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Dedication

	 

	To any victim, anywhere: you are not alone.
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	1-800-273-8255



	




	Blurb:

	
Nick doesn't want to be a hitman. The mobsters holding his younger sister hostage have other plans. With the threat of her death looming, Nick's only option is to follow orders. Repeatedly. 

	 

	Getting mugged isn't on Scarlet's agenda when her janky car breaks down, and she opts to walk home rather than pony up for a cab. But being rescued by a dreamy, brooding, knight-in-shining-hoodie almost makes up for it. 

	 

	Nick's decision to step out of the bloody shadows and be her hero has dire consequences, shifting pieces in a sick game and setting into motion a plan that's decades in the making. 

	 

	With their smoldering chemistry impossible to fight, Nick's midnight murder trail is at risk of exposure. And wanting what he shouldn’t have could put his heart as the next target, or his loved ones in the crosshairs of a mad-man.


*****
Held is a multi-pov romantic suspense novel set in a fictional town with dirty streets and dirtier cops. Run by two mob families with an uneasy truce, Twin Bay is in constant flux. The anti-heroes and heroines struggle, curse, bleed, and die for the love they so desperately want. Each of these novels has dark themes, intense action, meaningful intimacy, rewarding love, & guaranteed happy endings.

Take a walk on the mob side.

 

	 


*CONTENT ADVISORY*
 

	This book contains acts of violence, strong language, and situations that some readers might find triggering.
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	Nick

	 

	He didn’t want to be a hitman.

	Yet here he was, lurking in the shadows of a defunct nightclub with a gun drawn and his back pressed against gritty cinderblock. A patrol car crept past the alley, the high-pitched squeal of its brakes echoing in the street. 

	Eyes trained on the blue and white, Nick hugged his 9mm to his chest.

	If those cops—hell, any cops—saw him, his present position would get him more than a few questions. And he had no desire to find out what would happen if he missed his kill window.

	A light beamed from the passenger side of the cruiser, bounced over the dumpster next to him, settled briefly on a lumpy bag spilling over the edge, and shot up the wall and into the sky. When the light snapped off and the car rolled away, Nick twisted the silencer again for good measure. 

	He popped his head around the corner and scanned the street. Good. Gone for now. The reek of rotting trash nearly overwhelming, he fought a gag. 

	Maybe the mob should’ve put some garbage men on the take, instead of nearly the entire police force. He swallowed the burning in his throat and shook his head. The bile had nothing to do with the smell, however. No. Someone else would die tonight. In place of his little sister.

	The face of his watch flashed as he flicked his wrist. Two minutes to go. One more thug to put down. Then he’d hear her voice. How would she sound tonight? Would they get to talk long? He hoped like hell they hadn’t hurt her again.

	Nick tilted his head, listening. 

	Wind rustling trash from his left. Bat chitters from above. And now voices. He leaned away from the wall and spied two men strolling down the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street. 

	Probably out looking for drugs or late-night action. God, he hated this town. Cops were useless for anyone who actually needed them, like his sister. They were either owned by the mob or scared shit-less.

	A loud, slurred voice seeped through cracks in the door molding to his right, and Nick steeled himself. 

	Just another thug to put down. No big deal. Done it before. Just one more hit. Pull the trigger, get a phone call.

	 “—Valentine punks are all the same. Bring my damn money tomorrow, Matches. I ain’t playin’.”

	The steel back door of the club scraped against the molding as it inched open. Nick rotated, finger on the trigger, his arm outstretched.

	“Yeah, yeah. I’m going.” The sleazy, low-level thug oozed out and stumbled over his own feet.  

	Good. Drunk was easier, at least. As if anything in Nick’s life could be easy.

	The man kicked the door closed, staggering back a few steps. Nick ticked his mental list: black hair, leather jacket, and right on time. 

	Damn it. They always showed. Just like clockwork.

	The guy still hadn’t noticed anything amiss, and Nick’s heart slammed as his finger squeezed the trigger. 

	The gun’s hammer clicked, followed by the unmistakable whoosh of compressed air. The sleaze slumped to the ground—plus one, dead-center headshot. 

	Nick strained his ears for any sign he’d been heard as he stared at it. No, not it. Him. Stared at him. A person. Probably with a family.

	Nick’s gut turned. He holstered his gun as he stepped over the body and headed back toward the faded sidewalk. The buzz of adrenaline and the crawl of nausea swept through him just like every other time, and he clenched his jaw. 

	Another one down, another chunk of his soul gone. How many could be left? Of either? One robotic step in front of another was all he could manage until a nasal voice from the sidewalk halted him.

	“What do we have here? Where you going, sweetheart?”

	Another voice joined his; this one deeper, gravelly.

	“Hey, don’t just keep walkin’, my friend is talking to you. We just wanna have some fun.”

	Nick crept to the corner of the building, peered around, scanned, and pulled back. The same two punks from earlier and a woman. The biggest guy blocked all but her high heel shoes. Nick thinned his lips. Who walked down the street in heels? At night? 

	“No thanks. I get the feeling your kind of fun would only end with me at Doctor Mera’s office getting some unpronounceable cream.”

	Her warm voice, thick with sarcasm, made Nick’s brows lift as he fought a smile. But his frown slid back into place. 

	The chances of this going well without interference were pretty slim. He chewed on his lip and shook his head. God, this was the worst time for this. He stared at an indecipherable piece of graffiti as he listened.

	Nasal man sounded closer. “Aww, don’t be like that, sweetheart. My friend Jeb here got a nice fat bonus today. I can get us a real nice hotel room.” 

	“No. No, I’m good. I’ve got to get home.” Her response was less sure. 

	A high wheezing laugh broke through the deep, muddy chuckle, filling the cold air. 

	Nick growled under his breath which escaped his mouth in an angry puff of steam. Damn it! He rubbed the back of his neck and looked up at the murky sky. 

	He was hungry, tired, and had already made his kill. The last thing he needed was to get involved with this woman. 

	Not tonight. Not ever.

	“Ace, sounds like she’s not that into you. Maybe I’m more her type. Whaddya say?”

	“Don’t. Touch me.”

	Nick gritted his teeth as his heart rate shot up. He wished, just for once, he could stop caring. Stop letting the universe give him reasons to feel, reasons to hate himself when it all went wrong. 

	Maybe he could pretend to be a low-life scum who could pass a woman in trouble and not give a damn about what happened. One of those keep-your-eyes-down sheep that filled Twin Bay's streets. 

	“Don’t matter if she is or not. You know that. Come on, we’re running outta time.”

	“Ow! Just . . . get off!”

	One of the men let out a sharp grunt. “Fuck, grab her hands!”

	Nick rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. Not now, or ever. Damn it. 

	He rounded the corner of the building, raising his pistol as he glided behind the meathead with baggy pants. He cracked the butt of his gun against the base of his skull. The grimy dead-beat dropped with a small grunt and a large thud. 

	Nick leveled his gun at the remaining thug, gaunt from years of apparent drug use. his brain finally took in the whole scene, and he blinked as he tightened his grip on the gun.

	A thick, woolly cloth puddled at the woman’s feet. Probably a shrug of some sort. One thug crumpled beside Nick, unconscious. The other glared right back at him with a twisted, smug sneer plastered on his face. He held a knife to the woman’s throat, his other hand tight around her upper arm.

	When his eyes flicked to Nick’s gun, they widened. He took several steps backward, pulling the woman with him, bits of crumbling sidewalk crunching as they went. 

	Wow. Not a streetwalker. Gorgeous. In trouble, you idiot. He blinked but couldn’t stop staring.

	Air became some random thing his body used to need, his lungs refusing to work as he watched her fearful breaths leave tiny, fleeting clouds in the frigid air. 

	His brows twitched in surprise, and his heart skipped when her wide, wet eyes locked onto his. They sparkled, illuminated by the old yellow security light which hung, half-broken, from the front of the long-boarded-up club.

	With significant effort, he forced his gaze back to the thug and cleared his throat.

	“You know, I really don’t need this tonight.” The still-fresh image of blood flashed in his mind, and his stomach clenched as he slowly advanced. “You’ve got one chance to run before this gets ugly.” 

	He’d never killed anyone who wasn’t on his list. The thought of crossing the line between I had no choice, to that felt good was terrifying. But this guy might shove him straight over.

	“Take one more step; I dare you! You think I’m scareda you?” The druggy wheezed another laugh and adjusted his grip on the knife. “How ‘bout you turn around and forget all about this, or I cut her.” He pushed the point against her throat, and she sucked in a breath. “Better yet, toss me your wallet first.”

	An overwhelming and entirely unwelcome protective urge swelled in Nick. He flicked his eyes back to hers and swallowed. 

	Least she stayed calm. At this point, a victim might begin begging for her life, or bargaining. Maybe say something along the lines of ‘Please, just give it to him, I don’t want to die!’

	“Don’t give this asshole anything,” she snarled.

	He raised his brows, the corners of his mouth turning up. 

	“Wasn’t planning on it.” He inclined his head toward the thug. “Tell you what I am planning.” He cocked the gun, giving it an appraising glance. “It involves zip-ties, and you’re not gonna like it.” 

	In one swift move, he fired a shot directly above the man’s head and moved to close the distance between them.

	“Shit!” The man jerked his hands away to cover his head, yanking the knife backward.

	Nick stuttered to a standstill, and time slowed as fear pooled in his stomach. A deep, flowing red path opened on her shoulder. She screamed as the man scrambled away, muttering to himself. 

	The sound of metal clattering to the ground barely reached Nick’s ears, and he stood locked in place as he watched the blood seep down her chest and shoulder. She clutched at the gash, and he sucked in a breath as his brain jolted back to life. 

	Not how that was supposed to go. God, what did he think would happen?  

	She fell to her knees. Instead of chasing down the punk and beating him to within an inch of his life, like the guy deserved, Nick ran the last four feet to her. 

	He dropped the gun and snatched up the shrug thing. Lifting her hand, he pressed the cloth to the gash to slow the bleeding and replaced her hand on top of it. Her mouth dropped open in a silent cry as her eyes squeezed shut, but she clenched her jaw before a sound came out. Her whole body trembled.

	“Damn it! Okay, hang on. Push down as hard as you can.” Concern graveled his voice, and he placed a hand on hers to add more pressure.

	When she bit down hard on her lip, Nick winced. Too much blood. And the agony in her eyes pained him. He frowned. Someone like her should never have that look. Hell, nobody should. Why was she out here alone in the first place?

	He leaned over further and supported her head on his left arm as she flattened on the sidewalk. Her face paled, breath hitched. 

	He slid his arm out from under her neck, dug his phone out of his pocket, dialed 911, and wedged it between his ear and shoulder. Tears dropped from her eyes as she let her arm fall. What shape were they? Round. No, almond. Stunning is what they—He winced again. Focus!

	So stupid to walk these streets at night. What was she thinking?! He kept his voice even and caught her gaze. 

	“Hey, focus on me. What’s your name?”

	She blinked a few times and stuttered a breath as she scanned his face. Her brows twitched as their eyes met. 

	“Scarlet . . . Price. What’s y—”

	“Attempted mugging,” he swallowed, answering the 911 operator’s sudden question. “Lady has a large knife wound. Corner of Eighth and Bertman Bay Avenue.” The phone slipped off his shoulder and clattered beside her head.

	She swallowed as she closed her eyes, and he mentally grumbled. She didn’t need to know his name. Even if he wanted her to for some inexplicable reason. 

	Another tear slid down, dragging mascara in a watery streak. It mixed with the crimson staining her hair—a twisted canvas of pain.

	They wouldn’t see each other again; his horrid life would roll on. He’d talk to his sister tonight once they got confirmation of the kill. He’d get angry and damage something. Then he’d toss and turn all night, battling his nightmares. 

	He’d go to work tomorrow at the hardware store and pretend nothing had happened, just like every other time. Then he’d get another mark and have to do it all over again. All while Scarlet Price and her gorgeous face existed in her own, probably perfectly planned, world. A world that didn’t have a place for someone like him. 

	A killer like him. 

	He needed to be gone when the ambulance showed up, no question, but the thought of leaving her alone made his heart ache. Even so, he couldn’t tell her his name.

	“Nick.”

	Good lord, brain, what the fuck?  And the real name on top of it? Her eyes fluttered back open, and her cheek twitched into a pained smile.

	“Nick. I like th—Thank you.” 

	She reached up and squeezed the hands he had pressed against her shoulder. He sucked in a breath and furrowed his brow. 

	He wasn’t going to see her again, so clearly it didn’t matter that her strength impressed the hell out of him. Or that her striking eyes almost glowed, like honeyed amber. Or that her hand was impossibly soft. Or that the way she stared, like he was some kind of savior, stirred feelings that didn’t belong in someone like him. 

	‘Cause he knew good and damn well, he was nobody’s hero. 

	He chanced a quick glance under her hand and, thankfully, the bleeding had slowed. Relief washed over him.

	“How,” she swallowed and winced, catching his gaze. “Is it bad?”

	How the hell was he supposed to answer that? He didn’t know how deep it ran or if there was any significant damage. So, he just looked at her and drew in the side of his mouth. She closed her eyes and nodded, turning her head toward the sky.

	“Guess I won’t be fly-fishing anytime soon.”

	Nick didn’t have time to stop the snort or the smile. Her cheek twitched, and she looked back at him. 

	Fishing seemed like literally the last thing she’d ever do. He had to know.

	“Do you fly-fish?”

	She bit her lip and winced, eventually refocusing on him.

	“No. Fish are gross.”

	A wide grin split his face, and he shook his head. She winced again, and he glanced over his shoulder as faint sirens approached. 

	What would he do if they showed up while he was there? For God’s sake, there was a dead body in the alley around the corner. There would be way too many questions if they found that.

	She stuttered a breath, and he exhaled as he refocused on her. She searched his eyes for a moment until he guessed shock set in and hers fluttered closed. 

	He wanted her to look at him again, without fear. Without pain. Anything to make him feel a little less alone.

	The sirens closing in drew his glance back to the road again. He needed to leave, but he couldn’t pull himself away. The waning heat of her body drew him in like a magnet, even from just her right arm pressed against his knees. 

	He frowned as his mind eventually won, and he shifted, but her eyes shot back open.

	“Don’t leave!” The need and fear in her voice sent a chill down his spine.

	“I . . . can’t stay. You’ll be okay; they’re almost here.”

	He moved again, but she reached up and clutched at his collar, surprising him with a different strength.

	“Nick!”

	Illogical as it was, the urgency in her voice when she said his name irritated him to no end. 

	Because he liked it. A whole hell of a lot.

	And he hated that he liked it. He didn’t get to like things. Not while his sister was a prisoner of some psychopath monster and his lackeys. 

	Flashes of red and blue snapped his attention back to the street, lighting the windows of the buildings two blocks up, and his pulse quickened. Nearly too late.

	His gaze fell to her face. Before he could stop himself, he brushed his thumb across her cheek, wiping away a watery, black tear, and smearing the color across her creamy skin. Even her perfect, heart-shaped face was soft. And the curve of her jaw fit nicely in his palm. 

	Damn it. 

	He scowled and slowly pulled his hand away.  “I’m really sorry. You’ll be . . . they’re right there.”

	They didn’t break eye contact as he untangled her fingers from his collar and put her hand in place of his. 

	“Keep pressure on it. Okay?” 

	She nodded and chewed her lip. Nick grabbed his gun and stuffed it in the waistband of his pants. Then he jammed his phone into his back pocket as he stood. 

	He looked down at her prone, damaged body and hated himself. Again. As if he needed one more reason. Guilt filled his mind. She didn’t deserve any of this. Hell, nobody did, most especially to suffer alone, but he had to go. He didn’t have a choice.

	 He paused before he shook his head and trotted down the sidewalk, trying hard not to glance back. The red and blue lights just crested the hill as he slipped into an alley. 

	She’d be fine. 

	He yanked his hoodie off and wiped his hands on it as best he could. Then stepped behind a stack of musty, wet cardboard boxes as the police car zoomed past the opening, followed by the ambulance. He cast his eyes skyward and shook his head. 

	They’d patch her up, nearly good as new. So why did he feel like such an ass?  

	He scanned the alley and walked toward a large, corroded gray dumpster. He frowned as he chucked the now-bloodied hoodie in, quietly lowering the lid. 

	Because he was an ass, that’s why. Because he left a woman bleeding on the damn sidewalk. 

	He blew out a slow breath and exited the alley, still fighting backward glances. He ducked through the rusted door of the tiny mom-and-pop “Baker’s Buys” grocery store and made a quick beeline to the bathroom. 

	Thank God it had a push door. No possible bloody smudges to clean up. He shoved it open with his back and kicked it closed with his foot, dislodging several chips of faded green paint. 

	She’d be fine. 

	He finagled the faucet on with his elbow, covered his hands in soap and scrubbed them under the ice-cold water. Red drops fell and swirled down the drain, disappearing like nothing had happened. Like he hadn’t just felt sparks for a damn knife wound victim. Irritation swelled in contrast to the odd mix of guilt and longing.

	Why was she out there!? Especially in a dress that was both too tight and not nearly tight enough.

	His jaw clenched as he scrubbed harder, hands aching from the temperature and the friction. 

	What would have happened if he hadn’t been there? He froze and looked at his reflection in the cracked, hazy mirror, hands halfway under the water. He almost laughed at the irony.

	He’d only been there to save her because he had just murdered a man in cold blood, not ten feet from her. He glared  at his hands and sighed as he turned off the faucet, before bracing on the sides of the sink to hang his head. 

	At least he’d managed to save one person.

	He shoved away from the cold porcelain and snagged several paper towels. He needed to stop thinking about her. He squared his shoulders, chucked the used towels in the can, jerked open the door, and walked toward the counter.

	Though it didn’t seem possible, it was even colder when Nick stepped back onto the sidewalk, a bundled-up slab of bacon tucked under his arm. Of course, he was down another hoodie. That made three so far. He shivered and headed home, sidestepping potholes and random bits of trash. 

	Maybe her cut wasn’t as deep as it looked. He frowned, shaking his head. He needed to stop thinking about her, immediately. He had his own drama to deal with. And a lot of it. She’d be fine.

	His dilapidated building finally came into view, and the familiar ache grabbed his heart again. This had been the single worst month of his life, and that included the time one of their mother’s abusive tirades landed his sister, Annalise, in the hospital. She’d only been ten. 

	He’d just turned twenty and moved in his new place. Which meant he hadn’t been there to protect her. Hadn’t been there to take the blows. After that, Nick had moved her in with him. Eight years ago, now. It took a second job and a lot of sacrifices, but it had been worth it to know she was safe. 

	He frowned. 

	Safe, until he had failed her when she needed him most. Didn’t matter that he wasn’t there when she was kidnapped. He should have been. 

	He curled his lip in self-disgust and eyed the faded brick exterior, hit with a wave of painful nostalgia. Again. She and Nick had often mused about what it was like in its heyday. When it had a doorman, and buzzers that worked to ring the other apartments. Now you were lucky if the door opened at all. Luckier still if you could see anything through the metal bars and haze of age on the windows.

	He shook off the cold as he stepped onto the cracked mosaic tile floor. A quick glance at his clothes revealed nothing, even though he was sure he’d have a few bloody spots. So far as he could see he was clean, which was good at least. He knocked on the first door to the right and waited for the faint “Come in” before he creaked it open.

	The tiny, round, elderly woman waddled out from the kitchen, beaming and flapping her hands in the air at him. 

	A large smile spread across his face as he held out the paper-wrapped bundle. “Hey, Ms. Holbrook. Here you go.”

	“Nick, I’ve told you fifty times, just Eliza. I’m so glad you didn’t forget about me.” She blinked at him and took package before attempting to usher him into the room. He stayed in the doorway.

	“Where’s your coat? It’s far too cold for just a shirt; you’ll get sick! Come here, sit. You hungry? I made your favorite. I can tell you’re hungry, don’t argue. Sit.”

	The familiar, and not entirely unwelcome, smell of her signature spaghetti and bacon casserole wafted past his nose, and tugged at his heart. She made it every week, and he ate every bite she dished out. And took the leftovers, just to make her eyes sparkle.

	Never had the heart to tell her it was far from his favorite dish. 

	His chest tightened. He wanted to step into her time capsule home. God, he did. The safety if offered was something that had always been in short supply in his life. 

	Even something as simple as sitting beside her on the squeaky brown couch, listening to her talk about her grandson Thomas for the hundredth time, and how he never visited anymore. About Annalise and her “funny” jokes. Have her pat his knee. Such a plain, normal interaction between a doting mother figure and a surrogate son.

	But he couldn’t. Not tonight.

	“I can’t stay.” His voice took on a gruffness he didn't intend, so he added a smile.

	Her eyes dulled a little, but she nodded and pointed at his neck.

	“Looks like you got ketchup or something on your collar, hon.”

	Shit. Guilt swam through him again. He hoped Scarlet was okay. There wasn’t a single thing he could do now, though. Even though he was fairly certain which hospital she’d been taken to, he sure as hell couldn’t just show up there. What would he even say? Despite it all, the thought of seeing her face again gave him a small butterfly.

	And calling to check on her would be beyond weird; they didn’t even know each other. He clenched his jaw. Damn it, he needed to stop thinking about her! 

	Focus on the goal. 

	Kill. 

	Keep Annalise alive.

	“Is Annalise back from her trip yet? She’s been gone a while.” Eliza wrung her withered hands.

	The sudden lump of reality nearly strangled him, but he managed another gruff “No.”

	With a slow nod, she turned around and moved to the kitchen, returning with a large orange Tupperware container. “The leftovers are in here.” Her voice cracked, and his heart ached again. “We’ll chat next time, okay?” She smiled at his nod.

	“Bye, Ms. Holbrook.” He stepped out and slowly closed the door. Just before it had fully latched, she called out, “Eliza!” He managed a faint smile that disappeared the second his foot hit the first stair. 

	He trudged up the three flights and stopped at his door. Behind that plank of weathered wood sat innumerable reminders of his failure. Most of them neon pink and zebra printed.

	He jammed the key in the stubborn keyhole, and as the lock turned his pocket buzzed. Breath frozen in his throat, heart slamming, he snatched his phone out and shot through the door. 

	His tiny reward for a horrid deed well done was on the other end of that call, and he swiped his shaking finger across the screen.

	“Put her on.”
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	Nick

	 

	Ringing phones and beeping alarms filled the air as Nick waited at the information desk, rubbing the new scratches on his knuckles. Closet drywall this time. Hopefully, this nightmare would end before he broke his hand. 

	He shouldn't be here. Should. Not. His pulse was so erratic, if they took it, they'd probably admit him for observation. It wasn't too late. All he had to do was tell the lady never mind, turn, and—

	"She's in room three-forty-five. Take the elevator to the third floor and take a right."

	Blood pooled in his stomach, and he blinked before managing a nod and a grumbled "Thanks."

	He turned on his heel and stepped into the little gift store. Soft instrumental music greeted him as he did a quick scan. Cards, random stationery, snacks . . . ah. He stepped over to the cooler full of floral arrangements and frowned. Was there even something that said, 'sorry you got your shoulder sliced open and I left you alone'? His cheek twitched and he grabbed the least romantic looking one, then stopped, emotionally gut-checked by a tiny pink zebra holding a champagne glass.

	That was just the sort of thing Annalise would have gushed over. 

	Bile hit his throat as he made his way to the register. At least she was as okay as she could be, given the absolute shit circumstance. The phone call was shorter than the others, and he was still no closer to knowing a damn thing, but she was still alive.

	Flowers in hand, he made his way to the literal last place he should go. 

	Before he realized it, he was outside the door, heart beating a hundred miles a minute. God. He couldn't do it. She'd probably be pissed, now that he thought about it. What kind of—

	The door swung open, revealing a bubbly blonde doctor. "Well, hi there! Doctor Parker. You can call me Li. You family?" She eyed the flowers and wrinkled her nose over a smile. "Cute. Go ahead in, I just finished up. The tendon was cut pretty badly, but she's holding up well. I'll warn you though," she chuckled and stepped out of the way, clearing the line of sight. "She's a bit," she held both her hands up and did comically large air quotes, "high." She patted Nick on the shoulder and gestured to the hall. "Just let a nurse know if you need anything."

	His throat dried, and he nodded, stepping over the threshold. 

	There she was. 

	Hair, an organized mess, eyes boring into his. The dress was gone, replaced by a standard hospital gown, yet she still made it look beautiful. A monitor hooked up to her arm beeped while an IV drip did its magic. He couldn't decide which was worse, bleeding Scarlet, or bandaged up Scarlet laying in a hospital bed.

	Okay, bleeding was worse. The heavy door closed with a thunk behind Doctor Li, plunging the room into momentary silence before Scarlet took a stuttered breath.

	"Hi," she croaked with a lopsided grin. "Come here often?"

	He let out a small laugh despite being about to die from nerves and shook his head. "Nope."

	She grinned wider and gestured to the flowers with her unfettered arm. "Those for me?"

	"Nope." He smiled. "Just like carting flowers around. Makes me extra manly."

	Her laugh wrapped around his heart and squeezed. Way too sexy. Such a bad idea. He swallowed and strode across the room to the table by her head. She watched his every step, and when he set the little pot down, she cleared her throat.

	"Nick—"

	"Wait." He held up his hand and struggled to get himself under control. Why did his name on those lips churn his insides into butter? So infuriating. He exhaled and winced. "I'm sorry, Scarlet."

	"S'not your fault." She slurred a little and giggled. "I'm the one with the janky car."

	"What?" He scrunched his brow as her head lolled to face the window. Moonlight beamed in through a crack in the opaque curtains, making an oddly calming pool of white on the tile floor.

	"I couldn't get it to crank. I figured I was so close to home it'd be stupid to call a cab. What could go wrong, right?"

	Nick grunted, and she refocused on him. "Joke's on me, huh?" She let out a fake chuckle that time and closed her eyes, loosing a single tear. Yet again his body defied a direct order, and he reached out, catching the tear before it hit her chin.

	She snapped her gaze to his and they stared at each other, his finger still on her cheek. Nerve endings on fire, pulse thumping, he let his hand slide the rest of the way down her face. 

	"Thank you, Nick," she whispered and leaned into his touch, but he pulled away, grinding his jaw. This was so far past a terrible idea it was almost comical. 

	Time to cut and run before his heart got even more twisted.

	"I'm glad you're safe. I wish . . . take care."

	With a parting glance at her widening amber eyes, he stalked to the door and threw himself through it.

	The best thing would be for Scarlet Price and her strong, fearless spirit to forget all about him. 
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	Three Weeks Later

	Scarlet

	 

	Scarlet stood in front of the bathroom sink and gingerly draped the strap of the sling back around her neck.

	“This. Sucks.”

	She smoothed a wrinkle from her dark green pencil skirt and straightened her white button-down shirt as best she could with one hand.

	At first, it had been near impossible to do anything, let alone get ready for work. Her boss had informed her she could have stayed out another week, but she'd been going stir crazy. Plus, she had essentially exhausted every fantasy scenario she could come up with for her to do with Nick, and really needed to put her mind to work on something else.

	Three weeks was way too long to be dealing with this inconvenient thing. She wouldn't need it much longer and couldn't wait to burn it in a ceremonial fire.

	Okay. Not really. But, in her mind at least, it would burst into flames as it landed on the bottom of the trash can.

	Thankfully the wound was on her left shoulder; otherwise, she'd have been in serious trouble. Even more thankfully it wasn't much, much worse. Which brought her thoughts back to Nick; the literal personification of heroism. And sex. She grinned.

	Her rescue was office-gossip fodder for days after she told her friend Katelyn. Not the ‘sex’ part; that was her secret. Just the ‘hero’ part. She found herself smiling more often than she should, considering.

	At that point, it seemed logical she'd created a large white whale in the guise of a knight in shining hoodie, but she couldn't help it.

	He had saved her. Then came to see her at the hospital. Random, non-hero people didn't do that. And even though he looked like he should have been gruff and harsh with his touch—and had more than demonstrated he was quite capable of that—it was exactly the reverse. Thinking about his rough thumb wiping her tears still made her breath hitch.

	Those compassionate hazel eyes under his dark, low set, intense brow were burned in her mind. They were eyes that could make a girl weak, especially when they were above her. He had a strong, straight nose and deep ridges that formed on his forehead when he scowled. His top lip was slightly thinner than his bottom one and nearly all she'd thought about was what it would feel like to kiss him. To feel those lips on her. Anywhere. Everywhere.

	His close-cut, black beard hardly masked his strong jaw line as the muscles worked from the effort of pressing down on her shoulder. And forget about that tanned, Mediterranean skin.

	She involuntarily shivered and all but melted to the floor when the image of his sexy grin filled her mind for the umpteenth time. She had seen all his features so clearly and so often in her mind since that night that she could probably draw him if she needed to.

	The way he hadn’t even flinched at her wound, or the blood, meant he was surely some kind of doctor or at least worked in the medical field in some capacity. The gun was a little . . .odd. But Twin Bay was a pretty rough town. Lots of people carried, now that she thought about it. So, a hot, gun-toting hero doctor who—

	The bathroom door swung open with gusto, and Katelyn sauntered in sporting her Betty Page hairstyle and rockabilly dress like a boss. She was the only person Scarlet knew who could pull off anything, especially her retro fashions.

	“Hey Red Lettie. Shirt’s untucked.”

	Katelyn took a step toward her, fully intent on tackling the problem head-on. Scarlet held up her hand and twisted her face in amused confusion. Katelyn was forever trying to assign her ridiculous nicknames. Last week's attempt: ‘Scout.’ That didn’t go over so well.

	“Red Lettie?”

	Katelyn stopped, nodded and grinned. “Yes, daaahling. Red for Scarlet and Lettie for . . . let. You know, the last part of . . .” She scrunched up her nose and tapped her chin. “Okay, I will grudgingly admit it's an imperfect amalgamation, and it sounded better in my head. However, unless you offer me a pleasing alternative, I'll be chiseling it into your headstone with the bones of your ancestors.”

	Scarlet rolled her eyes with a smile, then narrowed them playfully. “Scarlet’s short enough. And no headstone chiseling.”

	Katelyn dramatically slumped her upper body a good five inches, and Scarlet laughed. Katelyn stood back up straight and smoothed down the front of her dress.

	“Fine. Suck all the fun out of my day. See if I care. I just won't tell you the next time there's a broccoli seed stuck in your teeth.” She examined her perfectly polished nails, then crossed her arms.

	Scarlet raised her brows in smug victory. “Bluff called. I don't eat broccoli.”

	Katelyn snapped her finger and stamped her heel at the same time. “Frick! Why can I not remember that? What person doesn't eat broccoli?! It's wholly un-American.”

	She clucked her tongue and took another step toward Scarlet, arm outstretched. Scarlet shook her head. “Nah, I got it. Thanks, though.”

	She twisted her torso slowly to see her back in the mirror and threw a toothy smile to Katelyn from the reflection as she jammed her right hand down the back of her shirt, roughly stuffing it under the waistband. Katelyn thinned her cherry-painted lips and re-crossed her arms.

	“You know, it's okay to ask for help. It doesn't mean you're weak.”

	Yes, it did. Besides, she didn't need it. She was handling it just fine on her own. For the most part. Except in the mornings, getting ready for work. Or at night, when she was trying to do the dishes. Or bathe. Or sleep. But no one needed to know that. She was also sick to death of painkillers and wasn't taking them like she should. So, it hurt. Often.

	“I know. I'm good, though.”

	Katelyn snorted and went into the stall. Scarlet spared a small smile at her own reflection before scooting back out into the business-gray hall with business-gray carpet.

	The old, open-air building was set dead in the heart of town, flanked by a covered parking garage, an overflow lot, and some run-down Korean restaurant that always smelled like rotten cabbage.

	Needless to say, she never ate there.

	Grungy brick lined the interior and either the painter lost faith in humanity or died before he could finish, as there were large, random swaths of color. The huge space was cordoned off into separate offices, each with walls that didn’t reach the ceiling, making the whole place hum with the sounds of low-level conversation, beeping phones, and printers.  The ceiling housed a tangle of cables, ductwork, and sprinklers, and a massive elevator opened to a central reception counter. 

	The customer service section, and her office in particular, was beyond there and to the right, and she couldn’t wait to sit back down again. Not that fielding support calls was a particularly cushy job, but at least as a manager, she got a cushy chair. She scrunched up her nose and stretched her neck.

	As she approached the elevator, it's gleaming, polished doors slid open, vomiting forth the passenger she least wanted to see.

	“Scarlet. There you are. Are we still on for dinner tonight?”

	She stopped dead in her tracks and pinned him with a tired glare as he approached her with his usual swagger.

	“We were never on for dinner, Steven. I'm busy.”

	Busy doing anything but something with you, she wanted to say. It was her mistake for telling him that she liked him a while back. When he was a random, pretty-boy type that, for some reason, always caught her gaze and smiled, or smirked like he knew some secret.

	Once she got to know him, however . . . not such a big fan.

	Now she had to deal with that backlash when they saw each other, which was at least twice a week. She was beyond glad they didn’t work in the same office.

	He slithered up beside her and placed his hand on the small of her back. Her skin crawled in reflex, but her stomach clenched, and she frowned.

	Despite his pushy personality, he was devastatingly handsome. A fact her body fully appreciated.

	Medium build, but muscular, and always impeccably dressed. He was well-spoken and headed straight up the corporate ladder if he wasn’t already at the top. Not to mention his million-watt smile. Short, styled brown hair and sky-blue eyes rounded out what everyone else said was the perfect package. The other women in the office couldn't fathom why she wasn't fawning all over him.

	She had almost indulged him before the attack. But he’d been so apathetic to a scuffle below their rooftop smoking deck a few days prior that she'd probably be dead in a gutter if he’d come on the scene of her near abduction.

	The other more pressing issue was that he smoked and always reeked of cigarettes. Like now. Even though he tried to mask it with too much cologne.

	“Oh, come on. You're always busy. How about lunch tomorrow then? I'll buy.”

	She grumbled and started walking again. He kept pace with her, following her past the reception desk and around the partition wall that separated her section from the others. Her four employees were hard at work answering support calls, and she stepped quietly between them into her compact office. He waltzed right in behind her and sat across the desk from her, looking for all the world like he was supposed to be there.

	“Come on. Please?”

	She squinted and wrinkled her nose as she regarded his big, puppy dog eyes. Eyes she used to enjoy having look at her.

	“I'll think about it.”

	He clapped his hands once and bolted up out of the chair. He started to speak, but her desk phone trilled, two red lights blinking. She shooed him out as she picked up the receiver.

	“You're weeeelcooome!” Katelyn's playful singsong voice rang through the handset.

	She hung up, and Scarlet laughed.

	Katelyn really was a wonderful friend. They hadn't known each other before they started working together but had become thick as thieves after the first few days. 

	It was Katelyn whom Scarlet told the hospital to call first, and she rushed right over. Though, not fast enough to catch sight of the hooded hero with her own eyes. Scarlet frowned. It was also Katelyn who urged her to call her mom, even though they both agreed it was probably a bad idea.

	Marianna Price was a tad over-protective. Thankfully, she was also fairly absentee in Scarlet's life. Always had been. Hence, her early forced independence.

	But that still didn't stop the lecture.

	Whatever. Scarlet ground her teeth and opened the long, thin center drawer of her desk, on the hunt for a pen. She bit her lip and tilted her head as she took out a small, white card and held it in between her thumb and index finger. One of only two things she saved from her hospital stay, this tiny piece of card stock meant everything to her.

	It was starkly empty save for a single letter.

	N.

	It had been nestled inside an adorable, squat flower arrangement in a black mug, the other saved item. She had no idea if he chose it special or just grabbed something, but she liked to pretend it was intentional. She smiled again as she replayed the conversation for the billionth time and rubbed her thumb across the face of the card.

	"More manly, indeed." She set it back down in its place of honor right beside her stack of hair ties, which were bound by another hair tie. She was constantly losing them. Much like her pens, which she knew were growing legs.

	The remainder of her day wound on like usual, ending at the same time it always did. She carefully grabbed her purse and slipped her shoes back on. Had she a choice, she'd go barefoot every minute of her life, but that's sort of frowned upon, and unsafe. Especially on these streets.

	She stood lost in thought at the elevator waiting for Katelyn when her phone buzzed from her purse. Great, time to dig. Stupid thing was never in the same place twice. She frowned and rummaged around until she found it. It was her building manager informing her that her security light was out, yet again, and needed to be replaced immediately as per the Homeowners Association agreement. Fantastic.

	“If you keep making that face someone's going to assume you're building a bomb in your basement lair.”

	Katelyn walked up and peered at the phone, wedging her head between it and Scarlet.

	“Ewww. I hate HOA's. That's why we rent. No worrying about our own maintenance.”

	Scarlet grunted in frustration and dropped her phone into the gaping maw of her purse. Yes, it would take a good minute or two to find it next time, but she was too miffed to care. She pressed the tip of her nail against the elevator call button and frowned.

	“Now I have to stop at the hardware store, instead of rushing home to tackle my entire to-do list of absolutely nothing,” Scarlet said, smiling.

	Katelyn rolled her eyes. “Your seclusion is your own choice, you know. You could be going on dates all the time; it’s not like you lack options. For fuck’s sake, the barista wrote his phone number on your cup yesterday!”

	Scarlet shrugged. He was cute enough, but just not . . .

	 "Also, you could come over and eat with John and me. We'd love to have you.”

	“I'm good. I'll come over again soon, though, I promise.”

	She enjoyed their company. Their home was lovely, and the fact that John was a chef meant the food was always fantastic. Well, when he wasn't off catering an event like he almost always was. The major issue was that being around the two of them was like sticking your face in a vat of syrup.

	Katelyn snorted as they reached the ground floor and stepped out, their heels clicking on the polished marble tiles.

	“Yeah. I don't believe that for a hot minute. I'm going to have to drag you, kicking and screaming.” She cast a sidelong glance at Scarlet and shook her head. “See you tomorrow, girl.”

	“Yep! Bright and ten minutes late.”

	Katelyn laughed again and walked away, calling back over her shoulder. "You're not going to be able to use your shoulder excuse for much longer.”

	Scarlet grinned and turned to face the other direction.

	At least she snagged a decent parking spot today; she was aching. It was worse at the end of the day, especially today since she stubbornly didn't take her anti-inflammatory. She was bound and determined to get better on her own.

	She carefully slid into the car and sat for a minute, letting her muscles relax. Through the exit of the parking garage, a small group of guys strolled into view, laughing loudly and shoving each other. She swallowed as her heart sped.

	She knew logically that most people were fine upstanding citizens. There were tons of groups of friends that weren't a bit of trouble and had no intention of bothering anyone no matter how they dressed or acted.

	The problem was that her generally open and accepting nature had been damaged. And logic played no part in fear. Now she couldn't be sure.

	She locked the doors and cranked the car. They passed by with no issue, and she pulled out. 

	At least the hardware store was on the way. Now she just had to figure out which stinking bulb she needed.
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	Nick

	 

	Harsh white light filled Nick’s vision before his phone buzzed for what felt like the seven hundredth time in four minutes. He grumbled to the roof as he snatched it off the counter, then put it to his ear.

	“Annalise. For the love of God, I’m trying to work. What now?”

	“You’re the one that said I had to check in every time a bug farted!”

	Nick snorted and tilted the phone down as he handed the plain white shopping bag to the customer at the counter. “Here you go sir, have a great night.” The man nodded, and his face elongated for a fraction of a second before he smiled with far too many teeth. Nick furrowed his brow and as the door chimed behind the man, Nick rubbed his eyes with his fingers.

	“Do you know where the party is yet?”

	“Nope. Starla apparently wanted to make it an uber surprise. She sent out this super mysterious text that her 'rich father'—and yes, I did do air quotes because that’s exactly what she typed—would send a car to get me. She’s such a . . . anyway. So, I’m standing in front of the building like a dumbass.”

	Nick’s knee-jerk reaction was to bark at her for swearing, but she was eighteen, and he really didn’t have a leg to stand on. So, he settled for sighing. Loudly.

	“Oh, hang on, I think that’s him. It’s a pretentious black car at any rate.”

	Nick wedged the phone between his ear and shoulder, printed the end of day report from the register, and headed down the hall to the office. Were the walls twisting? He could tell by the lower volume of her voice she’d tilted the phone down from her face.

	“Hey, are you Starla’s . . . woah okay, guess not. What are . . .Hey! STOP! NI—”

	Her scream muffled, and Nick’s blood turned to ice.

	“Annalise?! What’s going on?” His heart stopped altogether when her phone hit the concrete.

	More muffled screaming. Two car doors slammed. Tires squealed. Then nothing but distant car horns and normal street noise.

	“ANNALISE!” He shouted uselessly and ran from the store, skidding to a stop at his truck.

	“Shit!”

	He fumbled the keys and phone in his shaking hands.

	He couldn’t breathe as he finally got the key in the door and jerked it open. Before he cranked the truck, his phone bonged, startling him. The screen blinded him, and he winced, then words swam into view one letter at a time.

	 

	YOUR SISTER’S QUITE A FIGHTER.

	SHE MUST GET THAT FROM YOU.

	 

	 Nick stared, unblinking. He didn’t have time to respond before the next text.

	 

	IF YOU WANT HER TO LIVE

	YOU HAVE 17 MINS 

	427 COL BLVD

	TARGET IS BLOND, BROWN SHIRT

	SIDE ENTRANCE. YOU CAN SPEAK

	ONCE KILL IS CONF--

	 

	Nick sucked in a deep breath as his head fell out of his hands, nearly hitting the desk.

	“Damn it!”

	His heart slammed against his ribs. Just a nightmare. Calm down. He confirmed by taking quick stock of his tiny office and its ugly green paint. One slow breath out through pursed lips, and he glanced up at the ceiling. 

	Fifty days. How could this be his life now? Not a damn thing he could do, no one willing to help him. How much longer could they really expect him to do this? And above all his own devastation sat Annalise’s personal hell. Fifty days of captivity, abuse, and God only knew what else.

	His stomach turned, and he gritted his teeth. 

	The front door chimed, but he didn’t bother to get up, knowing his guys would handle it. At least, they’d better. That's what they got paid for, at any rate. Just like Nick got paid to manage their lazy selves. He groaned and rubbed his eyes with his right hand before picking up the ledger to scan it again. 

	It was so damn irritating that it never added up right the first time. He had tried several times to convince Brad to buy a computer, like the rest of the free world. No go. If Nick was the owner, you could bet your ass things would be different.

	“Hey, can I help you?”

	At least Grant had bothered to greet whoever it was. God only knew where Kyle was. Probably out back smoking. The numbers blurred and Nick closed his eyes. He hoped to God he didn’t fall asleep again. How many more times would he have to see that damn nightmare?

	Grant cleared his throat. “Well, if you don’t know the fixture type I can’t really help you. And we can't give refunds, so you should just go home, find out what you need, and come back.”

	Nick shot out a humorless laugh. Another stupid move on Brad's part. Just give a refund. Make the customer happy. It wasn’t rocket science. He finally caught the customer's voice when she raised it in irritation.

	“You're telling me that even if I bring it back inside of twenty-five minutes, you still won’t refund me? What about an exchange? Can you at least do that? Also, who charges forty-seven dollars for a light bulb?! Does it do taxes?”

	Nick snorted. Feisty. That always got his attention. He lowered the ledger and cocked his ear toward the door. 

	Wonder how Grant's gonna handle her. He rotated the chair to face the door. 

	He knew how he’d handle a woman like that. He smirked as he dropped the ledger on the desk and rested his forearms on his knees, linking his fingers together. Then he frowned. Well, he knew how he would’ve handled a woman like that. He doubted he'd ever have one again, nothing serious anyway. How could he maintain a relationship, hiding the fact he was a killer? He groaned and covered his face. He couldn't, that's how.

	“Give me one sec, ma'am. I'll get my manager.”

	“Good Lord, Grant, grow a spine already,” he muttered, pushing up from the wooden chair. Cracks rang out as he twisted. He'd been sitting a lot longer than he thought, apparently.

	Grant's pimpled face rounded the corner, and he almost ran straight into Nick.

	“Dude, she's crazy. The hot ones always are, though. I think she must be grumpy from her broken arm or whatever that is. You handle it, I'm going on break.”

	He passed Nick and dropped heavily into the side chair of the office. He was acting like he'd been working thirteen-hour shifts back-to-back for two weeks when in reality, he'd only been here two hours. In two days. 

	Nick stared at him a moment longer before he shook his head and strode toward the front. What did some eighteen-year-old kid know about crazy? Nothing, that's what. Precisely nothing. And hot to him probably meant tall, blond, stacked and vapid.

	Of course, he could already tell she wasn't vapid just by the snippet he heard. He stepped through the hallway opening and scanned the large, over-stocked room until he found her. Well, zero for zero on that theory.

	She wasn't tall, not short either. Just average. Maybe five-six or five-seven. She wasn't blond either. She had light brown hair that fell just past her shoulders, which moved freely as she turned her head to scan the shelf. And she wasn't stacked either. But she was, in his opinion, sexy as hell. She had perfect curves, and his now hyper-focused brain was measuring them. Then she turned further around, and his heart stopped, mouth dropping open.

	He was looking at her face again. He clamped his jaw shut and swallowed. Her frustratingly beautiful face. A face he'd seen far too often behind his eyes over the last three weeks, despite his desperate attempts to forget it. The face that had kept him warm and chilled him to the core. He winced at the fresh memory of her cut, and the sling on her arm made his chest hurt.

	Going to the hospital had been a mistake, one he'd berated himself for countless times. He'd kept his distance since, done all the right things to keep her safe by staying out of her orbit. 

	Then a thought occurred to him. He looked a fair bit cleaner today. He even shaved. So, if he was lucky, maybe she wouldn't recognize him. As if he could ever be lucky in anything. His heart slammed, and he scowled and squared his shoulders. There was only one way to handle this. 

	“Can I help you, ma'am?” His voice took on a growl he hadn't intended, and he cleared his throat.

	She had been looking down at the large, over-priced floodlight in her hand when her face shot up. Her eyes widened in shock, and her perfect, pouty mouth fell open. She snapped it shut as she swallowed, and he couldn't even process the thought that she might remember what he sounded like. 

	In an illogical, frustrating, irritating, and annoying move, his heart skipped a beat, and his stomach fluttered. Unacceptable. The fact that something like that was even happening to him was beyond the realm of reasonable, and he furrowed his brow in response to his agitation. She exhaled a short breath and didn't move, eyes still wide. 

	He didn't move either, afraid to give anything away. Afraid if he twitched a muscle, he’d storm around the counter, grab her, and kiss her until she passed out. Or he did. Or both. 

	She took a tentative step toward him as she tried to smooth down her distractingly tight skirt with her non-sling covered hand, which was still holding the floodlight. 

	Great. Now her toned legs were all he could think about.

	He battled to maintain composure as she walked straight up to the counter, not three feet in front of him. Why did she have to be so damn beautiful? Her eyes were exactly as he remembered. When the light hit them, they sparked and sent a single chill down his spine. He swallowed again. Not good. 

	She placed the floodlight down beside the register, nearly missing since she hadn't taken her eyes off him.

	If he could have scowled any harder, he would have. He wanted her. Right then. Wanted to take her to the back room and—He shifted uncomfortably on his feet and swallowed yet again. They stood there like that for another few seconds before she cleared her throat and flattened her hand on the counter. Her manicured nails were like gems resting on top of her graceful fingers. 

	And he was getting really, really pissed at himself.

	“Hi.”

	Her smooth, warm voice cut through his brain, and his nostrils flared as he sucked in a breath. Thank God he hadn't known how sexy her regular voice was. She had been in his head enough as it was, making all sorts of noises. When he'd heard her before she'd been screaming, then been doped on pain meds. Sexily groggy.

	He wanted to ask how she was doing. How she was healing. How the hospital had treated her. If she really did like the flowers. How much longer she'd be in the sling. If she was having a tough time working, assuming she did. If she needed any help. If they had given her stitches or if they used that surgical glue. If they had to give her lots of blood. If there was any muscle damage. If she was going to rehab. If she liked sushi. He scowled away the smile that tried to form when he remembered her aversion to fish.

	“Yes, ma'am? What can I do for you?”

	He cleared his throat, and she blinked a few times, her previously inviting expression falling into heartsick confusion. Great, now he hated himself again. Why couldn’t anything just be easy? She tapped her middle nail on the counter twice before her hand slid down in defeat over the edge to fall to her side.

	“You . . . I just . . . wanted to thank you. Again.”

	She swallowed hard and shook her head in a small, short movement. It made her hair bounce around her shoulders which slung the smell of her vanilla shampoo across the counter and straight into his nose. 

	Considering that was his single favorite scent in the entire world, he was proud of the fact that he hadn't jumped across the counter. She leveled her gaze and those frustrating, engulfing amber eyes started to shine at the edges. Complicating things further. 

	Damn it, Scarlet . . .
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	Scarlet

	 

	Why was he acting like that?

	Maybe he didn't remember her. Maybe he went around saving so many women that they all blurred together. Or he suffered from random bouts of amnesia. Otherwise, there really wasn't an explanation that didn't make her stomach drop. His hazel eyes faltered several times as his throat bobbed.

	No. He remembered. He just wanted to pretend like it never happened. The crushing pain in her chest nearly stole her breath. How could one person cause so much pain so quickly? 

	And why was he working here of all places? A bit hard to reconcile a manager in a hardware store keeping so calm and collected. Or knowing how to hit someone with a gun precisely enough to knock him out.

	Every fantasy scenario her stupid, lonely brain created over the last three weeks about how it might go down if she got to see him again seemed even more ridiculous now than they had before. He dropped his gaze to the tiled floor, and she chewed her lip. 

	There should have been some witty exchange, or a heartfelt confession or two. He didn't even ask how she'd been doing. She wanted to ask him why he couldn't stay, though apparently, she wasn't going to get any answers, let alone that one. But there wasn't a warm embrace, a cool embrace, or even a handshake for God's sake. Nothing like what you hear about between those who rescue and those they rescued. He winced and cast his eyes to the ceiling.

	What made the outright rejection worse was that he was even more attractive than she remembered. Even though he had a severe, almost predatory expression that he’d worn that night as well as now. And yet to see him across the counter, acting like he didn't recognize her gnawed at the edges of her heart.

	“I . . .”

	God, she didn't even know where to start. Where to end. What to say or do with herself. She hadn't in a million years imagined this. Maybe she could make him talk about it. Make him admit he knew her. She spoke softly, forcing the waver from her voice, and picked at leftover sticker residue on the edge of the counter.

	“They caught the other guy too, the one that ran . . . he confessed to several other muggings . . . so . . . you really did save the day. Especially for me . . .”

	She flicked her eyes back up to him and caught his eyebrows pinched up in sadness and regret, milliseconds before he scowled it away. It made her heart stutter, and she blinked at him.

	“Nick . . .”

	His eyes went wide, and he sucked in a deep breath through his nose. She chewed on the inside of her lip as she tried to process that reaction, and he closed his eyes. He reached out and snagged the light bulb. 

	She watched as he jammed several buttons on the register which launched the drawer open. The same fingers he had used with such care on her. That stroked her face. He slammed it shut and snagged the receipt that printed. He avoided looking at her face altogether and stood with his hands on his hips, a pained look barely hidden. She didn’t even try to hide hers, as she swallowed hard around the lump in her throat.

	“Okay. I . . . get it. Sorry to bother you. I guess.”

	He cut his eyes to her as she swatted a tear from her cheek and offered him a forced smile. His mouth dropped open a little, and the scowl left his face, replaced with heartache and something else she didn't recognize. 

	She wouldn’t waste any time trying to figure it out, or him. She wouldn’t waste the excruciating flutter this new expression caused in her, either. She took two steps back from the counter, turned on her heel and walked out, leaving the bag right where it sat.

	There were other hardware stores. Maybe one of them wasn’t staffed with hauntingly attractive, emotionally unavailable men who were in denial about what they'd done. Or who they'd saved.

	Her heart tripped as she stepped through the door and out onto the sidewalk, the double ding of the entry bell like a gong in her head. Behind her, she wanted to leave every fantasy concocted, every stray thought about what today might have been or meant. And him. She would spend time finding other things to think about. Other than him. 

	Unable to resist a final surge of hope, she glanced through one of the windows as she passed, but he wasn't at the counter.

	Figured.

	He probably retreated to a back room, where he stashed all the things he tried to pretend never happened. She swallowed and shook her head as she walked. So much for not thinking about him again.

	She reached the edge of the building and stopped at the crosswalk. Folding her arms, she glanced down at several pieces of mushed up paper that had pooled at the corner of the sewer drain from last night’s rain. She frowned. Now she had to drive all the way across town. 

	She glared at the red 'Don't Walk' light and took a deep breath that filled her lungs with warm, damp air. Maybe their prices would be a little lower. Forty-seven dollars was a bit ridiculous. 

	The 'Don't Walk' sign stayed frozen, locking her in place and keeping her from running away. She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. She hated those things. They were always either too long or too short, and always inconvenient. One day someone would invent—

	“Scarlet.” 

	Her eyes shot open, and every bit of air left her lungs. That unmistakable deep, dark, deliciously firm voice vibrated straight through her. She spun on her heel and locked eyes with him. In that one word, he confirmed, out loud, that he knew her. That he did remember. He said her name. And it sounded amazing. 

	He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand and looked both ways up the sidewalk before he settled his eyes back on her. She scanned the length of him and swallowed. 

	His dark wash denim jeans fit like they were made for him. He had brown leather boots, a matching belt, and he was wearing a tucked in light blue button-down shirt with the sleeves shoved up his forearms. Everything he had on was sexy. At least, as far as she was concerned. And she wanted it all gone.

	They stood, eyes locked, for several seconds before she noticed the bag in his hand. The light bulb bag.

	Oh.

	He took a few long strides forward and stopped mere inches from her, his height forcing her chin up to keep eye contact. Oh God, his cologne smelled like everything good and wonderful in the world. It was a sweet, woodsy scent that made her stomach flutter. She tried to exhale but failed. If she leaned juuust a little further over, she’d be pressed right against him. 

	His pupils dilated, and she held her breath, waiting for him to say something. Anything. 

	The muscles in his jaw jumped as he scanned her face. What was he doing? His brow creased again, causing the now familiar deep depressions. Surely, he didn't follow her out here just to hand her a free light bulb. 

	He drew in the side of his mouth as he exhaled through his nose and took a half-step backward. His chin tucked, and before she could react, he gently picked up her free hand by the wrist like he was afraid to touch her. A shockwave shot through her arm, and her heart skipped. 

	The rough patches on his hand mixed with the heat radiating from him were almost too much for her to handle. At that point, she was so keyed up, about forty-five more seconds of that, and she’d be done for.

	He paused when their skin touched, then placed the straps of the bag firmly against her palm, still looking down. Her hand reflexively closed, and she swallowed. 

	He was touching her. He took a breath but didn't release her wrist, his skin scalding hot. He was still touching her! A shiver ran down her spine. She watched as his throat bobbed, and she tightened her grip on the bag.

	“Scarlet. Do you—”

	He started, but shook his head and looked over his right shoulder, casting his eyes to the sky. He must have realized he was still holding her wrist and pulled his hand back to rub his neck with it.

	What did he come out here to say? Was he coming to apologize for earlier? To chat about everything? Maybe he wanted to get to know her better or get coffee. Or something else entirely. She desperately crossed her mental fingers that it was something else entirely. Her brain scrambled from his scent and the leftover sensation of his rough hand on her wrist and Oh God, Nick! Say something!

	“ . . . have a ladder?”

	She blinked several times in rapid succession and tilted her head, regarding him like he'd grown another head. There was no way he had actually asked what it sounded like he asked. That didn’t sound anything like ‘would you like to go on a date?’.

	“What?”

	He gestured weakly to the bag in her hand, then rubbed his eyes with his right hand as he scrunched up his face. Was that embarrassment? Her heart skipped again. 

	“That's a big bulb. For a security light, I'm guessing. If it's up high . . . you'll . . . need a ladder.” He exhaled and jammed his tongue against the inside of his closed mouth, shaking his head.

	He did ask that. As ridiculous a question as could have come at this moment. This too could be added to the list of things she could never have imagined would happen when they met again.

	“Um. Yes?”

	She hadn’t gotten that far in her thought process. She only had full use of one arm at the moment. How the hell was she planning on climbing a ladder and installing a new bulb? She could ask one of the neighbors to do it, but that would be admitting defeat. There was no way she was gonna ask for help. Come hell or high water, she'd figure out a way to do it alone, or it wouldn't get changed. End of story. 

	“I could install it for you,” he blurted. 

	“That would be great; I could actually really use the help, thank you!”

	She closed her eyes and took a quick breath in. Way to sound desperate. That was the fastest she had ever accepted an offer of help. Ever. When she reopened them, his face radiated irritation and amusement, oddly enough. She smiled and quipped, hoping to break the sudden, odd tension.

	“But I don't want you to feel obligated just because you shunned me back there like I ate the last donut.”

	A massive, beautiful smile spread across his face before his chest erupted in a few short, warm, and surprisingly happy laughs. It made her heart stop and start. She hadn't, until that point, been convinced he remembered how to smile, or that his face could do anything other than glower. It was breathtaking and she had a feeling it was a precious, rarely seen gift. His smile died down, and he rubbed the side of his face then shook his head.

	“Sorry. I hadn't figured out what I was gonna do if I saw you again. Apparently . . . it’s install a lightbulb for you.”

	He shared a short, sweet smile with her, and she nearly exploded from joy. After he glanced over his shoulder a few times, he raised his eyebrows at her questioningly.

	“So, you live near here?”

	Why did he want to know that? It's not like he—oh duh. She set the bag down on the ground to free up her hand so she could nervously tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. He watched, an amused and bewildered look on his face as she grabbed the bag again. She cleared her throat and smiled.

	“Sorry. Yeah, it's not far from here. If you want, I can text you the address, it'll be easier than you trying to follow me through this traffic.”

	His expression melted, revealing that familiar frown. No no, why was that happening?

	“No, I'll follow.”

	He deepened the frown as he shook his head.

	“Or, you know what . . . it's . . ."

	He backed away from her, and she froze. What was he doing? What was happening? Why weren’t they on the way to her house to do all sorts of things not in any way related to installing a light bulb?!

	“Listen, you're welcome, okay? You don't need to get involved . . . with me. It’s not—” he winced and rubbed his upper arm before linking his fingers behind his neck. “Take care, Scarlet. It was . . . I'm glad I got to see you.” 

	With that, he turned around and stormed back toward the door. He muttered angrily to himself as he flung it open and threw himself in, leaving her with nothing but the sound of the door chime. And a free lightbulb. She stood there motionless, watching the entire spectacle like it was a bad movie. 

	One that she very much wished she could pretend never happened.
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	Scarlet

	 

	Sleep had been hard to come by the past few days. Six of them, to be exact. Well, five and a half. But who was counting?

	The minutes ticked by as she drummed her pen on the desk, with her cheek resting on her palm. It was nice to be free to use her hand and arm again. Still sore but getting better every day. 

	She held a small death ceremony for her sling after all. She and Katelyn shared a bottle of zinfandel as they watched it burn from the Adirondack-style chairs around their fire pit. John had actually been home for a change, but they were a bit different with each other, so Scarlet had opted to sit outside. A distracted Katelyn joined her shortly thereafter. 

	 Steven's loud voice echoed down the stairwell as he guffawed with some of his upper echelon co-workers. Great. Scarlet groaned and sat up straight. The irritation built in her instantly. It wasn't just the inconsiderate volume; it was the frequency. He constantly butted himself into other people's spaces, acting like he owned the whole building and everyone in it. Maybe she could hide under the desk. She snorted. He'd probably find her anyway. 

	He used to hit on every woman that walked through the door, but apparently, he'd had them all. At least, that was Scarlet's interpretation. 

	Otherwise, she couldn't think of a reason he kept coming after her, other than she kept saying 'No.' She considered faking an irate customer call but didn't have time before his chiseled, attractive face popped around the corner. He flashed his million-watt smile at her as he knocked on her open door. She exhaled in irritation.

	“Evenin', Ms. Scarlet.” Scarlet rolled her eyes. Oh, how amusing, she'd never heard that one before.

	“Hello, Steven. Did you have a good day?”

	She was generally a polite person, so she couldn't in good conscious be mean and nasty. Even though she knew in her bones that he deserved it. Man-whores usually did. He straightened his tie and draped himself in her side chair.

	“Yes, I did! Thank you for asking. What time am I picking you up tonight?”

	She blinked in astonishment and shot out a short, humorless laugh.

	“Um, no time!”

	He leaned up in the chair and rested his elbows on her desk, staring straight into her eyes. She gulped.

	“You said you'd think about it.” He gave her a lazy smile. “And that's all I've done.” He winked and leaned back again.

	Irritation froze her solid. The audacity of this sleaze bucket was mind-boggling. She opened her mouth to speak but sucked in a short breath instead when he shot his hand across the desk and grabbed hers.

	“Tonight. Eight. Please?” 

	He dragged his hand back and tucked it under his arm. What the hell was this guy smoking up there? She had thought cigarettes but—

	“Come on, Scarlet. Dinner. Just dinner. Let me take you somewhere fancy. Spoil you with food and wine. Then I'll take you home.” 

	He smiled, and she chewed on her lip. She had to admit, that sounded like fun. Even if it was with him. Maybe she'd just use him to get some good food. She hadn't been out—with anyone—in ages. And since her Mediterranean savior decided they were a no-go, her schedule was pretty wide open. She pursed her lips. And if it was just dinner, she could eat something yummy and be back home in time to catch a rerun of Zombie Preppers 2.0. Just dinner, she could handle. He was mostly harmless, anyway. She squinted, and he raised his eyebrows.

	“One condition.”

	His face lit up, and she rolled her eyes, trying not to smile. He leaned forward and propped his arm up on her desk to rest his chin on his palm. 

	“Name it, sweetheart.” 

	She recoiled internally. She never liked it when men called her that.

	“Okay, now it's two.”

	He laughed and nodded. “Okay, name them.”

	“One: Don’t call me sweetheart. And Two: you can't smoke. At all. Starting right now. Otherwise, it's a no.”

	She smiled, quite pleased with herself and one hundred percent certain that would halt the whole thing. He pondered for a moment and then nodded again as he rose, putting his hands on his hips.

	“I can only agree to one of those terms . . . sweetheart.”

	She blinked several times. Well, shit. Then she had another brilliant idea. She'd just send him to the wrong address.

	“Don't you need to know where I live?”

	That lazy smile spread across his face, and he winked again.

	“My office vetted every employee in the building. I know where you live. See you at eight.”

	Well, that wasn't creepy. He strolled out of her office, down the short hall created by the outward-facing cubicles, and more than likely straight to the elevator. She stared at the space he once occupied, and a shudder ran down her spine. Why did he have to be equal parts skeeze-meister, annoying, and sexy? She groaned and hung her head in her hands. Saying no was so hard.

	“So. You, him, and nothing between you but a table, huh?”

	“Not funny. It's just dinner,” she mumbled.

	Scarlet dragged her gaze up to find Katelyn leaned against the door frame, holding her bag, smug grin in place. Scarlet wondered occasionally if the fact that she was off-limits due to being married bothered her. Every woman liked to feel pursued—to a point.

	“Ugh, five already?”

	“Yep, only three more hours until you turn into a humpkin,” Katelyn said, waggling her eyebrows.

	“Oh, my God Katelyn, that's GROSS! There's no way in hell I'm sleeping with that sack of slime!” She threw a pen at Katelyn, who ducked out of the door just in time, laughing maniacally. She called out to Scarlet over the partition wall.

	“I'll just wait by the elevator while you collect your dignity. Make sure you wrap it up tight and shove it deep in your purse. Or better yet, you could just leave it here.”

	Scarlet groaned loudly and laughed. She grabbed her stuff and scrambled after Katelyn, getting there just as the elevator doors slid open. They climbed in, and she leaned over to whisper in Scarlet's ear once the doors closed.

	“We'll seeee. I heard from Martha he's hung.” 

	“Martha?! She's sixty-one! How does she know? Oh, my God, don't tell me. I don't want to know . . .but how does she—No. Nevermind.”

	Katelyn laughed and bumped her shoulder against Scarlet's. “I heard no such thing, oh ye of little scruples. I'm just messing with you.”

	Great. Thanks to Katelyn now all she could think about was Nick for some reason. Not that her brain needed any prompting, really. 

	The doors slid open, and they marched to the exit, their heels clicking almost in sync. Scarlet froze at the door, but Katelyn turned to face her and smiled as she gently placed a hand on her shoulder.

	“Hey. Text me and let me know when he gets there. Text me when you know where you're going. Text me when he drops you off. Text me if you need me to come kick his ass at any point during the night. Basically, if I don't get a text from you every eleven minutes I'm coming in with a crowbar and a burlap sack.”

	Scarlet opened her arms and snagged her a warm hug, which was returned tightly. “I will. I'll be fine, don't worry. It's just dinner, no big deal. Then maybe he'll get off my case. I can handle myself.”

	Katelyn snorted but squeezed again before stepping back. “You'd better. Have . . . fun?” She shrugged and walked backward a few steps before she waved, whirled around, and headed to the overflow lot. 

	Scarlet took a deep breath and glanced skyward as she offered a silent prayer for a tornado. Or for Nick to appear out of thin air and whisk her away. When neither happened, she blew the breath out and headed to the garage.
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	Nick

	 

	The only thing blood did to Nick now was annoy him. He scrubbed his jacket collar in the cold, soapy water as hard as he could manage, his hands aching. He pulled it out every so often to inspect it, then let it drop roughly after the twelfth failed attempt.

	“Another fucking jacket.”

	The blood was long gone. It was the death he couldn't wash out. 

	He sat down hard on the edge of the tub and hung his head, working his jaw.

	He hadn't counted on the guy's buddy being scrappier than he looked. Still went down just the same. Only Nick was sure there'd be a few fewer teeth for the guy to brush tomorrow. 

	He smirked, then frowned. At least he got to live. Not so for the actual target. This one bugged him a bit more than the others, though. This guy wasn't a thug or some skeeze. From all Nick could tell, he was just a normal guy. Looks could be deceiving but still, that one really rubbed him the wrong way.

	He shook his head and rubbed his face, stretching it out again. Thankfully, the punch had been a bit weak, as punches go. He was pretty sure nothing would show up. But he had to come up with something witty to cover it up at work tomorrow, just in case, and hope none of the customers ragged him too hard about it. 

	More than that, he really hoped that someone else didn't come in and see it. His heart skipped. It'd been six days. Not that he was in any way keeping track. Because there was no point. None.

	He blew out a slow breath.

	Six days since he decided it would be too dangerous for her to be anywhere near him and left her standing at the crosswalk. That made twice he'd left her alone somewhere, despite everything in him saying he should stay.

	Six days since her warm voice, distracting perfume, and satin skin threatened to drag him under the surface.

	Six days since he lusted so hard for her, he hadn’t slept that night.

	Six days since she confused the hell out of him, going out of her way to set a bag on the ground just to tuck a piece of hair behind her ear. He smirked. What was that even about? The smirk melted back into a frown.

	Six days since he reaffirmed that he didn't deserve to be happy.

	He stood and stretched as he walked back into the living room. He fought to keep his gaze from swinging to the closed door on his left and succeeded that time. Not that it changed a damn thing; Annalise was still gone. 

	He jerked open the freezer and grabbed two bags of mixed veggies before he deposited himself on the barstool. He draped one bag over his right knuckles and held the other on his jaw with his left hand, just in case. 

	Before the cold could start working his pocket buzzed. He stiffened, and both bags fell to the floor as he snatched the phone out. UNKNOWN hovered above the notification, and he frowned. 

	It was supposed to ring. He killed his target. The guy was dead, no question. White hot panic flooded him as he tapped the notification.

	 

	SECOND TARGET.

	181ST BLOCK. REAR DOOR. 23 MINS.

	WHITE JACKET. BROWN HAIR.

	NO CALL TONIGHT.

	 

	What the . . .That was the deal! His reply flew from his fingers too fast for him to process before he hit send.

	 

	CALL NOW OR NO TARGET.

	 

	He held his breath as he stared at the screen. That was stupid. He expected the worst. He had no leverage, and they knew it. He'd do what they asked. Whatever, however, and whenever.

	 

	2 MINS.

	 

	He exhaled fully and closed his eyes. They flew back open when the call came through. He couldn't hit accept fast enough.

	“ . . .Nick? They said I can't talk long. Are you okay? I miss you. They're still keeping me in this damn ware—”

	The cracking sound of a slap, followed by her scream boiled his blood, kicking his heart rate to high gear. Unfortunately, he'd heard that exact combination several times. She'd always been too headstrong. Her whimpering grew louder as she picked back up the phone. He just had to keep it together long enough to get through this call. Just a little longer.

	“Annalise, don't talk, just listen. I love you. They aren't going to hurt you for much longer, and when I find you, I'll kill every single one of them. That's a promise. Just . . .keep your head down and hold tight.”

	Her shaky breathing, followed by a muted “okay” was all he heard before the line went dead. He held the silent phone to his ear for a good twenty seconds more before he slammed it down on the counter and stormed across the room. He bellowed in frustration, storming straight to the end table. In one fluid motion, he snatched up a lamp and launched it against the closest wall, sending glass shards out like a dust cloud. He covered his face and stood there, powerless and alone. 

	Very sickening and dangerous feelings to brew inside a man. Or anyone.

	The worst thing about this whole situation was that it was his fault. All of it. He should have been there. If he had just left work a little earlier . . .  His chest ached as he sucked in air.

	And to top it all off, he was sure this jerk wad could easily have hired several better trained and better outfitted hitmen. Not to mention, there had to already be someone there making sure each target was on time. But for some reason, he enjoyed torturing Nick. And Annalise. And that enraged Nick beyond words. But he had come up with a plan after the last hit and was about to put it into action.

	He didn't even bother cleaning up the glass as he grabbed his gun again and stomped toward the door. The cleaning crew would just get a few extra bucks tomorrow. He jerked on a hoodie and slammed the door behind him, taking the stairs two at a time. A cabby dropped him two blocks away and waited, meter running. Nick ducked into a storefront and waited two minutes before walking back out and toward the address. 

	The illustrious Spencer Price Hotel came into view, and his steps slowed. He thought that address sounded familiar. The towering, pristine building was completely out of place among the run down, old mill-town houses and shell businesses left over after the industry shift. It was a shining beacon, nestled there on the otherwise dirty street corner. 

	Nick had no idea where their affluent clientele came from, but there was always a steady stream of expensive-looking people going and coming. Drawn like moths to the flame. On a breezy night, alcohol hung in the air. Tonight, though, it just smelled like death.

	Thoughts swirled in Nick’s head. His marks had definitely taken a turn for the concerning. They hadn't bothered him too much before when he could easily tell the hits were on less desirable people. 

	But they were all still people. Important to remember that.

	He tucked his head in and crossed the street, then walked straight into the darkened side alley like he was supposed to be there. It was the best way to get away with things like that. If you looked shifty, chances are you were shifty. There was a stark contrast between the front of the building and his present spot.  It was like the whole block was wearing a mask. 

	He checked his watch and got into position. One minute to spare. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the wall. 

	He had gotten a tiny piece of the puzzle tonight. She was in a warehouse. There wasn't much he could do with that yet, but maybe soon. Scarlet popped into his head for some reason, and his eyes flew open. Then he scowled. The last thing he needed right then was a beautiful distraction.

	The door opened without fanfare and out stepped an impeccably dressed older man. With brown hair. Wearing a white jacket. Nick pointed the gun at the man's head. 

	“Who wants you dead?” He growled, breaking his silent death routine.

	The man stopped moving but didn't turn around or appear to be concerned in any way. “Who doesn't?” His response was eerily calm.

	Not the answer he was expecting in the slightest. Or the voice, as it was a tad on the feminine side. Nick readjusted his grip. The man chose to continue, giving Nick mixed emotions.

	“If I had to hazard a guess, it would be my direct rival. He's trying to take over my territory, and my business. In fact, the only reason I'm standing here now is he texted that he wanted to discuss an agreement. I can assume by your presence that was a ruse.” He took a long breath. “Are you the one to kill me?”

	“I don't have a choice,” Nick muttered.

	The man nodded and raised his hands in surrender.

	“I understand. I can then assume he's got significant leverage over you, and I'm sorry to hear that. You can be sure he's holding whoever it is in one of his buildings in this city, even though he owns several in Bridgeford, as well. Know that I fully understand the importance of family. I wish I could be of more help.”

	Nick swallowed hard and shook his head.

	“What's his name?”

	“He calls himself The Wolf.”

	Nick cocked the gun.

	“Might I make a final request? I believe I know what they call you, but would you be so kind as to do it in the heart instead? I'd like an open casket funeral.”

	Nick sucked in a short breath. He had always struggled to keep thoughts about the families left behind at bay, but he was rarely successful. Hearing it said out loud and so matter of fact was difficult. Just another reason to hate himself. He fought the stinging tear that threatened to fall and cleared his throat.

	“Yeah.”

	The man exhaled and nodded.

	“Thank you. Good luck.”

	Nick took a step closer and aimed the gun, frowning as he pulled the trigger. He really didn't have a choice. A puff of air from the barrel was the only sound as the man collapsed on the ground. This blood bothered him almost as much as Scarlet's.

	He roughly wiped his nose and pocketed his gun as he exited the alley. That one sucked. He headed in the opposite direction of the cab before he crossed the street and doubled back. 

	That one sucked, hard. But that was the most precious and priceless information he'd ever received in his life. And he planned to make the most of it. Though, he realized as he paid the cabby and headed home on foot instead, it wasn't priceless. 

	It carried the highest price. A man's life.
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	Scarlet

	 

	Scarlet stepped into her heels and smiled at her reflection. The off-the-shoulder dress she chose was a tad snug, but perfectly showed off her still angry scar. Hopefully that would remind Steven that she should be off-limits since she was still healing. Even though she was mostly fine, he didn't need to know that. Her eyes lit up with the brilliant idea to play up the pain a bit. That would for sure seal the 'it's not happening' deal. 

	She perched on the arm of her couch and tapped her heel against the hardwood floor. Maybe he wouldn’t show up. She scoffed. Fat chance. She had just finished typing to Katelyn when she heard the doorbell followed by three short raps. The text made a whoosh noise as she hit ‘send’, and Scarlet stood slowly, squaring her shoulders. Just dinner. She winced at the mild twinge and remembered to let it be a little limper. She was so impressed with herself.

	“One sec.”

	She tapped across the floor and unlatched the locks. One beat and she swung open the door. There he was: leaned against the door frame, oozing arrogance and, unfortunately, sex appeal. He wore an obviously expensive suit, sans tie. The top two buttons of his crisp white shirt were undone, and the color popped against the tan of his skin and the deep blue of the jacket fabric. She fought the reaction in her body and took an obvious sniff of the air, turning her mouth down appreciatively.

	“Glad you lived up to your word. Where are we going?”

	He reached up, pushed her door open wider, and stepped in front of her.

	“I always live up to my word.”

	He slowly reached out his hand and hooked his index finger under her chin. She was surprised at the smoothness of his skin. Nothing like Nick’s slightly rough, manly skin. He tilted her chin up to look at him. The surprising predatory look in his eyes sent a shiver of fear down her spine.

	“You would do well to remember that.” He dropped her chin as he fell back into his carefree posture and flashed his smile at her before offering her his arm. “Sweetheart.”

	What the hell was that about? Okay. Just . . .be polite and normal. It’s fine. She cleared her throat and smiled as she hesitantly took his arm.

	“Shall we? We’re on a schedule, and it's critically important to be on time. Wouldn't you agree?”

	Part of her was certain that was a jab at her almost perpetual tardiness, but he did nothing but smile as they walked. Psychotic punctuality was probably part of how he rose so high in the ranks. That and his slick, manipulating persona.

	“By the way, you look wonderful.” 

	She glanced up to say an emotionless 'thank you,' but the words caught in her throat. Blue eyes were drinking her in. He stopped walking and stepped in front of her. Scarlet’s arm was still trapped under his, and she frowned. That lazy, drunken smile spread across his face yet again, and he spoke slowly like he was being paid by the second.

	“Absolutely. Breathtaking.” 

	The back of his index finger smoothed across her cheek, and she moved her face back out of the way. Boy, he was shooting straight from the get-go. Too bad he was aiming for the wrong target.

	“What’s the agenda, and where are we going, exactly?”

	He stood up straight and refocused on walking, pulling her along at a faster pace.

	“Well, it starts at The Storm—”

	She pulled up short, cutting him off.

	“The Storm Bar? The one that practically takes a personal invitation from God himself to get into?”

	He dropped a smug glance to her, obviously quite impressed with himself. And, to be honest, she was pretty damn impressed, too. He feigned humility with a shrug and grinned. 

	“The owner owed me a favor. I hooked him up with a totally bangable Asian supermodel who was in town last week.” He smirked then flattened his expression. “I’d have done a whole hell of a lot more than just take her to dinner, but whatever, his loss.” He sniffed and shrugged while Scarlet tried not to roll her eyes back into her head. “Anyway, when I told him I had a date with the hottest woman from my entire six-floor office building, it was all he could do to squeeze us in.”

	“The whole building, huh? Wow. I feel so special.” She scoffed and shook her head. 

	He smiled and started walking again, faster still, evidently trying to make up for the lost time she had caused. They stepped out the main double door entrance of her renovated mill condo building, and he gestured to a freshly polished black Lincoln Town Car parked at the curb. She wondered what kind of car Nick drove before sighing in a silent admission of being impressed again.

	She walked up, and he opened the door for her, holding her hand as she climbed in. Just like in the movies. She chewed on her lip. He rounded the car and slid in beside her where he nodded to the driver.  The car eased onto the street, and Scarlet shook her head. He had a driver. He had an “in” at The Storm Bar. And for some unfathomable reason, he wanted to use those things on a date with her. She glanced out at the passing lights and was, for a moment, lost in the spectacle of it all. 

	Then his hand slid over her knee, and she plummeted back to reality. Oh, hell no. That's right. What was she thinking? She politely removed his hand and glanced at him with one eyebrow raised. He gave her a much sexier version of his million-watt smile, and she could see his pupils dilated in the dim light of the car. He flipped his wrist and put his hand on top of hers, then pulled it and her closer to him, across the back seat. Time to put on the brakes. She sucked in a pained breath and winced. He stares at her a moment, then furrowed his brow and frowned.

	“What?”

	She gestured to her shoulder with her head.

	“Still sore. Sorry.”

	He continued to frown but released her hand. She scooted back to her spot and studiously avoided looking back at him. So far, so good! When they pulled up to the curb, he hopped out, unaffected. He opened her door and held out his hand. She didn't take it. He didn't seem to notice, not even glancing at her as she climbed out. He shook his arm to reveal his watch and clicked his cheek in self-approval.

	“Right on time. Perfect. Shall we?”

	He offered her his elbow and she took it again. They had taken one step when he abruptly halted, stooped with a grumble, tugging her a little off-balance in the process. He popped up holding a wad of paper she hadn’t even noticed. 

	“How fucking hard is it," he mumbled. “Can is right there.” He turned to quickly catch her gaze as he brandished the wad. “Trying to keep my streets clean.” He winked and tossed it in the air as they sauntered straight up the black carpet. 

	Scarlet allowed herself a small smile. That was pretty refreshing to see, in all honesty. Maybe he wasn’t a complete skeeze-wad. 

	He dropped it in the silver bin beside a massive, mountain of a man in a tight black t-shirt who smiled and lifted the purple velvet rope. The bouncer gave Steven a deep, respectful nod as he passed and smirked at her. Apparently, they knew him on sight; he didn’t even give a name.

	She blinked rapidly at the shifting light patterns as her mouth slowly dropped. She had never seen it in person, and it defied all expectations. The entire place was decorated in coal black, steel gray, deep purple, brilliant indigo, and dark maroon. Hovering above the opulent, lush furnishings were the namesake Storm Boxes. Each one had an actual, lab-created thunderstorm roiling inside. Hanging from each box were large crystals which reflected the lightning from all boxes, creating a hypnotizing sporadic strobe effect. She let out a slow, awed breath.

	Steven gave her no time to dawdle, though, and pulled her straight up to the massive, polished, dark oak bar that anchored the room. He gestured to one of the plush purple bar stools, and she sat gingerly. He waved to the bartender who offered him a massive smile and called out to him over the thrum of the loud techno music blaring from the dance floor at the rear of the building.

	“Mr. Greene, Sir! Your usual? What about the lady?”

	Usual? How often did he come here?

	“Evening, Anthony. She'll have the same. Is Vincent in yet? I have someone I'd like him to meet.” 

	He finally spared her a sideways glance and gave her his warm smile again. 

	So nice of him to remember she was there. And what the hell was 'the same'? He didn't even bother asking what she drank. What if she didn't drink? What would he have done then? In fact, she rarely drank at all! She glanced around the room, lonely despite the throngs of beautiful people milling around.

	Over on the far left of the room was a section extravagantly appointed with large, high-backed booths, and a large round table with about ten chairs around it. There were even more beautiful people in there, though they were mostly women. And the clothes they were almost wearing. 

	Several of those women left the room to refill their drinks or dance, which cleared the line of sight. A tall, attractive but deadly looking man elegantly rested at the back of one of the booths, surveying the entire establishment. He had several hulking men in suits around him, each fawning over one of the remaining barely dressed women. He was not. His blond hair and sharp jaw were visible even at that distance as his eyes landed on her, in an unfaltering stare.

	Okay then. Not a warm and fuzzy kind of guy.

	She was snapped to attention by the short tumbler set in front of her which held a dark brown liquid and ice. She raised her eyebrows at Steven, who hungrily took one of the two in front of him. He inhaled its aroma before taking two big swigs, ending with a satisfied sigh. He measured the glass appraisingly and eyed her.

	“What is it?” she asked, gingerly holding the glass up to her nose.

	“Rum and Coke. Anthony makes the best in the state. Try it.”

	He took another swig, and she lifted her glass to her lips. It wasn't terrible, but it would be far from her favorite. And she'd probably never have one again. 

	He watched her take another sip and frowned. He put his now empty glass down on the counter and leaned into her. Anthony appeared out of nowhere, snagged the glass, and wiped off the water ring. The next second a full tumbler identical to the first was in its place.

	“You know, you're going to hurt Anthony's feelings if you don't drink it. He's kinda delicate that way.” He winked at her, and everything in her told her that was a command. Her alarm bells went off, and she remembered her plan again.

	“I have to take it really easy; I'm still on some pain meds.” She gestured apologetically to her shoulder, and he frowned again.

	“Oh, yeah.” 

	He leaned further into her, most likely to make sure she could hear him over the music. He talked to her ear, his breath making incredibly unwelcome chills pop up on her neck.

	“I guess I'll have to take it easy on you later.”

	He pressed his lips to her pulse point, and she froze, her heart rate spiking erratically. What the hell was he thinking? He grinned against her skin, and she pulled back a bit.

	“Mmm, you smell delicious. Maybe I won't.”

	He leaned in to fill the space she created, and before she could react, he slid his tongue, cold from his drink, up her jaw and quickly bit her. Scarlet yelped and shoved him away.

	“Hey, damn it! That hurt! What's wrong with you?!”

	He laughed and took a long draw of his new drink before he glanced at his watch, then to the back door of the club. She reached up and flinched when she touched her jaw, then drew her fingers back. Thankfully, there was no blood. 

	Shit. Things were going downhill fast. Maybe she should fake being sick. Or that she had an emergency. Yeah, that w—

	“Come with me.”

	Steven grabbed her hand, again looking at his watch, and jerked her up from the stool. He pulled her quickly through the crowd to a little side section, opposite the one with the scary-looking man and his brutish entourage. He led her through a beaded curtain and stepped up beside her. He gave her an awkward twirl and gestured to the man seated at a round table in the center of the room.

	“Vincent, I'd like to introduce you to Scarlet Price. Scarlet, this is Vincent, the owner friend I was telling you about.”

	She shot Steven a confused look as the tall, broad-shouldered Italian looking man raised his eyebrows in response. He slowly rose from his seat and approached her with calculated moves. 

	“It is an absolute pleasure to finally meet you, mia caro. May I?”

	Well if his appearance weren't enough of a dead giveaway, his gorgeous lyrical accent would for sure have sealed the ‘he’s Italian’ deal. 

	She blinked and focused on his hand, held out to her in a polite gesture, but hesitated. What on earth was going on?

	Weird as it was, she put her hand in his. He acted as if he were grateful and placed a chaste kiss on the back of it with some seriously soft lips, before patting and releasing it. Scarlet found her voice and smiled.

	“So, you own the whole bar?”

	Vincent’s smile was slow and, she had to admit, pretty damn sexy. Not as sexy as Nick’s, but still.

	“Principessa, I own a great many things.”

	Scarlet snorted. “Well, that doesn’t sound ominous.” 

	Vincent’s smile widened, and he let out a single chuckle.

	“I assure you it’s not. It’s a simple fact. I own this in part and, when necessary, manage the books myself.” He gestured back to the table, covered in neatly arranged piles of paper, then tossed Steven an odd glance before refocusing on her. “I’m also part owner in several other . . .businesses in Twin Bay and Bridgeford, as well as full owner of Primo OTB. Add in my estates here and back home, vehicles, staff . . .” He held his palms up a small shrug. 

	Scarlet smiled back. “A great many things. I get it.”

	“Precisely.” His grin widened even more, crinkling his eyes. He tilted his head and scanned the length of her appreciatively, before catching her gaze again. “It’s a shame you waste your time with Mr. Greene and his . . .” he wound his hand in the air, apparently searching for the right word, but kept his eyes on her. “Endless, costly whims.”

	Great, another ominous statement. She was more than ready to call this date a wash.

	“You’ll please excuse my rudeness, mia caro, but I need to finish.” He bowed his head and rounded the table again, taking his seat gracefully. He threw a somewhat unfriendly look to Steven, then his focus fell back to the stacks of papers in front of him, and he spoke without another glance up.

	“I assume you’ll want a comped hotel room as well?”

	Scarlet opened her mouth to very loudly and clearly let him know in no uncertain terms that they did NOT need that, but before she could, a sudden uproar erupted from the bar area. Steven's face thinned, and he grabbed her wrist, pulling her from the room. She threw a quick glance back to Vincent, who cast his eyes up from his downturned face and frowned.

	Whether that was for her or Steven she had no idea, but she did know she was getting a little damn sick of being dragged around like a dog.

	Steven pulled her back up to the bar and deposited her on a different seat, then took the seat next to her, closest to Anthony, and shot him an 'I'm going to kill someone' look. Anthony shrugged and gestured toward the VIP area. Scarlet placed her hand on Steven's bicep, and the muscle twitched as he whipped his head around.

	“Do you know those guys over there? That one, in particular, looks almost comically evil.”

	He followed her fingertip to the dangerous man from before. Steven’s mouth twitched into a smirk before he cleared his throat. He turned to face her and leaned his elbow on the bar.

	“Sure don’t, sweetheart. What about you, Anthony?” Steven tossed a glance over his shoulder. “You know any of them?” 

	Disgust dribbled down her spine, and she straightened up. What was it with this guy and ‘sweetheart?’

	Anthony pointedly avoided eye contact with either of them as he jammed a towel into the glass in his hand. “No, sir.” 

	That sounded oddly angry. A flickering TV screen above the bar drew Steven’s gaze, and Scarlet huffed stray hairs out of her eyes. This was such a stupid idea. He snorted at something, then refocused on her with a smug grin.

	“So, you heard about the mob guy they call ‘The Wolf’?”

	So, this was date conversation? Scarlet picked at her thumbnail. “Nope. Don’t really keep tabs on all things ‘mob’ and ‘crime’ in the city. My team handles customer complaints about ATM fees. Not faulty cement shoes or horse heads lacking in sufficient blood.”

	Anthony barked a laugh, and Steven grinned as he eyed her again. “You’re funny. I like that.” He took another long pull of his drink and set it back down with a heavy thud and a strained sigh. “He’s actually one of this area's major crime bosses. So I've heard. Bit past his prime if you ask me.” 

	He muttered the last part and Anthony coughed, earning himself another 'I'm going to kill someone' look. Though, in that instance, it was more of an 'I'm going to kill you' look. Steven turned back to her again and smiled, then changed his volume like he was sharing a secret. 

	“Talk is he's on the rise. That he's knocking off his competition one at a time. The cops keep finding dead bodies, each of them shot in the head. At least once.” He shrugged and reached back to grab his drink. 

	She’d heard about it, hard to miss really. Twin Bay’s own vigilante. The media called the killer “The Executioner.” Police confirmed all the victims so far had major ties in the drug and crime world, so she had good riddance mentality, as did most of the city. She leaned her head around his shoulder and froze when she found the man’s unwavering gaze again. He offered her a slow smile and a nod.

	“That's an interesting name, though. Wolf. Wonder why the guy chose it.” She straightened back up. 

	Steven shrugged and glanced back to her with a small, humorless smile. “No way to know, really.” He threw back the last swig and exhaled loudly. “Unless you want to hunt him down and ask him?” He set his empty drink down on the bar, and Anthony sobered.

	“Sorry, Mr. Greene. Can I get you another one? Or something different?”

	Steven’s glazed eyes followed the last piece of ice as it swirled around on the bottom of the glass.

	“Nah, I'm good man, thanks. Put it on my tab, yeah?” He smirked as he slid off the stool and gestured to Scarlet with his head. “We've got plans.” 

	He checked his watch and winked at Anthony, who creased his brow before smoothing out his expression and nodding firmly.

	Scarlet raised her brows and threw a backward glance to Anthony as Steven tugged her through the front door. She thinned her lips and glared past Steven to the approaching sidewalk. Like hell they did.
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	Annalise

	 

	At least they had been, for the most part, accommodating. 

	Well, once Nick started complying. And she stopped mouthing off as much. And accommodating meant she had a bed. And a bathroom. And she got food. Once a day. Usually.

	Annalise's sigh died in the vastness of the room as she paced the cold, hard floor for the tenth time that day. The constant sound of gulls grated on her nerves, and she was pretty damn sick of the color gray. At least the large picture windows that covered the top half of every wall kept it from being dark. Except at night, obviously. She groaned in defeat and flopped down on the hard bed, causing the ache in her back to twinge.

	The boss hadn't been back to torment her in a few days. At least, she assumed he was the boss. The others did what he said, even though they didn’t always look happy to do it. And while she was glad not to see his smug face, it worried her. Was Nick okay? He had to be, right? If he couldn’t keep doing hits, they'd probably just kill her. So, since she was still alive . . .

	Her stomach defied her direct standing order not to growl, and she groaned as she covered it with her arms. Two days this time. She didn’t know the exact amount of time since she didn’t have a watch. What teenager did, anyway? 

	The big guy they called ‘Butch’ had brought her a greasy ‘hog-dog’ last time, and she managed to get most of it down despite her desire to hurl it back up. Who purposely put barbecue on a hot dog? And then ate it? She shuddered, but her stomach made a convincing argument that it sounded delicious.

	Who would it be this time? God, if she even got to eat today. Her stomach rumbled again, and she scrunched her nose.

	The door creaked open, scraped closed, and her breath froze in her throat. Please let it be—

	“Morning! Didja sleep well?”

	She exhaled in relief and her stomach flipped on end. Thomas. Resident mob hottie and, initially, her fool-proof plan for escape. Though, things had changed a fair bit over the last couple of weeks. 

	He was the nicest one here, and they'd grown pretty close. It was obvious from day one that he couldn't stand being there and hated how they were treating her, which is why she thought he’d be the best bet. He was the youngest too, which probably had something to do with it. 

	He looked so surprised when he saw her the first time like he'd been shocked with a low current cattle prod. She still smiled in the dark when she thought about it. Then he started paying her compliments whenever he could sneak one in. Her hair was pretty. He liked her eyes. Her hands were nice. Her voice was beautiful. She should be a model. Stuff like that. The plan was kind of over at that point. She grinned and rolled her eyes.

	The problem with being a snarky eighteen-year-old was that mouthing off came pretty easy, even when she didn’t want it to. Even though she was generally scared out of her mind.  

	“Would have been better in my own bed.”

	But in this case, it was perfectly fine. Thomas strolled in with a hand in his pocket, a sack of food in the other, and a smile so wide she could fall right in. She couldn't help but smile back.

	“I bet you’d sleep like a champ in my bed, Anna.” He winked, and her stomach flipped again. “I have like, thirty pillows.” He snorted, and she rolled her eyes with a smile.

	She had let him call her Anna at first because she thought it would make him happier to help, which, in retrospect, was pretty stupid. But now . . . it kinda made her feel special. And she liked how it sounded in his funny accent. She didn't even let Nick call her that, so it made Thomas special, too. 

	He dropped down on the bed beside her and set the bag between them like he was presenting the queen with crown jewels. Her cheeks warmed. He was hot. Like, hot hot. He carried himself like he knew it too, which only made it hotter. That swagger made her melt. 

	With his trademark sexy-as-hell grin in place, he dove into the bag and popped out with three sausage, egg and cheese biscuits, then blanked his expression.

	“Aw man . . . they didn’t put yours in here!”  

	Annalise smiled and sighed in mock exasperation as she held out her hands. Thomas chuckled and set the food on the bed, then dug a key out of his pocket. When the cuffs fell away, he let his fingers smooth across her skin before he released her and smiled. He always went out of his way to check her wrists himself, brushing his fingers across the skin, 'just to make sure she was ok.' She knew that he just wanted to touch her. And she liked it. 

	She rubbed her bruised wrists, returning his smile. Thomas then hovered his hand over the pile of biscuits and chose the middle one, weighing it to make double sure. He winked, then plopped the fantastic smelling, delicious bundle in her palm. Her mouth watered at the same time her stomach attacked itself. Maybe he didn’t hear it.

	He frowned. “They didn’t bring you anything yesterday?”

	Well, so much for that. Her mouth already stuffed with a massive bite, she just shrugged. Thomas ran a hand over his head and exhaled.

	She liked how he kept his hair shaved short on the sides and longer on the top, which he wore styled back and to the side.

	Thomas frowned and reached out to touch her face. Annalise winced and jerked back in reactive fear before she straightened back up again. He wasn't the one that hit her.

	“Damn, I'm sorry Anna. You gotta stop makin' him so mad.” 

	He ran his thumb below the broken skin on her cheek. She liked when he did that. Well, it would have been better without the cut, but beggars can't be choosers. She shrugged and smiled with the non-hurt side of her face.

	“It's a skill I have, apparently.” She cleared her throat and found a spot on the floor to study. “According to the oh so special treatment I got from my mom every day, I’m fantastic at it.”

	His hand still in place he glanced down at her mouth, then back to her eyes. His own eyes dulled as he eased his hand away.

	“I know just what you mean. Though, mine ain’t my ma. She died when I was seven.” His gaze grew distant as he glanced at the window. 

	“Well, at least it’s all over for both of us, right?” 

	“Sure,” he said as he blinked, then focused a hard, angry look on his food.

	“So,” she raised her brows. “You gonna let me out today?” 

	She knew the answer. It was the same every time. Honestly, at this point, she just enjoyed seeing his compassion. He furrowed his brow as he unwrapped his biscuit. She liked to watch his fingers move; they made the tendons in his hands dance. 

	“You know I wanna. I think about it all the time. Wish I could.”

	The honesty in that statement radiated from his eyes. And it meant a lot to her that he would if he could. 

	She took another bite and sighed inwardly. For some reason, the biscuits he brought her tasted better than any others. It probably had something to do with the fact that he actually gave a damn enough to ask what kind she liked. And the fact they were from him.  

	She struggled to swallow, the bite apparently too big for her sore throat, which still hadn't fully healed from being choked several days ago. Thomas popped up and trotted to the cooler, then came back, water bottle in hand. She gratefully took it and chugged until the demon bite was gone.

	“Thanks,” she eventually managed.

	He flopped back down on the bed and crossed his arms, sighing as he leaned back against the cold, gray warehouse wall. She glanced over at him and smiled. She looked forward to the days like today when he could stay longer; it meant they could just chat. Like normal people.

	“Did I miss anything life-changing last night?” She grinned and took another small bite.

	He barked out a laugh and cut his eyes to her. Her heart hiccupped; just like every other time she got caught off guard and fell right into them. They were just so mesmerizing. Like copper set against honey. And sometimes, when the sun from the window hit them just right, they glowed. They were fascinating to look at, and she could do it all day. Only that would be incredibly weird. She blinked and dropped her gaze.

	“Only me in the shower.” He winked, and she laughed. “Nah, I was . . . working late.” 

	He frowned. She mirrored his expression. She wished there was something she could do, but of course, there wasn’t.

	“Why do you work for him?”

	He raised his eyebrows and blew out a breath.

	“Well. 'Work' implies I get paid. Though I s'pose, not being killed's a pretty good payment.” He shrugged and smiled. “Pretty crummy dental, though.”

	He flashed his ironically perfect, white teeth, and she laughed before nodding and taking another small bite. He locked his fingers behind his head and looked up again through the large window above her bed again. 

	“I hate it, Anna. Always have.” He sighed with more weight than she thought possible. “Wish I could get out.” He slanted his eyes to her face and frowned. “Wish I could get you out.”

	She glanced at the window and spotted one of the infuriating gulls swooping out of frame as she swallowed. 

	“What would you do?”

	He met her eyes and lifted his crooked brow that time.

	“You mean if I got out? Wow. Nobody’s ever asked me that. Well, it's kinda stupid but . . .”

	He pulled his hands down and rubbed the back of his neck bashfully as he scrunched up his face. Her stomach fluttered, and she shook her head. He was so adorable. 

	“I’m sure it’s not stupid! Come on, tell me,” she urged, grinning as she leaned in.

	Dreams were a good thing to have. She used to have them too. Now she wasn't sure she'd ever get to do any of them.

	“I'd open a coffee shop,” he said, peeking one eye open.

	She raised her eyebrows and licked a crumb off her lip. What a cute, benign thing for someone like this to want. Of course, he was obviously different. He didn't want any of this. Seemed like he was almost as much of a prisoner as she was. The only difference being he wasn't literally a prisoner. And it didn't look like he got beat up on, at least, not recently. 

	He chuckled and shrugged. “Yeah, I know. Told you it was stupid.”

	“That’s not stupid at all! I’d go there all the time.” She grinned at him, and he smiled back. “What would you call it?”

	He eyed her as he adjusted his arms and cleared his throat.

	“I, eh, can’t tell you yet,” he mumbled and shot a quick look at the blank wall. “It’s a beautiful name, though.” She had no idea why, but his ears were turning pink just on the edges. He rubbed the back of his neck again and shrugged.

	 “But I know there’s ten million of those 'round here. Probably wouldn’t get any customers. I love coffee, though. Lots of people do. But I'd serve some food too. Just breakfasty stuff, y‘know?”

	She adored the way he talked. Kind of a wide northern or Yankee accent, mixed with some sort of Midwestern flair, even a few random southern twangs. He definitely wasn't from around here, and if she could pay him to read to her, she totally would.

	He sat up, smile wide and dreamy. He was lost in his thoughts, and her heart warmed at the little spark in his eyes. 

	“I'd wanna do different stuff at night eventually, too. Draw in a bigger crowd somehow on the weekend. Maybe have like, bands or somethin’ . . . I dunno. But see, good coffee and good food make people happy. And if I could be in charge of a place that makes people happy, that'd almost be like . . .” His excited expression fell, and he swallowed. “Well. It'd make me feel good.” He glanced at her sideways. “Like, how I feel when I bring you food, y’know?” He leaned back again. “Don't matter, though. I don't have a choice.”

	His tortured expression hurt her heart and made her want to rescue him.

	“Everyone has a choice, Thomas. Take me for example. I could kill myself.”

	His jaw dropped open, and his eyes went wide.

	“No way! You can't do that!”

	She shrugged. Wouldn't be that hard. She'd wished she were dead many times in her life. 

	“I could. Then Nick wouldn't have to suffer any more for my sake. He’s already sacrificed the last ten years of his life for me. Quit college, worked his ass off in two jobs, supported me, carted me to and from school . . .” She brushed a crumb off the mattress. “Now he's literally killing people just to keep me alive. That feels pretty awful. So . . . I'm making a choice for him to be tormented by not killing myself. Pretty selfish, if you ask me. See what I mean?”

	Thomas slid across the bed, positioning himself right beside her, and she took another bite. She liked when he sat close to her. She loved the way he smelled. Plus, it was nice to have a warm body nearby. It got cold there at night. And lonely.

	“Anna, that ain’t your fault. None of this is your or Nick's fault. Don't think like that. Please. Maybe he'll find you soon and save you. I just wish I could help!”

	He folded his arms, and she glanced up at him.

	“You do help.” 

	“Pfff. Not enough.” He shook his head.

	 She glanced at the open framework ceiling and smiled. It was so nice he was concerned about her. This place was filled with so much hate and evil. So cold. So empty. Maybe it was just the pain. Or the loneliness. Or the fear. But why not? What else did she have to lose?

	 “You're the only thing I have to look forward to . . ." She felt his gaze, even though she didn’t look at him. “I wish you could come every day, though. Then I'd have more to think about when . . . well, the pain wouldn't be as bad. I don't think.”

	She swallowed and lowered her head. So much for her appetite. She wrapped the biscuit back up and set it on the concrete floor. He picked it back up, lost in thought.

	“I asked Stick yesterday if I could be the one to bring you food more often and he stared at me like I was up to something.” He unwrapped the biscuit and handed it back to her, absentmindedly. “So, that fuckin' sucked but . . . I tried.”

	She smiled and took another nibble before setting it on the bed beside her. Did he even realize he’d done that? 

	Thomas shrugged, then cleared his throat as he slowly held out his hand over her lap and turned his palm up. She bit her lip and let out a short laugh as nerves shot through her. They hadn't done that yet. 

	She hovered her hand above his for a second before she rested it gently on his palm. Their eyes met, and he smiled as he laced their fingers together. She let out another embarrassed laugh and bumped her shoulder against his. His hand was so warm. And strong. He cleared his throat again and ran his free hand through his hair, still smiling. 

	“This is exactly the wrong place to say this. And exactly the wrong time. And exactly the wrong situation, but . . .I like you. Kinda more than a little. Okay, exactly more than a little. Exactly a lot, actually. You're crazy strong. I think you're funny. You're drop-dead gorgeous. Ya lemme ramble about food. I can tell you're smart . . .”

	He scratched the back of his head and grinned like a little boy that won a goldfish at the fair. She chuckled and raised her brows as a whole kaleidoscope of butterflies moved into her stomach. The man could seriously make her feel special, no doubt about that. He sobered his expression and reached out to caress her cheek again. She didn't pull away that time.

	“So, every time I come in here and see you're hurt worse, it tears me apart.” He smoothed his thumb across her cheek and frowned. 

	“I just—” He exhaled sharply then grunted in frustration. He glared at the floor in front of them as he let his hand slide down. “Just wish I could help more.”

	She turned her body on the bed to face him and chewed the inside of her lip. He smiled at her and sat the same way, their knees resting against one another. He slowly reached out and took her hand again, eyes cast down as he fiddled with one of her knuckles. She liked the way his crooked eyebrow looked up close. Probably happened during a fight, but whatever. She liked it.

	He shifted on the bed and laughed quietly to himself. “Ya know,” he murmured, moving to a different knuckle which sent a bolt through her. “If this was one of those movies where the John's all smooth and shit, mackin' with that whole 'act first, ask last' play," his cheeks tinged, "I'd lean over and kiss you. But . . . I’d never do anything you didn't want. So. There you have it.”

	He sighed and let her hand go, clasping his together in his lap. 

	God, he couldn't be any more adorable. And why not? She smiled and cleared her throat. He was probably a good kisser. Even with the scar cutting into the side of his upper lip. Maybe some other type of human interaction would be good for her. Make her feel less like a caged animal.

	“Well, since you asked . . . sure,” she shrugged and smiled. “I'd like that.”

	He laughed, eyebrows lifting, the crooked one slightly lower than the other. Annalise smiled wider as she watched the corners of his eyes crinkle.

	“Yeah?” He puffed up. “Doesn't surprise me. I am pretty awesome.”

	She laughed and nodded. He eyed her face as he slowly leaned in, careful to avoid her bruises, then gently pressed his lips to hers. 

	A quiet gasp escaped her. 

	It . . . was perfect. The intense spark made her heart skip and her mind fuzz at the edges.

	But it scared her. Terrified her, in fact. It was something else that could be taken away. He pulled back an inch and searched her face.

	“You alright?”

	She nodded, then tugged him back in cautiously by the buttons on his shirt. They kissed again, and she pinched her brows together, fighting the tears that formed. 

	His mouth was so soft. She could feel the scar, and she liked that too. The swarm of butterflies circled, and her heart raced as they kissed, making the room spin. 

	But it hurt.

	It hurt inside. It reminded her that she was, in fact, a caged animal. A caged and abused animal. And nothing could ever come from this. And if she liked it too much, she'd be even sadder if they told him he couldn't come back again. 

	Kissing him only made her want to be free that much more, which she wasn’t sure she’d ever be again. He leaned back and touched her jaw with his warm thumb.

	“Hey. Don't push yourself.”

	She chewed on her bottom lip as a tear slid down her cheek. 

	“Could you just . . .?”

	She didn't want him to leave. She needed contact. For as long as he could give it. She didn't know from one day to the next when she'd see him or for how long. They didn't let him come on any set schedule. But while he was here, she just wanted to be with him. She crossed her arms tightly as another tear fell.

	“Could you just hold me . . . like you love me?”

	His mouth dropped open, and his breath shot out, but then he offered her a sweet smile.

	“I'd really like that. Come 'ere.”

	He scooted up to the head of the bed and held his arms open. She moved up to lay beside him, and he pulled her to his chest as he rested his cheek against the top of her head. God, he smelled so good. She carefully rested her aching cheek against his chest and sucked in a ragged breath when she heard his thumping, rapid heartbeat. She slid her arm around his waist and winced as she held him tight.

	Then she cried.
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	Scarlet

	 

	“Want one on the other side to match?”

	 Steven slurred as they walked, staggering more than once. The chilly air brushed against the mark on her jaw, and she frowned. 

	It was already much better, but still incredibly annoying. What kind of guy hauls off and bites a girl’s face on the first date? Scratch that: EVER?! That was what she got for going against her better judgment and going at all. He noticed, despite his alcohol haze, and laughed, shaking his head. She had fully expected him to apologize like he should have, but that wasn’t happening apparently.

	“Um, how 'bout no? I didn't want this one!”

	He shrugged and laughed again, slowing their crawling walk to a standstill once they reached an alley opening. She had convinced Steven that walking to her house would be better, and of course, he acted like it was his idea. Honestly, she just didn't want to be cooped up with him in the back seat of that car again. She just couldn't wait to put this whole night behind her.

	He hummed a short note as he put both his hands on her hips and drew her to him, moving to stand behind her.  He pulled her closer to the wall and before she realized what was going on, he wrapped his arms around her arms. The pressure from the grip caused her shoulder to twinge and alarms blared in her mind. She pushed against his chest with her other elbow, grunting from the effort. 

	“Steven, I don't like this. Let me go.”

	He tightened his hold on her, pinning her arms down and chuckled when she tensed.

	“I made up my mind,” he purred, pressing his mouth against the back of her neck. The strong smell of alcohol wafted up over her shoulder, and her skin crawled as her heart pounded.

	“Steven, let me go, now!” 

	He tightened his grip, and she struggled as he began peppering her neck and exposed upper back with kisses. Nausea slithered through her.

	“Stop!”

	Eyes wild, she scanned for someone on the street. Completely empty. Of course. But they were stopped not too far from a little grocery store. And it was still open. She took in a breath to scream when his kisses abruptly halted. Even though that should have made her a little relieved, she panicked more. He dropped his arms and released her. What the hell was he thinking? Shock flooded her system, and she went white-hot all over, exhaling in relief. She whipped around to let him have it.

	“You fu—”

	The second she did, his hand was on her throat. Her eyes flew open, and she clawed at his hand for enough air to scream. He spun her around and shoved her back against the wall, then leaned hard against her so she couldn't get leverage to kick. His face hovered just in front of hers, and his eyes practically glowed with arousal. It was terrifying. He leaned in closer as the edges of her vision started to grow dark from lack of oxygen. 

	“I'm not going to take it easy on you after all.”

	She squeezed her eyes tight. Maybe she could block out what was coming. Maybe she'd pass out first. Or maybe she could pretend she was safe, at home, under a blanket, thinking about—

	Her eyes popped open, precious oxygen flooding her brain. Her vision cleared just in time to see Steven's eyes widen. He grabbed at another man's arm snaked tightly around his neck. The next second the man popped the back of Steven's legs to break his balance and slung him hard to the ground. 

	She dropped to the ground at the same time, coughing and gulping in air. The fall slammed her knee against a jagged piece of sidewalk, and she fought a gasp. No doubt in her mind whoever it was had saved her life. 

	The man landed a devastating kick to Steven's ribs, and he bellowed in pain before the man jammed his boot against his throat and pulled out a gun, aiming straight for Steven's head. 

	“If you ever . . . EVER touch her again, I’ll hunt you down like the dog you are. And I won't be as nice next time. You'll beg me to kill you, but I won't. I'll just hurt you over and over. I'll only stop when I get tired. Then I'll take a nap. And then I'll hurt your sorry ass some more.”

	A massive electrical current rocketed through her body. She stopped gasping and froze stock still. His face was completely obscured by his hood, but there was no mistaking that deep growl. Her heart hammered harder than before. She'd never been so happy to hear a voice in all her life.  

	Nick leaned further over and jammed the barrel of the gun against Steven's forehead. Steven struggled like mad, pushing at the boot on his neck.

	“ . . .Just messing . . .around . . .right . . .s —”

	Nick pushed his boot further down, cutting off his air supply as he glanced at her. His menacing expression morphed into earth-shattering concern as his wide, fearful eyes met hers. She shook her head, still holding her throat, not quite sure she could talk above a whisper. Or at all. The rage that washed over his face was both terrifying and magnificent as he turned a sneer back to Steven's scrunching face.

	“She says no. Looks like you need to learn what that means. Here, let's practice.”

	He cocked the gun and jammed it harder against Steven's forehead. Steven's eyes threatened to bug out of his head from fear, and every bit of his remaining alcohol-induced flush drained from his face.

	“Go on, use it in a sentence. Say 'No, don't shoot me.'"

	Steven struggled harder against Nick's boot, alternating between grimacing from pain and glaring in anger. He snarled out strangled words whenever he could get a breath in. 

	“Sick . . .fuck . . .you . . .know . . .that?!”

	Nick shrugged.

	“Maybe. But I'm not 'rape a woman on the sidewalk' sick. It's all about perspective. Now. Use it in a sentence.”

	Fear and rage radiated from Steven's face as he writhed uselessly under Nick's black combat boot, favoring his side that most likely had a few cracked ribs. The shrill of a police siren echoed in the distance, and Nick straightened up. He kept the gun aimed at Steven's head as he continued.

	“Here's what's going to happen. You're going to stand up, turn around and walk away. That's it. Don't look at her. Don't talk to her. You don't even get to think about her, am I clear?” 

	He lifted his boot and took a half step backward. Steven groaned, coughed several times and rolled onto his side. He stayed here a moment clutching his ribs before he stumbled to his feet. He swayed, managing to look both green and pale, and stared at Nick's shrouded face.

	“Fuck. You.”

	Nick waved his gun dismissively, and Steven spat on the ground. He winced and staggered away, hunched over and groaning. He didn't look back at her. Or talk to her. Apparently, he'd told his driver to follow not far behind them, and once he had made it to his car, he fell in, and his driver sped away. 

	Nick watched the exhaust for a moment before he put his gun back in his pocket. He turned a heartbroken look back at her and laced his fingers behind his neck. She sat in a daze, half-aware, half detached, staring at the spot where the car had been. 

	That really just happened . . .he almost . . .almost . . .

	She swallowed and winced. And God, knowing the car was just waiting. Would he have taken her somewhere?

	Nick slowly crouched down in front of her. She didn't focus on him immediately, but her body trembled. What if he had killed her? She couldn’t even . . .Why didn’t she fight back? She should have done something. Anything.

	“Scarlet . . .”

	Her eyes zeroed in on Nick, and the shaking grew more intense as the shock settled in. When his warm, rough palm found the side of her face, her heart exploded, and her soul ached. 

	He saved her, again. His touch and gruff voice saying her name with such gentleness were the straws that broke the dam on her emotions. She launched herself off the ground and slammed into him, knocking him off balance. He rocked backward and sat down hard as she wrapped her arms around his neck, sobbing into the space where his neck met his shoulder. 

	“Thank you. Thank you, Nick . . . thank you . . .” she whispered, focusing on the steady rise and fall of his chest. His strong, fast heartbeat, thrumming in his neck. His amazing scent. Even the faint whiff of peppermint, likely from gum. She squeezed him tighter, absorbing the safe feeling that came from being in his presence. Taking as much as she could, to keep it with her. 

	He froze in place, arms suspended in the air for several seconds before he closed his eyes and wrapped his arms around her waist in a slow, hesitant movement, molding her to his chest. 

	“It’s okay,” he matched her volume, resting his cheek against her head. “I’ve got you.”

	They fit together like a puzzle, and he breathed in the scent of her shampoo and perfume like it was the last bit of air he'd ever have. 

	“I’ve got you.”

	They sat silently in that embrace until the shaking subsided, and she had nothing left to cry. And then a moment longer.
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	Steven

	 

	“Son of a bitch!”

	A few patrons turned his way, but he didn't give a damn. Anger pumped through his veins, making his temples throb. The rest of his aching body thrummed in pain waves that matched his heartbeat, each twinge pissing him off even more. The bar was no busier, but every noise bounced off his eardrums like a hammer. The hour ticked and sporadic bursts of light sputtered and flashed all through the bar as thunder boomed through the loudspeakers, met with whoops and cheers. Steven rubbed his forehead and growled.

	“Kill the boxes, Anthony.”

	Anthony stilled and raised his brows. “Seriously? They’re almost done.”

	“Now.”

	Another boom echoed through the building, dying midway when Anthony flipped the switch beside the bar. The light level equalized as the overhead fixtures reactivated, and Steven let out a slow breath.

	“Whatever,” Anthony muttered, grabbing a short tumbler from beside the sink. He thunked it down in front of Steven and filled it with water.

	“Who was the guy?” Anthony grabbed a clean towel, a heavy handful of ice, twisted it all together and slapped it down on the bar.

	Steven winced as he swallowed and gently pushed the ice against his side. He was so angry he wasn't even sure he'd be able to sleep tonight.

	“I don't know, but I swear to God if I ever find out I'll kill him myself.”

	Both he and Anthony knew that wasn't going to happen. That wasn't a task he'd ever do himself. He checked his watch and grumbled, “Tell you what else. I’m sick of following behind our guy, checking for pulses.” A shudder ran down his spine.  “I wouldn’t have had to bring her here tonight, and this would have gone a whole lot differently.” He couldn’t help the small smile that tugged at his mouth. Anthony shook his head and shifted his weight.

	A stereotypical blond bar crawler walked up and placed her French tipped hands delicately on the counter. She swung her hair back over her shoulder and flashed a “give-me-a-free-drink” smile. Anthony stood up a bit straighter, more than happy to oblige.  He stumbled over his words and nervously adjusted his glasses. 

	He’d always been a sucker for a pretty lady, and it was gonna get him in trouble one day. A lot of the ones that came in here were looking for their next mark, and Anthony was a huge target. Not that he seemed to give a damn. Steven sneered. Main problem with that was the hit to profits. 

	Anthony finished and slid her a drink. “On the house, babe.” 

	Steven grumbled and fished out his wallet, then tossed a twenty on the counter. “You keep doing that, V’s gonna let you have it.”

	Anthony walked back over and swiped the bill. “Thanks,” he muttered and shoved the money in the till. He spun back and wiped a smear from the bar top in front of Steven.

	“What happened anyway? Why'd he come after you?”

	Steven smiled in his mind. She was so scared. He could taste the power he was taking from her. That control was intoxicating. Add in who she was and . . .well, he just had to convince her she didn't have a choice but to be with him. Whatever it took, however many times. He swallowed, cleared his throat, and shrugged.

	“Who even knows? I walked her home, and he just came out of nowhere.”

	Anthony stared at him for a long moment. Steven couldn't tell if he believed him or not, but he didn't give a damn about that either. Anthony didn't get paid to give his opinions. 

	A tall frame cast a shadow around Steven. He grimaced as he turned his aching body to lock eyes with its owner, and his stern expression. “What the hell are you glaring at?”

	Vincent’s forehead creased, and he smirked. “Did you finally encounter a lady who refused your advances? Fitting justice if you ask me.”

	“Well, no-fucking-body did. And hell no she didn’t do this. Some random wannabe hero.”

	Vincent’s brows lowered. He clenched his jaw, and his fists, as his expression hardened. “Did she need this hero?”

	Steven swallowed and shifted on the stool. What the hell did he care? “No. Dude was just sticking his damn nose where it didn’t belong. Don’t you have something else to do?”

	“Mm. Si.” He stared at Steven a moment longer, then exhaled and refocused his attention on Anthony. “It’s balanced. The extra funds are allocated and dispersed. Wait a week before accepting another drop. And place an order for higher-end beverages tonight.”

	“Yes, sir.” Anthony smiled. “Got it.”

	Vincent matched his smile and nodded. “Grazie, Anthony. I placed more in your account as well.” 

	Anthony’s smile widened. “Thanks, man. That’ll be a big help.”

	Vincent inclined his head. “You’ve earned it. It takes great . . . patience to deal with certain clientele.”

	Anthony chuckled. “That it does.”

	Vincent dropped his gaze to Steven. “The money for your boss is in the back. I suggest you handle it quickly.”

	Steven sat up a little, flinched, then frowned.

	“Good. Not too much longer, thank God. I'm sick of this shit.”

	Vincent let out a throaty grumble and nodded. “I share your sentiment. Buona notte.”

	Without another word, he turned on his heel and headed to the rear of the building.

	Anthony raised his brows in a smirk and regarded Steven as he wiped out another glass with a nearly threadbare rag.

	 “I don’t think he likes you. And that’s quite a feat. He likes everybody. Or, at least tolerates them.”

	Steven curled his lip. “I couldn’t care less what that Italian, used goods salesman thinks about me.”

	Anthony grinned. “You should. He could buy and sell you.”

	“Again—don’t care.”

	Steven narrowed an eye at Anthony. “After all this is done, maybe I can talk you into selling me your share.” Then he’d have fifty-one percent and could just kick Vincent to the curb. 

	Anthony raised his eyebrows as he flipped the tumbler in his hand to wipe the bottom, keeping his eyes down. 

	“Nah. All the same, I’d much rather keep it.” Then he added quieter, almost to himself. “Money isn’t everything. Useful, sure. But not everything.”

	Steven laughed. “That’s where you’re wrong, Martel. Money is, in fact, everything.”

	More money equaled fewer problems. Fewer problems for him, at least. It took money to run the world, and more money to run this world. Money and blood.

	Anthony lowered his brow at another glass and exhaled through his nose.

	“Whatever, man. All I know is the sooner you guys are gone, the better.” He jerked his head up and widened his eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that, just that . . . I know you guys will be happier to be in your new headquarters. Or whatever you’re going to call it.”

	Steven grunted, then grabbed his throat and winced again. The hotel was going to be the perfect spot. Even better when it was h—

	“What about Price? Do you think she’ll cooperate?”

	Steven sneered; the expression lost to the massive dark room.

	“She doesn’t have a choice, Anthony.”

	“You think the guy’s done it yet?” He spoke sideways as another customer strolled up to the bar. He refilled Steven's water and wiped at yet another spot on the bar. It was a good thing the place was so busy, but it made talking annoying as hell. Steven grunted and nodded.

	“No doubt. He’s not stupid, I’ll give him that much. I’ll lay eyes on the target in a bit.” He groaned and covered his ribs with his hand. “I don’t think they’re broken, but they sure damn hurt.”

	Anthony shrugged and excused himself to get more glasses.

	Steven spun carefully around on the stool and rested his elbows on the bar.  

	So many people milling around, completely unaware of what went on in the world. They ordered drinks, got drunk, screwed, slept, ate . . . all while an entire subsystem of crime rolled along around them. That's how it needed to be, though; how he liked it. And soon, he’d be the one running the entire thing. Just a few more pieces to knock off the board, then . . . checkmate. 

	Steven’s chin lifted as a smirk flashed. The king would fall, and he’d finally have everything he was owed. And more.

	A red light flashed under the bar top. Anthony pushed a round, white button allowing a weasel of a man to come in through the side door. Anthony tapped Steven's shoulder, and he glanced over and nodded. 

	“Be back in a sec. Get some more ice.”

	Anthony pressed his lips into a fierce line, and Steven slid off the barstool. He made his way over with careful steps. God, if he ever laid eyes on that man again, he'd make him pay six ways to Sunday. He slapped the weasel guy on the shoulder and turned him around, so they faced away from the bar.

	“What you got? It better be good.” He rolled his shoulder and scowled. The man cleared his throat.

	“We had Arlo watch her like you asked. You're gonna wanna hear it for yourself.”

	Steven frowned. “Alright, let's go.”
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	Scarlet

	 

	After another minute, Nick loosened his hold, and Scarlet pulled back. She wiped at her face, hopefully cleaning away the evidence that her mascara was no longer on her lashes. Just fantastic. She got to see him again, and her makeup was all smeary. He gently stayed her hands, and she looked at him, still between his knees where they had fallen, his face inches from hers. 

	Her breath caught when faced with the depth of compassion swimming behind his hazel eyes, and she almost started crying again. Instead, she cleared her throat and glanced down at her lap.

	“You know, if you'd just give me your number, we could avoid this whole 'saving me from the clutches of evil’ thing we've apparently got going.”

	For the second time since seeing him again, she was graced with the warm, thick sound of his laugh and it made her illogically happy. She turned her eyes back up to his face and smiled with him, watching the corners of his eyes crinkle. His laughter died down, and he cleared his throat, catching her gaze.

	“You know that wasn’t your fault, right? He’s a sick, angry man who made a horrible decision to attack you. I’m just . . .” He reached out his hand to her cheek and smoothed his thumb across it. “God, so sorry.” He swallowed and dropped his hand, moving his gaze to the pavement.

	She nodded and managed a smile, as her heart swelled a little more. “I know. Thank you.”  Thank God Steven hadn’t actually gone through with it. Even though she was calmer now, she might not have ever recovered. He smiled and stood up, careful not to jostle her, then he held out his hand.

	“Can't stay down there forever. Got a way home?”

	Home? Sleep? Alone? Tonight? Not likely. Maybe not ever again. Maybe Katelyn and John would let her move into their basement.

	She refused his hand and shook her head. She could get up on her own just fine, thank you. Lip locked under her teeth, she rose shakily to her feet. On her own. She winced and attempted to hold several aching places at once but failed and stumbled forward a step before steadying herself. Then she thrust up her chin defiantly, lightening the mood. 

	“See? No problem.”

	His expression darkened, and he closed the distance between them in one step.

	“He hurt you.” 

	She figured he meant the obvious, oozing gash on her knee, but instead his hand tilted her head to the side with a gentle movement. Her skin tingled and her stomach flipped. He brushed under the small bite mark and frowned. It must have been more noticeable than she thought, even in the dark. She was watching his expression when he locked eyes with her. Her heart rate spiked, but she regained her composure when his hand fell away. Mostly. She scoffed, her irritation coming through now, replacing the sorrow.

	“Yeah. Yeah, he did. Two times. Well, three if you count being slammed against the wall making my shoulder hurt.”

	She looked down at her stinging, bloody knee and winced. It was a tad worse than a scrape.

	“That. Does not feel good.” 

	He followed her line of sight and let out a low, almost inaudible growl, then rubbed his hand down his face. He struggled with something, but eventually sighed and shook his head.

	“Come on. They have what you need.”

	He gestured to the little grocery store she was planning on being her savior, and she hobbled forward. She followed him, noticing how shiny his thick black hair looked when they went under the harsh light of the “Baker's Buys” sign. And lost in thought about how good it was to be in his arms like that. How natural.

	He went straight to the first aid aisle like he'd been there a hundred times and quickly grabbed three things: antiseptic with pain relief, an ace bandage, and gauze. 

	She secretly smiled as she followed him to the rear of the store. He was acting like she'd never taken care of an injury before. How cute. He pointed to one of four worn blue waiting room style chairs like he was directing traffic. She smiled wider and sat, fighting a groan. She held out her hand, so she could get started, but he didn’t move.

	“What? Are you going to do it all for me?” She winked, causing him to blink at her, still motionless. “You’re going to spoil me if you do that.”

	A slow grin spread across his face. He cleared his throat as he shrugged and knelt in front of her. Apparently, he was. She pursed her lips, then smiled. She had nooo problem with that. 

	He sucked in a sharp breath and scowled as he picked a piece of concrete out of her skin. His frown lines deepened, jaw muscles straining with focus, and she smiled again. The sight of him taking care of her leg was almost enough to make her forget the pain. Almost.

	“Aye! Woo. Maybe we leave that piece in until I can get some tweezers? Or, until forever 'cause that hurts like crazy?”

	He smiled through his scowl and shook his head.

	“Nah. It needs to come out, or it'll get infected.”

	She scoffed and tapped the top of his head. He shot a surprised look at her, and she pointed to one of the aisles.

	“Bet they have tweezers here. Just go grab a pair since you insist on playing doctor.”

	The implication of those last two words wasn’t lost on either of them, and Scarlet turned beat red as Nick chewed the inside of his mouth in an effort to not bust out laughing. He rubbed his hand down his face and eventually failed, barking out a single laugh before he shook his head.

	“You’re something else. And no, if you’ll sit still, I’ve almost got it.”

	She extra-fidgeted defiantly in her seat, and he laughed again, unable to wipe the smile off his face that time. Even though he tried. 

	She continued to watch his frustration as the intruding piece of sidewalk kept escaping his fingers. She leaned back against the chair and closed her eyes as the toll of everything that happened began to sap her remaining strength. 

	So much for being able to handle 'just dinner.' And she still didn’t even GET dinner. Now she was hungry on top of everything. She exhaled in an attempt at blowing out all her anxiety. He cleared his throat, fabric rustling as he shifted positions.

	“So. Was that your—” 

	“Boyfriend?” Scarlet snorted. “Hell no.” He exhaled and she continued. “That was my attempt at not staying home all the time.” She shook her head, still looking at the backs of her eyelids. “Yet more proof that it's apparently too dangerous for me to leave the house. As if I needed any more of that.” She heard him laugh quietly and smiled to herself.

	“Nothing wrong with staying home,” he rumbled.

	Her eyes flew back open and stared at the ceiling as her heart skipped. His warm hand was gently holding the top part of her calf. She was momentarily scared, but then quickly beyond excited. Her Nick was touching her. 

	Dear God, her leg was going to melt right off. 

	She bit her bottom lip as heat spread right through her. She didn't dare move just in case that would make him retreat again. 

	She cast her eyes down and his eyebrows pitched up in the center, completely at odds with the rapid rise and fall in his chest. She thrust her bottom lip up in thought as she watched him work. Finally, he succeeded in removing the sliver and she sucked in a breath as a small trickle of blood ran down. 

	She didn't care. 

	Not only was his hand still searing her skin, it had traveled just the tiniest bit further north. He focused on her leg and chewed the inside of his lip as his thumb wiped the blood away; the same motion he’d done on that very first night. 

	Her breath stopped altogether when his fingers pressed into the flesh. Before she could get any more air, he cleared his throat and jerked his hand away, leaning back on his heels. She finally inhaled and closed her eyes again, long enough she didn't see what was coming.

	“Ahh! Shit! That stings!”

	The cold, wet drizzle of alcohol ran over her knee, and she sucked in a high-pitched squeak. When did he even get that?! She glared at him and was greeted with a small, one-sided grin beaming out from under his customary scowl as he studiously avoided eye contact.

	“Sorry,” he muttered, looking both sorry and not sorry. He chanced a quick glance up at her, and she caught his gaze. She shook her head and smiled at him.

	“No, you're not. Don't lie.”

	He chuckled, a low, rich sound, and refocused as he used a couple of pieces of gauze to wipe up the excess. He deposited them on the ever-growing pile of used medical supplies.

	“I can take it from here, you know. It's okay, really.”

	Still avoiding eye contact, he shook his head and reapplied his scowl while he smeared the antiseptic on an oversized piece of gauze. She chewed on her lip in thought as he folded it in half and pushed it against the cut. The pressure made her wrinkle her nose.

	“Hold this.” 

	He cast his eyes up from his downturned face, and his cheek twitched as he caught her expression. She nodded and pressed her index finger in the center of the compress, watching him in amused awe. 

	She still couldn’t believe he was there. Helping her. Saving her . . . again! If ever there was a guardian angel . . . He unwrapped the ace bandage and shot her an apologetic wince. She failed at not getting lost in the golden fleck in his left eye.

	“It has to be tight to help stop the blood. It won't feel great.”

	She shrugged.

	“It felt terrible; now it feels better. I can handle 'not great.'” 

	She smiled at him. In a rare moment, his face relaxed, and he smiled back. No obvious internal pain. No inexplicable anger at whatever made him so upset all the time. No other hidden, terrible emotions. Just a smile. And it stopped her heart again. It was so adorable, handsome, sexy, and any other complimentary word you could throw at it, and she wanted to look at it all day. 

	He must have realized he’d let his guard down because his smile vanished, and he scooted closer to her leg. She frowned. The room got colder in its absence, and she already missed it.

	“Ready?”

	She wasn't sure what to say, so she just stared at him. Besides, if she opened her mouth, who knows what might have come out. He wound the bandage, slow at first, looking transfixed with the motion. He moved her finger when he got to it, and the spark when they touched made her stomach flutter.

	She didn't notice any pain, focused on the way his fingers brushed against her leg with each movement, leaving flame trails. She knew for a fact it was happening far more than necessary, but she was in NO way complaining.

	Was it affecting him too? Probably just her wishful imagination. He clenched his jaw as he hooked the little metal closure into the ends and launched himself to his feet. Then he bent and grabbed all the discarded and unused materials and headed to the register without another word. 

	She sat in mild confusion before she slowly rose to her feet and wrinkled her nose again in anticipation. It was probably going to hurt, and she was a little tired of pain. She shifted her weight and flinched. But it was fine. Great even. It barely hurt at all. 

	Her face relaxed, and she smiled. There must have been some serious pain killer in that antiseptic. Or she was high on pheromones. Probably both.

	Clutch in hand, she followed his path to the front. He had just finished paying and held out the small, white plastic bag to her at arm’s length. She looked at it for a moment, then grinned widely at him. Did he even realize? 

	He cocked his head to the side for a brief second and then grinned as well. He walked right up to her and gently picked up her wrist. Just like last time, his touch sent crazy shocks through her. And just like last time he pressed the handles of the bag into her palm. She reached up and nervously tucked a piece of hair behind her ear twice.

	“Thank you, Nick.”

	He smiled and nodded before slowly releasing her wrist and gesturing to the door.

	“You're welcome.”
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	Annalise

	 

	Thomas scowled at the wall as he gnawed off a bite of his turkey and cheese sandwich and chewed it with big motions. Large, glaring beams of light from the dock cast shadows around the bars of the windows, making his dirty blonde hair look darker than normal. 

	This was the first time she’d seen those, and the first time he’d ever been here at night. Such a wonderful change in routine. If only he could stay.

	“Anna, I overheard the boy's talkin' today.”

	“What about?”

	She only asked out of conversational courtesy. There was really only one thing it could have been if it had him that worked up. He swallowed and cut his eyes to her.

	“‘Bout you. I'm worried.” He flicked a crumb off the bed and sighed. “Think he might be planning on, well . . . killing you soon. Real soon.”

	He took another big bite and frowned, like that wasn’t utterly terrifying. Probably wasn’t in his line of work. 

	Annalise swallowed down a scared lump and applied her ‘unaffected’ face again. Maybe she could still convince him to break her out? Her heart twisted in her chest at the thought of both leaving him behind, and possibly getting him hurt – or worse. So, she’d just . . . not be killed. Easy . . .

	He continued his exaggerated chewing, and she couldn’t help her one-sided smile. So far, she hadn't seen anything that kept him away from his appetite. That man could seriously put away some food. He was on his third sandwich already, and his flawlessly fit body meant his metabolism must have been insane.

	The daydream of what he looked like without a shirt on came skyrocketing back to the forefront for the billionth time, but she cleared her head with a smile. This was the second time this week they'd let him bring the food, and she was thrilled. Made the pain suck less. Of course, now it caused a different pain when he left.

	She shrugged and wiped her mouth with her hand, careful to avoid the fresh split. Her balled up sandwich wrapper hit the bottom of the brown paper sack, and she brushed off her hands. 

	“The only reason that would worry me is if it meant something happened to Nick. I told you before; I think my staying alive is selfish.”

	He rolled his eyes and slapped his sandwich down in exasperation which made her jump and flinch. His eyes went wide, and he pinched his eyebrows up in the middle as he slapped his hands over his mouth. He mumbled through his fingers as he winced.

	“Aw man, I'm sorry!”

	She shook her head and threw out a joke in an attempt to calm her reactive heart.

	“It's okay.” Unaffected, unaffected. “It's a force of habit at this point.” She shrugged and smiled.

	He frowned as he leaned over, tenderly cupping her cheeks and smoothing his thumbs across them. 

	“God, I wish I could get you outta here! It just . . . it makes me so mad when you talk about offing yourself. You're pretty important to me.” He stroked the back of her jaw on each side with his fingers and copped a sad smile. “ ‘Case you didn’t know.”

	He spoke quietly and reverently as he gazed into her eyes, causing a flutter in her heart.

	“I'd spend all my time tryna make you forget all this, Anna. Make you feel safe again, you know?”

	He rubbed his thumb affectionately over her eyebrow, and she pulled him into a soft kiss with the uninjured side of her mouth. He placed a tiny kiss on the other corner of her mouth too.

	“Well, all the time I wasn't workin'.”

	He puffed up his chest and gave her a smug smile with his cute, crooked eyebrow cocked up.

	“Coffee and scones don't make themselves!”

	Her brows jumped as she laughed and shoved him back an inch before she leaned against his chest. She was greeted again by the sound of his strong heartbeat, which quickened under her head. 

	If she could record that and play it on loop while he was gone, that would be a whole lot better than the nothing, or the stupid gulls. Not to mention it was, you know, his heartbeat.

	“Scones, huh? Can you make scones? What even IS a scone?”

	He shrugged and put his arm around her shoulder tenderly. “Don't know, and don't know how, but I'd learn.” He took a sharp breath, and she glanced up at him only to be greeted by his wide eyes and raised brows. 

	“Hey, remember that one episode of 'Eat The Street' where they tried to teach that regular John to make those . . .” He scrunched up one side of his face and tilted his head. “Whaddya call 'em?”

	Annalise smiled at him. “Tortes.”

	“Yeah!” He said, snapping his fingers at the same time. “Those!” He glanced down at her up turned face and winked, making her heart skip. “And he didn't wanna, and the host guy was like 'Don't you wanna make something homemade?' And the other guy was like 'If I have to stir it, it's homemade!'.”

	He snorted, and she laughed. He was so animated and cute when he thought something was funny.

	“That one was on last night. That guy. I couldn’t wait to tell you about it.” He grinned down at her again. “Anyway, it'd give me a good use for these mitts, huh?”

	He held up his hands and waggled his fingers, the ones on his draped arm wiggling close to her face. She smiled and tucked her chin against his chest.

	“I think they're pretty useful.”

	He chuckled a warm tenor sound that vibrated his chest. “S'that right? And how'd you know anything about that?”

	She knew what he was getting at, but she meant something much more meaningful. Even though she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t had more than a couple of hundred fantasies so far. 

	She thumped him on the stomach, and he laughed. “Ha. Ha. Not like that. But . . . they hold me. They help me feel just a tiny bit safer when they're holding mine. Sometimes they make my skin tingle, which is a nice break from the pain.”

	He gently leaned her back up. She liked the way he watched her mouth move sometimes.

	“They bring me food.”

	He smiled sweetly at her and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, his throat bobbing. “Sometimes they even help clean, or take care of, whatever the hell he did to me last.”

	He frowned at that one and exhaled through his nose as he tucked hair behind her other ear. She studied his features with all her might, praying she'd remember every detail. Her stomach twisted again, and she pushed the fear down. She’d be fine. He’d be fine. She reached up and took his hand, holding it in her lap, looking down to trace his palm lines.

	“They're warm . . . they're stro—”

	He picked her hand up and kissed her palm, gesturing to her with his head before softly kissing her wrist.

	“Don't let me stop you, go right on ahead. I'm listening, I swear.” 

	He winked as he kissed her other wrist and she laughed, poking him in the cheek. She pushed his head up, lips still puckered, to catch his gaze.

	“Bottom line is, I think your hands are great. So, don’t go and get them chopped off or something crazy like that.”

	He smiled and clicked his cheek, puffing his chest out again as he gently laid her hand back down.

	“Puh-leaze. I'm unstoppable. I'm like a tornado. Or a hurricane. Or somethin'.”

	He flexed his muscles in several poses with a different serious expression for each one, throwing glances at her. She laughed and clutched her sides as her heart stuttered. 

	He was so damn cute. He let his arms drop and flopped onto his side on the bed with a sigh. He tugged on her arm, and she laid the same way, facing him then they both propped their heads up on their hands.

	“Heya gorgeous.”

	It made her heart stutter every time he said that which was every time he saw her. Because he said it despite any bruises or cuts or swelling. She gave him as wide a smile as she could manage without too much pain.

	“Hey yourself.”

	“Anyone ever tell you you've got the best laugh ever?”

	She shrugged her top shoulder and shook her head.

	“Well, you do.”

	He smiled and rolled onto his back, lacing his fingers behind his head as he stared up at the ceiling. Gull calls filled the sudden silence that blanketed the room, punctuating the spaces between her breaths and his. Random distant thuds and scrapes echoed into the room from the dock, making it sound like the room had its own heartbeat.

	“Almost time for me to go.”

	And there was the new pain she had. The one that didn't come from an attack. The one that came from longing and heartbreak. The one she was quite convinced would kill her all on its own. 

	She scooted closer to him and laid on his side as he wrapped his arm around her. Those words now had a profound effect on her. She’d be alone again, and she didn't know when he'd be back, or if he even would be. He didn't know either. She swallowed down fear again. And every time they got closer and closer, making each goodbye to him harder and harder.

	“I guess it kind of goes without saying,” she trailed a finger along his collarbone. “But I really wish you didn't have to go.”

	He adjusted his arm to pull her in tighter and breathed out through his nose. She nuzzled his chest with her chin, and his muscle jumped.

	“Me too. Like ya don’t even know.”

	He cleared his throat and rolled into her, gently pulling her flush against him. Her eyes went wide, and her heart slammed, but she smiled up at him as their bodies molded to each other.

	“Whatcha doing there, sport?”

	He crowed laughter and dropped his head back. “Sport?! Who says that?!” He laughed louder.

	Her gaze fell to his chin. He was getting a quite sexy five o’clock shadow, and she bit her lip.

	“Nick does. Just picked it up from him.” 

	Thomas nodded as his laughter died. “You've got a kick ass big brother, just want you to know.” He squeezed her gently.

	“Can't wait for you to meet him,” she muttered, fully expecting that never to happen. 

	“But as for what I'm doing . . . I just wanted to hold ya. Close.” He hugged her tighter, then pulled back his face a little and grinned mischievously. “But I can't be held responsible for what you do once in the arms of such awesomeness.”

	She laughed into his chest and squeezed him just as tightly. There was never enough time. And it seemed to go by faster and faster. What if today was the last time? Her heart slammed in fear. It could be. Especially if what he overheard was true. 

	She picked up her head, and he met her serious gaze. He creased his brow, causing his normally smooth skin to pinch up in the middle and loosened his embrace.

	“Hey, what? Did I hurt you?”

	She chewed her lip; afraid her voice would betray her if she spoke. He propped his head back up on his hand and traced her bottom lip with his thumb.

	“Quit doin' that, or you'll chew it off. Then what'll I kiss?” 

	He was serious at first, but then a sly grin hit his mouth. She was too worried to be amused. Even so, in the back of her mind, she was and couldn’t fight the upturn of her mouth.

	“Thomas. What if you don't get to come back?”

	He sobered quickly.

	“I dunno.” 

	His brows lowered, and the corners of his mouth drooped. He grabbed a lock of her hair and spun it around his index finger.

	“I don't wanna think about it. Same time, it's all I’ve been thinking about.”

	He dropped her hair, and pulled her back against him, tucking her head under his chin. 

	Safe. Even where she was, he was safe. His smell, his skin, his arms around her, his heartbeat. Safe. But not hers to keep, and always gone too soon.

	Several more gulls interrupted the silence, somehow making it seem quieter. His heart rate quickened as he ran a pattern on her arm with his thumb.

	“What sucks worst of all is there's . . . things . . . I wanna do with you.”

	He pulled back and grinned like a Cheshire cat. She raised her eyebrows and smiled back. She had more than a few of those things in mind herself.

	“But I don't want anything like that to happen here. No way I'd let this place ruin that memory.” A faint flush spread up his neck as he gazed down into her eyes. “Our first time's gonna be special.” He leaned in and placed a tiny kiss on the tip of her nose, causing her heart to flop, then grinned again. “Like, in a helicopter special. Or on top of a building. Something, I dunno.”

	She laughed and poked him in the stomach again, making it jerk backward. He snatched her hand away and kissed it.

	“Helicopter," she giggled. "You're so goofy.”

	He shrugged and nodded, looking up at the sudden cacophony of bird noises coming in through the window. 

	She smirked and cocked an eyebrow. “Also, 'first' implies there's going to be a second.” 

	He snapped his head back and scowled at her, grinning underneath it.

	“Ha! I'll have you know, you'll want at least three!”

	“Oh, is that right?” She laughed, and poked him in the ribs, making his torso jump backward as he swatted her hands away.

	“Cut that out! I'm too tough to be ticklish!”

	She laughed again and made another determined attempt. That drew a growl of laughter from him as he rolled her over to pin her down. She wiggled a few times in futile attempt at escape. 

	He scanned her face and shook his head. “You're so beautiful, Anna. It oughta be illegal.”

	Her laugh fell into a smile as heat rose to her cheeks, both from the compliment and the position. She cleared her throat.

	“I'm glad you think so.” She glanced off to the side, but he pulled her face back with his finger.

	“Nah. Thinking implies it's from my brain. This is from my heart.”

	Those addictive, soulful eyes sucked her in again, and she already missed them. Already missed him. How was she going to handle the hole he left when that door closed behind him this time? If he didn’t come back, she’d fall right in and never come back out. Tears welled in her eyes, and he frowned.

	“Don't do that,” he murmured as he caught one of the tears. “Smile for me.”

	She shook her head, several tears falling onto the bed, and wrapped her arms tight around his neck. He hugged her just as tight, wrapping his arms under her back.

	“Anna, I'll make sure I come back, okay?” He placed several kisses on her neck. “Whatever I gotta do.”

	Then her cheek. Then her mouth. She fought more tears and kissed him back. But she wanted more. Needed more. She teased his bottom lip with her tongue, and his shudder kickstarted her heart, as he hummed against her mouth. 

	Kissing him could never get old. Never. 

	He swept his tongue over hers in a sweet, delicate motion while lacing his fingers in her hair. He pulled away just one second after that and pressed his forehead to hers, grinning before he swallowed, then dramatically cleared his throat.

	“Can't do one bit more of that, gorgeous. This ain't a helicopter.” 

	She laughed through her tears, but more came, and she hugged him close again. Eventually, he stood up, pulling her with him. 

	“I gotta go. Don't be too sad, yeah?”

	Face to face, holding each other's hands, seconds before her heart swaggered out that door . . .how could he ask her to not be sad? They gazed into each other’s eyes, and she stuttered a breath. All she wanted to do was beg him not to go, or to take her with him. He bent down to press his forehead to hers again before he straightened up. 

	But she wouldn’t do either because both might get him in trouble. And his wellbeing was suddenly far more important than her own. God, when did that happen? 

	He thinned pursed lips and scowled but swallowed as he looked back at the handcuffs. 

	Time for her to be strong again. Should be used to it by now, but she could show Thomas her broken, hollow pieces. He filled them with his own, until they made one whole person, and she was tired of the swap. But she had no choice.

	She roughly wiped her tears and squared her shoulders, offering him a small smile as she held out her hands. 

	“It's okay. At this point, I think of them as jewelry.”

	He turned his face back to hers, and the shine on his eyes hitched her breath. How close his feelings ran to the surface was one of his most endearing qualities. He felt so much, everything really, and wasn't afraid to show it. Her heart flipped again.

	“Anna, I swear to you. WHEN we get outta this, I'm gonna melt every single pair of cuffs I see.” He clutched them in his hand and glared at them like he wanted to snap them in half. “Then I'll make something beautiful out of them, and we'll sell it, and use the money to open the shop.” He flicked his gaze up to her. “Together.”

	That . . . sounded amazing. 

	He gently put them back on her wrists and cleared his throat again. 

	She had a terrifying feeling she wouldn't live long enough to see it happen, and a sneaking suspicion he was afraid of that too. She wouldn't say it out loud, though. It was good for him to have some hope, even though she didn't. Hope looked good on him.

	She nodded and leaned into his kiss, soaking up the feeling. When they broke apart, he tucked another lock of hair behind her ear.

	“Don't say bye.”

	He winked, straightened up his spine, and headed to the door. 

	She held her breath and managed a smile as she returned his small wave. The scrape on the frame and the muted thud of it closing ripped the hole in her heart back open, and she sat down hard on the edge of the bed, sobbing into her cuffed hands. 

	She loved a man she’d never get to be with. Ever.
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	Scarlet

	 

	“Sorry I wasn't . . .” Nick's smile fell, and he rubbed the side of his face as they exited the door, followed by the electronic entry alarm. “Earlier.”

	Scarlet rotated and stopped walking. He followed suit but didn't face her.

	“Sorry? Nick, you saved me. Again. It's not your fault that guy is a top-notch asshole.” His cheek twitched before he drew in the side of his mouth, giving Scarlet no small amount of satisfaction at being able to amuse him. “And as for your timing, you couldn't have changed that. I'm just unbelievably lucky that you were here at all.” She absently placed her hand on her shoulder. "What were you doing out here anyway?"

	His back went rigid and he jammed his hand in his hoodie pocket, glancing once behind himself. "Just had to take care of something before heading home."

	"Well, thank God for 'things.' Anyway, the worst thing'll be seeing him at work tomorrow.”

	He whirled around to face her, eyes wide.

	“You work with that guy?! You can't go back there!” He took a step and reached for her but withdrew his hand and ran it over his head instead. “What if he . . . I mean . . . Scarlet that's . . . how are you possibly . . . ?”

	He groaned and scrubbed his hands down his face. She smiled, touched again by his boundless concern.

	“It's okay. I can't very well just quit my job because of him. We only work in the same office building, anyway. And I know what time he gets there and leaves. I'll just adjust my time accordingly. It's no big deal.”

	“No big . . .”

	He plopped his hands on his hips as if he decided something important and shook his head.

	“Come on, I'll . . . walk you home.”

	“No thanks.”

	His scrunched brows asked the question for him, and she gave him a weak smile.

	“I don't want to go home. I don't really want to be alone right now.”

	She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear again and swung her gaze out toward the vacant street. Talking and being with him was protecting her from the breakdown she figured was coming. She glanced back at him, and he was a picture of torment. He wavered between irritation, sadness, confusion and anger before he finally settled on dejected. It was an emotion she hadn't seen on him yet, and she didn't like it at all.

	“I can't . . . stay . . . with you.” He strained against the words. “Is there someone you can call?”

	Sure there was. Katelyn would be there in five minutes, tops. In fact, she was probably going literally insane with worry; Scarlet hadn't checked in at all tonight like she said she would. But she didn't want to be with Katelyn right now. 

	She shook her head and glanced back at the road trying to figure out how to tell him that without sounding like some desperate, crazy person. 

	They both turned back toward the store as they heard the rattle of the lowering metal security gate, which covered the entire storefront. The cute elderly owners waved at them before pulling the interior, solid gate down and locking it. They flicked off the open sign, and the darkness was barely kept at bay by the dim streetlamp in front of them. 

	A shiver ran down her spine. She heard Nick shuffle and refocused on him. In the yellow light his tan skin took on an almost golden hue, and she bit her lip reflexively as her mind filled with thoughts of running her hands over him. He blew out a breath and laced his hands behind his head, looking terribly distraught.

	“Scarlet. Call a friend. Go home. Or go to a friend's. I'm . . .” He struggled again, and she frowned. “I've got to go.”

	She wrapped her arms around her waist.

	“Why? Why can't you just, I don't know, have coffee with me or something? You keep running away.”

	He inhaled and dropped his hands in defeat, then jammed his hands into his hoodie pockets. His gaze dropped to one pocket and his jaw clenched.

	“That's not a good idea.”

	She twisted her mouth to the side and crossed her arms. “Why not?”

	“It's just not!” He took a deep breath and cleared his throat. “I'm not what you want. Whatever it is you think I might be for you . . . I'm not.”

	She scoffed. “Nick, how could you possibly know what I want?”

	“I just do.”

	A shocked, irritated laugh shot out, and she held her arms out wide. “Then for the love of God, enlighten me!”

	He scowled and crossed his arms. 

	This was the worst time to be having this discussion, but there was no way she’d let it go now. And from the way he was reacting, she bet he didn’t want to either. 

	“Fine.” He took a step toward her, and her senses went on full alert. “You want something safe.”

	He took another step toward her. Her breath quickened, and her mouth became the Sahara. He wasn't wrong, but that wasn't the only thing she wanted. 

	“You want something easy. Picket fences and all that. Something you can dream about.”

	He didn't know she already dreamed about him. A lot. She dreamed about his eyes. His compassion for her, someone he didn't even know. His rare laugh. How he was so careful with her, so caring. Okay and yeah, the fact he was such a badass was definitely working for her, but still.

	“You don't know anything about me, Nick.” She put her hands on her hips and swallowed. 

	He barked a sarcastic laugh, and her heart skipped. “And you think you know me? You don't. You don't know a damn thing about me, babe.” 

	Her stomach whirled. Babe. Of course, he'd naturally use her favorite term of endearment. She'd heard it a thousand times before but when Nick said it, she was on fire. All she wanted was to hear it again. And again.

	“Okay, Scarlet.”

	His voice sank even deeper and took on a husky rasp that sent an electric bolt down her spine. He took yet another step towards her, putting him just one step away. His jaw jumped, and his eyes flashed as they worked their way slowly up her body to meet her own.

	“Let's pretend I'm wrong. Maybe you want bad. Maybe you want dangerous. Maybe you want mean or detached. A dirty secret you can't talk about. Maybe you want something you know you shouldn't or can't have.” He sucked in a breath. “Or maybe you want to fix someone, is that it?”

	“No, it's no—”

	“Let's say I'm that,” he frowned. “That I could be fixed. And you turn me into what you want. You might not like who I am without this.” He gestured to the street and sidewalk. “Then what?”

	He uncrossed his arms, and they dropped to his sides, fists clenched. His nostrils flared as he breathed deeply, but her breaths couldn't keep up with her heart. 

	All she could think about was how badly she wanted to kiss him. She had no idea if it was leftover adrenaline or just raw need. He was right there. All she had to do was grab him. Just woman up and grab him. She licked her lips, and his eyes tracked the movement. 

	“But what if I'm not the dangerous, devil-may-care man you think I am? What if I was a nice guy who's being dragged through hell? One who's literally being tortured daily by his failures?”

	He stepped flush against her, resting one hand on her cheek and the other gently wrapped around her upper arm, causing a short breath to escape her lips.  His gaze intensified and she swallowed. Shock and excitement drowned out everything else, and her shoulder pain moved straight to the back of her mind. 

	How was he being tortured? What did that even mean? 

	Her lungs were stuck, and her heart ran wild from the raw passion in his eyes. Raw pain. Raw anger. Raw fear. An entire tortured movie played through them and she was completely transfixed. His chest moved against hers with each of his quick breaths.

	“What then, Scarlet?”

	He loosened and slowly retightened his grip on her arm, clenching his jaw, and she shuddered out another breath. Her body was on fire; every sensation magnified as she watched his face.

	 “Would you still want me?” His eyes scanned her face, faltering at her mouth more than once, then his expression hardened. “Would you?!”

	His voice boomed, begging to know the answer. Of course, the answer was yes. She wanted him before. She wanted him now. She couldn't come up with a single reason she wouldn't want him in whatever future scenario he was imagining. But she couldn't make her voice work. It always left her at the worst possible time!

	“Damn it, Scarlet, answer me.” His voice, hoarse with desire, flowed right through her body. 

	At least her hands and arms were still working, even though her voice had apparently jumped ship. She locked eyes with him and dared to reach out. 

	His eyes caught the movement, and his jaw clenched. All she could manage to make her body do was hook her fingertips into the sides of his sweatshirt, but apparently, that was enough. He let out a deep, rumbling noise, infinitesimally tightened his hold on her face, and stopped waiting for her answer.

	He pulled her the remaining inch and pressed his lips to hers, drawing a desperate whimper from her. Was she dreaming? Warmth spread through her, and the feel of his facial hair brushing against her skin as his soft lips tried to tear her apart was mind-numbingly intoxicating. 

	So that's what a kiss was supposed to feel like. She'd apparently been doing it wrong her whole life.

	A quiet moan escaped her sore throat, and a groan ripped from his as she threw her arms around his neck, pulling herself up against him. She barely registered the shoulder pain as every bit of desire for him since that first night poured out of her body. 

	He quickly moved his hands to her waist, and his fingers threatened to go through her skin, searing her at every point of contact. Every movement his tongue made with hers lit her body on fire and caused delicious bolts to shoot through her. 

	He was making love to her mouth, and she could scarcely move.

	It didn’t matter if he was wrong for her. 

	Her heart hammered in her chest as his grip loosened on her waist. 

	It didn’t matter if he was right for her. She only cared about right here, right now. Only cared that being in his arms washed away every thought about what just happened. Weak, she held on tighter, and breathed in his scent. It made her feel safe. Wanted. 

	Lightheaded with arousal and adrenaline, her knees started to give.

	He cinched one arm around her waist, keeping her pressed against the side without the gun, and his free hand traveled every inch of her available torso like he was memorizing it. 

	When she ran her tongue along his bottom lip, then nipped it lightly, he groaned out a short breath and held her tighter. Drunk on his kiss and his hard body, she grabbed handfuls of his hair. She moaned into his mouth as his hand moved, and he shuddered. God, yes! 

	Just before her brain couldn’t take it one second longer, he dropped his hands down and gripped her hips tightly. She gasped as he broke the contact and pushed her backward. 

	Dear God.

	He exhaled slowly as he bent over, his hands still on her hips. His fingertips dug into her flesh, and she fought to catch her breath as she stared at him in dazed euphoria. She could still taste the faint peppermint as she licked her bottom lip, speaking in a forced whisper.

	“Why'd—”

	“You . . . I . . . should go.”

	Her mind reeled; one hundred percent sure she’d heard him wrong. Her voice cleared, and she spoke flatly.

	“What.”

	“Go. Home. Or . . .” He sucked in a breath and exhaled slowly again. “. . .wherever. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that. I can't—”

	Oh hell no.

	“Screw you, Nick!” She interrupted, her nostrils flaring in anger.

	His head shot up, eyes wide and searching. “W—”

	“Shut-up! You listen to me. You know I want you, and I know you want me. Quit pushing me away. Literally and figuratively!”

	She slapped his hands off her hips, and he straightened. She stomped the space between them, grabbed his collar, and jerked his head back down to eye level with her.

	“Fuck me. Now.”

	 

	***Nick***

	 

	Nick’s eyes bugged. He lost his breath. He lost the ability to reason. He couldn't remember why he'd stopped in the first place. He didn't know where they were. He didn't even know what day it was. 

	A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth, and her brows jumped as he grabbed her waist and ducked his head to kiss her neck. She sucked in a pained breath, and he froze.

	Oh. Right. That was why.

	He let out a long, frustrated groan and pushed her back gently.

	“Sorry that hurt. No. Goodnight Scarlet. Go home. I’m sorry. This—”

	He jerked backward, away from her outstretched hand and stormed off toward his building. 

	What a mess. He should have never . . . God, what? Never saved her? He groaned, disgusted at the thought. His body was a buzz of sensations, but common sense had finally bested desire. It was a terrible idea to go, but he couldn't stay with her one more second. He was close to making a huge mistake. A huge, fucking fantastic mistake. 

	He blew out another slow, calming breath. He didn’t want to risk her safety just because he was addicted to her. And he couldn't afford a close relationship right then; they’d find out and take her too. 

	Besides, how could anyone accept a murderer?

	Even if he was forced, he still killed people. No way he could be with her and pretend to be normal. Pretend nothing happened when he came home splattered with blood. The thought of coming home and seeing her made a terrifying soup of panic and longing in his gut. 

	He ducked into a deep doorway and watched her break apart from the shadows.

	But, worst of all, the fact she had to think he was walking away from her now, after everything she just went through, was killing him. Her tears were like tiny wet daggers in his heart. 

	And he hated himself. Again.
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	Scarlet

	 

	She stood on the dim section of sidewalk, staring after his ever-shrinking figure, immobile from disbelief.

	“What the hell just happened . . .” she muttered to the empty street.

	Well, she sure knew what hadn’t just happened. Irritation quickly replaced bewilderment, and she yelled out, making sure he'd hear her.

	“Nick, you're such a . . .a . . .COWARD!”

	She thought he stopped and turned around, but it was so dark where he stood, she couldn't be sure. She put her fingertips to her forehead and battled the tears threatening to break free, then sniffled and grabbed her phone. 

	What was his problem!? 

	She jammed her fingers against the screen and sent a text flying to Katelyn. Then she dropped down on the curb. 

	Everything poured out in her tear drops. Leftover fear. Leftover adrenaline. Heartache. Anxiety. Rage. Loneliness. Pain. Longing. She whimpered and rubbed her temples.

	Why did he keep leaving her? If she didn't know better, she'd think he was just not interested. And if that were the case she'd be fine with it and let it go. But she could tell for a fact he wanted her. A very obvious, large fact. Probably as much as she wanted him. So why did he keep running?  She wiped her nose and glared at the twinkling sky.

	Maybe she was misreading all his signals after all . . .Maybe he was just getting caught up in the moment and wouldn't have otherwise. But he took care of her leg! He didn't have to do that! She stuttered a breath.

	And the way he took Steven down was the hottest thing she'd ever seen. It was so protective. 

	He was so upset, which also confused her. If he didn't care, why would he have even bothered? Other than it was the right thing to do. Maybe that’s all it’d ever been. She let out a quiet, frustrated scream and crossed her arms.

	Well, whatever the reason, he just didn't want to be around her. So, she wouldn't bother him. It would hurt too much anyway, watching his face grow dark just from seeing her.  She sniffled again and waited for Katelyn’s car. Alone.

	Her throat ached. Her shoulder ached. Her knee ached. Her jaw ached. But none of them ached as badly as her stupid, rejected heart.

	Seven minutes later, Katelyn’s classic, baby blue BMW convertible swerved to a stop directly in front of Scarlet.

	“Oh my God! Sweetie, what happened!?”

	Out Katelyn hopped in all her spectacular, endlessly flawless glory. Scarlet huffed, thinking about her own smeared mascara.

	“Come on, let's get you up.” Katelyn helped Scarlet up from the curb and hugged her tight. “I've been worried sick! I think John's phone overheated from me asking him when I should come find you. Why weren't you answering your texts?!”

	Because the stupid phone was on vibrate. And she didn’t want to when she was with Nick. But she didn't say that. Both from her throat hurting and from just not wanting to talk about it. Katelyn led her to the car and waited while she got in, then scooted around and climbed in, locking the doors.

	“Scarlet! Talk to me! What happened?!”

	Scarlet shook her head and put her hand to her mouth.

	“Your house.”

	Katelyn nodded and drove.

	“Okay. You can tell me there. God. What the hell happened to your knee? Are you sure you don't need to go to a hospital?”

	That was it. She couldn't hold in any more tears. She was surprised she had a single one left, but there they were, falling again.

	“Oh honey, it's okay. Just hold tight, we'll be to the house soon. I'm here okay? You're not alone. I've got some Pralines and Pecans ice cream hidden in the chest freezer, so we'll get fat tonight.”

	Despite everything, Scarlet laughed through her sobs and shook her head.

	“Yeah, you say that now. Wait until you're holding the spoon. It's the premium kind.” She reached over and gently rubbed Scarlet's arm. “And I'm wearing my ice-cream pants, so no isn't an option.”

	Scarlet wiped her eyes and frowned. 

	Something was wrong, then. Those pants were reserved specifically for the lowest of the low moments. They each had a pair. In fact, Scarlet bet every woman had a pair. She scanned Katelyn's face. All her makeup was still enviably perfect; no running mascara or raw cheeks, so that was a good sign at least. Maybe she was just overthinking it.

	They drove up the massive driveway, and Katelyn practically leaped around the car to help her out. Scarlet was so heartbroken she didn't fight the help. She just wanted to crawl under a rock and sleep for a hundred years. John was at another event apparently, so they had the large house to themselves. 

	It seemed dark and foreboding today. She wrapped her arms around herself and walked straight to the couch where she kicked off her shoes and curled into a ball. Then she grimaced and straightened out her stupid leg. Then readjusted to take pressure off her stupid shoulder. Then let out a quiet, frustrated scream. 

	Katelyn came in behind her and dug around the little hall closet, grumbling about organizing it one day. She let out a satisfied “ha!” and bumped the door closed with her hip, stumbling a step to the side. 

	A leopard print, fleece blanket flopped down over Scarlet and Katlyn gave her neck a tight squeeze before rounding the arm of the sofa and plopping clumsily beside her. Scarlet let out a small laugh and pulled the blanket higher. Katelyn put a hand on her shoulder.

	“What happened? Did Steven do this?!”

	All Scarlet could manage was a weak nod as she rested her head on the back of the couch. Katelyn fumed and bolted up from her seat.

	“Scarlet! We need to go to the police immediately! Why haven’t you already called them?!”

	Scarlet cleared her throat and drew up one shoulder.

	“Because he didn't—directly—cause the damage on my knee. That happened when I fell. From the wall. He had me pinned against.”

	Katelyn dropped down to the couch and went white as a sheet.

	“Oh, my shit Scarlet, did he rape you?!”

	Scarlet fought more tears but shook her head. “Tried to.”

	Katelyn hovered between standing and sitting, shaking her hands and clenching her fists.

	“Oh my God.”

	Katelyn sat practically on top of her and crushed her in a hug before softening the grip and muttering “Sorry!” She held her stomach, paling. Scarlet swallowed and tilted her head, showing her jaw.

	“He bit me too.”

	Katelyn squinted and leaned closer.

	“Where?”

	Scarlet frowned and pointed. Nick had noticed, so she thought it was bigger.

	“Oh, I see it . . . barely. So, we can still tell the cops, right? You clearly have marks on you. They'd do an investigation at the very . . . least.”

	She trailed off, Scarlet's apologetic look apparently working.

	“No one else was with us. There'd be no way to prove I wasn't attacked by someone else. My word against his. And with the way he and the bar folks were buddy-buddy means they'll for sure cover for whatever his story is.”

	No, Nick was there. But she didn't want to tell Katelyn that. Plus, she wasn't sure he'd even be willing to talk to the police. And it's not like she had his number. She could go to the hardware store, but there was no guarantee he'd be there. Plus, again, she was certain Steven's buddies would try to pin it on Nick. There was nothing she could do. 

	She held her breath and pulled the blanket in tighter still, the neon pink fringe on the edge brushing against her cheek. Katelyn sat beside her with her arms and legs crossed, wiping tears as they fell. She leaned over and laid her head on Scarlet's arm.

	“Scarlet, I'm so. SO. Sorry.”

	They shared a few more tears before Katelyn sat bolt upright.

	“Wait, so what happened? Why didn't he go through with it? And where'd you even get the bandages?” 

	Something in Scarlet's withering expression must have given her away because Katelyn's eyes narrowed in suspicion. "You're lying. Someone else was there. Who?!"

	No sense hiding it now. She swiped her cheek. “Nick.”

	Katelyn straightened her spine and threw her eyebrows up.

	“The Nick?”

	Scarlet nodded and sniffled. Katelyn glitched. She fluttered back and forth like a skipping video, like she couldn't figure out what to do with her hands and eventually put them to her face.

	“Scarlet! What are the chances of that? That's bananas! He’s saved your life twice! That's some serious, serious juju at work there. Especially since the rescues were on different sides of town even!”

	She let her hands fall, and a small smile tugged at her mouth.

	“So. He saved you. Again. Then fixed your leg.”

	She twisted in her seat to fully face Scarlet, who raised her eyebrows. 

	She whispered excitedly. “Was it awesome? Did he kick his ass? I bet he did. I don't know why I'm whispering, but we're going to go with it.”

	Scarlet laughed and then clutched the blanket over her heart.

	“Yeah. He was pretty badass for sure. He was incredibly upset for some reason. Told Steven not to even think about me or look at me among lots of other things. Jammed a gun to his forehead, stepped on his throat, kicked him. Whole nine.”

	Katelyn's smile widened. “Oh.”

	Scarlet frowned. “'Oh'? What 'Oh'?”

	“He likes you. Likes you, likes you.” She waggled her groomed, perfectly arched eyebrows and Scarlet scoffed.

	Yeah, no. Not true. Not based on what happened. Sure, there was the kiss, but it had been  heat of the moment, adrenaline fueled. Obviously. Scarlet shook her head but had to fight more stupid tears. Katelyn copped a confused expression and then frowned.

	“What? Did something happen with him too? Wait, a gun? Thank God for that, huh?”

	Scarlet nodded then breathed in.

	“We . . . kissed.”

	Katelyn stood up straight and slapped her hands to her cheeks, mouth dropping open. Then she sat back down again grinning like a fool before relaxing her expression again when she saw Scarlet's tormented face.

	“So? Was it horrible or something? Why are you so glum about it? Tell me he doesn't have weird teeth.”

	“No, it was fucking fantastic actually, like a wet dream.” Scarlet couldn't help her one-sided grin. “His mouth was so soft, and it was so hot. And no, no weird teeth. He just . . .” Her smile dropped, and she groaned. “Keeps leaving me. He acts like being around me hurts. Keeps pulling away, so obviously, he's not really interested.”

	Katelyn hummed in thought. “What kind of kiss? Just a peck on the lips? Or,” she squeezed the air with her hands.

	Scarlet burst out laughing and buried her face in her elbows as she nodded.

	Katelyn laughed. “I don't know hon, sounds like he's pretty damn interested to me. Whatever his deal may be, he wants you.”

	Scarlet groaned and leaned her head back against the couch, dropping her arms in defeat. 

	“Doesn't matter. He pushed me away tonight. Physically and emotionally. I even . . . well, he told me to go. Then just walked away. I give up. I'm not going to hold out any more hope. I got the distinct feeling he didn't want to see me anymore. So. That's it.” She flopped her hand out at Katelyn's face and rolled her eyes. “Spoon.”

	Katelyn grinned in victory and nodded.

	“I'm fresh out of ice-cream pants, but I have a pair of cookie slash cupcake ones if you want to get out of that dress.” She winked and stood up, heading to the back room without waiting for an answer.
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	Nick

	 

	“Nick, honey, talk to me. What's got you so worked up?”

	 Eliza patted his knee as he shoveled another forkful into his mouth. 

	She had made sure the bacon was extra crunchy today, a fact which she had proudly announced. She also had an uncanny way of waiting until the exact moment he couldn't talk to ask him to talk. Either accidentally or on purpose. He smiled around the fork.

	“Ifs rweawy nuffin.”

	“Don't you talk with your mouth full.” She pointed her aged finger at him and smiled.

	He put the back of his fork-wielding hand up to his mouth and laughed, hiding his food. The morning sun crawled around her apartment, bouncing off dust motes and cobwebs. It made the gray in her hair seem to glitter, and he smiled. She looked a little different today, though. A little paler. Maybe a little shakier. He swallowed and cleared his throat.

	“How've you been feeling?”

	She shrugged in a small motion and folded her shaky hands in her lap. Several of her knuckles were bent from arthritis, and she had tons of age spots, just like a well-weathered mother or grandmother should have. 

	“Good days and bad. Just gotta keep praying for more good than bad.”

	He liked days like today where he got to spend more time with her. He knew she liked them too. She glanced over at the aged wooden mantle surrounding her radiator and scanned the pictures.

	“Thomas came by yesterday.”

	Nick choked on his bite and swallowed quickly. “He did? I thought he'd moved away?”

	She shrugged again. “He said his job finished up so he could come back. Said he was sorry he didn't come by sooner, but he was busy. His new job is out on the bay, and he seemed really happy. Happier than I've seen him in his whole life, honestly. That poor boy carries quite a few scars, bless his heart.”

	She smiled, sadness still clinging to her eyes. Nick frowned. It was so hard to see how her family treated her. At least Thomas came back. 

	“What about his dad?”

	She let out a long sigh but held her smile.

	“Lyle doesn't come to see me anymore, honey. He has no time for his stuffy old mother-in-law. He pays the rent for the year, and that's it. It's a wonder Thomas could break away long enough to come by at all. Lyle's thumb is pretty heavy.”

	She patted his knee, and he scraped the last bite onto his fork before eating it.

	“Is Annalise still enjoying her trip? Where'd you say she was again?”

	Nick's eyes went wide. He couldn't remember! Did he tell her a place? He started to sweat a little and chewed slowly. Eliza waited patiently, then narrowed her eyes and frowned.

	“Nick, she's not on a trip, is she?”

	He shot her a look and swallowed. There was no safe way to answer that question. So, he didn't. Eliza eyed him a long moment and sighed.

	“I don't know what's going on, but if I know anyone strong enough to handle themselves, it's you. Just . . . be careful. Now.” She rubbed her palms together and smiled. “On to more exciting matters. When are you going to bring your girlfriend to meet me?”

	He hovered his plate just above the coffee table and blinked at her. This damn woman was too smart. Not that Scarlet was his girlfriend, or ever would be, but still . . .

	“I can tell, I'm not blind. Yet. If she's not your girlfriend, take an old bird’s advice: shit or get off the pot.”

	He raised his brows and blinked once before erupting in roaring laughter. She continued after he took a breath, grinning right along with him.

	“Tell her, Nick. You never know who you'll fall in love with, but make sure you tell her every chance you get. And show her twice more than that.”

	He took another breath and cleared his throat. That was actually great advice. For anyone else.

	“Thanks, Eliza. I'll think about it.”

	It was all he could do really. All he'd been doing. Her gaze turned distant, her face slacking for a split-second before she refocused and smiled at him. She dropped a glance to her hand and made a weak fist a couple of times.

	“Nick hon, I think I need to cut this short. I'm getting tired, I guess. My vision is a little blurry. I'm gonna go do my eye drops, you let yourself out okay? Don't forget your bowl.”

	She stood and swayed for just a second before steadying herself. She chuckled.

	“I need to be a little slower getting up. I'm not seventy-five anymore!”

	Nick smiled and stood, tugging her into a hug. She squeezed him back and patted his shoulder before toddling off to her room. He snagged the plate and headed to the kitchen.

	“Want me to clean the pan before it turns to concrete?”

	She turned back around and gave him an affectionate smile.

	“No, honey, I'll take care of that. My hands still work.” She took a breath and smiled. “You can do it next time, how 'bout that?”

	Nick chuckled and nodded. “It's a date.”

	She let out a single laugh and turned back around slowly, headed to the bedroom.

	“Eliza?”

	She turned to face him, but he froze. He wanted to tell her he loved her. Because he had grown to love her like a mother. Something he never had really. Not one worth a damn. But he wasn't sure how she'd feel about that. He didn't want to make her uncomfortable. He smiled and waved.

	“Have a good rest of your day. Same time next week?”

	She nodded and waved back. He set the plate down on the table, grabbed the orange Tupperware, and walked back through the living room. He stepped out through the door and glanced up at the ceiling as he pulled the door closed.

	Coward. 

	Was she right? He blew out a slow breath. What was the worst that could come from him telling her? She'd probably have been flattered honestly. Even if she didn't look at him like a son. He shook his head as he reopened the door.

	“Hey, Eliza!” He took a few steps in and paused to listen. “Eliza, I wanted to . . .”

	She still didn't answer, so he took a few more steps into the living room.

	“Eliza?”

	She still didn't answer, and he frowned. He set the orange bowl down on the coffee table and took a few quick steps past the kitchen; then he knocked on her bedroom door. 

	“Eliza, you okay?”

	Still nothing. He knocked louder. Nothing. A stone dropped in his stomach. He jerked open the door and sucked in a sharp breath. She was on the floor, close to the bathroom, not moving.

	“Shit! No!”

	His heart wrenched and stuttered as he ran over and dropped down beside her. No breath. No pulse. Eyes stinging, he dug his phone out and dialed 9-1-1.

	“Shit shit shit, Eliza,” he gulped.

	This couldn't be happening. Someone else close to him. Even though this wasn't his fault, it threatened to shatter his world.  

	He propped the phone up on his shoulder and started CPR, even though it might be too late. He wasn't going to give up yet. 

	The rest of the events went by in a blur. 

	The 9-1-1 operator stayed on the line while he did continuous compressions until the paramedics arrived. They took over, and he dropped down onto her bed, covering his face. He watched in a daze as they failed to resuscitate her.

	He had only thought he was alone before. He hadn't been considering his time with her as a much-needed anchor in his life. He knew he enjoyed it. He knew she did. He knew the role they filled in each other's lives, but . . . it hadn't ever really hit him how important it was. How important she was to him. And maybe him to her. 

	She didn't respond to anything, but Nick knew she wouldn't. That's how his life went. That was his reality. Death. Whether dealt by him or to him, he was surrounded by death. 

	The paramedics slowly wheeled her out, and Nick sat frozen on her bed, with his hands over his mouth. 

	Coward.

	He blew it again. One more failure in his growing list. All he had to do was tell her, and she wouldn't have died thinking no one really cared that much. If he had stayed just another minute, he might have been able to help. If he had insisted on doing the damn dishes instead of letting her put it off . . . he might have been able to save her. 

	He was still frozen in place when one of the paramedics came back in.

	“Are you her son?”

	Nick swallowed and shook his head. Those words cut him. But not as deep as the answer.

	“Are you related? If not, do you know how to get in touch with her family?”

	Nick shook his head again, sinking deeper into despair.

	“I only know their first names . . . their numbers might be in her phone or . . . something. I'm sorry.”

	He rubbed his eyes. The paramedics found what they needed and left. Nick slowly walked through her apartment with his hand over his mouth. Her quaint little kitchen, his favorite room, filled to the brim with tchotchkes, was empty and cold without her tuneless humming.

	The casserole dish still sat in her sink, with leftover bits of love yet to be scraped out. He squinted his eyes shut and swallowed. That’s what they were. That's why she did it. She didn't have to. 

	He walked over and turned on her water, hearing the familiar banging of pipes the landlord kept promising her he'd fix. He swallowed another lump.

	He should have made him. Or done it himself. 

	He grabbed her constantly refilled bottle of dish soap, because 'it still worked just fine' and her well-worn yellow sponge because 'there's still a good spot on it' and started washing. 

	A tear dripped on his cheek, and he scrubbed his face on his arm several times before the dish was sparkling clean and in her drying rack. 

	Then he washed every other dish in the sink, each one shining better than new before it found its way to the rack. 

	Then he washed out the sink, forcefully scrubbing with all his might until his elbows ached, cleaning grime from who knows how long ago. He should have offered to do it before now. She probably wouldn't have let him, though. 

	Then he wiped down the counters, clearing leftover bits of bacon, hidden from her view.

	Then he stopped. 

	He closed his eyes and stood in the middle of the room breathing.

	She was gone. Eliza was gone.

	He jammed his palms to his eyes, sat down hard in her aluminum chair, and exhaled.
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	Thomas

	 

	“Matches. Got a new job for you.”

	Butch sat in the little office right outside the door, looking like he was about to drop dead of a heart attack. One too many cannoli's, most likely. Thomas smirked. He probably had three or four stuffed in the desk drawer, just waiting their turn to jump in the acid bath that was his stomach. 

	“Yeah? Who's gonna feed the broad?” 

	He worked hard to sound detached. Wonder how much longer he'd be able to keep that up.

	“Don't know, don't care,” Butch wheezed, arching his knowing eyebrows. “Take Charlie and drop this off at the hotel.”

	He tossed a thick folded brown envelope to Thomas who caught it effortlessly. 

	Money crossing enemy lines. Not always easy, but nothing ever was. Especially these days. Too many enemies, not enough money. At least, if you believed the fluff that got thrown around by the guys. Thomas wasn’t so sure he did.

	“Then go check in with Anthony when you get done.”

	Thomas nodded and threw a half salute before turning on his heel. He fished his Zippo out of his pocket, flicked it open and closed a few times before spinning it between his fingers. 

	The motions were almost hypnotic at this point. He'd been practicing constantly since he decided to turn his habit into something better. He was getting good too. Maybe he'd get to show her a few tricks one day.

	“Hey, Tom,” Butch called after him.

	Thomas tossed a quick glance over his shoulder at the door that held the first woman he’d ever loved before refocusing on Butch. He left his heart in that room, but he’d be coming back for it.

	Butch nearly gargled his words. “Keep Charlie from screwing up this time.”

	Thomas laughed and shrugged. “Do my best. Can't promise nothing.”

	Butch grunted, then pulled open his desk drawer, and Thomas fought a laugh as he strolled on.

	A spent shell zoomed away from his shoe over to the wall, and he sighed. Charlie was the best bud a guy could have. Been with him since way before. Was with him during all the bad and good times. In fact, he knew he could count on him for anything. But the guys didn't see it like that.

	His heart ached as he stepped through the metal roll up door and dropped down to the pavement. 

	Anna Lange. He mindlessly flicked the lid as he walked. Annalise Lange. He stopped for a second. What was her middle name? Did she have one? He smiled as he started walking again. He’d find out soon enough. Whatever it was, he knew for sure it’d sound perfect between ‘Annalise’ and ‘Valentine.’ He rubbed the smile from his face, then stilled his hand and frowned. At least, once they got out. He frowned deeper. If they got out. 

	“Damn bastards.” 

	He rolled the lighter over and between his fingers and smirked. Maybe he should light the whole place on fire and run in and save her like some sort of knight. He tossed it up in the air before catching it and shoving it back in his pocket. Of course, something would probably go wrong. That was the whole damn reason she was still here in the first place. What if he botched it? They’d probably hurt her worse. And according to his pop, botching shit was a Thomas specialty.

	He strolled up to the car and paused a minute at the door, scanning the bay. The briny air swirled lazily around him, and he thought about what it’d be like to take Anna to the beach. The real beach. Not this dirty, trash covered excuse they had here. 

	No doubt at all she’d be the single hottest gal there. A grin spread across his face. He wanted to throw a glance back at the building but needed to be careful. The guys were probably watching like they always did. She was lying down now he bet, probably on her side. She seemed to like her right one, but he'd find out for sure. 

	He frowned. He hoped she didn't cry long. Her tears tore him up. They were like drops of her soul falling out, and he wanted to catch each one, just to keep them from hitting the floor. He smiled again and sunk down into the car. 

	Damn. Now he was going all poetic. He shook his head and leaned back in the seat. Truth was, she was holding his heart. She just didn't know it. And every time she brushed his hand, or his arm. Or swatted her hair back over her shoulder. Or let him tuck it behind her ear. Or laughed at his dumb jokes. Or most of all kissed him with those amazing lips of hers, she squeezed it. And her grip got stronger each time.

	He tapped the steering wheel impatiently as Charlie meandered up to the car. When he finally got there, Thomas was frustrated as all get out.

	“Charlie, what the hell? What took so long, did you have to make those shoes yourself? You know we got somewhere to be!”

	Charlie sighed heavily as he fell into the passenger seat. He didn't bother looking at Thomas as he laid his head back against the seat.

	“I'm tired, Tommy.”

	Thomas grunted as his prized Beamer roared to life. Tired was an understatement. This junk was downright exhausting.

	“You aren’t the only one. When do you think Pop'll be done?”

	He threw the car around a corner and sped off toward the hotel. Charlie blew out a slow breath and shook his head.

	“I don't know. Probably when he owns the whole town.” Charlie glanced in the side mirrors before settling his gaze on Thomas. “What are we dropping today?”

	Thomas reached back behind the seats and chucked the package at Charlie, who fumbled it, before taking a glance inside. He whistled and shook his head.

	“With this much money, we could retire now.”

	Thomas gripped the wheel and eyed him. Couldn't hurt to tell him as far as he could think. And if he got up enough nerve to break her out, he’d sure as hell need backup. Especially after. If he lived, his pop would spend the rest of his life making him beg to die.

	“Yo. Listen up. I'm about to make a real dumb decision, and I need to know you got my back. No matter what.”

	Charlie swallowed, but furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes.

	“Tommy, what the hell. Did you even need to say that?”

	Thomas snorted.  “Nah, I know. But . . . case it goes south, tell Pop . . .” He sneered. “Well, whatever the hell you want. Figure something out.”

	Charlie frowned. “No. Tell him your damn self. I ain't your go-between. I don't know how you expect to stay in the crew if you can't even talk to him.”

	Thomas gripped the wheel again and cleared his throat. Charlie's eyes nearly bugged out of his head, his mouth dropping open.

	“Tom . . . he'll never let you go. You know that!”

	“I ain’t gonna give him a choice,” Thomas growled.

	He whipped the car into the lot and jammed it into park. The startlingly clean parking lot was full of high dollar cars, pouring high dollar guests out onto the entrance walk. Early morning drunks masquerading as elite businesspeople or gambling addicts looking for their next fix. 

	He ran his hand through his hair as he shot Charlie a sad look. “I got a plan. I want other things. I'm sick of this dance.”

	Charlie rubbed the side of his round face. “It's a girl, isn't it?”

	Thomas glared out the front window and shrugged. Charlie groaned loudly to the roof of the car and covered his face, before dragging his hands down and crossing his arms.

	“It's not . . . her . . . is it?”

	Thomas didn't move.

	“Shiiiiiit.” Charlie let out a long, loud sigh. “You know I've got your back. Come on. Let's drop this and roll.”
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	Scarlet

	 

	Scarlet made sure to get up forty-five minutes early, yet somehow only managed to gain ten minutes. Must be biologically impossible for her to manage her time. She made it to the elevator before it left and rode with several other not-quite-so-early birds. A stop at each floor before hers left her alone with her thoughts for about twenty-five seconds.

	With any luck, she could make it into her office and lock the door until her employees dragged in. She had a hard time expecting them to be on time when she couldn't either. But the big boss still wanted them to be.  Her being on salary offered her at least a tiny bit of leeway. The door slid open, and she considered not getting out at all, but shook her head and squared her shoulders as she stepped over the gap.

	“Hello, Scarlet. You look stunning today.”

	Her breath stuck in her throat, and her heart stopped. Steven slid up beside her, blowing his freshly tainted smoky breath across her face with his words. What the hell, was he just waiting for her?! 

	“S-Steven.”

	She cursed herself and cleared her throat as she fought the twist in her stomach. She figured seeing him today would be hard, but she had no idea how terrifying it would be. She took a calming breath. He wouldn't do anything here. 

	Right? 

	He placed his hand on the small of her back, and she jumped forward out of reach, her breaths ragged as she spun to face him. She couldn't fight the impulse to cover her throat.

	“Don't touch me.”

	He laughed again and shrugged. “It did get a tad out of hand. Alcohol tends to make my blood run a little hotter than most.” His eyes raked her body, and he shook his head. “You have that effect too.”

	He paused, then shrugged with a wince. 

	That was almost an apology, but not damn close enough. Her eyes flitted around the room, looking in vain for anyone. She knew she was the only one there, but she couldn't help hoping. He gave her his well-practiced innocent and charming smile.

	“So, what was with the hoodie guy, you know him?” His voice had a satin tone, but she picked up the venom underneath.

	She looked at his face as if for the first time and was more than a little pleased at the state of his prized features. He had the beginnings of a bruised outline in the center of his forehead, and his neck had a slight hint of purple. He was walking a little slower than normal as well, all of which made her quite happy. She fought to keep the waver out of her voice and raised her eyebrows.

	“No. He just saw you being a total douche and came to my rescue.”

	Steven laughed like she had told him the funniest joke he'd ever heard and took a step toward her.

	“That's not what it looked like.” He took another step, forcing her back one. “Strangers don't stand that close to each other. Strangers don't touch each other. Strangers. Don't. Kiss.” 

	He punctuated the last words like they physically hurt him to say. She stopped breathing for a second before rage hit her.

	“You . . . were watching me? What the hell?!”

	He shrugged with a smug thrust up of his bottom lip.

	“I had a friend keep an eye on you. Wouldn't want anything bad to happen.” He winked, and she shrunk a little inside. “Besides, I like to keep watch over things that are mine.” 

	The floor swayed under her, and her vision jumped with each slamming heartbeat. Rage eventually won out over fear, and she clenched her fists.

	“Yours? Have you lost your damn mind? I thought I made it pretty clear that I had no interest in you!”

	His expression blanked and an empty, cold rage formed in his eyes. He stepped directly in front of her. Her throat tightened and panic nearly drowned her as she calculated how fast she could run in her low heels without falling.

	“That certainly wasn't how I saw it. Even Anthony mentioned how much fun you were having and what a great couple we made.” He grinned, rolled his shoulder, and cracked his neck.

	The twist in her stomach turn into a full-blown gut kick. She'd been right. Even if she had gone to the cops, his friends would have sided with him. She swallowed and scoffed, feigning like she wasn't utterly terrified to be talking to him.

	He smirked and took another step toward her with his hands clasped loosely behind his back. She shot a glance over her shoulder and panic welled again as they neared the wall. He pulled one of his hands forward and looked at his nails.

	“I want you to know, I'll forgive you if the answer is yes.”

	Her brain scrambled, and she shook her head to clear her thoughts.

	“Wha . . . ? Answer to what?” Surprising how much of her voice still worked. Her gaze darted to the elevator, willing someone to come in.

	“Scarlet.”

	He leaned into her and she let out a terrified gasp when her back hit the wall. He sucked on his teeth and rubbed his hand down his chin before clearing his throat and forming a somber expression.

	“Did you fuck him?”

	Her brain threatened to split open with the audacity of that question. 

	“What the—why would—wouldn't you know that if you were watching me?!”

	He frowned and squinted his eyes at her.

	“My friend had other business that night. I'm hoping he didn't miss anything. We have to be able to trust each other for this relationship to work.” 

	Again, her rage won over, and she fumed at him.

	“Steven! You're insane! First, there is no relationship! Second, it's none of your damn business whether I did or not! And third, that's REALLY none of your damn business!”

	He smiled and breathed in deeply.

	“Good, I'm glad you didn't.”

	How the hell could he know that? She swallowed. He leaned further in and put a hand on the wall beside her head. He hovered his cheek beside hers, his breath blowing against her ear. Her eyes went wide, and she was too scared to move, even though her mind was screaming at her body to run. 

	All she had to do was scream. That's it. Just open her mouth and scream. Maybe someone would hear her from another floor. Or maybe someone was hanging out in the stairwell. Easy. But she couldn't make her voice work. Or her legs. Then he chuckled, a humorless, predatory sound.  Her breaths came too short, she wasn't getting enough air, and her hands started to shake.

	“And you're wrong.”

	He removed the hand from the wall and took gentle hold of her chin, tilting her head to the side. She squeezed her eyes shut and swallowed. Just scream. Just scream. All she had to do was open her mouth. Why wasn't anything working?!

	“You are mine; you'll see soon enough. You can't fight destiny. And you won't hide what's under those clothes for much longer. Especially not from me.” 

	He ran his tongue on the bite he left her and moaned appreciatively. She recoiled and jerked her head, but he held her chin tighter.  Her throat opened for just a second.

	“Steven, stop!”

	Her eyebrows knitted in fear and she fought not to give him the satisfaction of crying. He continued, eyeing her neck and chest.

	“And your little friend, whoever the hell he is, won't be there to interrupt next time. I'll make sure of that.”

	The elevator dinged, and her eyes flew open in relief. Someone had called it from another floor. He glanced over at it, then slowly back to her, his dark whisper echoing in her ear.

	“I have a special place to take you, where we won't be bothered. There's even a friend for you there.”

	He stood up straight and released her as the elevator finally got to the floor. That sickening grin in place, he walked backward two steps before turning and striding up the stairs. She exhaled and blinked. 

	She couldn't . . . she needed . . . run.

	She fought to keep it together as long as she could. She walked shakily over to the elevator and waited for it to empty, looking the other way before she climbed on and rode it down. 

	All she had to do was hold it together long enough to get to her car. Once the door shut, she completely broke. 

	She only thought she was strong enough to handle this. Seeing him again was so much harder than she thought it would be. She couldn't go back. She'd need to stay far away from places he was going to be.

	She'd text Katelyn to grab her stuff and meet her somewhere. But she couldn't do anything until the tears slowed down enough for her to see. Or the shaking stopped long enough for her hands to work. There was something seriously wrong with him. What kind of garbage was he spewing about destiny? Why was he so damn intent on having her!? 

	 Hyperventilation forced white spots in her vision, so she willed her lungs to calm down. 

	She wasn't staying here, that much was certain. But where could she go? If she went home, all she'd do is sit around and cry and worry. Katelyn wasn't at home, and John was working at another event out of town. And the police wouldn't do a damn thing; he already confirmed that. She rested her forehead on the steering wheel, and a sudden hysterical laugh burst out of her. 

	She knew exactly where she wanted to go. But he probably didn't even want to see her face, let alone be a rock for her right now. Apparently, all she did was cause him torment, though she had no idea why. She lifted her head and wiped her eyes. 

	No choice. She needed to be somewhere safe, and right then, the only safety she had in the world was Nick.
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	Nick

	 

	“You need to brighten up, man. You're bringing this whole place down. Go pet a puppy or something.”

	Kyle had himself draped across Nick's office chair like it was his, passing his twenty-one-year-old judgment like anyone gave a damn. Nick slapped his legs down from the top of the desk and glowered.

	“Move.”

	“Hey! Okay man, jeez. Chillax.”

	Nick grumbled and shook his head. The chime of the door sounded, and he pushed Kyle in the arm and pointed.

	“Yeah, yeah I'm going,” Kyle muttered, strolling to the front. 

	Nick sat down hard in the chair. He propped his elbows up on the desk and stared at the faded blue wall in front of him.

	Coward.

	He dropped his forehead onto his hands for probably the thirtieth time that day.

	Coward. 

	That word circled his brain, over. And over. Eliza was gone. She wasn't coming back. Annalise was gone. He was going to get her back . . . hopefully. Scarlet . . .

	He sighed and closed his eyes. Was keeping her safe cowardly? Could he keep her safe and be with her? The answer to that had to be no. He could never be sure they wouldn't come for her. 

	Coward. 

	He'd never, ever forgive himself if something happened to her too. He scoffed and glared at the white drop-tile ceiling. God, that kiss . . .

	He frowned. 

	Why couldn't he stop thinking about her? He barely even knew her. And she sure as hell didn't know him. Or what he'd done. 

	He laced his hands behind his head. 

	Besides, there was no way she'd be with someone like him. Not as he was. And sure as hell not after how many times he'd walked away from her. And even more so if she ever knew what he'd been doing. God, she probably didn't even like him anymore. 

	He groaned and plopped his head back in his hands.

	There were three more door chimes, and Nick grumbled. Grant was off today, so Kyle was about to get covered up. Nick pushed himself up from the desk and headed to the front. 

	Four new customers milled about, adding to the two that were there earlier, waiting on paint, keys and other things. Of course, today of all days it would be busy.  Maybe it would be a good thing, though. Keep his mind occupied for a little while, at least. 

	 He walked up to an older gentleman and offered to help him. He only managed to halfway listen, thoughts of her winding in and out of his subconscious. 

	He nodded periodically and registered something about a gutter clip. Maybe a dog chain. He had no idea really.  His peripheral vision caught movement through the window, and he absently glanced up. 

	His heart leaped into his throat, and he gasped. “Scarlet!”

	He hadn't meant to say it out loud, and certainly not that loud. He was just so surprised to see her like she was summoned from his mind. Several of the customers shot him looks, and he cleared his throat and smiled. Kyle’s expression was decidedly unamused as he rolled his eyes.

	“Sorry.” Nick frowned at his customer. “Sir, I'll be back in just a few minutes.” 

	The older man nodded, and Nick shot out the front door. As soon as he cleared the tinted glass of the outer windows, he saw her face, and his heart ached. 

	“I'm . . . sorry,” she stammered.

	 Her eyes were already so red he wasn't sure how she saw to drive. She had her arms wrapped tightly around herself, wavering on whether to turn around and leave.

	“I didn't know . . . I needed to. I needed to feel safe. I know you probably don't want to see m—”

	He slowly pulled her into his arms and wrapped her up tight. She exhaled a stuttering breath and buried her face against his chest, her own hitching with cries as she hugged his waist tightly. 

	Safe. She needed to be with him to feel safe. He shook his head and cast his eyes up. Of all the messed-up things.  And she was so wrong. He did want to see her. Badly. He tightened his embrace, and she repositioned to press her cheek against him.

	“I couldn't do it . . . I thought I was strong enough. But when he . . . he was waiting on me.” She sucked in another ragged breath and let it out slowly. His grip tightened further, and anger welled inside him.

	“Scarlet. What happened?” 

	He was so wrapped up in holding her he forgot they were standing out in the open on the sidewalk. That the customers were watching the whole spectacle. That literally anyone could see them. She noticed, though and started to pull back. 

	“Nick, everyone's . . .”

	He glanced around and scowled. “Shit. Come on.”

	Without thinking, he reached down and took her hand. She sucked in a breath, and he froze, then slowly dropped his gaze to the delicate hand nestled in his. 

	That was nicer than he cared to admit. He ran his thumb across her skin and exhaled through his nose. He locked eyes with her and chewed on the side of his mouth in thought before he slowly laced their fingers together. 

	Maybe it was time to not be a damn coward.

	She closed her eyes tightly and covered her mouth, probably to hold back more tears. He pulled her around the back of the building and headed toward their loading door. He kicked several pieces of corrugated cardboard and empty Red Bull cans out of the way and sat her in one of Kyle's hard plastic smoke break chairs. Kyle's sorry self would be out there to clean real soon.

	“Here, one sec.”

	He grabbed the other one, hit it on the concrete a couple of times to clear the seat of leaves and sat it directly in front of her. He positioned his knees on the outside of hers and took both of her hands as he exhaled. It was so comforting to have her there. To not feel alone even for just a few minutes. To be holding her hands. Just holding them. He knew her wrists were soft and delicate, but he hadn't had an opportunity before to really feel just how soft her hands were too.

	But it was time to get down to business.

	“What happened?”

	She inhaled and shook her head, as she battled her emotions.

	“He . . . I mean it's . . . he had someone watching me. Us. Then.”

	Nick sucked in a breath and knitted his brow. Now he felt even worse for walking away. At least he hadn't gone far. Or maybe it was better that he walked away when he did. Why did he have someone watching, though? That was fishy.

	“So, he was asking about you. Wanted to know if we . . .” She cleared her throat and swallowed. “Said that he was . . . going to take . . .”

	She started crying again, and he frowned. He hated seeing it. He dropped her hands and crossed his arms. Then uncrossed them and clasped his hands together behind his head. Then rubbed one through his hair. Then leaned over on his elbows and sighed. 

	He knew what he wanted to do. Knew what she probably needed him to do. How far was he going to take this? How far was he going to let her in? How much eventual pain was he willing to take, just to have a few moments of connection? How much longer could he pretend he didn't want to be near her?

	He chewed on his lip, eventually giving in, and pulled her onto his lap, wrapping his arms around her. She fit perfectly against him like that too. As she laid her head on his shoulder his heart skipped, and he frowned. Damn it.

	She stuttered a breath against him, and he was helpless. Again. And it boiled his blood. 

	He needed to make sure she was safe. Somehow. He was a war of emotions. Beyond happy to have her this close but destroyed and enraged at the thought of something happening to her again. And irritated at himself for being selfish enough to put her in danger just to hold her.

	“Damn it, Scarlet," He pulled her in tighter. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.” 

	He reached down and cupped her cheek, tilting her face up to look at him. He wiped his thumb under her eye, grabbing mascara. He wanted to kiss her again; she was right there. Her delicious mouth was inches from his. But that didn't need to happen. Ever again. It was too dangerous for her. He cleared his throat and pulled his face back another inch.

	“Did he . . .”

	He almost couldn't make the words come out. Just thinking it made him want to kill him.

	“Did he touch you . . . or hurt you?”

	She shook her head and pulled back a little, taking his hand down and holding it. 

	Thank God. He wasn't sure what he would have done if the answer had been yes. As it was, he was barely holding it together. Despite the entire situation, a flutter of happiness formed as he watched her trace his palm lines absently. Then he frowned. This was not a good idea . . .

	“He said he had a place where no one could . . . interrupt.” She swallowed and shook her head, glancing up at the sky. “God, and he was spouting something about destiny. He's a literal insane person. But the worst part is he said he had a friend for me. That scared me more than anything.”  She refocused a terrified look at him. “Nick, that means he's got someone else there, wherever that is, that he's hurting . . . or worse. Do you think it's another woman?”

	Nick's entire body engulfed in anxiety, and he broke out in a cold sweat. His eyes went wide, and he looked at her in terror.

	No. 

	There's no way it's her. 

	There's no way she's there. 

	There's . . . no way. 

	If . . .

	He gripped Scarlet’s face, and her eyes widened as her brows pinched. He stood her up carefully, pushed her back a step, then launched himself up from the chair and started pacing. 

	What now . . . how could he find out where . . . but there were so many . . . well, if the only way . . . No. 

	He stopped and slammed his hands to his head. His heart raced so fast he thought he might pass out.

	There had to be another way.

	He started pacing again. 

	Besides, there wasn't even a way to know ahead of time if Annalise was there! It could've been someone else entirely! So, there's no chance . . .

	He turned the other direction and made quick steps.  But this was the closest he'd been yet to a tiny chance to find her. He knew it was a warehouse. And it was in the city. He sucked in breaths.

	But he'd never find out where on his own! As soon as they got word he’d stepped foot in the first one, there's no telling what they'd do to her. And without having to sacrifice—

	“Nick . . .?”

	The sensation of her soft hand on his arm brought him back to reality while at the same time wrecking his emotions. He grabbed her hand and pulled her against him, hugging her tightly. He couldn't even think. 

	Maybe if Scarlet knew, she'd hel—No. Even then he wouldn't let her just throw herself into danger for his sake. Or his sister's. He threw his eyes to the sky and glared at the clouds. Damn it! Annalise would never forgive him if he did that.

	He failed at keeping his sister away from him if it was even the same guy. He failed at saving Eliza.

	He looked down at Scarlet's wide, questioning eyes and exhaled through his nose as he chewed the inside of his lip.

	But even if it wasn't the same guy, he'd be damned if this guy was getting Scarlet. Time to quit being a fucking coward.

	“Scarlet you can't go home. He knows where you live, right? I can't . . . won't . . . let you go. I won't see you hurt. So . . . you're coming with me. I mean, it'll be safer. Okay?”

	He didn't wait for her answer because he knew what'd be. Even still, she nodded as they trotted to his truck. He held the door for her, and when he shut it, he took a deep breath. 

	This couldn't be happening. 

	Annalise . . .

	He walked around the back of the truck and stopped at the corner as a wave of nausea washed over him. He bent over and put a hand on the bumper.

	No. There had to be another way to get to her. There's always . . .

	He clenched his fists and exhaled slowly. The dark torment rolling through him was nearly suffocating. 

	There HAD to be another way. Anything! He couldn't be this close . . .

	He grabbed his hair and pulled his head down, trying not to shout out loud. All he could hear was the sound of Annalise screaming and whimpering, and the sound of his own heart slamming in his chest. He had been so certain . . .so sure that he'd do anything and everything to save his sister. For God's sake, he'd been killing people, just to keep her alive! But now . . .

	“God . . . this can't be happening.”

	Of course, he wouldn't . . . would he? No, he couldn't do that. Wouldn't ask Scarlet to do that. 

	DAMN IT!

	He exhaled again, straightened up, rounded the truck and got in. He sat there with one hand on the steering wheel and the other on the key, struggling to breathe. To think. The second he opened his mouth to speak, Scarlet's ringtone went off. They looked at each other and Nick nodded and shrugged, thankful for another moment for his thoughts to fully form. 

	She pulled out the phone and frowned. “It's . . . my Mom. She hardly ever calls this time of day.”

	She swiped her hand across the screen, eyes locked with his.

	“Hey Mom, what's . . . What? Are . . . How?”

	She put her hand over her mouth and threw her head back to shake off new tears. Nick's nerves were frayed. What else could go wrong in this poor woman's life? She cleared her throat and crossed her arm under the elbow of the one holding the phone.

	“When? I'm glad you told me . . . Well, I'm sorry, no. I can't handle that . . . Not right now. That's pretty short notice . . . I know that Mom, but it's not like he loved me all that much anyway.”

	Nick bristled. He prayed to GOD she wasn't talking about another man. That was a fight that wouldn't end well for the other dude. 

	He slapped his hand on his cheek and shook his head. Now he was thinking about beating other guys up to stay away 'from his girl.' What was he, sixteen? 

	He sighed and closed his eyes. This was probably a terrible idea. His eyes shot back open. No, it was definitely a terrible idea. What the hell was he thinking?! She couldn’t go home with him!

	He glanced at her, that perfect jaw clenching.

	“Mom! I'm not doing this right now. Just text me where. If I can, sure. Yeah, okay. Bye.”

	She stared straight ahead as she lowered the phone, squeezing it for dear life. What could have happened that had her so upset? She finally closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. Good, maybe it wasn't that bad after all. She put on a small smile and turned to look at him. 

	The second her eyes met his, the facade melted, and she drew the side of her mouth, her her chin quivering. Damn, she’d had it hard lately.

	He reached over and tugged on her arm, pulling her across the bench seat. She curled up against his side, wrapped in his arm, and sniffled again. He had no idea how she had any tears left. Let alone any heart left to break.

	“My dad died in a car wreck,” she said eventually.

	"Oh God, Scarlet. I'm so—"

	She waved a dismissive hand, cutting Nick off. "We weren't close. Well. Not anymore. It's a little sucky, I guess. My emotions are just completely fried."

	She shot out a single laugh. Nick lowered his brow and stared at the top of her head. What a bizarre reaction.

	“What's funny?”

	She sat up, wiped her face, and eyed him. "I think I've cried every single time I've seen you.”

	He laughed, and her face softened. He nodded.

	“Yep. You have. I'm developing a complex.”

	She laughed in earnest and playfully elbowed him in the rib, wiping under her eyes. This laugh was a sweet, short sound that made him happy. He grinned and shook his head. Maybe it would be safest for her to go with him. He rubbed his hand down his face. This was a dangerous game.

	“We need to get going. Are you sure you're okay?”

	She shook her head but smiled before looking out the windshield. He smiled back, then frowned. 

	A deadly game.
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	Annalise

	 

	The gulls were particularly noisy and woke her way earlier than she wanted. Sleep was really all she had to pass the time, so that sucked. Big time. 

	“I'm never going to the beach again.”

	Annalise groaned and rubbed her eyes with her cuffed hands as she rolled off the edge of the bed, then walked to the little bathroom to stare at her gaunt reflection.

	She'd damn sure never call herself fat again. Now she'd seen the other side of that. She twisted left and right, eyeing the backs of her arms and the bones visible even through her t-shirt. She frowned and splashed water on her face, willing her tears to drain backward.

	Who'd have ever thought that living in an abusive household would prepare her for something like this? Yeah, it sucked. It hurt. But it wasn’t new to her. Being starved wasn’t new. Being beaten wasn’t new. Being left completely alone for long periods wasn’t new. At least when Nick still lived at home, he took care of her, but when he moved out-

	The door scraped open, and terror sprung up in her followed by a helpless small spark of hope. Maybe it was Thomas. 

	She waited breathlessly, but when he didn't call out the hope died, taking with it a small part of her soul. That meant it might be him. 

	The door scraped again as it swung closed, the thud sounding far too loud in the empty room. She choked back a sob, then exhaled and squared her shoulders. Don’t give them the satisfaction. Don’t be scared. Be unaffected.

	She blew out another slow breath and stepped up to the door. 

	The frame was simple. Just painted wood. Nothing fancy. Nothing to indicate that it might lead straight to the scariest man she’d ever met. 

	Her body didn’t want to move, but it would be far worse if he came to get her.  She swallowed and shook her head as she stepped through the opening. 

	There he was. 

	Her heart thundered in her chest, but she swallowed down every ounce of fear she could manage. 

	Smug and terrifying, just like every other time. She could smell cigarettes from across the now microscopic room. They stared at each other until he sighed heavily. She walked over to sit on the bed before she braved the silence and cleared her throat.

	“Will I get to talk to him today?”

	She asked that instead of 'did you tell him to murder someone else.' It helped her stay detached from that reality. Well, it helped her try.  He didn't respond. Instead, he crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes before smirking. Fear bubbled up inside, but she tried her best to stay calm.

	“So.” 

	Her skin crawled at his voice. 

	“A little bird told me you've been having a visitor.” He took slow steps into the room and clasped his hands behind his back. 

	No . . . tell him no. Tell him it wasn’t anyone. Be strong. Loud. She scoffed and shook her head.

	“Who the hell would that be? In case you haven't noticed, the only ones here are you and your little . . . puppies.”

	He chuckled. A truly sick noise that grated up and down her spine.

	“You like Thomas, don’t you?”

	Air. There wasn’t enough, and she wanted to gasp it in by the truckload, but she fought a change in her facial expression with every ounce of strength left in her body.

	“No, how could I like anyone in this hell-hole?”

	He chuckled again and rubbed his chin. She hated that sound with a passion. But he wasn’t stupid; she knew that. There was no way he bought that. Hopefully, she didn’t just make it worse for herself. Again. Focus on the hate. Be strong.

	“Annalise. Are you a virgin?”

	She blanched and lost her breath despite her best effort not too. That was almost as bad as a literal gut punch, which she was intimately familiar with.

	Why in God's name did he want to know something like that? The floor swam under her feet, and she squinted until it stopped. 

	She wasn’t green to sex by any means but hadn’t ever gone all the way. But he sure as hell didn’t need to know that. It was none of his damn business! Is that why he was bothering to talk to her today? 

	He laughed and nodded as he continued to advance slowly.  He was taking his time; wanted her to be well aware of what was coming. God, she hated him so much. Good. Hate. She clenched her jaw.

	“I thought so. You know, since we have nothing but time, I could certainly cure you of that. You'll never see Thomas again, so if not me . . .” he held his arms out wide and grinned.

	Her stomach almost propelled itself from her body, and she bolted up from the bed in a panic. No, no, no, no. She took a quick step backward toward the center of the room. Be strong!

	“No thanks,” her voice wavered. “I'll die like I am. I'm fine with that.”

	The man lowered his eyebrows in confusion. “Die? Who said you were gonna die?” A sick smiled played on his lips, and he let out a single soft laugh. “I knew Thomas would overhear and spill to you. He’s always been so easy to read. But I plan on keeping you alive for a long time.” Nausea slammed into her, and she fought to stay upright as he eyed her. “Long after I kill your brother.”

	Images swirled, colors blurred, her knees barely held her. She couldn’t . . . no . . . why would he . . . He sneered and rolled his shoulder like he was warming up to throw a punch, and she didn't succeed in holding back the tears that time. Failure. 

	The tall man grinned widely like he had just met his life's goal.

	“Oh, sweetheart. Don't cry.” He bared his teeth. “Not yet.”

	He stopped walking when he reached the bed and glanced at it before he glanced up at the window.

	 “Your brother is actually impressive in his tenacity; I’ll give him that. And his love for you. I'm not sure I'd kill for any of my family. Especially not my present family . . .” He spat on the ground before turning his gaze back to her. She briefly imagined the ground boiling away in that spot as she took another step back and scrubbed a tear off her cheek. She could do this. She could be strong.

	“I'm not sure how much you and Tommy talked but, unfortunately, he's my little brother.”

	Her eyes went wide. How could Thomas be related to this horrible person? 

	He scoffed and glanced at the floor as he took another deliberate step towards her.

	“Well. Not my real brother. His family killed mine. Tried to pretend it was an accident and that they were some sort of . . . saints by ‘rescuing’ me.” His face changed quickly to a sickening pride. “I found out the truth, though.” He sneered at her, the venom emanating from across the room. “And why they did it.”

	He chuckled. “Once I had all the facts and confronted my . . . benefactor. He gave me the incentive to practice my talents on Thomas over the years.” He cracked his knuckles and shrugged. “That's how I got so good.”

	She covered her mouth to keep the words in but failed. “God, you're sick!”

	That's probably what happened to his eyebrow. Why he has the scar on his lip. God, this man was horrible!

	“Anyway, let's get to it, shall we? I'm sick of waiting.”

	Before she had a second to process a physical or verbal response, he covered the space between them in two large steps and roughly grabbed her arms. She cried out as his fingers dug into the already aching flesh. Be str—

	“You know, I hadn't planned on doing this. But my other prospect keeps denying me, and there's only so much a man can take.” He smirked, and she grimaced, looking away from his face. She’d just pretend she was at the beach, maybe with Thomas. “Plus, it seems a shame to let your assets go to waste.” 

	He yanked her forward and crushed his mouth to hers, bruising the soft flesh. She let out a muffled scream, and he dug his fingers in harder, nearly blinding her pain. All thoughts went fuzzy, and she could only focus on how much she wanted everything to end. She was tired. He pulled his mouth off just far enough to snarl.

	“If you scream, I'll make sure it hurts worse.”

	Don’t worry; she wanted to say, to pretend she wasn’t affected. But she was. She was terrified and wanted to go home more now than ever.  

	He released her arms and ripped her shirt open, snapping the front of her bra. She almost screamed but bit her tongue and fought to hold back the tears. Even now, her mind struggled to stay strong, her ingrained defenses still in place. But it didn’t matter. She was tired of trying. He blew out a harsh breath and hummed in approval.

	“Yeah. It would be a total waste.” He darted his gaze back to her face and squinted. “Have you and Thomas been playing around?”

	She didn't answer. She squeezed her eyes shut tighter and gave every tiny scrap she had left not to cry out. 

	The sound reached her ears before her face even registered the cause. 

	Before she could process another thought, pinpricks of light formed behind her eyelids and the split opened on her lip. Her mind blanked, and her voice shredded as she screamed from the pain. He shoved her back a step and shook his hand.

	“Next time, answer me!”

	The door scraped open, and he growled loudly and spun around.

	“Ace, this had better be a matter of God damn life or death, or I will kill you with my bare hands!”

	Ace's eyes widened as he took in the situation. Anna stood locked in place, chest bare, cheeks covered in dripping tears, and her slack mouth reddening from the streaming blood. He seethed in front of her, eyes wide and wild. 

	Ace cleared his throat. “Sir . . . it's Scarlet. You told me—”

	“I KNOW WHAT I TOLD YOU!” Rage shook his voice. “Get on with it!”

	Ace scowled and clenched his fists. “She got in the truck with him. They were acting real buddy-buddy on the sidewalk; then he held her hand.”

	The man's entire body straightened, and he took a deep breath. His demeanor completely changed, unrecognizable compared to seconds before. But she’d always recognize him for the demon he was.

	“Well, that won't do.”

	He stormed off, not passing a second glance to Annalise. Ace frowned and knitted his eyebrows as he looked her in the eye before he turned on his heel and went through the door. It closed with a thud, and she flinched.

	Breathe in. 

	She violently shook, feet planted in the center of the now silent room. 

	Breathe out.  

	She couldn’t fully process what just happened. Thomas. She blinked several times. That monster had hurt Thomas. Her Thomas. Why was she cold? She almost got raped. Nick was going to die.

	She looked down at her chest and blinked. A watery red line ran down from the gash in her now throbbing lip. 

	Her eyes widened, and she clawed at her neck as she sucked in a breath too deep for her lungs which burst forth on a graveled scream that stopped just as quick, leaving an eerie echo bouncing around the room.

	 She didn’t want to do this anymore. Any of it. She stilled again and her arms dropped. She took in her shirt and its ragged edges, before leveling her head and focusing on the far wall.

	Done. No time left to be strong, and no point, really. She put a shaky finger to her lip and sucked in a gasp. Her hands looked foreign, still locked in those cuffs.  Her gaze swept the warehouse, taking in the cold, empty walls, completely devoid of any sign of life.  Her mind only distantly registered the gulls, their calls punctuating each erratic slam of her heart. Blood left her head, and everything swam in slow motion around her bare mattress. 

	Why bother? 

	A glance to the left. The mirror lied as it showed her a reflection of a broken woman. 

	No. A broken girl. She'd never made it to woman. 

	She almost laughed, then she couldn't breathe. She'd never see her big brother again. Never see Thomas again. She'd never get to . . . her shallow breath froze in her lungs. Now all she could see were his eyes. All she could hear was his promise. The promise he’d never be able to keep.

	Tears leaked from her eyes on their own, she wasn't even crying. She didn’t think she could at this point. What was the point to anything? She had made the decision long before now. She glanced around the room again and choked on a single sob, before relaxing her expression.

	If she wouldn’t see Thomas again, she had no reason to stay alive. No reason to breathe. Maybe they’d let Nick live, once they found her. 

	She made no attempt to fix her shirt or clean the dripping blood. 

	Steady, slow, silent steps brought her to the plastic cooler. It was heavy enough in her arms, and her ever battling brain threw out half-baked escape plans, but she pushed them all aside as she walked slower still to the bathroom. Her reflection stared at her for a moment. 

	No. Someone else's reflection. Tears dripping over a bloody mouth. That must have hurt.

	The reflection lifted the cooler and smashed it against the mirror. The sharp crunching sound didn’t make her flinch. An emotionless face reflected on the broken shards and, for a moment, she had shattered too. Then she remembered that wasn't her. She wasn’t there. She was miles away, enjoying life with Thomas.

	One more hit broke several pieces free, and she put the cooler slowly on the counter, then grabbed a palm-sized shard. 

	Maybe they’d have gotten an apartment, someplace nice.

	She carried it past the plain door frame, then turned slowly to close it behind herself. The girl in the reflection didn't need to see. It might make her sad. 

	Maybe they'd have had a cat, or plants, or something. She bet he would be better at remembering to water them than she was.

	Annalise walked calmly over to the bed and sat just on the edge. The blood was sticky on her skin and cold where it had begun to gather at the top of her jeans. The metallic smell was almost suffocating as she took a deep, stuttering breath. It was about to be over. 

	Everything. The past. The present. She had no future anyway, so there was nothing to end as far as that was concerned. She'd be saving the universe the trouble of finding a place to stick her. The gulls screamed, but that didn't even bother her anymore.

	The shard in her hand glinted, drawing her gaze. 

	They’d have gotten married, for sure. Maybe some small ceremony in a little courthouse, just family. Nick walking her down the aisle, in a suit she'd have made fun of him about. They'd have had two kids. Yeah. At least. Nick would have been the best uncle on the planet. 

	A thin line had opened on her palm which stung, and she frowned. Huh. When had she gripped it so tight? That'd be over soon, too.

	She swapped the shard to her left hand and held it above her right arm. It would be difficult to cut under the cuff and up her forearm, but she'd make it work.

	They’d have made anything work, as long as they were together. She leveled her gaze, took a deep breath, and smiled as she closed her eyes.
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	Nick

	 

	“This is it.”

	He nodded toward his own creaky wooden door as he dug in his pocket for the key. The hazy hallway window made the sunlight that seeped through look dirty, and the whole floor was a muted yellow. She smiled and tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. He was beginning to realize that was more of a nervous habit than a necessity. He stopped, and his stern expression fell back into place as his key hovered in the air near the tarnished lock. 

	Sometimes memories were the worst form of torture.

	 He shook his head and put the key in the deadbolt. Her hand slid up to cover his, and he glanced down at her.

	“Are you okay?” 

	NO. No, he wasn't okay. Not in any sense of the word. But that wasn't something he could share. That was a burden for him alone. He forced a smile.

	“Yeah. Just thinking.”

	He opened it and took a step back so she could enter first. She chuckled. He liked that sound. Made his brain hurt just a little less.

	“I bet you were trying to remember if you picked your underwear up off the floor.”

	His surprised laugh boomed off the walls of the apartment and made his heart jump. 

	“Nah, I keep a clean house. Usually.”

	Her breath caught as she studied the two-bedroom flat. Nick glanced around too. Yeah, it was kind of an odd mix of hard masculine lines and soft girly accents. 

	“Oh. Do . . . you have a daughter or something?” 

	She bent to pick up a fluffy pink, and black throw pillow and his eyes went wide. Both from the motion and the reason for the motion.

	Oh, Jesus. He didn’t think about what she might assume. He swallowed and cleared his throat.

	“No,” he paused.

	It wasn’t like telling her about Annalise would upset any cosmic balance, right? Hopefully, she wouldn't ask too many questions. He was pretty sick of having to lie and hide things. He rubbed the back of his head before crossing his arms.

	“That stuff belongs to my sister.”

	 She grinned and bounced the pillow in her hands before she set it back down. A small, one-sided smile spread on his mouth. He was afraid he was going to get completely sucked into her gravity. Like he wasn't already. That would be both a wonderful and terrible place to be. Terrible for her. 

	He blinked and straightened his face. In fact, it would be a terrible idea for this to go any further. It'd be much safer for her in the long run if she wasn't involved with him. Even though he really wanted her to be. God, what the hell was he thinking?!

	“That must be her,” she said, pointing to one of the pictures on his wall. “She's gorgeous, oh my God! Is she a model?”

	He growled. He'd had a hard-enough time keeping the boys away from her at school. God forbid if she was an actual model.

	“No.”

	Scarlet moved to get a closer look. “Well, she should be. She'd be rich. I wish I was that pretty.”

	“You're stunning.”

	He pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. That wasn't supposed to come out. When he reopened them, she was grinning and rubbing her cheek, eyes still trained on the picture. At least she hadn't noticed his expression.

	“That's sweet of you.”

	“It's true, though.”

	Damn it! This was exactly not how you kept distance from someone. He cleared his throat, and she smiled and bit her lip before turning back to face him. And he was absolutely not ready to broach any subject regarding Annalise. So, he'd just have to avoid any more mention of her. Easy. 

	“Well, she must come to visit a lot if she leaves all this stuff here. That's really sweet. You guys must be really close,” she said as she walked back toward the front door. 

	His fantastic plan for not talking about Annalise was apparently to not talk at all. He watched her hips sway as she crossed the room.

	“So, do you box, or does she?” She asked, walking over to his hanging bag.

	She stepped up in front of it and copped the single worst stance he'd ever seen. Did she even watch movies? Who stood like that? He raised his eyebrows.

	“I've never boxed or anything like that. Always wanted too.” She threw a slow-motion punch and stopped right before hitting the bag, then dropped both arms and shrugged. “My mom always told me it was too dangerous. She didn't even let me watch action movies when I was growing up. She and dad fought like cats and dogs over it. He said she was 'setting me up for trouble.'"

	Oh. He smirked. That explained the lack of basic knowledge. It was his civic duty to at least show her how to stand. 

	He walked over and stepped up beside her. This was purely academic, and there was no reason for his heart to be running away from him. His brain wasn’t buying it. 

	He gestured with his head for her take a step back, and his eyes fell into their trained position, gauging distance and angle.

	“Like this.”

	He got into position and threw a hard punch, making the bag rocket backward, then he returned to position. He glanced at her and the band of muscles in his lower abdomen clenched. She had her eyebrows raised and a smart-ass smirk plastered to her plump, pouty lips. He mentally slapped himself and cleared his throat.

	“Protect your face with this one, punch with the other one.”

	“Okay 'teach' I'll try to remember that.” She said, rolling her eyes and grinning.

	He laughed and dropped his arms. “It's 'coach.' And you never know, it might be useful someday. Especially now.”

	Her expression flattened, and she swallowed. Oh damnit. He hadn't meant to make her worry.

	“True,” she said. “Show me again.” 

	She stepped up in front of the bag. And directly in front of him. His eyes widened. Far, far closer than was safe. Her elbow brushed his chest as she turned her back to him, and he closed his eyes. 

	Dear God, she had to know exactly what she was doing to him. 

	He sucked in a breath to clear his mind but was attacked by her vanilla scent instead.

	Damn. It. This was a bad idea. He cracked his neck. She threw a quick glance over her left shoulder to him, with her eyebrows up again. “Show me.”

	His stomach tied itself into a knot, and he could think of no less than fifty things he wanted to show her. Such a bad idea.

	“Okay,” he squeaked and cleared his throat. “So. Right-handed, yeah?”

	He put his hands on her shoulders, and she nodded while he tried his best not to breathe.

	“So. Make a fist. No, keep your thumb on the outside, inside it could break. Yeah, and this hand goes up . . . here”

	He held her left one and bent her elbow, positioning that hand in front of her face. She shot him a sideways glance and then refocused on the bag.

	“Got it. Now what?”

	He fully intended to pick his arm up completely and move to the other side, but instead, he leaned around, keeping his left hand on her wrist, brushing against her. 

	“K, so do the same thing with this hand but—thumb on the out—yeah. Now, when you throw the punch, rotate your arm a little, so you’re hitting with your fist level to the ground.”

	He dropped his arms and put his hands on his hips, appraising her position.

	“You need to stand with one foot a little in front of the other, too. Since you're right-handed, your left foot goes in front.”

	She fixed her feet and readjusted her stance.

	“Good.” He smiled, and she returned it. “Okay. Throw it, but don't try to hit the bag yet. Just punch the air.”

	She snapped her hand out level to the ground and pulled it back quickly. He blew out a laugh.

	“That was good! You’re a natural. Here.” He stepped in front of her, held up his right hand, and gestured with his head. “Hit my hand this time. Try to hurt me.” 

	She frowned and dropped the stance. “I don't want to hurt you. Move, I'll just hit the bag.”

	Nick raised his eyebrows and laughed. “You won't actually hurt me. I'm tougher than that.”

	She smirked and shrugged as she lifted her hands again. “Your funeral.”

	He chuckled as she focused on his hand. She shot out another quick punch, moving his hand back several inches from the force. Surprise washed over his features, and he grinned widely at her.

	“Outstanding! You have a hell of a punch there!” He dropped his arm, and she rubbed her cheek. “That's exactly the way. Alright, another pointer. Here . . .”

	He needed to get in a better position, so he moved behind her again. He stepped up flush against her and covered her arms with his, moving them back into place. He moved her body with his, taking her arm through the punching motion slowly, but leaning against her right hip, moving it forward as well.

	“So, you wanna try and punch with your whole side, not j—”

	He glanced down at her upturned face, which was about one inch from his, and swallowed. When did that happen? Her eyes were unreal. He leaned back and dropped his arms. Damn it. This couldn’t happen. She was in trouble, and he was trouble. Getting closer to her really wouldn’t be helpful right then. Or ever.

	“Well.” He paused as he struggled to calm his—everything—down. “You're good. A few more lessons and you could take on Rocky.”

	She laughed and dropped her arms, then turned around and plopped her hands on her hips.

	“Is that from a movie?” 

	He blinked and blew out a laugh. Too cute. He nodded, and she grinned. 

	“Well then, you must be one hell of a teacher. How much do you charge?” 

	She winked and crossed her arms. He raised his eyebrows and tried not to smile as he held his chin and pretended to consider it.

	“I'm not a coach. But for you? Fifty bucks an hour.”

	She laughed and shoved his arm before she turned around to continue snooping. She was stronger than she realized. And too cute. He smiled and shook his head. Too. Frustratingly. Cute. He threw a final punch, then stilled the bag and followed her. 

	“So, that's your hobby then?” she said, throwing a quick glance over her shoulder before looking back at the bookcase. “Hitting that bag?”

	He bit his tongue. Oh, if she only knew. Actually, that was a terrible thought.

	“Yeah, you could say that. I've done a lot of combat arts over the years. I did judo, jiu-jitsu, karate, wrestled a bit in high school, but nothing serious, and of course, boxing.”

	She grinned and tossed him a look. “So, hitting things.”

	He laughed and shrugged. Not really, but— "Sure. What about you? You have any hobbies?"

	Good, brain. Distraction was good.

	She tilted her head side to side, shrugging as she poked at things sitting on his bookcases. 

	"I watch TV. Love Zombie Preppers 2.0."

	"Yeah, that's a good one." Nick smiled, watching her lean her head sideways to read the spines of books. "Great show to learn—"

	"What not to do. Exactly." She grinned back over her shoulder and his heart jumped hurdles. How could she have possibly guessed that?

	"I always say," she cleared her throat, "it's not a question of 'if'—"

	"It's a question of 'when'," he finished.

	They stared at each other, a charge in the air between them, before she blinked, breaking the spell, and continued.

	"Um. I read a little. Cook a little. Work a lot."

	Nick grunted in understanding, mentally stomping on all his butterflies. "Same."

	He continued to follow her meandering steps, drawn like a magnet, until she finally spotted his used targets.

	“Ah, so that's how you practice! Where do you shoot?”

	She bent over to rifle through the stack, and he blinked. This was a terrible idea. Why did she have to be so damn hot? He took an involuntary step closer right as she whirled around with a zombie target and that smirk again. Every expression she made was beautiful. He rubbed the back of his head and raised his eyebrows.

	“So, you're prepping, huh? I'm on your team then, these shots are insane! They're all in the chest! Well, except for these right in the middle of its head. You're good!”

	He leaned over his elbows on the back of his burlap side chair draped with a pink shag blanket. He scanned her face as she gazed at the large paper like it was a treasure map. He'd have been flattered if he wasn't using those skills in a horrible way.

	“At the range, over off Masey Street. And sure. You can be on my team.” 

	They shared a smile, and she sat the target back down on the stack. Then she shot up and cupped her hands together under her chin, grinning at him with her eyes wide. He stood back up quickly and smiled as he raised his eyebrows.

	“What?” He laughed. “What on earth has you that excited?”

	“Will you teach me how to shoot, someday? I would really love it.” She stepped right up in front of him and batted her eyelashes playfully. It was so fast it looked like she was having a seizure, and he laughed harder as he put his hands on her shoulders.

	“Yeah, I'd like that. Stop doing that before you pass out, though.”

	She laughed and clapped once before tucking an invisible piece of hair behind her ear. He blew out an amused breath and shook his head. Such a bad idea. A very good . . . bad idea. She took a small step backward and frowned at the floor.

	“Thank you, Nick. For, you know, all of it.” She flicked her gaze back at him in the way that stopped his heart. “For everything.”

	And there was that look again. The one that made him hate himself and wish he was anyone else. Made him want her and what they could never have. He chewed on the inside of his mouth, before forcing a smile past his heartache.

	“You're welcome.”
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	Thomas

	 

	Man, he was sick as hell of cleaning up the books. These yokels acted like they ain't ever seen the inside of a math book or a calculator. Maybe they were going out of their way to make his life miserable. Sounded about right. All he'd wanted to do this morning was check on Anna. Nope. “Matches do this. Matches do that.”

	He timed the flick of his lighter cap to the rhythm of his steps as he slipped through the already open warehouse door but stalled.

	Something was off.

	A swift scan of the area showed nothing visibly screwy, other than Ace and Butch in the office chatting. Thomas crept up to the wall nearest the door and strained his ears to catch their quiet conversation.

	“It was horrible, man. I ain't seen anything like that. I mean, not in real life, you know what I'm talking about?” Ace said.

	What the hell . . .

	Thomas craned his neck and peered through the window.

	Butch frowned and shook his head. “Where is he now?”

	Ace rubbed the back of his neck. “He took Shiner and sped off, going after Price.” He sat down in the chair and hung his head in his hands as he spoke to the floor. “I think he's gone off the deep end. Matches is gonna lose his damn mind.” 

	“I know I would,” Butch agreed on a wheezing sigh.

	Thomas's nerves buzzed. Lose his mind about what? Time to get the facts.

	He rounded the corner grinning like a cat that just caught a mouse. He flipped the lighter hard and high, making it spin end over end rapidly before he snagged it out of the air with two fingers.

	“What's with the sad-sack faces? Lose a bet?” 

	Ace and Butch glanced at each other, and Ace sat back in his chair. Thomas ground his back teeth.

	“It's nothing, man. Listen, Boss Man said you're done for the day.”

	Thomas frowned. He'd never say that. In fact, he loved working him as hard as damn possible.

	“He did, huh?” Thomas crossed his arms and lifted his chin again. “Where's he at now? I'll just make double sure before I head out. He in there?” 

	He gestured to Anna's door with his head and swallowed. Butch cleared his throat and Ace shook his head.

	“No. Just head on home. You look tired.”

	Tired be damned, he was sick. Something wasn't right. What the hell was going on?

	“I'm fine,” he said, through clenched teeth. “I'm just gonna make sure she's good. Did either of you two losers remember to feed her?”

	Ace stood up and put a heavy hand on Thomas's shoulder.

	“Go home, Tom. You're done for the day.”

	Thomas twisted and snapped his shoulder free. Something was up with Anna, and the whole crew couldn't hold him back. 

	He took a step backward and spun on his heel, too lost in fear to hear what they were saying. Let one of them try and stop him. It'd be the worst damn mistake they made that day. He paused for one second at the door, before he stormed through.

	His heels dug into the concrete just inside the door.  

	No . . . 

	His vision narrowed to a point, focused only on Anna and the swath of red down her stomach, the blood on her face. Her ripped shirt. 

	She turned a surprised look at him and dropped the shard of glass as she shot up from the bed, pulling her arms up in front of herself.

	“Thomas!” She covered her mouth as tears poured from her eyes. “He . . . said . . .”

	Something shifted in him. Prickles of rage settled deep in his chest, a sharp, violent pain; a sensation that rivaled any he'd had before. 

	He stormed across the room and took her terrified face in his shaking hands, tears floating in his eyes.

	“Did he . . .” He sucked in a breath. He couldn't make himself say it. Despair threatened to split his brain wide open. 

	This was exactly the kind of thing that asshole would do, destroy a girl for no reason at all. Damage for damage’s sake. The chance fully existed that he had done what he wanted with her, left her bruised and broken, and she had only gotten halfway redressed. His stomach turned, filling with rage.

	“Tell me he didn't take that from you!” He yelled and stroked his shaking thumbs across her wet cheeks, then squeezed his eyes shut. He didn't want to know, but he had to. The battle for control of his raging heartache, terror, and desire to rip a person limb from limb was quickly becoming a losing one. 

	He reopened his eyes to see his tears reflected in hers. No! His chest clenched and he swallowed. When she finally shook her head, relief sapped the air from his lungs. 

	“Anna,” he whispered jaggedly and nearly dropped to the ground in front of her. When he found his legs again, he wrapped his arms around her shoulders and pulled her to him, struggling to be gentle even though all he wanted was to hold her as tight as he could. A glint on the floor drew his gaze, and as he caught sight of the shard, a pit opened in his stomach.  He pulled back, eyes and mouth gaping.

	“Were you,” he pressed a firm kiss to her forehead and fought the tears. “Damn it! God, Anna, I told you I'd come back. I told you how important you are to me. We can get through whatever, you just have to stay with me!”

	She sucked in a stuttered breath and spoke in a broken rasp.

	“I was going to,” she choked back another sob. “He said I'd never see you again and that he was going to kill Nick. What choice did I have?”

	He scoffed and shook his head, pressing their cheeks together as he hugged her again.

	“That's never a choice. Don't ever make that choice. When this is all over, I'll still be here.” He pulled back and put his hands on her face again. “You’ll be too. Understand me?”

	She nodded, and he slid his hands down her face then wrapped his arms back around her again, hugging her tight as her sobs tore holes in his heart. Eventually, he sat her gently on the bed. The cuffs came off in a flash, and she covered her face. 

	Never again. His own life be damned, this made-just-for-him woman, the only thing good that’d ever happened to him in his whole wasted life, wasn’t staying here any longer.

	Thomas gnashed his teeth and popped up to his feet, clutching the cuffs. With a shout, he pitched them clear across the large room, where they clattered against the far wall. Anna let out another sob, and he spun back around. He placed his hands on either side of her head and planted another firm kiss on the top of her head. 

	Never. Again.

	He spun around again to storm into the bathroom but froze when he saw the broken mirror. He'd come so close to losing her. What the hell would he have done then? 

	He scowled and continued into the tiny room. He knew exactly what he would have done. He'd done it before, apparently. Didn’t matter that he didn’t remember, everyone else did. He walked back toward her with a wet towel and a fierce expression.

	“Anna, I'm coming back tonight. I'm gonna get you out. I don't care what else happens to me, or who I havta kill, but you're not staying one more night. Not after this.”

	He stood her up gently and held her gaze as he carefully wiped the blood off her chin. He wiped around the split in her lip with slow tenderness, watching her closely to make sure he didn't hurt her more. 

	Her chocolate brown eyes sucked him in, just like every time, but the tears suffocated him. He blinked several times and cleared his throat as he cleaned down her neck. The blood had started to dry which meant he had to wipe harder. Where the red cleared, old yellowed bruises made themselves known again. 

	That sorry son of a—

	He wiped her collarbone and right below that. His rage grew the further down the blood went. He wasn’t sure how to tackle the next bit. His eyebrows knitted, and he blinked a tear back before looking in her eyes again. 

	“Do you . . . wanna do the rest?”

	She covered her mouth to fight tears again, then finally shook her head. He planted a firm kiss on her forehead, speaking against her skin.

	“Alright. Just . . .don't move, yeah?”

	She nodded and closed her eyes, then leaned her side against his chest and rested her head on his shoulder. She tucked her hands under her chin, keeping herself covered as best she could. He furrowed his brow in focus and began wiping the blood off the center and right of her chest. 

	She finally couldn't keep the tears in anymore and sobbed as she clutched at his shirt collar with her fingertips. He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and leaned his head down to hers. 

	The tally he’d been keeping of how many times he had failed to keep her safe and from harm would cap out tonight. And he’d spend the rest of his life making sure that number stayed exactly the hell where it was. He cleaned her stomach and around her bent elbows, as carefully as he could, speaking just above a whisper as he went.

	“I swear, Anna. I swear with everything I am. He'll never touch you again.”

	She stuttered a breath and pulled him closer. Once he succeeded in getting all the blood he could safely reach, he leaned her up, catching her bloodshot gaze and offering her a small smile.

	“There ya go, gorgeous. All gone. I'm gonna toss this in there,” he gestured with his head to the bathroom over his shoulder. “You tie up your shirt, yeah? Can you do that?”

	She nodded and breathed in deeply.

	“Atta girl. Be right back.”

	He bent and snagged the mirror shard as he headed to the bathroom where he tossed it and the towel in the trash before hanging his head. He needed a plan. He waited another minute, using it to collect his thoughts from the swirling smoke of emotions in his brain.

	How was he going to break her out? He slapped his hands down on either side of the sink. Charlie might help, but no way to know for sure unless he blabbed his plan. And he wasn't sure he was ready to do that, not yet at least. 

	He chewed the inside of his lip. He'd have to wait until there wasn't as much activity, which meant after the last trucks left. He grunted and put his hands on his hips. Or he'd have to break down and ask for help from the one person on earth he vowed never to ask again.

	Drumming his fingers on his hips, he cast his gaze skyward. If he couldn't get help, he'd likely have to roll up, guns blazing. Really didn't want to kill that many people. He hated the idea Anna would know he did, even if it was to protect her. He saw how it tore her up to know what Nick was doing.

	But right now, he'd set this whole damn place on fire with everyone in it and hold her hand while they watched them burn, surrounded by their screams.

	His cheek twitched, and he blew out a short breath. The reflection in a leftover thin shard of glass in the mirror wiped the smile from his face, and he swallowed. She was better than that. He'd never damage her with that memory. 

	“You ready?” He called out to her.

	“Yeah.”

	He smiled. So damn strong. He stepped back through the door and stopped. She sat on the edge of the bed; worrying her puffy bottom lip. God, just looking at her fixed everything. She was so beautiful. He moved back to her, lost in her eyes as she glanced up.

	“Thomas, what if you don't come back tonight?”

	He smiled and clicked his cheek.

	“I'm unstoppable, remember? I'll be back. Just be ready, right?” He took her hands and stood her up gently. “Ready to run.” 

	 She finally returned his smile with a tiny one of her own, and his heart skipped, elated to see it. 

	The heat that rolled through his body when she looked at him like that was the single most addictive thing he’d ever experienced. If he could bottle it, he'd be rich. She didn’t see the monster everyone else did.

	To her, he was just ‘Thomas.’ 

	And the way her lips curled up at the ends was one of his many favorite things about her. He drew her closer and put her hands around his back, then wrapped his arms loosely around her neck.

	“And we won't stop. Won't even look back.” He swallowed nervously and leaned her back a bit to catch her gaze. “We’ll run right to the end, where’s there’s nothin’ but sky, and nothin’ but time left to be you and I.” 

	Regret swamped him. That was the first time he’d ever done a poem out loud, and he was terrified of what she’d think. He'd only just started writing again, thanks to her, so she was probably going to hate it. Maybe he should have kept his damn mouth shut. In fact, she was for sure going to hate it. What the hell was he thinking . . .

	Her eyes widened, and tears pooled at the corners again. He pinched his eyebrows up. Yep. Should have kept his dumb trap shut. He chewed on the inside of his mouth. “Too cheesy? Was it terrible? It sucked. Sorry, I'm a bit rus—” 

	She sobbed and threw her arms around his neck, squeezing for all she was worth. “It was beautiful!”

	He blew out a breath and grinned as he squeezed her back. “Well, it’s all yours, gorgeous.”

	She let out another sob before she rested her cheek against his chest and sniffled.

	“Anna, I've gotta go now.” He placed a kiss on her neck. “Don't you dare cry, no need. And don't say bye.”

	He pulled back and winked. She stuttered a breath, forcing a smile, and he kissed her forehead again before he strode to the door. He had plans to make. 

	When he glanced back, the sight of that smile made him feel ten foot tall, easy. 
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	Nick

	 

	“Hey, you hungry?” 

	Nick pushed off the back of the chair and stepped past the tiny two-person wooden bar into the white L-shaped kitchen. Scarlet bent to snatch the little pillow up again and hugged it as she followed him. 

	The memory of being pressed against that same chest, running his hand across it came barreling to the forefront, and he shifted. Those thoughts would lead to exactly the wrong location in his house. 

	“A little. Can you cook?”

	He chuckled. He'd only been cooking for two for eight years.

	“Yes. Although Annalise would tell you no.”

	Damn it! Apparently, he had to work harder. Talking to her was just too frustratingly easy. He scowled.

	“That's a beautiful name, that's your sister?”

	He avoided her gaze and nodded as he grabbed random ingredients from the fridge. He wasn't even paying attention to what he plopped down on the tiled counter. He was too busy having a hard time wrapping his brain around the fact that she was here. He'd thought about it. Dreamed about it. Shit, had nightmares about it. 

	Scarlet, who would run away screaming if she knew what was good for her, was in his apartment like everything was fine. Like he wasn't a killer. Like they were two normal people, talking about boxing and target shooting and about to share a meal. All while his sister was still being held captive. He frowned.

	Bit much to process.

	He put his hands on the counter and let his head drop. Her hand brushed his back, sending a tiny shock right through the shirt, and he glanced up.

	“What's wrong?”

	He snorted and shook his head. Like he could possibly answer such a loaded question. What could he even tell her? Was there even any point?

	“Just got a lot on my mind.”

	She hummed an amused note and pressed her hand further as she leaned around his arm to look at the counter. Why would that be funny? He couldn't decide whether to scowl or smile. Though, his decision-making skills were frazzled thanks to her hand, which wasn’t helping.

	“I can tell. Not sure I want to taste what you're going to make with eggs, horseradish, pastrami, grape jelly, butter, and blueberries.”

	He dropped a quick, surprised glance to the counter and let out a single laugh. So, that's what he grabbed. He wouldn't want to taste that either. If there was a recipe that used all that it would be some form of torture device. He smirked at her.

	“Oh, ye of little faith.”

	She giggled and removed her hand, the sudden loss of warmth finally drawing a scowl. He turned a backward glance in time to see her walk around the little bar toward the stool, the sway in her hips mesmerizing. He scowled harder. This was such a bad idea. 

	“Do you want to talk about it? I can be a pretty good listener when I stop talking.”

	He laughed again. Then frowned. That was far past frustrating. It was too easy. Too easy to be around her. Too easy to enjoy himself. Too easy to . . . He shook his head as he started shoving the food back in the fridge. Would she be happy with someone like him? If she knew the truth? Of course not.

	“By the way, the answer is yes.”

	He raised his eyebrows and spun a quick look to her. She had her arms rested on the bar top, with her fingers linked. There's no way she was psychic . . . at least he damn sure hoped she wasn't. That would be a few seriously awkward conversations. He swallowed. He had some pretty vivid thoughts.

	“To what?”

	It was then he noticed the softness her features had taken on. The little smile on her mouth. The slow blink she tossed him. He wasn't sure what caused the shift, but it was incredibly distracting. And frustrating. And sexy. And frustrating. Despite his best effort, he couldn't make his face scowl or his eyes blink.

	“Whether I'd still want you without a late-night sidewalk rescue or two.”

	He raised his eyebrows again. He wanted to move, but he couldn't tear his eyes away from the way she looked biting her bottom lip as she crossed her arms. 

	Damn it, this was ridiculous. And such a horrible idea. Maybe he should have just kept guard outside her place instead. Not brought her to his. Where he could see her. Hear her. Smell her. He cleared his throat. Touch her.

	“That's great. To know, I mean.”

	Her smile widened, and she shifted on the stool, leaning further over the bar top and over her arms. He sucked in a breath and held it. That movement pushed her already perfect chest just a little higher. It was literally either storm around that bar and take her right then and there like they both wanted, or ask a benign question and try to keep things from spiraling out of control. His brain chose option two. Much to his body's complete and utter dismay.

	He rubbed the side of his neck. “So, how are you feeling?”

	She leaned back to sit fully on the stool and shrugged, appearing unaffected. He was still impressed with her ability to push past horrible things and carry on like nothing had happened. Actually, it was either impressive or concerning.

	“Better now. Safer now. I just have to hope they weren't tailing me this time. He didn't know I left, though, as far as I know. He stalked up the stairs, and I shot out like a bullet, so I doubt he would have had time to call his bar buddies.” 

	Nick raised his eyebrows as the fog of desire lifted. “Bar buddies?”

	She nodded as she kicked off her heels. They clattered to the floor, and he smiled. Annalise did the same damn thing. What was it with women and shoes?

	“Yeah, when he took me to Storm Bar on that, uh, night. He was really close with the bartender and was showing me off to a guy 'behind a curtain' which sounds even weirder to say out loud.”

	Nick’s brain was on fire. There was just too much information being thrown at him, and too much anxiety filling every square inch of his body. 

	Storm Bar. He was leaving that hit at the hotel right next door! For the love of God, they were there at the same time! He had been a block away from her. If he'd known . . . well, a person could drown in those words. 

	His stomach dropped as the picture cleared. Things were seriously pointing to that jerk wad—

	“Scarlet. What is that tool's name?”

	“Steven Greene. He works in the legal department on the top floor of my building.”

	Nick stared hard at her as she picked a loose string off his sister's pillow. He knew next to nothing about this woman. And yet, he knew good and damn well how he felt about her. 

	What kind of sense did that make? How did something like that even work? And he couldn't forget 'Oh, by the way, you're staying here until I manage to kill enough people for this to end and you don't even know my last name.' He laughed at himself, and she raised a brow.

	“What now?” She tossed the pillow back onto the couch and loosely crossed her arms, resting them on the bar top again. He couldn't help but notice, and the fog drifted back in. He rubbed a hand over his facial hair and sighed.

	“Scarlet, do you realize you're in my apartment?”

	She sat up straight and pursed her lips. “Yeah. I got that.” She grinned and shot him a sideways look. “Don't worry; I don't snore.”

	His face went slack as his jaw dropped open, and she laughed. He hadn't even thought about sleeping arrangements. Dear God, how in the world was this going to work!?  He rubbed the other side of his face and cleared his throat, then smiled. 

	“Not . . . really what I was getting at . . . but that's also great. To know. I'm saying, this has got to be one of the most screwed up situations in the world.”

	She eyed him a moment and shrugged while nodding. Her reactions were blowing his mind!

	“Scarlet, we don't know anything about each other.” He leaned back against the front of the sink and crossed his arms.

	She rested her chin on her hand and smiled at him like she knew the answer to the world's problems and was keeping it a secret. He knitted his brow and waited.

	“I know that you like saying my name.” She said, flashing him a quick, toothy smile before falling back into a smaller one.

	He raised his eyebrows and widened his eyes. How did she know that? Oh. Well, it was probably obvious, actually. She laughed and shrugged again.

	“Don't worry; I love the way it sounds when you say it. You make it sound important, or special. Sexy even.”

	Well, she was important. And special. And insanely sexy. Probably not the best time to share that information. In fact, there wasn't a good time. She shouldn't be here. She cast her eyes up and to the left and bounced her leg slowly on the spindle of the stool. He clenched his jaw.

	“What else? Oh, I know that you manage a big hardware store, which is impressive. And now I know that you drive an old, restored, cherry red truck. And have a sister. And a lovely little apartment that doesn’t look like it belongs in this building. And you can cook.” She twisted her lips to the side and then smiled. “At least, you claim you can. That remains to be seen.”

	He chuckled and shook his head as she continued. Why were they so far apart? His body twitched, begging him to move.

	“And you're a complete badass who's saved me twice. And you have an expensive-looking gun that you obviously know how to use. And you're a great teacher.” She winked, drawing a sigh, an eye roll, and a smile from him. She shrugged again. “See? I know lots about you. But, you don't know anything about me, I'm sure. So, ask me whatever you want.”

	Well, she was wrong about that.

	“Not so. I know lots about you too.”

	She barked a laugh. “Alright, prove it.”

	Okay, great. Now time to cash that check. Thanks, mouth. He rubbed the back of his neck.

	“Mmk. I know that you're stronger than you give yourself credit for. Both physically and mentally. In fact, that was one of the first things I noticed about you. That night.”

	She frowned and shrugged.

	 “I can tell you don't like getting help from people.” He tapped his fingers against the edge of the counter, and she leaned further back on the stool. He watched her tuck more nothing behind her ear and tried not to fall over the cliff he’d been teetering on since he met her.

	“I know that you work in an office building. Also, that you apparently have an aversion to wearing shoes. Otherwise, I'm not sure how you'd explain taking them off not twenty minutes after being in a stranger's house.” He grinned and inclined his head to her black heels.

	She nodded and grinned back, but her smile dropped rapidly, and she cleared her throat.

	“You're not a stranger.”

	He caught her expression shift but continued.

	“I think I know that you like flowers?”

	She nodded and smiled again. There, that was a much better expression on her. He liked that one.

	“I know that you have at least one friend, that you called to come get you . . . after . . . Scarlet, about . . .”

	He blew out a slow breath. God. There wasn't an 'about that' he could give her. What the holy hell was he going to say? There was no explanation. Other than the one she shouted at him as he walked away. 

	She stared at the edge of the bar and found something to pick at, and he uncrossed his arms, then rested his hands on the counter at his sides. She even wore a sad expression well. He didn't like to see it, but she was still beautiful. He watched her avoid looking at him for another few seconds before he cleared his throat.

	“I'm sorry.”

	That was it. That was all he could give her. He begged the universe for her to accept it and move on.

	“You know,” she said to the counter. “I'm not going to lie. That sucked. It sucked bad enough outside your store, but right after being attacked like that?” 

	She swallowed and picked harder at whatever it was. 

	He crossed his arms again and frowned as he softened his tone. “Not sure it'll make a difference, but I made sure you got in your friend’s car. I didn't just . . . walk completely away.” 

	She squinted at him and chewed the side of her mouth. “Why? Why not stay?”

	He let out a long sigh. For one, if he had, he'd have given her exactly what she begged for. Right in the middle of the sidewalk. Not something he was going to tell her. What was he thinking bringing her here? What was he thinking, hoping he could carry on a normal conversation with anyone, let alone her? Then inspiration hit him like an eighteen-wheeler. Perfect.

	“Scarlet, I've been alone a while,” he cleared his throat. “Then I met you, and you started filling my thoughts.”

	Hold up. These words were coming a bit too easily. This was supposed to be a lie. He shifted on his feet.

	“It scared me a little. It wasn't something I was expecting. So, I pushed it away. Then you came to me today and I just . . .” 

	Okay brain . . . enough truth/lying for one month. He blew out an amused breath and shook his head.

	“Yeah, you've had an about flip. Honestly, I thought you'd turn me away. I was prepared for that. And the face you make when you see me.” She shrugged and stared off into the living room, giving him a perfect view of her profile. He furrowed his brow and frowned.

	“Face?”

	“Yeah. Like you're in pain, or you hate me. Or hate being around me. Like the fact that I'm even talking to you annoys you.” She looked back at him and pointed with a small smile. “Looks a lot like that one.”

	Oh, she had it so wrong.

	He relaxed his expression and took three steps from the sink to the other bar stool. He spun her around to face him as he sat. She raised her eyebrows and propped her cute, pedicured feet up on the spindles of his stool, between his legs, drawing his gaze. 

	He had to cross his arms to keep from running his hands over her again. She was too close. They were too close. He breathed in and blinked. She smelled amazing. They weren't close enough. 

	“Scarlet . . .”

	He halfway covered his mouth, and she grinned smugly. He did like saying her name. Sometimes he wasn't sure how to start a sentence without it.

	“Yes, Nick?” she teased. 

	He smiled and shook his head. She was making it incredibly difficult to have a stoic, serious conversation. Which he was certain they needed to have. For some reason. 

	“I don't hate talking to you. I don't hate being around you. Quite . . . the opposite actually.” 

	He knew he should stop. Knew it. That he should just get up. Just get up, walk to the other side of the room, stare out the window and pretend she wasn't making him crazy. Pretend she wasn't filling his entire apartment with light. That she wasn't chasing shadows out of the corners of his heart.

	She folded her hands in her lap and looked at them nervously. Why did she seem so confident sometimes, and then suddenly want to hide? He uncrossed his arms and draped one over the edge of the bar, the other on his hip.

	“You certainly don't cause me any pain.”

	He wasn't sure when his hand had dropped down, but it hovered above her knee before he knew it. Her skirt shifted when she moved her feet, and his eyes scanned the entire length of her visible leg, stopping at the shadow created by the hem. 

	All he wanted was to touch her skin. See if it was as soft as it looked. It made it one hundred times harder to resist knowing she wanted the same damn thing. He withdrew his hand and rested it on his own knee. 

	She hadn't noticed, lost in thought as she stared at her palms. He was lost in thought about her palms too. Damn it. Being this close to her was a serious problem. Why weren't they kissing yet? 

	His brain buzzed when he was struck with her scent again. His favorite flavor of ice-cream. The best pudding on the planet. The only kind of cake worth eating. Everything Scarlet. 

	Just a taste should be okay. 

	It would have been better to go back to the counter.  He should have gotten up and gone back to the counter. 

	One more kiss wouldn’t hurt anything. 

	But he didn't. He licked his lips and fought to keep his lungs in check, while she flipped one hand over to examine her knuckle.

	While he could somewhat moderate his breathing, his brain was another matter. He imagined smoothing his palm up the length of her arm, slowly across her collarbone, and down the center of her chest. His arms ached to move. Every part of him wanted to touch her. Why wasn't he touching her? He blinked in confusion.

	He fought with why he was fighting this at all. God those lips. He swallowed and stretched his neck. Why couldn't he just give her what she wanted? What he wanted? 

	There had to be a reason. She tucked another piece of nothing behind her ear, and he watched as her fingers dragged down the lobe. He ached to taste the same spot. To tongue the skin, graze it with his teeth and watch the chill bumps spread on her neck. There was a reason . . . right? 

	“Are you su—”

	She cut her eyes to him, and her mouth parted as a breath escaped her. He had apparently failed at hiding the desire in his eyes. When she nervously tugged on her earlobe and chewed her lip, he stopped breathing.

	Fuck it.

	He reached out and cupped her face. 

	The rest of her air left her on a startled gasp. “Wha—”

	“Scarlet,” he breathed, slowly running the pad of his thumb across her bottom lip. 

	The shiver that rocked her body was almost more than he could take, but he had to be sure. 

	“Is this still what you want?”

	Please God, let the answer be yes. Otherwise, he had about twelve cold showers in a row in his incredibly immediate future. 

	She reached her hand out and pressed it to the center of his chest, offering him the single sexiest smile he’d seen in his life.
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	Nick

	 

	Scarlet turned her fingers into claws and raked them down his torso, putting him dangerously close to being unable to rein it in. She flattened her hand against his stomach and hummed. Jesus, what a hot noise. His muscles clenched and his grip tightened. 

	She dragged her eyes up to his, half-lidded and smoldering. “Apparently hitting things has its perks.”

	He grinned and shrugged, letting out a soft grunt when she hooked her fingertips into his waistband, and jerked him forward, arching her back to meet him. Maybe he wouldn't have to rein it in. That would be outstanding. He moved his hand back and tangled his fingers in her hair, but . . . he hesitated.

	It was far beyond obvious that they both wanted it. So, why?

	He gazed at her beautiful, hopeful face. Her glowing amber eyes, almost glazed over. Her pouty lips. Listened to her rapid breaths which matched his own. Smelled her delectable vanilla scent . . .

	His eyebrows pinched in the center, and he swallowed. This meant way more to him than he wanted it to. More than it should. And far more than he deserved. She meant way more. Goddamnit.

	“Nick, don't you dare.” She narrowed her eyes and reached up to grab his face, her nails pushing against his jaw. 

	He covered her hands with his. “Scarlet. What if this . . .” Jesus, was he really about to kill the entire mood? His brain and body were at war. He swallowed. “. . . meant more to me than just . . . sex? Would you still want it?”

	Her eyes went wide, and she popped her fingers straight, releasing his face. He let his hands fall to the curve of her waist as she moved her hands to his shoulders and searched his eyes.

	“Is that really how you feel?” 

	Her voice was different, airy. Well, no point in trying to send that train back to the station. He cleared his throat and cocked his jaw, thrusting his tongue against his cheek.

	“Yeah.”

	She jerked her hands up and held his face, scanning his eyes again. He could only assume that was a good sign since she didn't run screaming. She opened her mouth to speak but furrowed her brows and frowned instead.

	“You gonna run again?” 

	She held his gaze with her own sultry, smoky one, daring him to move. 

	If this was what taking her power back looked like, he was so fucking glad to have eyes. 

	He smirked as he ducked his head down, letting his lips brush against her ear as he spoke. The scent of her hair threatened to drown him, and he threaded his fingers through it again.

	“Hell no.” He grazed her earlobe with his teeth, and she gasped. 

	The shiver that rippled her skin this time was different, pulling air from his lungs, and his body stiffened. 

	He all but growled the words out. “You're about to be mine, babe.”

	She whimpered as she launched herself up from the stool and wrapped her arms around his neck before she pulled her face back and kissed him. Hard.

	That was definitely a good sign.

	Her exquisite mouth was exactly as fantastic as last time. Not that he expected anything less. Even her damn lip gloss tasted like vanilla. It was like she was put on this earth to drive him insane.

	He groaned and lifted her by the waist, depositing her on the bar top where he slowly pushed her skirt higher as he slid his hands up the outside of her thighs. Her skin was just as soft as he hoped. She hadn't released his mouth yet, and let out a moan that he greedily took, replacing it with one of his own. 

	Why hadn't they been doing this all along? No idea. 

	She broke the kiss, and he trailed nibbles down her jaw to the nape of her neck where he could feel her gasps. He gripped her thighs tighter, and she raked her nails down his shoulders as he spoke against her skin.

	“Where d—”

	“Don't know, don't care, you pick,” she gasped out like she was suffocating.

	He laughed against her neck, and she practically purred, setting his brain on fire. The decision was instant, and he wrapped his arm around her waist. He slid her off the bar and against his chest. She wrapped her legs around him and held onto his neck, hungrily kissing him.

	Thank God he knew the layout of his apartment or who knows how many walls he'd have hit on the way.

	He dropped with her to the bed, and she kept their mouths together, swirling her tongue over his in dizzying circles. He reached down and fought to get his shoes off. 

	Pretty certain he knew how to do it before, but he was having way too much damn trouble right then.

	He finally succeeded and matched her pace, pushing her skirt up past her hips while she yanked his shirt untucked and made a desperate grab for his belt buckle. His brain kicked in and his eyes popped open.

	“Condom?” He managed between kisses.

	She wrenched her mouth away, moaning as he lavished her neck.

	“I’m—” she sucked in a breath. “On the pill. And I’m clean.”

	He groaned and stilled with his teeth mid graze. “Me too. The clean part. Not the —”

	“Oh, thank God.”

	He chuckled and reclaimed her mouth, then leaned up to finish getting undressed. No reason for her to do all the work. 

	Raw need stormed through his veins as he watched her frantically paw her own shirt, and his eyes traveled every visible part of her creamy skin. It glowed in the low-level light of the bathroom, the softness of it causing the reflection to blur. He didn’t want to miss an inch. 

	In a reverent motion, he ran a finger across the arch of her foot, around her heel and up her ankle, the sensation hypnotizing. She stilled and let out a small gasp, watching him with half-lidded focus as he continued to trace the line of her calf. When she moaned, he was temporarily blinded with lust, before refocusing and moving up behind her knee.

	He read her skin with his fingertips like a person without sight memorized things for later use. For a sense of security. Safety. 

	He flattened his hand and continued traveling the inside of her thigh, slower than he thought he was capable of. Her skin twitched, then she smirked at him, lifting her hips and sliding the nearly microscopic triangle of fabric slowly down her legs, forcing his hand to move before she kicked it off with a flick. He exhaled sharply and bent down to place a hot kiss on her inner thigh. The faint salt of her skin mixed with her sweet scent overwhelmed him with maddening desire.

	“God, you're gorgeous . . .”

	She flashed him a stunning grin. “You’re pretty easy on the eyes, yourself.”

	He laughed but sucked in a breath when she started to undo another button. 

	That was a present he'd been waiting to unwrap for a long damn time.

	He leaned back over, moving her hands out of his way, but she snagged his fingers and eyed him as she slid his middle finger over her tongue into her mouth.

	“I'm trying to go slow, but you're killing me,” he groaned with a smile.

	She swirled her tongue around again, grinning. He fought the involuntary close of his eyes with all his strength. He didn't want to miss a single twitch on her face.

	After another moment she let it go and shrugged. “Who said I wanted slow?”

	Oh, it was on. His mind threatened to shut down, and they crashed together again in a kiss. By the time he finally managed to make his hands work enough to get his belt off, dropping everything else to the ground, she'd finished her shirt and arched up to unhook her bra. 

	That he, for sure, wanted to do himself. 

	He grabbed her hands and moved them above her head with a grin. Pressing his mouth to her stomach, he worked to get the frustrating hooks undone. 

	He'd never understood why there needed to be more than one. Ever. 

	Finally, the last one popped, and he met her glazed look with one of his own. He propped up on one elbow and watched her eyes flutter shut as he slid his other hand under the front of her bra. He thought his jaw might break as he reveled in the contrasting sensation of ample, soft skin and peaked flesh. 

	“Jesus . . .” the word escaped his mouth all on its own, and he pushed up to his hand. She flung the bra away and raised her brows.

	Dear God. She was so spectacular he didn't know where to look first. It wasn't like he'd never seen a woman's body before, but it was the first time he'd seen hers. Every single thing about her was made to order, just for him. 

	He let out a helpless groan, and ducked down, worshipping her chest until her breathing was as erratic as his heartbeat.

	“Nick!”

	She let out a stuttering moan, and he continued with slow motions as he slid his hand down her stomach. He ran his thumb down the velvet skin, already slick, and let out a guttural growl.

	“Holy shit, Scarlet . . .” It took everything he had not to lose it right then.

	She laughed into a gasp as he grazed her again with his teeth. 

	“That's . . . what you get for making me . . . wait so—” She sucked in a breath and exhaled a carnal moan as she moved against and with his hand. He grinned.

	If that was the case, he'd make her wait that long every time. 

	Every. Single. Time.

	Unwilling to hold out any longer, he leaned up and held her gaze as he anchored his hands beside her head. The untamed passion on her face was addictive and spectacular to watch. From that position, the entire room vanished.

	She whimpered and writhed, urging him in with her hands. He nearly blacked out until he remembered to breathe. Deeper he drove, surrounded by her moans and wordless pleas, matched only by his throaty groans and grunts.

	They both rode the wave slowly at first, foreheads together, connecting on a deeper level than he expected.

	After all the horrible things he'd done. After all the loss he'd experienced in his life . . . there was no way he should get to have this. He was almost afraid to enjoy it. Almost.

	It wasn't long before the urgency of their desire took over, and he couldn't think anymore. Every sound he dragged from her set his body on fire. Her nails covered every inch of his back, sides, and chest as she soared closer and closer. Each new path she carved drove his pleasure higher and higher, adding to and heightening the sensations.

	He grunted as she dug at his shoulders, his entire body feeling each fingertip. After God knows how long, but way longer than he expected he'd last as keyed up as they were, she finally wrapped her arms around his neck, and her head fell back as she screamed, pushing him straight to his edge.

	She continued to moan in ecstasy as he pulled her against him for the final thrusts before the nearly violent sound of his own of release filled the room. Panting and elated, they stared at each other as she raked her nails down his arms.

	After several glowing seconds suspended above her stunning, satisfied face, he dropped to his elbows and kissed her. 

	Not an urgent kiss. Or a needy one. Or a lusty one.

	But an intimate one. A slow, soft, heart-melting kiss. 

	“Nick . . .” she whispered against his mouth as she cradled his face, and he prayed she felt every bit of what he was putting into it. For the first time in long while; he was happy. 

	Maybe it was okay for him to have that. Maybe it wasn't something that should be out of his reach.

	He eventually rolled onto his side and pulled her close, molding her to his body. She hummed and kissed his neck and chest while she draped her arm over his waist, completely spent. He closed his eyes, lulled by the sound of her breathing.

	This was normal. A normal thing normal people did.

	He had no clue how much this connection with her would have meant to him. How it would have felt, in every sense of the word. The hole that had formed in his heart was smaller, and the one in his soul was definitely much smaller. Sex as a thing itself wasn't some magical cure, don't get him wrong. Some random screw wouldn't have mattered, not that he'd had any of those. But this, with her, made him feel a little less like a monster and more like a man.

	And that was everything right now.

	He placed a kiss on her forehead, and she wiggled closer, filling spaces he hadn't realized were still there. And not just against his body. Goosebumps rose on his skin as she ran her fingers along his torso.

	“Nick . . . my God,” she said on a deep exhale.

	He laughed and nodded. “Yeah. That was fantastic. You are incredible. I mean . . . damn.”

	She grinned. “It was way better than I imagined it would be.”

	He pulled his head back and eyed her beautiful tousled hair. The flush of pleasure still tinted her cheeks, and her lips were red and delicious. He smirked.

	“Thought a lot about it, huh?”

	“Don't act like you didn't,” she poked him in the side.

	He laughed and hugged her again. She put her head in the crook of his neck and let out a long, melodic sigh.

	“I hope you know there's no getting rid of me now.” 

	He smiled. That sounded way more perfect than she probably knew. More than he had wanted it to before. She turned her smiling face up to his, punching him right in the feels. He could honestly look at her forever. He leaned down and gave her another sweet kiss.

	“I'm totally alright with that,” he murmured against her lips.

	She purred and broke the kiss, before pulling herself up to whisper in his ear.

	“How about another round?”

	He threw a glance to the ceiling and laughed as he flattened on his back, then rubbed his hand down his face. He could get used to that.

	“I'm gonna need a few minutes. At least. But . . .” He leaned his head up and looked at her with a gleam in his eye. “I know something we can do to pass the time.”

	She raised her eyebrows as she smiled and propped her chin up on his chest.

	“Is it something good?”

	He smirked as he rolled her over, trailing kisses down her body, stopping at her lower stomach. He leaned his head up and met her gaze.

	“You tell me.”
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	Thomas

	 

	The lush “Valentine & Marcet Law Firm” building got on Thomas's nerves every time he stepped through the grand entrance.

	“Such a showoff. Makes me sick,” he muttered as he pushed open the large glass pane doors and marched straight toward the assistant perched at the half-round desk. The olive-skinned woman covered the receiver and waved him away, but he sneered and kept walking. She pulled it down and rested it against her shoulder.

	“Thomas, he's with a client! Just wait!”

	Thomas shoved the door open and waltzed through without pausing.

	“—mistake about it, she's the only beneficiary. I'm—”

	His pop, a tall, stately man with blond hair and a sharp jaw was seated behind his large, gaudy wooden desk. He was scouring a legal document with a woman, and they both turned a quick look at Thomas. Her back was rigid, her hands clutched around the arms of the chair. His pop scowled at him with a heavy sigh. Thomas recognized her, as she stood up and snatched her purse from the floor.

	“Thank you for your help and time, Mr. Valentine. I'll take care of everything else.”

	She nodded curtly, then turned to Thomas. Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes as she stepped up to him, placed trembling hands on his shoulders, and exhaled a slow shaky breath. 

	“Tommy, so good to see you.” 

	She leaned in and quickly pressed her cheek to his before stepping back. The scent of rosemary swirled in the air, stirring odd feelings in his gut. Smelled a bit like home, and that wasn’t always a good thing.

	Thomas grunted and nodded. “Mrs. Price.” 

	He was too upset for niceties. Besides, what the hell was she doing here? His pop wasn’t one for rubbing noses with the enemy. He’d just ask, but the man kept everything close to the chest. Never shared a damn thing with Thomas. Not a damn thing.

	Mr. Valentine rose from his desk and smiled. But not at Thomas.

	“Anytime, Marianna. Please,” the smile widened. “Stay in touch.”

	Mrs. Price turned a thoughtful glance back over her shoulder and gave him a small, unsure smile.

	“I will, Lyle.”

	She walked past Thomas and the assistant who had just scampered in behind him.

	“Mr. Valentine! I'm so sorry! I told him to wait.”

	He held up his hand and shook his head. “It's fine, Becca, I'm quite familiar with my son's behavior. Thank you.”

	“Yes sir,” she exhaled and closed the door as she left.

	Thomas crossed his arms, lips in a tight frown as he stood with feet shoulder-width apart, fighting the tremor in his stomach. 

	Man, he hated being there. Brought up all manner of bad memories. 

	Lyle gestured to the chair in front of the desk and sat down in his own. When Thomas didn't sit, Lyle exhaled through his nose and linked his fingers, with his elbows propped on the desktop.

	“What's wrong, Thomas?”

	Thomas puffed air into his cheeks and blew it out as he rubbed the back of his neck. Here was the part he dreaded most of all. Never thought he'd have to do this, but he was out of options.

	“Got a favor to ask, Pop. I don't like it, but I ain't got anywhere else to go.”

	Lyle raised his eyebrows and leaned back in his seat, with a small, thoughtful frown. Thomas hated that face. That face meant he was calculating his risk, and rate of payback. Nothing ever came for free from his Pop. Not even his love. Not that Thomas knew how that would feel.

	“I admit, I'm surprised. It must be something incredibly important. You swore you'd never ask me again after the last time, so I'm suitably intrigued.”

	Thomas sneered. He hated when his pop talked like he was better than other people. He acted like he'd forgotten where he'd come from.

	“Sit. I won't discuss business with you from across the room.”

	Thomas grumbled and sat in the leather side chair. Everything in his Pop's office was as cold and loveless as the man himself. No pictures with family members, or any mementos from his kids' childhoods. Just static, generic sculptures and figurines perched on the tall wooden bookcases. 

	Lyle gestured with his hand for Thomas to continue and leaned back, with his arms crossed and a smug expression. Thomas took a breath and irritation built as he thought about his ‘brother.' And his stupid name.

	“Cub’s gotta girl locked up and I'm gonna get her out. I don't wanna have to kill a bunch of people, so I figured you might wanna talk with him and try and work something out.”

	Lyle let out a small, cold chuckle and shook his head.

	“So, it's true. I didn't know what ta think when Charlie told me you were about to be in it over a girl.”

	Tommy's eyes went wide. His best bud?

	“Char—!”

	“You know that's never going to work,” Lyle leaned back up and narrowed his eyes. “Don't you?”

	Thomas narrowed his eyes as well. He'd always had a short fuse when it came to his father. Despite what he knew that’d get him.

	“What, breaking her out? You don't think I can handle a simple smash and grab? Wow, you're further along than I thought, Pop. Need a nurse?”

	Lyle smiled, and Thomas swallowed.

	“No, Thomas. You and her. You need a strong, secure woman. Someone who can stand up ta the rigors of being 'married to the mob.' With what she's been through, she's a shell of a girl, Tommy.” A completely cold and evil look washed over his face as he stared at Thomas. 

	Thomas furrowed his brow and shifted in the seat. “Whaddya mean, what she’s been through? How do you know what he’s doing to her?”

	Lyle spread his hands wide. “How do I know anything, Thomas?”

	“Well, it’s usually ‘cause you’re the one fuckin’ causing it.” Thomas gnashed his teeth and flexed his fingers. “But even this is below you. Least it better not be you, ‘cause I swear to God, you won’t know what hit you.”

	Lyle raised his brows in surprise and gave a slow grin.

	“I’m not the one . . . hurting her, Thomas. But it makes me quite happy to hear ya talk like that. Maybe I am getting through to you. Shouldn’t be too long now.” 

	Lyle’s pleased expression made Thomas’s insides quake. Coming here was a dumb idea. Lyle exhaled, then frowned as he continued. “She won't be able to handle it. She'll never be able ta handle being with you.”

	Thomas’s emotions were at war. He'd pretend for his Pop's sake he hadn't been hearing the real him squeak through. And he tried his best to keep his mouth under control, but his fuse was shrinking by the word.

	“Pop, you got no idea how strong she is. She's stronger than you, me and the whole crew put together. She ain't gotta lift a truck, she just needs to live to prove that.”

	Lyle watched Thomas with narrowed eyes and shifted in his seat. 

	“So, what happens when she finds out everything? You think she'll stay with you? When she finds out about your past?” He leaned forward, that sick smirk back in place. “Finds out what you did? And to who?”

	Thomas swallowed and clenched his fists. Fear and heartache fluttered inside his chest. Would she? God, he wouldn’t live if she was scared of him. He saw her face, smiling at him, and his heart warmed. He had no doubt in his mind what they had was above and away from anything else. 

	He firmly nodded. “Yeah, she won't go anywhere. We need each other, Pops. She's the one.”

	Lyle raised his eyebrows and grunted in thought. Thomas watched his face as a disgusted sneer hit his mouth. He looked absentmindedly at the top of the desk and breathed out a laugh before reclining regally in his chair.

	“Okay, Thomas. I'll handle it,” He smirked again. “But you're in for life. No more talk about gettin' out. And you can’t see her again.”

	Thomas's mouth dropped open.

	“Pops! You can't do that! I wanna be out to be with her! We were . . .”

	His stomach turned. So those were his choices. Save Anna on his own, risking everything on his own, and praying they got out, or give up the rest of his life to his Pop and hope that the negotiations between the two of them went well and Steven didn't just kill her for fun. His heart ached.

	“Pop, you can't be serious! You know I didn't want this in the first place. You just didn't wanna let me go and do my own thing. You're keeping me like a hostage, and you know it!”

	Lyle responded calmly, unfazed by Thomas’s emotions.

	“So that's true too. Charlie mentioned you wanted out, but I just knew he had ta be wrong.” He sighed heavily, and Thomas clamped his jaws shut. “My own son. After everything I've done for you.” Lyle sneered smugly. “Covered up for you.”

	Him and his big damn mouth. He and Charlie were going to have more than words.

	“You want to save her? This is how I save her. I'll save her from Steven, and from you.”

	Thomas furrowed his brow and thinned his lips. “Whaddya mean from me?”

	“You know who you are. You know how you are. You know what you are. Do you really want her part of this life?”

	Thomas launched up from the chair and slammed his palms down on the desk.

	“I'm only how I am 'cause that's how you made me! And no, I don't, that's why I want out! I wanna be with her, somewhere else!

	Lyle leaned up in his seat. Irritation bled through his words as he raised his voice.

	“And do what, Thomas? You think you can make it out there without me backing you?”

	Thomas crossed his arms and laughed.

	“Yeah, the hell I do! You know what? I'll manage on my own. I'm out Pop. All the way. I'm washing my hands of the whole lotta you. You're all dust.”  

	Lyle stood up and leaned on his hands over the desk, filling the space between them. Anger finally fully colored his words, and he glared at Thomas.

	“Thomas, you walk out that door, you won't get back in. No matter how much you beg. Think long an' hard about it. Is she worth it?”

	No hesitation in his heart. No doubt in his mind. Every day.

	“Hell yeah. She's worth living on the streets for. If I had to give her my last dollar, so she could eat, I'd do it.” Thomas glared right back and smirked. “I guess you wouldn't understand that, though, would you? That whole love thing. The name Nataly ring any bells?!”

	He spun around and knocked the chair over as he stormed to the door. Lyle's expression hardened. Might have been a low blow to bring up his dead sister, but the man deserved far worse. Even still, Thomas's heart ached.

	“Thomas—”

	“See ya, Pop. Maybe.”

	Thomas caught his pop’s sneer before he jerked the door open and stormed through without a backward glance. 

	He'd handle it on his own.  Then he'd handle Charlie's traitorous ass.
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	Scarlet

	 

	“I can't believe she waited until the day of the viewing to call me.” 

	Scarlet grumbled at the mirror as she adjusted her skirt for the fifth time, fussing with the wrinkles. 

	Nick came up behind her and planted his large, warm hand on her hip, smirking at her in the reflection before tugging at his shirt collar. She grinned as the hum of leftover pleasure swam through her deliciously exhausted body. The contended sigh that followed petered out when her gaze fell to Nick’s waist. 

	The back of his gun jutted out, an obvious reminder that he was prepared for the worst. She frowned. It was none of her business, really, but she couldn't fathom a reason he'd need that at a funeral home. 

	“I wish you’d told me; I wouldn't have bunched it up. I'd have peeled it off slowly.” He kissed her shoulder and smiled. “You still look beautiful, but we have to go, or you'll be late.” 

	She smiled back and leaned forward, turning her head a little each way. Earrings still intact. Points to Findley’s Jewelers for durability. 

	Nick dropped a glance to his feet and brushed at his pant leg, and Scarlet cut her eyes to him. 

	How could this be the same, tortured man she met all those weeks ago? He was so different now. 

	Her brows shot up, and she let out a laughing shriek when he pinched the back of her thigh without looking up, that sexy grin in place. 

	If this was any indication of what a life with him might be like, you could sign her up right now. Her heart swelled with possibility and affection until she caught sight of her makeup. A frustrated groan rumbled from her throat as she leaned closer and wiped under her eyes. One of these days she'd remember to buy some damn waterproof mascara.

	“Nick, what kind of mother does that?”

	His expression darkened in the reflection, but he didn't answer. Instead, he stuck his hands in his pockets and walked to the door. She frowned. He must not have a good relationship with his. Or she was dead. Maybe she should stop complaining. She exhaled and squared her shoulders.

	“Let's go. Katelyn's probably already there. I don't know how she does it.”

	She grabbed her purse and headed toward Nick, throwing him a mock scowl.

	“Let it be known that I'm doing this under protest.”

	He laughed and nodded. “Noted. But trust me, you'll be glad you went someday.”

	She paused, her breath hitching as she scanned him head to toe. He was so strikingly handsome, especially with that smile. And that dark blue blazer over his lighter blue checked shirt popped against his skin. Blue was definitely his color. If they didn't have somewhere to be, they wouldn't leave the house for the rest of the day. 

	A bubble of amusement curled her lips, and she tilted her head. Would she miss the scowl that had hidden those eyes so often? He furrowed his brow and matched her head tilt, drawing a laugh from her as she sauntered up to him. 

	He huffed and looked down at his shirt, then back to her. “What's so funny?”

	She popped up on her tiptoes and kissed him, grinning as she dropped back down.

	“I was worried I'd never get to see your 'I'll murder the world' face again.”

	He froze, eventually offering her a small smile before he guided her through the door. 

	“I'm glad you're going to meet Katelyn. I may or may not have talked about you to her, so she may or may not flip out.”

	He laughed as he shoved the door closed and forced the key into the deadbolt. 

	“Consider me warned. Anything I need to know before hand? Is it okay to make sudden movements?” He winked, and Scarlet giggled, shoving his arm.

	He pocketed his keys and held out his hand, making an odd mix of nerves and arousal bolt through her stomach. 

	Besides the fact she knew each of those fingers intimately, after everything they just did, holding hands should be somewhere near a vanilla cupcake on the erotic scale. But it was something so normal, and that in itself was exciting. Nerve-wracking.

	She bit her bottom lip and playfully high-fived his open palm, then threaded their fingers. He barked a laugh and tugged her close, his crisp, clean cologne fuzzing her brain. 

	“Scarlet, Scarlet, Scarlet. You’re something else.”

	He dropped a quick kiss on her grinning mouth, then tucked her hand under his arm.

	“Thanks for going to this with me,” she glanced up at him. “Fairly certain this wasn’t on your agenda today.”

	He shot her a sideways glance with a smirk when they reached the landing. “You’re correct. Making a stunning woman scream my name for a couple of hours wasn’t on my agenda.”

	“Nick!” She shoved his shoulder and chewed at her grin as ridiculous heat rushed to her cheeks. What was she, sixteen? 

	His throaty chuckle raised the hairs on her arms, and she shook her head, clearing her throat. “I mean it, though.” 

	He squeezed her fingers when they reached the passenger door of his truck, then let her hand go to open it for her.

	“You’re welcome,” he smiled. “Anytime.”

	Her heart fluttered when the door thudded shut. She really loved the sound of that. Nick climbed in and threw her a grin before coaxing the engine to life.

	They bumped over a pothole as they pulled away from the curb, and Scarlet glanced over her shoulder, eyes widening. Black town car. Her pulse skyrocketed, and she balled her hands into fists to hide the shake. Calm down. Obviously, more than one person owned a town car.

	She blew out a slow breath and smiled at Nick when he glanced at her.

	No reason to assume the worst.
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	Scarlet

	 

	The funeral home was full to bursting by the time they got there, and they weren't even late. Okay, they were a minute or two late. Or seven. 

	Katelyn stood on the curb, tapping one of her red heels impatiently. She wore her black pinup style dress, which was Scarlet's favorite, and had a big red flower pinned into one of her curls. She was typing away on her phone, oblivious to her surroundings, and no doubt flying a text to Scarlet about being late. 

	Nick helped Scarlet out of the truck and cleared his throat as he looked around. 

	Yeah, she was just as uncomfortable. She'd never seen so many black suits and slick-haired men in her entire life. She questioned the decision at first, but she was glad he had his gun. 

	Scarlet crept up beside Katelyn and peered over her shoulder. “Who're you sending all those curse words to, young lady?”

	Katelyn jumped and fumbled her phone, catching it right before it hit the street. Scarlet and Nick laughed, and Katelyn put her hand to her chest.

	“Scarlet! I swear to God I'm going to put a bell on youuuuu who's that?”

	She straightened her spine and cleared her throat. Scarlet narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms, knowing exactly what that look meant.

	“I'll tell you who it's not. And his name starts with 'your husband.'“

	Nick barked out a laugh, and Katelyn rubbed her neck sheepishly, then smiled.

	“But no seriously, who is this?” Katelyn pointed again with one of her manicured nails.

	Nick held out his hand, and she greedily took it, shooting Scarlet a look with one of her perfectly arched eyebrows.

	“Hey, I'm Nick.”

	Katelyn's eyes slowly bugged out of her head, and she fought the smile that would split her face open by tucking her lips under her teeth. Her eyebrows would have left her head if they went any higher. 

	“Niiiiiiiiiiiick? As in THEEEE Nick? As in badass gun dude? As in the—”

	Scarlet covered her face and groaned in a loud, desperate attempt at covering up whatever was about to come out of Katelyn's mouth. Nick laughed and rubbed his forehead with his fingertips. Katelyn, however, was completely unaffected and waited until the noise stopped to continue.

	“ . . .one that you said you were done waiting on? As in the one you said, what were your exact words?” She cast her eyes up and tapped her chin playfully with her candy red nail.

	“Katelyn,” Scarlet growled. Nick snickered like crazy behind her, and she grew redder by the second.

	“Oh, that's right, “kissed like a wet dream?”

	Nick's eyebrows shot up, and he busted out laughing. He rubbed the side of his face in embarrassment as Scarlet groaned into her hands and shook her head.

	“My. God. Katelyn. I know where you live. Don't go to sleep.”

	Katelyn cackled and took them both by the arm where she positioned herself between them, sighing in contentment.

	“Come along, you adorable people you. We're LATE thanks to a certain someone who shall remain nameless Scarlet.” 

	She paused when she caught sight of Scarlet's skirt. Her eyes bugged out again, and Scarlet shot her the fiercest death glare that'd ever been given. She'd better not! Katelyn begged with her eyes, but Scarlet thinned her lips and shook her head. Katelyn slumped her shoulders dramatically. Nick laughed again and glanced over at Scarlet behind Katelyn's head. Scarlet grinned at him and mouthed “sorry,” but he shook his head and winked.

	The mood quickly sobered when they neared the large building. From the look of it, her mother spared no expense. The funeral home was wider than it was tall, and in pristine condition. 

	There were several covered drive areas with multiple hearses parked at the ready. Large columns flanked the entrance and rested at every corner. Quite a contrast to most other buildings in the city, but they were on the affluent side of Tarsin Bridge. Where old money came to die in luxury. 

	Apparently, death was a lucrative business. She didn't know her father knew so many people at all, let alone this many well enough to come to his viewing. 

	Katelyn moved to her other side, and Nick put an arm around Scarlet, walking closer to her. Something had clearly put him on edge, and she was thankful for his proximity. Plus, she just really liked it when he touched her. It gave her even more sparks, now knowing how amazing he was in bed. He spoke to her sideways.

	“What did your dad do, exactly?”

	“Yeah, I'd like to know too,” Katelyn whispered, as she leaned in way too close to talk to her other ear.

	Scarlet rubbed her ear and shot Katelyn a look.

	“So far as I know, he was an investment banker. Maybe these are all the people he managed money for?” She shrugged. “If so, he must have been damn good at his job.”

	Nick furrowed his brow and looked down at her. “So far as you know?”

	She nodded as they finally approached the building from the across the street parking spot.

	“My mom left him ten years ago. He hadn't been in my life since then except to drop off a birthday or Christmas present. Even that stopped a couple of years ago. I don’t know if that was my mom's doing or his, but either way I didn't have a close relationship with him.”

	Nick let out a short, thoughtful hum and Katelyn nodded as he guided them both through the elaborate floral arch over the doors. Scarlet couldn't help but drop her jaw as they entered. 

	Stunning lily arrangements filled almost every available spot, covering the forest green carpet. Even as pretty as it was, the contrasting smells of flowers and something medicinal made her stomach churn. The entire place teemed with men and women, none of whom were familiar. 

	Her mother stood with their long-time family friend Rico respectfully close at her side, hands clasped in front of himself. They were the head of a line of people giving her mother cheek to cheek air kisses, hugs or kisses on the back of her hand under his watchful eye. Scarlet frowned.

	“Guys, this is weird. If that wasn't my Mom and Rico, I'd think for sure we were at the wrong place.” She glanced around again and wrapped her arm around Nick's. “I don't even see any of our family.”

	“Who's missing?” Nick whispered as they approached the back of the line.

	“Well, a couple of cousins on my Mom's side, and my Aunt and Uncle. Maybe they're coming later.”

	Nick looked at her and pursed his lips as they made it further up the line. “No brothers or sisters?”

	She shook her head, and Katelyn chimed in, gesturing to Nick with her head.

	“Can't you tell by her not being able to share?”

	Scarlet dropped her jaw again and shoved Katelyn who tried not to laugh. Nick rubbed his neck and shoved his tongue against his cheek. 

	“Juuuuust kidding. I have waaay more than I can handle at home.”

	Scarlet fake gagged and wrapped her arms around her waist. “God, would you shut up, I'm going to hurl!” Katelyn covered her mouth to keep from laughing out loud, and Scarlet caught Nick’s amused gaze.  “No, just me.”

	“Scarlet! I'm so glad you decided to come, I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me. And you look beautiful. Even though your skirt is wrinkled.”

	The pretty older woman gracefully extended her arms and beckoned Scarlet. Scarlet growled almost inaudibly, and Nick chewed at his smirk.

	“Hi, Mom.”

	Scarlet returned her embrace, then moved to stand beside her, pulling Nick along with her.

	“Hey, piccola.” 

	“Rico, you can’t call me little when I’m wearing heels.”

	Scarlet met his wide smile with her own as he stepped to her and gave her a friendly hug. His mild Italian accent was more comforting to hear than she expected. It reminded her of calmer, more normal times. Times before her parents split. When they all use to go out on the boat for hours, and he and Rico would playfully argue about the proper way to bait a hook. Scarlet swallowed and blinked rapidly. 

	Rico clasped Nick’s hand in a firm shake, and after a quick introduction, Rico sighed playfully as he put a heavy hand on Scarlet’s head. She scoffed and jerked free as she rolled her eyes, which drew a short laugh from him. Rico was only ten years older than her, but he loved to make her feel like a kid. 

	“She roped you into this too, huh?”

	“She didn’t have to rope me into anything, caro.” He cut his eyes to the door, gaze scrutinizing an entering couple before refocusing on Scarlet. “I was his friend too, you know. And I’m sure you remember how close he was to my brother.” 

	A strange look passed through Rico’s eyes, and she pursed her lips. “Oh right. I forget that.”

	After her parents had split, she’d only ever seen Rico when he came to visit. She hadn’t realized he probably visited her dad too. Mrs. Price clicked her tongue affectionately and smiled.

	“Katelyn, you look impeccable as always, it's so good to see you.” Rico resumed his position beside Mrs. Price as she held her arms open and Katelyn gave her a warm hug. 

	“It's good to see you too, Mrs. Price. I'm sorry about your husband.”

	“Thank you, dear. It was a shock for sure.”

	Why didn't she correct her to ex-husband? Scarlet glanced at her Mom's hand and frowned. She had her wedding ring on. She'd never known her to be sentimental about anything. Did they not actually get divorced? 

	Scarlet wracked her brain for any sign pointing in either direction and came up empty. She had just assumed it was a clean split when her dad moved out. 

	Nick cleared his throat, and Scarlet turned around. He looked ten times more uncomfortable than he did outside. At least. He angled his body toward the door and crossed his arms. Mrs. Price passed a sideways glance to Nick, who smiled back, and she raised her eyebrows at Scarlet. Why was she doing that? Oh duh. 

	Scarlet opened her mouth, but Nick preempted the introduction and extended his hand, putting his other one on Scarlet's shoulder.

	“Hi, I'm Nick. Sorry for your loss.”

	Mrs. Price took his hand in both of hers and gave him an appraising glance before frowning.

	“Do you have a last name, Nick? You know, it's polite to introduce yourself with both names when greeting someone you don't know.”

	Scarlet went bug-eyed and glared at her Mom, but Nick and Rico chuckled.

	“I'm sorry Mrs. Price, you're right. Nick Lange. Pleased to meet you. I wish it were under better circumstances.”

	Scarlet smiled, rolling his last name around in her mind. Sounded pretty good as far as she was concerned. It would sound great with— She refocused when she noticed her Mom's expression.

	Mrs. Price's eyebrows lifted and her mouth curled into an impressed smile. She glanced at Rico, then back to Nick. “Lange. That's a good, honest name. Are your parents still living?”

	“Mom!”

	Mrs. Price paid her no mind, and Nick smiled, unaffected.

	“My mother still is, but I never knew my father, so I can't answer that for sure.”

	Scarlet frowned again. That was sad. She at least had her dad when she was growing up if nothing else. That must have been hard on him. Mrs. Price patted his hand and reapplied her sad smile. 

	“I'm sure your father would have been proud to have a fine young man such as yourself as a son. Lange is a good, honest name, Nick. I get the feeling you wear it well.”

	Scarlet caught a shadow briefly sweep across his face as her mother turned a smug look to her.

	“And see, Scarlet? Manners make all the difference.” She glanced back at Nick and inclined her head. “It's a pleasure to meet you too, Mr. Lange. Please, call me Marianna.”

	Scarlet's eyes rolled back into her head and squinted against the evil words that rolled around on her tongue. Her mother knew exactly how to get under her skin. Of course, that was likely the job of every mother. 

	She tapped the thumb of her closed fist on her bottom lip before taking a deep breath and forcing a smile. Katelyn covered her mouth and walked over to the refreshment table. Scarlet managed to compose herself and crossed her arms.

	“Mom, this is nuts. Who are all these people? Where are Aunt Tanya and Uncle Chris?”

	Her answer was interrupted by another stylish man. He took her mother's hand and bent to place a kiss on it, under Rico’s watchful eye. Her mother inclined her head like a queen, and Scarlet furrowed her brow again, glancing over her shoulder to Nick, who shrugged.

	“Mrs. Price, we're so sorry for your loss. Ian was a great man, and the entire community will mourn his passing. Please accept the Marcet family's sincerest condolences. If there's anything we can do, please don't hesitate to call us.”

	Her mother patted his hand and smiled.

	“Thank you, Antoni. You know he counted you among his friends, we both did. And do. Please send my love to Becca and the boys. How are they doing?”

	Scarlet furrowed her brow in thought. She had never seen this man in her life, but her mother knew him and his family well enough to call them all by first name, even the kids! What the heck was going on? Antoni’s eyes glittered with pride and love as he smiled. 

	“They are all wonderful. Pete is a fireball, and Paulie is coming into his teenage attitude nicely.”

	Scarlet grinned, matching their expressions, then her smile faltered. Though she would never admit it, she had always wished for a sibling. Things had been rather lonely with her dad gone all the time on business trips and her mom . . . doing whatever she did. She'd always been terribly busy. Too busy for a daughter, that's for sure. 

	“We’ll have to get together sometime soon.”

	“Absolutely.”

	He nodded deeply and turned a look to Scarlet. His eyes went wide, and he straightened, passing another glance to her mother.

	“Is this little Scarlet, all grown up?”

	Little? As if Nick could feel her discomfort, or from his own, he placed a reassuring hand on the front of her waist, distracting her with all sorts of yummy feelings. Antoni held out his hand and took hers to place a chaste kiss on the back of it.

	“The offer extends to you, especially. Call us if you need anything at all.”

	He patted her hand and nodded politely to Nick as he continued into the main lobby.

	Scarlet put a hand over Nick's and squeezed. She sent him the psychic vibe that she was freaking out. He squeezed her waist back, and she prayed to God that meant 'I hear you, and I'll whisk you away to Jamaica right now.' She frowned when that didn't happen. 

	She looked at her mom and shot her a harsh whisper. “MOM, what is going on? How does that man know about me? I’ve never seen him before! What did he mean by the 'community will mourn him'? What did he mean by me 'especially'? You said Dad was a banker! I'm freaking out here, Mom. What is happening?” 

	Her mother shot her a glare, and Scarlet stood up abashed. She had never seen her mom do that before. Mrs. Price spoke in a hushed, rough and firm tone, with her hands folded and a fake smile plastered on her face.

	“Scarlet Avalon Price, don't you dare embarrass me in front of our friends. These are good people, who worked closely with your father. Go make your peace with him and leave if you're not going to be polite.”

	Mrs. Price quickly refocused on the line, and Scarlet's jaw dropped open as she squeaked out air meant for words. Katelyn had just walked up with a plate and a drink, and she immediately turned back around, covering her mouth with a cup. She walked back to the table, eyes wide.

	Mrs. Price shook the hand of another man, and Scarlet turned on her heel, dragging Nick behind her. She reached the viewing room, steam practically coming from the top of her head. Nick put his hand on her lower back and leaned down to speak to her ear. 

	“Sca—”

	Her hand flew up in the air in front of his face, and she shook her head. He fought a laugh and squeezed her shoulders a few times before he put his hand back on her waist.

	When she reached the casket, she thought she’d prepared. Thought she'd be completely detached from the whole ordeal and leave just as unaffected as when she got there. She didn't expect that seeing his immobile face would be so heartbreaking.  

	Despite not having seen him for years, memories of him laughing or reading to her as a little girl swam through her mind. 

	She put her hand to her cheek. She saw him on Christmas morning, reclined in his wing back chair with her mom sitting on his lap, while they watched her open presents. She saw the time he tried to help her with a middle school project and ended up super gluing a marker to his thumb. She let out a small laugh and wiped her eyes.

	She saw the day he handed her the keys to the car she had wanted so desperately; how happy he was. She saw how proud he was when she graduated high school and college. 

	She covered her mouth, struggling to keep the memories inside, to shove the tears back into her head. Nick stepped up beside the casket and wrapped his arms around her shoulders. Katelyn had made her way in the room as well and looped an arm through Scarlet's.

	Scarlet leaned back against Nick. At least she wasn't dealing with this alone. His body seized up, and his breathing stopped altogether. He cinched her tighter, and she spoke to him over her shoulder.

	“Hard to see a dead body, isn't it?” She sniffled and looked back down at her dad. “White wasn't his favorite color. But Mom always said it looked the best on him, so he always wore it. Apparently even after they separated.”

	She covered her mouth again and turned to embrace Nick, who stood frozen in place. Katelyn unhooked her arm and rubbed Scarlet's upper back.

	“Sweetie I'll be outside, you take your time, okay?”

	Scarlet nodded against Nick's chest, and Katelyn patted his shoulder on the way out. Scarlet was somewhat controlling her breathing, but Nick was taking short, almost panicked breaths. She leaned her head back and looked at him. 

	What on earth? His eyes were wild and terrified, and he took a step back from her.

	She furrowed her brow and rested her palm on his chest. She had figured this wouldn't faze him, since he was so familiar with guns and seemed to be so unconcerned about maybe having to use it to protect her. 

	He closed his eyes and tilted his head toward ceiling, with an utterly devastated expression

	“Hey,” she smoothed out a wrinkle in his shirt. “It's okay. Come on; we made the rounds, let's go get some dinner or something.”

	He didn't move, but he put his hand to his mouth and finally looked at her. She had no idea what this new expression was, but it was heartbreaking to see. She put both her hands on his chest and stepped closer.

	“Nick, what's wrong?”

	He pulled his hand down and put it on his cheek. He struggled to find words, and worry blanketed her.

	“Scarlet . . . I can't . . . God.” He roughly jammed his fingertips to his forehead and cleared his throat. Finally, he offered her the saddest forced smile she'd ever seen.

	“Okay. Sorry. About that. It was,” he swallowed. “Harder than I thought to see.”

	He took her hand and led her back to the nearly vacant lobby. Rico was off somewhere, and her mom was speaking to a tall man with blonde hair and a sharp jaw. 

	The invisible push and pull of their postures, mixed with the intensity of their glares made Scarlet quirk a brow. Who the hell was that? He looked familiar, but she couldn’t place where. Really familiar in fact. 

	They spoke in urgent whispers, and the man looked like he was trying to maintain his air of sophistication, but his pleading tone was almost heartbreaking. 

	Scarlet let Nick lead her right to them, and when they stopped, he cleared his throat. Her mom and the man both stared at him, until the man stepped regally to the side. His chin lifted, and he smirked as he glanced at Nick, making Scarlet furrow her brow. What a snob. 

	Nick dropped Scarlet's hand and stepped in front of her mom with his extended. She gave him a quizzical look but placed hers in his.

	“Mrs. Price, I can't even express how sorry I am . . . for your loss. I am so, so sorry.” 

	She creased her brow and cleared her throat, clear as a bell to Scarlet that the grief in his voice got to her. Her mom almost passed a sideways glance up at the man but squared her shoulders instead, covering Nick’s hand with hers and smiled.

	“Thank you, Nick, I truly appreciate that.” 

	She blinked away the shine on her eyes and gestured to Scarlet with her head. The sweet, caring expression Scarlet was most familiar with returned to her mother’s face. 

	“Mr. Lange, it might be presumptuous of me to ask, but it would make me happy to know that you were taking care of my daughter. I have a feeling she could use a good, strong man like you in her life.” 

	The tall man's smirk widened. Nick froze, swallowed, then applied another forced smile before he dropped her hand and took hold of Scarlet's again. 

	Maybe she shouldn’t have brought him. If she’d know it’d be this hard, she’d have just come alone. Poor guy.

	Her mom stepped into Scarlet’s line of sight and placed her hands on her shoulders.

	“Scarlet, I love you. Your father loved you immensely as well. Far beyond what you know. Please be careful. And don't forget to keep your phone on, in case I need to call you.”

	She smiled, kissed Scarlet on the cheek, then gave her a brief hug which Scarlet returned with her free hand.

	“I love you too, Mom. I will.”
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	Nick

	 

	The universe was sadistic. 

	That was the only explanation that made sense.

	It showed him what happy would look like. What it would feel like. What it would taste like. Smell like. Sound like. 

	Then it snatched it away and knocked him straight over the edge he'd walked for so long. 

	He put his hand over his mouth and cast his eyes up. It became clear to him, at that moment, the punishment for his actions was a continuous, nearly unbearable level of heartache. 

	He was suffocating. He'd rather be dead.

	They walked a steady pace, Nick boring holes in the pavement with his eyes as he held onto Scarlet's hand like she'd get lost on the way to the truck. He knew better. He knew he didn't deserve her.

	He was violently ill, irrationally angry, utterly heartbroken and viciously guilty. 

	The best thing he could do for her would be to drop her hand, leave her with Katelyn, and never see her again. But now he knew what it was like to be with her, to have her in his home. In his heart. And he was trapped between what he should do and what he couldn't do. He was being selfish, and he knew it. 

	Getting involved with her was the worst thing he could have done to her. Second only to murdering her father behind a hotel.

	How could he look her in the eye? Ever? How could he pretend he was good enough to share her air? Good enough to even think about her? He was the literal scum of the earth. 

	He had always remembered they were real people with real families, even if they were bad people. But being on this end of it was . . .

	The pavement swayed under his feet, and he squeezed the back of his neck with his free hand. 

	His life must be the cosmic counterbalance required for other people to be happy. And she apparently had no idea what was going on. She had no idea her father was a mob boss. It completely explained the visitors and atmosphere of the viewing. Her mother must have sheltered her more than Scarlet could fathom. 

	But even if he was, that didn’t mean he deserved to die! Maybe he—Nick groaned inwardly.

	What was he going to do now?! What, was he just supposed to go eat dinner with the two of them and act like nothing happened? Act like he wasn't the one responsible for this? Go to his house with Scarlet, make small talk, drift off to sleep . . . 

	Bile rose in his throat. He sucked in a deep breath and held it, willing his body and mind to go numb. 

	Even worse, she was in danger. She'd come to him for help. And he couldn't let her down or stand the thought of something happening to her. He put his hand on his hip and cleared his throat.

	 Katelyn stood by the truck and straightened up when they got closer. She noticed Nick's expression and pinched her perfect brows together.

	“What's wrong, tall, dark, and broody?” 

	Scarlet chuckled, but Nick didn't even hear her. Katelyn frowned and forcefully poked him in the shoulder. He blinked and looked at her, feeling like he just woke up.

	“Oh. Sorry. I was just . . .”

	Jesus God. This was impossible. He didn't even want to exist, let alone talk.

	Katelyn clucked her tongue and refocused her attention to Scarlet, beaming with a distracting, boisterous expression. She passed a glance to Nick as she pulled Scarlet's hand from his and turned her back to him.

	“Scarlet, what say you to a round of drinks? Let’s all go to my house, and I’ll break out the good stuff. The stuff John keeps under lock and key.”

	Scarlet smiled but didn't answer. 

	Nick cringed. He didn't deserve to see that smile. 

	Katelyn looked over her shoulder to Nick and knitted her brows in concern. “What do you think, Nick? Want to let our good friend alcohol chase away your demons for a little while?”

	She glared at him imploringly and gestured to Scarlet with her head. It took him a minute to process what was happening, but he managed a nod. 

	“Great!” Katelyn exhaled and straightened up before plopping Scarlet's hand back in Nick's. Scarlet looked up at him with her sad eyes and smiled. He returned it with a tiny one of his own and squeezed her hand.

	Karma was a nasty bitch.

	“I'll meet you guys there. Be safe, okay?” She hugged Scarlet and Nick before trotting off to her car.

	They stared after her a moment, holding hands. Scarlet hooked her other arm around his and squeezed as she rested her cheek against his bicep. 

	He ached inside, crying out for that contact and hating that he wanted it.

	“I don't really want to drink, do you? I kinda just want to go home.” She cleared her throat and lifted her head a bit. “I mean, not my home obviously since it's not . . . I meant to say, back to your house. But, not to imply that I thought your hou—”

	Nick stepped in front of her and cupped her face, halting her adorable ramble. Those gorgeous amber eyes locked on his, and for a second, he could pretend he was a good person. That they were a couple. 

	But he wasn’t, and they’d never be. 

	Now, all he could do was pray his memory would do her justice after he left her. Again. 

	When she licked her lips in anticipation, the response in his body was near instant and hated himself even more. 

	He'd never have those stolen moments again. Didn’t deserve to. Shit, never did. 

	He tugged her against him and leaned down, a short, hitched breath escaping his lump-filled throat before he kissed her.

	This was just going to make it hurt that much more when she hated him. And she would. But he still craved it. He couldn't help it. He just needed her. Just wanted to be with her. Wanted to find his sister, keep them both safe, and wipe everything else away. 

	He winced harder and deepened the kiss, clutching her face. 

	It didn’t matter that they were standing on the sidewalk, obvious to every passing car. Let them see. Let the whole damn city see his world crashing down around him. 

	He needed to feel her there, taste her mouth, and hold her close one last time before he broke his own heart to save hers. 

	This was going to kill him. A death well-deserved.

	She breathed deeply, exhaling on a small moan and reached down to grab the sides of his jacket for support. He wound one arm around her waist and lifted her up, holding her against his chest and gently cupping her face with the other as he kissed her with everything he had. She had just hooked her arms around his neck when a tear finally wrenched itself free from his eye. 

	She pulled back in surprise to wipe it away from her cheek and cupped his. Her touch made it better and exponentially worse. 

	The absence of her heavenly mouth on his dropped him straight back down to hell. And that was where he'd stay.

	“Nick, talk to me. What's going on? Is this about your dad?”

	He blinked at her and raised his eyebrows. She had just given him a needle-thin strand he could hold onto and use to weave a time-buying lie. 

	He nodded and cleared his throat, finally able to find his words. He let her slide back down his body to the ground but still held her as close as possible, afraid any break in contact would create an unbridgeable distance. 

	Because it would. It needed to.

	“Yeah, it is. And no, I don't want to drink either. If you're hungry, we can grab something on the way, but if not let's just go. Home.”

	She smiled and wrapped her arms around his waist, and he hugged her tight. He chewed his lip and cast his eyes up.

	Just a little longer, please!

	She pulled back and slid her hands into his, giving him a playful smile as she pulled backward toward the truck.

	“Good. We have to figure out where you're sleeping anyway.”

	He blinked at her and a smile tugged at his mouth despite everything. And that's how much he needed her. Just being near her shined a light in his darkness.

	“Me?” He cleared his throat. “It's my house, in case you didn't know.” 

	He smiled and rubbed his stinging eyes as he opened the door for her. 

	The smile fell, then dropped off altogether once he closed the door. He was the worst sort of monster, he truly was. And he was stupid to think he could be anything else.

	He blew out a long breath as he rounded the cab and climbed in. She was texting, no doubt telling Katelyn they weren't coming. She dropped her phone in her purse and turned to him, smiling, with one of her knees resting on the seat, her foot under her other leg. 

	Obviously, that did distracting things with her skirt. A fact he could tell she knew quite well. He closed his eyes and rested his forehead on the steering wheel.

	“If you're nice to me, I'll let you share a small corner of the bed,” she said, drumming her nails on the seat between them.

	He laughed and shook his head against the wheel. How was such a level of torment possible? He left his head on the steering wheel but turned his face to her.

	“Nice, huh? Does earlier count as 'nice'?” 

	A smirk hit the side of his mouth even through his heartache. She ran her tongue over her canine and grinned back. 

	“Beyond nice. But I was thinking more along the lines of popcorn.”

	He lifted his head and frowned in thought. “Popcorn? Like, go to a movie?”

	She shook her head and straightened up in the seat, clicking the belt tight.

	“No. Just popcorn. Maybe some TV. Something normal couples dooo, eh, you know what I mean.” She tucked several strands of hair behind her ear, laughed at herself, then picked at her thumbnail.

	He studied her beautiful face, dying inside but unable to scream for help. 

	He wanted that more than he wanted to breathe. His eyes burned again, and he closed them tightly before looking out at the road. 

	Could he do that now? Could he just go home and watch TV with her? He cranked the truck and took a deep breath.

	No. 

	He couldn't.

	It had already gone on longer than it should have. Kissing her on the sidewalk was a mistake. He grimaced. 

	Goddamnit, no it wasn't. It was perfect and fantastic and he'd never take it back. Especially since he’d likely die alone at this point.

	Nausea pooled in his stomach, and he fought to breathe. Too much. Too much to handle. He had to let her go. That way if she ever found out, it wouldn't cut her quite as deep. Hopefully.

	“Scarlet . . . I . . .”

	COWARD! He didn't want to let her go. He didn't want to be alone. He didn't want this pit of despair to swallow him whole!

	“ . . .would like that. That sounds fun.”

	A warm, happy smile spread across her face, and his stomach dropped further. He swallowed the acid that hit the back of his throat and put the truck in gear.

	“Great! But we need to go back to my house, so I can get a few things. If I'm staying with you. I don't want to sleep in my clothes or wear the same thing tomorrow.” She grinned widely at him. “You can keep guard at the main door, right? That should be enough. I can't imagine anyone shifty would get past you.” She winked and fussed with the hem of her skirt.

	He breathed in deeply and managed a smile.

	“Okay. Yeah. That should be good. You have to tell me where it is, though.”

	She laughed and tucked another piece of hair behind her ear. He never saw any out of place, but she kept finding them.

	“I forgot you didn't know. We skipped right over first, second, and third dates, huh? It's not far from here, over the bridge. Through the old mill district.”

	Dates. 

	The idea of a date with her was wonderful and terrifying. Something normal. He'd never have that now, how could he? 

	He drove in a daze, lost in thought. And steadily losing the battle for his soul.
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	Scarlet

	 

	Why was he being so quiet? 

	His devastated expression broke her heart, and she couldn’t look away as they crossed Tarsin Bridge.

	Seeing her dad's body really did a number on him. She still couldn't believe her mom just up and asked about that. What a rude thing to do. Then to scold her about manners on top of that! Honestly. 

	She blew out a frustrated breath, and Nick glanced at her.

	“How are you doing?”

	She shrugged. “It was a lot harder than I thought it'd be. It flooded me with memories I hadn't thought about in years. Happy ones. I'm grateful I had him for as long as I did.” She threw her hand to her mouth and squinted apologetically. “That was awful of me to say. I'm really sorry about your Dad.”

	She reached across the bench seat and put her hand on his thigh. He shot a look down and pinched his eyebrows before smoothing his face out and looking at her with a small smile. Did that bother him for some reason?

	“It's okay, honestly. You can't miss what you never had. Even so, it was a little hard growing up, not having that figure.”

	She patted his knee, and he put his hand over his mouth then glanced out the driver side window, before looking back at the road. He cleared his throat.

	“But if you knew my Mom, you wouldn't blame him for not being around. She was,” he inhaled. “Horrible. Incredibly abusive, but especially so to Annalise. I tried to take as much of it as I could, but . . ." He trailed off, a shadow falling back over his face. 

	Scarlet scooted to the middle and put her hand back on his leg. “God, I'm so sorry! That's awful! Listen, you don't need to talk about it. I’m of course here for you if you do, but I didn't mean to pry.”

	He glanced down at her. There was so much coming from his gaze, but none of it made any sense.

	“No, it's okay. You're not prying. That's the kind of stuff. Couples. Know.” 

	He trailed off again and grimaced, but then smiled down at her, sadness still clinging to the corners of his eyes. “Gotta start somewhere, right?” 

	She returned it with an unsure one of her own. 

	That should have made her excited beyond words, but something was wrong. Something had changed.

	They pulled up out front of her building and stopped, truck still running. The cab was silent while they sat in thought. A few seconds more passed before Nick cleared his throat.

	“I'll be here when . . . you get done.” 

	There was another shift in the air when he frowned, and she swallowed down fear.

	“Nick, look at me.”

	He didn't. 

	She cleared her throat and crossed her arms tightly. “Don't,” she swallowed. “You're not going to leave me here, are you?”

	His eyebrows jumped up, and he whipped his head around to face her. 

	She couldn't tell if he was shocked that she would think that, or shocked that she had figured it out. Her chest ached. 

	He held her gaze longer than she expected him to, and a shine formed on his eyes. He scrubbed his hand down his face and his entire, large muscled body shrank in the seat.

	“Scarlet . . . this . . . I can’t.” 

	He covered his face with both hands before leaning his head back to look at the roof and cross his arms. 

	She panicked and grabbed his face, forcing him to look at her. His eyes were so sad and scared that she had to swallow down her matching emotions.

	“Yes, you can. You can't run forever. You can't run away from . . . me. From this. This is something. Something deep and real and you can't just throw it away because you're scared. I'm scared too, but that doesn't mean it's not worth trying!”

	Despair washed over his features, and her own tears formed. 

	He was going to leave her. He was going to leave her there and drive away with her heart. 

	She scrambled to think of something, anything that would help. Finally, she remembered the problem in the first place.

	“Steven might still come after me.”

	He groaned loudly as he jerked his face out of her hands. “Damnit Scarlet, don't you think I know that?”

	Stunned, her back hit the seat. That wasn't the reaction she was expecting at all. 

	He covered his face again and let out a single scoffing laugh. “That's why this is so hard.”

	Being with her was hard? The right words, hell all words, escaped her. He dragged his hands down his face and glanced back at her.

	“I don't have a good track record of keeping the people closest to me safe. Something always happens, and I can't stop it. So, with you, I'm screwed either way. Either I fail you when I'm with you, or I fail you when I'm not.”

	She was stunned to silence again. He must have been talking about Annalise. How horrible to feel responsible for everything their mother did. Poor guy. But why did he think he would fail to keep her safe? As long as they were together, she knew for a fact he'd do a fantastic job. 

	She squeezed his thigh with a smile, and he shot a look down and then at her.

	“I don't believe that for a second. But, if you think you're going to fail either way,” she paused to gauge his reaction. "Why not do the one that makes you happiest?”

	He sucked in a breath and froze. She maintained her smile; certain she'd finally solved the problem, and they could get back to their plans. He scoffed and shook his head at the roof.

	“I don't deserve to be happy, Scarlet.” He slammed his hand on the steering wheel, causing her to jump. “I don't get to be happy!”

	She gasped and took his face in her hands again. 

	What could this poor man have been through in his life for him to think he didn't deserve to be happy?! What a horrible thing to feel! 

	She searched his eyes but couldn't decipher what she saw.

	“Everyone deserves to be happy, Nick. Especially you! Especially someone so caring and protective. Someone so selfless. Especially someone who's going through what you obviously are!”

	His face paled, and she couldn't tell what was brewing in his eyes, but she didn't like it. His brows knitted and those previously sexy hazel eyes shifted, glassing over as his nostrils flared. She pulled back a little and swallowed.

	“Caring? Protective?” He let out a hysterical laugh and failed to shake his face free of her tightening grip. “That's the last thing I am, Scarlet. I'm a monster.”

	“Nick, what the hell is wrong with you!? You are not! All you've done is—”

	 “I killed your dad, Scarlet!” His breaths were rapid and wild, like his eyes. “Do I still deserve happiness? Do I still deserve to be with you?”

	Her world tilted.

	And twisted.

	And fell. 

	Her face froze in shock, and tears that should have sprung forth died in the wake of her breathlessness. 

	She snatched her hands away from his face and put them on her own.

	His eyes went wide, and he covered his mouth, any previous expression replaced with raw terror. He muttered 'shit' behind his hand and under his breath. 

	She blinked.

	There was no way he said that. He misspoke. 

	She blinked again. 

	He meant to say that he saw the accident. Or that he was the one that hit him with his car. Maybe that he didn't call the police right away when he should have, so he thought he was responsible. He . . . he didn't mean that.

	She sucked in a deep, dizzying breath. Nick turned his face forward and sat motionless, staring out the front window, eyes blank and miles away. 

	She blinked again.

	There was obviously some huge, comical misunderstanding that they would clear up over coffee.  

	There was no way Nick, her Nick, with his compassionate gaze and sexy, gruff voice could do something like that. No way the man that saved her life twice would take another. Certainly not the Nick that just revered her body like she was a goddess or laughed with her and Katelyn. Or handled her mother like a pro. 

	Someone like that could—could never . . . 

	He winced, and she watched in bizarre detachment as he exhaled, and stared out at the parking lot. Her breath escaped her in a short, quiet burst as her hands dropped to her lap. 

	She had too many questions to ask even one. She wasn't sure her brain could make the connection to her mouth. Finally, a syllable eked out on a tiny breath, nearly inaudible.

	“How.”

	He lowered his face to his hands and bit the words out. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't want to. I never wanted to!”

	Dread and disgust pooled in her stomach. He didn't answer her question. She found more volume and cleared her throat, forcing room for her voice in the dryness of her mouth.

	“How?”

	“I didn't have a choice.” He continued, either not hearing her, or ignoring the question completely. 

	She finally found all her volume. And her rage. She clutched his arm and shook it, struggling to yank his hand away from his face.

	“HOW NICK?! HOW DID YOU KILL HIM?!” 

	His muffled shout stabbed her soul.

	“I SHOT HIM! In the heart. I shot him.”

	She snatched her hand away from his arm and launched backward across the seat, clutching her stomach with one arm and slapped her other hand over her mouth. 

	She was asleep. She squeezed her eyes shut. This wasn't real. This was a horrible nightmare, and when she woke up, she’d be in his room, in his arms, happy. She reopened them, and he was still there. 

	No. 

	He was wrong. He was mistaken. The coroner's report said her Dad died in a car crash. That's what her Mom said. They wouldn't lie. So, that meant either Nick was lying, or he was mistaken. He had to be mistaken. Why would he lie about something like that?

	“No.”

	Her calm voice surprised her, and she blinked several more times. He kept his face covered; breaths steady.

	“I'll still watch out for you, Scarlet. I'll try to protect you. Try to keep Steven away from you, somehow.”

	“No, you didn't. You're wrong.”

	He finally pulled his hands away from his face and looked out toward the road.

	“I'm sorry. It's not enough, but I'm sorry.”

	Everything broke in her body. She went blind and couldn't breathe. Her tongue wouldn't work, neither would her heart. She couldn't feel her arms or her hands. 

	Then everything burned, white-hot as the sun. 

	She reached over and grabbed his shoulder. She snatched it with all her might, pulling him to the middle of the cab, the faint sound of fabric tearing muffled by her slamming heartbeats as she slapped him as hard as she could. His face bloomed with shock, then sorrow.

	“No. You DIDN'T! You're WRONG, NICK!”

	Her screams were choked by sobs, and she slammed her hands into his chest shoving him back. Then she did it again harder, as tears streamed down her face. He didn't fight back or move out of the way.

	“Why would you LIE TO ME?!”

	She sucked in air and gritted her teeth, biting back more sobs. Her entire being melting and cracking apart. Self-control became a pointless thing. He was wrong. He didn't do it.

	“You're wrong! He,” a short breath in. “Died in the crash.” She could barely talk through the broken sobs that ripped from her chest. “Why?!”

	She shoved him again as hard as she could and covered her face, weeping uncontrollably. 

	She wasn't crying because her father was dead. She was crying because her heart was dying. 

	He still hadn't moved or spoken, and her rage grew. She snapped her head up and looked at him through her soaked eyes. 

	She didn't know a person's face could be as heartbroken as his was. It looked physically painful, and the sight of it sucked the air from her lungs. She reached out to shove him again, but her hands grabbed his jacket instead, and she pulled him into a kiss. His eyes widened, and he started to pull back, but she broke the kiss first and shoved him again.

	“Why Nick?! Why did you make me—”

	She threw her fists to her temples and choked back more sobs. When she flung the door of the truck open she almost fell out, her legs weak from sadness. She slammed it shut with as much force as she could muster while screaming. 

	He was lying. Why?! 

	She stumbled into her building without a backward glance.

	Each stair she climbed was a needle in her leg. Every heartbeat was broken glass, scraping her chest. Every tear, fire.

	Walking became impossible, and she stopped in the middle of the second-floor lobby, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. 

	Why would he lie?

	She squeezed her waist against the force of each guttural wail that pulled itself from her body. He didn't do it. Why would he do something like that? Why? She'd never felt such gut-wrenching heartbreak in her entire life. She was dying. 

	After several shaky breaths, she choked and straightened up, wiping as many tears away as she could. She rolled her shoulders back and cleared her throat. 

	She'd f—

	Her eyes shot open as her hands flew up to clutch at the cloth over her mouth and nose before she blacked out.
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	Nick

	 

	The cab was silent. No more tears or screams. No sobbing, or questions, or anger. 

	No Scarlet. 

	The vacuum created by her absence was consuming. 

	His face still tingled. The pressure from her pounding fists still rested on his chest. The kiss on his lips still wrecked his emotions and his heart pounded like a drum out of time. He only thought the pain and sorrow earlier was more than he could handle. 

	But the universe took that as a challenge. And won.

	“What the fuck have I done . . .”

	He hadn't intended to tell her that. That went without saying really, but it slipped out before he even knew he'd said it. 

	The body that occupied his seat was a completely shattered human being. He wanted her. Part of him wished he'd never met her, and at the same time, he would sell his soul for a chance to fix everything.

	He'd kill for it.

	He gripped the steering wheel and closed his eyes as he blew out a slow, long breath. It was going to be so much harder to keep her safe if she wasn't with him. But he promised her, promised himself that he'd protect her.

	He glanced in the rearview mirror as a black town car pulled away from the back corner of the parking lot. 

	This was the hardest thing he'd ever been through, and it kept getting harder. His heart burned, ached.

	How long was he going to wait? Until tomorrow when she left for work? Would she even go back to work while Steven was there? 

	How would she feel if she came out and saw him still sitting there? Or anywhere in the parking lot for that matter? He couldn't just follow her around. Even though he would to make sure she was okay. The back of his head thudded on the headrest, and he took a few deep breaths. 

	The vibration from his phone made him jump. He blinked his eyes and tried to adjust to the early evening sun. Then his stomach dropped and sweat beaded on his forehead.

	Not now. Not now of all times. He didn't even want to think about having to kill someone else. Unless it was that Steven guy. 

	His heart slammed against his ribs so hard he truly thought he would die of a heart attack before he read the text.

	 

	GUESS WHO I HAVE
 

	“No . . ."

	Nick paled as his vision swam. Nausea pooled in his stomach and weakened his neck. 

	“No, no, no, no!”

	He shot up in the seat and looked around the parking lot, even though he knew for a fact she wouldn't be there.

	Right under his nose!? They got her when he was right here?! He watched her walk into the building, and no one followed, so they were in there. Waiting. 

	God. He should have gone in and looked. 

	He failed AGAIN! His chest heaved, and he gripped the phone tightly.

	LET. HER. GO.
 

	His breathing couldn't keep up with his heart, pin lights creeping in on the edges of his vision. 

	This couldn't be happening. This couldn't be real. He was having another nightmare. He'd wake up soon to his regular horrible life, which was far less horrible than this. He stared at the screen breathlessly.

	WHICH ONE?
 

	His brain froze. He’d been right. Same guy. 

	But that wasn't . . . how . . . that wasn't even a question, was it? How was . . .

	He blinked several times and stared at the phone blankly. 

	How . . . could . . . he even make that choice? What kind of choice was that?!

	He dropped the phone on his lap and covered his mouth to keep from screaming. Not that he had any air left to scream with. There was beyond no way he could answer that question. 

	Was it really any different than what he'd been doing, though? He'd been choosing Annalise every time he got sent a target. Choosing her life over theirs.

	Of course, it was different. He knew the other choice now!

	What if Scarlet had been a hit before he knew her? He shuddered.

	Could he have killed an innocent woman? 

	No. 

	To save his sister? 

	 . . .  

	What if she hadn't been innocent? Would he have killed her then? 

	Not if he saw her face. Of course, that was the reason he killed them all from behind in the first place. 

	God, it had never occurred to him he might have been sent a hit on a woman at some point. 

	Could he have done that? Not that it mattered now. He essentially just got sent one. 

	He shook his head to try and get his brain back on track. This was the literal book definition of unfair. He responded the only way anyone could.

	BOTH.
 

	He held his breath and waited, mind racing. 

	He had no moves. No plays. No idea where Annalise or Scarlet were, and no leverage. No one to ask for help. He still couldn't go to the police. He was completely helpless, floating in a void and it enraged him.

	2 ADDRESSES

	ONE IS YOUR SISTER

	ONE IS SCARLET

	CHOOSE ONE, OR THEY BOTH DIE

	YOU KNOW WHO I'M WITH.

	BET I WON'T SEE YOU!

	 

	Nick exhaled a short breath as his world collapsed.
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	Scarlet

	 

	“N . . . ick?”

	Purple and orange swirls swam behind her eyes, and according to her neck, her head weighed at least twenty pounds. 

	Where was she? Was she—she shifted and winced. Tied to a chair?! As soon as she opened her eyes there was an intense pounding behind them, and she squeezed them shut again, groaning as her head lolled to the side.

	“What—”

	A tight grip on her hair jerked her head backward. 

	“Aaah!” Her eyes shot open from the pain, and she was met by a blurry Steven.

	“Rise and shine. You can’t sleep through the main event.” He sneered and dropped her head. 

	“Ugh!” 

	A sharp pinch shot through her neck, making her teeth hurt. She squeezed her eyes shut again and gingerly leveled her head. His steps retreated, then stopped followed by the squeak of a chair. When she reopened them, her vision cleared, and she knew right where they were.

	The old warehouse she came to with her father when she was little. He used to let her run around through the crates and had even played hide-and-seek with her once. 

	Why were they here? She glanced down at her legs and blinked in shock at the purple lines forming around the ropes.

	She hadn’t noticed at first, but now she was fully aware of how tight they were. Even her ankles were bound painfully, so no dice on kicking his sorry ass. 

	Steven was across the small room, leaning back in an old metal office chair, complete with worn cushions, its frayed green fabric peeking out from under his thighs. He grinned smugly at her while he flipped his cell phone in the air. 

	“Guess what, Scarlet?”

	The last thing she wanted to do was guess anything. Or talk to him, but she was more afraid than righteous. 

	“What?”

	Her throat ached as her scratchy voice strained out. He popped the phone up high that time and snagged it out of the air with flair before he set it down on the desk.

	“I won.”

	Her head was still a little fuzzy, and she couldn't care less what he was talking about. Except that she was tied up and it probably had to do with her. Okay, so she did care a little. 

	She winced, readjusting on the cold metal chair and raised her eyebrows at him.

	“Good for you. Did you choose the big orange gorilla? Or the princess crown?”

	He laughed and pushed the chair back. The broken wheel scraped on the concrete floor, sending a shudder down her spine.

	“I'm glad you still have your spunk. You can't be weak and be in this business.” He walked around the front of the metal desk and leaned back against it, crossing his feet and arms. “And once we're married business will be booming.”

	Her mind reeled. Married? What the hell was this guy on? She snorted.

	“Steven, do you even hear yourself!? What business? Why in God's name do you think I'd marry you? I'd rather die!”

	He sneered and raised his brows as he looked her up and down. It was actually pretty terrifying how he seemed completely detached from any logical emotion. 

	“Would you?”

	Scarlet froze. He wouldn't . . . 

	“I could certainly arrange it.” He shrugged with a small smile. “As it turns out, we have a mutual acquaintance who's quite skilled in that area.”

	She had no idea who he was talking about, and honestly, she didn't care. All she needed to do was figure out how to get out of there. If she could get to the dock door, she could make a run for the old silo where she hid for three straight hours as a girl. 

	She shifted again to a somewhat less miserable position, but failed at keeping the pained gasp in. He laughed again and gestured to her with his head.

	“I would loosen them, but your skin looks really good that color.” He checked his phone and smiled. “Plus, I can’t have you getting away before everything’s finalized.”

	“Steven, you’re insane! Do you understand that?”

	His face fell, the humor gone in an instant, and he stalked straight up to her. Fear clawed down her spine as he bent at the waist and peered at her. 

	His eyes carried the same glow as the night he tried to rape her, and she shuddered again. She strained against the ropes, and the middle finger of her left hand flicked a loose end. She nearly gasped in joy and fought to grab it with two fingers.

	“Am I? Am I insane to take back everything that was stolen from me? To get revenge for my family?” 

	He slapped his hands down on her legs and braced his weight on them, pushing the already too-tight ropes further into her skin. She cried out, then bit her lip, fighting the sound. 

	“To secure a place at the top of the hierarchy that SHOULD have been MINE?” He pushed down harder and launched himself back to standing. “It’ll be a good lesson for him to learn from. Keep your fucking nose out of things that don’t concern you.” He wiped his mouth on the back of his hand and smirked. “Or the ones you love get killed.”

	Despite her best effort against them, several tears escaped, and she sucked in a breath. Her arms throbbed, the backward position excruciating. Not to mention her legs. 

	God, she needed to get out of these damn ropes! She continued to pluck at the string, which was now slightly longer and was within reach of two fingers. She scanned the room, but nothing was near her. There weren’t even any random office supplies on the desk, which didn’t surprise her. To her knowledge, this place wasn’t operational anymore.

	He crossed his arms tightly and paced in front of her, looking at his feet as he walked. Did he truly believe he was justified in what he was doing?

	“It would have all been mine by now, Scarlet. This entire worthless, fucking town would be eating out of my palm if his father had kept his mouth shut.” He growled as he stepped back over to her and grabbed her face, squeezing her cheeks painfully. “But you’re going to fix all that.”

	He scanned her features, for what, she had no idea. If he was looking for contempt and hatred, he’d find it right on the surface, but it wasn’t that apparently. The string was longer now, and she tugged it with four fingers, pulling it slowly. 

	Her eyes faltered to the door, and he hummed. When she refocused on him, the expression on his face shocked her. Pity? No. Regret? Maybe sadness? His eyes were wild despite his face, so it was hard to tell. Her cheeks ached as he offered her a small smile.

	“Remember when you told me you thought I was hot that day?” She rolled her eyes, and he laughed, then squeezed her cheeks harder, causing her to wince. “I realized then if I was patient enough, I could get what I wanted.” He opened his mouth to speak again, but his phone buzzed on the desk, and he shot over to it like a bullet. 

	Scarlet stretched out her mouth and her neck. She needed a plan. And fast. What was she going to do if she got free? She could try to punch him, maybe. The single lesson Nick gave her flashed in her mind, and she almost laughed. 

	Steven grunted and slammed the phone down. He turned around to face her, eyes narrowed, and nostrils flared. She swallowed convulsively.

	“He’s pissing me off. It’s not a hard choice to make! You or her!”

	“Who?” She figured maybe if she kept him talking, she could get more of the string loose. Or somehow convince him to untie her . . . maybe. Yeah, probably not. He chewed on the inside of his mouth, then let out a small laugh and walked back over to her.

	“You stupid woman. You really don’t know?”

	“Stupi—!”

	He grabbed her face again, harder still, and she winced. His already wild eyes widened, taking on a glaze of insanity. 

	“Someone who’s a killer shot. Someone who’s a damn good fighter . . .” 

	No!

	She sucked in a breath. Nick. He’d been watching Nick. When he noticed the realization on her face, he smirked and released it to stand up. A little more string worked loose.

	“It was too easy. A stunning black-haired beauty dropped off right at my doorstep. The sister of someone the boss had been watching for a long time. I just had to keep her to coerce the guy into killing off the competition in a way that could never be traced back to the boss. Honestly, it just pushed my whole timeline closer. I was going to have to do all that myself, but thanks to hoodie guy, everyone’s dead.” 

	Scarlet’s eyes bugged. It must be Annalise who Steven had as a ‘friend.’ She let out a humorless laugh. “You are way past the point of medication.”  

	He ignored her, apparently lost in his own psychosis. 

	“I don’t know what the hell it is with you and walking home. I was told you’d fall into place. You’d be an easy pawn. All you’re supposed to do is sign these papers,” he reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded stack of papers, which he slapped down on the desk. “Giving everything you’ve inherited to The Wolf. We sent two guys to collect you, but hoodie guy fucked that up. And then on our date, I was going to take you and hoodie guy fucked that up, too! And I didn’t even realize hoodie guy was our guy until it was too late, or I’d have asked if I could kill him and his brat sister before this got so screwed up. But whatever. I’ve got you now.” 

	He slapped his hands on the wall beside her head and grinned. “All debts paid, Scarlet. Well, once you sign everything over to me, instead.” He held his hands out wide and grinned. “Your new husband. The hotel, the casino, the money, the weapons. Not his. Mine. Right the hell where they belong.” 

	The room spun. She didn’t have time to process one thing before Steven threw something else at her. That wasn’t some random attack. This was all some crazy conspiracy. Who the hell is The Wolf?

	That meant this was some major . . . what kind of sick . . . and the hotel . . . casino. She didn’t have anything to do with that, no one in her family did. And she sure as hell didn’t have any weapons! 

	She took a breath to inform him exactly how stupid he was, but before she could a nauseating thought crept in. She swallowed hard. 

	Her dad. Was he. . .? She squinted, and her neck ached as she hung her head. His face flashed in her mind. His business meetings. The funeral that, in retrospect, clearly had organized crime written all over it. She flicked her eyes around the room and almost laughed. Of course, he brought her to play in a warehouse. She sucked in a breath and held it. 

	And Nick was the killer. The one in the news. Why didn't he say . . . well, what could he have said? And, why would he? She shook her head. God. No telling what Steven had been putting his sister through. And wait—the breath whooshed out, and she stared at Steven. Nick said he didn’t want to . . . that he didn’t have a choice.

	“Did-did you tell him to kill my father?!” 

	Steven straightened up and shrugged. “Not me. The boss did that one. Was the only one I didn't coordinate.”

	She sucked at the air as her anxiety ramped up. 

	Oh God, Nick. Her heart broke apart inside her, and she willed away more tears. She snarled, rage choking out the sorrow. 

	“I hate you.”

	His smile widened as he traced the back of his index finger down her cheek.

	Her skin crawled under his touch, and she gagged. It was crystal clear that Steven was no longer in control of his mind. This was getting dangerous fast.

	The rope around her left wrist loosened and hope exploded through her, but she kept calm. He gripped her face again, and she groaned. 

	“That hurts, you know,” she mumbled through her squeezed lips. He ignored her completely. Probably for the best.

	“You’ll learn to love me.” He slowly released her face and brushed his hand down her cheek, then down her neck, maintaining eye contact. “Or you’ll die on our wedding night. After you sign the iron-clad legal papers, of course.” 

	A shocked, hysterical laugh burst from her mouth. 

	“You're sick! Like, actually sick in the head! I will never. Never. Never love you. And if you think I’ll sign anything over to you, you’re crazier than I thought!”

	He crossed his arms and took a step back. 

	“How’s it feel to know you were sucking face with a mass murderer?”

	She laughed in earnest, and Steven’s upper lip twitched. He must have thought that would wound her deeply or in some way make her feel bad, but he was wrong. 

	She would have done the same thing to save someone she loved. She would have killed people to save Nick. 

	She shot off the first snarky comment she could think of as she continued to work at the rope.

	“I’ve never kissed you, let alone sucked face with you, Steven. So, I couldn't say.”

	He froze and stared at her, mouth dropped open and eyes wide. She didn’t know why, but she was suddenly incredibly sorry she said that.

	“You’re right!” He laughed as he stepped back up to her, then grabbed the back of her head.

	“Unh! Cut i—”

	He pressed his mouth to hers, and bile slammed at the back of her throat as her stomach soured. She started to move her head, but he tightened his grip and continued. When he shoved his tongue past her lips, she had a flash of what she thought was brilliance. 

	She let him in and once his tongue was in the right spot, she clamped her teeth down as hard as she could. The metallic taste did nothing for her nausea but gave her a huge amount of satisfaction . . . which was incredibly short-lived.

	His eyes shot open as he screamed, and his hands moved like lightning. They wrapped around her throat, fingers digging into her flesh. She released his tongue as fast as she could, but he didn’t let go. He spat blood on the floor while she struggled to stay conscious. Small white lights flickered at the edge of her vision when he let out a shocked laugh and let her go.

	“You,” he spat more blood, “are so fucking lucky I don't want your pretty face messed up.”

	He slurred a couple of words as he backed up to lean on the desk again but otherwise seemed unaffected as he refocused on the phone. Maybe his crazy now extended to lack of pain receptors. She spat out his blood too and gagged again.

	Stay calm. That’s all she had to do. In all honesty, she would sign whatever he wanted. She couldn’t care less about any of that; she just wanted Nick and Annalise safe.  

	A few slow breaths helped her regain composure and calm her stomach as she wound her wrist in a stretching motion, straining it to reach to the other rope.
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	Nick

	 

	Black town car. 

	Nick blinked, clutching the phone so tightly his fingers ached as his mind made desperate grabs for any solution. The only thing that stood out was the slick vehicle that had made a silent exit. She had to have been in there. And he just watched it drive away.

	Another tidal wave of sickening guilt slammed into him, but he braced on one thought, one tiny possibility, and the only minuscule chance he, his sister, and Scarlet had.

	That was exactly the kind of car favored by organized crime. Exactly the kind of car that had peppered the funeral home parking lot.

	Nick chucked the phone on the dash, threw his truck into gear, and peeled out of the spot so fast he left nothing but smoke behind him.

	Was it a potentially stupid plan? Yep. But it beat the hell out of sitting in a parking lot.

	Of all the things he was reluctant to divulge, telling Scarlet's mom that he had, in fact, failed at keeping her daughter safe was top of that list.

	Finally across the bridge, Nick's pulse slammed as the funeral home slowly came into view.

	Only a few cars left. God, please let one of those be hers.

	His Ford's engine rumbled as he parked beside an exquisite Bentley. He'd bet his life savings he knew who owned that one. 

	Out he leapt, dashing across the pavement and slipping through the large double doors as fast as he could. He barely kept from careening into the adjacent wall as he skidded to a stop.

	“Nick? What on Earth?” Marianna's gasp reached his ears before she emerged from behind a podium. 

	“Cosa sta succedendo?” Rico ran up behind Marianna, before overtaking her and stepping between them. 

	“Scarlet's been taken,” Nick panted. “A guy named Steven Greene. You need to—”

	“Steven!” Marianna passed a wide-eyed glance to Rico, color draining from her face.

	“The Wolf's ward,” Rico spat. “What is he playing at?”

	“I'm not sure, but he has to be acting on his own. Lyle wouldn't dare hurt—” Marianna cut herself off with a hard swallow. The tremor in her voice somehow made her knife-like tone all the more terrifying.

	Rico gripped Nick by the shoulders, jaw clenched. “Where?”

	“I don't know . . . and it's not just her either. I—my sister . . . he wants me to choose, and . . .” Nick trailed off, swimming through a hurricane of emotions. After all this time, all the murders, keeping it a secret, bearing it alone, even mentioning that much threatened to drag him under.

	“Nick.” Marianna nudged Rico out of the way and placed a warm hand on Nick's cheek. However, the fingers of her other hand dug like daggers into his shoulder, her eyes on fire. “I have a plan, but I need you to trust me. Can you do that? And do you have a gun?”

	He might have laughed in another life, but instead, he nodded, a minuscule spark of hope daring to sputter to life.

	“Good boy.” She patted Nick's cheek before letting her hand drop and refocusing fully on Rico. “Here's what we're going to do.”
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	Annalise

	 

	Was he coming? Was he even still alive?

	There surprisingly wasn't a groove worn in the floor yet as she turned on her heel again and headed back the same path, even though she figured there’d be by now. She'd been unable to sit still since Thomas left. All she could think about was when he'd be back. If he'd be back. If he'd be able to get her out. If she was even willing to let him risk it.

	She glanced up at the window and the waning sunlight. Every inch further it set raised her anxiety two-fold. She was hungry again. In all the excitement of today, no one had brought her anything. 

	But she wasn't really in a state of mind to eat. Even though she was light-headed and lethargic again. Her stupid brain was being slow too. Oh, the joys of slow starvation.

	She had just sat down to give her legs a break when the familiar door handle sound shocked her. He heart leaped to her throat, and she shot up. God, please be Thomas!

	The door creaked open and scraped across the frame. A shudder wracked her. She hated that noise so much. 

	Thomas sped in, holding his finger to his mouth. Annalise's eyes went wide, and she scanned the empty room just to make sure. 

	He came! He was really there! Her heart slammed so hard she got dizzy, but she smiled.

	He skidded the last step, a fierce expression plastered on his face. Joy exploded in her, and she threw her arms around his neck, kissing him several times with the pain-free side of her mouth, grinning at the feel of his scar on her lip. 

	An unfamiliar object at his waist drew her gaze to a hefty gun jutting from his waistband. She smiled wider. He came prepared.

	“Are you sure you want to do this?” she whispered, squeezing him tight. “Still time to back out.” 

	He grinned at her and winked. “Hell yeah. Best choice I ever made. Come on; we gotta move.”

	She gave him another kiss and wiped a tear from her cheek, wincing as the salt stung her cut lip. He grabbed her hand and headed toward the door, whispering over his shoulder.

	“Listen, Anna, this place is loaded for bear for some damn reason. Never seen this many guys in one place. Stay close, stay quiet, an' stay gorgeous. We'll be outta here in no time.”

	She nodded as he put his back to the wall, leaning his head through the door frame. 

	She was so happy to see him again. It'd been too long as far as she was concerned. Though every day wouldn't have been enough. 

	Skin her eyes hadn’t had the pleasure of staring at caught her eye, and she glanced down at his exposed forearms. His rolled-up sleeves revealed some seriously ornate tattoos, just waiting to be explored. So, her fuzzy brain decided she should do just that. 

	She traced one gold and red swirl, shocked to find it wound over scars. His muscle jumped under her fingers, but she continued the spiral trail until he stilled her hand. She lifted her gaze to his, and he swallowed. 

	Her heart cracked when she realized what those were.

	Without another pause, she picked his arm up and placed a tender kiss in the center of the design, then rested her cheek against it.

	She’d never let anyone hurt him again.

	He spun and cupped her face in his palms, then took her mouth in a breath-stealing kiss.

	That was it. In one hundred percent honesty, she’d never love another soul on this planet. She’d die with Thomas Valentine tattooed on her heart.

	He pulled back and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, gracing her with another up-close look at those breathtaking eyes. His smile faded and his lids lowered as he pulled his lips into a tight frown.

	“I may have to kill someone.” His throaty whisper raised the hairs on her neck, and she swallowed. “Or several. You gonna be okay with that? I'd kill 'em all to get you out, but I don't want to if I don't have to. Just . . . know that.”

	It took two seconds for the words to reach her nutritionally deprived brain; then she gave a firm nod. She wanted out. There'd be no love lost if they all died as far as she was concerned. In fact, there was one, in particular, she’d like to watch die.

	After Thomas scanned the hall again, he pulled her through the opening and down the little hall at a trot, then stopped at another door. He peeked through that opening but pulled back. He shook his head and put his finger to his mouth again, then leaned back against the wall to listen, while she studied his profile.

	She couldn't help but smile as his throat bobbed. After everything she'd been through. How horrible it had been at first. How painful each hit was. How hungry she got. How sore she was from the God-awful bed. How cold it got at night. How sad she was that Nick had to kill. It all brought him to her. And she was almost a little happy. No . . . she was happy. She wouldn't have met him otherwise. Did it suck ass? Yes. But it brought her Thomas. 

	She noticed a birthmark behind his ear and reached up to touch it. 

	At least, she hoped that’s what it was. She really didn’t like that he’d had so much damage done to him. 

	He dropped a quick look to her with raised eyebrows. She pointed, and he mouthed “Burn.” then scrunched the side of his face. She frowned, but he bumped her shoulder, smiling. He pointed to his mouth and smiled wider, nodding to her and raising his eyebrows again. 

	Why’d he have to be so freaking cute? Always wanting her to smile. 

	She rolled her eyes but smiled anyway, and he beamed as he leaned down to kiss her. He inched his head through the opening again but yanked it back with a frown. He raised his brows and cast his eyes down to her again.

	“You gonna run the register?” He whispered before turning his head back to listen. She was so focused on needing to be quiet that his voice startled her. She looked at him blankly.

	“What?”

	He turned to face her again with his cute, boyish grin.

	“In our shop. Someone pretty as you's up front? Man, twice the customers. Easy.”

	Her breath caught. Our shop. That still sounded incredible. She smiled and whispered back, barely hearing herself over the happy slams of her heart. She wasn't even thinking about the pain anymore.

	“Sure, but on days I wear makeup you have to pay me double.”

	He laughed, nearly failing to stay quiet, then pointed to the opposite wall. She nodded and gripped his hand as they cleared the open hall, then pressed their backs to the cold metal. 

	He mouthed 'almost there,' and she squeezed his hand, earning herself another ‘Thomas’ grin before he scanned the hall again. His brow furrowed, and he yanked her down to a crouching position, putting his finger to his mouth again. 

	He was so clever. Handling all of this like he'd been planning it for months. Like some kind of pro. She couldn't believe she almost killed herself; she’d have missed all of this. Missed a real chance to be with him.

	He dropped her hand to rub his own down his face, then shot her a look and a frown. He mimed for her to cover her ears and put his finger to his mouth, prompting her eyes to widen. She nodded and threw her hands up to block the sound as he slowly pulled out the gun and cocked it.

	So, he really was going to kill someone, or at least hurt them. It was one thing to think or talk about it, but to be faced with it . . . she was surprisingly okay. She wanted out. 

	One deep breath in as the muscles jumped in his jaw, and she was ready. He lined up the sight, and when his finger twitched, she squeezed her eyes shut. But the shot never came. 

	She reopened her eyes to the sounds of distant shouts around the warehouse. Thomas quickly holstered the gun and looked at her, eyes wide and brows knitted. Sporadic shots rang out, and she slapped her hands over her mouth. Thomas growled and scooted closer to crouch beside her.

	“Damn it, Anna.” He rubbed his hand down his face again. “Shit just got real complicated. I dunno who's shooting who! I dunno if we should stay here or make a break for it!”

	He furrowed his chin and brow and pursed his lips in thought. When he glanced back at her, he softened his expression and put a hand to her cheek, no doubt trying to calm the fear she was radiating and failing to hide.

	“Hey, it's all good. Don't worry. I'll take care of you. Let's sit tight here for another second. Maybe they'll kill each other off an’ we can just waltz right out, yeah?”

	At once, they both noticed the lack of gunfire. They strained to hear for a few more seconds before Thomas raised up to get a good look. 

	She grabbed his arm and pulled him back down, but he gently brushed her hand away. He looked through the little window for several seconds before he dropped back down with a shrug. He held up a finger, and she nodded, grateful they were waiting a little longer. 

	You could never be too safe when guns were involved. 

	Ice cream. That was the first thing she wanted. Strawberry. No . . . something with caramel. Yeah, that'd be good. And a burger. 

	Maybe she'd ask Thomas to take her to one of his favorite places to eat. If she could wait that long. Maybe they could stop at a drive-through on the way to his favorite restaurant. Intense hunger pain twisted her stomach, and she frowned.

	After another few seconds had passed, he took her hand, keeping them crouched as they moved along the wall. 

	They had to be close. Her heart slammed. She was almost going to get to see Nick again. Be with Thomas. Watch TV. With Thomas! Eat a real meal! A soft, warm, fuzzy blanket. And a pillow! And no more damn seagulls! 

	She was way too excited. Calm down. Thomas must have noticed the change since he shot her another wink. Her thoughts hazed, but she fought to stay focused. Almost there.

	They stopped where the half wall ended at a door frame. Nervous excitement needled her palms and she clenched her fists. 

	She couldn't wait to look up a few more jokes to tell Ms. Eliza. She tried to come up with some on her own, but she wasn't good at it. Even so, Eliza always got such a kick out of the ones she did tell her. 

	She was such an awesome old lady. 

	And she knew for a fact she'd love Thomas; who wouldn't?! And he'd love her too, for sure. They could all be like, one crazy family! With Nick thrown in there for good measure! She smiled. Almost there.

	Eerie silence blanketed the warehouse. Maybe they had either all left or killed each other off. To say that’d be great was a huge understatement. 

	Thomas rotated a little to catch her flitting, excited gaze. He waved his hand in front of her face with amusement glowing on his own. She smiled and mouthed “sorry,” and he shook his head with a wide grin. 

	He pantomimed the two of them standing up, walking through the door, and taking a left. She nodded and squeezed his hand as a toothy smile threatened to split her face. He tried not to laugh and squeezed it back. Almost there.

	He stood up first and pulled her up beside him. 

	So far, so good! God, she was so hungry. Maybe two burgers. 

	Thomas threw a look over his shoulder as he urged her through the doorway, close behind her. 

	Oh, my God the door . . . almost there!

	In a combination of excitement and mental fog from lack of food, she stumbled forward a step into a metal wastebasket that scraped the ground. She was turning around to apologize when she heard it.
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	Scarlet

	 

	The buzz of Steven’s phone shattered the quiet. Scarlet tweaked her wrist when she jumped, which made the hand that worked on the rope ache.

	Steven laughed and shook his head in disbelief, then whirled around and shoved the phone in her face.

	“Look at this. Unbelievable!”

	On the screen rested one word.

	 

	SCARLET.

	 

	He dropped his arm, and picked it back up to look at it, again. He laughed louder and slapped a hand on his cheek.

	“What an idiot. Who chooses the lion’s den? Dumbass probably thinks he’s going to come in here and wipe us all out. He just killed his sister AND himself. The stars really are aligning!” 

	He tapped on the screen a few times, before turning his face up to the ceiling with the sickest smile she'd ever seen. She shuddered and winced in expectation. 

	Contentment oozed from his body with his sigh as his shoulders relaxed. 

	Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe he’d not b—

	He grabbed Scarlet’s hair and craned her neck, making her suck in a sharp breath. 

	Nope, he was still a douche.

	They locked eyes for one heartbeat before another sick, sly smile spread on his face. He moved her head around by her hair and hummed in approval, followed by a sick chuckle.

	“You know, I think I might leave you like this. You're at just about the right height in that chair.” 

	He craned her neck further back and ducked to run his tongue down her neck, and along her collar bone. 

	She almost threw up and curled her lip in disgust. All she could think about was how the hell she was going to get out of his. 

	Steven sat the phone down on her lap and kept hold of her hair as he slid his other hand across her chest and grabbed her breast. He dug his fingers into the soft flesh, forcing a scream from her drawn tight throat.

	“This is going to be fun. There won't be much left when I'm done with you. And I. Can't. Wait.” He shoved her head out of his hand and snatched the phone as he straightened. “If you'll excuse me, I need to go make sure everything is in order for the spectacular finale.” He stormed to the door and spoke over his shoulder. “Don't go anywhere.” 

	The door closed behind him without fanfare.

	“Christ, I've got to get out of here!” She worked furiously at the rope, now unencumbered by the need to be discrete. She tugged and jerked, grunted with effort, and fought to keep from getting hysterical. 

	Every move she made was agonizing. Each increased the tension on the ropes, but she fought through the pain.

	“God! Please!” 

	She sucked in weeping breaths as the pain in her arms approached unbearable. Then she stilled and hung her head to take a calming breath.

	“Okay. The rope wants to come off. I just have to figure it out.”

	The main end of the rope, as best she could figure, was up just above where she could reach. What she'd been working loose were just ends of it, but it was definitely there. 

	“God! If I could just reach!” She strained upward against the ropes, tweaking her shoulder. Oh. Her eyes went wide. 

	Shit. She was going to need serious physical therapy if she lived. Mental, too probably.

	She knitted her eyebrows and closed her eyes, breathing out a slow, steadying breath. She eased her hand toward the center of her back, applying constant upward pressure, increasing the pain in her shoulder little by little. She went as far as she could, the pain close to pushing a scream from her mouth. Just . . . a little . . . 

	Tears streamed freely down her trembling face. The tendons in her shoulder pulled and threatened to split back open. It took every ounce of restraint she had not to cry out and give up. 

	Her whole body shuddered from the pain and effort. There! Her eyes flew open. Fingers hooked into the loop of the rope, she exhaled a short laugh before sucking in a breath and pulling slowly.

	The rope gave just a little more. 

	Another excruciatingly painful tug and a strap loosened on her opposite arm. But instead of joy that time, she nearly screamed, the agony unbearable. 

	Blood rushed to refill the deep impressions left by the rope, and the throbbing nearly blinded her. She bit her lip and worked her fingers further into the rope.

	Another loop loosened on her arm, and she closed her eyes, hardly able to keep from sobbing. There was no way her shoulder would stay intact long. 

	If only the one being released was the wounded one! 

	Two loops loosened that time, and she started wriggling that arm free. If she could just get the hand on that arm loose!

	Voices sounded on the other side of the door, and her heart skipped, aching with the effort. She prayed through the staggering pain in her shoulder. 

	One more tug. It had to be just one more!

	All at once both arms were released as the rope fell away. She held her breath, scrunching her face in an intense effort against screaming out in agony. The indentations exploded red, and the rushing blood made her vision white-out for several thudding heartbeats. 

	Her shoulder throbbed and burned where the tiniest of tears opened back up, but she had to move.

	She rushed to work her legs free, straining against crying out. The voices became clearer and closer as she pulled her feet free. 

	Steven. And another man. 

	She stumbled up from the chair, so dizzy she nearly fell against the wall. Shaking her head, she turned and grabbed the only weapon she had, which was a hell of a lot heavier than it looked. The chair dropped halfway back down, and she gritted her teeth, face soaked with tears. 

	She fought with all her might to keep the chair up, her body shaking and her nearly useless shoulder barely hanging on.

	The door yanked open, and she was greeted by a distant burst of machine-gun fire, which startled her, nearly toppling the chair from her grip.

	“Shiner, Go sort it out!”

	Steven’s voice, taught with anxiety. Fear thundered through her, mixing with intense hatred and rage.

	He wasn't going to lay one more damn finger on her. Not if she had a say about it. Several single shots echoed through the warehouse, and distant shouts barely reached her ears.

	Unlikely that they’d be fighting each other. Which must have meant—

	Steven's laugh rolled in from the threshold. “That cock-stupid son of a bitch! I'm almost going to hate killing him. I didn't think he'd actually show up. I thought for sure he was going to let them both die when he chose her. Bruno, take Arlo, head around the side. Take them out. If he gets through, I'll handle it, but shoot him if you see him first.” 

	The leather snap of Steven’s holster echoed in her pounding head, and she sneered. 

	She'd die before she let that happen. 

	With a deep breath, she hoisted the chair higher and stepped out from behind the door. The sight of his back enraged her, giving her the final burst of adrenaline she needed to push through the pain.

	She brought the chair down in a rapid arc, aided by gravity and her inability to hold it any longer. It slammed into his back, forcing him forward several steps before he bellowed in pain and dropped to a knee.

	She didn't waste a single second. She threw the chair at him and scrambled through the door to the main room of the warehouse. The hundreds of dusty old crates and tarps covering who knew what would hopefully afford her the perfect cover.

	“GOD DAMN IT! Get back here, you worthless . . .!”

	The chair scraped against the floor, the clanged against the concrete further away, spurring her to run faster. She tripped several times, dizzy from adrenaline and pain. She clutched her shoulder as she made it to a crate just on the other side of the dock door. 

	She threw her back against it, squinting as she desperately sucked in gulps of air. Just a little further.

	She exhaled, rolled around the edge of the crate . . . straight into the barrel chest of a large man. 

	“AAHHH!” 

	He grabbed her shoulders, causing another blast of pain to rocket through her. She struggled like mad against his abnormally large hands, grimacing against the pain in her shoulder from each movement. He called over his shoulder.

	“Got her, boss! Over b—”

	A high-pitched noise strafed her ear followed by a tiny wet sound. She froze in shock and the grip on her arms released as the man dropped to the ground, plus one perfect heart shot. 

	She blinked several times before she refocused, stumbled around the man's body, and headed straight to the regular door beside the rollup one. 

	Locked. By key. 

	“No! No no no!” She jerked uselessly on the knob several more times before slapping her hand to her face. “God!”

	She took several steps backward and headed for another crate, hoping to make it to the main entrance. It was a long shot, but it was all she had.

	“Look what I found.”

	Steven met her as she rounded the edge of another crate and she screamed at the top of her lungs. He grabbed her arm and jerked her back toward the office, ducking behind crates as he went. Even though he hadn’t grabbed the bad one, the jarring motion itself caused a new wave of pain.

	“God, you asshole, just let me go already!”

	Steven let out a half-amused, half-disgusted sound. “I can't believe you really, honestly thought you'd get away.”

	He rounded a crate, paused a moment to check the path, then strode quickly toward the door, yanking her along behind him. She stumbled along in shock, battling to stay conscious as each pull on her arm radiated white-hot pain through her.

	“You're almost more trouble than you're worth!”

	He paused at another crate for only a second, then gave her another rough tug as he trotted to the final crate.

	“Your boyfriend doesn't even realize how stupid it was to come h—”

	A rocket of a punch slammed into Steven's face, snapping his head back at least six inches. He released Scarlet and staggered. She stumbled two steps to the right and collapsed against a large box, shaking and pale. Blood gushed from Steven’s nose as he bellowed in pain.

	“Maybe. But I'm not 'give away my position in a gunfight' stupid.” 

	Nick cocked the gun and loosed five shots in rapid succession: two in the head, three in the chest. Several warm splatters hit her as Steven dropped like a lead weight to the ground, slumped backward, and flattened in a growing puddle of his own blood. 

	Scarlet let out a short breath and froze, eyes locked on the crimson stain on the warehouse floor. 
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	Annalise

	 

	The shot was quiet, almost delicate. 

	Annalise sucked in a sharp breath and flinched, peeking her eyes back open. 

	It was so quiet at first, she wasn't even sure what had happened. It didn't hurt like she expected it too. Not at all like being slapped or punched. Or kicked. 

	She looked down expecting to see blood somewhere, but she seemed fine. 

	Oh. Thank God! They must have been aiming somewhere else. Good, now they just had to run. 

	She turned around and was met with Thomas's honeyed eyes, wide and shining. He gripped the door frame with one hand and squeezed hers tightly with the other. 

	“Wha—”

	That's when she noticed the growing wet circle on his stomach. And the shine on his black shirt.

	“NO!” She screamed at the top of her lungs.

	 

	***Thomas***

	 

	Tears ripped from her eyes as Thomas stared in shock. How could he have gone and gotten his dumb self shot? He looked down at the blood, and back at her. He failed her. 

	Eyes wide, she screamed silently as he dropped her hand to touch her jaw.

	“Sor—ry Ann—”

	Burning pain exploded through his body, and he squeezed his eyes shut. 

	He was on the ground when he reopened them, her beautiful face hovering above him. Her mouth moved, and tears dripped from her eyes as she leaned over him, but he just worked to memorize her. 

	Her dimples that peeked out when he was extra funny, even though he couldn’t see them right now. He wanted to remember those, for sure. That knockout smile, those eyes. And all that thick, black hair.

	His arm was heavy as he rubbed a lock of it with his thumb and index finger. She grabbed his hand and mouthed words before placing several kisses on his palm. He liked that. Her lips were so soft. Like a couple of clouds.

	What was she trying so hard to say? She was so gorgeous.

	He saw a quick flash of her with longer hair, holding two little babies, a third one running around her feet. Yeah. His face twitched into a smile. Two at least. Jax and Caleb, for sure. 

	Annalise crumpled forward, cupping his cheeks with those soft hands. She kissed his mouth repeatedly, and he wanted to kiss her back, but it wouldn't work. Hopefully, she’d remember how it felt before.

	She put her mouth to his ear, and he finally heard her.

	“I love you, I love you, I love you, please don't go! Please! Don't die, Thomas, I love you so much! Don't go! Just hold on, okay? You'll be fi—Thomas . . . Thomas! I love you. No no no no no no. Jesus. God, please, I’m begging you! PLEASE NO! Ju—” 

	Her cries grew too loud to hear, and it all went silent again. He watched her scream in slow motion and tried to tell her it'd be ok. 

	To run, she was almost there. 

	That he'd pay her triple if she'd just smile at him. One last time. 

	That he loved her too. More than breathing.

	And that he'd see her at the end. Where they had nothing but time.

	But his mouth wouldn't work. Then he couldn't see her, and that was the worst pain of all. Those hands cradled his face again, and he willed himself to smile, but that wouldn't work either. Hopefully, she’d remember what it looked like.

	He fought with all he had to open his eyes one last time and saw her blurry face as it was being yanked away.

	Don't say bye, Anna.

	A large pair of hands wrapped around each of his arms, then . . . 

	Nothing.
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	Scarlet

	 

	“Scarlet.”

	Nick's warm, rough palms were on her face in an instant, wiping the blood away. She forced her eyes to move and found his.

	“Nick!” 

	Instant relief and overwhelming joy rolled through her. 

	Then right back out. 

	She exhaled a sharp breath and clutched her stomach. “What the hell is wrong with you?!” She shoved his chest with her good arm, and his eyes bugged as his mouth dropped open. 

	“Why did you choose me? You should have—” 

	She bent at the waist, breathless with heartache. One gasp in and she stood up straight again. “You should have let me die.” She staggered and held her throat, squeezing her eyes shut then pulled her hand down to shout. “Is it too late to go to her? Someone here must know the address. Go get her!” 

	She shoved him again, with less force, before another wave of pain rushed through her and she clutched her arm. She put her hand over her mouth and shook her head, dislodging several tears.

	“I already made the choice,” he almost whispered it. “But, listen it’s—”

	God, how could he do that?

	“Why?! You should have let me die!” 

	She screamed and collapsed to her knees, the weight of everything too much to carry. Both hands flew to her mouth that time, her eyes wide as tears poured out. 

	Nick dropped in front of her and wrapped her up tight. He smoothed down her hair and spoke to the side of her head. 

	“I'd never let you die! God, Scarlet,” he buried his face in her hair. “I love you.”

	She sucked in a sharp breath and held it, terrified and elated. 

	How could he say that to her? She wrapped her arm around his neck and released every bit of sorrow, guilt, and fear in a torrent of fat teardrops, soaking his shoulder. 

	“I think I always have. Since that first damn night when you grabbed my jacket and said my name.” He breathed in deeply, squeezing her tighter. “I had no fucking chance.” 

	Her heart swelled painfully in her chest, pitting her stomach against her body. 

	One love that cost another. She couldn’t live with that. She couldn’t go on knowing that because she refused to take a cab that night and insisted on walking home, determined to prove she was tough enough to handle it . . . she doomed his precious little sister to a death sentence. 

	She screamed out a sob that dragged her soul through broken glass and squeezed him tighter, afraid if she let go, she'd fall so far down she'd never find her way back.

	He cupped her face, kissing her through her sobs. “I love you, Scarlet.” He held her firmly, pressing his forehead to hers. 

	Rage and desperation rolled through her. Nausea. Devastation. She shook in his grip, racked with cries.

	“Please. Just,” his voice was a ragged wave. “Please forgive me.”

	Her head spun, and she couldn't breathe. 

	Forgive him for what? Maybe he meant for choosing her over Annalise. Or for killing her father. Maybe for killing all those people. Whatever the reason, could she do that? Was she willing to do that? 

	Her heart squeezed. The real question was whether she was willing to lose him if she didn’t. 

	He muttered, “Please,” several times with his eyes closed, her breath catching in tandem. She squeezed her arms around his neck so tight the pain in her shoulder magnified, only adding to the depth of her sobs. 

	“Nick . . .” 

	He tightened his grip and buried his face further in her hair. “I won't be able to go on if you don't.” His voice was quiet, broken. “Not now.” 

	He pressed his cheek to the side of her head. “Tell me, Scarlet. Please. I need to hear it.” 

	He cleared his throat. A whisper, meant only for her, brushed against her skin. 

	“Even if it's a lie, and you'll leave me in the morning. Just . . . say it.”

	Her eyes flew open, and she leaned back to see a watery Nick. 

	Leave . . . 

	She blinked several times, and he cleared, only to blur again.

	Leave?

	He squeezed his eyes and pulled her in for a tight embrace, but she pushed back out of his arms. His brows knitted as his expression twisted in devastation, her own heart twisting in tortured response. He drew his legs up and hung his head in his hands, his elbows on his knees.

	The thought of never seeing him again filled her with insurmountable dread. She'd long for him every second of her pointless, empty, sad life. 

	She choked on another sob then cleared her throat as she looked at his downturned face, watching him shatter in front of her. But forgiveness was something else.

	“Nick.” His face popped up, gaze piercing her. “I . . . ca . . .”

	She swallowed and looked down for a moment before refocusing on him. His eyes widened, and he paled. The torrent of pain, love, regret, passion, terror and crippling sadness shining through them threatened to suffocate her, and she struggled for air. 

	She had already decided that she'd kill a hundred people if it would keep him safe. Now, she was mere words from becoming the weapon that did him in.

	She took his hands in her shaky grip and pulled them up to her face. 

	“I . . . forgive you.”

	The air shifted around him. He pulled his hands free, crumpled forward, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pulled her up from the floor and onto his lap. She threw her arms around his head and threaded her fingers through his hair.  

	She knew it was true. How could she not? After everything he'd been through, they'd been through. She knew.

	“I love you, Nick,” she exhaled a jagged breath and sucked in another one, as he cinched his arms tighter. “And I forgive you.”

	“God,” was all he said as his shaky breaths brushed against the nape of her neck.

	“I love you, Nick.” She stopped fighting the remaining tears that were aching for freedom and sobbed. “I love you.” 

	 They sat in that embrace, speaking love only to each other until the shaking subsided and they had nothing left to cry. And then a moment longer.
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	Scarlet

	 

	“Scarlet!”

	Scarlet's head whipped around so fast her neck hurt, and she nearly toppled off Nick’s lap. The sound of that voice was the last thing she ever expected to hear.

	“Mom?! What the hell are you doing here?!”

	Her mom ran up and grabbed Scarlet, hugging her and rocking her side to side. Scarlet fought tears, wrapped in the familiar rosemary scent of her mother's perfume, and a long-lost memory of love. Scarlet's favorite scent. Her dad's favorite scent.

	“My God, I was so worried!”

	She pushed Scarlet back to arm’s length and frowned. Scarlet was even happy to see that face.

	“Are you hurt? Why are you,” she narrowed her eyes. “Why is there blood on you?”

	Scarlet cleared her throat and gestured with her head, suddenly at a loss for words. Mrs. Price followed the gesture, and her eyes widened. Nick rose from the floor and stepped up behind Scarlet. 

	Even just his presence behind her was comforting, touching or not.

	“So, it's done. Good.”

	Good? Done?

	Scarlet’s mind had nothing left to devote to anything confusing. She had to let it go, for now. Marianna gave her one last squeeze before pulling away, then she walked over to Nick and wrapped her arms tightly around him.

	“Thank you for being brave enough to trust me. And brave enough to rescue my daughter.”

	He gave her a friendly pat on the back, looked at Scarlet, and swallowed. Emotions raced through those eyes, and Scarlet knew each one. 

	“Anytime. Every time.”

	Mrs. Price stepped back and smoothed down her blazer. “Nick, you did your father proud, you’re so much like he was. I know Scarlet will be well protected from now on.”  The shock on Nick's face made her smile, and she cleared her throat and nodded. “We'll talk more when you feel you're ready. More importantly: we found her. We've got her. The simultaneous hit worked.”

	Nick exhaled fully and dropped to his hands and knees. As a thick, relieved sob ripped from his chest, he crumpled further down to his elbows, his hands covering the back of his head. Scarlet stumbled forward and fell to her sore knees in front of him, gathering his shaking body to her and crying with him.

	“Oh, my God, Nick!” She kissed every spot she could reach and hugged him as tightly as she could manage with her shoulder. 

	There really was no adequate way to convey the deep level of relief that gave her and she knew Nick’s was at least a hundred times deeper. 

	“Mom, thank you. Thank you so much!” She could hardly talk for sobbing, and Nick was unable to speak at all. 

	Everything this poor man had been through, seen, done . . . all for the desperate hope of saving his sister, it was all over.  

	Scarlet pressed her cheek to his and flinched as she wound an arm around his neck. “Nick! Nick, she's safe!” 

	He pulled her in, cinched his arms around her waist, and nodded as another sob choked out. He quickly sobered and shot to his feet, gently pulling Scarlet up with him, then scrubbed his face with his hands and cleared his throat.

	“Where is she?”

	Marianna wiped her own tears away and put a hand on his shoulder.

	“Two of our men are bringing her to the house. I'll meet you both there. And don't worry, we'll clean up this mess.” She gestured to Steven's body, then the warehouse in general like it was nothing. She’d reacted worse to spilled milk when Scarlet was growing up.

	“Mom. Steven said this was all set up by a big mob guy called The Wolf. All the way back to my shoulder! Do you know who that is?”

	Marianna’s features froze, her smile in place, but not quite reaching her eyes. Those same eyes flitted to Steven’s body, then blinked. Her nostrils flared before she widened her smile and snapped her gaze back to Scarlet.  “Of course not, dear. Don’t be silly. We’ll discuss all this another time. But I feel certain there’s no rush. I’m sure things will calm down for a short while.”

	With that, she turned on her heel and left, flanked by two men Scarlet didn’t recognize. At the main door, Rico waited with crossed arms, watching every step her mother took. When his gaze met Scarlet's, he smiled widely and threw her a wave like they were sitting on the porch.

	Like this was an everyday, normal thing.  

	She swallowed.  The pieces were sliding into place, and she wasn’t quite sure how she felt about it. 

	Her family . . . this whole time. Her whole life. 

	It was a bit much to deal with, especially right now, and she had no idea what to do with that knowledge . . .  But despite how she probably should have felt, she was almost proud. 

	She was part of a family that would go so far to save someone they didn't know. Even if it was a . . . crime family. Nick stood in a daze, and now it was her turn.

	“Nick.”

	She stepped in front of him and strained to lift her arm to place both palms on his cheeks. He slanted his eyes down to her and breathed in.

	“I understand if you hate me. It won't change how I feel about you. But the burden I've put on you, what I've done,” he frowned. “It's a lot of weight to bear.” 

	Scarlet’s mouth dropped open, and she forced his face down to fully look at her. Sadness still swam in his eyes, and she frowned. 

	Surely, he didn’t really think she could . . .  

	“Nick, I could never hate you! I hate him for turning you into this. He's the one that killed my father, killed all those people. You were the unwilling weapon. It makes a huge difference.” 

	A small flicker of life, and her heart nearly burst with joy. He was on the way back.

	“But what you did isn't who you are. I know who you are.” She moved her hands down from his face to his chest. “You're an amazing person. Caring, loving, smart, sexy, funny, intuitive, strong, and a good coach among many, many other things." 

	A half-smile tugged at his mouth, and he relaxed his shoulders on a long breath. The light was still growing in his eyes, but there was a shadow there as well. She smoothed her hand over his chest, resting it over his heart. He cleared his throat.

	“She couldn’t have handled it if I chose her over you. Even if we got you too. It would have driven a wedge between us, and she would have ended up killing herself.”

	Scarlet gasped and snagged fistfuls of his jacket. 

	God, how awful.

	He covered her hands with his and stared off into the warehouse.

	“She carries a massive amount of damage from what she went through. What we both went through. She refused to get help when she moved in with me, insisting she could handle it on her own, but I knew. I've known for a long time how close it hovers to the surface.”

	He untangled Scarlet's fingers and moved her hands behind his back, wrapping her in a hug as he closed his eyes.

	“I told your mother everything. They said they'd do their best, but honestly . . .”  He cast his eyes to the sky. “I was afraid she’d already be dead. I truly . . . I hadn't spoken to her in a few days.”

	Scarlet buried her face in his chest and cleared her throat, keeping down tears.

	“But she's safe now. You saved her.” She grabbed the back of his shirt as the weight of those words rolled through her tired, aching soul. “You saved your sister, Nick. And me.”

	He hugged her tighter before pulling back from her and putting his finger under her chin. “You saved me.” He bent down and placed a gentle kiss on her mouth, then pulled back, joy and relief written all over his face. “We need to go. I want to be there first.”

	That smile was everything. The entire warehouse could have come crashing down around her, and she’d still be elated. It signified the end of his horrible journey. 

	She nodded and pulled out of his embrace, wiping a hand across her cheek as the other slid down his arm. She slipped her hand into his and smiled. The warmth building on her palm seeped into her and sent a tender wave of comfort up her arm as she rested her cheek on his bicep. 

	She had been so afraid she’d never see him again; she couldn’t be close enough.

	“Nick?”

	He entwined their fingers as he led her to the door. 

	“Yes, Scarlet?” He chuckled.

	God, even that sound was so soothing, so welcome. It sounded like a new sound altogether, a little happier maybe. But also, familiar.

	She glanced up at his face while they walked. The face of the man she loved. Of the man who loved her. Things could begin to normalize, whatever that would be for them, and she was so happy, ready to take this new journey with him.

	The lines that had been so deep from torment would smooth out. He was talking to her freely, not holding back or hiding things. Even his step seemed lighter. He would be a completely different person. A new person that she would spend a lifetime getting to know. Except to him, he could finally be the same person he was before. Or close to it. Her heart swelled almost painfully, but she grinned and shot him a playful look.

	“How old are you?”

	He stopped dead in his tracks and laughed as he pulled her around to face him. He cupped her face and gave her a warm, heart-stopping kiss, then pulled back and looked in her eyes.

	“Twenty-eight. You?”

	She pushed his chest with her good arm and raised her eyebrows.

	“Seriously?! I'm twenty-eight! I thought for sure you were older!”

	He grinned and narrowed his eyes at her. “You saying I look old?”

	“Maybe,” she said, laughing and matching his expression.

	“Hmm.” He chuckled again. “I'll show you old.”

	Heart near full to bursting, Scarlet tugged him along to the truck, at almost a run. “Come on. Mom's house isn't far from here. If we hurry, we'll still beat them there.”
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	Scarlet

	 

	The water washed the blood away, but not the cause. And none of the thoughts.

	Even as hot as she could stand it, it didn't burn away any of the memories.  Or the pain.

	She'd never given any thought to what it might feel like to watch someone die. But she was indifferent. He had needed to die, and Nick had needed to do it. 

	Scarlet rinsed out the conditioner and turned under the water, sucking in a breath as she shifted her shoulder out of the spray. She regretted the ceremonial sling burning now. She stilled and drew in the side of her lip.

	A mob boss's daughter. She, Scarlet Price, was a mob boss’s daughter. And not just any mob boss. A filthy, stinking rich one, known as ‘The Banker’, who left everything to her. Like, everything in the city it felt like. Now, she was a mob princess.

	“What kind of shit is that?”

	She scoffed and let the water cover her face. She couldn't even begin to wrap her brain around that until Annalise was back, and Nick’s family was complete again. 

	Even then she had no idea what she was going to do. Or, God, what she was supposed to do. Would she have a job in the . . . family? Or she’d just let her mom keep running things. Scarlet rather liked being in charge of her little call center team. And who the hell was this Wolf guy? 

	They’d find out, one way or another. In her mind, it was the least she could do, not only for Annalise but also for herself. Someone would pay.

	She grunted and shoved the thoughts aside. Another time.

	Nick had been understandably impatient, unable to sit or stand in one place for longer than a few seconds before quickly changing direction or position. 

	Scarlet was so glad it'd all worked out. Beyond thrilled she hadn't cost Annalise her life, and Nick would get to see her again. 

	Every murder Nick did was going to be swept away by their high-up connections, and he was going to be in charge of keeping Scarlet safe. As if he needed to have that spelled out.

	She turned off the water and stepped out into her childhood bathroom. Everything seemed different somehow. Knowing the truth about her family colored her memories. Made them warmer, yet darker. And sadder. 

	She pulled on her old university sweatshirt and a pair of jeans that surprisingly still fit. The same outfit she wore when they went out to dinner, celebrating her graduation. She could clearly see her dad's pride and love now.  

	She toweled off her hair one more time, as best she could with one arm, and admired herself in the mirror. She managed, just barely, to snag all her hair into a ponytail before she headed out to the living room. Annalise would be here soon, and she couldn't wait to meet her. Nick was going to be so happy. 

	Scarlet walked into the living room where the air was noticeably thicker. Her mother wrung her hands in secret, facing the large, ornate fireplace.  Nick was—at the moment—sitting but his rigid posture made it clear he was on the edge of leaping to his feet at a moment’s notice. 

	Rico stood with his back against the door frame, his arms folded across his chest. He passed glances around the room, seeming like he was trying to avoid looking at her mother but failing. 

	Scarlet wrapped her arm around Nick's neck from behind and kissed him on the cheek. He leaned his head into the kiss and hooked his hand over the top of her arm. He gave it a brief squeeze, then dropped it down and clutched his hand together between his knees.

	“Any word yet?”

	He bounced his leg as he shrugged. “Just that they're on the way.”

	There was a single knock on the door before it opened. Rico had his hand on his gun in less than a heartbeat, and Scarlet frowned. 

	She really had been so clueless, all her life. A testament, she supposed, to how good her mother was at hiding things. She watched the muscles on Rico’s arm twitch and frowned. 

	Had that gun taken lives in the name of protecting her family? She wasn’t sure if she hoped the answer was yes or no . . . 

	 Rico paled and cleared the doorway. Two men came through, helping a silent and vacant Annalise stagger in. Nick launched himself up from the chair, knocking it over in the process.

	“Annalise!”

	Her eyes fluttered, and she scanned the room until she saw him. Relief flooded her features for only an instant, then her legs gave out, and the two men adjusted their grips gently supporting her weight between them.

	She sobbed harder than Scarlet had ever thought possible, and it instantly pulled tears from her own eyes. Both Annalise’s hands and knees were covered in blood, making Scarlet sick with fear. It wasn’t like they expected her to be in perfect condition, but still.

	“They . . . killed him.”

	Nick swooped down and scooped her up, taking her from the men and holding her tight against him.

	“Oh God, Annalise I'm so sorry. I'm so, so sorry. That stupid party! I should have never let you go alone—”

	“THEY KILLED HIM!”

	Her scream echoed off the walls of the house, shattering the moment. Nick jerked his head back, and the men started. She trembled, digging her bloodied hands into his shoulders and piercing him with a wild, terrified stare.

	“Steven? Yeah, he's gone. H—”

	“They . . ." she sucked in a gasping breath and her eyes unfocused. “He's . . ."

	Her eyes rolled back, and she went fully limp in his arms, creating an instant void. 

	“Annalise?!” He carried her across the room. “Damn it! God. Look how skinny! She's bones.”

	He held her like a glass doll, like he was afraid to move her. His expression darkened as he laid her down and scanned her. 

	“Jesus, look at her face!”

	He stroked her forehead and gently moved her head by her chin. Scarlet stepped over and sucked in a sharp breath. 

	The damage was staggering. 

	A rainbow of colors from bruises in different stages of healing painted her skin. An angry, fresh split on her lip, and it was clear it wasn't the first one. 

	Or the second. 

	Her eyes were sunken in, and her skin ashen. Her hair a dull, matte black. Dried blood stained the corner of her mouth, crusted drops on her chest. Abrasions and bruising circled her wrists. The most obvious indicator of her abuse rested across her stomach, a mottled swath of purple, yellow and gray.

	As if that wasn’t bad enough, bones protruded, the hollow of starvation around them. Scarlet’s stomach turned. If Steven wasn’t already dead, she’d kill him with her bare hands.

	All she wanted to do was wrap this wispy, broken, shadow of a girl up and hide her from the world. She could only imagine what Nick was feeling. 

	But she was alive. And safe now.

	Scarlet covered her mouth and took a step back. This was nearly too much. Marianna came up behind her and pulled her back a step to wrap her in a brief hug before gently moving her back to Nick's side. Scarlet knelt beside him and put her arm around his waist.

	“She'll be okay," she soothed. "Once she rests and gets some food in her, I'm—I'm sure she'll start perking right up.” She rubbed his back, and he nodded.

	Marianna stepped over to the two men and spoke in a near whisper. “Which warehouse was it?”

	“Bertman Bay. He had a few guys there but nothing we couldn't handle,” He frowned, shuffling his feet.

	Bertman—

	Scarlet shot a glance to Nick’s now widening eyes, twisted understanding passing between them. That was where this all began. Her injury, Nick’s rescue . . . he’d been right there.

	Marianna nodded. “Good. And the complication?”

	He cleared his throat and looked back over to Annalise, face falling.

	“The Valentine boy was with her. Our new guy, Booker, says he didn't know who he was. Thought he was the one that had kidnapped her. Got the shot off before anyone could stop him. That's his blood,” he said, gesturing to Annalise.

	Oh my . . . God.

	Scarlet spun to face her mom. Marianna’s eyes widened, tears instantly forming as Rico sucked in a short breath and stepped up beside her. Marianna covered her mouth and shook her head. 

	“Tommy . . . my . . . why was he even there? God.”

	She stood motionless, an uncharacteristic stream of tears pouring from her eyes. Scarlet’s brain hitched. Her mom knew him? How?

	Scarlet watched as Rico placed a hesitant hand on her shoulder, gave it a light squeeze, then let it slip down. After a few otherwise silent seconds, she cleared her throat and wiped her eyes, fixing Andrew with that oh-so-familiar detached look back in place. 

	“Have you told Mr. Valentine?”

	Andrew slowly shook his head. “Walter and I grabbed him as soon as we saw it, and Walt rushed him to the hospital. Doc Parker met ‘em there, but we don’t know if he’s gonna pull through. Doc says it’s iffy.”

	Andrew stared back out toward the driveway.

	“I think they were in love, Mrs. Price. I got a daughter too; I know that look. She didn't talk or move the whole way here, and I was worried she never would again.”

	Marianna rubbed Andrew's arm then patted it. “I know that look too,” she said as she met Scarlet’s tearful gaze, and Scarlet put her hand over her mouth.

	Scarlet glanced back at Nick and found his eyes locked on her. Yeah. Her gaze softened. She knew it too. Marianna turned back around.

	 “Go home to your family, Andrew. Take a few days. I think we all should. I'll . . . handle Lyle. And everything else. Good work out there, tell the boys for me.”

	“Yes, Ma'am. Thank you.”

	After they left, she eased the door closed and rested her forehead on the wood. Rico turned and placed his back against the wall beside her.

	He scanned her, sighing. “Maybe he’ll pull through.”

	Marianna turned her head to face him and wiped at a tear, rolling back her shoulders. "Call Doctor Parker and see if she'll come examine Annalise as well." 

	Rico gave a curt nod and pulled out his phone, stepping through the door and closing it behind himself. 

	Annalise shuddered out a breath. "He . . . no . . . Tom . . . please."

	Scarlet dropped a quick glance to her and gripped her own stomach. God, this poor girl. 

	Nick smoothed hair from her face and cleared his throat. “Annalise, I love you. You’re safe.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “It’s over.” 

	The air in the room was heavy. But above that swam a bittersweet joy.

	Nick was finally free from his nightmare. Free to love Scarlet and repair his soul. Scarlet was safe and headed in a different direction, with Nick by her side, whom she loved with everything she had. Annalise was safe. She'd heal . . .in time. And they'd all be there for her. And for each other.

	Because even in the darkest of shadows, light can still shine.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Epilogue

	Two Weeks Later

	 

	The wooden door was just as difficult to latch this time as every time before, but now it wasn’t quite as annoying. He still needed to fix it, though. Eventually. 

	Nick smiled as he stared at it, holding the last box of stuff he was taking with him. The first delivery of furniture and decorations he, Scarlet, and Katelyn had picked out for Annalise would be there in the morning. He shook his head. The first of about twelve. 

	Scarlet had quite a knack for shopping, as it turned out. Well, technically, she had a knack for spending money while Katelyn pointed to what would match and look “awesome-sauce.” And he had a knack for shrugging and nodding. It was a good combo. 

	Even though ‘stuff’ wouldn’t fix anything, he’d still feel better knowing Annalise would be comfortable, since she insisted on living here. Alone. He swallowed.

	The sound of footsteps coming up the stairs behind him drew a massive grin, and he turned to see Scarlet rounding the top post.

	“Jesus, I’m glad you’re moving. These stairs are ridiculous.” 

	She stomped up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. Nick looked back over his shoulder and snorted.

	“So, you’re only happy to lose the stairs, huh?”

	“Yes, Nick. That’s literally the only reason. How did you know?” 

	He threw his head back and laughed, then set the box down. Scarlet took a step back, but Nick spun around and snagged her from the ground, smothering her screech with his kiss. She wrapped her arms around his neck and let out a contended sigh as he set her down.

	“There’s that reason too. Getting to have those whenever I want is a HUGE plus to giving up half my bathroom counter.”

	Nick rolled his eyes despite his grin and grabbed the box again, hoisting it up as he gestured to the stairwell with his head. He followed close behind her as she practically bounced down the stairs.

	“Babe, your bathroom counter is the size of my kitchen. And I don’t have that much stuff. I think it’ll be okay.”

	She jumped to the floor and spun around to face him, gracing him with her wide smile, her ponytail nearly whipping her in the face. He stopped on the stair and inhaled. He would never, ever get tired of looking at her. A slow smile spread on his face. Or touching her. She raised her eyebrows and plopped her hands on her hips. 

	“Cut that out. We’re not even there yet, quit undressing me with your eyes.” 

	“Nope. Can’t and won’t.”

	She laughed and turned on her heel, trotting to the door to hold it open for him.

	Once they cleared the entrance, Nick dropped the box into the bed of his truck with the others and slammed the tailgate shut. Scarlet leaned against it and took his hand as he looked up at the building.

	“She’ll be home soon. The doctors say she’s doing amazing, right?” Nick nodded and leveled his gaze. “And when she gets back, we’ll have dinner together all the time.” Scarlet stepped up against him and curled into his embrace. “So much that she’ll get sick of seeing us. Besides, I have a feeling she’s going to flip when she sees all the stuff she’s getting. I may have ordered a few more things. It can’t be proven though.”

	Nick chuckled and squeezed her tighter. “I love you.” He kissed the top of her head. “And your spending habit.”

	She scoffed and shoved back from him. He could practically feel her glare as he rounded the truck and climbed in. She turned to face him with narrowed eyes as her door closed behind her, and he hid his smile by scratching his chin.

	“I don’t actually have a habit, you know.” Her face relaxed, and she looked down at her hands. “I just want her to be really comfortable. She deserves it.”

	“Yeah. I know. She does.” He glanced back up at the building through the windshield. “You really think she’ll be okay? I mean, eventually she’d have to be, right?”

	He caught Scarlet’s gaze, and she drew her bottom lip in. “Heartbreak is—” she swallowed. “She really loved him. He gave up his life. For her. That’s going to take a long time to move past. Live with. But,” she reached across the cab and squeezed his knee. “She won’t have to do it alone. She’s got you. And me.” 

	Yeah. They shared a smile before he nodded to her. “Buckle up. We’ve got to stop by the store before we head . . . home.”

	Scarlet beamed, and he laughed at her squeal as they pulled away from the curb.

	“I thought you got all the hooks and stuff you needed yesterday. Did you break something else while I wasn’t looking?”

	Nick’s jaw dropped open, and he shot her a look. “No, thank you very much. I just forgot something.”

	She laughed and nodded. “If you say so.”

	The store came into view three blocks later, and Nick caught Scarlet’s wistful smile as they pulled up to the curb. Yeah. He felt the same way. Seemed like a lifetime ago.

	“Be right back.” He popped out of the truck and rounded the front at a trot, his heart slamming a mile a minute. He stepped behind the counter, grabbed the hefty plastic shopping bag he had stashed in the supply box, and trotted back out.

	Scarlet was studying her nails when he opened her door and grabbed her hand. “Nick! What the heck?! You scared me to death!”

	He tugged her to the sidewalk nearest the crosswalk and positioned her by her shoulders.

	“Nick, seriously! It’s freezing out here, and my jacket is in the truck and t—” 

	She slapped her hands over her mouth, and he smiled as her eyes flitted between his face and the white bag held out to her at arm’s length.

	“What is that?” The words barely made it through her fingers.

	Nick laughed and grabbed one of her wrists, gently tugging it away from her mouth. He placed the handle of the bag in her shaking hand, and she stared at him, wide-eyed, with her mouth still covered.

	“Open it, Scarlet.”

	Her eyes never left his as she lowered her other hand and slowly pulled the handles apart. He laughed again and gestured to the bag with his head. She blinked and peered inside.

	“Oh my God, Nick!” 

	She squinted her eyes shut, popped them back open, and jammed her hand in. Nick grinned from ear to ear as the .22 revolver, complete with dangling engagement ring, eased out of the bag. Tears clung to the corners of her eyes, eyes he’d never get tired of, and she held the gun to her chest as she gazed at him.

	When he dropped down to one knee and took her hand, she let out a helpless whimper. 

	He blew out a slow breath through pursed lips. Took two days to get it just right. He hoped like hell he wouldn’t forget anything.

	“Scarlet—”

	“Yes!”

	Nick laughed, rubbed his hand down his face, and smiled at her already tear stained cheeks. “Let me get it out first.” 

	She nodded, hugging the weapon closer, and he cleared his throat.

	“Scarlet—” 

	 “Yes! Nick! Yes, yes, yes, for the love of God, yes!” 

	She tugged on his hand until he stood up, then cradled the gun like a baby as she crashed into him, wrapping her other arm tightly around his waist. He laughed again and held her just as tight. 

	“God, I love you, Scarlet. Marry me. Be on my zombie team for the rest of our lives.”

	She nuzzled her cheek against his chest. “I’ll have to think about it.”

	Nick snorted and leaned out of her embrace. He untied the little string holding the ring and moved to take the gun, but she swapped it to her right hand instead, oblivious. A one-sided grin spread on his mouth as he watched her excited eyes scan the gun. Not the ring.

	Lessons would be fun as hell.

	He kissed her ring finger and only her eyes snapped to his. Now that he had most of her attention, he slid the ring on her slender finger. She sucked in a breath and let the gun hang lose at her side as she hooked her arm around his neck.

	Had she even looked at it yet? Nick grinned and encircled her waist, cinching tight until she leaned her head back to look at him. She wiped her cheeks and reached up to cup his with her free hand. 

	“I love you so much. Marrying you will be the second-best decision I’ve ever made in my whole life.”

	Nick quirked an eyebrow. “Second?”

	She nodded and grinned. “First being when I decided to walk home that night.”

	Nick’s face ached from smiling, and his heart was full to bursting when he bent down to capture her mouth in a kiss. 

	She said yes.

	 

	 

	THE END

	 

	I hope you loved reading this as much as I loved writing it! Please consider leaving a review! It doesn’t have to be long, but it will help in so many ways, not the least of which is feeding my writerly soul! 

	 

	I’d love to have you join my reader group on Facebook! I post word drops, early cover reveals, character photos and more. Plus, you get to vote on upcoming stories and get special access to ARCs!

	 

	Facebook.com/groups/TKBarberReaders

	 

	Again, thank you, from the bottom of my heart. 

	 

	 

	Now, read on for a teaser of HIDDEN! (Publishing 11/1/2019)

	 

	



	

HIDDEN Teaser

	 

	“ . . .GSW lower right . . .”

	“ . . .stat!”

	“ . . .CLEAR!”

	Anna . . .

	 

	“ . . .you hear me?”

	“ . . .ICU for at least . . .”

	“ . . .stable . . .”

	Anna?

	 

	“ . . .rehab.”

	“Incredibly lucky to . . .”

	“ . . .difficult road . . .”

	 

	“Thank God. Make sure no one else finds out, especially Annalise. And tell the coroner we need a body.”

	“Yes, ma'am.”

	Anna, where . . .are you?
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