?”

Laughing I look back at Beth while Number Two bawls. “Your call, Beth,” I offer.

“She insulted your man, you go first. If shit gets outta hand I got your back.”

“You’re my kind of woman, Beth.”

She lets her go and the girl is all but pissing herself, begging, pleading, and apologizing. Like I give a shit. Needing to pee as well I put the girl out of her misery, at least from me. I give her a straight shot to the eye. With an oomph she stumbles into Beth, who along with three of her glorious friends gets ahold of her. None of them are actually getting physical with her, just tossing her around a bit, and it’s awesome. Venessa and Macy both shoulder bump me while I leave some advice with both women.

“Watch your fucking mouths,” I advise them both while Beth’s friends pick up Number One. “You’re in my husband’s place. You give him your respect, and if you have nothing polite to say about another human, keep your fucking mouth closed. Beth and company here are about to share some knowledge with you. Take it away, doll.”

When Venessa and Macy flank me, Beth walks up, giving me a hug. “Married, hey?” she asks.

“Happily.” I tell her beaming.

“It’s a shame you ain’t into women, gorgeous,” she says.

“You got a cock?”

“Not one attached to a man, no,” she says, laughing.

“Then it wasn’t mean to be.”

“We’ll only hurt these two a little bit,”

“Don’t hold back on my account,” I tell her. “I’d stick around, but I have to pee.”

“You’ve had training, I can see it.”

“Army.”

“Air Force,” she tells, me slapping me on the ass. “Get back to your man, Army.”

“Fuck it up, Air Force.” I say returning the favor and slapping her ass.

My girls each take an arm while we pass the screaming crowd of banshees so we can pee and laugh our fucking asses off. It was just like old times, and it felt really good. Had I known my husband was watching all this go down from his office with a stiffy, I’d have put on more of a show. Oh well, there’s always next time.
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“They trained you to fight?”

“They train me to do everything,” she says, laughing. “Would you care for a demonstration?”

“Ah, no,” I laugh as well. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“I learned how to fight when I was in second grade; they just made me better at it. A lot better at it.”

 

With my jaw open and my palm rubbing the chubby in my jeans, I stare at the screen watching my wife. This almost shocks me more than the other shit I’ve seen, because she was having fun. She could have really hurt them too, but she didn’t. With her training I expected her to do more damage, but knowing my wife, she didn’t, because she knew they couldn’t defend themselves. The other chicks in the circle had no problem taking over, and at that point I turned away and decided to let security handle it. I wanted to finish in here so I could take her home and finish her there.

Clearing his throat after watching the monitor I look over to see Rafe as awed as I was. “There’s girl power, then there’s those three,” he says. “Although if the fourth ever shows, Detroit won’t know what hit it.”

“I think it’s only fair to say yours was the cheerleader in this one.”

Laughing and taking a seat he says, “She usually is.”

“In a fight, who would you pick?”

“To win?” he asks. “Or most likely to offer anal?”

“To win,” I say rolling my eyes. “Who?”

“It never leaves this office,” he says, and I nod in agreement. “Jules, all day.”

“Why not Venessa?”

“Venessa can fight, we know that, but she fights from a dark place. Jules don’t. She’s five moves ahead of you, she toys with you and shit. Take a street kid and give her years of training. Man, not many could fuck with her.”

“She’s not a street kid,” I growl.

“She is a street kid. Ain’t nothing wrong with that, so chill the fuck out. It wasn’t an insult, dick.”

When I stay quiet he keeps going. “Well, that part was, calling you a dick. You caught that, right?”

“I caught it,” I tell him. “What brings you back here?”

“She tell you a uniform was responsible for the attack?”

“She did.”

“She tell you she’s looking into your old man?”

“She did.”

“She tell you if she’s staying or leaving when this is over?”

“If she goes, I go with her,” I explain, shrugging. “If she stays, then we make a life here. Either way, I’m happy.”

“Yeah, I bet,” he says, standing up. “How’s it feeling her going up against your old man though? Gonna have to choose, you know. Jules says he’s dirty, then he’s dirty, but he’s your old man. Tough choice.”

“There is no choice.”

“There fucking is when it’s your wife’s life on the line here.”

“I choose my wife. Every time. Therefore, there is no choice. Because she’s it, period.”

“Good answer, Max,” he says. “Glad to fucking hear it.”

Once he leaves I roll back in my chair, grab the joystick, and search out my wife in the bar. Seeing her talk, laugh, dance, and let go for once it pleases me that it’s happening here, in my place. Until she came back I told myself I was getting by, that I had some happiness, but that was all bullshit. That women out there having fun is my happiness, and it’s time I got back to it.
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“Let me buy you a diamond,” he pleads with me. “I want the world to know that you’re taken.”

“I love my band,” I tell him, twisting it around. “I know I’m taken, so screw the world.”

“You said screw,” he says, tagging me around the waist. “My mind has one track, Blue: you.”

Slowly undressing for him, I toss each piece of my uniform in his direction. “Thank fuck camo hides that body,” he says, growling. “I don’t want anyone else seeing what’s mine.”

“Come and get what’s yours, then.”

He did.

Twice.

 

Venessa is back up there doing what she does best, driving the crowd crazy. Rogan is behind her keeping an eye, and I even catch him tapping his foot a few times. When she turns to smile at him his face lights up. He doesn’t exactly give her a smile back; it’s the way his whole face changes for her. You’d have to know him to see it, otherwise he’s just fucking scary but, it’s there. Those two love each other with ferocity. My friend met her match, and I couldn’t be happier for her.

Rafe has him arm around Macy and even though it’s too loud to talk in here, when you have what those two do, you don’t need the words. My heart fills up for all of them; my friends found happiness. All these years we kept in touch, I never mentioned Max to them, and looking back on it I’m ashamed of myself. He is something to be proud of, not to keep hidden. But when we married I was so young I didn’t think they would understand why I couldn’t be without him. Over time it became habit. He was my best secret.

My pocket buzzes and when I grab it I see that it’s Bishop. Excusing myself I point to my phone and head out the back exit to talk where I can hear him. Heading out the back door I keep it wedged open so I can get back in.

“Yo,” I tell him.

“Words out,” he says. “Duffy’s coming, and if you don’t play this shit right you ain’t got a job.”

“Fuck,” I say. “How much time do I have?”

“Days, tops,” he says. “I tried to hold them off, but the guys are pissed they weren’t invited. I tried to tell them it’s because I’m your favorite but, Duffy did some digging to see why you wanted to head back to the place you ran from and found out about Max. He’s coming in hot, Boss.”

“Outside of Duffy and the guys does anyone else know?”

“Duffy got in my shit about it,” he says. “Pissed we went solo, that you’re doing something personal without him. Found out I was injured and took over. Don’t know if he spread the word, but I do know he’s gearing up for war, so I hope you’re fucking ready to handle him, cuz he wants you back here where you’re safe.”

“Thanks for the heads up,” I say. “How are you feeling?”

“If I could get cleared I’d fucking be there, right up front and shit.”

“I know. Thanks, Bishop.”

“Watch that back, Boss,” he says disconnecting.

 

Closing my eyes, I lean back against the brick wall, planning my next move. If I can’t get this done before the team arrives it’s going to spin out of control, and any protection I can offer Max is out the fucking window. The evidence is stacked against him, but until I get Hank to play his hand, I’m fucked. “Shit,” I say to myself. “I just need more time.”

“Time’s up.” I hear. Then like someone flipped the lights on pain rocketed upside my head and all I saw were stars. Thrown off balance, I can’t get up fast enough. Just like that, he’s on me. Picking me up like I weigh nothing, I’m thrown back into the wall, and all the air leaves me.

Holding me up by my throat, the uniform issues his threat. “Being paid to kill you,” he says with his thumb on my windpipe. “I’d rather not, but I got orders. Get the fuck back to where you came from or I’ll kill him first then pick your friends off one by one. You can’t win this; odds are against you. This is bigger than you and you know it. Cut your losses, or next time I cut your throat. Remember, I got orders. It’s you or me.”

When he releases me, I go down to my knees hard. I try to get up, but I can’t. Trying to get my head in the game to follow is useless, because he’s already gone. Getting up on shaky legs, I lamely attempt to dust myself off and wait for round two when Max, followed by Rafe, comes flying out the back door.

When my eyes focus I see Max standing there looking like a gladiator with that .40 in his hand. He’s ready for battle, except the fight just left. Taking my first deep breath, I had to ask myself, was he ready for this?

“Blue,” he says, looking me over and touching me everywhere. “Where does it hurt?”

“My head a little,” I whisper. “I’m okay, Max.”

“I wasn’t fast enough.” He growls, pulling me to him.

“Neither was I,” I whisper into his chest, wondering what in the fuck I’d gotten him into, and why the uniform didn’t kill me when he had the chance, twice.

“Clear,” says Rafe. “Let’s get her back inside.”

So with a man on either side, I walk back in while the uniform’s threat bounces around my aching head. He would kill Max, then the others, and I simply will not allow that. After tonight, I have a lot of things to think about. At the top of that list is how close I allow myself to get with my husband. Deep down I feel the closer I get, the more danger he’s in, and in that moment I decide I will give him every tool at my disposal. In the event I am not able to protect him, he can protect himself.

After he puts me to bed with an ice pack on my head and a hand full of ibuprofen, my sleep is fitful at best. My memories of our time together caused a real pain in my heart. One memory in particular causes me to wake up holding my stomach.

He was buried deep inside of me. Touching every inch of my exposed skin, kissing my earlobe even as he whispered into it. He promised me that one day we would have the family we always wanted, the house full of kids that caused trouble but we loved beyond reason. We promised each other we would give them unconditional love and support. Max would mold his sons into honorable men, and I would teach our daughters to be confident and demand respect. The two of us wanted to give them what we never had. Stability, safety, and freedom.

That night when he emptied himself inside of me I actually cried. Though I didn’t allow him to see it, they were tears of joy. One day, when distance didn’t separate us, we would both settle down and start our lives together in truth. Even with my upbringing, I wanted children. A chance to do it right. My plans weren’t to be owned by the government forever, but that’s what happened. His plans weren’t to be owned by his father, either, but that’s what happened, too.

Watching him sleep, he wasn’t even aware his hands reached for my stomach. Maybe he already knew what I didn’t. But that night while he held me close, both hands protecting my belly, we started our family, only to have it ripped away. Like everything in my life, it seems that no matter how hard I fight there is always a force out there stronger than I am. A force I can’t fight.

I call that force fate, and I fucking hate her.
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“How long this time?”

“I don’t know,” she says sadly. “I don’t have a return date on this one, Max.”

“Fuck,” I groan. “When do you leave?”

“Oh-six, I mean six a.m.,”

“Why all this training, Blue? When will it be enough for you?”

“I’m good at it Max, I like it. The only downside is not being with you. I wish I could have it both ways but it will always be you I come home to.”

“Promise me,” I order her. “Say it.”

“I promise to come home to you, Max.”

 

The following two days are fucking weird. She’s too quiet, too focused, and I’m pretty sure she’s trying to kill me. The training goes beyond learning anything, and it’s I can do to defend myself against her. She is constantly growling at me to move faster, pay attention, block, and get my shit together. Twice she’s called me a pussy, and I honestly think she is so into it she doesn’t even notice she’s done it.

When we’re not training she’s on the phone with Rafe or Bishop, sometimes both. She’s putting distance between us and I don’t know why. After the showdown at the club and the attack in the alley she’s been… different. I stopped asking her how her head was, because I could only be told to fuck off so many times. As much as like her fire this isn’t fire. This is, well, I don’t know what in the hell this is.

Heading upstairs to shower I peek in our room and see her getting dressed to go out. Instantly my inner alarm goes off, and I want answers. I guarantee she was waiting for me to jump in the shower before she left, and that pisses me off.

“Going somewhere, Blue?”

“Out.”

“Out? Where?”

“I have things to do. Take a shower I’ll be back later,” she says, trying to go around me.

“I can’t let you do that, Blue,” I warn her. “It’s not safe out there alone.” Digging her fingers into my forearms she shoots me a seriously mean look.

“If you don’t step aside, Max,” she says, “it’s not going to be safe in here, either.”

“If you want to leave, I’m afraid you’re going to have to move me yourself,” I say hoping that if she chooses to fight that I can use what I’ve learned to my advantage.

“You think a couple of weeks of training means you can stop me? Don’t test me, Max.”

“Try me, Blue,” I dare her. “You aren’t leaving me. I couldn’t be any clearer. You want to leave? Do your worst.”

Before I can blink she does. She is all over me. Thing is, I know what to expect and I gave it right back to her. We fight silently, neither one makes a noise. When I’ve had enough I sweep her legs out from under her, pin her down, and gave her all my weight, preventing her from moving at all.

“Are you done?” I ask her.

“Get off.”

“How’s your head?”

“Max…”

“I’m not letting you go, so talk to me,” I tell her. “Come on, Blue; we’re partners.”

“Get off,” she growls at me, and I’ve had enough of her shit.

“Fine, if that’s what you want. But we’re both getting off.”

Running my hands between her legs I can feel she’s already wet for me. She’s always wet for me and I was counting on that. She stays stiff in my arms for about three seconds and then she tears right back into me. Part of me wants to tell her to slow the fuck down, but the other part loves it. Being attacked by your wife is never a bad thing, and the second I start having a problem with it is probably when it’s over, so yeah, I’m cool with this.

“Open,” I order her and then watch as her legs part, begging for me to get in there. Wasting no time while she’s attached to me, I undress us both and brace myself for the ride of my life.
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If a grenade doesn’t kill me, the heat will.

Sitting here on the side of the road in the middle of bum fuck nowhere, the fight is miles away from us. While I have a moment of quiet, I think of him. It’s the thoughts of him being proud of me, of seeing him again that get me through. I’ve given Uncle Sam everything I’ve got; when this is over I owe him the same consideration.

That is, if I ever got out of this shithole and if he still wanted me.

 

What am I doing? I needed to get out of here, not watch him remove my pants with his god damn teeth. I can’t resist him when he runs his hands up between my thighs like this, shit. Pulling me toward him he orders me to open, so I do. Bottom line is he issues an order, I heed it. Another time I may fight him on it but right now I’m too fucking horny to bolt. Taking his long arm he wraps his hand around the base of the back of neck and pulls me up to meet his mouth. The second his mouth attaches to mine any thoughts of leaving flee, and the need to fuck him takes over.

After, I can leave after.

When he moves back to get better situated I realized I haven’t sucked his cock in years. Years! Rocked by the fact I’ve been denied this for so long I tackle him from the front, pin him down, then score my nails down his stomach straight down to his sac. Straddling him I cup underneath and give it a tug. When he groans I get on my knees just above him, lick my lips, and relax my throat because yeah, he owes me this.

“Blue,” he groans. “You don’t have to—”

Sucking him down the back of my throat I tighten my grip to shut him up.

“Fuck!” he yells, gripping my hair. “If you stop I swear to Christ I’ll make that ass as red as your hair.”

Stop? Who said anything about stopping? Fuck that, I’m just getting started.

Working him over he praises me in between groaning and yelling. Things like “Your fucking mouth,” and “needed this,” and my favorite, “Love you so fucking much it hurts”

With my own spit pouring out both sides of my mouth I’m soaking his cock without evening trying. He reaches between my legs and starts rubbing me in deep circles and my technique falters. Shit. I never was good at giving and receiving but I suppose you can’t be good at everything.

“Going to come,” he says, so I release him with a pop and pinch the tip hard enough to make whatever he thought was going to happen, stop. “You’ll pay for that.” He growls, pulling me above him.

Sinking myself onto him I work him up and down, side to side, and then slow and deep. “So good,” he groans, pinching my nipples. “Fucking perfect,” he says, then holds me still, grabbing my chin. “Say it,” he orders me.

“I love you, Maxwell,” I tell with him complete honesty, hoping that when he looks back after tonight’s betrayal that he remembers this. That I do love him, and that’s why I’m going to have to leave him behind.

“You fucking love me,” he says, flipping me onto my hands and knees. “I fucking love you, too.”

Then he slams it home and once again my whole world is him, Max, my husband. Thrashing, sobbing, gripping his sides it’s too much and it’s not enough. I need to scream with it, tell him how I feel. How fucking unfair life is, how I never want to leave him, and knowing that I have to. All the pain plus the pleasure is killing me.

Slapping my ass extremely hard and then pulling me back by hair he orders me, “Stay with me, god dammit.” he says showing me no mercy “Don’t even fucking think about it, you’re mine Blue. You leave me I’ll follow you. You are mine, and that’s a fucking order! Say it!” he says, spanking me, pounding me, and almost ripping my hair out.

“I’m yours.” I whisper.

“Don’t you fucking forget it, Blue.” Minutes later he’s coming, I’m coming, and minutes after that he’s holding onto me for dear life. When the tears start building up I tell myself, one more night. Stay one more night. I told you before, in my line of work, plans change. I should have left tonight and by staying I broke the only promise I ever made to myself and that was never to hurt Max.
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“I fell in love with the wind. How do you catch the wind?” I asked myself, watching her board the plane. “You don’t,” was my own reply. Watching her walk down that aisle away from me about killed me.

Fuck, but this never gets any easier.

 

She’s on edge.

Constantly checking her phones and looking at the door like Satan himself is going to walk through it. We haven’t had another night like we did two days ago, and I feel her slipping through my fingers. Just thinking about our last time together makes me itch to touch her. She gave herself to me like it was the last time we’d ever be together, and part of me knows she’s waiting to run.

But then she trains with me, and running isn’t what I’m worried about, it’s that she’s preparing me for something in the event she isn’t here. Telling her I’m ready doesn’t work; showing her I’m ready doesn’t work, either. She works me harder and it’s to the point where I wonder what the fuck is it even for? Jesus, I’m confident in a fight; I can hold my own now. It’s not like all this effort is going to stop a bullet. If shit hits the fan and I get shot, bottom line it’s going to fucking hurt or kill me.

Once she’s out of the shower I head up to our room to get answers once and for all. Except hearing her getting threatened by father wasn’t something I could have prepared myself for.

“You’re getting sloppy, Pops,” she says. “Why don’t you stop sending in your cronies and come at me yourself?”

When there’s a pause I know she’s listening. “That club won’t work on him forever; one day you’ll have to do better.”

Then she issues a challenge and everything in me freezes. “You fuck with Max, this little game ends, and I come at you from all sides. You breathe because he’s your son; if he wasn’t, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. You threaten me with him again, I will fucking destroy you, Hank. You and every motherfucker you paid off in the DPD. I’m coming for you, and everyone tied to you. You’ll go down, he won’t. I’ve made sure of that. Welcome to the big show, pussy.”

I want to leave, but need to stay. Whatever happens next is huge. Seconds later she’s back on the phone.

“I need him covered,” she says, but to whom I don’t know. “Don’t talk to me about manpower. He’s my husband, Rafe. Make it fucking happen. When I’m not with him at the club, someone else is. You owe me.” Then seconds after that she’s on the phone again and my head is spinning. What the fuck is going on, and why am I not a part of it?

“How long?” she asks, then a pause. “I need more time, Duffy.” Then I hear something break “Fuck you,” she says. “This is why I didn’t tell you. I don’t give a fuck about the job. It can replaced; he can’t.”

Then she finishes her call with, “I’ll see you Thursday, and yeah.”

Standing outside the door but listening hard, I hear nothing. She isn’t moving, no other calls were made, and so I decide that if I’m going to get answers now is as good a time as any. I don’t want to abuse her ability to follow my orders, but I will if she shuts me down. I’ll use every order I’ve got.
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“You gonna tell me about him?” he asks, wrapping me in a blanket. I’m having a bad day. Today is his birthday and I haven’t spoken to him in four years. Four fucking years, and his birthday still has the ability to keep me in bed.

“No,” I mumble, wiping my nose on my sleeve.

“Boss,” he says. “Guys want to know what’s up with you. What am I supposed to say?”

“PMS,” I mumble again. “That covers everything. No one fucks with you when you claim PMS.”

“Boss…”

“I said no, Bishop,” I growl. “That’s an order.”

“Copy that.”

When he leaves closing the door behind him I bawl into my pillow, wishing I had the courage to call him. He gave up on me, and even knowing that, I’d take him back if he asked. All he had to do was ask. So why didn’t he ask?

 

I’m fucked.

Hank doesn’t have me worried; it’s a matter of time for him before he shows his hand, and he well knows it. Rafe understood me calling in my marker, but it’s Duffy that has me concerned. He’s here. This is both good and bad. For Duffy to come ahead of the team means he’s giving me a chance to explain, which is good. When the team arrives it’s going to get bad, because my team doesn’t sit still; they act. The team is mine in the tier of things, but we’re also family. Being the lone female of the group means I’ve got a team of soldiers who think of me as a sister, a sister they are very protective of.

When the team finds out I’m married, I’m not sure how they’ll react. When they meet Max, because let’s face it they have to, that’s when it’s going to get ugly. Max is a civilian. Max doesn’t live like us, and having us all in one room could drive him over the edge. Oh, who am I kidding, it could drive my guys over the edge, too. They’ve never even seen me with another guy, let alone one I married when I was nineteen. I’m different with Max; they’ll see that, too.

My husband is a good-looking man. However, no matter how you dress him up, he looks money. My team? Yeah, well, they look like a bunch of criminals. Hot criminals. Where Bishop is big and commanding, Duffy is straight-up mercenary. He’s a six-foot-three Denzel on steroids, with a penchant for shooting first asking questions later. He lacks a sense of humor, and what we do is black and white to him. That’s why this could go wrong. I fucked up, and if I can’t get him on my side, I’d be battling my own team. None of my team is married. No kids, just the job. They won’t understand.

Sitting here at the edge of our bed staring at the phone in my hands I’m trying to figure out how I can keep control of all this. Yes, this is my team, but I compromised it when I took a job that was personal. Not by accident, on purpose. For me, this is the biggest job I’ve ever had.

When the door opens and he walks, in my breath catches at how he fills a room. He pissed again; I can’t handle him pissed. Honestly, I don’t think I can handle him at all.

“Who’s Duffy?” he asks, sitting next to me. “Part of my team,” I tell him. “He’s here.”

“This makes you sit here with your hands in your lap? Why?” He orders me to answer.

“If he doesn’t listen to me,” I explain, “and he doesn’t back me, then the team takes over; I lose the control. I need that control, Max, and you need me to have it.”

“If you lose control, then what does the team do? What would you do?”

“Use you as bait.”

“Why is that a bad thing? If I can be useful I want to be, Blue. All you had to do was say so.”

“No.” I whisper “I can’t.”

“Isn’t that what all this was about?” he says pulling me into his lap “Preparing me?”

“When I left to come here that was my intention,” I explain. “The second I saw you, I knew I could never put you in harm’s way like that.”

“You think Hank would hurt me?”

“To get to me? Yes. To get what he wants out of the club? Yes. To teach you a lesson? Absolutely.”

“All these years,” he says. “You knew, on some level you knew.”

“Yes and no,” I say. “I knew he was an opportunist; I knew he valued money and power. I knew he hated me, but I never thought he’d put you in danger to get what he wanted.”

“Rafe has men on me?”

“Yes, but it’s just at the club. Please don’t be pissed—”

“I’m not pissed,” he says “I just don’t like being left out. I don’t have your skills, I get it, but shit, quit leaving me in the dark.”

“Okay,” I say, taking a deep breath. “I need to prepare you for meeting Duffy and then my team at some point. Are you cool with meeting them if they show?”

“I told you,” he says, “this is your show. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

“I love you, Max,” I say, putting my head on his shoulder. “So fucking much.”

“Blue,” he says. “I know because that’s how I love you. You could really lose your job over this?”

“It’s just a job,” I tell him. “I can get another. You, though? There’s only one of you, Max. You’re worth the risk, because the payoff is our happy ending.”

“I’ve waited a long time for you,” he says. “I’ll admit I never saw our reunion going this way.”

“Yeah, well, I just hope when the time comes you don’t regret the decision to have me back in your life.”

“Never going to happen,” he says. “Whatever it takes, we’ll win.”

“In this game there are no winners,” I say. “Only survivors.”
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“How do I get her to stay?” I ask him while she checks in on Macy. We’ve barely had any words between us except for yes or no.

“You don’t,” he says, crossing his arms. “She has to want to stay.”

“How do I get her to want to stay?”

“You even listening to me?” he growls. “You don’t; she has to want to.”

“You aren’t helping.”

“Sure I did; you just don’t like what I have to say.”

“Rogan,” I plead, “Has Venessa said anything that can help me here?”

“She didn’t even know you two were married; she ain’t too pleased to be left in the dark on that one. Says girl code forbids it, whatever that means.”

“I’m fucked.”

“Pretty much.”

 

She’s sleeping in. It’s rare she sleeps more than a few hours at a time, and even when she does she’s restless. Once she finally calmed I grabbed her phone and fished Bishop’s number out of it, followed by Duffy’s. Making my way downstairs, I put on a pot of coffee since without it she’s vicious, and make my first call Bishop.

Walking out to the back porch I dial. it rings several times, and just as I’m getting ready to hang up he answers. “Had a feeling I’d be hearing from you,” he says.

“How’d you know it was me?”

“Area code for one; she gave me your number for two. You need something. What is it?”

“Advice.”

“Shoot.”

“She’s worried about me meeting Duffy. Why?”

“Because he’s an overbearing assfuck for one, he fucking loves her for two, and he didn’t know about you for three. Want me to keep going?”

“Yeah,” I say. “I need to know.”

“There’s a reason none of us are married or got kids; hazard of the job and shit, not wantin’ people to miss us. He knows she’s compromised now. That’s a problem, cuz with what we do feelings got no place. Her feelings for you is gonna be a problem. Yeah, she’s badass, but that don’t mean shit when there’s feelings there, and you’d be dumb not to believe that.”

“I was going to call Duffy next.”

“That would be really fucking dumb, my friend,” he says. “He takes orders from one person, and she ain’t you.”

“I need to help,” I explain. “She was attacked outside my club again. Did she tell you that? Don’t tell me to sit on my fucking hands here. I can’t.”

“Fuck.”

“Give me something.”

“Duffy’s already there,” he says. “Call him, set up a time to meet, and hope he don’t hate you.”

“Then what?”

“Then if you can still walk and talk after, call me back, cuz I wanna hear about it,” he says, then disconnects.

Sneaking back upstairs, I see she’s still asleep. So heading back outside to where I was, I call Duffy, confident I can get this guy to see reason. I dial and it rings twice and when he picks up there’s silence.

“Hello?”

“This better be good,” he says.

“Since you know who I am, I need to meet up with you, set some things straight.”

“That right?”

“I’ll text you the address. How much time do you need?”

“Send me the fucking address,” he says, hanging up the phone. Taking a deep breath, I send him the club’s address, get in the car, and head over. This is my wife we’re talking about; not him or any other team members are getting in the way of what needs to be done.

Once I disarm the alarm I throw a few lights on and head to my office. Turning the knob I throw on my overhead light and see him already sitting in my office chair. Jesus, she was right; he is one scary motherfucker.

“You had no trouble finding the place, I see. Made yourself at home, even.”

“Sit,” he orders me, and the thought of sitting in a chair that isn’t mine pisses me off. Pulling out a file he spreads it open and starts talking.

“You married her when she was barely nineteen, been estranged since she was twenty. You run a nightclub funded by your father and allow him to run women, weapons, and drugs from it. She takes a job she has no business taking putting herself, her partner, and her team at risk, and yet you come here to meet me and what? Change my mind? Tell me you love her? Convince me you’re the victim here? Let me tell you something, Max,” he says, leaning forward sneering at me. “You have no fucking idea the lengths she’s gone to or the rules she’s broken to be here with you. She fucked up, so what is it that you want to tell me? Why shouldn’t I pull her out now? You mean dick to me. My job is to keep her safe, and here ain’t safe. This place is a war zone. You’re a casualty, and quite frankly you should go down with your father, because you’ve allowed him to threaten her, keep her from you, and now she’s in over her head. So I should allow her to compromise herself further for what… you?”

“I want you to use me as bait,” I tell him, and when he nods I keep going. “She said in the beginning that’s what she would have done, but now she can’t. Use me, I’ll do whatever you want; I’ll help you destroy him. You want me to go down with him? Fine. But I want her out of it. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

“That right?” he asks. “And you’d keep this from her? You’d keep this from your wife?”

“Yes.”

“You do this, you lose her,” he says. “You okay with that?”

“I’ll have to be,” I offer. “He needs to pay. If the sins of the father are cast onto me, then fine. I’m being honest when I say I didn’t know, but I’ll let her go to keep her safe.”

“You don’t get it,” he says. “She will not stand down; she risked her career for you. How will you keep her in check? Because let me tell you, I’ve yet to meet anyone who can do it.”

“I can do it,” I tell him. “And I will.”

“She’ll hate you.”

“To hate me she’d have to be alive, and I’m good with that.”

“All right then Max,” he says. “I’m meeting with her tomorrow, so until then, enjoy her while you can.”

“My father,” I say. “How long?”

“Based on her intel,” he says, “it’s why he gave you the club in the first place, she knew that. Had she not kept tabs on him all these years when we got word you’d have gone down, not him. How long depends on her. Not you, her.”

“Shit.”

“Yeah,” he says. “Your little wife has kept busy. Turns out keeping your ass safe has been a full-time job.”

“How long have you known her?”

“About five years now,” he says. “The day she showed up was the day I said I go where she goes, and here I am.”

“I’m glad she has you,” I tell him truthfully. “All of you.”

“Bishop says she’s happy now,” he says taking some of the hate for me out of his voice. “I hate to see her lose that smile, but ain’t no way around it. I’ve always wanted to see it, always imagined it was beautiful, but life’s a bitch.”

“Then you die, right?”

“In your case?” he says. “Probably.”

“If I do this,” I start, “if I’m going to break every promise I’ve made to her, you and your team need to be there to see her through, and don’t ever tell her I lied. I can’t hurt her like that again.”

“You already have, man,” he says. “You already have.”

When he stands I notice he’s a lot larger standing then he was sitting. He slaps me on the back, opens the door, and disappears. I stay there myself a few minutes longer, then decide it’s time to take his advice and get back to my wife. Soon I’d have to break every promise I’ve ever made to her knowing this time she wouldn’t forgive me. Truth, I didn’t want her forgiveness because I wouldn’t be forgiving myself.
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“Sleep,” he says, kissing my jaw. “I called a cab to get me; you need your rest.”

“No,” I say, reaching for him. “I’ll take you, just stay with me.”

“Blue,” he whispers, closing his eyes. “Cab’s out front; I have to go.”

“Max,” I beg him. “Please.”

I clutch his pillow, watching him walk away. I don’t go back to sleep. Instead, I cry for hours, fully awake. I always take him to the airport. Was it just my being emotional, or was his leaving not nearly as difficult for him this time as it was for me?

 

I woke up to him being gone and I panicked instantly. Calling him, it went to voicemail, but he did text me and said he went to grab us breakfast and that he was on his way back. Showering, dressing, and cleaning up, I was anxious to see him. Last night I had a rough time sleeping. Knowing I’m meeting with Duffy tomorrow and knowing that I have to betray Max’s trust weighed on me. I felt certain I could get Duffy to agree to put Max someplace safe until this was over. As much as this hurts I promised myself I’d enjoy him while I had him, because once this was over I knew he’d look at me differently. Calling Lina, I have to see if she’s made progress. Shit, by now she has to have something.

When she answers, it’s with her usual charm. “What now?” she asks.

“I need answers, got anything?” I ask.

“Pretty sure I said I’d call you if I did.”

“When you ran the department’s database, which I know you did, did anything come up?”

“You do realize that by asking me to do this let alone actually doing it, which I did, you’re pitting me against the very people I work for, right?”

“Yes,” I say. “I know.”

“Yeah, well, you’re onto something, but now isn’t the time to discuss it. Before you cut me off and order me around I’ll let you know when the time is right, and you’ll know it when I show up.”

“Is it as bad as I think it is?”

“It’s worse.”

“Can I protect Max?”

“No.”

“Can anyone protect Max?”

“Not when you’re too busy stirring up trouble, Red,” she says. “I told you specifically not to let him in. Now when shit goes down he can’t say he didn’t know, because well, he does know.”

“He’s my partner! What was I supposed to do?”

“He’s not your partner; you just like thinking he is,” she says. “He isn’t ready for this any more than you’re ready to let him be a part of it. You brought him in too deep. Shit, you’re in too deep, and until I know more you need to fucking lay low.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Then I can’t do much to help you.”

“Bring me Gallo.”

“He’s a ghost.”

“Bullshit.”

“Focus on you, Red,” she warns. “There are too many variables here, and until I know more, you’re flying blind. You can’t handle another angle, so quit pushing for one.”

When she disconnects I fight another moment of panic, then quickly push it back. I have no time for panic. When I hear the door open, I’m so happy he’s home that I rush down the stairs to greet him like a wife should. Kissing him on the mouth, he walks me into the kitchen and teases me with the carryout he grabbed from the Coney joint. I’m a sucker for greasy eggs and burnt hash browns, and he knows it.

“Sleep well?” he asks, taking a seat at the table next to me.

“I’m not much of a sleeper,” I tell him. “I woke up, and you were gone. I would have gone with you if you’d told me.”

“I wanted you to rest,” he says. “What kind of training do we have on tap today?”

“No training,” I tell him. “I was thinking we could stay in, relax, and watch movies or something.”

“Or something,” He may have been smiling when he said it but I swear it was forced.

 

Pulling me into his side, I watch him enjoy the movie while I keep watching my phone and the door. Once I am able to relax and actually get into the movie, it’s basically over. Not like it matters; I figured out who the bad guy was ten minutes in. Hazard of the job, I guess. Noticing he’s dozing, I make an effort to get up, but he stops me by pulling me back to his side. So instead of fighting it, I snuggled in.

“Hey, Max…”

“Hmm?”

“Can you drop me at the hotel tomorrow so I can get my rental?”

“If you need to go somewhere, I can take you,” he says, playing with my hair.

“I need to grab it,” I explain. “I’m paying a lot fee, so I need to move it.”

Stretching out he pulls me onto his lap. “I can have Cory swing by and get the keys and drop it off here.”

“I need you to drop me so I can grab it,” I explain further. “Either you can, or you can’t.”

“How about I won’t,” he says. “It’s fine where it is.”

“Are you seriously telling me no right now?”

“Yep.”

“You can’t tell me no,” I say. “I need my car.”

“This discussion is over,” he says. “Let’s get back to doing something else.”

“When did you get so bossy?”

“I’m not bossy, Blue,” he says. “I just don’t take orders from you.”

“We’re partners,” I explain. “I outrank you, therefore when I give an order, you listen.”

When he squeezes me my heart flutters “When it’s us the only one giving orders is me,” he says, cutting me off. “Don’t pretend you don’t like it, because you do. I’ll let you order me around when it counts, but now is not one of those times. We’ll get your car in the morning. Until then, it was your idea to relax, so that’s what we’ll do. Now be quiet, the movie’s starting.”

“What are we watching now?”

“Marley & Me,” he says “I hear it’s good.”

“No!” I say, sitting up. “I can’t watch a movie about a dog.”

“Why not?” he asks. “You’ve never even had a dog.”

“I know, but dog movies always tear you apart, Max, always! Name one dog movie where a girl doesn’t cry.”

“How would I know? The only girl I’ve ever watched movies with was you.”

“I don’t want to cry!” I screech. “I’m an ugly crier. Pick something else, anything else, please!”

“You’re serious.”

“Max…”

“I didn’t know this about you, Blue,” he says smiling. “You’ve got a big heart, I knew that, but I didn’t know you cried over movies.”

“Not just movies, dog movies. It’s a weakness, a flaw, I’m working on it.”

“Being sensitive isn’t a flaw,” he says, petting me. “Tell me you get that. You don’t have to be on all the time.”

“Being on is all I know,” I explain. “When I have downtime I’m still on, just in a different way. Sitting still and watching movies about dogs brings out my inner baby.”

“What about the Notebook?”

“Ew, what about it?”

“Does that one bust you up?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No, the woman was a mess. Which hot guy do I want? Let me string them both along and oh while I’m at it let my mother make all my decisions for me. She was selfish and needed to fight for what she wanted.” Looking up at him, I see his face get hard, and I know it is because of what I said. Shit. “Max, I’m sorry I didn’t mean—”

“You’re right,” he says. “I know you didn’t mean anything by it, but fuck, you’re right. He doesn’t make my decisions anymore, Blue, not for a long time. I need you to believe that.”

“I do. But it’s only because I haven’t been around. I’m back Max, this changes things.”

“I’ll handle Hank, you pick out something else.”

Browsing through his collection I see one of the greatest B movies of all time. My favorite, and he has it. Holy shit I haven’t seen this in years. Handing it to him, he looks at me and smiles.

“Should have known,” he says, laughing.

“What?”

“Only you would pick Army of Darkness.”

“Shop smart,” I say, all serious. “Shop S–mart.”

“My wife has issues,” he says, hitting play.

“Come on, Max give me a line, you can do it.”

Leaning into me his lips grazing mine he whispers, “Gimme some sugar, baby.” And I laugh so hard that I am not able to give him his sugar for a full five minutes. After that, we each have a beer, some burgers, and enjoy a night of old movies and each other. I don’t once think about my meeting with Duffy or getting my car. The only thing I cared about is right next to me.
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Standing in line at City Hall, it could have been in any city in any state; we didn’t care. We were getting married. She said yes without even thinking about it.

I’m one step closer to getting her to come home; I can feel it.

Putting a call in to a realtor I inquired about a house a mile from my loft. If it’s available I’m buying it, and told myself I’d have it finished before her time was up. When she came back she would have a home to call her own. My loft, while nice, isn’t suitable for a family, but a house will be.

All it needs is her to make it a home.

 

In all the years I’ve owned this house I’ve never once fell asleep on the couch, and in all the years of my life I have never fallen asleep watching movies. Certainly in the years I’ve been married to her we’ve never done either of the things together, and to say I’m content right now wouldn’t do what I’m feeling justice. Needing to get up but not wanting to wake her, I slowly go about untangling our bodies. When I start the process of moving her she tightens her grip on me, and fuck that feels nice. Her needing me.

“Where you going?” she says groggily.

“Bathroom,” I whisper, wanting her to sleep. “Coffee.”

“Stay.”

“Sleep.”

“Kay.” And just like that she listens and goes right back to sleep. Fuck, but I need this woman.

Once in the bathroom I call Duffy, letting him know we’re getting her car today, and asking when he’s due to meet her, to which he tells me to worry about me. The guy won’t give me anything. Knowing I have to allow the meeting to happen chaps my ass. I don’t want to let her go, but I have to. The only reason I’m not breaking shit over it is because I know that while she’s with him she’s protected. Since she’s the boss the meeting shouldn’t take long so she’ll be back here with me and I’d have to suck it up until then.

After my shower I head back down to the kitchen and see her just hanging up her phone, lying on the couch with the most beautiful look on her face. “Good morning,” I say, kissing her on the cheek.

“Morning,” she says, stretching.

“After breakfast we’ll grab your car,” I tell her, and when she nods I go about making her an omelet while she watches me.

“My husband is a good cook,” she says. “Another thing I didn’t know.”

“Growing up, Hank wasn’t around much,” I tell her. “But the help was. Fuck, I hate those words, the help. They were people, and the only friends I had. Anita, our cook, was pretty much the sweetest woman ever. She taught me to read recipes, cook good food, and how to set the table, because one day my wife would appreciate the skill.”

“She was right, I do,” she says. “You miss your mom?”

“I don’t remember her enough to miss her,” I tell her. “But to tolerate Hank, she had to have been a saint or highly medicated.”

“I’d bet money he wasn’t like that back then,” she says. “I think maybe back then he was a family man, and losing her broke something inside of him. I remember him always comparing my mother to yours. It pissed mine off to no end, but I think the loss of your mom changed him.”

“He’s a controlling asshole, Blue,” I tell her. “I don’t remember a time when he wasn’t.”

“You had a mother that loved you, Max,” she says, sipping her coffee. “Don’t forget that.”

“Do you remember any good times with your mom?”

“No,” she says. “None of my memories of her were good. But it is what it is.”

“I’m sorry for all this,” I tell her. “Had I known—”

“What?” she asks. “You wouldn’t have married me?”

“Fuck no,” I tell her. “I wouldn’t have taken his fucking money and opened up that god damned club.”

“If it wasn’t Lush it would have been something else. Your father would have used you in another way, and you know it. Let’s be real here, the real issue here is me, Max. You met me, the product of trash and trash herself.”

“Don’t you fucking say that!”

“It’s only offensive to you, Max,” she tells me. “I think I turned out okay, given my upbringing. I don’t have a problem with it. I just wonder why you do?”

“Because you are not and never have been trash, Blue,” I say. “You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met. You didn’t let your past mold you; you became more, and you don’t see it. I see it, and I’m fucking proud of you.”

“You know what’s funny? Is that essentially we have the same circumstances. You had money, but what good is money when you’re miserable? I didn’t have it, and was miserable anyway. You became more too, Max, and I wish you could see it. I’m fucking proud of you too, you know.”

“Jesus,” I say, pulling her to me. “Let’s go get your car.”

“Yes, sir,” she says, hugging me back.

The ride to the MGM was spent making movie references and her filling me in on her team. She gave me names and backgrounds. Duffy was a Marine, Bishop was Army like her, Saint was Navy, and Jumbo had been a Seal. My little, red-haired wife was in charge of these men. That blows my mind, but then again, not really. You can’t measure strength in size. She’s tiny but powerful, yet I’m big and generally passive. So yeah, I get it.

Pulling up to her spot in the garage she fishes the keys out of her pocket and pulls my face toward hers. “I’ll be back as quick as I can,” she says.

“Safe,” I growl. “I want you safe.”

Grabbing my hand, she runs it down her right side and then her left. Feeling the weapons there she smiles at me and whispers, “I’m always safe, husband.” Then she kisses me and exits the car, heading for her own. Watching her start it up, back out, and drive away, I’m tempted to follow her, but I don’t. She knows what she’s doing, and I have to trust that.

I decide to head to the club, get some paperwork done, and get back before she does. But then my phone rings and puts a big fucking damper on my plans. I know it’s Hank before I even look at the screen. “What?” I ask.

“Hello, son,” he says, laughing. “I’m doing well, and how are you? Divorced yet?”

“I’m not divorcing her,” I grate. “What do you want?”

“I wanted you to see reason, and since when she’s around that’s impossible, then I’m afraid I’m going to have to take away your plaything.”

“You fucking touch her—”

“The club, Maxwell,” he laughs. “Jesus, but you’re high-strung these days. I gave you an opportunity here, and I’ll even be a gentleman and give you until tomorrow for an answer. It’s her or the club. Until then,” he says, disconnecting.

“Fuck!” I yell, throwing my phone. Sitting there, I want to tear shit apart. I want to hit things, I want to shoot things, I want to remove his limbs from his body. He’ll do it, I remind myself, he will sell me out. Just once I’d like to teach his ass a lesson. Then it hits me.

Oh fuck yes! Genius! Grabbing my phone from the floor I dial the one number guaranteed to secure my stake in the club and hopefully nail his balls to the fucking wall.

“Yo.”

“I have an offer to make you,”

“I’m listening.”

“I want to give you Lush.”

“Give it to me as in?”

“I’ll sign my ownership over to you, no money exchanges hands. You’d be doing this for me as a favor. If anyone could pull this off, it’s you. When this shit is over and you want to give it back? Fine. If not, you can keep it.”

“Does this have anything to do with your wife?”

“It has everything to do with my wife,” I reply.

“I’m in.”

The breath I am holding flies out of me, the tension in my body draining away. “Thank you,” I say. “I’ll handle the paperwork right now. Can you come in and sign?”

“When?”

“An hour?”

“See you in an hour, then.” Click.

Finally, something working in my favor.
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“You the boss?”

“Do I look like a boss?” I ask, grabbing a towel to wipe my face. He follows me over to the free weights and just stares. “Can I help you with something?”

“Heard about you,” he says, grabbing weights that weigh more than I do. “Heard you might be headin’ a team. Just lettin’ you know I plan to be on it.”

“You gotta name?”

“Duffy,” he says, dropping the weight to shake my hand.

“Jules,” I say, shaking it.

“I’ll be seeing you around, Boss.”

“It’s Jules!” I call after him, but he just ignores me and keeps right on going.

 

Pulling up to the Mercury Bar I park in the back lot, hand the attendant three bucks, take a deep breath, and head in to meet Duffy. I spot him by the window, pull out a chair, and then I wait for it.

“You’re late,” he says. “I had to order one of everything waiting for you, and given that I have gluten issues, I’m going to be cursing your name in about two hours.”

“But it was good, wasn’t it?”

“Not the point,” he says, smirking. “I just want to know why.”

“Why?”

“From the beginning, Red,” he says, losing the smirk. “Why you called in those favors, why you brought your sidekick in and no one else, and why you fucking lied about it.”

“Because I love him,” I say. “Because those favors saved a friend’s life, and because Bishop would have followed me anyway.”

“You went rogue,” he says. “That’s not how we do shit. We ain’t mercenaries.”

“I didn’t go rogue. Bishop knew the score, Duffy,” I explain. “Had he said no I would have understood.”

“You asked him because you knew he doesn’t have the fucking ability to say no to you.”

“True.”

“Was it worth it?” he asks. “All the risk for a guy you never see? A guy who, according to Bishop, left you behind?”

“Yes,” I say. “It was worth it.”

“I’m here,” he says, throwing his hands up. “I’m guessing you want me to watch his back? He’s a fucking civvie, for Christ’s sake.”

“Yes,” I say. “I need to get to Hank without him nearby. He may not have love for the guy, but watching me work his father over won’t be easy for him, so I need him out of the way. He’s also really fucking capable for a civvie.”

“When are you taking Hank on?”

“Soon,” I tell him. “I need to put this to rest.”

“After?”

“I take my punishment that’s due, and find another job if I have to.”

“You’re asking a lot of me, of your team, who by the way wants to be here.”

“Look,” I say, leaning forward. “I’ll do this without you. I don’t want your hands dirty, Duffy; just keep him busy and I’ll do the rest. When it all comes out in the wash I’ll take full responsibility like I should. I deserve it, but he deserves happiness.”

“Happiness without you?” he asks. “How do you see him taking that?”

“If he’s alive and not in prison, then my hope is one day he’ll find his happiness, even if it’s not with me.”

“You’re sacrificing everything for him,” he says. “Everything, Jules.”

“He’d do the same for me.”

“Maybe,” he says. “You pull this off he loses nothing except maybe you; you lose everything including him. That seems fair to you? Because from where I’m sitting, it ain’t fair.”

“Duffy,” I whisper. “Are you with me?”

“Fuck,” he says, grabbing my hands. “You know I am, but I don’t have to like it.”

“Thank you,” I say, removing my hands from his and throwing money on the table. “Talk soon.”

Walking out the back door I can feel his eyes on me. He’s not happy about it, but he has my back, Max’s back, and at the end of the day that’s what’s important. I left feeling weird about the entire thing. He has my back too easily. No riot act, no bullshit, and that’s not Duffy. He’s a master at manipulation. I feel like I missed something. I went to this meeting hoping to get control back, but I left feeling like I was just conned. Too easy is what keeps playing in my head. Waving to the attendant I climb in the rental, back it out, and make my way back to Max to enjoy tonight together. Turning right back onto Michigan Avenue pretty much one block from the bar I just left, a pickup truck that I don’t see until the grill is pushing into the side of my rental hits me on the driver’s side.

All I can hear is scraping. All I can feel is the jarring of it, the impact of a massive pickup hitting my tiny rental car. Covering my head in case of another hit, the truck moves back enough for the driver to get out, open the passenger door, issue his threat, and then leave before I can do anything about it.

Suddenly Duffy is there pulling me from the car. Looking me over I assure him I’m just shook up, that I have no real injuries, but knowing I’ll be fucking sore tomorrow. When the cops show, which I’ll admit took forever, he waits with me. Before I convince him to leave because being seen with me would not be a good thing, I look him in his eyes and say one word. “Max.”

“I got Max,” he says. “Who the fuck’s got you?”

Turning away I answer it silently. I’ve got me. Like I’ve done since the beginning. I can fend for myself, I take care of me, and now is no different.

But that uniform’s threat is still ringing in my ears. “He’s next,” was all he said. I got it. I totally fucking got it. And when I am finished with Hank that motherfucker would be getting it, too.
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“I have this friend her names Jules,” she says smiling, in a rare moment of letting her guard down. “You’d love her; everyone does.”

“Yeah?” I ask, handing her the inventory list, pretending I have no idea who she’s talking about. “Why would I love her?”

“She’s funny, sweet, and a super badass military chick,” she says with pride. “All the guys wanted a piece of her growing up but, back then she didn’t bother with any of them.”

“And now?”

“I don’t really know,” she says, thinking on it, then gets sad. “I don’t talk to her like I used to, but I’m telling you, Max. If met her, you’d love her.”

 

When Duffy called me to tell me Jules was just T-boned on Michigan Avenue and threatened again, I lost it. Knowing she’s headed home, I have to dial it down before I get there, because she doesn’t know that I know. Needless to say, Duffy agreed that I need to do this now. He also said that she should be spared, deserved to be, and I agreed. Now that someone came at her again she would dig deeper, fight harder, and I can’t let her do that. He also told me that if anything happened to her he’d kill me himself, and he wasn’t kidding. So he told me what to do, when to do it. That left me with the how to do it.

I know how.

I just can’t believe I am going to do it this soon. I’m not ready.

Sending her a text I let her know I have some things to tie up at Lush, and that I’d see her after. She responds back with a “sounds good,” making no mention of the accident. Getting to the club, I draw up several documents handing ownership over, and once it’s signed it will get sent to the attorney.

Once that is done I sit there alone and reflect. I am about to do the unforgivable. Yes, it is to keep her safe, but that doesn’t do shit to make me feel better about it. Jules has kept every promise she’s ever made to me. She’s always been faithful, she’s always been honest, and even when we weren’t together she was always mine. Even with distance, I knew that. I knew that and I counted on it.

So when my office door opens I hope I’ll feel relief. But I don’t. I feel like an asshole.

“Jules know about this?”

“No,” I explain. “And she doesn’t need to, either. You know how things are run here anyway, and I’ll still be around, at least until this blows over and she’s clear.”

“I’m thinking your heart is in the right place, but I have to ask where your head is, Max. You love this place, she knows that. Isn’t that why she came back? When she finds out what you’ve done and that you did it for her, she’s going to go berserk. Speaking of berserk, how’s old Hank going to take this?”

“If I know Hank, he’ll explode,” I say. “I just need her away from him when he does it. He gave me until tomorrow to either file or lose the club. This way, I win.”

“You don’t think he’s going to blame her for this? He blames her for everything; this is no different. What happens if he goes after her?”

“I won’t let that happen.”

“Explain that to me.”

“He won’t have time to react, because if he goes anywhere near her, I’ll kill him. Regardless, I’ve got Hank covered.”

“This is risky business, Max. I sure hope you know what the fuck you’re doing.”

Pushing the papers forward and setting the pen next to it, I continue. “Just sign it. I’ll send it to the attorney, and you can be on your way.”

“You can’t keep carrying this guilt around; what happened in the past wasn’t your fault. We are all involved in some fucked-up business. Each of us knows the risk. You can’t protect everyone.”

“All this bullshit is because of him, Venessa,” I start. “Right underneath my god damned nose. I stayed away from my wife to protect her, and even then he had people fucking with her, and I didn’t know. I didn’t protect you, Macy, or my wife, and if I can help put an end to this, I will. Rogan’s cool with you doing this?”

“He gets it,” she says, signing her name. “He also has your back, just like the rest of us, you just have to ask. I don’t want the club, Max. When this is over, it’s yours, no questions asked. But we’re friends, and friends help each other out. When shit gets deep, pick up the fucking phone and ask for help, yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Any word from Tony?”

“None,” I say, scanning the paperwork in to send out. “Wherever he is, whatever he’s doing, he isn’t sharing.”

“Well, this just gets better and better.”

“Should I be worried about him? Turning on me, that is?”

“No,” she says, standing up. “Tony isn’t turning on you, but if you don’t play your cards right, there’s a good chance Jules will. Women don’t like being played Max, any more than you do.”

With that, she exits. Watching the feed I see Rogan escort her to his truck and drive off. Leaning back in my chair after hitting send I feel good about my decision. Well as good as I can feel about lying to my wife. I suspect by the end of the day Hank will have been notified, and Hank was going to be pissed.

Pulling out my phone I see her text telling me she’s home and asking if I want her to make dinner. Clenching my jaw I want to say yes, that I would love for my wife to cook for me, but I don’t. I respond letting her know we’ll decide when I get there and shut down my office. Driving home I debate on circling the block or not going home at all, but the only way this will work is if I do it in person. Walking in the door I see her on the couch with her hair pulled up messy on top her head, eyes glued to her laptop until she hears me. She looks up and her entire face fucking lights up for me. When she starts to get up to come to me I stop her.

I have to do this now or I never will.

“Everything okay at the club?” she asks, making room for me next to her but I don’t join her. Sitting across from her instead, I cross my arms over my chest and get the courage up to get this done.

“Club’s good,” I tell her bluntly. “I need to talk to you, Jules.”

“I’m listening,”

“I’ve had to do a lot of thinking since you showed up, and it’s only fair that I’m up front with you,” I start. “I didn’t ask you to come here; you did that on your own. You’ve known about shit for years, and kept it from me; I don’t appreciate that. What you did for Rafe and Macy was good, but what you’re doing to me isn’t. Since you’ve been back, shit’s gone from bad to worse, and that’s because of you.”

“Max,” she says, getting up. “Why are you—”

“Sit down and stay over there, Jules,” I order her, and when she sits back down I find myself pissed at her for listening to me. “I used to think being with you was where I belonged, but it was being without you that I figured out who I was. I should have never married you. I was impulsive, and you we’re right, I did it to piss my father off. Now that I know what’s happening at the club, I’ve hired people to take care of it. I don’t need you anymore.”

“I see.”

“I don’t think you do,” I say, knowing what’s coming, but too far in to stop it. “I want a divorce. I had a pretty decent life until you came back and fucked it all up. I was seeing someone, and I’d like to continue doing so without my marriage to you hanging over my head. I’ve upheld my vows long enough.”

“Seeing someone? You lied to me? Why?”

“Simple,” I say, shrugging it off. “I wanted to fuck you again, see if it was still there, only it wasn’t. I wanted to know what you knew, and now that I do you can go back to your own life and leave me to mine. Now I have to take out the trash. Don’t act so surprised about it; you had to know it was coming.”

“You don’t love me at all, do you?”

“Not anymore, no.” I struggle to get out because the lies are burning in my stomach. “I loved who you were then, not whoever you are now. Who you are now and what you do for a living is abhorrent to me. Even considering a future between us is laughable; it’s better to end this now.”

“What’s her name?”

“Who’s name?”

“The woman you need to get back to, the one I’m keeping you from.”

“Don’t worry about her,” I tell her, wanting her to drop it. “She’s none of your business.”

I expected her to flip out. I waited for her to attack me or maybe even shoot me, but she doesn’t. Unfolding her legs she leaves me sitting in the living room and when she rounds the corner, she rips me apart without looking at me.

“I’ll be gone in ten minutes.”

Never moving from my spot, it’s all I can do to stay seated. I can hear her moving around, opening drawers, and talking on the phone. Exactly nine minutes later I hear a truck’s exhaust, followed by Rafe kicking in my door. Before he can kill me Jules comes down the steps, expressionless.

Rafe’s chest looks ready to explode. In return, I act like his presence is an annoyance while Jules puts her hand on his arm then faces me.

“Be happy, Max,” is all she says when she takes the heart from my chest and walks out of my front door, never looking back.

“You piece of horse shit,” he growls, getting in my face. “Everything she’s done for you, for all of us, and this is how you repay her?”

“Take her where she needs to go, Rafe,” I say back casually. “As long as it’s away from here and away from me. I don’t need her anymore.”

“You don’t give a fuck about anyone do you?” he yells, pushing me. “Do you, motherfucker?”

Shrugging my shoulders, I level him with a look that shuts him up. “Sure I do,” I say, leaning in. “Me.”

He stares at me, debating what to do next. “You best hope your face doesn’t run into my fist anytime soon.” When his phone rings he blinks, looks at it, then walks out the door back to Jules. Watching him pull away with my wife I force myself not to break down. Especially once I go up to our room and see she’s left her ring on the dresser with a note.

 

Maxwell,

With this band, no matter where I was, all I had to do was look down to be reminded what I was fighting for. You.

In all these years, I’ve never been without it.

I wish you and whomever she is happiness.

That’s all I ever wanted for you, even if it wasn’t with me.

You were right, though, you don’t need me.

You never did.

You proved that today by lying to me.

I still have a lot to fight for, I just can’t fight for you anymore…



J
Grabbing the ring and the note, I sit on the edge of our bed and break down for real. Hours of misery and a fifth of whisky later, I have to ask myself, do I have any fucking clue what I’m doing? The answer is easy: no.

I didn’t have a god damn clue.

But she knew. Like she always does, that I’m a coward and now she can add liar to the list too.
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“Jesus, Lina,” I groan, sitting next to the toilet. “How do you drink like this all the time?”

“I come all the way out here to see you, and you puke,” she says, handing me a towel. “What the fuck are they training you for? Every government pawn needs to throw back tequila. It’s the American way!”

“Stop yelling,” I beg her. “Or yell quietly, please.”

“You’re an embarrassment to women everywhere,” she says. “I gotta kick someone out, be right back.”

Closing my eyes and resting my head on the lid, I promise to never drink again if I can just breathe without getting sick.

“Okay, he’s gone,” she says minutes later, turning on the shower.

“You brought someone back with you?”

“Well yeah,” she says, helping me up. “Always wanted to bag an officer,”

“How was it?”

“Short,” she says, snorting. “Like his haircut.”

 

The next couple of days were brutal. Once I recovered from my tequila-induced hangover I did what I always do. I got back to business. First order of business was shutting off my phone. The calls, the texts, and the voicemails were not helping. None of them were from him, either, not that I expected them to be. But old habits die hard. My phone is my lifeline, so every time it pinged, dinged, or lit up I found myself checking it just in case it was him. Only it never was, so I drank more.

When I went to the department to see the Captain, that went down as expected. A shit load of resistance, idle threats, and finally the red tape. In my opinion, if the good Captain had nothing to hide, he would aide me instead of shut me down. When he told me that without the proper documentation (which for obvious reasons, I did not have) that he could refuse to speak with me, he showed me the door and that was that. I assured him I’d be back, and he assured me that by my actions alone, he considered me a traitor. I assured myself I didn’t give a fuckity fuck.

Stopping at the liquor store I grab more booze and head back to my room to do some leg work and call in some favors. Opening the door and seeing Bishop sprawled out on my shitty couch didn’t even comfort me. At this point, I was beyond caring. I was ready to leave Detroit and stay gone for good.

“This place smells like ass,” he says, stretching out. “speaking of ass, you look like—”

“Why are you here?” I ask, unscrewing the top off my newest bottle. The shit is disgusting, but as much time as Jose and I have been spending together, I figured before our time was up I’d be fluent in Spanish.

“You weren’t answering your phone,” he says. “Called Max and he told me to fuck off, he was done with you, and that you’re probably already headed home to me where you belong. I had to ask myself, why would he go to all this trouble to win you back only to let you go? Know what I came up with?”

“Don’t care,” I say, wrapping my lips around Jose and opening my throat.

“My spidey senses tell me he’s full of shit.”

“Go back to DC, Bishop,” I tell him, burping. “Give me a day or two, and I’ll be right behind you.”

“That right?” he asks, sitting up. “You believed him? That guy loves you, Boss. Ever think he’s trying to protect you?”

“Stop fucking talking,” I growl at him. “He claims he’s seeing someone else. He also claims to have used me for intel, for fuck’s sake. Now get the fuck out so I can suffer in silence, or man the fuck up and drink with me.”

“He ain’t seeing no one else, Boss,” he says, sitting next to me. “I didn’t fly to this hellhole to fuck with you. He called me you know, before. Called Duffy, too. I’m wondering if maybe this was his idea. Ain’t no secret Duffy wants you home. Max called him for help. You don’t think it’s possible Duffy played a part in this? Put the fucking bottle down and think.”

“Duffy wouldn’t do that,” I say, setting the bottle on the floor, but still within reaching distance. “He gains nothing from doing it.”

“Sure he does,” he says, rolling his eyes. “He gets you back in DC and he gets to leave this shit hole, too. I’ve been on tours in third world countries that have more potential than this dump. He knows you’re working off the clock, and he’s pissed. This has Duffy written all over it, Boss. He knew Max wanted you safe. My guess is this was his way of having him do it, saving him the trouble. Go on and call Duffy, I’ll wait.”

“Dammit, Bishop,” I say, reaching for my bottle, and for some reason it keeps moving. “It’s over. I’m wrapping things up and I’m gone.”

“Make the fucking call.”

Fine. I think to myself, get it the fuck over with so I can move on. But doubting a team mate isn’t what we do. I’m rebelling against the idea out of habit. We lay down our lives for each other, no questions asked. What I’m about to do, in my opinion, is an act of treachery. Turning my phone on, I ignore the missed calls and texts and dial Lina first. I asked her to stay on the line and stay quiet because my drunk ass couldn’t spot a lie at fifty yards right now. Hitting the proper buttons I three-way Duffy into the conversation which shocked me that I was able to do it at all. When he answers I keep it brief and to the point.

After grilling him, then grilling him further because I am too drunk and repeating myself, I disconnect with Duffy and focus back on Lina.

“Well?” I ask her while my stomach starts to roll.

“Oh he’s totally lying,” she says. “But he sounds hot.”

Closing my eyes, I thank her quietly, then disconnect. Sitting back on the shitty couch I look over at Bishop, and in his usual way he keeps me from raging. “Whatever Max did, he did it because Duffy conned him. Even if he didn’t agree with Max’s plan, if meant you’d be safe, Duffy would back it. He cares about you, he don’t give a fuck about him.”

“I know.”

“Then you also know that ain’t the kind of shit a man does who isn’t in love. Max loves you.”

“Bishop—”

“You ain’t got a closet full of dresses or fancy jewelry, Boss, but you’re still a woman. You can look at me and tell me you believed that shit he said to you? After all the shit he went through to partner with you, protect you? Come on, Boss, he even went toe to toe with me and Duffy. You ain’t gotta forget the hurt, but think with your head for a minute.”

Before I can answer him there’s a banging on the door. Not just a banging, but multiple fists are doing the pounding. Bishop gets up, walks over, and when he opens the door I immediately take another gulp out of my bottle. Peering around the corner when I see them I take another chug knowing it’s about to be a long fucking night.

The four musketeers crowd me, and both Venessa and Macy are talking at once. The guys are staring at Bishop while he stares back. When they both finish, Rafe looks as miserable as I feel. I am still gulping because what I am hearing has me looking to get hammered and pass out.  However, the alternative is killing my husband which after what I just heard make homicide plausible.

Once they leave and Bishop crashes out, I sit down on the floor, looking out over the city and silently asking whoever could be listening for answers. The hits just keep coming. After everything I’ve done he gave Lush to Venessa. “Why, Max? Why would you do this to me?”

“He thought he was keeping his woman safe,” says Bishop, sitting down next to me. “I may not agree with what he did it, but I get why he did it.”

Looking over at both Bishops because now there’s two of them, I tell him the god’s honest. “Just one time I wanted him to choose me, Bishop. I wanted to be first. I stirred the pot, that’s on me, so I need to set things right here. I’m still taking Hank down, and once that’s over I’m giving Max what he wants.”

“Anal?”

“Divorce, you asshole.”

“You’re drunk and not making sense,” he says, pulling my head onto his lap. “I’ve never seen you like this. Fuck, I ain’t never even seen you drink. Making decisions tonight is a bad idea, Boss.”

“Why didn’t you tell me you were gay?”

“Would it have mattered?”

“No.”

“Then why tell you? You love me, I know it. I knew you knew, but some shit you just don’t talk about. It ain’t because I’m ashamed. I kept it from you for the same reasons you kept Max from me.”

“Love shouldn’t hurt like this.”

“At least you know what it feels like, Boss.”

“It’s not feeling so good right now, Bishop. Thanks for having my back.”

“Boss?”

“Hmm?”

“Don’t divorce him, just… don’t.”

Laughing at my own misery, I whisper. “I already did.”

“Come again?”

“Filed for it at county anyway, got the old ball rollin’. Paid a messenger today to serve him. Like I was going to let him serve me first…please. Don’t hate the player, and all that.”

“God dammit, Boss,” he whispers, rubbing my back. “You just made a huge fucking mistake.”

“Naw,” I tell him. “He did. You can only hurt me so many times. Besides, ghetto bitches like me don’t get happy endings. Well, unless you pay for them, but hell, you’d be lucky if she spoke English and washed her hands first.”

“The fuck are you going on about?”

“When the streets is watching, blocks keep clockin’. Waiting for you to break, make your first mistake.”

“Did you just freestyle? That’s was fucking horrible.”

“Pssh,” I say, hiccupping. “That was Jay-Z.”

“Hey, Boss? What was it like?”

“What was what like?”

“Being married. Loving someone enough to say I’ll give you the rest of my life, and I’m fucking trusting you with it.”

“When it was us, it was indescribable. I’ve never had him long enough to get sick of him or find out if he farts in his sleep. Always hoped I would, though. Not fart in his sleep, but get to see his quirks. I’ll love him as long as live, Bishop. For me, it’s him. Even if, he doesn’t feel the same.”

“You can get back to that,” he says, rubbing my back, which feels amazing.

“I’m going to tell you something,” I say, sitting up, looking him in all of his eyes. “The day I said yes, I thought for once I was important. I promised to always put him first, and I did. He promised the same. And ya know what? If someone is too good to be true, they are probably fucking named Maxwell Allen.”

“Boss…”

“He fucking lied about loving me!” I yell to the ceiling. “You can lie about a lot of shit, tell me my ass looks great when it doesn’t, cheat on your taxes, or jaywalk, but you don’t lie about love, ever. It’s a rule somewhere. Don’t think I didn’t know he lied about another woman; I’m not that fucking dumb. It’s the lengths he would go to hurt me that guts me. He used every single insecurity I have to push me away. He’s a god damn quitter! I loved him with everything I had, which granted wasn’t much to begin with because I’m nobody, but I was his nobody, god dammit. Loving someone is easy! Leaving the one you love should be impossible! But he did, didn’t he? Every decision I have ever made since the day I met him was made with him in mind. To have that thrown in my face, to be lied to by him even if it was to protect me… hurts. Did you know I’ve only been with him? Him. One guy, that’s it. That’s all I wanted. He said he has someone and wants to get back to that without being married to me hanging over his fucking head. I have thousands of knives plunged into my heart right now, Bishop. You want love? You think you’re missing out? Wrong!”

Now that I’m all riled up, I get in his face. “Fuck love, fuck doing the right thing, and fuck him. Don’t you ever let someone have this kind of hold on you, Bishop. It isn’t worth it.”

When the tears come I can’t contain them, or the nausea that follows. Whispering to him while I stare at the moving floor, I let the pain take over. “My heart beat for him, Bishop; my lungs took air for him. Every mission, every bust was so he could sleep safe at night. I told myself I was doing something good. I gave him everything, and in minutes he took it all away. He called it taking out the trash, the cockfucker! Oh shit that came out wrong, I’m sorry!”

Sobbing in earnest because the feelings of being a failure are just too much, I latch onto Bishop, willing him to make it better or to end it, I’m not sure which. “I didn’t mean that how it sounded please don’t be mad at me.”

“Boss,” he says wiping my tears “Cockfucker might be my new favorite word. You get points for that.”

  A hysterical laugh escapes then I’m back to crying again. “All I ever wanted was to be loved back. I wanted to be his reason for waking up. Now what do I do? I’m not his reason for anything, except standing in his way. If I’m not his wife anymore, who am I?”

Then for my grand finale, I throw up in the wastebasket and pass the fuck out.
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“What, Boss?” “Hey, Bishop?” she asks, cutting my steak for me. She always does that weird shit, but it seems to make her happy, so I don’t say nothin’ about it. Once less thing I gotta do. Plus, for some reason it tastes better when she does it.

“You would tell me if you were gay, right?”

“Fuck off,” I tell her, taking her carrots.

“Is that a yes?” she asks, batting her eyelashes at me. I ain’t ashamed of being gay but, if I could feel something for the female variety, I’d want it to be for her.

“Fuck off,” I tell her again.

“Copy that, Bishop,” she says, stealing a carrot back and smiling for me. “Fucking off.”

 

Once she’s tucked in tight, I leave her with the wastebasket and her phone in case she wakes up and needs anything. I don’t intend on being gone long enough to get a call, but better safe than sorry. Can’t imagine it’s going to take long to beat the ever loving shit out of that fucker, and be back before she wakes up feeling like cockfucker.

Jules is a cool cat. No matter the situation, she keeps not just herself chill, but the rest of us. She’s kept all of our asses alive for years. All the guys love her, but I love her the most. I also know her the best, and though we ain’t all hearts and flowers, seeing her like she was tonight has me driving over to pay that asshole a visit. A long overdue visit.

This whole thing ain’t sitting right, and I want fucking answers. If I got to beat him to do it, I got no problems with that either.

Because of what we do, the shit we see, and the nightmares that come with it, none of us have ever settled. No kids, no house, no nothin’. Our unit is solid, but outside of us ain’t no one ever gonna miss us if we’re gone. All these years, though, someone had her heart, and we didn’t know. I’d be pissed if I thought it’d help, but it won’t. I don’t know this guy, but his actions ain’t one of a guy who ain’t in love. Even I know that much. Alcohol may have given her the means to say what was hurting her, but I swear to god, I never knew she hurt like that. She’s beyond destroyed, she’s damn near broken, and that ain’t the Boss I know. She’s right, though; love can do some serious damage.

Rolling up to his house, I see only one car, which is good for him. If he had a female here we’d be having two body bags instead of one. Banging on the door with both of my fists, he opens it, and doesn’t look surprised to see me at all. Not sparing him a word, I walk in and punch the prick right in the mouth. Gotta give him credit, though; he didn’t say a word or swing back. Instead, he offers me a beer. Following him to the kitchen, he pulls out a chair, and I take it.

“Feel better? he asks, spitting in the sink then taking the seat across from me.

“No,” I answer. “You got three seconds to come clean before I leave you on the floor, and I won’t hold back on account of her anymore.”

“I don’t owe you or her anything,” he says, taking a swig. “That being said, you can go now.”

“You care for her at all?” I ask, and when he winces I know I am right.

“Not your business, Bishop.”

“I’m makin’ it my business, Max,” I say, leaning forward. “Wanna know why?”

“No.”

“Glad you asked. Could be because she’s passed out drunk with a puke basket, and could also be because she’s so fucked up about it she went down to county and filed. Ain’t she somethin’? Even with a broken heart she was giving you exactly what you asked for. Get your papers yet?”

“She filed? For divorce?”

“You thought she’d sit and wait for you to hurt her more than you already have? Then you don’t know the Red I know. So who’s idea was it to crush her, yours or Duffy’s?”

“She went down to county? By herself? When?”

“You ain’t listening to my words, Max,” I interrupt. “Who’s idea was it?”

“Mine,” he says, closing his eyes. “But he said she deserved to have a life, and he was right. This is my mess; I should be cleaning it up, not her.”

“Maybe he was, but it wasn’t his decision, asshole. You gave your club to the DJ? I don’t think you have any idea what hearing that did to her. What was she fighting for, then? She came here for you. You ain’t the man I thought you were. Shit happens, and you fucking bail on her? You told her you had a bitch on the side and being married to her was a mistake? She put the job she loves on the line to save your sorry ass. A job she only took, mind you, to save your sorry ass. The part that got me, though? You called her trash. Thing is, I don’t believe you meant it, but you did it anyway. Hurting her to protect her is fucking ignorant. This visit is your official warning.”

“Warning for what exactly?”

“Stay the fuck away from her,” I growl. “When this shit is over and you start rethinkin’ your decision and wantin’ her back, you ain’t gettin’ her back, and if I gotta kill you to keep her from crying, I will. Since the day I met her she’s put everyone else first, including me. Before she passed out in my lap, she told me just once she wanted to come first. She wanted you to choose her. When I gotta hear the strongest fucking woman ever born look at me and say she wanted to be your reason for waking up. I’m not his reason for anything, except standing in his way. If I’m not his wife anymore, who am I? Yeah, I can tell by your jaw cracking you don’t like that much. Try being her; she doesn’t think there’s a her without you. I intend to rectify that.  So now you got my warning. You’re on your own with your pussy bullshit. I’m takin’ her back home and if it’s the last thing I do; I’ll find someone else to make her light up. Cuz that privilege don’t belong to a piece of shit civvie like you. Speaking of Duffy, you remember him, right? Did I not tell you he’s been in love with her forever? Sorry, my man, but you got played again. This one you did all yourself, too. I remember telling you calling Duffy would be dumb.”

When his face turns different shades of red I know I hit my mark. Sitting back and crossing my ankles, I wait for it. Sipping on my light beer (which is disgusting; light beer is for civvies), I watch him get up and start pacing. He is thinking hard about something, and I got a feeling that the explosion brewing is going to be huge and entertaining.

I ain’t disappointed.

Watching this guy lose it is better than Pay-Per-View.
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“She’s back in DC,” he says, sending me her new address. “This new place is much safer than the last one.”

“Thanks, Tony”

“When are you leaving?”

“I’m not”

“You’re not?”

“No”

“Why am I even doing any of this if you don’t have plans to get her back?”

“I just want to know she’s safe.”

“She is safe, Max,” he says. “But she won’t be yours for much longer if you don’t do something.”

“What’s his name?”

“I don’t have a name, but they do everything together,” he informs me. “Maybe you should check it out?”

Two days later I am standing outside of her apartment building. The rest of that day is spent following her while she has coffee, reads a book, and then meets up with him. They don’t touch or do anything to suggest it is more than what I see, but he searches the crowd looking for a threat and always keeps her within arms distance. When he opens the door for her to enter the market she stops, whips around, and makes eye contact.

Frozen in place I can only return her stare. Suddenly she blinks, shakes her head, and her face falls. Retreating into the shadows, I watch the man put his arms around her and walk her in. Five hours later I’m back in Detroit and I never go to DC again.

 

My head is spinning so much that I can hardly see straight. Duffy wants my wife? She filed for divorce? Duffy wants my wife? She’s leaving me? Duffy wants my fucking wife? Grabbing onto the counter top and dropping my head, I struggle for breath. I was trying to keep her safe. I’d do anything to keep her safe, but I never thought doing the right thing could hurt like this. Looking at my white knuckles, I tell Bishop the truth, knowing he’ll never tell her, but needing him to know just the same.

“The second she climbed on my bike I fell for her. I’d never felt anything like it before. She asked me to drop her at a corner, but I followed her on foot. She didn’t want me to see where she lived. I didn’t care that she didn’t have money. I just wanted her. She didn’t care about my money, either; she just wanted me. All these years I just wanted her with me, but circumstances kept us apart.”

“Bullshit,” he argues. “Your bastard of a father kept you two apart, and you allowed it.”

“Yes,” I agree. “But I saw her every chance I could. I just needed more time to get everything in place, but then bad shit started happening, and then she showed up. I didn’t know what Hank was doing; I never knew he was sending men to fuck with her. Had I known I would have—”

“You wouldn’t have done shit, Max,” he says. “Because you never do shit about anything. You take the easy way out. Hell, I don’t even know you, and I see it. You hate conflict, so you punk out instead of manning up. Your old man sent thugs after your wife. They put their hands on her, asshole. Know what she did? To spare you she sent them back alive. The Red I know wouldn’t do that for nobody. I know that because she’s killed for me and every man in our unit.”

“I said I didn’t fucking know!”

“So? Now you do know, and you still ain’t doing shit. You can’t take on your old man alone. She knew that, and fuck, I know that. You, though? Until she took the time to teach you, you couldn’t have kicked your own ass. She’s kept an eye on him for years while you got to live in the clouds worried about just you. You ain’t got no idea what your old man is capable of. Guess you’ll find out soon enough, though, since none of us are allowing her to help you anymore.”

“When is she leaving?”

“Why?”

“Because I—”

Standing up, he sets his beer down and gets ready to leave. “Ain’t your business anymore, my man. Besides, one man’s trash is another’s man’s treasure, so she won’t be lonely for long.”

Charging him, I grab ahold of his shirt, tossing him from the kitchen to the living room. When he laughs and takes a swing I dodge it, barely.

“Call her trash again and I’ll fucking beat you to death.”

After he lands a blow to my ribs I bend over trying to get air when he gets in my face. “Trash ain’t a bad thing where I come from, cockfucker,” he says, knocking me down. “I’m trash, I know it. You can’t help who the fuck you got stuck with, but she knows who she is, and the days of you using who she is to hurt her are over. Hell, look at who you call daddy, and she ain’t never judged you for it. No way am I ever watching her suffer like that again. I ain’t ever gonna listen to her freestyle over you again. It’s that bad.”

“She’s mine,” I growl, regaining my full height.

“Naw, man, she really ain’t,” he says, laughing. I charge him again, and the next several minutes are spent kicking the shit out of each other, until Rafe walks in.
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“I’ll get her back,” she says firmly. “I need you to trust me. Can you do that?”

“Promise me,” I beg her. “Promise me you’ll find her.”

“I promise I will find her, Rafe,” she says calmly. “And when I do, you promise me that you will do whatever it takes to protect her.”

She kept her promise, and I tried keeping mine. When I got to that fucker’s house I don’t know what I expected to find, but my wife with a hammer wasn’t one of them. Just when I thought she was safe another threat appeared, and I didn’t protect her from that, either. The loss is still raw for us, but without Jules, I wouldn’t have Macy at all. I owe Jules a debt.

 

The first time I met Jules, I knew she was not a female to fuck with. Sure, she was sweet and smiled sometimes, but she carried herself like a warrior. Jules had seen some things and it showed. She got me to my wife when it counted. She set me straight, and I can never repay her for what she did for us. Ain’t no perfect man, I’m proof of that, but I gotta say I’m disappointed in Max. Love makes people do weird shit; I’m proof of that, too, so that’s why leaving Jules drunk and hurting at the MGM felt wrong.

When we got home Macy told me, “Go over to Max’s and get answers. If he won’t give them to you willingly, beat them out of him.”

What my Princess wants, my Princess gets.

Venessa told me Max gave her the club. That didn’t seem right, either. Why give her the club then tell Jules he wanted a divorce? All I know is I saw the pain Jules was feeling when she called in her favor to pick her up, and I saw it again when the girls were trying to talk her down. Bottom line, I don’t like seeing Jules hurt at all. She did us all a solid when she put her shit on the line to help. I saw the look on his face when he couldn’t find her, and I felt his fury when she was attacked, twice. Max ain’t a guy who shares his feelings, so I’m all sorts of confused as to what the hell is going on. I ain’t the brightest, but I do know one thing:

Max fucked up.

Jogging up the steps, I can hear a battle royale taking place in the house. If I hate anything, it’s not being invited to the party. Opening the door I see Bishop going Superfly Snuka on his ass. Then I find myself bummed I left my phone in the car. Macy would have loved this shit.

“When you two are done feeling each other up, can I get a turn?” When they both stop and stare at me I decide to keep going, because fuck you, this is funny. “What? You’d rather make it a threesome? I’m sure Princess wouldn’t mind this one time. But I think for my first time I need to be on the bottom.”

Bending at the knees and catching his breath, Max grates out, “Where’s Rogan?”

“He’ll be here soon; had to take care of Boner first.”

“His dick is more important than Red?” asks Bishop, moving slowly toward the chair. Ah, so Max got in a few too, good for him. Then again, the guy is recovering from two bullet wounds, but what the fuck do I know?

“It sounds that way, doesn’t it? Boner wears out easily, being small and shit. But hey, don’t stop on my account, seriously. As you were.”

“Boner’s a dog,” he says, looking at Bishop, then looking back at me “What do you want, Rafe?”

Before I can answer my partner walks in and speaks for me. (which let me tell you is a bitch to get used to) “Answers,” he says, standing next to me crossing his arms over his chest. Yeah, it’s even scarier in person.

Surprisingly enough, Max did give us answers, and we didn’t like them one fucking bit. Turns out our boy Max has made some serious mistakes. I can relate some, but even I wasn’t this much of a dick. You’d think him being older would mean he’s wiser, but nope. He’s a fucking idiot. Looking at him, seeing him miserable, doesn’t make me feel sorry for him even a little bit, because I saw what his actions did to her. Princess judges me by actions and not words for good reason, so after the clusterfuck he made of his marriage, I don’t blame Jules for getting piss drunk. I’m just surprised she didn’t kill him; I would have.

While Bishop was busy icing his knuckles Duffy walked in and the Max I knew disappeared. The new and improved Max 2.0 went berserk on Duffy, forcing Bishop, Rogan, and me to pull him off.

Bishop looked slightly guilty, Duffy pissed but confused, and we couldn’t stop smiling.

I mean for real, I like this Max. You can never have too much crazy around here. Now if he could just harness his crazy for good and not stupid, he’d have his woman back.
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There’s a knock on my door, but it’s a holiday weekend. Bishop is off on a mission which baffles me as to who it could be. Throwing on a robe, I open the door and it’s him. Leaning into the door, looking casual and beautiful. he smiles at me.

“Happy birthday, Blue,” he says, and no sooner does he say it, I’m in his arms. “You came,” I whisper with tears in my throat. “You remembered.”

“How should we celebrate?”

“In bed, on the couch, in the hall,” I whisper, kissing him all over. “Or here in the doorway works, too.”

“Invite me in, Blue,” he growls, nipping at my bottom lip.

“Come inside, Max.”

We spent that day in all the places I mentioned, and even made it out to my patio. He made me a cake with candles, he sang to me, and we fell asleep in a tangle of arms and legs. Waking him up with my hands we reconnected the next morning, too. That weekend my faith in our marriage was renewed. The distance wouldn’t be forever, it was temporary, and proof our love was everlasting. We could do this; Max and I could do anything.

 

My mouth tastes like a hamster died in it. Why do people drink again? Oh, that’s right… because they’re idiots. Crawling to the bathroom I manage to turn on the shower, barely. Once I crawl in I let the water soak me, I am not even opposed to drowning. God bless the darkness right now because my head is killing me. Turning my head and opening my mouth to rinse it out, I realize I haven’t felt this shitty since… well, ever. Crawling out I brush my teeth, wrap myself in a towel, and head back out to my bed to die alone. Where is Bishop? What time is it? Who the fuck is in my room?

“Beautiful,” he says, and I whip around then lose my footing because I’m still drunk.

“Jesus, Duffy, you like living on the edge, don’t you?”

“Probably,” he says, turning the lamp and pulling back my covers, signaling for me to come and lie down. “But I like seeing you in a towel better.”

Once I can focus I narrow my eyes to his face. Both of his faces. “What attacked your face?”

“You mean who?” he asks, and when I don’t answer he does. “This would be courtesy of Max.”

“Max did that to you?” I ask, skeptical. “Mind telling me how?”

“You said you were training him, but fuck, is he a fast learner. The guy hits like a sledgehammer. I haven’t been cocked that hard in years. I could almost respect the guy if he had any clue how fucking strong he was.”

“Duffy, I’m dying right now. Put me out of my misery and tell me what happened so I can pass back out like a big girl.”

“I might have encouraged him to cut you loose,” he starts. “He called me wanting to help; told him he could help most by letting you go.”

When I stay silent he crawls in next to me and brushes my hair out with his fingers. “I probably owe you an apology, Red. When you said you loved him, I didn’t think you could love anyone that much. If my face and Bishop’s is anything to go by, Max didn’t like to be played.”

“He’s been played his whole life,” I whisper closing my eyes. “By now, I thought he’d have learned.”

“He knows he fucked up, Red,” he whispers back. “I fucked up, too; here to say I’m sorry and I’ll do what needs to be done.”

“Nothing left to do,” I say, dosing. “I filed for divorce. I’m booking our flights tomorrow, and we’ll be gone after that.”

“I think we should stay.”

“Do you? Well, I disagree. I’m tired of being chewed up and spit out. I want to go back to DC, back to the action, back to what I know.”

“Back to being alone?”

“Fuck you,” I say, rolling toward him. “You don’t know shit about what I’m feeling. How this feels! You didn’t hear what he said. How he looked when he said it. You want to stay, stay. I’m leaving with or without you. Alone is better than gutted any damn day.”

Grabbing my face, he leans in. “Taking you back to DC would be easy. Thing is, you spent years keeping this asshole safe from a distance, and you wouldn’t do that if you didn’t care. He didn’t want to do it, Red. I pushed him, me. Ask me why I pushed him.”

“No.”

“Ask me.”

“I don’t need to ask. It doesn’t matter what you said, the point is he fucking did it. You may have suggested it, but one minute he said he loved me and the next… No, he did this, and now he’s on his own.” Turning away from him I curl up in a ball. “See yourself out, Duffy.”

Then as I lay there drifting, head spinning, still mostly drunk, I hear him whisper to me in the darkness. “You’re easy to love, Red. A man will do anything to protect the woman he loves, like walk away from for her if he thinks it’s best. Or get her away from the man she loves so he has shot at her heart. I ain’t proud of what I did, but there ain’t nothing I wouldn’t do for you, neither.”

Deciding to figure out what that meant later, I close my eyes, not even caring that he is next to me. If there is one thing Duffy does without asking, it’s keeping me safe.

One minute I am out cold; the next there is light, followed by noise, but mostly it’s Max trying to kill every male in the room. I’m pretty sure when I shoot up and my towel falls down it makes a shit situation even worse.
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“Tell me something I don’t know about you,” I ask her while she sips her coffee. “Hmm okay, here’s one; I hate flying.”

“You hate flying.” I laugh. “But you jump out of planes?”

“Correction, I rappel. But I’d rather leave the plane by rope then stay strapped into a seat.”

“That makes no sense.”

“Was it supposed to?”

 

Duffy decided killing me was a waste of his time so he left, but the others stayed. Asking them to leave didn’t work, telling them to leave didn’t work, and threatening castration just made them laugh. Giving in, I fell to the couch and tried ignoring them instead. Bishop stayed quiet, thank fuck, but Rogan had a lot of advice to share. Oddly enough it was Rafe’s that stuck with me and everyone was as surprised to hear it as I was.

“I ain’t debating on whether or not you love her,” Rogan says, grabbing his keys. “But I gotta wonder if you do. Ain’t nothing outside of death that could keep from my angel. You lay claim to loving her, fucking her up to keep her safe. It don’t make no sense, but this kind of shit never does.”

“Whoa now, partner,” says Rafe, stepping beside him. “Mad Max here loves Jules, he’s just confused about what to do. Right, Max?” When I nod he keeps going. “I broke my girl’s heart once, I swore I’d spend every day never repeating that mistake. Jules is sensitive, she feels things real deep. I have to think that if you have the ability to hurt her that badly she must love you a whole lot more. See where I’m going with this?”

“Not really,” I admit. “No.”

“She loves you enough to forgive you,” he says. “Though you may be doing it from a hospital bed after you tell her you lied about it, but still. You cool with her leaving for good? I don’t see you being all right with that, but if you don’t get your dick out of your ass she’ll jet, and you’ll just be left with your dick in your—”

“He gets it,” says Rogan, rolling his eyes. “Macy needs to get you some flashcards or something, fuck.”

“Yeah, well, Venessa needs to trim that shit from around your mouth. You look like Davy Jones from that pirate flick.”

“She likes my mouth just fine.”

“You got a little something in your beard,” he says, reaching for his face, but then Rogan slaps it away. “Fine, you walk around with chili in your grill, who am I to judge?”

Looking up at Bishop and asking again where she was I must have looked desperate, because he finally tells me. Grabbing my keys, I walk out not caring what the three of them do. However, I should have known they would follow me if only for the entertainment and the prospect of her kicking my ass. Valeting the car, bullshitting reception into giving me a key and taking the elevator, I opened the door to her suite, and instead of feeling at peace at seeing her again, I see Duffy with his body literally wrapped around hers.

Fuck peace.

This is war.

Flicking on all of the lights I stomp over to the bed, ripping Duffy out of it by his head. When Rafe and Rogan show up they try breaking us apart, but I refuse to let go. I don’t care that he’s fully dressed, especially when she jolts awake wearing nothing but a towel that falls below her breasts, giving everyone a full view of what’s mine. Yelling, grunting, and my fists hitting Duffy’s face is all I can hear. It’s not until she lays down the law that I even pause. “Enough,” she says slurred, and all four of us stop dead in our tracks.

Pulling up her towel, she doesn’t even have the decency to look embarrassed. Actually, she looks smashed. Crawling out of bed, she stands in front of all us in commander mode. In any other situation I’d find this funny considering not one of us is under six feet, two hundred pounds, and she’s tiny, weighing in at a buck twenty, with the towel.

Squinting her eyes and swaying on her feet she starts with me. “You’re in my room attacking Duffy again because?”

“This is man stuff, Boss—”

Leveling Duffy with that don’t-fuck-with-me look she says, “I asked you to leave, didn’t I?”

Looking slightly guilty he moves around me to get to her side, leans in, and whispers, “Couldn’t leave you like that, Boss. You needed me.”

When she growls then ignores him and focuses on me, I know I’m unwelcome. “If he felt like it, he could have killed you at any time, dumbass,” she starts. “The only reason you have full use of your body is because he won’t take advantage of the weak.” Then looking over at the other two she nods. “Hey, guys.” When they give her a “Hey” back I get really pissed.

“Are you drunk? Where in the fuck are your clothes?”

“Probably on the floor where I left them,” she snarls at me, “Get out, Max.”

“No chance,” I tell her, getting closer. “I want answers on what I just saw, now.”

“Guys,” she says. “Would you please remove my ex-husband from the room, because if I have to do it I’ll be paying a cleaning fee for the blood spray and hazmat team, and my expense report won’t cover it.”

Rafe nods, taking a few steps toward me, and clearly his loyalties lie with my wife. “Sorry it didn’t pan out; time to go,” he says, reaching for one arm while Rogan reaches for the other.

That’s when time stands still. The second they grab me, I go berserk. Swinging at each of them, they block me until I land a few. Then Rafe was the first who decided he wants to hit back, so he does, hard. Then Rogan follows suit. I’m not sure how long this lasts, but it feels like forever. Next thing you know I’m on the floor with my hands behind my back, breathing heavy because Rogan weighs as much as a Buick, and I’m seeing stars, as in an entire god damn galaxy.

Searching the room I notice she’s gone, and that Duffy no doubt went with her. Sagging in defeat, Bishop strolls in, whistles, and tells them I’ve had enough.

He had no fucking idea in that moment how right he was.

“I told you to wait, didn’t I?” he asks, laughing. “You don’t listen for shit.”

Sitting up slowly because the room was still spinning, I glare at Bishop wondering why I ever trusted his ass. “You knew he was here with her, didn’t you?”

“Of course I did,” he says, sitting on the bed. “I also knew you’d overreact, asshole. Why don’t you just hand her right over to the guy? Fucking amateur.”

“Who’s side you on, man?” asks Rogan. “Ain’t cool playing with him like this.”

“I’m on her side,” he says. “Every fucking time.”

“You’re evil,” says Rafe. “I like it.”

“I ain’t playing him,” he defends. “Dumb prick keeps playing himself. He don’t listen for shit, running around half-cocked thinkin’ he’s saving her or some shit. She don’t need savin’ cockfucker, I keep telling you that. Don’t matter though, she cut you off. You’re out, yesterday’s news. Looks like Red finally took out the trash herself.”

Getting up, he pats me on the head and walks out, whistling again. I really want to hate that guy, but I can’t because he’s right.

“Spill it,” says Rafe, and Rogan nods in agreement.

Telling them both about what I had thought was a good idea at the time, when I finish they both look seriously pissed. Rogan looks like he wants to sit on me again while Rafe looks like he’d rather draw on me and get it over with. Running his hands over his big ass bald head, Rogan gives me more advice.

“It ain’t too often I get in people’s business,” he says. “Gotta tell you, I don’t blame her one fucking bit. That female spent your years apart looking out for you. Saved Macy, stuck around, even went rounds with your old man for you. Word is her job is on the line because of your bullshit. You get her to trust in you again, and then you betray that trust? The fuck is the matter with you? You love your wife?”

“Rogue, man,” starts Rafe. “Come on.”

“No,” he says, leveling him with a look. “Had this same talk with you too, partner. Answer the question, Max.”

“I love her enough to let her go,” I defend. “I did this because I love her.”

“Leaving her ain’t showing her you love her.”

“I wanted her safe.”

“She ain’t like other females,” he says. “You know that. She’s more hardcore than Venessa and Macy, even; you knew that, too. So you run her off, then what? You think he’s gonna leave her alone? He was fucking with her even when you two were apart. You let that Denzel-looking motherfucker get close to her because you didn’t play it straight.”

“He wants a shot at my wife. Fuck, it’s like I’m always a step behind. I can’t compete with Duffy.”

“Can’t blame the guy,” says Rafe letting out a whistle. “Your wife is fucking hot.”

“Not helping, partner,” says Rogan.

“What?” he asks. “She ain’t no Princess, but she’s still fucking hot in that ‘Am I real redhead?’ kinda way. Seriously Max, do the curtains match the carpet?”

“Shut it down, partner,” warns Rogan.

“All’s I’m saying is, she’s fierce. But like quiet fierce, right? Betcha she makes a helluva leader, if how she controls those two is anything to go by. Is she Hitler in the sack?”

“Jesus,” says Rogan, rolling his eyes.

“I can’t believe I’m going to ask this, but what do I do?”

“Well for starters you should—” starts Rafe.

“I was asking Rogan.”

“What? I’m married; he ain’t. I know the key to a woman’s heart.”

“I’m going to regret this,” I say. “But what is it?”

“Let her play with your ass. Trust me, Max it’s a win-win.”

“See what I put up with?” asks Rogan. “Listen, tell her the truth. Tell her you’re sorry and show her you mean that shit. The rest is up to her.”

“Shit,” I say, sagging down to the floor.

“I can’t be the only thinking she had a killer rack, am I?” asks Rafe, looking at each of us. “What? Like you didn’t look?”

“No,” says Rogan. “I didn’t.”

“Well, ain’t you just a saint and shit. I looked. Only so I could go home and tell my wife her rack is better than Jules’. Chicks love that shit. But between us guys? It’s a total tie.”

Ignoring them both I head back out the door. I can’t go home to an empty house, so I decide to go to the club and pray none of these motherfuckers showed up. I have to put this shit with Hank to bed once and for all and somehow convince her to give me another chance.

 





[image: ]

She was delirious. Thrashing, coughing, and mumbling. I did my best to stop her from hurting herself, but when she turned on me, I said “Fuck this,” and got my stuff to hang out with Lina.

“Red?” she calls for me. “What now?” I ask, walking back in. “Before you, life was easy. Then you showed; you ruined my body and my life.”

“I’m sorry I’m such a disappointment to you,” I mutter, walking away. “When I leave you’ll never have to see me again.”

Laughing turns into wheezing when she says, “I’m never that lucky.”

Hanging my head, I promise her this time she would be, and I kept that promise.

 

Sitting at the Coney Island with Duffy while he tries filling me with grease and coffee is not how I wanted to spend my time. I wanted to lick my wounds in private. I’ve always been a loner of sorts, dealing with my problems quietly. Even as a kid I didn’t share my problems with anyone, because who was going to listen? I learned to keep quiet and deal alone. All these years I kept my marriage private, my loneliness to myself, and my past close to my heart. Now it’s all out in the open, and if I wasn’t feeling so devastated, I’d be humiliated.

Focusing on watching him eat it never ceases to amaze me just how much the man can ingest without getting fat or coming up for air. He’s a bottomless pit. Just watching him eat makes me feel fat. Tackling one problem at a time, I start with the last words he spoke to me before I passed out.

“You don’t love me like that, Duffy,” I say. “I don’t love you like that, either.”

He stops chewing to look up at me. “Is it because I’m black?” he asks, smiling.

“Don’t go there,” I warn him, smiling back. “It wouldn’t matter to me if you were purple; you’re an amazing guy, but I can’t turn off my love for him. Right now I wish I could. Loving you would be easier.”

“If he wasn’t around,” he says. “Think you could love me then?”

“Look,” I start. “I’ve only ever felt this way for one guy, Duffy, one. If he wasn’t in the picture I still would love you, but never more than I love you now.”

“You know what they say about black men, dontcha?”

“Oh god,” I say, laughing. “Yeah, I heard. They have huge—”

“Keep going,” says Bishop, pulling up a chair.

“Egos,” I say, rolling my eyes while he takes food off my plate. “They have huge egos.”

“So Max…” he says, taking my bacon.

“I don’t want to talk about Max,” I say, taking my bacon back. “Ever.”

“Gotta tell ya, he impressed me, Boss.”

“Didn’t I just say ever?” I ask, looking at Duffy, who just grins. “Pretty sure I did. Change the subject.”

“Hank,” says Duffy. “What are we going to do about him?”

“We?” I ask, looking at each of them. “There is no we.”

“Wanna bet?” asks Bishop. “It’s a matter of time before this case became official anyway. Look, we’re already here, so let’s get this shit done before we get called out for something else. You leave and they start a case, you’ll be right back here whether you like it or not. Personally, I don’t wanna come back here twice, cuz Boss, seriously? Once was enough.”

“He’s right,” says Duffy, taking my toast. “Hank ain’t gonna let up on you regardless. Let’s put this shit to rest so we can go home and do what we’re good at.”

“What’s that?” I ask, stealing a bite of his hash browns.

“Taking a vacation on the government’s dime.”

“Fine,” I concede. “Take Hank down, clear Max, take a vacation. I can work with that.”

“Somewhere topless is preferred,” says Duffy. “Your titty pop this morning is only gonna last me so long.”

“Titty pop?” asks Bishop, staring at my breasts.

“Fuck my life,” I say, grabbing my stuff and walking out to my rental while I hear Duffy explain my morning peep show. Getting in to my car and embracing the quiet, I decide that I need to take this to the next level. Calling in two favors and waiting to hear back, I put it in drive and head to my next destination, hoping Lina can pull through for me.
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“Maxwell!” he says, walking through the foyer with his whisky and a cigar. “Let me meet the darling that captured your heart!”

“̓Sup, Hank,” she says, smiling. “Long time no see, huh?”

“You,” he sneers at her. “Get that trash the fuck out of this house!”

“Hank!” I yell. “That’s my wife!”

“The hell she is!” he screams, spilling his drink. “Out!” he says, pointing at her, but if she was surprised by his behavior she doesn’t show it. In fact, from where I am standing, it looks like she thinks it is hilarious.

“Let’s go,” I say, taking her arm.

“But we just got here,” she whines.

“Hank,” I growl. “How do you know her?”

“Yeah, Dad,” she says sweetly. “Explain to your son how we know each other.”

Instead of answering either of us, he throws his glass against the wall and stomps off, leaving me speechless and her amused. “What the fuck just happened?”

“He’s crazy?”

“Blue,” I warn her.

“Okay, fine,” she says. “We know a few of the same people. Small world, right? Turns out there are a lot of assholes in the world. Me and Hank never have hit it off. I don’t get along with assholes.”

“I’m so sorry about this.”

“Don’t sweat it,” she says, hugging me. “You tried; I appreciate that.”

“I need to know how you know him, Blue. Don’t dodge me on this.”

“I have less than forty eight hours with my husband,” she says taking my hand.“And I don’t want to spend them talking about Hank.”

I didn’t push her for answers though I fully intended on getting them. A thousand times I started to ask but never did. She was right, our time together was limited and discussing a man she despises didn’t seem important.

Only it was.

 

The only positive thing to come out of getting here early was that my work was done and I could replay the tapes of her over and over. Especially the one of her outside the bathroom when she was defending me. Fuck, but she is something when she’s pissed. I keep watching it because it’s a way to feel close to her, knowing she doesn’t want me anywhere near her, and that it’s my own fault is a crushing weight sitting on my chest.

Rafe asking me if she was Hitler in the sack is on replay, too. No she wasn’t Hitler; she let me take the lead. Come to think of it, she’s always let me take the lead. She let’s go for me, she allows only me to command her. Picking up the phone to call her and aplogize, I put in my security code when it starts to ring. I am disappointed it isn’t her, but I am even more curious as to why the Captain is calling me.

“This is Max.”

“I’m hoping since you’re wife refuses to give me answers as to what in the hell is going on, that you will.”

“You know as much as I do, Captain,” I tell him. “I’m in the dark.”

“She can’t run around my city stirring up trouble and expect me to sit on my hands, Max. She tell you she paid me a visit? Threw her status around? She’s pissing people off, and since she won’t listen, you need to rein her back in before she gets hurt.”

“Excuse me?”

“You know what I meant, Max,” he says. “She came into my department accusing my cops of being traitors. I got enough on my plate without her throwing this shit at me. She won’t give me any intel and threatened to shut me down! Do you have any idea the shit I deal with on a daily basis? Now I’ve got her putting her nose where it don’t belong. She’ll listen to you, so do something, because if I have to the others aren’t going to like it.”

“I don’t like what you’re saying, Captain, and I really don’t like how you’re saying it. I don’t control her. If she says you have traitors, then you do. She has a lot of pull, so I suggest you work with her instead of against her.”

“If I have to focus on her shit, I can’t do my shit. This is a trickledown effect, Max. She’s pissing off a lot of people, cops included.”

“Yeah, well, she’s leaving, so that should make you happy.”

“She is?” he says, relieved. “Look, I love that kid, but she can’t come back here and start trouble like this. Her leaving is best for everyone. We may not see eye to eye right now, but I’ll miss her.”

“I’m sure you will,” I say dryly. “Thanks for calling, Captain.”

Disconnecting the call, I throw my phone across the room. Before I can think better of it and pick it up my office line rings, and its Hank calling. Fucking perfect.

“What?”

“Hello, son,” he says. “I’m calling because it seems your wife has filed for divorce, which I’ll admit I didn’t see coming. Now that she is out of the way, you and I need to discuss a few things.”

“About that,” I start, hoping this works. “You were right. It’s difficult to admit, but marrying her was a mistake. Since she’s been here asking questions business has been down. I know you’re making money off this club without my consent, and I want in.”

“Is that right?” he asks, skeptical. “What’s changed, hmm?”

“I’m tired of being played,” I tell him. “I’m sick of busting my ass while everyone else gets a payoff. I want in, Hank. If you don’t trust me then I’ll shut the doors.”

“Say I want to trust you,” he says. “But that kind of trust requires an act of faith.”

“Name it.”

“I’m afraid you’re going to have to kill her, son,” he says casually, and I lose the ability to breathe. “Or if you prefer, bring her to me and I’ll have one of my men do it. I’ve got a man in particular that is quite taken with her. Either way, you’re to be a part of it. Do it yourself, or watch it be done.”

“I’ll think on it,” I tell him while I hold on to my desk to keep from hitting the floor.

“You do that,” he says. “Oh, and son?”

“Yeah?”

“That act of faith starts now.” When he disconnects I stare at the receiver, confused. Wondering how it starts now, I scratch my head thinking about it, but then the hair on my neck stands on end. Before I can turn my chair around I’m blasted upside the head, and my last thought is of my wife and how once again I failed her.
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Venessa and Macy had each other; Lina had me. I worried that my leaving would send her in a spiral, but she assured me she’d be fine. I asked the girls to check in on her, but Lina didn’t like babysitters, so it was rare they ever heard from her. The thing about Venessa and Macy is they both try really hard, but sometimes we have to work things out on our own. That’s true for Lina as much as it is for myself.

One day the four of us would be together again, and I was looking forward to that.

I was overdue for a jail stay anyway.

 

Sitting at Macy’s house was more relaxing than I thought it would be. It would be even better if Venessa would stop talking. I don’t blame her for helping Max, and if she mentions “girl code” one more time I may suffocate her. I don’t even know what a girl code is… Odds are she doesn’t either, and it’s probably something she heard from Macy.

They also keep pushing me to go to circus school. I keep saying no. Explaining my life is already a circus doesn’t matter, because it didn’t consist of trapezes and leotards. What happened to these two since I’ve been gone?

Once the guys get here it becomes a little more tense and a lot more stifling. I know they have things they wanted to say, but didn’t know if they should say them. In an effort to put their minds at ease, I speak first.

“I appreciate what you both tried to do last night,” I start. “But this thing with Max and me is over. I filed for divorce and once I wrap a few loose ends up, I’m gone.” Which is partially true anyway.

“You got in you to give him a chance to explain?” asks Rogan.

“No,” I say, taking a deep breath. “Explanations aren’t necessary anymore.”

“You gonna just let him go down with Hank then?” asks Rafe, who can’t meet my eyes.

“Yo. Captain,” says Macy, elbowing him. “Eyes up if possible.”

“Sorry, Princess,” he says. “Flashback.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, rolling her eyes.

“What I do or don’t do with Hank doesn’t concern you,” I say, looking him in the eye, then looking at the others. “Any of you. But no, I’d never let him go down.”

“Ain’t too sure going rogue is a good idea, Jules,” says Rogan, seeing right through me. “I’ve seen that look before and you got a team here willing to help; just say the word.”

“If I choose to continue looking into Hank I have my own team,” I tell him. “Max cares for you all; if you want to help anyone, help him after I’m gone and things go back to normal.”

“What about you?” asks Macy, looking worried. “Who looks out for you?”

“I do.”

“You haven’t changed at all, have you?” she asks. “I love you, Jules, you know I do, but damn. You’ve got us. Why not use us?”

Standing up and heading over to the door, I keep it simple. “I’ve got backup, all right? I’m keeping each of you safe and clean. Just let me do my job.”

“Backup,” says Venessa, rolling her eyes. “Back up is code for Lina, right?”

When I don’t answer she gets that I’m-going-to-kick-your-ass look in her eyes. Only we both know who would win in a fight so she, being smart, stays seated. There will be plenty of moments in the future to flex my muscles; this moment isn’t one of them. However, she does need a reminder that we all have our struggles, and that we don’t always call for backup.

“Glad I was on speed dial when Gary was giving you problems, V.”

After I dropped that bomb on her, I walk out the door leaving Venessa with her mouth open. Yes, the four of us are as close as we can be, but where Venessa and Macy are a pair, so are Lina and I. I don’t fault her for that, and quite frankly she has no right faulting me for it, either. When Venessa was going through her dark time she didn’t want anything from Lina or me, and after a while we stopped offering. For the first time in years both Venessa and Macy are in a good place, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to put them in a position to lose it. The only thing I had to lose is already lost, so I’m breaking even.

Leaving the house, I head over to the club. Needing to get it out of the way, I need to speak with Max before I take his father down. When the take down happens I need him as far away from it as possible. Pulling up to the club I see his car, but no sign of Max. When I bang on the door, no answer. When I call the office line, no answer.

Waiting ten more minutes and calling ten more times, nothing.

Pulling away from Lush I call Bishop, who patches in Duffy. Asking them to meet me at Max’s place, I make it there in record time. Only when I get there, he isn’t there, either.

When the guys give me that look, I know they’re feeling what I’m feeling. This is all wrong.

“Hank got to Max,” I tell them. “When I find him…”

“Boss,” says Bishop. “We got your back.”

“Boss,” says Duffy, getting my attention. “You ready for this?”

Looking at each of them, I nod “Let’s rage.” Gathering up all the reasons meeting with Hank was inevitable took seconds. This man must be held accountable, and I’m happy to do it. I’ve got one mission right now.

Kill Hank Allen.
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The day she surprised me by showing up at my loft is one I’ve never forgotten. She told me she would be away for at least forty-five days on a live training mission overseas. The second I knew her plane deployed, I was a wreck. I couldn’t eat, I couldn’t sleep, and I sure as hell couldn’t stop worrying about her. When she was working she didn’t check messages; she couldn’t. I hadn’t heard from her for three weeks. Tony couldn’t even locate her, she was in that deep.

So when I was cleaning my bike getting it ready for the break in the weather, the last thing I expected to find in my garage was my wife. Dressed in her fatigues with her bag over her shoulder and wearing that smile she saves just for me. I ran to her, swept her up, and kissed the hell out of her.

“You’re here,” I growl when she wraps her legs around me. “When?”

“I flew into Metro,” she says, kissing my neck. “Took a cab. I had to see you, Max.”

“You didn’t tell me. Fuck, I missed you, Blue.”

“Surprise.” She giggles. “I missed you too, Max,” she says, hugging me tight. “I thought about you every day and night.”

“You’re not hurt? Everything went well?”

“Safe and sound, and yes, it went well.”

“I love you so much; I can’t keep this up being apart from you.”

“Not much longer,” she whispers, touching my face. “This is temporary, remember? We’re half way there.”

“I miss my wife, being inside of her, waking up with her.”

“I miss those things, too.”

“I need to get you upstairs.”

“You were getting your bike ready. Can I help you and maybe go for a ride first? Once we get indoors we aren’t coming back out until I leave, Max.” She giggles, righting herself. If she wants to help she can help. I’d love nothing more.

We polish the bike while catching up. I’ve only got four days with her, and I didn’t plan to squander them. We spend them riding through the city, trying the restaurants she hasn’t seen, and our nights are spent in my loft, alone. Even though her friends are here she doesn’t leave my side.

I held onto those days in the months to come when the distance started to grow and I couldn’t get the time away I needed to be with my wife. I took her patience for granted. I used our distance as an excuse not to stand up to my father. Jules was a forgiving person. I erred in thinking she would wait for me indefinitely. I erred in thinking she should.

 

Seems like forever since I had been back in Hank’s house. It’s been ten years at least, but even half-conscious, it smells the same. The smell you never forget, like cigars and hookers. Trying to roll my neck to ease some of the soreness out, I slowly open my eyes to find myself in my old bed.

How did I ever fit in this bed? Okay, so this is my bed, but this isn’t the house I grew up in. Hank has another house, though? Where? Stretching out and finding my equilibrium I stand up and test the door. When I find it unlocked I ask myself why he would trust me in his home. Then it hits me: this house is full of his men, so what the fuck could I do to him here? Making my way down the hall, it looks the same as our West Bloomfield house in terms of decor. Pictures of me, of my mother, and of Hank with us in the past. Jesus, maybe she was right? Maybe he wasn’t always this way.

Judging by the knot in the side of my temple I remind myself that the Hank of today is fucking insane. The Hank of today wants me to kill my wife to prove my loyalty. The Hank of today plans to kill her whether I agree to it or not just to teach me a lesson. Trying to keep us apart was one thing. I’ll admit I thought it nothing more than it being an outlet over my leaving. But that’s not it; he truly fears her.

Once I hit the dining room I see him there, alone. When he motions me to the seat across from him I take it. When he pours me coffee, I take that, too. I decided the less I say the better.

“In peace, sons bury their fathers. In war, fathers bury their sons,” he says, deep in thought. “Herodotus said that.”

“Enlightening. Are you trying to tell me something?”

“She would have taken you down right along with me,” he says, sipping his coffee. “I couldn’t allow that to happen. How many times do I have to warn you before you listen? She was a cancer, son. Her kind always is.”

“So you expect me to believe that you did all of this for me?”

“Son, everything I’ve done has been for you.”

“Why am I here, Hank?”

“Maxwell,” he says, standing up. “The lengths you’d go to in order to protect her are admirable. Stupid, but admirable. We both know you are no more able to walk away from her as you are to take her life. So while you’re here, she’ll be handled for you. When that’s done you’ll be signing the club back over to me, you’ll remove Ms. Cross and yourself from the deed, or I’ll bury you next to her. That’s why you’re here, son. You’re weak like your mother. I’m afraid between trying to keep you two apart and keeping her out of my business, I should have kept a better eye on you. With trash you know what to expect, because they come straight at you. But you Max, you are a disappointment. You thought you could betray me? Jesus, I thought I raised you better than that. You are a pawn, useless, but a pawn just the same.”

“What did she ever do to you? What did I ever do to you?”

“She is the product of a whore,” he spats. “She is a bottom feeder, trash, a rabid dog.” Pacing the room, he’s so agitated he can’t stay still, and when he leans over me I see my father for the man he really is. “And you, Maxwell, fell in love with her.”

“You hate her because her mother didn’t want you, isn’t that it, Hank?” When he blanches, I continue. “Her mother, a woman so poor she’d leave her own daughter on the streets to fend for herself. Her mother who treated her so badly a kid preferred those streets to her own parent. That’s who you wanted, Hank; you wanted her drugged out mother, and even she turned you down. A woman with nothing told Hank Allen no.”

Getting in my face I can smell his coffee and bad breath. My father doesn’t scare me; he’s half my size with more balls than brains. But I do need answers. I want to know why he zeroed in my wife and why he used me. “She paid for her defiance,” he spits. “And so will your wife.”

“You killed her mother,” I accuse, and when he smiles my stomach drops. His lunacy knows no bounds.

“I didn’t kill her, Maxwell.” He says laughing. “I just helped her along; she would have gotten there eventually and she did with your wife’s help. That girl, though, she never cared for me. I tried with her. What do I get in return? She attacks me like a pit bull. She needs to be put down like her mother was.”

Staring at him more closely I look at his face, like it’s the first time. When I notice a faint scare above his left eyebrow, Blue’s words come back to me. “And that one?” I asked, touching her. “That one was from one of my mother’s boyfriends who didn’t like my mouth, but trust me, he has one that matches.”

“You put your hands on my wife?”

“Oh son, I put more than my hands on her,” he says, laughing. “Unfortunately for me, she was a lot stronger than she looks. Bitch has only gotten stronger with time, too.”

“She kicks your ass, her mother dumps you, and you spend your life trying to ruin her?”

“Of course,” he explains. “She’s nothing, no one but a pest to be extinguished. Then my son brought her home! The bitch needs to learn a lesson, and soon she’ll be receiving it. There’s a lesson in this for you too, son; her bite is far worse than her bark. She’s got fight in her, I’ll give her that, but get her on her back and she’ll do as she’s told.”

“You tried to rape my wife?” I ask, clenching my fists.

“Try is to imply I failed, Maxwell.”

For the first time in my life everything clicked into place. The man in front of me wasn’t a father, he was a monster. In the ten years I’ve known Jules she’s been right about everything, including my not coming for her and allowing him to control me. I can’t blame him for what happened, although he played a part. I made the decision to hurt her, and to have that clarity come to me right now was not good timing.

“It’s really too bad you’ve lost so much time, son,” he says. “A lot can happen in three days.”

“Three days? What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Did I forget to mention that? I apologize. That’s how long you’ve been… indisposed.”

“You’re crazy.”

“Probably,” he admits. “But the drug your friend invented, Macy is it? Really quite powerful. She’s very gifted. It’s a shame she doesn’t die easily.” When he finishes and stands there smiling I can feel myself fighting for control. How does he even know this shit? He drugged me? How did he even get it? “You want to kill me right now don’t you, son?” He laughs, but I find nothing funny about this. “I win again, Maxwell.”

The he raises the pistol from behind his back and fires.
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“I want to meet your guys,” she says, typing on the other end of the phone. “Seriously, momma wants a sample.”

“Ew,” I groan. “No, no sampling.”

“Variety is the spice of life.”

“My guys are off limits.”

“Possessive much?” she giggles. “Or all they all yours, hmm?”

“Knock it off,” I tell her. “I’m a married woman.”

“Like that’s ever stopped a woman before?” she says flippantly. “In fact, it’s a proven fact that—”

“Lina,” I growl. “I’m not like other married women; I took vows.”

“No, you’re not like other women,” she says, laughing. “You’re fucking boring.”

 

Lina isn’t calling me back, dammit. Max is MIA, and these two fuckheads are driving me insane. I’ve worked with them on jobs for three years, and never have they talked this much about absolutely nothing. Part of me knows they’re trying to keep me level, but the other part knows they are as worried as I am.

They may never admit it, but they like Max.

How can you not? I spent less than a few hours with him and fell head over combat boots. He’s that guy, the gentle giant you can’t help but love, and I can’t find him after I promised to protect him. I’ve searched everywhere. I’ve had Rogan watching Hank’s house, but there’s zero activity. No one has entered or exited the club, and Max hasn’t even used his phone. Where in the hell is he? Just when I’m about to introduce my head to a wall, I get a text from Lina.

 

Shots fired at Palmer Woods, holding off units. Get your ass in gear.

You owe me. Oh, and I don’t love you.

 

Coming to my feet I run to my bag to get what I need. Bishop looks around for something to shoot and Duffy gets in my space. “Update, Boss.”

“Shots fired at Hank’s house, no units will respond. Let’s rage,” I tell him, grabbing my guns, keys, and phone. Just like that our team comes together and we jump into Duffy’s truck and haul ass to Hank’s house. Giving them directions and explaining the layout of the house, I’m pissed that I didn’t think to check his other residence. Problem was, public record showed he had sold the house four years ago, and I should have fucking known better than to chance it. For three days we came up cold searching for Max and Hank; he was so close all along.

If something happens to him because of my error, I’ll never forgive myself.

Hank kept a home in Palmer Woods when he was fucking my mother, which is ironic considering he hates Detroit and anything or anyone who calls it home. For a man who hates Detroit, he spent a lot of time here. The city was beneath a man like Hank, but fucking its residents was okie dokie. The cockfucker.

“I can’t see shit,” says Bishop. “Too many god damn trees. Who needs this many fucking trees?”

“That one,” I say, opening my door before we stop.

“Boss, hold up,” says Bishop. “We need to check the perimeter. There could be unknowns in there; your safety comes first.”

“You two check whatever the hell you want,” I tell them both with my don’t fuck with me look. “I’m going in.”

“Boss,” says Bishop, grabbing my arm. “We go in as a team.”

Unbuckling my holster and drawing my pistol out, I tell my guys the hard truth. “Shots have been fired Bishop, we don’t have time to argue this out. It’s my fault he’s in there, therefore this is my fix. Protect Max, that’s your objective. Stay out of it so you stay clean; that’s an order.” And before Bishop can get another word out, I run full out, needing to get inside to Max and protect him at any cost.

Coming in through the side door I can hear Hank yelling; I check the exits of the kitchen and see it’s clear. I see him standing over a bleeding Max with a pistol aimed at his chest. Max is already bleeding from a shot to the shoulder. He’s holding his arm with pain written all over his face. The only thing more prevalent than the pain is the look of shock and fury. With no time to react to what I’m seeing I level my own pistol on Hank’s back. I enter with “ ̓Sup, Hank.”

When he whips around and aims it at me screaming “You whore!” I fire two shots. One to his right wrist causing him to drop his weapon, one to his left kneecap, causing him to drop to the floor. My men come in directly after me, I suppose since we aren’t officially here on team business they are picking and choosing their orders. While Bishops secures Max I wait to approach Hank. Duffy approaches a screaming Hank first and pulls him to his feet by his throat.

“You fucking dog,” Hank screams. “You are a whore just like your mother! You even look like her!” Walking up to Hank with my 9mm aimed at his heart I smile a little at the fear he has for me, a fear that I intend to exploit before he gets put down.

“What can I say, Hank? Who knew she had taste? Most of the time she wasn’t the least bit picky. To kick your ass to the curb was really saying something.”

“You think this is over? This is just the beginning, you little slut; they are coming for you. They’re coming for all of you!”

When Duffy tightens his grip, restricting Hank’s air, I decided to get answers first, kill second. “Who might that be, Hank?”

“Fuck you, gutter rat,” he says, followed by an, “Ow fuck you stupid ni—”

Cutting him off before he finishes his slur, I take the butt of my gun and slam it into his nose. Leaning in while Duffy tries not to laugh, I give Hank one final warning. “You ever speak to one of my men like that again,” I warn, squeezing his mouth open and sliding the barrel inside. “I will pull this fucking trigger, you piece of shit.”

Once he finally takes the hint and shuts up I take in the room I noticed Max’s blood everywhere. Especially on the floor by the window where he was propped up when I arrived. Kneeling down to grab Hank’s weapon and remove it from the room, shock and hysteria take Hank over and his incessant yelling is giving me a headache. Thank god there are no neighbors close by. But it’s when Hank sees me looking at Max, he goes nuts.

“He is too weak!” squeals Hank to no one in particular. “Cops will turn on cops, civilian against civilian, no will be safe. We’re taking the city back! You can’t stop us; even your police department wants us to succeed. This is just the beginning! Detroit will fall!”

“Detroit won’t fall, pops.” I smile at him. “I won’t allow it.”

“You can’t stop it.” he growls at me. “Your blood will stain the streets.”

“Probably,” I agree. “But I’ll be taking all of you down with me.”

“We are more alike than you think, daughter.” he laughs. “It’s a shame you picked the wrong side. Your friends will die because of you; he will die because of you. You will die knowing you failed. You come from nothing; you are nothing.”

Duffy held him secure, but I nod for him to release him. When Hank sways on his feet I get in his space and remind the asshole who he’s dealing with. “You’re right, Hank,” I whisper. “I am nothing. But right now I have nothing to lose, do I? You’ve taken everything from me, right? I think it’s time someone takes from you.”

“You won’t win.” He growls at me while Duffy steps in to restrain him.

“I don’t have to win,” I say, smiling. “I just have to outlive you.”

“Killing me won’t save you,” he says. “Any of you.”

“Bishop,” I order him from the next room. “Is he mobile?”

There is a slight pause, then, “Affirmative, Boss, he’s mobile.”

While Bishop brings Max in, Duffy drags Hank to a chair with his hands behind his back. Seeing Max being helped by Bishop has me wanting to run over and take Bishop’s place, ask him if he’s okay, be his support, but I don’t. Because my place isn’t by his side anymore.

Hank is glaring at Max. From where I’m standing I’m looking at a father who truly hates his son. Glancing at Max, he is looking at Hank like he’s a stranger, like this is the first time he’s really seen him. We don’t have much time to wrap this up, so taking my gun I try handing it to a very silent Max. “This is your right, Max.” He looks to the gun to me and back but stays silent, refusing to take it.

“Max, my man,” says Bishop. “Your play.”

He looks like a man haunted; then he blinks and he looks like a man pissed. Seriously pissed. Taking the gun from my hand he aims it at a suddenly quiet Hank and pulls the trigger. The shot makes me jump because he fired it so fast. He hit him square in the shoulder. Not a kill shot, just a messy one. When Hank starts screaming again Max doesn’t even flinch. Shooting him again he hits Hank in the opposite shoulder. The screaming intensifies but the problem is Max isn’t doing anything but staring at me. Evil is evil but you can’t let the guy scream to death; nobody wants to listen to that.  I nod to Bishop and he approaches Max to give him the support he needs.

“You gotta finish him off, man,” he says. “Make that bullet count.” He raises his arm like a robot but doesn’t let it fly. The screaming is too much for him, probably the blood, too, and Max could go into shock.

“Max,” I warn. “Take the shot or walk away; do it now.”

Turning to Bishop, not me, he turns the gun around, handing it to him by the handle first and whispers, “I can’t.” Wasting no time, he guides Max to another part of the house on my order.

Bishops yells “Secure,” and taking three steps to reach Hank I look him in the eyes before I say. “I can.”  Then I snap his neck not even bothering to watch him tip over and fall to the floor. Yes, I could have shot him, but this felt better. Besides, Max has dealt with enough shots fired around him tonight; I recognize gun shy when I see it.

An hour later, with Hank contained, I text Lina to hold off further units, seeing as Hank is about to disappear, and that setup takes time. Walking in to relieve Bishop, I notice right away Max doesn’t even see me anymore; now he sees something else. Someone else, someone he can’t identify with.

A killer.

He stays seated while we finish up, and at some point the sun started to rise. It hits me that I am exhausted, and that Max still hasn’t spoken to me. His staring is unnerving me, though, so even when the guys try to engage me to keep my head in a good place, I just can’t get back into it like I used to. This is personal. This is why you aren’t allowed to do personal. I fucked up huge, and it’s going to cost me. It’s already costing me. I’m nearly shaking with it.

“Is it just me, or is it the more time she spends here the more hood she gets?” says Bishop, bagging up the evidence.

“Suck a dick.”

“See!” he says, laughing “Max, my man, was she always like this?”

But of course there is no answer. There is no indication he hears anything that is said. Max shut down, shutting me out even further in the process.

Needing to get out of there I send Rafe a text asking for a pickup, letting the guys know to get Max patched up at his place, not the hospital. When he arrives minutes later, I look over at Max but he still doesn’t look back at me; he still refuses to see me. I suppose seeing the real me was too much for him, and if I’m being honest I can say that I don’t blame him, even if it tears me up inside.

“Be happy, Max,” is all I whisper as I walk out the door and away from him. Climbing into Rafe’s truck, I fill him in on what just happened, what needs to happen next, and why it’s time for me to call in the big guns. I can’t do this shit anymore. If tonight was anything to go by, I can’t do personal anymore, either, and I sure as fuck don’t trust the Detroit Police Department.

Honestly, I never did.

Once we reach the hotel I turn in my seat cock back and punch Rafe square in the nose. “Holy shit you hit me!” he screams while cupping his nose to staunch the bleeding.

“That was for not having Max covered,” I tell him to his face. Then cocking back I punch him square in the jaw. His head rocks back at impact then he screams again. “Jules! Fuck! What was that one for?”

“That was for not having Max covered.”

“You already said that!”

“Did I?” I ask climbing out. “Oops.”
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“I will always come for you,” I growl into her ear while I pump inside of her. “No one will ever keep me from you.”

“Promise me,” she whispers. “Promise me, Max; say it.”

“I promise, Blue.”

“I believe you,” she says, digging her nails into my shoulders. “Now make me come.”

So I did.

 

She left.

Sitting here on Hank’s couch watching the two of them take care of the evidence, it hit me hard. She ended my nightmare for me and I just let her walk away. I’m man enough to admit I wasn’t strong enough to kill my father; it’s not as simple as you’d think it would be. The hate I felt toward him since he told me what he did to her put me in a really dark place. It’s so dark that I don’t know how to break free of it. All these years she loved me even with a demon for a father and didn’t once compare me to him. When Bishop kneels down in front of me it takes me a minute to focus on him. I don’t know if I’m in shock or if I’m going crazy, but fuck if I know what I feel except miserable because she left me. All before I could find my voice to come clean, apologize, thank her, then beg her.

“My man,” he says, hitting me in the knee to get my attention. “You with me right now?”

“I’m with you,” I say, looking up at him. “She left me.”

“Now ain’t the time, Max,” he says, standing up. “Needing to get you outta here, get patched up, and back to the club for an alibi. Cool? Got Rogan picking you in twenty, so you need to get your head right.”

“My head won’t be right until I talk to her.”

“Max,” he says, then nudges me harder. “Max! Look at me, man, that ain’t gonna happen. She did what she needed to do to keep you safe. Now you gotta get back to that club and stay that way, all right?”

When I say nothing Duffy comes in and grabs my shoulder. “She sacrificed everything for you, Max,” he says. “Don’t make her regret it. We don’t operate like this; it ain’t how it’s done. She did it so you would be safe. Get your ass back to that club, forget about us, and forget about her. For good.”

“You upset about old Hank over there?” asks Bishop, pointing to the sheets Hank’s wrapped in. “You pissed at her for doing what you should have done?”

“What? No,” I say, getting in his face. “Fuck, Hank, I want my god damn wife back!”

Pushing me back hard, Bishop gets between Duffy and me. “She ain’t your fucking wife no more, cockfucker,” he growls at me. “When you told her she wasn’t shit, you lost her. Does she still love you? Knowing her, probably, seeing as she just snapped your old man’s neck for you. But she don’t love you enough to take any more of your shit, and we love her too much to let you.”

“Get your shit,” says Bishop, pulling Duffy back. “And get the fuck outta here.”

“Hank put his hands on her,” I whisper. “He hurt my wife.”

“Wrong,” says Bishop. “Hank hurt Jules, and now Hank’s dead.”

Stumbling back, the full weight of my situation hits me. She put an end to his reign of terror and she did that for me. Fuck, they all did that for me because they love and trust her. Pushing the door open and falling onto the steps, I drop my head between my legs until Rogan pulls up, walks me to his truck, and drives off not saying a word.

What was there to say? I failed her again.

“Damn right you did.”

“I said that out loud?”

“Jesus,” he says, rolling his eyes.

“He hurt her,” I tell him. “I never knew it; she never told me. Now he’s gone. No more rules, no more illegal shit, no more Blue.”

“Max,” he says, pulling into the alley behind my club. “Ain’t no perfect man, but how many times does she have to show you she loves you before you believe her?”

“What?”

“Jules,” he says, putting it in park and turning to me. “Always put you first. Settled for loving you from a distance, a distance you created. Waited for you, too. Came back to a place where she got nothing but shit to save you. Put it all on the line, let it ride for you. You can’t keep kicking her while she’s down. Imagine she’s feeling pretty low right about now. She stayed when she didn’t have to, to save a motherfucker who said he didn’t love her, regretted marrying her, and that he had a female on the side. Knowing that, she took on your old man anyway because you were in danger. You talk to her after? Explain things? Guessing no. Jules is solid, but she’s still a female; they can only take so much. She sound like a woman who deserves that?”

“No.”

“Fuck no,” he says. “She’s got a team, Max. That female runs a team of grown ass killers for the god damn United States government, but she said fuck it, my old man needs me, and came here to you instead. Look, I ain’t you, all right? You got history, I get it, but damn. How many times you gonna let other people make your decisions for you? Then the one time it counted, the one time you needed to keep her close, you cut her loose? Why’d you do her like that?”

“I wanted to keep her—”

“You run a night club,” he growls. “You ain’t a cop, and you sure as shit ain’t an agent for the government. How the fuck exactly were you gonna keep her safe?”

“I fucked up!” I yell. “I get it, god dammit! You win! All you motherfuckers win! You, Rafe, Duffy, Bishop, all of you! I’m not like you, never fucking will be, I get it! Jesus Christ I couldn’t even protect her from Hank! He raped my god damn wife! Should I not be fucking killing something right now? I just wanted her safe! If I could go back and change anything, don’t you think I would? Fuck, I’d be someone else if I could, because clearly she deserves better than my sorry ass!” Unlocking the door with my good arm, he stops me with a few words.

“She just needed you to be you, Max,”

Then he pulls away and I just stand there feeling like the best thing I could do for anyone would be to walk away. Just be me, he said, like that was such a simple solution. Being me is what drove her away. Being me is what hurt her. Being me is what brought me to where I was at this exact moment. Right now, I didn’t like being me all that much.

When Rafe and Macy roll up to fix my shoulder, they don’t look happy about it. Pulling me inside without saying a word, she fixes me up and leaves. Turns out the bullet was from a .22, which looked a lot worse than it really was. Several hours after that I grab my keys from the drawer and drive back home to suffer in silence.

A silence of my own making.
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“Your mother doesn’t want what I’m offering, but maybe you do?” He laughs while trying to get me to sit on his lap. “Come on now, little one,” he purrs. “I’ll even let you call me daddy.”

“Touch me again and you’ll be picking your rotten teeth up off the floor, daddy.”

“Such strength for something so tiny.” He laughs. “Your mother is useless. You, though, you have unlimited potential. All that anger and defiance; I bet I could make a fortune off of you.”

Before I could scream at him for offering to pimp me out there’s banging on the door.

“Saved by the bell.” He laughs, looking at the screen. “Now that one,” he says, looking at Lina when she walks in. “That one may be worth even more than you are.”

 

After a solid eight hours of alcohol-induced sleep I was awake, feeling like absolute shit but putting my issues aside to meet with the guys. Until a week ago, I was never a drinker. When this is over I’ll go back to coffee and water, but for now, whisky and tequila are the only things keeping me level.

Barely.

Crawling out of the lumpy bed I walk into the kitchen and notice the guys already made coffee and breakfast. Oh and they never left, either.

“Mornin’, Boss,” says Bishop holding out a cup for me. “How’d you sleep?”

“Good,” I say, flinching because I sound like shit.

“Talked to Rogan,” says Duffy. “They’ll be here in two hours.”

“All right,” I say, gulping my coffee. “I’m going to grab a shower.”

“Boss,” says Duffy, taking me by the elbow. “Gotta talk about last night.”

Sighing to myself I shuffle over to the couch, cross my legs, and wait for the lecture. When Bishop sits next to me and pulls me to his side I fight it back. These two have always been my rocks, even when they didn’t know it.

“Uh,” says Bishop, clearing his throat. “Max was pretty closed off when you left; he was in a bad place, and uh…”

“And uh what, Bishop?”

“Said Hank put his hands on you,” he says, looking at the floor.

“Yeah, so? That was years ago, I handled it.”

“He told Rogan Hank said he raped you.”

“Come again?”

“Why didn’t you tell us, Red?” asks Duffy, sitting on my other side. Looking back and forth seeing their misery, I put their minds at ease.

“Because he didn’t rape me? You honestly think even as a kid I’d let a guy like that get ahold of me?”

“Hank told Max he did, and he’s not handling it well.”

“Max thinks Hank raped me?”

When they both nod I drop my head. “Shit.”

Standing up, walking to the bathroom, and turning on the water, I take a two-minute shower. When I get out Bishop has everything waiting for me. Clothes, guns, phone, and a coffee to go. When I look up he’s dangling his keys for me, too.

“I’ll be back within two hours.”

When I leave the hotel I promise myself two things: I’ll put Max’s mind at ease about Hank, and I won’t cry in front of him, that’s all I could offer. Arriving at Max’s my nerves are fucking shot. Will he slam the door in my face? Will he be afraid of me? Or maybe he just won’t be anything, which to me feels far worse. Max was always full of emotion; to see him without it would crush me. Lifting my arm to knock, he’s there opening the door, looking defeated.

“Can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Yeah,” he says, opening the door further. “Come in.”

“Actually, can we sit out here?”

Nodding, he steps out wearing only his jeans, which breaks my heart because he looks beautiful, and I ache knowing I can’t have him. His shoulder is bandaged and he has lines around his eyes that show me he’s in pain. Jesus, that makes two of us.

“How’s the shoulder?”

“Sore.”

“Did Macy give you anything for pain?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you taking it?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“I prefer the pain.”

“Max,” I begin. “Take the meds; it will help you heal.”

“I just said I prefer the pain, Jules,” he says, looking away. Okay, so he’s not happy to see me. “What are you doing here? Don’t you have a plane to catch?”

“You seem to be under the illusion Hank raped me,” I tell him bluntly. “He didn’t.”

When his head sags, I want to pull him to me and run my fingers through his hair, lay him down on his couch, and make him soup. God dammit, I want to do wife things, but then I remind myself that’s not an opportunity I’m going to have, so I wrap it up in an effort to walk away with a touch of pride.

“I just needed you to know that,” I say, standing up. “Be happy, Max.”

He doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t look at me and he certainly doesn’t stop me. Not looking back I climb into the truck, back out of his driveway, park a few blocks away, then scream into my balled up fists. Raging about everything and even a few things I made up, I continued to scream until it throws me into a coughing fit, forcing me to stop. Life is so fucking unfair.

Pulling into the hotel lot after my screaming jag, I’m exhausted. Walking in I see we’ve already got a full house, including Venessa and Macy. Not what I need right now; two mother hens are the last thing I want to listen to. The second I open the door they both rush me, but thankfully Rafe intercepts first.

“You good?”

“I’m good,” I say, taking am empty seat and getting down to business. “You good?” I ask looking over at him. “Princess says I’m lucky I still have full use of my mouth, but yeah I’m good and I’m sorry.”

“Forgiven.”

With that out of the way, the next several hours are spent discussing Hank, the club, Macy’s drug, and even Max briefly. But when I suggest cutting off all team updates with the Captain the room goes eerily quiet. I am not surprised by this. Rogan and Rafe work directly for the Captain, while the girls love him like a father. I have my own memories with the man, but not enough to inspire total loyalty. I’ve been around long enough to know when there’s corruption, and the DPD is corrupted. Whether the Cap is involved or not matters little. Also not surprising, Rogan is the first to speak up.

“You suggesting we can’t trust our Captain, Jules?”

“I’m not suggesting anything,” I explain to the group. “Something has to give here. You have to change the way information is given. Every detail of what your team does goes directly to him. I’m not saying he’s sharing intel. I’m saying until we know how far up this goes, he needs to be in the dark. Think of it as keeping him safe as well. The less he knows, the better. If he checks out then bring him back in, but at this point anyone outside of this room is suspect.”

“Including Max?” asks Venessa, giving me that look.

“No,” I tell her bluntly. “Not Max.”

Seeming satisfied, she doesn’t say another word and we got back to business. Once they leave I check my phone. No correspondence from Max, but several calls from Lina.

Shit.
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If lying to yourself was a sport, I would be a god damn gold medalist. Staring at myself in the mirror, I don’t even see me anymore. Letting her go broke me, and my sleepless nights aren’t helping, either. People always say it gets easier with time. Bullshit, it doesn’t get easier. Regret doesn’t fade away; it festers, infecting every part of your life.

Everywhere I go, I see her.

Only she’s made a life for herself and I’m not in it. That club is the only thing keeping me here. Venessa needs that club more than I do. For her being there is therapy; for me it’s torture. The other thing about regret is I’m been living with it so long that I don’t know how to fix it. I can’t just show up and expect her to forgive me. She never let me explain, and even if she had, she wouldn’t have bought it.

Why should she? We both know I’m a coward, but she realized it before I did. I’ll always regret what I’ve done, and hope wherever she is that she’s safe and happy. I love her enough not to hold her back.

She loved herself enough to realize she deserved better.

 

Hours after she left I stayed glued to my porch step. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything except wonder, what was I supposed to be doing? She told me Hank didn’t rape her, which makes sense considering she was a virgin when I met her and he was long gone by then. But when he bragged about it, my head wasn’t in the place it needed to be to work that out on its own, and believe me, working it out now isn’t any easier.

Staying on the porch took everything I had. When she said she was getting out of my way I wanted to beg her to stay and to tell her the truth, but I didn’t. She left looking so lost and unhappy. I suppose when someone you love tells you that you’re beneath them and that you’ve moved on it would make that person very unhappy. Putting my hand in my pocket, I pull her ring out. Rolling it around between my fingers, I want to lash out at the choices I made that brought me here, to this moment. Things I’ve done, choices I’ve made without her input that led us to where we are now.

My soon-to-be ex-wife killed my father.

I’m not upset that she did it. I’m upset that she was put in the position that she had to do it at all. I’m fucking pissed that I wasn’t man enough to stand up for her, that I didn’t use her skills and knowledge when I should have. Rafe was right; she stands in front of me when I should have been strong enough to keep her at my side, or better yet act as her shield.

When Rogan’s truck pulls up and the girls jump out, I groan. I really don’t want a lecture right now. I’d rather get shot again then listen to these two. Good intentions or not, when they have a cause it’s exhausting, but when you are that cause it’s really fucking exhausting.

“You look like ass, Max,” says Venessa, sitting next to me. Macy takes the other side and gives me a questioning look to see if it’s okay that she checks my bandage. Nodding yes, she peels it back then reaches in her bag, producing a very large needle.

“An antibiotic for infection,” she says, injecting my arm. She pulls out another needle then Venessa chimes in, “What the fuck is that one for?”

“Pain and inflammation,” she says, injecting the opposite shoulder. “It’s going to help you sleep, Max. Jules said you weren’t sleeping.”

Jules was worried about me not sleeping, and there it is, why she deserves better. Suddenly my body feels warm and soft. “Up you go, big guy,” says Venessa while Macy assists. Walking me into my living room and setting me on the couch, I watch them as they grab pillows, blankets, my phone, and a bottle of water.

“Jules,” I whisper to myself. “Fucking Jules.”

“What about her?” asks Macy, looking at me funny.

“Married me just because I asked,” I say, remembering the day perfectly. “Visited her during basic, she was so damn beautiful. Didn’t want to leave her, wanted her to be proud. So I asked and she said yes.” Opening my palm I focus on the ring without success. “It was supposed to stay on her finger,” I say, showing them the ring. “Didn’t show up, let her down. Always letting her down. Always making her leave.”

“Max?” says Venessa in a soft voice I rarely hear. “She hasn’t left yet.”

Closing my eyes in misery, I mumbled the truth before letting sleep take me. “Yes she did,” I mumble, “I made her, gave her no choice.”

“We’ve known Jules a long time, Max,” says Macy, and I struggle to stay awake. “She wouldn’t have said yes if she didn’t mean it then, and she wouldn’t leave at all if you asked her to stay now.”

“Here earlier,” I mumble. “Let her go. Pussy, always been a pussy. Hank was right.”

“Max!” snaps Venessa, forcing me to pay attention. “You’re my friend, yeah? But I’m real tired of you making her cry. Until you, I haven’t ever even seen her cry. I was just with her, puffy eyes, runny nose, and miserable. You did that? Why would you fucking do that? Don’t give me any excuses about saving her, either.”

“No excuses,” I mumble. “She deserves more, deserves to shine bright.”

They may have been speaking but I wasn’t listening, instead I was drifting, wishing I could do something to show her I was worth it. Knowing I had nothing to offer, I let sleep take me.
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The day before I was set to ship out, I swore I saw him watching me from the park across the street. I could feel his eyes like a physical touch. Turning around I made eye contact with him, or what my mind had hoped was him, only when he didn’t move, didn’t blink, I chalked it up to my imagination.

It had felt so real.

Bishop noticed something was wrong, and because of my history with Hank sending his cronies, he immediately ushered me indoors. Turning around again hoping to see him one more time, I blinked and he was gone. Bishop nagged me constantly for answers about Hank. I never told him because if I did I would be forced to explain Max too and I wasn’t ready to talk about my failure as a wife. As far as Bishop knew, as far as any of them knew, I had enemies back home. My battles are my own.

Even after everything, I wished he would come for me like he promised; tell me he still loved me like he promised; only he never did. That day I stopped wishing for things I wasn’t ever going to have. Touching my stomach softly, remembering the loss of our child, the regret I felt for never being able to tell him crushed me. I am owned by my government. I lost my child and I have a husband who won’t claim me.

I am unloved and unlucky.

Reality sucks.

 

I feel like shit for not answering Lina’s calls and texts. That’s not something I usually do but she has a way of going straight for the truth and I’m not ready for it yet. Because the truth is, I’m spiraling and the only way for me to function is to tune out and work it off. The next few days are spent tracking leads and covering our tracks. My boss wants answers as for why I’m still here; I’m stalling in giving them to him because now I’ve got two men here, not one, and neither are sanctioned. Supplying him with just enough to let us stay, he gives me an extension with conditions. The conditions are simple: give him names, show him proof, or we’re done and I’m in deep shit. He knows my track record, so that’s the only reason we’re allowed to continue. But if I don’t put this to rest, he’ll pull the plug, and if that happens I’ll send the guys back, resign, and do the one thing I swore I’d never do: go rogue.

Destroying almost everything I had on Hank wasn’t easy. I wanted his sins on record, but to keep Max clean I can’t do that. So the few bits of information I did keep, I kept away from anyone who might be looking for it. As for Hank Allen? He just disappeared. Weird, isn’t it?

Knowing Max was safe, at least for now, kept me focused. But when I’m told he hasn’t been into work, hasn’t left the house, and wasn’t returning phone calls, my focus was shot and I found myself extremely concerned. Hours later I throw my pen down, save the files on my computer, jump in my new rental, and find myself driving towards his house.

Why, I ask myself. Why am I doing this? He lied to me. He doesn’t want me like I want him, he’s made that clear, so why when I’ve been let go can’t I do the same for him in return? I suppose it’s because even knowing he doesn’t love me in the same way, I couldn’t live with it if he thought poorly of me. I also can’t stand the thought of him in pain. So here I am pulling up to his driveway, but I can’t put it in park. I also can’t get out. I can’t fucking do anything.

When my phone rings, I jump. Jesus, Jules, on edge much?

“Talk.”

“I’m fabulous,” she says. “How are you?”

“Never been better.”

“Could you be any shittier of a liar?”

“Lina,” I groan. “Now is not a good time.”

“With you it never is,” she says. “Is it time for me to come home yet? I feel like I’m missing out. I hate being left out, you know that.”

“Not yet,” I say. “You bringing him with you? He has a lot of explaining to do, and I can’t keep his name out of this much longer; I keep hearing it wherever I go.”

“We’ll see,” she says. “How is he?”

“I’m sitting in his driveway.”

“Why?”

“Good question,” I say. “When I figure it out I’ll let you know.” Disconnecting the phone I put it in my pocket and look up at the porch. It’s now or never, I say opening the door. Walking up to his porch and knocking, I wait. Then, I wait some more. The longer I wait the more nervous I get. Shit. Does he have company? Then I decide, fuck it, if he does I’ll kill her too, then him, assuming there is a her. Maybe he didn’t lie about it? Shit. What am I doing? Oh, that’s right, torturing myself.

Kicking the door in, gun at the ready I scan his home but come up empty. Where the fuck is he? If he’s upstairs with another woman I don’t know what I’ll do. Making his room my first stop I see it’s clear. Taking a deep breath I make way to the kitchen. Walking out to the back door my heart breaks when I look out and see Max practicing the moves I showed him, alone. Taking a few moments I watch him from the side of the window, he is simply beautiful. He is so fluid, calm, and gentle, that part of me wonders if I should sneak back out and leave him to his peace. Then the other part chimes in with a hell no, he’s ours, and decided that getting curbed once wasn’t enough, and since we’re here might as well see what else he can dish out. I deserve the truth.

When I walk out the door he turns, stops, and just stares. No emotion, nothing. In an effort to save what little pride I have left, I approach, hoping this isn’t the biggest mistake of my life. I don’t know shit about this kind of thing; I just know now that he’s within reaching distance, I want to grab on and never let go.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” he says back, all but ignoring me. “Are you lost?”

“Totally,” I admit. “Aren’t you?”

“Thought you’d be gone by now,” he says, walking toward the picnic table that not too long ago he devoured me on. Even though it was a week or so ago, it feels like a lifetime. “Are you here on business?”

“Shouldn’t you be resting that shoulder?” I ask, worried about his healing, especially if he’s pushing it. But then he grabs a water and gives me a nasty look and that look stops me cold.

“Shouldn’t you be flying back to DC?” he throws back with attitude, then ignores me in earnest.

“I’ll be gone before you know it,” I whisper, hoping he’ll ask me to stay.

“Not soon enough,” he says, pushing past me and into the house.

What.

The.

Fuck.

About three seconds after the shock of what he says wears off, the hurt sets in, followed by the I’m gonna kick his ass for this feeling. Throwing the door open and stomping in I look and he’s not in the kitchen or living room. Swear to god if he left, I’ll gut him. Two-timing it up the steps I hear the water running, so I sit down on his bed to wait him out.

Fuck him. He wants to wreck me, he can do it like a fucking man. He can do it to my face without all of his bullshit excuses. I’ve never asked him for anything; I want the truth, or I’ll put a bullet in his other shoulder, and it won’t be with a god damned .22.

When the water cuts off and he walks out in just a towel my mouth starts to water. Does he have to be so perfect? Looking up and noticing me he turns to his dresser, pulling his jeans out. Having enough of being ignored I stand up, walk over, and push him into the wall.

“Talk to me,” I growl, pushing him harder. “Quit acting like I don’t fucking exist. Wasn’t eight years of it enough for you?” When he says nothing, just looks past me, I snap. “You don’t have to love me back! But I can’t leave knowing you hate me, either! Just tell me the truth! Wreck me like a fucking man, Maxwell! I keep coming back for you because I love you. You don’t feel the same? Fine! How about a thanks for saving me, Jules? Or nice knowing you, see you in court!”

Still nothing. Fuck. There it is, then. How he really feels. He feels absolutely nothing while I feel absolutely everything… Backing away as quickly as possible, I make it to the door so I can run back to my rental when he grabs me by the waist, pulling my back to his front.

“Don’t,” he says quietly.

“God dammit, don’t what?”

“Don’t leave.”

I want to turn around, to look into his eyes, but he is holding me firm. Deciding that here is better than in my car driving away, I ask him a very difficult question.

“Why do you want me to stay? What else could you possibly take from me, Max? I’m tapped out; I gave you everything I had. I’m broke.”

“When I’m with you, I can breathe. I forget about all the years spent without you, but you’re here now and I can’t let you leave. Existing isn’t working for me, not when the alternative is living. Fuck existing, Blue; I want to live.”

My breath hitches at his words; his body language is protective and his arms are my home. Why does this have to be so hard? Where’s my anger? My hurt? Why am I not lashing out at him making him suffer as I’m suffering? I suppose it’s simple, really; I love him that much. He takes my silence and fills it with his words, and the more he speaks the further the hurt fades. This is dangerous territory, but my soul needs this; my broken heart needs this.

“He said he hurt you, raped you,” he groans out. “When he said it I wanted to hurt him back, I wanted to kill him, Blue. Before I could react, he shot me. My own father fucking shot me. Then he sat there taunting me while I bled on his floor. Thank fuck his aim sucks and that he used a .22. I wanted to do it though, Blue. I wanted to take his life, to avenge you, but I guess I needed to hear what he had to say, because the more he ranted the more I got it. He hated you, he hated me, he hated both of us, what we had. Then you showed up and when it counted I couldn’t do it. I’m not that guy; I tried to be, but I don’t think I ever will be.”

When his face nestles into my neck, it makes sense. He is ashamed of himself for lacking the killer instinct. How did I let it get this far? Did I honestly think showing him some moves and giving him range time was going to morph him into a killer without a conscience? That’s not Max. That’s also one of the reasons I love him most; he is a kind person.

“I remember walking home that night. Even though I’d just left my friends, I was lonely. Then you showed up, larger than life and so gentle. You made me happy, Max. I knew you for a few hours and for the first time ever, I wasn’t a street kid; I was special. The next morning you found me, and when I opened the door and you were there I fell for you,” I tell him, squeezing his forearms. “I loved you because you were gentle, Max. It’s easy to be hard and unforgiving. You are an enigma; you fill a room, you tower over most, but you’re sweet and empathetic. For a girl like me, you were perfection, Max. You balanced me out; that’s why I married you. That’s why I never filed, and that’s why I always waited.”

“You said loved,” he whispers. “Not love. I may lack what it takes to take it a life, Blue, but I had what it took to shred your heart, and I’m not okay with that.”

“I know, Max,” I whisper. “I came here because I was worried about what you thought of me after that night. I just need to know that when I leave, that you won’t hate me for what I did.”

“Jesus,” he says, pulling me tighter. “I could never hate you, Blue.”

Taking a deep breath I realize this situation is heavy on my heart. He hasn’t said he loves me back, that he wants another shot, that he’s ready to be truthful. He’s letting me go again, and if I’ve learned anything in life, it doesn’t take a relationship expert to know both people have to want it. A relationship, but most especially a marriage, has to be cherished by both people. They have to be willing to do anything to keep it, make it grow, and fuck the consequences.

That’s not what is happening here. This, well, this feels like a goodbye. If I had a voice I’d ask him what the secret is to making it so easy for him to do it, because I want in on it.

Maneuvering my body away from his, he releases his grip.  Meeting his eyes knowing this is it, our time is up, is more painful than any wound I’ve sustained, more devastating than any loss I’ve ever dealt with. This is losing my one and only. So if this is it, he needed to know the truth, straight from the source. Taking my hand, reaching up, and placing it on his jaw, he covers it with his own.

“I loved you then, I love you now, I will love you always. I love you enough to step aside. I love you enough to stay gone and I love me enough to stop allowing you to break me. I’ve got one break left before I shatter, Max and this is it, it’s happening right now.”

Closing his eyes he whispers my name, not “Blue,” my name, but he allows me to remove my hand. Backing away I watch him until I make it to the hall, then my heavy feet pick up speed and I race to my rental. Just as I reach for the door a wail leaves my body and my knees hit the gravel. Sobbing, shaking, and a hurt so intense takes me over so that my breath is lodged and it won’t come out. Saying goodbye is destroying me. My soul is dying and there is no one to call, no team for backup, and no medicine that will fix it. Trying to catch my breath is so painful; the gravel digging into my knees hardly registers. Then he’s there, picking me up, carrying me back, and holding on tighter than he ever has.

And I let him.
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I stopped having Tony search for her. It’s been years since I’ve asked or even mentioned her name outside of my own thoughts. I don’t know where she is, what she’s doing, or if she’s moved on. I haven’t moved on, and without her, I know I never will. Lush is busy, but I stay in my office, refusing to interact with anyone. After Venessa was arrested and then released we hired a man to watch her back, and if I’m reading this right, they’re into each other and Tony doesn’t like it. I don’t get it because in all these years he never treated her as more than a sister, and it was his idea. What do I know about relationships anyway? Not a fucking thing, so I keep my mouth shut.

The vibe here feels off, but I can’t place it. Probably because, I’m off. These days I can’t make sense of anything. I want to shut the doors, grab a flight, and beg her to come home with me. But I don’t because I wouldn’t even know where to look. That’s my punishment for giving up, for being a pussy. It’s a daily reminder I can’t shake no matter how hard I try.

 

Watching her walk away, seeing her run to her car, then witnessing her falling to her knees sent me into action. I just told her I couldn’t let her go again and there she was, going. Running out of the house, I scoop her up, ignoring my screaming shoulder. Bringing her in I kick the door shut, carry her upstairs, and lay her down on our bed. Sitting next to her isn’t enough, so I pulled her into my lap so she can cry. I’ve seen her happy, sad a few times, even pissed, then recently murderous, but never this. I’ve never seen her destroyed.

Sitting with her, absorbing her, satisfied that she’s close to me for as long as she’s willing to stay, which if I had my way would be forever. Tipping her chin up I take her mouth softly at first while she struggles to breathe through her stuffy nose. I missed her lips, her tongue, and her minty breath. When she throws her arms around my neck and pulls me down gently, I follow. She’s spread out beneath me, my body covering hers, and I want to put us in a bubble so it’s just the two of us forever.

Removing my jeans and boxers with my good arm, I kick them off to focus on her. Putting her arms above her head I remove her top but leave her bra. She looks so sexy in lace; I want to enjoy it a while longer. When she shimmies her bottoms off first followed by her panties, I stare at her being bare to me below the waist. Tracing her tattoo with my fingers causes her to shiver so I do it several more times. When she opens her eyes and gives me a small smile that screams uncertainty, I lean in, needing to taste her again, but to also reassure her. Reaching up for me she pulls me back down, and we let our mouths work for what feels like hours, but still not long enough.

She wraps her legs around me, pulling me closer. My cock sits flush with her core and I start rubbing myself all over her. She moans, digging her nails into my shoulder, never breaking our mouths apart. I slide in slowly and I feel her body accommodating mine, tightening and welcoming. Letting out my own moan I rock into her easy at first, but when her breath gets quicker, when her tongue picks up speed, I go at her harder, faster, and with desperation.

Wanting to last but knowing it feels too good to keep going like this I’m about to come when she pushes me off, onto my back, then straddles me taking all of me when she sinks down onto my cock. Arching her back she begins rocking back and forth on me, coming up some but sliding right back down even harder. Opening my eyes I see she’s riding me with hers closed, so I guide her, and when she loses her rhythm I help her regain it. All while I watch her with rapture clear on her face. Working her clit with my thumb faster and faster, she tightens, rocks harder, and just as she comes she opens her eyes and puts them on me.

Fucking beautiful.

Her release triggers my own, and even though we made love slowly, it’s a violent one. Hours later, in the middle of the night, I wake her and take her again, only this time we both keep our eyes open, and if possible it is even better than it was before. That’s the thing about her; every time with her is better than the first. When her lids get heavy and that smile is brighter I find myself able to let go of the guilt some. Making love to her soothed the hurt inside of me. Rolling so her back is to my front, we fall asleep like that, with my body cradling hers. Like we’ve done this a thousand times as husband and wife. I lay there holding the only woman I have ever loved knowing without her, I have nothing.

I even told her as much, and in the same breath I beg her to stay. For some time she’s quiet, but the more I go on she finally covers my mouth and then closes her eyes. “No promises, Max,” she whispers. “Not tonight, please.”

Closing my own eyes I pull her toward me so she is as close as possible. Tonight, I’ll keep quiet, but when we wake up tomorrow we’ll be hashing things out.

Naked.
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“Men fuck up,” she says, exhaling on the other end of the phone. “You gonna forgive him or what?”

“Yeah,” I mumble. “I’ll forgive him, it’s what I do.”

“That’s my girl,” she says. “It never hurts to make him work for it. You know, foot rub, neck massage, wax your car, your crack or oral. Hell, take a vacation and have him flip the bill. It’s what I’d do.”

“Yeah, because you think all men owe you something.”

“Of course they do,” she says, acting offended. “They don’t cramp, bleed, or have sensitive nipples. It’s cool if they’re hairy and smelly because it’s ‘manly.’ I go two days without shaving, and a dude tells me that it’s bad hygiene. They have no idea what a Brazilian feels like, or I don’t know, a yearly exam when they bust out that speculum and don’t even warm it up first before they shove it—”

“Lina,” I groan. “Focus, please.”

“Right,” she says cheerfully. “Focusing! You have to forgive him, Red. One day you’ll need him to forgive you, too.”

 

Sunlight was pouring in, causing me to snuggle deeper into his furry chest. I wasn’t ready for morning; I wanted to stay here, with him, just us, just a few minutes longer. But when my bladder reminded me that UTIs were no laughing matter I untangled myself, used the bathroom, then headed downstairs to make coffee and check my messages.

Opening the necessary cupboards, grabbing the can, two cups, and some creamer, I hit “brew,” then head over to the fridge to see about making breakfast. Blindly setting everything I need on the island, I groan when I knock a stack of papers over. One of the things about him is he’s a neat freak like I am, and not wanting him to lose anything; I pick them up and attempt to put them back in order.

The first page I see is the cover letter from the county building with a time stamp showing proof of delivery. Turning the page I stare at my divorce decree and flip from page to page until I’m finally on the last page.

He signed it.

Every single page.

Yesterday. He signed them yesterday.

There it is, the shatter.

It is so swift and powerful, I am shocked the earth doesn’t quake with it.

Dropping the papers then looking around his kitchen, into his living room then back to the floor I am standing on, I feel myself  break into pieces no amount of glue could fix . There was no stopping or stalling it. I was crumbling right where I stood. Had I not shown up here screaming in his face that I loved him he would have mailed these back. In hysterics, I took my phone, keys, and nothing else. I ran out to my rental wearing a T-shirt, threw it in reverse, and hauled ass back to my hotel room leaving my clothes, shoes, and heart behind at Max’s house. Forget crying or blaming him, this was one hundred percent my own fault. I knew better; I knew it last night when he held me, and I knew it again when he was inside of me. Bottom line is, I never know when to quit. He told me he quit and wanted out, but I just kept forcing myself back into his life.

This fuck-up in on me.

You can only hang out in a casino hotel room for so long staring at a bottle of whisky you know you shouldn’t drink but probably will anyway, because you’re an epic failure at matters of the heart. My phone is driving me nuts, too. Every time something goes down suddenly everyone wants to connect. Hours later I am sick of Macy calling every five minutes and finally answer. Looking back, I really wish I hadn’t.

“Hey, Macy.”

“Red!” she says enthusiastically. “I’ve been trying to reach you all morning!”

“I know,” I say. “I’m sorry, I’ve been busy.”

“I bet,” she says. “Hey, any chance you’ve heard from Max? We’ve all been worried.”

“Max is fine,” I assure her. “I spoke with him myself just yesterday.”

“Thank god,” she says. “What’s it like?”

“What’s what like?”

“Being married as long as you have?”

“I can’t answer that, Macy,” I tell her without emotion, because I no longer have any. “You’ve known Rafe for months, but you know him better in a short time than I do being married all these years. Even if I combined all of our time together it’s still considerably less than the time you’ve spent with Rafe.”

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t know, shit.”

“You didn’t know because I didn’t tell you,” I explain. “It’s okay, Macy. Did you need something?” I ask, deciding to take a walk downtown, grab a coffee, and clear my head. The next few minutes are spent listening to her talk about everything and nothing, and I find myself able to get lost in her happiness for a while. Macy is in a deliriously happy place and she deserves every second of it. She also deserves having her friend’s ear while she talks about it.

Rounding the corner to go and sit at my favorite spot at Campus Martius, my neck tingles. Casually I look around for a threat, but I don’t spot one right away. But then a uniform approaches me from the south looking lethal, and I know I am in deep shit. I’m out in public, I’m vulnerable, and I’m also pretty sure I’m being set up.

This cop is going to kill me.

“Macy,” I say cutting her off. “I need you to listen, you with me?”

“Yes.”

“I need you to do three things,” I tell her as calmly as possible. “Call Bishop,” I say rattling off his number. “Call Duffy,” I say, doing the same. “Call Lina and tell her it’s time.”

“What the fuck, Red?”

Before any more words are spoken, the uniform is smiling when he draws. Smiling back, I draw as well. There are maybe two seconds of crossfire where he fired a single shot and I fired two. I’m still standing while he goes down. Just before looking to face the next threat there is a sharp jab into my neck. I hear my enemy grate out “Sorry,” and within seconds after that my body starts doing all sorts of strange things. While I am being carried away my only thought is maybe now I’ll finally get some peace. No one will miss me anyway, not really.
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“Tony, it’s me again,” I groan into my cell phone. “I fucked up huge. I need your help, dammit. Please call me back.”

Slamming my first into the wall, it’s all I can do not to pull out my own hair. She had me served with divorce papers. Why shouldn’t she? I fucking told her I didn’t want her anymore. Jules never says no to me. As always, if I wanted something, she gave it to me. Whether it be her time, her body, her heart, or in this case, a divorce.

Sliding down the wall, my head hits my knees and I feel it happening.

For the first time in my life, I feel real loss.

 

Last night, I didn’t get a chance to come clean or tell her that I loved her, but I promised myself I would. I knew that once I explained why I lied, she’d be more apt to believe me when I said the words. Stretching out to an empty bed I glance around for her, but when I smell coffee I know she’s down in the kitchen. Not bothering with clothes, I make my way in and see two cups, a full pot, and papers scattered on the floor.

The divorce papers.

Oh, shit.

Not bothering with picking them up, I run to the door, look out, and see her car is gone. Fuck! Running back upstairs for clothes and my phone I see her clothes are still on the floor; so are her shoes. Christ, she left here in my shirt? Ripping my phone off the charger I dial one number, hoping I’m not making a huge mistake. When he answers and I speak my piece he disconnects and I wait.

Walking into the kitchen I take those fucking papers and burn them over the stove. When the fire alarms go off I walk over to each one, breaking them with my fist. I would have explained, I chant to myself. Do you blame her for leaving? My conscience asks back, and the answer is no. I can’t, she’s blameless.

Hanging my head between my legs again, I smack my head off my kitchen table, hoping for some sense. When will I learn? When no answers comes forth I smack my head over and over again, but nothing happens but a headache.

“If you ever saw Liar, Liar, then you know it’s almost impossible to kick your own ass,” he says. “But guessing since you called me of all people, I’ll want to finish the job myself?”

Looking up at him, he makes a weird face. “The fuck is that smell?” he asks, opening a window.

“I lit papers on fire.”

“You too good for the wastebasket? Recycling is where it’s at.”

“Divorce papers.”

“Torching them won’t make ̓em disappear,” he says, then amends, “Will it?”

“I lit them because I was drunk when I signed them, thinking it would be best for her if I let her live her life,” I explain. “She wouldn’t give up on me, she came for me anyway, stayed here last night. I forgot to do something with them, and she found them this morning when she was making coffee.”

“She kick your ass?”

“No.”

“No?”

“No,” I groan. “She left.”

“Seems like a habitat you two got going,” he says. “You fuck it up and she leaves before you can cuff her to a bed again.”

“Habit,” I groan. “It’s a habit.”

“Huh? You didn’t call me to talk about elf movies,” he says. “Never mind, listen, you called me because I know a thing a two about misunderstandings. That stings but you know truth hits, so…”

“Hurts.”

“I know it does, partner,” he says, patting my shoulder, oblivious. “You know how it feels to be without her, so what are you willing to do to be with her?”

“Anything,” I tell him. “I’d do anything.”

“Then if I were you I’d head over to the Westin,” he says. “You know because that might be where she’s staying these days. She said the MGM smelled like food stamps, so she checked out.”

“Fuck,” I whisper. “Thanks, Rafe, and about before, I never had a chance to apologize for—”

“Hold that thought,” he says, looking at his phone. “Bishop, to what do I owe—”

His face morphs into a mask of rage. When his eyes settle on mine I feel it come over me, too. Something happened to her, I can feel it, something bad.

Grabbing his keys from the table he cocks his head indicating the door, so I follow. When he hangs up with Bishop I stop him before exiting. “Bishop,” I growl. “What did he say?”

Rafe takes two swallows then looks me right in eyes. “Campus Martius, shots fired, two shooters, one cop dead, Macy overheard. I’m sorry, man, but Jules is gone.”

The definition of going berserk is simple.

bərˈzərk,-ˈsərk/


adjective

 



  
    	(of a person or animal) out of control with anger or excitement; wild or frenzied. synonyms: frenzied, raving, wild, out of control, amok, on the rampage, frantic, crazy, raging, insane, out of one's mind, hysterical, mad, crazed, maniacal, manic; informalbana, informalmental, nutty, nutty as a fruitcake, off one's rocker, not right in the head, round/around the bend, raving mad, batty, bonkers, cuckoo, loopy, ditzy, loony, bananas, loco, with a screw loose, touched, gaga, not all there, out to lunch, crackers, nutso, out of one's tree, wacko, gonzo; batshit.

  

 

In this moment, I redefine it.

Time and place mean absolutely nothing to me. I tear my house apart. If it is in front of me, I destroy it. Screaming her name, cursing god, man, as well as myself, I want to find that .40 and put it in my mouth and end it.

Suddenly there is pain, so much pain when something pierces my shoulder. Then he is there again taking me to the ground. Now he’s in my face, but I can’t hear him. Landing a punch in my jaw followed by another, I can hear again. Focusing on his face I tune in. “Calm the fuck down,” he says, hitting me again. “We’ll get her back, god dammit.”

Blinking at him again, I try to process. He must sense my confusion because he decides to repeat himself. Finally he eases off and I can breathe better. “You with me, Max?”

“Get her back?”

“Oh…” he says looking pale. “Oh fuck me in the ass! I meant taken, nabbed, abducted, hijacked, kind of gone. Not dead, post mortem, grand finale gone. Shit fuck hell, Max I’m sorry. I thought you knew what I meant.”

“Say what you mean, you fucking asshole!” I yell, tackling him. “I thought my wife was dead!” Taking shot after shot he just works on deflecting me when finally I run out of steam. “Jesus Christ!”

“I know, Max,” he says, sitting up. “I know, I’m working on it. Fuck, I said I was sorry.”

“Who took my wife?” When he stays silent I throw him across the room, “Who!”

“That’s the problem,” he says, coughing and trying to stand. “No one knows.”

The few items I haven’t yet destroyed meet the same fate as the rest. It isn’t until Rogan and Venessa showed up with Macy, threatening to sedate me that I calm down enough to not be restrained or knocked out. But it isn’t until Bishop and Duffy showed up that I am able to listen.
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“You hit me,” I say, spitting blood out. “Don’t do that again.”

“You took my money!” she screams. “Where is it?”

“I didn’t take shit,” I growl at her. “I think I know where you put it, though.”

“Where?” she asks, running over to the sink where I’m currently rinsing my mouth out.

“Up your fucking nose.” I swear at her and when she goes to take a swing again, I catch her under the chin, sending her to the ground with a crash. Rolling up my sleeves, I drag her to the couch, tossing her on it. Looking down at her I promise myself I will never be like her. “I told you not to hit me again,” I say out loud, because it feels good to say it even if no one is there to hear it.

There is no point in patting myself on the back for this. When she woke up she won’t remember it anyway.

But I will.

 

There was no time to gauge my environment, no time to prepare. I haven’t come back to full consciousness yet, and I can already feel the pain. My eyes refuse to open, my arms feel trapped, but my head, holy fuck does my head hurt. My wrists are secured to my sides, I know that much. There’s a strap around my waist, too but not my ankles. I’m bound to a bed. Minutes later I manage to open my left eye enough to look at the space I am being held in. This is a man’s room, no doubt; it looks of a man’s space and smells heavily of Axe body spray. Come to think of it, that could be why my head hurts. That stuff smells like shit. Duffy wore it once but I blew the bottle up, and he swore he’d never do it again.

Working my right open, I scan the room from left to right moving my head as little as possible. Is that? Oh hell, it is. This jackoff has a Miley Cyrus poster on the wall. Who brought me here, Bieber? For the moment it is looking like I am alone, and with my headache not letting up, I decide to close my eyes and sleep it off.

Sometime later I wake. Opening my eyes is easier this time. Blinking rapidly to clear the fog, I see a man sitting in a chair at the end of the bed. It’s too dark to make out his features, but he looks big. Glancing down I realize I’m dressed only in my bra and underwear. unfuckingbelieveable.

I must have muttered “Fuck” out loud because then he speaks.

“Had a reaction,” he says from what seems like far away. “Thought you were going to die.”

“Feels like I did die,” I respond. “What did I do to warrant this special treatment?”

“You’re just a job, special agent,” he says. “It ain’t personal.”

“You’re not strapped to a full size bed. I am, so from where I’m lying, it’s feeling pretty personal.”

“You hungry?”

“Starving,” I answer, which is true. It feels like I haven’t eaten in days. “Got plans to poison me?”

“No,” he says, chuckling. “I went to a lot of trouble to keep you alive; poison won’t be how you go out.”

“What time is it?”

“Around midnight,” he says. “It’s Thursday.”

“Thursday?” I groan. “I’ve been out for over twenty four hours?”

“Told you, you had a reaction,” he says, coming over to me. “Had to restrain you, run two IV lines, and wait it out.”

“Wonderful I was nabbed by MacGyver,” I say rolling my eyes, which hurt like a bitch. “What’d I miss?”

“You missed killing my partner for one,” he says, checking my IV bags. “Though he ain’t much of a loss. I didn’t want to inject you, but I had no choice. Couldn’t risk you shooting me too.”

“You’ve had over twenty four hours to kill me,” I point out. “Do you enjoy playing with people?”

“Why didn’t you just leave when you had the chance?” he asks, sighing. “This isn’t how we operate, all right? Stalking agents, hurting women.”

“But you did.”

“I did.”

“Why?” When he turns away, I ask again. “Why do it? I’m not a civilian. You have to know the fallout of taking me down will be huge so, why? Wait, you said we. Who is we, exactly?”

“I’m gonna go make you some food,” he says, walking away. “Try and stay still.”

Try and stay still? Yeah, sure let me just lay here and wait for you to smother me with a pillow or talk me to death. For the immediate future, though, I don’t have a choice. My head is doing the cha-cha slide on repeat, and it is taking everything I have not to scream from the pain.

Listening to him move pots and pans around is not helping. Has he ever cooked before? Jesus, it sounds like a high school marching band invaded his house. Finding the most comfortable position and settling in, I realize I have to pee. Perfect.

When he comes back I need him to let me use the bathroom. Then I needed him to get rid of the restraints, but that means I need to convince him I am not a flight risk. Fighting back a smile, I remind myself if I’m good at anything, it’s getting my way. Well with criminals, anyway. With my love life? Yeah, not so much.

He brings a tray filled with food. Peeking at it I see a bowl of soup, a sandwich (maybe), crackers, and a glass of water. Water reminds me of peeing, so step one, emptying the bladder.

“I’m going to need a name.”

“Why?”

“I’m not calling you why,” I tell him, and when he smiles, I dig deeper. “You’re aware of who I am and what I do, so you know it’s not likely I’ll succumb to Stockholm syndrome but, I think it’s only fair we be on a first-name basis while I’m here.”

“Walker.”

“What’s your first name, Walker?”

“Maybe that is my first name?” When I narrow my eyes on, him he groans. “Travis,” he says, setting the tray close to me.

“So Travis,” I start. “I’m going to need you to remove the restraints, escort me to the bathroom, and wait outside while I use it. You are super lucky I didn’t piss the bed because that wouldn’t be fun for either of us.”

“Shit,” he says, “I hadn’t thought of that.” I want to tell him he obviously hadn’t thought of much of anything, but I bite my tongue instead.

With great care he removes the wrist cuffs, the waist strap, adjusts the IV bags in his left hand, and helps me up with his right, escorting me to the bathroom. I feel weaker at this moment then I ever have in memory. My mission is pee, eat, get answers, and get out.

Once I’m back in bed he doesn’t make any attempts to restrain me again, which I appreciate. Eating as much as I can, I lay back, assessing Officer Travis Walker.

“You said I had a reaction,” to which he nods looking guilty all over again. “What exactly did you give me, Travis?”

“I was given a syringe,” he says, looking away. “Told to use it if you got outta hand. Shooting my partner in the throat qualified as outta hand, so I did what I was told. Not like I needed a bullet in my throat.”

“Thing is, Travis,” I explain, “My friend created that drug you stabbed me with. Also, its purpose is for helping cancer patients, not public consumption. For it to be effective it’s to be used on a specific person in a very specific way; that person is meant to be very ill. Do I look ill to you?”

“I get it.”

“I don’t think you do, Travis,” I growl repeating his name. “Whoever is paying you to hold me will kill you. Let me share something with you, seeing as we have time and all. I could rip this IV out, be out of this bed with the tubing cutting off your oxygen supply before you blink, but... I think you were brought into something that doesn’t sit well with you, am I right?”

“I’m just supposed to hold you until I’m told otherwise.”

“You believe that when I arrive to my next destination you won’t be eliminated? That partner of yours I killed? Your boss knew if he drew, I’d kill him. Yes, it gave you the chance to grab me, but your partner was replaceable, as are you. I’m a DEA agent, Travis. I’m here to put a stop to this. If you don’t walk away now, I can’t let you walk away later. If there’s anything you want to tell me, do it now. The clock is ticking for both of us.”

Seeming to make a decision after minutes of quiet, he stands up and walks over to the window. When he turns I see that he’s remorseful. “About five months ago we were ordered to keep an eye on a woman.”

“The woman’s name is Macy,” I say, and when he flinches I nod my head to proceed.

“I didn’t want to fuck with her,” he replies. “But orders were orders. Then all sorts of crazy shit happened and someone took her, so we were told to stand down.”

“The men who took her were killed,” I remind him. “It was quite beautiful, really; people tend to underestimate her.”

“I heard she beat one with a hammer.”

“She did,” I say. “But then she took a bullet to the stomach that stole the life of her child, and we almost lost her twice.”

“Fuck.”

“Listen,” I offer. “You’re in over your head. Let me call my team. You can leave here, I won’t roll on you. But time is running out.”

“I don’t know…”

“Travis,” I start. “Who gave you the order?”

He doesn’t want to roll but, I can tell he’s on the fence; I’m so close, I can feel it. “Travis,” I begin again “The order, who gave it?”

He opens his mouth to speak, but then a man walks in and he stops talking. Clearly he knows the guy, because he doesn’t look nervous. The man walks straight up to Travis getting in his space. Then there was a soft whoosh, followed by Travis hitting the floor, and around his head a pool of bright red blood surrounds him. He was shot point blank in the head not ten feet from me. My eyes close at the scene before me. Blood, so much blood, and Travis’ brain matter coating the back wall have me holding back a gag. I cannot believe that just happened.

“Hello, Special Agent.”

“Fuck. You? Really? Why am I not surprised.”

“Miss me?” he asks, keeping a distance from the bed. When I don’t answer he produces what looks like a tranq gun. Fuck me, what in the hell is in that thing?

“This is going to hurt,” he says, aiming it at my chest. “A lot.” Then he touches the trigger. The dart flies fast, embeds itself in my chest, the pain is so fast, so intense, I black out from it almost immediately. But not before I notice him flinch, like he didn’t want to do it but he fucking did it anyway.
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“Open those eyes for me,” I order her. When she does I’m rewarded with that shocking blue that I love, along with her bright smile. “Now the legs, Blue,” Slowly and sexually she opens up for me, and her smile gets bigger. “Your eyes,” I whisper, kissing each lid. “They see me, don’t they?”

Nodding slowly, she whispers back. “They do.”

“Do they like what they see?”

“Like it? No. They love it.”

“You’ll always want me, Blue?”

“Always, Max.”

“Blue?”

“Hmm?”

“I love you.”

Sliding inside of her and filling her up she latches on to me whispering, “I love you too.”

 

If it wasn’t for Rafe and Rogan, I’m not sure I’d be able to cope. I’m not actually coping at all, but between them and the girls I am able to stand for small periods of time without breaking things. Her men are here looking all kinds of lethal. Not that they didn’t always look off, but with her in danger, they look how I feel.

Murderous.

Duffy has been on his phone for hours; Bishop has had his fingers flying over the computer for the same amount of time. To say they’re both ignoring me would be an understatement. Macy takes the wall next to me and tries making small talk, but I’m not listening. When Rafe nods for me to follow him, I do. Making our way out to my back yard he sits on the picnic table and I take a stand next to it.

“I’m sorry about how I broke the news,” he says, staring at the grass. “I fucked up, huge.”

“Did Macy force you to apologize?”

“Princess? No,” he says. “That came from me, from in here.” Pointing to his own heart to show me and I get it.

“I can’t wait and do nothing,” I tell him. “Someone has to know something, right?”

“Rogue and I agree with Jules,” he says. “Not that we don’t trust the Cap, but for now we’re withholding intel and that means we don’t go through the proper channels.”

“So we’re putting this in her team’s hands?”

“Look, man, these are our streets, and we’ll do what we do best, but them guys in there know what they’re doing, too. I know what you’re feeling, okay? She’s alive. You got to believe that whoever took her wasn’t going to kill her, or they would have when they had the chance.”

“When does this end? First Venessa, then Macy, now Jules. This is what I was trying to protect her from.”

“Max,” he says, slapping my back. “Evil don’t shift gears. Your old man was only a small part of the problem. This shit goes deep. She was onto something; to me it seems like the second we cut off intel she got took. That tells me she was right about the department, too. She’ll do what needs doing until you can get to her.”

“Duffy and Bishop aren’t going to let me have any part in this; you know it as well as I do.”

“Yo, Max,” says Bishop from the back door. “Get your big ass in here, we got work to do.”

“Or,” says Rafe, pushing me toward the door, “Maybe they will.”

Stepping into the kitchen I notice right away the vibe is different. Walking into the living room I see why. The rest of Jules’ team is here, and I’m damn happy to see them, but it is pretty safe to say they are not happy to see me.

Approaching the group, Rogue and Rafe flank me, followed by Venessa and Macy on their sides. It is a show of support, I get that, and I really fucking appreciate it.

A very large, very scary-looking team member approaches me first.

“They call me Saint,” he says, putting his hand out. Extending my own, he tightens his grip “Been with Red from the start; we’ll be doing whatever it takes to get her back,” he says, leaning in. “By any means necessary.”

Nodding my head in thanks, I’m met with another extended hand. Returning it he says, “They call me Jumbo, been with Red two years. No laws, no limits, not for her.”

Swallowing hard I nod to her team and decide to get down to business. They need me focused, she needs me focused, I just need her back here safe.

Jumbo starts first. Placing his enormous forearms on the table he fires questions at me rapidly. I answer every one and he seems pleased about it. Saint is next, but for some reason Rafe keeps growling, and it’s irritating me. Looking over my shoulder I yell at him, “Rafe! Knock it the fuck off.”

“Direct that ‘tude at my wife, Max,” he says, scowling at Macy. “Not me.”

Macy looks over, seeming to snap out of it. “Wait. What did I do?”

“Eye-fucking another man in front of your husband.” He growls again. “That’s what you’re doing. You ain’t even tryin’ to lie about it, either.”

“You can stare at Jules’ tits but I can’t admire Jumbo’s large, toned, muscular arms?”

Jumbo has the decency to blush, but Rafe pulls Macy from the room, allowing us to focus. Bishop comes in with feeds from Campus Martius, but swears up a storm when the exact date and time this shit went down so did the feeds. Therefore it’s blank and that’s not good because it meant the feeds were tampered with.

Fuck.

“She’s been gone almost thirty hours,” I begin. “You guys are elite, right? You don’t have a way of tracking each other?”

“There are ways,” says Saint, walking into the room. “But it’s extremely painful, highly experimental, and to date none of us felt comfortable doing it. You may work for your government, but you never want them to own you completely.”

“That ain’t entirely true,” says Duffy, getting up and looking uncomfortable.

“Explain,” says Jumbo, crossing his massive arms. In that moment I can’t blame Macy for staring.

“Remember when Red had those cysts removed from her ovaries?” says Duffy, and I’m scratching my head because I never knew she even had cysts. “Well, while she was out, I had her outfitted.”

“You kept that shit to yourself?” Yells Jumbo, throwing my pepper shaker into the wall.

Grabbing Duffy by his shirt, Bishop gets in his space. “Why didn’t you tell us, motherfucker? Fuck, everything gotta be a game with you? You have no fucking clue what you’ve done!”

“No game,” he says, pushing himself away. “It was put in but never activated.”

“Why’d you do it?” asks Saint, more curious than anything.

“Out of all of us, who’s most valuable?” he asks, looking around.

When all the men stay quiet and shake their heads, I get it; she’s the most valuable.

“So turn it on!” I yell, seeing this as the obvious solution.

“Ain’t that easy,” he explains. “The second I turn it on we’ll know where she is if it works, but she don’t know she has it; she won’t be prepared for it.”

“She never had no fucking cysts, did she?” asks Rafe, asking the question that was dinging around in my mind but I was too stunned to ask.

“Bishop said she did. Saw her in the hospital and knew I had to do it,” says Duffy, hanging his head. “Just wanted to keep our girl safe.”

“She didn’t have cysts,” Bishops whispers. “She just didn’t want the team to know. You got no idea what you’ve done.”

“Turn it on,” I order him. “Turn it on right fucking now.”

Seconds later Jumbo, Saint, Rogue, Rafe, and the girls all stand by my side facing off against Duffy. The only one not pushing for this is Bishop, but I didn’t have the luxury of time to ask him why. This is the only lead we have; I don’t want my wife to hurt, but I can live with the hurt as long as she’s alive to beat me for it later. Taking out his tablet he nods, pressing a few buttons, then drops it on the table, leaving the room.

“It’s done,” he says. “Suit up.”

Facing everyone, I keep it simple while Macy studies the tablet. Stepping forward Duffy tries to speak to me while the rest of the group prepares, but I don’t have it in me listen. I’m making sure I load the magazine the way Jules taught me. When Macy yells “Got it!” we pile in four different vehicles and head out to get her back. Just before we roll out, Bishop cocks his head, telling me to come over to the porch. Even though the adrenaline is pumping through my veins, the look on his face has me walking to him anyway.

“What?” I ask him, shifting from foot to foot. “We need to go, Bishop.”

“Look,” he says quietly. “You need to know Boss didn’t have no cysts, okay?”

“I know,” I tell him, aggravated. “I heard, we’ll deal with it later, after I get her back.”

“No,” he says, stopping me from leaving. “You don’t get it; Boss didn’t have no cysts. She had a miscarriage. I told the guys she had cysts; she didn’t want them to know.”

My heart shatters. He must have picked up on it, because he looked as miserable as I feel. “Every once in a while she’d either hole up in her place or take off,” he admits, “to see you, Max. I didn’t know it was you, but a couple weeks after she got back from seeing you she started getting sick a lot. I didn’t know until after but, Max my man, she was so god damn happy. She was planning on finishing her time, leave it all behind to come back here to you.”

“How did she lose the baby?” I whisper, wiping my eyes with the backs of my hands. “How, Bishop?”

“She called me in the middle of the night,” he says, wringing his hands, the memory obviously painful for him. “She woke up with a stomachache, a bad one. When I got there and sat her up she was bloody between her legs. Took her to the doc on site and she begged me to stay with her. That’s the only time I ever saw her scared. The baby was in her tubes, I forget what they call it, but Boss was hurting. When the guys got there I told Duffy she had cysts to keep her secret. I swear to Christ I didn’t know he did that shit to her, Max.”

“She never told me.”

“She planned to, the night of graduation. She shut down after that, though,” he admits. “Had a hard time dealing with graduation and the loss after. Got real focused on our shit though, too focused. We took jobs everywhere. Don’t know what happened back then, but I guess you do.”

“When did she lose the baby?”

“Two days later. She wasn’t feelin’ right a few days before, but she thought it was nerves and shit. I should have known something was wrong with her puking up blood and shit, but I didn’t want to push her. Fuck, man, I didn’t even know she was pregnant.”

Pulling me in for a man hug, I find myself holding onto him with all my strength. Jules and I didn’t make a whole lot of plans for the future. We didn’t think we needed to. We both were okay letting the future map itself out for us. The one thing we did want to plan for was a family. To find out she was willing to give it all up for the sake of that family humbled me. Like usual, she shielded me from the pain. All I have to show for that is hurting her in return.
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When you can’t trust your own mother, you sleep with your back to the wall and your eyes on the door. Because of her and the idiots she brought home,  I became a light sleeper in no time at all. Whether she was blown or they were, over the years a few pretended to lose their way and tried sneaking into my room.

The last guy that tried it had a #2 pencil surgically removed from his thigh.

When my door creaks my eyes snap open. Reaching under my pillow for the kitchen knife I keep there, whoever it is better hope they come no closer.

“Red?” she whimpers.

“Lina?” I ask, sitting straight up wondering how she even got in the house. “What’s wrong?”

“I left,” she whispers, sitting next to me. “Can I crash here tonight?”

“Holy shit,” I whisper. “You did it? You know you can crash here as much as you want.” Handing her my pillow and separating the blankets I put her next to wall so I can lie in front of her, keeping her safe.

“Red?” she whispers, wrapping her arm around me.

“Yeah?”

“Will you tickle my arm?”

Tucking the knife far away from her I push her sleeve up to get to her arm. “Okay,” I whisper. “Go to sleep, Lina. I’ve got you.”

 

Jolted awake by a strong set of hands grabbing my face, I take a chance at opening my eyes. He’s so close my eyes cross and I can’t make out any features. Squeezing my cheeks like you would a small kid makes me wince, then he lets go but doesn’t leave my space. What is it with grabbing my fucking face?

“Let go,” I order with all the authority I can muster.

“Stay awake,” was the response I got back.

Wiggling my toes first, followed by my fingers, I manage to do a full body check. I’m alive, in one piece for now, and when I take my hands and roam to the pain in my chest I feel something protruding. Then he’s there moving my hands away.

“The fuck?” I ask, more to myself then anything.

“I tranqed you,” he says casually. “Couldn’t risk you killing me during transport.”

“Smart,” I tell him. “Now where the hell am I?”

“Safe,” he says, “for now.”

“Thank you for the reassurance,” I say. “What kind of tranq was that? Kentucky Derby Put Down?”

“I don’t follow.”

“You gave me enough to tranq a horse, you fucking idiot.”

“We don’t have much time, so listen,” he says, sitting me up. “On the count of three I’m going to pull the dart out. You ready?”

“No,” I groan, closing my eyes. “I can’t even tell you how not ready I am.”

“One,” he says, ripping the dart from my chest. I let out a scream of pure pain and frustration. When he leans in to check the hole it left behind my adrenaline gives me the strength to bash his nose in. He rears back, grabbing his face.

“Fuck!” he yells, running to grab a towel.

“You said three!” I yell back. “You don’t say three and pull on one, rookie!”

“I was trying to help you!”

“Next time actually kill me or take my gun collection, don’t fucking tranq me!” I groan. “Jesus, this fucking hurts.”

“Let me look at it,” he says, approaching. “Swear to Christ you nail me again, I’ll put you back out.”

Nodding, I agree only because I think he may have ripped a hole into my chest. When he’s done he takes a seat next to me and I feel myself crashing.

“Give me your name,” I order pitifully.

“Who I am means shit,” he says. “I’m a dead man walking because I didn’t follow orders and kill you. I told you I didn’t want to do it. Why didn’t you just fucking leave?”

“I’m not finished,” I say drowsily. “You shot my partner, beat him with a crowbar, choked me, hit me with a god damn truck, and threatened my soon-to-be ex-husband.”

“I didn’t shoot to kill, I didn’t hit no vital organs, I didn’t actually choke you, I tapped you with my truck, and I was warning you about the threat to your soon-to-be ex-husband.”

“You, my friend, I believe I owe an apology,” I say. “Why, you’re the perfect gentleman.”

“I told you,” he says, pacing. “I didn’t wanna do any of that shit. They were watching, so I had to. They were watching at Walker’s place, too. Walker was a pawn, he was dead already; I did him a favor. They can’t see you here, hence why you’re breathing. I had to tranq you; it was ordered. But I brought you back as quick as I could, and if I don’t check in they’ll send someone else.”

“An assassin with a conscience?”

“I was a fucking cop,” he says. “A good cop. You know how it is here, the pay is shit, the streets are shit. Someone offers you money, you fucking take it. I was promised you were bad, he was bad, and that whole fucking crew was bad. I knew from the second that guy covered you in the alley that was bullshit, so what do I do?”

“You do a shit job of trying to warn me?”

“I do a shit job of trying to warn you,” he agrees. “Not making outta this one, I know that, but I couldn’t kill you. That ain’t me. You ain’t gotta be stopped; they do.”

“Who’s they?”

“You already know who they are,” he says, grabbing a glass. “Drink this, as much as you can as fast as you can.”

“What is it?” I ask, sniffing it.

“Red Bull, vodka for the pain, and six cubes of sugar.”

“And I would want to drink this because?”

“You’re gonna need your energy to kill me. If I gotta die I’d rather it be you that does it. I know you’ll be quick about it. They won’t be.”

“Hand me the glass,” I tell him, so when he does I set him straight. “If I drink this, the smart thing to do would be to leave while I’m otherwise occupied. Once this shit hits my system, I’m going to be a live wire. You saved me, I’ll save you, but if you’re still here when I’m done I will kill you just because you tranqed me, got it?”

When he nods, I down it. It’s fucking disgusting is what it is. Give me tequila or Pepto any day. Red Bull is seriously the worst thing I have ever tasted. I read an article somewhere that said Red Bull had bull sperm in it. Probably not the best time to be thinking about that but it couldn’t be helped. When I take my final chug I feel it coming up. Fighting it back I notice he isn’t running for the door, the idiot.

“Why are you still here?” I ask while my hands start rubbing together, my feet start tap dancing in place, and holy shit! Do I feel a case of the hypers coming on. “Leave,” I beg him, giving him one last chance, but then something starts to happen in my stomach that wasn’t a product of a sugar high. “Go now–o–wow–ow! Ow! Ahh!”

The pain in my stomach doubles me over. Red Bull doesn’t give you wings, it gives you wicked cramps. It’s a deep, visceral pain like something is tearing me apart from the inside. Folding into a ball and digging my nails into my stomach, I scream out over and over. When he kneels down next to me I can’t hear what he’s saying. I can’t hear anything beyond my own screams.

“What did you give me?” I ask, crying out.

“Red Bull, vodka, and sugar, I swear it!” he says, trying to keep me still. “Hold onto me,” he instructs, lifting me up and causing me to scream even louder.

“Inside of me,” I pant. “It’s burning.”

Losing consciousness, I reach for him, a man I don’t even know, wishing he was someone else.

“Tearing me apart. Oh god, Max. Help me, please!” Then just like that with him screaming for me to open them, I closed my eyes and said fuck it, I’ve had enough. A girl can only handle so much pain.
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“Tony, it’s me again,” I yell into the phone. “Someone took her! If you know something, help me!”

Where the fuck is he? He’s supposed to be my god damned friend. I’ve never asked the prick for anything until now, and this is how he repays me? I swear to god the second I get her back safe and he dares to show his face again, I will fucking kill him.

 

She was blocks away. All this time wondering if she was still in the city, she was within jogging distance from my fucking house. Driving with Rogan is an experience that at any other time would have me white knuckling the dash, but since he’s getting me back to Jules I owe him a huge debt. The man can work a Suburban.

Detroit has a lot of alleys and one-way streets which slows you down. Once we found the house she was being held in every last one of us barreled out of the vehicles and up to the door. That’s when I hear it: screaming. Not just any kind of screaming, but gut-wrenching screaming.

Kicking the door in, I was not prepared for what I saw. A man was holding my wife in his lap while she screamed, thrashed, and clawed at herself. He was trying to subdue her. Without a second thought I raised my gun, fired one shot, hit him directly in the arm holding her. Turns out a shot with a .40 cal will seriously fuck a man up. It also delivers way  more damage than a .22 did. I didn’t want to kill him, because we needed answers. The shot did its job, and he let go of her because I blew a hole in his shoulder, but he certainly didn’t want to. Bishop grabbed a hold of him while I secured Jules, separating him from her.

Blood.

There was blood on her stomach, between her legs, and under her nails. A flashback of her losing our baby comes back to me. Was this what it was like then, too? Trying to hold her still, out of the corner of my eye I can see Rogan and Rafe holding the guy up while her team works him over. I also notice the entire time he only had eyes for my wife, and those eyes look… concerned.

Macy falls next to me, checking Jules over and biting her lip. Looking up at Venessa then over at the guys, she yells “Stop!” And oddly enough, they do.

All you can hear is her screams. Even with her voice cracking, she still screams. Duffy looks ready to lose it, while Macy takes charge. Rafe tries holding her back, but she pushes him away.

“What did you give her?” she demands, getting up in the cop’s space.

“Had orders to tranq her,” he says but just as he finishes, Rogue elbows him in the mouth. Spitting out blood and a tooth he continues, “Gave her Red Bull, vodka, and sugar to help her so she could leave,” he says, looking over at her again. I want to hide her from his sight, but I don’t. He’s only talking because he can see her, so I allow it. “She drank it, started getting fidgety, then that happened,” he finishes, pointing at my wife contorted in my lap.

Then just like that the screams stop.

“Blue,” I scream. “Blue!”

“How long?” Macy asks. “Minutes? Hours? How long? What time did it start?”

“Ten minutes ago? Twelve, tops.”

Then like an atomic bomb goes off Bishop tackles Duffy, Saint tackles Bishop, and Jumbo jumps on top. Everyone else is with me and Jules. Macy is doing medical things, opening her eyes, listening to her pulse, checking her wounds. That’s when the fighting makes sense to me, but it isn’t Duffy’s ass they should be kicking; it’s mine.

“No,” I whisper, looking over to a bleeding Duffy. “This is my fault,” I say, looking around the room then back at my wife in my arms. “I did this.”

Bishop throws a defeated Duffy on the floor in front of me while Rogan holds the unknown by the throat. “No,” he says. “He fucking did this.” Then beats the ever-loving shit out of him, and no one bothers to stop him, not even me.

Once the ambulance arrives and loads her up, Bishop and Macy came with me. We flew over to receiving in an effort to save her life. Part of me wondered what happened to the unknown who held her, but I figured whatever happened to him was deserved for taking my wife from me in the first place.

If they didn’t kill him, I would. That was a vow I intended to keep.

Hours go by and I don’t move from my spot. When they took her back Macy went with her. Venessa has sent me several messages letting me know how the interrogation is going back at my house. Apparently, Rogan and Rafe took him down to my basement to get answers. According to Venessa, he’s singing like a canary and is worried about Jules.

She also said that outside of tranqing her, he didn’t hurt her, that he was actually trying to help her. Yeah, that makes me feel better. Duffy comes to the lobby limping after getting treated for a dislocated shoulder, broken nose, two busted fingers, a cracked rib, and a minor concussion. Since he’s been back, he’s also not left my side, either.

I get why he did it. I know for a fact that if he had even a small clue it could hurt her like it did, he’d have never done it. He also didn’t know that when he had it done she had suffered a miscarriage, not cysts. He loved her, he would never hurt her, and part of me feels like shit for him because I ordered him to do it when he didn’t want to.

Bishop, Saint, and Jumbo are quiet. They make no moves, speak no words, and oddly enough it makes me more comfortable.

Not having checked the time in a while when Macy comes out and kneels in front of me grabbing my hands, I feel the tears coming. Kneeling is bad. Kneeling is always bad.

“Max,” she says quietly. “Look at me.”

Turning my head away I see Duffy white knuckling the chair, so I turn back to Macy. I need to know. “She’s in recovery,” she says, and if I wasn’t sitting I’d have collapsed. Duffy grabs my shoulder and the others stand and walk over, flanking me. “She was injected in her neck with what appears to be my…” She chokes up, looking at me. “Max, I’m so sorry someone gave her my formula and she had a reaction to it.”

“It’s not your fault,” I grate out, holding her hand. “What else?”

“Then she was tranquilized, and like what’s-his-face said, he gave her that drink to numb the pain and give her the energy to get away, except that happened at the same time we activated that thing inside of her.”

“Fuck.”

“It was placed on the exterior wall of one of her tubes,” she whispers. “It appears as if ingesting that drink plus the timing of the activation made her extremely ill.”

Gripping me even harder Duffy moves closer to me. “Keep going,” he says. “There’s more, tell us.”

“Her reproductive organs sustained damage, but they don’t know to what extent yet.” When she looks at me again her eyes have tears running freely from them. “The device inside of her went off like a bomb. It appears as if scar tissue had built up around the device. Max, has she ever been pregnant?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “She miscarried. The pregnancy was in her tubes.”

“That explains the scar tissue,” she whispers. “I’m sorry, Max; I didn’t know.”

“Until a few hours ago, I didn’t either.”

Duffy jumps up and starts bashing his head off the wall at the news. Before I can get there, his team gets him under control, barely. The last thing we need is getting kicked out. “When can I see her?”

“A few hours, okay?” she says. “The doctors are getting her comfortable. Once she’s healed and sees an OB she’ll need to find out if she’s able to have children, but the doctor who is with her now can’t say. You have my word, the second it’s clear I’ll come and get you myself.”

“Thank you,” I tell her, hugging her to me. “Just, thank you.”

She leaves, but walks over to the team and warns them, “Get your shit together or get the fuck out. This is a hospital, there are rules. You know what rules are. You’re a team; act like it.”

Looking back at my hands, I take one, reach into my pocket, pull out her ring, and hold onto it. Promising myself it’s making its way back to her finger where it belongs, for good.

An hour later while totally lost in thought, thinking about her and all the things we used to do, plus all the things we talked about doing but never did, Venessa sits next to me and bumps my shoulder.

“You look like shit, Max.”

“Yeah.”

“The guys are holding him until you’re ready, yeah? No rush. How’s she doing?”

Explaining to her what Macy told me she looks over at her team, then turns to me, tuning them out. “You did the right thing,” she says. “Yeah, it’s fucked. Yeah, she suffered, but you got her back and that’s what matters. In there, doc’s working on her fixing her up, doing what they do. She’ll be kicking their asses in no time, doing what she does.”

“Yeah.”

“Max,” she says. “Look at me. She’s alive, she’s here. Ask her about it, okay? She’ll tell you the truth. Work on this together. You can make this right.”

Nodding to her, she bumps my shoulder again and lets me know she’s heading back to the house and that she’ll be in touch. Looking up at her team, I can’t help but feel grateful that Jules has them if what we had no longer has a place in her life.

Even with my plans of putting the ring back on her perfect finger there’s a chance I’m too late. If that’s the case then when this is over, at least she won’t be alone.
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Today is my wedding day. It’s raining and chilly, but that doesn’t bother me. My soon-to-be husband is putting pins in my unruly red hair while I watch him in the hotel bathroom mirror. He booked us a honeymoon suite, and over on the kitchen table is the paperwork we completed just last week. When I woke this morning, he had already had breakfast brought up, and we had a delicious omlette with a generous fruit tray. Sipping coffee together, he asked me how I was going to wear my hair. I asked him what he preferred and he said, “Up, so I can stare at your beautiful neck.” So here he is, pinning my hair for me with gentle hands and extreme focus.

“You could do hair on the side,” I tell him, squeezing his leg. “I’ve never been able to make it look this good; you have a gift.”

He laughs never taking his eyes off his masterpiece. “Do you believe the tale that it’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding?”

“No,” I laugh. “I also don’t believe in most tales. No sex before marriage, no living together, blah blah blah. How do you know if you’re compatible? I’m not saying you should sample the Lion’s offense, but you should certainly taste the milk before you buy the cow.”

Leaning down to me he kisses my shoulder. “A lesser man might be offended by that, Blue.”

“Maybe,” I admit, looking up at him. “But I’m not marrying a lesser man, I’m marrying you.”

“This is what you want?” he asks, turning me toward him. “Forever with me?”

“The second you stopped and offered me a ride, I was offering you forever. Everything I am is yours, Max. Then, now, and fifty years from now.”

Taking me to city hall we waited in line with dozens of other couples. We didn’t notice them, though; for me it is all about him. When it is finally our turn we walk into the chambers hand in hand. We even wrote our own vows. The ceremony lasts fifteen minutes at best. The judge wants us gone, no doubt, but we are in no hurry. Kissing me in front of a room full of strangers, he whispers, “One day I’m going to give you the wedding you deserve, but for now you’ve made me the happiest man breathing, Blue.”

“Today was perfect,” I whisper back, holding his face. “I have you; I wouldn’t change a thing.”

“Jules Allen,” he growls. “Thank you for being my wife.”

“Maxwell Allen, thank you for never leaving me behind.”

In our suite several hours later, I make one call. When I shared the news with Lina she hears the truth in my voice and did what a best friend does. She supports me.

“I’ve never heard you sound happier,” she says sincerely. “If you still feel that way in ten years, maybe I’ll consider getting hitched myself. Oh, who am I kidding, fuck that noise. Go make some pretty babies; I have shit to do.”

I knew I was dreaming.

The past and present are melting into one confusing thought. I miss him, I miss her. I’m in pain, but I don’t know why. Hearing my name, I fight to stay in my dream. I’m happy here, loved and safe. If I wake up I have to face a reality that isn’t a pleasant one. Then somewhere in my mind, I hear Lina telling me to wake up and quit being a pussy. Having no choice but to comply because she’s right, I make my way back to consciousness with a heavy heart and an itchy trigger finger. Yep, it’s all coming back to me now.

 

“Open your eyes, Red.”

“Open those baby blues for me.”

“Don’t make me get bossy or call Lina. Oh, speaking of Lina, she said, and I’m paraphrasing here, ‘I say when it’s time, not her. Tell her to quit bossing me around, I don’t like it.’ I’m pretty pissed about that myself.”

The term high as a kite is awesome. I am so blown out I feel like I’m flying above my own body, but I can hear Macy babble. God, but that girl can talk. That girl also helped save me and when I’m done flying, I plan to tell her as much.

“Max is still your husband, you know, in case you were wondering. He almost set his house on fire when I sent Rafe over there to fuck him up; he walked in on him after he finished burning the papers on the stove. Are you mad at me for doing that? Well, if you are you’ll have to wake the hell up and do something about it.”

Thinking about Max, I feel myself losing flight. Slowly I sink back into my true self while the weight of missing him settles on me. I do miss him so fucking much. He found me when I was eighteen years old; he found me and freed me all in one shot. I was free with Max, always.

“She up yet?” asks Venessa, entering the room. “Does she ever look bad? I call bullshit. You’d think a ginger would at least have a connect-the-dot face, but not her, fuck no. She’s fucking beautiful, built, and has more guns than I do, bitch.”

“Oh, shut up,” says Macy. “Both of you are all compact and stacked; that’s bullshit. Try being tall, skinny, and clumsy. She does have more guns than you, though. Me too, now that I think about it.”

“Whatever, klutz,” she says. “Quit staring at Rafe’s ass and you wouldn’t run into shit.”

“I don’t stare at Jonas’ ass,” she says, then adds, “Much.”

“Yo Red,” she says. “Where’s Lina hiding? You two on the outs? Want me to pull her hair for you?”

“She would crush you if you ever laid a finger on Lina,” says Macy. “And seriously, with Red all it would take is a finger.”

“No one likes a show-off, Red,” says Venessa, pretending to be hurt.

Finally I can’t take it anymore. On the inside I am laughing, but I also wanted out of this damn bed. “Do you two ever shut up?” I ask groggily and lacking impact.

“Nope,” they say in unison.

“The cop who held me,” I ask, remembering. “He’s alive?”

“Unless you don’t want him to be,” says Venessa. “It just takes a call and a bullet.”

“No,” I croak. “Don’t kill him.”

“Killjoy,” she says. “Glad to have you back Red, I love you.”

“I love you too, V.”

“Well, that’s all the affection I have in me. If we aren’t killing anyone I’m going to bed. Later.”

Taking a seat next to me, Macy takes my hand then moves the hair from my cheek. “We’ve been worried, Red,” she says. “You had a rough go there for a while.”

“What the fuck happened?”

After she explained it to me, for about a solid minute I wanted to gut Duffy, but another minute after that I understood why he did it. Horrible circumstances aside, had he not done it I probably wouldn’t be here at all. According to what’s-his-name, whoever wanted me would have come and got me eventually. None of that mattered at this moment. He knew. Max knew about the baby and he didn’t hear it from me.

“Macy?” I ask her, getting sleepy. “Is Max here?”

She probably answers me, but sleep takes over and I decide I’ll ask again when I wake up.
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“You aren’t much for rules, are you?” she asks, sipping the champagne I poured for us to celebrate.

“How do you figure?” I ask, pulling her feet on to my lap.

“I’m underage,” she giggles. “You are, after all, contributing to the delinquency of a minor.”

“You’re making me sound old.”

“Maybe because compared to me, I don’t know… you are old?”

“You defend our country for a living. Surely you’re entitled to a drink with your husband?”

“Or two,” she giggles, then burps, “if you play your cards right.”

 

Macy brought me into her room about an hour ago. She told me they gave her meds to keep her comfortable and that she’d be sleeping a while. She went on to say given her captivity her body most likely refused any REM sleep and would need this time to recover. Pointing at the IV she explains which are meds, and that the other is saline to replenish her because she was dehydrated and that it would help flush her system.

So for the last hour I’ve been sitting here quietly, humming just watching her sleep. She’s never been a sleeper. The few times I was able to watch her she’d wake up, call me a creeper, then she’d let me make love to her. Leaning over I kiss her nose. Then I take her left hand putting her ring back on it, where it was meant to be.

Then keeping a hold of it, I move the ring around her tiny little finger. When her fingers twitch I look up, expecting to see her staring back at me, only she isn’t. Macy assures me talking is good, so that’s what I do.

“I didn’t learn how to ride a bike until I was twelve. Anita let me borrow one of her kids’ bikes and taught me when Hank was out of town. I never rode a bike again. I just wanted to be able to say that I could. The first time I went to a party I met a girl named Jill, asked her to dance, and broke her baby toe. The day I left, I took all of the money I’d saved and bought a bike. Leaving West Bloomfield, I jumped on I75 and rode straight to Detroit. Not knowing where to go or what to do, just knowing I had to come back again, I saw this redheaded knockout walking alone down Michigan Avenue in the middle of the night. You know what happens next , but what you don’t know is that I was terrified.”

Taking a deep breath and wishing she would wake up, I keep going. “You were so tiny. When you got on my bike it was the happiest night of my life. I barely knew how to ride with just me, but you weighed next to nothing, so you made it easy. Everything with you is easy, Blue. I’m the one that made it difficult, and I am so fucking sorry for that. Sorry isn’t enough. You deserve more, deserve better, but I can’t lose you again. If I could go back I’d do things right, but we’ve got right now, and I’ve got forever open on my planner if you’re free. If memory serves I still owe you a ride on my bike.”

When her finger twitches again I decided to change the topic. “Rogan tells me that the unknown was hired to hurt you. He also said outside of keeping you sedated he didn’t do more while he had you, but Blue, I can’t forgive him for what’s he’s done. I have no respect for a man who would hurt a woman, especially when she’s my woman for any amount of money. As soon as you’re up, I’ll be paying him a visit.”

Switching arms because mine is going numb, I take her hand with my left, refusing to let go. “Saint and Jumbo are good guys, Blue. They love you so much; they all do. Duffy is in a bad way right now, so when you come to take it easy on him, all right? Do you want me to play some music for you? I have a few songs on my phone; let me see what I’ve got.” Opening my play list I scroll down mumbling my options. I don’t think I have anything that she likes.

“Okay so your choices are Maroon 5, Billy Joel, Bob Seger, The Avett Brothers, John Legend, or I’m embarrassed to admit, One Direction, but before you knock them you should give them serious consideration.”

Glancing up I’m caught off guard when I see her looking back at me and that she’s smiling. “I love One Direction,” she says quietly. “But if you tell the guys, I’ll have to sing for you.”

“Blue,” I whisper, leaning in to be as close to her face as possible. Touching the sides of her face with the backs of my hands, she leans in to my touch.

“Hi, Max.”

“How do you feel? Are you in pain? Can I get the nurse? Talk to—”

“Shh, how are you?” When I don’t answer, she whispers to me and when my eyes close in pain, she asks, “You know, don’t you?”

Taking a deep breath, I answer truthfully. “Not so good, Blue. Not so good at all. Yeah, I know.”

“You didn’t do this, Max,” she tells me. “I’m okay, and I should have told you. I’m sorry I didn’t. You’ll never know how sorry. I just didn’t want to hurt you over something that couldn’t be changed.”

Needing to wipe my eyes, I take my hand back. When I reach for her hand again she has it out in front of her face, looking at her ring finger. 

“I may have taken advantage of your condition and reclaimed you in your sleep.” 

Looking over at me and extending her hand, I wrap mine in hers. “The doctor says you will be released in the next day or two. When they clear you, tell me you’ll come back home?”

Her eyes fill up, her hand starts to shake, and just as she’s ready to answer me, her door bursts open and her team makes their usual entrance. Duffy is the first to come to her side, followed by Bishop. Jumbo and Saint taking up space at the end of her bed, and I feel like an intruder. But as I try to disengage her hand she holds tighter, refusing to let me leave.

Even in a hospital bed she shields me.
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“I get my own helmet?” she asks, trying it on. “It even fits!”

“Even though you’re safe with me, I want you protected in case something happens.”

“Because you love me?”

“That, and because I can’t live without you.”

That day when we toured the city, I had the most beautiful woman on the back of my bike. In my mirrors I could see her flaming red hair blowing behind her and knew for at least once in my life, I was in the right place at the right time.

 

He’s withdrawing because he feels out of place with my team now, maybe even with me now. I call bullshit, and if Max wants me, then we’re a package deal. Before they all start talking at once I see how they look at Max and me; they get it. The guys know what he means to me, and they’ve accepted him, too.

Duffy is the first to speak up, but he doesn’t actually speak at all. Leaning over me he surrounds my head and starts sobbing. He’s saying he’s sorry over and over, and the sobs are racking his body.

“Duffy,” I whisper. “Look at me.” Bringing his head up, his eyes meet mine, and with my free hand I cup his face. “I’m not angry.” He closes his eyes and starts sobbing all over again. I’m at a loss at what to do. My guys don’t cry.

Bishop pulls him away, sits next to me, and gives me his usual encouraging words. “Glad you ain’t dead, Boss,” he says, getting choked up, then looks over at Max and finishes. “Real glad.”

Jumbo, the least talkative of the bunch, squeezes my toes and his rare act of affection makes me smile. “Only you could get taken by two men and have them both fall for you. Seriously, Red, who taught you that shit?”

Giggling, I look at Max, who looks sad. “They didn’t fall for me,” I explain. “They fell into a bad scene, is all. They wanted a way out.”

“Yeah,” says Saint. “Rogue and Rafe are giving the one breathing a real serious workout. That Venessa broad? That guy is more scared of her then them, that’s for damn sure.”

“Guys,” I begin. “The cop I shot was ordered to draw. The first cop who held me was named Travis Walker; look him up. The second guy was a cop, too. Average cops, needing the money, and was told I was the enemy. When I asked who brought them in they both told me I already know the answer to that.”

“The DPD is that fucked?”

“Looks that way,” I say. “When I get outta here we’ll meet about it. Talk next steps.”

“Max,” says Jumbo, grinning. “Who taught you to shoot like that?”

“Shoot?” I ask looking around at everyone grinning.

“Yeah,” says Saint. “Mad Max here walked in, saw that cop holding you, and without even aiming shot the fucker in the shoulder.”

“It was beautiful,” says Bishop pretending to cry “Our little Max is growing up.”

“It was a lucky shot.” Says Duffy smiling too.

“You shot him in the shoulder?”

“I wanted him to let go of you,” he says, looking down. “So I shot him.”

“Told you, you were a natural,” I say, squeezing his hand. “How did it feel?”

“Good,” he says, squeezing back. “Real good.”

“Boss met her fucking match,” says Saint. “Pretty pissed we didn’t get to know you sooner, Max, but it’s all good now.”

Clearing his throat, Bishop announces that I need my rest and clears the room. After dozens of kisses and promises to see me soon, they leave and I have him all to myself again, for now anyway.
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“Does what you do ever keep you up night?”

Cocking her head to the side, she shakes it and says, “No, I do what I do so you can sleep at night.”

“I don’t sleep when you’re away,” I confess. “And I won’t sleep sound until you’re home.”

“Soon,” she promises.

“Soon,” I repeat, pulling her close, wondering exactly what it is that she does but too terrified to ask. That’s what cowards do, nothing. She is here now; there is plenty of time to ask her later.

 

Macy told me the crew is at my place trashing it. Not that I care even a little bit; I’m not leaving her side ever again. She spent the rest of the day and night sleeping on and off, and when the doctor comes in he says she is doing well and could be released in the morning as long as she had supervision. Of course I volunteer, not giving her a choice. She didn’t argue with me, which surprises me considering she is the worst patient I’ve ever seen, and that’s after witnessing how horrible Bishop was. Being confined to a bed does not suit her. When she isn’t ordering the staff around she is on her phone checking in with everyone and demanding I go home to shower and sleep.

I of course, refused telling her to zip it and that she wasn’t getting rid of me. She’s rolled her eyes at me so many times I’ve lost count. The only time she’s vulnerable is when she asks me to help her to the bathroom. Hearing her cry out or moan kills me. But when she walks back out her mask of invincibility is right back on her face.

When her gray phone rings she tightens up asking me to hand to hand it to her. Answering it her responses were short like “Yes sir,” “No sir,” and “I understand, sir”

Ending the call she looks over at me, giving me the news. “I have to go back.”

“When?”

“Two days.”

“The team?”

“Leaves with me.”

“What happens when you go back?”

“I’ve never broke protocol,” she explains. “So a few things could happen; I could be suspended, fired, or thrown in jail, just to name a few.”

“You could go to jail?” I ask, jumping up and pacing the room. “Did you know that was a possibility when you came here?”

“Yes.”

“And you did it anyway?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“For you,” is her answer, and even though her sacrifice touches me, somewhere deep I’m still furious she would jeopardize her career like that.

“Then I’m going with you.”

“You can’t,” she says calmly. “I knowingly took a job that was personal. In doing so, I also brought my team in without consent from my superiors. I broke a lot of rules, and most likely invented a few in the process. When they ask me for evidence I won’t have it. When they call the Captain to verify my interference here, he will turn on me if he wasn’t the one who tipped them off in the first place. I’ll take full responsibility so my team still has a job to come back to. They will likely be assigned a new team leader unless they offer the position to Duffy, which is what I would do.”

“You risked everything for me,” I growl at her. “Was it worth it?”

Dead in the eyes, without blinking, she answers me, “Yes, it was worth it.”

“Fuck,” I yell. “Even after I told you I didn’t want you, that I used you, that you were a mistake! You stayed anyway! You should have left!”

“I couldn’t,” she says calmly. “You needed me, so I stayed. Simple.”

“I wanted you to leave!”

“No,” she says, looking me dead in the eyes again. “You didn’t.”

Before I can shake sense into her the nurse walks in pushing a wheelchair handing her the discharge papers she needs to sign. Minutes after that I am pushing her down the hall, into the elevator, and helping her into my car. Nothing I can say will justice do what I am feeling. Nothing. Her world is not one I’m familiar with. She has all these rules and orders to follow, and she ignored them for me. She went against everything she knew, was taught, to save my ass.

Putting the ring back on her finger seemed the answer to everything. Until she told me at best she’d lose her job, at worst she’d see jail time. Meanwhile, I still have the security of my club, but she’s hung out to dry. Driving back to my place, I glance at her and see her twirling the ring around her finger just like I did. Here I thought I had a chance at having her back; turns out the government was going to be the one to take her away. How the fuck does someone take on the government? You don’t, but for once I can do the right thing, and that’s save her for the right reasons.

“Give them everything you had on me and Hank,” I demand. “The club, the drugs, girls, everything.”

“Can’t do that, Max,” she says, staring out the window.

“Why the fuck not?”

“Because, I destroyed it,” she says, looking right at me. “I destroyed all of it.”

Helping her from the car into the house, the second I open the door it is chaos. Everyone wants a minute of her time. Seeing an opportunity, I take it. Heading out back I sit alone on my picnic table, hoping for a miracle.

Since nothing ever goes my way, I don’t get a miracle. What I did get is a visit from Duffy. He explains that the man who held her captive, tranqed her, and almost killed her is sitting on my couch, talking to my wife, and he is wondering what I was going to do about that. For once I didn’t have to think it through. Standing up, ripping my new door off its hinges, I go into my living room and decide killing him is exactly what I needed. I still haven’t had five minutes to talk to her about the pregnancy, let alone her fucking leaving again. Now I’ve got the prick who hurt her in my house? Game the fuck on.
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“You’ve got the tits of a teenager,” he says, staring.

“Oh shut the fuck up.” I laugh, covering myself. “This is why I dress away from you perverts.”

“Boss,” he says, pouting. “Have you seen your tits?”

“Say tits to her one more time and I’m going to crush you,” says Jumbo, tossing me a towel.

“Thanks,” I say, covering up.

“Detroit, eh?” asks Saint. “You don’t look like a Detroiter.”

“Yeah? What does a Detroiter look like?”

“Unemployed,” laughs Bishop when Duffy hits him upside the head.

“Don’t knock her city like that, asshole,” he says, showing him his fists. “Your ass is from Duluth.” When Saint cracks a smile Duffy outs him, too. “What are you smilin’ at? You hail from Cleveland.”

“Ain’t nothin’ wrong with Cleveland,” he defends.

“Ain’t nothin’ right with it, either,” says Bishop, dropping his towel. Covering my eyes, I focus on Duffy. “Where are you from?”

“Me?” he asks, grinning. “I’m from Dallas.” Then he flexes his muscles. “Texas does everything big.”

“And you, Jumbo? Where’s home for you?” I ask him.

“Home is wherever they say it is.”

 

The cop’s name is Eric Young, he’s twenty-six years old, and joined the DPD straight out of the military to make a difference and a few bucks with the skills he’d learned. Turns out making less than thirty grand a year was tough to survive on, and when he was offered a simple job of keeping an eye on me for a large sum of money, he took it. He explained he had no idea he would be asked to harm me, and knowing they were watching he put on a good show to keep them off his back until he could do otherwise. I believe him.

When he told me it was Hank who had contacted him just for surveillance, I believed him then, too. According to Eric, Hank was working with other cops as well. Most of them were rookies needing the money, but Eric was confident Hank was taking his cues from someone higher up. Higher up in the DPD to be exact, and Eric had a problem with that.

I have a problem with that, too.

He also asked to be released of his assignment, and was told no. That if he chose to walk away, he’d wake up dead. Not an exciting prospect for anyone, I imagine. Asking him how his shoulder was, he assures me that it’s fine, and asks how I am. Shrugging it off, I tell him I’ve had worse, and ask him how far he was willing to take this. Because unless they know something we don’t, as far as they’re concerned Eric still has me or he’s very dead. When I was admitted to the hospital it was under false credentials. That’s how it’s done, because it works.

When I suggested myself as bait a few things happen I am in no way prepared for. First being everyone in the room including Eric protests. Second, I hear a loud crash followed by Bishop and Saint being knocked to the floor, which leaves me to the third thing… Max attacking Eric with ferocity that in all my years in service, in every battle I’ve participated in and every raid I ran I have never seen anything like what I was seeing now.

Rafe lifts me off the couch in one swoop, leaving me with Macy and Venessa. Then Max’s living room becomes the WWE Smackdown, Detroit Edition.

You have Rogan and Rafe holding my guys back, telling them this was Max’s fight and his right to defend his wife. After a few minutes of arguing with each other they all stand back, letting Max and Eric have it out. Now that’s not entirely fair, Max’s shoulder is still healing so he’s favoring his left arm. Whereas Eric was literally just shot by Max in his right shoulder, so they are both fighting as lefties. Only Eric wasn’t really fighting at all; mostly he was trying to stay on his feet. He uses every move, every tactic, every dirty trick I taught him. My chest puffs up; I am so proud of him. It isn’t until Venessa of all people chimes in that I realize this may have gone too far. But come on, I’m on pain meds, and this is fucking awesome. My man is sticking up for me. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.

“Uh, Red,” she says. “Didn’t we decide we believed Eric?”

“Mhmm.”

“Maybe you could call Max off before he kills him, yeah?”

“You don’t think Eric deserves just a little bit of this?” I ask her. “He did shoot Bishop, attack me several times, and tranq my ass. Just because I believe him doesn’t mean I’m not still pissy about it.”

“This is getting you off, isn’t it? Jesus, you’re puffed up like a peacock.”

“Of course it is,” I tell her. “He’s fucking hot when he goes all berserk.”

“Ew.”

“Whatever,” I say. Then Max lands a nasty shot to his face, and that’s when I decided enough is enough. “Fine, I’ll handle it, you big baby.”

Putting my fingers between my lips I let out a sharp whistle. “Enough,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. In truth, I had a huge smile on my face. In a show of support the guys break from their makeshift fighting circle, then Rogan and Rafe take a severely beaten Eric to the kitchen followed by my guys calming down a seriously pissed-off Maxwell.

Catching his breath and surveying the damage he stands in the middle of the room and throws me a curve ball. By that, I mean he turns his anger toward me. “Enough?” he says, yelling. “Who the fuck are you to say when it’s enough?”

“Max, my man,” says Bishop. “Now probably ain’t the best time for this.”

“Fuck that!” he yells, looking only at me. “It’s always about what you want, your rules! You keep shit from me! My father, the club, and my fucking baby! You stayed when I told you to go! You were hurt because of me! Now you have to go back and lose everything else because of me, too? I told you to use what you had, let me go down if I had to, but you can’t even let me take the heat like a fucking man, can you? No, not you, Jules. You’re going to take the heat for me. Tell them, tell your team what you did.”

Completely speechless, I sit there hardly able to breathe. Don’t do this, Max I think to myself. Do not fucking do this to me. “Not going to share with the group?” he asks, looking at my confused team. “Your Boss here decided to destroy everything she had on Hank and me. She probably didn’t mention that, did she?”

“Red,” says Duffy. “You didn’t, tell me you fucking didn’t.”

“Boss,” says Bishop. “No evidence? Nothing? We could have protected him, fuck, you knew that.”

“I couldn’t take that risk,” I whisper, staring at the floor.

“All this for a guy who threw you away?” asks Saint. “Jail time, it’s a real possibility, Red. You know that.”

“Yes.”

“Unfuckingbelieveable,” says Jumbo. “All this rogue bullshit and you destroyed everything? For him? What about us, Boss? Did we even factor in? I see what you’re doing, knowing you may not get put away. You were gonna come back here and finish this without us, weren’t you?”

“I did what I did so I was the only one responsible,” I say quietly, leaving the room to pack. “I did this, I’ll pay the penalty. Not you,” I say, looking at Max. “Not any of you. You guys need to pack too, we fly out in the morning.” I finish looking at each of my guys.

“We are a god damn team, Red!” yells Saint. “We go down together! We knew the score when we came here!” When the guys each nod in agreement, I can’t take anymore.

“I’m doing the right thing,” I whisper. “For everyone.”

Not waiting to hear anything else I take the steps slowly, walk into Max’s bathroom. Locking the door behind me I sit on his toilet and cry silently into my hands. One day I tell myself, one day they’ll thank me for this.

For now, though, I take two more pain pills, packed my bags, and was out the door in minutes, taking my team with be but leaving my heart with Max. When the door closed behind me, Max didn’t come for me.

Ask me if I was surprised?
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“I’ve got one break left in me, Max, and it’s happening right now.”

 

Calling her out like that was a dick move, even for me. We haven’t had two seconds to work through any of this, and it all came on so fast I couldn’t stop it. I’m not handling any of this well, I know that. Having enough of getting dirty looks from everyone in the room, I go into the kitchen to grab a beer, because it’s five o’clock somewhere, and then I’m stuck with a face-to-face with Eric. Grabbing a cold one, twisting the cap, and heading out back again, I sit down while he takes the spot next to me.

“I was trying to make it right,” he says, crossing his legs. If I’m being honest, I get where he’s coming from. The second I found out what Hank was doing I was trying to make it right, too; I just went about it all wrong. I have money, not a lot, but I’m guessing more than Eric does. Would I do the same if I was in his position? After the shit I’ve pulled with my own wife, who’s to fucking say?

“Yeah,” I say, handing him the bottle. “I was, too.”

“I’m going to say something about her so don’t hit me for it,” he says, taking a swig and handing it back. “I won’t use her as bait. Not that I don’t think she wouldn’t pull through, because she would. It’s just that she spared me when she didn’t have to. I didn’t want to hurt her, but I did what I could to keep her safe. Whatever or whoever comes for me, I’ll fight, but I’ll do it alone. You know, she wasn’t afraid, not once. But when that thing went off she was screaming for you. Just thought you’d wanna know.”

Standing up he walks back in without another word. “Shit.” I say to myself. She was screaming for me…

Not having a door is problematic, especially when you can’t hear the person approaching. I do not need these two right now; I just wanted five minutes to torture myself in peace.

“Yo, Max,” says Rafe. “Why’d you do that, man? Hoping you got a good reason, because Macy don’t like it when I hit the disgruntled.”

“I’m not even correcting you on this one just shut it, Rafe,” says Rogan. “I’m sure he has a real good reason for calling his own wife out, don’t you?”

“No,” I say, looking at them both. “Not really.”

“Thinking you do,” says Rogan. “Thinking you don’t want your wife losing her job or getting three hots and a cot with the general population, neither. That would be federal prison wouldn’t it? Fuck. Gotta tell you, though, I could come up with at least five different ways I would have done that different.”

“Five?” asks Rafe. “Fucking show-off, I came up with two.”

Before I can speak, Rogan continues. “One,” he says, holding up his fingers and counting down. “I’d have found her boss’ number and called his ass. Two,” he says, “Duffy, three, Bishop, four, Saint and five, Jumbo. But he could be six, seven, and eight, too. Big fucker.”

“What were your two, Rafe?” I ask him, standing up.

“Mine? Oh easy, I’d have one, ran with her to Canada because it’s like right there you know? And two, I’d have fucking stayed there.”

“I thought guys were protective. Thing about women is they may be a little more overprotective than we are,” says Rogan. “They think with those hearts they got. Guessing that’s why she took her team and that cop with her when she left. You know, broken heart and all. Didn’t know about the baby, though; real fucking sorry to hear about that.”

“Left?” How the fuck did I miss them all leaving? She must have bolted the second I walked outside. Couldn’t get away from me fast enough I guess.

“Did I forget to mention that part?” he asks, shrugging. “Sorry.”

“Was that sarcasm, partner?” asks Rafe. “There’s help for you yet.”

“Hope, you dumbfuck,” he growls. “Hope.”

While those two argue over Rafe’s lack of vocabulary, I run through the house, and when my eyes land on Macy and Venessa looking seriously pissed, I know it.

She is gone, again.
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“I bought this house for us. See right there is your name,” he says, showing me the deed. “It’s just a house right now, but if you stay we could make it a home together, Blue.”

What a crock of shit.

 

The following weeks back in DC were a blessing and a curse. A blessing because, here I knew where I stood. Here, I knew who I was and exactly what I did. A curse because I left my heart back in Detroit, and when this is over I’m going to lose pretty much everything else. So was the sacrifice worth it? Absolutely. Is the war over? Not even close, but if I have my way I’ll contribute from a distance. I called Eric to check on him, too. Last I heard he was none too happy to be rooming with Bishop, but a guy could do worse.

Last week I followed up with my OB here and she told me I was healing well and that even with the scar tissue, she saw no reason that I couldn’t have children in the future. Children, yeah, I don’t see that happening any time soon.

Yesterday was another round spent with my boss and his bosses, otherwise known as the panel. They can make or break you, but lucky for me the small amount on intel I did keep was enough to clear my guys of any wrongdoing. Me, though? Not so much. I was suspended from the DEA and was no longer an employee of my United States government.

When Max outed me, I could have shared that I kept some things, but I hadn’t. Had they known I kept any evidence they would have faced the panel with me, and we’d all be looking for work. My guys needed this; I didn’t, not anymore. Even Mack, my boss, did everything he could to keep me active, but in the end my actions spoke for me. I took my licks and kept on going. So this morning while packing up what little I had in my apartment, I was loading my car when Lina called.

“What?”

“Saved the day, lost your man, your job, and moving on? You sure stay busy.”

“You know me,” I tell her. “Always looking ahead.”

“I do know you,” she says. “Where are you headed?”

“Just across town,” I say. “Since I’m no longer employable, Uncle Sam doesn’t want to pay for my room anymore, cheap bastard.”

“So,” she says. “Since you are unemployed and not likely to sign up for a sewing circle, I’m going to need you to come back home.”

“No.”

“I wasn’t asking,” she says. “Wait? Did it sound like I was? You wanted me to help, I did. I also betrayed a lot of fucking people to do it so. March that sassy ass back home and call me when you get there. We have work to do.”

“When you do come home,” I say, “is he coming with you?”

“Depends. Do you still love him, Jules?”

“No.”

“For once you and I are in agreement. Now call those nagging bitches back, would you? They keep blowing up my shit,” she says, laughing. “See you soon.”

Disconnecting, I can’t help but smile at the thought of seeing her again, oh, and meeting him. I’m not quite ready to call the girls yet though. Listening to them harp on me for leaving without talking to Max isn’t high on my list of things to do today. The betrayal in his eyes is why I left without asking where we stood. He’s right. I did betray him in a sense, I suppose, but I kept my promise. He was safe.

Opening my phone up I see Lina has already sent me the confirmation for my flight back to Metro. Calling the Westin to book another room, though, that just depressed me further. Jesus, no matter what, Detroit will always suck me back in; he will always suck me back in. Sending the guys a text, we agree to meet up for one last hoorah so I can kiss them all goodbye, at least for a little while.

I owe them that much, at least. Since being back I’ve kept to myself not sharing any of the investigation or my dismissal. If I’m being honest, I’m hiding because I’m depressed. Now that I’ve lost everything I have no idea what to do next. Since I was eighteen my future was mapped out for me. I did what I was told to do, and for the most part I liked it that way. Even the short time I was back in Detroit, I formed new habits and stronger attachments to him, my friends, the city itself, and now I don’t have that either and I’m stuck.

Meeting with the guys will be good for me, I know it. Now if I can just convince my heart what my head is telling me, I’ll be in good shape. Thing is, going home again terrifies me, because I’m not strong enough to face whichever version of Max I might get. Not that I have any real reason to see him, but we share the same group of friends, so it’s bound to happen.

These weeks away gave me time to sort a few things out. Not everything, granted, but some. Fact is, I love him just as much now than I ever have, and to know he’s moving on without me isn’t a reality I can face right now. I still can’t figure out why he was so up and down about us and why I was always willing to leave. Maybe we’re both cowards, or maybe in the end we just weren’t meant to be.

Bottom line is, I’m vulnerable, and I don’t know what I can do to protect myself. I have no shield. If Lina says it’s time to come back, then there’s good reason. However, in her usual way, she doesn’t give away any useful information and she won’t until I show up and she decides to spill. In the meantime, I have to run my meager belongings over to my new apartment and then meet my guys. I tell myself to enjoy my time with them and not think of Max, but even I know when I’m full of shit. In fact, I’m so full of shit if I looked in the mirror my blue eyes would be brown.
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“I’m done calling your ass,” I growl into my phone. “One day you’re going to need me, and I’m going to tell you to fuck off. My wife went back to DC, Tony. Do you have any fucking idea how I feel right now? It’s my fault she’s even there. She’s been taken, drugged, tranqed and on breathing machine because of me. All that shit happened to protect me and that god damn club. I needed your fucking help!”

When his voicemail tells me to press one, I throw it down and walk away. Several hours later, I make a few phone calls and get lucky when Venessa agrees to give me the number I need.

 

There’s nervous, and then there’s nervous. Both Macy and Venessa had texted me to tell me she won’t return their calls, but that they won’t give up on stalking her. Having no choice but to be content with that, I finish up the final touches on cleaning my house, and just before I am ready to punch a wall my phone rings.

“Hello?” I say, sounding like I ran ten miles.

“Her flight number is 1737, arriving at 2:25 p.m. tomorrow,” she says. “She will be looking to grab a cab and head to the Westin. Now, I have it on good authority you love my best friend.”

“I do,” I say, breathless. “So fucking—”

“Yeah, whatever,” she says, cutting me off. “If this blows up in my face in return I’m going to blow up your face, just so we’re clear. I don’t like it when she’s sad, Max. Thing is, around you she tends to be disgustingly happy when you’re not ruining shit. 2:25, Max. Oh! Now that she’s a civvie she won’t be armed, but don’t think if she decides to destroy you that she’ll need guns for it.”

“Thank you, Lina,” I whisper. “I can’t tell you how much—”

“Jesus,” she says. “I thought she was kidding when she said you had feelings. For god sakes, man, turn off the sap tap.”

When she hangs up on me I laugh for the first time in a long time. Throwing my fist in the air I send everyone a simple group message.

Tomorrow, 3 p.m., you know the place The rest of the day goes by quickly now that I’ve got something to look forward to. No, not something, someone. Making myself a quick dinner because I have so much more to do, I sit down taking in the home I bought for us, looking around at the newly cleaned space, anxious for her to fill it. But then in the quiet, Lina’s words register. “She’s coming back as a civvie” Closing my eyes and swallowing hard, I realize she lost her job. The weight of that is crushing, but I can’t afford to focus on it that now. I have something else to do.

“Yo.”

“Did you get my text?” I ask, biting my nails. Shit, until two days ago, I never bit my nails.

“Yep.”

“Is everything ready?”

“Let’s see,” she says. “Pretty sure everything is ready. I’m still waiting on the shipment of Kevlar, but I clicked the button for overnight delivery, so we should be solid.”

“Kevlar?”

“Yes, Kevlar,” she says. “You know, K-E-V-L-A-R. Little slow on the uptake, Max.”

“Why would you order Kevlar, Venessa?”

“In case she opens fire,” she says. “Duh.”

After she hangs up on me I scratch my head wondering what the fuck possessed me to give her my credit card, but then reminding myself if this pans out, I didn’t give a shit about Kevlar.

Jogging up the steps to grab a shower, I hear a banging on my door, then jog back down. Until she came home I never had a single person here. Since she’s been back, my door might as well stay open, I get so much company. Truth? I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“Max!” says Macy, bouncing in with Rafe behind her. “Did you talk to Lina?”

“Yes,” I tell her. “Her flight comes in at 2:25 tomorrow.”

“Woot! Did you talk to Venessa?”

“I just hung up with her.”

“She tell you about the Kevlar?” asks Rafe, stretching out my couch.

“Yeah,” I say. “Is Kevlar expensive?”

“Fuck yeah, it is,” he says. “Times are tough, you know; we’ll just treat this as an early birthday gift.”

“Fuck,” I mutter. “Happy Birthday.”

“Thanks, man!” he says, smiling and giving Macy a fist bump. “Oh, and I may have ordered two. Well, we may have all ordered two. Better safe than shot.”

“Captain!”

“What?” he asks. “You know you wanna see me in Kevlar.”

Looking back to me she mumbles, “Sorry, Max.”

Rolling my eyes, I settle in to several more hours of those two bickering, a pizza delivery, and a surprise visit from Venessa and Rogan. A part of me knows why they’re camped out here; they know it’s tough for me to be alone. The other part is so god damn grateful I’m afraid if I express it I’ll break down, and I can’t bitch out in front of these guys, ever.

Finally, when house is clear, I clean up and surprisingly enough fall asleep easy. Tomorrow has me nervous but, for the first time in my life I’m not listening to anyone but myself.

And it felt good.
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My first mission was observation and recovery. Loading up, I remember being equal parts excited and terrified. Bishop was next to me, way too pumped for my taste. Nothing scared that boy. As for me, I had a husband to think about. But the second that HH-60G Pave Hawk took off, I found myself eager to have something to share with Max when I got back on US soil. Rappelling, as I was taught was equal parts exhilarating and piss-your-pants terrifying. I’d take this over being confined to a seat any damn day, especially when my feet hit ground. Securing my line, I follow my coordinates and hunker down. Looking around I smile to myself, knowing that despite the fact I don’t see him as much as I’d like, for me the Army, like Max, was the right choice.

 

Waiting for my flight to take off, I flag down the flight attendant, asking her for liquor. Any liquor. I’d never admit this to anyone, but I hate flying. I’ve repelled from planes but to me it’s not the same. Now that I’m a civilian it’s okay to be terrified, I remind myself. So begging for booze to calm me before we take off made perfect sense. Traveling with the guys, I always focused on everything but being on a machine built by the lowest bidder and yes I’m referring to planes owned by the government. Checking my buckle again and throwing back oh god, what is this shit? Cheap vodka, this will work. I close my eyes and wait for those hellish moments between take off and air time.

Once I’m confident that we aren’t going to fall from the sky, I rummage through my bag looking for my ChapStick. Now that my lips are taken care of I realize I’m fidgety. I’m never fidgety. Saying goodbye to the guys last night was all sorts of wrong. Deep down, that’s another thing that’s really bothering me. It’s because they didn’t seem sad to see me go, at all.

That broke my heart.

They didn’t ask me the usual questions or grill me on my job loss, nothing. They drank beer, we played pool, told jokes, and I arm wrestled Eric (and won). Then the questions started. In fact, the entire night following was a history lesson on Max. Where did I meet him? How old was he? Was he ever funny? Do I miss him?  I’m hurt by this, deeply. My team was supposed to back me, not pepper me with questions they had to have known would hurt me. I’m sick of being hurt, yet I’m here flying in this piece of shit plane back to heartache US-fucking-A.

Closing my eyes and counting my breaths, the attendant cheerfully alerts us we’ll be landing in ten minutes. Fuck off, cheerleader, I think to myself, you’re getting paid to be happy. What is the matter with me? Oh, I know, every single male I care about gives not one shit about me, and it’s wrecking me. I wonder if they’re hiring at Target? I fucking love Target. Jesus, am I drunk already? I have three bottles in my lap, those mine? “These mine?” I ask, and when he nods I ask again, “All of em?” Rolling his eyes and looking away he doesn’t answer. “Fuck you,” I think to myself. “I could stop your heart with my index finger and the barf bag and still make it look like an accident.”

“Did you just threaten me?”

“I said that out loud?” When he nods angrily I reply instantly, “I’m a pathetic drunk. My husband doesn’t want me, I lost my friends, my apartment, and even the government got rid of me. I used to get paid to kill people sometimes. You’re not into drugs, are you? Got a rap sheet? Oh, I know, want me to freestyle for you?”

Suddenly he’s up and down the aisle along with everyone else. We landed? Huh. Grabbing my overhead bag, I throw it over my shoulder and head through Metro, grab a coffee, walk past baggage claim to flag a cab. The second the Michigan air hits my face my panic and buzz subside and I can think clearly again.

“I’m home,” I whisper to no one but myself and step forward, hoping to grab a ride.

Not having to wait long, a cabbie driving like Cole Trickle pulls up. Fishing out my phone and staring at the address I attempt to tell him my destination, but he opens my door, pretty much pushes me in and mutters, “Meters running,” then hops in the driver’s seat and floors it. Telling him the address he nods, turning on the radio. Pulling up Lina’s number I do as she instructed and text her, letting her know that I’m here. She doesn’t reply, so I take the time to stare out the window while listening to the music that’s on.

I hear it, the lyrics. Instantly I choke up, biting my lip. God, I love this song. It reminds me of him. Then I find myself singing along; I can’t help myself. Even the driver is humming it. When the end approaches the tears fall. This part always gets me. Then when I can’t bear to sing it and close my eyes, the driver does it for me.

“And I been waiting for this time to come around

But baby running after you is like chasing the clouds”

When the song ends I tell him, “You have a beautiful voice.” But he just nods, so then I curl into the leather and close my eyes while I twirl my ring around on my finger. Fifteen minutes or so later, when the hurt had passed enough to open them again, I look and see he’s on the wrong side of town.

“Are you new?” I ask him. “You should have taken the freeway and dropped me on Michigan Avenue. What are you doing on this side of the city?”

Motherfucker is ignoring me. Just another male who could give a shit about me, awesome.

“Yo! Mr. Cab Driver,” I growl. “I need to be in Midtown; this is not Midtown.” Pulling over and throwing it in park, he takes his hat off, turns toward me and says, “I know.” Then I lose the ability to breathe.

“M-Max?”

“Hello, Blue. How’s my girl?”

My mouth is opening and closing, but I have nothing. We just stare at each other. My heart is beating so fast I almost touch my chest to see if it’s beating outside of my sweater. He looks so hopeful, but I can’t figure out why. No more than I can figure out why he’s driving the cab I’m in. Suddenly confused and quite frankly wanting to be hopeful but to beat down to give in to it, I just stare back. He leans over and opens the passenger door, tilting his head toward me, letting me know to come and sit up front. Maybe I am not as beat down as I thought I was, because the second he smiled at me I couldn’t get out of that back seat fast enough.
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“Thing is, she’s disgustingly happy when you’re not ruining shit.”

Years of goodbyes and it comes down to this. Letting it all ride for her like she’s done for me. I want the love of my life back and I had no problem with stealing a cab to do it.

 

When she climbed up front, time stopped. We were both out of breath, though neither of us hardly moved. Staring at each other, I had so much to say but didn’t know where to start. How do I tell her she’s my fantasy, my reality, and that I’m her biggest fan? What words describe the pain I’ve felt since she’s been gone? That it’s a physical pain, deep, clawing pain that steals my breath it hurts so much. Should I have written this down? Shit. It sounded so much better this morning. Look at her, how can she get even more beautiful? Do I tell her I sleep clutched to her pillow, or is that creepy? Should I confess I called her team constantly begging to know if she’s okay, and that when they tell me I’m pussy whipped, I take that as a compliment?

I have to tell her I was a fool. That I let the greatest love I’ve ever known slip through my clumsy fingers because I was afraid of her getting hurt, but knowing that I hurt her anyway because I was a coward. Lying to her about how I felt was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. Except I didn’t want to do it; I thought I was saving her. How do I tell her that she’s bright.  So fucking bright, especially when she smiles for me. Her light brightens up everything. Should I tell her I want to cook for her, find out what she likes to do on Sundays, and would she still want kids someday? Maybe I should start with telling her she’s the bravest woman I have ever met. Okay, that’s good. I should start with that, right? Maybe I should just beg. Tell her how much I love and miss her. Women like that, right? God, I fucking suck at this.

“Do you mean it?” she asks, and it takes me several seconds to stop staring at her perfect mouth. I missed that mouth. Kissing it, being ordered around by it, and…

“Max,” she says, touching my face in her tiny hands. “Did you really mean it?”

“Mean what?” I ask, then drop my head. “I said that out loud, didn’t I?”

“Mhmm,” she says, giggling. “You did.”

“I mean it more than you know, Blue,” I whisper. “Please,” I beg. “Please forgive me.”

“Okay.”

“I’ll do whatever it takes, Blue,” I tell her. “I’ve been thinking, and we could try counseling if you thought that would help. I know I made mistakes. Wait, okay?”

Nodding and smiling, she whispers, “Okay, Max.”

God, I want her in my lap, but not yet. Grabbing the buckle I click it, securing her. “Do you still love me?”

“I told you,” she says quietly. “I’ll love you always.”

“I’m holding you to that.”

Hitting the gas, taking corners at less than safe speeds, we pull up to Lush. Checking my watch I see it’s 2:59 p.m. Running around to the passenger side I rip her door open, pull her out, and drag her through the front doors.

Less waiting, more doing. We’re doing this, right fucking now.

“What are we doing?” she asks, squeezing my hand.

“Doing what I should have done a long time ago, Blue,” I say, hugging her tight. “I’m putting you first.”

While she’s stunned at my words, I pull her through the doors hoping she’ll make me the happiest man in the world, again.
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In a rare moment of seriousness, I knew Lina needed me to be honest with her. No games, no bullshit. So I gave it to her. When she asked me what love was, I told her the truth. “For me, it’s him.”

“Come on! That’s your answer?”

“He’s love,” I tell her. “You asked me, that’s my answer.”

“You suck at this!”

Laughing after she hangs up on me, I was tempted to call her back and ask her why she even wanted to know. But like all things Lina, when she was ready she would tell me.

Or in her usual way, show me.

 

Breathe. I tell myself. Breathe. You can do it. In, out, in, out. Stunned into silence I let Max pull me through the doors then it’s like a festival of lights. Some twinkled, some sparkled, and some even danced. There was so much light but it wasn’t bright, it was…magical.

Allowing my eyes to adjust and never letting go of his hand, I take it all in. Lush isn’t Lush anymore, it’s… “The wedding you should have had,” he whispers, kissing me on the cheek.

Looking up at him, the tears start to fall. “You did this?” I ask. “For me?”

“For you,” he says. “Maybe a little bit for me, too.”

“She’s crying? Fuck! I ain’t never seen Boss cry. Now I’m gonna cry. Shit! Yo, Saint, she didn’t even cry when she got stabbed with that spoon, ̓member that?”

“Bishop!” I squeal, running over to him and jumping into his arms. Squeezing as tight as I can I could feel him crying, too. Then I’m met with arms and stubble. My guys are here, holding me tight. “Saint!” I say, kissing his chest, because I can’t reach any higher. “Jumbo!” He pulls me from the guys and spins me whispering, “Love you, Boss. Not more than he does, but a fuckuva lot.” Releasing me, he pushes me toward Duffy who looks like he’s worried I wouldn’t be happy to see him. “Duffy!” I cry out, running into him. “You’re here?” I ask, crying. “No place else I’d rather be, Red. No place.”

When Max gently brings me back to his side the full reality of what’s happening is still lost on me until I see Venessa, Macy, Rogan, and Rafe. But my heart literally stops when I see her. “Lina,” I whisper doing everything I can not to collapse. Oh god, she’s here. She came for me, too. I missed her so much.

When she pulls me in for a hug I lose it. I love Venessa and Macy, I do, but Lina is my sister. A piece of me was missing with her gone.

“Miss me?” she asks, rocking me back and forth.

“Not even a little bit.”

“Yeah,” she says, laughing. “Me neither.”

“Why are you here? What is everyone doing here?”

“Jules, I’d like you to meet someone,” she says, stepping aside. Then he approaches, wearing that smile I heard all about. “Jules Allen, this is Anthony Gallo.”

Pulling me into a fierce hug he whispers, “Thank you for saving my friend. I owe you a debt.” Then before I can answer he speaks aloud. “Word on the street is you’ve been looking for me?”

“You’re a tough man to pin down,” I reply, looking at Lina. “Some would say like a ghost.”

“I was always coming back,” he says, looking at Max and me, then shrugs “When the time was right, I came back.”

“With Lina.”

“Indeed.”

“Huh.”

“Uh-oh,” says Macy. “Jules’ wheels are spinnin’, everyone wearing their Kevlar?”

“Kevlar?” I ask, looking at everyone while they laugh their asses off. But then he takes me aside and says, “Everyone but me is wearing it.”

“Why is anyone wearing it at all?”

“Because you’re marrying me again,” he says, kneeling in front of me. “They took bets that if you went berserk, there could be gunfire. I, on the other hand, trust you not to hurt me. Marry me again, Blue. Let me show you how good we could be.”

Falling to my own knees, I wrap my arms around his neck. “I would never hurt you, Max, never.”

“Is that a yes? Because if it is, you’ll make me the happiest man in the world again.”

“It’s a yes.”

Pulling me up he twirls me, then gives me the most amazing kiss I’ve ever had. It is filled with everything that is simply him, everything I’ve always wanted is right here in my arms.

For good.

Several coughs and two get-a-rooms later, we end our kiss. “Ready?” he asks, walking me to the platform “Ready,” I say back, followed by a, “Wait, who’s going to marry us? Am I marrying us? Can I even do that?”

“Check this out, Boss,” says Bishop, waving a piece of paper in my face. “I’m all certified and shit.”

Laughing harder than I have in a long time, I take his hand and we face each other. “Max, my man, you got the ring?”

When he pales and looks uncertain I bring my left hand forward and smile. “You kept it?” he asks, kissing my hand. “I haven’t taken it off,” I whisper back.

“Thank fuck! Crisis averted people!”

“This man works for the government, you say?” This from Tony, who in turn makes Lina crack up. Hold on, Lina cracked up? Even the girls noticed that one.

“What about your ring, Max?” I ask, but then he puts out his left hand. I see his band there and it chokes me up. “You kept it?”

“It’s never been far from me, Blue,” he says. “Not once.”

“Let’s do this! Oh shit Wait!”

“You’re killing me boss,” says Bishop. Turning to a very worried Max I get on my toes and whisper to him. “I need to know you forgive me.”

“Forgive you for what?”

“For lying to you all those years and about destroying the evidence,” I tell him with tears. “I’m sorry I did that. I was just trying to keep you and my team safe.”

“I taught her that,” I hear Lina tell Tony and it makes me smile because she did teach me that. Then Max kisses me hard on the mouth and whispers. “Forgiven. Always forgiven, Blue.”

Crying and smiling I look up to Bishop. “Skip to the end,” I order him. He looks seriously put out, but does as he’s told.

“Do you?” he asks, looking at Max.

“I do.”

“Do you, Boss?” he asks, looking at me.

“I do too.”

“Then fuck it,” he says, wiping his eyes. “Play ball!”

Laughing so hard we can barely kiss, we stay like that for a few. Watching my past, present, and future all in one room together not only has me feeling at peace, it makes me feel loved. He did that for me. The thing is, I’m used to this life. He isn’t, but we both made mistakes. I’m done running, he’s done letting me go. Together we’ll figure this marriage thing out and always put each other first. But first, he’s holding his hand out, which means I have to take it.

“I believe I owe you a ride.”

“Here?”

Throwing his head back he laughs long and loud, causing everyone to stop and look. Then when they each see him laugh, they laugh too. Taking me out the front of Lush and dragging me over to the alley, he pulls me back to a halt.

“Wait here,” he says. “Don’t move.”

Have you ever watched that movie Ella Enchanted? It’s like that. I can’t not do what he says. I find myself willing and eager to make him happy. (To a point; I draw the line at parlor tricks) A rumbling noise has me craning my neck, then like a warrior he turns the corner and there he is.

Pulling up alongside the curb, he puts both legs down holding the bike up, reaches behind him, and produces a helmet and says, “Missed this with you.” Suddenly he pulls me closer, moves my hair around, and places the helmet snugly on my head. “Beautiful,” he says, helping me climb on. “Fucking beautiful.”

He takes me outside the city. So many lights, trees, and landmarks. It’s almost too much for me to take in. Preferring holding him to naming everything we pass, it startles me when I can hear him talking to me in my helmet. Okay, that’s like some NASA shit right there.
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She was sprawled across my chest, playing with my chest hair and wiggling her toes. That feeling of being content, of my life lining up at the right time, hit me hard. Lifting her chin, I go for it. “You’ve given me everything, Blue; now I’m asking for forever. Marry me.”

“I’ll give you forever on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“No matter what tries to come between us,” she says, “promise me, you’ll always come back for me.”

“I promise.”

“Yes,” she says, smiling. “I’ll marry you.”

Sliding in and making love to her slowly, everything she begged for, I promised to give her. Little did I know that one day I would break every one of those promises, and that she would still love me in spite of it. 

 

She lit up.

The second I turned the corner and she saw me she lit up. As long as I live, that will never get old. Taking the helmet I had made for her she climbs on, and I had to tell her how beautiful she was right then. An ache started in my chest and threatened to take over. Now, I remind myself, I have her now and forever. The past is the past, so once she gets secure and latches on I take off heading to the least-busy roads so she can look all she likes. When she sees something she likes her grip tightens. When I slow down so she can readjust her grip tightens then, too.

Having her with me, just the two of us alone, is perfect. I still feel the need to apologize and explain, but she looks so happy that I didn’t want to ruin it. Instead I went with telling her things about me that she probably didn’t know.

“Whoever thought to put pineapple on pizza was genius.” I say into my helmet mic and she startles a bit and grips me really tight. I probably should have told her we could talk to each other like this.

“My team needs this setup.” She giggles. “When did you get mics?”

“Yesterday,” I tell her. “I’m glad they work.”

“So pineapple?” she asks. “I like pineapple. What else don’t I know about you, Maxwell?”

Taking a corner slowly, I continue. “I still like Levi’s jeans, tap water, and Sundays. You?”

“Silver jeans, Better Made chips, Golden Girls marathons, and sleeping in. Your turn.”

“Andy Griffith marathons, Better Made BBQ chips, and sleeping in with you.”

Squeezing me again I take the next corner, keeping the conversation going. “Dislikes? Energy drinks, dogs in purses, and when you left for DC.”

“Dislikes? Okay,” she says. “Definitely energy drinks, permed hair, and leaving for DC.”

“Did you think about me while you were gone?”

“Every time my heart beat,” she says, gripping me tight. “I missed you, Max.”

Finding it easier to pour my heart out without looking her in the eye, I let it all out while we ride “It’s funny, I think I inherited the protective gene from my mother. Certainly didn’t get it from Hank, but it’s this need I have, Blue. To shelter you, keep you safe. I did it wrong, I know I did, and I knew it then too. But you being safe meant everything to me. It’s easy to tell yourself that she’s better off without you; it gave me an excuse to stick my head in the sand. When I met Bishop I was convinced I couldn’t compete with him, that he’s the guy kind of guy best suited for you. He of course told me different, but for a while there I felt…”

“Max,” she says, with no room for argument. “Pull over.”

Nodding in my helmet I find a quiet side street and pull up to the curb. Taking her helmet off and looking at it she smiles. “This is beautiful,” she says, inspecting it. “She looks just like me.”

“She is you,” I tell her, pulling her close. “It was only ever you.”

“When we met we spent a lot of time talking about everything but us; we never made plans. I wanted to marry you and so I didn’t need plans, I just needed you. I don’t know what Bishop said, so I can’t say I agree or disagree, but I fell in love with you because you’re you. You have always been my gentle giant, but… when you go berserk that’s really hot, too. But I just love Maxwell and all his sides. I’m a simple girl, you know that. You don’t need guns and military training to hold my heart; you just need to take care of it.”

“Blue…”

“Max, if you apologize one more time I’m going to punch you.”

“Fine,” I groan. “But we never talked about what happened with Hank; I’m thinking we should.”

“I’m thinking you’re right, but not on our honeymoon. This is our honeymoon, right?”

“Fuck no,” I growl, kissing her. “Our honeymoon will be someplace with a beach and room service.”

“That sounds nice, and oh god, warm, too.”

“Blue?”

“Yeah?”

“Did you talk to your OB yet?” When she gets quiet my pulse started racing. So much shit is left out on the table. We have so much to talk about, and though I don’t want to do it now, we’re alone, and I don’t know when that will happen again.

“Children are possible but let’s not rush it,” she whispers. “I just want you for a while Max…”

Lifting her chin to look in her eyes I ask her, “Tell me the truth, do you want kids?”

“Yes,” she says, “I want kids someday.”

“We can wait as long as it takes. I want a big family, loud, causing trouble and knowing their parents would move heaven and earth for them. We’ll have our family, Blue.”

“I believe you, Max.”

“Did you maybe ask the OB about other things?”

Smiling up at me then wrapping her arms around neck she whispers, “I’m fit for combat and ready for my orders, Max.”

“You like my orders, don’t you?”

When she rubs her hand over my cock I get my answer, but she loves pushing my buttons. “Mmm,” she says, squeezing me. “I love your orders.”

“Climb on,” I groan.

“Here?”

“The bike, Blue,” I groan again. “Climb on the bike.”

Giggling, she does as she’s told, climbing on and gripping me with both hands. Kicking myself for taking us so far from home, I’m hoping the cops are busy tonight, because I plan on breaking every law I can to get my bride beneath me.
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“This is a big job for your first piece. You sure?”

“I’m sure,” I tell him, lying on my side. “Let’s go, I’ve got to report for duty in four hours.”

“You’re going to be sore and swollen—”

“I’ve been shot, stabbed, choked, and thrown from a roof,” I tell him. “A tattoo isn’t going to slow me down. Are we going to talk this out, or are you ready to go?”

“Thrown from a roof?”

“Hazard of the job.”

“The fuck do you do?”

“Why, I’m a product of the US Government,” I say sweetly. “Happy now?”

 

Seven days of uninterrupted Maxwell was eye opening. Turns out not only is he way more domesticated than I am, he’s content to do it. At first I thought it was because this was new for us and it was going to take time for the newness to wear off, so we’d both go out of our way to make each other happy. About five days in I realized no, this is just him.

His domesticity puts mine to shame.

That train of thought had me thinking about kids again. Max would be an amazing dad. Totally hands-on and the complete opposite of what we’re used to. I find myself wanting dozens of kids, soccer games, archery lessons, and constant bickering. Max can handle the cooking, laundry, and PTA, because those bitches scare me.

My phone rings while he’s washing the bedding. I’m happy to let him do it because I’ve been doing my own laundry since I was ten. We agree he can wash, and I’ll put them back on. I have a very specific way of doing that which Max hasn’t learned yet.

“Hello?”

“Open your front door.”

“What if I was naked?”

“We’ll close our eyes.”

“Fine.”

Opening the door to Lina and Tony, I invite them in and yell for Max. He comes down shirtless, and Lina’s jaw drops. A quick swat from Tony and she corrects herself while winking at me. I can’t blame her, his chest is just… wow.

“What brings you two by?” he asks, pulling me onto his lap.

“The usual,” says Tony, taking a seat next to Lina. “Tell me, will you two be taking a honeymoon?”

“Eventually,” I say. “We don’t have a specific date in mind.”

“How about now?” says Lina. “Now works.”

“So subtle,” says Tony smiling at her, to which she rolls her eyes.

“What’s the rush?” I ask, playing with his chest hair. I like it, dammit, it’s so soft.

“Oh, nothing,” she says. “Just there’s word there’s a witch hunt for the person responsible for offing that cop. You were there, right? Ring a bell or two?”

“Shit,” says Max, pulling me tighter.

“My sources tell me that when the—let’s call it gun fight—happened,” Tony begins, “that a DEA agent was responsible. Naturally the DPD doesn’t want to tangle with the government, only she isn’t an agent anymore.”

“Cockfuckers,” I mutter, rolling my own eyes.

“I hear the Dominican is nice this time of year,” says Lina smiling at me.

“I’m not leaving,” I growl. “Fuck that. They want to take me, on fucking bring it.”

“I’m not so sure that’s the best course of action,” says Tony. “You killed a cop in broad daylight. Our law enforcement may have some issues, but that’s a slam dunk, even for them.”

“He was dirty!” yells Max, joining in. “He tried to kill her. Then was taken, twice!”

“Is that right?” asks Tony “Where are the culprits now?” When Max doesn’t answer, Tony does. “Exactly. One is dead and the other is missing. Only he isn’t, so that means it’s a matter of time, doesn’t it? Let Lina and I do our thing, and take your wife on her honeymoon.”

“You’re asking me to run,” I spit at him.

“He’s asking you to lay low,” says Lina. “There’s a difference.”

“Blue,” says Max, playing with my hair. “I can have us in the Dominican by Monday.”

Looking over at them then back at Max, I take a deep breath, then let it out. “A beach and room service?” I ask, and when he nods I give in. “I can work with that,” I tell him. “You’ll keep me in the loop? You won’t pull any shit?”

“Yes,” says Tony. “We’ll keep you in the loop, and I don’t pull shit.”

“But I do,” says Lina, smiling like the deviant she is.

Looks like I’m getting my honeymoon after all. Nothing like taking a black cloud with you when you go. While the four of us talk about things rather nonspecific because, well, Tony won’t spill shit, I’m thinking about what I was just told. Max wants to leave, obviously, and I get why, but though I agreed I still don’t think leaving solves anything. I’m a fighter; leaving a fight in someone else’s hands eats at me. Before I can name all the reasons why we should stay there’s a pounding on the door which has Max pulling me behind him like the DPD is going to steal me out from under him.

“Max,” I groan. “Just answer the door, it’s fine.”

Lina stands up, shoots Max a look, and opens the door herself to a very angry, very determined Venessa. Stomping in with Rogan behind her she throws a stack of papers at us. Looking up at Rogan I see him smirking. Good god, she’s PMS-ing, I know it.

“Here,” she says. “Take it back, I don’t want it, it’s a pain in the ass. People keep wanting shit, expecting shit, and not doing shit. It’s yours, take it, burn it, I don’t give a fuck, but I play music and start fights. That’s it!”

“Feel better?” I ask, arranging the papers.

 

“Oddly enough, I do,” she says, sitting next to me, bumping shoulders.

“What are you two doing here?” she asks, looking at Tony.

“Visiting,” says Lina, reaching in her pocket. Looking at Tony for an escape she asks, “Wanna grab a smoke?”

“Thought you’d never ask,” he says, letting her pull him up.

“Hold up,” says Venessa. “Since when do you smoke?”

“Why?” she asks. “You gonna call my mother?”

“Pump your brakes, trigger,” she snaps. “Smoking’s disgusting, seriously. Tony, you smoke? You like pussy wine, I knew that, but cigarettes? Nasty.”

Uh-oh, I can see Lina getting pissed. “You kissing his mouth these days, Venessa?”

“What?” she asks confused. “No!”

“Then shut yours,” she says, walking toward the door. “No one asked you.”

“The fuck is your problem?” she asks standing up, so I stand up because I have to. These two love to fight, always have, always will. However, where Venessa is street tough, Lina is more of a pull your hair and scratch your eyes out kinda girl, but no less violent. Venessa knows that; what she doesn’t know is the Lina now is far more street tough than she used to be. She hasn’t had a choice.

“Step down,” says Lina. “I haven’t seen you in years and you have to start shit with me because I smoke. Or is it because Tony smokes?”

“Whoa now,” she says, stepping closer. “What in the fuck does that mean?”

“Angel,” says Rogan, pulling her back. “Step down, now.”

“No,” she says. “You two have some fucking explaining to do. Especially you,” she says, pointing at Tony. “You lied, took off, and now you’re both here together, a united front and still holding out on us. Now she’s in my shit for no reason. So what the fuck, yeah?”

“Now isn’t the time, Venessa,” says Lina, going around her, but when she takes her arm to stop her I see Lina go eerily still, so I step in. “Let go,” was all Lina said, but Venessa doesn’t know her like I do. She’s about to blow. In all our years of friendship I’ve never seen Lina get territorial, but she is now, except Venessa doesn’t notice. Tony belongs to Lina, and if Venessa doesn’t let up, this is going to get ugly.

“She said let her go.”

“Jesus!” she says, letting her go. “What is with you two?”

“Quit pushing her,” I advise. “Do it again and you’ll deal with me.”

“You always take up for her like she can’t handle herself,” she spats. “I’ve seen her in action, too, for fuck’s sake. We’ve shared cell space.”

“I take up for her just as you do for Macy, who can also take care of herself, and that isn’t the fucking point, Venessa. Did it ever occur to you that she simply doesn’t like to be pushed? She just got back,” I say, getting in her face. “Every chance you get you harp on her while your focus is on him.” When she pales, I continue “How would you like it if she was all in Rogan’s space like you are Tony’s?”

“He’s my friend,” she whispers. “I was worried.”

“He doesn’t need your worry anymore.”

I see when it clicks. She closes her eyes and nods. Walking out to the porch I hear her apologize (kind of) while Rogan levels with me. “I’m gonna hear about this shit when I get home,” he says, giving me a half hug “She’s trying, Jules. She ain’t good with feelings like I am.”

“I know she is,” I say, smiling. “That’s why I didn’t resort to violence.”

“Fuck,” he says, walking to the porch. “You two throw down, ain’t no one stepping in on that shit.”

When they leave, Lina and Tony come back in and stay for a few more hours. Before I know it, it was back to the two of us again. Later that evening Max shows me our reservation, flight times, and pictures of the resort. It all looks like a fantasy, but it is hard to embrace it when my reality isn’t nearly as picturesque.
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When she sleeps, I mean really sleeps, I place my hands over her stomach. That’s when I let myself mourn. Never in front of her, she’s been hurt enough. On some level she knows I’m grieving, because when she places her tiny hands over mine, I swear I feel her crying too. I don’t just grieve for our child, but for her and I as well.

The man I am today would have destroyed the man I was then. He was a fool, a coward, and selfish. Most of my life was spent keeping calm and staying out of trouble. It took her coming back to unleash what’s always been there. Now the beast is out and refuses to be caged any longer.

I am her protector.

Fuck with her, you deal with me.

 

We leave tomorrow morning. Our Saturday flight is at 9:00 a.m. and I cannot wait to get her away from here. Last night sleep was close to impossible because I worry we’re working against the clock. Every noise freaks me out. If she’s worried, she isn’t showing it. Not wanting to be apart from her when I ask her to accompany me to the club tonight, she agrees, which was to put me at ease. Though I didn’t voice it, I appreciated it.

Packing took her minutes; she doesn’t have much, so she said she’d grab the rest when we got there. Fine by me. After dinner we head to Lush to get ready to open. She works with me side by side, taking my cues and doing what needs to be done. Still wanting to talk but knowing we have a long plane ride to do it, I keep quiet. Just before we open and an hour or so before Venessa arrives, I pull her into my office.

Walking her back into my desk I lay her over it, pushing all the papers away. She parts her legs to welcome me between them, then grabs my hair. Leaning close to her mouth I growl, “Say it.”

She cocks her head to the side and smiles at me. “Don’t make me ask twice, Blue,” I say, rubbing my hands between her legs. “Tell me what I need to hear, say it.”

“I love you, Mad Max.”

“Wrong,” I growl, squeezing her. “Try again.”

“I love you, Maxwell.”

Satisfied with her answer I peel her tight pants off and toss them to the floor. She groans out, “Hurry.” So I do the opposite. “You’ll come when I tell you to come.”

“Yes, sir,” she says, smirking, and because I love it when she listens, I run my fingers between her folds, causing her to shiver. My wife is a very devious woman; she may let me have the upper hand, or maybe she even needs me to have it, but she also knows exactly what to do to drive me insane.

Moaning and wiggling, I increase my pace, watching her face and her body for signs that she’s ready. “Permission to come, sir,” she says on a groan, and Jesus, I wish we had more to time to do this. Undoing my own jeans, freeing myself, I run my cock over her several times to get it soaked. “Sir!” she yells. “Fuck me, sir!”

Sliding in, she wraps her legs around my back and locks her ankles. Sitting up on her elbows she watches me pound her while my desk squeaks under our weight. “Not yet,” I growl at her. “Your orders are to wait.”

Losing the strength to stay upright she falls back onto the desk and starts playing with her breasts. Increasing speed, thrusting harder, I see her fighting to hold it in. She needs to ask me again, only then I’ll let her have it.

“Permission to come, sir, Max, oh fuck, please!” She begs for it, and that works for me; watching her beg will always work for me.

Leaning over her holding onto the back side of desk while I fuck her ruthlessly, I feel my own explosion coming on quickly. Looking her in the eyes I give her what she needs. “Permission granted,” I growl, going at her harder. Grabbing onto my neck and attaching her mouth together we come like that, fucking, grinding, and screaming into each other’s mouths. Minutes later, after we can both think again, we dress ourselves and she crawls into my lap.

Kissing every inch of my face she whispers in my ear. “You don’t like when I call you Mad Max?”

“Not really,” I offer. “I like Maxwell.”

“What about Sir?” she asks, wiggling around. “You seem to respond to that.”

“I like Sir,” I tell her. “As long as I’m inside you when you say it.”

“Then you’re going to be of inside me,” she says, getting up and walking to the door. “A lot.” After she exits to head back out to watch Venessa set up, I can’t help but agree with her; there was nothing like being called sir while being buried inside of your wife.
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“We were set up!” I yell at the officer who is doing his best to ignore us “Are you even listening to me?”

“He’s counting his doughnuts,” says Lina, stretching out. “He won’t hear you.”

“Come on, Venessa,” says Macy, rubbing her back. “We’ll get out of this, we always do.”

Wondering if this time it actually might stick, I look over at Lina, who just smiles like we weren’t just booked for assault. Winking at me, I roll my eyes, always wondering what that one is thinking. It’s never legal, I know that much.

When the captain comes down and gives us all that look, it’s Lina, like always, who steps up. “Let them go and I promise to have six of your toughest cases closed in two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” he asks, laughing. “The four of you assaulted an officer of the law.”

“He was roughing up the talent, Cap,” she says. “She wasn’t even on the clock. Between us, though, I’m fairly positive he wanted a freebie and she expected payment. That’s when the actual assault happened.”

“Halina…”

“Twelve cases, two weeks, and that’s my final offer.”

“Lina,” I whisper. “What are you doing?”

“Let them go,” he says. “You,” he says, looking at Lina, “I expect here first thing. Twelve cases in two weeks, or else.”

 

During Venessa’s break she came over and told me she and Lina had worked it out. In my head I can imagine how it played out, but bottom line is they butt heads like Macy and I tend to do. The four of us are more like sisters than friends, so the bitch fights happen. It will happen as long as we breathe, and that’s just life. We all accept it and love each other regardless. So when she returns to the platform and throws on a track she knows I love, I laugh, look over at Lina and Macy, and we head out to dance.

You can’t hear the beat to “Doo Doo Brown” and not shake your ass. It’s impossible. The three of us do exactly that, with so much enthusiasm it should be criminal.  Especially Lina, who has that Polish ass working for her. Am I jealous? Totally. Polish girls have great asses. Rogan is up there with Venessa, but Tony, Rafe, and Max are in his office. Smiling, I wonder if he’s watching. Just in case he is, I decide touching myself is an excellent idea.

Lost in the moment, feeling sexy and free, it’s when I am thrown to the floor with my hands cuffed behind my back that my disposition and upright position go in the shitter. Being hauled up hard; I wince when the cuffs dig into my wrists. Macy runs for it, no doubt grabbing the guys when the music cuts off and the crowd gets seriously pissed. But when I look over at Lina, she just nods, which is her telling me to play it cool. It was then I realize she was trying to warn me and I refused to listen, wanting to do things my own way like always. She isn’t surprised by this turn of events, and that nod is her telling me to handle it.

Oh, I’m going to handle it.

Venessa and Rogan reach me first, and when Rogan starts doing the talking I realize I’m in serious trouble. The officers aren’t intimidated by him whatsoever, which only means one thing. The orders for my arrest came from the top. Fucking figures. Max barrels through the crowd and tries attacking the police, but Rafe and Tony hold him back while Rogan continues to argue while also speaking with someone on the phone.

Looks like someone wanted to prove a point.

It’s explained to me that I’m under arrest for murder. I have the right to remain silent, which I heed for Max’s benefit. I have the right to an attorney which I’ll never see, and believe me, Detroit can’t afford to appoint me one. I’m well aware anything I say can and would be used against me, so I kept quiet. When the officer asked me if understand these rights it was then I choose to answer.

“Fuck you.” Seems appropriate, until he jerks me with so much force both Max and Rogan have to be held back by Tony and Rafe. Wishing my team was here, I look over at my friends and lastly my husband, wishing I could reassure them. Problem is, I can’t. But I need to keep it together for Max.

“Blue!” he yells, grabbing me, then yells he’s taking a minute with his wife, and they agree. “Tell me what to fucking do.”

Looking him dead in the eyes hoping to calm him. “Call my team, okay? Then you do whatever they tell you to do. Promise me.”

“I can’t let them take you from me,” he says, kissing me. “I won’t.”

“I love you, Maxwell,” I tell him, kissing him back. “I’ll be okay, I promise. In the meantime, listen to Lina. Whatever you do Max, listen to her.”

When they start to pull me away, Max hits his berserker rage and watching our friends hold him down while I am being taken away is taking everything I had to not let my own berserker rage show. I could kill these two in seconds and be back in his arms, but that won’t solve anything. Someone wants me in prison, and if that’s true then I’m going to get answers while I’m there.

Whispering a silent I love you to my husband and nodding to my friends and then winking at Lina, I’m led out the front door and thrown into the back of a very run-down cruiser. Wasting no time I’m manhandled, processed, and placed in a private cell, no blankets, no pillow, no comfort. I’m allowed no call, nothing. Again, not surprised. The DPD really rolled out the red carpet for me. I know Max will call the team, I know they’ll go to bat for me, and the payoff will be my getting released, but that’s not a guarantee right now. The only person capable of making it happen was also the same person who was forced to fire me. This could work to my benefit or go horribly wrong. But if I know anything it’s that my guys never leave a man, or in my case a woman, behind.

Sitting back I wait for my first visitor. I know who it is; I also know it’s a matter of time until he gets here. No one likes to be outdone. He’ll show, his nature demands it. When he does, the games begin.

He has no idea who he’s fucking with.
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“Listen to Lina,” she said to me, and I tried listening. However when I called her she just kept saying, “It’s not time yet, go take a walk or something.”

“Lina,” I pushed, needing help. “I need to do something!”

“Then go for a swim, paint your kitchen, or I don’t know, man the fuck up and let me do my job?”

“Lina,” I groan holding it together. “She asked me to listen to you and I’m trying, but all you’re doing is pissing me off.”

“This should bother me because? Look, I’m working on it alright? Let me get my shit straight and while I’m doing that your wife will be getting her shit straight. See where this is going?”

“Not really...”

“Pay attention, she was set up. I knew it, now she knows it. It had to play out this way now go get a mani/pedi and let me do my fucking job.”

“You knew,” I accuse. “Duh,” she says and I gather she’s rolling her eyes.

“You hung her out to dry!”

Then it got quiet on her end of the line and I had a feeling I said the wrong thing. Heavy breathing is the only indication she’s still there until she speaks. “You can accuse me of a lot of shit but don’t you ever fucking accuse me of doing anything that would hurt her. That is my sister and I would kill for her. This shit show is your doing Max, yours. Go look in a mirror in case you forgot that it’s you we’re talking about. I’ve had to watch her live half a life because you were such a pussy that you’d rather hide then deal with the mess you caused. Now you have her back and you want to accuse me of hurting her? Fuck you to the moon and back.”

“I’m sorry,” I mumble “You’re right.”

“I’m always right asshole,” she says calming down. “I’m on the case. She won’t be in there any longer than necessary now go and do something productive, I’m bored.”

Click.

 

Four god damn days without my wife. Four fucking days without a word. I did what she said, I called the guys and they told me to wait, so I’m waiting, but I’m not very good at it. They call, keep it short, sort of talk around me, but won’t answer my questions. My only link to sanity is Lina and after a rocky start I’m lucky she talks to me at all. Without Lina… Whatever she’s doing I’m counting on her to do it quickly. Jules trusts her therefore I trust her too. Rogan and Rafe said they can’t see her and that she is refusing visitors, which I don’t believe. They also said they can’t get answers either, as in any.

Then about an hour ago Tony and Lina showed up and that’s when I lost it. Tony has a way of finding things out, Lina knows if you’re lying, so between the two of them they brought me up to speed. Jules is being held on murder charges, she’s being kept in isolation, was refused counsel, any form of visitation, bail, and no hearing has been set. All of this was done on the Captain’s orders. Lina knew this because she hacked into the DPD’s database and has a network of cops who get answers for her.

Once they left I call Bishop to touch base, letting him know exactly what I knew and he handled it like I did, by breaking shit. Holding our tickets in my hands I look them over, wishing we were there together. Soon, I promise us both. I’ll get us there soon, and maybe we’ll stay on vacation forever.

The following day I sent Venessa to Lush for me. I was in no frame of mind to handle business right now. I needed to be here in case someone called, or she suddenly showed up at my door. They’ve held her five days now. Rogan and Rafe walk in looking all sorts of pissed. Yeah, well, if they were pissed before, they’re going to be really pissed now.

“You know something,” says Rogan, taking a seat. “Lemme hear it.”

“Wait,” says Rafe, putting his hands up. “I think we should be standing in case Max goes mad again.”

Telling them what I know, about three minutes in Rogan stands up looking more than ready to tear my house apart. “You know this as fact?” he asks me point blank.

“I do.”

“This changes things,” he says, and Rafe nods. “I gotta make a call, both of you stay quiet.” Walking over to him Rafe and I both stay silent and listen. “Cap,” he says putting it on speaker. “Mind telling me what the fuck you think you’re doing over there with our girl?”

Clear as day I can hear the captain respond to Rogan, and I don’t like it one fucking bit. “I don’t actually need to be telling you anything, Detective, but if it will stop the constant fucking calls, I will say that Ms. Allen is being held without bond until further notice. She’s being kept in isolation because she is violent and is a danger to others. She refuses an attorney or to speak to anyone, including me. I want answers; I told her weeks ago she wasn’t going to run around my city causing trouble. She killed one of my men, now she’ll stand trial.”

“Except you ain’t set a hearing. Kinda makes me wonder why that is.”

“County is backed up, she’ll be arraigned at the earliest opportunity. This isn’t your case or your problem, Rogan, so I would advise you as well as Rafe and Max to stand down.”

“Max ain’t on your payroll,” he says. “Can’t speak for him.”

“You’ll also want to keep Venessa and Macy away from here, I owe them nothing in way of explanation, so unless you want them brought in on obstruction, tell them to stay home. Their interference won’t help Ms. Allen’s cause.”

“You were singing a different tune when the team was cleaning the streets for you.”

“Your team is no longer needed; you cost me time and resources with very little success.”

“Don’t do this, Captain,” he warns. “Don’t make us choose.”

“You already chose, Detective, or you wouldn’t be up my ass right now.”

Grabbing the phone from his hands I give the captain my own warning “Any harm comes to my wife, you will answer to me. You know what, fuck that, you’re going to answer to me anyway. Prepare yourself.” Handing it back to Rogan I see him smirk, then promptly hang up on the captain. Before any of us can detonate I look over and see Lina leaning against my stairs with Tony close by.

“He’s lying,” she says looking directly at me. “Now what are we going to do about that?”

The second words come out of my mouth, there’s the sound of trucks. Not just one truck, but several. Watching her team exit their trucks with duffels and weapons, I take a deep breath. Finally, I think to myself, but shit, it took them long enough. Looking over at Lina smiling I realized once again she put this in motion and like my wife said, I needed to listen.

Duffy throws his bag on my floor and three others follow. Bishop strides over giving me a hard man hug, then steps back looking around the room. “You didn’t start without us, did you?”

“No,” I say, smiling for the first time in five days. “You have perfect timing.”

Ordering in was the least I could do, and everyone was comfortable and telling stories about Jules. Basically she’s a force to be reckoned with, always has been, always will be. They are imagining the chaos she causing in holding and laughing about it. Everyone seems at ease, but I know they aren’t. I know I’m fucking edgy. Grabbing a beer, I head outside to clear my head, because you’d think after years of missing her I’d be used to this, but I’m not used to it and I never will be.

The team comes out and circles me. Each of them taps my bottle with theirs, and I feel like something that trivial was actually momentous. Turns out it was.

“Sent the rest packin’,” says Bishop. “We need to talk to you, privately.”

“You can trust them,” I assure them. “All of them.”

“This is team business,” says Duffy. “We don’t trust nobody outside the team for that. Except maybe Lina, that woman knows shit.”

Looking confused, Saint steps up to fill me in. “You’re a part of this team now, Mad Max,” he says. “She trusts you, we trust you, simple as that.”

Acting unaffected is difficult, but I manage it pretty well until Jumbo weighs in “Your city is fucked up,” he says. “It’s all out of balance. She knew shit was off in the department, and Eric confirms it. That Captain, yeah, well he’s only part of the problem. My understanding was he was a father figure to her, so why the about face? You got a dirty cop drawing in public, on one of your kids no less, you don’t arrest ‘em. You pat ‘em on the back.”

“So he wants her intel?” I ask. “To tip the scales back in his favor?”

“Bingo,” says Duffy.

“Yeah,” says Bishop. “But who’s scales he tippin? Gotta wonder, he waits until she’s a civvie? Come on, ain’t no city cop taking on the DEA, but had she stayed active you see them threats going away? I don’t.”

“What does he gain if she spills?” I ask, confused. Weren’t we all fighting for the same thing here?

“She’ll give us her take when she gets out,” says Saint. “Until then, we wait.”

“I can’t wait anymore,” I growl while I continue to pace. “She’s been in that hole for five fucking days! I want her out! How do we make that happen?”

“We got all hands on deck here Mad Max,” says Duffy, and they all nod. “Boss has to do her thing while she’s inside them walls, and you know she will. We want them answers, too; Boss will get them. She don’t know how to fail and with Lina working her magic it’s as good as done.”

Scratching my head, something feels off. Why aren’t they raging? Blowing shit up? Threatening people? “You’re holding out on me,” I accuse. “I want to know all of it, now.”

“You sure about that, son?” I hear and turn around to see a new player. Who the fuck is this guy?

“Who the fuck are you?” When whistles fly from the guys’ mouths I realize they know something I don’t.

“You must be Max,” he says stepping forward, and yeah, he’s a big guy “I’m Jules boss. You can call me Mack or Daddy, but never both.”

“Daddy?”

“Forget it,” he says, laughing. “Another time then, let’s talk about our girl.”

Several beers, numerous boxes of pizza, and two arm wrestles later, I’m in a zone. I’m pissed but focused. I want my wife home, but they’re right, she has a job to do and bringing her into custody was incredibly smart and incredibly stupid considering who they’re holding. The guys are right, she’ll do what needs doing, but it doesn’t mean I like it. But you have to be a supremely confident motherfucker or really fucking stupid to think you’d get away with it. Mack has pull and he’s here to use it, and he never leaves a man behind either.

Thank fuck.
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“I’m proud of you, you know,” he says, hugging me. “I mean, I’m proud of all you girls, but, you’ve had it rough, Jules. You could have gone down the wrong path, and you didn’t. Give them one hundred percent and do yourself a favor and don’t come back here. Nothing good is waiting for you here.”

There was a time in my life that the Captain’s approval meant everything. When I found out how he was using Lina that changed. Hearing about Venessa and Macy solidified my feelings. He was one of many that didn’t want me to come back here, and all I ever wanted to know was why.

 

I’m so over this.

I’ve been a good sport. Watching and listening has proven useful, too. My current conclusion is that the department is run by idiots, and it’s not likely to change anytime soon. Each day the captain visits urging me to help him so he can help me. I’m no Lina, but even I can smell that bullshit a mile away.

He’s nervous with each visit, as he should be.

If his routine is anything to go on, he’ll be back within the hour. Yesterday’s threat was, give him something or go to prison. I told him after years in service, prison sounded divine.

Stretching out with my hands under my head I hear his footsteps, and here we go again. He didn’t arrest some citizen off the street; if he honestly believes that I’m buying any of this he seriously needs to retire. I haven’t been bonded out, no hearing, nada, zip. That means he needs me here, he needs info, and he’s bluffing. Now I have no doubts he’d gladly send me to prison. If the charge stuck that could very well be the case, but personally I think he’d rather pick my brain, let me out on a technicality, and then keep an eye on me. Well that’s what I would do in his position.

“Afternoon, Jules,” he says, unlocking my cell. Stepping in he leans against the wall, sipping on a cup of coffee. I’d give him just about anything for a sip of that shit. Okay, anything except what he wants, that is.

“̓Sup, Cap,” I say, crossing my ankles. “I see you aren’t dead yet, lucky me.”

“Are you done playing games with me yet, Jules?”

“Are you?”

“If you think a prison sentence is my idea of playing games, you don’t know me very well. You shot one of my men in broad daylight; I want to know why. You show up here raising hell, basically giving me the big fuck you; I want to know why. You’ll tell me why, or I’ll make sure the last thing you see is your teary-eyed husband when they take you away in shackles. Don’t fuck with me, little girl.”

Sitting up and crossing my legs Indian-style, I decide to play along a bit. Mostly, though, I plan to piss him off so he’ll tip his hand, and he will.

“If you think that years of training and living across country took the street out of me, you don’t know me very well. Here’s what I do know, about four years ago I started hearing things, so I kept my ears to the ground you know? Then we’ve got Venessa in the line of fire, Macy under the gun, and now I’m in prison. I can’t even begin to tell you how funny that is to me considering during all of that commotion you did shit about it. You sanctioned a team? Whatever. You put two of your own men in place to watch two women so you’d have the inside track, but they became a true team, putting each other first, and fucked your plans. Then the trash came calling; that’s me, in case you’re taking notes.” When his face turns red I add a little gas to the fire. “I have more resources than you do, Captain, and you fucking know it. Hank Allen knew it, too, only I killed him. Did I mention that?”

“You killed Hank Allen?” He laughs. “Where’s his body?”

“Moving on,” I say, waving my hands. “See, you’ve got cops doing bad things for a quick buck. One in particular thought it was fun to fuck with me. He even went so far as to abduct me, but guess what? I killed him too. Well, wait, that’s not right. Before he took me a uniform drew on me in broad daylight so I shot him in the throat twice; then I was taken. It still irks me that dick got the drop on me though.”

“I see,” he says, irritated. “Does that dick have a name?”

“Eric Young,” I say, watching his reaction. “I can see by the tick in your jaw it rings a bell. Shall I continue?”

“Fuck, Jules,” he says, sitting down next to me. “What are you into?”

“Me?” I ask, offended. “I just came home to visit, Cap. Turns out you have cops using Macy’s formula, and let me tell you my body didn’t appreciate that. Then just before I finish Eric off, know what he said?”

When he shakes his head I decide now is a great time to instill a little fear in him “Same thing Hank did. You can’t win against the DPD.”

“Jesus,” he says, dropping his head. “You gotta know when I saw what I saw, I had to make that call, Jules. I asked you more than once to let me in and you shot me down. When you went back and turned evidence they still cut you loose? Where’s the investigation?”

“There won’t be an investigation, Cap.”

“Why not?”

“Because, I destroyed all the evidence.”

“Why the fuck would you do that if it cleared you?”

“Simple,” I say, shrugging my shoulders. “It didn’t clear my husband, and we both know I’d end up here, didn’t we, Cap?”

“You forced my hand on purpose?”

“Forced? No. You made those calls for a reason, and that pisses me off. You’ve known me since I was a kid, yet you rolled on me for a dirty cop, so you can fuck off for that. You waited until I was a civvie to pull this shit thinking I’m out, I have no fight left, but you’d be wrong.”

“You gave me no choice!”

“Of course I did.” I smile. “You just chose wrong.”

“How in the hell do you figure that?”

“Cap,” I say, laughing. “I just needed a reason to come back.” When he pales, rubbing his chest, I know I hit my mark. “I see you get it now. You fucked me to cover your own ass; now I’m going to fuck you.”

“This is bullshit! You know its bullshit. I have a public to protect! You shot a uniform, one of my men! You’ll see prison time for that; there ain’t no other way out.”

“No,” I say. “I won’t, and when I get released—which I will, Cap, and we both know it—I’ll be back on the streets where I belong. But this time I have no rules, no cases, and no government to answer to.”

“Don’t threaten me,” he growls. “I won’t allow it.”

“Cap,” I say with my victory smile, repeating the words I’ve heard a lot lately. “You can’t stop it.”

Just as he’s ready to blow a gasket or stroke out I hear my name followed by, “You’re free to go.” Standing up, walking to the cell door waiting for release, I look back at the captain, wink, and leave him with some advice.

“If you’re clean you’ll stay out of my way,” I warn him. “You step in, you fuck with me or any of them, I’ll know which side you’re on. You may want to stop worrying about your own ass and start worrying about the motherfuckers you hired to protect ours.”

Walking out, waiting for my things and signing my name, I’m escorted out into the lobby, and it had to be written all over my face. They came for me. My team, my boss, and my husband. Seeing Mack had me squealing. Running over to him I jump on him and wrap my arms around his neck while never breaking eye contact with Max.

“Mack Daddy!” I squeal. “You sprung me from the hole!”

“Christ,” he says, squeezing me back. “I told you not to fucking call me that in public.”

“Hole?” growls Max. “What hole?”

Releasing Mack I bump knuckles with the guys and jump into his arms. “Hi, honey,” I whisper, kissing him deeply. “Miss me?”

Holding onto me with everything he’s got he whispers back, “You have no idea.” When he sets me back on my own two feet we walk outside and split up to grab a bite to eat. Turns out the guys have been busy since I’ve been in holding, and watching them with Max I’d say he’s officially one of us now. In that moment, even with dirty hair, no makeup, and some serious stank breath, I’ve never been happier.
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“Never had kids,” he says, eating his third burger. “Met Jules when she joined and knew she’d be one helluva leader.”

Looking around at the guys, they all gave nods and grunts in agreement. “Next thing you know we got guys from all over the department signing up to be led by her.”

“How did your team come to be these four ass clowns?”

“They were the only four who showed respect.” He laughs. “They were ready to listen, knew she was the real deal, and didn’t try to get in her pants.”

“I shouldn’t have asked.”

“She handpicked them herself.” He smiles. “She asked me to set up mock courses and shit to test them as a unit, but then a big job came up and our go to team was out—”

“I remember that,” says Duffy, laughing. “She says to Mack, ‘let’s see what these motherfuckers are made of,’ and the rest, they say, is history.”

“I don’t know about history,” says Saint, grabbing a handful of chips. “That was her first job, too; never know it though. That day she saved all our asses.”

“When it was over we all picked her up, carried her to the van, and swore fealty,” says Bishop smiling at the memory.

“That was a good day,” mumbles Jumbo.

“Like I said,” Mack interrupts. “Never had kids of my own, but these guys and her? Love ̓em like I would my own. Just so you know, son, I knew someday I’d have to let her go.”

“What does that mean exactly?”

“It means being here, helping you, was important to her. Jules didn’t destroy all the evidence and you four should have known better. Point is, she saved enough to keep Max here clean and you idiots with a job. She also set herself up to be let go.”

“Why would she do that?” I argue. “She loved her job.”

“She loved you more,” he says, smiling. “She’s needed here, she knows it, and now she can do what she has to do.”

“Fuck,” I groan. “If she’s not DEA—”

“She’s free to do whatever the fuck she wants,” says Bishop with a shit-eating grin.

 

The crew came back to my place to regroup before they headed for their rooms at the Westin. Jules didn’t offer my place up, and I wasn’t about to correct her. Sitting around my kitchen, the laughter and food fights were nonstop. I should add the food fights were her fault, but I didn’t give a shit. Having her here, having them here, felt right because it’s family.

Mack pulls Jules onto his lap like he’s done it hundreds of times before. He’s easily in his late forties and a large version of Bruce Willis, with a scar that runs along the left side of his face. Scary is an understatement, but when he’s like this it’s easy to forget who he is and what he does. Taking Jules by the shoulders leans in speaking only to her. She rears her head back to look him in the eyes and shakes her head no. He narrows his and she shakes hers again. That’s when Duffy spoke up while I sat there watching it all like a spectator at Wimbeldon.

“Told you,” he says, addressing the group. “You owe me a hundred bucks, dick.”

“Boss,” says Jumbo. “At least think about it.”

Looking right at me, no one else, she speaks with authority. “I’m happy where I am.”

“If we off Mad Max, you’d reconsider?” asks Saint, punching me in the arm.

“I said no,” she says, smiling. “You get within a foot of him you’ll lose the ability to piss without a tube.”

“Bloodthirsty,” laughs Bishop. “I like it. Mack, permission to stay behind.”

“Denied,” she says. “Thanks, Bishop, but I’m good here. If I need anything, I’ll call.”

“Or you’ll be in jail and he’ll call for you,” says Duffy, nodding in my direction.

“I’m reinstating you,” says Mack, and she doesn’t argue. “You’ll be covered that way, but you follow protocol, so if you get in a fix I can get you out without red tape bullshit. When this is over you report back.”

“Do I get department resources?” she asks, looking hopeful.

“No,” he says, laughing. “Consider it another get out of jail free card.”

When she pouts I smile, looking over at her. “Take your job back, Blue,” I offer. “You belong with your team.”

Standing up and walking over to me she climbs onto my lap, puts her arms around my neck, and loud enough for everyone to hear she sets me straight. “I belong with you,” she says. “I’ve had these jokers for years; they’ll make do without me. But I do want to make you a deal, and I think you’ll like it.”

“About that,” says Mack. “If he accepts the deal, the four of you ain’t a part of it, go ahead,” he nods “ask him Jules.”

When she looks at me, unsure of my reaction, I can’t fathom what the fuck kind of deal she could be offering me. But because it’s her, whatever it is, I’ll take it. “I was hoping you’d hire me on as head of security,” she says quietly. “You know, since I’m unemployed and all.”

“Oh, come on!” yells Bishop “I want in on that shit!”

“Shut it,” says Mack, and immediately he does, but rolls his eyes while he does it.

“Head of security?” I ask in shock. “Are you sure?”

“Positive,” she says. “I can keep an eye on things, head off any potential bullshit, keep the case active, and I’ve got these asshats for backup when needed. Oh, and I get to spend a lot of time with the owner. I hear he’s generous with his bonuses.”

“Bleach!” says Saint gagging. “Where’s the god damn bleach?”

“Who are you and what happened to Boss? You’re freaking me the fuck out right now,” says Duffy, grabbing a beer from the fridge.

Then Jumbo looks at her and mumbles, “Who has your back, Boss?”

Looking me dead in the eyes, she smiles at me. “He does,” she says. “My husband does.”

“Yeah,” says Jumbo. “Mad Max, is all right.”

“You’ll have team support,” announces Mack. “Outside of the team, as far as anyone is concerned—especially the DPD—you’re a civvie. Try and act like one.”

“Ouch,” she says, laughing. “Have faith, Mack Daddy; I know what I’m doing.”

“That’s what worries me,” he says, standing up, “You know what you’re doing, but when they find out what you’re doing, you make that fucking call.”

“Yes, sir,” she says quietly while holding on to me.

“Don’t you two have a honeymoon or some shit?” he asks, grabbing his coat.

“We do,” I say, speaking up. “We leave in seventy-two hours.”

“We do?”

“Fuck yeah we do.”

She gives her guys each a fist bump then taunts them. “Guess I win this round fellas,” she says, laughing “If I see any titty pops, I’ll send pics.”

“No you won’t,” I say, pulling her onto my lap. “You’d have to leave the room first, and that isn’t happening.”

“What about food?”

“Room service.”

“What about swimming?”

“We have our own pool.”

“Sightseeing?”

“You can explore me,” I whisper. “Right after I explore you.”

“Seems you’ve thought of everything,” she says, curling into me.

“Not everything,” I admit. “But I’m willing to wing the rest.”

After the fake gagging ends the guys leave for their rooms while Mack wishes us well and leaves shortly thereafter. Climbing into bed that night was the first time I ever laid here and felt content. Nothing was slipping away, she wasn’t running, and I wasn’t forcing her to.

We were finally where I always wanted us: together.
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“He’s a good match for you,” Mack whispers, hugging me tight. “Loves you like a man should. Sometimes it takes losing what we love for our balls to drop. When it counted, his dropped. I don’t say it, but you know I love you.”

“What was her name?” I whisper, wiping the tears with the back of my hand. He takes a deep breath and grates out, “Courtney, her name was Courtney.”

Nodding to him he kisses me on the cheek, grabs his bag, and just like that he’s gone. Whispering an “I love you too,” I close the door to get back to Max.

 

We leave tomorrow for our honeymoon, but first I wanted to have lunch with Lina while Tony and Max did whatever those two do. Which if I had to guess would be wondering what we’re doing. I pick her up and we head to Supino’s for the best pizza I have ever tasted. I haven’t eaten here in years, and to say I missed it would be an understatement. Making idle talk on the way we snag a table by the window and get back to the way we used to be.

“Go ahead,” she says, taking a bite of the garlic bread. “I know it’s killing you, so ask.”

“You and Tony are a thing?” I ask, stealing from her plate. “It’s a good fit, Lina. Why are you so standoffish about it?”

“I’m not standoffish,” she says. “Who even says standoffish? I have my reservations about it. I don’t do relationships for a reason, Jules. You know that.”

“He’s into you,” I say. “You’re into him, too, if I’m reading this right.”

“Look, he’s the total package,” she admits. “You’d have to be blind not to see that, but he’s very secretive, possessive, and overwhelming. I’m secretive enough as it is; I don’t like feeling possessive, and me and overwhelming do not mix. We have a mutual stake in this mess, that’s it. He has the same objective I do.”

“He makes you happy,” I tell her. “I can see it.”

“He doesn’t make me unhappy,” she retorts. “But that’s it. I don’t trust him, and you shouldn’t, either.”

“Then why are you with him?”

“Because I only slightly trust him more than I don’t trust him,” she says. “Look, he knows things, alright? He did something for me a while ago, and I told him I’d stick around and help repay the debt. He’s using me to get answers, and I know the score.”

“Using you?” I ask, confused. “Using you how?”

“I was born to be used, Jules,” she says sadly. “I’m good at getting answers, and this is personal for me, too. When this is over, who knows what will happen? If he walks, he walks. You know I’m not the kind of chick men stick around for, they can’t. Who could blame them? Always watching what they say, me always waiting for it. I don’t want that kind of headache any more than they do.”

“He’s different, Lina,” I say, grabbing her hand. “How can you not see it?”

“True,” she says, squeezing me. “He is different, but he’s also human. I’d be foolish not to remember that everyone lies sometimes, and that even if he stuck around I’d be waiting for his excuse to leave.”

“Lina,” I whisper. “Isn’t he worth the risk?”

When she takes her hand back and reaches in her bag I know she’s shutting down on me. “I took risks before, Jules, and we both know how that turned out. I’m gonna grab a smoke.”

“I’ll come with you,” I say, grabbing my own bag. “I’m not done trying to convince you yet.”

Letting our server know we’ll be out front in case our food comes, we head to the side of the building so the wind doesn’t prevent her from lighting up. “I like him, Jules,” she says on an exhale. “I like everything about him.”

“Max lied to me,” I tell her. “We hurt each other probably more than what’s healthy, but he was worth the risk. I’d do it all over again to be where I am now.”

“I’m not you,” she says. “He’s not Max, and we aren’t in love. What does it tell you that when we fuck a condition of our fucking is that he doesn’t speak?”

“What?”

“Yep,” she says, inhaling. “If he doesn’t speak, then what I don’t know won’t hurt me. Because eventually he will hurt me, Jules, and I’m not built for that bullshit.”

“Shit, Lina,” I tell her, pulling her in for a hug. Before I can say anything else a black SUV rounds the corner with the passenger and back windows rolled down, and that’s when I see AK’s pointed at both of us. “Down!” I yell, taking her to the concrete and covering her with my body. A spray of bullets cover us, the building, the sidewalk, all of it. Reaching for my 9mm I open fire while I continue to cover Lina’s body with my own. I’m firing blind, literally. The SUV speeds off and I can’t see to get the plate. Why can’t I see?

“Jules!” she says, shaking me “Jules! Stay with me!” I feel her hands on me in a weird sense. Like she’s touching me, but she isn’t. I can also here her calling Tony and then Max. Then she was right back to shaking me again. “God dammit, Jules, stay awake for me! Look at me!”

Taking my hand to reach her face takes all my effort, like it’s attached to me but isn’t. Finally reaching her she grabs my hand and I can hear her sobbing.

“I’m okay, Lina,” I say, comforting her. “It’s going to be okay.”

“Don’t you fucking lie to me! Don’t you fucking dare!”

Trying to offer her a smile I let my hand drop because I can no longer hold it up on my own. “Lina,” I whisper, and she leans in and I can feel her tears falling on my face. “Flash drive in my pocket, take it, keep it safe. Gonna need it.”

“Jules, please,” she begs. “Stay with me, I need you!”

“Take the risk, Lina,” I beg her. “You’re worth it, he’ll protect you.”

Sirens sound in the distance but they’re too late. Odd how I didn’t feel pain, I didn’t feel anything, and at this moment the only thing I want to feel is his lips against mine telling me he loves me one more time. When darkness takes me I try to find my way back, but even the strongest have moments of weakness.

Funny how you live your life without fear and the last thing you feel before you check out is complete terror, not peace. That moment of clarity when you’ve spent your life thinking you’re invincible, then you realize that you aren’t.

You are mortal just like everyone else, and that’s the moment you beg for more time knowing you won’t ever get it, and doesn’t that just fucking suck.
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“She’s happy, we’re happy,” says Bishop, hugging me. “She ain’t happy, we ain’t happy. Dig it?”

“Dig it.”

“We got some time left here,” he says, walking to the door. “You need us, make that call.”

 

Tony helps me hook up the gas grill I finally broke down and bought. I always wanted one but I never had her to cook for, but now I do. I bought the grill and am having a hell of a time putting it together by myself. She and I tried for about ten minutes this morning before she threw the manual on the ground and rode me on the picnic table instead.

Now that the girls are out he offered to help, probably because being alone with me he knows I’m going to grill him about taking off. That Houdini shit still pisses me off. Grabbing his smokes he comes outside to watch me work. So much for helping me. At this rate I’ll have it put together for next season.

“Tell me,” he says, pretending to read the manual. “I get the vibe you’re pretty upset with me. Would you like to rail at me about it?”

“Not really,” I say, screwing one of the bars together. “You had your reasons I guess, but now I know who I can count on, and I know it isn’t you.”

“Would you believe me if I told you getting Lina back here and on board was imperative? That without her we don’t stand a chance of winning this thing? That we all need her?”

“I might believe you,” I say, “If you didn’t maintain radio silence through it all. My wife was in trouble, Tony. I needed your help.”

“No you didn’t, Max,” he says. “I had ears here; you and the team had it under control. What wasn’t under control was getting Lina to commit; she still isn’t a sure thing. I had to leave to focus on her. She is the game-changer, Max; without her we’re fucked.”

“What’s the holdup, then?”

“What’s keeping her from committing?”

“Yeah,” I say. “What’s holding her back?”

“Maybe the fact that she knows she has to turn traitor against the very people she once called friends? Something’s happened to her that she won’t share with me yet, but I’m confident she will in time. She’s very closed off. She isn’t very trusting in the first place so finding out the justice system you signed up to defend is fucking you isn’t sitting well with her. Hearing everything that’s happening here has her wanting to help some, but she’s not ready to go all in.”

“She doesn’t strike me as someone who puts up with anyone’s shit,” I say. “Any idea what’s happened to her?”

“I have a few theories, but nothing concrete yet. I want her, Max, not just temporary, either. Every time I move closer, she steps back. She’s a tough woman to communicate with.”

“Because you can’t lie to her?”

“No,” he says. “Because I won’t lie to her.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I know how it feels to be lied to,” he says. “Those are just the lies that I knew about, that I caught someone in. Imagine dealing with that your entire life from family, friends, boyfriends, and now the city you work for. She made a career out of finding the truth because she believes in it, she demands it. I won’t lie to her because she deserves the truth, even if sometimes it’s not pretty. But I see it, she’s waiting for me to lie to her. She doesn’t quiz me or bait me. She’s just aware, if that makes sense? The night I found my balls and decided to approach was the night I saved her life, and she changed mine. She’s mine, Max; she just hasn’t seen the truth yet.”

“Saved her life how?”

“That’s a story for another time,” he says. “How are we doing with that grill? I’m hungry.”

“You’ve never got your hands dirty in your life have you?” I ask, laughing and getting back to putting this damn thing together, because I’ve got steaks I want to cook.

“You’d be surprised, my friend, how dirty these hands can get,” he says, reaching for his phone. “Hang on, it’s Lina.”

Getting back to work I let him take his call in private. Minutes later when my back door slams and I look up I see Tony like I’ve never seen him before. Jumping up I growl at him, “What happened?”

“Sit down, Max,” he says.

“Tell me!” I yell in his face.

“Drive-by. Jules has been shot,” he says. “She’s at Receiving—”

Dropping my screwdriver I run through the house to my car with Tony right behind me. Once he jumps in he keeps fucking talking. “I can’t reach Rogan or Rafe,” he yells, punching the dash. “What the fuck is going on?”

Taking the streets at dangerous speeds all I can do is think of my wife and pray that I make in time. Flying into the lot I leave the keys in my car and both of us run straight to the emergency wing. The irony is not lost on me that I’ve been here so many times that I know the way without asking now.

Tony and I both crash into the waiting room, where we see Lina sitting with her knees pulled to her chest and her head buried inside her arms. When she hears us she looks up, takes one look at Tony, and runs straight to his arms.
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Hiding my eyes from her, she grabs me, turning me to face her. For a small person, she’s insanely strong. “He hit you?” she growls, touching my eye. “He fucking hit you?”

Turning my face away in embarrassment I tell her, “I hit him back!”

“Good! But Lina, he could have done far worse.”

“If he touches me again, I’ll kill him.”

“He’s a grown man, Lina,” she says, catching up with me. “He touches you again, we’ll kill him.”

“I flew out here to visit, not argue,” I say, taking the ice pack from her. “I’ll handle it, Red, seriously.”

“You better handle it,” she advises me, “And if you can’t you call me, you promise?”

“Yeah,” I tell her, rolling my eyes. “I promise.”

That was the first time that I ever lied to her. My fondness for no holds barred sex caught up with me. She wouldn’t have to kill him though, he ever comes near me again I meant it, I’d do it myself. That’s the thing about appearances, they can be deceiving. The random had the face of an angel but held the devils soul.

 

She saved my life.

Without even a second thought she sacrificed herself to save me. Sitting here alone waiting on Max and Tony to arrive, how do I tell her husband, the one she finally got back, that she put her own life before my own? I didn’t deserve to be saved, I know that much. If anyone deserves a shot at a fulfilling life, it’s her.

Her entire life she’s put others before her, and today she did it again. Rocking back and forth I try to remember what she said before everything went to hell. She said to take the risk, that he’s worth it, and that he would protect me.

In the short time I’ve known Tony he’s changed me, marked me in some way even I can’t explain. I tell her if he walks then he walks, but even I know if he did walk away, I’d be the one wrapped around his ankles begging him to stay. I need him that much, only he doesn’t know it because I don’t know how he feels, and I’m too scared to go first.

Until today I was content to help from a distance. Any time people are forced to be near me for long periods of time they start to act different, except my friends and now Anthony. But I never wanted them to be put in a position to feel uncomfortable, because sometimes lying is easier than facing the truth, and no one likes to be called out on it. To know someone like me is there knowing you’re lying makes everyone miserable. Trust me, misery and I go way back.

My line of work has a high suicide rate for average people. I’m not average, and each time I show up to a scene or close a case, people are surprised to see I haven’t hung myself yet. If they only knew how close I was to proving them right. Not yet, though, but soon. Once this is done, so am I. My grasp on reality is slipping. I spend more and more time alone in the darkness in an effort to keep the misery away. When your life is defined by lies you’ll do anything to find the truth. I’ve buried myself in lies and deceit, hoping someone will restore my faith in humanity.

I surround myself with it, I’m defined by it, and I get paid to immerse myself in it. Lies will be what ends me, and what sanity I have left knows it, too. It wasn’t until he stalked his way into my life (literally) that I wasn’t so miserable anymore. Until now, that is; Jules tipped the scales for me. Anthony tracked me down to use me and now I’ll let him; he’ll never know what it’s going to cost me, and I have no intention on telling him.

This is me taking one for the team, literally.

Lost in thought and emotion, it’s when I hear heavy breathing and see the two of them standing there that I snap out of it. Jules needs me, she believes in me, in love and in taking chances. Running straight into his arms I decided to take chances of my own. If the worst happens and he breaks my heart, then at least I can say I tried. As far as the rest goes, I’m all in. Nobody fucks with her and gets away with it.

“Max needs answers, Lina,” he whispers, running his fingers through my hair. “Can you do that?” Breaking apart from him I run to Max, throwing myself into his arms. Holding me tight, he reassures me, and right then I can see why Jules loves him so much.

“I’m so glad you’re safe, Lina,” he says. “Please tell me what happened; I have to know.”

Explaining my smoke break, where we were, and what Jules did to save me, I see the love and pride beaming from Max. I also see the heartbreak and desperation, too, but more than that he knows who his wife is and expects nothing less than what she did today.

I’ve heard stories of Max going mad and I wait for it, but it never happens. Instead he pulled out his phone and calls her team. Judging by the quick call they’ll be here within minutes. Her boys love her fiercely.

Before they show and chaos reigns, I break the silence by standing up. When they both look up at me I level Anthony with the truth. “I’m in,” I tell him, and his wince confuses me. “Priority one is Jules; after that we tear this city apart one cop at a time.”

“Okay, Sherlock,” he says, pulling me to his side. “Okay.”

“I asked you not to call me that in public,” I whisper. “Or, you know, ever.”

“She’ll pull through,” says Max. “and when she does she’ll be right there with you tearing the city apart.”

“I’m counting on it,” I tell him, hugging both of them at once. Suddenly the air in the room changed, and when we look up it’s to see her team arrived. Jules always did have a loyal following and why shouldn’t she? Jules Allen inspires loyalty.
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“Receiving, Jules has been shot,” I tell him. “Get here.”

“Max,” Bishop says before I disconnect. “You ready to go mad and tear this fucking city apart to avenge her?”

“Yes.”

“That’s all I needed to hear.”

 

Having the team here helps some. Lina won’t leave my side, like she feels responsible for this, but she isn’t and I know it. Tony is going to have his hands full keeping tabs on that one. The second she decided she was all in you could see the shift in her; I’m aware of it because it’s the same shift I see in my wife. Hell on wheels, those two. I can only imagine what’s going to happen when the other two find out. That’s a problem for later. Right now I’ve got Bishop, who’s ready to explode. He wants answers, same as the rest of us. Problem is, she’s in surgery, but Lina assures me Macy is on her way, and if the doctor doesn’t see us before her arrival she’ll get us answers.

“Mad Max,” says Bishop. “Who do I gotta kill to get some answers ̓round here?”

“Calm,” I say quietly. “She needs you calm.”

“Right,” he says. “Calm. Shit.”

“Max!” says Macy making an entrance pulling Rafe behind her. “I’ll head back and get answers, okay? Just stay calm and I’ll—”

“Princess,” says Rafe, leading her out the door. “Get some answers first so Max can relax and I’ll wait for you to get back before telling the others.”

“Telling us what?” I ask as Rogan walks in with a limping Venessa.

“Oh, just that someone tried taking us out at circus school,” she says, using him for support. “Lucky for us the windows were so old, we only banged ourselves up hitting the deck. Pretty sure we won’t be invited back.”

“Fuck,” I groan. “Rogan, Rafe you need to take them and go.”

“Excuse me?” says Macy.

“Come again?” says Venessa.

“Later,” says Rogan. “Jules first, then we’ll decide what we’re going to do; now ain’t the time.”

“I’m glad you’re both okay,” I tell them. “So fucking glad.”

Shaking my head and resting it in my hands, I wait for Macy to come back with news. I’ve been holding it together so far, but just barely. If I don’t get the news that she’s expected to make a full recovery, this waiting room is going to get an extreme makeover Max, edition.

I need to see her, touch her, and hold her. Tell her that I’m here, that I love her, and that I’ll tear the city apart to avenge her, just like Bishop said.
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“Are you happy about the pregnancy?”

“It’s like I waited my whole life for this, Jules.”

“What does your heart tell you about him?”

“I didn’t have a life until him. Does that make sense? Then he makes me fall in love with him, hurts me, then I find out I’m pregnant. It’s so fucking backwards.”

“I’m not the expert,” she says. “But, people do crazy things when they’re in love. Everything is amplified, the good and the bad. You’re pregnant, and that baby was made from what?”

“Sperm?”

“Love,” she says, laughing. “The baby was made from love. Forgiveness is love and love is forgiveness, Macy. See where I’m going with this?”

“When did you get so good at this?”

“Would you believe me if I said I’ve had lots of practice?”

“Of course.”

“Then there you go.”

“I miss you, Jules.”

“I miss you too, Macy,” she says with a smile in her voice. “Take care of yourself; I’ll see you soon.”

 

Sitting here in ICU holding her hand, I start crying and I don’t even care. Jules has always been so full of life, doing what’s right, and she has always been there for all of us. She found me and sent my husband to save me. Now she’s lying here fighting for her own life. Reaching for my stomach for the first time in weeks, I fight for breath. The memory of being shot in that basement is never far from me. Knowing that my number could have been up reminds me to cherish the chance I’ve been given, because time here is fleeting. It reminds me that I miss the son I never got to hold. It makes me so fucking angry that anyone would do this to her, to Max. When Venessa puts her hand on my shoulder then pulls me into it a hug, I really let go.

“It’s not fair,” I wail into her shirt. “Not her, V.”

“What did the doctor say?”

“The next twenty-four hours are crucial,” I sob. “I need to talk to Max.”

“Get your head right first,” she advises. “He’s hanging on by a thread, Macy.”

Nodding I stand up, I lean over Jules and kiss her on her forehead. Venessa does the same, then takes my hand leading me out to the hallway to a very angry Lina.

“Tell me,” she demands, blocking our way.

“She sustained a gunshot wound to the back,” I explain. “It penetrated, meaning the bullet had to be surgically removed. It didn’t exit her body—”

“I know what penetration versus perforation means, Macy.” She growls. “Did it hit anything vital? How much blood did she lose? Is she expected to make a full recovery?”

“The doctors declared her as hemodynamic unstable, which means right now she can’t survive without machines. Her blood pressure is too low and she lost a large amount of blood, and her heart can’t work on its own right now. The next twenty-four hours are—”

“I get it,” she says, turning away. “Thanks, Macy, for everything.”

Grabbing my hand again, Venessa gets my attention. “She blames herself,” she says. “I don’t like this, Macy.”

“Me neither, V,” I say, walking back to the waiting room. Speaking to Max specifically, I fill him in on Jules’ condition. I explain further it’s not the bullet wound causing her so much distress as it was the blood loss. That as long as she can come off the machines and function on her own the rest of her recovery should be easier. Out of the corner of my eye I see Lina grab Tony, and they both exit the room quickly. Giving Max and the guys my full attention, I field questions as best as I can until he asks to see her. Taking Max to her I leave him to spend time with his wife, praying that she wakes up and saves him like Jonas did for me.
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Lying in bed after thumbing through pictures on our phones that were sent to us by everyone from the wedding, she runs her finger over the one of us reciting our vows. “Do you think we’ll be together when our times up?” she asks quietly. “After all the time spent apart, trying to get back to each other, you don’t think it’s too much to ask, do you?”

Looking down at her wearing my ring and resting on my body, I think on my answer. “If you leave this world without me, I’ll follow, Blue. That’s the only guarantee I can give you.”

“I want us to go together,” she whispers. “Like in The Notebook.”

“I thought you said you didn’t like that movie?”

“I don’t,” she admits. “He always came back for her, like you do for me. You never let me forget; you’re like Noah, but you’re real and you’re mine.”

Speechless, I just pull her closer, cherishing her, worshipping her, loving her.

 

I was grateful to the guys for giving me time with her before they took theirs. Bishop told me he was calling Mack, and then it would be all hands on deck. This attack wasn’t random; we all agreed someone wants my wife out of the way. Someone wants all four women out of the way, and expressed as much when they opened fire on them in broad daylight.

Outside of us no one knew where they were, so the obvious is conclusion is that they had been under surveillance. None of us were close by enough to help, either, which suggests we’re under surveillance as well. Who the fuck has those kinds of resources? The guys and I agree, the DPD does.

In an effort to soothe her as well as myself, I take her hand, and running my fingers across her cold skin I make circles. How long I do this I don’t know, but when Bishop walks in with Duffy I hadn’t realized I’d been humming too.

“Anything?” asks Bishop, taking the opposite side.

“No,” I say. “She’s resting, Bishop, that’s all. She’s just taking a break.”

“Mack is working this from DC,” says Duffy. “We’re here as long as we’re needed.”

“She’ll appreciate that,” I tell them both. “We all will.”

“Max,” says Saint, walking in. “Am I wrong in thinking the DPD declared war today?”

“You’re not wrong,” I say touching, her hair. “They brought this to our doorstep, we’ll end it on theirs.”

“What about the club?” asks Jumbo. “I don’t care about the club,” I say. “I care about her. About ending this, about having some god damn peace for once. Remember what Hank said? Cops will turn on cops, civilian against civilian? This attack was organized. We need our own army, and we need it fast.”

“I’ll get you your army,” says Lina, standing in the door looking fierce. “I’ll bring you the good guys and eliminate the bad; the rest of you can clean house.”

“They were aiming for you, too,” says Duffy. “This ain’t just about her. It’s about the four of you.”

“They didn’t take me down,” she snaps. “They took her down, and nobody takes her down while I’m around. I’ll get you what you need to win,” she says, looking at each of us but landing on me. “Be ready.”

“I’ve convinced her to rest tonight,” says Tony, looking miserable. “You’ll call when there’s a change?” When I nod he walks to the door. “Then we’ll see you in the morning.”

“Well, boys,” says Bishop, “I think we found our ace in the hole.”

When everyone nods you can feel hope fill the room. Fuck knows we’re going to need it, and we’ll need every man on deck to protect our women once word gets out. The guys each spend a few minutes with her, touching her, talking to her, and ordering her around. Once they leave I pull up a chair finding my place for the night. ICU has strict visitation policies, but Macy took care of that so I could stay. Promising myself I’d thank her tomorrow, I take Jules’ hand again and tell her all the things I love about her.

Turns out there was a lot to love because, I fell asleep telling her and woke up to her looking at me with pure fucking love in her eyes. Jesus Christ, I don’t know how I ever got so lucky as to earn her love, but I’m so fucking glad I had it.
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“How are you?”

“Fine.”

“When you’re not fine am I going to know, or will you just not be fine silently?”

“Is this some reverse psychology shit they taught you?”

“This is me telling you I’m here if you need me, Venessa.”

“That’s fair,” she says. “What about you?”

“I’m fine.”

“Ha!” she says, calling me out. “Aren’t we a fucking pair, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I say, returning the laugh. “So how about those Lions?”

 

Sometime during the middle of the night I woke to Max pouring his heart out. Initially I was a little loopy and it was hard to make out, but in the end I realized even he didn’t know what he was saying. It was like he had so much to say and needed to get it all out at once. Taking comfort in that I dozed on and off, until I decided I wanted out of this bed.

Letting him sleep I was content to watch him breathe. I was content with the quiet, and at that moment even the pain was manageable because I was alive. Believe me, I didn’t expect to be, and I was happy that I was.

While he rested I thought back on everything that brought me to where I was right now. All of the bullshit with Max aside, we finally found a good, solid place to start over, and someone wants to rip it apart. It isn’t possible that Captain is wholly responsible for this. If he is in fact a part of it, it’s a small one. Even Hank was a pawn, Travis and Eric were pawns, and countless others as well. Hank was trafficking women; he also knew who had access to Macy’s drug. For a split second I regretted killing him, but hell, what’s done is done. He left a trail somewhere; I just have to find it, and when I do we’ll plan on destroy this house of cards and get our city back.

My mind wanders to Lina and hope that she’s okay and that Tony is keeping her safe. She’ll take it personally that I was wounded and she wasn’t, because she believes her life is less valuable than mine. It’s not true, of course, but Lina struggles with knowing she’s loved. Basically because most of her life, she wasn’t. She can be a total joker, always having a one-liner ready, but it’s to guard herself. Lina is always waiting to be lied to so she can feel justified in distancing herself from others. Unfortunately outside of us girls, there hasn’t been another person I know of that hasn’t destroyed her with lies. I worry for her state of mind; every time I see her she’s floated farther away. For now, though, I’m leaving her in his capable hands, because I have a feeling there’s a lot more to Tony than what’s on the surface.

Max stirs a bit, so I focus back on him. He has a sprinkle of grays running through his hair that I hadn’t noticed before. Maybe it’s the light in here? Or the angle? Or probably the events that have me lying in a hospital bed. Even though I’m starting to get seriously tired, I need to see him before I fall asleep. I want to put his mind at ease that I’m here.

Having no strength to move my hands and with no ability talk with the tubes running through my nose and down my throat, the only form of communication I have is blinking.

When his head lifts and his eyes focus I give him the best smile I can despite my challenges. He blinks rapidly then wipes his eyes. It’s me I try to show him with my eyes. I’m here.

“Blue,” he whispers, squeezing my hand then touching my face. “Stay awake for me, please,” he begs. “Don’t go back to sleep, stay with me.”

Frowning over his panic he hits a button, then a flood of medical staff run in. “She’s awake,” he says in a hurry. “Take the tubes out, she’ll breathe on her own. Let her sit up, she hates lying down. Find out if she’s in pain—”

“Sir,” explains the nurse, “you need to calm down. She needs to continue to rely on the machines until her levels are higher, all right? Her waking is a good sign; we’ve been checking on her progress, and if she continues to improve we’ll speak to the doctor about removing it tomorrow, but to keep her calm you need to be calm.”

“But she’s awake—”

“It can be very confusing when a patient wakes up like this, especially in these circumstances, but I assure you she’s safe and we’re going to manage her pain now, which is going to force her to sleep.”

“But—”

“She needs to sleep,” she says. “You have my word I am right outside that door, all right?”

When he falls back into the chair and takes my hand, I manage a small smile. I’m feeling confused, only I’m not. I know he’s upset, but I’m so out of it I can’t figure out why. All I know is, seeing him like this hurts me. The second I can speak again I’ll give him every reassurance he needs; until then I’m happy to hold his hand while I sleep. The second the medicine hit my system, that’s exactly what I do.

I fall asleep with thoughts of my Max, but I wake up with thoughts of war.
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“Why her?” I scream. “Why would you hurt her?” As I lay there bleeding he almost looks sorry that he did it. He’s in his own world, ignoring my existence as usual until I say her name. “Why, Hank? Why Jules?”

“Jules,” he sneers. “Thought she was better than me. Speaking down to me, ignoring me, and when I try to get to know her what does she do? She attacks me!”

“She was a kid!” I scream. “A fucking kid! She spent her time on the streets protecting herself from people like you!”

“And how did that work out for her, son?” he asks, laughing. “Not so well, from where I’m standing.”

“I’ll kill you.”

“No you won’t,” he says, pointing the gun at my chest again. “Now that slut? She would kill me. Wouldn’t have to think twice about it, either. Sometimes I look at her and think what life would have been like if she were my daughter. She may be a whore, but she’s strong. Which is more than I can say for you. You Maxwell, take after your Mother.”

 

Going back to sleep wasn’t an option. Watching her chest rise and fall was my only concern. Being here with her was my only task; I’d be her sentinel tonight and forever. Around six a.m. the door opens and the Captain walks in. Never removing my hand from hers, I turn toward him and keep it simple “Leave.”

“I wanted to check on our girl,” he says, approaching anyway. “I heard what happened and I—”

“You what?” I say. “Thought you’d come by personally to see if she’d pull through? We don’t have time for you, old man.”

“It’s no secret the city is in shambles, Max,” he says, sitting down. “You may think I ain’t doing my part, but god dammit, I am. I got dirty citizens and even dirtier cops. I’m fucking working overtime trying to get answers.”

“Did you get answers when you threatened her?” I ask. “Or when you locked her up? Maybe it was when she told you to step back, and you didn’t listen? Are you listening now, Captain?”

“To save everyone I shut the team down,” he admits. “They were attracting too much attention. Their lives are more important than shutting down a few criminals. To save her I asked her to include me; I can’t help her if I don’t know the score. She told me to choose a side, and it’s the same side I’ve always been on. I’m glad she’s going to pull through, Max. I loved her like I loved my own.”

“We all know how that turned out, didn’t we?”

“I’ll regret Gary’s choices as long as I live,” he says quietly. “He was my greatest failure.”

“How did you even know she was here?”

“You’ve already decided I’m the enemy, Max,” he says. “At this point what does it matter?”

Without another word he leaves the way he came and I’m more confused now than ever. Sending a group text I let everyone know in a few words what just happened. I sure as hell don’t know. When the doctor comes in he asks me to step out so they can begin the process of removing the tubing from her I forgot all about the Captain.

My answer to leaving the room was, “Over my dead body.”
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“Jules?” I hear my name, so I must be dreaming. “Jules?” I hear it again and climb out of bed, making my way to her room.

“Mom?” I whisper, uncertain I heard her right.

“Jules,” she says again, reaching out to me with her hand. Standing next to her bed, I take her bony hand, holding it in my own.

“Mom what’s wrong?”

Pulling me down toward her I lean my head in. “I hate you, that’s what’s wrong.”

Closing my eyes, I take my hand back, ready to leave the room, but she keeps going. God knows when she’s starts talking she never shuts up. “Who hates their own kid?” she asks herself.

“You do, apparently,” I answer, because I’m still here.

“I hate you because I hate me. I look at you and I see what I used to be before I became… this. I hate you because you remind me of me. I fucking hate you, Jules.”

“I know, Mom.”

 

The voices are unfamiliar.

Waking up to yelling, I start to worry about Max. What’s happening? Opening my eyes and only able to turn my head slightly I see him screaming at the doctors and nurses. He’s refusing to leave. Wanting to reach out to him I realize I can’t move. When I try to speak, I can’t do that either. My own panic it hits me; the only thing I can do is blink. Am I paralyzed? Did I survive, only to be bound to a bed for the rest of my life? The feeling of helplessness and desperation take over. Silently I scream for him to hear me, to see me, to fucking save me.

Suddenly I’m surrounded by people.

“You need to breathe,” I’m instructed urgently. “You’re fine, Jules,” she assures me. “We need to remove the tubing now, but we can’t do that until you calm down.”

Blinking rapidly, I don’t know what to do. What tubing? All I feel is a tremendous pressure on my chest and pain in my back. The pressure is like being buried alive. My senses all start coming back online almost immediately. Where is he? Max! Max! Help me!

“Let me see her, god dammit!” he yells, then he’s there in front of me. “Calm,” he says, breathing heavy. “The tubes are coming out, Blue, but you need to calm down. Your levels are spiking, and if you don’t calm down they’ll put you out again, and I swear to god I will kill everyone in this room if they do it.”

Giving him one long blink, he lets a breath go. “It’s almost over, Blue,” he says. “I swear, you just have to fucking trust me. I’m not leaving you. You feel that?” he asks, and I blink again. “That’s me anchoring you; I’ve got you. Blink twice if you’re ready.”

Staring at him and considering my options, I blink twice, then there’s a lot of movement and beeping. I hear the voices again, but I only focus on his. “Blue, the machines are off. You’re breathing on your own now, okay?” he says. “The nurse says she needs you to hold your breath. Blink when you’re ready.”

Taking a deep breath is so uncomfortable, it’s almost impossible. That’s the moment I truly feel the obstruction and I wanted it out, now. Trying again I blink, letting him know I’m ready. Then there are hands around my face followed by the extraction of the tubes. My eyes fly wide open at the god-awful sensation, which is immediately followed by gagging and gasping for air. He’s there, talking to me, but I can’t focus on anything except getting air.

Minutes later I can take a deep breath without choking on it, but my throat is on fire and I am so thirsty I would drink anything to put the flames out. When the nurses reposition me on the bed the pain in my back registers and I scream. Max yells for someone to help me, and within seconds there is warmth all over. My eyes close, and I hope these last few minutes won’t haunt me for the rest of my life.

On the plus side, if the pain I feel from my scalp to my toes is anything to go by, I’m not paralyzed.

Yay.
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“Did it hurt?”

“Did what hurt?”

“Losing the baby,” I ask her, touching her belly. “Did it hurt?”

“Yes,” she whispers. “It hurt.”

“I am so—”

Covering my mouth with her hand, she continues. “The physical part I healed from; it was the emotional part that was hard. It would have been hard whether you were around or not, Max. A loss is a loss.”

“Had I known…”

“But you didn’t,” she says. “I hold the blame there. I wanted to tell you in person, but I didn’t get the chance.”

“That’s on me, Blue,” I remind her. “Not you.”

“I could have picked up the phone when you called. I could have responded to your emails. That’s on me, Max.”

She may have absolved me, but I hadn’t absolved myself. All of our failings are on me, every last one.

 

True to their word, Tony and Lina came back. Tony is offering words of encouragement while Lina just stares at Jules. Tony walks over to Lina and asks if she’ll be all right while we step out into the hall to talk. She nods, but her gaze never leaves Jules.

If there was ever a time I even considered smoking, this was it. There are no words to describe what she went through this morning. What seeing her go through it did to me. The whole thing took minutes, but the memory will stay with me forever. Forcing myself to focus I follow as Tony takes us to an empty waiting room to talk privately.

“She’s being moved to a private room today,” I offer, more to myself then to him. “The doctor said she’s doing even better than he expected.”

“That’s good,” he says. “Real good. You need to rest too, you know, to be strong for her.”

“I’ll rest when she’s home,” I tell him. “Not until then.”

“Fair enough,” he says. “I’m at your disposal, Max, so if there’s a need I expect a call.”

“I know,” I say. “Thank you.”

“I need to talk to you about, Lina,” he starts. “Spending a lot of time with her lately I’ve come to notice some things that concern me.”

“Like?”

“How she withdraws,” he says. “Loses touch with reality, how she can literally disconnect herself from everything and everyone. But if she gets a call for a job she snaps back until it’s over. I’m concerned about her taking on any additional stress. I’m worried she’s about to crack.”

“Did you not track her down for the sole purpose of using her for her skills?”

“I did,” he admits. “But that was when I thought I was dealing with someone whole. She’s not whole, Max, and I can’t be responsible for her breaking apart, not for war, not for anyone. Lina is one step away from a complete breakdown.”

“Maybe you should trust her to know her own limits?”

“She doesn’t have limits when it comes to seeking the truth. It consumes her,” he says. “That’s the problem.”

“Then what’s the solution?”

“Yes, Tony,” she says, filling the doorway, looking hostile. “What is the solution?”

“I was speaking with Max privately, Lina,” he says. “If I wanted to discuss this with you, I would have.”

When her nostrils flare I recognize the signs and want to vacate the premises. I have enough on my plate without getting in between these two.

“You can leave in a minute, Max,” she says stepping into the room. She is a tiny woman, and unless you stand next to her you forget just how tiny. Because her presence is larger than life. “I’m only going to say this once. You can’t win this without me. This was my choice. Never mind that you were manipulating me from the second we met to get me where we are right now. I don’t care what you think of my mental state Dr. Gallo; I’m doing this for her. Venessa and Macy, too. When the war’s over, I’m gone. You tiptoe, choosing your words carefully, then you confess this to someone else behind my back? I have a feeling when the day comes and I finally get to see the real you, I’m not going to like him very much.”

Stalking her and grabbing her shoulder, he growls in her face. “Because I care what happens to you? You are not ready for this; I don’t know anyone who is ready for this.”

Stepping back, she looks like he slapped her. “Fuck you.” She growls at him. “You move us all around like pieces on a god damn chess board doing your bidding while you keep your secrets and lies to yourself. You don’t know what I’m ready for, and I’ll be damned if you’ll ever have a say in my choices. I’m sorry for this, Max; tell her I’ll be back… when I can.”

“Lina.” He calls for her, but she throws up two middle fingers and storms off in answer.

“I think you underestimate her.”

“I thought I’d lose her to madness; instead I lost her for fucking caring.”

“Why don’t you go and catch her before she makes it to the lobby,” I offer. “I’ve got things under control here.”

Nodding, he gets to the door and turns back. “Am I wrong for wanting her safe?”

“No,” I tell him. “But you care for her because of who she is, Tony. I don’t know what strategy you used to get her here, but you aren’t fooling her. She wants to help; you know full well she’ll do it with or without you. Ask yourself if you can live with that.”

“Marriage suits you, Max,” he says, laughing. “See you soon.”

Walking back over to her room the nurse instructs me that she’s awake, alert, and extremely pissed off. Smiling to myself I mumble, she’s back and head in to see my wife.
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“Quit being a pussy,” he says while Saint sits on me.

“Keep talking, asshole, and I’ll show you pussy.”

“You promise?”

“I fucking hate—ow! Stop! Shit!”

“See?” he says, laughing with the others. “Pussy.”

Bishop leans forward, holding out his palm. In it is a rusty spoon that he just removed from my body. Sweating and in a fair amount of pain, I order him, “Get off me. I can’t breathe.” Once he’s off and I can take a deep breath; I look from him to the spoon, over to the team, and back to the spoon. “You fuckers are never going to let me live this one down, are you?”

Each one of them smiles in answer. Let it be known, to this day they haven’t let me forget, and I only use forks now, thank you very much.

 

I fucking hate hospitals.

The doctor says based on being capped in the lower back and it missing major muscles and never going deep enough to damage vital organs, my recovery time is anywhere from three to six months. He also says because I’m in good shape that time could be cut in half. Bottom line is, this is worse than the spoon incident. That got me a shot of lidocaine and a stitch. This has me walking with a cane and stuck in this hell hole for another week. Bishop and Max agree that I am by far the worst patient they have ever seen, and I don’t bother to correct them.

The nurses are pretty wonderful, and help me with my exercises and do a bang-up job managing my pain. Max refuses to go home, and if he does it’s only to shower, change, and come back. The biggest worry was my blood loss. Now that my vitals are stable I can feel myself getting stronger, but when my body decides it’s time to sleep, it sleeps.

I sleep a lot.

Visitors are also frequent. So frequent and loud, I’ve been moved three times in an effort not to piss off other patients. Now I’m literally at the end of the hall with empty rooms on each side and a janitor’s closet across from me. The janitor on duty this afternoon is Will. He’s a stand-up guy who sneaks me ice cream and gossips about the staff.

He is also a veteran, so we swap stories when he’s on break or when I accidently spill something and he comes in and takes two hours to clean it up.

The crew is bringing me dinner tonight, and we’re also going to discuss next steps. Max informed me Lina plans to recruit an army and that Tony is suddenly opposed to it. That threw me, but until I can speak with her about it I’m still Team Lina.

Max is the first to show, and as always he looks beautiful to me. Tossing a duffel bag on the chair next to my bed he walks to me, kisses me, then closes the door.

“How is my wife feeling?”

“Good,” I say. “Will just left. Did you know he was a pilot in Desert Storm?”

“No,” he says, “I did not. Should I be worried I have competition, Blue?”

“Pssh,” I say, reaching for him. “You’re the complete package, husband.”

“Good answer,” he says, opening the duffel. “Don’t tell the nurses, but I brought you a few things from home.”

Opening the duffel he produces several of his shirts, a pair of track pants, underwear, and oh my god! “Coney!” I squeal. “You do love me!”

“Blue,” he says, sitting next to me. “Never doubt how much, promise me.”

“Never,” I whisper. “I promise.”

Kissing me hard on the mouth, I slowly raise my arms up to put them around his neck. I’m still extremely stiff and sore, but I manage. I need him close to me, so the pain can fuck off.

“I’m interrupting,” says Tony. “I’ll just wait outside.”

“It’s okay, Tony,” I say. “For the immediate future all we’ve got is first base, anyway.”

“That’s one way to look at it,” he says, leaning against the wall. “Lina’s gone. She made it clear she won’t be found until she’s ready, and that she doesn’t want you to worry.”

“Shit,” I say, setting my Coney back down. My appetite suddenly vanished with the news. “It’s what she does,” I explain to them, both but mostly to Tony. “When she’s working or just needs space, she does this. Did she say anything else to you?”

“The message was for you, Jules,” he says looking at the floor. “I’ve made mistakes with her, I’m afraid. I’d like to think she’s teaching me a lesson, but after your explanation I’d have to say no.”

“What happened?”

“She overheard a conversation between Max and myself,” he says, looking miserable. “I was worried about her; she was adamant about helping from a distance despite my efforts. Then you were injured and she jumped in. She’s withdrawing from me, and once I thought about it, my decision to bring her in was before I knew the facts. She took it personally and left.”

“Tony,” I say. “I need you to listen to me. She’s a very insecure person, but not how you think. She’s also too fearless for her own good. She feels guilty about me, and she’s out for blood. You have to find her, convince her she can trust you, and do not let her do this alone.”

“I can’t lose her,” he says, more to himself than to us. “But she won’t let me hold on to her, either.”

“Give her a reason to, Tony,” I advise. “She told me she knows she’s being used by you, and she was okay with it because she was born to be used.”

“That isn’t true,” he growls. “Maybe it was in the beginning, but it hasn’t been since five minutes after meeting her!”

“Do not make the mistake of upsetting my wife,” says Max, standing up. “You did use her, Tony; don’t fucking sugar coat it. You got her to do what you wanted then she heard you tell me she wasn’t stable enough to do it.”

“You said that?”

“Yes, I said it!” he yells. “But I didn’t mean it to come out like that! She has these episodes where she completely blanks! I can’t subject her to that on a daily basis; I won’t fucking do it!”

“It’s how she stays sane, Tony,” I whisper, choking up. “She shuts down to process things, but she comes back. Consider what it is she does for a living, then factor in her abilities. She’s even surprised she’s held out this long.”

“I’ll find her,” he swears. “I’ll fix it. My apologies for upsetting you, Jules. What you did in protecting her, I can never repay but I will do my best. If there’s ever a need...”

“I’m asking now,” I say. “If you care for her half as much as I think you do, find her. If you don’t care for her, leave her alone.”

“When I find her,” he says in a low voice, “she’ll seriously reconsider ever fucking leaving me again.”

Storming out of the room Max whistles and I grab my phone, sending her a text. I let her know he’s coming for her and that he’s pissed at her for leaving. Within seconds she sends me a reply of her own.

Game the fuck on.

Tony may think she’s unstable and that he has the upper hand with her, but he’d be wrong about that, too. Before Max and I can discuss it, everyone shows up, and it goes from worrying about Lina’s sanity to worrying about Lina’s future as well as our own.
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“If you didn’t love Boss,” Jumbo says in a rare conversation, “Would you hook up with these club broads?”

“I do love her,” I tell him. “It’s always been her. I haven’t noticed another woman since the day I met her.”

“It’s cool if I do, though, right?”

“Not while you’re working, but after that, I don’t care what you do.”

“So banging in my truck out back is cool, right? Because I ain’t inside?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“Both?”

“What would Jules say?”

“She’d say keep that shit in your pants while you’re on the clock, manwhore. You can fuck it out when you clock out.”

“She actually says that, doesn’t she?”

“Yup.”

 

The last week of Jules being in the hospital has been rough on her. She’s up and mobile, but she tires quickly, and that pisses her off. Her team won’t leave her side any sooner than I will, and that’s driving her nuts, too. Tomorrow she’ll be discharged, so the girls went with Rogan and Rafe to get food and her scripts filled while the team and I get her ready for the move. She’s been doing her exercises like a woman on a mission. She works so hard she passes out immediately after. I’ve never been more proud of her.

Saint and Duffy went to the airport to grab Mack to surprise her when she gets home. Bishop and Jumbo begged to run the club this weekend, and I allowed it. It’s insured; the wait staff needs the cash, so they can destroy it for all I care. I just want to be home with my wife while she recovers, and I want her attached me even afterward. Waiting in her room for her to return from PT, I pack her bag, and when her phone pings I check it. I see a text from Lina, but an ongoing thread between the two. Scanning it quickly, I text Tony a hint of where I think she might be. Sending it over, I smile at myself for giving Tony a much-needed push. Jules was doing the same in her own way, so the sooner these two find each other and work it out, the better. Tony likes being in the know; I imagine being clueless is killing him right now. I might like knowing he’s suffering a bit, too.

Sitting in the chair, looking out the window over the city, I wonder when and how the next attack is going to come. I know it’s coming; it’s the one outcome we each are prepared for. We just don’t know which direction it will come from. The guys will be staying with us for a time, while rotating shifts at Rogan and Rafe’s as well. As soon as Lina is back in line, we’ll add her too. Tony needs to find her fast, though; her being out there exposed has her the easiest target right now. Especially, if she’s out there amassing an army without protection.

“What has you frowning?”

“Thinking about Lina,” I say, turning. “Out there exposed. Wondering when the next fight is coming, and making sure you’re safe when it happens.”

“Lina can handle herself until Tony tracks her down,” she says, navigating the wheelchair to sit next to me. “And hopefully the next strike doesn’t come for another few weeks, so I can participate.”

“I forbid it,” I growl. “Haven’t you been hurt enough?”

“Forbid it?” she asks, laughing. “I was shot, Maxwell; it happens.”

“It doesn’t happen,” I say, standing up. “This wasn’t random, god dammit; they wanted to kill you.”

“But they didn’t,” she says, “When they come back, I will fight. We all will fight.”

“No you won’t,” I say. “I want my wife safe!”

“I will fight, Maxwell,” she argues. “It’s what I’m good at, it’s what I’m trained for; you know that. They got the drop on me, but it will not happen again. Once you calm down, you’ll see—”

“I will not calm down!” I yell. “You were shot in the fucking back! You had machines breathing for you because your heart couldn’t take it! I can’t fucking take it, Blue! I can’t take you being out there in god damn danger! I don’t give a holy fuck how good you are at it!”

“Max,” she whispers, wrapping her arms around my waist. “I’m sorry.”

“You shouldn’t be,” I groan. “You didn’t do this. I’m just worried, Blue. This is raw for me right now; I can’t fucking deal with it.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” she says. “Let’s get me home, healed up, and have some serious us time, and we’ll take the rest as it comes, okay?”

“I know who I married, Blue,” I say, kissing her hair. “I just—”

“Want to protect me because you love me,” she says, finishing my thought for me. “If memory serves, that’s the very reason I came back too, Max.”

“Deal,” I say, sitting her down so she can rest. “You’ve got a deal.”

When she doesn’t answer I lean her back and see she’s fallen asleep in my arms. Laying her down, positioning her with a pillow to take pressure off of her back, I sit back in my chair watching her. Telling myself we’ll get through this is on repeat in my head. Maybe if I say it enough, I’ll even believe it.

Listening to her snore, I know that when we go to war my wife won’t allow herself to be pushed to the back. She’ll be on the front line with the rest of us, giving orders and knowing every one of us will listen.

My wife is a solider.
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“I’m horny,” I tell her, pouting. “This blows.”

“So does your mouth,” she says. “Use it for its intended purpose and quit your bitching.”

“He gets off but I don’t?”

“You take care of him, he takes care of you.”

“That won’t work!”

“You’re not listening to me,” she says, probably rolling her eyes at me over the phone. “You take care of him but, if he holds on hooking you up let his balls explode. Then take pictures.”

“Lina, you are a genius!”

“That’s why they pay me the big bucks.”

 

I’ve been home for three weeks now. A lot has happened in that time. To start, despite my therapist’s protests I stopped my PT and started working out with Max instead. I know what my body can and can’t do, so I listen to it and adjust accordingly. The fatigue is almost gone, which was my greatest challenge. For someone who doesn’t require a lot of rest in the first place things like falling asleep sitting up or at the dinner table was frustrating. Now I hardly nap and sleep through the night, but when I do wake up he’s there to talk me back to sleep.

Mack declared this an official case and is working on a joint venture with the FBI and Homeland Security. We don’t have all the details yet, but before he left to go back to DC he made it clear what’s happening here is a priority. Frankly, we need all the help we can get.

My team rented a house nearby so we can be accessible to each other while we put everything in order. Max and the guys are inseparable, and for some odd reason they thought they could boss me around like he does. I put that to rest immediately. Rogan and Rafe keep Venessa and Macy close. When they aren’t here going over intel and assisting us with our plans they have them under lock and key. The girls do not like that, but then again, they don’t have to.

Once a day I speak with Lina on the phone, but mostly we text. So far she’s found three cops that want in, five that want out, and eight that need to be extinguished. Our current problem is, we can’t go around extinguishing people, so we have to decide where to hold them and what to do with them once we have gotten everything useful from them. Lina says she’s monitoring them all and will keep us posted. It’s amazing how good she is at getting the truth.

Our goal is once we have a fair amount of good cops, we’ll need them to monitor the bad cops and give Lina a break. So yes, Hank was actually right for once. Cops will turn against cops.

This entire process is difficult because it’s being kept from the Captain. Lina is good at getting the truth, but every day my worry reaches new heights in case she runs into situation she isn’t prepared for. Tony has been close a few times, which she doesn’t like, but she manages to lose him. Between taking cases and doing her own research, Lina is exhausted. It doesn’t take much for people to talk. It takes even less for people to get itchy. Lina works with the very people she’s questioning. It’s still a betrayal, even if it’s for the greater good. It’s risky, and I don’t like her being out there alone.

Picking up the phone while Max is cooking dinner, I call her to check in. More than anything it’s for my peace of mind, and she knows that so she always answers.

“Hello, mother,” she says when she picks up.

“Update me, but first,” I say, “How are you?”

“Working,” she says. “Dead cop, called to the scene, no suspects.”

“Cause of death?”

“Gunshot wound,” she says. “Execution style.”

“Shit.”

“Pretty much,” she says. “I’ll call you later, I have to focus.”

“Wait,” I say quickly. “Have you heard from him?”

“He’s a problem for another day,” she says. “I have my hands full here. You’re not tipping him off, are you?”

“What?” I ask, offended. “No!”

“Didn’t think so,” she says. “It’s disgusting how good he is at this.”

“Lina,” I say. “Did you ever think to him this isn’t a game?”

“Of course it is,” she says. “It’s all a game. May the best man win. Which will be me, by the way, even though I don’t sport a cock. I might as well given how these idiots at the scene are a bunch of pussies. They are an embarrassment to pussy everywhere.”

“You’re getting off track,” I say. “Wrap it up.”

“Fine,” she says, blowing out a breath. “No one wants this solved, Red. They don’t care about this cop; they care about themselves. Same goes for Tony. He doesn’t care about us, he cares about him. It’s survival of the fittest, darling girl, and if we know anything its survival.”

“True,” I admit. “But I think you may be reading him all wrong; he could help you.”

“He helps those who help him, Red,” she says. “He’s an opportunist, he has too many secrets, and I have a job to do. I get that you’re Team Tony, but he’s holding on back on all of us. We don’t need him for this; I’ve got it under control.”

“I’m Team Lina all the way and you know it. I never thought I’d say this, Lina,” I say. “But you are a terrible liar.”

“But you love me,” she says. “I’m loveable, you can’t help it.”

“Yeah, you’re right,” I say. “Watch your six.” When there’s no answer I say her name several times. When she finally comes back to the line she says, “He’s here,” then disconnects.

Blowing out a whistle I lean back in my chair and smirk a bit. She may not trust him yet, but she wants him bad. Watching Lina play hard to get is going to be hilarious, if she doesn’t get herself killed first.

“How is she?”

“Tony caught up with her,” I say. “So she’s not smiling right now.”

“Good,” he says, handing me a bottle of water. ‘It was time to stop running anyway. She proved her point, he got it.”

“Is that right,” I say, leaning forward. “You tipped him off, didn’t you?”

“Maybe,” he says, shrugging. “Are you pissed that I did it?”

“No,” I say. “Sometimes she has trouble getting out of her own way. Tony seems like a bulldozer; she could use some authority in her life. Not like she ever listened to me much.”

“He cares about her a lot,” he says. “He won’t say it, but I think he fell for her. But since he can’t get a read on her he won’t do shit about it. He’s a control freak. I don’t blame her for leaving, Tony has a way of upsetting people. She’s got backbone; it will work out if it’s meant to.”

When it comes to Lina and Tony we’re both right. We see it even if they don’t, but time will tell, I suppose. In the meantime, I have a husband whose entire focus is waiting on me. It’s been weeks, so yeah, he can wait on me now. He can wait for me to come, while his head is buried between my legs.
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I called Rafe in an act of desperation. Most days the guy makes no sense, but every once in a while he pulls through.

“You need my help, huh?” he says, answering. “I won’t make you beg for it, but just so you know, I saw this coming.”

“I want to have sex,” I explain. “Being without her is driving me nuts. The doctor said—”

“Oh! I know this one! The doctor said four to six weeks, but she’s wanting to ride the Maxwell express and you happen to have an extra ticket.”

“The fact that Macy married you baffles me.”

“Women know their bodies; be easy with her and she’ll do the rest.” As I sit here thinking it over he continues, “And she married me because I’m more badass than Captain John Smith, you dick.”

 

She’s got that look in her eyes.

Rafe told me women know their bodies and to expect this, but as much as I want back in there I can’t forget she has a fucking hole in her back. She approaches me slowly, sitting on my lap. Like I don’t see what she’s up to?

“Maxwell,” she says, putting her head on my shoulder. “I’d like to make you a deal.”

“I’m listening,” I tell her, rubbing her arms. “All ears, Blue.”

“I need to come badly,” she says, with so much need I start to harden under her lap. “You need to come, too. I also think if I asked you to fuck me you’d tell me it’s too soon even though I know my body, but if you’ll make me come I’ll do the same for you. Do we have a deal?”

Swallowing hard, I answer, “Yeah, Blue, you’ve got a deal.” Reaching my hand between her legs I brush my fingers over her, causing her to gasp. “You do need to come don’t you?”

Nodding her head rigorously she reaches for my zipper. “You first,” I tell her, working my fingers faster. “You’ll soak my hand; then you can suck my cock.”

“Deal,” she says, fighting for air. “More please, Max.”

“Only because you asked nicely,” I say moving her underwear out of the way. Removing my hand, she whimpers, but then when I lick my fingers her eyes start to close and she smiles “Open,” I order her, and her gaze snaps up to mine.

Working my wet fingers over her, inside of her and picking up speed, she’s coming all over my hand in seconds. Once she calms and starts to go lax I see her eyes closing and try to help her up so she can get in bed to sleep. “Come on, Blue,” I say gently lifting her. “Let’s get you to bed.”

“Nuh-uh,” she says, kneeling down. “It’s your turn.”

“Blue,” I say, reaching out to pull her up. “I can have my turn tomorr—fuck!”

“You’re coming now,” she says, wrapping her tiny fist around me. “I’m taking these jeans off, yanking your boxers down, and sucking your cock. If you have a problem with that you can file a formal complaint after.”

“Shit,” I groan, locking my knees. “Proceed.”

And she does.

Sucking, licking, and gently biting, she has my back sweating in no time. Sinking my hands into her and guiding her mouth she takes me deep then shallow, then deep again. She pulls back, cups my balls, and spits on my cock only to work me even harder. She’s moaning while digging her nails into my thighs. She has never blown me like this before. I’m thinking my wife missed my cock.

“Look at me,” I order her. “I’m going to come,” I advise her. “You’re going to swallow it.”

When she lights up at my order she goes insane over my cock being in her mouth. When my muscles tighten I pull her head back and fuck her mouth as far and as hard as she’ll let me. When I erupt she keeps her eyes on me, and two gulps later she slowly removing herself from the floor and back onto my lap.

“Now you can carry me,” she says, yawning. “I have orgasmic paralysis.”

“Is that a thing?”

“If it isn’t it should be,” she says, as I lay her in our bed. “Are you tired?”

“Getting there,” I tell her, tucking her in. “I’m going to check in with the team and make sure my club is still standing, then I’ll grab your meds and come to bed.”

“Okay,” she says, tossing her shirt from her body and snuggling in. “I’ll wait up.”

“Okay, Blue,” I say laughing. “I won’t be long.”

“Max?” she asks, dozing off and she’s so fucking beautiful I almost crumble from the force of it. Seeing her so small and tired. My wife is never small and tired; she’s enormous with endless energy, and just like the events that brought her to this wreck me. I could have lost her.

“Yeah, Blue?”

“You’re the best husband ever,” is all she says before her mouth goes slack and she starts drooling. Even then there is nothing more beautiful to me.

Calling the guys, I’m assured the club is flourishing. I call bullshit, but whatever; until I see a lawsuit I’m not worrying about it. They are keeping their eyes and ears open for any news that comes through those doors, and I’m grateful to them for that.

Mack insisted on emails of her progress and it was a condition I didn’t mind adhering to. So each night I drop him a quick line letting him know she’s doing well. Rogan and Rafe are laying low with the girls. The Captain has them on shit cases and they aren’t too happy about that, considering the city has bigger fish to fry, but they also are using being back on the streets to their advantage. They’ve been hearing all sorts of shit. Things like an uprising, turf war, Armageddon Detroit-style.

My last call is Tony. He’s been very secretive lately, and I don’t much care for it. We’ve all got a lot of shit to deal with, and now is not the time to be keeping anything from anyone. Dialing him, I grab her meds and a bottle of water to take up once we’re finished.

“Yes, Max,” he says, annoyed. “We’re alive. How can I help you?”

“For starters,” I say, “You can thank me for helping you and then you can tell me how she’s doing.”

“Thank you,” he says dryly. “She’s just fine; her ass is tender, but no worse for the wear.”

“I meant in the head,” I say, rolling my eyes.

“Let’s go with determined,” he says, evading the question, which tells me she’s close by. “She’s quite skilled at getting people to do her bidding; I’m proud. My influence is finally wearing off on her.”

“Cocksuckingsonofabitchlyingwhore!” she yells in the background, causing Tony to laugh. “See? Smooth sailing.”

“Christ, you’re enjoying, this aren’t you?”

“Not even a little bit,” he says, laughing even harder. “That was a lie, by the way.”

He disconnects and I stand there scratching my head. It wasn’t too long ago I tried something similar, and we all know how that turned out. Laughing to myself, I grab her things and head upstairs, wondering if he’s going to benefit as much as I have. Then I shake my head of those thoughts, because no one could benefit like I have. I hit the god damn lottery.
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I paid for my mother’s cremation, squared her debt, and had her ashes sent to me. For weeks I left them out on the balcony, but on one particular night when I was missing Max something awful, I went to the balcony and brought her inside. I don’t know why I did it. Maybe because in the end, despite everything I was grateful she kept me, even if she didn’t love me.

I know what being unloved feels like. But I have to believe at one point she did love me just a little bit. That next morning I woke up, grabbed her urn, and put it in my passenger seat. She always said because of me she was never able to travel. So I took her for a tour of DC, told her what I did for a living, and told her that even if she didn’t love me that I still loved her. True, I didn’t like her much, but deep down I held a small amount of love for her.

Pulling up to the old bridge that time forgot, I opened the urn and let the breeze take her wherever it was she needed to go. I will say this, if she taught me how to do anything, it was to forgive. Life with her demanded I had a forgiving nature.

After being unwanted and unloved, I was still able to forgive her.

But I’ll never forget.

 

For days we’ve all been following up on leads, with Lina’s help building our army and making progress. Which is why I’m confused at the sudden dinner that’s a must-attend by everyone. Our kitchen is stocked and when the team isn’t here scouring it they go for Coney or to the brewery, so maybe everyone has cabin fever or some shit? Either way Max says we have to go, and when he issues an order, I listen. Well, not always, but I don’t need an excuse to take a break to spend time with my friends. Yes, I had wanted to stay in because I still want him to myself as much as possible but if I have to share, it might as well be with the group.

Max yells to wrap it up, so I do. With the weather starting to turn I grab a pullover and head downstairs. He orders me nicely to check the weather, yelling  forecast details to him, he exits the back door and I hear him fire up his bike. Doing a little tap dance in place, I grab my phone and helmet and meet him in the driveway. Helping me climb on because I’m still a bit tender, he takes his time getting me to our destination. That’s another thing about Max, he’s never in a hurry.

“You’re quiet back there,” he says.

“Just enjoying the ride,” I say back. “Where are we going?”

“Green Dot Stables,” he says. “It was the girls’ idea, there was no turning them down.”

“Then who are we to argue?” I ask laughing, then molding myself to him as he takes a corner. The last week or so I’ve noticed Lina has been more relaxed, open, and at the same time reserved. Tony has been super alpha, pushy, and not relaxed in the slightest. Rogan, Venessa, Rafe, and Macy are still power couples who seldom separate. My team loves Max like I do, and if I didn’t put my foot down they’d steal him from me. Eric Young is helping Mack and due to test in for a spot on our team soon. He would be a welcome addition.

Walking into the Green Dot there are phones flashing and yelling. Squinting my eyes to see who in the fuck they’re yelling at it’s not until Max guides me to our table that I see it’s me.

“Happy Birthday!” they yell, then break into song. My face flushes every shade of red imaginable.

They remembered.

I hadn’t.

Hugs, kisses, fist bumps, and an ass pinch (Bishop), we sit down and I’m surrounded by presents. It’s not every day a girl like me gets presents so when I was looking uncomfortable, Duffy chimes in to lighten the mood.

“Told you,” he says, slapping Saint. “She don’t like parties, dick; you owe me fifty bucks.”

“You don’t like parties?” asks Tony, pulling Lina closer. “Who doesn’t like a party in their honor?”

“Uh, her,” says Lina, rolling her eyes and trying to move away. “Don’t.” he says and just like that she stops moving. He leans in and whispers something else, and her eyes close. She also does something I have never seen her do. She smiled at him.

“Whatever,” says Venessa. “We used to do parties all the time; I even brought our drink of choice.” Pulling several bottles of strawberry Boone’s Farm from her bag I start laughing, hard.

“You don’t even drink anymore, Venessa, and you can’t bring booze in here.” I say, reaching for one.

“For you,” she says, raising the bottle, “I’ll make an exception and shut up before we get busted.”

“To Jules,” says Macy, raising her bottle. “A badass in her own right. A bullet couldn’t bring her down, but Max sure could.”

“Hey!”

“To Jules,” says the group, each lifting a bottle.

“To Blue,” says Max, pulling me to him. “My wife, my warrior, my hero.”

“Don’t do it, Boss,” says Bishop, wiping his eyes. “Don’t you fucking do it.”

“I’m not doing anything asshole.” I laugh, walking over to him. “You are.”

When he sniffles, I hug him around his big neck. “Love you, Bishop.”

“Love you, Boss,” he says quietly. Then looking around the table, he says, “Love all these cockfuckers.”

“You on your period?” asks Rafe, which got an actual laugh out of Rogan and Jumbo. “It’s just a birthday party man. Ain’t nothing to go all hallway movie over, damn.”

“Hallmark, fucker,” growls Bishop. “It’s Hallmark, and those movies are classic, dickhead.”

“Moving on!” says Max. “Who’s hungry?”

Just like that we order, make jokes and even a bigger mess. Once everyone is full and having conversations that are all over the place, I sit back and take it all in. For me, I’m used to my team and seeing my friends maybe every few years. This, this feeling of fullness is new for me, and for the first time I am truly afraid. Because now I just don’t have something to lose, I have everything to lose. Max must pick up on my distress, because when he whispers to me I have to tell him the truth. “Everyone I love is in one room,” I whisper. “Together.”

“And?”

“I’m overwhelmed.”

“You’re loved, Blue,” he whispers.

“I am,” I agree, looking in his eyes then around the table. I really am.

After my cake is cut, the Boone’s is gone, and the place cleared out we get down to business. To date we’ve got a dozen cops who refuse to be bought, another dozen give or take who haven’t been bought yet, and given that Detroit has twelve precincts we have a shit ton of territory to cover. We started with the Captain’s precinct and are working our way through based on any officers with conduct unbecoming first, pending legal suits second and known debt, third. Here’s where it gets interesting. Lina is friends with a local bookie, Rion, who she called in a few favors with.

Rion is a crazy, tiny female that half the city and suburbs are indebted to. If anyone knows which cops have a debt, it’s her, and in return of getting her help hopefully she recovers some money, too. The best part about it is most who bet with her think she’s a man. Not because she looks like one, because she doesn’t. She looks like a little sprite, but because of her enforcers. Talk about two bird’s one stone and all that. Well that and they think Ryan is a man when Rion is a woman.

Hours of scouring the books, feeds and shadows we confirmed Hank was in fact trafficking women from Lush. Max is struggling with that, as I suspected he would but he's handling it well. He’s out to right his father’s wrongs. I can’t blame him for that. The big unknown is across the bridge. Hopefully Homeland Security steps in to help us with any issues involving what’s coming and going over the border, but until Mack says otherwise, we wait. We suspect the girls that were taken from Detroit ended up in Canada. Each of us are hopeful they can be recovered.

Although we’ll never know for sure, someone got to Gary and offered him Venessa. Whether they paid him in money, drugs, or both, he went for it. Got dead for it, too.

The dirty cop who held Macy in that basement on Ben’s orders was one of many doing someone’s dirty work. Brigg’s, who was once a decent cop—although nothing special—decided drugs and money were more important than Macy and succumbed to greed, too.

The good news is none of them are alive to continue being greedy.

Travis Walker was given a quiet funeral, which I attended from a distance. He wasn’t given an officer’s sendoff, which bummed me out, but that’s not a huge surprise, either. His family and close friends attended and he was loved, which was good to know.

The cop I shot was not one of the good guys; in fact, if he were alive he’d be in every category of the lists we generated. Hacking into the precincts database, I read that he also had numerous complaints from citizens, as well as three rape charges that he was never tried, suspended, or reprimanded for.

Good riddance to that asshole.

The Captain is doing his best to give Rogan and Rafe shit jobs even rookies would balk at. But at the same time, he’s trying to get in our good graces, too. Not fucking likely. Whether it’s to allow them the time they need to help us or to keep them out of his hair, I can’t be sure. But I will say, neither one of them appreciates his tactics.

We still have no leads on who the drive-by shooters were, and it’s not looking like we’re going to strike it big in that arena anytime soon. Detroit is full of bullet ridden black on black SUVs, period. Needle meet haystack.

On a positive note, we decided to keep the name and the concept of Shadow Squad going. Max demanded to fund us, while Mack backs us up from DC. Lina, with Tony’s help (whether she likes it or not), is doing what she said she would: giving us our army.

As for me, looking around this room, I’m reminded of second chances. I was given a second chance at life, at love, and at making my city a safer place.

When Max pulls me onto his lap and runs his fingers lightly over my healing wound I know he’s remembering the moment we came close to losing it all. I know I am.

We’ve had our distance, our tests, and our misunderstandings. We’ve made serious mistakes trying to put the other first, while hurting each other in the process, but we learned from them, and that’s what counts. Some days I look at him and the only words I’ve got are I love you. Because that really says it all. No other words are needed, no deep conversations, just the facts.

I love him.

He loves me.

I kill for him, he kills for me.

I may not be immortal or possess superpowers, but the one thing, the only thing that will cause me to put everything on the line is him, my husband, Maxwell Allen.

Because that’s what a good wife does; she does what it takes.

I married a berserker. A man that loses it when he thinks I’m hurt, a man that will take on a room full of people to get me, and a man that, in the end, came for me.

He put me first.
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“Boss is happy,” he says, hugging me again. Jesus, this guy likes to hug. “That means I’m happy.”

“That’s good,” I tell him sarcastically. “You’re happiness is important to me.”

“Did you just make a joke?”

“I don’t joke.”

“Told you she’d need a partner,” he says, punching me really fucking hard. “Needed a husband, too. Love you, Mad Max.”

“I swear to god if you kiss me I’ll fucking choke you,” I warn him, laughing.

“Bitch, please,” he says, walking away.“You ain’t my type.”

 

Lush has never been fuller. Not just because of the crowd that shows every weekend to see what Kharma will do next, or my new and improved bouncing staff that the women stand in line to flirt with. No, it’s full because of her. My new head of security, my wife. The security system now has no flaws, no shadows to worry about, and I am no longer stuck behind my desk monitoring my club. Well, our club now. My first order of business was making it a full partnership with Blue, adding her name to everything and asking her input as well. Lush is full now. Full of friends, family, and safety.

Even better is all the time I get to spend with her. Learning her, watching her and most of all laughing with her. During her recovery we both matured quite a bit. We made a mutual decision not to take our honeymoon until this was over. Neither one of us wants to travel with a cloud hanging over us, and in the event of an attack, we refuse to leave our family vulnerable.

Each night after closing we sit down to a family-style meal, talk business and pretty much enjoy the hell out of each other. I never thought I’d be a part of team especially one like this. Turns out that old saying is true, friends are the family you get to choose.

I thought I was content keeping myself apart; turns out I wasn’t. Being content is about accepting the good, the bad and always facing change. I can do that now without excuses because she’s with me. The new and improved Shadow Squad is pretty fucking impressive, too. I did lay down the law, though; whether we are all together or apart the chunk of bank I spent on Kevlar had to be worn at all times. Luckily the vests are so lightweight they aren’t noticeable. The girls’ only complaint was it hid their racks, but we men thought that was the best thing about it.

Lately, Bishop and Duffy have been training with me exclusively. Who knew underneath all this skin was a fighter? They call me Mad Max or beg me to hit a beserker rage, both of which are funny to me. I’m not mad or crazy, but apparently when I blow it’s a sight to see. Jules watches us train, gives us tips, and even invites the rest of the crew into the mix. Rafe won’t allow Macy to spar with anyone but him, and Venessa gets seriously bitchy when she has to spar with Jules. Why? Because Jules is probably the one female that Venessa can’t beat and that pisses her off. The thing about Venessa is, she comes back for more. She wants to learn, be better, and channel her anger, because that woman has a lot of it and Jules is a patient teacher.

Lina and Tony are the anti-couple couple. When Tony isn’t stalking her he’s trying to invent new ways to stalk her. He’s a man obsessed, and from my angle, Lina could not care even a little bit. She’s focused on tipping the balance into our favor and she’s succeeding. Tony hates it.

Looking back on my life I can admit I’ve made a lot of mistakes. It wasn’t until she stood up to me, fought for me, and defended me that I realized it was all about getting here, to this moment. That moment where you don’t just see it, you feel it. You just know you’ve got soldiers that are so fucking loyal to you, and you to them, that you’d put life and death on the line for them.

My wife taught me that.

She’s been teaching me since the night she first straddled my bike, and she’s been teaching me ever since. I started out a slow learner, but eventually I caught up. She said yes twice, and I’ll spend the rest of my life making her happy she did. Yes, we’re at war. It wasn’t a war of our choosing, but one we are determined to fight.

Because, Detroit is worth it.

Fuck, she’s worth it.

She’s worth everything.

She’s who I go berserk for.

Every fucking time.
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K.S. Adkins is a full time everything. When I'm not wifing, mothering or being bossy; I'm reading, writing or shooting. A full time Realtor, lifelong Michigander and all around lover of all things guns and Detroit. I believe in freedom of foul language, gratuitous nudity, tattoos and mosh pits. I've recently taken up drinking wine and feel like I'm really making progress with it. I think my chances at finding a place within the romance genre is 50/50 but I suck at numbers so what do I know?

My stories are written with heavy dialogue and are Detroit based. If you don't like heavy dialogue or Detroit don't read my stories. My characters are typically dark and fairly fucked up so if you want sappy characters without issues, don't read my stories.

I love violence, guns, blood, naughty words, awkward sex, rap, metal and untraditional people. Every fight scene was tried and tested by me. I have the bruises to prove it too.

I write romance but my characters are not romantic, each is a work in progress. My stories are about strong women and the alphas who try to tame them but never do.

At the end of the day you may not like my stories, you may also think I suck as an author and that's okay, but I have to tell you I had the best fucking time writing them and for me that's what it's all about.

Word to your Mother.
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Big thank yous and fist bumps go out to every single fucking human who took a shot when they said, ‘this book looks interesting’ and bought it. Lap dances to those that actually liked it! Hugs and kisses to my family and friends for loving me always.

Venessa, Courtney, Maya, Jill, Julie (Love you so hard) Chelle Bliss, Tara & Dawn (Vagina’s United!), Melissa Gill (for my wicked killer cover), Gitte &Jenny (The Totallybooked Babes!), Black Firefly and the hardest rapper to stalk and my inspiration; Eminem.

I love feedback, if it’s bad be diplomatic or I’ll show up at your house, kay?

Hit me up on Facebook @ K.S. Adkins or Twitter @Hoodwrites

And to Detroit Rock City!
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The tracks that inspired Berserk are super personal to me. Hell, music is super personal to me. Now I’d like to share it with you. If you can please support these artists, they’ve inspired me more than any words in a story can say.

♦ “Berserk” by Eminem

♦ “Fancy” by Iggy Azalea

♦ “All I Wanted” by Paramore

♦ “Shot at the Night” by The Killers ♦ “Ring the Alarm” by Beyonce

♦ “Sanctified” by Rick Ross

♦ “Same Love” by Macklemore

♦ “Sadness is a Blessing: by Lykke Li ♦ “Walk Away” by Ben Harper

♦ “Pompeii” by Bastille

♦ “Doo Doo Brown” by Luke Skywalker ♦ “Push Pull Destroy” by Battlecross ♦ “When a Man Loves a Woman” by Percy Sledge ♦ “A Falling Through” by Ray LaMontagne ♦ “I Just Wanna Love You” by Jo Caine ♦ “Elastic Heart” by Sia

♦ “My Life” by 50 Cent ft. Eminem

♦ “Grandloves” by Purity Ring

♦ “Story of my Life” by One Direction ♦ “Girl with the Tattoo” by Miguel 
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