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DEDICATION

	 

	To my darling boys; love you bunches.

	 


BLURB

	
From the ashes of heartbreak rises a war of passion.


	After the botched rescue attempt of girlfriend Annalise nearly cost him his life, Thomas Valentine finds himself under secret, protective care from an unlikely source. His crippling desire to see Annalise, despite orders not to, unknowingly places her in danger.

	
All Annalise wants is to push past the trauma of her imprisonment, move on, and keep Thomas alive in her soul while clinging to a thread of “normal.” Those plans shatter the instant they’re reunited, and the young lovers are shoved deep into a sinister plot that claws at their fragile minds and tender hearts.

	
When Thomas’s life and morality hang in the balance, Annalise makes a dangerous play to rescue him from the ghosts of his past and the one person he wants nothing more than to please. 

	
And with dynasties now on the line, the family leaders make deceptive moves to end their rivalry once and for all, using any means necessary.

	
*****
Hidden is the sequel to Held and must be read in that order. It’s 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 novel contains acts of violence, strong language, and situations that some readers might find triggering. For more detailed information on possible triggers, feel free to contact me directly at info@tkbarber.com 
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Anna’s Poem

	 

	“We’ll run right to the end, 

	where there’s nothin’ but sky

	and nothin’ but time left to be you and I.”
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Two Weeks Later
Lyle

	 

	The monotonous sounds of rattling dishes, clinking silverware, and low-level conversations were the perfect backdrop for a meeting. An off-track betting parlor like Primo’s OTB wasn’t the sort of place a normal businessman would meet a client; however, Lyle wasn’t a normal businessman. To say the least.

	He scanned the room with a predatory eye and exhaled in smug satisfaction. Nine men, five women, two exits. It’d do just fine.

	The large wooden front door flew open, revealing the person he least expected to see in the entire city, and he sat up as his brows lifted. What was she doing here? 

	His heart flipped, and he let his features settle into a soft scowl. Again with that. Every fucking time he saw her. 

	She sashayed straight to him like he was the only one in the room, and his stomach fluttered as he watched. He held her gaze as she lowered into the chair across from him.

	“Hello, Marianna.”

	“Good afternoon, Lyle.” 

	She inclined her head, the corners of her mouth twitching. He smirked and leaned forward, easing out a dark whisper as he eyed her face.

	“You don’t have to play the regal game with me, Mary. I know the real you.”

	Her coppery eyes closed for a second before she swallowed. A slow grin spread across his face. She still felt it. He rested his elbow on the table, chin in hand, and leaned further over.

	She was just as beautiful every time he saw her, aging beyond gracefully. Still had her high cheekbones. Her heart-shaped face still as smooth as could be. And any wrinkles that dared touch her skin were perfectly placed in the corners of her eyes or the edge of her smile. In fact, he didn’t think she was aging at all. Maybe she was somehow immortal. 

	His brows twitched. What a ridiculous thing to think. That had no basis in fact, whatsoever. She scanned his face. What was she searching for? Maybe she was forming her own opinion about his aging. That shouldn’t have made him nervous, and yet . . .
The stare-down continued a moment longer, until she ultimately dropped her gaze to the table.

	“I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am . . .” His breath froze in his throat, his pulse rocketed. “. . .for your loss. Again.”

	Oh. Of course. The game. The endless fucking game.

	Lyle’s smile dropped, and he fell back against the seat. So, she was still going to play. Well, he could too, despite the sting of false hope. He resisted an eye-roll and instead frowned, crossing his arms.

	“Your sentiment is appreciated. It’s been tough, as you could imagine.” He brushed a random crumb from the tabletop then caught her gaze. “I hope it’s a loss you never have to endure.”

	Her eyes widened, and he fought another swallow. He got no satisfaction from her discomfort, never had. But . . . they were what they were, even if he hated it. He smirked and glanced at the door.

	“Did you leave your ever-present lap dog at home today?”

	The cool smile she fixed on him made his chest ache. Damn her. Why did she have to be so—

	“Rico’s just outside.”

	Jealousy wrapped its sinewy tendrils around Lyle’s heart and squeezed. Things could have been so different. Should have been.

	He fought a sneer, and instead, let out a humorless chuckle. “Of course he is.” 

	An exaggerated sigh forced its way past his lips. “I’m waiting for a client, my dear. So, if you have no . . . other . . . business with me,” he gestured to the door with his head and waited. 

	Smile still in place, she watched him for another few seconds. Long enough he got nervous, not for his safety, but for what that could—might—mean, and he fought to keep his racing pulse under control.

	“Business.” She shook hair off her shoulder and leveled her head. “No, Lyle, I have no other business with you. I came to warn you.” 

	His brows jumped up and he let out a small laugh. This should be good. 

	“Warn me? What on Earth about?”

	Marianna smiled and rested her crossed hands on the tabletop.

	“Annalise is off-limits. Period. If anything happens to her, I won’t hold back.”

	Lyle’s heart thudded against his crossed arms. He adored that side of her. The cold, calculated confidence. The set of her shoulders. The fire in her eyes. He let out a hum before he realized it and covered it with a chuckle.

	“My dear, I have no idea what, or who, you’re talkin’ about. But I assure you, if I do hear anything, you’ll be the last to know.”

	Marianna’s smile stayed firm and she lifted her brows. He watched as the shallow crease form on her forehead.

	“I promise you, Lyle, you’ll regret it. Don’t push me.”

	“I wouldn’t dream of it.” He fixed his stare on her. “I’d promise you that I’m telling the truth, dearest Marianna Ortega, but I don’t make promises.” He sneered. “Not anymore.”

	Her mouth dropped open for one second, then she clamped it shut, working the muscles. 

	Exactly. Feel the sting of harsh reality. 

	A smug grin pulled at the corners of his mouth. “You are taking your maiden name again, correct? You’ve no reason to pretend any longer. To play at being in the mob.” Lyle lazily stirred his tea with the straw and eyed the rapid rise and fall of her chest, struggling to slow his own before finding her eyes again. “You should know, I’ve heard the talk. They won’t follow you. Ian’s men. They need a real leader, Mary. Not a queen floundering without a king.”

	She rose from the chair, her eyes wild. His heart betrayed him again as he watched the motion. Endless fucking game. War. Pain. Just . . . endless.

	He swallowed but continued to glare at her. She rolled her shoulders back and smiled again, appearing to be in control of her emotions. 

	He wished he could say the same. 

	“Good day, Lyle. Remember what I said.”

	He chuckled, even though he wanted to scream at her. To rage until she took back every wasted, worthless word she’d ever uttered to him.

	“How could I forget?”

	She lifted her chin with a smirk, turned on her heel, and made a steady retreat, surely confident she’d bested him in some way. His gaze followed her through the door and down the sidewalk until she disappeared.

	The wide swing of emotions she caused made him dizzy. 

	He sneered and rubbed his hand hard down his face. 

	She was always the only one who could steal his control. Ever. From the very first fucking second he laid eyes on her all those years ago. The only one that could enrage and arouse him in the same instant. He pursed his lips. Would that ever change? It seemed unlikely. Damn her.

	The door opened again, and a tall, fair-skinned, brown-haired man entered. Lyle dropped his gaze to his watch and gave him mental points for being punctual.

	He zeroed in on Lyle and quirked an eyebrow as he strode up to the table. If this was his attempt at being intimidating, it failed. He paused with his hand on the back of the chair and shot both brows up in wait. 

	Lyle smiled and waved his hand. “Please.”

	The man dropped down on the chair and pulled a bent stack of papers out of his jacket, tossing them on the table as if Lyle should be kissing his feet with gratitude.

	Lyle let out a short chuckle and laced his fingers, resting his hands on his stomach as he leaned back against the chair.

	“Ryker, do I want to know what those are?”

	Ryker shrugged a shoulder. “I took the liberty of getting my own docs drawn up. By my own lawyer. “

	“Intriguing.” Lyle thrust up his chin. “Paperwork for what?”

	Ryker smirked. “Guaranteeing you’ll hold up your end of the deal.”

	Lyle laughed, making a show of wiping the corner of his eye. “Ah, thank you. I needed that.” He signaled for the waiter, cleared his throat, and leaned up to rest both elbows on the table, fixing Ryker with a glare.

	“I only sign my own papers. So these,” he cast a glance down, then shifted back in the seat, grabbed the stack and folded it. “Are utterly worthless. Out of professional curiosity, who in town did you find to draw papers up on me?” 

	Ryker leaned back and cocked an elbow over the top of his chair. “None other than your very own partner.” Ryker examined his fingernails and grinned. “How’s that taste?”

	Lyle kept his face neutral, despite building rage. He was fairly certain Antoni wouldn’t have wanted Ryker to reveal his hand in that. 

	Or . . . maybe he did. Maybe this was a play for position. Two betrayals so close together. A smirk pulled at his lips which then turned into a massive toothy grin. This would have to be dealt with in a . . . special way. 

	Ryker swallowed, dropped his hand, adjusted in the chair, and cleared his throat.

	“Yes, sir, what can I get ya?”

	Lyle glanced up at the tattooed waiter, squinted at his name tag, and maintained his smile. “Jack, is it? I need you to do something for me.”

	Jack’s brows lifted, and he grinned as he crossed his arms. “That’s a shitty pickup line. You could at least compliment my eyes. Maybe my ass?”

	Lyle chuckled as he twisted the legal papers into a loose roll. “It seems I’m in need of a new drink, would you be so kind?”

	Jack shot out a laugh and nodded. “Sure thing. What’s wrong with this one though?”

	Lyle held up his hand to stay the waiter’s and eyed Ryker as he stuffed the entire roll of papers slowly into his tea.

	Jack’s brows lifted and he pursed his lip as he cast glances back and forth between the two of them. “Lemme guess, nasty divorce and he wants to keep the dog?”

	Lyle’s icy glare dared Ryker to make a sound as the documents soaked up the liquid. Satisfied the point had been made, Lyle leaned back and allowed the waiter to take the glass. 

	“Well, that was interesting. Be right back with a fresh glass.”

	Lyle brushed his hands together and smiled at Ryker. Clearly, it was no secret there was another copy. Probably three, if he knew Antoni, which he did, but the show was effective regardless. 

	Ryker’s sneer was amusingly deep, forcing Lyle’s smile wider. 

	“Now that that’s handled. How are the patients doing?”

	“She’s getting better.” Ryker’s shrug was lazy. “She’ll be released and moved to office visits only in the next couple of weeks if she keeps progressing. She’s pretty remarkable. Which is really annoying, considering . . .” he made a weak gesture toward Lyle and dropped his hand on his lap.

	“And Nata—” 

	Lyle’s chin rose, and his eyes narrowed, causing Ryker to stammer. 

	“Uh, Ms. Holiday is adjusting to the med level again. So there’s that to contend with, which will require a few more greased palms.” Ryker smiled. “Unless you’re ready to let me test on h—”

	“No.”

	His daughter may have been a threat to all he’d built, but allowing her to be a subject for Ryker’s amusement was over the line. Keeping her locked away, letting everyone believe she was dead had worked marvelously for years. No reason to rock that boat now.

	Ryker held his hands out wide with yet another shrug before folding them in his lap. “Your call.” 

	His gaze shifted to above Lyle’s head, announcing the man before his voice floated down. 

	“Mr. Valentine. Buongiorno. Have you come to bet on a horse?”

	A fresh glass of tea landed soundless in front of him, and Lyle turned a glance over his shoulder to the tall Italian and his tight smile, which Lyle halfway returned.

	“Vincent. No. Just having a little discussion.” Lyle glared back at Ryker, who was studying the top of the table, and refocused Vincent with a smirk. “Seems you just missed your little brother. Shame he didn’t stop in to say hello. He must be terribly busy these days. Any clue what he’s up to?”

	A slow smile spread across Vincent’s face, and Lyle’s smirk faltered. “It’s not needed for me to keep a tight watch over my brothers, Mr. Valentine. I trust them.” He leaned infinitesimally closer, a glint in his eyes, and Lyle’s smirk dropped altogether. “With my life.” 

	He straightened his spine and glanced at Ryker, then back to Lyle. “Per favore, don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything before you leave.” He nodded at them both, turned, and headed to the back.

	Lyle pursed his lips and leaned back against the seat, steepling his fingers against his chin. He hated the DiGiovanni’s. The whole, entire, worthless family. Especially that damn sanctimonious Paolo. It wasn’t always that way, but once everything changed . . .

	He cleared his throat. Regardless, hate didn’t make connections or keep money flowing.

	“Mr. Hunt,” he sighed and reached for his tea. Instead, he stilled his hand, letting it fall back to his lap. Better not to risk it. 

	“Ms. Holiday stays in the ward, Annalise stays out of the way, or your brother gets out of jail and ruins your whole little testing racket. That’s still the deal, is it not?”

	Ryker sat up, irritation bleeding through his words. “You want me to keep her busy, fine. But how long? And what if she finds out h—”

	Lyle shot his hand up. “It’s your job to keep that from happening. Keep her occupied. Use your imagination. Drag her kicking and screaming back to the center. Adjust her meds. I don’t really care one way or another, but she will be out of the way.” He smiled and let his hand fall back to his lap.

	Perhaps additional incentive was required.

	“I heard an inspector from the FDA would be in town later this week. Was considerin’ taking him to lunch, personally. Showing him around our wonderful city. What do you think? Would you like to join us?”

	Ryker glared. “That sounds like a threat, Mr. Valentine.”

	“Not a threat. Merely an opportunity to rid yourself of this deal, should you choose to take it. There’s room in Gavin’s cell.”

	Ryker swallowed and pushed away from the table. Lyle leaned back and crossed his arms with a smirk.

	“Good to see you again, Mr. Hunt. Do take care.”
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	Two Weeks Later
Nataly

	Nataly zig-zagged down the hall, hugging her arms and scuffing her sneakers against the tile, leaving little black streaks. Annalise was gone, and the room was too quiet. Far too quiet. She missed all the chitty chatter. 

	A grin crept up on her mouth, and she did an extra-long scuff, then frowned. But they wouldn’t let her have any music to cut the silence. Them. She sneered. No music anymore. She slowed as she approached the open doorway to Olivia’s room and paused just on the other side.

	“. . . they can see you. I know . . . You’re too stupid to realize that. I’m not stupid . . . You’re stupid and no one loves you. No one will ever love you. Your own family doesn’t even come see you.”

	Nataly frowned and popped around the doorframe. The small woman’s boney back came into view, hunched over her knees on the floor. Her shoulder blades protruded, each of her vertebrae on display through the thin fabric of her shirt. She rocked back and forth with her hands to her head, muttering to herself helplessly.

	Poor, poor chickadee. Nataly stepped into the room. “Heya Olivia.”

	Olivia’s head whipped around, followed by her body. Tears streaked down her face and she smeared them away with the sleeve of her shirt.

	“H-hey.”

	Nataly plopped on the ground right beside her and laid her head on Olivia’s rail-thin shoulder.

	“I love you, Livey-livey. And ya sure aren’t stupid.” Olivia stuttered in a breath and hung her head as Nataly continued. “You know you’re the one I come to when I can’t figure out the damn crossword.” 

	Olivia laughed and choked on a sob. “Yeah. Guess so.”

	She shrugged, bouncing Nataly’s head. Nataly wrapped her in a tight hug before pulling her up to her feet and smoothing down her shirt sleeves. 

	“Let’s go baby bird.” She hooked her arm with Olivia’s and pulled her into the hallway.

	“Doc’ll fix ya up, yeah?”

	Olivia offered no resistance, save for her lumbering and deliberate steps. Her shoulders slumped in defeat as Nataly walked her four doors down and knocked on the frame of the tiny office. When Dr. David glanced up, he smiled and stood.

	“Hey ladies, come on in. What’s going on?”

	He gestured to the couch and raised his brows. Nataly released Olivia’s arm and gave her a quick, friendly peck on the cheek. The corners of Olivia’s raw lips pulled into a tiny smile. Nataly jerked her sleeves down over her hands and wiped them down Olivia’s face, snagging all the leftover tears, before urging her gently into the room. 

	Olivia sat down hard on the couch and hung her head in her hands. 

	Poor, poor chickadee with no nest. 

	Dr. David glanced at Nataly, forehead pinched.

	Ah. Tick tock to the doc. She grinned. They always needed her help. Nataly cupped her hand and mimed putting it in her pocket. He nodded, mouthing ‘ah’.

	“Thank you, Ms. Holiday, I’ve got it from here.”

	“You betcha Doc, just punching the clock.” She winked and whirled hard on her heel, intentionally leaving a black circle skid mark on the tile. He sighed as the door closed behind her.

	Holiday. Was that her last name? She pursed her lips, then smiled. It was always best to help. Nataly smiled wider, and snagged her bottom lip under her teeth. That’s what he always said. And he was always right.

	Several steps further down the lengthening hallway, Nataly sucked in a pained breath and stumbled into the wall, slapping her palms against the cool, painted brick. 

	 A blue streak of light zoomed across her vision, her face scrunching in pain. A slow breath escaped as she leveled her head and reopened her eyes.

	Hopefully, the eye in the ceiling was closed that time. She didn’t like it when that happened out where everyone could see. 

	Olivia wasn’t the only one palming meds. 

	Nataly turned back to the common room, and her breath caught.

	“Can’t be.”

	He . . . 

	All sound in the room crystallized into tiny silver and gold bubbles floating above everyone.

	He was there. After all this time, he’d finally come back. His frame was as large as ever, nearly a tower in the room. A massive, dark, sexy tower that gazed out over the courtyard from a high back chair Nataly had never seen. 

	She straightened her shirt, and combed her fingers through her long ponytail, snagging several tangles as she strolled into the room, straight to him. He’d be so happy. She could see his smile already.

	She approached the back of the chair and nerves flowed through her palms. Slow breaths. 

	She cleared her throat. “Heya Gavin, where ya been?”

	She wanted to sound unaffected, but the hitch at the end of the word was clear as glass, shattering all the sound bubbles with a rush of noise. Several other patients looked over at her. Oh how wrong, how wrong they were. He was there for her not them. Or maybe they thought he was a patient like the rest of them. 

	Boy, they couldn’t be any more wrong about that. 

	He turned in the chair to face her and held his arms open. 

	She grinned and chewed on her thumbnail in thought for one second, before leaping onto his lap and burying her face in his neck.

	“Nataly.”

	Nataly frowned. Why wasn’t he hugging her until she couldn’t breathe? Why wasn’t he kissing her, leaving her gasping like he used to? Why didn’t he call her any of his nicknames for her?

	She pulled her face back and eyed him. His face seemed different. Distant. Colder? Maybe he’d changed since they were apart this time. One of the nurses made a frantic phone call and opened the glass door. 

	Nataly scoffed. Probably coming to tell her to keep it down like they always did around here. Even the damn Doc popped his head around the corner, looking all freaked out. Couldn’t listen to music at a reasonable volume. Now she couldn’t even have a conversation. This place was going downhill fast. She lowered her voice and glared at him.

	“Why ain’t ya hugging me? I ain’t gonna break!” Another blue streak crossed her vision, and she squinted. He chuckled and wrapped his arms tightly around her, melting her bones until she was a puddle against his firm chest. 

	“See? Much better.” She wiggled in his arms and hummed in amusement. “I didn’t think I’d get to see you again. I missed ya like crazy.”

	He didn’t say anything. He just continued to clutch her around the waist. She sighed contentedly and he stood up, still holding her, readjusting before he sat back down.

	“So, why didn’t ya ever come see me?”

	He still didn’t answer. Something wasn’t right. Was he mad at her? She fought to come up with a reason, or anything she’d done, but there was nothing! 

	She tried to pull away, but his grip got tighter. Then his hands gripped her wrists and she panicked. She struggled to free herself as his face melted away.

	She screamed and thrashed against the grip.

	“Gavin! No! Please stay! I need you! It hurts!” She sobbed and screamed again. “IT HURTS SO MUCH!”

	The common room faded, replaced by the white and silver space she knew too well. The fluffy chair replaced by a padded table. 

	No . . . 

	She clutched at the air as his hands and body were replaced by rough, tight straps. No! She stuttered sobs and breaths, surrounded by the empty faces of the staff.

	“I NEED YOU!” 

	She jerked against the restraints, falling back in defeat. Why wasn’t he saving her?! Her guttural wails pummeled the walls and slammed back into her own ears. The table shifted with the weight of her sobs. 

	Why . . . wasn’t he . . . 

	She sucked in more fuel for her grief as a man in a shirt and tie came into view.

	“Nataly. Calm down, take a few deep breaths. We don’t want to hurt you.” 

	She stopped struggling but continued to cry helplessly. 

	Why wasn’t he there? 

	Her tears fell in fat drops, soaking the mattress. “Ryker, I need him. I don’t need to be here, I just need . . . him . . . please!”

	Why didn’t they understand? She wasn’t crazy! 

	She shook her head and tried to sit up, then dropped back down sobbing harder.

	“I ca—I can’t breathe!”

	Ryker looked over at that horrid nurse Kathy and gave her a slow nod. Nataly continued to wail, but as Kathy approached, she sucked in a sharp breath, fighting to steady herself.

	“NO! No, I’m fine. Ryker!” She took a slower breath that time. “I’m good. Not that. That’s the stuff you gave to Scott?” Ryker’s mouth turned up in a small smile and Nataly’s eyes widened as horns grew out of his head. “No. No, no. I don’t need that. I’m good, I swear. I just . . . I just . . . ” Panic welled in her and her throat turned to gravel. “I’m just tired! Yeah. I’ll go lay down.”

	Evil nurse kept coming, and Nataly lost control. “PLEASE!” She thrashed and jerked at the restraints, straining the material, then abruptly stilled. “I’ll stay in bed the rest of the day! PLEASE!” 

	He had to let her go. He had to! She wasn’t crazy. 

	She squeezed her eyes shut. “Ryker, please, I swear! Gimmie a chance! Please please please please please!”

	Ryker sighed and crossed his arms. He gestured to Kathy and the two orderlies with his head.

	“You guys go on. I’ll take care of her. Go make sure Dr. David doesn’t need any help with Olivia.”

	Nurse Kathy handed him the vial and winked, her eyes lingering on him a second longer. “Come on you two but hang outside the door,” she said, her voice like broken glass. 

	They all left, the door closing with a muted thud behind them. 

	Ryker walked over to the side of the bed and rested his hip against it, looking down at the clear liquid. Nataly continued to mutter “please” as he cleared his throat and squinted at her. 

	“This isn’t what I gave Scott, Nataly.”

	Her breaths slowed and she blinked away several more tears. “What? W-what is it?”

	Ryker’s eyes flashed as he shifted his gaze from the vial to her, a small smile tugging at his lips. “Something new.”

	“Something good?” 

	Maybe it would help. She wasn’t opposed if it’d help her get out. Even for a little while.

	Ryker’s smile grew as he pushed away from the table, causing it to shake and turn her stomach. Steady steps took him to the wall, where he opened a locked cabinet, coming away with a needle.

	Nataly shuddered. Needles. They loved needles in this place. Pincushions are all they were to the doctors and nurses.

	“Ryker?”

	“Hmm?” His eyes never left the needle as he drew the liquid out of the vial in a slow, steady motion.

	Fear zipped down her spine and she strained her wrists again. Why was he acting so freaky?

	“This won’t make your father happy, but . . . ” He walked back over to her with a grin. “I think it’s time.”

	She blew out a relieved breath. Maybe he was on her side after all.

	“Thank you,” she whispered and cleared her throat. “I ain’t crazy, pop just wants me to be quiet. I’d have been quiet, but he didn’t give me a chance!” She winced and shook her head to clear the bad memories, then refocused on his swimming face. “Is it gonna hurt?”

	His grin widened. “I have no idea. You’ll tell me in a few seconds though.”

	She nodded and let her head fall back on the thin, useless pillow.

	“Ryker, I just need my Gavin. If this—if it works, will ya let me out? So I can find him?”

	Ryker arched an eyebrow and shrugged. “Sure, Nataly. If it works, I’ll let you out. But we’ve been over this.” He thumped the syringe a couple of times. “Gavin’s dead.”

	Nataly laughed and Ryker pulled his head back a few inches. “Why is that funny?”

	“Nah. He ain’t gone, Doc. Know how I know?” She took his silence and cold stare as an invitation. “I’m still alive.” She shifted her gaze to the stark white ceiling and followed the swirling blue, gold and silver lights with her eyes. “I’d know if he were gone. My heart’d stop beatin’.” 

	Ryker’s snort snapped her focus, making all the colors fall to the ground with an invisible bounce. 

	“Since I’m pretty damn sure you won’t remember any of this in a few hours. I’m going to tell you a little secret, Nataly Valentine.”

	Her eyes bugged, and her brain buzzed. She almost forgot how that sounded. That was her real name. It’d been so long since she’d heard it sh—

	“You are crazy. He didn’t put you here to keep you quiet. For God’s sake, what do you even think you’re supposed to be quiet about?”

	Her lungs caved from the pressure of those words. What was it? It was something big. Sad. Scary. But everything was so murky, and it all hurt today. 

	Her brows mashed together in concentration. “I . . . about . . .”

	Ryker’s grin widened, the glint in his eye like an ember from a sparkler. “Exactly. And I’ll tell you another secret. I want nothing more than to crack open your screwed up little brain. I bet it’s full of tasty information. Expensive information. But I have to settle for this.” He brandished the needle, quirking an eyebrow. “For now.”

	What did any of that mean? She just needed her Gavin. He always understood everything. Always fixed the words so she could, too. The back of her throat burned, and parts of Ryker’s face began moving in ways they weren’t supposed to. 

	“But it might work?”

	Ryker let out a raspy sigh. “Well, I suppose that depends on what you want it to do.” He gripped her forearm just above the strap and pressed it down against the hard table. “If you want it to make you normal,” he jammed the needle into her arm without warning, and she yelped as he pushed down harder on her arm, bruising her skin. “No.” 

	Tears fell again as the liquid slithered through her muscles in a ribbon of scalding fire. Her skin burned, her nerves buzzed, and she clenched her jaw to keep from screaming. 

	Strong, right? If she was strong, she could get out. 

	Ryker stared at her face, eyes like knives as he continued to push the plunger. 

	It hurt too much. She screamed, her voice shredding like autumn leaves under a lawnmower as her entire body shuddered.

	Images swirled behind her eyes, jagged, torn pictures. Past? Future? She screamed again, the rips in her throat stinging like millions of paper cuts scrubbed with salt. Her arm, was it still even there? The table jerked and rocked, Ryker stepping back with his chin furrowed.

	Then everything dulled. Her body still thrashed, but her mind stilled. Cleared. Removed itself. For the first time in who knew how long, everything seemed different. Was that how it was for everyone else? She had too many things to say, but her mouth wouldn’t stop screaming. 

	She remembered. 

	Ryker winced and chucked the needle in the safety container on the wall as she continued to flail. Then he took a slow breath and opened the door. 

	“She’s ready.”

	Two orderlies rushed in, hands grabbing everywhere.

	Ryker watched from the doorway with his arms crossed until his phone buzzed in his pocket and he snatched it out. 

	“Ryker. Hey! Sure, I’d love to. What? Oh, that’s nothing, don’t worry about it. It’ll be a couple of hours; I have some paperwork to finish up . . . Sounds good! Bye, Anna. Right, sorry. Annalise.”

	Nataly’s brain managed one more thought before slipping into the black, the steps of the orderlies making her body jar. Plum! Be careful . . . he’s covered in demons.
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One Month Later
Annalise

	 

	Annalise dusted her hands off and swatted hair out of her eyes. One spot done, way too many to go. He would have been so prou—

	“Anna-li-say, where do you want these?”

	Ryker came from the back room carrying two large boxes, a light sheen of sweat on his forehead.

	She forced a smile in his direction. He liked to say her name in different ways whenever the mood struck him. Probably in some stupid attempt to amuse her. Lighten her ‘mood.’ That time it was like it was an Italian dessert. 

	She frowned and crouched down behind the light wood counter to tackle more sanding. 

	“You can set them right there by the stairwell, I’ll take them down in a bit.”

	“Nah, I got it. You want them on the shelves on the left, right? By the double oven?” 

	She glanced up at him over the edge of the counter as he shifted the boxes up with his knee, staring at her with his brows raised. 

	His white t-shirt was sticking in places from sweat, covered in sawdust and paint. He wiped the side of his face on his upper arm and shook his dark brown hair out of his eyes. 

	He had a couple of pieces of tape stuck to one leg of his athletic shorts and were she in any frame of mind to think it, or any other girl, she might consider him hot. 

	But something was off with him. She could tell from the word ‘therapist.’ 

	Besides, he was no Thomas. Not even close.

	She smiled at that, despite the nearly suffocating heart wrench the thought caused, and he returned it with a wink, assuming it was for him, no doubt.

	“I’m a quick learner.”

	She fought a gag and chuckled instead. “I see that. Yeah, shelves on the left. Thanks.”

	“Alright. Be right back,” he said, giving her a wide smile.

	Her eyes followed his decent down the stairs, then she shook her head and worked at the rough wooden edge. 

	It’d been two months since she was rescued. And two months since Thomas . . . died. 

	She cleared her throat and furrowed her brow in concentration as she scrubbed harder.

	She had just dropped down to twice a week on therapy and wasn’t on any hard medications. Just the one to help her sleep. To get through the nightmares. 

	It still hurt. Thinking of him caused vicious pain in places she never knew could hurt from heartache. But every day was a little better. Every day brought her closer to ‘closure.’ 

	As if she could ever have that. 

	She rolled her shoulder and shook her arm as she bent down to sand again. 

	The only good point about her therapist having an obvious thing for her was the leeway that gave her. Like the shop. Ryker encouraged her to open the shop whole-heartedly, pushed for it really. 

	He had to be breaking a rule or two by helping her so much ‘off the clock’, but he seemed utterly unconcerned.

	And despite the weirdness of his infatuation, he really had been a decent therapist. He was a pretty good listener, even if all his responses seemed a bit by the book. 

	That suited her just fine. She was only following the steps, going through the motions until they released her. 

	She wiped her brow with her forearm, glancing through the tall, matching windows on either side of the glass door as a line of passing cars caught her attention. 

	‘Tommy’s’ was going to be the place to be. Coffee and pastries by day; open mics, spiked drinks, and local musicians by night.

	Just like he wanted.

	The presently unassuming storefront was one in a long line of buildings flanking main street downtown, nestled between Primo OTB and HeartStrings Music, fittingly, an instrument store where they did lessons on the weekends. 

	It was a work in progress, sure, but when she was done with it, it would be amazing. And all this potential awesomeness hadn’t come cheap, but she did get a discount by offering up the future use of her elbows to the reno gods.

	Her favorite part, though? The cute white and brown half-circle awning perched above the door with shiny black numbers: 529.

	She wiped at an unexpected tear with her bicep and knelt back down to sand away the random adrenaline/anxiety bursts she’d come to know and hate.

	Though, honestly, she didn’t want to forget or get past it. Not really. And she’d never tell her doctors that. Talk about the antithesis of ‘healthy recovery.’ But the pain made it real. Kept him close. 

	She gnawed at her bottom lip and blinked as the sound of a gull crept into her subconscious. 

	“Buonasera, Annalise!” 

	A wide smile hit her mouth, and she popped up to see Vincent strolling through the propped open front door in his always flawless suit with a beautifully wrapped bundle under his arm. 

	Thank God for the distraction.

	“Hi, V! What’s up?” Annalise set the well-used sandpaper down on the counter and dusted her hands, before wiping them on her jeans.

	“I come bearing something that distinctly resembles a gift but should in no way be considered such.” He gracefully sidestepped several pieces of floor molding and set the gilded present down on the counter.

	Annalise laughed and thrust up her chin as she shook her head. “Nu-uh. Not buying it.”

	“No? Very well.” His broad, warm smile was always so dazzling. “It’s a gift.”

	Despite what business owner decorum might dictate, she squealed, drawing a laugh from Vincent. 

	She fucking loved presents.

	“God, I almost don’t want to open it! It’s so pretty!” She gazed at it for one second, then ripped the paper off in a flurry of shreds and jerks, earning more chuckles. Once she finally got the box itself open, her breath stuck in her chest, and her jaw dropped open.

	“Oh, wow. I can’t . . . V . . . ”

	“Si, si. You can. I already burned the receipt.”

	She snorted, swallowing as she scrubbed her hands on her thighs again, clearing the needles in her palms as well as every speck of residual dust. She cradled the plaque, smoothing her shaking fingers over the engraved letters.

	“Dreams are only as good as those willing to chase them. Congratulations . . .” sadness thickened her voice, and she cleared her throat. “On catching this one.”

	She pressed the back of her hand to her mouth and winced. Vincent’s smile softened and he rounded the counter, pulling her into a friendly hug.

	“Ah, caro, don’t cry. This is a good thing, si?”

	She nodded against his chest and returned the hug with one arm. “Yeah. Thank you, so, so much. This. This really means a lot.” Composure momentarily regained, she smirked up at him. “Just add it to the balance.”

	He clicked his tongue in irritation and released her with a shake of his head. “Cos’è questa assurdità? What is this nonsense? You’ll be lucky if I let the loan go to term.”

	Annalise chuckled and clumsily made her way to the wall left of the door, nearly tripping over a balled-up cloth. “You better. I’ll sic Rico on you.”

	Vincent’s throaty laugh filled the otherwise empty room and he scrubbed his jaw. “Mm. I can take him.”

	Annalise chuckled again, found the perfect spot, and scanned the ground for the hammer.

	Vincent appeared beside her. “Here?”

	She glanced up at him, wielding the hammer and a nail he got from God only knew where, and her chest warmed. He was already almost like a father to her.

	Hard to believe she’d only met him after he saw her pining away at the “For Lease” sign on this little shop. Took just a few sentences to find out he knew basically everyone in her family, and Scarlet’s, and that he was one of the most genuine, caring, amazing people she’d ever met. 

	Instant pals.

	“Yep.” She smiled as he tapped the nail into place, then took a step to the side so she could hang up the plaque. Her hands still shook, but she managed to straighten it, and they both took a step back to admire it.

	“Perfect.” She exhaled a stuttering breath, shook out her hands, and turned just in time to see Ryker cresting the top of the stairs.

	“Alright, Anna-Montana. Want to go ge—”

	Ryker’s brows launched up, eyes wide as his step faltered.

	Vincent spun on his heel, shoulders rigid.

	The room’s energy shifted, right along with his entire demeanor as he stepped in front of her and spoke back over his shoulder.

	“What is he doing here?”

	“Him? That’s Ryker. He’s my therapist.”

	Vincent twisted back to fix her with a stare so fierce it made her convulsively swallow. “Therapist. Really.”

	He slowly rotated back at the same time Ryker cleared his throat and continued his path. Annalise stepped around Vincent, nearly tripping on the same rag again, and walked back over to the counter to grab her shoulder bag.

	She glanced at Ryker as he approached. So stiff and angry looking. Huh.

	 When he noticed her gaze he smiled widely at Vincent and extended his hand. Anna tilted her head in thought. Why in the world was he acting like that?

	“Hi there, Ryker Hunt. Nice to meet you.”

	Okay, even weirder if they didn’t know each other. She shifted her glance to Vincent who looked decidedly not happy.

	Okay . . . so . . . they did know each other, but Ryker was, what? Pretending? Or was Vincent just being protective?

	Vincent narrowed his eyes and extended his own hand with a tight smile. “We’ve met before, Mr. Hunt. Right next door in fact.” 

	They gripped each other’s hands, the tendons in Ryker’s forearm flexing as Vincent’s smile widened. Ryker was the first to let go.

	Annalise rolled her eyes. Ridiculous. “You guys done comparing sizes?” 

	Vincent shot out a surprised laugh and made a show of wiping his hand off on his thigh.

	Ryker glowered.

	“Annalise,” Vincent mused. “I would tell you there is no comparison, but that would be wholly inappropriate to say in front of a young lady.”

	She barked a laugh and nodded. “Yeah. Totally correct on that. So, do you two know each other or not?”

	Ryker grunted as he turned back to Annalise. “Apparently we do.”

	Vincent smiled and approached her. “Annalise, I thought we could further discuss your accounting lessons over a meal before I drop you at home.” 

	She groaned and bent forward to rest her forehead on the counter. “Can’t you just do the books? I hate math so hard.”

	“Non. Hai molto da imparare sugli affari. You have a lot to learn about business. And managing the books is the largest part.” 

	Nick could have taught her how, but she didn’t want to rely on him for anything else if she didn’t have to. He’d done enough his whole freaking life. 

	She popped up with a massive grin, and Vincent’s brows lifted. “I’ll pay you in scones!”

	Vincent drew back a cheek and winced. She groaned again and slung her bag over her shoulder.

	“Fine. But you know my scones kick ass. Don’t even pretend.”

	Vincent grinned and nodded. “That they do.” He gestured to the door with his other arm behind his back, ever the gentleman.

	Ryker sidestepped Vincent, catching her gaze.

	“Don’t forget our appointment in the morning. Or your pill tonight. Nightmares, right?”

	Annalise gave him a two-finger salute and smiled.

	Vincent’s extended arm dropped an inch, then all the way as he tucked that hand behind his back, joining the other. “Caro, why don’t you go ahead?”

	“Alright but hurry up. I want to show you the delivery buzzer thing I installed all by myself with no help from the internet at all.”

	He smiled. “I’d like that. I’ll be right down.” 

	Annalise held her keys up in the air to get Ryker’s attention and pitched them across the room into his waiting palm. “Lock up, please? And can you bring them with tomorrow?”

	Ryker grinned as he bounced the keys from hand to hand. “Sure thing. See you then.”

	She adjusted the strap on her shoulder, looking at the two men in the middle of her shop and felt a stab of heartache. 

	Thomas should have been here. He should have—she forced a smile before the tears started again and beat a hasty retreat down the stairs.
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Ryker

	 

	Annalise’s steps clunked down each stair and stopped once she reached the bottom. The rear door squeaked as it swung open, then again as it closed leaving the two of them alone. Ryker continued to toss the keys back and forth even as Vincent spun to pin him with a glare.

	“It would be unwise of you to assume I have no power in this matter.”

	Ryker shrugged and grinned. “I don’t doubt it at all. But you won’t do a damn thing. You know why?”

	Vincent sneered and somehow gained two inches in height. “Enlighten me.”

	So damn smug. This was going to feel good.

	Ryker rounded Vincent and pushed up to sit on the countertop, sighing as he leveled his gaze.

	“No matter what you think you know, do know, or don’t know—she’s my patient. I’m in direct control of her care.” He glanced down and snagged the used-up piece of sandpaper and scraped his nails along the surface as he stared at Vincent. “You telling anyone about me would certainly be detrimental to her recovery. She might relapse. That would mean . . . gosh . . . she’d have to go back to the center.” He clucked his cheek and shook his head. 

	The smarmy Italian’s nostrils flared as his chest rose, eyes wide.

	That’s right. Ryker grinned. Suck on that.

	“So.” Ryker tossed the sandpaper back down on the floor, brushed his hands off and braced on the counter. “Anything else I can help you with before you leave?”

	Vincent’s lip curled into a sneer that leveled out into a scarily pleasant smile all too quickly. “Nothing whatsoever. I have everything I need.” Ryker’s smile faded as Vincent turned away from him and headed toward the stairs. “Buonasera, Mr. Hunt. Until next time.”

	Ryker watched as he descended, blowing out a long, irritated breath when the door opened and closed.

	He’d have to let Mr. Valentine know the Italian was in here poking around. Though, he probably already knew, somehow. God, he wished he’d been able to convince her to rent her shop anywhere else.

	The sound of a throat clearing made Ryker whip his head around to the front door.

	Oh fuck! What the hell was the Valentine kid doing here? 

	Ryker strained to hear any noise from downstairs as he applied his plastic smile. “Hey. We’re not open yet. Probably be another two or three weeks at this rate.”

	Thomas took a large step over the threshold with his hands jammed in his pockets and an eyebrow raised. “We?”

	Ryker swallowed as Thomas fixed him with a glare that might have melted the wallpaper off the wall, had there been any. But Ryker’s smile grew. 

	Perfect.

	“Yeah. Me and my girlfriend, Annalise. She’s the owner.”

	Thomas snorted. “Take all the offense ya want, but you ain’t her type. Being not me and all that.” He gestured with his head toward the door, and its massive scrawled ‘Tommy’s’ sign. “Where’s she at?”

	Ryker cursed himself. This was part of the reason he preferred the company of nearly incapacitated test victi—subjects. He still needed to try, though, or else . . .  

	He launched his brows up and hopped off the counter, hand extended.

	“Oh, you’re Tommy? Man, I’ve heard so much about you, nice to meet you.” He was completely unsurprised when Thomas didn’t take his hand and grinned wider as he jammed it in his pocket. “You’re the one that almost got her killed. Dude, what were you thinking?”

	Thomas’s eyes widened and his smirk faltered. “Wha . . . I—” He firmed his expression again and took a step into Ryker’s space, but Ryker didn’t back up, smile still in place. 

	Found the nerve. Now to tap-dance all over it.

	“Yeah. Hell, if you’d just left her in there you wouldn’t have been . . . oh, wait. You’re supposed to be dead! Hey, if you’re not, that means . . . oh, man. You’ve been lying to her.” He sucked in a breath through his teeth and blew out a slow whistle. “Good thing she’s got a decent, honest boyfriend now.”

	Thomas’s brows pitched for a second before he snarled and shoved Ryker back by both shoulders. “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talkin’ about, but I’ll tell ya one thing, you ain’t her boyfriend. And you’re lucky if I let you outta here with all your teeth.”

	Ryker laughed and held his arms wide. “Go ahead. That would be a fun call. ‘Anna, bab—”

	Thomas snatched a handful of Ryker’s collar and pulled him nose to nose. “No fucking body calls her Anna but me,” he snarled, menacingly low. “You understand that?”

	Ryker shoved out of Thomas’s grip and straightened his t-shirt. “You hit me, rough me up. Then what? She’ll not only find out you were lying, but you’re violent. What kind of trauma will that put her through? Didn’t she deal with enough?”

	That did it.

	Thomas deflated, his sneer and severe glare melting into wide eyes and dropped jaw. He rested his hand on his side and swallowed, eyes trained on Ryker.

	One beat. Two.

	Finally, with a single blink, he turned on his heel and stormed through the front door without a backward glance.
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Thomas

	 

	“That sorry . . . damn . . .” Thomas muttered to himself as he stalked down the cobblestone street. The thought of that . . . Joe even being on the same continent as Anna, let alone the same room, boiled his blood.

	“How the fuck—God.”

	He stomped the last two steps as he stopped at a crosswalk, and grunted as he glared at the tall buildings across the street. 

	He was no dummy. There was no way on Earth Anna would go for some tweaked out, skinny, brain stem like that guy. His brows pinched, and he crossed his arms. 

	Right?

	I mean . . . it’s not like he expected her . . . she thought he was dead. No, she wouldn’t have moved on that fast. He scratched the back of his head and cleared his throat as he waited for the sign to change.

	Right?

	How was he going to see her without that guy being in the way, if they were there all the time together? 

	Jesus . . . what if she found out before he had a chance to explain?!

	Thomas groaned and clutched at his side as his stomach turned. All he wanted in the whole world was to see her again. To hold her, kiss her. Tell her he loved her, too. He hadn’t given a single damn thought to the fact she might be . . . mad or upset he wasn’t dead like she thought.

	The walk sign blinked on, and he stormed across to the sidewalk, lost in thought.

	Stupid gunshot. Stupid hospital. Stupid mob bullshit. 

	He sneered and cracked his knuckles, then froze in place beside a decorated horse sculpture and stared at his clenched hands.

	Maybe he would be bad for her. 

	A small flock of birds fluttered in his peripheral vision and he glanced up, past the cold steel and glass buildings, toward the darkening sky. Traffic from the main road hummed in the background, and he exhaled as he let his hands drop to his sides. 

	She just didn’t understand.

	She just didn’t know how much he needed her. Every bad thought he had about himself went straight out the window when they were together. She was like, the perfect drug for him. And he’d be anything she wanted him to be. 

	He swallowed. Except what he was supposed to be.

	He kicked a stick on the sidewalk and frowned in thought as he followed a small line of ants trudging along a crack in the concrete.

	What now? He still hadn’t been able to track down Charlie. That sorry turncoat must have skipped town when he found out what had gone down. Thomas scowled. He’d stay gone if he knew what was good for him. 

	Damnit! Maybe he should start meditating. He snorted and shook his head, casting his gaze skyward again as the helpless smile that was all hers spread on his mouth.

	Maybe he should find Anna.

	 The sound of a well-tuned engine pulling up to the curb drew a heavy sigh.

	“Can’t even have thirty damn minutes,” he grumbled and turned around, rubbing his forehead in exasperation. 

	The tinted driver’s side window of the slick, shiny, black Bentley slid down, and a sour-faced, bald man leaned his elbow out. “You’re going to get me fired.”

	Heh. Might like to see that.

	Thomas sniffed. “Ain’t my fault it’s so easy to give you the slip, Booker.”

	Booker glared down the bridge of his nose and thinned his lips. “Why didn’t you just tell me you wanted to see her?”

	Thomas lowered his brow. “Maybe ‘cause I didn’t want ya to know! Also, you wouldn’t have let me. And how’d you figure I’d be here, you got a damn tracking collar on me now?” 

	Booker laughed. “Tommy, you’re a color by numbers picture book. Wasn’t hard to figure out where you’d go the first chance you could.”

	Thomas fought the smile but huffed and gave in to it as he shrugged with one shoulder.

	Booker eyed him. “How’d she take it?”

	Thomas’s eyes widened, and he stared at a spot on the dash. He couldn’t tell anyone that guy recognized him. Shit, for that matter he probably shouldn’t have been walking down the street, right out in the open. Apparently, he was a dummy. 

	He cleared his throat. “It was empty. Guess she was done for the night.”

	Booker grunted and shook his head. “Sorry man. And I doubt you’ll get another chance.”

	Thomas sighed. He figured as much. Still wouldn’t stop him from trying. He had to see her. 

	“A’ight. So. What? Come to take me back home before I shrivel up from too much fresh air?”

	“Nah, Tommy. Hop in.” The door locks clicked. “Got different orders today.”

	Thomas froze and couldn’t fight the shudder. He’d be happy as hell when the only ‘orders’ he had to worry about were for coffee, or some kind of cookie, or something. The steady ache in his chest grew again, and he frowned as he grabbed the chrome door handle.

	“Fine by me. I’m sick of sittin’ around like an invalid.” He couldn’t stand being helpless. And resting was the worst, even if it was for his own damn good.

	He tried his best not to flinch when he dropped down to the seat. Mostly failed. Booker at least pretended he didn’t see as he chewed on his overly minty nicotine gum. He was more addicted to that junk that he had been the cigs.

	Thomas exhaled. “What’s on the agenda then? What does your crew do anyway?”

	Booker smiled then stroked his chin. “Not those kinds of orders, Tommy.”

	Huh. Why was he talking so low? He glanced over at Booker as the Bentley eased away from the curb and rolled down the cobbled street to the corner. 

	My God, was he trying to be annoying? 

	Thomas thrust his hand out to the side. “Well?”

	Booker dropped his hand down to his lap and looked at Thomas when they rolled up to a red light. “She wants to see you. Personally.”

	Thomas’s eyes widened, and his mouth dried. “Oh.”

	When the light changed, the car moved forward with all the smoothness you’d expect from a hundred-thousand-dollar car, like a flutter of silk in a breeze. 

	He fucking loved this car. His brows launched up. What kind of car did Anna like? He grinned. Probably some sporty little number. She might have liked his old car, before his pop . . . 

	His smile faded, and he cleared his throat. Booker glanced over at him, then back to the road.

	They detoured around Canderhall, a bypass road the city had insisted would bring more industry. Thomas frowned. 

	No industry would come from a stretch of tarmac that’d been under construction for the better part of five years, and everyone knew it. The city was just too stubborn to cut its losses. Or the families decided they liked keeping a funnel in place. Maybe a bit of both.

	After riding in silence for three more blocks, they hit Tarsin Bridge, headed to the old money part of the city. 

	At least these houses were nice to look at, even if they were pretentious. 

	Booker’s brows lifted as he passed several quick glances at Thomas. “Just ‘Oh’? Not going to spend the next eight minutes griping and arguing about something? Or trying to talk me into pulling over ‘cause you see another imaginary stray cat?”

	Thomas snorted. “There was a cat, Mack. And it looked hungry. What was I s’posed to do, let it starve?”

	The car bumped over the double set of railroad tracks, and Thomas scrunched up his nose as he placed his hand over the scar. Booker thinned his lips and shook his head.

	“Quit calling me ‘Mack.’ And you’re supposed to let it go eat street rats and garbage like everybody else. “

	“Well, I ain’t like everybody else.”

	That drew a hearty laugh. “Understatement of the year, right there.”

	Thomas smirked as he slid down in the seat and crossed his arms. “Yeah, yeah. Just drive.”

	After several more blocks, they pulled into a long, cobblestone driveway and stopped in the turnaround at the front of the house. 

	The stately, New England architecture caught Thomas by surprise. Square columns on either side of the wide front entrance, supporting a sizable balcony complete with white fence railing. Two large stacked stone chimneys flanked each side of the pale blue-shingled house and gave the whole place a stuffy feel. 

	It was nice, yeah, but why’d it have to be so big?

	Massive windows covered the front and a three-car garage sat tucked away behind an ivy-covered arbor. There were lights on everywhere and the whole place sparkled. 

	Thomas swallowed. Wasn’t like he’d never seen a fancy place before, but this particular one held a lady with some serious pull.

	“Wait here.”

	“Ridiculous. I ain’t a damn baby, you know. Gimme that gun, I’ll take care of my damn self and you,” he grumbled, mostly to himself. 

	Booker pulled his .45 and smirked.

	“You sure, snookums? I can ge—”

	The word ended in a puff of air as Thomas’s hand shot across the car and whacked him on the stomach. Thomas smirked as Booker coughed several laughs and climbed out, weapon at the ready. He scanned the grounds and Thomas’s smile fell as he plopped his chin in one hand, drumming his other fingers on his knee.

	“Flippin’ ridiculous.”

	When Booker pulled on the handle Thomas popped out as quick as he could, stalking past him without so much as an eye twitch in his direction.

	“. . . some kind of . . . honestly.” He muttered and stomped up the three shallow steps, then straight to the front door. 

	He gave it three good, loud bangs with his fist and crossed his arms. A twist to the back made him wince, and brought Booker into view, leaned against the car, inspecting his firearm. 

	A twist the other way revealed several citrus trees out in a grove to the left, already blooming, with several songbirds chirping away on the branches. 

	That explained that fruity smell. God, what was taking so long? Hadn’t she called him here?

	He sighed and raised his fist to pound again, but the door swung open, leaving his hand hovering in the air.

	“You can come in.”

	Thomas’s irritation and attitude drained from him the instant he saw her standing in the rear of the room, nearest the fireplace. He cleared his throat and ran a hand over his hair as he stepped over the threshold, with a nod to the door guard. “Uh, thanks, man.”

	The guard shrugged and moved to close the door. 

	“Rico, please wait outside.”

	Rico held her gaze for one second longer than Thomas thought he would before he nodded and stepped out, closing the door firmly behind him.

	“Hey, uh, sorry. For bugging out on Booker.”

	She smiled. “It’s fine. It was a good excuse to bring you to see me.” She beckoned. “Come on in.”

	Thomas obliged, crossing the room quickly. She held out her arms and he stepped into her warm hug with a strangled swallow. He’d been hugged more in the last couple months than he could recall in his whole life before combined. Except from his Gran, maybe. And they were all great, sure. But Anna’s were the best, hands down. The warmest. The softest. Just . . . the best. 

	His heart ached as he pulled back. “Good to see you, Ms. Price.”

	She put her hands on his cheeks and gave him a warm smile. “Marianna, Thomas. No need for formality when it’s just us.”

	He smiled back and nodded. She gave his shoulders a brief squeeze before gesturing to one of the wingback chairs that cornered the massive stone fireplace.

	“So, uh . . .” Thomas dropped down into the chair and leaned over with his elbows on his knees, hands hanging loose between them. “Thanks again for, well, ya know.” 

	She dismissed the thought with a wave of her hand and reclined regally in the other chair, ankles crossed to the side. “How are you feeling? Healing okay?”

	Thomas sat up straight and puffed out his chest, followed by a smirk and a shrug.

	“Great. Perfect, actually. In fact, I’m so good ya can call the hound dog home for dinner.”

	Pain flickered in Marianna’s eyes, and her smile faltered as she clenched a hand on the arm of the chair. Thomas lowered his brow, but she grinned and shrugged.

	“Booker is just doing his job. And no. It’s even more imperative for him to stay with you. Now.”

	Thomas thinned his lips. “Figured you’d say somethin’ like that.” 

	He glanced around the warmly decorated room, eyeing all the family pictures and felt the pang of heartache again. He cleared his throat and refocused on her. 

	“Seriously though, I’m doin’ great.”

	“I’m thrilled to hear that.” She brushed down the edge of her skirt and shook hair off her shoulder as she folded her hands in her lap, fixing him with a smile. “What about the Marcet’s? Do you still want to stay there? If not, I could find another safe house.”

	Thomas grinned. “If they don’ mind, I’d love to stay there a bit longer. I mean, I am doin’ great but . . . I mean, it couldn’t hurt to have, uh, more help, right?”

	Marianna put her hand over her heart, and Thomas caught that same pained look again, but she glanced down at the floor before looking at him again. 

	Why was everybody always making that face around him? Was it that hard to just be happy?

	“I have it on good authority they adore you. You’re welcome to stay as long as you want.”

	Thomas chuckled and rubbed his neck. “Mrs. Becca makes the best waffles I ever tasted and that’s the gospel.”

	“I see. So, is making waffles what it takes to win your admiration?”

	Thomas shrugged. Making waffles. Or being a drop-dead gorgeous eighteen-year-old named Anna with an ass like—

	He cleared his throat. “Man’s heart, man’s stomach, all that.”

	They shared a silent smile, and just as he was considering asking what came next for him, a series of clicks sounded from the other room. 

	Thomas popped up to his feet. “Expectin’ company?”

	Marianna held up a hand and nodded. She opened her mouth, but the back door bumped open.

	“Mom? We’re here. Is Rico hovering around? These stupid bags are heavy!” A deep male voice piped up behind her. “We don’t need Rico. They aren’t that heavy.” Thomas heard her scoff, then squeak, followed by an amused whispered: “Cut it out!”

	“Yes, he’s here, Scarlet. I’ll send him in.”

	Marianna rose gracefully and crossed to the door. She gave it two sharp raps and it swung open. 

	“Rico.” She smoothed down her shirt. “Go help Scarlet, please.”

	Rico holstered his gun and stepped over the threshold. Despite Marianna taking a step out of his way, he was somehow right in front of her. He smiled down at her and nodded. 

	“Sì, signora.” 

	He stepped around her, just barely brushing her arm with his, and trotted to the kitchen with a grin. Marianna’s gaze followed him as he called out to Scarlet. 

	“Hey, piccola. Did you bring any macaroons this time?”

	Thomas walked over to her and spoke on an urgent whisper. “Mrs. Pri—Marianna, I thought my being alive was s’posed to be a secret.”

	Marianna smiled and placed a hand on his cheek again. “It is. They don’t know who you are.” She raised an eyebrow and regarded him coolly. “And I think you might find this very informative.”

	She passed him, leaving a delicate wake of rosemary perfume. Thomas frowned and crossed his arms. Might as well see what all the fuss was about. 

	He scratched the back of his head and turned around to follow her. When he stepped into the large, gourmet kitchen, he saw Scarlet standing with some large guy with black hair. They were unpacking several paper grocery bags, but both froze, matching wary gazes locked on him. 

	Marianna quickly gestured to the room. “Alexander, this is my daughter, Scarlet, and her fiancé Nick—” she flashed a swift look and caught Thomas’s gaze— “Lange.”

	Thomas hadn’t even had time to process that Marianna knew his middle name before his eyes nearly bugged out of his head. A fraction of a second later he applied his best smile.
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Thomas

	 

	Thomas stepped forward and clasped Nick’s hand, giving it an exuberant shake. “I’ve heard a lot about you, man!” 

	Nick’s brow lowered and smile faltered as he passed a glance to Marianna. “Is that right?”

	Thomas smiled wider and nodded. “Hell yeah! You took out that Steven punk like some kinda ninja sniper, or a cowboy assassin. Somethin’. Anyway, it was awesome.”

	Nick shot out a laugh and gave Thomas’s hand a friendly squeeze before releasing it. “Yeah. Felt good, for sure.”

	Thomas moved on to Scarlet and her amused expression. “I ain’t heard that much about you, being honest and all that, but I bet you’re awesome. You got the best example ya could probably have in your mom. She’s a real nice lady.”

	Scarlet chuckled and shrugged with one shoulder. “Eh, I’ve heard it both ways. But, thank you.”

	Thomas moved on to Rico, who hesitantly took his offered hand. “Good to see you again, man. Sir. Mister Rico?” His voice hitched with the question, and a smile crept up on Rico’s face as he returned the handshake.

	“Rico is fine. Good to see you, too.”

	Thomas took a few steps backward and grinned at the room. Good. That went great. There’s no way they knew who he was.

	He rested his back against the counter and glanced at Marianna. It didn’t occur to him until she hid her smile that she might have wanted him to pretend not to know them. 

	Well. He swallowed. Oops, then.

	Maybe he could fix that? 

	He cleared his throat. “So, I heard talk of macaroons?” 

	He playfully patted his stomach but winced, catching Nick’s attention. 

	Scarlet chuckled. “Yes, we have macaroons.” Adding a grumbled, “Never heard that word so much in my life as these past two months.

	She produced an adorable pink, square box from the smaller of the remaining brown paper bags. Did Anna like pink? Probably. Even if she didn’t, it’d look good as hell on her. Anything would.

	Scarlet opened the lid, and everyone leaned in just a little. Thomas let out a low whistle. “Those are nice lookin’. You think they’re hard to make? Where’d you get ‘em?” He reached in and plucked out the center one, holding it between his forefinger and thumb.

	He could probably figure out how to make them. Especially if Anna liked them. He grinned at the delicate, fluffy pastry, turning it over to see what the bottom looked like. Seemed easy enough.

	Rico’s thick fingers grabbed a blue one and held it out to Marianna, who tilted her head. He blinked, then dropped his hand to the counter and his gaze to the macaroon. Marianna looked at him another second, then grabbed her own and cupped her other hand under it, to catch crumbs.

	Thomas lifted his brows. Oh. Maybe he should do that too? He sure as hell didn’t want to make a mess. 

	When he did the same thing, Marianna cut her eyes to him and a small smile hit her mouth. Nick snagged one and handed it to Scarlet without even having to look at her, then took one for himself.

	“You guys have had these before, right? Are they like, cakes? Or donuts? Or something? I mean, I’ve seen them before, being my pop’s favorite desert and all, but he never let me have any so . . .”

	He trailed off and pretended not to notice the pity that swept their features, especially Marianna’s, followed by that damn pained look again. Well, he hadn’t planned on going down that road. 

	She rotated to face him and smiled. “I think they’re good. But try it. We’ll wait.”

	Thomas snorted. “No pressure or anything.” 

	Marianna grinned wider, but Nick narrowed his eyes at her. Thomas gestured to them with the macaroon and popped the whole thing in his mouth.

	What started out as a cross between fluffy and chewy mushed into a weird paste. He furrowed his brow. The cream in the middle was good enough, he guessed. But . . . 

	He cast his gaze to the roof and chewed with a single shake of his head.

	He managed to force it down with a hard swallow, and gave a small cough. “Wow, that was . . .” He drew his cheek back. “You all like those, huh?”

	 A small chorus of chuckles met his ears, and he coughed again.

	“Tell you what, I won’t be makin’ those in my sh—eh . . . for any reason.”

	Nick furrowed his brow, and Thomas scratched the back of his head, twisting to look at Marianna. He hadn’t meant to, but he sucked in a breath at the motion, and her eyes widened, just a hair.

	“There’s water in the fridge, help yourself.” She gestured with her head to what he assumed was the fridge, even though it just looked like two giant cabinet doors.

	He needed to get it together. No more slip-ups. He tugged open the massive door and his brows lifted in amazement. 

	Who needed this much food? Who did she cook for, the entire mob? He had to stop himself from rifling through the shelves just to see what all she had in there and found the designer water perched near the back.

	Now that was something he never got. Put some different dirt in it and slap a label on it, people would pay through the nose. He snagged one of the short, green bottles, reluctantly closed the door, hiding all the secret goodies he just knew were in there, and leaned his back against the counter.

	Marianna was watching him when he looked back at her, and he threw her a toothy grin. 

	She refocused on Nick. “How is Annalise doing?”

	Thomas choked on the first swallow of water, sending his lungs into panic mode. 

	That was absolutely not what he expected. He held up one hand in a sign that he was fine, while the other attempted to keep his inner workings inside his body. After a few moments, he could finally clear his throat and wiped his eyes as he laughed.

	“Sorry ‘bout that. Go right on ahead.”

	Nick lowered his brow at him, staring him down for what felt like twenty years before he finally looked back at Marianna.

	“She’s doing good. Better. Just on that one pill still, for the nightmares.”

	Marianna hummed in acknowledgment as she chewed.

	Thomas’s heart broke, and he gnawed on the inside of his lip. 

	He wouldn’t wish nightmares like his on anyone. He hoped like hell hers weren’t. . .were they about. . .him? His pulse quickened and he struggled not to get lost in that moment again. He shot a quick look at Marianna. What else was she going to ask? God, maybe this wasn’t a good idea.

	Scarlet cleared her throat and smiled.

	“Ryker, the therapist, he’s been helping a lot more these past few days, tonight too, in fact. He’s really pushing her to focus on the shop. It’s good. Though, I think he likes her.” 

	Holy shit. That guy was her doctor? Thomas’s gut wrenched with fear and anger. That guy was bad news any way you sliced it. He needed to warn them.

	Thomas glanced at Marianna again but froze. Oh . . . what could he even say? ‘The guy recognized me and told me it would be bad for Anna’s recovery for her to find out I was alive and was violent’ . . . all of which was exactly true . . . 

	He deflated. The fact he was hunching hard on that guy being crooked really wouldn’t be read as anything other than good old-fashioned jealousy. Damn it.

	Nick bristled. “Over my dead body. One: She’s too young. Two: I don’t like that guy.”

	Thomas fought a smile. He knew he’d like Nick.

	Scarlet snorted. “One: She’ll be nineteen in five days. I think it’s time to cut the apron strings. Two: You don’t like any guy that so much as breathes in her direction.” 

	Thomas’s eyes went wide. He hadn’t even known when her birthday was! Thank God he hadn’t missed it. But it wouldn’t matter if he knew or not if he never got to damn see her. And he’d done a fair bit more than breathe in Anna’s direction. Well, not nearly enough. Never enough, honestly. But still. That was a conversation he wasn’t looking forward to having.

	Nick twisted his mouth to the side, but his smile was still obvious. Scarlet bumped into him with her shoulder, and he rolled his eyes. That made Thomas’s stomach twist. That was the exact way Anna rolled hers, head shake and all. God, he missed her. 

	Scarlet grinned as she brushed crumbs off the counter. “And, yeah. He’s a bit older than her, but . . . ” She shifted her hands up and down in the air like she was weighing things. 

	Nick scowled and irritation pricked the back of Thomas’s neck. Hell yeah, he was too old for her. If he was one second older than Thomas was, he was too damn old. Come hell or high damn water that man was not going to be around Anna one second longer than he had to be. 

	Scarlet sighed. “Seriously though, babe. I think it would be really good for her if she moved on. Help her heal. Get closure. I can’t truly imagine what she went through, but I know I wouldn’t be halfway close to normal without you. She needs to at least consider it. That’s all I’m saying.” 

	Marianna’s smile fell, and she shifted her feet. Thomas slowly set his water bottle down on the island and shrank a good two inches by way of a slump. 

	Talk about a mule kick to the gut. His heart ached. He hadn’t in a million years considered . . . even if she was alright with the fact he was alive, he still might not be good for her. How could loving her so much be a bad thing? 

	He rubbed his side and fought against clutching his chest. God, he hadn’t even been able to take a full breath since he came to and found out she wasn’t there. He almost expected the doc to tell him he only had half a heart left when that x-ray came back. He’d dry up and blow away if he never got to see her again. 

	Might not be able to come right out and say what he felt, but he had to try something. 

	He cleared his throat. “Ain’t my place to butt in, ‘cause, ya know, it’s not like I know her or anything. Or, obviously him for that matter. But, don’t that seem like a bad idea? I mean, he gets paid to keep her in meds, right? Besides, what’s she even know about him? And there’s no way he’s her type, that’s for damn sure. Even if he went to some fa—”

	“Alexander.” Marianna’s sharp tone cut through the room, clamping Thomas’s jaw shut and forcing the rest of his words back down his throat. He flicked a wide-eyed gaze to her and blinked as she brushed her hands together, and folded them on top of the counter.

	“Go see if Booker needs help.”

	“I . . . Okay.” Damn his big mouth. “Sure, yeah.” Thomas jammed his hands in his pockets and nodded to the room. “Nice to meet you all.” 

	He took two steps, and Nick cleared his throat. “He’s got a point.”

	Thomas’s head popped up to meet Nick’s eyes, then he glanced at Scarlet beside him. 

	She chewed on the side of her mouth and looked up at Nick, then to her mother. “Mom, you checked into him . . . right?”

	Thomas was standing closer to Marianna than anyone with where he’d stopped, so he felt sure he was the only one who heard her breath catch in her throat. And just that sound made his whole body buzz with fear. 

	She hadn’t. She didn’t. But Thomas had already figured that out. Didn’t take long of talking to that punk to know he was far from the up and up. Everything in him wanted to spin and bolt out that door like he was on fire, but he just focused on breathing.

	He’d let them work it out, then they’d fix it. Probably with fewer bloody knuckles than his way would. Though, with Nick, there might be a few more.

	She swallowed and smiled. “Of course I did.” Thomas cut his eyes back to her in time to see the tightening of her jaw, as Nick and Scarlet relaxed their postures slightly.

	Marianna suddenly covered her mouth and yawned. Thomas nearly laughed out loud. That couldn’t have sounded faker if she’d been trying. But he knew what she was doing.

	“I’m sorry everyone, today was a bit busier than I expected. I think we’ll need to postpone dinner to another night.”

	Thomas nodded. That suited him just fine. He’d have time to figure out what he was going to do now, at least. He turned to see Rico fixing Marianna with an intense stare, then caught the minuscule flick of her hand at her side. Rico thinned his lips and headed toward the back door. 

	So, she must be planning on digging up dirt on the doc all on her own. That seemed a bit . . . inefficient. All for the sake of saving face?

	That was straight opposite of how pop ran their family. He used everyone with a pulse in some way or another, whether they wanted to help or not. 

	And most didn’t. 

	Pop was the master of what he called ‘gardening.’ He had pockets full of secrets, and he’d peel them out like dollar bills. Said it was the only currency worth having. 

	Thomas pursed his lips as Nick eyed Rico’s path around the island, then flicked a narrow gaze to Marianna. Thomas fought another smile. Nick was reading the room, too. Man. They would make a kick-ass team. 

	Marianna’s forced exhale drew Thomas’s attention again, and she gave him a small smile, then gestured to the door with her head. Thomas lowered his brow. Yeah, yeah. He was going. He stalled a second. Probably wouldn’t do to hug his new boss in front of other folks, even if he had known her forever.

	He gave her a tight smile with a nod, then drew up his shoulders as he walked between Rico and Nick. 

	One step and he was on the path the front-drive, small curled leaves crunching under his feet. That citrus smell hit him again, and he smiled. Anna liked grapefruit best. Second to peaches. Would she even remember telling him that? God, like he’d ever forget a single thing she said.

	He stepped under the trellis and nodded to Booker through the windshield, who cranked the car. 

	Booker rolled down the passenger window and threw his brows up. “I see you lived.”

	Thomas snorted as he dropped down into the passenger seat.

	He didn’t really see what all the fuss was about. Mrs. Pri—Marianna was actually nice. Maybe it’s ‘cause he wasn’t on her bad side.

	Thomas exhaled and let his head fall back to the headrest. Booker stared at him a few seconds longer before clearing his throat. 

	Thomas twisted his head. “What?”

	“Well?” Booker’s eyes widened. “What’d she want?”

	That all too familiar cautious itch in the back of his brain sparked to life, and Thomas squinted. Why did he care?

	“Nothin’ really. I’m beat. You mind taking me home?”

	Booker smiled. “Funny. That’s the only place you can go, you know that.”

	Thomas crossed his arms and slid down the seat, a frown pulling at the corners of his mouth. “Yeah, I know.”

	The tires groaned as Booker pulled back onto the main road. Thomas watched with half a mind as this house turned into that one, that road into another. 

	 At least he’d found out when her birthday was. Now he just had to figure out how to see her.
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Marianna

	 

	The latch clicked, and Marianna chewed the inside of her lip as she smoothed down the front of her blouse. That went far diff—

	“So, who the hell is that?”

	Nick’s curt tone snapped Marianna’s focus away from the door to his glare and heavy brow. The corners of her mouth twitched, and she passed a glance to Rico, who froze at the edge of the island. 

	“Alexander.” She folded her hands in front of her and smiled in full. “A new member.”

	Nick scoffed and crossed his arms. “Does he have a last name?”

	Rico took a nearly imperceptible step toward Nick, and Marianna flicked her eyes to the side. Rico grit his teeth, his jaw muscle jumping from the strain. 

	“Babe, we should trust her.” Scarlet put a restraining hand on Nick’s forearm, but he didn’t even glance at her. 

	So focused. Good to know his senses were sharp. It would have bothered her more if he hadn’t picked up on something being off. 

	“Of course he does, dear. It’s Holiday. Alexander Holiday.”

	A cold pit formed in her stomach, but she maintained. It was a favorite fake last name of Lyle’s. 

	Nick stretched to his full height. “He had more than a passing interest in Annalise. Why—”

	“It’s not like Annalise’s situation was a secret. In fact, it was the farthest from secret as it could have been. We mobilized, Nick. A full on assault of two well staffed warehouses with several lives lost. Surely you understand by now that’s no small feat. So, it really shouldn’t surprise you that a member of The Family would show ‘more than a passing interest’.” 

	A short burst of air shot out of his mouth before he rested his hands on the countertop.

	“Okay. I’ll give you that. But something is off with him. I don’t like being lied to.”

	“Noted. Anything else?” Marianna quirked a brow and lifted her chin.

	Utter silence blanketed the room for two seconds before Nick sighed and glanced at Scarlet, who raised her brows, gesturing with her head toward Marianna. 

	With a grumble, he lifted both palms and held them up in surrender.

	Marianna smiled and plucked out another Macaroon with her index finger and thumb.

	“His name is Alexander. Rico vouched for him, and I chose to let him in. That’s honestly more than you need to know.” 

	She turned a glance to Rico, who didn’t skip a beat. Though, he never did.

	“Sì. He comes from good stock.”

	He threw her one of his lovely, quick smiles and crossed his arms. Marianna blinked before she turned back to level her cool gaze at Nick. 

	“Fine.” He shook his head. “Keep your secrets. You just keep Annalise out of whatever you’ve got going on, understand?”

	Marianna raised her brows in amusement. How sweet he thought he could order her around. “You don’t need to worry about that. She’ll be perfectly safe.” 

	She took a small bite and glanced back at Rico’s tense frame, the outlines of his arm muscles visible even under his sleeves. She fought a smile. He looked like he could take out a lion with his bare hands.

	She took a step closer and touched his arm. The muscle jumped and he inhaled as he cut his eyes at her.

	“We’re good.” She gave it a pat, then let her hand slide down to rest on the counter.

	His light blue eyes held hers for two beats before he gave her a single nod and rolled out his shoulder as he planted his hands on his hips.

	He glanced at Nick, stepped around Scarlet, and opened the door. He turned to face them both and smiled. “Buona Notte.” 

	Nick clenched his jaw and left without a glance back. Scarlet thinned her lips and rounded the counter toward Marianna, who smiled and held open her arms.

	“I don’t blame him,” she gave her a squeeze then pushed Scarlet back to catch her gaze. “But you’re correct that you should trust me. I’ve got everyone’s best interest in mind.”

	“I trust you, Mom. I can’t say I’m not crazy curious. But,” Scarlet leaned back against the counter and squinted. “Are you looking out for your own best interests, too? I’m worried. Running this whole thing alone has got to be a shit load to handle.”

	“Don’t worry about me. I’m stronger than I look. Now, go tend to your fiancé’s delicate ego.”

	Scarlet snorted and shook her head. “Don’t let him hear you say that. Bye, Mom.” 

	She stepped up to Rico, giving him a once-over as he held the door open.

	“You know, I still can’t buy this whole ‘Rico’s a badass’ routine.”

	Rico’s chest erupted in several thick, warm laughs, and Marianna’s heart jumped. She’d always enjoyed that sound. It was a rare thing these days. 

	“Piccola, I’ve protected you and your mother for a very long time. Among many other tasks.” He cut his eyes to Marianna then back to Scarlet. 

	A short breath left Scarlet’s mouth, and she tilted her head. “Even when dad was still, uh, living here?”

	Rico nodded, and the corners of his full mouth turned down. “Especially then.”

	Marianna swallowed. Well, she hadn’t been expecting this. Scarlet just had no clue what they’d had to endure, all for that damn arranged marriage.

	Marianna’s chest tightened. How many tears? Threats? Sleepless nights? Ian’s rise to power had been swift and violent, far sooner than planned by the families. 

	No one spoke of The Butcher’s Sweep, once he adopted The Banker as his moniker. One of Twin Bay’s darker histories. As if there were any bright ones.

	Sweet little Rico, though not little by a long shot now, had been her friend through it all. Even when the rest of his family turned on her. 

	She couldn’t blame them, but it still hurt. She was so grateful he took the official job as her guard when he turned eighteen. Honestly, he was the only reason she had held on, at times. 

	“Huh. Well.” Scarlet slapped him on the shoulder, and his brows launched up. “Thanks. Also, stop calling me tiny.” Scarlet grinned and narrowed her eyes. “I’m far from it, in fact. I’m just average. The rest of,” she pointed at him, then in a loose circle around the room. “You are freakishly tall.”

	Rico chuckled and shrugged, pushing the door open wider. “Notte, Scarlet.” 

	Scarlet threw a small wave back over her shoulder to Marianna and cleared the doorway.

	Marianna maintained her smile even after the door closed, despite the fact she wanted to crumple into a self-deprecating heap on the floor. How could she have missed something so glaring? It wasn’t like her at all. Surely, he had to be on the level. 

	Rico folded his arms across his chest and caught her gaze. “Are you okay?”

	As if he didn’t already know. Somehow, he always did. It could be quite annoying.

	“You wouldn’t believe me if I said yes. Go home. Get some rest. I have work to do.”

	Rico tightened his arms. “We.”

	It was also annoying that he never simply did what she said. For an employee, he was astronomically disobedient. Anyone else would have been long gone. Marianna shook her head. “You need rest.”

	Rico barked a laugh and moved closer to the island, leaning on his elbows, directly in front of her.

	“I’ll rest when I’m dead. What do you need from me, Signora Price?”

	Marianna wrinkled her nose, and Rico grinned.

	“If you promise to never call me ‘Mrs. Price’ again when we’re alone, I’ll consider letting you live.”

	Rico laughed and hung his head, then glanced back up at her with a piercing, glassy gaze. “Farei tutto per te, Marianna.”

	Marianna exhaled loudly and rubbed her temple. She was too frustrated for Italian, no matter how stunning and musical it always sounded in his voice. “What does that mean?”

	He held her gaze for a couple of seconds before a half-smile hit his mouth, his eyes no longer shining. “You’re the boss.”

	She stared at him another second before she nodded. “Yes. I am. So, go home.”

	His lip curled as he straightened. “Marianna, starò con te. I’m staying with you.”

	She groaned in exasperation, barked, “Fine,” and turned on her heel, waving for him to follow.

	It certainly wouldn’t hurt to have a second set of eyes, not that she needed them.

	She was stronger than she looked. She stomped up the stairs, not even bothering to listen for Rico’s steps. He’d be there. She crested the top, and when her gaze fell on the mahogany master bedroom door at the end of the long hall, her stomach twisted. 

	Strong, yes. But that didn’t mean things were easy. 

	She took a sharp left and shoved through the first door, the hinges groaning under the attack. The warm brown tones of the room did nothing to calm the turmoil in her gut, not to mention she hadn’t bothered to eat anything for lunch. And they had no time for that now. 

	She spun on her heel, hand raised to gesture to Rico, but he wasn’t there.

	Her words died in her mouth, arm dropping like a stone at her side.

	Where on Earth?

	She huffed a breath. First, he refused to leave, then wasn’t where he was supposed to be. Fine. She grumbled as she stepped out of her shoes and bent at the waist, setting them by the door frame. 

	She’d get started without him. When she popped back up, she was staring straight at Rico’s broad chest. 

	When exactly had he packed on so much muscle? She craned up to meet his gaze and her throat constricted, prompting a swallow.

	“Where did you—”

	Motion snapped her attention to the space between them. One of her fine bone china plates appeared, atop which rested a heaping mess that might have, at one time, resembled a pastrami sandwich. 

	Her brows lifted and a smile spread on her face, followed by a few short laughs. “That’s hideous!”

	Rico laughed and shrugged. “Si. Horrific. But it’s good. You need to eat.”

	Her stomach made its loud agreement known, and they laughed as he ushered her into the room.

	He set the plate down on her desk with a thud, then pulled out her chair. “Sit.”

	“And if I don’t want to sit?” The smile on her face was apparently more than enough to draw an eye-roll. He cupped her shoulders and maneuvered her to the chair, pushing her down. 

	She laughed again. “Injuring your boss is frowned upon, I’ll have you know.”

	Rico chuckled and gave her shoulders a single squeeze before rounding the desk. 

	 She sank into the overstuffed cushion. A chair fit for a queen, though she hardly felt like that. More like a glorified babysitter with access to a large arsenal of deadly men. Each of whom expected her to rule with a heavy hand. Expected her to demand and enforce compliance. For each of her decisions to be perfect. 

	After all, what she said was law.

	“Così difficile” he clicked his tongue and shook his head. “So difficult.”

	Marianna snorted. “Me? I’m difficult?” Any other witty retort she had fizzled out when the glorious, sharp scent of spicy mustard and her favorite deli meat reached her nose. She inhaled deeply, and slid the cool plate across the desk, fixing him with a stare. His brows crept up higher with each breath. 

	“Thank you, Rico.” 

	A sweet, almost shy smile hit his mouth, and her heart squeezed. 

	“Si, si.” He waved his hand. “Thank me by eating.”

	Marianna took a large bite and eyed her Italian body-guard—though, in truth, he was more—as he dragged another brown leather chair over from the wall, straight up to the desk. 

	How did someone so muscular move so gracefully? It didn’t make sense, honestly.

	He dropped down with a heavy sigh and leaned back with his arms crossed, teetering the chair on its back two legs. He drew in the side of his mouth and chewed on it as he stared at the far wall. 

	Was he as worked up over the doctor as she was? 

	Marianna swallowed. “What is it?”

	Rico shifted, but his eyes stayed fixed. “What is he waiting for?”

	She lowered the sandwich. If only she knew.

	“Well,” she brushed off her fingers, and linked them, elbows resting on either side of the plate. “You and I both know Lyle’s far from dumb. He surely knows Thomas isn’t dead. Most especially since he showed his face downtown. And he’ll assume I’m involved. What he doesn’t know is where he’s being kept.”

	“Marianna, don’t fool yourself,” Rico’s gruff tone bit through the room, making her swallow again. “He knows. So, what is he waiting for?”

	“I don’t know.”

	The words came out smaller and far quicker than she would have liked. Damn it.

	Rico cut his eyes to her, and she snagged the sandwich again, taking another fair-sized bite.

	The chair rocked forward on all four legs again, and Rico rested his crossed arms on his side of the desk. 

	“We’ll keep him safe.”

	Marianna nodded, even though fear burned a hole in her brain. They had no choice. There was no job more important right now.
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	Ryker

	 

	The interview room seemed smaller this time. Probably just his imagination, but he still hated it.

	Gavin’s imposing, muscled frame filled the doorway as he entered, glare pinned on Ryker. Endlessly irritating how different they were physically.

	The guard nodded to Ryker and pulled the door closed. That was what one fat bribe could get you nowadays. Private room with an inmate. 

	Ryker sat up straighter and smirked. “How’s prison life?”

	The plastic chair creaked under Gavin as he sat. “Why don’t you find out for yourself?”

	Ryker chuckled. “Nah. I’m good. I like fresh air too much.”

	Gavin didn’t respond, he simply linked his fingers on top of the table. “How is she?”

	“Who?”

	Gavin’s knuckles went white as he clenched. 

	Ryker grinned. So easy. He shrugged. “Batshit crazy, as always.”

	Gavin launched up from the chair. It skidded back a few inches as he pressed his palms down on the table. Ryker flinched and leaned back in his chair. Maybe that was too far.

	“She’s. Not. Crazy.” His voice was muted yet animalistic. Quite a feat, really. But he wouldn’t do anything. He couldn’t. He’d never get out then, and he knew it.

	“You know,” Ryker crossed his arms. “Watching you throw your life away on a half-baked cookie is part of why I went into medicine to begin with.”

	“Ryker, I swear to God. If you don’t stop talking about her like that—”

	“What? You’ll kill me?” He snorted. “Be kinda hard from in here. Not to mention you probably don’t want to say things like that when you’re in jail.”

	Check. 

	Gavin dropped back down in the chair and scrubbed his hands down his face. “No,” he let out a grunting puff of air and crossed his arms. “You went into med school because you were a dope head. Then you chose Psychology because you’re a fucking psycho who loves screwing with people’s minds.”

	Ryker’s jaw clenched. 

	Gavin scooted the chair closer and rested his elbows on the table. “I still don’t know how you,” he sneered, “came from Mom and Dad. The two nicest fucking people on the planet.”

	Ryker shrugged a shoulder and leaned back. “It’s just part of my tragic past. I could say the same about you.”

	Gavin’s laugh was too loud. Too forced. Ryker rolled his eyes as Gavin shook his head.

	“All I did was steal a damn car. Punch a dude. I was a poster child before then, and you know it. Mostly.” He snorted. “Fucking Gandhi compared to y—” He narrowed an eye and pointed to Ryker. “Why’re you here?”

	Finally, the behemoth catches on. 

	Ryker smiled, and Gavin leaned back in his seat. “I hate that smile. Means you’re up to something. And I can tell you right now, I’m not interested.” He stood and crossed the room. “Period. I might be getting out of here soon, and I’m not letting you,” he threw a hard point to Ryker. “Or your shit screw that up.” He lifted his hand to bang on the battered metal.

	“You will.” Ryker’s smile widened when Gavin froze.

	God, this was fun. He settled himself in the chair. The guard peered in through the window, but Ryker waved him away.

	Gavin clamped his hand over his mouth and glared at the roof with a loud, lengthy exhale. He leveled a death stare at Ryker and clicked his tongue as he cocked his jaw. “And why’s that?”

	Ryker lifted his brows. Three. Two. One.

	Gavin’s eyes bugged. Every spec of color drained from his face. That made his already light skin a nice, sickly white. Only slightly more color than Olivia’s. Which Ryker quite liked.

	Gavin stomped the space between them in two long strides and planted one palm on the table, the other hand jabbing a finger level with Ryker’s eyes. 

	He dropped his voice low, and his brow even lower. “Don’t you lay a goddamned finger on her, do you hear me?”

	His wide eyes dilated, and his hand shook. 

	Matchpoint.

	Ryker examined his nails. “I’ll assume you’ve met J-Pop.”

	Gavin’s brows pitched, and he clawed his fingers through his hair as he straightened up. The pain in his voice was delicious. “If you’ve hurt her, Ryker—”

	“He placed an order, and you’re going to deliver it.”

	Hands in mid tug, Gavin froze again and pinned Ryker with a wild stare. “You can’t be fucking serious.” 

	He let his hands fall to his sides and peered over his shoulder as he sat back down.

	He refocused on Ryker, wide-eyed again, and whispered. “You brought drugs? Into a jail? Are you insane?” His voice pitched at the end, and he glanced over his shoulder again. Only the back of the guard’s head was visible. Still safe.

	Ryker shrugged. “Are we in agreement?”

	Gavin threw his hands out to the side and scoffed. “Not giving me much choice, are you?”

	Ryker rolled onto one hip and reached into his back pocket. 

	Gavin sucked in a breath and slapped his hand to his forehead.

	“Now? Right fucking now?” He let his hand drop to his lap and swallowed. “What if they find it?

	Another smile played on Ryker’s lips. “I guess you’d better figure out how to keep that from happening.”

	 “God damn you, Ryker!” Gavin clawed his hands down his cheeks with a whimper, then let them fall in defeat. “Fine.”

	Checkmate.

	Ryker stood and gestured for Gavin to do the same. He groaned weakly as he did. Ryker held out his hand and Gavin clasped it, pulling him into a stiff hug. He took the tiny, plastic bag under his thumb and grabbed the back of Ryker’s head with his other hand. 

	“Listen up you little shit. She better be in perfect, flawless condition when I get out. So much as a mother fucking hangnail, and I will rip you, limb from limb. Don’t. Touch. Her.” 

	Ryker released the package and shoved Gavin back. He rolled his neck with a sneer, stepping away from the table. Gavin quickly positioned the baggy under his tongue and walked toward the door. One quick rap and the guard swung the door wide.

	Once Gavin was over the threshold Ryker smiled. “Little late for that.” 

	Gavin’s rage was spectacular. His eyes bulged, and he lunged for Ryker, the vein in his neck popping out. The guard barely caught him in time and shouted for backup.

	“You sick fuck!” Gavin’s voice was a strangled screech with a small slur. A second guard rounded the corner and grabbed Gavin’s other arm. “Let me—” He jerked and flailed, trying to throw them off. “Keep your hands off her! Do you hear me?” 

	Ryker pushed open the door with his back and waved. “Tell J-Pop I said ‘hi’.”

	“Ryker! RYKER! Get back h—Let me GO!”

	The door closed between them, and Ryker’s grin widened. Through the rectangular window, he watched yet another guard grab onto the small mountain known as Gavin until they finally managed to get his arms behind him. He crumbled to his knees, head hung low, face scrunched.

	Ryker exhaled in satisfaction and headed to the exit. His phone buzzed, and he snatched it out, grinning all over again at the screen.

	Time for another session with Nataly. Fantastic.
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Annalise

	 

	Annalise dragged her tired body up the three flights of stairs, making far more noise than was necessary as she stomped up to her and Nick’s door with a loud sigh. Well. Just hers, now. She swallowed. 

	Maybe she should consider getting a ground floor apartment. Ms. Eliza’s was open. Now. That all too familiar ache in her chest started again, and she frowned. She really wished she’d gotten a chance to at least say bye. Or be here for Nick.

	She winced at the sudden swell of emotions as she jammed her key into the stubborn lock and shook it, finally succeeding. 

	When she stepped into the dim apartment, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. The city sounds muted when the door closed, which left her alone with the scary ones in her head. 

	Her own voice screaming. Seagulls. Glass breaking. A shudder wracked her, and she sped to the side table, jammed her phone on the dock, and pressed play with shaking fingers. 

	Deep breaths. Slow, deep breaths.

	The silent seconds before the music started were always the loudest. Finally, hard thumping bass, rapid-fire drums, and heavy metal guitars blared through the speakers, and she exhaled through pursed lips. 

	Vincent had taken her to a little deli he was fond of and tried again to help her understand debits and credits, but her mind kept wandering to literally anything else. She only had a coffee, but her stomach voiced its irritation at not being stuffed full of a double-decker grilled cheese or some sort of fatty pie. 

	Well. At least a bite or two. Food was still a bit of a touchy issue.

	Dinner with V was always equal parts boring, informative, and funny. He was seriously the best. If she’d had him for a dad, maybe her life—she shook her head. Didn’t matter now. 

	Why did it have to be so much trouble to run a business? If Thomas was here, she’d at least be able—

	The unchecked thought was a gut punch. 

	She clutched her waist, doubled over, and grit her teeth. “Damnit.”

	Her stomach churned, and she popped up, dashing to the kitchen. She jerked open the fridge and scanned, frantic for anything. Her eyes landed on leftovers from dinner two nights ago, and she slid the bowl off the shelf, just as the first song ended, plunging the room into sudden silence.

	Heya, gorgeous.

	She screamed and dropped the bowl. Not real, not real! She smacked her hands over her ears as she crouched down on the ground, the cool air from the open fridge blowing across her face.

	“God!” 

	She squeezed her eyes shut and prayed he’d be standing there. Even though her broken soul knew better. She blew out another slow breath, gathered up the bowl, and eased to her feet.

	The rushing sound in her ears grew but lessened as she breathed. Eventually, she forced her body to turn, confirming she was alone in the apartment. 

	Completely alone.

	A tear dropped onto her cheek and she wiped it on her upper arm as she dished out an entire heaping plateful of spaghetti. She shoved it in the microwave and tapped her nails on the stove as the plate spun under her watchful stare.

	Overwhelming hunger tore through her body, blinding her to anything else. Even though she knew it wasn’t completely real, that she wasn’t truly starving, she had to eat. She had to prove to herself that food would be there. 

	Two loud beeps and the door flew open. The fork was in the mass of noodles before the plate was out of the door, and once it was under her mouth she took as big a bite as she could shove in. Another salty tear dripped onto the plate as she chewed, and only barely managed to swallow. 

	The burning itch in her brain calmed. She swallowed again, downing the rest of that bite, turned and dumped the entire plate of food in the trash.

	She wiped her mouth with the back of her shaking hand and let out a stuttered chuckle. Yep. She was perfectly fine. This wasn’t hard in the slightest. She didn’t need any help. She had this.

	That’s what they wanted to hear, right? Who the hell wanted to hear more whining? Crying? No one. That’s who. 

	She cleared her throat as she kicked off her shoes in the middle of the kitchen and trudged to the bathroom.

	A loud squeak, banging pipes, and eventually steam. 

	She should have killed herself.

	Shirt, jeans, socks, underwear all landed on the floor and she stared at the grout lines in the shower.

	She’d had ample opportunity. 

	Finally under the water, she stood motionless as it pummeled her back. Sawdust and miscellaneous other construction bits joined random tiny swirls of teal paint.

	She’d been so close. He’d still be alive. And Nick would have been free sooner. Maybe. Hard to know that one for sure, though.

	She spun to face the near scalding stream of water and turned her face up to the shower head. 

	Now she never would. Never could. Someone had to keep Thomas alive. Someone that loved him. And no one loved him like she did. No one loved anyone the way she loved him. 

	She went through the motions of washing and scrubbing, while her mind threw her arms around his neck. Felt his chest rise against hers. Heard his voice as it hummed against her neck.

	Chills shot down the side of her body, and she pitched her brows in the center.

	She pulled him closer, and their mouths met as she breathed in his—

	Oh no. She gasped and froze, hands locked in her hair. She couldn’t remember what he smelled like.

	Her stomach dropped, opening a pit in her chest. No.

	“No . . .” 

	How could she forget that? He smelled like . . . like . . .

	Tears streamed and she dropped down, tucking her knees against her chest, arms locked around them. One slow breath out. 

	He smelled like Thomas. Thomas smelled like love, and heaven, and all manner of things she’d never have in her life. Ever.

	She grit her teeth and swallowed. “Thomas, I miss you.”

	Talking helped. Sometimes. It was one of only a couple decent things the psych ward had taught her. She cleared her throat.

	“The shop is looking better. I’m not fast, and I keep dropping things, but . . . I’ll make it awesome for you.” She hugged her knees tighter and dropped her forehead to rest on them. 

	“I love you. At least you knew that . . . before . . .” She didn’t fight the sob that grated her throat, letting the wail echo like it had so many times before, as her head fell back to thump against the shower wall. 

	It burned. Thomas would always burn.

	He was a blazing hole in the center of her chest. If she could have any wish in the entire world, it would be to hear him say he loved her. Just one time. 

	The water ran cold by the time her tears stalled enough for her to stand. A loud squeak from the faucet punctuated the end of her shower, and she stepped in front of the mirror. She wrapped up in her fluffy, pink towel and wiped the fog from the glass with her forearm.

	A deep, slow breath blew against the surface, making a smaller wave of fog swim across it and disappear just as fast as it appeared. She had gained back all of her missing weight, but she could still see bones. 

	Maybe they had always been visible, and she never noticed, but now they stared at her. Mocked her. She pushed her fingers in several places, brushing against scarring and molding the skin. Would it ever look like her? Would she ever see herself again when she looked in the mirror? She leaned in and rested her hands on the sink letting her eyes travel down the mirror until her gaze fell to her wrists.

	Her hands shook as she lifted them out in front of her, examining the veins under the skin, the tendons, the knuckles. The scarring.

	Thomas had never shied away from touching her. Not even when she was pretty damn sure she looked like death itself. She trailed a nail up the marked skin, up her forearm, imagining his fingers smoothing across her wrists. 

	She never wanted anyone else to touch her. Ever. They wouldn’t be Thomas.

	Another slow breath and she jammed her toothbrush in her mouth.

	Her text notification went off, startling her, and she popped up, foam dripping.

	She finished up and trotted to her phone. The AC kicked on and the air against her damp hair made chills shoot down her body. She tugged the towel tighter and grinned at the screen. Scarlet.

	 

	Hey Annalise! Want to come over for a late dinner?

	 

	Annalise snorted and flew off her response.

	 

	Is Nick cooking?

	…Yes. 

	 

	She groaned. Pretty good idea what horrible delicacy awaited if she said yes.

	 

	Ugh. Sure.

	Lol. I’ll tell him you’re looking forward to it. He’ll be there in about 15.

	 

	Annalise smiled and shook her head as she walked to the bedroom. Having dinner with family was a perfectly normal thing to do. Something she’d spent eight weeks convinced would never happen again. 

	Too bad her family would never be complete.
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Thomas

	 

	It was the life he wished was his, and the family he wished he’d had. But this one wasn’t his. It was just on loan.

	“Nah, look here. You gotta give it a flick. Pop it up like you’re tryna hit the roof.”

	Thomas flipped and rolled the zippo over and between his fingers as he spoke. He sat cross-legged on the floor of the rectangular living room, the head of a triangle that included Paulie and Peter. Both followed his movements like a cat after a bird.

	Thomas held it up in front of his face and raised his eyebrows. “All in the technique.” 

	He extended his arm level to the ground and hit his elbow with his other hand, launching the lighter clean into the air. It flipped end over end several times before he caught it in just two fingers. 

	Pete, with all the spunk of a nine-year-old, gasped and clapped once. Paulie tried to act like he didn’t care, but he still did. How could he not be impressed with this level of awesome? Anna would be, for sure. Least, he hoped so.

	Thomas held the lighter out to Pete, who snagged it and launched to his feet.

	“Sweet! K. Watch me poke a hole in the ceiling or something.”

	Thomas snorted, and Paulie rolled his eyes.

	“Better not. Mom’ll have you on dishes for a month.” Then he sat up, a gleam in his eye. “On second thought, go ahead. You should try to go as high as you can.”

	“Shut up, Paulie.” Pete’s glare could have raised the dead.

	Thomas clicked his cheek and frowned. “Keep it copper, boys.” He reapplied his grin and inclined his head to Pete, rubbing his palms together. “Now, show me whatcha got!”

	Paulie rolled his eyes again and crab-walked backward up the couch, where he sprawled out and started scrolling through his phone. What the hell did he spend so much time looking at anyway? 

	Only way he’d spend that much time looking would be if the thing was full of Anna pics. His heart stuttered, and he swallowed as his eyes widened. He’d better upgrade. Maybe buy a spare.

	Pete grinned excitedly and steadied himself, arm level with the floor. He gave Thomas a sideways glance, then hit his elbow sending the lighter flying . . . right into Becca’s waiting hand.

	“Aww Mom! That was gonna be epic!”

	“Pssh. Epically bad.”

	Pete threw a nasty glare to Paulie who sneered right back. Thomas rose to his feet slowly and sauntered over to Paulie. When he didn’t look up, Thomas lightly thumped him on the head. Paulie rubbed the spot, then clutched his heart. 

	“Oh, the pain! The PAAAIN!” 

	He doubled over, rolling on his side and curled his knees up in the fetal position. 

	Thomas laughed and sat down square on him, resting his foot on his knee, like he was in a recliner. Paulie laughed and grunted, trying to shove him off, to no avail.

	“Boys. Enough.” Ms. Becca narrowed her amused eyes at Thomas. “All of you.”

	Thomas put his hand to his chest in mock disbelief. All the while being bucked into the air by Paulie’s desperate attempts to escape while laughing.

	“Why, Mrs. Becca! I ain’t done a thing!”

	She chuckled and shook her head as she held out the lighter to him. When he leaned up to snag it, Paulie launched Thomas off and ran upstairs. Pete ran after him, shouting something about being too fast for Thomas to catch. He was about to chase them down when his side twinged, and he frowned. 

	“You should still be resting.” Becca ushered him to the couch and smiled. “Not sitting on my children.” 

	Thomas grumbled and sat down, sinking into the soft cushions.

	“Pfff. I’m fit as a fiddle. Besides, ain’t that what babysitters do?” He grinned widely and she laughed. 

	“No. But thank you for watching them. Any trouble?”

	“Not a lick.” He took the small pillow she offered, gently wedging it between his side and the arm of the couch. “Thanks.”

	Becca sat down beside him, perched at the edge of the cushion, and cleared her throat. “Did they eat?”

	Thomas thinned his lips and tilted his head. “You oughta know by now if it involves food in any way, I’m all over it.”

	Her brows lifted. “You cooked?”

	Thomas tugged as his collar and crossed his arms. “Eh, not exactly. I made P-squared a sandwich. Paulie grabbed one of those smoothie things you had on the top shelf by that amazing fudge.” He cleared his throat. “Which you’re out of. Now.”

	Becca’s head fell back in laughter, and she refocused on him with a shake of her head. “Guess I need to make more, huh?”

	A sheepish grin spread on Thomas’s mouth. “Well, I sure won’t stop ya.”

	She looked down at her clasped hands and Thomas pursed his lips.

	“What’s up?”

	She glanced at him with that damned pained smile he was sick of seeing, and rubbed her palms on her pants before standing. She paced a small path, arms crossed, gaze on the floor. 

	Huh. Couldn’t be good if she’s acting like that. Did something happen to Mr. Antoni? He sat up straighter and cleared his throat.

	“Hit me. What’s the scoop?”

	She stopped walking and tilted her head, smiling at him affectionately, before a cloud swept back across her features.

	“I think I knew somewhere in the back of my mind, but Antoni confirmed it today.” She sat back down beside Thomas and put a hand on his shoulder. “Lyle knows you’re still alive. Antoni overhead him talking with someone. They had eyes on Annalise’s shop.” She caught his gaze and raised a brow. “Which you shouldn’t have gone to.” 

	Thomas withered and adjusted on the couch. If he’d just been stronger for a little longer. If he’d just been able to stay away from her. He shrugged, moving her hand with the motion, and rolled his neck.

	“I ain’t worried. I’m good enough now, I think. It only hurts a little.” He chewed on his lip and exhaled through his nose. “He know I’m with you guys?”

	“I—” She swallowed. “Don’t believe so, no.”

	Thomas nodded. He stood up, and she rose with him, holding out her hands like she expected him to keel over. He was too tough for that.

	“Well . . .” He glanced around the room, his sanctuary for almost two months, and cleared his throat. “I can’t thank ya enough for taking care of me. You guys were like the family I never had. I’m really gonna miss the pipsqueaks. And you and Mr. Antoni.” 

	He roughly wiped his nose and crossed his arms, giving her a small smile. Tears floated in her eyes and she nodded.

	“I wish you could stay. But—”

	“Nah, I know.”

	She gave him a warm hug, and he patted her back as he pulled away.

	“Well. Lemme head on up and grab my things, I’ll be outta your hair in two ticks.”

	She wrung her hands and nodded. 

	When his foot hit the bottom step she called out. “You . . . could come visit? That should be safe, right?”

	Thomas shook his head, eyes trained on a snag of carpet fibers by his foot. Safest place to look right then. He couldn’t stand heartache in people’s eyes. He’d seen enough of that for three lifetimes.

	“Nah. Not worth the risk. Better he doesn’t see me with you, other than in passing at the firm. If ever. And for sure not with Mr. Marcet or the boys.”

	At a loss for anything else to say, he sighed and climbed the stairs one at a time, with heavy steps. He scanned the walls, covered with family photos. With memories. There were even scribbles of pen and leftover crayon down near the molding. 

	A sad smile curved his lips. If he ever got lucky enough to have a kid, he’d be right there on the floor with them, marking up the walls like some kind of Picasso or something. Paint’s cheap. Hell. When it filled up, he’d paint it over so they could do it all over again.

	His heart squeezed. Anna would be the best mom on the whole planet, no question. 

	He shook his head with a glance at the roof. No time to think on that. When he crested the top of the stairs, he jammed his hands deep in his pockets and took a hard right into the room that had been his these last few weeks. 

	Before he made it through the door, he was tackled from behind by Pete. “Oof!”

	His little arms wrapped around Thomas’s waist. “Ha! Told you I was too fast.”

	Thomas barked a laugh and spun around, snagging Pete in a bear hug. His side twinged, but that didn’t stop him. 

	He set Pete down and ruffled his hair. “See ya, P-squared.”

	Pete stood up straight and blinked. “You’re leaving? Why?”

	Thomas shrugged. “Time for me to go, that’s all.” He crouched down on one knee in front of Pete and stared at him with a tight smile. “You remember my bein’ here was a secret, right?” 

	Pete nodded and shrugged. “Yeah. So?”

	Thomas smiled wider. “So. Just don’t forget. That’s all. Can’t tell anyone, right?” He stood up and smirked. “Or I’ll have to come rough up yer new rat.”

	Pete thinned his lips and glared. “No way. You’d never find it.” His expression fell into a frown. “Well, you’ll come back right? Mom’s making waffles again in the morning. She went and bought three more boxes of mix, just so she’d have enough for you. I bet she’d even put chocolate chips in yours again if you asked.” He added with a grumble, “Even though I never get them.”

	Thomas laughed again and cleared his throat. Talking right then would be a bad idea for maintaining that whole superman image he had going. So, he shrugged and ruffled Pete’s hair again, earning another glare. 

	Thomas strode across the beige carpet, Pete tight on his heels. When they reached the bed, Pete hopped up on it, and Thomas fished his large duffel bag out from underneath. He jerked open the nightstand drawer, grabbed his gun, and jammed it in his waistband at the small of his back.

	Marianna—still felt weird to call her that—had given it to him. Also, she got him a bunch of new clothes since he couldn’t go back home. He hated to ball them up and shove them in a bag, but he didn’t really have a choice. Which sucked, because now he’d have to buy an iron. He wrinkled his nose.

	“Tommy?”

	“Yeah?” He grabbed items from drawers and clothes from the closet, shoving them in as quick as he could. No sense dragging it out. 

	“My friend Oren said all rats are gross.” Pete’s voice was quiet, and Thomas glanced at him, hand halfway in the bag.

	“Well, he ain’t ever seen yours, so how could he know? Besides—”

	The thud of a car door out front snapped his head up. Mr. Antoni always used the garage. Whoever it was had no issue making his arrival known, either.

	“Boys! Come here please.”

	Thomas straightened. The strain in her voice set his hackles up. He threw a look at Pete, who shrugged with a grin. “Maybe we’re having pizza.”

	Thomas snapped and pointed to himself, then put a finger to his lips. Pete rolled his eyes and threw his hands out to the side. Thomas then shooed him from the bed and urged him out the door.

	“Okay Mom, coming!”

	Thomas leaned against the door frame, listening to Pete’s footfalls as they retreated down the stairs. Man. He hoped like hell it was a pizza guy.

	Paulie came strolling down the hall with earbuds in, bobbing his head. Thomas waved a hand in front of his face, snapping him to attention. Paulie snatched them out of his ears and stared at Thomas. He opened his mouth to speak, but Thomas put his finger to his lips and gestured to the stairs with his head. 

	Paulie swallowed and gave a curt nod. Unspoken danger hung thick in the air between them as they stared at each other for two heartbeats.

	 Then, Paulie plopped his earbuds back in and straightened his spine as he stalked down the stairs.

	“Yeah, Mom?”

	Thomas closed his eyes and exhaled. Damn it. He bumped the back of his head against the wall. Thanks to his stupid, lovesick heart he’d put them in danger. Why couldn’t he have just waited? He frowned as his heart fluttered. Stupid question. 

	The front door creaked open and Mrs. Becca’s practiced, silky, receptionist voice rang out through the foyer.

	“Mr. Valentine, welcome! What brings you here?”

	“Good evening, Rebecca.” The cold, empty voice Thomas hadn’t heard in two months drilled terror into his stomach. He wasn’t so much afraid for himself, although there was sure as hell some of that, as he was for what he might have done to the Marcets. 

	This would either be nothing, or everything.

	Lyle’s steps echoed as he crossed the threshold. “Sorry to intrude on a Friday night, but I have . . . well.” 

	Thomas’s heart raced, his pulse jumping in his neck. He blew out a slow breath and glared at the ceiling as his pop continued. 

	“I heard something very . . . interesting. Concerning, you might say. I was hoping Antoni would be here, too. He hasn’t made it home yet?”

	Mrs. Becca cleared her throat. “I asked him to swing by and grab some pizza for movie night. He’ll be here soon. Would you like to wait?”

	Pete sucked in a sharp breath and clapped. “We’re watching the one about the penguins!”

	Paulie groaned. “Not that one again. Mom, I’m not sitting through that stupid movie. Let’s watch the one with—”

	“No.” Lyle’s voice was harsh as it shot out, silencing the room. “Thank you, Becca. I can see you’ve got your hands full already.” 

	Thomas could hear the sneer in his pop’s voice, but his mind was going a hundred miles a minute, playing each scenario that might go down if he were discovered. There wasn’t a single one that didn’t involve someone getting hurt and that wasn’t going to happen. 

	“Just the three of you here tonight?”

	It was less of a question and more of an ‘I know he’s here’ game of cat and rat. Thomas wanted to laugh and throw up at the same time. His pop thought he was so damn smart. So smug all the time. Thankfully, Becca was just as smart, if not smarter.

	“Almost always is, until Antoni gets home. Or my boss stops by.”

	Thomas grimaced. This sure wasn’t how he expected today to end. The surprise of the evening, however, came in the form of a spunky nine-year-old.

	“You wanna come upstairs and see my stuffed rat collection? I just got a new one, it has real eyes!”

	Thomas tucked his lips under his teeth to reign in his grin. He could just imagine his pop’s face; the shock quickly masked by that stupid cold glare. Both of which would be quickly locked behind that smirk.

	“Pete, I’m sure Mr. Valentine has better things to do than look at your rats. Hush now.”

	“Quite.” Lyle chuckled, and Thomas shuddered. “Tell Antoni I stopped by, and I need to see him first thing in the morning.”

	“On Saturday?” Becca’s voice faltered and she cleared it. “Must be urgent. Are you sure you wouldn’t like to wait?”

	There was an uncomfortable silence, each second of which made Thomas’s stomach lurch. Lyle’s voice came out cold.

	“No, thank you. Goodnight.” His steps retreated through the door, and right as Thomas exhaled, they stopped.

	“Rebecca.” His voice was clear, dark. 

	Thomas sneered. He could just imagine him turning a glance back over his shoulder, while he adjusted whatever jacket he was wearing. 

	“How old are your boys again?”

	A pause, and Thomas thought his heart might beat right out of his throat.

	“N-nine and fourteen. Why?”

	Another pause that was far too long, no matter how short it might have actually been.

	“Shame. Goodnight.”

	The door closed behind him and a bleak silence fell over the house. 

	What the hell did that mean?

	He padded over to the window and rested his back against the wall for a few breaths, before leaning up and peering through the cracks in the blinds. His pop lowered himself gracefully into the back seat of his car. 

	Thomas blew out a slow breath and swallowed as he rested his head against the wall. Thank God he hadn’t already called Booker. He’d take this chance to hoof it a bit on his own. 

	Not about to stay one second longer. That was too close. Last thing he wanted was for something bad to happen to such an amazing family. Pete’s quick footsteps sounded as thudded up the stairs, and Thomas met him at the door with the duffel bag slung over his shoulder.

	“Did you hear?” Pete was nearly breathless. “I’m like, a professional!”

	Thomas smiled and patted him on the head. 

	He shouldn’t have had to do that just to protect some lug that screwed around and got himself shot, none of them should have. He walked past Pete, leaving his confused face in the hall. 

	Thomas descended the stairs two at a time. He clapped hands with Paulie and pulled him into a one-armed hug. Becca opened her mouth to speak, but Thomas threw his finger to his own and shook his head. Better not to speak, pop might have been listening. 

	He pointed to the roof, made a circle in the air with his hand and tapped his ear. Becca chewed at her lip and nodded. Thomas wrapped a quick arm around her shoulder and stalked through the living room, past the kitchen, and straight through the patio door without looking back. He’d only see pain in her eyes. There was always pain in people’s eyes when they looked at him.

	The only sound he heard before the latch closed was a single sniffle from behind.
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Annalise

	 

	“Been meaning to tell you something you’ll think is funny.” Nick’s eyes sparkled above his wide grin.

	Annalise wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and raised her brows. “What’s that?”

	“Scarlet snores.”

	“Oh my God! I do NOT!”

	She chucked her napkin at him, and he caught it, his deep laugh filling the condo. She thrust her tongue into her cheek and shook her head.

	“See if I let you share that little corner of the bed tonight.”

	He raised his brows, grin still in place, his hand disappearing under the table. 

	God, they were so adorable it was nauseating. 

	Scarlet jumped and laughed, swatting his hand away. Annalise cleared her throat and they both froze. Nick rubbed the side of his face and Scarlet glanced over her shoulder, chuckling. 

	“Sorry,” Nick muttered with a smirk.

	Annalise only halfway had to force a laugh. 

	“No, it’s totally okay. I’m super glad to see you happy. Both of you. It’s nice. And Scarlet is awesome. You guys are . . .” she speared a noodle and held it up to bear the full weight of her glare. “Awesome.” 

	She let out a sigh and jammed the noodle in her mouth, speaking around it, and around the irrational fear swirling in her gut. It was just food. “So. Set the date yet?”

	They both raised their brows and smiled. Scarlet took a sip of her wine and looked at Nick, who scratched his cheek.

	“Not yet. So, what’s new with you?”

	Anna swallowed. Boy, what a question. Did they really want the truth? Better yet, did she want to give them the truth? Maybe she did. She let out a small chuckle.

	“Oh, you know. Lots of sanding, therapy, panic attacks, menu prep, interviews, nightmares . . .”

	Nick and Scarlet dissolved into matching frowns. Scarlet set her fork down and leaned over the table, lightly touching the back of Annalise’s hand.

	“Are you having a lot still? I thought the medicine was working.”

	“It was. Is. It’s just still hard.”

	“I know it is, sweetie.” Scarlet patted her hand and smiled. “Wanna talk about it?”

	Nick leaned up in his chair as well, resting his elbows on the table. Annalise shook her head and set her fork down, pushing back from the table. She was going to lose it if she stayed much longer. 

	She spared the back of her hand and wiped her mouth with the napkin that time, as she stood.

	“It’s nothing. Listen, I’ve got to go.”

	Nick straightened up and glowered. “No, you don’t. You barely had a bite. Sit back down.”

	Annalise narrowed her eyes and sneered, playfully. “You could have at least made something edible if you wanted me to eat.”

	Scarlet barked a laugh, then cleared her throat and fussed with her napkin. “Nick’s food is good, hon.”

	Nick turned a disbelieving glance to her, jaw dropped. “Good?”

	“Yes.” She grabbed her wine and took a large swig. “It’s good.”

	“Hmph. Well, you can cook next time.”

	She laughed and shoved his arm. “I offered to cook this time, and you all but threw me on the couch with strict orders not to move!”

	She glared playfully at him, and he grinned, shaking his head.

	“Just wait unt—

	Good lord. “ANYWAY!”

	They looked back at Annalise with embarrassed grins and Nick shrugged. “Eat. It’s good. And good for you.”

	Annalise plopped back down in the chair with a tortured sigh. She shoved a bite of Nick’s version of Ms. Eliza’s infamous spaghetti and bacon casserole into her mouth, forcing an exaggerated, “mmm.” around the mouth full, while simultaneously grimacing.

	They both laughed and Nick pushed back from the table, grumbling. He all but stomped over to the cupboard and snagged a bowl, spoon, and cereal. 

	Annalise grinned from ear to ear as he set it all in front of her, and Scarlet watched, holding her glass in front of her mouth, covering her smile. They both got a kick out of frustrating him. It was a nice thing to bond over. 

	Nick let out a loud, lengthy sigh as he sat the milk down and gave her a half bow. “Your majesty.”

	Annalise nodded and waved him away with a regal flick, then greedily poured herself a bowl. Yeah, she may have known exactly how tight he was wrapped around her finger growing up. Totally not sorry. She had to cling to the good while she could.

	Scarlet cleared her throat and turned to face Nick when he sat back down.

	“See? You can be charming. You should try a little of that with mom. She can have you off’d you know.”

	Scarlet winked, but Nick frowned and grunted.

	Annalise chewed large bites, trying not to choke it down. That was something she’d probably always deal with. At least that’s what the center said.

	“I like your mom. A lot, you know that. But . . . that woman keeps way too many secrets for my taste.”

	Annalise liked Marianna too. She was hella tough. Better than their mom by miles.

	Scarlet shrugged and nodded. “Yeah. I don’t like that part either, but she’s a smart lady. I trust her.”

	Annalise watched their interactions and swallowed down a lump along with another bite of cereal. When she wasn’t directly in the conversation it was hard to stay distracted from the gnawing hole in her chest. She missed Thomas so much.

	“Who do you think that guy really is?”

	Scarlet took another small bite and shrugged again. “Not sure. Never seen him anywhere before tonight. But that honestly doesn’t mean anything. You know.”

	Nick grunted in agreement. “Yeah.” He refocused on Annalise, sucking in a breath. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

	Annalise flicked her eyes to him and swallowed again. “Huh? What? Nothing, why?”

	Water dripped down her chin and she swatted at it. Damn it. Why did it have to happen on its own?

	“Nothing,” she cleared her throat. “New guy, huh? Is he cute?” She winked, blinking another tear onto her cheek. Damn it all.

	Nick stood and reached her in a second, pulling her up into his warm hug. She let the spoon clatter to the table.

	One of the good things about her brother was sometimes he knew when not to talk, at least to her. Now was one of those ‘no words necessary’ moments.

	They’d had more of these than probably anyone else. 

	She let it out. All of it. At that point, trying to keep any in would have hurt worse. 

	He held her tight, cradling her head under his chin with one hand, the other wrapped tight around her shoulders. 

	One of the good things about Scarlet was she didn’t see any reason to exclude herself from family moments. Like now. Because she was family.

	Scarlet’s arms encircled the two of them and she pressed her cheek to Annalise’s.

	After a little less than a minute, she pulled back and rubbed Annalise’s upper arm. “I’ll go make up the couch. You care which sheets tonight?”

	“No,” Annalise sniffled and scrubbed her nose on her sleeve as she pulled out of Nick’s arms. “I’m okay. I’m good. I want to sleep at home.” She blew out a slow breath and smiled. “I can do this.”

	Scarlet smiled back. “Yes, you totally can.” 

	Annalise nodded and took a step further away while Scarlet picked up Nick’s arm and tucked herself under it, drawing a snort from him. 

	“You guys really are perfect for each other. It’s a good thing. I was beginning to think Nicky-boy here was going to start taking in stray cats.”

	Scarlet snickered, and Nick sighed dramatically. “I don’t even like cats.”

	“Yeah. I know.” Annalise forced a smile at the two of them. A good one. One they’d believe. 

	Scarlet chuckled, left Nick’s orbit, and wrapped her arms around Annalise’s shoulder.

	“Bye hon. If you think you’ll be up for it, maybe Katelyn, you and I can go pick out more decorations for the shop. She’s got a better eye than I do, but it’s my money.” She pulled back to catch her gaze. “Whaddya say?”

	Annalise nodded. “Hell yeah. I love buying stuff.” Nick snorted again and she shot him a narrow-eyed glare. Truthfully, she only liked getting new stuff. The shopping part she could totally do without.

	“Good. Text us if you need anything before then, okay? Well, me. You know how hard he sleeps.”

	Annalise laughed, a real one that time, and nodded. “Which is why I know for a fact he’s lying about you snoring. He’d have no clue.”

	Nick grumbled and yanked his keys out of his pocket. “You do snore, I’m not a heavy sleeper, and you’re both annoying.”

	Scarlet’s laugh was infectious, and even Nick couldn’t scowl his own away. Annalise turned on her heel and headed for the door. 

	“Be back in a bit,” Nick crooned.

	She didn’t have to turn around to know he swept Scarlet into some mega romantic kiss. He always did.

	Annalise plowed through the door and dug her nails into her palms to control another onslaught of tears. She’d never have that. Ever.

	She made sure her cheeks were clear before Nick and his satisfied smile were over the threshold.

	“Ready?”

	She nodded and lead the way to the elevator. Once inside, Nick leaned over to catch her gaze and raised his brows.

	“You think you’re ready to start driving again?”

	Her pulse raced and her hands burned. The last time she drove, she was kidnapped. She knew she needed to get the hell over that, but it was still so scary.

	“I,” she blew out a breath and shrugged. “Maybe soon.”

	“No rush. I don’t mind driving you, you know that.” He gestured for her to go first when the doors slid back open. They crossed the opulent lobby, and the doorman Scarlet paid for held the door wide for them. 

	Nick’s truck was right out front, and Annalise hopped in, rubbing her hands on her thighs to scrub away the anxiety.

	She could do this.

	He popped in, and they pulled out of the parking lot. Once they were on the main road, he cleared his throat.

	“I’m proud of you.”

	Hold it together or he’ll take you back.

	She twisted to her window, unfocused gaze settling on streetlights as they blurred. “Thanks.”

	“I mean it, Annalise. This isn’t easy. I know that. But you’re going to kick its ass.”

	She snorted and nodded. “Yeah.” 

	Maybe. 

	She blinked the blur away, and when it came back, she closed her eyes.

	Someday.
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Thomas

	 

	Thomas gazed through the windshield at the large run-down building bathed in streetlight and sighed.

	This’d be his first time setting foot in his Gran’s place since she died, and he wasn’t looking forward to it. It was too bad he couldn’t just live here. Shit, where was he going to live now?

	“You sure you don’t wanna come back and do this at a reasonable hour?” Booker’s scratchy voice bounced off the glass.

	Thomas snorted and shook his head. When would be a reasonable hour to do something like this?

	“You know, Bruno,” he said with a mocking, deep tone and a grin. “I don’t go around questionin’ your serious lack of fashion sense. Least you can do is breeze off me a little.” 

	Booker laughed and rubbed a hand down his face. “That doesn’t even make any sense.”

	Thomas shrugged. “Yeah, I know. I’m a bit strung out. You get the meanin’ though.”

	“Sure. And for the love of God, would you call me by my actual name?”

	“I would if I could remember it.” Thomas turned to fix him with an arched brow. “What is it again?”

	“Fine, go on. But make it quick. We shouldn’t even be here.” Booker leaned forward in the seat, checked the mirrors, and flopped back. “I should have just taken you straight to Ms. Price.”

	Thomas grunted and undid the seatbelt. “Nah. He already showed his face tonight. He knows I’ll have heard about it if I wasn’t there. He’s gonna go home and glare at things, probably. Or read.”

	Thomas climbed out of the car and leaned back in through the open door.

	“I’m gonna be a bit, I think. I’ll shoot you a text when I’m ready.”

	“You can text sure,” Booker fished a stick of gum out of his coat pocket and jammed it in his mouth. “But I’ll be sitting here when you get done. It’s my job to make sure nothing happens to you, right?”

	“Man, you’re a stick in my eye, you know that?” Thomas grinned as he shut the door. When he turned away, he sobered. He didn’t know what it was, but something about Booker was off. 

	A slight, smokey breeze wound around him, and his nostrils flared as he scanned the street. Cigarettes. His pulse quickened. Those only made him think of one person.

	He shuddered and jammed his hands in his pockets as he stared up at the faded brick and yellowed windows. A pang of guilt stabbed him.

	He had always hated that Pop wouldn’t pay for her to live in someplace nicer. And not even a retirement home, just a place that looked pretty. He smiled. She loved pretty things. And salt and pepper shakers, for some dadgum reason.

	He pushed away from the car, his steps dragging as he crossed the street.

	He felt like such a heel for not coming to see her more often. But pop kept him too busy to even sleep some days. Then when Anna blew into his life like a magical rainstorm in a desert, every second he had to give was hers. 

	He trotted up the steps and walked through the large wooden entrance, stopping right in front of her door. He stared at it for a few seconds before he exhaled and slowly turned the knob.

	Man.

	Heartbreaking memories wrapped around his heart. It still smelled like her. Strong floral perfume and something medicinal. Must have seeped into the walls after twenty years. 

	There were outlines on the floor from her furniture and faded spots on the wall from her pictures. Two ten-gallon paint buckets and a folded-up drop cloth sat in the middle of the floor, surrounded by other painting supplies. Other than that . . . 

	Twenty years she lived in this place, and they were just gonna paint over everything. His chest tightened.

	Someone else would move in like she’d never been there. Like he hadn’t busted his chin hitting the hardwood when he was six and been coddled like he’d never been coddled before. 

	A small smile tugged at the corners of his mouth, even as his eyes stung. 

	Whoever else moved in would make their own memories, none the wiser. He chewed on his lip as he strode past the pile and into the kitchen.

	Boy, he just thought seeing the living room empty was hard. Not a salt or pepper shaker in sight. Wonder where they all went.

	He cleared his throat, and backtracked through the living room, headed to her bedroom.

	Empty too. Not that he expected anything else. He leaned his shoulder against the door frame with his hands in his pockets and stared at the aged burgundy carpet. 

	Missing people never got any easier. He was pretty damn sick of it. When he got Anna, he was going to carry her around in his pocket. He chuckled and wiped his eye on his bicep. 

	As he was turning to leave, his eye scanned the open closet. 

	Huh. What was that?

	He walked across the faded carpet and set his hand on what turned out to be a picture.

	A wave of bittersweet nostalgia swept through him.

	“Ha! Would ya look at that.” 

	It was him, Charlie, and his Gran, four years ago on her birthday. He rubbed his cheek in embarrassment and shook his head with a grin.

	“Man. What was I thinking with that hair?”

	He looked at it for another few seconds before his smiled faded, and he swallowed. As angry as he’d been at Charlie, knowing his pop, maybe he hadn’t given his bud much choice. He kinda missed the big old lug. Maybe if Thomas got the word out he wasn’t mad, Charlie would surface again. If pop hadn’t already had him killed.

	Thomas left that sad train of thought right the hell where it was and refocused on the picture. They were the only ones to come that day, and he’d only come one time since, a little over two months ago.

	Not that he thought it was possible, but he hated his pop even more now. The man was such a slave driver he wouldn’t let him go. Said she was a waste of time. 

	One thing was for sure. Thomas would never treat his mother-in-law like that. Even though Anna’s mom deserved it.

	He clutched the photo in his hand as he walked back into the living room. The open door stared at him, an invitation to move on, but he froze.

	He just couldn’t bring himself to leave yet. It still felt safe, even without her stuff in it. He sat down hard on one of the paint buckets, and rested his elbows on his thighs, gazing down at the photo.

	“Tell ya what, Gran,” his voice cracked, and he cleared his throat. “You’d have loved her. She’s funny. Made me feel like a normal guy.”

	The smiling face that looked back at him was suddenly hidden under a bubble of salty water, and Thomas sniffled.

	“Hello?”

	Time stalled, right along with his heart. He could pick that voice out in a crowded stadium in the middle of a touchdown.

	Thomas shot up like a bullet, eyes wide as his mouth dropped open.

	Anna . . . 
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Annalise

	 

	Her hand froze, hovering next to the weathered wood. 

	She was dreaming.

	“Anna . . .” 

	Her name in his voice hung like a sad echo in the air. Just like it used to sound.

	Painful jolts of electricity screamed through her veins as her stomach twisted. A nearly deafening whoosh filled her ears. Her breathing stopped altogether, and her brows knitted. Her eyes stung.

	Thomas was here. Not possible.

	Her stomach churned and fluttered, stealing her breath, like her lungs were being threaded through the eye of a needle.

	She forced her eyes to blink and couldn’t reopen them fast enough.

	Not real.

	He looked just as amazing as when she saw him last. Just like every dream since. Every fantasy. Every night terror. 

	Black oxford with the sleeves rolled up, showing off those sad, beautiful tattoos. Dark jeans over shined black shoes. Silver buckle on a black belt, expensive silver watch. His dirty blond hair still shaved tight on the sides and styled on top. Suntanned skin . . . 

	And very much alive.

	Her legs buzzed as adrenaline raced through her, and she swayed. So beautiful. Just like his soul had been.

	When he took a step toward her, hand outstretched, she shot out a short breath and snatched her arm out of the air. She grabbed a handful of her shirt collar and clutched it for dear life.

	Was she hallucinating? How could he be here? 

	Memories flickered in her eyes, and her brows furrowed.

	She was there. They both were. The beginning of the end of her entire world. 

	Ms. Eliza’s apartment became the warehouse, and Annalise couldn’t move.

	They were back in her nightmare, crouched on the ground, holding hands, and happy. Filled with hope. 

	She slapped her other hand over her stomach and fought doubling over as her knees threatened to give out.

	‘Shit just got real complicated. I dunno who’s shootin’ who! I dunno if we should stay here or make a break for it!’

	“No . . .” her voice startled her, and she swallowed as he let his hand fall to his side with his brows pitched up. The memory of stale warehouse air made acid boil her throat. She clenched her jaw to keep the terror from escaping.

	‘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?’

	“N—No . . .” All that came out was a hissing whisper, her lungs unable to give any more air. Her heart stuttered, and she dug her fingertips into her stomach, just to anchor herself to reality. 

	She wasn’t there. She was free. They’d rescued her. She just left dinn—

	Then the gunshot. 

	She screamed and slapped her hands over her mouth as tears burned paths down her cheeks. Every other memory was quickly replaced with the coppery tang of his blood filling the air. The light leaving his eyes as she shook his lifeless body and begged God to finally answer one of her prayers. 

	Maybe she was dying. The universe had frozen for just long enough, aligned just this once to bring them back together. She knew he’d be waiting for her. Right where he said he’d be. The end, where they had nothing but time. 

	But . . . maybe . . .

	“Are,” her jaw was nearly locked from struggling to bite down on the sob.

	 Tears still dripping to the floor, she finally managed to force out words. “Are you . . . real?”

	A one-sided smile hit his mouth, and the floor swayed under her feet. “Yeah, gorgeous. I’m real.”

	Time stopped. The world stopped. 

	He stood across the room from her, a walking, talking reminder of every horrible and magnificent thing that happened to her during captivity. 

	He was a razor blade dipped in syrup. 

	Her heart burned a hole in her chest as she sucked at air. She wanted to hit the floor, to drop to her knees, but instead, she ran. 

	She ran. 

	Straight into his waiting arms.

	Every breath was a gasp, a torturous use of oxygen. He caught her with a grunt, arms tight around her waist. 

	“My God, Anna.” He buried his face in the crook of her neck and inhaled. Chills ran down her side as he stuttered a breath out with his words. 

	Words she knew for a fact she’d die without ever hearing him say.

	“I love you. I love you so much.” 

	A screeching sob ripped itself from her chest, and she crawled up his body. She grabbed at his shoulders and the back of his head. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he held her fast as her arms cinched around his neck.

	“You’re not dead,” she cried. “You’re not dead?” He shook his head and held her even tighter as her sobs wracked her, the sound bouncing off the empty walls. 

	“Thomas, you—”

	She loosened her arms, and in an instantaneous motion was claiming his mouth, kissing him through the mixture of his tears and hers. 

	He tasted like love. Sweet and warm. Like a reason to live.

	A single cry choked out when she got to feel his scar against her mouth again. Blazing fire roared through her body. Her heart was finally full to bursting after a lifetime of being empty.

	She clutched at his face as he maneuvered her back down to the floor with another soft grunt. He planted a warm hand on each hip and dug in his fingertips.

	Oh, God!

	She pulled back and sucked in a breath before slapping her hands over her mouth.

	“I’m so sorry! Did that hurt?” She cupped his cheeks. “That hurt! You’re alive!” 

	He grinned, and tiny holes in her soul began to knit closed. She laughed until sobs burst forth again, then she crashed back against his chest, with her hands tucked under her chin. 

	He wrapped his arms around her and rested his cheek against the top of her head. Her heart stuttered and skipped as his personal species of butterflies took their place in her stomach again. 

	His smell. Crisp. Clean. Woody and fruity. How could she have ever forgotten it?

	She breathed in and cried harder as he rubbed her back. His arms. His hands. 

	She sniffled and leaned her head back to look at him. His face. His mouth. Those eyes . . . 

	Real.

	She wiped at her own face, then wiped the tears off his cheeks. Blowing out a slow breath, she outlined his features with her shaking fingertips. 

	Over the crooked eyebrow, down his hard cheekbone, and across his light stubble. His eyes glittered as he gazed down at her. When she began to trace his lip scar, he made like he was going to bite her finger, and she shot out a laugh, then sucked in another breath. 

	He was real.

	“Thomas, I love you.” She almost couldn’t say it fast enough. And sure as hell could never say it often enough. What if something happened?

	His chest rose and he smiled wider. Even his eyes said her name. He slid both hands along her neck, spiking her pulse, and tangled them in her hair as he tugged her into a tender kiss.

	Eventually, he rested his forehead on hers and whispered, “I love you, Anna.”

	Her heart nearly exploded in her chest, and she clutched at the front of his shirt as tears fell again.

	It would never be enough. “Say it again.”

	He leaned back and gazed into her eyes for one heartbeat with a more serious expression than she ever remembered seeing on him. He leaned in and whispered as he kissed the tears away on her left cheek. “I love you.” Then her right, making her hands clench the fabric even tighter. “I love you.” Her jawline near her ear, where his hot breath waved across her skin. “I love you.” 

	She released his shirt and gripped his forearms to keep standing. Unspoken promises fluttered around them, falling like cherry blossoms in a gentle breeze. 

	“I,” she swallowed when his kiss landed on the side of her neck. “Missed you. So much.”

	He moved to cover her mouth with his. Their pace sped, his grip tightened. Without even looking, or slowing, he wiped a tear from under her eye with his warm thumb. 

	She hadn’t even known it was there.

	He pulled back, tugging on her bottom lip with his teeth as he held her gaze. She shuddered when he released it. 

	“I missed the hell outta you, too, Anna.”

	She let his arms go and smoothed her hands over his face again. He leaned his cheek against her palm, and they shared a smile.

	All at once, she realized what this meant. 

	Her smile faded, replaced by confusion and a sudden stab of heartache. He furrowed his brows and moved his hands to her hips again, a searing heat even through her jeans. “What’s wrong? Did I hurt ya?”

	She couldn’t answer. He was alive. Alive. Had been this whole time. She’d spent the last—

	Blood rushed to her head, screamed in her ears, then vanished, taking with it all her air. Her knees buckled, and he caught her.

	“Hey, whoa, I gotcha.” He pulled her close, holding her hip against his, and she pressed her cheek to his chest.

	“You were alive,” she whispered. “Why—”

	“I didn’t have a choice.” He hugged her again. “My God, I wanted to tell ya. When I woke up, I called for you. It was the first word I said. And the second. And the third through thirtieth. They eventually had to knock me back out, ‘cause I wouldn’t stop. Delirious, I guess. I was so scared you’d gotten hurt.” 

	His voice thickened, and she picked up her head to look at him. Tears clung to his lashes making her heart twist again. 

	“That I’d screwed up something else.” One broke free and dripped down onto her cheek. He wiped it away with a muttered, “Sorry.”

	“Thomas, you had a funeral.” She searched his heartbroken eyes. “I couldn’t go, I was still—” she swallowed. “It was so horrible! I was covered in your . . .” She exhaled and counted four heartbeats. “ . . . blood. And I watched the light drain from your eyes. I had to be put in a fucking institution to deal with what that asshole did to me, but you were all I thought about. I was on suicide watch. For two weeks they thought—” she gnashed her teeth, fighting tears. “They were right. I wanted to. I didn’t want to live without you.”

	“Anna, I’m so sorry.” He bent, wrapping his arms around her waist and rested his forehead against the side of her neck. “I went through hell too, even though it ain’t the same. Gettin’ shot ain’t no picnic. Pain. Surgery. Recovery.” He scoffed. “That fuckin’ therapy was the worst. I just wanted you so bad. Begged to see you. But Ms. Marianna said it was best to keep it a secret. Give me time to heal. Keep me and you safer that way.” He shrugged, holding her tighter.

	Annalise’s eyes popped open, and she launched backward out of his arms. “How do you know—” She wobbled again, and he reached for her. She held up her palms to stop him. 

	“Does—” 

	Her throat closed. They’d never do that to her. Right?

	“Did everyone . . . know?” A whisper was all she could eek out. Nick. Scarlet. They wouldn’t. It was bad enough to know Marianna hid it.

	Thomas brushed aside her hand and wound his arms around her again. “Nah. Only Marianna an’ her two guys. Rico an’ Booker. Uh. Well. And the Marcet’s where I was staying. But, guess what?”

	Booker . . . Why was that familiar? She trembled in his arms, nearly at processing capacity, but when her eyes found his again, she calmed. “Wh—” she cleared her throat. “What?”

	That sexy as hell, Cheshire cat, Thomas original grin spread on his mouth, and her bones melted. 

	“I met him. Your brother. And Scarlet. They didn’t know who I was.” Pride beamed from his eyes.

	Annalise’s brows lifted, and a small smile curved her mouth. So. That must have been the ‘new guy.’ The one she asked if he was hot. A single laugh burst free, and she shook her head once. Hot was anything but adequate to describe Thomas. God-like. Perfect. Thomas.

	“And?”

	Thomas chuckled. “He’s a big dude. But Scarlet could cut him at the knees, and he’d just ask for more. Same with Rico and Ms. Marianna. I don’t think she knows though.”

	Anna giggled. “I think everyone knows but her.” She sucked in a shaky breath and pressed her cheek to his chest again. “Thomas, I love you.”

	He hummed. That warm tenor rumble was the most amazing sound. It vibrated through her, loosening knots that had been tight for so long. 

	“I love you, too. My God, I wanted to say that for so long. I tried to say it. Uh. Then.” They both held each other tighter at the same time. “Hey, Gorgeous?”

	He said it like it was an extension of her name. Or her actual name. That would never get old. She blew out a slow breath and looked at him again. “Yeah?”

	“Whatcha doin’ here? In my gran’s apartment, I mean.”

	Annalise’s eyes widened again. Thomas. The Thomas. Oh. My. God. “You’re Thomas? Ms. Eliza talked about you all the time!”

	His eyes widened that time, and he laughed. “You knew my gran? How?”

	“We live here! Well, lived. Nick and I. It’s just me now.”

	Thomas threw his head back and laughed as he tightened his hold on her. “My God. What the hell kinda twisty—” He glanced back down at her. “Wait. You’ve still got a place here?”

	She nodded, as more Thomas shaped coils unwound inside her. “Wanna see it?”

	“Lemme think.” He quirked a brow and looked off to the side, then fixed her with a wide grin. “Hell yeah, I wanna see it! Lead on, Gorgeous!” 
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Annalise

	 

	She wound every bit of herself she could around his arm as they walked side by side up the stairs. Her hand sat nestled tight in his like he was just as afraid of losing her as she was him. 

	“I can’t believe you lived in the same building as my gran this whole time.”

	She nodded as they reached the second floor, the rhythm of their steps matching.

	“Yep. Nick moved in with Scarlet and took all his stuff with him. Well, what she let him keep.” She chuckled. “They wanted me to get a condo in their building, but . . .” She paused and took a breath. “I didn’t want to give up, you know, normal or whatever. This was the first place I lived when Nick came and got me.” She shrugged. “So, I live here by my lonesome now.” She swallowed. “When I’m not at their place.”

	He squeezed her hand, and she smiled. He knew.

	“Man. So, how many cats ya got now? Twenty? Thirty?” 

	He snorted, and Annalise barked a laugh, her heart warming. She plopped her free hand on her hip and twisted to face him, taking the next stair first. 

	“Oh, only about—”

	Her witty retort stuck in her throat. She was suddenly looking dead level into his eyes. Those eyes. 

	The ones wars would wage over. 

	Those precious jewels she wanted to steal and hide away from the world. He had stopped walking and was directly below her, his free hand jammed in his pocket, gazing at her like she was food for a starved man. 

	She fought to find air, and not from panic for once. Even still, a tiny thread of doubt still clung to her. 

	“You’re sure you’re real, right? I’m not dreaming?”

	Half of his devastating grin appeared, and he leaned closer. “Why don’t ya kiss me again and find out?”

	Annalise locked her bottom lip under her teeth and smiled. 

	There were a couple of other ways she could make sure he was real, too.

	Thomas’s grin dropped, and his brows knitted. He released her hand and tugged her to the edge of the step, against his body. Her heart thundered as he gripped her hip with one hand and cupped her cheek with the other. 

	She could live off the feeling of his skin on hers alone.

	“Quit doin’ that,” his eyes fixed on her mouth as he coaxed her lip out with his thumb. “Or you’ll chew it off.” A short gasp left her, and he flicked his eyes up to meet hers. “Then what’ll—”

	She dove at him, wrapping her arms around his neck and kissed him. Hard. 

	Stairs. Hallway. Car. Floor. She didn’t care. She needed him. Wanted him. 

	She had just moved her hand to his arm when a door opened beside them. They broke apart, and Annalise turned on her heel. 

	She muttered “hey” to the man she’d never seen before and tugged Thomas up the rest of the stairs. 

	He pulled back on her arm and stepped up beside her. “That guy live here?” 

	She shook her head and eyed his tight expression. He glanced over his shoulder with narrowed eyes, then refocused on her. 

	She shrugged. “Probably just visiting. Mr. Dean’s been sick, I think. Haven’t seen him in a while.” 

	Thomas grunted and pursed his lips. 

	Annalise stomped the final stair and took a left, spinning on her heel to jingle the keys in his face. 

	“Home sweet home!”

	 His brows jumped up and he snagged them out of the air, examining them with a smirk.

	“Hey!” She huffed and reached for them, but he turned, keeping her behind him. He shot out a laugh and thumped a hot pink, anime-style cat face dangling from the chain.

	“See? I knew ya’d like cats!” He laughed again and let her snatch them back that time. She puffed out a blast of air, clearing stray hairs from her face and glared playfully.

	“Yeah, well. Cats are awesome.”

	Thomas grinned and nodded. “Yeah, they are. Hell, I’m too lazy to walk my own damn self, let alone some barky mutt.”

	She giggled and unlocked the door, shoving it open with her shoulder. 

	Thomas furrowed his brow. “It always done that?”

	“What?”

	He nodded toward the door. “Stuck like that.”

	She shrugged and nodded. “Yeah. Since day one. Nick just never got around to fixing it.”

	Thomas drew his mouth down into a frown and stepped back. After a few well-placed shoves, bangs, and shimmies he closed the door and grinned widely.

	“There ya go.”

	“Seriously?”

	He shrugged and thumbed his nose before crossing his arms. “Give it a go.”

	One eyebrow reaching for the sky, she twisted the knob and pulled the door open with no issue. Both brows launched skyward as she opened and closed it several times.

	She blew out a high laugh and twisted her torso to pin him with an amused stare. 

	“Well, aren’t you Mr. Handy! Good job!”

	He laughed and rubbed the back of his neck, casting a glance to the floor. “Thanks. A lot.” When he cut his eyes back to her, her heart stuttered. There was a bit more pain behind those amber gems than she was expecting to see. Familiar pain. She made a mental note to shower him with praise whenever possible.

	He cleared his throat and drew his shoulders up as he jammed his hands back in his pockets. He leaned in closer.

	“What’s more, I ain’t just a pretty face.” He winked, and her heart ran away again. “I’m good with numbers too. Can’t expect to run a business if ya can’t handle the books.”

	Anna twisted her lips to the side. V would be so proud.

	“Well, thank God then, ‘cause I suck so hard at math it’s not even funny. You can handle that whooole part.”

	He sucked in a breath and stepped up to her. He cradled her face and searched her eyes. She almost didn’t care if they ever made it inside the apartment.

	He drew in the side of his cheek, swallowing. “You’re gonna let me run the shop with you?”

	“Obviously.” She matched the smile that spread on his lips. “It’s got your name on it, silly. Besides, it was your dream, to begin with.”

	The kiss he pulled her into that time was so soft, so sweet it hurt. It felt like broken promises and lonely nights. Like heartache and longing. 

	It was magical how he could send his emotions through his touch. 

	Tears spilled from her eyes, each one caught by his thumbs. She didn’t want to move. Or breathe.

	It ended too soon, and he rested his forehead against hers. “Thank you, Anna.” He whispered, then added louder, “I wanna change the name to what I was gonna use.”

	“Okay.” She took a slow breath to control her stampeding heart. “Whatever you want. What was it?”

	He tilted his head back and kissed the tip of her nose. “Anna’s.”

	Okay, she did care. Not in the hall. 

	She shot out a breath and pulled him, and his surprised grin, through the door by the front of his shirt.

	When she flicked on the light, Thomas’s mouth gaped.

	She tried to see it like he might, but all she saw was her sanctuary. Her home.

	He slapped his hands to his cheeks and shot out a loud laugh.

	“My God, Anna!” He caught her gaze as his eyes widened. “Did a candy store blow up in your apartment?”
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Thomas

	 

	Since when did pink come in that many shades? There wasn’t a speck of that place not touched in some way. Pink on the floor in fluffy rugs. On the wall in some abstract looking art. On the couch as blankets and pillows. Even a whole pink chair all by itself. Pink towel on the stove, pink cups, pink bowls, pink cloth on the coffee table . . .

	He spun a small circle, hands still in place on his cheeks until he faced her again.

	His nerves buzzed when he noticed the stain on her cheeks. That one. That was his favorite shade. Anna Blush.

	“It’s not all that, I know. But—”

	“It’s cute.” He grinned at her, and she smiled back. “Ain’t even on the same planet as you as far as looks, but it’s cute.” He quirked a brow and plopped his hands on his hips with a frown. 

	“Gotta be honest though, I was expecting more cats. You ain’t even got one.”

	She laughed, gripping his heart again, and groaned into her hands. “You’re such a goof.” She tugged her hands down and gave him a sweet smile. “And I love you for it.”

	Jesus. Every time she said that his heart jumped into his throat, and all his muscles tensed. Him. She loved him. 

	He cleared the space between them in two strides and ducked down, winding his arms around her waist. He nuzzled her neck, under that curtain of black hair. Safe. She hooked her arms around his head and sighed.

	“Anna, I love you more than my heart can hold. And I’m gonna tell you so much, the words are gonna wear out. They’ll have to come up with some other way for people to say it.”

	“Mmm. Sounds good to me!” She pushed him back a bit, planted a quick kiss on his lips, and gestured to the kitchen.

	“Do you—” She swallowed. “Are you hungry? I don’t have all that much, but I can make you something.”

	His stomach started gnawing on itself, and he nodded. He hadn’t had much to eat today, in fact. Drama and all that. “Hell yeah. I’m always hungry. It takes a ton of fuel to keep up this level of awesome.” 

	She giggled and rolled her eyes. His heart stuttered. 

	Dear God, he’d missed her. She stepped back and spun on her heel with a wobble. He smirked. No clue why, but he never pegged her for graceful, and he was apparently correct. It was cute as hell. He followed behind her, eyes trained on her hips.

	Soon he’d know every inch of that tight body. 

	He leaned over his elbows on the bar, watching her back as she moved around, straightening up random things. 

	All that thick hair. He plopped his chin in his hand, and a smile plastered itself to his face. It was like a midnight waterfall rippling over her shoulders. 

	“Anna.”

	“What?” She tossed a glance his way over her shoulder with her brows lifted.

	“Love you.”

	She laughed. “You weren’t kidding, were you?”

	He shook his head. “Nope. Also, you got any damn idea how gorgeous ya are?”

	She turned back to the counter and stood on her tiptoes, arm stretched to reach into an upper cabinet. Her head tilted side to side, then her shoulders lifted in a short shrug.

	His smile fell. How could she not know? Didn’t she ever look in a mirror? He made a mental note to make sure he told her every chance he got.

	His stomach grumbled again, and he frowned. “So what’s on the menu? You gonna fix some fancy meal with ten courses and towels in bowls?”

	She laughed again and dropped back down to her heels holding two neon pink bowls.

	“If there’s ever a meal that big, you’ll be helping.” 

	He chuckled. “As long as you cook with me, I’d cook all day and night.” He took the bowl she held out to him and frowned. “But I’m starvin’. What are we havin’ for real?”

	“I’m going to make you the Chef Anna special.”

	His brows lifted, and she turned to rummage in another cabinet. He hoped it wasn’t something too fancy. 

	When she turned back around holding a box of cereal, he plopped his hands on top of his head and shot out a loud laugh.

	“You shittin’ me?! I swear ta God, Anna! It’s like you were put on this Earth just for me!”

	She smiled shyly, her cheeks tinting again as she set the box down. Turned out, he liked that smile almost as much as her other ones. She spun the box around to display the orange tiger on the front, and he scrunched his nose up. 

	No clue why they even made that nasty cereal. 

	He dropped his arms in defeat and thrust his bottom lip out in a pout. Anna giggled and shrugged. “It’s one of my favorites.” 

	“What else ya got up there?” He popped up and bumped into her on purpose on his way to the cabinet. 

	Had to be something up there worth eating. He rummaged around until he laughed and pulled out a box of all marshmallow cereal, hidden at the back. She tilted her head to the side and cast her eyes up as she bit her lip.

	“Holdin’ out on me, huh?” He grinned. “I see how it’s gonna be. This here’s the way to go.” He shook the box close to his ear, then gestured to the one she held. “That one’s all wrong for ya.”

	He snagged the box out of her hands and stuck the other one in its place. 

	She laughed. “What if I don’t like this one?”                                

	He chucked the other one back on the counter, where it slid to the wall on its side. “Then you wouldn’t have bought it.” He winked. 

	She laughed and playfully shoved him in the back as he stepped over to the fridge. He tugged open the door and stilled. There was barely anything there. Milk, some take out containers, mustard, half-full bottle of soda, a pack of hot dogs and butter. He swallowed. Was she still not eating? 

	He snagged the milk and hip bumped the door shut, clearing his throat.

	“That one there has too many vitamins an’ shit.” He unscrewed the lid, gave the jug a sniff, and set it down beside her. 

	“Hey, Anna.”

	She laughed and lifted her brows as she opened the box. “Yes, Thomas?”

	He rounded the bar to face her and lowered his brows with a sigh. 

	Her smile dropped. “What?”

	“Why is there hardly any food here?”

	She hugged herself and chewed her lip as she looked at him. “I don’t—” She rubbed her neck, recrossed her arms. “Eat here a lot. I go to Nick and Scarlet’s. Or V takes me to eat.”

	“Vincent, right?” He picked up the box where she left it and filled up both bowls.

	She nodded and loosened her arms. “Yeah. He actually loaned me the money for the cafe.” She opened a drawer in front of her and pulled out two spoons. “But we don’t have to make the first payment until the month after it opens.” She handed him one, and he smiled.

	We.

	“That’s real nice of him. But he’d always been nice to me. He and my pop went way back. Think they lived on the same street or something. Vincent was my ma’s friend when they were younger, too.” 

	Never had the time of day for Pop while Tommy was growing up though, but who could blame him.

	He poured milk in Anna’s bowl first, then his own. They gazed at each other for a few seconds before Thomas smiled and held out his spoon. Anna tilted her head then laughed, held up her own spoon, and clinked his with it. 

	“Atta girl. Eat up.”

	He chewed a large mouthful of what turned out to be slightly stale cereal as he watched her. She stared at the bowl, spoon clutched in both hands now. The silver glittered as her hand shook, and he swallowed.

	“Gorgeous.”

	Her face snapped up, and she locked her wide eyes onto his. 

	He gestured to the bowl with his spoon. “What’s up?”

	“It’s still hard.” Her voice was so tiny his throat closed. “I either go too fast and get sick or take one bite and get sick. Then . . .” she swallowed. “Sometimes I’m fucking starving and can’t even make myself eat.” She swatted a tear from her cheek and shook the hair off her shoulders.

	“Well, which one are ya now?” 

	She drew in the side of her mouth and stared at him. Surely someone had thought to ask that before.

	He smiled. “I’m gonna guess the last one. Lemme help.”

	He pushed back from the bar and moved in front of her. She furrowed her brows and shifted her weight on her feet. “What are you doing?”

	He fished around in the still-open box under her watchful eye, on the hunt for a specific shape. He grinned when he found it and pulled out a tiny red heart.

	He smirked and held up the marshmallow. “Open up, gorgeous.”

	Her eyes widened, and she passed a glance between him and it. Her chest rose and fell faster, nostrils flaring. 

	Damn.

	He twined the fingers of his other hand with hers and squeezed. “It’s just one, yeah? And it’s a heart. They taste the best.” 

	He gave her his brightest, widest grin, and she laughed. A long, slow breath left her pursed lips, and she squeezed his hand back.

	“Ready?”

	She blinked at him twice and shook her head. “This is ridiculous.” Her voice graveled. “You shouldn’t have to even do this. It shouldn’t be like this!” She squeezed his hand harder, eyes boring into the marshmallow like it was going to attack her.

	He shrugged and stepped against her. “Should or shouldn’t, it just is. Open up ‘fore it sticks to my fingers.” 

	She snorted with a small smile which dropped when he brushed the heart against her bottom lip. She locked eyes with him, and he lifted his brows. Would she—

	Her mouth fell open, and despite the fact he had wanted this to be playful, his muscles tensed. 

	He dropped his gaze to her mouth and eased the marshmallow past her teeth. She flexed her fingers against his, and slowly pulled the little heart into her mouth on her tongue.

	How could feeding someone a damn marshmallow be that sexy? 

	His body lit on fire. Thank God there were about a thousand left. 

	He realized his finger was still on her mouth at the same time she moved her face forward and closed her lips around it. 

	Air left him on a burst. His brows shot up at the same time his eyelids became heavy. 

	Jesus. When he could make his eyes reopen, he caught her gaze again. There was the slightest crinkle in the corners of hers, and it made his heart stammer. At least she wasn’t sad anymore.

	She flicked his finger with her tongue, and he clenched his jaw as his knees nearly buckled.

	“Anna,” his voice rasped, and he cleared his throat. “What’re you doin’?”

	Eyes locked on his, she pulled back, slowly releasing his finger. Which was good, since apparently, his arm forgot how to move.

	She chewed the marshmallow with two short motions, and when she swallowed, she crashed into him. 

	Her mouth was sweet and hot, just like always. Only now, it tasted like his favorite marshmallow too. 

	He held her tight, molding her body to his, as she dragged her arms down and gently squeezed his biceps. Not normally a thing anyone would think of, but something was off. 

	He pulled away and sucked in a breath. Streams of tears sped down her cheeks, and he cupped them. 

	“Anna,” he moved her face a little. “Where’d ya go, gorgeous?”

	Finally, her stunning eyes focused on him. “You can’t leave.” Her voice was even. Calm. Features scarily still as rivers rolled down.

	How could someone cry without crying? Did heartbreak just drop on its own? His own heart wrenched as he gazed into her wet eyes. 

	“Well.” He smiled and rubbed his thumbs across her cheeks. “Unless I’m movin’ in, I kinda gotta. Hell, even then I’d have to go get my stuff. Though, you could come with me. Uh. You know. If that was somethin’ you wanted. Hopefully. Someday. I ain’t sayin’—”

	“You could. Can. And I’ll buy you new stuff. You can’t—” She gulped. “You’re not leaving me again.”

	“Gorgeous, I don’t wanna go. But my guy, Booker, the one I mentioned? He’s down in the car.”

	“Call him.” Her voice rose, thinned, panicked. “Tell him, Thomas.”

	It was all he could do to keep his gaze from the rapid rise and fall of her chest. Until her eyes dilated. When she looked through him, he could see it. 

	The warehouse, the bed, the door.

	She shook her head as her fingers closed around handfuls of his shirt. “You can’t.” It was as heartbreaking a whisper as he’d ever heard. “Everything just stopped hurting,” she whimpered. “You can’t go now.”

	Hell no he couldn’t.

	“Hey hey, okay.” He gave her a gentle kiss. “Look at me, Anna. I’m right here. I ain’t going anywhere, okay?” She blinked at him, and her eyes refocused. “I’ll stay right here.” Her breathing slowed and she nodded, moving his hands with the short, rapid motion.

	He smirked. “Well. I mean, eventually I’ll have to go to the bathroom, so not right here.” 

	She let out a short laugh, and sucked in a stuttering breath, nodding again.

	He pulled her forward and wrapped his arms around her head, hugging her tight. “I promise. If I don’t have to leave you, I won’t.” He leaned back and caught her gaze. “Ever.”

	A small smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. 

	Man, making her do that was such a rush. 

	She lifted on her toes, brushed her lips against his, and whispered “Ever?”

	His pulse quickened. Damnit. The one day he didn’t have the ring with him. Talk about a perfect moment.

	He grinned and snagged her bottom lip in his teeth. He swiped his tongue across it, and nearly melted when her breath rushed out.

	“Ever.” He kissed her and stood up straight. “Come on.” Twining their fingers, he pulled her into the living room.

	She sniffled behind him, and he grinned. She was still so strong. Hell, stronger now.

	He turned and put his hands on her shoulders, gesturing to the couch with his head. “Wanna just sit and chat?”

	Her brows lifted and a grin spread on her mouth, followed by that sexy as hell blush. For anyone else, a normal conversation was nothing. Tuesday. Over the phone. Rushed, ignored. To them . . .

	She twisted her mouth to the side, chewing at the corner of her smile, and stepped against him. “Not really.”

	“No?” Huh. He’d been looking forward to that. 

	Her eyes widened. “I mean, yes. God yes. I want that and grocery shopping and take out and TV in pajamas. All that. Just . . .” She dropped her gaze as she picked at one of his buttons. “Not right now.”

	He clenched his back teeth as a wave crashed over him. That blush crept up on her cheeks, deeper, and he shot a look down to her trembling hand. 

	“Oh.” He cleared his throat. “That’s uh. Now? You sure? That’s a big, ya know, decision. Or whatever.” 

	She giggled and nodded, making it really damn hard to keep the brakes on. “I’m sure. I know it’s not a helicopter, but my bed’s pretty soft.”

	He released her shoulders and dragged one hand down his face, failing to wipe off the dumb grin.

	“Can’t believe you remember that,” he chuckled.

	She nodded, biting her lip, and he rubbed his neck while blowing out a puff of air. “So . . . Okay then.”

	She let the button go and chewed her thumbnail. “You’re okay with it?” Her hand dropped and she grabbed the button again. “Want to, I mean?”

	He laughed. “Hell yeah I want to, are you kiddin’ me? I’ve only thought about it every single day since I laid eyes on you.”

	Her grin was dazzling, full of joy, and it stalled his heart. “Really?”

	Even more heat raced through his body as he wound his arms around her and pulled her tight to him. 

	“Really.” Her eyes widened, and he smirked as he ducked to whisper in her ear. “In case ya couldn’t tell.”

	She shot out a short laugh and nodded. “No, there’s, yes. I can. Be a bit hard to miss—” she swallowed. “—that.”

	He laughed and dropped his forehead to her shoulder. “Anna, my Anna.”

	Oh, wait.

	He popped his head up and found her eyes. “Hey but you’re still, I mean you,” he laughed and let her go, covering his face. “This is crazy,” he mumbled into his palms. “Like.” He dragged his hands down and glanced at the ceiling, then back at her. “You know what to do, right?”

	Annalise laughed and put her hand on her cheek. “Yeah. Despite what people think I’m not a total noob. I’ve just not gone all the way. I’ve, you know, done stuff.”

	Thomas’s nostrils flared. As dumb as it was, that made him jealous. Seriously jealous. The thought of anyone ever having touched her made him want to hunt them all down.

	He quirked a brow. “Stuff.”

	“Yeah.” Her bottom lip locked under her teeth for a second then she shook the hair off her shoulder. “Stuff. Like, oral.”

	His eyes bugged, and he laughed into his hands again. “Holy shit, Anna!” His stomach muscles ached, and he sat down hard on the couch, arm wrapped around his waist.

	Of all the things he never expected her to say, that was right up there.

	She crossed her arms and laughed with him as he wiped at his eyes. Then she sucked in a quick breath and dropped down beside him with a massive grin.

	“Thomas! Are you blushing?” 

	His laugh died down, and he shook his head. “NO, I ain’t blushing! You’re blushing!” He looked back over his shoulder and rubbed his cheek.

	Anna’s loud laugh made his stomach flutter, and he turned back to face her. How did she manage to get more and more beautiful? 

	“Come ‘ere, gorgeous.”

	He tugged on her upper arm until she straddled him, then gazed up into her drop-dead gorgeous face with her toasted-beige skin, melted milk chocolate eyes, high cheekbones, and sexy as hell dimples that peeked out when he was extra funny. He knew for a fact every bone in his body was going to melt. His stomach spun. That was a sight he could totally get used to. Like, daily.

	“What about you?”

	He blinked. Had he missed something? He dropped another glance down and found her hands fiddling with that same button again. He swallowed.

	“Whatcha mean, what about me?”

	She rolled her eyes. “Are you, you know?”

	He frowned, then scrunched his nose. “Nah. Well, not technically. But it ain’t like you’re thinking. I didn’t have a choice in the matter.”

	She shifted her weight and leaned back a little, look harder at him.

	“What does that mean?”

	Thomas stretched his neck and frowned again. This wasn’t how he saw this going down right then. 

	He sighed and pressed his back against the couch cushion.

	“It means,” he chewed his lip. “That pop decided it was time I became a man at the ripe old age of seventeen an’ set me up with a, well. You can guess.”

	Annalise tilted her head and squinted. Then her eyes bugged. “A HOOKER? We have those here?”

	Thomas winced, and laughed, followed by another sigh as he nodded.

	“After that . . .” he shrugged. “Honestly, I didn’t have much use for cold, empty, point and click type shit. Then he went outta his way to keep me so busy I barely had time to breathe, let alone date.” He smiled and squeezed her thighs. “Worked out perfect, I think. ‘Cause even if I was with someone, I’d have had to break her heart when I laid eyes on you.”

	She glanced out toward the kitchen as she smiled and tucked a section of hair behind her ear. Her cheeks flushed with his favorite shade of pink, and he shook his head. What had he done to be this lucky?

	“Hey. Anna.”

	She turned back to face him and tilted her ear to her shoulder with a sweet smile. “I love you, too.”

	His heart stuttered. How did she—

	He stared at her for a second before he remembered to blink. His eyes traveled a slow path down to her mouth, which smiled wider. They traveled down her neck, where here pulse thrummed. Down her chest, rising and falling with her rapid breaths. Then to her stomach, hidden under that damn sweatshirt. Then her hips, and finally to her legs in those tight jeans, one on either side of his. 

	There was a goddess draped over him, and she didn’t even know it.

	He swallowed down a knot and eased his hands further up her thighs, his thumbs trailing along the inner seam of her jeans. She sucked in a breath, and his lower stomach swirled. 

	There’d be no way he’d live through this. 

	He dragged his gaze back up her body to her face and her parted lips. 

	He shifted his hands to the top of her thighs and skimmed upward, paused at her hips, then slid under the hem of her sweatshirt, eyes trained on hers the whole time. 

	The slightest sign she was checked out it was all over. There was no way in hell he’d do anything she wasn’t ready for. 

	She lifted her brows and smirked, leaning back a little further. “What? Don’t like a girl in a frumpy sweatshirt?” 

	Thomas barked a laugh but lost all ability to talk when she pulled it up over her head and chucked it to the other side of the couch.

	How did she even get this shirt on? It was so tight he could count her damn ribs. Not that he was complaining. Because he wasn’t. But . . . she really did need to eat more. Thank God he could take care of her now. 

	And for the love of all that was holy, that fucking spectacular chest . . . his mouth dried. He knew she wasn’t huge, thankfully. Too big wasn’t really his thing. God, and like he could have forgotten that ripped open shirt. 

	His stomach turned a little at the memory until she shifted on him and snapped his attention back to her, back to the present. 

	He swallowed. Seeing them front and center, begging for attention was almost more than he could stand.

	She leaned forward and braced on him. 

	All he wanted to do was touch every inch of her skin. The muscles in his fingers twitched, and he let his hands wander up her sides. Her eyes glazed under a slow blink, and he curled his fingers around her waist.

	The second the last fingertip made contact she sucked in a fast breath and slapped a hand to her forehead. “Oh!”

	“Jesus, Anna!” He clutched his chest and laughed. “You tryna give me a heart attack?”

	She giggled and hopped off his lap. 

	“Uh,” she rubbed the back of her head with her face scrunched, then blew out a breath. “Wait.” She threw up the first finger on each hand and gestured to him. “Right there.”

	She scooted past his knees and disappeared around the corner. Thomas blew out a long slow breath and shook his head to the ceiling.

	There was no reason to freak out. He blinked and remembered the gun tucked in the small of his back. Shit. Would she freak out if she saw that? He snatched it out and shoved it under the pink zebra pillow to his left. Then swallowed and dropped his forehead to his palms.

	No reason to panic. Another slow breath in and out and he winced. This was Anna. And she said she loved him, and that had to mean no matter what. Scars or no, right? Maybe he could talk her into leaving his shirt on. He snorted.

	“What’s so funny?”

	Her voice floated right above him. He jerked his hands down and rested them on his knees, eyes slowly widening as he took in the three different colored foil packages fanned out in her hand. Heat crawled up his torso, and he stretched his neck. 

	At least her brain had still been working.

	She cleared her throat and thrust the condoms out to him. “SO, before you ask. No, I didn’t just have a stockpile. To be honest, I was ready to never do that.” She shrugged. “Since it wouldn’t have been with you. So.”

	Thomas rubbed one hand down his face and held out the other. His body, mind, and heart were all tangled up. She was really going to just not have sex? She had wanted to be with him that bad? 

	“I wasn’t thinkin’ that. And now I can’t think of anything other than how fuckin’ hot you are and how much I love you. But where’d they come from then?”

	“Well,” she drew out the word and dropped them on his palm one after the other. “I found them. In the medicine cabinet. Just never got around to chunking them.”

	Huh. He picked up the blue one and turned it over, on the hunt for magic numbers. He smiled. Not expired.

	She dropped down on the couch beside him and leaned in as well. “I don’t think they’ve been here all that long. Can they go bad?”

	“Yeah, gorgeous.” He glanced at her profile, right next to his face, and the car chase in his stomach started up again. “They can. But we’re good.”

	She turned her face up to his, her eyes shining, and smiled. “Good.”
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Ryker

	 

	Ryker loosened his tie with a sharp jerk as he stalked through the parking lot. 

	He was drained. Back to back therapy sessions, Olivia’s exhausting breakdown, and Nataly.

	He stilled with his hand on the door handle to his Aston Martin and exhaled. 

	Nataly was a category of crackers all her own. What did Gavin even see in her? Ryker wiped at a spot on the shiny red paint. She wasn’t smart. He tugged the door open and dropped down on the plush seat with a hefty sigh. She’d never be able to function in society. 

	He smirked as he glanced out at the dim asphalt and cranked the car. Especially not now. She had nothing to offer.

	Well, nothing other than her fantastic little body. And that cute birthmark on the inside of her left thigh. 

	The strip of imported silk slipped out from under his collar and landed on the passenger seat in a puddle. 

	If Lyle was going to call him for an impromptu meeting this late in the evening, he could deal with ‘Ryker sans tie.’ A meeting which would go completely different than that smug lawyer planned, thanks to the info he’d dragged from that tiny blond nut case.

	He checked his pocket for the requested drug one more time and smiled. Pretty sure he knew why daddy dearest wanted it, and it wasn’t to bake a cake. Good thing there weren’t any morals riding shotgun on this trip. Or ever.

	He flipped the visor down and leaned up to check his eyes in the mirror. Not too red, at least. 

	After a quick smooth ride uptown, he eased his prized possession into the middle of two spaces and hopped out. The back lot of the law firm was empty but better safe than sorry.

	Lawyer. He snorted. Perfect cover really. 

	He snatched the rear door open and was greeted by the trilling warning beep of a security alarm, which promptly ceased. Lyle must have stopped it. Ryker traveled the length of the lower hallway, ascending the steps to the main floor. 

	Empty and silent. Obviously, The Wolf himself wouldn’t greet him at the door. 

	Several echoing steps across the freshly polished marble brought him around the receptionist’s desk. He swallowed as he rested his hand on the excessively large, carved door handle to Lyle’s office. 

	Confrontation. Still not his thing.

	Shoulders rolled back, chin lifted, he shoved through.

	“Mr. Hunt. Have a seat.”

	No attempt at niceties. Interesting. Lyle’s scowl was almost tangible. 

	Ryker strolled up to the ornate desk and plopped the pill bottle down on the glass-covered wood. “Wish I could be there to see it work.”

	After a deep breath in, Lyle’s face relaxed, and he smiled. Only his smile always somehow managed to look like anything but. 

	“You’ll be the first to hear about its success, of that you can be sure.” He picked up the bottle and placed it in the inside pocket of his jacket. “How are things at the center?”

	“You mean how is Nataly?” Ryker arched a brow and leaned back in the chair. “Oh, she’s fabulous.” No sense in dragging this out, he was too tired. “She’s chock full of information.”

	Lyle’s smile/sneer fell, though the rest of him stayed frozen. Ryker smiled. God, that shift was such a satisfying thing to witness. That slight transfer of power.

	He linked his fingers and rested them on his stomach. “Is that why you called me here? To ask about the daughter you never visit? Or call? Or even acknowledge is alive?”

	Lyle’s throat bobbed, and he reaffixed his smile. “Since you seem set on jumping to the meat of the meeting: Yes. In a sense.” He picked up a wooden pen from his desk and spun it in his fingers as he spoke. “I learned that you extended trials to her. Despite,” he sneered. “My ordering you not to.” 

	He placed the pen back down with a deliberate, slow motion, and even though Ryker knew he had the upper hand, Lyle was still a scary dude. But how did he find out?

	Ryker tightened his hands and tensed his spine. “It was—”

	“Stupid. Reckless. Not part of our agreement. Which,” Lyle shrugged. “Is now null and void.”

	Ryker’s eyes widened. Shit. He wasn’t too late, was he? No, he wouldn’t have bothered calling him here if that was the case.

	He let out a sigh and shook his head. “I don’t think so. See, Nataly’s cotton candy brain managed to hang on to something you really want to keep hidden.” Ryker leaned up and grabbed the same pen, only he tucked it in his breast pocket. “In fact, it’s the reason you sent her away in the first place.” 

	Lyle’s nostrils flared and he leaned up in his seat. “This is why you tested on her? Just to get to me?”

	Ryker shrugged. “Basically, yes.” He gestured to Lyle’s jacket. “And don’t hop on the high horse. We’re not that different.”

	“We, Mr. Hunt, are incredibly different.” He sat back against the seat and gazed past Ryker. “I don’t do this for fun. This is necessary.” His voice rose. “All of it. Everything. Every fucking move I’ve made for the last—” He closed his eyes and exhaled slowly. “We are not the same.”

	Ryker smiled. Maybe the crazy wasn’t just from mommy. That would certainly explain things. “Okay fine. Not the same. Even so, you’re not only going to keep our agreement, you’re going to amend it. You’re going to send me another hundred K a month.”

	“Is that so?” Tall and outmatched leaned further back in his chair and folded his arms. “You think the information you claim to have is worth that? I presume you’re not going to share it?”

	Ryker snorted. “That would be a big old negative.”

	“Then there really isn’t anything else to discuss. Without some proof of—”

	“Fifteen years ago.” Lyle’s jaw clamped shut, and Ryker’s brows lifted in silent victory. “It was a cloudless, dry night. Perfect for a fire. Perfect for—”

	“Fine. An extra hundred thousand.” 

	Bingo. The tightness in that response was delicious. 

	Ryker grinned as he stood. “Pleasure doing business with you.”

	“A moment, Mr. Hunt.” 

	Ryker lifted his brows in wait. This had better be good.

	“Any side effects I should watch for?” 

	Was that actual concern on his face? 

	A laughed clawed its way from Ryker’s throat, and he strode to the door. He spoke over his shoulder, hand resting on the handle. “With what you plan to do with it? Why do you even care?”

	“I don’t want him to die. That would be counterproductive.”

	Ryker sighed and turned. “He won’t. Not unless you kill him. Or someone else does. Just stick to the dosage and you’ll have one perfectly pliant zombie.”

	He didn’t wait for any other questions, letting the heavy wood door thud closed behind him.
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Thomas

	 

	A breath separated his face from the heaven he’d been begging for his whole life. They’d kissed at least a hundred times to that point, but the thought of brushing his lips against hers that time was supercharged. 

	They locked eyes, and she smiled. “Ready?”

	Yes. The answer to that was oh my holy yes. He swallowed and smiled back. She locked her bottom lip under her teeth again and hopped off the couch, waggling the fingers on her outstretched hand. 

	A grin pulled at his mouth as he took it. “You plannin’ on showing me the ropes, short stack?”

	She scoffed on a smile and tugged him to his feet. “Short stack? Did you just compare me to pancakes?”

	He laughed and pocketed the condom before pulling her close. “If it means I can butter you up and cover you in syrup then yes the hell I did.”

	Her eyes turned to saucers and air left her on a short, sweet burst. “That sounds . . . sticky.”

	Thomas laughed and cupped her cheeks. “I love you, Annalise.” He ducked down to claim her mouth in a deep kiss. Her fingers found the front of his shirt again, only this time it felt like she was using him to stay upright. She pulled back and blinked a tear onto her cheek. Oh no.

	“Hey, what’s—”

	“That’s the first time you’ve said my whole name.”

	He straightened up and stared out over her head, then back down to her. “You’re right. Huh. What? You don’t like it?”

	She wiped at her cheek and grabbed the sides of his head. She pulled him back down and kissed him, even deeper still which was quite a damn feat. He was nearly dizzy when she pulled back the next time, and they both panted. 

	“I,” she sucked in a short breath and laughed. “I fucking loved it.”

	His chest expanded and he nodded. “A’ight then. Want me to call you that now?”

	She shook her head and bit her lip. She needed to stop doing that. For a couple of reasons. “Nu-uh. I like when you call me Anna.”

	The side of his mouth curled up and he nodded slower. “Me too.” 

	He slid his hands across her neck and threaded his fingers into her hair. He placed a soft kiss on her jaw, then whispered in her ear. “Let me love you, Anna.”

	She melted into his hands and moved backward through the room, pulling him along.

	Her bedroom was too far away, then suddenly they were at the foot of her bed. He popped his eyes open and laughed into her mouth before pulling back.

	“What?”

	“I didn’t think it was possible to shove any more pink in this place. Is there a whole store somewhere that just sells this stuff?”

	She laughed and pushed his shoulder. “Shut up! I like pink.”

	“You don’t say.” He grinned. “As long as you don’t start buyin’ me pink shirts we’re good.”

	She put a finger to her chin and looked off to the side like she was thinking about doing exactly that. He thinned his lips.

	“No. Nope. I draw the line at pink shirts. Ain’t happening, gorgeous.” His eyes widened. “Pink underwear neither, so don’t go gettin’ any ideas.”

	She dropped her hand and clutched her stomach as she laughed. His heart somersaulted in his chest. God, she was so amazing.

	His love for her swept over him with a shudder, and he clutched her face. Her laugh halted, a sweet echo hovering in the air for a brief second as she gazed at him.

	“Anna, you’re perfect, you know that?” 

	She sucked in a breath and knitted her brows, giving a quick shake of her head. “I’m a mess, Thomas. The last thing I am is perfect.”

	He released her face and slid his palm down her arm. Her hand shook as he lifted it to his mouth. When she drew in her bottom lip he pulled back and ran a finger over the marks on her wrist. 

	“You are though.” 

	He pressed it to his lips and murmured against her soft skin.

	“If I coulda sat down and written out every single thing I could possibly want in a woman, I’d have never dreamed you up in a million years.”

	He placed a kiss on her thumping pulse point, then another one further up, eyes still trained on her.

	She swatted tears off her cheek and cleared her throat. “I’m glad you think so.”

	He wiped some leftover ones off her jaw and smiled as he cupped that cheek. “I know so.”

	She smiled. It was small, but it was enough. She was at least listening, even if she didn’t believe it. 

	She reached up and twined her fingers with his and kissed his palm, then let their arms fall between them.

	They stood hand in hand, eyes locked as gravity took hold of Thomas. He’d never leave this moment. Never. The world could burn to ash around him, and when he closed his eyes that night, he’d see her just like this. 

	Her perfect face staring up at him like he set the moon in the sky. Her perfect hands grabbing hold of his, with their timid strength. Her perfect smile that grew the longer he looked at her. He inhaled deeply and smiled.

	“I love you, Anna.”

	Her grin grew wider and she stepped against him, pulling him down into a gentle kiss.

	“I love you too, Thomas.”

	His heart. It couldn’t keep up. Endless warmth filled it, and he chiseled those words right on its surface. 

	He let her hands go and slid the backs of his fingers down her cheek, holding her gaze. A whole herd of horses thundered in his chest, and he blew out a slow breath. 

	“There’s just one problem with all this.”

	Her face hardened and she blinked at him. “What?”

	A smirk played on his lips as he hooked his thumbs under the collar of her shirt. “You’re still wearin’ way too many clothes.”

	She barked a laugh, and her cheeks tinted. “You too. Wanna take turns? I’ll go first.”

	Jesus. Did he? Her first? Fucking hell.

	He evidently managed to nod since she nodded back. In a move that might have broken the sound barrier, she crossed her arms, grabbed the hem of her shirt, and swiveled her torso to peel it off. 

	His lungs froze, and his eyes had never been happier in his whole life. Her skin was nearly flawless, save for a few random freckles on spots he would absolutely be tasting. 

	Her bra had this cute white and blue flower pattern on it and holy shit he could touch her.

	“My God, Anna.” His hands found her waist, then smoothed up her sides.

	His jaw was going to break from clenching.

	She wiggled with a squeak and he might have blacked out for a second. When he came to his senses, he grinned. “You’re ticklish, too, huh? Ya know, payback’s a bitch.”

	Annalise laughed and swallowed then gestured to him. “So. Your turn.”

	All humor left him on a single breath. Shit. “Eh, you sure about that? I mean, you’re doin’ a pretty good job all by yourself.”

	Her smile dropped. “What’s wrong?”

	Thomas blew out a slow breath. “Well. I mean. It’s just.” He rubbed the back of his head and crossed his arms. 

	“Thomas.” She stepped up to him and grabbed the front of his shirt. “I love you.” He swallowed and looked down to see her fingers undo one of his buttons. “Also, I’ve waited since basically the first day we met to see what you look like without a shirt on.”

	She grinned, and he snorted. “You too, huh? A’ight.”

	His heart skipped as he undid one button after the other. Her eyes watched him like he was a damn cupcake, her thumb locked in her teeth. He couldn’t help but grin. Maybe she wouldn’t freak out too bad.

	The last one undone, she stilled his hands. He dropped them and let her take over, her searching fingers working their way inside. When she flattened her palms on his stomach, her eyes closed. 

	“I knew you’d be ripped. I knew it. I could tell.”

	He barked a laugh, rubbed a hand down his face, and shrugged.

	Before he could react, she slid her hands up his chest and pushed the shirt off his shoulders.

	He winced when her eyes widened. Damnit. He knew this was a bad idea.

	She whispered his name and bit her lip. 

	Well, that sewed that up. 

	He twitched his hands, dead set on putting his shirt back on when she crashed into him. She wound her arms around his waist and pressed her cheek to his bare chest. He only halfway registered her skin against his as he fought to keep it together.

	“Thomas, I’m so sorry,” she cried.

	“Don’t,” he cleared his throat. “Don’t do that. Not a damn one of these is your fault.”

	Tears dripped down his chest. Anna’s tears. His skin burned where she trailed her hand back around his side. He grimaced when she rested her palm on the newest one on his side. 

	“That one is.” Her whisper that time was only slightly louder, but it might as well have been a punch to the gut.

	He wrapped his hand around her wrist, but she shook out of it. 

	“It ain’t your fault, Anna. None of that was.”

	He opened his mouth to say something else, but when her lips pressed gently on the gunshot wound, he forgot how to breathe, let alone talk. 

	Her mouth moved up his side slowly making chills pop up behind it. Her hot little tongue traced his longest knife fight scar and he shuddered.

	Further up she went until she found the jagged one from a bottle in a bar fight. She kissed every bit of it as her other hand traced along the waistband of his jeans. His body was a furnace. It was also a tangled mess of fear, desire, love, sorrow, and guilt.

	Toward the center of his chest, she found another scar, one of many from sessions with Steven, and showed it just as much attention. Her mouth and tongue and hands covered, touched, traced, and studied the countless physical records of the life forced on him. A life he was sure he’d lose long before he found a reason to hang on to it.

	He was almost afraid to move, to break whatever spell she was under. But when she had made it up as far as she could reach, she jerked the shirt the rest of the way off and stared at him.

	“You’re so hot.” Her chest rose and fell like she’d been running as she eyed him.

	His heart stuttered again. At that rate, it’d give out before they even started. He didn’t think anyone would ever look at him like anything but a monster. Hell, no one had before her.

	He blinked with a lopsided grin and reached up to cradle her face. “Really? You think I’m hot?”

	She shot out a laugh and grabbed at his belt buckle. “You’re hot as fucking hell, Thomas. How could you possibly not know that?”

	Hot. She thought he was hot. How lucky could he be?

	He was still frozen when she got the buckle undone and made an attempt at the button. 

	His brain finally caught up, and he grabbed her wrist. “Hey,” he swallowed. “Thought we were takin’ turns. You’re up, gorgeous.”

	She grinned and bit her lip, nodding. But when she quirked a brow and put her thumbs in her waistband he was done waiting.

	He took a quick step against her and pulled her into a deep kiss. She hummed and moved her hands back to his pants. 

	Well, two could play at that game.

	He grinned against her mouth and mastered her button in one second. Breath left her in a burst, and she froze, her mouth on his, as he eased her zipper down. Thomas’s body burned as he pushed her jeans over her hips. His palms found skin, skin, and more skin as the material inched further down. 

	No way she didn’t hear his heart drumming in his chest. Pretty sure he looked like one of those cartoon wolves.

	As impatient as he was, she apparently reached her own limit. She pushed him back and jerked the denim blockades the rest of the way off and chucked them across the room with a huff.

	She hooked her thumbs under the waistband of the most spectacular combination of black lace and elastic he’d ever seen in his whole life. He barely got her hands stopped in time. 

	Slow breath. He drew his lips under his teeth and closed his eyes.

	She giggled and straightened her fingers. “Go for it.” Her breathy voice almost knocked his knees right out from under him.

	Jesus.

	He moved her hands and skimmed his hands down her sides. His fingertips slid under the edge, and he nearly toppled over. He sank to the floor at the same time with a smooth motion. Over her hips, down her thighs, her calves, then the entire world melted away. 

	Thomas had no words as his eyes drank her in. Even if he had words, he couldn’t have said them. Every single bit of her was sunshine, and he’d been hiding in a cave his whole life. 

	He wanted to stay there for the rest of his life, lost in beauty itself. There was nothing on this planet he’d rather look at than her. She had other ideas. 

	She grabbed his face and pulled him up to his feet with a whimper. He let his hand trail the inside of her leg on the way up, and her shiver was everything to him in that moment.

	There was no way she knew how hard he was working to not lose it. She was just too fucking perfect.

	Their mouths met again in a heated tangle. She worked at his jeans and gasped against his lips when he slipped his fingers just inside perfection.

	He winced and took a slow breath.

	Slick and hot and the only place he wanted to be. He’d move in there if she’d let him.

	“My God, Anna.”

	The tinny rattle of his belt buckle hitting the floor reached his ears before he even registered the cool air against his legs. His eyes popped open and fluttered shut on a groan when her hot hand wrapped around him.

	She broke the kiss and moaned. “Thomas, are you serious with this?”

	He chuckled. “What the hell does that mean?”

	“Just.” She shook her head and swallowed. “Big.”

	He threw his head back in laughter then bent to rest his forehead on her shoulder. “It ain’t that big, damn.”

	If she wasn’t careful, she’d give him an actual ego. Not all the bluster he ran around with. 

	He picked his head up to catch her gaze as he moved his hand against her. “But I’ll be careful. Don’t worry.”

	She bit her lip, then nodded. “I know. I trust you.”

	“You—”

	His entire body flickered. He claimed her mouth again, but it almost hurt. Her love. She was too much. He didn’t deserve her. But, he sure as hell wasn’t going to waste this gift. 

	He dragged his fingers out slowly, swallowed her gasp, and moved to undo her bra. Thank God there was only one of those little hooks. Even he couldn’t mess that up. 

	He leaned back and slid the straps down her shoulders and let the flowered fabric fall away.

	“Holy Christ, Anna,” he breathed and scanned her. “You’re fucking spectacular.”

	She blushed and grinned. His fingertips drew trails on her slender neck and her collar bone until they came to rest on the most amazing chest he’d ever seen. A sharp gasp left her mouth when he ducked his head and explored all that new skin with his mouth. Every flick of his tongue made her body jump and he gripped her hip.

	That was it.

	He stood up straight and exhaled a slow shaky breath. She was practically panting when she tugged at his boxer briefs.

	Off they went, somewhere in the room he assumed but could have been another planet as far as he knew.

	Then there was nothing between them. 

	Everything, every part of their soul laid bare as their skin.

	“Oh, wait!” She turned side to side looking at the floor, on the hunt for something apparently.

	Oh, duh. Her brain was still working, thank God. “Pocket.”

	She crouched down and popped back up, holding it between her index and middle finger. A mixture of hardcore lust and stomach twisting nerves took hold in him and he held out his hand.

	She pulled it back. “Can I?”

	Holy . . .

	He must have nodded again, because the blue square was under her teeth in a second, ripping open in a nearly silent crinkle. She held his gaze the whole time and he was fairly damn certain he was going to die.

	She turned it out onto her palm then walked a step backward to sit on the bed. 

	Had he moved? He must have, because he was right in front of her, holding his breath.

	He was going to break a damn molar from clenching his jaw as she rolled the condom down. Had she practiced that? She flicked her eyes up to his and blushed again. His stomach danced. God bless America she was so damn beautiful. 

	As if she could read his mind she shrugged. “Sex ed class. Plus, you know. It’s kinda self-explanatory.”

	He snorted and nodded. “Yeah.”

	His eyes rolled back on a groan when she gave him a slow stroke. 

	That was exactly as much of that as he could handle.

	He gently pushed her shoulders back until she was flat on the bed. He gazed at her, lost in her eyes and what it meant to be there. Then they wrapped around each other. Physically and emotionally.

	He breathed her in, all strawberries and flowers and sunshine and everything he always knew he needed but could never find. 

	A shiver danced down his spine as her fingers raked the back of his head. He popped up to his palms and hovered above her. He searched her face, nearly blinded by the glazed look in her eyes. 

	“Go slow,” she whispered as she trailed her fingers down his sides.

	His nostrils flared, and he ducked to kiss her again. Her lips parted, and he slid his tongue across hers, sparks shooting through his body like fireworks. He pulled back and smiled.

	“I won’t hurt ya, gorgeous.”

	“It’s not that. I mean, not only that. Cuz that will. I just,” she let out a small, shaky laugh and shrugged. “I don’t want this to end.”

	Neither did he. But it wouldn’t, not really. Not as long as they stayed together. Which they always would.

	He chuckled and nipped her chin. “I don’t either. But, hate to break it to you, it’s gonna end.” He pulled back and winked. “Sooner if you don’t quit lookin’ at me like that.” She giggled and he clenched his back teeth again. Cool it. 

	He dropped soft kisses down her throat, then looked back up. “But we can do it exactly as many times as you want. As, you know, you’re comfortable with. And also, that I can manage. Not sure what my limit is, but I’m up to find out whenever you are.” He waggled his brows and she laughed. 

	A rush hit him, so fierce it knocked the air out of his lungs. Love. Anna was actually love. She was joy. 

	Her broken matched his broken, that’s what it was. They fit. Together they were whole. A lump lodged in his throat, and he swallowed as he dropped down to his elbows. He kissed her cheek and caught her gaze.

	“You’re my home, Anna.”

	She stilled, her smile quickly replaced by pitched eyebrows and a drawn-in cheek. She nodded, and a tear slipped down her temple, disappearing in her hair.

	“You’re my home too, Thomas. What home,” she swallowed as another tear fell away. “Should have been.”

	He blinked away a tear and smiled. She got it. No way she wouldn’t, though. It was Anna. His Anna.

	“You ready?”

	She let out that post cry laugh that was just a little strangled and nodded. “If we don’t soon, I might actually die, so yes.”

	He chuckled. Eyes locked on hers, one breath in, they joined together, little by little. She winced and scrunched her nose.

	“You wanna sto—”

	“No!” She was as emphatic as she could be with a whisper, and even more heat burst through him.

	He found the spot below her ear and tongued it as he eased the rest of the way in. She all but purred, her hot breath scalding his neck.

	God, even just hearing her breathe was amazing.

	Tight, wet heat was all he could focus on, though. And the way she sounded. 

	The way she sucked in these tiny, short breaths, or let out these fucking hot squeaks or moans when he moved. 

	The way her soft hands grabbed at his sides, not even paying attention to his scars. 

	The way her body arched when he smoothed his hand across her chest.

	The way she was Anna.

	Static formed in the air around them as they made love, pricking his skin everywhere they touched. Even the act of taking a breath was bottled lightning and made him dizzy.

	“Anna.” 

	He murmured it like the prayer it was as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

	Love and desire swirled in his stomach. Every muscle was a stretched rubber band, ready to snap.

	When she hooked her leg over his hip with a whimper, a helpless groan left his throat. 

	Their motions grew more desperate. Their gaze broken by fluttering or squinted lids. The thick air pierced with sweet, loud, throaty, or broken sounds until there was nothing left but panting. Kissing. Whispering. Laughing. Hugging.

	A long breath slowed his heart as she curled into his side. She. His entire world. A world he didn’t deserve. But holy God, he was going to do whatever he needed to hold onto it as tight as he could.

	“My God, Anna . . .”

	She chuckled and adjusted her head to put her ear over his heart.

	“You need to get rid of that.” She gestured with her thumb to the condom.

	He sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I know but I don’t wanna move!”

	She laughed and pushed up to her elbow. “Go, go.” 

	She made a little whooshing motion with her hand, and he grumbled with a grin.

	“A’ight, jeez.” He rolled into her and kissed her, then rolled off the other side of the bed.

	He pointed to one of the two closed doors and twisted to catch her gaze. She nodded, then flattened on her back again with a satisfied sigh.

	He shouldn’t have been surprised at that point, but the sight of even more pink made him laugh.

	“Anna, I love you so much. You’re so damn adorable.”

	Her musical laugh floated through the door followed by “I love you, too.”

	He grinned. That would never, ever get old to hear. 

	He trashed the condom and was about to head back out when he caught sight of the bottles peeking out of her medicine cabinet.

	His stomach dropped. Every one of those pills was probably his fault. They might as well have his name etched on each one.

	Her arms wound around him from behind, her chest pressed into his back and his eyes widened as his body twitched. How could he possibly be ready to go again?

	“Are you hungry?” Her voice was muffled against his skin. “We can go get some Chinese food or something and watch TV before we go to sleep.” 

	His throat closed. Shit. He couldn’t really stay. Not tonight anyway. It probably wouldn’t be safe for either of them. But how the hell was he going to handle that? She was a box made of sugar glass. One tap in the wrong spot and she’d shatter.

	He cleared his throat and smiled. “I’m always hungry, gorgeous.” He rotated in her arms and ducked to kiss her. 

	He needed to think. Time. He needed time. Oh!

	He pulled back. “We havta go tell Booker though. He’s still waiting, remember?”

	Her face fell. “Oh, yeah. I forgot about him.”

	Truth be told, he had too. Far more important things on his mind today.

	“Let’s get dressed. Maybe he could drive us? I ain’t got my car anymore. Since. Uh, you got one?”

	She shook her head. “I’ve been avoiding driving. Since.” She shrugged and he nodded.

	“Book it is then! Come on.”

	Thomas made exactly as little effort at hiding his blatant ogling as she did. And before either of them had shirts on they were back in each other’s arms. After several long, heated kisses, he pushed her back by her shoulders.

	“We gotta go, doll. I’m gonna waste away standing in this shrine to pink.”

	Annalise snorted and spun out of his grip. “Fine, fine. We might skip TV though. There are still two condoms left.” She winked and bent over to grab her shirt.

	God. Maybe he could come back after? Maybe?

	He watched her wriggle her fine ass into those tight jeans while he fussed over his shirt. Wrinkles in his clothes irritated him to no end. Did Anna have an iron? Before he could ask, she came over and wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to his chest.

	“Thomas, I love you. I’m so glad you’re staying.”

	Damn it.

	He rubbed her back, and planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Love you too. Let’s go.”

	He took her hand, threaded their fingers together, and kissed each of hers while they walked through the living room. Just a simple stroll, holding her hand. He felt like he’d won the lottery. 

	She grabbed her phone and shoved it in her pocket with a grin. “Ready.”

	He smiled back, ducked to kiss her, and tugged open the door. 

	He was about to gesture for her to go first when his nostrils flared. Something was off. 

	“Wait.” He pulled back on her hand, and she shot a sharp look up to his face.

	He reached for his piece and sucked in a breath. Where the hell—oh right.

	“Wait here.” 

	He moved her back away from the door frame and trotted to the couch to grab his gun. 

	He stopped in front of her wide-eyed face. Boy, if this wasn’t familiar in the single worst possible way. He needed her to stay calm though.

	He gave her a grin and a wink. “Just didn’t wanna forget it, that’s all gorgeous.” 

	She blinked at the gun and blew out a shaky breath, nodding as she took his hand again. “Okay.”

	He pulled her through the door and was met with stark silence. It was a bit late in the evening, but there should be some noises. Voices at the very least. But there was nothing. Just the echo of their matched steps as they descended the first flight. 

	They came to Mr. Dean’s door and Thomas swallowed. Cracked open. Still no sounds. Shit. Maybe he was overreacting. He didn’t know really anything about this building. Maybe everybody turned in early?

	Second flight of stairs down and Annalise gripped his hand tighter. His stomach twisted. 

	How could they ever have a life like this? Would they always have to skulk around corners with guns drawn? That wasn’t how he wanted to grow old with her. They needed to go. Run. Something.

	They reached the main floor and Thomas exhaled. Everything looked—he glanced at Eliza’s door when they reached the middle of the foyer. 

	Open. He knew for a fact he’d shut it. Might not mean anything, maybe some painter came to do work, but his hackles raised all the same. Another quick glance through the tall, glass doors made his heart hammer. Booker’s car was now parked at the curb. Right in front. Shit. She needed to go back upstairs. 

	He pulled Annalise up short, right before she reached the door. 

	“Anna, G—”

	It was too late. A wide sucker punch landed a bullseye on Thomas’s stomach, knocking the wind out of him. His gun tumbled from his grip as he groaned.

	“Thomas!”

	Annalise made a grab for him as he doubled over, but a second man shoved her across the foyer. She shouted as her back hit the far wall. 

	Thomas coughed and sputtered, clutching at his wounded side. 

	Darkness filled his vision as a bag was yanked down over his head. Annalise called out to him in a scratchy voice, but she sounded miles away as he was dragged over the threshold.
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	Annalise

	 

	“No!” Her voice echoed in the now silent foyer. 

	It happened too fast! Annalise walked herself up the wall by her hands. She would save him. Her jaw clenched as her back twinged. There wasn’t a single second to waste on panic. Or being a victim. 

	Just thinking that word gave her a burst of rage. She shoved off and grabbed the discarded gun before she scrambled through the door, nearly falling. A glance to the right, just in time to see a big black car and its red taillights round the corner. 

	Without another thought, she took off down the sidewalk in the same direction, the gun heavy in her hand. Full of power.

	They didn’t just take Thomas. They took her future. And she was going to get it back.

	Her heart thundered, her body using every ounce of adrenaline she had to keep up. 

	The car took another right, down 8th, and she grabbed her phone.

	She quick-dialed Marianna and pushed through the sucking breaths. 

	One ring. Two. 

	Annalise rounded the same corner, phone jammed against her ear. 

	Three. Four.

	She caught the glow of red turning left on Barton and pushed further.

	Voicemail.

	“Fuck!” She jerked the phone down, gripping it tight.

	Her lungs ached. Her thighs burned. Each slam of her foot on the uneven cement jarred her teeth as she crossed the street and took the same path.

	Oxygen stopped being enough when she reached the edge of Barton.

	Gone.

	She gasped out a sobbing breath and skidded to a stumbling stop.

	“No.” she sucked in mouthfuls of nothing, as everything caught up to her.

	Her hard rock ringtone startled her with its hauntingly loud chorus. She struggled to answer through blurry eyes and shaking hands. She didn’t bother with formalities. Marianna wouldn’t need them.

	“Took,” she gasped in another breath and braced on the wall. “Thomas!”

	One beat of silence. “Where are you?”

	“Barton. Black car. I ran after them. I tried.” She broke and crumbled against the wall as tears streamed down her cheek. “I tried.”

	Marianna’s voice was muffled as she spoke to someone else, then cleared. “Stay put.”

	Relief washed over her and she closed her eyes.

	“Nick will be there in a couple of minutes. Rico’s calling him now.”

	Annalise’s eyes flew open. Nick would completely flip his lid. That was the last thing she wanted to deal with.

	“No! He doesn’t know. Send someone else. Send Rico!” 

	“No time. He’s closest, and I need you here, safe. We’ll explain it to him.”

	She needs? Wait a minute.

	“There? Why? We need to get Thomas! They can’t be far from—”

	“We have no clue how much further they went. They could have been running you in a circle.”

	Annalise’s stomach dropped, leaving a hollow, twisting pit in her abdomen. They could have. Her wet eyes widened. She had no idea where he was. She’d never find him on her own.

	Squealing tires snapped her focus, and she flattened against the brick. Had they come back for her? Her hand tightened on the gun.

	“He’s there.”

	Oh shit. She jammed it in her waistband and covered it with her sweatshirt as Nick’s truck came into focus.

	“Ms. Marianna. Why did they take him?” 

	Two heartbeats of dead air clawed at her mind as Nick’s truck pulled up to the curb. Annalise’s veins buzzed. Would she answer?

	“We’ll talk.” The call disconnected. 

	Yeah. 

	Annalise tightened her grip on the phone as Nick leapt out of the truck and ran to her. 

	They’d talk. And she’d get the whole story.

	He stepped up to her and grabbed her shoulders, eyes wild. “What the hell are you doing out here? Why didn’t you call me?”

	She snarled and shoved him back, running to the passenger side. “Get in, Nick. We need to go!”

	He stared after her a moment, then followed.

	Annalise dropped like a lead weight into the seat and focused on breathing. Nick climbed in and threw the truck into gear.

	She pulled her knees up to her chest. She’d make them pay. Feet planted firmly on the seat, she glared through the windshield. She was going to save him. 

	“You gonna explain why the hell you’re on a street corner? And why Marianna called, not you?”

	Annalise shook her head. “Nope. Just drive.”

	Nick slapped the steering wheel, causing her to jump.

	“I’m so sick of that woman and her secrets. Now she’s dragged you into—” he twisted his grip, the leather cover creaking under the strain. “Whatever the hell this is. Which is exactly what I told her not to do.”

	Annalise pinned him with a stare. “Okay, one: she didn’t drag me into anything. Two: you don’t have to protect me, Nick. I’m almost nineteen. Yeah. I went through hell, and I know you’ve had to put up with me coming through that or whatever. But now that he’s—”

	She bit down on her tongue. Damn it.

	The air in the cab shrank.

	“Now that who?” It barely sounded like a question. More like, an accusation wrapped up in a monotone statement.

	Her heart hammered, but she threw her stare back to the windshield.

	“Nothing and no one. Can you go faster, please? Or move and let me do it?”

	His brows reached for the roof, and he passed several glances between her and the road. 

	 Good thing for Nick, he picked up on the fact this needed to be one of those ‘no talking’ moments. Because she was done.

	The engine revved, and the next eight minutes were both quiet, and so loud she had to wince. 

	Could she have been faster? Even though the guys came out of flipping nowhere, there had to have been something she could have done. What were they doing to him? 

	Her stomach wrenched and she wrapped her arms around it. Were they going to—no. He’d be fine. And Nick. God. She knew for a fact he’d demand she leave the country before he let her go after a mobster. But that was a battle she’d win hands down. Simply because she had to.

	They pulled up in the half-circle driveway in front of the New England style house she had recently become familiar with. The truck had barely stopped, and Annalise was already out, sprinting to the door. 

	She skidded to a stop and pounded on it with her fist. “MS. MARIANNA! OPEN UP!”

	“Hang on!”

	The rattle of locks sounded only briefly before the door swung open. Ms. Price stepped aside and ushered her through.

	The hem of her black flowy skirt caught the breeze as she held out her hand to beckon a scowling Nick in as well.

	“Come on! Inside.”

	Annalise stepped over the threshold and into a lion’s den. Rico, arms crossed, gaze pinned on Marianna like he thought she’d get shot just answering the door. Actually, she might, so that made sense. Did he ever go home?

	Scarlet paced in the kitchen with her hands locked behind her head. Did Marianna already tell her? 

	Two other guys Annalise had never seen before also milled about. One bulky guy with an honest-to-God eye patch stood off by the fireplace, flipping a switchblade open and closed in some comical stereotype of a ‘mobster.’ 

	The other guy was tall but lanky. He fussed with a toothpick in his mouth, a periodic sucking smack noise filling the room from his perch in the corner. She shuddered. 

	“Who are they?”

	Eyepatch gave her a small wave. “Eric. I run the day to day for the Valentines. The guys come to me first. Second in command I guess. In as much as Lyle never came out and said it.” He gestured to Marianna. “But I report to her, now. Since that shit with you, and Tommy getting shot.” His heartbroken frown dug at her. “That was just too far.”

	Annalise’s brows lifted. That’s a pretty high up position to have a plant, and at least he had some morals. Points to Marianna for general awesomeness.

	Toothpick guy grunted, pulling his chin. “Mike.”

	She waited for his introduction, but he went back to chewing on the wet wood, and stared off into the distance. Okay, then.

	Honestly, if they were going to save Thomas, they could be delivery men for all she cared.

	She could’ve felt Nick’s glare behind her even if he wasn’t puffing angry breaths like a bull.

	She spun on her heel and held up her palm. “Let us explain.”

	His face went slack. He shot a look over her head toward the kitchen. A swift look at Marianna. Then a nearly violent one back at Annalise.

	“Us? You told me she—”

	Marianna stepped between the two of them. “We don’t have time for this. Sit.”

	“No!” He was as hysterical as Nick could be, which was still pretty low-key. “Tell me right now why I don’t grab her and Scarlet and leave this fucking town for good.”

	Marianna blinked in shock and lowered her brow. Annalise huffed. They really didn’t have time for this. She pushed Marianna aside and stepped up to Nick.

	“For starters, you don’t own me. I don’t want to go.”

	Daggers stared down at her. “You don’t know what’s good for you, clearly.” He threw a hard point toward the door. “Street corners? At night?”

	“THOMAS is good for me, Nick! And they fucking took him! I—He’s—” her throat closed, and she grunted and crossed her arms.

	Nick deflated, and all fire left his expression. “I thought you were doing better.” The words left him on a great exhale as he reached for her. “He’s dead. You know t—”

	Annalise slapped his hand away. “He’s not dead.” She turned a hard look to Marianna and furrowed her brow. “Tell him. I need some water.”

	An about-face pointed her straight to the kitchen. And Scarlet. Great. Time for round two.

	“The guards we had posted were knocked out, but—”

	Annalise tuned out and swallowed. She didn’t want to relive that moment again yet. She tucked her chin to her chest and moved with long strides straight past Scarlet to the giant double fridge. 

	When she jerked the door open, a wave of panic swept over her. There was so much food. Everywhere. Every corner. Why?

	Pursed lips slowed her sucking breaths, and she clenched her shaking fist around the handle.

	Just food. She needed to get her shit together. Right the hell now. Thomas needed her to be strong, not some worthless wreck.

	A large warm hand landed on her left shoulder from the block of a body on her right. She started and looked up into Rico’s warm smile and light blue eyes. “Mi scusi, piccola. Time to refuel.”

	He winked, and Annalise couldn’t have stopped her smile if she tried. That was why. For Rico.

	She stepped to the left and gestured. Rico grabbed a protein shake from the door, a bottle of water from the top shelf, and two cheese sticks wrapped in some sort of thin meat from one of the drawers in the middle.

	He turned and headed straight toward the living room. Scarlet had chosen not to approach the storm Annalise brought with her, and was now in the living room, holding onto Nick’s arm. At least she wouldn’t be an issue at the moment.

	Annalise watched Rico tuck the shake under his arm, crack the seal on the water, and thrust it out at Marianna. She took it without even looking, carrying on with her hushed explanation to Nick. Rico waited for her to take a sip, then handed her the cheese/meat thing.

	She shook her hand, but he pushed it further and mouthed something. She rolled her eyes, grabbed it and took a bite.

	When he turned back toward the kitchen, a smile crept up on his features and he focused on the protein shake. Until he spotted Annalise’s gaze. Then he froze for one second, shrugged, held the shake up in a gesture, and took a long draw.

	Annalise’s heart panged. Would he ever tell her? How sad.

	Wait a minute. Her eyes widened. She wanted to know more too. She slammed the fridge closed and trotted back into the living room in time to hear Nick’s acquiescing sigh.

	“Fine.” He caught sight of her and pointed hard in her direction. “But she stays here.”

	Annalise stuttered to a stop and scoffed. “NO!”

	“No.” Marianna said it at the same time, and Annalise turned to face her.

	 Thank God she had someone on her side. She lifted her chin, crossed her arms, and stepped beside Marianna.

	Nick’s jaw muscle jumped, but the queen of the den kept right on talking.

	“We might need her. If . . .” she cut her eyes to Annalise then shook the hair off her shoulders. “Something were to happen, he’d protect her above anything else.”

	“Exact—wait, what? Happen?” 

	A deep, icy shiver rolled through her and she swallowed. She’d get answers later. Right now they needed to be a united front against the army of one, standing in her way.

	“And I’ll be fine, Nick. I’m not as weak as you think.”

	His mouth turned down at the corners. “It’s—I don’t think you’re weak, Annalise, I’m trying to protect you! You have zero clues about what’s going on. What she,” he spat the word out. “Is asking you to do.”

	“Damnit Nick,” Annalise stomped her foot. “She’s not asking me to do anything! I called HER. I’m going whether any of you come with me or not. You want to keep me safe? Show up.”

	Eyepatch—Eric’s pocket chose that exact moment to erupt in a whiny country song from across the room. Annalise glanced at the toothpick guy behind Nick when he made that nasty sucking smack noise again. He smiled and nodded.

	Eric snatched the phone out, glanced at the screen, held up a finger, and answered. “Butch? Yeah, I’m here. Where’re they going?” Silence stretched over the room like plastic wrap, but Annalise’s heart hammered. 

	That name—she shuddered—he was in her warehouse. The big guy who rarely left the office.

	Her eyes bugged and her breaths shrank. They wouldn’t take Thomas to the same . . .place . . .would they? Her knees nearly buckled, but she gritted her teeth. 

	That sucking smack noise hit her ears, bringing her back to the present. 

	“Got it. Yeah.” Eyepatch grunted and spun the switchblade in his hand. “Yeah, I know. Good work. Keep an eye out.”

	He pocketed his phone and met Mariana’s gaze. “They’re going to the warehouse just past Canderhall, out toward Bridgeford. The big two-story one. That’s uh—” The switchblade made a final metal ‘shink’ noise when he closed it and jammed it in his pocket. “We need to be quick.”

	Annalise blew out a slow breath and nodded. Good. Not her warehouse. That might have been a bit much.

	“Rico,” Marianna called out, keeping her stare pinned on Nick. “Call The Dogs.”

	“Si. On it.”

	Annalise looked over her shoulder in time to see him lean back against the island and pull out his phone. Dogs? 

	Marianna touched her shoulder. Annalise snapped her head around to face her.

	“You’ll ride with me and Rico.” She raised her hand when Nick opened his mouth. “Rico is better equi—”

	A gunshot roared through the house. Annalise and Scarlet both screamed. Annalise slammed her eyes shut and crouched with her ears covered. 

	Everything was muffled. Distant. She popped her eyes back open to find toothpick man’s face, nearly level with hers as he slumped to the ground. He glared at her until his eyes unfocused. The toothpick clung to his lip even as his mouth went slack.

	Annalise blinked. Blood oozed out from under his head in an expanding circle, breaking off into rivers when it met with grooves in the wood.

	Blood. She sucked in a massive breath and launched to her feet. Sounds slowly trickled back in as Nick’s hands grabbed her shoulders.

	“—talking about! Look at her! And this guy was in your house! That’s it.”

	He turned her toward the door. Wait. She shook her head and dug her heels in.

	“N—no! I’m fine. Fine. I’m good. It was just loud. What happened?”

	“Idiota.” Rico walked over and crouched beside the body. “Must have thought no one was looking. Made a move toward Eric.”

	He tugged a knife free of the guy’s hand and caught Marianna’s gaze. “Suicide mission.”

	She nodded and exhaled slowly. 

	Annalise shuttered in a breath. “He knew he’d get killed? Why? What kind of sense does that make?!” This entire town was mind fucked.

	Eric crossed the room, and crouched by Mike’s body. He frowned, flipped open his switchblade, picked up the guy’s arm, and drew an ‘X’ midway up the soft flesh of his forearm, red trickling out of the cuts. 

	“My calling card. Marking him a traitor. Ironic, eh?” He let out a humorless chuckle. “This way, when news gets out The Cleaners picked him up in enemy territory, they’ll also hear I was the one that caught him.” He stood and flipped the blade closed, crossing his arms. “When he got in the car, I figured you called him too. The Wolf must’ve set it up.” He grimaced. “Shit. Which means he knows I’m a double. Damnit! Well, I’m good as dead.”

	“No,” Marianna sighed and glanced at him over her shoulder. “I think you’re fine, Eric. I’m betting Lyle has shadows on everyone at this point. And I assumed incorrectly you’d brought him on board.” She gestured to the door. “Rico, please take Annalise to the car. Nick, Scarlet, go to the condo, it might not be safe to stay here. Eric, go with them but stay guard outside. Report anything else you hear directly to me.” 

	Eric nodded “Yes ma’am.”

	Were they just going to leave the body? Annalise blinked. Bleeding all over the floor? Maybe that’s what “the cleaners” did. She opened her mouth to ask when Nick moved.

	“No.” He growled and loomed over Marianna. “I’m not going to the fucking condo. You’re taking her, I’m going.”

	“Nick. You made it clear you wanted nothing to do with this life, and I did everything I could to keep Scarlet out of it. What kind of sense would it make to put you anywhere near the action? Hmm?”

	“But, it’s okay to take my eighteen-year-old sister? I don’t think so.”

	That was the last straw. Annalise stormed toward the door and threw herself over the threshold. He’d have to try and stop her. Even then, she’d knee him in the fucking nuts.

	“Annalise, stop.” Nick stomped after her, followed by Rico and Marianna.

	She didn’t stop. She turned to go up the side path, and he grabbed her shoulder before she could make it under the trellis.

	“Do you want to die?” He let her go and held up his hand when her mouth dropped open. “Sorry. Bad choice of—listen. What are you doing?”

	“I love him, Nick. With my whole—every part of me. And they took him. Right in front of me! Would you just sit around waiting if they did that to Scarlet?”

	His eyes widened, and his hand dropped. 

	Didn’t think so.

	“Go home. I’ll be fine. Rico is the bomb, there’ll be a ton of other mob dudes, and you need to protect Scarlet.” She paused a second before crashing into him, wrapping her arms under his. He hugged her tight.

	“I love you, dork,” she mumbled into his chest.

	He snorted. “Love you too, squirt.” He pushed her back by her shoulders and caught her gaze. “I don’t like any part of this. If something happens to you—” His jaw jumped, gaze intensifying. “You stay out of, well, everything. Stay in the car. Be more careful than you’ve ever been. Do exactly what Rico says. But you better come back.”

	She nodded and stepped back with a smile. Rico let out a quiet cough, and Annalise turned on her heel and ran to the idling car.
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Thomas

	 

	Fire. 

	Flames licked at the roof, at the windows, at the doors. They writhed and launched skyward, kissing the smoke trails as they leapt. 

	He could stand there all day, watching the colors swirl to the sky. Natty liked fire too, almost as much as he did. 

	So pretty.

	Then screaming. Who was that? He looked around but didn’t see anyone. The Greene’s mean old dog must have been asleep. It usually came out all barking and snarling when they were this close to the house. 

	More screaming.

	“Thomas, what have you done?”

	What had he done? He was just standing outside. He was just watching the pretty colors.

	“Who’s screamin’, Papa? Why’m I out here?”

	“You must have been sleepwalking.” 

	Thomas looked back toward the flames and smiled. They were so pretty to watch.

	“You’re a monster.”

	Thomas blinked at his Papa. Why was he smiling? Monster? Like the one that lived under the bed? He didn’t think he was a monster. For starters, he only had two arms.

	“Papa, I ain’t a monster! That’s silly. I’m thirsty, can we go home now?” 

	He looked down at his tiny, bare feet and wiggled his toes in the grass. Sirens echoed down the street, and Thomas grinned. He loved fire trucks. Especially that older one they had on display on the big road. He tugged on his papa’s coat.

	“Papa! That a fire truck? Can I sit inside?”

	His papa jerked his coat out of Thomas’s hand and knelt down to snatch his arms, shaking him.

	“Tommy, listen to me. You killed all those people. Everyone in that house. They’re all dead ‘cause of you.” Thomas blinked. “But it’ll be our secret. I’ll keep you safe from the people who’ll come to take you away. I’ll hide your monster for now.”

	Thomas’s heart pounded like it did when he chased after Natty. How had he killed anyone by standing outside? How could you walk while sleeping anyway? His eyes watered, and his papa sneered.

	“Only babies cry, Thomas. You’re a killer now. A monster. And monsters don’t cry.”

	Thomas looked back toward the house with tears clinging to his burning cheeks. Smoke curled around it now. He squinted. Was that a lady yanking on the upstairs window? Was she trying to get out? She’d get hurt if she fell, that was really high. 

	The woman slammed her fists against the glass, followed by her shoulder. Her mouth opened like she was screaming, but he couldn’t hear anything with the sirens so close. She almost looked like his mamma, but why would she be in someone else’s house? Did she sleepwalk too?

	The pretty red lights of the firetruck reflected off the windows. She saw them too, and turned, locking eyes with Thomas. Hey, that was his mamma! She needed to get out!

	“Mamma! Papa we—”

	That same second the whole top of the house exploded, and Thomas screamed.

	 

	Thomas jerked awake as the car bumped over what he guessed was a pothole. The grainy blackness created by the hood slammed him back to the present, and he groaned. He tried to shift positions, but his knees were packed tight against the wheel well. They could’ve at least used a car with a bigger trunk.

	“Damn.”

	He hadn’t had one of those in a long while. Not since the very first time he talked to—

	“Anna!” 

	Those fuckers better not have touched her. He struggled against the ropes around his wrists before his wounded side stung and he gave up. 

	“Buncha sorry cowards.”

	Only way to grab him was to get the drop on him like they did, and they knew it. If he’d just reacted sooner. He winced.

	At least they took him, not her. He’d step in front of her every time. He’d move the Earth to save her. In fact, he’d get shot every day for the rest of his life if it would keep her safe. 

	The car lurched to a stop and two car doors slammed. Thomas swallowed. He really hoped they weren’t taking him where he thought they were taking him. Also, that they weren’t planning on kicking his ass anymore, now that he was tied up. Easy target and all that. 

	The trunk opened and a grabby hand wrapped around his arm. Then another. They jerked him out of the trunk, nearly throwing him on the ground. 

	He groaned as he steadied his legs, finding his voice despite the terror. “Ever heard of askin’?”

	They shoved him in the back, and he stumbled forward. 

	Guess not.

	He sniffed the air. Toothpaste? No. Gum of some kind though. He sniffed again and his eyes widened. Nicorette. It really was Booker.

	“Book, you’re a sorry s.o.b., ya know that?”

	Another sharp shove on his left shoulder was the only answer. Loud and clear though.

	“You back stabbin’—she’ll fuckin’ murder you. If I don’t first. Bare hands, Book. Ya ain’t worth the cost of a bullet.”

	Booker snorted and shoved him again. “Just keep walking and shut the fuck up for a change!”

	Cars rumbled on the street behind him. Where the hell had they taken him? 

	A shop bell dinged across the street. The air stank like rotted trash and sewer water, too, but that didn’t help him orient either. Almost every place in this damn town smelled like that. Or old, wet dog. 

	Did anyone notice two goons pushing a man in a hood down the sidewalk? It was late. Might not be many out to see in the first place. He tested the ropes around his wrists again and frowned.

	Though, even if they did, even if there were, they sure as hell wouldn’t interfere. There were a lot of scared sheep in this town. And six times as many bloodthirsty wolves. 

	Two hard shoves on his right shoulder rotated him left. A few steps further and all street sounds became muffled. Alley. His pulse quickened. Lots of alleys in town. Didn’t mean anything.

	One of the two men applied steady forward pressure on Thomas’ shoulder, and his shin bumped into a wide, flat piece of metal. His eyes bugged. Fire escape. All his senses went on high alert. 

	Nostrils flared, ears trained on the weak breathing coming from his left. Not Booker. He inhaled slow and deep.

	One step up. He grimaced as his footsteps made the metal twang, and the staircase rattled under the pressure.

	A second separated his next step and the softer one behind him. The wobbly structure groaned under the combined weight. Another weak breath off to his left. 

	He could take him. He wouldn’t get to Booker in time, but he was pretty damn sure they weren’t gonna kill him. Otherwise, why the hell go through all this trouble? And he was no stranger to pain.

	Thomas exhaled and kicked as hard as he could behind him. His foot connected with soft flesh, stomach, and the man let out a massive grunting groan. Thomas spun and drove his knee upward, straight into the guy’s chin. 

	A satisfying clack and wet smack followed by a soft thud on the ground made a small smile curve on Thomas’s lips. 

	Short-lived. 

	Another heavy-handed punch landed on his wounded side. He let out a high shout and bit down hard on his back teeth as he doubled over.

	Booker grabbed the back of the hood and Thomas’ head along with it. He yanked back, strangling the sound that tried to come out. 

	“You know. If I weren’t under orders to deliver you in one piece, I’d dig around in that side of yours to see if any of my bullet was left in there.”

	He craned further back, and Thomas managed a gasping breath as starbursts formed behind his eyes. Booker pulled the trigger?

	“Since bullets are so expensive. And the one that hit you? Meant for your little girlfriend. She’s lucky she tripped.” 

	That—his heart thundered—was the wrong thing to say.

	“Get up. I’m gonna drop you off so I can go home and sleep like a baby.”

	Thomas struggled to breathe as he let Booker pull him up. When Booker shoved back and released the hood, Thomas slammed his head forward and connected with Booker’s face.

	He shouted and his steps staggered, causing the staircase to sway again. 

	“That’s for tryna hurt my girl.”

	“You sorry,” Booker paused and grunted, the sound nasally and weak. “God! GO!”

	He grabbed Thomas’ arm and turned him around, stepping up beside him as far away as the railing would allow.

	Another step up, nearly dragged by the traitor. The staircase groaned and Thomas’ breath quickened, causing his injured side to throb. Even if he got away, he couldn’t run far enough, fast enough. And another gut check wasn’t on his wish list.

	Yet another step. Fuck. Had to be where he figured. Two more. His stomach clenched. Sweat formed on his brow. 

	“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.” He spoke under his breath, his slamming heartbeat making jumps in the sound. 

	The thrum of his pulse pounded in his ear, drowned out the hum of traffic. Thump. Thump. Thump. Faster than he thought it could go before giving out. 

	Three more. One final step, and he froze. His throat closed. He tried to take a step back. Tried to run. Booker tightened his grip and jerked forward.

	“Fuck! Lemme go! I can’t . . .” Thomas sucked in a breath as the latch on the door clicked. He knew what was on the other side. “Please!”

	His entire body shook. Terror shoved all reason away. All confidence, gone. He was a leaf, about to be shredded by a lawnmower. Crushed under a heel. Devoured by a nightmare. His own, personal, made to order nightmare. 

	He was back in the place he’d begged to die. Way more than once.

	“Book, don’t do this!”

	The metal scraped. That familiar tang of old blood, cold metal, and musty wood wafted out, sucking the life right out of his body. His facade melted away completely, and he barely hid the sob in his voice.

	“Please . . .”

	One more shove and he was across the threshold. 

	 His lungs refused to work. The metal scraped again, and the city sounds vanished, leaving him only with the pound of his pulse again. 

	Footsteps. Closer. 

	Thomas dropped down to his knees as despair settled in his mind. Maybe he would pass out before . . . his heart skipped several beats and he shuddered as he whimpered.

	“God, please!”

	The footsteps stopped. Thomas knew who it was before the voice oozed down from above.

	“God’s not here. Just you and I, Thomas.”

	Thomas’s heart stuttered again, and his stomach threatened to empty its contents. He fought back bile. 

	“You know this is necessary, right?” The steps began again and stopped right in front of him. “I’m just trying to help you.”

	The hood was snatched off, and Thomas blinked against the harsh yellow light, then squeezed his eyes shut, praying it would all just vanish. 

	He knew what he’d see. Where the chair was. Where the screen was. Where the tray of shit Steven had liked to use was. 

	He knew what was coming and who he’d finally be afterward. 

	His throat wouldn’t move. 

	A heavy sigh filled the space above him. “Open your eyes, son.”

	Thomas trembled but did it. He kept his focus trained on the polished, expensive shoes in front of him. At least it wasn’t Anna here. At least she was safe. He took a slow breath and raised his head.

	“See? Compliance is much better, don’t you agree?”

	Pop was smiling. A real smile. Thomas had less than a clue how to react to that. 

	When was the last time he saw that? Was pop happy? About the whole thing? Or about Thomas doing what he was told? When the room blurred, he blinked.

	“Tears.” Lyle crouched down and held Thomas’s gaze. “Monsters don’t cry.”

	He flipped open a switchblade and Thomas’s entire body jerked. Lyle stood and gestured for him to stand.

	Whatever small chance Thomas might have had when he stumbled in here was shrinking fast. He had to try something . . . didn’t he? 

	A slow breath in, and he rose slowly. He swayed and winced, the pounding of his heart nearly deafening. When he steadied, Lyle made a circle in the air with his finger. Thomas turned.

	“This is the best way.” Lyle sliced upward through the rope. “Once we finish this, you’ll be better. Stronger. Who you’re supposed to be. Then there’ll be nothing to keep you from coming home. It’s not quite the same without you.”

	Thomas furrowed his brow and swallowed a lump. He missed him? No. That’s not what he said. And that’s not what Thomas wanted. He wanted Anna. And she loved him like he was. He rolled his shoulders back and Lyle quirked a brow.

	 “No. I ain’t comin’ home. I ain’t workin’ for you anymore.” 

	Lyle frowned, and shook his head. “I had hoped to appeal to your sense of logic. Familial obligation. Family’s all we have Thomas. I’ve always been here for you. Protected you.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket. “But now you’ve forced my hand.”

	Thomas’s heart skipped and stuttered in his chest again. If his pop so much as breathed in Anna’s direction, he’d burn him alive. Family or no. 

	Lyle put the phone on speaker and held it out in his palm. What game was he playing now?

	Thomas swayed from adrenaline sputtering through his body. When the familiar silky, practiced receptionist voice purred out from the handset, every spec of blood in his body pooled in his stomach.

	She was groggy, but still chipper.

	“Mr. Valentine? What,” Becca yawned. “What can I do for you?”

	Thomas’ chest hitched with heartbroken breaths as he blinked away more useless tears. 

	The sound of his pop’s chuckle made Thomas hollow, sick, like he was dying. 

	Lyle pushed the mute button and sighed. “Their fate is in your hands. Come home to me. Rejoin the gang. Be who you’re supposed to be.”

	“Mr. Valentine?”

	He had no choice. No way he’d let his pop do anything to them. His entire body shook as he fought to keep his fear, rage, sorrow from bubbling to the surface. 

	The only thing that would be worse right now, was if Anna herself shot him dead in the heart. 

	No . . . His eyes widened. 

	Worst would be if something happened to her, and he couldn’t save her. God, he’d do anything to keep that from happening. Even if it meant giving up his soul. Being the monster.

	He nodded.

	Lyle took a deep breath and smiled again. A real smile. Thomas chewed his lip. Something he did made his pop happy.

	Lyle unmuted the phone. “I apologize for the late hour. Could you please have Antoni meet me at the firm in about—” he flicked his wrist to check his watch. “Thirty minutes? Something came up with the Findley estate, and I need his help with the paperwork.”

	A pause.

	“Of course, sir. He’ll be there. Goodnight.” The line went dead.

	Lyle clapped Thomas on the shoulder, giving it a quick squeeze as he pocketed the phone. “Good choice, son. This’ll be a lot easier if you don’t fight.”

	 

	 

	 

	 


[image: Image]

Lyle

	 

	Twenty-two years. Meticulous planning. Suffering for the sake of this endless war. With her. For her. Them. His chest tightened. Achingly familiar eyes stared back at him, rimmed with tears. Thomas blinked, and Lyle exhaled.

	“I have something that’ll make this far less painful. For both of us. Come.”

	He turned and walked toward the left of the room. To the set up they’d been using for many of these years. He fished the bottle out of his blazer pocket and frowned down at it. 

	Amobarbital. His own research showed Ryker hadn’t lied. And the dosage was confirmed by the pharmacist. But still . . . planning was different than doing.

	He gripped the plastic tighter. This was necessary. This was the time. 

	They reached the single metal chair flanked by a metal table, empty, save for a single glass of water, a spoon, and a charred piece of wood. 

	He winced when his eyes fell on it and refocused instead on the bottle. 

	There’d be no single other opportunity to win. To show her. He would have been the better choice. They could have been . . .

	A lump formed, and he snarled as he slammed the bottle down on the table, rattling the wood against the glass. Useless fucking tears.

	“Have a seat.” 

	Years of practiced detachment kept the waiver from his voice. When Thomas didn’t move, Lyle turned a glance over his shoulder. 

	His son was chewing his cheek with his brows knitted, his gaze drilling into the chair. 

	Lyle blinked twice as a pang of guilt stabbed him in the gut. This was all her fault. All of it. Since day one. Since she left. 

	 He gripped the bottle and turned back to pour the powder into the glass. Despite what he had assumed, letting the mask crack, slip away, wasn’t difficult. It was freeing. 

	“Son, I really am trying to help you. I know it hasn’t seemed like it.” He picked up the long-handled spoon and stirred the mixture slowly. “I’m making the choice easier.”

	“W-what choice, pop?”

	Lyle smiled, focused on the swirl in the center of the glass. “The choice to save her.” Another glance back at Thomas as he tapped the spoon on the rim of the glass. “From yourself.”

	Tommy’s eyes widened, wheels visibly turning as he passed a few rapid glances around the room. “I’d never hurt her!”

	Lyle set the spoon down and lifted the glass, giving it a sniff.

	“You love her.” He stepped to the left and gestured to the chair again. “Believe me, I know how much damage a love like that causes.”

	The words soured his throat. And stung his heart. Thomas drew his bottom lip in and worried it. He blinked a tear onto his cheek, and Lyle swallowed. 

	“You’ll hurt Annalise, son. Just by being you.” 

	Tommy’s eyes closed, and he wiped a hand down his face, then crossed his arms. “I—I don’t wanna hurt her, pop.”

	“I know. Here.” He held the glass out with a small smile. 

	When Thomas cleared his throat and took it, Lyle exhaled. Two long draws and Thomas wiped his mouth on the back of his hand, setting the empty glass down with a metallic clink on the table. 

	Good. Just a couple of minutes. Lyle kneaded Thomas’ shoulder and helped him to the chair. 

	“It’s who we are, son. We break things, and things break us. People. We get left in the cold. Left for a safer bet. The love of a Valentine isn’t a gift. It’s a burden. A sickness. A death sentence.” Bile singed the back of his throat, and he gritted his teeth as smoke-filled air swirled in his mind. 

	Thomas furrowed his brow. “How’s lovin’ someone so much you wanna die a bad thing?”

	“You loved your mother too, Tommy.” Realization drained all the flush from Thomas’ cheeks, and Lyle swallowed as he continued. “But, look at what you did to her.”

	Thomas sat down hard on the unassuming metal surface and cradled his head. “I’m sorry, pop.” His voice was weak, pitched. “I’m so sorry.”

	Lyle walked over to the projector on the floor and crossed his arms. There wasn’t a choice. 

	He swallowed, stretched his neck, and took a moment to collect himself. He needed to do this. It was already in motion anyway. And soon enough it’d all be over. His eyes flicked to Thomas when he started whimpering.

	He’d be doing his son a favor, really. He’d always been too soft. Too driven by his heart. Too much like me. Too hard to turn. No matter how proud it had secretly made him that his son was too strong for that. Tommy was a loving soul. A bright spot.

	Lyle scowled. This was a dark place. You needed darkness to survive it. And you needed to be darkness to rule it.

	He flipped the switch. A few shuttered flashes and images began cycling. He kept from looking and frowned as he moved to crouch in front of Thomas.

	“You have a chance to save Annalise, Tommy. And to make amends for what you’ve done.”

	Thomas’ tear-soaked face popped up, and he searched Lyle’s eyes.

	“How?” 

	Barely more than a sorrow strangled whisper, but a wide-open doorway. Just a few steps across the threshold, and he could slam it shut forever.

	Lyle smiled and pushed up to standing. “Time to let the monster out, my boy.”
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Annalise

	 

	Annalise bounced her knee in the back seat beside Marianna as she hung up the phone. Two calls back to back, and from what Annalise overheard, a shit storm the size of Texas was about to descend on that warehouse, complete with a deadly cloud known as The Dogs.

	Good. She frowned. Too slow. Rico was driving too slowly. Teleportation wouldn’t be fast enough.

	She shifted to adjust her seatbelt, and the muzzle of Thomas’ gun dug in a little. She smirked. If she had to shoot someone, she was ready. 

	Nick didn’t know she’d been taking lessons from the Masey Street range, to take back her power. No one knew. It was the only reason she didn’t lose her shit when Rico fired. She swallowed. Mostly. 

	Marianna exhaled and Annalise oriented on her. Time for answers.

	“Why?”

	A soft chuckle was her reply and set her nerves on edge.

	“You really are perfect for him. So much fire.”

	Marianna crossed her ankles and looked at the rearview mirror, meeting Rico’s gaze. His expression softened, and he gave her a single, small nod.

	 An unsure smile formed, and she faced Annalise. “My boy is lucky to have you in his corner.” 

	Annalise blinked. Then blinked again as her mouth fell open. He said his mom died. That—

	“Yes,” she interjected quickly. “He’s my son. Lyle,” she swallowed, “is his father. He and I—doesn’t matter. What’s important is that I was forced to make a horrible choice twenty-two years ago. When Thomas got shot, I started making moves to correct that. Now, that’s all in jeopardy.”

	Annalise’s shock was quickly snuffed. She clacked her jaw shut. Something was off. That didn’t sound like she wanted Thomas because she wanted Thomas. She was acting like—

	“What the hell does that mean? What could be ‘in jeopardy,’ other than Thomas’ life?”

	They bounced over the double railroad tracks. Annalise tucked her hands under her knees and rotated, facing Marianna fully.

	“You aren’t worried about him at all, are you?”

	Marianna flicked her gaze to Annalise and straightened her spine. “Of course I am. I don’t want anything to happen to him, even more than you.” 

	Annalise snorted. “Fucking doubt that.” 

	“He’s my son. And I love him.” Her voice hitched, but she cleared it away with a small cough. “Thomas is . . . unique. In his position, I mean.”

	Annalise chewed on her lip in thought and glanced out the front window. They were headed further through town than she’d ever ventured. To the side most law-abiding citizens didn’t go. It ran close to Gang Land. Much rougher than Mob Town. 

	When trees and pavers gave way to rundown buildings and streetlamps, a lightbulb flickered to life in her mind. Disgust burned the back of her throat. She shot a look at Marianna.

	“You want to use him!” She looked at Rico, whose gaze was pinned on the road, then back at Marianna. “Because he’s from both sides. So . . . what? Will that give you control over the other, his, family? That mob or something? What kind of dumbass sense does that make?!”

	“It’s not that simple.”

	“Seems pretty simple to me.” Her eyes bugged. “You were only protecting him because you needed him!”

	“Whoever controls Thomas in the event of—

	“CONTROLS?!” Her pulse rocketed and she clenched her fists. “He’s not a fucking remote! Or a robot! Or some other—thing. He’s a person! And for your information, he doesn’t want to be on either side or even in the stupid mob at all. Did you know that?” 

	Marianna pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes at Annalise.

	“Well, unfortunately, he doesn’t really have a choice. He’s needed.”

	Bullshit. 

	Annalise fumed. “Listen to me, Ms. Marianna. When we get him back, he’s going to have a choice. You’re going to give it to him. And when he says no, that’s it. You’ll leave him alone. And me, because we are going to go far the hell away from here, you, and everyone.”

	Marianna scoffed a single laugh. “You aren’t in a position to issue orders to me, sweetie. And you have no idea what’s at stake.”

	She may not have known everything, but Annalise did, in fact, have something that put her in exactly that position. She just figured out the missing piece and was ten feet tall and bulletproof. 

	She offered Marianna a small smile. “He doesn’t know.” 

	The twitch in Marianna’s mouth was a loud enough answer for 

	Annalise who smiled wider, baring more teeth. “You’ll let him choose, Ms. Marianna. Or I’ll tell him all of it. Everything you just said.” She shrugged. “Maybe even stuff you didn’t say. I’ll make that choice if it comes to it. And you and I both know he’ll believe anything that comes out of my mouth.”

	Marianna had been studying Annalise while she spoke, and when she ended the sentence with a thrust up of her chin, Marianna smiled.

	“You’re playing a tricky game, hon. Are you sure you’d want to leave? I think you’d be quite good.” Her smile fell. “I don’t want Thomas hurt, nor you. I never wanted you to get involved in this. It’s why I hid him from you in the first place. I know what damage a love that strong can cause.” She gestured to Annalise’s side of the car, frowning. “I tried like hell to keep Scarlet out of it too. Though, that might not have been as good an idea as I thought it was at the time.” A soft chuckle. “Ian was right after all.”

	Annalise’s eyes widened. Thomas and Scarlet. She could see it now. Their eye color was similar.

	“Is Scarlet . . .?”

	Marianna shook her head. “Scarlet is mine and Ian’s. The only good thing to come out of that forced travesty.”

	“But Thomas is years younger than her. So, how did you, I mean, she doesn’t know either? And your—Ian must have known, right? 

	Marianna smiled ruefully and glanced down at the floorboard. Annalise caught Rico’s sad eyes watching Marianna in the rearview as much as he could without wrecking.

	“It’s easy to hide something from a husband who was endlessly out of the country doing God knows what to God knows who. Or so engrossed in running the business he barely looked up from his desk. Not to mention he was—” She cleared her throat and continued. “It’s also easy to hide it from a six-year-old who’s obsessed with dolls and styling their hair. Plus I never told her.” Her shoulders lifted. “She probably just assumed I gained a little weight if she even noticed. Luckily, Thomas was a tiny—” Marianna’s voice cracked, and Annalise’s chest tightened.

	How sad. Scarlet grew up thinking she was an only child, and Thomas didn’t get to have a sister, or any family worth having. God, his life would have been so much better by comparison.

	Marianna eyed her open palms for a second, then linked her fingers and focused on her window.

	And it all had to be kept a secret. How long had she been holding all that in? God, had she ever told anyone? Annalise glanced at Rico and the hand he twisted around the steering wheel.

	Oh. Poor Rico. Was he there for all that? Annalise’s heart ached. Yeah. He wouldn’t have been anywhere else. That probably killed him.

	Marianna continued on a long breath, sounding like she was getting lighter with each word.

	“I was scared. Alone.” 

	Rico’s hand slipped off the wheel and landed on his knee as a puff of air left his mouth. Annalise winced as Marianna continued. She really was kinda clueless.

	“I called Lyle from the hospital. First mistake. Well, honestly, fiftieth in a long list. After a fashion, he demanded I sign him over, or he’d come after Scarlet. I thought . . . well. I was still so stupid. Part of me hoped he’d do right by him since he was ours. Jaime, his wife, couldn’t have kids anymore, so.”

	She picked at an invisible spot on her skirt, chewing on the side of her cheek. The sudden squeak of brakes ahead of them snapped both their attentions to the front window.

	 

	 


[image: Image]

Thomas

	 

	The room moved. It pitched and yawned. The walls bled. Dried. Cracked and peeled back like layers of skin from a burn victim. Thomas squeezed his eyes shut. 

	Pop was right. He was a monster. Always had been. Anna’s face flashed in his mind for the ten millionth time. 

	She was too good for him. He’d known that the first time she’d talked to him. In that sexy as hell smooth voice with its random gravel. His skin heated, but he frowned.

	How could he have been so stupid? Thinking he could be anything different. She needed to run. Far away from him and everyone else in this fucking town.

	Lyle rested his hand on the back of the cold, armless, metal chair and Thomas swallowed. The tarnished silver seemed so normal before it all began. Just a chair. Maybe something they’d use at some little writing desk. In a kid’s room. His stomach rolled.

	“You’re more important than you realize, Thomas. The day I brought you home from the hospital, you became the penultimate piece in a massive game.”

	Thomas blinked. Wouldn’t Ma have been there too? Maybe they let her go home early? Kinda couldn’t have a baby without the mom. 

	“Wrong or right, Steven was good at this. He was an obedient puppet. Easy to manipulate. I had plans for him, but he got too cocky. You on the other hand . . . If I had had any clue she’d have caused so much trouble I never would have let you near her. I’d have had Steven take her to one of the other buildings.” 

	White-hot rage. An instant bolt of anger shot through Thomas so fast he got dizzy.

	He spun in the chair and had to steady himself. What had been in that damn water? He gave his head a quick shake, then pinned his pop with a stare.

	“You’re the fucking one that ordered that? I should’ve known. I said so in your damn office.” His voice was slurred. “I should . . . kill you, right n—” his neck weakened, and he closed his eyes. Everything was so grey.

	“She was an unfortunate cog in the wheel, Thomas. Nick was the real target. His druggy mother had done a decent enough job of staying under the radar, but no one can hide from me for long. His father was part of the reason Jaime was in that house to begin with. You were another part. Fucking traitors.”

	The charred piece of wood was suddenly front and center. Thomas sucked in a surprised breath, and his mind fuzzed, filled with smoke. 

	With ash. With screaming. Wait, where was that coming from? 

	He glanced at the screen just in time to see his Ma’s face. His vision spun and he almost called out. Then she was fire. Another scream. He flinched and his chest tightened. Ma . . .

	“The one you set on fire.” Pop’s voice was suddenly in his ear. “Take it. Hold it. You did this.”

	He tried to make his hands work but they felt distant. When his fingers finally closed around the jagged, fire smooth chunk of despair he choked on sob. I’m so sorry ma . . . I don’t think I meant to.

	“You’re not a good person, Thomas.” 

	Pop’s voice was in his other ear that time. Everywhere. Nowhere. It was too hard to fight this time. Too hard to ignore. He was right, anyway. Always had been. 

	“You know the things you’ve done, and how much damage you caused. You want to make me happy. You killed that poor guy at the bar. Anger. It’s your go-to, son. What if you hurt her?”

	Thomas slowly raised his brows and chewed the inside of his lip, eyes glazed and lost in thought. 

	He’d never hurt her. Never. Right? He wanted to make his pop happy. That guy was an accident. Wasn’t he? I’m a monster. Why was everything so hazy? That asshole tripped after he tried to cut Thomas wide open. 

	Another scream. More fire. Ma. A bar. The room moved again, and his stomach burned into his throat.

	“Letting her go is the best thing you could ever do for her. You’re a monster. A monster, Thomas. Through and through. You’ll fully see that soon enough. Regardless, love is useless. It gets in the way, clouds your mind. Makes you do stupid, reckless things. Like disobeying your father. Trying to leave the family.” Lyle sighed and Thomas swallowed.

	He’d never hurt her. He loved Anna with his entire everything. Love couldn’t be useless, could it? 

	I’m a monster. I’ll hurt her.

	“We need to be concise. I have it on good authority we’re working on borrowed time. But there should be enough to make sure we can introduce everyone to the new, improved Thomas. The one that will make me proud. Do what I say, be who he’s supposed to be. A monster.” 

	Only a monster would do the things he’d done. Thomas firmed his lips and stared at the screen. Seeing why. Proof. 

	Minutes passed. Maybe hours. Days. A whole life. His blink was slow, but everything came into focus when his eyes slid back open.

	He was a monster. No matter what he really wanted, or how hard he tried to change. Why had he fought so long?

	Everyone had a different monster they feared, and Thomas was all of them, loaded in a gun with a hair-trigger. 

	He understood, finally. As long as it kept the only person in the world who mattered safe, all he needed to do was line up the shot and fire. Gladly.

	“I need you, Thomas. Tommy. You’re my son. You’re going to make me proud, by just letting go.”

	He stilled, and Lyle walked around to stand in front of him. Thomas met his gaze.

	A slow smile spread on his pop’s face. Another real smile. He would make him proud this time. He had no fight left, anyway.

	“I have three jobs for you, Thomas. Then you can come home. We can be a family again. Wouldn’t you like that?” Lyle crouched down and cupped the side of Thomas’ head, moving to hold his lazy gaze. “And I’ll forgive you. It’s what family does. Will you do this for me, son?”

	He’ll forgive me. Love me. Every part of him wanted that. For so long.

	A nod was all he could manage, but it earned a smile so wide and wonderful that tears pricked the corners of Thomas’s eyes.

	So that was what that looked like. Love. That was love, right?

	Anna.

	He’d never hurt her. 

	Never. 

	He blinked and refocused on his pop. He’d be proud.

	The floor swayed. Rippled. Thomas floated on a poured concrete ocean. Alone with one purpose.

	Clunking, fast footsteps from the side of the room. Thomas turned in slow motion as some nameless goon made his way toward them. 

	“They’re here with shit tons of backup.”

	Pop sucked in a breath. “Is she?” The goon nodded. “Fantastic.”

	His pop clenched the side of Thomas’s head, and he turned back to meet his gaze again.

	“You’re going to do what I tell you, Thomas. You’re going to make me proud. Do the first two, come find me at the firm.”

	Another slow nod. Another smile. Thomas’s heart swelled. His pop leaned in and whispered. He was giving Thomas the keys to having a family again. Three monstrous tasks only a monster like him could do.

	Bits and pieces broke through with the directives. 

	Proud. Love. See you soon.

	If this would keep her safe, he was ready. His heart stuttered as he watched his pop speak to the goon. Another goon ran up. Pop glanced through a window, grimaced, and left. 

	Why was he hurting so much?

	Anna.

	Pop would be proud.
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Annalise

	 

	“We’re here.” 

	Rico’s voice was scratchy, gruff, angry. Annalise’s heart ached for him again. They pulled into a dim parking lot behind a short, commercial building and eased into a spot. Two other cars of theirs followed suit, each taking a spot to the right.

	Marianna leaned forward and touched Rico’s shoulder, making his throat bob. She extended her hand beside his head and pointed through the windshield to four massive, solid black SUV’s parked in a line along the curb just in front of them. 

	“Is that them?”

	“Si.”

	“Gang life pays well, it seems.”

	Rico shrugged. “They are nearly mob themselves. I hear they get tributes.”

	Marianna’s brows lifted and the corners of her mouth turned down. “Then I’m glad Ian got into bed with them.”

	Rico choked and swallowed. Marianna smiled and swatted him on the shoulder. “I meant figuratively.” 

	“Si, si. Claro.”

	Marianna leaned back, straightened her shirt and skirt, and nodded. “Stay with Annalise.”

	Rico sat bolt upright. “No. I’m not letting you meet with them alone.”

	“Letting me?” Marianna inhaled. “Rico—”

	“Ugh!” Annalise jerked her door open and climbed out. 

	Ridiculous. Did anyone give an actual damn about Thomas other than her?

	Annalise squared her shoulders and walked around the front of the car. Marianna scrambled out, quickly followed by Rico.

	“Annalise, get back in the car, now.” 

	Marianna’s whisper fell on deaf ears. A wave of nausea swept over Annalise, rooting her in place as one by one the SUV’s dumped their gun-wielding, suited giants onto the broken sidewalk. 

	They were some of the most enormous men Annalise had ever seen. Their guns out in the open, either hanging from a shoulder strap or down at their sides. Not that they could have concealed them anyway. They were huge.

	The front door of the first SUV popped open, and a red-haired bruiser of a man climbed out. He scanned the lot, locked eyes with first Annalise, then Marianna. He gave them a single nod and opened the rear door.

	Needles pricked Annalise’s palms. Who the hell was about to climb out? The freaking president?

	In one fluid motion, like a panther stalking prey, a man eased out onto the sidewalk. 

	Black pants of some kind, probably jeans. Black combat boots. Body-hugging black t-shirt. And—her eyes widened and shuttered all on their own. 

	Flawless, porcelain complexion. Thick, short, spiked black hair. Heavy brows. Full lips. A chunky silver watch. 

	He wasn’t overly big, probably just under six feet, but his arms, hell his whole body, looked like they were chiseled from a block of wood. He thrust his tongue in his cheek and cocked his jaw, scanning Marianna head to toe and right back up again. Rico’s spine stretched. 

	When pale, cut, and clearly in charge flicked his gaze to Annalise, she swallowed. Okay then.

	He flattened his expression and turned back toward the SUV. The redhead guy leaned in, eyes trained on the three of them, then said something back.

	Marianna glanced at Rico, tightening her posture.

	Annalise rolled her eyes even though her stomach was a tangle of reactions. For God’s sweet sake. All this comparing sizes crap was getting seriously old.

	Boss dude turned back to face them. He strolled across the lot with slow, swaggered steps, rubbing his jaw. Redhead and three of the biggest brutes fell into a flanking formation behind him. 

	If ‘in charge’ was a physical thing, this guy would be the sole source on the planet.

	When he reached the three of them, he stopped and stuck his hand out to Marianna. 

	“Name’s Killer. You Mrs. Price?”

	She nodded, silent. Annalise quirked a brow. Had she ever not had something to say? 

	Marianna clasped hands with him, and they shook. When they didn’t immediately release, Rico cleared his throat. Killer smirked and dropped it, then held his hand out to Rico.

	“You’re the muscle?” 

	Rico gripped his hand and gave it a firm shake. “Si. Rico.”

	Annalise held her breath and sucked in her cheeks to keep from laughing. Men were so stupid.

	Killer grinned. “Mexican, huh? I got a guy speaks Spanish. Call him ‘Don Juan.’ Ugly fucker. You all can shoot the shit after we take this punk ass bitch down.”

	Annalise snorted, and Killer shot her a grin and a wink. Her brows lifted. Surely, he knew Rico was actually Italian . . . right? 

	He took his hand back from Rico and rubbed his palms together. “Let’s do this shit. Me and my guys will slip along the wall, go up the fire escape, and tackle upstairs. You and yours take the bottom floor, sweep up the inside, meet us up top. Got it?”

	Annalise blinked and waited for the Marianna smackdown to commence. For sure she had some kind of plan in place. 

	When nothing happened Annalise stepped up. “Yep, sounds great. I’m ready. Let’s go.”

	“Annalise!” Marianna hissed and spun to face her, nothing but shock and venom in her eyes.

	Killer laughed, as did his entourage. “Little girl, I hate to break it to you, you ain’t coming. You and—” He shot Rico a look with his lips pursed and eyes squinted, then smirked. “Ricky Martin here, are staying behind.”

	“No way!”

	“Non. I’m coming.”

	“Agreed.”

	They all spoke at the same time and Rico turned a disbelieving glare to Marianna. “Absolutely not. You are not going alone.”

	“I won’t be alone. Clearly.” She gestured to the entire parking lot full of men. “I need you to keep her safe.” 

	He gripped her upper arm, his eyes wild. “I need to keep you safe!”

	They stared at each other a second before he grunted and dropped her arm.

	Killer scratched his cheek and mumbled, “Didn’t realize you two were a boxed set.” He dropped his hand and shrugged. “Well, someone’s gotta sit with the kid. Sure as shit ain’t gonna be me.”

	Annalise pinched the bridge of her nose. Kid. This kid was going to grow old and die in this parking lot waiting for adults to fucking do something. She twisted her torso and stared at the two-story building. He was in there. And that’s where she needed to be.

	She scanned the alley while Marianna, Rico and Boss Dude quietly argued. 

	Two dumpsters. She could hide behind that one and—

	A scream shattered the still air. Annalise’s heart stalled. 

	Her name. Thomas screamed her name. And it wasn’t just a pain scream. It was something . . . deeper. Darker. Like a piece of his soul had vanished.

	Terror crawled up and down her spine. It filled every cell in her body, mixing with adrenaline, rage, and soul-crushing heartbreak. 

	Everyone froze, and Marianna covered her mouth for just a second. That second was all Annalise needed to make her decision. Upstairs. She dashed out from behind the car and ran toward the building.

	“Thomas!”

	“Annalise!” Marianna’s shout was panicked. “No!”

	Annalise sidestepped one of Marianna’s men that made a grab at her, pushing off his shoulder to propel herself further, nearly tripping when she hit the curb.

	“Damnit! Rico don’t let her in there. Go! The rest of you go, go, go!” 

	The swarm moved, splitting apart like ants around a puddle.

	Rico appeared beside Annalise from nowhere, and she screeched when he grabbed her arm, just at the edge of the building. 

	Without hesitation, she whirled into him, throwing off his momentum. His eyes widened when he stumbled a step. 

	She jerked against his grip. “Let. Me. GO!”

	A solid front kick to his thigh, and down he went with a loud shout. Anna fell back a few steps, her entire body both buzzing and numb. “Sorry!” 

	He’d live. She spun and took the fire escape stairs two at a time. Finally, finally she made it to the door and jerked on the knob. It didn’t budge. Fear froze her, rooted her in place again.

	“No . . . NO!” She jerked a second time.

	“Yo! Clear out of the way!”

	Killer’s bark startled her as it shot up from the base of the fire escape, but she ignored him and bumped the door with her shoulder, trying to will it open like her apartment door. 

	“THOMAS!” She screamed, her heartbeat causing jumps in the sound. “Thomas, we’re coming for you!” 

	No good. She took a step back and shook her hands with a whimper, flinging off the buzzing in her palms. If only she had—she sucked in a breath. That’s right! Gun! She jerked it out of her waistband and flicked the safety off.

	“Meyer, get that girl outta the way ‘fore she gets her damn self knocked off!”

	Killer’s order spurred the redhead into action and footsteps thudded on the stairs below her.

	Annalise exhaled and popped off three shots into the door handle. Elation swept through her and shoved fear deep down into a locked box in her chest. For the moment.

	“Aye step left!” Meyer stomped closer and tugged her by her upper arm. 

	She tried to jerk away from the wall of a man, but he easily held her. Shouts sounded from below. Inside. They both paused. Several fast ‘pops’ followed. Then silence. 

	Her knees buckled and Meyer’s grip adjusted, holding her up. He caught her gaze, concern lighting his. “Ye okay, lass?” 

	She nodded. It wasn’t Thomas. No way. 

	He guided her back a step to clear a way for two of his buddies. They exchanged a glance, a single nod, and the smallest of the giants kicked the door in. Buddy one and two rushed through, guns drawn, and Annalise was practically sucking air through a straw. 

	Two gunshots. Her vision went white, and she screamed. “Don’t shoot Thomas!”

	Meyer released her and went through himself. Annalise scrabbled through the door frame behind him.

	A sucking smokey gasp filled her lungs, and she skidded to a stop.

	She flicked her gaze to the right. Buddy one and two stood over two dead bodies.

	Good. That’s what anyone who came after her Thomas should get.

	She wrenched her eyes away from the blood and glanced to the other side of the room. All reason left her mind.
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Annalise

	 

	“THOMAS! Oh . . . my God!”

	She sped across the dirty floor to his still frame. He sat slumped over on a metal chair, facing a massive flickering screen. 

	Annalise quickly averted her eyes as she reached him. Her stomach twisted. Marianna came from the other side of the room, through a far door, flanked by her personal army. She gestured to each corner of the room, and a man peeled off in that direction.

	Killer came through the fire escape door behind Annalise and grunted as he made quick work of the screen by popping off several shots into the projector. He muttered “Sick fuckin’.” under his breath, but Annalise could only focus on Thomas.

	 Pale, taking shallow breaths, but at least still breathing. 

	“Thomas.” She crouched down in front of him and put her shaking hands on his face, trying to make him look at her. “Thomas, it’s me, Anna.” She scanned his face as her heart both squeezed with heartache and exploded with love. “I’m here,” she whispered. “You’re safe.” She furrowed her brow when he still didn’t respond. She wiped residual tears off his cheeks with her palms and cleared her throat. “Wake up.”

	“You’re gonna wanna step away.”

	Killer’s voice cut through the room like a razor, and Annalise’s head snapped up. Before she could retort, Marianna, who had cleared the room and was now standing on the opposite of Thomas’s nightmare stage, nodded, opening her mouth, but Rico spoke first.

	“Annalise, he’s right. Come here.”

	Annalise’s jaw dropped open. Then clamped shut. Like hell. No way. She ignored them completely and sneered instead. She put her hands on Thomas’ shoulders and gave him a gentle shake.

	“Thomas. Hey. Hey, wake up.”

	“ ‘ay! I said back away! You got a death wish or somethin’?”

	She shot him another look to let him have it, but Killer had his gun trained on her. No, not her . . . Thomas. Her eyes widened, and she passed a glance over to Marianna. Several of her men also had their guns on the two of them. What the hell?

	“What are you guys doing?! This is Thomas! The whole fucking reason we came here! Why aren’t you helping me?!” Annalise’s voice hitched, and she cleared her throat, but no one moved. “Fine.”

	She grabbed Thomas’s hands and pulled on him, shocked at how heavy he was. Apparently, he was musclier than she remembered, but she managed. Of course, she’d never tried to lift a lifeless man before. She finally got him to his feet. He swayed, nearly dropped down, but she caught him. 

	“Good—unh!”

	She strained to keep him standing until he found his own feet. She kept her hands on his waist and he put his on her shoulders, probably to steady himself further. In some twisted way, it looked like they were dancing. 

	But instead of the joy that should have brought her, her gaze caught Marianna’s and her stomach rolled. 

	Tears in the corners of her eyes. Why? 

	Annalise furrowed her brows and passed a glance to Rico, who had a hand on his gun, the other clenched at his side. Then she glanced at Killer and his band of brutes. All their faces wore masks of wariness. What the hell weren’t they telling her? 

	Thomas was fully on his own feet now, but still as a statue and quiet. She swallowed. Far too quiet. She was almost afraid to look at that point. After all, what were they so afraid of? 

	His hands still rested heavy, lifeless on her shoulders. She leaned her head back slowly as she released his waist.

	“Thom—”

	Dead. 

	Her chest froze. 

	His eyes were completely dead. His expression, dead. 

	The room spun and she swallowed. His face was dead. He was breathing and standing, but Thomas wasn’t there. She had no idea what, or who, was inside his body, but Thomas, the man she loved, was not standing in front of her.

	Nausea crawled through her, scrabbling over the terror. She didn’t go through everything she did, just to lose him now. She clenched her jaw.

	He didn’t even look at her. Just stared out toward the now black screen. A chill shot down her spine, and she had no clue what to do.

	“Annalise, come here.”

	Rico’s whisper barely registered over her own pulse. An eerie stillness blanketed the room. Annalise’s eyes met every pair looking back at her. Thomas was still immobile. She swallowed.

	Maybe it was a good idea to step away. She leaned her weight back, but the second she moved her leg his hands tightened on her shoulders.

	She flinched. It didn’t actually hurt, not even close, but she was hoping if he thought he’d hurt her would snap him out of whatever the hell was going on. It didn’t. 

	Actually, he could probably tell the difference. He had seen her in real pain far too many times. 

	The blank nothing in his eyes still beamed out, aimed at some imaginary thing. So, was it the hidden Thomas that didn’t want her to leave? Maybe a tiny bit of him was still in there. Somewhere. Now, to find him. 

	She leaned forward, but his hands held her back that time. Okay . . . maybe she could just make him.

	“Thomas. Let me go.”

	His hands dropped like lead weights through mud and he blinked but didn’t look at her.

	Marianna made a move to come closer, but Rico shot his hand out and grabbed her upper arm. She glared at him, but he just shook his head and moved with her, hand still on his gun. She nodded and exhaled.

	“Tommy . . .”

	His eyes snapped to focus, and he wheeled around. 

	One footstep. 

	Every gun not already out appeared from its hiding place. A symphony of clicks bounced off the walls like popcorn in a kettle. But he didn’t stop. He took steady steps straight up to Marianna, only making it as far as Rico’s body, which was now directly in front of Marianna’s. 

	Annalise slapped her hands over her mouth as acid rose in her throat. He even carried himself differently. Stiffer, colder. No swagger. No hands jammed in pockets with his shoulders lifted as he leaned in to tease her. That was not her Thomas.

	A million years passed in those few seconds. The piercing stare from Rico mirrored by Thomas. Annalise exhaled slowly and made eye contact with Killer. 

	He gestured toward the door with his head, hand cocked sideways, gun still aimed at Thomas. She furrowed her brows and gave a single head shake. She was not going to leave him. She’d never leave him. Just like he said he’d never leave her. 

	Killer narrowed his eyes at her but flicked his gaze to Thomas when he took a deep breath.

	He spoke around Rico, to Marianna. “You lost, Ortega.”

	Marianna’s jaw dropped. She slapped her palm over her mouth and pinched her brows.

	With that, Thomas turned on his heel and headed straight to the fire escape door, every sight trained on him. 

	Steady, even, robotic steps. No glance in any direction, let alone Annalise’s. 

	She almost reached out to him, but her body wouldn’t move. 

	The rhythmic thuds faded as he descended the stairs until Annalise’s own heartbeat drowned everything else out. 

	He just . . . left. He left her. 

	This pain was altogether new. If she’d been examining it from the outside, it might have been a fascinating thing to watch as it slashed and sliced through her soul. As it scratched down her chest leaving gaping wounds. 

	As one knifed finger of despair stabbed her heart, another plunged straight into her stomach and twisted. Her arms and legs weighed down by nailed-in anchors. She floated and fell at the same time. 

	Her throat closed and everything was too much. Too much air. Too much room. Clothes too tight. It hurt too much. Her heart charred. There was—she had to—how?

	No one moved. And then they did. She blinked and Marianna’s arms were tight around her, smoothing down her hair, and making soothing shushing noises. 

	He left. Her.

	How was there water on her cheeks? More and more came until she finally realized she was crying. 

	No. Drowning. 

	Her hands, all on their own, clutched at Marianna like a life preserver, clawing at her shoulders as she fought to surface, gasping for air. Wave after wave sucked away everything she had.

	What was she going to do now? 

	Her vision narrowed. The ground tried to swallow her. She checked out, prepared for her knees to hit the concrete, but they never did.

	She ripped open her eyes. The pale canvas of Killer’s smooth skin was all she could see. His stone cut jaw worked as he lifted her like a sack of feathers. Had Marianna let her go? Had he taken the initiative? 

	He was warm. Solid. Present. She inhaled sharply through pursed lips and squinted as she tucked her quaking hands under her chin. 

	This wasn’t her warehouse. She just needed to breathe. Arms against her chest, she focused on the motion of his sure steps. Passing out or breaking down wasn’t going to save Thomas from whatever the hell that was. He needed her.

	She clenched and unclenched her fists, taking another slow breath as Killer carried her down the stairs. 

	Focus. How was she going to save Thomas now? 

	The who and why would come soon enough, she’d make sure of that. Rage rippled through her veins, burning the fear away. 

	Everyone in that room knew stuff she didn’t. What would they have done to Thomas, if she hadn’t been there, ‘in the way’ essentially? She shivered and Killer adjusted his hold on her.

	At the bottom of the stairs, he stopped. His chest rumbled with a short hum. When he turned slightly in each direction, Annalise peeked an eye open, curiosity winning for the moment. Her pulse made the sight of his pursed full lips jump. What was he doing? She wiped a tear from her chin.

	He cleared his throat and set her down gently, supporting her back until her legs finally steadied. She wasn’t even close to a hundred percent yet, but she was on the way. Even so, her heart hammered in her throat. 

	Killer put his hands on his hips and stretched his shoulder, looking completely uncomfortable or, maybe lost?

	“You’re . . . alright. In that . . . I mean.” He blew a slow breath to the sky and drummed his fingers against his belt. “Maybe, uh, maybe he’s not all the way. Like. Gone, yeah?” 

	He scratched the back of his neck. She would have totally laughed if she wasn’t completely heartbroken.

	“Ehhhhhh . . .” Killer patted the top of her head at arm’s length and shrugged, leaving his shoulders up. That broke the wall. 

	Three surprised laughs burst out, and she nodded. “T-thanks.”

	If that was supposed to be his convincing voice, it needed some serious work. Still, the intent made her heart hurt even more. 

	Marianna and her parade of men came down the stairs next. She stepped up beside Annalise and stroked her hair once, then rubbed her upper back. Another slow exhale and feeling came back to her hands and feet. 

	Killer faced the Price pack and nodded.

	“Wish we’d been earlier. I’d have loved to catch that bastard red-handed for once. Not gonna call this even, so we still owe you one. Call us the second you need us.”

	Marianna stepped up to Killer, who raised his dark brows. She gave him a hug, which apparently no one on that entire sidewalk was expecting, most especially Rico, whose body went rigid and grew at least two inches. 

	“I can’t thank you enough for being willing to rush right over. I didn’t know your men could move that fast, to be honest.”

	Killer’s smooth, loud, short laugh bounced off the walls of the alley as he stepped back from her, plopping his hands on his hips.

	“I got the best, and they had incentive. ‘Swhat I do. Until next time.”

	He did a half bow, followed by a half salute, a slight metal tinkle from his watch the only sound. When he made a wide circle in the air with his arm, the posse moved as a single unit, loading back into their cars with a grace that really shouldn’t have belonged to such massive, scary-looking men. 

	Meyer had the back door open before Boss dude got there, and he ducked to climb in. He stopped with one leg in the car and turned back to face Annalise.

	“Hey . . . girl. I seen this one other time. J-pop likes to fuck with people. He’s got this twisted Doc as his supplier. You’re prolly the only one who could bring him back, if he can . . . uh. Come back. So. Don’t give up on him just yet, right? And. Just. Don’t judge what he does now. It . . . It just ain’t really him, feel me?” 

	She had every intention of delivering some witty, ass-kicking retort. Instead, she barely managed a weak nod. They stood, eyes locked for one more second before he dropped into the car.

	Meyer was quick on his feet, too, and was in the car in less than a second. Killer popped his arm out the window and pointed, ordering the entire group to move. 

	And they did, as close to in sync as traffic would allow. Pretty spectacular to see, honestly.

	Marianna wrapped her arm around Annalise’s shoulders again. 

	So. What next?

	She had no clue where Thomas went, what he was going to do, how to bring him “back,” whatever that meant. Annalise spun in Marianna’s grip, stepping back.

	“Well?”

	Marianna looked over to Rico, then back to Annalise. Annalise blinked. Where the hell had he come from?

	“Now, I take you to my house.”

	Woozy from waning adrenaline or not, the last thing she wanted was to go to any one’s house, let alone Marianna’s. And Nick’s glower was far-reaching, she could almost feel it. She shuddered. He probably already knew. He always fucking knew.

	Too bad. They needed to find Thomas and bring him out of whatever the hell was going on. She needed to.

	“No way. That’s not happening.” She squinted and passed a glance between Rico and Marianna. “You know where he’s going?”

	Rico crossed his arms and glared at the sidewalk. Marianna rubbed her neck and shook her head. “I’m worried, but we don’t know if he got in a car, what car it might be, or anything useful.”

	“Then no, I’m not going anywhere with you.” She unfolded her arms and pointed to the now vacant side of the road. “You heard Killer. I’m the only one that can save him. What will he do to you without me there?” She shuddered and recrossed her arms. “What will you do to him if he can’t get it under control?”

	“Annalise, I really do understand—”

	“I don’t think you do!” She fumed.

	Marianna sighed. “But we can’t just drive around the city. We can’t—” she swallowed. “—start a turf war. We aren’t ready for that. Doubt we ever will be, honestly. That’s just not how we run things.”

	Annalise’s blood boiled. She stomped the space between them and glared.

	“If your own damn SON isn’t reason enough to start a war, what the fuck else is there?”

	Marianna’s eyes bugged, and she stood stock-still. The silence was nearly deafening. Rico glanced over his shoulder at the two men who still flanked Marianna and even though Annalise couldn’t see his face, she felt sure he was sending daggers to the two of them.

	Did she feel guilty? Not a damn bit. Annalise spun on her heel and stormed off down the sidewalk, arms tucked in tight. 

	Air nipped at her skin and she clenched her jaw. One thing was certain. She was damn sure not going to spend her nineteenth birthday sad, lonely, and scared to death of what was happening to the love of her life.

	How dare they act like they cared about him. They didn’t care at all. Just one piece moving in a whole stupid game that she didn’t want to be a part of. That she’d save him from. 

	She’d find him on her own. She’d wage war for him. How hard could that be? She could hit. She had a gun. 

	She could do this.
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Becca/Antoni

	 

	Becca set the phone down and covered her mouth. She’d never heard such a defeated tone in Marianna’s voice before. 

	How could he drug his own son? That sweet boy.

	Antoni jammed his arms into his shirt, lips pressed into a thin line. 

	Tears dripped from Becca’s eyes as her husband prepared to meet a monster. Would this be the last time? 

	He finished the last button and stepped up to her, put his hands on her face, and forced her to look at him.

	“Tony, he—”

	“I know. I’m going, love. Don’t open the door for anyone. I don’t care what they say, or who it is. Do you hear me?”

	She nodded and sucked in a shallow breath. “He’s—what can we do? How can we—” She choked on the words and squinted.

	“I don’t know.” He placed a firm kiss on her lips. She threw her arms around his neck but pulled back quickly and pushed him toward the door.

	“Rebecca, look at me.” She barely managed it but found his eyes, and he smiled. “I love you.”

	“I love you, too. Go. Hurry. And go the back—”

	“I will.” He eased the door closed, and Becca rested her forehead against it. 

	She should have made Thomas stay. Though, what difference would one more night have made? She checked the locks before pushing backward. A slow breath out and a spin toward the stairs brought Paulie’s wide eyes into view. 

	“Where’s dad going?”

	Drat. She forced her mouth into a smile and exhaled. “Mr. Valentine called him into work on a case.”

	Paulie rolled his eyes and huffed a breath. “That guy’s such a tool.”

	“Mm.” Becca narrowed an eye at him. “That guy let your father be a partner in the firm with no experience. Hired me as a receptionist. Thanks to him, we have this house. And you know, that funny little thing called money.”

	Paulie’s brow drooped. “Dad’s a better lawyer. And not crooked. Also, not a tool.”

	So very true. Becca chuckled and stepped in front of Paulie to straighten his ruffled hair. He groaned and jerked his head backward, then smoothed the same hairs down on his own. “I got it, jeez.”

	Becca pressed her first knuckle against her lips, hiding her smile until reality hit her again and she dropped her arm. Poor Thomas. 

	Paulie reached out and wrapped her in a hug, surprising her.

	“Thomas’ll be alright, Mom. He’s a tough son of a bitch.”

	Had she said it out loud? She couldn’t even scold him. That’s exactly what Thomas was. But he wasn’t alright. She wanted to nod. To be the one comforting her son, not the other way around, but her heart squeezed. She pulled back and wiped fresh tears from her face.

	“You should have been sleeping,” a breath caught in her lungs, and she let out a small cough. “Not eavesdropping. Is Pete still—”

	“Yeah.” He shrugged. “Far as I know. His door’s still shut.”

	She nodded and rubbed his upper arm. “Head on to bed. You need sleep.”

	“You going?”

	She shook her head. Sleep wouldn’t be her friend tonight, that was for sure.

	He stretched his lanky frame and smiled. “Then I’m good. Find something on TV, I’ll get us a drink.”

	Tears welled in her eyes again, and she tugged him into a hug. “Paulie, I’m so proud of the man you’re becoming.”

	He chuckled and shrugged. “Okay. Thanks.”

	She squeezed him a final time before he stepped back and crossed the living room. When he disappeared behind the wall that flanked the couch, Becca dropped down on the plush fabric. 

	“Poor Thomas,” she mumbled and rubbed her temples. 

	Tony had to be careful. Whatever devil’s poison Lyle had given Thomas was clearly dangerous. Blood drained from her face, and her eyes widened. What if he had more? 

	She popped up and snagged her phone from the entry table. Her fingers flew across the screen, directly ordering Tony not to take any offered drinks. Sent. 

	She turned back toward the living room and cast a glance through the door glass. A white-hot needle of panic froze her in place.

	A large black car idling halfway up their driveway. The heat from the exhaust caused a steady stream of fog to wind toward the sky. The front passenger side door opened, and her heart shattered. 

	“Thomas . . .” 

	She jammed her phone in her back pocket, dashed across the room and grabbed the lock but froze. He was under control. She couldn’t risk it. Tears fell again and she gritted her teeth. 

	Okay. Why would he be here? Lyle knew Antoni was on the way to him. Unless Thomas was sent to get him? She scrunched her nose. That wouldn’t make sense.

	She stepped back, leaving the door firmly locked, and crossed back into the living room. Pacing in front of the couch was the closest she could manage to be sitting at that moment. 

	“Mom, we’re out of cranberry juice. What else do you want?”

	Her breath ran away from her. 

	‘Shame.’

	The boys. He was there for the boys. Had to be. Why else?

	Lucky for her she was in front of the couch when her knees gave out. 

	Her eyes flitted to motion through a crack in the blinds filling the large picture window in front of her.

	“What’s that?” Becca sat up straighter and strained to see clearer. 

	A silver reflection. Another.

	In a flash the window exploded inward, sending shards across the living room like a glass cloud. She screamed, covering her head as small cuts opened on her arms. Several warning pops followed, each burrowing in the drywall above and to the left of her head.

	“Mom?!” Paulie rounded the wall at a run. 

	She immediately lunged for him. “No! Stay in—”

	Another loud pop and time slowed. She wasn’t fast enough. 

	Paulie’s body jerked in a half-circle. He screamed, a shredded, terrible sound, and collapsed to the ground.

	“Oh my God, oh my God! Paulie!” Becca dropped to the ground as well and scrambled over to his writhing frame, slicing her knees on the glass. Two more pops connected with the wall. 

	She couldn’t even process the sound or the pain. Her baby. Her baby was hurt. 

	He screamed again, tears pouring from his eyes. She skated her trembling hands above his body until the blood made itself well known. Oh. God.

	“Paulie, you’re okay. Hey! Baby, breathe with me.”

	His eyes went wild, and he threw his hand over his bicep, drawing back blood. All the color drained from his face, leaving behind a pale green mask. He turned on his side and threw up while Becca rubbed his back.

	“You’re okay baby, it’s okay. We’ve got to wait here though! I can’t—” Paulie’s screams mixed with incoherent mutterings, and Becca swallowed.

	A car door slammed, and wheels spun as the car exited the driveway. A rush burst through her, and she grabbed her phone. Blood smeared across the screen as she dialed 9-1-1.

	“You’ll be fine. I just have to-to stop the bleeding, okay?” She grimaced and pressed down on the wound. He screamed again, this time with a wet gurgle sound. Her stomach trembled. 

	“Hey, stay with me sweetie, you’re—it’s just shock.” 

	God, why is there so much blood?!

	 

	****Antoni****

	 

	Antoni eased the rear door open and closed it behind him just as gently. He really had no reason to sneak around, but caution was best regardless. Most especially when dealing with Lyle. 

	He took the stairs with even and calm steps, despite the tremor of the unknown. 

	The Findley case was a done deal. But, even if something had come up last minute, his opinion was the last thing Lyle would have asked for. 

	His attention rolled back to the gun in his waistband. 

	Which is why he’d come prepared. And thanks to the text from amazing wife, he’d also not be taking any proffered drinks.

	Just as he crested the stairs, Lyle’s office door opened across the grand foyer. Antoni swallowed and rolled back his shoulders as he cleared the threshold.

	“Good evening, Lyle.”

	Lyle’s eyes snapped to his, and he waited for one beat before setting his sickening smile loose on the room.

	“Antoni. So pleased you’re here.”

	The phone tucked in his left pocket buzzed, and he quickly silenced it. Lyle was a massive stickler for not using devices at work. Best not to poke the bear, even after hours.

	Besides, he’d already told her he wouldn’t. He smiled. She always did worry too much.

	“What’s going on with Findley? I thought you’d settled days ago.”

	Lyle’s smile grew larger and colder if such a thing was possible. “So I did. It seems I was mistaken. Well, since you’re here,” he gestured to his office.

	 Antoni halted halfway through the room. “What for? If you’ve no need of me I’d much prefer to be at home with my family.”

	“Ah, yes.” Lyle crossed his arms and leaned against his door frame. “Your family. How are they tonight?”

	Before a reply could even form, the front door swung open, drawing both their attention. His breath froze in his throat as a stone-faced Thomas strolled in. A hole opened in Antoni’s chest as he saw the extent of the damage that might have been done. He was so empty. Different.

	The slow methodic steps continued straight up to Lyle, who pushed away from the frame and moved to meet him. 

	The phone buzzed against Antoni’s leg again, and he pushed the volume button to silence it a second time. 

	“Speaking of family.” Lyle grinned and held out an arm. Antoni’s eyes bugged. When had he ever—

	Thomas reached him, and Lyle clapped him on the shoulder. “How did it go? Message delivered?”

	“Yeah.”

	“Good!” He squeezed Thomas’s shoulder and inclined his head. “And the second task?”

	“Done.”

	Lyle let out a short laugh and pulled Thomas into a one-armed hug. “Outstanding. Good job, son.”

	Antoni’s stomach turned. Whatever had happened had seriously affected both of them. Thomas’s slow, happy smile broke his heart. That was directed at precisely the wrong person.

	Yet again, the phone came to life in his pocket, this time as a full call, the vibrations longer and repeated. He furrowed his brow and jammed the button down again. She really needed to calm down a little.

	Antoni’s heart hammered as he stepped further into the room, toward the pair of them. 

	He cleared his throat. “Thomas, are you . . . alright?”

	Not even the smallest twitch of recognition as he remained motionless. Antoni chanced a few steps closer, the phone in his pocket buzzing yet again. 

	Lyle caught Antoni’s gaze, arms still locked around Thomas’ shoulder. “You aren’t surprised to find him alive and well I see.”

	Fear pooled in Antoni’s stomach, making his legs weak and burn with the urge to run at the same time.

	“Not at all.” He battled a quake in his voice. “I overheard his death was faked not too long ago.”

	Thomas stared at him. Nothing emanated from his eyes, no expression on his face any longer. 

	He stood stationary. Like a robot, waiting on his next command. Antoni swallowed. That was more than an apt analogy.

	Lyle smiled. “Is that so? I heard an entirely different story.” He checked his watch, then turned his gaze back to Thomas. “Are you ready for task number three?”

	There wasn’t an immediate response from Thomas, and Lyle’s smile dropped. “Son, you’re not going to let me down now, are you?”

	He blinked at Antoni, then dragged his eyes up to meet Lyle’s. “Yeah, Pop. I’m ready.”

	His smile returned and he clapped Thomas’s shoulder again before letting his arm drop from around his shoulders. “Good. Go on.”

	Antoni realized he should probably be afraid for his life at exactly the moment Thomas walked right past him and down the back steps. 

	Blood sputtered through his veins as adrenaline soared. 

	“I—” he swallowed. “Thought you might have him kill me.”

	Lyle’s eyes widened and jaw dropped. Genuine shock? 

	“Why on earth would I do that? You’re my partner, Antoni. No, I brought you here to thank you.” He gestured to the door. “You kept my son safe while he healed.”

	Antoni exhaled a great breath and rubbed a hand down the side of his face. That was the last thing he expected to hear. Good.

	“Though.” Lyle sucked in a breath from one side of his mouth. “You did lie to me. Hide him from me. Sadly, that can’t be ignored.”

	Ice ripped through Antoni’s veins, and yet again his phone buzzed, the sound loud in the now silent room. Lyle grinned again and turned on his heel, his steps echoing as he headed back into his office.

	His voice carried across the foyer. “You’re going to want to take that call, Antoni. Could be a matter of life and death.”
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Marianna

	 

	Marianna sighed. What a stubborn, reckless little girl. 

	She had just opened her mouth to ask Rico a question when a familiar, and previously unaccounted for, black car pulled up to the curb.

	“Where was he?” Rico spoke sideways as he stepped up even with her. She shrugged.

	The bald man staggered out of the driver’s side, and Marianna’s eyes widened. 

	“Booker! So, that’s how they got him.”

	Rico grunted when Booker rounded the front and leaned back against the hood. “You were clearly the loser in that fight. Anything broken?”

	Booker nodded. “Pretty sure a couple things are.” His voice, nasal and muted as he continued. “Sorry I failed.”

	“Si. You did.” Rico pointed down the sidewalk. “Fix it by following her. Keep your distance but watch her.”

	Marianna’s brows remained up as she cut her eyes to him. Ordering her men around, in front of her no less. Unacceptable.

	Booker didn’t give her a second look but gave Rico a single nod and a small smile. 

	“On it.”

	Marianna thinned her lips as he rounded the car again and dropped onto the seat. A few seconds later, Booker’s car was headed toward Annalise. Marianna exhaled any speck of relief and took in a chestful of irritation as she spun, prepared to pin Rico with a glare.

	Only he was facing the remaining Price men. 

	He gestured with his head to them. “Nice work. Go. We’ll call.”

	His eyes followed each in turn as they left, likely making sure everyone was accounted for. Her rage sputtered. 

	He was doing her job. 

	She should have been issuing the orders. Already on the phone, making calls and solving everyone’s problems. 

	She should have chewed him out. But as she stood there chewing on her lip instead, she knew she wasn’t in her best frame of mind. Clearly, Rico knew that too. What would she do without him? Her stomach fluttered.

	Rico faced her finally and stared down into her eyes. He raised an eyebrow as he uncrossed his arms and put his hands on his hips.

	She did her best not to whither under that glare, but she knew what was coming.

	He exhaled. “Why didn’t you tell her?”

	There it was. She focused on the fact that his accent always got thicker, his sentences shorter when he was upset. That he was much better at issuing orders than she was. That his eyes were the most like his mother’s out of any of the brothers. Anything other than what he asked her.

	But after the last car pulled out of sight around the corner, she lost control of her emotions. She put her hand to her cheek and swallowed.

	“That he’s gone for good? That we were too late? That I failed him—again!? That I lost my—”

	Rico’s expression softened as she choked on her words. She struggled to find a position for her arms that didn’t feel awkward and useless. Story of her life. Cracks in the sidewalk, for some reason, became terribly interesting as she floundered. 

	After the third time she uncrossed her arms and cleared her throat of tears, he put his hands on her shoulders.

	“Look at me.”

	That was the last thing she wanted to do. He’d see her tears, and she wasn’t supposed to cry. She wasn’t supposed to be ruffled and upset. She was supposed to be solid. Emotionless. The pinnacle of leadership. A fine-tuned engine of decisions. 

	Yet, she was having a difficult time believing a single one she’d made had been worth a damn si—

	“Guardami, Marianna!”

	She froze, flicked her eyes to his, and took what she hoped would be a calming breath. No such luck. The jump in his jaw told her loud and clear he was struggling around the Italian that wanted to run from his lips as he took the time to choose his words.

	It reminded her of when she’d tutored him at her house after school. Of what a cute, determined little seven-year-old he’d been. How he’d refused to do the easy lessons because he wanted her freshman ones. God, that was forever ago now. 

	She almost smiled, but her heart ached instead. His jaw worked for another moment and he sighed.

	“We could not have been faster. Or done more.”

	She scoffed and shifted, wanting to move out of his orbit of distracting cologne, but he held her shoulders firm. He continued when she finally met his gaze again.

	“You didn’t fail. You’re doing your best.”

	Fantastic, that did it. She couldn’t hide the tears at that point, so she chewed at the quiver in her lip, and winced against the watery onslaught. 

	How many failures could one person make? Her best. Hardly. 

	Rico pulled her into a hug and cinched his arms around her, resting his cheek on the top of her head. 

	He muttered as she turned her cheek to his chest. “Tu sei forte il ferro. Bella come un fiore.”

	She sniffled and furrowed her brow. “What does that first one mean? And what about a flower? And doesn’t ‘bella’ mean—”

	“You are strong as iron.” He tightened his arms and cleared his throat, a warm, thick sound against her cheek. “And . . . I didn’t say either of those.”

	Despite everything, every miserable single thing, laughter broke free. How did he always do that? She shook her head against his chest.

	“Yes, you did.”

	“No.”

	She could hear his smile without looking and chuckled as she wiped her face. “Saying ‘no’ doesn’t change that you said it.”

	“But, I didn’t.”

	She laughed again and pushed out of his arms, fully clearing the tears from her face. His hands went back to his hips, and he gave her his warm, wide grin.

	“Thank you for the compliments. I know you’re just trying to make me feel better.”

	“. . . Of course.”

	 His smile faltered, and he gestured to the car as she rubbed her eyes again. He held out his hand, helped her in, then closed the door and frowned as he glanced out across the street. “Sempre.”



	



	[image: Image]

Ryker

	 

	The soft moans and whimpers coming from the nurse writhing against him drew a displeased sneer from his mouth. 

	While Kathy felt decent enough, it wasn’t her. She was probably as tight as hell. And all that flawless skin. A wave spun through him, and his eyes fluttered. 

	He pounded the used up, drug line decorated body in front of him with an angry, sharp rhythm.

	Kathy’s scratchy moan grew louder, but he heard a different voice. The one he’d been lusting after for two months. Finally, his chin lifted with a short grunt, and he dug his fingertips into her hips, holding her tight against him.

	So unsatisfying.

	He pulled out of her and shoved himself backward, pushing her into the desk.

	“Hey!” She stumbled and caught herself. “You’re such an ass.”

	Her smiling tone was lost on him. He was over the forced banter. Over Kathy, and her irritating laugh. He frowned. Over this waiting bullshit with Annalise. He wanted her. 

	He tossed the used condom in the trash and the tissue he used to clean right on top.

	“Tie that up and take it with you when you go.”

	He zipped his fly, tucked in his shirt, and grabbed his satchel.

	“Wait!” 

	Kathy grabbed his forearm, her skirt still hiked up. He had no problem looking only at her face.

	He raised his brows in wait. She released him, shimmied the cloth back down over her hips, and huffed as she smoothed down the front of her shirt.

	“Why don’t you ever want to come to my house? Or to dinner? Don’t get me wrong.” She grinned and stepped up to him. “I love this. It’s hot. But I’d like to be more than just, you know . . .” She trailed off as she scanned his face, her smile falling.

	“I’m done with you, Kathy.”

	Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “You can’t be done with me. One, I get my ‘meds’ from you. Two, we work together.”

	Ryker smiled. “Too right. You’re cut off. And fired.”

	 He turned toward the door again, but she dug her nails into his bicep and jerked backward. He sucked in a hiss and snatched out of her grip.

	“This is because of that psycho blond bitch, isn’t it?! I’ve seen the way you look at her! Are you screwing her, too? I’ll fucking kill her!”

	He scowled. “This has nothing to do with Nataly. I have no interest in her. Or you.” He stepped into her space and stared her down. “You’re not going to lay a finger on her though, or I’ll turn you in for stealing drugs from patients.”

	“You—” Her mouth hung open, and he spun back toward the door.

	The single ding of a text notification sounded from his pocket, and he fished out his phone. He smiled. Another transaction. Excellent. 

	He strolled un-phased to the door and called over his shoulder, “Don’t forget that trash bag.”

	The door thudded closed behind him. Trash taking out the trash. Fitting.

	Ryker’s shoes clipped with low beats across the linoleum floor as he made his way to the drug locker.

	A brilliant idea struck him. He glanced up from his phone and let his eyes scan the long hallway. Ketamine. He smiled wider. Perfect. 

	He reached the bland door and dug his key out of his pocket. His imagination ran away from him and all over a petite, young, black-haired beauty.

	He’d have her tonight. Right after his sale.
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Annalise

	 

	She had no clue how to find Thomas. No clue where he might be or where he’d even want to go. Was he being hurt? Made to do terrible things? God, she hoped not.

	She stalked down the sidewalk, arms tight across her chest. She moved until her thighs ached, then slowed and glanced around. 

	“Thomas. Where the hell did you go?” She sighed and rubbed her temples.

	An engine dulled behind her and she held her breath. Was she being followed? 

	Her palms needled as her heart raced. Adrenaline coursed through her and she fell back into her familiar panic. 

	She took off down the sidewalk and rounded the upcoming alley until she glanced up at the street sign. Bertman Bay Avenue. 

	Her jaw dropped open, and she skidded to a stop. Bertman Bay. Her warehouse was down at the end of this long road. 

	She sucked at nothing, her lungs wouldn’t work. Pain everywhere, blood again, gunshot. She squeezed her eyes shut with a whimper. 

	Over that, she heard the car engine again and one word rose above the haze. 

	Run. Run. 

	She stumbled forward, her legs like jelly before her feet found purchase. She curled around the left edge of the building and doubled back up another side alley, then cut across the street twice more until she was painfully out of breath. She pressed her back against a wall and gasped.

	“Annalise? That you?”

	Her body shook, arms vibrating to the beat of her heart. Ryker. 

	She stepped back onto the street and there he was, leaning out the driver’s window of his red sports car. Why was he sitting out here? 

	She nodded through her gasps, and he beckoned. “Get in, what the hell are you doing?”

	She staggered to the door and dropped down on the seat, panting. She glanced over at him, her chest heaving. 

	He checked the rear and side mirrors. “You’re out here alone?”

	“Yeah.” She finally managed. “Someone was following me.” Another gasp. “I think. Pretty sure at least.” A slow breath out.

	He finally turned to face her and smiled slowly. “Well, you’re safe now. Where to?”

	Her mind stalled. She drew her knees up to her chest and rested her chin on top of the left one. She really didn’t have a destination. She didn’t want to go home. She had no clue where Thomas was. She sure as hell didn’t want to go back to Marianna’s, or deal with Nick and Scarlet. V was out on some business—thing—with Jack, and they probably had the OTB locked up tight. 

	That really only left one place.

	“I guess the shop.” She repositioned, tucking her legs under her in the seat and crossed her arms.

	Ryker’s hand landed on the middle of her left thigh with a light pat. “You got it.” His fingers moved in a ripple, sending a wave of nausea through her body. Before she had a chance to say anything, though, he lifted his hand and draped it on top of the steering wheel.

	God the creep factor just kept on rising. How much longer would she have to deal with this?

	A couple more glances over his left shoulder, and he pulled away from the curb. Now that they were moving, she felt a little safer. Not much, but a little was better than none. Who was that following her anyway?

	“Why were you out this late?” 

	Ryker’s voice sounded off. Speech pattern different. Annalise glanced at him again, but nothing seemed out of place, not that she could see at any rate. What could she tell him, though? 

	She cleared her throat. “I wanted to go see a movie, but it was sold out.” She firmed her lips and fought shaking her head. Stupid. She knew exactly what he’d ask next. And she had no freaking clue what was even playing at the theatre, let alone what time the last showing was. Stupid stupid.

	“Oh man, that sucks. Well, lucky I was here, huh?” Another Ryker grin came her way, and she imagined deflecting it with some sort of magical spell. Something like a skeeze shield held up in front of her brain. She smiled at that thought, and he winked.

	Either he didn’t give a shit why she was out there, or he was way dumber than she thought. Probably the latter. Whatever. After he dropped her off, she’d just work until she figured out what to do next. 

	She nodded and gave a curt “Yep,” popping the ‘P.’ “Suuuper lucky.”

	Annalise scanned the street ahead of them, then did a quick turn in her seat, checking out the rear window. Maybe she’d been imagining it all? She had been dealing with some fucked up stuff today. She turned back around slower and hummed. 

	A large black car rolled down the opposite side of the narrow street and Annalise furrowed her brows. It looked familiar. When had she seen it? Was that—Oh! That was one of Marianna’s cars. As it passed, she strained her neck to see the driver, but the tint was too dark. Maybe whoever it was was out looking for Thomas. 

	After riding several blocks in silence, they turned into the lower parking lot that flanked the storefront strip, and Ryker pulled into the spot closest to the door. 

	She smiled at the matching, square brick planters that stood on either side of the door. Even the back of their store was—the bottom dropped out of her stomach. 

	If she couldn’t save him from whatever the hell was going on, it would only be her store. She gripped her knee. No. She’d find him. And save him. Whatever that meant. 

	She nodded to herself and faced Ryker. “Thanks. I’ll see you in the morning I guess.”

	Ryker let out a single hum and killed the engine. Annalise froze, hand on the door handle. “Oh, you don’t have to come in. I’m just going to cut, or paint, or something. Burn off some energy.” She smiled and gestured with her head toward the keys.

	Ryker smiled back and got out, the door closing firm behind him.

	Hmm. Maybe he was just going to walk her to the door. 

	She ducked her head and followed suit, pushing the door closed with her hip. She gave him a tight smile, jammed her hands in her pockets, and closed her eyes. 

	Duh. He still had her keys. Though, he could have just handed them to her. She made a beeline for the door, and he strode behind her, keeping pace.

	Captain Freaky was really getting under her skin. Her pulse sped, and she held out her palm in wait.

	Slow breaths. It was just Ryker. 

	His smile was plastic, eyes too busy as he slowly set her keys on her hand.

	“Mmk,” she mumbled and jammed the key in the lock, battling the tremors and when the tumbler clicked into place her heart jumped. 

	God, she needed to quit being so spastic. She shook her head with a small chuckle and pulled the door open. The scent of fresh paint, raw wood, and the metal undertone of new ducting hit her, and she breathed deep.

	She loved it. It smelled like hard work. Success.

	“Be glad when this airs out a bit, won’t you? It’s strong.” Ryker waved his hand in front of his face and Annalise thinned her lips. 

	She grunted a non-committal tone and started up the stairs.

	Only she didn’t make it. She was tugged to an abrupt stop by Ryker’s hand around her upper arm. Drums sounded in her head to the rhythm of her now slamming heart. She looked over her shoulder at him, and he smiled, lifting his chin toward the fridge.

	“Come on, let’s get something to drink. You were running pretty fast.”

	Her throat scratched. Yeah, okay she was a bit thirsty. But she wanted to get upstairs.

	“In a couple minutes. I need to check the front door locks. You can hang down here if you want.” She smiled. “Or leave.” Please. “That’s okay too. I’m good alone, honest.”

	He raised his brow in disbelief and let out a short laugh. “Since when?”

	Asshole. 

	She sighed. “Since now. Stay or go, I’m going upstairs.”

	He released her arm with a slow nod. “Okay. I’ll chill here for a bit.”

	She took the remaining steps two at a time as she shivered. The large room was exactly the same as she left it. Painter’s cloths, disparate chunks of molding, and that beautiful counter. She placed her palm on the teal wall beside her and pulled it back. Perfectly dry. She smiled. Awesome.

	Annalise strolled all the way to the front door and braced her arms on the handles, her forehead pressed against the glass. The streetlamps sparkled like starbursts through the window tint, hazing when she blew out a long breath.

	Where was he? Damnit she just got him back. Only got to make love once! Her skin flushed at the memory, but her heart squeezed and she forced down a sob when her eyes fell on the scrawled “Tommy’s” door sign.

	She imagined the room full of customers. Her at the counter, Thomas doing . . . whatever Thomas did. She grinned widely and bit her bottom lip, gaze following a moth in its chaotic flight across the sidewalk. 

	He’d probably schmooze with people. Make drinks. Jokes for sure. Cook stuff? She chuckled. Maybe not. But, more importantly, he’d be here. With her. Loving her. The swell of emotion was nearly painful as it twisted again. Her smile dropped. 

	She’d find him.
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Marianna

	 

	Marianna followed Rico into the house, chewing on the inside of her lip. He’d been completely silent the entire car ride. Was he upset about Thomas? A chill snaked down her spine. Thomas’s haunting scream. The emptiness in his eyes. 

	She swallowed. Or had she said something to upset him? That thought made her chest ache. She hoped not. 

	Once inside he threw an angry glare her way. She wasn’t fond of that look on him.

	“What’s wrong?”

	He crossed his arms and exhaled. “How did they know where he was? Where the guards were? When to be there? I don’t like this.”

	God, those were million-dollar questions. “Only thing to assume is we have a mole.” She sighed and rubbed her neck, tilting her head. 

	Rico’s eyes were locked on hers when she reopened them. They stared at each other for a second, before he grunted and looked away.

	“I agree. But who?”

	Marianna dropped down in the wingback chair to the right of the fireplace and Rico positioned himself beside her on its arm. She allowed herself a small amount of comfort from his proximity and the warmth of his thigh.

	“Okay.” She sighed and lowered her head to rub her temples. “Let’s brainstorm. We know all our guys in and out.”

	Rico grunted in agreement again. Marianna raised her head and let her hands drop.

	“Was anyone not with us out there?” She passed a sideways glance up to his strong face and watched him rake his hand through all that soft brown hair. She blinked and dropped her gaze.

	“Everyone we told, came. Without hesitation. Or question.”

	She groaned and let her head drop, her eyes staring intently at the uneven grooves in the aged hardwood. Everything was so damn difficult. Things were quite close to being a bit too much to handle, especially alone. 

	Not that she’d ever admit it. She exhaled slowly and shook her head. Who would she even admit it to?

	Rico shifted his hip on the arm. Marianna’s eyes widened when his warm hand rested on her shoulder and squeezed soothingly. He cleared his throat.

	“We will fix this. Somehow.”

	Despair rolled through her again and she scoffed.

	“We? Rico this is all on me. I’m the only one that has to deal with any of this.”

	His hand ceased what had been a comforting half massage and lifted like her skin was a scalding hot poker. 

	“Are you . . . is that truly what you believe?”

	Marianna rubbed her hands down her face and leaned back against the chair, her gaze straight ahead. They didn’t have time for this.

	“So, no one gave off any bad vibes?”

	Rico crossed his arms and blew out a breath. “No.”

	A wheel kicked into motion and Marianna jutted out her chin.

	“Well, let’s try a different thought process. Who’s our newest guy?”

	Oh no. Marianna’s stomach dropped. She sucked in a breath, jumping up and facing Rico.

	“Booker!”

	Rico nodded. “And he shot Thomas. Merda. It wasn’t an accident, then.” He launched to his own feet, barely missing Marianna as she stumbled backward.

	“Rico, he was a plant.” Breathing was nearly impossible, but she gasped. “From the start! Do you think—” she swallowed down bile and gripped her throat. “I bet he was aiming for Annalise. Lyle’d never have Thomas killed.”

	Rico’s knuckles went white from the pressure of his clenched fist. “Si. Almost certainly.”

	“He’s been with Thomas every . . . day. I—” Her knees buckled, and she crumpled to the ground. 

	Rico caught her just before her knees hit and pulled her into his arms. 

	“You didn’t fail.”

	How could he possibly have known what she was thinking? Also, he was terribly wrong. Her throat closed and she pushed out of his embrace. Besides they had no time for this.

	“I did, I accept that. But I can fix—”

	“We.”

	A puff of air left her in irritation as she stared up at his determined face. Always with that. 

	“No. Rico. Not us.”

	Rico growled and put his hands on his hips. “You know what? You’re right. Not us.”

	He moved past her, but she shot out her hand and grabbed his upper arm. “Where are . . .” Her eyes widened. “No, I’ll send someone else—”

	“No.” He snatched his arm free and spun in place to face her. “And you stay here.” He jammed a finger toward the floor. “Inside. Do you understand?!”

	His panicked anger made her jaw drop, and she blinked. His chest heaved as he waited for an answer.

	She lowered her brow. “I’m not staying here doing nothing, Rico. You know that’s not who I am.”

	“GOD!” He grabbed her shoulders, shocking her further, and knitted his brow. “Sei così testardo! Mi fai impazzire!”

	“Damn it, Rico!” She swallowed, the intensity in his gaze almost overwhelming. “What does that mean? Speak English!”

	“Just!”

	Marianna only had one second to glare at the frustration in his face before he yanked her forward and kissed her. 

	Her eyes bugged and fluttered shut with a whimper as he slid his hands up her neck, cupping her face. His mouth was soft and warm and gone far, far too soon.

	He released her, stepped backward, and let out an exasperated grunt. “Stay. Here.”

	He spun on his heel and stormed across the room to the back door. “Testardo.” He muttered angrily with each step. “Posso risolvere questo problema. Posso tenerla al sicuro.” He slapped the doorframe, then clawed a hand through his hair before he jerked the handle and stomped through, letting the door close behind him on its own. 

	She stared after him for a few seconds before releasing the breath she’d been holding in a confused huff. 

	Rico . . . 

	She licked her bottom lip, butterflies tumbling in her stomach. When had that happened? These past two months had been nothing but stressful but . . . he’d been here. For her. With her. 

	She wrapped one arm around her waist and put the other on her cheek as a smile formed. 

	It fell just as fast, and she swallowed. There was no time for that now. Her steps were quick as she paced in a small circle, flexing her fists. 

	She couldn’t just sit here, useless while everyone else was putting their lives at risk. Especially Rico. What if something happened to him? What if she never saw him again? How on Earth would she—

	Three loud raps on the front door stopped her heart, and she jumped. 
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Annalise

	 

	A loud crash made Annalise’s head snap around. Her pulse rocketed again, and she dug her nails into her palms. What in the world was he doing down there? Other than being creepy.

	She turned on her heel and crossed the room, at the door frame in a flash. He’d better not be breaking anything.

	“Ryker?”

	“Yeah. Come on down.” The tone in his voice was off again. Maybe it was all in her head. She plodded down, one clunking step at a time until she got to the floor, stumbling a bit on the last step. 

	“Where are you?” She tiptoed over to the tiny office to the left of the door and swept aside the dividing cloth. Not there. She let the cloth drop, almost deaf from the whoosh of pounding blood in her ears. 

	She didn’t like this at all. 

	“Ryker?” Her voice pitched at the end, and she swallowed. 

	The kitchen/storage area was mostly dark save for a light in the furthest section, by the double oven. 

	A shudder wracked her body, and she crossed her arms. Motion lights, at least twelve, were going on her shopping list the second she got home. 

	“Quit being a dick, Ryker.” Her voice quaked. “If you jump out at me, I’ll punch you.”

	She heard his laugh from around the corner to her right and blew out a shallow breath. She might just punch him anyway. 

	He slunk around the wall holding two bottles of water, a wide smile stuck to his face like tape.

	God, was he on something?

	“Sorry about that. Here.” He thrust one out to her. She raised a brow and took it, tucking it against the thudding vein on the side of her neck. The cold seeped into her skin and made the pins and needles in her hand less prominent.

	“What the hell was that noise?”

	He shrugged and cracked the seal on his bottle. “Tripped. Drink up.”

	She shook her head in a small motion and twisted her lid open. Ryker eyed her as he took a long swig of his bottle, and she lifted hers to her lips. Wait. 

	She froze. “Where’d you get these?”

	He swallowed with a loud gulp and shrugged again. “Found them in the back of the fridge. Maybe Vincent dropped them off? I don’t know. I was just thirsty, and knew you needed something.” A normal smile.

	“Gotcha. Thanks.” She smiled back and copied him. 

	The ice-cold water was a bandaid for her parched throat, and she closed her eyes. God, she really was thirsty. Two more swallows and over half the bottle was gone. 

	She pulled the bottle down and looked at the label. “This is really good. It’s sort of sweet. Did yours taste like . . . that?”

	She put her other hand to the side of her head as the floor swayed under her. Ryker stepped up, brow creased in concern. “Woah.” He steadied her with a hand on each shoulder, a smile playing on his lips. “I got you. Damn, you waited too long. Drink the rest. You really did get dehydrated.”

	That made sense. Annalise nodded in slow motion and missed her mouth the first time. Ryker helped her line it up, smile widening. Why was his face so blurry?

	Three more gulps and the thing in her hand made an odd crinkle noise. He peeled whatever it was out of her grip and tossed it across the room. 

	“How are you feeling, baby?”

	Baby? What the shit was he— her knees buckled, and he caught her, his grin wide enough to fall into.

	“Good. That was faster than I expected, but still. I’ve thought about you all day.”

	What was she feeling? She really just wanted to go home. Go to sleep. 

	He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her firm against him as he swiped his tongue across her lip. A disgusted shudder rolled through her. 

	Her body responded, though, and she moved through the motions even though her brain burned.

	His tongue dove deep and tangled with hers. Her body numbed. Was she kissing him back? 

	She lost her breath as his other hand traveled up her side, under her shirt. She didn’t want him to touch her. She managed a half-assed shove before her arms turned to jelly. He pulled back from her and moved his mouth to her ear, his breath hot against her skin.

	“You have to know what you’re doing, by the way. Too much, and your victim might just pass out. Or even die. Too little, and it really won’t have that much of an effect.”

	His hand moved over her ribs, and panic swelled in her when his thumb brushed the skin under the bottom edge of her bra, but she couldn’t move. 

	“And then, of course, to be highly effective, you’d need to know someone’s body chemistry. Maybe have their medical records.” 

	His hands traveled a slow path over her bra as he scanned her face. “Lucky for you. . .” he leaned in and placed a kiss on the side of her neck, then pulled back with a sick grin. “I’m a doctor.” He caught her gaze. “And I know exactly what I’m doing. Experience makes the best teacher.”

	His face went in and out of focus as his grin widened. Doctors knew what they were doing. That was true.

	He let out a throaty chuckle, and with a flick of his thumb, sent a zip of sensation shooting through her chest. “See?” his thumb moved again, sending another wave. “I knew you’d enjoy it too.” 

	He moved her arms around his neck and pulled her backward toward the door. “Come on. You’ll be more comfortable in my bed.”

	A hazy cloud covered her thoughts, but in a moment of clarity, her eyes bugged. NO! She tried to scream but her mouth was hardly listening, being worked with his in a heated, somewhat one-sided kiss. 

	She needed to do something. Dizziness wove through her, and her arms wouldn’t move from around his neck. But her legs still worked. 

	She jerked her knee upward, driving it hard into his crotch. He let out a near breathless grunt and released her as he doubled over, groaning. 

	She stumbled sideways and fell against the wall, her arms useless. 

	Where was she? Everything blurred again, and she slid down the unpainted drywall to a useless heap on the floor. Her stomach turned, and she closed her eyes. She lost sight of Ryker’s frame knelt with his forehead rested against his forearm on the floor.

	Wait . . . did she know him? Her limbs buzzed, and a strange pin pricked her temples repeatedly. Something was wrong.

	The door being jerked open forced her eyelids apart. A man with dirty blond hair stormed over the threshold and jerked the other man up by his hair.

	Who were they? Why was she on the floor?

	The sounds reaching her ears were tinny and painful. She rasped in a breath, forcing it past her closing throat. Something was really wrong.

	She blinked and sucked in another breath as her eyes bugged.

	Thomas!

	Her arms unresponsive, her voice uncontrollable, her lungs losing the fight, she looked on in horror as tears streamed down her motionless face. 

	Help me . . .
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Thomas

	 

	There was nothing. Step in front of step. One chunk of pavement turned into another one. 

	One thing. Just had to focus on one thing. Ryker’s face was front and center. Kill. Pop wanted him to do something. Finally asked him to do something that he knew he’d do. That made a weird feeling sit in the center of his chest. He’d be proud this time. There’d be no way Thomas could mess it up this time, Pop said so. 

	Streetlights, stop lights, crosswalk, foot in front of foot. 

	Anna. 

	He blinked and took one faster step. Pop said Ryker might be in his office. Bust. Said he might be on the corner of Bertman Bay Avenue and Sixth, sitting in the alley waiting on buyers. Another bust. 

	Car after car passed by Thomas on the right as he stalked down the sidewalk to his target. 

	Pop would be proud this time. Thomas wanted that almost more than anything. That weird feeling got bigger, and he froze beside the chaotic horse statue, breathing in large draws. 

	Family. Pop was all he had. 

	Anna.

	His heart stuttered and he frowned. Nataly was dead. Ma was dead. So, he had to make his pop happy. He really had no choice. 

	Thomas rounded the last building on Main and stalked straight up to the back door of the cafe. Last place Pop said to look tonight. If this was a bust, he didn’t know what—

	Thomas paused for one second. Their cafe. He winced, then scowled. Pop’ll be proud. The door jerked open, and Thomas smiled.

	Found him.

	No clue why the guy was already doubled over, but that didn’t matter. Made this all the easier. 

	He stomped up to Ryker and grabbed the top of his head, giving it a harsh backward yank. A strangled shout left the punk doctor’s throat as he scrambled to his feet. 

	Thomas didn’t give him time to take another breath before he cold-cocked him so hard Ryker’s body did a half turn. He dropped to his knees and shouted in pain, cupping his jaw.

	“What the . . . HELL?!” 

	Thomas ignored him, grabbed his collar, and yanked him up to eye level.

	“Pop says ‘Deal’s off’.”

	Thomas reared back and landed another monster blow. Ryker’s head lolled backward for a brief second before he winced and tried to shove Thomas’s hand away. 

	“T—”

	Thomas’s eyes widened, and he flicked his gaze to the wall beyond the entrance.

	Anna. Crumpled like some rag doll, wet cheeks and frozen in place.

	Ryker groaned, and Thomas sneered as he released him. Ryker staggered back a step, just enough that Thomas could get leverage to land a devastating gut punch. Ryker sputtered blood and doubled over, one hand on the ground.

	He’d end this for his pop. His pop would be proud, for the first—

	Anna’s fingers twitched, and Thomas blinked.

	Why wasn’t she moving? Her midnight waterfall looked like a kicked puddle, splashes of it around her head, some even on the wall. Her head was tilted, her eyes barely open. Was she sleeping?

	Thomas was distracted long enough for Ryker to crawl to the foot of the stairs and pull himself up by the railing. 

	“See?” 

	Thomas whirled around to pin Ryker with a glare. Blood dripped from his swollen mouth, and his words slurred. 

	“You’re proving—” he spat and wiped under his lip. “—my point. Violent.”

	Thomas growled low in his throat as he took another menacing step. “Damn right.” 

	Anna gasped in a breath, and his blood froze. 

	Kill. He was supposed to kill Ryker and report back. Pop said ‘Kill him, Thomas. Make me proud. Be the son I always wanted.’

	Thomas wanted that. He wanted—

	A shallow breath left Annalise’s mouth, like a hiss of steam from a train, and Thomas blinked several times in a row.

	What did he want?

	He gritted his teeth. Anna. He wanted Anna.

	He shook his head hard and spun to face her. 

	An all too familiar click wormed into his mind, and his heart ran away in his chest. Gun.

	“Like I’d be unprepared.” Another spit from the doc. “In this fucking—”

	The shot’s explosive roar filled the stairwell, accompanied by Ryker’s grating scream. Thomas dove toward the still motionless Annalise. She couldn’t have been sleeping this long. Not through all that racket. Was she okay?

	When the echo was replaced with footsteps descending the stairs Thomas popped up, ready to fight. Whoever was coming wouldn’t lay a finger on Anna.

	“Cenere alla cenere. Polvere alla polvere.” 

	Vincent. Relief blew through him. Why was he here?

	“That sounds better in English.” A pause, punctuated by Ryker’s groans and whimpers as he clutched at his bloody calf. “I’m just saying.” 

	No clue who that guy was but, if he was with V, he had to be good. Thomas’s mind hazed a little. Was this letting his pop down? Ryker wasn’t dead yet.

	The pair came into view as they neared Ryker’s body.

	Vincent’s tall self was closest to Thomas, and when he stepped over Ryker’s writhing body first, Thomas caught sight of his buddy.

	The guy had tats all over his arms. Not as elaborate as his own, but a lot of them, anyway. Even a couple up his neck. He wore a white button-down short sleeve shirt, black slacks and suspenders, in that ironic hipster style. 

	More awesome than the ink, though, was the hefty ax handle clutched in one hand, scrawled with words and numbers. He bounced the other end on his open palm.

	You could do some serious damage with that.

	Vincent slid the gun further away from Ryker with his foot, and glanced at Thomas, raising his brows. “Are you alright?”

	Thomas said nothing, just stared at the scene.

	Vincent tilted his head, ultimately refocusing on the other guy when he crouched down on the last step, looming over Ryker.

	“Hey, shit weasel.” He jabbed the ax handle into Ryker’s rib. 

	Ryker grunted and spat. “Fuck.” He grimaced. “Y—” He cut himself off with a scream, when the ax handle was shoved against the bloody spot.

	“V, I heard him ask me to crack his knee cap. You hear that too?” The guy grinned as he looked up, but his smile fell when Vincent shook his head. “What? Why the fuck not? Douchey doctors on the Valentine payroll who manipulate young patients into doing God knows what totally deserve to have all the bones in their body shattered.” He jammed the ax handle into the bullet hole again, earning himself another shout.

	“Not yet, Jack.” V tucked his gun in his back waistband. “He won’t be able to listen after you do that.”

	Jack’s mouth curled up at the corners, and he nodded as he looked back at Ryker. “Boss wants to chat first. It’s not going to be about the divorce papers shoved in that tea, neither.” 

	Vincent cast another look at Thomas, then crossed his arms and glared at the skeezy doc. “What are you doing here? Did you do something to Thomas? Where is Annalise?”

	Anna. Thomas’s brain skittered. Anna . . .

	He turned to face the stunning beauty off to his left. Vincent sucked in a breath behind him.

	“Annalise! Madre de DIO!” 

	He ran to her side, and Thomas struggled to clear his mind further, eyes still trained on the doc. Ryker was as good as dead now. Was he supposed to go home?

	Vincent straightened her head and lowered his ear to her mouth. 

	“This could be serious. She needs to go to the hospital. Jack drive the car around.” Vincent threw his keys to Jack, who shot up the stairs.

	Hospital.

	People only went there if they were really hurt. And if V said she needed—

	A storm crackled through Thomas’s veins in super-charged rush of adrenaline, twisting with a fear unlike he’d ever felt. The haze he’d been in lifted in sputters, leaving hollow aches in his temples, his neck, his brain.

	He spun on his heel and looked at her, really looked, the blood draining from his face as his fog lifted even more.

	“ANNA!” 

	His whole body lit on fire, limbs itching to move. Every other thought escaped, and his overwhelming love for her hit him like a sack of marbles.

	He dropped down beside her and cradled her head.

	“Anna, baby?” He stroked her immobile face with his shaking hands and wiped away her tears. “Hey, I gotcha. I’ll take care of you.”

	She closed her eyes, releasing another tear, then her chest shuddered with barely visible breaths. Fear dug claws into Thomas’s stomach.

	She was not going to die. There’d be no reason to keep going on if she did. “Gorgeous, you gotta hang on. I dunno what that sick fuck did, but I’ll fix it. Well, the docs will. But I’ll be right ther—”

	Jack tore through the back door and held it open. “Car’s running, door’s open. Go. We got this.”

	Thomas lifted Annalise’s feather of a body and hugged her close.

	Ryker sputtered. “Ket—amine.”

	Vincent and Jack shared a horrified look. Vincent dropped to a crouch and snatched Ryker up by his collar. “You gave her the date—!” He seethed “You were going to—” he shoved him back down to the ground and stepped back, pinning Thomas with a wild stare.

	“Go! Tell the doctor.”

	Thomas nodded and rushed through the doorway. His Anna would be fine. She didn’t have a choice. 

	“Jack.” V’s voice was ice. 

	Jack clicked his tongue. “Q & A session’s over.” Thomas glanced over his shoulder just in time to see Jack rear back and swing the ax handle in a lightning fast arc. It connected to Ryker’s knee with a sickening crunch. The rawness of the gargled scream that followed sent a shiver through Thomas.

	He positioned Anna’s limp body as gently as he could in the passenger seat, managing the buckle with shaking hands. He slammed the door, rounded the car, and froze when a single gunshot echoed like thunder across the parking lot. Thomas spun back to face the door.

	Jack threw his hands out to the side. “Damn, what’d you do that for?”

	“He told us what he gave her. Quick was his reward.” The gun went back in his waistband. “We need to get rid of him, though. Two gunshots, now.”

	“Fine.” Jack dug out a knife and scratched something onto the ax handle. “But for the record, he didn’t suffer nearly enough.”

	“Agreed. Call Bryan and Leo.”

	Thomas dropped down into the driver’s seat, and shook his head again, forcing more cobwebs away as he cranked the car. He peeled out of the lot and hit the main road. All he could think about now was saving the love of his life.
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Marianna

	 

	She clutched at her chest as she crossed the room in long strides, mind racing. She snagged her gun from the drawer of the small table beside the door and spun, resting her back against the wall. 

	“Who is it?”

	“Courier with a package for Marianna Price. I’m supposed to say this will bring down The Wolf.”

	Marianna’s eyes widened. Could that be true? What on Earth . . .

	She put the chain in its holder so the door would only open a crack, flipped quickly to the other side, and cocked the gun. 

	“I’m going to open the door. Stick whatever it is through the opening, then pull it closed. I’m armed, and I will shoot you if you so much as stick a finger through, are we clear?”

	“Y-yes ma’am. I—” he cleared his throat. “I understand. I promise that’s all this is.”

	“Very well.” Marianna extended her arm and eased the door open, taking slow breaths. After one heartbeat a large, overstuffed manilla envelope forced its way through. It was big enough to strain against the chain, and Marianna’s brows lifted. 

	Finally, it landed with a loud thud on the hardwood, and the door jerked closed in an instant. 

	Marianna pressed her ear against the door, rewarded with rapid, crunching footsteps, then tires as what she could only assume was the delivery vehicle peeled away. She stood in place, breathing for a few more seconds before she flipped the safety back on the gun and crossed to snag the package.

	Her name was scrawled across the front in large, barely legible letters. She pursed her lips as she crouched down beside it. 

	After flipping it over with the barrel of her gun, she exhaled as she pushed up to her feet. She set the gun down on the table and rubbed the back of her neck. Caution was the word of the day, especially now. 

	She stalked to the powder room around the stairwell, snatched open the medicine cabinet, pulled out two rubber gloves, turned and walked straight back to the foyer while tugging them on. 

	“Okay,” she muttered as she picked up the hefty package. “Let’s see what goodies you have for me.”

	She carried it at arm’s length into the kitchen and placed it gently on the counter. 

	Her heart slammed as she pulled the tape off that covered the little metal clasps. When she opened the flap, she dumped the contents onto the counter.

	Photos, a stack of folded documents, file folders, a flash drive and an envelope again addressed to her.

	 Her hands shook. There was far too much information here for this to be some sort of ploy. This was serious. 

	She pulled the letter out and took a slow breath.

	 

	Mrs. Price, 

	 

	If you’ve received this, I’ve failed to check-in, which means I’m dead. I instructed this package to be delivered immediately in that event.

	Herein you’ll find everything I’ve collected on Lyle Valentine. The zip drive contains recordings of my sessions with his daughter, Nataly, who he was paying to keep locked away. It turned out she was a fount of information. Once properly motivated. The latest one, I think, you’ll find the most interesting. Use this information as you see fit. My hope is that you’ll give him exactly what he deserves. 

	 

	Sincerely, 

	 

	Ryker Hunt

	 

	The paper shook before Marianna slapped it down on the counter. She ripped off the gloves and jerked on the faucet as tears dripped down her face. 

	She wasn’t dead? 

	The towel was in her hands in a flash, then she tossed it down and covered her eyes, begging the tears to stop. She sucked in a shaky, sorrow-filled breath. 

	Nataly wasn’t dead. All this time. Marianna’s stomach lurched, and she doubled over. That poor girl. And poor Thomas! She wailed again and clutched her waist. 

	So much failure. So much she just ignored or didn’t think to look into. She sucked in a breath and launched to her feet.

	There was no time for self-loathing. She swiped her tears away, grabbed the zip drive and her phone, and ran through the living room. She took the stairs two at a time until she reached the office and shoved through the door. 

	She’d make this right. 

	She fell into the chair, woke up the computer, plugged in the drive, and bounced her leg as she waited. 

	He’d pay. 

	Several clicks later, the file opened and before her sat at least a hundred, if not more, voice files. Marianna scrunched her face in an effort to keep the emotions at bay. So many years of Nataly’s life stolen.

	Marianna turned the speakers on and blew out a slow breath.

	A low male voice was first, Ryker, she could only assume. Marianna’s heart raced. When she heard Nataly’s sweet, soprano voice and that all too familiar speech pattern, every ounce of self-control she’d fought so hard for fell away.

	She covered her mouth and wept, tears streaming down her face in rivulets of sorrow as she listened.

	Her eyes popped open, and she held her breath. What? She frantically rewound and turned up the sound.

	“He didn’t do it, ya know.”

	“Who didn’t do what, Nataly?”

	“Tomcat. He didn’t set that fire. Pop did.” 

	A heavy sigh filled the brief silence, then the sound of a chair being moved. Marianna didn’t dare move a muscle.

	“What fire would that be?”

	“The one the size of a green house. There was a snake inside, big enough ta take out a wolf.”

	Another silence followed by rustling papers.

	“Do you . . . mean the Greene’s House?”

	“That’s what I said. But seven-year-old cats can’t set fires. Burns their paws. So, the wolf turned the cat into a monster. Then my eyes knew too much, learned too many secrets. I had to die.” 

	“That’s very interesting, Nataly. I think we’re done for today.”

	“That mean I can go see Gavin?”

	A cold, empty chuckle was drowned out by the sound of a chair grinding against the floor.

	“Sure, Nataly. Just as soon as you take your meds. There’s a new one today. It might make you a little sleepy though.”

	“Will it hurt?”

	“As usual, you’ll tell me soon enou—”

	Marianna shut the file and swatted every tear off her face. That was enough. If that man wasn’t already dead, she’d have hung him up and peeled the skin off his bones with her bare hands. Slowly. 

	But there was something she could do. Three somethings, in fact. 

	Her heart squeezed in her chest, tying her stomach in a knot. Could she do the hardest one though? Do what needed to be done? Her lip found its way under her teeth, and she chewed it as she sped down the stairs, another tear escaping.

	She at least had to try. Sitting idle would help no one.
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Annalise

	 

	Beeping. Something beeping woke her first. Then a smell. Sharp. Medicinal.

	She rolled her eyes around in her head, finally managing to peel one eyelid open. Blurry white tiles above her focused after a hard blink. Her other eye popped open. 

	Hospital. Hospital?! She sucked in a deep breath and sat up, jostling the bed.

	Thomas jerked awake with a fast head shake, and his face lit up. “Anna! How you feelin’?”

	She wanted to answer, but panic seized her throat and the beeping sped. “Why the hell are you in a wheelchair? Did that asshole hurt you?”

	“Huh?” He looked down and snorted. “Oh. Naw, I just—they didn’t have a chair in here, so I grabbed this from up the hall. Hope someone didn’t need it. I was still a little fuzzy-headed, though. Pop put somethin’ in the water he gave me.”

	She nodded and leaned back on her elbows as her heart slowed. “I’m pretty sure that’s what Ryker did.”

	Thomas reached out and smoothed the backs of his fingers down her cheek. “I say we swear off water from here on out. Whaddya think?”

	She laughed. “Deal. Water’s overra—” 

	Her eyes bugged and tears formed when she caught up. “THOMAS! God!”

	She grabbed every part of him she could reach and pulled him up onto the bed with her. 

	He laughed and positioned himself beside her. She couldn’t get him close enough. 

	“Scoot over, this rail thing’s diggin’ in my back.”

	She laughed through tears and wriggled further over.

	“Atta girl, there we go.” She wrapped her arms around his head and neck, holding him close. 

	“Thomas, are you okay? I was so worried!” 

	He nodded in her grip. “Better now. I’ll be even better when I get to kiss ya again.”

	She chuckled and loosed her hold. He shook free of her arms and claimed her mouth. A whimper left her throat, joined by a quickening beep from her monitor, as she grabbed handfuls of his collar. She’d never get enough of the way he kissed her. Soft and hard. Fast and slow. Just . . . everything.

	He eventually pulled back and grinned at her. “I love you.”

	She bit her lip and rubbed noses with him. “I love you, too” 

	A sigh left him as he circled his left arm under her back, his other draped over her waist. He rested his head on the center of her chest as she ran her nails through his hair. 

	Perfect. Well, minus the hospital part. 

	She had just laid back on the pillow and let her eyes drift closed when he rested his scalding hot palm on her stomach. Her heart stammered, and she tilted her chin, bringing the top of his head into focus. What was he thinking about?

	“Anna.” He lifted his thumb, peeking under his hand, then pressed his palm down again. 

	“Hmm?” She swallowed a lump. Had a pretty good idea what was on his mind, now.

	Another few seconds of silence followed, and he readjusted on the bed. He spread his fingers on her stomach, and slid his arm back down her side, pulling her close again. 

	“I was gonna kill him.” His voice was quiet. Sad.

	Her stomach dropped. She had no doubt he would have. Her fingers ran a smooth path down the side of his face. 

	“But, you didn’t.”

	“Yeah, but I was.” He moved his palm back to her stomach and it filled with butterflies. “I’m not right for you. You need someone who ain’t violent. Who can, ya know, control his damn self.”

	“Thomas you’re exactly right for me. And don’t you dare say otherwise. I don’t want anyone else.”

	He picked his head up, his red eyes finding hers. “I don’t either. But you deserve some—”

	“Stop.” She cupped his face. “You know what I deserve? To be loved. You know what you deserve? The same damn thing. And guess what? You’re going to love me, and I’m going to love you. Forever. It’s that simple.”

	A shine formed on his eyes. “What if I hurt you?”

	She shrugged. “What if I hurt you?”

	He opened his mouth to respond, but she silenced him with a kiss. “You and I won’t hurt each other. Not really. We know what real hurt feels like.” 

	He winced and tried to pull away, but she held his face tight. “I don’t regret a single thing that happened to me Thomas. My whole life. Every awful and awesome thing brought me straight to you. Would it have been nice to have a fucking normal mother? Yes. To not be held prisoner? Yes. But I wouldn’t change a single second if it meant you and I wouldn’t have met.” 

	He blinked those amazing eyes as he searched hers.

	“Yeah,” he said, voice cracking. “Me either.” 

	They gazed at each other in silence for several long seconds. He broke eye contact first, and laid his head back down, this time pressing his cheek to the middle of her stomach. She trailed her fingers through his hair again.

	“I just wish he’d loved me, you know? Like, what’d I do wrong?”

	She shook away a tear and swallowed around the knot in her throat. How many times had she had this exact conversation with Nick over the years? 

	The knot cleared enough that she could speak. “You didn’t do anything wrong. We didn’t. It’s not our fault. They just don’t know how to love like we do.”

	After another few seconds he sighed. “I guess not.”

	“But you don’t need him. You’ve got me.”

	He cinched his arms tighter, hugging her like a pillow in the middle of a nightmare. “Ya got me too, gorgeous.”

	“Is sh—Annalise!” Nick’s voice entered the room before he even did. Thomas’s body went rigid, and he sat bolt upright. He tried to scoot down to the bottom of the bed, but Annalise grabbed his arm to keep him there.

	Nick’s eyes stayed trained on her, his jaw jumping before he finally spoke. “How’re you feeling?”

	Was he even going to acknowledge Thomas? Oh, maybe he already had while she was out. She shrugged. “Nearly good as new. Is Scarlet here?”

	He nodded. “Yeah. She’ll be up in a minute.”

	“Cool.”

	An awkward silence fell over the room. Thomas shifted to adjust his weight on the bed. Nick eyed Thomas, then flicked his gaze back to her. She picked at her thumbnail. After another few seconds Nick spoke. “Are you hungry? I can have the nurse—”

	“No.” She smiled. “I’m good. And if I do get hungry, Thomas and I’ll go eat somewhere.”

	Another awkward pause as he stared at her. A frown creased his forehead. “Yeah. I guess so.”

	He took a step toward her and crossed his arms. “Are you okay, though? Anxiety wise?”

	She shrugged and nodded. “For right now, yeah. It’ll hit me soon, I’m sure. But, when it does Thomas’ll—

	“Yeah.” Nick let out a single, soft humorless chuckle. “I get it. That’s good.” He paused and drew in the side of his mouth. “Good.”

	Scarlet bustled in behind Nick and exhaled as she rounded him to get to her. “Oh my gosh, we were so worried.” She reached behind Thomas to hug Annalise’s neck. “You feeling okay? Need anything before I force your brother to leave you alone by dragging him away?”

	Annalise let out a high-pitched chuckle. “I’m good.”

	Scarlet smiled and stood upright. She turned that same smile on Thomas and patted his shoulder. “Thanks for taking good care of her.”

	“Yeah no problem. Always.”

	Annalise looked at Nick around Scarlet. His brows were pinched, his cheek still locked under his teeth. A heavy weight settled in her chest. Oh, Nick.

	She cleared her throat. “Hey can y’all give me and Broody Brody a minute?”

	Nick snorted and shook his head while Thomas and Scarlet laughed. 

	“Absolutely. Send him out when you’re tired of the grumping.” Scarlet walked over to him and rubbed his arm on the way by.

	Thomas caught her gaze. “I’ll go find a nurse. Or a doctor. Someone, and let ‘em know you’re up.” He grabbed her hand and kissed her wrist, riling up the butterflies in her stomach. “I’m hoping’ they’ll let us go soon.” 

	It took all she had to let his hand go. To let him get up off the bed. To walk through that door. He turned and held her gaze. “Be back in a minute, gorgeous.”

	She nodded and blew out a slow breath. He’d be back. No need to freak.

	And then it was just the two of them. Nick didn’t move. Annalise cleared her throat.

	“I know you’re worried about me.”

	“Yeah. I am.” The Nick floodgate opened. “What the hell were you thinking? I told you to stay in the car. And then you just go roaming the city like you’re invincible. This is too much, Annalise. Him. What you went through just now. All of it. What kind of life is he going to give you?”

	She fumed, the beeps on the standing box beside her speeding up. “The best fucking life I could ever have, Nick!” She took a slow breath when he winced. “Look. You’re my brother. I love you. Nothing is going to change that. Me and Thomas moving in together, getting married, having a family, none of that.” His eyes widened with each syllable of those words.

	“Moving—”

	She held up her hand. “All I’m saying is, we’re okay. I’m okay.” His jaw snapped shut. “I’m ready. You did a good job.” Her throat clogged with emotion, and he rubbed a hand down his face, snagging a tear. “A great one.” She swallowed. “But it’s,” a tear dripped down her own cheek, and she swatted at it. “It’s time. I need this. I can do this, Nick. But you’ve gotta let me live my life, you know?” 

	He cleared his throat and shuffled his feet, focused on them. “I know. That’s gonna be hard. It’s already been hard.” He lifted his reddening eyes to meet hers, the words strained. “I almost lost you.”

	She nodded, unable to speak. She knew he wasn’t talking about today. Another tear fell onto her cheek. She patted the bed and shifted to sit criss cross under the blanket. 

	Nick cleared the room and sat down gently, rubbing his eyes with a sigh. “I don’t like him.”

	Annalise shot out a laugh. That was the last thing she expected him to say. 

	He failed at hiding his smile. “I’m serious. He looks at you too much.”

	Annalise gripped her stomach as laughs rolled through her. After a few seconds Nick joined in. 

	Annalise wiped at her eye and grabbed his hand, giving it a squeeze. “You wouldn’t like anyone. Besides, we love each other.”

	He nodded and his chest rose. “I know. I can tell.”

	She squeezed his hand again. “You’ll be okay, too. Scarlet will take good care of you. She’ll feed and water you.”

	He barked a laugh and shook his head. “You’re something else. Come here.” He tugged his hand free and pulled her into a hug. He wrapped his arms around her neck and kissed the top of her head.

	“I love you, squirt.”

	“Love you too, dork.”

	“Knock knock! I heard our patient is up and about.”

	A pretty, bubbly woman with long blond hair and dimples strolled into the room, grabbing two massive pumps of sanitizer from the station by the door.

	Nick released the death grip he had on Annalise’s head and stood up with a smile as he extended his hand. “Hi Dr. Parker.”

	She shook his hand with a wide smile. “Call me Li.” She stepped up to Annalise to check her wristband. “You gave everybody a bit of a scare, there, missy.” 

	She patted Annalise’s forearm and checked the beeping machine, punching in some magical code that made it go silent. Annalise’s brain relaxed. 

	“Your boyfriend was a wreck, fyi. So if he tries to go all ‘macho’ on you, you’ve got the deets.”

	Annalise snorted at her dramatic air quotes. “Okay.”

	Li wrinkled her nose with a smile and took a pen light out of her lab coat pocket, clicking it on. “Look straight ahead for me?”

	Super bright light flashed in Annalise’s eyes, and she blinked repeatedly. The light clicked off.

	“Looking pretty good for an old lady.” She winked and patted the outside of Annalise’s arm. “Your family said you’ve got support in place already, make sure you take advantage of that, okay?”

	She nodded. She’d need a new doctor for damn sure. Bare minimum.

	“When can I leave?”

	Li opened the file in her hand and scanned it. “Well.” She flapped it close and clasped it in front of herself. “How do you feel? Do you feel like walking around a bit?”

	Annalise nodded. “Yeah, I feel fine. I can walk no problem.”

	Li smiled, those dimples fully present. “Let’s see how you do with that. I’ll go ahead and do up the discharge paperwork. I’ll work some ‘magic’ and If everything is copasetic, we’ll have you out of here just as quick as we can. Maybe an hour or two.” 

	Two polite raps on the door drew all their attention. Thomas smiled and threw Annalise a tiny two finger wave as he leaned against the door frame. Every butterfly in the world landed in her stomach, and she bit her grin as she waved back. 

	Nick rolled his eyes and sucked in his smile. “I’ll tell Scarlet the news.” He pushed to standing. “Be back to check on you later.”

	Thomas straightened up as Nick approached and stepped to the side, letting him pass. Instead, Nick stopped beside him, glaring ahead into the hallway while he rubbed his chin. Thomas stared at Annalise, eyes wide.

	Nick cleared his throat and spoke to the hall. “Thanks for being there for her.”

	Thomas blinked and glanced up at the side of his face. “Always.”

	Nick placed a halting clap on his shoulder, nodded, and walked through the doorway. He took a left and was gone.

	Li twisted back to face Annalise, and put her hands up in the air, more dramatic air quotes at the ready. “See? ‘Macho’.”

	Annalise chuckled and shrugged. Li faced Thomas and gestured for him to come into the room.

	“What’s up T.V.? How are you feeling? How’s the scar?”

	“Hey, Li.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged. “A’ight I guess. Well. Except I took a few fists to the gut today.”

	“Lemme see.” She flapped her fingers, gesturing for him to lift his shirt. 

	Thomas raised his brows and passed a glance between her and Li. “Uh, okay?”

	Was he still worried about her seeing them? She let the side of her mouth curl up. Well, she’d just have to keep showing him how much she loved every part of him. 

	He untucked that side of his shirt and held it up as he rolled his eyes to the ceiling.

	She mashed gingerly around and on his side, pausing when he’d grimace. She hummed a couple of times and straightened up. 

	“So. You are going to have some bruises, which you probably already knew. You can let that down.” He jammed his shirt back into his waistband, and she patted his arm. “It wouldn’t hurt to do an x-ray, but I think you should be okay. Of course, if anything changes you know how to reach me.” 

	“Yeah sure. I will.”

	She smiled and gestured to the door with her head. “Take your girl for a stroll down the hall, okay?” He nodded and smiled when she turned around. “Annalise, I won’t be back before you leave, so take care of yourself.”

	“I will. Thanks, Li.”

	Then, in a swirl of bouncing blond hair and waving hands she was gone.

	Thomas lifted his brows, jammed his hands back in his pockets and took a giant, sliding step across the space. “Heya, gorgeous.”

	She giggled. “Hey, handsome.”

	His chest rose and he grinned. “Let’s stretch out them hot as hell legs, so we can jet.” He held out his hand.

	Annalise bit her lip as she slid her palm across his. Walk or run. Underwater or straight up a mountain. She’d take that hand and follow him anywhere. 

	Thankfully, all she had to manage right now was a short trek on some waxed linoleum tile.
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Lyle

	 

	Each page hurt. Like a knife to the chest. Jaime’s sleepy smile looked up at him from under the plastic sheet. Little Thomas, nestled in the crook of her arm. 

	His jaw clenched, and he swallowed. He had spent the first six months of Thomas’s life afraid he’d break him. A small chuckle escaped. 

	Flip.

	Nataly and Thomas playing with blocks or some such nonsense. He winced. They had been inseparable. She’d been so happy to have a brother. And I took that from them. His stomach soured, and he flipped several pages ahead.

	School awards. First place ribbons. Third place ribbons. Certificates. He cleared his throat.

	Flip.

	Jaime with Nataly. Jaime with Thomas. Jaime alone. He gnashed his teeth. Why were there so many damn pictures of her?

	A hard flip. 

	Hand drawn fathers’ day cards. His heart clenched. Had he ever seen those? She must have shoved them in there. I didn’t deserve them.

	Flip.

	A laugh burst forth followed by a cheek rub. Thomas covered in flour. Head to toe. Grinning like he’d won the lottery. That was quite a mess. His smile dropped, and he choked down a lump that tried to climb out.

	He rubbed his temples and glanced at the empty walls, then to the bottom of the bookcase where all the other albums sat untouched for years. 

	Was he wrong? What else could he have done? 

	Allowing himself to show affection today was logical. That’s what needed to happen in that moment to cement the—he groaned and covered his face. And after? Was that just part of the plan?

	He needed Thomas to—

	A car door thudded at the rear of the house startling him. He slapped the album closed and launched to his feet. 

	Whoever it was didn’t feel the need to hide their approach. 

	His heart hammered. Anyone in his employ would come to the front. Thomas used the back door, but he’d be in no state to drive.

	He ran a hand through his hair as he walked. Each step brought into view more of the car he dared to hope would be there. His throat closed. Here. She was here. Why?

	He snatched the door open, met with the person he’d only seen on that porch one other time. Over twenty years ago.

	“Marianna! What—” He composed himself and stepped out into the cool night air. He moved in front of her and reached out to her face without a second thought, then dropped his hand before contact.

	“You’ve been crying. Why?”

	Prickles of anger formed in the back of his mind before she even answered. Whoever had hurt her deserved to die. She nodded but smiled. 

	Why was she . . . 

	“It’s alright. No one to blame but myself.” 

	He watched her swallow, following the motion down her slender neck. His gaze continued sliding down as his eyes caught far more skin than he expected to see. He raised his brows and his heart took off as he looked back up at her. Then a thought struck him that nearly blinded him, and he narrowed his eyes.

	“Are you going on a date?”

	She laughed, and his entire body relaxed. He hadn’t heard that amazing sound in a long time. It made his heart ache. She shook her head and shifted just a hair closer to him. His nostrils flared and he pulled his face back to peer into her eyes.

	“Why would I come here if I was going on a date?”

	Oh. He blinked. Obviously, that wouldn’t make any sense. What a foolish question.

	“What are you doin’ here, Mary?” He scanned her beautiful face, so much closer than she’d been in years. 

	The freckles that lightly dusted her cheeks were almost invisible unless you were right in front of her. Or knew where to look.

	She frowned and sighed. “I’ve been thinking a lot about us. Where we came from. What we were. What we aren’t.” Lyle grunted and crossed his arms. “And it occurred to me, as I said, that it’s all my fault. All of it. We could have been . . .” She trailed off, shrugging. “But I ruined it.”

	He kept his expression neutral. Did she honestly believe that? Better still, did she expect him to just fall into that trap blind? Hardly. He smirked.

	“What brought about this epiphany? Was it the fact that I now control Thomas?” 

	The fine muscle in her jaw jumped, and she dropped her gaze to the wood planks under their feet. “No.”

	He grunted. “Well then. Did you get lonely in your overly large house? Is your fortune not enough to keep you warm anymore? It’s certainly not because Ian’s gone. That was months ago.” 

	Her eyes widened and flashed in anger. She reared back to slap him, but he caught her wrist and jerked her forward, hard into his chest.

	“Careful. I might start to think you still have feelings for me.”

	He tightened his grip and a short breath escaped her lips. He narrowed his eyes again as heat stormed through his body. 

	“You know, I wish I’d known money was all you wanted before it was too late. Maybe you’d have chosen me instead of that rich daisy.” His heart screamed, but it was too late to stop now. “How did you manage in such a loveless marriage? Did ya let him have his boyfriends over?” His sly grin spread across his face. “Did he let you watch?”

	She curled her lip in anger and he didn’t catch her other hand in time. The sound was sharp, but his head barely moved. She wasn’t aiming to hurt. He chuckled low in his throat. 

	Her chest rose and fell faster. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Oh give me a break, Mary. Everyone could see it. Even in high school he and Marco—” He tilted his head. “You can’t seriously think no one knew. Even if you hadn’t been there nearly every day, tutoring’ his damn little brother, you could have seen it down the street. Even Vincent knew, an’ he kept his head buried in bo—!”

	“I’m not talking about IAN!” She sucked in a breath. “It wasn’t money, Lyle! You know my dad didn’t—and Mother was—”

	She squinted and chewed her bottom lip. 

	Yeah. He knew her father wanted an in, and her mother was a grade-A bitch. Which is the whole fucking reason they—

	“Ian was good to me! To us.”

	The absurdity of that statement drew him back to the present. Lyle laughed and snagged her other wrist as well, holding her gaze as he pulled it up to his mouth. His mind nearly blanked when the scent of her skin wound its way back into his heart.

	“Was he as good to you as I was?” His lips brushed against her.

	Her eyes fluttered. This was an unacceptable level of torture. Obviously, he knew the answer, but watching her was mesmerizing. Her skin—he let out a low hum and pressed his lips to her pounding pulse point.

	“Did he make you scream his name?” He grazed her with his teeth, and his stomach clenched when she shivered. “Make you pray?”

	He moved further up her forearm, alternating between kissing and grazing. She was breathing in bursts and each of his heartbeats slammed in his chest. He pulled her arm, moving her closer still, their bodies touching everywhere they could, and brought his mouth to her ear. He whispered through a smirk.

	“Did he make you beg?”

	She moaned and tucked her ear toward her shoulder. He chuckled and leaned back, moving his mouth back to her arm.

	“Lyle . . .”

	He dropped her right arm and gripped her left with both hands. He pushed her sleeve further up her arm while she followed his movements in rapt attention. He continued up her arm, right to the edge of the sleeve. He flicked his tongue against the crook in her elbow and she let out a short gasp.

	“So on edge. How long has it been, sweet Marianna?”

	She bit her lip but didn’t reply. He creased his brow in concern and caught her gaze, then spoke firmer.

	“How long has it been?”

	She let out a short laugh and shrugged. “Years. Far more than a few.”

	He blinked repeatedly and dropped her arm. “Are you serious?” She shrugged and he blinked again. “Not with anyone workin’ for you? Not even your lap dog?”

	She scoffed and crossed her arms. “I was married, Lyle. That would have been wrong.”

	He blinked at her again, and let out a loud laugh, his heart fluttering in his chest. It’d been a long time since he’d laughed that hard. He grabbed her hips and hummed as he leaned down to her ear again. She put her hands on his arms and he tensed at the contact, little jolts of electricity at each point.

	“It wasn’t wrong when we did it.” He nipped her earlobe and she jumped. “Of course, that’s because I do everything right.”

	Her fingers turned into claws and she trailed them down his arm, drawing a breath from him this time, as he leaned down and kissed the side of her neck. 

	“You’re different now, Lyle.”

	 He froze. Of course he was. He bared his teeth in an angry snarl and only barely avoided biting her. He spoke, his lips brushing her skin.

	“What did you expect would happen, Mary?”

	Irritation bled through and his heart slammed. Of course, he was different. But she was still the same manipulative, horrible . . . 

	He clenched his fists and jerked his head backward, glaring at her. 

	Tears. They haunted him. He cried every one he had when she left him, and never wanted to see another again. This needed to be over. This hold she had. He needed to let her go, but the sight of those tears clinging to her lashes enraged him and broke his heart.

	She had no right to cry. None. He snarled again, and she closed her eyes.

	“Tell me you’re sorry, Marianna.” Her eyes snapped open and searched his. “Tell me!”

	A tear fell down her cheek, but she didn’t answer. He’d give her no choice, this would end tonight. He gripped her shoulders.

	“Tell me, Marianna.” He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Tell me you’re sorry you shattered my heart. Tell me you’re sorry you gave up everythin’ we had, just for money! Lie to me!” 

	“I—”

	Not fast enough. 

	“Admit that you hated me. Still do, in fact! That’s the other reason, right? The real reason? You never loved me. You just . . . fuck . . . used me? Strung me along as some sick distraction.” Her eyes widened and she pinched her brows in sorrow as he fumed. “Admit it!”

	“I loved you with all my heart, you know that.”

	He clenched his jaw and grabbed a fistful of her hair. She gasped and clutched his wrist with both hands. 

	“Stop lying to me!”

	Her voice wavered despite the hard words. “I don’t hate you, Lyle.”

	He searched her face, raw pain on his own. “Why not?!”

	She blinked several times and opened her mouth, but he cut her off. “Damn it, Marianna!”

	His hand shook and she winced as his grip tightened. “Do you hate me, Lyle?”

	He scoffed and glanced at the sky, then back at her. “Yes.”

	“You don’t,” she whispered.

	He yanked her head closer, their mouths a breath apart.

	“Oh, I hate you.” He tilted his head to look her in the eye. “I hate you almost as much as I love you.”

	Her breath caught and she put her hand on his face, stroking her thumb under his eye. His brows twitched, the anguish coming through loud and clear as he spoke, despite the fact he knew he should try to hide it. But he couldn’t. She was here.

	“I hate that I think about you constantly. I hate that every single time I had sex with my wife, it was YOU I thought about! I hate that I had to raise our child with another woman. I hate that I still want you—God—just as bad as that first time I saw you round the lockers the fourth day of senior year.” 

	His heart crumbled apart in his chest, the pain was just too much, the cut too deep. “I hate that I see you everywhere, look for you everywhere. And.” He swallowed back tears. “I hate that no matter how hard I tried to move on or tried to—to exist without you, one second in your presence and I’m a love-sick puppy again, begging for a treat I’ll NEVER FUCKIN’ HAVE!”

	The violent shout bounced off the trees in the otherwise still night air.

	“Oh, Lyle.” 

	She cupped his other cheek too, but he pulled away, releasing her hair.

	“It’s too late. It’s just . . .”

	He laced his fingers behind his head and stared at her. Why did he have to love her? Why? He slid his hands down the sides of his head and buried his face in his palms. His heart slammed in his chest as he spoke through his fingers, on the brink of shattering again.

	“Come with me. Mary. Just you and me. Let’s—we can join the families. We can spend the rest of our lives fixing what we’ve done. Showing each other how sorry we are.” 

	Part of him died. He did it again. He threw the question out, begging for her to take a chance on him. And he wouldn’t take no for an answer this time.

	He dragged his hands down his face and put them on his hips. He wouldn’t be able to handle it a third time. She stepped back up to him and put her hand on his chest and he covered it with his own as hope tried to free itself from the grip of despair. 

	“Okay,” she whispered.

	Struck dumb, he stared at her for a second, mouth agape, eyes wide.

	“Seriously?” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat. She nodded. Fear and rage swept over him, tearing through his veins. He reached out and grabbed her arms.

	“Do not lie to me, Marianna! Do you really intend to leave everything you’ve spent our whole lives masterfully curating? Just to be with me?!”

	He was frantic. Shaking. He couldn’t help it. So close. Her eyes fell to his throat as he swallowed, and his gaze darted around her face, his brow creased. 

	She moved her arms out of his hands and wrapped them around his waist. He sucked in a deep breath and held it. She’d say no again. 

	“Kiss me, Lyle.” 

	He growled and gripped her hair again, craning her neck back. “Say it.”

	She spoke as tears fell from her eyes. “Yes. Yes, I’ll go with you.”

	He snarled and released her hair to clutch her face. One blink and he crushed his mouth on hers with a hunger that had been building for longer than either cared to admit. She was finally, after all this time . . . 

	 She whimpered and threw her arms around his neck holding him tight. The world stopped for a brief moment and it was just the two of them. 

	He relaxed his grip and stroked her cheeks with his thumbs. Hundreds upon hundreds of hours of pain and loneliness drained from him with each shared breath. 

	Was it real? Would he wake up tomorrow and find her miles away again? Find her in the arms of someone else? He squeezed his eyes shut and shoved the thoughts away. 

	Just for tonight. Just one more time. He’d pretend she really did love him.

	In one move, Lyle slid his leg between hers and spun her around, shoving her against the side of the house as his hands eased down her sides.

	She let out a sharp gasp that set him on fire. He was done playing it safe with her. What had that gotten him? Nothing. Decades of nothing. And besides, he was different.

	He pulled back just enough to work his other hand between them, and under her shirt. He barely touched her skin as he ghosted upward, more afraid of how he’d react than her. He’d waited so long. She squirmed under his grip, knocking the wind out of him. He pressed his hand on her ribs and the sensation of that unreasonably soft skin almost hurt. 

	“Inside,” she breathed.

	Lyle’s brain snapped to focus, and he cut his eyes to the door, then back to her. He nodded and grabbed her hand, tugging her inside. As soon as the latch clicked, he was on her again.

	She tasted like memories. Hard, vicious, painful, beautiful memories.

	He pulled away from her kiss and stroked a hand down her face, then down her neck. He held her gaze as he covered her throat. 

	He’d never hurt her, but he wouldn’t have to. The fact it was there was power enough. 

	And power was everything to people like them. 

	Her mouth fell open and her eyes fluttered. He could sense the war between her body and mind. Between complete surrender and defiance, and it was all he could do to keep upright. 

	Still, he leaned his entire weight into her, trapping her on the wall. He brushed his cheek against hers, then tongued her ear lobe.

	“Tell me what you want, Mary.”

	She shuddered, the motion felt all over his body. He moved his thumb along her jaw line, bracing his left arm on the wall beside her head, and pulled his face back, catching her now hardened gaze.

	“Justice.”

	What—

	His eyes widened. Pain. Deep, pinching, blooming pain. He dropped a shocked glance down at her hand. Holding a knife handle. The blade digging up under his ribs.

	“Revenge.”

	He shot her a wild look as his mouth gaped. Tears dripped down her beautiful face. Fucking tears.

	She shoved forward with her weight, driving the knife further up. More pain exploded inside his body, his lungs wouldn’t pull air in. But even as death closed in, he filled with a twisted pride. He’d always known she’d do what was necessary, no matter what.

	“Closure.” She choked the word out through clenched teeth.

	“Forgiveness.” A thick sob. “I’m so sorry.” She twisted the knife, her sweet voice strangled and high. “For everything.”

	She pulled her hand away and covered her mouth with it, rivers flowing over her cheeks. His knees buckled and he dropped down on the hardwood. Darkness crept in.

	I’m sorry too, Mary. I’m sorry Thomas. Nataly . . . Jaime. I love you.

	“I never stopped,” she stuttered a breath. “Loving y—”

	“Desk,” he rasped, eyes closing their final time. “Cen . . . ter.”

	 

	***

	 

	“Let’s make a promise, Mary.”

	“What about?”

	“Promise you’ll marry me. Right after graduation. Promise we’ll be together ‘til the stars quit shinin’.”

	“That’s a stupid promise. That’s like making a promise you’re gonna eat every day. It’s just a fact.”

	He smiled and kissed her again and again until she fell backwards, laughing. Bracing on his hands, he gazed down at her as she raked her nails through his hair.

	“Yeah okay. But say it anyway. I wanna hear ya say it.”

	“Fine, you love-sick puppy.” She winked. “I promise.”

	His face split into a massive grin. “Puppy!? Please. I’m a wolf, baby.”

	He leaned his head back and howled loud enough for the whole world to hear. She burst out laughing and ruffled his hair, gazing up at him with all the love she had to give. He barked twice and dropped down on top of her, growling as he nuzzled her neck. 

	She’d never love anyone like this. Not like her sweet, sweet Valentine. She wrapped her arms around his neck and squealed in laughter. 

	A warm breeze laced with plans rustled the cool grass, brushing against their faces as they lay wrapped in each other’s arms.

	“Forever, yeah?”

	She smiled. “Yeah. Forever.”
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Thomas

	 

	He almost couldn’t look anywhere else. Didn’t want to. Anna’s fingers threaded with his not only felt like heaven, they also looked awesome. Forever wouldn’t be long enough to love her.

	She pulled on his hand and he resisted, supporting her again. “Careful. There ain’t a rush, ya know.”

	“The mountains.”

	He shot her a look. “What?”

	A call went out over the loudspeaker as her gorgeous face turned toward him. “That’s where we should go.”

	“Ha! Why? You wanna live off-grid or somethin’? Hunt and all that shit?”

	She laughed and bumped into him, refocusing on the floor in front of her. “No, you nut. I mean on vacation.”

	“Huh.” He glanced back down the hall, a grin plastered to his face. “Well, whatever ya want, gorgeous. Gotta tell ya, though. I was looking’ forward to seein’ your kick-ass body in a tight little bikini. Laid out on a real beach? Mm mm.” He arched a brow and glanced sideways just in time to catch her blush. He cleared his throat. Cool it. A hospital wasn’t exactly the spot for that line of thought. 

	“You’ve already, you know. Seen all of it. What’s so special about a bikini? Besides, how do you know I even own one?”

	He laughed and held her hand tighter. “You own one. Ain’t no way you wouldn’t. And I’m betting it’s pink.”

	She tugged him to a stop and caught his gaze, chewing on her lip. A nurse bustled past, leaving a swirl of patchouli, irritating his nose. He wrinkled it as Anna’s eyes searched his, and she gave him a smaller version of her beautiful smile. “We’re gonna be okay. We’ll help each other. No matter what.”

	He nodded. “Hell yeah, we will.” His stomach chose that moment to yell at him and he slapped a hand over it lifting his brows. “But if we don’t eat soon, I’m gonna help myself to a bite of your arm. Neck. Thigh. Something’.”

	Her warm laugh muffled when she pulled him down for a kiss. Which he enjoyed a bit more than he probably should have, given the location, right up until his eye caught motion from two doors ahead of them.

	The walls closed in. His vision narrowed to a pinpoint, laser-focused on the sling draped around Paulie’s neck.

	“No,” he whispered against her mouth and took a step back from her, releasing her hand with a sharp shake.

	He covered his mouth as the last remnant of fog in his brain burned away in a white-hot blast.

	He did that.

	“Tommy, wha—” She followed his line of sight and sucked in a short breath. “Oh gosh, do you know them?”

	Know them? He loved them. And he tried to kill them.

	Wave after wave of disgust, fear, and nausea crashed into him and he swayed. Anna reached out to steady him, her brow creased.

	They would hate him at best, be terrified at the worst. Becca came out behind her son, bandages on her arms and hands, typing away on her phone. Thomas wanted the ground to swallow him whole.

	He couldn’t face them. He tried to take another step back, but Anna wouldn’t let him. Another tidal wave threatened to drown him, and he stared at her, eyes wide.

	What would she think about him? Oh God. She’d hate him. Hell, he hated himself. His stomach churned, not from hunger this time.

	“Thomas! What’s wrong?”

	Too loud! His chest froze mid breath, and his heart tripped. That was too loud! They’d—

	Paulie’s face turned toward the sound, Mrs. Becca’s right behind it.

	The wide smile that formed on the kid’s face was the worst thing in the world. It was a scalding poker straight in the gut.

	But Mrs. Becca—he winced. She didn’t smile. Was that better or worse? Why the hell wouldn’t his legs work? She froze and threw a quick glance at Anna, then cut her gaze back to Thomas. His eyes burned.

	“Thomas are you . . .” Becca called, swallowing. “You?”

	Did he want to answer that? Maybe if they thought he wasn’t, he could— 

	Anna inhaled and rubbed his arm. “Yeah, he’s back. Who—”

	“Oh thank God!” Mrs. Becca raced toward him and wrapped his frozen frame in a hard hug, sucking in a pained breath. “Thomas, I was so scared for you. We all were.”

	Scared for him. Not of. For. She had his arms pinned to his sides which was probably the only reason he was still standing. He clenched his jaw. 

	Whether they were scared of him or not, her affection was the last thing he deserved.

	 “Mrs. B—” He cleared the lump and shifted out of her hug. He wiped his eye on his bicep and palmed his face. 

	“Mrs. Becca, I’m so so sorry.”

	“Shh, shh. No.” She squeezed his shoulder and smiled, tears clinging to her lashes. “You don’t need to be sorry.”

	“Yeah, I do! You coulda—” He covered his eyes and took a shaky breath. “Or P-squared. Paulie. I can’t—” a sob choked out and he buried his face in his hands.

	“Oh, Thomas.” She pulled him into another hug, and he was too sad to resist. He rested his covered face on her shoulder as she rubbed his back, just like a mom would.

	He was broken. He’d nearly ruined a perfect family, just ‘cause he wanted his sorry excuse of a father to love him. Because he believed anything that man said. And, you know, whatever he put in that damn water.

	Anna’s hand landed soft on his arm and he cringed. “Thomas, what happened?” 

	He knew she would ask. Before he had a chance to decide what to say, Mrs. Becca piped up. “There was an accident. But everyone’s okay. It’s okay now.”

	She patted his back. 

	He wasn’t about to let her lie for him. Or keep anything from Anna, no matter how bad it would hurt. 

	He straightened up and wiped his hands down his face, only to wish he hadn’t.

	Paulie and that sling, right in front of him, that smile still in place. The one he didn’t deserve. “Don’t cry, bro. I’m not mad. They gave me some hella good drugs—”

	“Paulie.”

	“They did, mom. Anyway. Mom said you were sick. I know you wouldn’t do anything like that. We’re cool.” He gestured to Anna with his head. “Is this her?”

	Anna chuckled, which was good because he was shaking too much to chat. Besides, they needed to quit changing the topic.

	“If by ‘her,’ you mean the one lucky enough to be with him, then yes. I am ‘her’.” She stuck out her hand “Annalise Lange.” She cut her eyes to him. “For now.”

	How could his body want to smile? How were they all talking like he hadn’t done something so horrible?

	Paulie shook it with a smile, but Mrs. Becca raised her brows. “That’s interesting. I don’t know why, but your last name hadn’t come up before. Your fathers were terribly close. All through high school. They had a falling out near graduation, but,” her head tilted. “How funny.”

	“Oh, neat. My brother Nick’s dad was the Lange, though. My dad was a one-night stand.”

	“I see.” She smiled.

	As ‘interesting’ as all that kinda was—He turned to face Anna when his voice finally made its way back home.

	“It wasn’t an accident. Pop made me go shoot up their house.” Anna thrust out her bottom lip, and Mrs. Becca touched his arm.

	“Thomas, you don’t hav—”

	“I do, Mrs. Becca. She needs to know—” he swallowed. “—just how much of a monster I am.”

	Her eyes swam as she looked up at him. He knew it. His throat burned. He knew she’d be—

	“You are NOT a monster, Thomas!” Anna’s hand smoothed over his chest as she spoke. “Your father is the monster. I don’t know what’s broken in him, but all he’s ever done is try to break you too. He didn’t. He bent you for a little while, sure. But you weren’t broken. “

	She tugged him back a step and curled herself against his chest, wrapping her arms tight around him. “I love you. They clearly love you. I know of at least one other person that loves you too, in her own way.”

	She muttered the last part and he almost missed it. Who the hell would that be?

	“He’s perfectly fine, Thomas. The doctor says it’ll heal and there wasn’t any serious damage done.”

	“Dude, seriously, you gave me a kick-ass scar. Chicks dig scars.”

	“Paulie!”

	“Sorry, Mom. Women.” He winked at Thomas, who couldn’t help the small smile.

	Anna barked a laugh and nuzzled closer, her voice muted against his chest. “He’s not wrong about that.”

	So there they all stood, in the middle of the hospital hallway, having a heart to heart about how he wasn’t a monster, and all it took was five words from Anna to make his body burn. He shook his head.

	Mrs. Becca sighed. “Thomas, we forgive you. It wasn’t you. Would I lie to you?”

	A frown creased his brow. “Well, no.”

	“Okay then.” She smiled. “We’re headed home. Pete and Tony are waiting in the car. You guys feel free to drop by anytime, alright? Annalise, it was a pleasure to finally meet you.”

	She waved, cheek still pressed to his chest, arm still around his back. “You too, thanks.”

	“See ya, Tommy.” Paulie waved with his good arm and Thomas frowned again. Mad at him or not, monster or no, that was still done by his hand.

	“Yeah. See ya.”

	Anna hummed and squeezed him tighter, drawing him out of his mind. “So. Walking, yes? Then leaving? There’s somewhere we need to go first before we go home.”

	His chest expanded for what felt like the first time today. Home. With Anna. And since Anna was home, that could literally be anywhere. And he’d go wherever that was without a second thought.

	“Okay, gorgeous,” he exhaled. “Lead on.”
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Marianna

	 

	Her heart fractured. Splintered. 

	Gone.

	She slid down the wall, hands clutching her mouth as every ounce of sorrow left in her body wailed out.

	Gone. 

	His absence weighed far more than she assumed it would. But at the same time, a burden she never realized she carried slowly lifted.

	The maroon stain around the knife grew, mutating like an evil Rorschach.

	That boy she loved, her very first, died the night she left him. The night she slashed her heart wide open to keep him safe. Should she have told him? She had wanted to the last time she was here. 

	Another cry squeaked out. 

	That amazing night. The night after her dad had finally died, setting her free. But Lyle had a life by then. And so did she, bad as it was. She shouldn’t have come to him, but it brought Thomas into the world, so she couldn’t regret it.

	They had existed on opposite sides of a sad heart-shaped coin, stuck mid-flip in the air. She’d been clinging to the memory of a ghost. He had too. A memory from which she could now be free.

	She sniffled and wiped her face as she stared at the lifeless, broken man on the ground in front of her.

	Now she could let him go. 

	She pushed back up to her feet and rolled her shoulders, resisting the urge to run her fingers through his hair or stroke his stubbled cheek one last time. She bit back more tears and headed toward the desk on the far wall, stepping over him into the living room. 

	Once in the center, she draped her hands on the back of her neck and spun a slow circle. 

	An homage to absenteeism at its finest. Where were all the photos? My God, did they even live here? Nothing on the fridge. No throw blankets, or couch pillows. No rugs. Not a single thing warm, soft, inviting like there’d been all those years ago.

	A pang shot through her heart. How did her precious Thomas turn into what he is, living in this environment?

	Hers? She frowned. She wasn’t his mother. That role belonged to that sweet woman Jaime. Actually, that’s probably why he thrived the way he did. 

	Her eyes landed on the large black photo album on the coffee table. She pressed her fist to her mouth and cleared her throat.

	“Oh, Lyle. Why did you torture yourself? Why didn’t you just let yourself love them?” 

	As if he could answer. He wouldn’t have before, either. With another fast swipe of her cheeks, she made it to the desk and tugged open the thin, wide center drawer.

	Another brown clasp envelope.

	Her poor heart wouldn’t get a break, apparently, thudding even faster as she read her name on the front.

	She hugged it to her chest and sniffled as she sat in Lyle’s chair. It almost didn’t matter what it held.

	Almost.

	With shaking fingers, she tugged open the little metal prongs and pulled out a small stack of pristine paperwork.

	“No,” she breathed.

	Her eyes widened as she flipped from page to page to page, his elaborate signature perfectly placed on each, leaving everything in his empire to her and her alone.

	But it was the date that forced a stab of vicious regret deep in her stomach and a painful swell of love in her heart. 

	Twenty-two years ago.

	It must have been what took him so long to get to the hospital that day.

	God.

	Why didn’t he tell her? Better yet, why didn’t he destroy these? Tears fell again, and she leaned back, hands on her cheeks. If she’d just gone with him like he asked . . . but there was no way she’d abandon Scarlet to Ian.

	“You miserable ass,” she growled, angry all over again. “You really did love me. And hate me.”

	Though it had become clear, he hadn’t been capable of separating the two emotions for a long time. Her fault? His? It didn’t matter now.

	It was done. And everything belonged to her. Well, until she gave the money where it was due.

	She firmed her lips and shoved the papers back in. Now, there was the simple matter of— 

	An angry voice sounded outside, freezing her in place. 

	Rico! She straightened up with a jerk, slapping the envelope down. 

	Why was he here? Did he follow her? No, he wouldn’t have known she came here. She left after he did. Then why?

	Her heart ran away so fast she got dizzy, and she spun, facing the front door. He was going to be seriously pissed when he found her here. 

	Another familiar voice barked next. She tilted her head, listening, her eyes widening as her stomach dropped.

	Booker.

	A smile curved her lips. Ah. Rico tracked him down. He was so good at—her heart fluttered, and her smile dropped.

	Everything.

	Her breath quickened as she stepped over to the window. She tugged the curtains open, biting her lip when an intense thrill shot through her. Rico holding a gun was a sight to behold. Rico doing anything, come to think of it.

	Again her heart hitched. Why had she been so damn blind? So focused on. . . what? Her stomach ached. Self, that’s what. Self-pity. Self-loathing. Self-preservation. Fucking self-congratulation. And stuck in the past.

	What was he saying?

	She dropped the curtain and crept over to the door. As soon as her hand landed on the knob, three loud pops sounded. One closer to her than Rico had been. Two from farther away, where he stood. Her veins froze. Oh, God no!

	She ripped the door open in time to see both of them fall to the ground. Blood oozed from Booker’s head and chest. But Rico—his shouted obscenities sent a chill straight through every bone in her body.

	“No!” She screamed and ran to him, falling beside his writhing frame. His eyes widened, fear and agony swirling as plain as day as he glared at her. 

	“TESTARDO! Mar—” he gritted his teeth as he clutched at his bleeding thigh. “Belt, now.”

	She nodded and worked it from around his waist, jerking it out of the loops. 

	She wasted no time and cinched it around his upper thigh above the wound. He let out a strangled grunt when she tightened it one extra notch.

	“Ca—”

	“I am.” She dug his phone out of his left back pocket, where he always carried it, and dialed her direct contact at 9-1-1. 

	He put a shaky blood-smeared hand to his forehead as he flattened on his back.

	“This is Mrs. Price. Yes, gunshot victim, hit in the thigh. Valentine house. And please send Brian and Leo, asap. Yes, two bodies.”

	She disconnected the call and Rico grunted again, anger lacing his words. “I should have fucking tied you to the chair. You’re so stubborn.”

	“Yeah? Well, you’d be here bleeding out alone! Then what?” The phone shook in her hand. “I’d have never seen you again!” Her voice hitched, and he shot her a look. 

	“Madre de dio, Marianna! It isn’t like you’d care!”

	She deserved that. She did. But he was wrong. When she opened her mouth, he cut her off with a quick head shake.

	“Why are you here?” His furrowed brow relaxed for a second, then pitched up. “Fuck! You came for him? Why am I NEVER the one? Even after—”

	“He’s dead! He’s dead, Rico. It’s over. Everything.” 

	His face blanked, eyes locked on hers. The charged stare down was only interrupted by his clenched teeth and sporadic winces. Finally, he spoke.

	“Are you okay?”

	She twisted her mouth to the side, and despite the tears that fell again, she nodded. That was Rico. Always, always worried about her. Even when he was lying on the grassy front lawn of their mutual enemy, bleeding from a gunshot wound to his thigh, and a perpetual wound to his heart, he still worried.

	Even when she didn’t deserve it, which, honestly, she never did.

	“Rico, I—”

	“No.” He shook his head, chewing on his lip as he let his head hit the ground, hand still locked around his upper thigh. “Not here. Not now.”

	She nodded, though he wasn’t looking. She just had to hope she’d have the willpower to admit. . . well, she didn’t even know.

	This had been a serious wake-up call. The thought of Rico not being in her life was an absurd one. He was as much a part of her as her own arm. She could have lost him tonight. She could have—

	A sob choked out and she crumpled forward, pressing her cheek to his chest, hands clenching his shirt. “I’m sorry, Rico. I’m so sorry.”

	He wrapped his free arm around her, smoothing hair from her forehead, and let out a harsh exhale. “Not. Here.” Emotion clogged his words, and she craned her neck, meeting his wet gaze and clenched teeth. “He’ll have no more parts in our play. Nothing else will have his mark on it. Not. Here.”

	She nodded again, full understanding dawning. He was right. Anything said on Lyle’s lawn would forever be associated with him, even if it had nothing to do with him. She rested her cheek on Rico again, enjoying the sound of his breathing, even labored as it was until sirens drew her attention. 

	She picked up her head and cleared her throat as the ambulance turned up the street behind the house. 

	She knew. She just hadn’t admitted it to herself. Her fingers played with his shirt until he rested his hand on hers and squeezed, eyes trained on hers.

	Lyle being gone was like a blue hazed visor had been lifted. And she could see all the colors now. All Rico’s glorious colors, vibrant, and hers if she’d take them.

	If he still wanted her.
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Gavin

	 

	“You sure I didn’t have more than this?” Gavin shifted his glare from the counter to the clerk. “Where’s my fourteen-karat gold plated horse statue?”

	The clerk snorted and slid the sign out sheet through the window.

	“Must be with the evidence of your innocence.”

	Gavin made an O with his mouth and blew out an amused breath.

	“‘S’that right? Man. I’m not gonna miss this place. At. All.” 

	He punctuated his signature with his words and slid the clipboard back through the hole. He snagged his wallet, keyring, half pack of gum and eighty-three cents in change, glaring at the clerk the whole time.

	“Can I use the phone? Gotta call a taxi.”

	“Your ride’s already on the way. They called about . . .” The clerk flicked his wrist to reveal his watch. “Six minutes ago, now.”

	Gavin lowered his brows. “S’that right? Who the hell would that be?”

	The clerk sighed and shrugged as he leaned back in his chair. “Not my problem.” He quickly righted himself and snapped. “Hang on, almost forgot.”

	He reached into a little drawer in the filing cabinet beside him, dug out a phone, and slid it through the window.

	Gavin stared at it for a second, then at the clerk. “That’s not mine.”

	“It is now.” The clerk stood up, grabbed a stack of papers, and turned on his heel, headed toward the back.

	Huh. Who the hell would leave him a burner?

	He snagged the phone and pressed the home button. It flashed to life, displaying a new message notification. His pulse quickened as he opened it.

	 

	The Price family offers its deepest apologies for your undeserved incarceration. The vehicle en route contains everything you’ll need to get back on your feet. Please call this number once you’ve gone through the items.

	 

	“What the hell,” he murmured as he walked toward the door, reading the words again for good measure. Not that he wasn’t thankful, but talk about bizarre. And why now? Where the hell were they this whole time?

	The second he pushed through the door, a quick breeze laced with the smell of cedar blew across his face and he blinked in adjustment to the low light level.

	He breathed in and let out a satisfied sigh.

	“Fucking finally.”

	The outside of this stupid jail was the prettiest thing he’d seen in a year. Even in the dark. He smirked. Next on his list was a visit to a certain hot-as-hell, pocket-sized, blond firecracker that put everything else in this world to shame. 

	And after that, he’d be paying a visit to his brother. He sneered as his fist clenched around the phone. That son of a bitch was going to die.

	His mind swirled until the crunch of tires on gravel snapped his attention to the freshly polished Bentley rolling toward him.

	It ghosted to a stop in front of him, not so much as a squeak from the brakes, and he blew out a slow breath as he tugged open the back door.

	He slid onto the supple leather seat and closed the door with a solid thud. Fuck this was a nice car. 

	“Evening, Mr. Hunt.”

	Gavin’s attention shifted from the contrasting stitching in the leather to the familiar man in the front seat.

	“Eric?” He laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “Are you fucking kidding me? How are you? God, what’s it been, eight, ten years? You’re with the Price’s now? I thought you were freelance.” He probably shouldn’t be bombarding the man, but damn it was good to see a friendly face.

	Eric shrugged with a smile. “I’m good man, I’m good. Technically, I’m working both sides now. More-so over the Valentine’s. But I work for her.”

	“Her?”

	Eric nodded. “Yeah. The Banker was killed a couple months ago. Left everything to his daughter, but Mrs. Price is running things.”

	Huh.

	Eric gestured with his thumb to the back seat. “Look through that stuff. She wants this done as quick as possible. You guys have suffered long enough.”

	You guys? His eyes widened and his stomach danced. Did he mean . . .

	He flicked his gaze up to the rearview mirror and the corners of Eric’s eyes crinkled as he nodded. “So hurry up. She’s waiting.”
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Marianna

	 

	Back and forth and back again, Marianna paced the short distance in this tiny ER holding room, hands wringing as she waited for word from the doctor. Rico had better be fine. He had no choice but to come through this. And if something happened, she’d have everyone’s jobs.

	“Ms. Price?”

	“Yes!” She spun so fast she nearly tweaked her ankle, and almost crumpled at the familiar blonde face. “Li, oh goodness. Is he okay? He’s okay. Right?”

	Li chuckled and gingerly returned the hug Marianna pulled her into. “Peachy. Better than the last two times. The bullet didn’t do much internal damage, but it sure was a bloody mess. They did the x-ray, and based on where it was, decided to leave it there. No sense doing more damage.”

	Oh, Rico.

	“Thank you. Will they bring him back here?”

	“Yep. Should be here in a sec. Bleeding’s under control, wound is closed up tight, cops have already been in and gotten his statement, and he’s sufficiently drugged. Perfect time to ask him for a pony.”

	Marianna’s cheek twitched as she patted Li’s shoulder. “Thank you again. We’re so lucky to have you.”

	Li’s smile faltered, and she shifted her weight. “Well, just don’t get too used to that. I mean, you never know what the future holds, is all I’m saying.”

	Marianna tilted her head, offering Li a small unsure smile. Unless she was mistaken, Li was far from tying up her loose ends. That was a conversation for another day, however, as a commotion in the hall pulled both their attention.

	“Ah, here’s Mister Tough Guy now,” Li said, backing out the door and throwing a final wave to Marianna. “Take care. Don’t forget—pony!” With that, she retreated down the hall.

	Marianna’s heart hammered, and she covered her mouth as she pressed to the far corner, letting the male nurse position the bed.

	She stood locked in place as Rico was hooked back up to the monitor. The nurse elevated the head of the bed, and said something, but despite nodding, she honestly had no clue what, only that once the door was closed behind him it was just she and Rico.

	“Come here,” he slurred, holding his hand out to the side. “I’m fine.”

	Stupid tears dripped over her hands as she made her hesitant approach, and once she reached the bed, she wiped them all away and managed a smile. “Good. I have a few large pieces of furniture I need moved this evening.”

	He laughed, scratchy and sexy, his light blue eyes crinkling as he snagged her hand. Her breath caught, escaping slowly when he threaded their fingers. 

	“Rico,” she whispered, and he tugged her closer, shifting up her arm little by little, until she tipped forward, bracing on the top of the bed. He tilted his head until their faces were inches apart, his eyes darting to her mouth.

	“Feels like I’m dreaming again,” he murmured, tucking her hair behind her ear.

	She choked down a gasp and shook her head. Words wouldn’t come, but she could do something.

	Her fingers shook as she smoothed them across his forehead, down his cheek, until she finally worked up the nerve to cup his face. Touching him like this was new and natural in a way that broke her heart.

	“It’s not a dream.” She couldn’t stand this. Since when was she some meek, milk toothed girl? Enough.

	In the next moment, she pressed her mouth to his, wincing against the beautiful attack on her heart.

	“Tesoro,” he breathed and cupped the back of her head, deepening the kiss.

	Her body ached as his tongue danced with hers. There was a quiet fire in his kiss, a gentle, sweeping passion that filled her. His mouth was smooth and strong and commanding. He didn’t kiss like this was some new crush. This had been building, burning for too long. 

	She broke free, panting, and caught his gaze. “How long?”

	He chuckled and smoothed the pad of his thumb along her jawline. “Only thirty-one years.”

	Her heart skipped. “Rico,” her voice nearly failed her. “You’re . . . telling me, you liked me from the age of seven?”

	He shook his head. “No, mia rosa.” He traced her cheek with the back of his finger. “I’ve loved you since I was seven. How could I not? Why do you think I was so eager to be your protection?”

	She cupped the side of his face. “I wish—” her voice did fail that time, choked off by grief.

	All these years wasted on not knowing. On him hiding it so well. No, on her being too blind to see. Too selfish.

	“You have no idea how badly I’ve wanted to touch you.” He exhaled and glided his rough finger over her eyebrow then down the side of her face. Goosebumps burst to life on her neck as a shiver danced down her spine. 

	“Just to comfort you. Hold you. Love you like you should have been. I never could. I wasn’t the one. Ever.”

	She tucked her head under his chin and pressed her hand to his heart, the slamming beats soothing to her frayed nerves. “I’m so sorry I didn’t realize.” 

	He grunted and shrugged. “I still got to be with you, amore mio. Just . . . not the way I wanted. And the fault doesn’t lie solely with you. I should have told you.”

	“You knew.” She sniffled and pressed her cheek harder against him. “About Thomas. I saw your face in the car.”

	He sighed. “I waited for you to return when you went to see Lyle that night. Yes, I knew where you went. And I guessed why. I knew when you were pregnant, too. I could see it in your face, even before Mamma announced it to us at dinner. You know she keeps secrets like a box with holes.” 

	He grinned, prompting Marianna to chuckle and nod. Mamma DiGiovanni was indeed a tiny, spitfire with a mouth that never stopped.

	His finger trailed down her cheek the next second. “You were so much more beautiful, which I had never thought possible.”

	The words she’d been searching for since their kiss in her living room tumbled out. “I love you, Rico.”

	His expression morphed into the exact opposite of what she expected. His eyes were hopeful, wet, but his teeth gnashed together.

	“You have to mean it, amore mio. I’ve waited too long to be led on.”

	She blinked her wide eyes. “I do. I love you.”

	“Grazie Dio,” he whispered and closed his eyes as he tugged her in for another kiss. 

	Her heart stammered and skipped as his fingers threaded her hair.

	Yes. Thank God. They kissed through grins for another minute until business reared its ugly head again. Not that it would ever stop.

	“We need to discuss the Valentine clan.”

	Rico grunted, letting his head fall back against the mattress, hand still holding hers. “I was thinking about that.”

	“I doubt his men will happily fall into line. Maybe over time but—”

	“Into line?” He quirked a brow.

	Oh. Right. How would he take this? She cleared her throat. “Yes. He left everything to me. All of it. Which would make me . . .” She trailed off. 

	Rico was quiet for a while, jaw working as he glared at the hallway. When she couldn’t stand the tension any longer she squeezed his hand.

	“No.” He snapped to attention, those blue eyes piercing hers. “They won’t. You need to appoint a boss. Someone they’ll follow, but who’s loyal to you.”

	Marianna cast her gaze around the room in thought. It certainly wouldn’t be Thomas. Nor Nataly. Gavin might have done it if she did, but on his own, he’d never. She wasn’t really familiar with many of Lyle’s—

	Finally it dawned on her. “Eric.”

	Rico turned down the corners of his mouth and nodded. “Si. Good choice.” A startlingly sexy smirk formed as he eyed her. “Bella e intelligente. I’m a lucky man.”

	Her chuckle was almost soul cleansing as she leaned in and kissed him again. “Maybe you’ll get luckier after we get out of here,” she muttered against his lips.

	“Eh?” His brows launched skyward, and he blinked up at her a single time before he leaned around her body and shouted at the door. “Check please!”

	A completely addictive joy wiggled in her chest as she laughed in full, muffled as he tugged her in for another kiss.
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Nataly

	 

	“It isn’t every day I’m asked to tea by a butcher, Mr. Cleaver.”

	Nataly splayed out on her bed, eyes trained on the ceiling, chucking a wadded-up piece of paper into the air in an attempt to hit it.

	“Oh, but it’s such a lovely day, Mrs. Hamm. Won’t you join me?”

	She bolted upright and unfolded the piece of paper, smoothing it on her knee. Hurry, hurry. She scrambled over to the little desk and slapped the paper down as she grabbed a pencil. She scribbled furiously, her tongue stuck in the corner of her mouth.

	“Mrs . . . Hamm . . . me. There!”

	She slammed both hands down on the desk then picked them back up and clapped them under her chin in satisfaction. Gavin would like that one. She shoved the paper in her drawer and froze. Looking back over her shoulder quickly, she slipped several palmed pills into the tiny container stashed at the back. 

	“Not tonight, Dr. David. Not tonight,” she muttered to herself as she carefully slid it closed.

	Done.

	She wrapped her arms around her waist and swayed side to side, dancing to music in her head and imagining Gavin’s thick, strong arms holding her close. She spun and twirled, sidestepping and stopping, sidestepping and stopping, waltzing along her floor, singing to herself. 

	Blue streaked across her vision again, and she jerked to a stop, gritting her teeth in a pained snarl. Would that ever stop?

	She shook her head and dropped to the bed, sighing loudly as she buried her face in her hands. Where had he gone?

	Abbey’s weary voice rang out across the loudspeaker, no doubt exhausted from chasing Carl all day with the other nurses. He insisted he was a giant bat. It was funny until he tried to bite Olivia, then it wasn’t. 

	“Evening free time. Let’s go.” 

	Nataly launched to her feet and shot down the hall, her black canvas sneakers squeaking on the linoleum floor, ponytail whipping behind her. She pushed past several other patients to get to the door first and skidded to a panting stop. Abbey thinned her large lips and shook her head.

	“You do know the bench will still be there if you walk, right hon?”

	Nataly stuck out her tongue and crossed her arms, nodding at the door. Abbey remained motionless for three more seconds before sighing and punching in her key code. The latch released, and Nataly’s heart slammed at the same time.

	When the door swung open, she took a giant step out into the evening air, eyes closed and arms wide. She grinned and let them fall to her sides. Just perfect. 

	She walked over toward her favorite spot, watching her feet as they moved. Tiny feet, wet from the grass . . . 

	She missed Tomcat. The low drone of conversation behind her barely reached her ears as she hummed a directionless tune. She swayed her hands left and right, just like the flames. Her heart hurt. Would she ever get to see him again?

	She glanced up as she got closer to the bench and her steps slowed to a crawl before they stopped altogether.

	Someone was in her spot. 

	Someone new. 

	She sucked in a deep, jagged breath and clutched her chest. Someone not new! 

	Pure, unadulterated joy stormed through her body like a hurricane, and it was all she could do not to scream out at the top of her lungs. She slapped her hands over her mouth. 

	Was it really him that time? It had to be real! He stood as he noticed her, his massive chest rising with his deep, smiling inhalation.

	“Hey, Kitten.” Her eyes bugged and she sucked in another breath so deep she got dizzy. “God, you look amazing. I’ve—”

	Before he could finish, she had closed the distance at a full run and leapt up, wrapping her arms around his neck. 

	He came! 

	She kissed him so deeply his knees buckled, and he sat down hard with her on the bench. He slid his hands under her thighs to keep her supported and she all but melted. 

	He came for her! She readjusted to kneel on his lap. 

	But, why didn’t he come see her before? She ran her hands over his head and whimpered, moaning into his mouth as they kissed. She finally released him and they both panted until she got enough air to talk.

	“Where the hell have ya been, Big Daddy?”

	His eyes darkened with lust, and she bit her lip. That look was everything she’d needed. 

	“Goddamn I’ve missed your voice.” His words graveled, sending a chill down her spine. “It’s just as sexy as I remember.” 

	He hooked one hand behind her neck and brought her back in for another kiss, sliding his other hand further around her thigh and between her legs, running his fingers along the seam in her jeans. She shivered against him and grabbed his face, pulling her wet, reddened lips free of his kiss. 

	“Why’d you stop comin’?” Her mouth twisted to the side as her brows knitted and she fought back tears. He sighed and squeezed her thigh as he rested his forehead against her.

	“Bitty, I was in The Box. Didn’t Ryker tell you?”

	She shook her head as salty sadness dripped down her cheeks and pulled back. “He tried ta tell me you were dead.” She choked down a sob when Gavin’s jaw jumped. “But I knew.” She tapped her temple, then her heart. “I could feel you. And I know you’d never leave me alone like that.”

	He leaned in and nipped her chin, kissing it when she squeaked. “Never.”

	She drew her bottom lip in and crashed against him again, tightly holding onto her Gavin. Hers.

	The grounds laid out behind them almost sparkled, dew forming in tiny crystal-clear globes on the leaves and grass. Olivia stood near the exit, a thin, ghost of a girl. One hand locked around her other arm, she stared at the two of them, expressionless. Nataly waved, but Olivia turned away, headed back inside.

	Poor little Chickadee. 

	“Gavin.” She grabbed the collar of his shirt and whispered against his neck, squinting back tears as his spicy scent filled her heart. “Please tell me you’re takin’ me with you. I don’t wanna stay here anymore.”

	He gently leaned her back and cupped her cheek with his large, warm hand. She leaned into his palm, holding it with both of hers. His touch always made her feel so safe.

	“Yeah, baby, I am. You ready now? Do you need to say goodb—”

	She shook her head. “‘Don’t say bye,’ remember? That’s what I always say. It’s too hard. ‘Hello’ is much better.”

	He smiled. “‘Don’t say bye.’ I remember. Then I say . . .” He inhaled deep and stood, hooking his arm under her knees, her diminutive frame held like nothing in his thick arms. “Let’s go home, Kitten.”

	Home. She was wrapped in home. She was curled against home. Her arms were hooked around home.

	“You’ve got a place?”

	He kissed her cheek and started toward the parking lot. “I’ve got a place. Ms. Price set it all up actually. She got me out, told me I could come get you, is gonna give me a job working for her. And she set money in an account for you. We chatted on the way over here.”

	Nataly drummed a rhythm on his neck. “She’s finally patchin’ a sinking ship.”

	“Mm. Maybe. But I’d like you to live with me, if you’ll have me.”

	The thump of his heart filled her ear as she rested her head on his chest. “Haven’t I always?”

	“Yeah, Nat.” His deep chuckle nearly curled her toes. “You have. You hungry?”

	She nodded. “Everyone was so pissed when they stopped letting me cook. When Ryker started—” she cleared her throat and Gavin tightened his grip. “Are you gonna kill him, Big Daddy?”

	He stopped walking and stared toward the Bentley. A shadow crossed his features, but she brushed it away with a swipe of her hand down his cheek. 

	He moved his head and murmured against her palm. “Now, why would you ask me something so dark?”

	“You always took care of me.” Her finger ran a path from the center of his forehead down to the tip of his strong nose. “But . . . you weren’t here. He was. He didn’t take care of me. I’m not all lights anymore. Some are busted. Some burned out. So, my Hunt needs to go on the hunt.”

	He exhaled long and slow before he shifted her closer. “He’s already dead.”

	“Hm. It’s better this way. Maybe Olivia will get better. I think he broke her nest to break her wings.”

	“Well, he was a sick son of a bitch, bitty. It wouldn’t surprise me. But he’s gone. I’m here. You’re mine. And I’m taking you home. But we have to do something first. Here.”

	He set her down outside the car door, opened it for her, and waited.

	Nataly turned a glance back over her shoulder to the imposing multi-story brick building. A curtain rustling drew her gaze down the long left-wing to a specific room.

	You’ll fly soon little birdie.

	She slid into the backseat, and Gavin plopped down beside her, grabbing her face for another long kiss before she even buckled her belt. 

	“More news, Natty, are you ready?”

	Would she ever be? She shrugged one shoulder and nodded. 

	“Your dad is dead, too.” They stared at each other for a few seconds before the words sank in. They were free. Everyone was free. A smile tugged at her mouth and she let it come. Gavin’s chest expanded with his nod. 

	“We don’t have to go to the house if you don’t want, but maybe you’ll find something you want to hold on to?” 

	She stared into his eyes again. She didn’t want to go back ever, but maybe Tomcat would be there? Even if he was, that place wasn’t home.

	Had never been. Her stomach quaked, her mind awash in black. Every brick in that house, every coat of paint, every crumb on the counter, they all screamed at her. 

	Unhinged. Dangerous.

	“Gavin, I’m not crazy.” Her voice was tight, even though she didn’t want it to be.

	“Itty Bitty, I know that. I know who you are.” He held her face and chased her gaze. “You’re my little Valentine and you’re too much for this world to understand. That’s all.”

	Her heart hitched. She’d almost forgotten who she really was, she’d been forced to lie for so long. He placed hot kisses on her cheek, her jawline, her neck, her collar bone and then back up the same path on the other side.

	“Ryker didn’t know shit. I don’t care what that paper on his wall said.” He rubbed his blunt thumbs across her cheeks. “You don’t need pills, baby girl. You just need me.”

	Her breath escaped her, and she bit back tears, nearly strangling him with her arms. She smashed her mouth against his and he laughed against her lips.

	“Damn, Nataly. I love you.”

	She cinched her arms tighter, so tight he had to pull her elbow back a bit. She couldn’t hold in her tears any longer and laughed through her sobs as she threw her head back. 

	“Are ya really here? I’m not dreamin’ again, am I?” She dropped her gaze back down to him and sucked in a breath. “Gavin . . . tell me you’re real . . . ”

	He grinned and nuzzled his face on the center of her chest, making her laugh.

	“I’m as real as it gets, baby girl.” His hands nearly touched around her slender waist and she held his face kissing him over and over. 

	Someone cleared his throat. 

	Nataly whipped her head toward the sound, squealed, and launched into the front seat, wrapping her arms around his neck from behind. “Eric is here! Didja know he was here?”

	Gavin’s thick laugh joined with Eric’s as he patted her elbow. “Hi, Nataly. Happy to see you too. We need to get going, why don’t you get buckled?”

	She slid backward, landing on the seat beside Gavin. She nuzzled his hand as he reached for her face. “Eric’s here,” she murmured into his palm, tears breaking the walls of her lashes.

	“I know.” His smooth, low tone slid right down her spine. Eric twisted in the seat, gazing at the two of them, his grey eyes dancing.

	“He’s why I met my Gavin,” she cooed.

	“I know, bitty.”

	She nuzzled her cheek into her everything’s palm and flicked her eyes up to Eric. “There ain’t enough space for that thank you.”

	Eric grinned and shrugged. “You’re welcome. Again.” He cleared his throat and inclined his head to Gavin. “The Valentine house, right?”

	“Yeah. For the last time ever, right Kitten?”

	“The last time, ever. Ashes to ashes.”
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Thomas

	 

	Hand in hand, they rounded the wall of the main waiting room. They’d been so close to gettin’ out when Anna got the text. Hopefully, Rico was alright.

	Marianna paced a small circle in the middle of the room. Thomas’s cheek twitched. Was that what he looked like when he did that?

	He cleared his throat and she froze, her face snapping up to meet his gaze. 

	Tears filled her eyes and she hesitated just a second before rushing toward him. “Thomas, I’m so glad to see you!” She wrapped him in a tight hug. 

	He grunted at the impact but patted her back. “Uh, you too.” 

	She stepped back and patted his cheek as she tilted her head toward him. “Are you okay?”

	“I’m okay.” He shrugged. “Just a little beat up. How’s Rico?”

	“He’s okay, just a little shot up.” She winked when he smiled and cleared her throat. “He got lucky Booker was such a shit shot. We both did.”

	“That’s where I remember him from! He was the one that shot you!” Anna’s arm curled around his as she spoke like she could feel his tension at just hearing that guy’s name. “Please tell me you killed that son of a bitch.” 

	Before she could answer, the three of them rotated toward the door when some random couple came in. One look at the room and they turned on their heels and jetted.

	Probably better that way. He caught Marianna’s distracted gaze as she stared into the hall, worry etched on her face. After a second she sighed. “Rico did.”

	Thomas coughed and winced. Yeah, he was gonna have a nasty bruise for sure. “So, what were y’all doin’ there anyway? Didja track him? Bet pop was pissed for such a racket on his lawn.”

	He could imagine his face now, all sour and pinched like he ate a lemon.

	“Thomas. There’s something else.” She gnawed on her lip and rubbed the back of her neck.

	Great. Like he needed any more bad things today. “Hit me.”

	“Okay. Suppose out with it is best.” She took a deep breath and let her hand drop to her side. “Your father is dead.”

	His brows lifted.

	Huh.

	Well.

	Hmm.

	How the fuck was he supposed to feel about that? Sad? Happy? He should feel something at least, right?

	Her hand landed on his shoulder. “Did you hear me?”

	“Yeah.” He nodded. “I mean he wasn’t all that great, but he was still my pop. Family. Don’t have much of that, if anyone’s keepin’ count. Not since—” he cleared the lump. “I figured he’d get off’d someday but—” he let out a quiet scoff. “Man.”

	Who was gonna run the family now? He sure as hell wasn’t. He and Anna were going—

	“There’s something else Thomas. Even though I know it won’t—I wanted to tell—I’m—” She pressed her fingertips to her temples and winced. “This is so much harder than I thought it would be.”

	Anna’s hand gripped his arm and she pushed her cheek into his bicep as Marianna took a slow deep breath. 

	God, what else?

	“I . . .” she dropped her hands and blew out a breath to the ceiling before refocusing on him. “Am your birth mother.”

	He blinked. Wheels sped away in his head. Hospital. Pop said he was the one brought him home. Would explain why Ma wasn’t there. 

	Would also explain why Nat and Ma both had almost white-blond hair and his was more like a combo between Pop’s and—

	He blinked again.

	“Scarlet. That’d make her my half-sister, yeah?”

	Marianna nodded.

	He sat down hard in a chair and hung his head in his hands. 

	Bit much to take in all at one time. Lost a dad, gained a mom and a half-sister. He was almost numb. His back hit the chair when he leaned back up with a deep exhale.

	“Why?”

	“Fear.” She shook her head in a small motion as she smoothed down her skirt. “Shame. More fear. Your father and I were something from the past, and it caught up to us a—

	“No, I mean why bother telling me at all?”

	She blinked. “What—”

	“I had a mom. My Ma was the best. She was the sweetest, quietest, most wonderful person on the planet.” Marianna nodded and he blew out a humorless laugh. “Apparently even more than I thought if she took care of some random baby my pop brought home from the hospital.”

	“You weren’t a random baby, Thomas.”

	“Yeah, okay. But why tell me now? I mean, are you wanting’ to be in my life? Take her place?” Anna rubbed his upper back, quiet as a shadow. Her touch he could feel. Everything else? Not so much.

	“No.” She sat down beside him, just as hard as he had. “No. I’ll never take Jaime’s place. But I do want to try and make up for all the damage I’ve caused. I’d like to be in your and Annalise’s life. If you’ll allow me. Us.”

	“You and Rico?” 

	She nodded, and he found a spot on the far wall to focus on. Did he want that? I mean, he knew her. She was nice. 

	It made sense now why she went to all the trouble of keeping him hidden. His stomach rolled and he put his hands on either side of his neck as he doubled back over.

	Anna crouched down beside him and rubbed his knee. “You okay?”

	“Not really.” Acid burned his throat. “I need some air.” He launched to his feet and snagged Anna’s hand.

	“I didn’t want to give you to him.” Marianna’s admission hung in the air like a dirty, guilty cloud.

	“Well.” He turned back and frowned. “Want to or not, ya did. And why doesn’t really matter does it? I lived with that monster. Him tryna make me into something like he was. It was bad enough before I set that fuckin’ fire. After that?” He scoffed.

	“That’s the other thing, Tommy.” Her voice rose, her face a mix of excitement and sorrow. “You didn’t set that fire. He did. He killed your mom, and the Greene’s and Nick’s father.”

	The floor fell away. Thomas shook his head. He was stuck between a dream and a nightmare. Only explanation. His chest caved in on itself, and he gripped Anna’s hand tighter, that sensation the only proof he wasn’t dead.

	“I-I can’t right now. It’s too fucking much!”

	He bolted through the door, Anna hot on his heels.

	Marianna called after him, but the walls were already filling in, brick by brick. 

	Everything? Was everything in his whole fucking life a lie? 

	They were almost running down the hall when Nick and Scarlet pushed through the front door.

	“Annalise! Thomas! Where—”

	Thomas gestured down the hall, avoiding eye contact as he marched right between the two of them.

	Anna called back over her shoulder. “I’ll text you later.”

	Nick grunted. No clue what Scarlet did, but it was probably something nice, like wave. Smile. He gritted his teeth. Half-sister. Natty was his real sister. But she was gone.

	The night air slicked across his skin as they marched to the car.

	Guess half was better than none. He let his jaw relax and jerked the passenger door open.

	Who could he even trust?

	Anna stepped in front of him and wrapped her arms around his waist. His eyes closed and he almost smiled. Her. He could always trust her. 

	He half expected her to start talking about forgiveness or how he could use new family or something, but she just held him.

	Each second that passed with her arms around him hurt worse than the one before. Not just ‘cause he’d been sucker-punched a few times, either. This was a deeper pain. Quiet pain. 

	Silence surrounded them despite the hum of cars on the main road or conversation from the benches around the hospital entrance.

	His brow knitted. What was he supposed to do with all this damn information? So, he wasn’t a monster all those years.

	Anna’s grip tightened but a knot worked loose in his stomach. He draped an arm around her shoulder and rested his chin on the top of her head.

	He didn’t kill his ma. Her face in that fire flashed in his mind again and he choked on a breath. Anna pressed further into him, hitting one of the tenderest spots with her bicep. He sucked in a sharp breath but tugged her tighter. This pain was better than the other one.

	If he hadn’t set that fire, if he hadn’t killed his ma, if he wasn’t a . . . monster, that meant he really didn’t deserve any of it.

	The dam broke. 

	He buried his face on Anna’s neck, tears coming too fast to stop. He didn’t want to anyway. 

	She snatched her arms out from around his waist and cradled his head. “Thomas, I’m so sorry.”

	It was almost impossible to stop the tears. Even holding his breath was only half working. She smoothed her hands over his head, his cheeks, rubbed the back of his neck, all the while either saying nothing or she was sorry. 

	She didn’t try to tell him it’d be alright. That it was okay. That everything was fine. ‘Cause she knew better. It wouldn’t. It wasn’t. Hell, she probably knew exactly why he was crying, even without him saying. She’d done this dance.

	And his pop was gone. Couldn’t even ask him why. Hear his fucked-up rationalization. Not that it would matter. None of it mattered.

	After a minute or two, he straightened up slowly, scrubbing his cheeks and nose before he dropped his hands. He looked up at the night sky, a few stars winking out from behind clouds as they passed. Maybe he’d buy her one. Put her name on it. 

	“Anna.”

	She smoothed down the front of his shirt. “Hmm?”

	Her eyes were wet when he let his gaze slide down to meet them. “I wanna go to the house.”

	“Okay. Want me to drive?”

	He sucked in a long sniffle. There was no way he’d let the first time she drove in months be to his damn father’s house. “Nah, gorgeous. You slide in an’ get comfy. Not sure it’s safe for you to drive yet, anyhow. We’ll have ta give this car back to V soon, so I won’t take too long. I just—”

	“I know.” Her smile was small but said so much. It said everything she hadn’t. She tugged him into a gentle kiss by his collar, then dropped in. 

	He rounded the car and they were on the main drag soon after, in silence. Anna’s hand sat locked in his, draped over the center console, her thumb rubbing a soothing pattern. 

	The closer they got, the darker the cloud that hovered around the car.

	What the hell was he hoping he’d find? Did he even want to keep anything from that life? Well, clothes probably. Some books, maybe. 

	When they turned on his street, Cider Court, his throat burned. His stomach flipped. This would be the last time he’d make this drive. If it didn’t fit in this massive trunk, he wasn’t keeping it.

	The driveway was under the wheels before he knew it and he threw the car into park, leaving his hand on the polished shifter knob.

	Now or never.

	Anna picked up his hand and kissed it, giving it a squeeze. “I love you.”

	A deep breath filled his lungs and he let the smile come. Even through the ash cloud of his pain, her words made him feel good. “I love you too, gorgeous. You don’t have to come in if you don’t want to.”

	“And miss seeing your room? No way!” She grinned and climbed out, leaving him alone with his thoughts. Company, it turned out, he didn’t want.

	He got out, pushing the door to with his body weight. “So.” This might have been a bad idea. Those dark blue walls stirred a pot of sickness and rage deep in his gut.

	Anna turned a smile over her shoulder. “It’s nice.” She held out her hand. “Show me around?”

	He smiled and snagged her wiggling fingers.

	“Uhk. Well. There’s the door.” He gestured with their joined hands and earned himself a light chest whack. “Nah, come on. My roo—”

	He pulled her up short. She turned a sharp look to him and the finger he had resting on his lips. 

	Movement. Who the hell could be in his house? He reached for his piece. Fuck! Where was—oh right. Anna’s gaze followed his motion and winced, mouthing “Sorry.”

	He shook his head and stepped in front of her as they moved to the side of the front steps. 

	The door opened like a gust of wind had blown it from inside and his heart froze. 

	A ghost. He was seeing a ghost. 

	“Tomcat . . .” The ghost of his sister’s voice trailed off.

	Too much stress. He’d gone fucking crackers. 

	Anna sucked in a massive breath and leapt out from behind him. “Nataly?!”

	Thomas’s blink was slow. Too slow. Anna saw the ghost too? Wait, how did she know—

	The ghost turned back toward the door and shouted, but no sound reached his ears. Nothing but the whoosh of his own blood. 

	Before he could react any further, Anna pulled out of his hand and ran up the stairs the same time his sister’s ghost came down. They collided in the middle, a tangle of arms for a split second, then the ghost came for him.

	It wasn’t that he was too scared to move, in fact, he wasn’t scared at all. He was just living in a thick slurry. Everything felt heavy. Slow. Quiet.

	Two petite hands slapped each of his cheeks and moved his head around. Bright, busy blue eyes, one pupil bigger than the other, tried to catch his gaze. Sound filtered back in and he blinked. 

	If he could feel that, she had to be real.

	“Tommy! Say somethin’! Plum, didja break ‘im on the ride over?”

	Could he talk yet? Glue clung to his tongue, molding it to the roof of his mouth, but he swallowed and covered her hands with his, halting the rollercoaster. “N-Natty?”

	She squealed so loud and long his ears rang. Her arms clamped around his neck, and he blew out such a harsh breath it made a wave in her long blond hair.

	Nataly wasn’t dead? Every muscle in his body swapped from stationary and slow to buzzing and on fire. 

	He whimpered and hugged her for everything he was worth, gripping the back of her shirt. 

	His sister. His best friend. His one-time role model. His one-time everything. She looked totally different and exactly the same. 

	He might have been bruising some bones, hers and his, but he didn’t give a damn. She wouldn’t either. They’d always done everything together. This wouldn’t be any different. 

	He shifted, cupping the back of her head, and her tears soaked his shoulder while his own joy dripped down his cheeks.

	Now there was one shiny, clean bit of his family to share with Anna. With their kids. Someone without some psychotic or self-serving agenda. Someone whose capacity to love beat his by a mile.

	Someone named Nataly.

	“I can’t believe you ain’t dead.” The strangled sound that eked past his lips shocked him, and he swallowed right as he caught Anna’s wet gaze. 

	“Is that what he told ya?”

	He nodded and hugged his big sis tighter until she pushed him back a step, as serious an expression as he figured she could manage plastered to her face. “He’s dead for real.”

	“Yeah. I heard.”

	The shadow passed as quick as it came, and she grinned, all her small perfect teeth peeking out. “My Gavin’s here. And you found your plum! Well, she found you. She thought you were dead, but I knew.” She tapped her temple, then her heart. “I could still feel ya, but I couldn’t say anything.”

	It was Anna’s turn to hug Nataly again, and she touched her shoulder. Nat pivoted in place and gripped her tight, rocking her side to side. “I missed ya plum. It wasn’t tha same after you left.”

	“I missed you too! I can’t believe all that time you were his sister. I didn’t even know he had a sister!” 

	Had he never told her? Huh. He’d been pushing it down so long, apparently it was too easy to not mention. 

	Nat’s head bobbed. “Couldn’t say nothin’. Or else.”

	“Wait.” 

	They both turned their heads to look at him at the same time, pressing their cheeks together.

	“Natty where were ya this whole time? You were with Anna?”

	She released Anna with a cheek pat and a nose tweak. “Come on, TC,” she held out her hand. “Storytime.”

	He furrowed his brow to hold in the onslaught of nostalgia that slammed him. Storytime. TC. Tomcat. 

	He grasped it, probably tighter than he should have, but she squeezed right back.

	He was a kid again, his tiny hero leading him through the house. 

	This was dancing on the edge of too much for him to handle in one day.

	Anna took his other hand, threading her fingers with his, and placed a kiss on his upper arm, whispering against it.

	“I love you. I’m here for you, okay?”

	He glanced down at her upturned face and let another small smile form, then leaned down to kiss her, speaking against her mouth. 

	“I love you, too.”

	“Yes, we all love you, Tomcat. Gavin loves ya too, don’t you Big Daddy?”

	Thomas’s mouth quirked and his brows lifted as he shot Anna a sideways look. She tucked her lips under her teeth.

	Big daddy, huh? The Gavin he remembered was tall, sure, but he had been a bit scrawn—

	The man in question stepped through the doorway like a bearded mountain of muscles and Thomas’s smiled dropped. 

	Oh. Well, alright then. Damn though. If he worked out twenty-four hours a day, he’d never be that big. Not that he wanted to.

	“Sure do, Kitten.” 

	Gavin leaned down when she got to him, presenting his cheek for an onslaught of short kisses. Anna giggled and squeezed Thomas’s hand. When Nataly was apparently satisfied with whatever number she reached, she all but skipped past him, tugging himself and Anna along behind her.

	Before Thomas made it in though, he was trapped in a bear hug from hell.

	“Man, it’s good to see you. Look at you, all grown up. It’s crazy.”

	Thomas patted the polite giant’s back and pulled away with a cough. “You’re uh . . .” he gestured to all of Gavin, who laughed, shrugged, and pointed inside.

	At the threshold, a sharp astringent scent attacked his nose. He swallowed, the churning in his stomach back. Smelled that quite a few times over the years. Wasn’t the normal house smell, though. No, it was something the clean-up crew used.
Must mean his pop died here. Thank God he didn’t have to see the body.


	That would have pushed this day right over that edge into a pit of ‘way too fucking much.’

	 

	 


[image: Image]

Thomas

	 

	Nataly perched on the counter like a tiny knick-knack, feet swinging. Thomas and Anna sat on the grey couch, arms hooked around each other. 

	Gavin had his elbows on the counter, leaned back against it with his ankles crossed. “That explains why she—” 

	“Pulled out the patches.” She grinned, all teeth, at Gavin who smiled right back, leaning over to give her a kiss.

	Maybe she was trying to make up for it, but it still fucking hurt to know she’d chosen herself and Scarlet over him. Not that he’d know what to do in that situation either. He sighed. It all just fucking sucked.

	“I bet that’d make ma happy. You know, she only got to have you ‘cause of Ms. M. An’ the sun and moon had nothing on you. I was green over you at first. But that first time ya poked me in the eye with your tiny finger tryna take my candy I knew we’d be best friends.”

	Thomas chuckled and shook his head. “I really missed you, Nat.”

	“I missed you too, TC. We’ll do it together, how about?”

	Sometimes Nataly’s wheels were fully visible, almost turning above her head like a cartoon. Now was one of those times. Her eyes cast to the ceiling, fingertip in the center her chin.

	“Do what?”

	“Maybe she can be my ma, too. Then you don’t haveta feel like you’re leavin’ me out.”

	“Nat—”

	“This is the last time we’ll be here.” Nataly spun a strawberry DumDum around in the air, indicating the entire room, then stuck it back in her mouth. Apparently, that part of the conversation was check-marked in her brain.

	“Yeah Nat,” he sighed and rose, stretching his arms above his head. “You’re right. It don’t feel the same. Not that it felt all that great before. Wonder who he left it to.”

	Anna stood as well, cracking her back. Nataly pulled the sucker out with a loud pop. “Doesn’t matter said the hatter. Smoke trails belong to the sky, ashes to the ground.”

	Thomas stalled and stared at her. Was she saying—

	Gavin nodded, tearing his eyes away from Nataly and clearing his throat. “So, load up anything you’d like to keep. Nat only wanted a couple things.”

	She clacked the lollipop against her front teeth as she grinned, then gestured to her face with it. “The things my eyes see, they hold on to, ya know? And I’ve seen enough of this heartbreak house.”

	Anna wrapped her arms around him from behind, pressing her cheek into his back. “If there’s a lot you want, we can call Nick.” 

	He covered her arms with his and stared at the space above the fireplace. Should have been a family portrait there. He scanned the rest of the room, almost like it was the first time. 

	In his Gram’s house, you could tell. The walls showed love. Or, at least, where love had hung. There was no love here. Not for a long damn time.

	Nataly stretched up and waved the candy like a red flag, grinning again when he focused on her. “She ain’t here, Tomcat. You know where she’s at.” Her smile lessened as she tapped her temple, then her heart. “She’s in those books too though, take ‘em.”

	She pointed at the bottom of the bookcase.

	Photo albums. His stomach hollowed. Did he even want them? What good would it do? Remember how horrible everything was? 

	Every time he looked at her face, he’d just see her in that window when he—

	He let out a soft, single laugh, to cover the lump. Gonna take some time to change that channel. 

	That T.V. was programmed long ago.

	Anna released him and before he knew it, she had all four of those big old books in her arms, headed to the front door. He watched until her swaying ass was out of sight. When he turned back around, he was nearly nose to nose with Nat.

	“Tomcat, where ya at?” 

	He smiled and pulled back a little. “I’m here. Just . . .” He shrugged one shoulder.

	Blond locks tumbled down her shoulder when she tilted her head, gaze chasing some memory. “She was broken. So bad, I had ta sleep in her bed those first weeks. I caught every tear with your name on it, sewed up her holes, and patched her best I could. Don’t ever give her a reason to hurt you. Then I’d have to go after her for hurting you. I’d never forgive you for that.”

	She winked, gave him a kiss on the cheek, spun around, and headed toward Gavin.

	Knowing Nat was there for Anna helped a lot, but it still sucked.

	He cleared his throat and nodded. “Yeah. I get it. Don’t worry. I guess I’m gonna head to my room. You guys hangin’ out?”

	Gavin wrapped his arms around Nataly from behind, looking a lot like a blanket of man on her tiny frame. “Yeah. We’re staying until you’re done.”

	He appreciated that. A lot.

	Step after robotic step took him to his door, closed tight. It might as well have had bars on it. Nails and boards.

	“Thomas?”

	“Here, babe.”

	Her gorgeous head popped around the corner and suddenly, it was just a door.

	“That’s your room?”

	He nodded and turned the knob, pushing it open with a creak and a winced eye.

	“Oh wow, it’s so colorful.” She brushed past him with a high-pitched laugh. “No. Way. You like The AirStars? That poster is totally coming with.” She jammed her phone in her back pocket and pulled at the tape.

	He let his gaze fall on everything in turn. His bed with his splatter paint bedspread. Nope. Favorite pillows. Nope. The weird, crooked nightstand he’d had God only knew how long. Nope. Bookcase with the bottom shelf missing and peeled-up lacquer. Nope. 

	“Okay, got that.” The rolled-up homage to rock landed on his bed and she brushed her hands. “What else?” 

	School yearbooks. Yeah. He pointed to the third shelf and swallowed, but she guessed and started pulling them off one at a time. “Totally going through these later,” she teased, as she stacked them on the bed.

	He snorted and stepped to the closet, blowing out a long breath. Damn, he had a lot of clothes. A low whistle sounded behind him and he twisted to see her grin.

	“Thank God. Your closet is worse than mine. I’m so glad you’re not OCD or anything.”

	He laughed and shook his head. “Nope. Takes too long to organize. I’m way too lazy for that shit.”

	She hip bumped him, stumbled a step, and grabbed a double armful of clothes with a grunt. “K. I’ll go shove these in the trunk, we—” 

	“Gorgeous.” He put his hand on her arm. “Drop ‘em.”

	She quirked a brow and thinned her lips. “You need clothes.”

	“Yeah, but not these specifically. Tell ya what. You drop all those an’ I’ll let ya take me shoppin’. We can buy all new shit.”

	She sucked in a breath through her teeth. “I am sooo not a fan of shopping. I love presents. And new things. I just hate shopping.”

	His heart fluttered and he laughed. “Anna, I swear. Straight outta my head. Come ‘ere.”

	He pushed all the clothes out of her arms and wrapped her up tight. When he dipped her, that sweet squeal found even more hidden happiness in him, and he kissed her until a voice clearing in the doorway made them jump.

	“Need any help?” Mountain man stepped into the room and headed to the bed. “I’ll grab these.” Everything was in his arms and he turned to face them. “What else?”

	Thomas blinked, exhaled, looked around, and shook his head. “Not a damn thing.”

	Gavin smiled and hoofed it through the door.

	“You sure?” Anna’s hand stroked his face, sending sparks through his skin.

	Thomas planted a huge kiss on her lips, then pulled back. “Yep. Well, actually, I’m gonna grab my shoes. And that hat. But that’s it.”

	Items in his arms, girl by his side, he led the way back to the main room. Gavin was just coming back inside, gas can in hand. Shit became real in an instant. Was he ready to let it all go?

	Nataly spotted the two of them and rushed over with a bounce. “Showtime little ones.”

	He smiled as she ushered them out and closed the door behind them.

	“Are you guys gonna stay to watch?”

	Anna flicked her eyes sideways at Thomas and he chuckled. “Nah. We’re gonna head home.” 

	Nat nodded and smiled, but Thomas furrowed his brow. “Where’re you staying?”

	Her smile was blistering, and she jumped in place. “Grams! Gav and I are moving in there!”

	His eyes closed on their own. He wasn’t going to lose that piece of his life either. How did she manage to get that? 

	Oh. Nataly came back into view when he popped his lids back open. Ms. Price must have arranged it. Well. Today was getting less miserable by the second. 

	Anna bumped into his arm, and his now wide eyes found hers, equally bugged. Their building.

	“Nat, we’ll be right upstairs.”

	Her blond head twisted side to side as she pulled him into a hug. “Not for long. You’ll find your house soon.” Before he could reply she pushed him back by his shoulders. “Tomcat. I love ya. Go. I ain’t gonna vanish.”

	How did she know he was thinking that? He smiled. “Love you too, Natty.”

	And just like that, in practically a blur they’d hugged, waved, and were back in V’s car, headed home in a haze of memories. Anna’s fingers wound through his. He brought her hand to his mouth, pressing her knuckles to his lips and held them there.

	Now he knew the truth. Now, it made more sense for someone like her to love someone like him. He could accept it. Or at least start to kind of get used to the idea. 

	He’d still put her on that pedestal, far far above him, every second she didn’t demand to be let down. It was the only way she deserved to be treated. 

	They’d both found love where it wasn’t supposed to be. But just like her, he really wouldn’t change a thing. Even if he could go back in time. He lost his ma. His pop. 

	His life essentially. 

	But he got his sister back. Might even give Marianna a chance to prove she really wanted to be in their lives.

	More than that, though, he got a future. He was gonna have his own family with the single most amazing person on this whole stupid planet. 

	Smoke curled up into the night sky in the rearview mirror, and he swallowed.

	Their love would burn forever. Their fire would never die. Because they’d never let it. And they’d never hide it from the world. 
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One Week Later
Annalise

	 

	Done.

	Power, water, phone line - all of it. Hooked up, running and ready to go. Furniture, check. Stocked counter, check. Supplies, check. 

	Ready. Annalise fiddled with the sparkling rock on her ring finger as she hummed under her breath. Why was she still freaking out? 

	Her screen lit up, showing the cheshire cat grin that was the center of her life as she checked her phone for the nine-hundredth time in the last four minutes. Almost time to open. That’s why.

	She shifted from foot to foot as Gavin and V moved one of the chocolate leather sofas two inches to the left. 

	“THERE! Stop. Right there.” 

	The couch thudded on the hardwood and V popped his back, smiling. “Is perfetto, Annalise. Where is T—”

	“Okay germs an’ doll.” Annalise lit up, body and soul, heat curling in her belly as he stomped the last step, ran a hand through his hair, and winked at her. “Nat’s got the kitchen damn purrin’ down there.”

	“I know, it smells sooo good. Come here, handsome.” 

	Annalise held out her hand and Tommy grinned. He tugged the apron strap over his neck and untied it as he walked, checking each newly revealed inch of his pressed shirt for anything out of place. 

	So damn sexy. Just no matter what he was doing. She bit her lip.

	He held the apron out to her, but she clicked her tongue and slapped it away. That amazing Thomas laugh rang through the dining room as he plopped the cloth down on the counter instead and pulled her hips to his by her belt loops.

	“Hey, gorgeous.” He leaned in, lips brushing her ear as his voice dropped to his low gravel. “Whaddya say we send everyone away an’ make use of the back room? We’ll open tomorrow.”

	“Mmm. As hot as that would be, I think way more than a few people would be miffed. Also pretty sure that’d be a health violation.”

	“Pssh. I ain’t talking about on top of the food.” He tilted his head and smirked. “Though now, we could use—”

	“Get a room, you two.”

	Annalise rolled her eyes over her grin and hooked her arms around Thomas’ neck as she looked over his shoulder. Her brother came up the stairs carrying a stack of menus. Shoot. She’d forgotten to put those out! 

	“Nick don’t even. How many times did I have to watch you and Scarlet eye-fuck each other at dinner?”

	Thomas busted out laughing and buried his face on her neck, muffling the sound. Nick cleared his throat and shrugged with a smile as he set the stack on the counter. Yeah punk. Thought you might have no comment to that.

	“Where is she?”

	“She’s on her way. Katelyn’s having a,” he lifted his hands to air quote. “‘What to wear to hit on a smoking hot bartender’ crisis. So, she went to pick her up.”

	Annalise snorted. Not that she knew him personally, but she’d heard all about him. It was an understandable crisis for a newly separated woman like Katelyn.

	She took a slow breath and nodded. “Okay. Okay good. I mean not good that she’s having—I mean just good that—”

	“Gorgeous, take a breath.” Thomas squeezed her waist. “I mean, leave some air for the rest of us, but, ya know.”

	“Thomas I am a literal wreck. I’m the giant cruise liner that struck an iceberg.” 

	He rolled his eyes with a smile and kissed her cheek. “It’s called ‘The Titanic.’ And I know just the cure for the other.” With a wink that melted her to a puddle, he rounded the counter and clapped Nick on the shoulder. “Bro, thanks again for droppin’ off all that hardware. We already hadta use those bulbs.”

	“No problem. What good’s a discount if you never use it? I only have it until I get done training my replacement, anyway.” He snagged Thomas in a half-assed headlock, then patted him on the back.

	Men. Her eyes almost rolled out of her head. Just hug. It wasn’t that hard.

	The front door squeaked open, and a familiar voice sliced through the room.

	“I don’t know what the shit you all are cookin’, but you got people waiting out there like it’s a damn welfare line. I had to punch an old lady just to get in.”

	Killer!

	She spun in time to see him tugging Vincent into a man-hug, complete with a single hard back slap. “Hey V. Bro, you ‘bout to make a mint on this damn place.”

	V straightened up and gave one of his shoulders a squeeze. “Non. I’m simply the banker. Annalise and Thomas will reap those rewards.” He gave her a proud smile, making her heart swell. 

	“I hear that.” Mr. In Charge himself rubbed his palms together and stalked up to the counter. “So, boss lady, what’s—” He froze when his eyes landed on the poster behind her. “Oh, you gotta be fuckin’ kidding me. Tell me you don’t like that waste of space band.”

	She raised her brows, but Thomas chimed in. “Hell yeah we do. Hard Up’s a damn good song.”

	Killer faked gagging and held his stomach. “I mean, I guess it’s nice they make music for deaf people. That drummers’ a douche though. And he plays like a pair of wet Chucks stuck in the dryer.”

	Annalise and Thomas laughed until an alarm chirped on her phone. Needles shot through her palms, and she shook them with a squeak. Thomas kissed her shoulder and snagged her hand mid air.

	“Go flip that sign, gorgeous.”

	 

	 


EPILOGUE

	Two Years Later
Thomas

	 

	Their little courthouse ceremony. The closing on this awesome house twenty minutes outside of town. Thirty-plus weeks of morning sickness, mood swings, three a.m. runs to the store for whatever. Spoiling the hell out of his sexy wife. Taking care of their cat and his funky habit of licking random things. Keeping up with the shop while she stayed at home on bed rest—everything they’d been through—it all was coming down to this moment.

	He was gonna hurl.

	The duffel bag sat open on the coffee table, and for the damn life of him, he couldn’t remember if he was supposed to pack the two blankets with the fuzzy edges, or the ones with the silky ribbons.

	And week thirty-six was not the week to ask your pregnant wife something she’d already told you twice, no matter how easy it was to keep her from staying irritated. A smile pulled at his mouth and he stretched his neck.

	A harem of literal goddesses had nothing on pregnant Anna. 

	He stared at the bag and shook his head. At least this was just a dry run. Alright then. Fuzzy it was.

	In they went, and he had just gotten it zipped when Anna’s sharp gasp chilled his blood.

	“Thomas!”

	He blanched and ran back to the bedroom, skidding around the door frame. Annalise’s extremely pregnant profile came into view and his chest expanded. He’d never get tired of seeing her. Not one single time.

	“What is it, gorgeous? What’s wrong?”

	“I think—”

	She gasped again and gripped her stomach. Racehorses took his heart and ran off with it. All the color drained from her beautiful face, and he cleared the room in a second flat to cup her cheeks.

	“Hey, hey. It’s all good.”

	“No it’s NOT.”

	She might have snarled at him, but the way she wrung her hands and shook them out told him all he needed to know.

	“It is, gorgeous. Besides,” he kissed her temple and tilted his head to catch her wild gaze. “My boys are strong as hell, doc says so.”

	“But it’s too early!”

	“Nah. It’s all good. We got this. Doc says—”

	“I know what he said!”

	He busted out laughing even though he knew that was probably the last thing he should have done. It was just so damn funny when she got riled up. 

	She grunted and rolled her eyes, then muttered “Sorry.”

	“Nah. No need to apologize, ya know that. We’ll be there in two shakes. I’m gonna haveta call everyone though, tell ‘em the dinner party’s off.”

	“There’s no time, we need to go!” Her voice rose an octave, and she grabbed his arm with her vice grip.

	Damnit she was probably gonna make it worse if she didn’t calm down.

	“We’re goin’, we’re goin’. Come on.”

	He let his hands slide down her face, then her arms, until their fingers twined. A small smile hit her mouth despite everything, and he felt a hundred feet tall again.

	She cradled her stomach as he helped her waddle through the door, then through the hallway and into the living room. He snagged the bag from the table, patting himself on the back for getting it done.

	“Why is the fucking car so far away?” 

	Her grumble was just the cutest damn thing. “Gorgeous, you’re adorable.”

	She sneered. “I’m not ador—!”

	She let out a breathy scream, released his hand and bent at the waist, both hands cradling her stomach. Something itched in the back of Thomas’s brain and he dropped the bag. 

	“Anna!” He caught her just in time and laid her weak body gently on the ground. 

	He patted her cheek with one hand, digging his phone out with the other as he knelt behind her head and rested it on his lap. Still breathing. Nice and slow. Good.

	Her eyes flew open and found his eyes above her and upside down.

	“Thomas, something’s—”

	“Nah. They’re fine. You’re fine. Everything’s—Yeah, finally. Listen my wife’s pregnant and we were on the way to the hopsi—”

	“AAAHHH!”

	Anna picked her torso up off the ground, and her face contorted in agony. Pits of ice formed in his stomach.

	“Hey, do that breathin’ stuff. Like we practiced, yeah?” 

	She pursed her lips and nodded. 

	He blinked and tilted the phone back up to his mouth. “What? Oh yeah sorry, so she kinda collap . . . seven months. But I caught . . . wait, what?  . . . Well, how am I supposed to know that?” His face blanked and his jaw dropped. “I gotta do what now?” He dropped a glance to Anna’s pale face and swallowed. “She’s not gonna like that.”

	“What? What aren’t I going to like? Fucking tell me, Thomas!”

	He winced, mostly failing not to smile, and put a hand on her forehead.

	“Nah, no fever. Ya sure I’ve gotta do that?” 

	Anna huffed breaths and crunched in the middle again, letting out another wail. “A’ight, a’ight one sec.” He propped the phone up on his shoulder and moved her head to the carpet. He crawled around her and sat back on his heels in front of her feet.

	“Anna, this operator lady says I gotta look. Don’t kick me.”

	She barked a laugh, then groaned and tilted to the side. “Whatever, just do it!”

	He shook out his hands and quickly lifted her flowy dress, the only things she’d been wearing these last couple of weeks. He froze and a smile split his face. He dropped the fabric and looked at her, then lifted it again. Then he remembered he had the phone and nearly fumbled it putting it back to his mouth.

	“There’s a head already there! 

	“What!?” Annalise sucked in a huge breath and let out a massive scream. 

	Thomas’s face paled. “You’d better be on the way, somethings wrong. Hell no! You tell her! I’m not . . . Doll, she says you gotta push.”

	Instead of an answer, she strained, and Thomas scrambled to get her dress out of the way.

	“Yeah she is. Hang on.” He tilted the phone back down. “Atta girl gorgeous. You got this. Just breathe.”

	“I am . . . breathing . . . it hurts!”

	“I know, gorgeous, I know.”

	She let out another scream and Thomas flinched, then smiled.

	“Yeah! Another one like that babe! He’s almost out!”

	“God!”

	Thomas jerked off his shirt and readied it. “Atta girl!” He rubbed her knee. “You’re kickin’ ass, just a bit more I bet.”

	A final wail and time slowed a bit. Thomas pulled the first baby the rest of the way out. A precious, shrill cry rang out and Thomas laughed as tears ran down his cheeks. He was perfect. 

	Baby number one got wrapped up in his shirt and Thomas held him for just a second longer, before laying him on the carpet on the outside of Anna’s leg. He picked the phone back up. “Yeah it did. No, Not yet. They still need to come! Hang on.”

	He put the phone back down again and scrambled to get the bag open before the last little guy came out while Anna sobbed and strained.

	“Beautiful, you’re doin’ an amazin’ job. Listen to him holler though!”

	She breathed out a laugh as he dug furiously through the bag. Damnit, he knew he just put those blankets in here! He paused and looked in his hand and shot out a laugh. He had moved them to get a better look. Lordy.

	He knee-walked back to his position, laid the other blanket down, and rested his palm on the twin that would forever lay claim to being oldest. His little cries quieted, and another tear slid down Thomas’ cheek. 

	How long ‘til they said ‘daddy’ the first time? 

	Another weak groan from Anna snapped him to attention. Right. One more!

	“Okay, Anna, just like the last one. Just keep breathin’. Ya got this all day.”

	What the hell was that noise? Someone talking? He looked around and spotted the phone. Crap! He snatched it back up. “You still th—? Yeah, she’s doing great. Nah. Yeah, he cried! No, not a damn siren yet. Didja even call ‘em? Okay. Nah, I’ll call back if anythin’ changes.” 

	He ended the call and jammed the phone back in his pocket. 

	“Knock, knock!” The door swung open with gusto. At least she said knock if nothing else. Nataly called out to them as she practically skipped through the door. “TC? Plum?”

	Anna let another grunt be their answer. Nat halted and slapped her hands to her cheeks, right as Gavin came in behind her, holding two of those portable crock pots. He was quick to avert his eyes but grinned from ear to ear at Nat as he walked backward into the kitchen. 

	“Good call on coming early, Kitten. Are you gonna just stand there? It’s all you’ve been talking about since they told us.”

	She looked like she was afraid to move until he said that, then she was nothing but squeals and flapping hands as she approached, all the while Anna huffing.

	She dropped to her knees beside Anna and gave her a kiss on the cheek, her whispered voice shaky. She might have been nearly as excited as he was. “Plum, you’re pretty as a peach.”

	“Hi—” Another huff. “Nataly.”

	Nat knee walked over to Thomas and froze when she saw the baby. Her hands shook as she hovered them a good six inches above him. “I-c-c-Tom-it’s. . .”

	“You can touch him, Natty.” 

	 She stared at him wide eyed as tears dripped. She wiped her face, rubbed her palms on her knees, and dropped down to her elbows right beside him. She laid her face on the carpet in line with his and traced her trembling finger down his cheek. “Hi little baby . . . I’m Aunty Nat.”

	“Uuuhhhggggg!” 

	Nataly sat bolt upright and scrabbled back up to Anna’s head, petting her hair as she positioned herself cross legged behind her. The shout also startled the baby, which had the double effect of apparently breaking Nataly’s heart. “Tomcat, he’s crying!”

	“Babies cry Nat, you know that.” Gavin called out from the kitchen. “It’s okay, bitty.” She nodded several times and smoothed her hands through Anna’s hair. She’d be bald inside of twenty minutes at that rate.

	Thomas rubbed Anna’s knees. “Come on, doll. Give us another push, a big one!”

	A series of car doors closed, and he thinned his lips. Oh great. Did everyone want to be early today? 

	Scarlet, Nick, Marianna, and Rico came through the door one after the other. 

	Scarlet sucked in a massive gasp and rushed over to crouch beside Thomas. “Ooohhhh my God!” She scooped baby one up, cooing. “He’s perfect!” Marianna came in and stood a bit back from their small group but had just as big a smile as Scarlet.

	Both Rico and Nick’s eyes bugged, and they turned on their heels, headed straight back out. “We’ll, uh, be out here. If you—”

	A hard wail interrupted everything. Thomas refocused on his amazing wife. “One more push, gorgeous. Just gimme one more.”

	“Tommy, there it is! Oh my God!” Scarlet clutched his arm.

	Another loud cry and Thomas reached in. “Holy shit, babe! Ya did it! He’s perfect, too!”

	The second baby was wrapped in the little blue blanket just as tightly as the first and Thomas looked down at his sons in awe. They made these dudes. He swallowed down a lump. 

	Scarlet wiped at her eyes and Marianna moved to kneel beside Thomas on the other side. 

	She rubbed his upper back. “How precious. Good job you guys.” 

	Thomas beamed at her and she gestured to Anna with her head. Oh yeah, duh.

	“Anna, babe, look at the boys!” He held up his bundle, and Scarlet lifted hers. Anna’s face was pale and still scrunched up.

	Thomas grinned from ear to ear as he looked back and forth between the babies. Anna let out another wail and crunched in the middle again. They all stilled. Nataly’s nearly frantic fussing over Anna halted mid forehead swipe. 

	“Doll.” Thomas looked around for a second, then caught Marianna’s gaze and handed her his other son. “What’s wrong?”

	“It HURTS!”

	“Whaddya mean? Like, just left over?”

	She shook her head and screamed.

	“Noo . . .” Thomas snatched out another blanket and all color drained from his face. One more strain from her, and Thomas leaned up, holding a third, tinier baby. Anna let out a long, relieved moan and flopped back on the carpet. Thomas rocked back on his heels in complete shock.

	“It’s . . .”

	Anna gasped breaths and finally picked her head up, meeting Thomas’s gaze.

	“Anna . . . it’s . . .  it’s a girl!”

	Annalise’s eyes went wide. Nataly covered her mouth and screamed, then leaned down to press her cheek to Anna’s forehead. “Plum, you did so good!”

	Anna breathed a thank you as Thomas leaned over her body, careful not to touch her, and handed her the baby. He crawled off to the side and took the spot Nataly scrabbled to vacate. 

	“Did you guys know?” Scarlet spoke to the bundle in her arms.

	“That we’d be havin’ triplets? Hell no. We knew about the boys, but not about—”

	“Amber.” Annalise sighed and smiled as she looked at an upside-down Thomas. A one-sided grin spread on his face and he nodded as he looked down at the baby.

	“Yeah. Amber. That’s perfect.”

	“What are their names?” Marianna laid her bundle on Anna’s chest beside Amber. Scarlet laid hers between the other two. 

	Three kids. They made three perfect little people. He put his hands on either side to keep them all in place, in case they wanted to start crawling too soon.

	“Go on, you can tell them, Tommy.”

	Thomas puffed up about four sizes and Anna chuckled as he cleared his throat.

	“That one there, that’s Jax. And this guy, he’s Caleb.”

	Marianna and Scarlet cooed. Nataly threw her arms around Thomas from behind and planted a kiss on his cheek. “You’re gonna be the best daddy.”

	“Yeah, he is.” Anna looked up at Thomas who grinned back down at her. He dropped his head down and gave her an awkward upside-down kiss, and she laughed against his mouth.

	“Perfect names for perfect babies you guys.” Gavin came from the kitchen and wrapped Natty in a huge hug, whispering something in her ear.

	The three babies, nestled on Annalise’s chest were content, snuggled up to each other and their mommy. A siren could finally be heard coming down the road and the guys poked their heads back in, with their eyes covered.

	“Is it safe yet?”

	Scarlet laughed and rocked back to her feet, then stood up. “Yes, you big old baby. Come here and see your nephews and niece.”

	Nick’s hand slid down his face little by little, his eyes wide.

	“Three . . . babies?”

	 

	 

	 


FOURTEEN MONTHS LATER

	 

	Peals of laughter echoed down the hall in every direction. Thomas crawled on all fours, chasing after Jax and Caleb, Amber on his back. 

	“Ya better watch out! I’m gonna get ya!”

	Matching squeals came from each boy as they toddled toward the kitchen.

	Thomas sucked in a breath when his knee landed on some tiny land mine in the shape of a lego and he braced on giant cow drawing to dig it out. 

	Almost every visible surface of the lower wall was covered in pen, crayon, paint, you name it. Up higher, there was hardly an inch between the photos and portraits that lined the walls. He grinned. Just like he wanted.

	Amber clutched at his shirt as she tried to slide off. 

	Demon dagger removed from his flesh, he flicked it across the room and laughed as he reached a hand back. “Oh ho! Think you’re gettin’ away, do ya?”

	Anna popped out of the doorway ahead. “BOO!”

	All three of the babies screamed in laughter, and Thomas guffawed. Spooking these rugrats was one of their favorite things to do.

	The boys ran back toward him, crashing into his open arms. Amber wrapped her arms around his neck, babbling a drooly “Ma ma ma” behind his head.

	“Did mean ol’ mommy scare my babies?”

	Anna plopped her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes.

	“Yes. Mean ol’ me. Mean ol’ me that made you all breakfast.”

	Thomas sat up straight and raised his eyebrows. He dropped his jaw and slapped his hands to his cheeks as he looked at the boys. 

	Caleb mirrored his expression. “Da!”

	Thomas winked at Anna and whispered excitedly. “She means cereal!”

	“Nope,” she laughed. “Not today.”

	Thomas’ shoulders fell and he scrunched his nose. “It ain’t fruit, is it? You know the boys, uh, don’t like that.”

	“Uh-huh. The boys. Right. And no, it’s not fruit. Just come on you big goof.”

	Thomas chuckled and looked at the boys. “Did you hear what mommy called me? Ya just gonna sit there and take that?”

	Jax blew spit bubbles and poked them with his fingers. Caleb continued to say “da” on whispered breaths as he clapped his chubby little hands.

	Anna snorted and shrugged. “I guess they are. Better come on before I give it to the cat.”

	Amber squealed and slid the rest of the way down Thomas’s back. “Yaya!”

	“Oh no ya don’t pipsqueak. Poor thing ain’t got any tail left after last night.” Amber tried to take off down the hall, but he caught her hand and grunted as he stood.

	Anna smiled and turned on her heel, leading the way.

	Thomas scooped all three children up. He carried Amber and Jax at his chest, braced by his arm. Caleb hung like a sack of potatoes under his other arm, which he thought was hilarious, his crackly baby laugh traveling through the whole house.

	When Thomas rounded the corner he sucked in a massive elated gasp.

	“You made WAFFLES!?”

	Good God, he loved this woman.

	He set all three kids down, who scattered in three different directions, squealing. Annalise’s squeal was the best though, when he snatched her up in a massive, spinning hug. 

	She laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck, planting a firm kiss on his mouth. His body burned. How much longer until nap time?

	When she pulled back and nuzzled his nose, he shook his head. “My God Anna. You really are amazing, you know that?”

	She bit her lip and nodded, but furrowed her brow when he sucked in a hiss through his teeth. “I mean, not as awesome as me, but ya know.”

	He winked and she shot out a single laugh, making a show of poking his ribs as she shoved away from him. He jumped just out of reach and waggled his eyebrows. “To be continued.” 

	Something clattered to the ground in the nursery, followed by giggles. 

	Thomas sighed and called out. “Come on, pipsqueaks, time to eat!”

	 

	 The End 

	 


DELETED SCENE ONE
 

	The vote in my fan group on Facebook was in favor of including these little snippets. (If you’d like insider info and the chance to vote on random things, join up! I’d love to have you!) This first one is lightly edited (thank you Janet!) But it’s still a bit raw. And it’s from a way earlier version of the book where Nataly wasn’t as neuro-diverse as her final form. This was the original opening of the story, before I fine-tuned the timeline. Once that fleshed out, there really wasn’t a good way to include this, and, in my mind at least, it didn’t add any info to the story that you couldn’t get from other sections. ALL THAT SAID: Hope you enjoy ;) 

	***
The nightmares always started the same way. 

	Happy. 

	In love, on the run, and almost there. 

	The middles were the worst. That’s where the hope was crushed. Sometimes she held the gun, other times she was the bullet. Sometimes they made it out, but the car crashed. One time there was even a bomb. They had to sedate her after that one. That sucked.

	But they always ended the same way: A noise. Blood. Devastating heartbreak.

	This morning, though, the blood wasn’t his. It was hers. She’d finally taken his place. 

	For the first time since that horrible day, Annalise woke up happy.

	And that was terrifying.

	*****

	"So, you had another one last night?"

	Dr. David waited with a pen hovering above his little notepad. Annalise shifted on the couch and nodded.

	"Did you take your pill? You know they don’t work unless they’re in your system."

	 His large ham hands fiddled with the pen. Annalise chuckled to herself and cleared her throat. She nodded again. Dr. David sighed.

	"Well, I don’t think we should increase the dosage. If they get so bad that you can’t deal with them, we’ll address it then. Annalise, look at me."

	She flicked her eyes up from the faded green carpet to his round face. He pulled off his coke bottle glasses and smiled.

	"You’re making phenomenal progress. It’s very important for you to realize that. So much so, that I’ve made the recommendation for you to come off the anti-psychotics."

	Her eyes went wide, both with fear and hope. That meant she might be able to open the shop soon! Was she ready?

	"I’ll coordinate with Ryker, but I’m sure he’ll agree. As long as you keep up your therapy appointments—all of them— and continue taking your other medication, I see no reason why you couldn’t start to get on with your life." He leaned up over his knee. "As long as you feel you’re ready, we will go ahead and release you."

	She sucked in a sharp breath. She had no idea this was coming . . . or how she felt about it. It was easy to stay detached in the facility. It wasn’t really a reality for her here. She wasn’t having to deal with anything from her own bed. She swallowed and took a slow breath. She could do this. If anyone could . . . she could.

	She nodded and smiled. "I’m so ready. Does Ryker have an office in town though? I thought he was only here in the facility."

	Dr. David smiled.

	"He’s setting up a little office down on main street. Until it’s ready, you’ll just come back here.”

	He stood and she followed suit, pulling her sleeves down over her hands nervously. She hated the scarring on her wrists; everyone always assumed she was a cutter. 

	"Your brother is already on the way. You go on to your room and get your things together. One of the orderlies will swing by and carry it for you." He gently placed his hand on her shoulder. "Annalise, you really are extraordinarily strong. But try to remember: it’s okay to be weak too, right?"

	She smiled and nodded again. Nope. Weakness wasn’t an option. But that’s not what they wanted to hear.

	She scooted out of the door and speed walked to her room. Her roommate Nataly was splayed out on her stomach on her bed, propped up on her elbows with her feet swinging in the air. She sat up when Annalise entered. She immediately hopped up when she saw Annalise’s expression and bounced in place. 

	"Did ya get sprung?!" 

	Annalise nodded and grinned. Nataly gave her a big hug, rocking her from side to side.

	 "Awww I knew it wouldn’t be long! You’re too good for this place! This place’s only for sick people. Not a faker like you." She winked and Annalise laughed.

	"I’ll miss you. Want me to come and visit sometime?"

	Nataly cleared her throat and pulled out of the hug, flopping back down on her bed. She shook her head and smiled. 

	"Nah. Don’t ever come back here." She frowned and Annalise matched the expression.

	"Well, you’d better come see me when you get out, okay? That way I can give you a job!"

	 

	****Nataly****

	 

	Nataly laughed and nodded. "Ya got yourself a deal, plum." She swallowed down a lump and watched as Annalise hurriedly threw her things into a duffel bag. "Hey. Ya ever decide what you’re gonna call it?"

	Annalise stopped and stood up straight, her back still to Nataly. She took a deep breath and looked down at the bag. "Yeah. ‘Tommy’s’.”

	Nataly’s eyes went wide, and she fought to even out her breathing.

	"Heh. Cool name. I useta know a guy named Tommy." She swallowed as Annalise turned a smile around to her. 

	"Yeah, hon, I know. Do you remember where from yet?"

	Nataly chewed on her lip and shook her head. 

	Annalise chuckled. "No worries, it was probably a blind date gone wrong and you blocked it from your brain." She turned back around and shoved more stuff in her bag.

	Nataly gave a half-hearted laugh and glanced down at the floor. Of course, she knew where. She couldn’t tell Annalise though. She couldn’t tell anyone anything. Not even her real last name.

	Anna dragged the overstuffed bag off the edge of the bed, and it hit the floor with a thud. The orderly knocked on the door frame and came in. 

	"Ms. Holiday, Doctor David is ready for you now."

	Nataly smiled and popped up from the bed. Annalise trotted over and gave her another hug, sniffling. 

	Nataly irritatedly clicked her tongue. "Cut that out. And don’t say bye."

	Anna’s eyes went wide, and she blinked. "Where’d . . ."

	Nataly swore to herself and shrugged. "From T.V. Long time ago. Anyways, better run on before your chariot leaves without ya!"

	She clapped Annalise on the shoulder and strode out the door, headed to Dr. David’s office. As she passed the first door, she chewed at the quiver in her lip. 

	She’d never get out. Pop’d make sure of that. And with each “treatment” she got from these doctors, she lost another part of who she was. Getting harder to think. To talk right. Not sure how much longer she could hold out, but she just had to try. 

	Just until her Gavin came to save her.
****
 

	 


DELETED SCENE TWO
 

	This adorable, utterly unedited section was cut from the apartment scene when the flow demanded it go way more serious. But it was honestly just too precious for me to lose completely. And who could ever have enough Tommy & Anna!?

***

	He proceeded to overfill both bowls, practically turning the box upside down and she snorted.

	"Those aren’t going to hold any milk now, you know."

	"Psshh. Sure they will. I ain’t new on the block. Besides, milk is just a decoration. Cereal’s the main event."  

	He smirked as he smothered both bowls in milk, right up to the rim. He took a oversized bite and chewed it deliberately, eyeing her. She laughed, crossing her arms.

	"Don’t tell me. I bet you also eat out of the box like a Neanderthal!

	His eyebrows lifted and he swallowed. Annalise smugly scooped up a dainty spoonful and held it in front of her mouth. He straightened his spine, puffed out his chest and thrust up his chin as he cleared his throat.

	"Madam. I will admit I have indeed partaken in eating cereal directly from the box. I am not ashamed, nor will I cease."

	She busted out laughing, sending several marshmallows flying off her spoon, which made Thomas guffaw, dropping some off his own spoon. 

	Eventually, when she could breathe, she wiped her eyes and shook her head. "You’re cleaning it up. It’s your fault."

	Thomas cleared his throat again and cocked an eyebrow. "Oh ho, that right?  Ya gonna make me?"

	Annalise thrust up her chin. Thomas’s smile grew in anticipation, but when she rose up from the bar stool and bit her lip, the entire room vanished. All he saw was her. He blinked and his smile dropped. Her hand disappeared from his line of sight, but he couldn’t move his eyes. When a handful of cereal peppered his face, he sucked in a surprised breath, exhaling on a loud scoff. Her musical laugh sounded again as she crossed her arms in victory.

	"Boy." He looked down, flicked a single marshmallow off the collar of his shirt, and cut his eyes to her with a grin. "That was a mistake, short stack. I’m the Master of Food Fightin’. You sure you wanna open that can?"

	
*****

	That’s it! In truth, I have about 20 full-on chapters that were cut and mutilated in some fashion, but none that would still fit the completed version of the book. In fact, the very first take on this book had Ryker as a love interest, if you can believe that! (He’s a much better villain, in my humble opinion. And I fully agree with Jack—he didn’t suffer nearly enough.) 

	
 Thank you all so much for reading. Teasers for the next two books will be at the end of The Christmas Collection, which comes out 12/3/19! Timeline-wise, it falls between the final chapter and the epilogue. Make sure you pre-order so you don’t miss these adorable, feel-good stories!
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