
        
            
                
            
        

    Bound by Lies (Bound #1)
By Hanna Peach
 
Our love is on his terms. He contacts me only through notes − unpredictable and untraceable. When we meet, he can touch me, but I’m not allowed to touch him. When we make love, it’s only after I have been bound and blindfolded. It’s the only time I truly feel alive. Which is why I play along with it. For now.
 
Caden Thaine is the most sinfully beautiful man I have ever seen. But more than that, his touch sets me on fire. And dear God, do I ache for him. I don’t know where he lives or even what he does. But this doesn’t scare me. My only fear is that one day his messages will stop. 
 
I know he’s hiding something. But that’s okay. I am hiding things, too. Like my real name and... who I really am. But what we have is enough. Sort of. And everything works…
 
Until one day, I follow him.
 
Soon our dark pasts will collide and I will discover just how much we are both bound by lies.
 
Adult romantic suspense. +18 years.









“You won’t realize how strong you are until you are given no other choice.”
~ kitten
 
 
This book is for the strong in all of us.








Author’s Note: For the sole purpose of ensuring the story flows, references to condom use have been removed from the sex scenes. Please always practice safe sex. 



Chapter 1
 
This time, the note comes through a letter.
When I return home from work, it’s there: the only envelope in my mailbox. Plain and white. I know it must be from him because no one else sends me letters. No one else knows where I live.
As I pull the envelope from my mailbox my heart starts beating against my ribs like a trapped animal against its cage. In some ways it is, and he is the only one who can set it free. I know that this letter will contain a note. And this note means I will see him again soon.
My address on the front is written in black ink and I recognize his neat cursive handwriting straight away. I brush my thumb over the stamp, a stern face of a foreign president, and notice it is postmarked express from Colombia. Another one from Colombia.
I turn the envelope over and catch the whiff of a masculine scent of musk and wood smoke. His scent. Like always there is no return address. Without caring that I’m still standing in my cramped gray apartment lobby, I touch the envelope to the end of my nose and inhale. I breathe him in deeply. My belly clenches as his scent cascades down through my body and pools between my legs.
I shut the mailbox, snatch the mailbox key from the rusted lock and run up the stairs two at a time, my groceries and bag slapping against my hips. I unlock my door and push into my apartment, tripping over the small rise of the doorframe in my haste.
My apartment is a compact studio apartment; a single room with a small kitchen immediately to the right of my front door with a slim kitchen table that doubles as a work bench. An armchair sits alone next to a window, which allows me to sit in the sun when it’s out and read fifty-cent paperbacks from second-hand stores. At the end of the room is my double bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers and a bedside table. The only other door leads to my compact but usable bathroom. The paint is peeling, there is a weird musty smell that hangs about if I shut up this place for too long, and I’m on the wrong side of town, but I don’t care. It’s cheap and somewhere to sleep. I don’t ever bring anyone back here anyway.
My bag of groceries and satchel are dumped and forgotten by the door. I pause long enough to turn the key in the lock and test the door handle, then I flick on the deadbolt that I had installed when I moved in. I turn, leaving the keys swinging in the lock, and go straight to my armchair, a second-hand ratty thing with a suspect stain that I’ve covered with a throw. Not beautiful, but it does the job and it was cheap. 
I sit, the letter still in my trembling hand. I take a deep breath as I caress the edges of the rectangle, enjoying this little game of torture I play with myself, seeing how long I can sit here without tearing the envelope apart to get at the secrets within. My insides burn to see the contents. How many hours and minutes and seconds until I see him again? 
I run my fingers along the lettering and I can see his hands, thick and strong and rough with a single perfect freckle marking the back of his right index finger, holding a pen and writing these words for me. I hold the envelope up to my nose again and smell him. Then I run my bottom lip where I imagine his tongue has licked across the lip of the envelope before he sealed it. 
Enough. I give in. 
I tear into this flimsy outer layer. The shredded envelope flutters to the ground and the note, again on plain white paper, is now in my hand. Like always, written in his handwriting, is a single line.
 
Midnight Falls. Cabin #11. Sunday 4pm.
 
Sunday. 4 p.m. And today is only Thursday. Oh God. Three whole days until I see him again. This constant dull ache for him crescendos into a crushing fist deep in my belly. Like always, it gets worse when I know exactly when I’ll see him next. Three days. As usual, he’s making me wait. But there’s nothing I can do. I’m tied to him.
It should have been an omen that I met Caden at a nightclub called Bound.
 



Chapter 2
 
Six months ago
 
Bound is a loud, moralless pit hole slunk in the shadows of the warehouse district of this city. It is gritty exposed-brick walls, exposed ceilings and rusted pipes, and medieval furniture made of thick wood and black iron. The bar staff is costumed in structured leather, whalebone and PVC. Some of them wear masks to protect their day-time identities. Others wear their faces open and proud with painted red lips. Some adorn themselves with spiked collars or jewels on chains strung across from various body piercings like Christmas decorations. 
The music is so wild it almost sounds like it has no beat. Just a furious epileptic noise that bangs through the bodies on the dance floor, a perfect soundtrack to the carnal stills of thrusting hips and flicking hair given up by the flickering strobe lights. It is a perfect place to meet like-minded people who just want to forget.
I come here when I need to forget. No, I lie. I can’t forget. The most I can hope for is a distraction. 
In this private booth in Bound, I yank his pants off him and they drop to the black marble flooring. With one hard push he falls back onto the black couch, his erection waving slightly at me.
He grins at me from under his floppy sandy hair. Dimples mark his cheeks. “You’re an aggressive one, aren’t you?”
“You here to talk or to fuck?”
I lift up the hem of my dress to reveal that I didn’t bother with underwear. His eyes drop to my freshly shaven pussy and I see them widen a little. I straddle him and reach past him to the pieces of leather piled on the shelf behind the chair. It’s dark in there, but I know what I’m looking for by feel. As I lean forward my chest pushes against his cheek. He pulls my left breast free from my dress and gives my nipple a lick. 
“You don’t even want to know my name or anything?” His voice reverberates against my breast. 
I grit my teeth as the frustration builds in my body. Finally, my fingers find the piece of leather I’m after. I lean back to sit on his thighs. “I don’t give a shit what your name is.”
Using both hands I stuff the ball gag into his mouth and push the leather strap down over his head. With a swift move I tighten the strap and buckle it off behind his head. His eyes widen further and his fingers flinch up to the leather gag. But before he can protest or unbuckle the piece, I lick a generous line of moisture across my palms and wrap them around his shaft. I start to move my hands apart in a twisting motion, almost like I am wringing out a towel, then back together. He lets out a groan muffled by the gag and his head falls back onto the chair as I continue to work his cock. 
Yes, that’s it. The feel of his hard smooth skin sliding in my hands raises the itch under my skin to an almost unbearable level. I can’t. I need. Release. Now. 
I lift myself up and slide down onto him. I dig my nails into his chest to leverage myself, ignoring his hiss, and start to ram my hips against him. He raises his hips to meet me and his hands grab my ass. I panic, scratching at his chest then pushing his hands off me. “Don’t touch me.”
He scrunches up his face and looks down to the raw red marks across his pecs, but he holds his palms up in a surrender. 
Yes, you surrender. I’m in control. I start to move again and he settles back, his arms laying across the back of the small couch. His fingers grip the leather tighter and tighter as I work against him. He groans again and his eyelids flutter shut. My own pressure builds inside me. My head falls back and my eyes close. Under this darkness I am empty, if but for a moment. The rhythmic motion of my hips against his is like waves crashing against cliffs, violent and furious. But it numbs me and I can almost mistake it for freedom. The wave of heat rises through my body. I grind my hips against this stranger, taking what I need, hoping that this time it will be enough to last. 
But it isn’t enough. It is never enough.
That was last night. Tonight, I lean my elbows against the bar, stirring my straw through my vodka and tonic, trying to pay attention to the guy on my left who bought me this drink. But my mind is too scattered. This itchy, uncomfortable feeling clenches me like too-tight skin, and my unwanted memories are like a buoy. They keep bobbing up to the surface no matter how much I keep pushing them back under. God, I need a distraction.
I watch Barry or Bozo, or whatever this clown’s name is, waving his fingers around as he talks. I nod my head like I give a shit and wonder how long decorum dictates that I wait to suggest that he pay for a private booth. His brown hair is conservatively cut and combed to one side; he reminds me of a Ken doll. Especially when he flashes that expensively purchased smile of his. He wears a tailored pinstriped suit with a red silk folded handkerchief in his jacket pocket. Who the hell wears a frickin’ handkerchief in their pocket to a club? Corporate-douchebag-Ken does. 
His right nostril is dusted with white powder and he has that gunky white residue at the corner of his mouth as most coke users do. Fucking gross. I hope he doesn’t expect me to kiss him. I look down at the bar counter, shiny from polish and spilled liquor, because I just can’t keep looking at him. Otherwise I fear I’ll get put off to the point where I can’t do this. And I need this. 
I place my lips around the straw and pretend to take a sip of my drink. They are generous with their shots here, so I can taste the sting of the vodka mixed with the sharpness of the lime on my lips as I draw up the cold liquid. Then I stop sucking without swallowing any liquid and let it all fall back down the straw. I don’t drink. Especially not when I’m on the hunt for a distraction. I don’t like losing control of my faculties. I won’t do it. I don’t like it. Most importantly, I can’t afford to.
At that moment something in the music changes and I look up. It’s then that I spot him leaning against the wall across from me. His giant form with overbearing shoulders and intimidating arms straining against his dark shirt makes it difficult not to notice him. From here I can see that he has messy dark hair and dark eyebrows. I can’t tell what color his eyes are, but I’m desperate to find out. Black as night, I guess, to match his hair.
I can tell that he is staring at me, making no attempts to hide it. I can’t help but smile. 
I noticed him several weeks ago. He had been standing in almost that very spot, also staring at me. But he didn’t come up to me, despite the fact that he had basically fucked me from across the space with his eyes. I fucked him right back. But I didn’t go up to him. I don’t chase men. I don’t have to. 
I thought that he would approach me. But he didn’t. He just watched me. He didn’t even come to lay claim after a good-looking suit sought to charm me into giving him some of my time. I left with the suit that night. Although you’d better believe I was imaging him buried between my legs later that night. Since then, I’ve found my eyes being drawn to that very spot where he stands now.
“Hey, sweetcheeks.” My attention is diverted back to Bozo. This wannabe lover is frowning at me, obviously ticked off that he isn’t getting his vodka tonic’s worth of attention from me. The dim bar lights flash off his hair like an oil slick, making it look like someone has spat all through it. I cringe when I imagine running my hands through it to pull at it. “You even listening to me?”
I smile and I can feel it dripping thick with fake honey. I pull in the corners of my mouth so that it forces dimples to my cheeks. “Of course I am, babe.” I giggle and place my hand lightly on his arm. 
Bozo’s face relaxes. Predictable fucker. He leans in close so I can smell a mix of rum and cigarettes on his breath, and I have to fight the urge to throw up in my mouth. I rack my brain for why I even let him buy me a drink.
“Well, why don’t you drink up, beautiful, and we can go take this party upstairs into a private booth?” 
This is what I want, isn’t it? I feel his hand slip onto the small of my lower back then slide down to feel the round of my ass. He presses his partial erection against my side. Usually the touch of a sexed-up man ready to go gets me excited, but tonight, for some reason, it only serves to make me feel queasy. I swallow and try to fight this feeling from showing on my face. For some reason I look over to the wall again.
Mr. Tall Dark and Fuckable is gone. I glance around in an attempt to find him, but I don’t see him towering over the mass of bobbing heads in the crowd. My heart sinks into my stomach, making my nausea feel worse. 
“Sorry, babe,” I say, taking my arm off Bozo and stepping aside so his hand drops off my ass. “I just remembered I have to meet someone. Maybe next time.”
Before I can step away his fingers grab at my arm, pulling me off balance. “Don’t play games with me,” he grunts, his breath coming out hard and fast like a bull. “You were all over me a second ago. You wouldn’t have come out here wearing no underwear if you weren’t up for it.” He runs his other hand up the back of my ass again to prove he was right. “I can smell that you want me from here.”
I cringe. I try to shake his hand off, but his grip is like a vice. “Let go of me, you pig.”
Instead he pulls me to him and tries for a kiss, his disgusting mouth puckering like a fish. His other hand slips under the hem of my dress. I lean back and try to balance on one heel so I can kick him where it hurts. But he releases me, almost causing me to fall over, and disappears behind a wide back wrapped in black cotton. I grab the bar to steady myself.
Oh God. It’s him. The man from the wall. I know it’s him. Even though I can’t see his face, I recognize his presence. I stare up at his thick shoulder muscles pushing out against his shirt, then down his lats, which are wide enough to hang off, tucking down into a trim waist and a round butt and lovely strong thighs hugged by dark blue denim. Holy sweet Jesus. My mouth is already watering.
“She said she had to meet someone. Now back the fuck off,” Mr. Tall Dark and Fuckable’s words rumble to my ears over the thump thump of the music. Even his voice sounds like sex, deep and rough and demanding.
“Shit. Okay, man. I’m going.” 
“The fuck you are.” This sex god steps back so that I can see that he has Bozo by his shirt. He yanks Bozo forward. “You apologize first. And make it a good one.”
Bozo starts to grovel at me, but I can’t hear him. I am mesmerized by my first close-up look at this man’s face. He was good looking from far away, but up close he is just… beautiful. Not in a structurally perfect Abercrombie and Fitch pretty boy-model come-run-with-me-through-the-fucking-daisies kind of way. 
God no. 
He is beautiful like the wild, untamed mountains. He is tan skinned, thick jawed and stubbled, and there is a scar that cuts across one of his eyebrows. His generous lips are pulled into a scowl that makes him look dangerous and a little bit nasty in all the right ways. This combination sends a rush of heat through my veins. 
But his eyes… Heaven help me. I am so wrong about his eyes. They aren’t brown. They are the intense green of rough seas, turbulent and luring with depths that I might never be able to swim out of. And Lord, do I want to swim in them. Naked.
He stares back at me, meeting my gaze head on. His snarl softens into a smirk. But he still manages to make it look mean. Like a warning. 
I definitely should not be staring back so boldly. I definitely should not be wondering how dark a shade his eyes get when he’s turned on. I definitely definitely should not be going anywhere with him to find out.
I only realize that Bozo has finished groveling when he is shoved away. “Get lost and stay lost.”
Bozo disappears into the crowd. And I am left with him. He still hasn’t broken eye contact with me. 
I hear a little voice in me begging me to be the first to look away. Play it cool. I snap out of my reverie and lean one elbow against the bar so that my other hip rolls out, something I know showcases my small waist.
“So I guess I owe you a thanks then, huh?” I tilt my head down so that my hair falls across one eye and look up at him. I give him my fake name just quiet enough so that he has to lean in to hear it. Now that he is right where I want him, I hold out my hand and give him my slowest, sexiest smile – the one I reserve for when I want to impress, the one that never fails to have a man eating out of my palm. 
He laughs.
The prick laughs at me.
I am so shocked I just blink at him like an idiot, my hand still stuck out like a misplaced limb. What. The. Fuck.
Then he smiles at me as if I’ve just told him a joke. “Sorry, honey. I’m telling you now, I’d be bad for you. You don’t want to mess around with me. I just thought I’d do my moral duty and help out.”
I bristle. “I don’t need saving.”
“I was talking about him. He was about to get his balls kicked up into his head.”
He leans in so that he’s only inches away, so close I catch my first smell of him. Musky and manly with a hint of wood smoke underneath. I want to bury my body into his and push my face into his chest and just inhale him in, long and deep. Musk and wood smoke. For some reason it makes me feel… safe. This feeling washes over me as his scent does and my limbs feel warm. It startles me. Safe is not something that I remember feeling in a long time. 
He speaks low. “Why do you do this to yourself? Are you happy with what you’ve become?”
“W-what? What the hell are you talking about?”
Only then does his gaze leave my eyes to give me a long, languid once-over. It isn’t the kind of look that I’m used to. It doesn’t rip at my clothes or grab at my skin. No. This look caresses my body like a tender kiss. And I am stripped until my wretched soul is left with nothing to cover it.
I swallow. I stand up straight and lift my chin a little higher. But my fingers are fiddling with the hem of my dress. Suddenly I’m not feeling so comfortable in my skin-tight mini dress and black patent leather sky-high come-fuck-me heels. What felt like armor, now feels cheap and flimsy.
He looks back up to meet my gaze. When I catch the sadness in his eyes I flush. When he speaks there is no trace of anger left in his voice. “You’re so much more than this. You just need someone to remind you.”
He turns without another word and starts to push through the throng of bodies. For a second I’m so stunned I can’t move. 
Bastard. How dare he? Don’t you dare go after him.
But my heart is beating in protest as I watch him leave, taking my safety with him. I must have that feeling again. I must. He has tied himself to something deep inside me that remembers who I am. It remembers all of what I am. The good parts, the worthy parts, the parts of me that are more than this parade I put on for the world. “You’re so much more than this. You just need someone to remind you.” I want someone to remind me. I want him to remind me.
The fight is won. I go after him. 
I can’t see him as I elbow my way through the crowd. Move. Move! Can’t you see I have to get to him? Where is he? Has he left already? What if I’ve already lost this chance?
Then I catch a glimpse of him stopped up ahead at the coat check, and it renews my hope. I yell at him to stop, but he can’t hear me over the noise of the music. No one can. These arms all feel like they are conspiring to hold me back as I struggle and shove my way through the thick forest of bodies. I watch helplessly as he turns from the coat check and disappears through the club doors. I push and scramble my way through with renewed vigor. 
Finally I pull free. I burst through the club doors and scan the lot in front of me. A cool night breeze teases at my hair, but I ignore it. Where is he? Oh God. I lost him. 
But then I see his tall figure striding across the half-empty car park. A brown leather jacket now covers his frame, but I swear his body is so familiar to me already that I could always recognize him without needing to see his face.
“Hey! You!” I yell as I stride as fast as I can in my heels.
He just ignores me and keeps walking. Bastard. How dare he. Men don’t ignore me. I snatch off my heels so that I can run faster. 
His strong legs are long, and he is halfway across the parking lot before I even get close to him. I am still yelling at him to stop, and he is still ignoring me. When I’m close enough I throw one of my heels at him to get his attention. It clips him on the skull and bounces to the ground.
He turns suddenly. “What the hell?”
I pull up short a few steps from him. “How dare you? Where the hell do you get off talking to me like that?”
He growls as he rubs his head and I am reminded of an angry bear. I take a small step back. 
“Shit,” he mutters. “I knew I shouldn’t have come near you.”
“But you did. And you saved me from that creep and you made him apologize to me, which was probably the sweetest thing anyone has done for me in a long time, but then you said the most awful things… and… and now you’re just walking off. What the fuck?”
“I’ve seen you in there more than once. You come in alone, each time with a different dress on, but each dress has the same M.O. Up to your ass and showing so much cleavage that you could catch flies with it. And boy do you do catch some flies.” His face twists in disgust and I flush with shame. 
He thinks I’m a slut. Normally I wear that badge with honor. Yeah, I can fuck like a man. If that makes me a slut, so what? But now, I involuntarily pull down the hem of my dress, then curse myself for doing so. 
“So I dress like this. So what? I don’t ever get any complaints.”
“Of course they don’t complain. They’re getting exactly what they want from you.”
I swallow. Yes, the men I fuck are using me, but I’m using them, too. Aren’t I? 
“I’m an adult. I can… do what I want.” But my voice sounds smaller to my own ears. I fight back a prickle behind my lids.
He sighs and the hardness slips from his face a little. “Is this really what you want for yourself? Really?”
Through his eyes I’m not sure anymore whether I like what I see. It makes me tremble inside and threatens to blow the lid on my whole sanity. What do I do now? I need some sort of answer.
I must get closer to him. I let my other heel slip to the ground and I take a few steps forward cautiously, ignoring the stab of loose gravel under my feet, closing the gap between us. He watches me warily, and I’m reminded of approaching a wild animal. Don’t make any sudden moves. Don’t startle him. 
When I get close enough to smell him the feeling of safety encases me again, and I know, whatever happens, I can’t let him get away. I need this. I need him. I take a final step so we stand face to face.
“You said I just needed to be reminded. You could remind me.” 
I lift my palms towards him to get my first feel of his wide chest. But he grabs my wrists before I can touch him and pins them to my sides. It is our first touch and it makes me feel lightheaded and numb, and I revel in it. Our eyes feel like they have fused to each other. In any other circumstance I would have pouted or licked my lips or heaved out my breasts. But none of these things feel right. With him, I feel real.
“You’re right,” I say. I’m surprised at how shaky my voice is, but I keep going. “I don’t like who I am. But I don’t know how to be anything else. You can’t just leave me like this. Please… don’t leave me like this.”
“I wouldn’t be good for you.”
“You said that already.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Let me be the judge of that.”
His lips purse and he looks pained all of a sudden. I get the urge to take his bottom lip between my teeth and suck. But I don’t. I don’t move.
“I have rules,” he says.
“I’m very good at following rules.”
Under the fierceness in his eyes I detect a hint of amusement. “Do you really want to get involved with me, kitten?”
Kitten. As in, I am a kitten and he is a lion. And if I get involved, he will eat me up. Dear God, I want to be eaten up by him.
He steps closer, but he doesn’t let go of my wrists. He’s holding me gently but firmly and I can feel the strength in his hands. For some reason being pinned by him relaxes me. It is like Valium and I am already addicted.
He bends his head down and rubs his lips across my cheekbone, starting from near my nose and along to my ear. Dear God. How can a man so rough looking have lips that soft? 
“Should I take your silence as a no?” His voice sinks into my skin like a bite, sending heat into my blood. 
I have to close my eyes. His size and his smell and his touch and his voice are crowding all my senses. He feels like he is everywhere around me, promising to possess me completely. But it’s not enough. My lower belly clenches with a fierce ache. I have to have this man inside me. I need it like I need my next breath.
“So what’ll it be, kitten?”
“Yes,” I breathe. “I’m saying yes.”
As he moves a little closer, his body presses lightly against mine. We are barely touching, but the heat rolling off him is enough to make my insides shake. I need to be possessed by him.
“Okay, kitten. We start now. You can tell all your little boyfriends that they can fuck off. No more sex with strangers. No other men. Or you’ll never see or hear from me again. Is that clear?”
I should be raging at his sheer arrogance and his insistence at exclusivity. I don’t do exclusivity. Except, why do I want to do it with him?
Then I realize why. It’s him. He is different. And this, this demand is different. I can feel it. It is not for his benefit, but for mine. Not for his pleasure, but for mine.
He pulls back and his eyes are hardened like bottled glass. “I said. Is. That. Clear.”
I nod, my throat too constricted with lust to speak. If he can reduce me to a quivering mess with only his voice, just imagine what he could do with… his fingers... his tongue… his…
He steps back with one foot so that our bodies open apart like they are hinged. Cold air rushes in where he was standing. I feel the tips of his fingers settle between my shoulder blades. “I’m taking you home.”
Yes. I am ready. I am so ready for this man and whatever rules or lessons he has planned for me.
He pushes me forward, directing me by the light touch on my back. The confidence with which he leads me, the way he directs me through the lot tells me he knows how to be in control. It promises me that if I let him lead me, he will show me numbing, blissful, submissive pleasure like I have never known. I allow him to walk me wordlessly through the parking lot, getting wetter with each step.
He stops me aside a motorcycle, big and beastly and chrome.
“You’re taking me home on that? Without a helmet?” 
“It’s not actually required by law here to wear one. But I promise I’ll drive slowly and carefully,” he adds with a little smile.
I stare at the machine for a moment longer. “It looks like it bites.” I have never ridden a motorbike. They’ve always been too dangerous in my mind. And I know the statistics of motorbike accidents. 
He laughs. “The bike isn’t what you need to worry about.”
He takes his fingers from me. Immediately I feel unbalanced. I wish he would touch me again. When I turn back to him he is holding out my heels by the straps. He had picked up my discarded shoes for me. I blink several times before I take them off him and clutch at them with one hand. I am mesmerized by his sure yet graceful movements as he shrugs his brown leather jacket off those powerful shoulders. Sweet Jesus, could this man get any sexier?
He holds out his jacket. “Put this on. You’ll get cold on the way home.”
“But what about you?”
He shrugs and says nothing, still holding out the jacket.
I take it from him. Suddenly I feel a prickle at my jaw. God dammit. This man does one nice thing for me and I am getting weepy. Have I been so devoid of simple kindness lately that this one little action has almost reduced me to tears?
A deep sadness fills me like rust-colored water into an empty glass vase when I realize the answer is yes.
I turn my back to him and slip on the jacket, transferring my heels from hand to hand. The inside of it is warm, and his scent brushes up my neck to my nose in a soft caress. God, I could lose myself in his smell and this warmth. I almost believe that this jacket is bulletproof. 
He straddles the motorbike and it seems to sigh under him. He knocks back the kickstand with his heel and runs his fingers across the controls on the handlebar. The motorbike growls to life under him like a waking lion. Holding one handlebar to keep it steady, he turns to look at me.
“Get on.”
My limbs work of their own volition, moving me towards him like a ship returning to harbor. Before I realize what is happening I am seated on the bike in front of him, fitting in the space between his legs. Once again the feeling of security and safety falls over me. Nothing can touch me while I’m with this man. He is my titanium shield.
I can feel the length of his hard, muscled body as I gently lean back into him. His arm reaches around me and holds the other handlebar, and this feeling of safety is complete.
He revs the engine and pulls out of the parking lot into the Saturday late-night traffic, following my directions towards my place. 
He is true to his word. He rides slowly and carefully. I lean back into him and my head falls so comfortably into the crook of his neck. I close my eyes and just breathe as the wind whips around us, and the rumble of the engine causes all my muscles to relax. Within this rush of air I sit balanced, calm, at peace, like the eye of a storm. Even though we are only touching the earth through two precarious points of the tires beneath us, I feel like I could fall asleep here in his arms. 
A thought forces its way into my peace. What kind of voodoo is this? And… can I trust it?
He pulls into my driveway before I realize how far we’ve come and shuts off the motorbike’s engine. His boots tap down on the ground and I follow suit. I feel the loss of his body heat as he lifts himself off the seat behind me. He holds out a hand and I take it. The skin on my palm sears and crackles where he touches me as he helps me off the bike. The heat dances like fireflies through my body. Instantly I’m awake and I feel like I wouldn’t need to sleep for days. I’m caught in his gaze and I can’t help but just stare. He nods at something behind me. What is it? 
Oh. The front door. Right.
I try to compose myself as I pull the key out of the small bag slung over my body. I unlock the door. I almost fall in after it when he reaches past me to push it open for me. My heart is thudding in my ears and my throat is dry as I walk up the stairs, heels still clutched in one hand. Feeling his presence behind me and his eyes on my legs makes me dizzy. I have to concentrate on each step.
What the hell is wrong with me? I have slept with good looking men before, but none of them has made me so damn… new and awkward like this. 
On the landing I take the last few shaky steps towards my apartment door. And suddenly my door threshold seems to hold much more meaning than before. If we cross this threshold, if I let him come in... what will this mean? I haven’t let a man into this apartment before. Am I really about to do this? 
Yes, I want to. I haven’t wanted to let a man in until now. I realize, I haven’t let a man into my private space since… five years ago. Since… Jacob. My stomach tightens. I try to push images of Jacob’s face away. But they disappear of their own accord when I feel his fingers brush at my hair from behind me. And all I can think about is this beautiful man and how right it will feel to get very, very naked with him. Every second without him inside me, every inch of air between our bodies is a tragedy.
I slip my key into my front door and take a deep, calming breath. It almost works until he presses right up against my back. God, the heat rolling off him is burning me. And I love it. I want more.
“Don’t move,” he says, causing my breath to catch in my throat. Don’t move. Even if I wanted to move, I don’t think I could. 
I feel his nose press lightly into my hair and I hear him inhale. He is smelling me, taking me in. At the same time, I breathe him in through the scent of him all around me from his jacket. This feels stunningly intimate. More intimate than being naked. 
His fingers trail up my arms and they burn, even through the thickness of the leather. His hands run up my shoulders then trail towards the skin at the base of my neck. I suck in my next breath. I am already a hot, dirty mess inside and I am aching to suck those fingers up into my mouth.
His fingers curl into the collar of his jacket and continue to trace my skin. In one liquid movement he pulls the jacket off my shoulders. I shiver internally. He’s going to strip me right outside my door. And I am going to let him. Suddenly there is no question whether or not I will let him inside. He has already found his way in.
His fingers brush aside my hair and drape it down over one shoulder leaving the other side of my neck and shoulder exposed. He grips the front of my throat with his large hand. The choke is firm but gentle and I can feel my pulse beating against his palm. 
His lips find the back of my neck. First in a soft teasing kiss which I feel as tingles in the tips of my fingers. Then his lips part and I feel his wet tongue press against my skin as his hand tightens around my neck. I feel this kiss deep in my aching insides. My back arches and my ass presses into his hips where I feel his hardness through his jeans. A noise like a pleading groan slips out from my mouth.
He pulls his lips off me and moves my hair so it falls down my back.
“Be good, kitten. I’ll be in touch.” And he releases me and walks to the stairs. 
I am so stunned that all I can do for about two seconds is gape. And I feel the itchy fear clinging to me again like static. I realize it had disappeared completely just by being near him. I stare wide-eyed at this man who is disappearing down my stairs. No one has been able to take away my emptiness like this. No one.
And… he didn’t ask to come inside. What? Why? I catch one last look from him before he disappears down the stairwell. Then I realize I’m still holding my key in the door. I let go. I drop my heels and run down the stairs after him. He can’t go. 
The concrete stairs are cold under my feet, but I barely notice. It strikes me that I am running after him again.
I catch up to him at the ground floor just as he’s stepping outside, door closing behind him. 
I rush out after him. “Wait? You’re just leaving me here?”
“Consider this rule number one,” he calls over his shoulder, but he doesn’t stop walking away.
A rule. This causes an instinctive flare of defiance in me. I almost retort back, but as I watch him straddle that bike with his thick powerful legs my mind imagines how he would use those legs to drive into me and I forget to breathe. 
When he looks back up at me I remember myself. I cross my arms and try to pin him with a look. He merely looks amused, and it infuriates me even more. I fantasize about slapping him. But the fantasy turns as he grabs my wrist and pulls me against him. I grab his hair, his locks feeling like silk between my fingers, and kiss the hell out of that incredible mouth until his smirk is reduced to a quiver between my lips. 
I hear the growl of the bike as it comes to life, snapping me out of this fantasy. He is still sitting on his bike staring at me with a knowing look as if he just read my mind. I flush from my cheeks to between my thighs.
“Wait,” I manage to call out before he pulls away. “What’s rule number one?”
“Patience.”
As he rides away I feel the rumble of his engine all the way through my body.
 



Chapter 3
 
The present
 
From that very first night I met him, he kept me waiting and since then he hasn’t stopped. All alone in my apartment, I look down at the latest note in my fingers again.
 
Midnight Falls. Cabin #11. Sunday 4pm.
 
Three days. 
These three days stretch out in front of me like an eternity. It might as well be three years or three lifetimes. The gnawing itching under my skin gets worse. I need to see him now. I need to be with him now. I need us to be folded all around each other. Now. But I can’t. He has never given me any way to contact him.
I need something to keep my mind and body busy. My previous form of distraction is off limits to me now so… Three days. How do I survive the next three days? 
The same way I survive every day without him.
I press the note and my hand across my mouth like a gag and it crumples against my lips. I pretend that it is his hand. The note smells even stronger of him than the envelope. His scent hits me so deep, right there, right where I want him pushing into me. It makes it easier to hold the feeling of him around me. It’s still like comparing the scent of a dried petal to a whole flower in full bloom. But until I can have the real thing, this will have to do. 
I close my eyes as my other hand unbuttons my pants and slips down into the front of my underwear to press at this soaking wet ache. Jesus, look what you do to me.

As I touch myself he is the only thing I think about. His lips, his eyes, his hands. The thought of him consumes me. My legs part further to accommodate his fingers as he slips them inside me and curls them up to press against that sensitive ridge. I need more. My hips begin to push back as I tighten around him. His voice growls inside my ear, “That’s it, kitten.” 
I come hard, grunting and panting his name against the notepaper now wet from my lapping tongue. I fall back against my chair and crush the note in my fist feeling full and empty at the same time. I wait for my breathing to settle and the heat from my skin to subside before I open my eyes. And accept that he isn’t really here.



Chapter 4
 
Six months ago
 
Two days after he dropped me at home, a box is delivered to my door. A white box tied with a single pale blue bow. 
I sit on my floor against the front of my bed with the box placed between my legs. I stare at it for the longest time, suspicious. There is no return address, no note on the front, no indication that it is even meant for me. Except that the delivery man insisted that this was the right address when he dropped it off. 
I pull at the ties and the pale blue silk comes apart in my hands and tumbles down over the sides of the box. Then with trembling fingers I lift the lid.
The inside is swathed in pale blue tissue paper. I brush it aside and frown when the light shines against green silk. On top of the material is a small envelope with the words “Dear kitten” on it. I swear my heart stops for a moment. This is from him. 
“Be good, kitten. I’ll be in touch.”
I open the envelope and pull out the note. The first note. Plain white paper, written in black ink, sealing our fates.
 
Hotel deCrystal bar. Friday 9pm.
 
A date? I don’t do dates. I won’t go. I shouldn’t go. 
But God damn it. I have been thinking about his voice and his tongue against my neck and his hot breath rumbling across my skin for every second that I have been awake since he left me standing outside my apartment. My hand rises to my neck where his hand held me so firmly, and it presses into the invisible handprint that he left behind like a depression in wet sand. 
I snatch my hand away from my neck. No. I’m not going. 
I turn back to the box and finger the emerald silk material. I pull it out and gasp. The green silk cascades in front of me into the form of a dress. A gorgeous dress. That will match his eyes when I stand next to him wearing it.
I rub the note again with my fingers. Hotel deCrystal bar. Friday 9 p.m. Hotel deCrystal is a swanky bar and this is a swanky dress, both more than I can afford. My eyes wander to the tag at the neckline. Holy Hell. The designer name on the dress makes my eyes water. I already know that this damn dress costs more than I make per month.
Shit. I’m not even going to try it on. No. I’m just going to put it back in the box and return it, thank you very much. Except there is no return address on the box. I will have to take it with me and return it to him. I guess it wouldn’t hurt just to go if only to return the dress. Nothing to do with the fact that I want to see him again. No, nothing to do with that.
I lower the dress into my lap as if it is a babe. I run my fingers across the silky fabric and across the hand-stitched detailing under the bust. It is so beautiful. When would I ever get to wear something so beautiful?
Maybe I’ll just try it on. Yes, I’ll just try it on and then I’ll pack it away and forget about the Hotel deCrystal.
I undress and stand naked, holding the dress out in front of me. I undo the zipper and the dress peels apart like an elegant waterfall. I step into the swathes of material and pull it up over my hips. When I pull up the zipper the bodice closes around me as if it was tailored for me. 
I step in front of the mirror and gasp at my reflection. The emerald silk is bold and vibrant against my skin. It sits off the shoulder and dives elegantly like a swan across my collarbone. The skirt skims off my hips and falls to a gather at my knees and calves, giving me a screen-siren-like hourglass shape. I blur a little behind the moisture in my eyes. It fits me perfectly. Like he has been dressing me all his life.
The thought that his fierce green eyes had been all over me, studying my body so intently that he fitted me like he was my damn tailor, has my whole body buzzing. Suddenly, I have never been so aware of my skin. From the ends of my toes up to the tips of my ears.
A wave of fear rushes through me, cracking against the heat like cold water. No. I can’t go. I can’t wear the dress. I won’t. He won’t be dressing me like his little doll. If I take the gift I’ll owe him. I don’t want to owe anyone anymore.
Jacob makes me twirl in this large plush dressing room. I can barely breathe as I stand in this silk red corset, matching G-string and garters turning my legs into two dark pins in black stilettos. He instructs me turn around and bend over so I am touching my toes. My cheeks heat with shame as I feel his eyes on my barely covered ass and pussy, held in the air for him like a cheap stripper. The whale-boning digs into my hips as I bend. Like bars of a cage. 
“Yes,” his voice cuts through the air towards me. “You will wear this tonight and only this.”
When I stand again and turn to meet his eyes they are already tearing me apart. My arms come up to cross my chest. “But Jacob, please, I don’t feel comfortable−”
“You’ll wear it.” His eyes narrow to slits. “Because I tell you to.”
I shake my head until that memory dislodges from my mind. No. I can’t wear this dress. I won’t let him dress me. I need to get this off. I can’t. Oh God. I can’t breathe. A wave of panic overcomes me and my fingers grab at the zipper and tug it down. I fling the material from my body.
I stand up straight and glare at the crumpled material as my breathing returns to normal. I thrust my chin in the air. I don’t have to wear it. I don’t. I’ll just go in a different dress. I’ll show him who’s in control.
It’ll just be the one date, I tell myself. Just one. Just to tell him that it will only be this one time. We can have sex and I can get him out of my system and I can disappear back into this piecemeal existence that I call my life.
 
 
I have never been to the Hotel deCrystal bar. As I step into the opulent space on Friday night I try not to gape. Chandeliers drip with real crystals, the cream and gold carpet is so plush my heels sink into it, the waiters are dressed in tailored coat and tails. In my left hand I hold a bag containing the box of unwanted obligation in the form of emerald silk. I wear a red dress, strapless and knee-length, the most formal thing I own, but I still feel so out of place. I almost wish I’d worn the green dress.
My heart pounds more than it should at the thought of seeing him again. My stomach is in knots. What will he say when he sees that I didn’t wear his dress? How will he react? I glance around and remind myself that I am safe from his reaction in this public place. I was feeling so assured before, but now that I am here…
I don’t even know his name. 
Then I see him sitting at a small table, staring out the full-length window beside him. He looks thoughtful, his finger tapping on his chin, a frown marring his profile. For a second I almost panic and run. But he spots me and his face softens. He stands to face me. For a moment, my world becomes silent. 
I get the feeling like I’m standing on the edge of the sea about to dive in. Below me sharp brutal rocks have been submerged in a calm and elegant high tide, flawless and alluring from above, but underneath, the danger remains. 
He is devastatingly beautiful. More beautiful than I remember. He has shaved his face since the last time we met, revealing smooth golden skin that glides across the strong plain of his jaw and his protruding cheekbones. His dark hair has been slicked down and back. He is dressed in dark pants and a white button-up shirt under his dinner jacket. Holy Jesus. The way he fills out that suit makes my belly tighten. 
I force myself forward. My knees are trembling so much I have to focus on each step to make sure I don’t trip on my face. He meets me halfway. Even with my heels on I have to stare up at this man. God, he is huge, thick and tall and towering. I catch his scent of wood smoke and that feeling of safety washes over me. His eyes are hooded and intense and they have me caught in his gaze. 
“Good evening, kitten. You look incredible.” And in that moment, under the spotlight of his eyes, I feel it. 
He scoops my hands up and places a soft feathery kiss on my fingers, sending tingles all over the back of my hand. I try to pull my hand from his. But he won’t let go just yet. His lips part and he drops his mouth over my knuckles to give me a second kiss. Eyes still on me, he drags the tip of his tongue across my skin in a lick that I feel all the way down to my toes. I swallow a moan. 
Two kisses. One sweet, one wicked. These two kisses represent the duality I can already see in him.
He leads me to the bucket sofa next to the seat that he was sitting in when I arrived. When he lets go of my arm I sink into the softness. I expect him to sit in the armchair to my left. But he doesn’t. He squeezes his frame in between the table and the couch, one leg pressing against mine. He looks down expectantly at me. I choke silently as he towers above me. I realize he wants me to move up so he can sit next to me. But for some reason I can’t move. I don’t want to. Without meaning to, my gaze drops to find the delicious bulge at the front of his pants. My mouth parts around a silent Oh. God. 
He pushes one leg between mine. Then the other, forcing my knees further apart. Now he is standing with his hips right there for me. Oh yes. We both want this. My mouth waters as I lean forward, my hands quickly unzipping his pants and finding his... 
I flinch and sink back into the seat, snapping my legs shut, my cheeks on fire. He has already moved past me, oblivious to my dirty mind, and is turning around so he can sit down. Already his proximity is making my brain turn to mush. I need to put some space between us. To regain some of my control.
I expect him to sit on the other side of the couch from me. But he doesn’t. He sits right in the middle of the couch. Right next to me. Right. Next. To. Me. As he settles in and his knees fall out a little, our thighs touch. My skin practically burns through this dress. I could push myself up and over him and slide right down on him and I’ll bet I would fit perfectly around his… 
I lean back against the arm of the chair, needing space, needing air. What the hell is wrong with me? I don’t act this way around men. Not even good looking men. I am always the one in control. I am the one who they are flailing around. Not the other way round. Not like this.
He turns his torso towards me and rests his left arm around the back of the couch behind me. At this angle it only serves to highlight the leanness of his waist under that tucked-in white shirt, and the width of his shoulders are highlighted by the soft black cotton of his suit and its wide lapels. I can feel the heat of his forearm through his jacket across my bare shoulder blades. Good lord. I can’t move. I feel like I am being held here. Imprisoned. Even though he is barely touching me.
“I am so glad you came, kitten.”
Somewhere through my haze, I find my voice. “Did I even have a choice?” 
“You always have a choice with me. Always.” 
Do I really? At the moment it doesn’t feel like it. It feels like my eyes are moving across this muscled form so lavishly cloaked in black Armani. And it feels like my body is planning a mutiny on my sensibilities; its sole thought is to completely submit to this beautiful man. Whatever he wants… 
Damn him.
“You sent this dress as emotional blackmail.” I shove the bag at him with my left hand, pushing it between us like a shield.
He ignores the bag and doesn’t take his eyes off me. “It isn’t emotional blackmail.”
“Really? Then… what the hell is it?”
“A gift.” 
“What do you want for it?”
He gives me an odd look. Then shakes his head. “Nothing.”
“Then why did you give it to me?” 
“Because I wanted to.”
For a second I am stunned into silence. No. He’s lying. He must be. I push the bag into his chest. “I won’t accept it.”
Only then does he look down at the crushed bag in his lap. “You didn’t like the dress? You aren’t wearing it.”
I lift my chin. Stay strong. “No. I’m not wearing it. I didn’t want to.” I won’t let you control me. I won’t.
“Okay then.” He smiles and places the bag at his feet. “You look beautiful regardless.”
I peer at him closely, looking for a twitch in his jaw, a crease between his brows. For a sign of the monster underneath. But… I see none of those things. “You… You’re not mad that I’m not wearing the dress?”
He laughs and the sound rolls over me, silk over gravel. “No. I wouldn’t get mad if you said you didn’t want to do something I asked you to.” He grins and leans closer. “I would instead make it so that you didn’t want to say no.”
His finger strokes along the back of my neck, a light touch that awakens my nerve endings all the way down my back. I have to fight not to visibly shudder. Stupid carnal needy body. I can’t deny that a part of me wants to say yes to him. But he can’t know this. I have to regain my control over this conversation and myself.
“Ha!” I scoff. “You’re so sure of yourself.”
“You think I’m being unnecessarily arrogant.”
“You are.”
“You just think that because you don’t know what’s coming.” He leans his face in close to mine. So close I can feel his breath rushing around my cheeks. His green eyes crackle with fire. “You’ll say yes to me, kitten. You’ll say yes to me and only me. You know how I know?”
I shake my head, trying to swallow but failing. The heat emanating off him is so intense it has caused my mouth to go dry. With his nose he nudges my cheek to the side so he can access my neck. 
His voice, so low and hot, fucks my ear. “I’m going to make you feel so good that it’ll ruin you for all other men.”
Oh dear God.
I whimper.
He pulls back, right back, so that I can see his face. The intensity of his expression hasn’t softened – if anything it has darkened. There is no playfulness in what he has just said, no lightness to his expression, no quirk of his lips. Just a promise. A promise I know he is going to deliver.
A single white-hot flame licks between my thighs, leaving me aching and my thin lace panties wet. I tear my gaze away in case my eyes have become transparent and he can see how much he is effecting me inside. I cross my arms over my breasts to hide my nipples which are so torturously pressing against the material of this dress.
Thankfully, the waitress arrives at this very moment, breaking the tension. She places two black napkins down in front of us before adding drinks. “Your scotch, sir. And your Shirley Temple, madam.”
My drink is tall and orange and filled with ice. I play with the straw and take a sip just to be polite. I frown when I detect something missing. 
“I noticed that you don’t like to drink,” he says, noting my reaction. “So I ordered you a virgin cocktail. I hope you don’t mind.”
A strange feeling starts to invade me. He knows where I live, he knows what size dress I wear, he knows I don’t drink. It has been a while since another man has known anything personal about me. And a long time since any man has cared to know.
I take another sip. This time it is long, and I use it as a way of buying time while I try to regain my balance in this conversation. “You know so much about me already,” I say, “but I don’t even know your name.”
“Caden. Caden Thaine. Some people like to call me Cade.”
Caden Thaine. I roll these words silently around my head. They fit him. Like that jacket fits him and those pants fit him. And that knowing twist to his lips fits him. Fuck. Even the scar across his eyebrow fits him. 
Caden Thaine. Cade.
“Okay, Cade.” I am thrilled at the sound of his name coming off my lips, and I love how my tongue has to flick up at the roof of my mouth when I say it. Even that little movement is sexy. “Who are you? And what do you want?”
He smiles but there’s a glint in his eyes like the edge of a blade. “Be careful what you ask me. You may not like the answer.”
He is baiting me. And I’m not biting. “You don’t scare me.”
“Maybe I should.”
I watch him. Despite how brutal he looks even smarted out in this suit, I still can’t help the feeling of safety I get around him. It makes my panic about the dress earlier seem silly. “No,” it comes out before I can stop myself, “I’ve known bad men, truly bad men. And you’re not one of them.”
“No?” I see a flicker of something behind his intensity as he searches my face. I see… hope.
“No,” I say softly. “You don’t feel like one of them. You think you’re bad. Maybe you’ve done bad things. But you’re not. Not really.” The words he used against me the other night come to my mind. “You may think you’re beyond redemption, but… you’re not. You just need someone to remind you.”
I catch the surprise washing over his face. For a moment I can imagine him as a boy, scarless and vulnerable and carefree, before whatever happened to make him the jaded man he is now. Then his face changes as the doubt draws back over him like a tide that can’t be held back. He leans back again, looking uncomfortable.
“Touché,” he says softly.
He scoops up his scotch and tilts back the whole shot in one gulp. When he lowers his glass the mask is back on his face. I feel the distance between us again. For one moment we were just two people being real. I feel like I have lost sight of something precious, and the disappointment this brings me makes it hard to continue looking at him. I turn my head to gaze out at the glittering view from the window.
This bar is on the very top floor of the Hotel deCrystal, which sits like a gem in the center of a city that stretches out across the darkened landscape of the night. Below us is a fairground of twinkling, moving, whirling lights. A pretty circus that I can never truly be a part of.
I feel a sudden rush of sadness when I remember that I’m here with Caden only for tonight. One date is all I can afford to have with him. One date, one night of passion. That is all. I can never be a part of anything significant. I can never be a part of anything real or lasting. Not anymore.
It doesn’t matter that we are having the most intimate conversation that I have had in years. It doesn’t matter that I already feel oddly close to Caden. Connected. Bound. I can’t keep seeing him. Caden Thaine, regardless of how patient he is, will eventually want to get closer to me. He will eventually want to know about me, who I am, where I came from. And I can’t let him. I can’t get close to someone without revealing the things that need to be kept buried.
“You look sad, kitten.”
I turn to him, a little startled. I didn’t think my thoughts had been playing across my face. I always take such great pains to hide what I am feeling that it has become second nature. I don’t know whether I have already started dropping my guard around Cade or whether he can just read me. Either situation is just too risky.
“I can’t see you again after tonight.”
“Oh? Are you going somewhere?”
Not yet.
I shake my head. “No. I just can’t do…” my fingers flutter between us as if I am trying to capture the right words to say from the air. But the right words are like disobedient butterflies and won’t be corralled. “…this,” I finish lamely. 
A knowing look softens his features and Caden catches my hand in his. His thumb brushes along my fingers. I marvel at how gentle he can be with those large, brutal-looking hands. 
“You are not a conventional woman, kitten, I know that. But I am not a conventional man. We both have parts of ourselves that we can’t share. But this is why we fit each other. We are cut from the same cloth. Why can’t we design our own version of together?”
Our own version of together.
My heart feels like it is already filling with the hope that the thought of together brings. But is it wise for me to hope?
“What does that mean? Our own version of together?”
“It means whatever we want it to mean. You would never have to tell me anything you didn’t want to and neither would I. We wouldn’t have to involve ourselves in each other’s lives, we could just be together when we were together. Things could be simple. Our own version of togetherness.”
God, it sounds like heaven. And it sounds like he isn’t asking for anything more than what little I have to offer. Because I am broken. 
I realize that maybe Caden is broken, too. Maybe we really could carve out our own version of togetherness?
No, I tell myself. I can’t entertain this thought for another moment. Whatever we could have, no matter how perfect the arrangement, it would have to end. One day I would have to leave and it would have to end. I am about to refuse him, but then…
“Aren’t you tired of being alone, kitten?” I can hear the whisper of a deep and hungry pain in his voice. “I am.”
His words stab me so violently through the heart that I swear it stops for a second.
I am.
I am tired. So tired. And for some reason it hurts me to think that this beautiful man could feel so alone, too. Maybe we could be less lonely together?
“Would you start something,” I say, “even if you knew it would eventually have to end?”
“Everything ends, kitten. Relationships, love, life itself… But you don’t stop living because you know you will die one day, you live because you know you will. Or, at least, you try.”
For a few seconds we just sit, basking in each other’s gazes. Even though the stare is intense it sits like a well-worn coat, warm and comfortable. God, I feel like he just understands me. 
“You don’t stop living because you know you will die one day, you live because you know you will.” And I realize that I stopped living some time ago. 
I want to live.
 
 
After the date Caden insists on walking me home. He winds my arm through his and leads me through the streets of the city. Even in my heels I barely come up to his shoulder. 
We are both quiet on the way, but it isn’t an uncomfortable quietness. It is the soft, soothing quiet of lolling waves, a rocking hammock, our own version of togetherness. I find a smile playing upon my lips. Fancy that. Who knew I could still smile?
When we get to my apartment I unlock the lobby door. He holds it open for me and lets me check my mailbox before leading me upstairs. Déjà vu. My heart is beating when we reach my apartment door. I turn and he’s closer than I thought he would be. I have to lean back against my door to look up to him.
My heart rams up into my throat as he leans into me. His giant body crushes me against the door and his hardness presses against me. His fingers run around my neck and close around my hair pulling my head aside to expose my neck. His teeth close gently around my flesh and he sucks...
I blink. I haven’t moved. Neither has he.
God dammit.
“I suppose you want to come in?” I say trying to keep the shake out of my voice.
He smiles. “No, kitten.”
I blink at him, stunned. No?
He leans close to me, so close I can make out the dapple of the lighter jade in his irises. Then he continues in that dark chocolate voice that turns my insides out, “You don’t believe this yet. But you are a woman who deserves to be taken slowly. And I intend to do just that.”
Now I can’t move.
And I can’t tear my eyes from him.
And I am both terrified and soaring because I think he might kiss me. 
I close my eyes and inhale as he leans in. And my mouth parts…
But his lips brush softly on my cheek. Like a single drop of rain rolling off a leaf.
“Be good, kitten.”
And he walks away, leaving me stunned and confused and shaking in my heels from unfulfilled desire. At my feet is the bag holding the green dress.



Chapter 5
 
The present
 
It’s easy to remain hidden in a large city. That’s why I picked this one. With a population of just over two million, people are too busy to care. Nobody knows their neighbors. I can go several days without really speaking to anyone if I wish. Even the local cafes are too packed and stressed and the staff turnover is too frequent for me to ever become a “regular”. And there are plenty of cafes to choose from to make sure I don’t ever fall into too much of a routine. It is perfect. 
It’s the sixth city in five years. They are beginning to all look the same to me. High-rise buildings in the city center, dropping down to suburbia further out. Grey concrete, grey sidewalks, small splashes of green in the form of parks or the slip of nature along a river. As I walk the short distance between my apartment and my job, I barely notice these things anymore. But my eyes snap to everyone’s face as they pass me, searching for anything familiar. This has become habit.
At 3:58 this afternoon I slip into a low-ceilinged bar to start my shift at Dixie’s. Dixie’s is like a well-used sofa, warm and welcoming with bottle-green windows, exposed beams and generous booths that curl around tables like sets of fleshy arms. It has a basic food menu: pies, sausages and mash, steak and chips – all the things you would get at home. It doesn’t serve cocktails and only offers house wine, but it has more than twenty varieties of whiskeys, rums and bourbons.
No sooner am I behind the counter then I hear a whip of cloth and feel a sharp sting on my ass. I whirl around.
“Dixie!” I scold.
My forty-going-on-twelve red-headed firecracker of a boss is standing there, all five-foot-nothing of her, snapping gum between her teeth, holding the offending dishrag in her fingers and grinning at me.
“I couldn’t help it, honey. You have the cutest little tush packed up in them shorts.” She winks before throwing the dishrag at me and pointing to a tray of glasses fresh from the dishwasher that are sitting on the counter.
Our “uniform” is a black “Dixie’s does it better” t-shirt paired with any kind of denim bottoms. Today I am wearing denim cut-offs because it gets hot running around orders. Dixie’s is a small bar, but it gets busy, especially on a Friday – today.
I roll my eyes and start to dry and reshelf the damp glasses with the dishrag. I mutter something about sexual harassment. But inside I like the way she is so comfortable around me. She has been like that from the moment she hired me on the spot, cash in hand, without a reference or ID check, after I had fallen into the bar drenched from a storm outside in answer to a handwritten ad in the window. 
Jeff, the other bartender sharing my shift, walks out of the back area with a tray of napkins and cutlery, eyes my denim shorts and makes a noise of agreeance before he begins to restock the tables. 
Dixie narrows her eyes at him then points a finger his way. “Hey, you are not allowed to ogle her ass. Rein it in, buster.”
He splutters. “But−”
“But nothing. She got a boyfriend who’d bust your ass if he caught you looking at her longer than you should. Ain’t that right, honey?”
Dixie winks at me again before walking towards the kitchen to prep for the Friday after work crowd. I never talk about Cade to anyone. Not even to Dix. After all, how the hell do I explain us to anyone? I don’t know how she knows, but she does. She’s an intuitive thing, Dixie is.
“How come you’re allowed to, then?” Jeff yells to Dix.
“‘Cause when I do it, it’s funny. If you do it, it’s harassment.” She disappears through the swinging kitchen doors.
Jeff shakes his head. 
I pick up another glass, still warm from the dishwasher. I can sense his eyes still on me, so I look up and arch an eyebrow at him. Jeff doesn’t flinch at being caught staring. 
“You really got a boyfriend?” he asks after a short pause.
“Sorta.”
He purses his lips and frowns. “That’s okay,” he says finally, then he nods slowly. “He’s just warming you up for me.” He grins. “Can’t get to the main act without going through a warm-up.” He blows a kiss at me before continuing to restock the tables.
I can’t help but laugh. 
Jeff is a cutie, a baby face with light brown hair and a smattering of freckles but with a burgeoning man’s body, wide shouldered and coming to terms with a growth spurt that has put him just over six-foot-two. I’m guessing by the way he curls his shoulders in and hunches over slightly that this growth spurt has been recent and none too welcome. The way he moves is still all boy and he seems awkward in his freshly grown man’s body, like he isn’t used to it yet. He is way too young for me, barely out of school. But his flirting is harmless and we both know it. And I can’t help but enjoy his little attentions. 
From the little things I have heard here and there, I understand that he left home over a year ago when it became too rough to handle. I’ve heard him making snarky remarks about his new stepdad. They don’t get along. Nothing violent or anything like that, all verbal. But sometimes the verbal stuff can cut deep, too. 
Dixie took him into her spare room above this bar, and this job is paying his way through a part-time graphics design course. He’s always sketching something in his black art pad during breaks.
 
Tonight’s shift goes faster than usual. By the time the customers leave it is close to 1 a.m. I’m wiping tables and Jeff is behind the counter counting the till when Dixie and Robert, the chef, bust out of the kitchen together singing happy birthday in an ear-splitting, off-key tone. Dixie is out front carrying a small chocolate cake with a single lit candle. Behind her Robert carries a tray of small plates and a knife. I frown when I realize they are headed towards me.
I stare in bewilderment as the cake is placed down in front of me. By now, Jeff has joined in too. The three of them end their birthday serenade in a long melodramatic wail. I wonder if Dix is already drunk.
“But… it’s not my birthday,” I say when their voices finally fade.
Dixie slaps my arm. “That’s ‘cause you won’t tell me when your God damn birthday is, hon. Jesus, I can’t believe how young you look, you’re already hiding your age.”
I blink, still confused.
She continues, “Everybody needs a birthday celebration, and I figure if you won’t tell me when it is, then today is as good a day as any to celebrate it.” She grins.
I stare at their three faces, then at the small cake and candle. It has been three years since I’ve had a birthday cake. Three years since I’ve had anyone to celebrate it with. I clench my jaw to stop the prickle behind my lids.
“Maybe there’s a reason I don’t celebrate my birthday,” I snap.
Dixie’s face drops. Robert frowns. I hear Jeff admonish me under his breath.
Shit. I’m a complete bitch. My anger dissolves under the heat of shame at my outburst. Dixie didn’t deserve it. And I don’t deserve this cake.
“Shit,” I mumble, staring at the table. I can’t even look at Dix at the moment. “Dix, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. I’m just…” …a messed up excuse for a human being.
Dixie smiles and steps closer to me so she can hook her arm into mine. “Well, if you can’t be a cow on your birthday, when can you be?” She winks at me and I can’t help but crack a smile. She is too easy to forgive me. “So…” Dix says as she beams her pink-lipsticked smile at me, “blow out the God dang candle then so we can eat this sucker. Robert came in early especially to bake it for ya.”
I stare at the flickering candlelight on top of the homemade cake. This is dangerous. I can’t let myself believe that this is real, that their friendship is real. I can’t get attached. It wouldn’t be good for me and it wouldn’t be good for them.
But there is nothing much I can do except go along with this fake celebration.
I lean down towards the candle and inhale.
“Don’t forget to make a wish,” Dix says.
I wish I didn’t have to be so alone.
I catch Jeff’s eyes. 
“You can wish for me,” he says, “don’t fight it.”
The breath I inhaled huffs out my nostrils and I can’t help but smile.
Jeff nods, looking pleased.
“Jeff.” Dix admonishes him with a slap to the back of the head.
I inhale again. And exhale, blowing out my candle. And during that exhale, I let myself hope.
Dixie makes me sit while Robert begins to cut the cake. She won’t let me help serve or anything. “It’s your birthday,” she keeps saying. “Relax.”
Jeff disappears into the back for a moment. He reappears, clearly hiding something behind his back. He sits in the seat opposite me with a sheepish look on his face and his hands move quickly under the table.
I peer at him curiously. “What’s up, Jeff?”
“Just a little something for you.” Jeff pulls up an A4 envelope from under the table and pushes it across to me. 
For me? I reach out and pull it towards me with the tips of my fingers, smiling. Until I see my fake name lettered across the front. My fake name. To go with this fake life. And this fake birthday celebration. And it reminds me that it doesn’t matter how much I want to let myself be friends with these people, I can’t. Because it’s all a lie.
“It’s your birthday present,” he says.
“You shouldn’t have,” I say, and my voice sounds dull. I notice Dixie pausing as she fusses over the cake slices. Even Robert’s eyes are on me. God, I feel like such a shit. Why do I have to act like such a shit?
Jeff shrugs. “Whatever. If you don’t like it just pretend you do and you can throw it away later, ‘kay?”
I stare at Jeff now slumped back in his chair, arms crossed. And I recognize the vulnerability that he hides under the smirk. I hear the desperate need in his voice for me to like what he has given me, shrugged over with a mask of “I don’t care”. I know these things because I am looking at him as if I am looking in a mirror.
Suddenly I don’t feel so alone.
I stand up and walk over to Jeff. He watches me, suspicion clearly in his eyes. I lean down from behind him, wrap one arm around him and squeeze. “Thanks, Jeff. I love it already no matter what it is because you gave it to me.”
I hear Jeff in my ear, “You so want me.”
I push him away and slap his arm but only half seriously. I sit back down in my seat and am pleased to see his demeanor has changed in a snap. He’s grinning at me and bouncing lightly in his chair. “Open it, open it.”
“Alright already.” I open the flap and peer inside. Just a single piece of paper. I slip two fingers in the envelope to grip the paper and notice it is thicker than normal paper. I pull it out.
It is a sketch of the four of us − Jeff, Dixie, Robert and me, our faces done in pencil. It is frickin’ brilliant. He has shadowed the sketch so well it pops out from the page. Along the bottom of the page he has written, “Your family away from home”. A small sob chokes me and I strain not to let it out. 
“I love it,” I breathe.
“Really?”
“Yeah.”
I do. But I can’t keep it. I have to throw it away as soon as I get home. I can’t get attached. But I can pretend, can’t I, just for the moment that I am part of this family? 
I force a smile to my face.
Robert hands around the small slices of cake on little white plates with black and white dotted party napkins. I cut into my slice of cake with my fork and pop the first piece into my mouth. It is moist and rich with a dark chocolate cream filling and a matching layer of icing. He has even added piped icing around the base and top edge of the cake and placed several pink marzipan roses with pale green leaves across the top. I wonder at how this giant of a man was able to produce such a delicate and pretty cake. The bar becomes silent for the moment except for little moans of culinary pleasure.
“Thank you, Robert,” I mouth to him when I catch his eye. He nods back.
Robert is a big man with a soft voice and skin as dark as night. He’s soft-spoken and loyal to Dixie, always guarding her like a bear. I often catch the edge of ink against his skin around his arm when his sleeves shift up. I know it’s jail ink. I have seen jail ink before. I wonder what he did time for. I wonder how he came to meet Dixie. But I know not to ask. I just know that I feel an odd sense of comfort with Robert around. We both have a past, a story. And again, I feel less alone.
Everyone finishes their cake in no time.
“Well, my honeys,” Dixie says, jumping up from her seat. “You know what we need to do now?” She makes her way to the bar.
“Go home to bed?” I offer.
Jeff nods his head enthusiastically at me.
I roll my eyes at him. “Our own beds, Jeff.”
He shrugs. “One day you’ll stop being so scared to admit what we have.”
I shake my head and turn my attention back to the bar behind which Dixie has disappeared. What is that woman doing?
“Dixie?” I call out. “What is it that we need to do now?”
Her head of flame shoots up from behind the bar like it was just fed a blast of oxygen. “Shots!” 
I groan.
Dixie returns to the table with a bottle of whiskey and four shot glasses on a tray. When she picks up the unopened bottle, I catch the label.
I gasp. “Dix, that’s an 18-year-old Macallan. You can’t open that. Not for me. It’s too much.”
Dixie raises an eyebrow at me. “So… your man is a scotch drinker, hey?”
I feel my cheeks flush. “Why do you say that?”
She grins at me. “I notice that’s not a denial. Honey, when you first got here, you didn’t know your single malts from your blended. Hell, you didn’t know your rums from your whiskies. Now you’re familiar with high-end scotch brands?” She raises an eyebrow at me.
Rats. Under all that hair is one hell of a brain. Nothing gets past her.
I sigh. “Okay, so maybe he drinks whiskey. Macallan is one of his favorites.”
Dixie points the lid of the scotch bottle at me in triumph. “I knew you had a man. Didn’t I say she had a man, Robbie?” she nudges the big guy.
“Yes, ya did, Dixie. Yes, ya did.” Robert speaks in his low rolling tone.
“And he drinks Macallan, Robbie. That’s my kinda man.” She turns to me. “So when we gonna meet him?” 
I cringe. This is exactly why I didn’t want anyone to know about Cade. 
“I don’t know when. He’s away a lot. On business.”
“I think you’re making excuses,” she sings. 
I keep my mouth shut. But thankfully Dixie becomes focused when she starts pouring. The lady’s smart as hell, but for some reason, Dix simply can’t concentrate on two things at once. 
“Now I know you don’t really drink,” she says. “But you absolutely cannot refuse a birthday shot. Your birthday shot.”
I sigh. It’s pointless to argue with her. I take the glass from her fingers and she squeals with glee.
“Here’s to you, honey. Happy birthday, however old you may be. May your days be filled with happiness and love, and your nights filled with lots and lots of hot sex!”
I laugh and we clink and we drink.
I taste a flare of dried fruit and a hint of cinnamon before the soft burning takes over on the way down. I make a face. 
Dixie starts pouring another round, but I put my hand over my glass. No. Not more than one. Dixie and I stare at each other for a second. But she seems to understand. She nods and moves the bottle over the next glass.
I stare at the bottle and the glasses and at us sitting around this table performing a well-worm social ritual of friendship. My stomach tightens. Don’t get too attached to these people. Don’t do it. It’ll only make it harder when you have to leave.
“I should go home,” I say.
“Stay, honey. You don’t have to drink, but just stay and chat. You can just have water. Jeff, get her a glass of water.”
Jeff jumps to his feet and runs behind the bar.
“Thank you, Dixie, but I should go.”
“But it’s your birthday celebration. Stay. Eat. Drink.”
I fight the urge to remind her that it isn’t my birthday.
Jeff returns with my water and places it in front of me with a flourish. He slings his arm around my shoulders. “Please stay?” he croons. “It won’t be the same without you.”
“But it’s getting late,” I say lamely.
Robert catches my eye. “I’ll walk you home when you’re ready to go. Don’t you worry about that. I’ll get you home safe no matter the hour.”
I stare back at the three pairs of pleading eyes staring at me. I know I shouldn’t say yes. I know I shouldn’t let my guard down and get close to them. 
I’m usually comforted by feeling anonymous and cut off from the life that goes on around me. But tonight something tugs inside me. The warmth that these three people have bathed me in has reignited a long-forgotten want. I want friends. I want to feel like I matter. The only way I have this is when I am with Caden, but he isn’t here. And the bastard won’t even give me a way to contact him.
I am selfish. So I give in and say yes, eliciting a round of cheers. And hope I won’t end up regretting it.
 
When I get home later I kick off my shoes and dump my bag on the bed. Carefully, I take out Jeff’s drawing of us. I smile. He really does have talent. I hope he gets the chance to do something with it.
I know I should throw it away. I can’t allow myself this attachment to this picture. Even small things can bind you. But when I put my hand to the paper to crumple it up, my fingers shake but they don’t close. I can’t do it.
I pick up the paper and open the top drawer by my bed. Inside are all the notes that Caden has ever sent to me as well as unopened greeting cards that I have collected for the poems written inside. Maybe I can keep it for a while. Just a while. As I slip the drawing inside, my eye catches on a note.
 
Entrance to Cherry Farm Park, Thursday, 3pm.
 
I remember this note. It was Caden’s second note. It was also the first note that he had managed to slip into my bag. I don’t know how it had gotten there. All I know is that the note wasn’t in my bag at the beginning of the day. But when I got home, it was.
I had racked my brain over when it could have happened. Maybe at the coffee shop where I stopped on my way to work. Maybe the grocery store where I bought my food. Hell, he could have slipped it into my bag while I was standing at the lights, his hands so close he could have touched me, his nose so close he could have smelled me. 
I still don’t know how the hell he managed to get it in there without me seeing him. And he won’t tell me when I ask even now. He just gets that cheeky shit-eating grin that he gets when I ask him something he doesn’t want to answer. Then he kisses me and that distracts me enough to forget what I had just asked. Hell, I forget my own name when Caden kisses me. 
I know I should have been terrified that Caden knew where to find me that day. That he knew exactly where I was going to be. Instead, like an idiot, it thrills me. The thought that he had at some time been close enough to touch me without my knowing makes me dizzy. Even now, I imagine that he is watching me like an angel protector.
I fall sleep thinking of Cherry Farm Park, Thursday, 3pm.



Chapter 6
 
Six months ago
 
Cherry Farm Park sits in a pocket of this city’s river. It is mostly green space but dotted here and there with small well-tended patches of flowers and oak trees. Caden is already standing at the arched entrance when I arrive five minutes early. He’s dressed in dark distressed denim and a plain black shirt. Over his arm he carries the same brown leather jacket he wore the first night we met.
I see his look of appreciation sweep over my skinny jeans and black silky top tied at the back of the neck with a bow. I hold my own tan leather jacket over my arm. When we walk together he takes my hand and I realize we look like one of those couples that have been together so long they dress alike. Black and denim and brown leather.
“I don’t have much time today, but I thought we could get an ice cream cone each and walk along the river,” he says. “Is that okay?”
I nod with enthusiasm. “I haven’t had an ice cream cone in years.”
He pulls me towards the small ice cream stand by the entrance. We stand behind a mother with her three kids who take their time ordering. I stare at the stainless steel tubs filled with all different flavors.
“Shall we play a game?” I say with a cheeky grin. For some reason I feel childish. Giddy like I’ve just gotten off a merry-go-round.
He raises an eyebrow. “Maybe. What’s the game?”
“I get to choose your ice cream and you choose mine. Then we have to explain why.”
He smiles wide. “This will be interesting.”
We reach the front of the line and I point to the tub filled with pale green ice cream, thick with nutty pieces. “Could he have the pistachio, please?” I glance over at Cade.
He is looking at me with amused curiosity. He looks only at me, even as the girl behind the counter scoops up the ice cream and hands it to him. He glances at the alien-looking scoop then raises an eyebrow at me.
I smile internally. He can just wonder a little longer.
I look back at the flavors under the glass and try to guess what he will pick. Maybe the Grand Marnier, bold yet sophisticated, or the Tia Maria, sultry and sexy? 
I can’t help but pout a little when he says, “Dark chocolate for her, please.”
I take the cone and thank the girl while he pays.
He takes me to one of the large benches that looks out onto the river. Like the last date, I sit on one side of the bench then he sits flush against my side. My breath hitches when his leg comes into contact with mine. I swear he does it on purpose. It feels like he is sitting closer to me than last time, if that is even possible. My fingers itch to dig into those thick muscles of his and to run my nails up the insides of his thighs up towards where his jeans are straining from his… 
“So, pistachio?” he says.
I blink and clear my throat. I hope I wasn’t licking my lips when I was staring at his pants or anything obvious like that. “Because it’s like you.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. It’s rough with hard pieces all the way through it, but there is just enough sweetness underneath to balance it. And, well, it’s totally nuts.”
He laughs and it’s loud and unrestrained. “I like how you see me.”
I shrug, but inside I am pleased at his reaction. “Why dark chocolate? It seems pretty plain to me.”
“Oh no, kitten. Dark chocolate is always underestimated because it appears to be plain, but it is rich and complex and a mixture of dark and sweet. Which is why it takes a certain palate to be able to fully appreciate it.” This is how he sees me. His intense gaze unhinges me. But it is his next words that have my heart lurching. “But most of all, it is my favorite flavor, and I’ve decided it’s the only one I will have.”
One corner of his mouth pulls up. He grabs my wrist and pulls my ice cream to his face. He takes a languid lick. Then moans under his breath. He sticks his tongue out again, wide and flat, for another lick. This time his wet tongue drags across me as he watches me from between my naked legs. Oh yes. It sends a rush of electricity through my body, my nipples pressing to attention. Please, more. I grab his hair in my fists and pull his tongue further into my…
Caden lets go of my hand holding my ice-cream cone, watching me carefully. Shit. I can still feel his fingers on me. And I can feel that I’m wet, as if his tongue really had been there.
I face forward and focus on my ice cream before I moan or blurt out something stupid and make a fool out of myself. God. I won’t ever look at dark chocolate ice cream the same again. 
Inside I am a jumble of awareness. I can sense him watching me as I lick shyly at my ice cream. I can feel the thickness and strength in his thigh pressed against mine, the brush of his arm against my shoulder as he eats his. I can sense the way he just owns this bench and this space and the air that I breathe. 
The lapping of the river against the bank and the rustle of wind through leaves fades under the noise of his tongue and his little grunts of pleasure. I want to be the cause of all those noises. His tongue sucking and licking against my creamy soft… 
I am getting carried away again. My cheeks heat and I press my thighs together and try not to let it show. I hear him crunching at the end of his cone. His ice cream is devoured before I have barely licked mine.
“Delicious,” I hear him say.
I force myself not to look at him even though my skin is pricked with the awareness of his eyes on my face. He murmurs something under his breath. 
“What was that?”
He leans in so his chest is pressing against my shoulder, causing my eyes to flick to him. 
“You have some ice cream here.” He extends his tongue out and licks a line from my jaw up past the corner of my mouth. Oh God. My insides turn to jelly and my breaths go shallow. 
I turn my head so that my mouth lines up with his and opens slightly, a plea for him to do it again, this time across my lips. But he doesn’t. He moves aside and places another languid lap along the other corner of my mouth. 
“And here.” His teeth nip along my jaw, sharp, with enough pressure for me to feel it sending bolts of electricity through me, but not enough to really hurt. His hand drags across my thigh until his fingers grip firmly underneath it, and he pulls me closer to him. The edge of his palm is so achingly close but not touching the upper seam of my jeans. His nearness warms me like fire and I want to be burned alive.
“And here.” He takes my earlobe into his mouth and he sucks gently. If there isn’t a part of my skin that hasn’t erupted in goose bumps, it does so now. Oh, sweet Jesus.
He pushes his nose into my hair and groans. “Oh, kitten, you smell good enough to eat.” Then his tongue traces around the shell of my ear. 
I forget that we’re in a public place. I push my hips forward until his hand connects with the most sensitive part of me and a gasp falls from my lips. I clench my thighs and rock my hips against his hand. My body is thunder and lightning as the first moan escapes my throat.
Without warning, he snatches his hand away and pulls his lips off my skin. My eyes flash at him in shock. His face looks passive, but I can tell his breathing is unsteady.
“You dropped your ice cream,” he says.
I blink, then stare at my hand still hovering in the air, then at the cone that has fallen to the ground from my limp fingers. I frown as the rejection turns to anger.
“What game are you playing?”
He doesn’t react. I bristle even further. I stand with the intention to storm away from him, but he grabs my body with both hands and pulls me onto his lap. God damn, this man is fast. With the speed at which he clasped me he should have crushed me, or at least hurt me a little. But he didn’t. Fast. And strong. Yet incredibly controlled. I shiver internally.
He leans in as he brushes his thumb roughly against my bottom lip, his eyes glued to my mouth. “Not yet, kitten. Not yet.” He sounds like he is in pain.
I can’t help myself. I press my open mouth against his thumb and lick him, getting my first taste of him. His skin tastes of the ocean and pistachios. Suddenly I am hungry, hungrier than I have even been before and all that will sate me is him, his skin, his body underneath my lips, my tongue. 
I see the flash of heat across his eyes before it disappears behind his carefully controlled façade. My stomach sinks. “Not yet, kitten.” Even though he wants me, I know he won’t let me have him until he decides it’s time. He is too much in control. Even more than me. Damn him.
“Why not?” I ask, trying to keep the sulk out of my voice but failing. “I know you want me.”
He chuckles a little. I fight not to roll my eyes. So glad I could amuse you, you bastard.
Then his eyes get serious again and his grip on me becomes firm. “I’m saying not yet because I know the moment I kiss you I’m not going to be able to stop. And I’m not rushing you, kitten. I need you to trust me first. And you don’t trust me yet. I can see it in your eyes.”
My body rages with heat and fire and spits angrily at being denied him. Again. He feeds me just enough to keep me lit when all I want is to explode into a brushfire. I want it, even if it burns me in the process. Even if it sweeps across the world and consumes it, that’s what I want.
I let out an annoyed growl.
“Rule number one?”
I pout. I won’t say the rule. I hate that God damn rule.
“We can be patient. Trust me, kitten. It’s better this way.”
He sets me down onto the bench next to him. It feels like he has taken gravity from me, and I am left unstable for a moment. God damn. Somehow, he has tethered me to him. Somehow, he is becoming my earth, my ground, my gravity. He hasn’t even kissed me yet and already I am being bound.
He takes my hand in his and pulls me to my feet. “Let me take you home.”
I pout. “It’s not even late.”
“It isn’t, but I have plans soon.”
“What plans?” But more importantly with whom?
He doesn’t answer. 
And I understand that he doesn’t want to answer. And he doesn’t have to. This is us building our version of together. I am comforted in the knowledge that I can also choose not to answer if he asks a question I don’t like. Still, a curl of curiosity sits in my stomach. What plans?
He pulls me along the boardwalk until he stops at a motorcycle that I recognize as his. As I stare at the bike, the beginning of a plan stirs in my mind. Screw rule number one. When I’m done he won’t even remember he had plans after this. 
Caden doesn’t put me behind him, he puts me in front again. He straddles the bike behind me, his long arms easily fitting around me to grasp at the handlebars. His chest fits against my back and his legs press along mine. It makes my skin crackle like wood against wildfire.
Soon we are moving along the streets of Cherry Farm, a quiet residential area with wide streets and little traffic. It’s not far from where I live, so I have limited time. I start rolling my hips and pressing my ass against him. I lean my head back into the crook of his neck and lick under his jaw.
“Kitten,” his voice is stern in my ear, his breath and the closeness of his lips making me shiver. “You’re playing a very dangerous game.” 
I can feel his erection growing against me and it spurs me on to rock with even more enthusiasm. He is mine, I can feel it already. I grab his thighs and dig my fingers in, pushing back and forward against him. He growls in my ear. I continue to move, thrusting, rocking, pretending that he is the one rumbling underneath me, looking up at me, worshipping me. The wind whipping through my hair sends chills across my searing hot skin, and I imagine it is his fingers pushing back the strands so he can see my face. A white-hot energy builds inside me. Back. Forth. Higher and higher. I hear us both panting over the roar of the bike.
I barely notice him turning onto my street. By the time he pulls the bike into the small lane next to my building he is so hard against my back and his thighs so tense under my hands that they are shaking. I am so wet and blind with desperation that I have become a squirming vessel of melted liquid held up only by his body. Oh God. I need him now. 
The bike stops moving, but he doesn’t turn off the engine. He grabs my hip with one hand, slides his other arm around my body and reaches into my open jacket. His thumb brushes across my hardened nipple through my silk top just as he pushes my hip down so that my clit meets the vibrating seat through my jeans. It is too much. 
I come. My belly clenches before releasing into a single crescendoing note throughout my body. I can’t help the cry that escapes my open mouth, my head thrown back like I’m singing to the heavens. I pray that this doesn’t have to stop.
The intensity ebbs and I feel a buzzing covering me like a blanket.
I hear his voice in my ear. “It felt so perfect to have you come apart in my arms, kitten. I’m going to do that to you again soon. But next time I’m going to be inside you.” 
Oh yes, please, I want you inside me. How is it that this ache for him is still here even after I just had that amazing orgasm?
I’m limp as he pulls me off his bike. He holds me until the feeling returns to my legs and I can stand on my own. Then he lets go of me and mounts his bike again. Sitting on it he is closer to my height. 
The realization snaps me out of my fog. “What? You’re not coming in?” 
“No, kitten. I have things to do.”
“But you…” I wave wildly at the direction of his jeans, which are still straining against his bulk.
He laughs and reaches around my neck to pull my cheek to his lips. “Be good, kitten.”
And he backs out of my driveway and rides away.
 
 
There are things that stay the same every time with Cade. 
I never know when the next note is coming and he won’t give me a way to reach him. When a note arrives I never know where it came from. 
We never meet at my place or his. 
He always instructs me to meet somewhere different – sometimes in a bar or restaurant, sometimes at a museum or gallery. Often he surprises me with someplace I would never expect. 
Like the planetarium after it closes; he helps me scale the wall. With his hands on my legs pushing me up and over, I forget about the night sky and see stars of my own.
Or when we ride out to the national park and he leads me to a cave thick with glowworms.
Or the toy store.
He hasn’t once asked me to meet him when I have to work, so I’ve never had to ask to swap my shifts. I wonder whether my schedule is another thing he somehow knows about me. Or just good luck.
I am struck dumb with a rush of heat every time I see him. And he always smiles at me as if knows exactly what he’s doing to me. We talk or sometimes we just walk in silence. But there are questions that he just won’t answer. Like what he does for a living. And he won’t talk about his family.
After three months of seeing Caden this way, the ache in my gut is like my shadow, a constant, ever-present shade. It’s an exquisite kind of torture.
When we sit next to each other he always tucks me into his side and under his arm, our thighs touching, his body curling around me as if he is my shield. My shield. My shelter. My safety.
He still hasn’t kissed my mouth. But his lips know the curve of my neck, the line of my jaw, the arc of my ear. He knows the smell of my hair and my skin. Yet he still hasn’t kissed me. But I know he wants me too. I can feel the strain against his jeans, hear the hitch in his breath, see his irises darken. But every time, he leaves me only with a, “Be good, kitten.”

I have to scream around my fist with frustration. God damn it. What is he waiting for? I find myself locking myself in my apartment and medicating myself with masturbation again and again until I fall sleep, exhausted and delirious. 
But it’s not enough. This ache and this pressure just gets worse and worse. Soon, pulling on a shirt over my breasts or the fall of my hair across my bare back or rubbing moisturizer into my legs has become an erotic experience that has me moaning for Caden as I touch myself again. My skin is so sensitive it almost hurts to be clothed. I’m going to go crazy. Mad. Or perhaps I already have.
I could go out and find someone else to soothe this fire, but his words, spoken on the night we met, stick in my mind.
“No more sex with strangers. No other men. Or you’ll never see or hear from me again.”
And the fear of never seeing Cade again is too much to bear. Although this hurts in the most exquisite way, to be without him would be like death. 
Besides, no other man could be enough. He was right. He has ruined me. He hasn’t even kissed me yet and already he has ruined me.
Sometimes the frustration bubbles into anger. When that happens I vent my frustration through my gym workouts. My kickboxing coach has noticed the increase in my energy. Instead of taking it out on myself, I take all of it out on bags, imagining that they are him and I am beating him with my knees and my thighs and my fists because he makes me feel this way. He makes me feel this way yet refuses to kiss me and fuck me and quell this God damn ache. Bastard.
I don’t know what to do with me.
Until this note arrives. 
It comes with the delivery of another dress, wrapped lovingly in scented pink tissue paper within a silver box.
 
Hotel Astoir lobby, 7pm Saturday.



Chapter 7
 
The present
 
I finger the most recent note again.
 
Midnight Falls. Cabin #11. Sunday 4pm.
 
After searching the internet for Midnight Falls I know that it’s a group of cabins in the mountains of a nearby National Park, close to a nature trail that leads to a waterfall of the same name. It will take exactly one hour and seventeen minutes to drive there. But the way I drive, I’ll make it in under an hour. I stand in front of my closet like a solider about to choose armor. Sometimes I feel like I need armor with Caden. But even if I could wear it, it wouldn’t help. That man can strip me bare with his eyes.
I only focus on one section of my closet. “Caden’s section”. Since that first date, Caden hasn’t stopped buying me dresses. Since I realized he wasn’t going to demand I wear any of it or insist that I owe him, I have stopped resisting. 
His gifts are all designer labels and silk and lace, elegant and lush. All clothes I would have never chosen for myself. Or had the money to buy.
Where Caden gets all his income from, I don’t know. From whatever work he does, I guess. But he still won’t tell me what he does.
After six months of our own version of togetherness, what do I know about Caden Thaine?
I know that he loves architecture – Baroque and modern but not art deco. I know he can’t sing to save his life. I know he drinks single-malt scotch neat and shakes his head with sadness at anyone who taints the scotch with coke. 
I know that he doesn’t believe in God. But he believes in the existence of evil. And I know, just like me, he has seen pain in his past that would make the pages of a horror novel bleed. And I know, just like me, he is always looking over his shoulder, and sometimes he flinches at shadows.
I know when he touches me his palms are large and rough and calloused, so I wonder if he does woodworking or carpentry. He definitely works with his hands. I know that his body seated behind me on his motorbike is hard and strong. Maybe this is just from the gym. Maybe it’s not. 
He is an enigma. On one hand he has the charm and conversation of a well-bred gentleman. He has more money than I could ever fathom, evident by the fact that part of my wardrobe is worth more money than my yearly salary working at the bar. But his hands and his body are rough and thick and well used. He is my enigma. I wouldn’t have him any other way.
I don’t actually care about the dresses or the money or the nice places he takes me. Some of my favorite dates have been where he has spent nothing on me and it is just him and me, hidden from the world. 
As I brush my fingertips across the silky edges of these dresses, I stop at a full-length royal blue gown, dirty and ruined, but I haven’t had the heart to get rid of it. I pull out the dress. At once I can smell the scent of vanilla and I am taken back to that night...



Chapter 8
 
Three months ago
 
The Hotel Astoir is set off the glittering main strip. I take a cab there from my place. In my mind I can see his cursive scrawl across the latest note.
 
Hotel Astoir lobby, 7pm Saturday.
 
This is the first time Cade has asked me to meet him at a hotel. A hotel. I know what this means. It’s time. Tonight is the night. 
I only realize I am grinning like an idiot when the cab driver laughs at me and asks me why I am so happy. I merely grin wider. “I see,” the cab driver says. And for a few moments I am just a girl falling in love with a boy.
We pull up to the hotel, which has a driveway that stretches along a row of manicured bushes and fountains. It curves into a wide front entry where Caden is already standing waiting, dressed in a black suit. He is pressed and suave, but on his face he wears my favorite things: that deadly looking scar above his eyebrow and his rough smile. At once I am flooded from the ends of my hair to the depths of my soul with a fierce aching. My hands are already stripping him of that dinner jacket and unbuttoning that shirt and unbuckling those…
I pass the cabbie some money. A twenty maybe. “Keep the change.” Or maybe it’s a fifty. I don’t know. I don’t care. I can’t take my eyes off Caden – my Caden. My soon-to-be-naked Caden. He has beaten the concierge to the door of my cab, opening it for me. He reaches a hand in and pulls me out. 
The dress that he sent with the note cascades out of the cab after me and spills around my ankles. It is a strapless full-length gown in a brilliant blue satin. I felt like a princess when I put it on, so in honor, I wore my hair up in a French twist and secured it with diamante pins. Above us the gilded hotel entrance, studded with down lights, glitters like diamonds.
He greets me with a kiss on my cheek. He whispers, “For as long as I live, I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing you.”
I melt into his arms and my heart trills as it clings to his words. For as long as I live… Maybe Caden and I could carve out a future in this version of together?
Behind me I hear a car pull up in the hotel driveway. But I’m not looking. I am staring up at this beautiful man who somehow decided that I was his. A valet interrupts us and hands Cade a set of keys. “Here you go, Mr. Thaine.”
What?
I turn and stare at the black town car as if it has grown legs and feelers and has started wriggling. I keep on staring when Caden opens the passenger door for me. 
“But we aren’t…” my voice fades. No. Of course we aren’t going into the hotel. Of course he hasn’t booked us a room. Of course he isn’t taking me upstairs and stripping me naked and fucking me until I am finally sated. Bastard. He tricked me.
I grit my teeth and force a smile to my face. There is no point in arguing. I clench my jaw and ignore his hand when he offers to help me into the car. I hike my skirts up in my arms and drop into the passenger seat in a puff of blue satin rage.
The inside of the car smells like pine air freshener and the cream leather seat squeaks under me when I shift. I kick my heels into the freshly vacuumed cream carpet like a surly child. It’s another damn rental. Why? Where are we going? Why couldn’t we have stayed at the hotel in a room, just him and me?
He gets into the driver’s seat and we pull away. The hotel lights fade from the reflection in my window along with my fantasy of where this night is taking us. 
I am silent as he drives, glaring at the buildings and streetlights that pass by the window, cursing this man with every pulse of my wretched and frustrated core. I hate him and love him for how this feels. This aching beautiful. I want him so much it fucking hurts. I want to hurt him back. Or throw myself at him and beg that he put me out of my misery. But he… he is gloriously ignorant of how he has tortured me over these last three months. He just keeps drawing it out in this pointless dance. 
Does he even want me? My lip trembles as I consider this possibility. Fucking bastard. I fucking hate Caden Thaine.
These thoughts dissipate when he pulls into a dark driveway. Ahead I can see gates and beyond that, a blackened building. A knot forms in my throat. He cuts the engine, gets out of the car and walks to my side. He opens my door and helps me out. 
When he begins to pull me towards the iron gates I resist. “What are we doing here?”
He turns to study me, his eyes giving away nothing. He raises my hand to his lips and runs his soft mouth across the bumps of my knuckles. 
“Do you trust me, kitten?”
I remember what he said to me when he told me why he was taking things slow with me: “I need you to trust me first. And you don’t trust me yet.”
Do I trust him? Do I? Really? 
I learned long ago that the true test of a man is how he treats the people to whom he owes nothing. Waiters, bar staff, strangers. Over the last few months I have watched Caden interact with all types of people and he has been nothing less than manners and kindness to everyone.
So do I trust Caden Thaine? 
I don’t know him, but at the same time, I know him. Not once in the last three months has he raised his voice to me or been anything but gentle even though one squeeze within his thick arms and large hands could crush me. Not once has he demanded anything of me. Anything he asks for he always leaves as my choice.
Yes, Caden might be hiding things, but I am hiding things, too. And whatever he is hiding, he has a good reason for it – I just know it.
He hasn’t given me any reason not to trust him.
So I nod and step forward, an indication for him to continue leading me. The smile that he rewards me with is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. And it causes my stomach to roll with pleasure.
“I have a surprise for you,” he says. I can hear the anticipation in his voice. And, if I’m not mistaken, nerves. His fingers pull on me to hurry, and I am caught in the updraft of his excitement like a fluttering leaf. A surprise? For me?
Oh, Caden. Every day with you is a surprise already.
We slip through the unlocked gates. The building is low-set, only two stories, spray-painted with the uninspired tags of bored and high teenagers. I stumble on some broken glass, but I don’t fall; Caden catches me with his arm around my waist.
“I’m sorry, kitten. I wasn’t thinking.” He pulls my arms around his neck. I feel my legs sweep from under me and his strong arms cradle me to his chest. I am floating and it feels like heaven.
“Close your eyes,” he says when we reach a dark, partially-open side door.
I do and I push my face into the crook of his neck. In the darkness behind my lids he is everywhere – in my nose with his smoked wood scent, blanketing my body with his warmth, in my ears with the noise of his breath, and he takes up this space in my heart, space I didn’t think anyone could ever fill. 
I hear the arthritic creak of the side door we enter. I feel the difference in temperature inside. It’s warmer and still, the air smelling faintly of turpentine and something sweet… vanilla?
It is vanilla. The scent gets stronger as we move further into this building. He keeps walking and the gentle rocking of his gait and the warmth of his arms lulls me into a haze. Underneath his feet I hear crunching glass.
Finally he stops. “Keep them closed.” And he gently lets me down. I find my balance with my heels on the hard ground. He maneuvers me to face a certain direction by my shoulders, his large hands curling over them like plates of armor. “Okay. Open them.”
In front of me the blackness dissolves into two rows of low candles that light up a corridor. At the end I can see an open door. The small flames shine across every peel and bump of the wallpaper and cause long dark fingers to flick at the ceiling. 
“It’s through the door,” he says.
He lets me take the lead and I walk the last few steps. When I step through the doorway my mouth drops open. The room opens up to the left, spanning both stories of the building, high ceilings draped with pale curtains like ghosts. And candles, hundreds of pillar candles covering the side benches and floor and lighting the room with a warm glow. In the middle of the room is a table covered in a white cloth, dressed with a silver candelabra lit with three thin white tapered candles. It is set for dinner for two. 
I hear a click. Through the speakers set up across the room a woman starts to hum, breathy and sweet, over a deep undulating note. Something in her voice caresses the little hairs on my skin. The beat kicks in, raw and sensual like a heartbeat. 
Caden squeezes my hand. “Do you like it?” 
No. I don’t like it. I love it. It is exactly Caden Thaine. Softness, light and beauty set among the rough, dark and broken. I tell him so and he rewards me with a radiant smile that outshines all these candles.
“What is this place?” I ask as I take another step in.
“It used to be an art college before they ran out of funding.”
He leads me to the table and pulls my chair out for me. He moves to the side and I notice a silver bucket of ice on a stand. Within it is a bottle of… sparkling grape juice. This makes me smile. Next to it is a silver serving trolley complete with a small burner underneath to keep the contents warm.
He opens the bottle and pours the liquid into the two champagne flutes. “Madam,” he says as he hands me one.
When he lifts the serving dish lid the smell of roasted chicken and herbed potatoes makes my stomach rumble. He starts to serve the food onto my plate and places it in front of me. I stare at the potatoes when I recognize that smell.
“Rosemary potatoes,” I say. I stab one with my fork. “They’re my favorite. How did you know?”
He smiles. “A lucky guess.”
“Did you cook all this?”
“Maybe.”
“I didn’t know you could cook.”
“I can’t give away all my secrets.” He pauses as if he has realized what he just said. The air grows heavy with the things we are both keeping from each other, the pieces of ourselves we keep locked away. The things that made us who we are but which we never ever talk about.
He clears his throat and continues to plate his food. The fog starts to dissipate and I try to ignore the clamminess it leaves on my skin.
The meal is delicious; the chicken is moist and rich and the roasted vegetables coat my tongue with the flavors of garlic and herbs. As I eat I catch him watching me, a slight crease between his thick dark eyebrows. 
“Why are you looking at me like that? You look like… you’re looking for something.”
He wipes his mouth with his serviette and stands. “Perhaps I am.” He takes my hand and leads me to a space on the floor. He drapes one of my hands around his neck and pulls me flush against his body. I have to tilt my head to look into his eyes. His other hand curls around mine as he holds our hands out to the side. The music is still slow, but it has become simple and stripped-back and it glides through the room like a naked creature. As we slide together, my body feels like it is melting against his.
He is looking at me again with that probing look.
“So,” I tease softly, “did you find what you were looking for?”
He leans in. Close. So close it makes my heart skip. My eyes flick down to his lips for just a second. But I know better. I don’t try to kiss him. I don’t lean in. I just look back up at him, watching him, waiting for him. 
But he doesn’t lean in to give me our first kiss.
I expect to be angry like I was earlier. I expect to be frustrated. But what he has done for me – turning this dark abandoned place into something wonderful – represents what he is doing for my soul. And I am grateful. Right now, I don’t need to ask for anything more. I am content to just be here.
It is in that moment I see something change in his eyes as he watches me. And he smiles. “I just did.”
Slowly, he lowers his lips to mine. 
At first it is just a press, his soft lips, tasting of sweet grapes and rosemary, touching mine. It is butterflies and falling leaves and it makes my skin tingle like those sparkles of sunlight that dance upon a babbling brook. 
Then his lips move, achingly slow. They part around my bottom lip drawing it slightly into his mouth. I can barely breathe. He is kissing me. He’s really kissing me. I am afraid to move in case he pulls away. He draws the tip of his tongue slowly back and forth across my lip trapped between his. I feel that small wet line all the way in my belly. Then he sucks, starting an energy in me like the distant rumble of earth under hooves. 
My bottom lip pops free of his mouth and I whimper at the loss of contact. He rubs the tip of his nose along mine like he is reassuring me. Then he licks a line across my lips from one corner to the other. He is tasting me. He groans. Then he licks me again. 
His tongue teases my mouth and at my heart, coaxing it to open for him like a flower. I part my lips for him and he enters me with his tongue. Like a jolt of electricity, I awake. My body lights with fire, aching, consuming fire. I begin to move with him, searching for his taste, exploring his lips and his mouth, tilting my head so our breaths can fuse even more. 
More. I need more. My right hand clutches the back of his neck, still terrified that he might take this away. I pull my other hand from his. Like a desperate animal, it skitters across the thickness of his arm towards his chest. But he grabs my wrist and wraps it around his neck to join my other hand. 
He pulls away for one moment, and I catch a glimpse of his eyes. They are now dark grey-green like a sea in a storm. That dangerous scowl is back on his face as he glares at me with the hunger of someone who needs to consume. “I told you that I wouldn’t be able to taste you without taking more.” His voice is low and threatening, but I’m not scared.
His lips crush back onto mine and he squeezes me against him with so much pressure so that I can barely breathe. There is so much glorious heated pressure from inside out and outside in. I feel his wide hands spread across the small of my back. God they are so big they almost fit around me completely. I am so small and vulnerable under his hands, but somehow I feel strong and powerful. 
The music becomes deeper, rougher, and it shudders through the air as if it is making love to it.
I pull away. I need to know, “How much more?” My voice is breathy and shaky, but I stare at him, a challenge in my eyes. How much more will he give me? How much of him will he let me have? 
He draws in a deep breath as if to calm himself. His hands come up to hold my face. He holds my gaze and it feels like he is making a promise, “I will only take whatever you are prepared to give me.”
“Everything.” You can have it all. My body, my heart, my soul. It’s yours, Caden. It is already yours. But I don’t say this.
I try to grab for him, but he holds me out by my shoulders. I whimper and reach for him again, but he won’t let me touch him. So I run my fingers along his thick forearms, the only part of him my shorter limbs can reach. Oh my God. I have never felt anything so masculine and brutal and it just makes me feel so much more desperate to touch the rest of him.
His eyes flutter closed and he sighs – a sigh that I can feel through the limited contact we have. I wait for him to move, but he doesn’t. He opens his eyes again and I see… fear. Oh God, what’s wrong? My heart skips a beat when I see a frown start to play on his face. “Kitten, I want to make love to you.”
“Yes,” I cry. The aching need under my skin crackles like electricity. 
But the pain doesn’t leave his face. I hold my breath. Something isn’t right. My heart sinks when I realize that it isn’t going to happen. He made me wait three months to kiss him, he is going to keep making me wait to have sex. He keeps me close yet so far away. From both his body and his heart. 
I should stop this whole nonsense now. I should walk away from this man who I am already falling for, who I know will eventually hurt me with how he keeps me at a distance. Who hurts me now by literally holding me away from him. 
But… I can’t. I am already his. I have already given in to him. I am already bound. I accept whatever is coming.
He speaks, “I want to make love to you, but…”
“But?” At once I am struck by fear. But what? Did I admit too much? Was that the wrong thing to say? Is he horrified that I would so willingly give up my body to him? “Say something, Cade. What’s wrong?”
He shakes his head like he is trying to shake off this demon who torments him. 
“Tell me.” I want to know. I need to know.
“Kitten, please don’t think this is about you…” On his face I see an inner tragedy play out. “I just… there is something… I have waited for this, for you... and I’m not sure you’ll really want me.”
He isn’t sure that I want him? My head spins with the absurdity of this statement. How can he say that? He can’t really mean it. He can’t.
But here he is, standing before me, chewing on his lip and watching me with forlorn eyes. 
“How could you ever think that?” I whisper and I reach out to stroke his face. He lets me. “I want you so badly. I need you. I need you like I need to breathe.” I press myself back up against him like I am trying to merge us together. “Maybe it’s you who doesn’t want me.”
“No,” he hisses through his teeth as I push my hips against his. He is already hard. “Kitten, I haven’t wanted any woman as much as I want you in a long, long time.”
“Then, please, why are we waiting?” 
“There is something I have to tell you but… I am not sure whether you will still want to afterwards. I’m not sure you will want… me anymore.” 
“There is nothing you can say that will make me want you less.” I can see in his eyes that he is still unsure. “Caden, it’s your turn to trust me.”
A softness comes over his face. Then he nods. “Okay. We’ll take it slow, okay? Bit by bit to get you used to it,” he says as his hands explore my thighs over the silk of my dress.
I pull back far enough to frown at him. “Used to what?”
“My needs are… unorthodox. But I would never hurt you,” he adds quickly. “You know that, don’t you?”
I nod.
“Do you trust me? Will you try… for me?”
A small trickle of uncertainty runs down my spine. “Okay.”
“Okay?”
I nod and push a smile to my face. “Okay.”
He nods, but he still looks grim. He pulls away and unwraps my arms from around his neck. “Will you do something for me? Will you hold out your index fingers for me like this?” He holds his fingers chest-level, pointing to each other. I mimic him.
He pulls out a small weaved tube from his pocket. “Do you know what this is?”
I shake my head, still holding my fingers out.
“It’s a Chinese finger trap. Here, let me show you.”
He places one of my index fingers deep into an open end, then pushes my other finger into the other end so that my fingers are almost touching inside the tube. “Now try to pull your fingers apart.”
I do, but the weaving of the trap tightens around my fingers, holding them together. A shiver runs through me and my eyes widen.
“All you have to do to release it is push your fingers together.”
I do, and the trap loosens its grip on me. Before I can take the trap off, he pulls my arms up and over his head. I have to reach up to get them around his neck so my fingers pull the trap tight again. He leans into me filling up my senses with his presence. 
“Tell me, is that so bad to have your fingers trapped like that?” he asks, concern marring his face as he studies me.
I shake my head. “Not when they are trapped around you.” 
He leans down into me. This time his kisses almost hurt. His lips pressing against mine are insistent. Demanding. Taking. He is no longer asking. His tongue forces its way between my lips, searching for mine, and they fight one another in a provocative war. I ache to touch him. But as I tug, the grip around my fingers tightens so my hands are trapped out of reach. 
His hands are free to roam my body. They close over my breasts through the satin, alternating between tender cupping and caresses which make my skin awaken to an aching sensitivity, and hard pinches of my nipples which send throbs to my core. Each one heightening the sensation of the other. I buck against him. 
His hands run down my side and round my ass. He lifts one of my legs and hooks it around his waist so that my most tender spot presses up against his hardness making me gasp. My skirt is forced to skim up my thighs revealing where my stockings hook into my garters. With one arm he holds me against him. His other hand runs up and down my lifted leg, pulling and flicking the garter straps against my thigh, causing small exquisite snaps of pain. I moan. I’m sure he can feel I am soaking through my lace panties. 
Holding my hip still, he rocks his hips gently and slowly against me, telling me that he is controlling the pace. My lace rubs along the length of his hardness and my insides spasm with pleasure. I moan into his mouth. God, please, more. 
And we rock. He moves faster. And I swear my underwear is just going to burn away from all this heat and friction. My head and my body are almost hurting from all this pressure inside. God, I just need him.
But he stops, letting out a grunt. “Wait,” he growls, lowering my leg and pulling my hands from around his neck. “Stay here.”
What. The. Hell.
“You’re leaving me?” I can feel myself shaking with an immediate cold rage. 
“Kitten, I’m just going over there.” He points across the room. 
“What the hell for?”
He doesn’t answer this. “I’m coming back. Promise. And then we’re getting naked. Very. Very. Naked.”
Fuck. I shiver. “Okay. Hurry up.”
As he walks across the room I notice a metal contraption attached to the far wall that I haven’t noticed before. It looks like a fire hose wrapped around a wheel, except this isn’t a fire hose. It has a thick chain and some sort of pulley up in the roof that the chain extends up to. He starts to wind something and I hear the rattling of metal and clinking from above. I look up. It is the other end of the chain hanging from the ceiling. On the end is a pair of leather straps with rigid grips. Oh. My God.
I yank against my wrists which are held together in chains, bleeding from the rough cold iron. The blackout curtains shut out the world, the only light coming from the dimmed wall lamps of Jacob’s bedroom.
In this dark abandoned building, I stare, frozen to the spot while Caden lowers the chain towards me. The clinking stops and the loose chain end thrashes a little before falling into a soft sway. I look over to see him walking back towards me. 
“Rule number two: I can touch you but you can’t touch me.”
“You want to restrain me.” I choke out as he stops before me. 
“Jacob, please,” I croak. My mouth is dry. I need water. My stomach is tight from not having eaten. “I can’t take anymore.”
“No.” I can hear the scowl in his voice. “I will tell you when you’ve had enough.”
I shrink back from Caden, feeling a tremble taking me over. I can’t. No. I can’t. I start to back away. “No. You can’t force me−”
“No, kitten.” He shakes his head. “I’m not forcing you. I would never force you. This will always be your choice. But this rule is very important to me. Very important to me. We can take it slowly. I won’t close the straps around your wrist. You can just be restrained by the finger trap. You can push your fingers together and release yourself at any time. And if you do so, I will stop.”
He can touch me but I can’t touch him. I look between the chain and him, my head whipping back and forth in a shake. “No. No restraints.”
“Kitten, I can’t make love to you unless your hands are bound.”
“What? Why?”
A flare of darkness behind his eyes makes them look black. A cold chill blows across the heated desire still running through my body. 
“Kitten, I would never hurt you, you know that. I have my reasons for needing this, but I can’t explain them to you. You just have to trust me. You do trust me, don’t you?”
Manipulative bastard. I already said I trusted him before we entered the abandoned building and now I feel like I can’t go back on my word. Slowly, slowly, he is pushing out the edge of my trust. Slowly, slowly, he is walking me towards something in the dark that I cannot see. 
I eye the restraints. I eye him. I rub my thumb over the weaved trap still clinging to one of my index fingers. 
“I trust you,” I whisper, “But…” It’s too familiar.
“If you want me to stop at any point, it doesn’t matter how far into it we are, just tell me and I’ll stop.”
“What if you don’t?” I ask quietly.
“Do you want a safe word?”
“What’s a safe word?”
He frowns. “A safe word. It’s your control, kitten. You just say it if you want things to stop and I’ll stop.”
I blink, my mind getting used to the idea. A safe word. Caden is giving me a safe word. A gift. 
I hear him growl. “No one ever gave you a safe word?”
A shot of heat hits the back of my eyeballs and I look away before I start to cry. No. No one ever gave me a safe word. I was never given control, I always had to take it and even then, it was a lie. Not even when I was fucking those men in the booths of Bound did I ever really have control.
Caden’s palms come up to cup my face and he pulls up so that I am looking at him. Against the firmness of his hands I realize I am shaking. He peers at me. “I know this seems so messed up. I’m sorry. I wish I could tell you… everything. I wish I could give you… more, but I can’t. I want to love you. But this is the only way I know how. But it’s your choice, kitten. If you can’t accept this… me… I understand. I won’t be mad.”
And I realize he is broken inside just like I am. Beautiful broken pieces. We are both broken pieces, but together we can fight to be whole. Together we can start healing. 
The look in his eyes is so tender and pleading that my heart aches for him. The reason why doesn’t matter right now. I want him, Caden Thaine, broken pieces and all. And I want him to cherish my broken pieces.
I nod and step away from him, slipping out of his hands so that I am standing directly under the chain. This close I can see that the restraints are made of two leather cuffs meant to buckle around the wrists. Above them are two hand grips for the restrainee to hold onto. I lift my arms as if I am asking him to take off my shirt. Instead I am asking him to help me restrain myself. The love on his face cracks open the shell of pain across his features when he realizes what I am doing. For him. For us.
He takes a step before me. “Thank you,” he whispers as he traces his fingers up the undersides of my arms before maneuvering my hands onto the grips. I hold the foamy grips with my fingers except for my index fingers, one finger still in the end of the trap. Caden pushes my other index finger into the other side of the trap. As he promised, he doesn’t buckle the cuffs but leaves them open. 
I force myself to take a calming breath. Then I test the Chinese finger trap. He is right. I am forced to stand with my arms up above me while my fingers are in the trap, but if I push my fingers in I can loosen it and free myself.
“Are you okay, kitten?” He is watching me with concern, as if at any moment I might freak out.
My resolve firms. If this is how he wants to make love to me – no, if this is the only way he can make love to me, I will accept it. I have accepted it. I will do this for him. I will prove to him that he can trust me and that I trust him. Because one day I may need him to understand why I am broken.
I smile. “I’m okay, Cade. I trust you.”
He leans down to kiss me, but before his lips reach mine he pauses. He pulls back with a frown on his face and makes a displeased noise in his throat. He starts to walk around me.
“What’s wrong?”
“This dress.”
I look down. I can hear his footsteps echoing around me. “What about it?”
He stops before me, but this time he has a smirk on his face. “It’s still on you.”
He folds himself around me so that gorgeous smirk takes up most of my vision. His hands reach around me. I hear the zip opening down my back and it makes me shiver against him like a baby bird. My dress peels away from my body and drops on the dirty floor. He doesn’t even give my poor dress a glance when he lifts my legs out of it then kicks it aside. 
“My dress!”
“I’ll buy you a new one.” The roughness of his voice reverberates in my most sensitive places. He lowers my legs to the floor. His eyes remain fixed on me. He reaches around again and unclasps my bra. That too falls away and is discarded across the room somewhere.
He steps back and makes a low growling noise as his eyes roam across my stretched out body, standing there only in black lace panties, stockings and a pair of heels. He is already fucking me with those eyes.
When he steps up to me again his eyes take on a playful twinkle. His hands roam across my bare skin, the touch beginning to heal my rough scars. Across my neck and shoulder and arms and waist. Everywhere except where I most desperately want him.
He kisses softly at my mouth, teasing me. I purr and push forward, desperate to taste his tongue. But he reaches up to hold my neck firmly with his left hand and hold me back. He keeps his mouth far enough away so I can’t reach his lips but close enough so I am breathing his hot breath. I watch as he brings two the fingers of his other hand up to his mouth. He stares at me as he laps at them. My pussy clenches when I see the moisture glistening at the end of his fingers. Please, touch me with them.
Fuck me with them.

Instead he rubs them across my partially parted lips, breath escaping from them in short bursts. He is showing my mouth what he is going to do to other parts of me. He dips a fingers in, finding the wetness on my tongue and withdraws it again. He teases my lips and the tip of my tongue until finally, slowly, he pushes his fingers in. They press along the length of my tongue. I cry out around his fingers. I keep my eyes on him as I suck. And he watches me as he thrusts his fingers in and out of my lips. 
A small growl escapes him and both his hands melt down my body, his fingers making a moist trail across my skin. Down. Over my breasts, down my stomach. Please keep going. His fingers stop along the edge of my underwear for a moment. Bastard. He is still toying with me. It makes me ache, but it feels so good. One hand slips into the lace. He fingers search until they find the slickness between my legs, exactly where I have been aching for three months. The shock of his touch makes me gasp. But it doesn’t soothe the ache. It makes it worse. I tilt my hips and moan. I need more.
“Oh, kitten,” his voice drops to a low rumble, “you are so ready for me.” 
I was ready the moment I laid eyes on you. My eyes flutter shut as I press my pussy around his… 
But his fingers are gone, snapping the band of my underwear as his hand leaves my body completely. My eyes open in shock. I cry out in frustration and pull against my finger trap.
“Don’t move,” he commands.
My body reacts like a sob between my legs, wetter and tighter at the loss of his touch. Oh God. When is he going to stop torturing me? I hang there, arms to the sky as if in prayer, needing him so badly that I am shaking. That I am dizzy. That the only thing holding me up is this restraint. 
He walks to the side of the room and begins to blow out the candles. One by one. 
“What are you doing?”
“Do you trust me, kitten?”
“Of course.”
He doesn’t answer, he continues to make his way around the room, blowing out the candles. As the room darkens shade by shade, the old painful memories are shut out. As my eyes become useless with every candle blown out, my other senses heighten to compensate. I begin to feel where the still air meets my skin and just that touch alone makes my body break out in goose bumps. I begin to hear the difference in the sound when he steps on pieces of wood or glass, each crush and crumble sending little tickles through my inner ear. From under the smell of vanilla and rosemary potatoes the damp must of this place begins to surface. 
Soon, the only candles left are the three on the table behind me. I can see my shadow touching the far wall. I hear him walk back towards me. My shadow moves along the pitted floor, so I know he has picked up the candelabra and is carrying it with him. 
He stops behind me and I hear the soft clatter of the candelabra being placed on the ground. On the far wall I can see both our shadows. He is so close, so close I can feel the heat rolling off him. 
I hear the sound of his jacket falling to the floor. I watch, mesmerized as the shadow-Cade on the wall unbuttons his shirt and pulls it off his rounded shoulders, revealing a gorgeous thick chest that tapers to his waist. Then he slips out of his shoes and socks. His belt draws from his body like a long snake, then that too is lost to the floor. Finally he unzips his pants and drops them to the ground. 
Cade is naked behind me and his shadow is naked in front of me. I draw in a breath, realizing that I had been holding it in. His fingers find my hips and he slowly peels my underwear down. I step out of them, having to rely on the grips above me to maintain my balance. I am left in just my garter belt, stockings and my heels. I hear his breath huff out and the last three candles go out, leaving us in total darkness.
“Did you miss me, kitten?” His arms close around my waist from behind.
“Yes,” I cry as his hands move across my skin, one hand travelling up, the other travelling down. One hand grips my jaw, two fingers teasing my mouth again. He runs his other hand between my legs, his fingers teasing my folds.
His breathe is hot in my ear. “I missed you.” 
At the same time he pushes inside me with his fingers, two inside my mouth and two inside my pussy. Pleasure thrums like a tightened band between my mouth all the way down to my core. He starts to thrust, slowly at first. I moan around him, I suck, I tighten, I try and push out with both ends of my body so that I can get more. He gives in to my need and pushes faster and deeper. I can’t hold on any longer. I come around his fingers. And my muffled cries echo into the ceiling of this warehouse.
His fingers slow and his teeth nip at my neck as I float back down. This buzzy need for him is already building again, so I start to move against him again. But he pulls his fingers away from me, the space behind my lips feeling empty. I whimper.
“Cade?”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
He keeps his hands on me and uses my body to guide him as he walks around me until he stands facing me. His hands find my face and I can smell my arousal around us. His lips find mine in the dark. His tongue is rough and insistent. And I can feel he is done with waiting. His hips draw forward, trapping his erection between us. His arms are bent between us, still holding my face. His forearms press against my breasts and I can’t help move my but rub my nipples along his thick, hard forearms. The hairs on his arms are rough and feel wonderful against me. We both pour our groans into each others’ mouths and around our tongues. 
His hand slips between my legs to rub the head of his cock against me. Oh. Yes. 
“Please,” I whimper, “please take me.”
“No, kitten.” He positions his erection between my legs. “This isn’t me taking you. This is us giving ourselves to each other.”
And he enters me, filling all the emptiness inside. And my heart explodes like a bomb.



Chapter 9
 
The present
 
In my small apartment, my fingers rub down that very first dress. I shudder when I remember how it was ruined on the floor of that warehouse. This ache for Caden grows into a sharp pulsing. I need to hurry and get dressed. My fingers reach the next dress, the emerald dress, the very first one he bought for me but I didn’t wear. I realize I haven’t actually worn it for him. I have had plenty of other dresses to wear. Yes. This is the one for tonight. 
When I put it on, the silk skirt flows over my body like melted chocolate. It makes me gasp as my sensitized skin accepts this little pleasure. The thought that Caden will soon be pulling this dress off me makes me bite my lip. 
Damn him. He has infiltrated every corner of my life. He has even turned dressing myself into an act of foreplay. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
I don’t bother with jewelry. Apart from a pair of pearl earrings that used to be my mother’s, I don’t own any. I finger my hair, which is sitting in loose waves over my shoulders. The softness of the strands tickles my back where the dress scoops low.
I put on the barest slick of mascara then glide on red lipstick. I imagine how sexy the red would look leaving rings around his cock. I can only imagine it. I still haven’t seen him naked. Rule number three: I can’t see him naked.
Finally I dab a simple lavender perfume on my wrists. With one last gratifying look in the mirror, I grab my small overnight bag, a small envelope, and lock up.
I get in my second-hand car, parked out on the street. It’s a non-descript white sedan, pre-owned but solid and reliable. This is exactly what I need when I have to hit the road and never come back. I keep a stash of cash under a slip in the floor carpet under the passenger’s seat just in case. 
I drop the bag on the passenger seat floor and place the envelope on the seat. My fingers stroke the edge of the envelope before I turn on the ignition and pull away from the curb. 
I have almost three hours to get to the cabin, but I have one thing I need to do before I get there. I set my GPS to Navajo Valley. 
 
Navajo Valley is another large city in this state. It is about two hours out of my way but I was going to make this journey anyway. My eyes are peeled when I enter the outskirts of Navajo Valley. I have never been here and I will never come back after this.
I choose a quiet suburban street to roll down slowly. The houses are quiet and with my window down I can hear dogs barking. I spot what I am after across the street. My heart skitters a little, but I force myself to keep going until I reach the next intersection. I hook into a U-turn and go back the way I came. I pull up to the slightly dented postbox. 
I reach over to the passenger seat and pick up the envelope. On the front is an address that I know well. I lived there for two years before I was forced to start running. Seeing it fills me with memories of warm cashmere hugs that smelled of baby powder laundry soap, the sound of poetry being spoken out loud, and the scent of pumpkin pie and rosemary potatoes. A stab of longing fills me. And the faces of my grandparents float into my mind, the two people who raised me. And the two people I failed the most. 
I’m sure they hate me. I’m sure they hate that I still send them cards. Just to let them know I’m alive. Just so I can feel some sort of connection with them. But… I can’t stop. Just knowing that these written words connect us by an invisible thread makes me feel better. And I am selfish. 
Inside there is a card with a poem by Robert Frost. Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, and sorry I could not travel both… Frost is one of my grandfather’s favorite poets. He used to read poems to me at night in bed when I couldn’t sleep. Which happened often in the months after my parents died. 
I sometimes find myself wandering stores for greeting cards and I collect the ones with poems on them. Is it sad that the only way I can speak to my only living family is by using words written by people long dead?
Other than the poem the card is blank. No “Dear Grandma and Grandpa”. No “I miss you” or “I’m sorry”. I haven’t signed it. I didn’t even write their names on the front and I don’t write a return address on the back of the card. But they’ll know it is from me. I don’t lick the stamp so no one can get my DNA. I am paranoid, but it has kept me alive so far.
I get out of my car. I crush the envelope against my chest in a hug, just for a moment. Then I slip the envelope and my love through the dark slit on the postbox and imagine it now flying through the ether towards them. When I hear the soft thud of the envelope hitting the bottom I force myself to cut these feelings off. With all my insides walled up again, I slip back into my car, noticing a small gap in the blinds of the house closest to me has just flicked closed. Someone noticed me. Shit. I need to go. I try to stamp down the rising paranoia and pull away from the curb as fast as I can.
 
As I drive along the tree-lined mountain road nearing Midnight Falls the low buzzing in my core starts to rattle with anticipation. This need I have for Caden Thaine is like a phoenix in my body. Arising again and again from the ashes, no matter how many times I am consumed by him. What he gives me is more than sexual, more than physical… there is an exquisite alchemy to the joining of our bodies and our souls. When we are together we absolve each other of our sins and we fill in each other’s missing pieces to become whole. Without him I am broken pieces. With him I remember that I am worthy.
I eye the sign for Midnight Falls and turn off the gravel road onto a slim dirt path through trees. I wonder if Caden is already there. I wonder what he was doing before he came to see me.
I try to imagine what he ate for breakfast. Did he read the morning paper while he ate? Then I let myself wonder what it would be like to wash up breakfast dishes next to him. 
Of course, things are better the way they are, aren’t they? Maybe, if we could see each other like two normal people, the excitement would die and we would become like every other couple, sharing the vapidness of our lives; the laundry and shopping for groceries and brushing our teeth next to each other. 
As I spy the first of the cabins up ahead, I try to shut this line of thinking off. It doesn’t help to be this curious. If I wanted to know who he really was then it would only be fair that I would have to reveal who I am… who I was. And I’m not about to do that. Although a part of me yearns to tell him. A part of me is dying to take that next step and reveal the truth to him. But most of me is terrified that he won’t hesitate to run.
Cabin number 11 is the furthest cabin along this private road. A single white sedan is parked out front. A rush goes through me. Caden is here. I park next to it and check myself in the mirror before I get out. The air here is fresh and it feels cool against my bare forearms. Through the thick trees that surround us I can hear the distant rush of water. I eye the sedan briefly as I pass it on my way to the front door of the cabin. It’s a rental. Of course. If he doesn’t bring his motorbike he always drives a rental. 
The door opens and all my previous thoughts are lost to the wind when I see him. Caden leans against the doorframe taking up most of its space with his sheer size. He wears fitted cream pants, topping them off with a black button-up shirt. He looks so damn good it makes my mouth water. 
“Hello, kitten. You look beautiful.” He reaches for me and pulls me inside, kicking the door shut behind him. 
The inside of the cabin is decorated in wood and cream with splashes of gold and green, I suppose to represent the forest outside. Apart from a separate toilet the cabin is all one room separated into areas – living, dining, bedroom – by a slight shift in the floor height. 
Caden takes my bag off me and places it on the low rattan seat at the foot of the bed. I eye the bed. It looks so soft, piled up with so many pillows that I could sink into it. Perhaps I will later. When I look back to Caden, his eyes are roaming all over me and I feel I may as well be naked already. He growls from deep in his throat. I really, really like it when he does that. 
“You wore the first dress. I think it’s my favorite dress,” he says, stepping closer to me and gazing at me as if I am the most precious thing he has ever seen. I feel it. When he looks at me I feel precious. Worthy.
“You said that about the last dress.”
“Hmmm,” rumbles from his throat. His eyes become unfocused. “The red dress that clung to you here and dropped so obligingly at the back.” He wraps his fingers firmly around my neck to replicate the dress’s halter neck. Then he traces his other hand down the length of my spine to where the dress sat to expose the small of my back. I shiver and press my throat into his palm, making my lower belly clench. 
He pulls me to him by the neck. He growls in his throat as he inhales into my hair then runs his nose along my shoulder and up to my ear. It is animalistic and possessive and the knowledge he is breathing me in makes my legs tremble. I run my hands through his hair, one of the few places I am allowed to touch him. His hair is soft through my fingers and smells fresh like shampoo.
I tilt my head to kiss him but stop when he says, “Do you know what makes me sad?”
I pull back expecting a joke, but I see his brows pressing down upon his gorgeous green eyes. His eyes match my dress. 
I frown. “What is it?” 
He continues to stare at me, forlorn.
“You can tell me, Caden,” I urge.
His mouth parts. My heart thumps and I wonder what he is about to reveal to me. And I realize I am so desperate for any information on who Caden is. What makes him happy? What makes him sad? If I could reach inside his mind and scoop out all his secrets I would. And I would love them and cherish them because they are part of him. No matter what they are.
I wonder, would he do the same if he knew my secrets?
“It makes me sad… that I can’t look at all of you and kiss you at the same time.”
I giggle. Me. Giggle. Like, an actual giggle. And not because I want to get my own way. He is being silly and gorgeous and I love it. Damn him. Look what he does to me.
He maintains his seriously distressed look. “Don’t laugh at me, kitten. This is a very serious problem. My eyes and mouth are jealous of each other.”
“Aw, no. Don’t be sad.” I brush his lip with my thumbs in order to tug them up into a smile. “They can share me.”
He closes his lips over mine, possessing them, and his hands start to roam across my body. They tug and brush against the silk of this dress, making my skin tingle. I make all sorts of uncensored noises in my throat. Our kiss deepens and my head gets dizzy. It has been almost two weeks since the last time we saw each other and I am desperate for him. 
So much of me is aching. I ache to run my hands across his chest and his stomach. I ache to unbutton his shirt and push it off his hard shoulders. I ache to tangle my fingers in his dark chest hair that I only glimpse peeking out from his shirt. I ache to have him naked and laid out under me.
Screw the rules.
My hands slide down his face and neck to his top button.
His hands cut off my access to his chest as he grabs my wrists. He pulls back from my lips and I whimper. He shows me my own hands and tuts at me like a master would show a naughty puppy a chewed up toy.
“You know you can’t do that.”
A flash of anger shoots through me. Defiance. “Why not?”
“Rule number two, I can touch you but–”
“I can’t touch you. Yes, I know the stupid rule.” I have been dying slowly from this stupid rule for months now. 
“So why do you–”
“Why? Why can’t I touch you?”
“It’s just what I need, kitten. You know this. Shit. Why the hell are we going over this again?”
“I don’t know. Why the hell are we going over this again? What about what I need, Caden?”
Anger causes my stomach to tighten. I yank my arms from him and he lets me go. I spin and stride over to one side of the cabin. It only takes a few words and a few steps for the distance between us to feel like a canyon. Yes, we’ve been over this, but he has never given me a proper answer. He should be the one to apologize.
I hear him sigh and drop down onto the bed.
No, I’m not giving in first. Again. So I stand my ground. I stare out the glass door that leads to the balcony. Beyond I can see nothing but forest leaves. It is stunning out here. And peaceful. Yet a silent storm rages between us. 
This is stupid. We shouldn’t be fighting, we should be loving each other. Who knows when we will get to see each other again? But he should be the one to apologize, shouldn’t he?
The seconds tick past and I don’t hear him walk to me. I turn my head and take a peek at him. He is sitting on the edge of the bed, torso bent over so that his forehead rests in his fingers. His eyes are closed, but I can tell by the creases across his face he’s in pain.
I’m a terrible person. I shouldn’t have tried to break his rules. I should have just left it alone – shouldn’t I? Like he leaves my secrets alone? 
But where I once would have been grateful for this privacy, now I rage against it. I want to tell him my secrets. I want us to tell each other our secrets. I want to close this last gap in our fractured intimacy. I want him to love me – all of me. And I want to love all of him. We just need to take that last leap of faith…
I turn and walk slowly towards him. I can see by the way his shoulders hitch that he has heard my footfalls and the swishing of my dress. But he doesn’t take his face from his hands.
I stop to stand in front of him. “I’m sorry, Caden.” Part of me hates the fact that I am giving in to him again. But my only other option is to stay angry at Caden and spend the night on opposite sides of the same room. So close yet so far away. We did this once. The very first time we had this argument. I was too stubborn to say sorry, so while I slept in bed, he slept on the couch. I learned that night that Caden Thaine is more stubborn than I would ever be. He wins that title. I gave in then like I’m giving in now.
I test the waters by reaching for his hands. I feel hope when he lets me slip my fingers through his. We’ll be okay. We will. But when he lifts his face to look at me, his features are etched with weariness. We’ll be okay, won’t we?
“I don’t want to fight,” I say. “I don’t want to waste what little time we have together. Can we start tonight again? Please?”
His features don’t change. He stares at me, his green eyes hardened. “You resent me for my rules.”
I war internally for a split second as to whether to lie to him. But I don’t. I nod slightly. “I just want to touch you so badly.”
“I know. I thought I could give you everything you need, but I can’t.” His features turn fierce and he yanks me forward with his hands on my hips so that I stand between his knees and his face presses into my breasts. His fingers tighten into fists, crushing my dress material between them. I hold my hands up in the air, not sure where to place them. 
His voice rumbles through my heart as he talks against my chest. “Don’t you think I want so desperately for you to touch me, too? Don’t you? I dream about it, kitten. When I am asleep and when I’m awake, it is all I dream about.” 
“Then why…?” I stop talking. It is a question that can’t be answered. Whatever the reason, Caden is not willing to expose it to me and I must respect his need for silence. I sigh. I lower my hands on his head and run my fingers through his hair. He sighs against me. “Will… will you ever tell me why?”
Caden doesn’t answer. Suddenly his fists clutch my hips and he pushes me away so I stand at arm’s length. My stomach pains as if someone is wringing it in their hands. He doesn’t meet my eye. I try to catch his eye, but he won’t look at me. He won’t look at me.
He clears his throat. “Maybe if I can’t give you what you need… Maybe this isn’t enough for you anymore? Maybe we should–”
“No. Don’t say it.” I reach for his face. “I’m sorry. It’s enough. It’s enough. I just… I’m sorry, forget I said anything.”
Part of me inside hates myself for my behavior. I hate relenting to him. I hate apologizing for something that isn’t my fault. But I can’t stand the thought of losing him. It would be like cutting off oxygen to my lungs. He is my air. And I need to keep breathing. I’m not strong enough to find a way to live without him. I don’t want to have to try.
I search his face. He still looks weary and uncertain. I could still lose this battle. I have to do something to make things right again. I have to do something to prove to him that I am truly sorry.
I step back out of his reach and his hands fall off my hips. Only then does he look up to me. I reach behind me and find the zipper at the top of my dress. I draw it down and let the silk fall off my shoulders and skim over my hips to the floor. I can see a flinch in his features like he is about to tell me to stop trying to cover up our problems. So I quickly I unclip my bra and pull it from my body. His eyes widen in surprise. I have never taken the initiative to undress myself. 
“Kitten…”
He still sounds uncertain about us. I have to keep going. I force a smile onto my face. “How about… every time I want to touch you, I touch myself instead?” 
I keep my eyes on him as I run my hands across my stomach and up to cup my breasts. I pretend they are his hands. I brush the tips of my fingers across my nipples and the sensation makes my lips part to draw in a breath. His mouth parts as he watches me. I notice the creases in his forehead starting to soften. Yes, it’s working. 
I drop one hand down my stomach, slip it inside my panties and touch myself between my legs. This time I moan.
“Take them off. I want to see what you’re doing.”
I draw in a breath and my body trembles with a flush of nerves. Do I dare be so bold in front of him? I peel my underwear down off my body and step out of them. I stand back up slowly, legs pressed together to stop them from shaking, my gaze cast to the floor. My hand slides up my thigh to touch the spot just above where I am all wet. 
“Open your legs wider.”
My breath hitches, but I do as he says, taking two small steps out to the side.
“Wider.”
I swallow. My eyes flicker closed because I feel braver in the dark. And it is in the dark that I am taken to when I am blinded and stripped for my Caden. And I feel stronger. So I step out wider as I imagine Caden’s knees knocking my legs apart. I let my fingers slide right down between my legs, spreading my slickness all over me. 
I hear him hum in approval from the bed, and knowing this is turning him on spurs me on further. In my mind and in this darkness, it is his hands on me. My breathing becomes heavy as he teases me, rubbing me just the way I like it. And his other hand brushes across my breasts. I moan as he dips a finger into me. God, it feels so good, but I need more. He slips in another finger and starts to move them inside me, grinding the heel of his palm against me. I whimper.
“Look at me, kitten.”
I swallow, then let my eyelids open. He is watching me with hooded eyes from the bed. And suddenly they aren’t his hands on me but my own. And he isn’t the one fucking me with his fingers, I am. I feel a flush of heat in my cheeks. Before I can withdraw my hands he growls. “That looks so fucking amazing. Don’t stop.”
I close my eyes and start to–
“Keep them open.”
Shit. I force my eyes open. He is leaning back on the bed on his hands and he is watching me, his tongue languidly licking around his mouth, his excitement evident in the strain of his pants. I can barely look at him as I start to move against myself again.
He groans. And it sends a rush through me. I move with more confidence as the flush of shame is slowly replaced by a wave of pressure. I start to roll my hips from side to side as if I am dancing. And I meet his gaze. 
Soon, I am rocking my hips forward against my hand and the noises coming out of my throat are unrestrained. Caden’s eyes – and the heat and the fire in them – are almost all I can see. My legs are trembling as I climb to this peak and I’m almost… almost…
“Yes, kitten.”
His soft demand pushes me over the edge. My insides shatter and I am liquid stars. Unable to support myself anymore, I start to fall like dust and ash returning to the ground. But I don’t land. I smell wood smoke and home as he cradles me in his arms. I feel myself floating and floating. Then the softness of the mattress underneath me. The bed shifts as Caden lays himself around me and pulls me back into him as the feeling returns to my limbs. 
I turn my head to look at him over my shoulder. His eyes are jade with lust and I can see he is itching to run his hands over me. But he doesn’t yet. He waits. The only remnant of our argument is a small pinch at his brows. 
For a moment I am too aware of my curiosity. Oh God. This feeling has grown so big that it barely fits the box I’ve built to contain it. It takes a great force to push it shut and click the latch. A sense of dread waves through me. It is only a matter of when – not if – the latch will spring. 
When – but not now. For now, it is contained. And what Caden and I have is enough.
I lift my arms above my head in an offering of submission.
 
 
In the darkness behind my blindfold, I hear Caden hum as if in thought. “Where should I start?”
I am laid out with my wrists tied to the headboard. I arc my back and shove my breasts out towards him. There, please?
Instead he chuckles. “Patience.” 
Yes, this man is good at testing my patience. I contemplate tearing at my bonds. They are just silky ties after all. Surely I could rip through them if I were strong enough. 
He closes his teeth around the flesh of my upper arm, just enough until it is almost too much. I cry out and he releases me. Where his teeth leave a dull ghost of pain he brushes something which feels like soft velvet, causing a crackling of sensation to run along my skin. It is so light it’s almost painful. What is it?
I feel a light slap on my inner thigh, then the softness again. More crackles under my skin. My body continues to heat as he places curt slaps and bites across my body, down my arms and my legs and along my side, and follows each one up with a stroke of this soft thing, each caress growing longer and longer. The sensation is so soft and yet it sears me. My body reacts against it by clenching tightly. 
It’s only when it kisses along my jaw and I smell the distinct floral scent that I know that it’s,
“A rose,” I gasp.
“Yes. It is open and pink and soft. Just like you.”
He licks across my nipple. The cold air against it makes it pinch into a bud. Then he bites it hard. I moan under my breath. And finally the rose trails across my breasts. 
I feel the heel of his palm strike my clit in a firm slap. I gasp. Under his hand the dull pain bursts out like a small firework. The rose travels over my hips, which buck involuntarily, then down between my legs. The mixture of pain and searing lightness is so fucking exquisite I could cry.
“Please,” I pant, “again.”
He continues to tease me across my body, my breasts, my clit. Hard and soft, pain and pleasure. 
On and on until my head is spinning and I can’t think straight. I need him so badly that I start to whimper. I am tugging on my binds so hard I’m sure I would feel pain around my wrists if I could indeed feel anything above this desperate need for him. I am begging. Crying. At this point I don’t care I just need–
I moan with relief when he shifts on the bed to kneel between my legs. The rose leaves my skin. I hear a soft plucking noise. As he thrusts inside me, petals drift across my body like silken rain. Hard and soft. Pleasure and pain.
This is Caden to me. This is what I love.



Chapter 10
 
When our love making is over, I lie under the darkness of the blindfold, my body feeling like warm mist. Every time I am here like this with Caden I feel a strange sense of peace. I am no longer a broken girl, a lonely soul, a scared runaway. I just… am.
I can hear Caden across the room, putting on clothes as he always does after we finish. I can smell him from here, all man and wood smoke and the musk of sex. It gets stronger as he nears me. I wriggle against the silky sheets under my bare ass and back for my audience. I can hear his little hum of appreciation as I feel his eyes travel all the way up and down my body. 
“I’m tempted to keep you here just like this.”
“Maybe that’s what I want.”
He laughs softly. “My insatiable kitten.”
“Only with you.”
Yes, only with him. He does something to me that no one else does. The scent of his hair and the shape of his arms and the timbre of his voice. Like he was designed just to unlock these parts of me. I may be broken, but I am no longer closed off.
The mattress shifts as he sits by my side. He lifts the blindfold from my eyes. I have to blink and wait a moment before my eyes adjust. I can’t help the smile that rushes across my face. He has wrapped himself tightly in a white bathrobe. He has my favorite look on; all hooded eyes and lopsided grin. 
I feel the ties loosen and slip away. He leans against the headboard and pulls me against him so I’m nestled with my back against his chest. His arms wrap around me. Using his thumbs he caresses the marks around my wrists where I pulled against my restraints.
“Cade?”
“Hmmm.”
“What do you eat for breakfast?”
I can feel him chuckling behind me. “Why? You want to cook for me? You know I can’t stay for breakfast, kitten.”
“I know. I just…” Will I sound silly? I sigh. “It just feels weird to be so close to you and not even know what you eat for breakfast. I guess I just wanted to know.”
He relaxes behind me. I think he understands. “Oats. Sometimes I chuck a little fruit into it. Eggs if I have more time.”
“And do you read the paper?”
“Yes.”
I smile. Any piece of information I get about him makes me smile. It’s like every time I know a little bit more about him, he becomes a little more mine.
 
We finish our routine. I shower first, alone. Then he does. He takes in his overnight bag with him so that he can dress before he comes back out again. Just as the bathroom door unlocks a small hope blips in me that maybe this time he won’t have dressed yet or maybe he has left his shirt off. Every time, my heart sinks.
We settle in to sleep with him behind me, one arm wrapped over me. But in the soft dim shaded silver with moonlight filtering through all the open windows, I can’t fall sleep tonight. I stare at the silhouette of the dining table and the small kitchenette. I see myself cooking eggs for Caden at the stove. He would come up behind me and nestle his nose in my hair and whisper good morning. We would sit down together and I would slip the paper by his plate and look at him across our breakfast table. He would smile back at me and reach across for my hand. 
Stupid girl. It’s no good for me to wish these things. It is no good for me to dream. The images dissolve and a sadness falls over me like snow. No, we aren’t normal people and we aren’t a normal couple. And we will never be.
I am startled out of my thoughts when Caden’s breathing deepens into the rumble of a light snore. Cade has fallen asleep before me. He has never fallen asleep before me. He is a light sleeper and he always seems to wake as well if I ever wake in the night. Suddenly I am completely aware of him behind me. I can feel his chest pushing at my back with every inhale and his breath moving my hair with every exhale. 
I want desperately to know what he looks like when he’s sleeping. I could turn and look at him. Just look at him. Just one look. No harm in looking, right? I wouldn’t be breaking any rules…
I start to turn, slowly, shifting minutely so as not to disturb his arm laying over me then pausing so as not to wake him. I tense up when he shifts. My heart is beating heavily but steadily. He mumbles something. And I close my eyes and pretend to be asleep. He’s going to wake any minute now. Any minute now.
I hear him mumble again. Then he seems to settle. He didn’t wake? When I hear his breathing even out again, I count five full excruciatingly slow minutes before I open my eyes and start to move again. Slowly, slowly, he comes into view as I turn to face him.
If it is possible, he’s even more beautiful when he’s asleep. The hardness of his jaw has softened and his lips fall into a relaxed pout. He looks young and vulnerable. I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips. This big loving bear of a man is mine. My Cade. I want to press my lips to his. I want to touch his face. I want to brush the hair from his forehead. But I don’t. Surely it will wake him.
Then my eyes travel down his thick neck and to his wide chest. I have never laid my hand on his chest but even through this thin dark t-shirt I can see the fullness of his solid muscles. The skin that peaks out from the top of his shirt teases me with the start of dark curls. My fingers flinch out, but I hold them back. I am aching to touch him. But I can’t. I shouldn’t.
Rule number two: He can touch me, but I can’t touch him.
Why the hell not? a voice in me demands like an obstinate child. He is mine, surely I can touch what is mine.
No. No. Those are the rules. Remember the rules.
So I stare at the patch of skin I can see at the top of his shirt. I wonder what the skin there would feel like. Hard yet smooth, I imagine. I can’t tear my eyes from his skin. Do I dare? 
Just one touch when he is asleep. Just one. There is no harm in that, is there?
I check his face. His eyes are still closed. He sounds like he is still asleep.
Just one touch. He would never have to know.
I am barely breathing as I bend my elbow and lift my hand. My movements are torturously slow, a contrast to the rapid increase of my heartbeat. Slow. Controlled. Closer. Closer. I pause an inch away from his chest. Did his breath hitch? My eyes flicker between his face and his chest. No. I don’t think he’s awake. His breathing is steady and he hasn’t moved. 
I uncurl my fingers and brush the collar of his shirt, lightly. I thrill with the forbidden contact. But I still haven’t touched him. I reach out further until my fingertips brush at the hair at the base of his neck.
He moves so fast my body jolts. His fingers clamp down on my wrist so tightly I swear it almost breaks. His eyes open before they narrow. 
“What the hell are you doing?” His voice pools like blackened liquid in my ears and it give me chills. 
I gape but nothing comes out of my mouth.
“I said, what the hell are you doing?” he yells.
For a moment I can’t speak. My body and my heart are frozen in ice and I am numb except for where he is gripping me. Gripping me tighter than he has ever gripped me before. And I realize he is hurting me. I try to pull away, but his grip tightens. 
“You’re hurting me,” I whisper as I fight the urge to cry. Caden is hurting me. He means to hurt me.
“You’re hurting me, Jacob”
“I’m hurting you? You’re fucking hurting me, princess.” He slams his left hand against his chest and it makes a sharp deep thudding noise. “Right here. You’re hurting me right fucking here.”
Caden looks down to my wrist. As if he just realized it, he snatches his hand away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to.” The darkness fades from his eyes. But it’s replaced with a ghost. 
Then the glare he gives me is so unkind it crushes me. 
“What were you doing?” he asks again. The volume of his voice has lowered, but his words are short and clipped and it pinches at my heart.
“I’m sorry. I just wanted to look at you. You look so peaceful when you sleep.”
His eyes narrow even further. He knows that I’m lying. 
“Turn around.” 
I do. But he doesn’t throw his arm around me or tuck me into his body like he usually does.
“I thought you understood the rules. I thought I could trust you.” His voice is hard and devoid of warmth. I fight the urge to shiver.
“You can.” I whimper. Shit. I’m an idiot. Stupid, stupid girl.
“So why would you try to go against me?”
I want to scream at him, “Because this urge to know you grows with every night we spend together. Because I wear this curiosity under my clothes and it’s rough and itches at my skin. Because I burn with unfairness that you can see me and touch me but I can’t see or touch you back.” But I don’t.
“I would never deliberately hurt you, kitten. Never. But if you try to break my rules again… it would have to be over between us.”
“Over?” My voice shakes. No. Over a stupid rule? But why? That doesn’t even make sense.
“How can I be with you if I no longer trust you?”
I go cold with fear. He can’t leave me. He can’t. I’ll die. The emptiness and loneliness that was there before he came into my life will yaw wide open and swallow me and I will starve in this desert of my own making.
“I’m sorry,” I mumble. “I’m sorry. I won’t do it again.” I squeeze my eyes shut and pray that I can keep this curiosity at bay. 
“Go to sleep,” he orders.
I don’t argue. “I’m sorry.” I say it again, hoping that it makes a difference.
I lay there terrified. Terrified because I can feel that this need to uncover Caden is growing into something I can’t contain anymore. Even at the risk of losing him forever. Am I sadistic? Am I so messed up that I am trying to sabotage the only happiness in my life?
Strangely enough, the risk of losing him just makes the need to get inside his life that much stronger. The more I know about him, the more I need to know. I can see this vicious cycle tunneling out into my future, turning back upon itself over and over until it disappears into a single point. A single fixation. 
I can only pray that the next time I break his rules, I won’t get caught.
 
 
By morning, like always, Caden is gone. As I wake, I am left scrabbling for a ghost and clutching at sheets that have already gone cold. For a moment I wonder if I have dreamed him up, if Caden is only a figment of my imagination. Then I feel the lovely tenderness between my legs and the slight soreness around my wrists and I know he is real. 
I shut my eyes as the wave of emptiness rushes in. I miss him already. I try to force myself to sleep so I can go a little longer without the sinking, bludgeoning knowledge that he has gone and that I don’t know when I’ll see him again.
But sleep doesn’t come, not when the pillow smells of his hair and the sheets smell like us. And the scent of rose petals release into the air around me as I roll over them and crush them. A sharp need tightens my belly as I remember how the roses came to be scattered around the bed last night. 
I wonder if I’ll ever be able to smell roses again without thinking of Caden. Even if it was someone else giving me those roses. He didn’t lie when he said he would ruin me for all other men.



Chapter 11
 
I started kickboxing almost five years ago after watching two guys go at it in a gym. I tried it and loved it. It helped pull me out of my depression over… Jacob. The things I don’t talk about, even to myself. It became my way of taking my power back. Back into my own hands and elbows and knees. 
Now it is one of the only constants in my life. When you have moved around like I have and may need to move again at any minute, trust me, you need constants, anchors. I have always been able to find a gym to train in wherever I go. I don’t need special equipment, just me, my fists and my knees and my legs. It is one of the few things I can take with me anywhere, and no one – no one –
can take it away from me. It is mine. 
Kickboxing keeps me fit, and I feel stronger for it. And this feeling of strength has grown thick enough to almost cover up my ever-present fear. Almost.
I enter the boxing room of the gym and wave to my kickboxing trainer, Mick. He heads over to me and greets me with a nod. “You look like shit, kid.”
“So do you, old man.”
Mick holds up a thick rectangular pad about the length of his torso for me to hit and knee. I start out light with a few warm-up rounds of well-worn combinations. Left-left-right. 
“Elbows in. Guard up, you stinkin’ pansy.” Oh, yeah. Everyone, meet Michael O’Leary, or Mick for short.
Mick is an Irish immigrant, tall, thick and pale with a reddish hue to his brown hair. He’s an ex-cop who spends his time between kickboxing and boxing coaching. Sometimes he moonlights as a private investigator for one of his other ex-cop buddies. Usually I would be a bit wary of spending time with a PI, but Mick stays out of my shit and I stay out of his. I’m pretty sure he’s got problems at home with his wife, or ex-wife, or something. But I don’t ask and he doesn’t tell.
Besides, I doubt that he would find much on me anyway even if he did decide to look. I officially dropped off the face of this planet five years ago.
We move on. Left-right-left-right-uppercut.
“Jesus, is that all you got? My eighty-year-old grandma can hit harder than you.”
We move on to elbows. 
“Drive from the hip. From the hip. This isn’t the fucking ballet, God damn it.”
I sometimes wonder if he practices his insults at home. I swear they get more creative the more I train with him. Some days, when I’m having bad days, his insults make me angry. But then I hit harder and soon I feel better.
Finally we move on to knees then kicks. My two favorite. I love kickboxing because it lets me use my legs and knees in a fight. A woman’s strongest part of her body is her legs. I fucking love my legs for this reason. In five years my soft twiggy legs have grown toned, curvy and powerful. I’d like to think that anyone I knew from back then wouldn’t recognize me now. 
At the end of our session I am sweaty and grunting with a kind of happiness as the adrenaline swims through my bloodstream. Mick grunts and throws a towel at me. “You did alright, kid.”
I nod. In Mick-speak, he means he’s happy with my progress.



Chapter 12
 
Only mornings later I find a letter in my mailbox on my way back from a quick trip to the corner store. A note? So soon after I just saw him? I am so surprised, I tear it open as I climb the steps to my apartment.
 
Shaftesbury Hotel, Tonight 6pm, Suite 413
 
I frown as I unlock my door, juggling the note, the empty envelope and the bottle of milk in my other hand. Tonight? He means for me to meet him tonight?
Inside my apartment the small radio I left on before I headed out is blaring the news, distracting me; a robbery, another terrorist bombing in the Middle East, and a young girl was found murdered last night, shot in the forehead execution style. I flinch and rush to shut the radio off. No news. I can’t listen to the news. 
I turn back to the note Caden left me. Usually the note arranges the meeting for several days later. He has never sent me a note to meet him that night. An odd feeling creeps over me. But I push it away and try to just be happy that I get to see him so soon. I head off to have a shower and get ready for my lunch shift at work. But this uneasy feeling won’t wash off.
 
Later that evening I am walking into the lobby of the Shaftesbury Hotel downtown. It’s one of those grand luxury hotel chains that made its name in the roaring eighties, their significance diminishing with the rise of the middle class and popularity of the boutique-style hotels. The lobby is grand and gilded in a way that seems almost dated now. Too much mahogany and gold everywhere. Still, the concierge is friendly when I enter the lobby, and he directs me towards the mirror-paneled lifts with a nod. 
Suite 413 is on the fourth floor. The lift door opens onto a wide corridor paneled in more mahogany and trimmed with delicate Victorian light fittings. I knock on suite 413, an odd sense of nerves mingling with the usual rush of anticipation in my veins.
The door opens and Caden appears. The first thing I notice is the flash of relief across his face before he lunges for me. He grabs me and pulls me to him without saying a word. His mouth finds mine. His kiss is firm and intense and his tongue dips hungrily into me. It feels… desperate. Like this might be the last time we see each other and he is trying to suck every last drop of happiness that he can from my lips before it’s too late.
Oh God. Something isn’t right. 
I pull away. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.”
He latches his mouth onto mine and silences me. But I know he’s lying.
I am pulled into the suite and the door slams behind me. Caden won’t tear his mouth from mine or his hands. God, his hands are everywhere and they are grabby and needy and frantic. All his usual composure – his control, his desire to draw things out – are gone. Left behind is just this… this raw need. 
Before I can comprehend what is happening, my dress has been unzipped and yanked off me. He pushes me up against the wall hard. Almost too hard. He slams forward into me, trapping me. My breath is stolen from the force. He pushes his face into my neck, forcing my head to tilt back, and begins to bite and suck so hard that I can feel the flesh underneath his mouth bruising. He forces a hand in between my back and the wall, and my bra is stripped from me. His hands dip to my hips–
“Caden, wait.”
My voice seems to reach him and he tenses. I push him back from my neck so I can see him. I notice his eyes. Undiluted and wild, he can barely hold my gaze. But there is a pleading, insistent begging. He needs this. Whatever has happened, he doesn’t need me interrogating him; he needs me to make it better.
“Have me,” I say.
Relief floods his eyes and he pulls the red silk tie I’ve only just noticed from around his neck. He crosses my hands over my head and begins to bind my forearms together. As he raises his arms I smell a hint of must and sweat. I study him closely as he binds me. What else have I missed? 
I notice the bags under his eyes and the stubble across his jaw. He’s tired. He has barely slept. Perhaps he hasn’t slept at all. He definitely has gone a day or two without shaving. I want to kiss his face and his eyes and his jaw, but I don’t move. He looks so stern that I am scared to show him this tenderness at this moment. My eyes lower. And I notice his button-up shirt is wrinkled. His shirts are never wrinkled.
What has happened that he would go without sleep? And without time to shave or change his shirt or shower?
Cade breaks through my thoughts by pressing against me in a fierce kiss. I feel like I am melting between his hard body and the wall. His hands slip to my hips. In a single violent move, my underwear is torn from me. Before I can take another breath my eyes are covered by his large hand and everything goes dark. 
I hear him unzip his pants. Almost instantly I feel Cade between my legs. His other hand grabs around my ass and he lifts one leg to spread me. He enters me in one swift push and starts to move furiously inside me. 
My body responds with a violent pleasure. My back thuds against the wall as he grinds into my hips. I can feel his breath coming hot and fast against my cheek. He has never been so rough with me and it scares me and thrills me at the same time. I can do nothing except let myself be taken.
Finally, he growls and shudders. He falls limp against me, crushing me against wall. I can barely breathe, but it feels so amazing. For once, I feel like I am the one holding him up. 
I can feel his chin resting on my shoulder, his heavy breath blowing hot air around my neck. His hand still covers my eyes, but it’s starting to slip so that I catch glimpses of light through his fingers. 
“It’s okay, Caden,” I whisper. “Everything will be okay.” 
Then he jerks back. He lowers my leg to the carpet then pulls away, leaving me with an aching sense of loss. His fingers leave my eyes and I blink a few times as my eyes adjust to the light again. I hear a zip and I am a little disappointed that I didn’t catch a glimpse of him. 
I lower my arms from over my head. “Untie me?” I smell his wood smoke and musk scent mixed with sweat as he steps close to me. Close, but he doesn’t hold me. He won’t look at me. He tugs at the binds until they loosen. Caden turns his head from me and steps away. I move my forearms apart and the ties slide off.
Caden sits on the edge of the bed and pushes his face into his hands. I don’t have to see his features to know that he is in pain. I can almost smell the guilt and remorse rolling off him.
What is going on? Are we breaking up? Is this goodbye?
I wrap my arms across my bare breasts. I feel so, so naked. I grab my discarded dress from the floor and wrap it around me like a towel. I am terrified, but I have to know what is happening.
I walk on shaky legs over to Caden and lower myself on the bed next to him. God, what do I say? I want to touch him, but will that make things worse?
He lifts his head from his hands and pierces me with his eyes. They are bloodshot from rubbing. 
“I’m so sorry, kitten.” He sounds so sad and so, so sorry. 
Oh God, he’s going to break my heart, isn’t he? This is it. The end. This is my punishment for breaking the rules the last time. He has decided he doesn’t trust me anymore. Each thought is a blade that stabs me in the belly. 
“I…” he glances up, just catching the first tear that rolls down my face before I turn my head away. “Shit. Are you crying? Fuck.” In my periphery I see him reach out to touch my cheek but pauses before he does. He snatches his hand away and makes a grunting noise in his throat and rubs his face again instead. “What the fuck is wrong with me?”
“Please,” I say turning back to him, “I can fix it. Just tell me what I’ve done.”
His head snaps up. “You? You haven’t done anything. I’m the one acting like a fucking animal.” His cheeks redden and he looks away. I realize that he’s embarrassed. “I can’t believe I just mauled you like that. You didn’t fucking deserve it.”
And it clicks. Caden is upset over how he just acted. “Cade, it’s okay. I could tell that you needed it.” 
His face twists in disgust. “I was so rough with you. God, the way I–”
“I liked it. Don’t get me wrong, Caden. I love it when you tease and take things slow, but I enjoyed that, too.”
As he studies me his eyes narrow. I can tell he is looking for some sign that I am lying to him. “But you didn’t come.”
I smile and test the waters by reaching out for his hand. I feel relief when his fingers curl around mine. “I’m sure you’ll make it up to me. We have all night, don’t we?”
“You’re not angry at me?”
“Only if you don’t stop beating yourself up.”
I can see the moment that he starts to believe me. Slowly a smile stretches across his face. His eyes twinkle as they roam over my body, covered loosely by my dress held up across my breasts by one arm. “Conveniently, you are still very naked under there.”
I gasp as his hands strip me of my modesty and push me back onto the bed. He searches for the silk ties, dropped on the carpet, before he joins me.
 
He spends the next few hours or so making it up to me. Afterwards, I am so detached and floating that I barely connect with this Earth. I float up on a cloud of bliss, far away from anything and anyone who wishes me harm. I float, safe, with Caden as my tether.
When I come back to my senses, he has removed my blindfold and my binds and I find myself tucked back against his stomach and chest. I can feel the soft toweling of the bathrobe he wears. His arms wrap around me and his chin rests on my head. It feels so intimate, this kingdom of just him and me. And I am infused with the confidence that he needs me, too. I realize I am ready to tell him my secrets if he will tell me his. 
“Caden, why were you so upset before?”
He tenses behind me. Then he brushes my arm and I can tell it’s an unconscious movement, like he is trying to brush it off. “Could you forgive someone who has to do something bad in order to do something right?”
“You didn’t answer my quest–”
“Please, just answer me.”
I know that he’s talking about himself. He deserves an honest answer. I knew when I met Caden that he had secrets dark as night. I remember believing that he was worth saving even if he thought himself beyond redemption. I still believe that. I do.
“Yes, I could,” I say.
“Could you love that same person?”
I already do. “Yes.”
We both say nothing.
“Go use the shower first,” he says, breaking the thick silence. His voice sounds uncertain and distant and it echoes as he pushes me forward across the sheets away from him.
I don’t argue. The rejection stings, and I need some space. I’m losing hope that Caden will ever open up to me. For the first time ever I need to get away from him.
The shower pressure in the hotel is good. The hot water eases over my thoroughly-used body like warm fingers. I have been satisfied several times, but the combination of the trickling water and the knowledge that Cade is just a thin wall away from me has me squeezing my legs together to ease the ache beginning to build there again. 
I hate this.
I want him so badly all the time. I feel like a helpless addict. I can’t live without Caden. I can’t. But… what satisfied me before, no longer satisfies. What I was prepared to accept before I can’t accept anymore. 
I need more from him. From us.
And this terrifies me. Because, if I ask for it, demand it like my heart wants to, I know he’ll walk away. 
I stare up at this wall we have built between us – our own version of togetherness. If I want to get over it I have to climb it.
 
I come out of the bathroom, dressed in a newly bought emerald silk singlet and shorts set. It is two shades darker than Caden’s eyes, and I want to see his eyes darken to this color when he sees me in it. But he isn’t looking at me. He is frowning at his phone.
“Is everything okay?”
“What? Oh, of course, kitten.”
But I can tell it isn’t. He’s distracted. 
He’s never distracted with me. My gaze burns on the phone and I stand motionless watching him as he presses a few more keys then slips the phone into the pocket of his bathrobe. He grabs his bag and clothes and phone before he brushes past me into the bathroom without even a glance at me.
My eyes widen as I spot his cream pants, forgotten, tucked among the blankets that are crumpled on the floor near the bed. He never leaves anything out here with me when he goes into the shower. Never. I’ve checked before, trying to find some sliver of his life that I could cling onto, something about him that he refuses to tell me. As soon as he locks the door I’m going for it. This is a chance for me to glimpse over this wall. A few more seconds and those pants are mine. 
I feel him grab my waist, startling me – I hadn’t noticed him coming out of the bathroom. My heart lurches in my throat. Shit. He has remembered his pants. He saw me looking at them.
When I turn my head to look at him, he isn’t looking at his pants, he is looking at me. 
“I just need to tell you how beautiful you look.” He draws me in for a deep kiss that I feel all the way down to my toes. I feel instantly guilty for wanting to pry into his life. When he releases me, my head is floating. Caden smiles at me one more time before disappearing into the bathroom. 
No, don’t do it. Leave it alone, I tell myself as I fall into bed.
Click.
I flinch as the door locks behind him. He locks it every time and won’t let me in. I tried to surprise him once by sneaking in on him in the shower, but the door was locked. It’s always locked. He always locks me out. And the noise is like a switch that flicks off the guilt.
I deserve to know about him. He won’t let me in, but I need to know.
My gaze draws to the forgotten pair of pants twisted in the sheets on the floor. I look over to the bathroom door, biting my lip. 
Do I dare? Or will he remember his pants and come back out to retrieve them? I listen intently for the noise coming from the bathroom to try to determine what he is doing and whether it is safe for me to go through his pockets.
I don’t dare to think what he would do if he found out I was trying to pry into his life. Not that I think he would hurt me – no. Caden would never, ever hurt me. But… would he let too long go between visits to punish me? Would he stop wanting me as much as he does? Would his messages stop?
These thoughts chill my bones. But just as strong in my body is the throbbing curiosity and need to know more about him.
I sit, my nerves ablaze for a few tentative minutes. Then I hear the shower turn on. I’m on my feet quickly and quietly. I first go to the bathroom door. When I hear the noises of water hitting skin I know he has stepped into the shower. I have maybe two minutes if I am lucky. I tiptoe to his pants, half hidden where they lay. My heart is thumping like a warning in my chest.
I slowly draw the pants from the twist of blankets. I slip my hand into the first pocket. Nothing. Then the second. Again nothing. I feel myself slipping down this wall. Maybe I won’t find anything here?
I slip my hands into a back pocket and my fingers find something hard and leather. I glance again at the bathroom – door still locked, shower still going – before I pull it out. It’s his wallet. I frown. This wallet is battered and the fake leather is peeling along the crease. This doesn’t look like a wallet that Caden would carry.
I drop the pants and focus solely on the wallet, a window into Caden’s life. I open it. Inside, the card section is sparse. First I pull out a driver’s license with the name Caden Thaine on it. The picture of him is him but… it looks somehow different. This hair is longer and more unruly and he is scowling at the camera. There is a bank card also with C Thaine stamped across it. I turn the card over and note his hurried signature.
I separate the money section. There is cash in there. A lot of cash. In fifties. I count them quickly. Holy Jesus. Five hundred dollars. He has five hundred dollars in his wallet. 
What the hell is Caden doing with all this cash?
I am about to close the wallet back up when I notice another section tucked in behind the cards. My fingers probe this section. My heart skitters when I feel the edge of something flat and plastic. 
I glance towards the bathroom door before I pinch the edge of this hidden object and pull it out. It’s a photo, creased and faded. It shows a close-up of a little girl’s face, perhaps only three or four. She is smiling at the camera with her light brown hair and green eyes. I recognize them instantly. Those are Caden’s eyes.
Who is this girl? She is obviously related to Caden. But the photo is old and faded, so who knows how long ago it was taken and how old the girl is now. Is she his sister? His mother? Or… his daughter? A knot forms in my stomach. If he has a daughter, is he married? No. Caden doesn’t have a wedding ring on his finger nor does he have a tan line indicating he has been wearing one – I checked on our first date.
I hear the water turn off in the shower. Shit. I shove the card back in the compartment and grab the pants from the floor. My fingers probe for the back pocket. The back pocket, where is the back pocket? I find it. And shove the wallet in but… it won’t go in. What the hell?
Then I realize I was trying to shove the wallet into the second back pocket. A second back pocket with something else in it. I missed something. I slip my hand in and flinch when I pull out… a second wallet. 
This one is made of black weaved leather. I can’t see the brand label, but I can already tell by the softness of this leather that it is expensive. Why is Caden carrying a second wallet?
A noise from the bathroom alerts me that Caden is coming out. Shit shit shit. I don’t have time to find out. I shove both wallets back into their respective pockets and stuff the pants back under the blankets. I slip under the bed sheet and feign sleepiness. 
Click.
Just as the door unlocks. I watch it open through the slits of my eyes. I have to pretend that my head isn’t rushing around with questions. Who is the girl? What’s in the second wallet? I steady my breath and count backwards from ten to try to slow my racing heart. Calm, keep calm.
When Caden steps out of the bathroom he is already dressed in dark blue pajama bottoms and a dark t-shirt. Out of the corner of my almost-closed eyes I watch him place his bag down on the bag rack near the door. Then he moves towards the bed to pick up the blankets and throw them over me. I hear his pants drop on the carpet when they fall out of the mess of blankets. 
He frowns when he sees his pants. I close my eyes fully. I feel his gaze move over me. I hear him move back to the bag rack. Only then do I take another peek. He folds his pants and shoves them into the top of the bag and zips it up.
I close my eyes again as he turns.
I don’t make a noise as he walks over the carpet. The mattress shifts behind me and my heart patters as he slips under the covers. The bedside light clicks off and we are submerged in darkness. 
He kisses the back of my neck and whispers goodnight and I feel a few drops of moisture from his hair drop onto my skin. He puts his arm around me like always. But for once I don’t want him to hold me. I shake his arm off and scuttle further to the edge of the bed. 
“It’s too hot,” I mumble. It’s a pathetic excuse but the only one I can come up with. I can feel the tension behind me. Then it releases and he settles on his back. Whether he believes me or not, he seems to accept my lie. 
For the first time ever, we lie in bed without touching. My back feels cold and I curl tighter in on myself.
I can’t sleep. I lay awake, my mind whirring over and over that little girl’s photo and the second expensive leather wallet. It is clear that Caden has another life outside of me but… what is this other life?
Who is Caden Thaine? Who is the girl he carries around with him? And where is she now?
And what is in that second wallet? Did he steal it? Is this how he gets all his money? Oh God. Am I sleeping with a thief? Another criminal? What is wrong with me that I keep picking guys like this?
No, stop jumping to conclusions. You don’t know yet what is in that second wallet. Yet.

But I have to find out. I just have to.
I listen for Caden’s breathing to deepen. Slowly his breath steadies and he seems to settle into sleep. I count to a hundred, then look over my shoulder. His face is turned slightly away from me. I think his eyes are shut. I hope his eyes are shut. I turn my head back to look towards the bag rack and my resolve firms. I have to know what kind of man sleeps next to me. I have to know.
I slowly lift the blanket and slide my feet out from the side of the mattress. I pause. Hearing no change in Caden’s breathing, I pull the blanket back even further. Then inch by inch I roll up to sitting. I place my feet on the floor and push myself up to stand. I pause and check over my shoulder. Caden hasn’t moved.
I tiptoe across the carpet, repressing the shiver that runs through me. I tell myself it’s just the coolness of the air compared to being under the blankets with Caden. But I know when I am lying to myself. I am dreading what I might find.
I stop next to the bag rack. I know from seeing Caden’s bag earlier that it’s a navy canvas boxing-style bag with two thick strap handles and a zip that opens up three sides of the top panel. But in the dark I can only faintly make out the shape of it. I feel around the top for the zip. It clinks when I knock it and I flinch. My eyes dart to the bed.
Still no movement. I hold the zip firmly between my forefinger and thumb and take in a deep breath. Shit, am I really doing this? I slowly start to move the zipper around. Slowly, slowly so it makes as little noise as possible, just a small clicking noise as the zip separates the teeth. 
Finally, it is open wide enough to slip my hand in. I feel around the folded pants material for the back pocket, one eye on Caden’s sleeping form. I find the back pocket and slip my fingers inside. The wallet is still inside and the familiar soft leather lets me know it’s the right one. I pull it out, untangling it from the fold of material as I go. 
My heart leaps into my throat when I hear the sheets rustle. Shit. Shit. I snatch the wallet out and turn my head just in time to see Caden rolling towards my side of the bed. I don’t have time to hide.
“Kitten?” His voice growls out to me in the dark.
“I’m just… bathroom. Just going to the bathroom,” I call back as I stumble through the open door beside me. Crap. Did he see that I was standing at his bag? Did he notice the wallet in my hand?
I close the door and lock it behind me. I fumble for the light switch and blink as the fluorescent light bulb sears my eyeballs. Shit. What am I doing?
My legs are shaking, so I sit on the lid of the toilet. The ceramic toilet lid is cold under my ass, as is the marble under my toes. I barely move as I strain to listen over the thump of my heart in my ears for footsteps, for the rustle of material, for any noise that will tell me he has climbed out of bed and found his bag opened and has caught me. Oh God. What would he do if he caught me going through his things?
A chill settles over me. What would he do?
No, a voice inside protests, Caden would never hurt me.
But do you really know Caden?
It takes another few long minutes of listening to silence for me to convince myself that Caden hasn’t discovered his wallet missing. My heart stops feeling like it is trying to break out of my chest. I turn my attention to the wallet. I place it in my lap and wipe my sweaty palms on a towel hanging on the rack near me. Only then do I pick the wallet back up and open it. 
“Bottega Veneta” is engraved into the bottom left of the inside with “Made in France” underneath it. It smells of leather and wealth. Whoever owns this wallet is very rich. I check the cash section first, expecting another stash of hundreds. And am surprised when I only find a twenty. 
I turn back to the card section, which only has three cards peeking out, and pull out the top one. It’s a platinum American Express credit card. Damn. I’ve never seen one of these. I scan the name. H Lexington? Who is H Lexington? And why does Caden have his wallet? An uneasy feeling creeps over me.
I pull out the next card. A gold bank card. Also for H Lexington.
One last card. I pull that out. It is a driver’s license for a Harper Lexington. I swallow a gasp. In the picture is Caden. He is clean shaven, and with a softer jaw he looks several years younger. His hair has been dyed blonde with honey highlights and styled messily. But the self-assured smirk I recognize.
Oh my God.
Caden didn’t steal Harper’s wallet. Caden is Harper. Or is Harper really Caden? Whoever he is, what the hell is he doing with two sets of identification? I roll this new name over in my head. No. I haven’t heard of a Harper Lexington. The name sounds alien to me. Caden can’t be Harper Lexington.
So are these cards fake? Why does he need a fake ID? Where would Caden even get a fake ID from?
Then my mind runs over the underground labyrinth of criminal activity in every city, and I know it wouldn’t be hard for a man to become someone else if he had the right connections… 
A knock at the door startles me. “Kitten?” 
My hands flinch. In slow motion I watch the wallet fumble out of my fingers. Shit. I scramble to catch it. But I am too late. The wallet lands on the marble tiles with a sharp clack. Shit. Did he hear that?
“Are you okay in there? You’ve been in there a while.”
I scramble for the wallet and shove the license back into its spot. “Fine. Just finishing up.” 
I stand. I pick up the toilet lid and let it drop so it makes a noise, then I flush the toilet. I step up to the sink and place the wallet on a dry spot on the side and turn on the tap to wash my hands. I stare at the black rectangular leather like it is a bomb. What do I do now? How do I get it back into the bag without him seeing me do it? 
After I turn off the tap and dry my hands I still haven’t come up with a plan. I’m going to have to wing it. I shove the wallet into the front of my shorts and check myself in the mirror. Hmm, the bulge is obvious. So I move it to the small of my back. Better but not perfect.
I unlock the door and open it. I jump back when I see Caden’s figure leaning against the frame.
His brows furrow with amusement. “Not who you were expecting?”
Oh my God, he knows. “I just didn’t think you’d be standing outside the bathroom waiting for me to finish.” 
His eyes rake lazily down my body and he reaches out to finger the hem of my silky top near my stomach. Thank God I didn’t leave his wallet in the front of my shorts. He pulls me closer to him by my hem and my skin reacts by breaking out in goose bumps.
“This is new. Did I tell you earlier how much I like this color on you?”
My stomach tightens. “No.”
I try to push through the gap between him and the door frame, keeping my back to the frame. I stop when I realize that the space is too small and he’s not moving aside. If I squeeze through, the frame will knock the wallet from my back.
Now I am stuck here, forced flush against Caden’s side. He slots his knee between my legs so that I can’t move back into the bathroom. When I look up at Caden, his shoulders are positively looming over and around me. His eyes are hooded from sleep, but from the way his mouth is quirked up I know he has something else on his mind. Shit. I absolutely cannot let Caden put his hands on me or he’ll find his wallet. 
“Are you going to let me through or are we gonna stand here all night?”
Caden leans down and captures my bottom lip in his mouth and draws it in for a slow deep suck. Heat pools in my belly. Stupid body. Wanting him at a time like this. My lip pops from his mouth when he pulls back.
He grins, a lazy grin. “You’re being weird.”
I swallow. Shit. I am so screwed. I prepare myself.
But he moves past me into the bathroom. He turns and looks at me, one hand holding the edge of the door. “You gonna let me use the bathroom?”
I blink. “Oh. Yeah. Sorry.” 
As I back out of the bathroom I can’t believe my good fortune. He’s still giving me that amused slightly-confused look, but I don’t care. I may just get out of this mess. He swings the door closed and I hear the lock click.
I turn quickly to the bag, slipping the wallet out of my waistband as the stream of water into the toilet begins. I slip my hand in the top of the bag and fumble through the folds of cloth. The tinkling noise stops and the toilet flushes. Come on. Where is that back pocket? The toilet noise fades and is replaced with the sound of running water. Shit. Come on. He’ll be done soon. My fingers become frantic and I almost pull out the whole pair of pants. 
Yes, found it. I slip the wallet in and snatch my hand out of the bag. I yank the zip closed just as the water shuts off in the sink. I cringe and pray that he didn’t hear the zipper.
I bolt for the bed. The lock clicks.
I slip onto the mattress and yank the covers over me. I hear the door open and the small panel of light falls across his bag on the bag rack like a police spotlight. Did I put it back right? Can he see that his bag has been touched since he put it down? The light switches off. In the thick blackness I can see Caden ambling back to the bed. I try not to tense up as he slips in under the covers behind me, but it’s hard when my whole body is prepared to run.
“Kitten?”
My breath hitches. “Yes?”
“I’m… sorry. About earlier.”
“What?”
“I know you’re upset at me because I didn’t tell you what’s wrong.”
“Oh.”
“I just…” I hear him sigh. “I wish I could… tell you. But I can’t. If it were only my secret, if there weren’t others involved that could be affected by my telling you, I would. I know it doesn’t make it any easier for you not knowing.”
I go over his words in my brain. If it were only my secret. Has this got to do with the girl in the photo? Is she somehow the reason behind his two identities? 
He moves closer to me. His warmth reaches for me like luring arms and I want so badly to sink back into him. How can this… this stranger behind me feel so familiar and safe? He reaches over to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “Do you forgive me?”
Do I? 
My heart wants so badly to believe that Caden has a perfectly good reason behind all of this. But am I just being a fool if I believe him?
You were fooled once, remember?
I have to know. I can’t leave this alone. Until I figure out who Caden is and what he’s hiding, I need to act like nothing is wrong. 
“I forgive you, Cade.” I inch back towards him and press into his body. He hums as he pulls me closer to him and I slot back into my spot against him. I frown as a contentment waves over me. How can it still feel so amazing to be with him even though I know he is hiding things from me? Am I a fool for staying? 
How can something wrong feel this right? 



Chapter 13
 
Later when I wake, Caden is gone. But the discoveries from last night still curl around me like a vulture and grip me with its claws.
Caden Thaine. Harper Lexington.
Who are they?
I don’t bother showering. I dress in a pair of skinny jeans and a top and slip on my black converse sneakers. I throw the rest of my things into my overnight bag and leave. I don’t head home. I head straight to the closest public library, located about a twenty minute walk from here according to the hotel concierge. 
In the library the librarian directs me to the table set up with four grey and boxy-looking computers. I thank her and sit before one of the computers. I have already done an internet search on Caden Thaine once before. But I do it again now just in case. 
Finally the slow internet loads up the search result page. I scroll the pages of the results, keeping an eye out for anything relevant. No. Still nothing. But I expected this.
I click back on the search bar and type Harper Lexington. I pause before I hit the search button. I feel like… if I do this, there is no turning back. What if I find something that I wish I didn’t know?
No. I have to know. No matter what it is.
With my body jittering with trepidation, I hit search. My fingertips drum on the desktop while I wait for the page to load. Come on. I catch a stern look from the lady sitting next to me. “Sorry,” I mouth to her, and I stop the drumming. 
The page blinks as it finishes loading. I lean into the screen, my gaze flicking over the search results and article titles. I click further and further back and the news articles get older and older by years and years. Surely there has to be something. Anything. Or is Harper Lexington a ghost too? 
A headline stops me dead. 
“Lexington family murdered in their home”
In the snippets of text below I see:
…survived by son Harper Lexington…
A chill grips my bones. I click on the article link and it opens in a new window. There is a picture of a mansion looming through a set of gates. It is white and stark like a museum, and I imagine the insides must look like one as well. The lawn that stretches out from the gate to the house is made of sternly cut grass. No flowers, no bushes or garden paths. Where’s the “no fun allowed” sign? I think.
I read the article. 
Mr. and Mrs. Lexington and their thirteen-year-old daughter, Hayley, were found murdered in their family home. The mother and daughter were found shot through the head execution style. The scene showed signs of the father fighting back until he succumbed to three gunshot wounds to the chest and stomach. The father had been tortured prior to his death, but the police would not reveal the details. The police are launching an investigation but currently have no suspects. They are survived by their son, Harper Lexington, nineteen, who was not home when the brutal murders took place.
Nineteen. This Harper is too young to be Caden. Unless… I check the date of the article. This happened almost fifteen years ago. I calculate the years and realize that would put Harper Lexington now at almost thirty-four. 
So this could be Caden.
Oh my God. This could be Caden whose whole family was murdered fifteen years ago. Could the girl whose photo he keeps in his wallet be Hayley, his murdered sister? A rush of pure sadness washes through me, leaving a bitter taste on my tongue. My heart aches as I imagine a young Caden trying to deal with the fact that his whole family had been killed. 
Further down in the article is a photo insert of a youthful looking couple in their mid-forties that looks like it could have been taken from the society pages. She is a dark beauty with hair swept back, green eyes and long legs shown off through the classic black Chanel pantsuit she wears. He is a thick-jawed man with dark hair with a touch of white at the sides with a build like a wrestler evident under his Armani suit. 
Could these be Caden’s parents? They certainly look like they could be based on her eyes and his jaw. There is no photo of Hayley nor is there one of Harper.
The article continues by talking about Lexington Industries, a construction company that Mr. Lexington and his father started several decades ago. At the time of Mr. Lexington’s murder the company ownership transferred solely to young Harper Lexington.
I click on the links to subsequent follow-up articles.
As Harper Lexington was the sole beneficiary of his parents’ will, he was questioned over his family’s murder and became a suspect. He was later cleared as his then-girlfriend was his alibi. But no one was subsequently arrested and charged for the murder.
I slump back in my chair. Is this really Caden? Is this dark past really what he is hiding?
Now that I looked was I glad that I did?



Chapter 14
 
That night I have one of my nightmares.
I am running barefoot through grass in the moonlight. Sweat pools under my armpits and makes my white dress stick to my back. The stars are bright enough in the sky that I know I’m not in the city anymore. I can hear laughing behind me. And footsteps that keep up with me. My skin is crawling at every crackle and crunch, and I want to scratch it all off. It doesn’t matter how fast I run, the footsteps just match my pace. 
The grass gets taller and taller and the blades start whipping around my legs. They get taller until they become trees. Soon I am running through a forest. The leaves above are keeping out the moonlight, which makes my path harder to see. Roots reach out to trip me. Branches scratch at my bare arms and legs. Rocks cut my feet. But sheer terror keeps me running.
Even though I know I can’t outrun the footsteps, I keep on running. 
Click. 
The gun loading behind me sounds like it is right in my ear. But I’m breathing so hard I can’t scream.
Bang. 
The first shot echoes into the night and it clips the tree trunks that I am running quickly past. They keep coming. Bullets pass through the trees, but instead of splinters, pink and grey chunks of tissue and flesh spatter on my skin. I shake as I run, trying to fling the pieces off me. My skin crawls as if bugs are all over me. 
From the wounds in the trees, blood begins to gush. The warm spray is like fire to my skin. Some of it gets in my mouth as I strain to suck enough air into my lungs. I spit and spit to try to expel the foul bitter blood. Under my feet the ground starts to get damp as the forest fills with death’s sap.
But the gun keeps going off. 
Bang.
Bang.
Bang.
I wake up as I usually do, air tearing out of my lungs, in a mess of sheets and sweat and hair. Immediately I switch on my bedside light and reach for my gun in the drawer beside my bed. A 9mm Smith and Wesson M&P Shield. Compact but deadly. With my eyes and my gun I seek out every corner and possible hiding spot in my room. Then I check the bathroom. And when I am sure that there is no one in here with me, only then do I breathe. 
Just a dream, just a dream. I repeat this mantra over and over until my heart slows.
After turning on all the lights in my apartment, I walk to my small kitchenette, still clutching my Smith and Wesson. I stick my face under the cold water and gulp down the liquid until my stomach groans from the volume. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and turn to the small calendar on my wall. I mark today’s date with a red pen. Then I flip back to the last month. Last month there are three red marks. The month before that, there are two. I flip back further. I don’t know why, but lately my nightmares have been getting worse. 
I don’t dare turn any lights off. Just the thought of being consumed by darkness makes my skin crawl. So I sit in bed with my knees up, blankets tucked around me like a cocoon, hugging my gun to my chest. I desperately need Caden. But I have no way to reach him. I try to tell myself that cold steel is a better thing to have by my side. But it doesn’t ease the ache I have for Caden’s warm protection. 
Fucking bastard. The anger rises up through me like a geyser. If he had given me his phone number I could call him and he would be here for me, stroking my hair. Better still, if we were a real fucking couple, in a real fucking relationship, then he would already be here, sleeping next to me. Instead this hateful weapon is my best friend, my lover and protector. 
What if something happened to me? Did he think of that? Did he think to leave me some way to contact him? Fucking fucker. Screw him. I’m going to shoot him the next time I see him. He’s gonna get a big fat bullet right in the leg. Then he’ll be sorry.
Then something inside cracks like a glass that has taken too much heat too quickly, and I start sobbing until day breaks.
 
Thankfully, as it always does, the sun’s light helps to disperse the darkness. After a cup of home-brewed coffee, last night seems less terrifying. And my reactions seem almost silly. My hands still shake when I bring the coffee cup to my lips. 
At a respectable hour, I call Dix to tell her that I can’t come in to work. Then I shower and dress and make my way to the safest place in this whole godforsaken town. 
I pull into the parking lot of Felltham’s Gun Club. I sling my bag carrying my Smith and Wesson over my shoulder and make my way into the building. 
Inside is a wash of faded green carpet and cream walls. 
Bang.
I jolt from the noise of a gun going off. And I see blood all over the walls.
No. No blood. No one got shot. Calm down. You’re in a gun club. But I can’t move any further into the place. I feel sick. It was a mistake coming here. I have to get out of here. I force myself to turn, and with stiff legs I march out of the club and get back into my car.
I call Mick on his cell.
“What’s up, kid?”
“Mick, are you in the gym today?”
“Sure.”
“I need to train.”
When I get to the gym, I barely say hello to Mick before I am gloved-up and bouncing up and down in front of a bag, beating the living shit out of it. He is talking to another regular, but it’s not long before he comes over. I’m not surprised. He’d have to be blind not to see that I’m in a fucking mood.
“Somebody kicked your cat or what?” Mick’s gruff voice cuts in through the sound of leather hitting leather and my own rhythmic breaths.
“Don’t. Want. To. Talk about it,” I say between hard punches that make the bag swing erratically.
Mick tisks and holds the bag steady for me. “Maybe you just need to get laid.”
I swing wildly, and Mick jumps back before I can pummel him. “Jesus, woman. I was just joking.” I hear him mumble under his breath, “Bitches are crazy.” 
I glare at him, causing him to raise up his hands in surrender before I refocus on the bag. I am not in the mood. 
He lets me bash away for a few more minutes before he says, “Alright, hurricane. How ’bout I put you through a circuit. We’ll see if we can’t wear some of that PMS out of you.”
I’ll fucking show him PMS. I imagine the bag is Mick and I grab it, giving it a couple of wallops with my knee before slamming my fist into where the groin would be. I turn to Mick and slam my gloves together. “Show me watch you got, old man.”
He grins. And a small part of me curses at myself for the punishment I know he is about to inflict. 
And inflict, he does. My muscles groan and strain with every power-filled movement, fighting to generate explosive energy at fast as I am depleting it. In less than twenty minutes I am drenched and my chest is heaving, hands on knees as I try to suck in enough oxygen. Mick is looking pleased with himself although he keeps rubbing his throat. I’m not surprised with all the yelling he has done at me. “Move faster, you sorry sac of weasel guts.” Yup, he certainly is a creative one when it comes to dishing out motivational quotes. But it works for me. I am numbed and it is bliss.
As my breathing starts to subside and the lactic acid pain drains away from my muscles, the tension starts to resurface. No. I am not numb enough yet.
I stand up, suck in another breath and say, “Again.”
Mick’s eyes flash wide with surprise. Then he shakes his head. “Fucking animal,” he mutters under his breath.
You’d better believe it, Mickey boy. I’m going to wear your throat out before you wear me out.
I finally stop after three rounds. Mick’s voice is almost gone. But more importantly I feel better. More in control. Just.
I drop onto a bench and spray some water down my throat. Some of it gets on my face and neck. It contrasts with the heat which burns like a furnace is blazing inside me. I needed this. I lean back against the wall and close my eyes.
I feel the bench move as Mick sits down next to me. When I open one eye at him, I notice he seems uncomfortable for some reason, twitchy. So I just wait. Give him space. Mick… sometimes he needs some space.
Eventually he speaks. “So, kid, if you ever need to tell me anything…” he trails off.
I raise an eyebrow at him.
He scowls. “I’m not saying you should come over and we can talk and drink tea and I’ll plait your fucking hair. Just, if you’re ever in trouble. Or whatever. You let me know.”
I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips. Underneath the gruffness is a sweet old man, but I won’t damage his pride by letting him know that I know. He scowls again and looks away. With my glove I tap him lightly on the side of his nose, a bulbous and crooked thing that has obviously been broken a few times in his life. It’s as close to a hug as he’d ever let me give him, but it means as much.
“Thanks, Mick. Appreciate it.” And I mean it. I really do.
“Yeh, well. Someone’s gotta make sure you don’t get yourself into trouble. Sometimes I worry about you, kid.”
Me too, Mick. Me too.
 
I am praying for a note in my letterbox all the way home. The numbness from my workout is already wearing off and I am starting to shake again. I need Cade. Need his arms, his strength. I need him to be my shield and my warmth. I don’t care that he has secrets. I have secrets and right now they are eating me alive from the inside. I need him to hold me so bad. 
Please, God, if you’re up there, I haven’t asked for anything in a long time and you know I’ve been good… sort of… at least lately. Please let there be a note from him when I get home.
My heart sinks like a stone when there is none.
That night, I lie in bed with the lights on and touch myself under the covers as I think about Cade. I don’t dare close my eyes. 
But eyes closed and in the dark is all I have of Caden. I have no memories of his naked body moving against mine, no memories of his eyes on mine. I don’t know what he looks like when he shudders with pleasure. He has all those memories of me, but I don’t get to have any of him. 
I remember the dark look in his eyes as he woke to find my hand near his chest. And my wrist burns with the memory of his fingers around it. I remember his threat. “If you try to break my rules again… it would have to be over between us.”
Fucking bastard. How dare you threaten me with that? Don’t you need me like I need you? Don’t you want to let me in? The anger burns in the back of my throat like a shot of whisky. It mixes with the lust running through my veins. 
The fingers of one hand work furiously against myself. In my mind I imagine that I bring a small knife into bed. I hide it near the head of the bed where my hands are tied. Then I feel Caden’s weight as he lowers himself onto me. There he is, my naked Caden, just beyond the flimsy strip of material over my eyes. 
I take out the knife and cut away my bonds, freeing my hands. My legs are wrapped around him so when he realizes what has happened he can’t get away. I pull the blindfold off my eyes and I see him for the first time. God, he is glorious and thick and rippled and golden like the desert. My hands run across his chest and his stomach like fingers through silken sand. I watch his eyes darken like a setting sun across the sky as we both fall into night.
Finally, with eyes wide open, I come.
But my self-induced orgasm feels hollow and it barely soothes this ache. As I stare up into the ceiling I am reminded of the nights I spent fucking distractions, watching the ceiling over the shoulder of a stranger. This feels just as hollow. 
And I realize I don’t just ache for Caden’s body and his sex anymore. I ache for him. I need to know what shade of green his eyes turn when we make love. I need to see him, to connect with him. I need to be with him. I need to know him. 
Caden Thaine. Harper Lexington. Whoever you are. I need you like I need to breathe. And I promise myself that the next time we meet, my eyes will stay wide open.



Chapter 15
 
Hotel Bellevue, Friday 10pm, Suite #1501
 
I pull my car into the lobby of the Hotel Bellevue, a glitzy but boutique hotel. I’m here to meet Caden. The valet takes my keys in exchange for a token with the hotel’s signature HB emblem on it, which I slip into my clutch.
I am wearing a black Hervé Léger bandage dress which wraps me tightly like a present, paired with black leather Christian Loubouton pumps, both another one of Caden’s gifts. Both selected specifically to seduce him so thoroughly that he won’t care if we leave the blinds and bounds aside. I notice a few heads turn as I walk towards the glass entry doors, pulled open by the doorman, but I don’t care about the attention of other men. Everything I wear, I wear for Caden. It is my armor and my weapon, and it is what I will use to bend Caden Thaine to my will. He will make love to me with eyes wide open.
At the door of suite #1501, I knock. When it opens Caden greets me with his trademark smile, but when he sees me his mouth drops open. Exactly the reaction I was aiming for. I ooze myself past him and meet his gaze through my thick lashes. As I strut into the suite I can feel his eyes roaming all over my ass. 
The suite is huge and soft with plump furniture in muted colors broken up with carefully placed pale blues – cushions, a vase, the tie for the curtains – like ornaments. It’s on the top floor of this boutique hotel with floor to ceiling wraparound windows and a huge balcony overlooking the city and eventually the ocean. Through several open doors I can see the bedroom and the marbled bathroom, both richly decorated. The room is softened by the low lighting and the croon of Sade through the speakers positioned in the ceiling. 
I shake my head slightly. This suite must have cost him a fortune. I feel a curl of guilt in my belly. How can I say that what he gives me already isn’t enough?
But suites and dresses aren’t everything, I remind myself. And my resolve firms.
I slip my bag off my shoulder and drop it on the closest couch as I walk deeper into the suite. I can feel him following me, stalking me like a panther would, his footsteps muffled on the carpet. The sensation makes my skin rise in goose bumps. Then he closes the gap between us.
His arms go around my body like a net. He has caught me. One hand closes around my breast while the other tangles in my hair and pulls my head back so my neck is exposed to him. The possessiveness with which he grabs me sends moisture between my legs. 
He touches his nose to my neck and I hear him inhale. He lets out his first possessive growl. “You smell so damn good. You look so damn good.”
God, I swear his voice is set on the exact frequency that makes my legs shake. Although my body is aching to stay within the fiery bounds of his touch, there are greater desires in me now. I force myself to push his hand from my chest and to pull my head away from him. I can sense his shock when I do and he lets me go.
“What’s wrong, kitten?” And I hear the first lace of fear in his voice. 
I knew it. He would die like I would die if he had to leave me. He was bluffing. He can’t leave just like I can’t leave. We’re in too deep. We’re bound to each other.
This infuses me with confidence. I don’t look at him. I thrust my chin in the air, position one hand on my hip and start to walk towards the glass door to the balcony. “Can’t a girl get a look at this view before she’s mauled?” My voice is light and teasing.
I feel the tension behind me break as he laughs, a low rumble that I feel through my body. “I see.”
I hide a small smile of triumph as I push open the door to the balcony, hearing him begin to stalk me once more. 
Outside a light night breeze tosses my hair about my shoulders. I stride to the balcony and place my hands on the railing. The city below twinkles like a black sea of white and pale yellow fish. 
His hands find me once more. This time they span around the sides of my waist. A thrill runs down my spine at his touch. I wonder if I will ever get used to his hands on me. His body presses up to the length of my back.
“Looks like I’ve caught you again, kitten,” he whispers in my ear. His hands start running up my side then under my breasts. 
“Maybe I wanted to be caught.”
“Indeed.” His hands travel back down my waist and over my hips. They stop at my dress’ hem, which sits an inch under the cup of my ass. “This is almost an inappropriate dress.”
“Almost?” I say in a mock innocence. “Why? What would make it completely inappropriate?”
He answers by slipping his hands under my hem and pushing up my dress so that it bunches at my waist. His palm slaps my ass cheek, making me gasp, the sting spreading wonderfully through my core. “That is for being completely inappropriate.” Then the same palm rubs the mark in tantalizingly soft circles.
“Cade. Someone might see.” I push his hand off me and try to smooth my dress back down but his hands circle my wrists, pinning them to my sides. 
“No one can see us up here.” He places my hands on the balustrade. “Don’t. Move.”
My breath shakes through my teeth. “Please. I don’t want to be blindfolded.”
He tenses behind me. “But you’ll still let me bind you?”
I consider this. And decide that it is better to take this slowly with him, like he did with me. I’ll get him used to things. One step at a time. “Yes, you can still bind me.”
He nips at my ear from behind. “Then yes, kitten. We don’t need blindfolds this time.”
For a moment I can’t believe that I have won. I grin to the moon and it grins back. I grin to the stars and they wink back. 
Oh Cade, I need you everywhere and all over me. Please don’t keep me waiting too long.
He doesn’t this time. We are both gone too far thanks to this outrageous dress and the thrill of being this high and my teasing behavior. I groan when his hand runs down my ass and between my legs. I can barely think when he pushes my underwear aside and dips a finger into my soaking wet ache from behind, just as his other hand slips down the front of my underwear to find my clit. My body reacts by shaking, and my need for him flares. 
He withdraws his finger from behind. I moan as I lean heavily against the railing, pressing back into him. I am rewarded with two fingers that spread me wider as they push just inside my entrance. “Yes, kitten, move for me. You control the speed.” 
I push back from the railing and impale myself on his fingers. Oh God. With his other hand he continues to rub my clit. Fuck. No. I should demand that he stop and turn me round so I can see him. But my resolve is becoming lost under these waves of pleasure. Instead, I cry out for more. I can’t help it. I am a desperate fool for Cade and I can’t stop. Stupid, stupid body.
“That is so fucking sexy,” he says and it breaks into my thoughts. I realize I’m thrusting myself up and down on his fingers, pushing back against the railing and moaning like a whore. He chuckles. “They might not be able to see you, but they can hear you.”
“I don’t give a fuck.”
They don’t exist to me right now. No one and nothing else does except for him and me. And the spaces inside me that he exists in. I hear him growl as I thrust and tighten around his fingers. I know in that instant he means to take me on this balcony. 
He takes his hands from me and peels my underwear down off my hips, the black lace pooling around my heels. He forces my thighs wider with his knees and I gasp as the night breeze cools the moisture between my legs. Then his fingers find their home again inside me. I move against him again, more urgently this time. The pressure builds and builds and I cry and thrust and there’s the brink… 
He withdraws his hand and his body from me. I tremble from the loss and I have to slump on the railing to keep myself from sliding to the floor in a puddle. I don’t notice that he has pulled out his red silk ties until he swiftly ties my right wrist to the balcony. I let out a small cry and tug on my binding. Before I can react any further, my left wrist is secured to the railing.
I hear the drop of his shirt. Then his pants and belt clink and drop, too. As I look out over the glittering city below, I realize I have been fooled. Bound like this to the balcony I can’t turn around. I can’t see Cade. His hands grab my hips. I feel his erection slide between my legs and his cock poised at my entrance. “I want you to push back again, kitten, this time onto me.”
For a moment I don’t care that I’m bound, I just want him inside me. My fingers grip the railing and I…
I remember, he’s naked behind me. But I can’t see him.
“Cade, no,” I force myself to say, “I want to look at you when we make love.”
A knot forms in my gut when he lets go of me. “You said you didn’t want to be blindfolded. I didn’t blindfold you.”
“Yes, but I still can’t see you his way. I need to see you. Please, turn me around. You can re-bind me, but please turn me around.”
He voice is low and I can hear the bitterness that taints his timbre. “You know I can’t do that, kitten.”
“Why? You never tell me why?”
“Have you stopped trusting me?”
“What? No, I just...” I squeeze my eyes to stop from crying out in frustration. I need him, but I need more. I need to be strong enough not to buckle to him anymore. “I just want to see you. I want to look into your eyes when you make love to me. I want this to be our new version of together.”
I can hear him pace behind me. I struggle to turn around. I strain my neck and my back from all my twisting. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the outline of his hard and muscled body, his hands running across his face, but the lights from inside the suite have turned him into a silhouette. I still can’t see him. The world is conspiring against me to keep the man I love in the dark from me. The unfairness of it makes me want to scream.
When he catches me trying to steal a glimpse of him, he freezes. He lunges for me and my heart leaps to my throat. His hands are in my hair and around my neck, firm like restraints. The insatiable whore in me can’t help but imagine him fucking me just like this. 
But he doesn’t. With him pressed up against me I can feel that he has completely lost his erection. He speaks and his voice is wild. “You don’t want to see me, kitten. Trust me, you don’t want to see me.” Oh God, it doesn’t even sound like him anymore.
“I do.” I croak, not ready to give up yet. 
“You don’t know what you’re asking for.” His hands shake around me with rage. “If you did, if you only knew, you wouldn’t fucking ask. If you knew… Jesus Christ. You don’t understand, kitten.”
I understand. I understand that you lost your parents and your sister in a horrible murder and you continue to torture yourself by not letting anyone in. But I can’t tell him I already know. 
“Then please help me to understand. You can tell me, Caden.”
His hands loosen from my hair and fall around my torso like a set of ropes. He grips me tight, so tight I can barely breathe. His cheek rests on my head. “I can’t, kitten. I’m sorry. I just can’t.” His whispered voice is so pained it brings tears to my eyes. “I wish I could…” He slips from my body, from my head and from my hair. I grip the railing with the loss of him. 
“But I fucking can’t,” he screams. The night echoes back his sentiment, “can’t, can’t, can’t…” The air heats with his rage and I tremble.
I hear him take a breath. A steadying breath. Then he takes another and I can feel the frustration sucking back into him to be tucked away again behind a calm facade. I shiver. He takes a step towards me. His lips brush my shoulder and his fingers graze my arms. His voice is soft like a prayer, “Don’t you think I want that, too? Don’t you think that I dream about being with you, really being with you? I do, kitten. I wish it more than anything.”
It’s everything I want to hear from him. “Why don’t we? We make our own togetherness, remember, Cade?”
“I’m not normal, kitten. We aren’t normal and we’ll never be. You, I, individually or together, we will never be.”
I squeeze my eyes shut because I know deep down that he is right. “We could try.”
“It would never work. We’d both know that we were lying.”
“But we could trust each other, really and completely trust each other. We could be ‘not normal’ together,” I whisper. I’ll tell him everything. My real name. Who I am. Why I am running. I will. If he asks me, I’m ready.
I feel him pause, and I pray that it’s because he is truly considering it, too. My heart begins to flutter anew with hope. We can. Together we can deal with both our demons.
His lips brush against me again. “I’m sorry.”
I hear him gathering up his clothes and he begins to redress himself. I tug against my bonds, trying to look at him over my shoulder. “No, Cade, wait.”
“I’m sorry, kitten.”
“No, Caden.” I tug harder as I hear his zip go up. But I can’t get loose.
I feel him step behind me and his arms slip around me like a blanket. God his warmth is a relief. He hasn’t left.
He pulls at the ties of my left hand and backs away. “Goodbye, kitten.”
I turn, reaching my free hand wildly for him and find myself straining against the binds of my other hand. My skin is burning under the pressure of the ties, but I don’t care. I have this feeling. This horrible feeling that if he walks out of this room… Oh God. I might never see him again. Stop. I can’t breathe. I need- I need to get these stupid binds off me. Why won’t they just fucking come off me? 
“No. Don’t say ‘goodbye’, say ‘be good, kitten’.” 
I tear at the binds of my right hand with my left. But my fingers are too frantic and my eyes keep darting back to watch him walk away. The knots are done up in some special way. Some special way so that they can’t be pulled out by the hand in the restraint, but with a tug of the right piece, the whole thing can come apart. But I don’t know which part and I can’t see what I am tugging against because it’s dark on this balcony and I keep looking up to watch him leave. He steps inside, closing the balcony door behind him. 
I keep yelling, “‘Be good, kitten’. ‘Be good, kitten’, say it!” but he can’t hear me now. Through the glass I see him pause at the suite door and take one last look at me. Before he disappears.
I find the right thing to pull. My binding comes loose. Before the tie has a chance to flutter to the floor I kick off my heels and lunge for the balcony door. I yank my dress down as I bolt through the suite. 
I run out the door. I can’t see him in the corridor. The elevator. I speed down the corridor towards it, smacking my hand against the down button as I come to a stop. “Come on, come on, hurry up.”
I glance over to the fire escape. Should I run down? Will the stairs be quicker? Fifteen flights of stairs. Fifteen flights. Which way is quicker? Which way? Shit.
The ding of an elevator arriving takes me out of my indecision. I rush into it, hitting the ground floor button several times. Thank God it’s empty. It seems like it takes forever for this damned elevator to travel to the ground. I am lucky that no one dares to come on from another floor.
When the doors fully open to the lobby, I tumble out. I can see him through the glass entry doors, getting in the driver’s seat of a black car. No, stop! If Caden leaves, I have no way of finding him. I bolt through the hotel entrance screaming for him to stop. My wrists jar as I slam open the entry doors, startling the doorman. The black car accelerates away from me as I tumble onto the asphalt. The sting of the exhaust in my face is all he leaves behind.
He left.
“Goodbye, kitten.”
No, I can’t believe it. He can’t have gone forever. He’ll be back. He’ll be back, won’t he?
I catch a glimpse of myself in one of the glass doors. Oh God. I look crazy. Mascara running tracks down my face, shoeless and screaming at the tailgate of a black rental car.
“Madam?” The concierge is staring at me with such concern. “Are you alright?”
“We had a fight. But he’ll be back, right?” I look at his face and my stomach twists when I see pity in his eyes.
“Of course, he’ll be back. You just had a fight.”
I nod. But I don’t believe him. Lies.
“You should get back to your suite. Have a long, hot soak in the tub and a good night’s sleep. Let him blow off some steam and you’ll both feel better in the morning.”
But I can’t even imagine sleeping, let alone sleeping in that big empty suite that was meant for both of us. He would be inside me right now if I had just accepted the way things were. And later, I would be sleeping next to him if I hadn’t opened my big stupid mouth. But instead, I tried to change us and I tried to change him. I played this game and I lost.
Oh fuck. I lost.
I feel tears pricking at the backs of my eyelids. The concierge is holding me gently by the arm and is leading me inside. “We’ll just get you back to your suite.”
No, I don’t want to go back.
But my shoes and my bag are still up there. And I don’t have a key to get back in. I left without a key. “I forgot my key when I ran out,” I mumble.
“That’s okay. We can get you in.”
I nod, numbly.
Within minutes we are standing in front of suite #1501 and the concierge is unlocking the door for me. He turns on the light and lets me in. After my reassurances that I will be okay, he leaves.
The door clicks shut behind me and I am alone.
The suite looks almost untouched. It doesn’t even look like a crime was committed here, but one had been. I died here. I died when you left me, Caden Thaine.
I can’t stay here.
I pick up my bag from the couch. My shoes. Where did I leave my shoes? My underwear? Of course, outside. I swallow and force myself to brave the balcony. A single red silk tie is caught on the railing, fluttering in the breeze like a flag, marking the spot. The other is nowhere to be seen. I pick up my left heel closest to the door. I pick up my underwear and tuck it into my bag. Then I find my right heel. I bend down to pick it up when something small and black catches my eye. 
It’s a matchbook. It’s black with gold lettering that says Cha Cha’s. It isn’t mine. It can’t have been left here from the previous guests. The cleaners wouldn’t have let something like this slip their attention.
It must be Caden’s. Fallen out of his pockets maybe? However he dropped it, he didn’t realize it was gone when he left. But Caden doesn’t smoke. Does Harper Lexington smoke? An uneasy feeling begins to settle in my stomach. I drop my shoes. When I pick up the matchbook, my fingers are shaking. I open the flap. Inside, all the matches are there, but what has my heart skipping a beat is the phone number written across the cream inner flap in blue ink.
Whose number is this?
Another woman?
No, Cade would never cheat on me.
You don’t even have a real relationship. It wouldn’t even be cheating.
No, he would never. I can see it in his eyes and the way he touches me and looks at me. He cares about me. Maybe even loves me. 
It must be a colleague… Or a new friend? Whoever he or she is, it doesn’t matter.
I should call it.
No. I can’t. I have already messed things up enough. I can’t keep prying. I trust Cade. I trust he will contact me again once he has had some time to cool off. I trust that it doesn’t matter who this number belongs to and why it is written on a matchbook for a bar. He’ll come back. I know it. He will.
I close the matchbook and brush the smooth surface with my thumb. It makes me feel better having it. It is my only tangible link to Caden. I slip the item into my bag and slip on my heels. I leave the silk tie on the balcony and I exit the suite without looking back. 



Chapter 16
 
I can’t sleep. I can’t eat.
It has been three weeks and four days since I left that hotel room and I haven’t heard from Caden. It’s the longest I have gone without hearing from him. I check my mailbox several times a day just in case. I am pathetic.
That matchbook has been burning a hole in my nightstand drawer next to my gun and the stack of all his notes that I keep. Sometimes at night I take the matchbook out and just hold it because it is one of the few things that I have of his. Other times, when I am feeling especially sadistic, I take out the pile of his notes and read each one and remember each time we met, causing the ache inside my soul to burn. Burn, burn, burn me alive. I’m not afraid of dying anymore – I am already in Hell.
Since Caden left, the only time I cry is after I come. When my body shudders with release it is like a dam is broken inside me and the tears flow. I’ve stopped touching myself when I miss Caden. This constant ache makes me speedy and jittery like I’m on caffeine, but I am just so sick of crying that I can no longer handle the repercussions of satisfying the need.
Dixie and the gang at work don’t know anything. I have gotten so good at hiding all the crap I feel inside. But Mick knows something is up. I have been training almost every chance I get and I smash myself until I am numb and I collapse. But Mick doesn’t ask. Sometimes he gives me a small squeeze on my knee. “I’m fine,” I snap at him. Mick just nods at me. He understands not to ask. His concern should make me feel better, but I hate it. I don’t want anyone’s goddamn pity. I don’t want my own goddamn pity. But damn, do I have it in spades.
Fuck, I’m pathetic.
Earlier tonight I went out looking for a distraction for the first time in over six months. I slipped on a small red dress and put on one of my old pairs of heels.
But everything felt wrong. The dress felt borrowed and itchy and my heels pinched my feet. I made it just inside the door of Bound. My gaze flicked over to the wall where I first saw Caden. He wasn’t there. I felt sick. And I had to turn around and go.
Like I said, pathetic.
Right now, I’m lying on my bed, turning the matchbook over and over in my fingers. I’m glad that I have a shift starting in a few hours as it’ll give me something to take my mind off Cade. All I am doing is trying to make it through the times when I have nothing to keep my mind off him. The times between sleep and work and working out. 
I replay the night he left over and over, wondering if I could have said anything different. Wondering where he is right now. Wondering if he is hollow like I am without him.
He can’t really be gone. He can’t. We are bound. We are tied together forever. But the knot in my gut grows tighter with every second that passes and I don’t receive a note.
I start to flick open and shut the flap of the matchbook. The phone number winks at me like a blue-inked pupil. I decide I am sick of doing nothing. I have to call this number. It’s my only link to him. I can’t just lie around like this. Perhaps whoever’s phone number it is can tell me a way to reach him.
I don’t have a home phone line, but I have a prepaid cell phone. But I don’t want to call the number from any number that could be traceable to me. So I walk a long way to work through an area I never frequent. The matchbook is searing a hole in my palm as I hold it in my hand inside my pocket. I have worn my hair tucked into a dark cap and sunglasses just in case. I am being paranoid. But paranoid has served me well so far.
I find an empty grey phone booth on a busy street. I close the glass door of the booth and pull out the matchbook. I have stared at this matchbook for so long that I have memorized the number. But I hold it now between my fingers just to make sure. I pick up the phone and squeeze it between my head and my shoulder. The sounds of passing cars outside are muffled and all I can hear clearly is the click of the buttons as I press them. The dial tone sounds like a warning toll and my heart starts to speed up.
“Hello, Valentine here?” 
My blood freezes. It’s a woman’s voice. A woman. Caden took a woman’s number that he met in a bar. My stomach twists. A woman named Valentine.
“Hello? Who’s this?” she repeats. She sounds sexy and busty. I’ll bet the bitch is blonde. “Hello?” She lets out a sigh. “Whatever, loser.”
And hangs up. 
The dull tone of the disconnected line may as well have been the flat line of my heart.



Chapter 17
 
I have never been to Cha Cha’s. I have never been there, but I know from my internet search that it is on the other side of town from where I live and work. In Little Italy. I usually stay clear of this area of the city. It feels too much like Jacob territory. But this time I am making an exception.
The next day at dusk, I stand on the other side of the street from Cha Cha’s, the sign is large and red across the entrance. On the outside, the walls are painted black and the windows tinted heavily so that I can’t see inside. They can see me, but I can’t see them. This knowledge is the only thing propelling me away from this sidewalk and towards the plain black door entrance. At the door, I fidget at my bottom lip with my teeth and pause for the briefest of moments – will Cade be inside? I’m not sure whether I do or don’t want him to be there. I push the door open. 
Inside I’m forced to take off my sunglasses because of the dim light. Cha Cha’s is a restaurant of exposed brick, the kind that has a wrap-around bar in the center and is trimmed with brown leather booths. Downward-facing lights on the walls spotlight off photos of Italian movie stars and famous people who have visited.
“Are you here for dinner?” a maître d’ in a black vest and button-up shirt asks me. 
“Just a coffee, thanks. Can I take that corner booth?”
“Of course, madam.” He leads me to a dark booth in the corner to my right which has a good view of the restaurant. I slide into the seat facing the room and order a latte. Only then do I look around properly. At the moment there are few people in here, just an older guy drinking at the bar, a couple gazing over menus, and a booth full of Asian tourists armed with cameras. Apart from the maître d’ there is another man serving and a woman behind the bar. 
The woman is blonde. I frown at her. Is she the one who answered the call before? Is that her number on the matchbook? I stare at her as discreetly as I can until my latte arrives. 
I stir a sugar into it before taking a sip. Only then is my eye caught by the framed pictures on the wall beside me. The closest is a still of Sophie Loren, a gorgeous Italian movie star, from a movie titled Man of La Mancha, signed across the empty space in black ink. My eyes glance to the next photo. 
It is of three men, a father and his two sons dressed in suits and smiling for the camera. They are standing behind the yellow ribbon that drapes like a winners line across the front of Cha Cha’s, and the father is holding scissors. This must have been taken when they opened the restaurant. I stare first at the father. Something about his face looks familiar. Something about his eyes. A curl of fear starts to lick at my bones. Oh my God.
My gaze flicks to the face of the son to the right of him. He too looks familiar. My eyes snap to the final face, the son on the left. My heart stops when I recognize him. It’s a face I haven’t seen for almost three years with eyes that still haunt me in my dreams.
Jacob Tyrell.



Chapter 18
 
Five years ago
 
A package arrives at my college dorm from my grandparents. I make the mistake of admitting to Trisha, my nosy roommate, that it’s my birthday this weekend. Trisha and I get along well enough, but we’ve only been living together in our college dorm for seven months or so. I suppose you could call us friends, but we don’t really hang out in the same circles. Which is why I’m a little surprised when she insists that we celebrate. She doesn’t let up until I agree to let her dress me up and take me out. Which is how I end up here. 
“It’s your buuuuuuurthday!” Trisha shrieks in my ear. I nod and try to hide my grimace. We’re at the bar of some fancy club and she’s just had her fourth or fifth shot. Her breath now smells like the foul liquid she is drinking. Oh God, that stuff could strip paint. She points to my near-full birthday drink she insisted on buying for me. “Why aren’t you drinking?”
“I am.” I grab the drink. “I’ll be back,” I yell. “Bathroom.”
She nods, or is she nodding to the music?
On my way to the toilet I slip my unwanted drink onto a table. I happen to look up and I catch a pair of dark eyes in a booth staring at me. For a moment I stare back. The owner of the eyes reminds me of a panther. Sleek and beautiful but with something inherently deadly about him. The man smirks and raises his glass at me as if he is amused at my behavior. I keep walking. And forget about him.
On the way back I get lost. Stupid club. Every damn level looks the same – a mass of wriggling bodies and lights that make everything look like an Andy Warhol painting on speed. When I finally get back to the spot near where I had left Trisha she isn’t here. I turn a few times before realizing how lost and vulnerable it makes me look. I straighten myself up and walk with purpose to the bar. I lean against the counter as I gather myself, hoping to look less conspicuous as I glance around. 
I can’t see Trisha amongst the faces around the bar nor can I recognize her amidst the bodies on the dance floor. I turn and scan the booths that line the edge of this section of the club. They are filled with beautiful people wearing suits and skimpy dresses. Ice buckets of large frosted-looking bottles of booze decorate the tables like bouquets. I notice one of the guys in a booth looking my way. It’s the same guy from before. I ignore him and keep scanning. But I can’t see her there either. 
Damn Trish. I knew coming out with her was a bad idea. I sigh. Leaning against the bar I wave away one of the bartenders and send Trisha a text on my phone.
Where r u?
I look around again and thumb through the cash in my purse, mentally calculating whether it is enough for a cab. I am out of luck. Dammit. Trish and I were supposed to split the fare, but now that I’ve lost her I don’t have enough money to get myself back to the dorm alone. And these stupid heels that Trish made me wear are already killing me. I can’t walk home unless I want to walk barefoot, risking tetanus, broken glass and needles. Ugh. No thank you. Besides, I don’t really know where the bloody hell I am.
I run my tongue across my teeth. I look down at my phone that I am clutching in my hand, mentally urging it to buzz with either a call or a text. Nope.
I turn around and catch the eye of that same guy again. I glance away immediately. The last thing I want is to encourage the attention of some idiot whilst I’m alone. I turn back around to the bar as I mentally try to sort my way out of this. Perhaps I’m early enough to catch a bus. Maybe I can get a cab to drop me off as far as my limited cash will go and I can walk the rest of the way?
Some jerk takes up the space right next to me. He stands too close even though there is plenty of space along the bar. His presence feels menacing and he’s at least a foot taller than me. I try not to cower away. Stay strong. Don’t be intimidated. I can feel his gaze burning into my profile as he stares at me, but I won’t look at him and give him the satisfaction of knowing I have noticed him. 
The man leans in, his breath smelling sharp from some kind of liquor. “Excuse me, miss.” His voice is oddly soft. “My boss wants a word with you.” 
His boss? Who the hell talks like that? I turn towards him so I can retort, but the words die on my lips when I see him. He’s huge with milk chocolate skin and a thick neck. He has a black patch over one eye and long dreadlocks that drape over his shoulders to his nipple line.
“Did you hear me, miss? My boss wants a word with you?”
I blink. He is definitely talking to me. I frown. “Your boss?”
Dreadlocks nods his head in the direction of one of the booths and I know before I confirm with a look that he is nodding to the man whom I had caught staring at me.
“Look,” I say slowly. I don’t want to insult someone the size of a damn tank. “Tell your boss thanks, but I’m not interested.”
Dreadlocks frowns at me. “But the boss wants to speak with you.”
“Well, it seems we are at an impasse because I don’t want to speak to him.”
“But…” now Dreadlocks seems a bit flustered, “he’s the boss.”
I fight the urge to laugh. Seriously? Who does this “boss” think he is? 
“He might be your boss, but he isn’t mine.” I wave my hand to a group of three women nearby who are giggling and grinding on each other with their skirts up around their crotches with one eye open for the men who are watching them. “I’m sure one of those lovely young ladies would be happy to speak to your boss instead.”
Dreadlocks doesn’t answer. He walks away and I sigh as a rush of relief floods over me.
My phone buzzes in my hand. It’s a text from Trisha.
Gone w hot guy. I mean HOT. Can u find ur own way home? Thnx!
I blow out a lungful of air through my lips. I shouldn’t be surprised. Now what?
I feel his presence at my side again. I sigh. Great. Not only do I have to deal with finding a way home but this numbnut has to be persistent. 
I don’t even bother looking at him when I speak, “Look, just tell your boss that I’m a raging lesbian if you don’t want to bruise his precious ego.”
He laughs and it’s deep and rich and thick enough to cut through the noise around us like freshly brewed coffee. That’s when I realize it’s not Dreadlocks by my side. Oh shit. I get an odd feeling. I slowly turn my head to look. Double shit. It’s the guy who was staring at me. The boss. He actually came back himself. I swallow hard. 
He isn’t as tall or as wide as Dreadlocks, but he still looks like he is strong and well-defined under his tailored suit and black shirt, unbuttoned at the neck to reveal the top of dark chest hair. Up close he is handsome in a very exotic way, dark hair and even darker eyes framed by thick, stern eyebrows. He is smacking his teeth with his tongue behind thick closed lips. His arrogance fills out his muscled shoulders and pushes out at his pecs, making him seem bigger than he is. I try to ignore the curl of interest tickling my insides. 
“You wanted me to come get you myself. So here I am,” he says. His voice is rolling and there is a slight accent in there that I can’t pick up.
“Excuse me?”
“Granted Garfield isn’t the most approachable-looking of people. But you should be glad I didn’t send Snake. Snake is most definitely not a people person. If I didn’t like you, I would have sent Snake.” 
Snake? Who the fuck names their kid Snake?
I realize a second later that Garfield must be the man with the dreadlocks who approached me first. “I never told Garfield to have you come over yourself.”
“You didn’t have to say it for me to know what you want.”
I laugh. Is this guy for real? But he doesn’t seem perturbed. He whistles at one of the bartenders and it makes me flinch. Who the hell whistles at the bar staff like they are dogs? But I notice the bartender ignores the next few people who are waiting in line and rushes over to the Bossman and me. I frown. Who the hell gets that much priority?
“A bottle of Krug Grande Cuvee and two glasses,” the Bossman says to the bartender, but he keeps his eyes on me as he says it. His gaze is probing and uncomfortable and it makes me squirm inside. He has such beautiful dark eyes. The bartender fusses about behind the bar.
“Please,” I say before I can think about it.
Bossman frowns at me. “Please what?”
“You didn’t say ‘please’.” His frown deepens. “When you ordered,” I clarify. 
He breaks out into laughter and the sound matches him, loud and thick and confident. An open bottle of champagne stuck in an ice bucket – silver with a crest on it – and two flutes are deposited in front of us. 
He pours two glasses and holds one out to me. I notice that he hasn’t paid the bartender nor has he said, “Thank you.” I fold my arms to my chest. “And now you haven’t even said ‘thank you’. I don’t make a habit of talking to people who have no manners.”
He stares at me for a moment then raises an eyebrow. I don’t give in. He sighs, puts the two glasses down on the bar and whistles at the bartender again. 
“Can I help you, sir?” The same bartender is back. I can’t help but notice the beads of sweat on his forehead when he looks at Bossman.
Bossman clears his throat. He seems uncomfortable. “I just wanted to say thank you. For the champagne.”
The bartender blinks and it’s a war between them as to who is more uncomfortable. “Oh, er, that’s fine, sir.”
Bossman nods and snaps his attention back to me. His mesmerizing eyes have hardened again with confidence. He grabs the two glasses and holds one of them out to me. I take it only because I feel like I should reward his good behavior. He lifts up his glass in a toast and smiles. I can’t help but notice how good he looks when he smiles. “Cheers to you, princess. I can tell already that you are going to keep me on my toes.”
He clinks the glass to mine and knocks back the whole thing. I take the smallest of sips. I’m not in the habit of accepting alcohol from strange men. To be fair, I am not really in the habit of accepting anything from any man. He begins to pour himself another glass. He frowns when he sees my glass is still full.
“You don’t like it?”
“I, um, no. It’s fine.”
He snorts. “‘It’s fine,’ she says. Krug is one of the most expensive champagnes in the world and, ‘it’s fine,’ she says.”
I gawk. Who the hell buys a stranger a bottle of expensive champagne? 
“Listen, buddy. Don’t make out like I owe you anything. I never asked you to buy me champagne. Jesus, I don’t even know who the hell you are.”
He purses his lips and I can’t help but glance at them when he does. They look thick and kissable and I wonder if he would be as forceful with his kiss as his current imposition on my time and space. For a moment I think he might yell at me. But he doesn’t. The anger dissolves and is replaced with a soft smile that I’ll bet is the one he uses when he wants to disarm someone.
“You’re right, princess.” I start to protest his nickname for me but he silences me by taking the flute out of my right hand and replacing the flute with his fingers. He brings my hand up close to his mouth. “I’m doing this all wrong. Forgive me, I’m out of practice. I don’t think I have ever met any woman who has made me work as hard as you, just to get you to have a drink with me.” His eyes remain on me as his lips devour my knuckles and I feel the small touch of his tongue through his parted lips as he tastes my skin for the first time. I fight the shiver that rushes down my spine. 
“I am Jacob Tyrell.” 
I try to take my hand from him, but he won’t let me go and he won’t stop licking the sensitive space between my knuckles. A flicker of heat sparks in my belly. He really does have beautiful eyes.
“Look, Jacob,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. I can’t let this guy know that he unnerves me. “This is all very nice with the champagne and everything, but I’m not that kind of girl. And I’m not saying this just to you, I’d say this to any man who approached me tonight.”
“Maybe I just want to talk to you.”
Now it is my turn to snort. I roll my eyes over his assured smirk and his open-hipped stance and his shiny designer shoes. “No offense, but you don’t look like the type of guy who just wants to talk.”
“Maybe I could be different with you. Let me try, princess.”
I shake my head and turn my body away from him. This time he lets my hand go.
He leans in close. “What if I promised you that I won’t even try to kiss you tonight? Would you come and sit and talk with me?”
I turn my head and raise my eyebrow at him. “You just want to talk.”
He holds up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
I laugh a little. “You were never a scout.”
He pouts and pretends to look hurt. “How can you accuse me of lying to you?”
I pull at one of his fingers and unfold it so that he is now holding up three. His hands are warm, and touching him creates a little buzz under my skin. “You need three fingers for the scout’s honor.”
He grins. “Okay, fine, you got me. I was never a scout. But I promise you that if you give me a little of your time just to talk, I shall make sure you get home safe, unkissed and with your virtue intact.”
I pause. Did he just offer me a ride? As much as I don’t think it is smart to let this stranger know where I live, I don’t really have much of a choice at the moment. Besides, the university campus is huge. I can make him let me off at the campus gates and he would still not know which dorm building I live in.
“Okay,” I say slowly. 
Jacob rewards me with a dazzling smile. “Please.” He holds out a hand. “Shall we sit in my private booth?”
Private booth. French champagne. Shiny designer shoes. Hah. This guy is way out of my league. I guess the quicker he realizes I’m a barely-making-ends-meet nursing student he’ll send me on my way.
He whistles again to get the attention of the bartender. “Have this sent to my booth.” He steals a glance at me then turns back to the bartender. “Um, please.”
I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips before I walk through the crowd to the booth that I had seen him sitting in earlier. 
Standing on one side of the booth is Garfield. He nods to me in acknowledgment and I nod back. On the other side is another man, thinner and shorter than Garfield. He has shallow cheeks and pale skin and is good looking in a scary kind of way. He is standing with his weight on one leg, hands fisted across his chest. This is Snake, I presume. When I catch his eyes I understand what Jacob meant when he said that Snake was “not a people person”. Snake’s eyes are black and soulless and I can’t help but shiver.
Jacob stands next to me and places his hand between my shoulder blades. I look at the women in the booth – three of them – who are staring at us. Correction, glaring at me and fluttering their ridiculous false eyelashes at Jacob. I get a sense that any one of these “ladies” would think nothing of stabbing me in the face when Jacob’s back was turned. Oh God. What am I getting myself into?
“Alright, ladies,” Jacob says, and I think he is about to introduce us. “Goodnight and get out of my booth.”
One of them gasps then pouts her overly-botoxed and gaudily-painted lips at Jacob. 
“What the fuck?” the second one snarls.
The third one laughs and flips out her hands to pat playfully at Jacob’s arm. “Oh, you’re such a joker, Jakey. He’s joking, guys. Calm down.”
“Not joking, Mandy. Get the fuck out my booth.”
I feel the eyes of the second one roaming over my dress. Yes, it’s tighter and skimpier than anything I would ever usually wear, but it is practically a nun’s garb compared to the shreds of material that these girls are wearing. I’m wearing a strapless back pencil dress that drops to an inch above my knee with a black lace overlay up to my neck like a choker and sleeves down to my wrists. 
“Are you fucking serious?” she says. “You’re giving the three of us up for… this?”
I jump when Jacob slams a hand down on the table. So do the other three girls. “You say one more thing about her and I will personally make sure you are never allowed to set foot in any club in this whole goddamn city. Now. Get. The fuck. Out.”
The three girls pause for a moment before gathering their purses and yanking themselves out of the booth. Jacob grabs me and tucks me against his side when the loudmouth one shoulder charges me as she moves past us.
The one named Mandy hoists her chin up as she pulls herself out of the booth. “And it’s not Mandy, it’s Mindy, asshole.”
Jacob rolls his eyes. “Whatever.”
I slap Jacob on his arm. “Hey. Don’t be so mean to her.”
Jacob turns his dark brooding eyes on me. “She was only after me for my money. What does that say about her?”
“You were spending your time with her. What does that say about you?”
He pauses then makes an exasperated noise. “Sorry, Mindy,” he calls after the girl. “Have a nice night.”
“Fuck you, asshole.” She yells back over her shoulder before she disappears through the crowd.
I slide into the booth. I notice that same crest is painted in gold, large across the wall of the booth. It’s an eagle behind a shield with a halo made of leaves above its head. It must be the club’s crest. I also notice it engraved on the napkins scattered among the mess on the table. There are two bottles of half-full Grey Goose vodka sitting in ice buckets and way too many glasses. 
I expect that Jacob will take the other side. But he doesn’t. He slides in next to me just as the bartender arrives with our champagne. The bartender cleans up the used glasses and sneaks curious glances at me, while I try not to feel trapped and unnerved at the fact that I am pressed against the wall of this booth with Jacob squeezed against my side and his eyes roaming across my face.
“So, princess. Tell me what you do with yourself.”
I lick my lips, which have gone dry. I notice Jacob’s gaze is fixated on my mouth. “I thought you said you’d promise not to try to kiss me.”
He smiles, but his eyes don’t leave my lips. “I haven’t tried to kiss you.”
“Yes, but you look like you want to.”
“Oh, princess,” he leans in, “I promised you I wouldn’t try to kiss you, not that I wouldn’t be thinking about it every time you move that perfect little mouth of yours.”
I push him back with one hand and I can’t help but notice how hard his chest is under his dark shirt. “Look, buddy. If you want to keep making me uncomfortable I’m just going to go.”
He shifts back a bit on the booth seat with his hands up in the air. “Okay, okay. I’ll behave. I’m sorry.” He flashes me a grin. Yes, I can see already that Jacob is a man used to getting what he wants. “Forgive me, princess?”
I find myself nodding. Dammit.
I am thankful for the small amount of space he has put between us and I feel like I can breathe a bit better now. I consider leaving anyway, but I do need a way to get home. And, I argue with myself, Jacob is being a gentleman. To me, anyway. Sort of. So far.
“Please, I want to hear about you,” he says as he leans an elbow on the table and rests his cheek on his hand. His whole upper body is turned towards me. I feel on show, like a spotlight is on me.
“Well,” I begin, “there’s not much to tell. I’m a full-time student in my second year of nursing.”
“Nursing? Why nursing?”
“I actually wanted to be a doctor, but my grades slipped in my last year of school.”
“Why was that?”
“I…” I shift in my seat. “My grandmother fell ill. She was more important than school. And I started working part-time to help out, you know, with bills.”
He purses his lips. “Is she okay now?”
I smile and nod. “Yeah, she’s okay now.”
“It’s a shame that you didn’t get a chance at med school.” 
“It doesn’t matter. I decided I could help just as much if I went into nursing. Plus I think with nursing you get more person-to-person contact anyway. And I want to work with patients.” I blush under his stare.
“You want to save the world.”
“I want to try.”
“Tell me, princess, do you think the world is worth saving?”
“Of course it is.”
He leans in. “And everyone in it?”
I nod.
He smiles and shakes his head. “You actually believe that. Cute.”
I reach out for my champagne flute and take a sip. 
“What else, princess? Tell me more.”
“When I’m not studying, I work part-time at a local bar to pay the bills. I also volunteer at the local old folks’ home.” I shrug. “That’s about it. I’m not very interesting.”
“You’re the most interesting woman I’ve met in a long time.”
I shrug, caught between pleasure and embarrassment at his compliments. “I’m not so unique. You’ve just been hanging out with the wrong people.” 
He snorts. “Obviously.”
“So what do you do?”
He raises an eyebrow at me. “Seriously? You haven’t figured it out?”
I frown. I guess I am missing something but… “What? I don’t get it.”
He laughs again. “You are funny, princess. So innocent. So fresh and uncomplicated. See all this,” he holds out his hands and waves to the club, “this belongs to me and my family.”
Then it hits me. Tyrell. Jacob Tyrell. Of the Tyrell family. The Tyrells own over half the night clubs in this city. That’s why the bar staff snapped to attention. That’s why he has goon and gooner flanking him. That’s why those plastic girls were so upset when I came and stole their meal ticket. That’s why he didn’t have to pay for the champagne. He owns it all anyway.
I shake my head, trying to clear it. “I don’t want anything from you, Jacob.”
He smiles. “I know. Which makes me want to give everything to you. You haven’t had much luck in your life, but I plan on changing that.”
 
Jacob is true to his word. He doesn’t try to kiss me. Once or twice I catch him touching my hair. Once I catch him as he brings the ends of the strands up to his nose to smell.
When I start to yawn, Jacob takes me by the hand and leads me through the club to a side exit, where a long black limousine is waiting.
“Are you for real?” I say when the driver gets out, opens the door and I realize this limo is for us.
Jacob chuckles and helps me get into the car. He holds my hand until we get to the base of my dorm; he insists on driving all the way to the door. He hands me his phone and tells me to program my number into it. Then he kisses me on the knuckles goodbye. “Good night, princess. I’ll see you soon.” 
I watch the limo drive out of the gates from the front window of the dorm lobby.
As I unlock the door to my dorm room my phone buzzes with a text. I’ll pick you up at 8 tomorrow night, princess.



Chapter 19
 
The present
 
On our first date Jacob took me to one of the restaurants that his family owned. When I walked into the empty place, I frowned until I realized he had closed the whole place down just for me. Later that night we had our first kiss.
“We’re made for each other. You know how I know?”
I shake my head.
“You’re unpredictable, princess. Different. Like me.” He leans in so close I can smell the cognac on his lips. It thrills and scares me to have him this close to me.
I can still remember the taste of liquor on him, the insistent way his tongue probed my mouth as if he owned it.
Oh God. 
I am sitting here drinking coffee in a restaurant owned by the Tyrells. I knew that they owned lots of properties and businesses across the country, but I never got the full list. I knew it would be a possibility that the cities I ran to would have a tie to them. But I never imagined that I would walk straight into one of their properties. And I never imagined that Cade would lead me to them. 
My mind seems stuck like a skipped record. Oh God. Oh shit. Oh God. What if they’re here? What if Jacob’s here? He can’t still be looking for me, can he?
“Your body, your blood, your life belong to me.”
I recognize this familiar feeling of numbness and cold pins and needles across my skin. I’m in shock. I try to snap myself out of it. I need to get the hell out of here. But I can’t move. My muscles seem to have seized up. Everything feels like it’s going very slowly. Everything sounds muffled as if I have shoved cotton wool in my ears. 
I realize too late that the latte glass is slipping from my fingers. It hits the saucer with a crash that echoes menacingly through my haze. Coffee splashes over the table and starts to dribble off the sides. The spray of hot liquid into my lap seems to snap me out of my shock. I look up in fear as I hear someone rushing for me.
But it’s only the waiter running over to me with a cloth. Oh God. The restaurant has gone quiet. Everyone is looking at me. Oh God. Everyone is looking at me. In a restaurant owned by the Tyrells. 
“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” I mutter as I dab helplessly at the pool of pale brown liquid with a sopping napkin, keeping my head down so that my face is hidden. “I’m such a klutz.”
“It isn’t a problem, madam. Let me do that for you. Here, for your clothes.” He hands me a stack of napkins. I sit with my chin buried in my chest, pretending to focus on cleaning myself up as the waiter wipes down the table with his cloth. I want to run out of here. All my instincts are screaming for me to run, panic clawing at the insides of my throat. But the waiter is blocking my path. He won’t let me out. He’s doing it on purpose. I’m trapped. Trapped in the corner of this booth. 
“I shall get you another latte, madam.”
“No!” And I swallow when I realize that I have just shouted, causing the other patrons to look over again. Too much attention. Way too much attention. I clear my throat and try to smile. “I’m sorry. I’ve just realized I have an appointment that I forgot about. How much do I owe you for the latte?” I scramble around in my bag looking for my wallet.
“That’s fine, madam. It’s on the house.”
I look up in surprise. I catch his eye and quickly look down. Does he know who I am?
I look around the waiter slowly, barely daring to breathe, convinced that Jacob will materialize out of the photo to stand before me, my nightmares made flesh. My heart lurches and my eyelids flutter shut in some desperate notion that if I just wish hard enough, everyone will go away.
“Are you okay, madam?”
My eyes open. But Jacob isn’t here. Just the waiter peering at me with concern. Not recognition, just concern.
Breathe, woman. Jacob isn’t here.
“Fine. Thank you. Sorry again.” I grab my bag and my knuckles turn white from the grip of my fists. I walk out without another look at the waiter. Or perhaps I run. 
Why was Caden here? Was that really Jacob in the photo or someone who looked just like him? What does this mean? What the hell does this mean? Am I overreacting? Was this just a coincidence?
Do I even believe in coincidences?
 
I should have seen the signs, but back then I didn’t know what to look for. Jacob insisted on seeing me every day that he could after that. He told me that he was falling in love with me on our third date. Part of me told myself that this was all moving too fast, too intense. But the other part of me felt so good to be wanted, so good to be loved. 
Three weeks later I said I loved him back. And only then did I agree to sleep with him…



Chapter 20
 
Five years ago
 
“Bounce up and down on me. Come on baby.”
I bite my lip but continue to move slowly over Jacob. I need to get used to him. I have had sex only once before, so to be naked with someone still feels strange and uncomfortable. He watches me from below with a smirk to his lips. My face heats. Can he see the inexperience in me? Is he laughing at me?
“Look at you, little princess.” He reaches out and pinches my clit, hard. I flinch. Too hard. “All fresh and new just for me.”
Then from where he pinched, a heat bursts out like a small bottle rocket. I start to rock a little faster.
“That’s it. Come on.”
And faster.
I hear a loud slap and a hot sting on my ass. I cry out. And glance down in time to see his hand come down on me again. Crack. I flinch as the fire spreads across my skin.
“Jacob, that hurts.” I look back to him with pleading eyes. But there is no sympathy in his. The smirk is still on his face.
“It’s pain, baby. It’s part of life. But pain can feel good. So good.” He digs the fingers of one hand into my hip, pinches my nipple with the other and starts to thrust up into me.
After this first time together, Jacob convinces me to cut my classes for tomorrow and Tuesday and keeps me in bed for the whole time. He loves me, can’t get enough of me, wants me all to himself. By early Wednesday morning I’m sore from the amount of sex we’ve had. But it feels good that he needs me so much. 
A weird awareness sits under my skin like an itch. I need to escape this bubble and pay some attention to the rest of my life – school, study, work, friends. Shit, and I haven’t called my grandparents in days. They’ll be worried. I slip out of bed and dress while he dozes. 
I hear him grunt behind me as I gather my things. “I’m not letting you leave.”
When I spin around he’s sitting on the edge of the bed, covered only by a slip of sheet across his lap. His face is adorably crinkled from sleep and his hair is mussed. I laugh and walk over to him, slipping between his knees. I kiss his nose. “I need to go to class.” 
“But I have some business to take care of tonight and tomorrow. If you leave now I won’t see you again until Friday.”
“I have to keep up my classes if I want to graduate.”
“I told you, you don’t need to work. I can look after you.”
I pout. “Then I’ll be no better than those gold diggers you so despise.”
He grunts again. But I can see the slip of acceptance on his face. I bend down and kiss him thoroughly on the mouth and curl my fingers through his hair. His hands slip up my legs, into my skirt. I feel him twitching beneath the sheet. I untangle myself from him before we get carried away. Again. I walk across the room to shove the last of my stuff in my bag. 
“I’m sending Snake with you. He can look after you until Friday.” 
I spin around. “What?”
Jacob is leaning back on the bed with a satisfied look on his face. “Yeah. Snake can look after you while you’re not with me. Just until I find someone I trust to do it full-time.”
My mouth drops open. A chill begins to grip me. “No.”
Jacob pouts again. “This way I can make sure you’re safe.”
“You mean to tell me that you want Snake come to class with me, hang around while I eat lunch, study at the library, go to sleep?” This is absurd. I can’t even begin to describe how friggin’ absurd it is. I can’t believe Jacob is even suggesting this. “What about the bathroom? Is he going to stand and watch while I have a shower, too?”
Jacob growls. “No, he can fucking wait outside.”
“No. No way, Jacob.”
“I just want to protect what’s mine, princess.”
“I’m not having Snake follow me around all day.”
“Then I’ll send Garfield.”
I stare at him. He’s serious. He is so serious. What the hell is this really about? “Don’t you trust me?”
“You, I trust. It’s all those assholes who want a piece of you that I don’t. I love you, do you understand? I fucking love you.”
My heart clenches. He looks so desperate and pained. I make my voice softer. “Jacob, I love you too. But I won’t have anyone follow me around, okay? Not Garfield, not anyone and definitely not Snake.” I sigh. “Please, I don’t want to fight, baby. I’m going to class – alone. I’ll see you on Friday, okay?”
He says nothing. But as we kiss goodbye I can’t help the oddest feeling that curls uncomfortably in my stomach. Something doesn’t feel right. 
All day and all the next day this feeling grips me. Finally, I decide I need to take a step away from Jacob. I need some space. Not to break up, just some space. I’m not sure what I’m going to say to him to make him understand, but I have to say something. As Friday approaches this feeling of dread grows.
 
 
“I have a surprise for you, princess.” Jacob greets me with a grin when I arrive at his apartment on Friday afternoon after my last class for the week. 
“Oh?” I say. Then I feel a small stab of guilt. He has a surprise for me? And I’m about to tell him I need some space. 
Jacob’s smile twists into a scowl. “I thought you’d be happy. I have a surprise for you. I thought long and hard over the last two days about what my princess would like most.”
I’m being such a brat. God, I was raised better than this. I send a smile to my face and reach for him. “I am happy, baby. Sorry, I was just distracted. Study stuff.”
He frowns. “You shouldn’t be distracted when you’re with me. Maybe you should cut back on school if it’s too much.”
Oh my God, I’m not going there. I ignore this comment and force as much lightness as I can to my voice. “So what’s this amazing surprise you have for me?”
A grin creeps across his handsome face. “I paid off your student loan.”
I laugh and pat him lightly on his chest. “Aw, Jacob. Seriously.”
“Seriously.”
“I paid off your student loan.” This single sentence circles around my head like a vulture looking for somewhere to land. Then it sinks in. And I am left still and stricken as its claws grip around my bones. 
“Oh my God, Jacob. You didn’t.”
“I did.” 
“Why?” Why would he do that? 
The grin on his face starts to tighten. “Because I love you. I know you stress about making your loan payments, so I’ve taken away the problem. You’re mine and I take care of what’s mine, princess.” He scowls. “Now you don’t have to work at that shitty bar job.”
“I need my job, Jacob. I still need to eat.” Fuck. I have to pay him back. 
Yeah? With what fucking money? I can’t pay him back. How the hell am I supposed to pay him back? 
“You shouldn’t have.” God. I sound so ungrateful, like one of those gold diggers that he hates. I’m as bad as one of them. What’s wrong with me that I can’t be happy about this? I can see on his face that he is thinking this, too. 
I’m a terrible girlfriend. I should be happy that he did this wonderful thing for me. So why aren’t I?
Because now, I owe him.
And I know there is only one way I can pay him back. Only one way he expects me to pay him back. I can see it in the expectant smirk on his face. “Aren’t you going to thank me?”
“Thank you, baby.” I lean forward to kiss him. 
His fingers twist into my hair and he pulls my head back. “Do you love me, princess?”
I nod as best I can while he continues to grip my hair.
“Say it.”
“I love you.”
“I fucking love you too.” His hungry mouth devours mine and his erection pushes insistently against me. His grip tightens around me so I can barely breathe. In my mind I hear the clang of a gilded cage closing around me. 
 
 
My phone buzzes in my pocket. Fuck. I know it’s Jacob. Again. I ignore it and continue to give my attention to the table of four guys who are ordering a round of drinks. It’s a Saturday night and I’m at work. I managed to avoid seeing Jacob last night and today because I told him I was too busy. I love him, I do. And he’s so good to me. But I just… I need to breathe. I just need some space. 
Since he paid off my loan several weeks ago he has become even more desperate for my time. 
“I told Sal and Dee I’d hang out with them tonight, Jacob.”
He folds his arms across his chest. “If you love me, I should be all you need.”
I shake this thought off and turn to the last guy at the table. “And for you?” He’s sitting directly to my right. I could feel his eyes on me as I was taking down his friends’ orders. Now that I am looking at him I can see that he’s stunning. Exotic. His olive skin is smooth across his wide jaw and taut cheekbones. His light brown eyes are almond shaped and turn up at the corners.
“An Ashahi, please.” His lush lips form a smile. “And your name.”
“I, um,” I grab at my nametag and hold it towards him.
His eyes scan my tag. “Well, I’m Adrian.” 
I quickly scribble his order down as I try not to blush. I can feel his eyes on me as I walk away to get their order and when I return. I continue to feel his eyes on me as I stop at a table nearby to take more orders.
I hear a deep voice yelling over the background rock song and boozy buzz. “What the fuck are you doing? Get your God damn perverted eyes off my girl.”
What the…? I spin around. Jacob? I can’t believe my eyes. Jacob is standing over Adrian. He is practically vibrating with rage. His goons are holding Adrian’s friends back.
Adrian has his hands lifted in surrender. “Cool it, man. I wasn’t doing anything.”
“The fuck you weren’t,” Jacob’s hands fist in Adrian’s shirt and yank him to his feet. “You fucking look at her again, you even fucking breathe in her direction and I will kick your fucking ass. Now get the fuck out of here and never come back.” Jacob pushes Adrian hard and he goes flying back into another table with a crash. Jacob stalks towards him looking like he’s ready to take another shot.
“Jacob, stop!” I drop my pad and pen as I run towards him and grab his arm. “What the hell are you doing?”
Jacob turns his furious eyes at me. “It’s for you, princess. I’m fucking protecting you.”
 
 
“I’m so sorry, princess. I’m so fucking sorry.” Jacob stands, eyes pained and glossy, at my dorm room door after I open it. I wouldn’t have opened it if he hadn’t kept banging and pleading for me to come out. 
“I lost my job, Jacob.” I wrap my arms across my chest. I feel my skin break out in pins and needles to see him again. “Your sorry isn’t going to get it back.”
He falls to his knees and clutches at my legs. “Just tell me you forgive me, princess. I’ll fucking die if you don’t forgive me. I’ll die.” He looks up at me with red-rimmed eyes. I feel a flood of pity tug deep inside me. “Please, princess. Let me make it better. I’ll fucking die without you.” 
Like an idiot I let him pull me down to my knees to him. His arms go around me. I sigh deeply and melt into him. Even though I am angry and confused, it still feels so good to be held by him. This is so wrong. Our love is turbulent and frantic and crazy and stupid and desperate. The energy buzzes deep under my skin. Highest of highs, lowest of lows. This is a roller coaster I’m not sure how to get off. But worse, I’m not sure if deep down I really want to.
“I have something for you,” he says. “A gift, to say I’m sorry.”
I pull back and stare at him. His eyes are wild and roam my face frantically. This crazy lost human being just loves me so much. He just doesn’t know what he’s doing or how to show it properly. But he needs my love. He needs me.
I brush a lock of hair from his forehead. “You don’t have to buy me things.”
“I just need you to know how sorry I am.” He takes out a box from his pocket and places it in my hand. 
It’s a jewelry box about the size of my palm. I gasp. Aw, what has he done for me? He grins at me in encouragement. I open the lid.
Sitting among the silk lining is a silver credit card. With my name marked across it.



Chapter 21
 
The present
 
The credit card was just the start. 
Jewelry, a new laptop, a new phone, clothes, shoes, trips away to luxury hotels. They came like clockwork after he became angry because I didn’t spend enough time with him, my studying made me tired, I didn’t call him back quick enough, the dress I was wearing was too short. He even tried to buy me a car, which I flatly refused. 
At the time I believed it was because he loved me so much that it made him that way. I was so stupid. 
Without a job I became more and more reliant on Jacob. I was hesitant to use the credit card at all. It was just supposed to be until I got another job. But for some reason no one would hire me.
“You barely spent anything on the card this month,” Jacob says.
“I got food and paid my bills. It’s enough.”
“My money not good enough for you?”
“No! I just−”
“Then go shopping, buy something pretty or something sexy…”
God, but when Jacob was lovely, he was so, so lovely. He looked after me like I was something special. Precious. Like a princess. His princess. I loved the way he would grab me by the back of my neck when we walked out in public. Like he wanted the world to know that I belonged to him. 
He was intense and loving and wanted me with a fiery passion, and he would take me wherever I would let him. I used to love the way he devoured me with those dark eyes when he had his tongue buried between my legs. He was burying himself deeper and deeper into my life. Like roots of a large tree into the sides of a cliff. Deeper and deeper until taking that tree away would cause a landslide.
I remember the day when it all started to crumble.



Chapter 22
 
Five years ago
 
It’s late when I finish studying with a group of college friends. Winston, one of the guys, insists on walking me back to my dorm, which is all the way on the other side of campus. As we walk, I listen to Winston talk about his plans for the summer. Winston is cute. Blue-eyed with hair like corn fields, he looks and talks like he was raised on cornbread and sweat tea. He’s sweet and lovely and the kind of guy my parents would have loved for me to take home. If they were alive.
Not like Jacob. 
Thinking of Jacob causes a flutter in my stomach. I’m supposed to meet him later. He’s picking me up at my dorm to take me out to one of his clubs in about an hour, which gives me plenty of time to get changed into the dress he instructed me to wear. 
Winston and I stop at the steps of my building.
“Are you coming to Dee’s party this Saturday?” he asks.
“I think so.” Jacob hasn’t wanted to meet any of my friends or come to any of my college parties or anything, so I doubt he’d want to come. 
“Cool, cool. So I was thinking that we could get a bite somewhere and go to the party together.”
“That sounds good. Who else is coming?”
“I meant, as a ‘you and me’ thing.”
Oh. I hadn’t realized Winston felt that way. I run through my last few interactions with him and hope I haven’t said or done anything overly friendly to lead him on. “Winston, that’s very sweet but… you know I’m seeing someone, right?”
He frowns. “I’ve never seen you with anyone. I just assumed… Sorry.”
I smile and try to shrug off the awkwardness that has arisen between us. “It’s okay. He’s not a student. But we’re still friends, right?”
Winston smiles. “Of course.”
I don’t notice the black car pull up as Winston gives me a hug and kisses me on the cheek goodbye until he starts to walk away. Jacob slams the car door shut behind him. Shit. He’s early. And he’s scowling. His eyes are dark and he looks mean.
“Who the fuck was that?” he stabs his finger at Winston as he stalks towards me. 
“Baby, that’s Winston. He’s just a college friend. A friend.”
“Did he just put his fucking hands on you? Did I see the fucker put his motherfucking lips on you?”
“Shh, baby, please.” I glance up at my dorm windows and hope no one can hear Jacob yelling. I reach out for him when he stops in front of me. “It was just a hug and a peck on the cheek goodbye.”
“Just a kiss? Just a fucking kiss?” His hand grips around my neck. It’s so tight and sudden, I don’t have time to scream before my air is trapped inside my lungs. The choking sensation pushes tears up to my eyes. “Where? Where did he put his filthy fucking mouth on you?” His other thumb scrapes across my cheek like he’s trying to wipe away any trace of Winston. Oh my God. I can’t breathe. My fingers tear at his hand around my neck.
“You’re hurting me, Jacob” I choke out.
“I’m hurting you? You’re fucking hurting me, princess.” He slams his left hand against his chest and it makes a sharp deep thudding noise. “Right here. You’re hurting me right fucking here.”
He lets go of my neck and I heave a large breath in. I feel dizzy. I flinch when Jacob leans in. His eyes are dark and mean and brittle like coal and his voice hisses and spits at me like a fire. “Winston needs to learn who you belong to. If he touches you again, I’ll fucking kill him.” 
“He didn’t know any better. But he knows now that I’m with you. It’s fine, baby, please leave him alone.”
Jacob grabs my arm in a vice. I know he means to hurt me. “Ow! Don’t, please.”
“Wait,” he yells back to his driver. Jacob drags me through the dorm doors by my arm. I trip as I stumble to keep up. 
I pray that no one is walking through the corridors at this moment and sees me like this. My cheeks flame with embarrassment. The stairs blur behind my tears and every time I trip I can feel his grip tighten around my arm, cutting off more of my circulation. When he throws open my dorm room I sag with relief when I see the room is empty. Trisha is out. I don’t want to have to try to explain this to her. 
He slams the door behind us and his hands come up to shove me. I whimper as my back hits the door. This isn’t right. I shouldn’t be scared of Jacob. 
Then Jacob’s mouth is on me. His lips are hard and bruising and he shoves his tongue straight into my mouth. He’s trying to wipe away any remnant of Winston from me. Jacob grunts from his throat. He pulls away and my lips tingle from being crushed. “I’m the only one who loves you, princess. I’m the only one who really cares. Winston just wants to fuck you. He doesn’t really care.”
He’s hurting. I can see in his eyes and hear in the crushing pain of in voice that he’s hurting. It hurts me that he is hurting.
I hurt him, I realize. I upset him. I need to fix it. So I press kisses to his face. And run my hands across the back of his neck because I know he likes it. I know it soothes him. And he needs me to soothe him right now.
He starts to unbuckle my jeans. “He needs to know who you belong to, princess. You need to know who you belong to.”
“You. Of course, baby. I know.” It’s because Jacob loves me so much that he is like this. He just loves me this much. 
My jeans are stripped from me and kicked aside. I am shoved back against the door, the edge of his left forearm is pressed against my throat. His fingers slip inside my underwear. “He needs to fucking know who this pussy belongs to.”
I gasp as tingles rush through my body and across my head making me lightheaded. How can this feel so wrong yet so right? “Yours, baby,” I choke out. “All yours. Please, let−”
“Mine. That’s fucking right.” 
His hand pulls from my underwear then I hear a sing of metal. When I look down I see a knife gripped in his right hand. Oh God. What is he doing?
“Do you know, princess? Do you really? Or do I need to teach you a lesson?”
“No, Jacob, Please.” Oh God. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. My stomach twists and I choke on my own bitter bile. This is what horror tastes like. 
He removes his forearm and I gasp for air. He places the blade against the side of my neck. The cold metal burns my skin. I squeeze my eyes shut. 
He leans in, his breath hot around my neck. He whispers in my ear, words I will never forget. 
“Your body, your blood, your life belong to me.”
I cry out as the blade slides across my skin making a shallow line of pain. Then I hear his grunting and feel his wet feral tongue. He sucks the blood off my neck as he pushes himself inside me. It hurts because I am tight around him like I am trying to keep him out. My legs give out like the wooden limbs of a puppet. I slip a little until his hips slam me back up against the door. 
“Who do you belong to?”
“Y-you.” The voice that squeaks out of my mouth doesn’t sound like mine. I want to slap this broken thing I have become. I want to slap her and hug her and take her away. But I can’t. I can’t move. So I just cry inside for her. I cry and I die a little.
“Louder.”
“You.”
“I want to hear you screaming it.”
Again and again, he slams me against the door, loud and angry like an animal marking his territory, making me repeat after him. I choke on each word. He doesn’t seem to care who hears us.
Suddenly his movements slow.
“Open your eyes.”
I don’t dare disobey him. I open my lids, but I keep my gaze down. His hand cups my face and it is gentle. So gentle.
“Look at me baby, please,” he says. Now his voice sounds pained, so pained like he is on the verge of tears. I look up in surprise and see the hurt creasing his furrowed brows.
“Oh my God,” he breathes. His shaking fingers wipe at the tears spilling from my lids. Tender. This is tender Jacob. He has come back to me. The man I love has come back. “Look what you do to me. I just… I just love you so fucking much. So much that you make me crazy, princess. So fucking crazy. You understand that, right?”
I nod and his palms caress my cheeks. He leans in and sucks on my bottom lip. Then he pulls his erection out almost all the way, stopping at my entrance. He pushes a thumb inside the corner of our mouths and rubs my tongue with it. It tugs at my lips when he pulls it free. His hand drops between us and his palm presses against my lower belly. His wet thumb finds my clit and I flinch. He starts to rub me and to move inside me again with short and shallow thrusts. His mouth stays near mine, alternating between sucking on my tongue and drinking in my breath. It shouldn’t but it starts to feel good.
I shouldn’t, but I moan as the pressure builds inside me. 
“I just love you so fucking much, princess. I would die if any other man ever touched you. You know that, right?”
“Yes. Oh, yes.”
“You love me, don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“So come for me, baby. Do it now.”
His thumb vibrates across me and he leans back so he can thrust himself deeper inside me. Oh God. My insides shatter like broken bones and a heat ebbs through me like a bruise. My head hits the door and for a moment I am lost amongst stars, among angels, far away from this man and this monster who are one in the same. 
As the gravity takes over and I descend into my body, my lower belly clenches with guilt. Bastard. I hate that he can still make me come.
He wraps his fingers in my hair too tightly. I feel the pop of some of my hair from my scalp and I wince. But I don’t dare tell him that he’s hurting me. 
He forces my eyes to his. “No one will be able to touch you the way I do. No one.”
I hate that I believe him. 
 
 
Next Monday, I am waiting in our usual spot in our lecture hall for our class to start. I have pulled all the hair over one side of my shoulder to cover the bandage on my neck. I frown when I notice that Winston isn’t here. Winston is usually one of the first of us to arrive.
For a second I get a momentary flash of panic. What if Jacob…? But I shake it off before I dare finish the thought. I can’t think this way about the man I love. If I keep doubting our love, it will ruin me. It will ruin us.
Winston’s probably just sick. Or maybe he slept in. Or he’s still recovering from Dee’s party on the weekend that I didn’t go to. Or got called into work. There are so many reasons why Winston wouldn’t be here. 
I try to ignore his empty seat and focus on the lecture.
The niggling worry comes again when Winston isn’t here for lectures on Tuesday.
Or Wednesday.
“Does anyone know where Winston is?” I ask the other guys in our group. I’m met with shakes of their heads.
“I think he’s sick,” one of the girls says.
Sick. Poor Winston. 
I’m not being picked up by Jacob until later tonight and I have a few hours to spare after my last class. Winston also lives on campus, so I decide to stop in and see if he’s up for visitors.
“Winston?” I knock softly on his dorm room door.
“Who is it?” comes the tentative response.
“It’s me.”
There’s pause. “Go away.”
“Winston, I was told you were sick. Are you okay?”
“Yes. I mean, no, I’m really sick, so please just go away.”
I frown. “Are you sure? Do you need anything? Meds? Food?”
“I’m fine, please, I just need more sleep.”
Something doesn’t feel right. But as the door is locked and I can’t get in, there isn’t much I can do. “Well, okay then. Send me a text if you need anything.”
I hang around for a few seconds in case Winston changes his mind. Then I amble down the hall. I’m so lost in my thoughts that I don’t see Winston’s roommate walking my way until he calls my name.
I look up. “Oh, hey, Rick.”
“Did you just see Winston?” Rick says, transferring his groceries to his other hand so he can give me a one-armed hug. “Terrible isn’t it, what happened to him? I can’t believe anyone would do that.”
My mouth suddenly tastes funny. I can’t believe anyone would do that. “Yeah, it’s terrible. But I think he was actually asleep or in the bathroom when I knocked. I didn’t get a chance to see him.” I look at Rick expectantly.
He answers just how I want him to. “Come on. I’ll let you in.”
I follow Rick back to his dorm room and hold my breath as he unlocks and opens the door for me. Inside, the dorm room has been turned into a kind of cave with curtains drawn and only a small lamp giving off a sickly glow by Winston’s bedside. Winston is curled up on top of his sheets with his back to me.
“Winston,” Rick calls out. “Hey, buddy, I brought a friend home to see you.”
Winston shifts, slowly and warily. Even before I see the grimace on his face I can tell he is in pain. “Who is−?”
He sees me and he freezes.
The blood rushing to my head makes the sound of Rick saying something behind me sound muffled. Winston has a black eye, swollen shut. His lip and cheekbones are scabbed over. His right forearm is in a cast and the fingers of both his hands are bandaged. I’m sure that there are a lot more injuries that I can’t see.
“Oh my God. Winston. What happened to you?”
His face twists. “Didn’t I tell you to go away?”
“Who did this to you?” I step forward to touch him, but he flinches away from me and I can see fear in his eyes. He’s scared of me. 
“Leave me the fuck alone!” As he screams his voice cracks, and he withdraws back into himself on his bed.
I feel a hand on my shoulder. Rick’s face is stern when I look back. “I think you should go.”
I nod. And I leave. 
And I know.
I know who did this. And why.
 
I stand dressed in black, my arms twisted across my chest as the limo pulls up to the foot of my building. But Jacob doesn’t get out. I glare at Garfield, my escort, when he gets out of the limo sent to pick me up to take me to Jacob’s apartment. 
“Aw, miss. You look beautiful. But why is you mad?” His face drops as I continue to glare at him. Did he help do that to Winston?
Inside the limo we are both silent for a time. I can see Garfield fidgeting out of the corner of my eye as I fume looking out of the tinted windows. I can sense his discomfort. He’s not sure how to handle my anger. 
“Is you mad at me, miss?” he finally asks. “I don’t know what I done.”
I snap my face towards him and study his features for a second. “Tell me the truth, Garfield. Did you hurt Winston?”
He frowns and I only see confusion on his face. “Winston, miss? I is not so good with names.”
“Winston is my friend from university. He was beaten up by someone recently.”
Garfield shakes his head. “No, miss. I did not hurt Winston.”
I have come to know Garfield as a simple man with very little ability to manipulate or lie. I believe him when he says that he didn’t hurt Winston. I sigh and reach over to give him a hug. His large hands are remarkably soft for a man his size. They close around me, eclipsing my shoulders.
“I’m sorry, Garfield. You’re a good man. I should have known better than to believe that you would actually hurt someone just because Jacob ordered you to.”
I feel his hands tense against me. I pull back and I catch the snippet of some emotion on his face. But we pull up at the front of Jacob’s building and I don’t have an opportunity to ask him what that look meant.
As I ride the elevator up to the top floor, Snake’s face comes to mind. It must have been Snake. Yes, hurting Winston would have taken someone whose moral compass was as messed up as Snake’s. Yes, I can see Snake doing something like that. Maybe it was just Snake. Maybe Jacob had nothing to do with it.
Maybe I am just making excuses for my boyfriend…
“Did you have anything to do with what happened to Winston?” I demand.
Jacob stops crossing the living room of his luxury apartment towards me and stares at me coldly. “Is that any way to greet the love of your life?”
The ice in his voice coats my skin and makes me want to shiver. All I think is that he didn’t deny it. I know that he was involved, if not the physical cause of Winston’s injuries. 
“I can’t believe that you would do that to another living person.”
Jacob shrugs his shoulders, looking like he is trying to relax his body, but I can see his jaw twitching. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“Don’t lie to me.”
Jacob looks up at Snake and Garfield and another one of his goons, all of whom I’m vaguely aware are standing about the room in an awkward silence. 
“Get out,” he commands them. Jacob glares at me when he continues, “I want to speak to my woman,
alone.”
I try to keep my breath steady as I watch the three men slip out of the room. This is Jacob, I remind myself. My Jacob. I shouldn’t be scared of him. 
So why is my heart hammering like a crazed beast against the cage of my ribs? Why is every muscle in my body screaming for me to run? 
Jacob’s eyes are black pits as he stares at me. He makes no move to comfort me. “That fucker needed to learn who you belong to.”
My next inhale gets stuck in my throat, choking me. Jacob had Winston hurt. Because of me.
“Oh my God,” I hear myself gasp. And I wait for me to wake up. For this to be some sort of messed up dream. But this isn’t a dream.
“I did it for you, princess.”
I shake my head and I start to back away from him as he approaches, stalking me like I am prey. 
“No. No, you didn’t do it for me. I would have never, ever asked you to do something as horrible as to beat the living shit out of someone for me. I saw him, Jacob. I saw what you did.”
Jacob lunges for me. My instincts take over and I turn to run. But he grabs me before I can reach the door. “Nobody touches you except for me. No-fucking-body, you hear me?”
“You’re crazy,” I say, and my voice is breaking along with my heart and my faith in our love. “You’re fucking crazy.”
The slap across my cheek burns like fire. I curl away, holding my cheek. The man I love has just hit me.
“Take that back,” he demands.
“Take it back? I’ll take it back. I can’t be with you anymore.” I know that these were the wrong words to say as soon as I’ve said them. I can almost hear his heart crackling like ice as it freezes over.
“No.” His fingers snake into my hair and pull my head back so I am forced to face him. “You are mine. You will always be mine.”
He shoves me towards the center of the living room. I trip on the rug and almost fall. He opens the door a slip and says something to the guys outside. When I turn Jacob is standing at the door like he’s guarding it. His face is stone and I don’t recognize this man who is staring back at me with a scowl marking his face. I realize with a shudder that he doesn’t plan on letting me leave.
I could beg. Every instinct inside me urges me to beg him. 
But I don’t. It’s useless to beg, but even worse, begging will make me seem weak in Jacob’s eyes. And the last thing I want to do is appear weak. Jacob will chew “weak” up and spit it out. I have to find some other way out of here. 
Behind him the door opens and Snake and Garfield come back in. The third goon I know as Salt appears holding a wooden box in his hands and wearing rubber gloves. Oh fuck. My eyes dart around the room. There’s the balcony, but the only way out of here that way is down. Maybe I could bluff them?
I run for the glass door that separates the living room from the balcony. Jacob doesn’t even move when I start to run. I just hear him sigh, an impatient sigh of someone who is waiting for me to learn my lesson. I understand when I reach the door and grab at the handle. It’s locked. The goddamn thing is locked. I have no way out.
I turn and press against the glass. Jacob glares at me with disapproval marking his face. Snake looks amused and I can see him licking his thin lips as if he is tasting my fear. Salt places the wooden box on the table and opens it. But the lid is blocking my view of whatever is inside. Only Garfield looks distressed.
“I’m sorry, princess. But it looks like you need to learn to.”
“Jacob, whatever you are going to do, you don’t need to do it. I’m yours, Jacob. I know that. You know that.”
He shakes his head. “You just tried to run away from me, little lamb. It has to be done. Hold her,” he commands Snake. Snake grins as he lunges for me. I dart aside and slam into Garfield’s large body. His hands close gently around my shoulders. 
It’s Garfield. Garfield will help me. I look up at him and plead with my eyes. But Garfield won’t look at me. He won’t look at me, which means he’s already feeling guilty about what is going to happen to me.
Jacob’s voice cuts through my thoughts. “I’m sorry, princess, but this is going to hurt.”
My body goes cold. I feel almost like my limbs don’t belong to me anymore. They feel detached and they are moving of their own accord, struggling and pushing at the unmovable mountain of a man who is holding me. Jacob’s words are muffled in my ears when he orders Garfield to hold me down, face down over the arm of the couch. 
“No, Garfield, please.” I plead with the large man with my eyes and my tears. They are falling like rain down my cheeks and staining my dress. But he still won’t look at me. I can see the conflict flashing in Garfield’s eyes. If I can just get through to him. If only…
“Now, Garfield.” Jacob’s voice is a warning. At the sound, the softness in Garfield’s eyes falters. 
“I’m sorry, miss,” Garfield whispers in my ear as he pulls at my arms and hoists me over to the couch. 
I pull back and my heels scratch across the wooden floor, but it doesn’t slow me down. I feel my body being tipped over and the sensation of losing firm ground is too much, it tips my mind over the edge along with my body. With my ass in the air I feel so exposed. The first scream tears from my lungs. Someone pushes my face into the couch to muffle the noise. The cushions smell freshly laundered and the smell makes me feel sick.
I struggle to push myself up, but Garfield is too strong. “Just relax, miss, and it won’t have to hurt as much,” he says quietly, almost kindly, in my ear. His pity makes my already twisted stomach tighten. 
I feel the air swirl around my thighs as my skirt is pushed up to my waist. I scream out again but only manage to choke myself on the couch cushion. I bite down as my underwear is shoved aside to bare my ass. My cheeks heat as I feel all those eyes on my private places. I taste blood in my mouth and I realize I have bitten down on my tongue. No. No. This can’t be happening.
How could Jacob do this to me? How? He loves me. He’s supposed to love me. This is wrong. So wrong. I squeeze my eyes shut. And try to block out as much of myself as possible. I try to hide within myself. I brace and my muscles lock as if it could keep everything out.
I sense someone behind me. Hands on my ass send a burning flush across my skin, holding me, crushing my integrity, marking my flesh forever. No, he can’t just take it. It’s supposed to be mine to give. Mine. If he takes that too, I’ll have nothing left. Nothing.
Just relax and it won’t have to hurt as much. 
But I can’t relax. I can’t. If I relax it means that I have accepted what is about to happen. And I won’t accept it. Never. No fucking way.
One last surge of energy rushes through me and I scream and I thrash and I buck against the hands that hold me down. For a second my body feels the hands relenting against my movements and I get the splinter of hope that I might have gotten myself free. Until the hands regain their grip on me. All hope is dashed as I am buried back into these pillows as soft and suffocating as sand. 
“Stop moving.” I recognize Salt’s voice. “Or the tat will look like shit.”
What?
There is a cold feeling of something being swabbed on my skin and I smell alcohol. I flinch as something pointed begins to draw on me.
I am not about to be raped. I am going to be tattooed. Jacob is having me tattooed. I already know what the tattoo is. It’s the crest that Jacob has tattooed on his shoulder blade. His crest, which I have seen on his stationary and the napkins on his nightclub and the sign above the doors of the businesses he owns.
I hear a buzzing noise and the feel of gloved fingers against my ass. Then it begins. It stings, but it is nothing like the squeezing pain in my chest. Jacob is marking me. Branding me. Like cattle. My chest squeezes with pain. How can someone who loves me do this? How can I love someone who could do this to me? How? What is wrong with me? 
I don’t know how long I lie there, but the sting turns to a numbness after a while. I can smell the thick cloy of cigar smoke. I know it is Jacob and his stupid smelly cigars. He is sitting there smoking, no doubt paired with an expensive cognac, while his goons are branding my naked ass like a fucking animal. I am out of tears now. The hot anger that swirls in my belly has dried them up. 
Finally the buzzing shuts off. My ass is cleaned off. 
“Good,” I hear Jacob say from behind me. A bandage is applied and my skirt pulled back down. “Now, get the fuck out. And stop looking at my girlfriend’s ass, all of you. Your job here is done.”
All the hands leave me and I am freed. I crawl over the arm of the couch and curl into a ball on the cushions. I hear the door click shut. And I feel the room devoid of all other presence, except for Jacob. I feel the cushion near my head depress. 
“Sit up,” he commands. I almost stay in my ball just to spite him, but Jacob speaks again. “Don’t make me tell you again.”
I shudder at the coldness of his voice. With lead arms I push myself to sitting and I back up as far as possible away from this stranger. This stranger wearing Jacob’s skin. Who is this man? What has he done with the man that I love? Where is Jacob?
Then I realize this is Jacob, the real Jacob. I know it. I can sense the way this persona fits him better than the sexy, charming Jacob who seduced me. His eyes were always soulless black vortexes like they are now, they were just dressed up in charm and a wicked smile. 
Jacob lashes out faster than I can comprehend, grabbing my face before I can turn away. He leans in, his breath stinking of smoke, the scent mixing with the odor of alcohol and blood coming from my body like a sickly perfume. His fingers are hard claws digging into my jaw, but his voice… his voice is soft and tender. 
“You understand, don’t you, baby? Why I have to mark you. So that everybody knows. So that everybody knows that you’re mine and if they fuck with you then they fuck with me. It’s for your protection, baby. Your protection.” Soft and tender. It terrifies me. “Because I love you, you know that, don’t you?”
My instincts are crying for me to run, but my heart is breaking because it wants to stay and be comforted by the man I love. What is wrong with me? How can I still want to be comforted by the man who just hurt me?
“Tell me you know that I love you!” he screams, his body shaking visibly from the force with which he shouts. My teeth rattle as his hands shake me violently.
“I know that you love me,” I whisper. Part of me so wants to believe this. It wants to so badly. He did this for me. Because he loves me.
“And you love me, don’t you, baby?” he says.
“Yes.” 
“Say it, then.”
His face blurs behind my tears – it is one small mercy. 
“I love you.” I almost choke on these words. They taste bitter like poison.
I hate that I do. I still love Jacob.



Chapter 23
 
The present
 
I don’t stop running until I get home and my deadbolts are on. I drop my bag and run to my bedside table. I pull out my gun. The cold steel on my fingers is like a key that unlocks this dam. The numbness floods over me. I slide into a crumpled heap on the floor next to my bed. I am shaking and my teeth are chattering. I start to cry and rock and I tuck my arm around my knees. Silent tears. I don’t dare make a noise. My ears are pricked, listening for someone at my door.
I have never felt so weak and helpless in my life. Because all the training, the workouts, the boxing, and all my time spent at the gun range isn’t worth shit. Because just seeing Jacob’s photo still makes me crumble. All the strength that I’ve built is nothing but scaffolding – superficial, and it won’t hold me up when Jacob comes to tear it down. And he will find me. Eventually. I know it.
He won’t stop till he finds me.
Because I belong to him. And he doesn’t let anything that belongs to him get away.
I had the tattoo removed as soon as I could. But now my ass burns where he marked me that day. Oh God. It has returned. It has come back. The mark carved forever under my skin has come back to the surface. Somehow the mark will give Jacob a way to find me.
I yank my pants down and strain my neck to look back but I can’t see. I can’t see. I need to see. I push myself up to my feet, still clutching my gun to my chest. The steel is cold against my skin, but I leave it there because I feel like it anchors me. The steel anchors me. It lets me know what’s real. I bolt to the bathroom, my heart beating so hard, I swear the gun is bouncing up and down with it.
“You understand, don’t you, baby? Why I have to mark you. So that everybody knows.”
I stand in front of the full-length mirror behind my door. Who is this girl with round red-rimmed eyes staring back at me? It can’t be me. I buried her. I turn to the side and pull down one side of my pants. I see the black ink across my skin. No, it can’t have come back. I scream and a hand flies towards my mirror. My hand. It punches the glass and it cracks into a spider’s web. Pain flares across my knuckles. 
I blink. And a hundred eyes blink back at me. But my ass is bare. All of them. Bare and milky white. There’s nothing there. Nothing there. A small cry of relief escapes me. This resurfacing fear is making me hallucinate. Then I start to laugh. Hysterical laughter. Ha ha, I have finally gone mad, I know it.  
Or perhaps the madness has always been there, underneath, hiding, since the night I finally, finally left Jacob…



Chapter 24
 
Five years ago
 
It’s eight weeks after Jacob gives me my tattoo. It’s healed. But I can feel it; when I walk, when I sit, when he grabs my ass to pull me onto him. It burns my skin. A brand. I have been branded. Like cattle. 
When I am with Jacob I am horrified at how my body still reacts to his, how he can make me come apart with his fingers and how much I still want him to kiss me and tell me that I’m beautiful. There is a small sick part of me that likes the fact that I have become his.
Me.
His.
Out of all the women in the world, he picked me. And that makes me feel loved. Special. He loves me so much that he goes insane with jealousy. He needs this tattoo on me to warn off all other men.
But inside I know being with him is wrong.
I feel unbalanced, like my gravity has shifted to the top of my head making me easily swayed. So side to side I totter. I love him. I hate him. I need him. I need out.
Since the Winston incident, his jealousy is like the third person in our relationship. She drapes her long limbs across Jacob and I can feel them both staring at me when they think I’m not watching. She follows us, sometimes quietly like a shadow, then other times she can’t stop whispering in his ear. And I am coated in suspicion. Like a snow that continues to fall over me, it gets thicker and it doesn’t matter how hard I try, I can’t shake it all off and I can’t keep it from falling from the sky. 
Where have I been? Who spoke to me? Who looked at me?
The sex becomes more violent.
I yank against my wrists which are held together in chains, bleeding from the rough cold iron. The blackout curtains shut out the world, the only light coming from the dimmed wall lamps of Jacob’s bedroom. My face presses into the black sheets that smell like sweat and sex. My knees are bent, ass in the air, pussy exposed for him. My hips are bruised from Jacob’s fingers, my nipples bleeding from where his teeth have torn my flesh. My ass and thighs are raw and slippery from cum.
At the moment Jacob is fucking me with the handle of the crop. At least he has stopped hitting me with it. 
“Jacob, please,” I beg. “I can’t come anymore.” I know he wants me to. 
His thrusting stops. The crop is yanked from me. I flinch as it slaps against the wall when he throws it. He wipes his forehead with the back of his arm. I can feel the anger rolling off him. I have hurt his ego, I know it. I can’t come and it’s my fault. I want so badly to please him. But I can’t.
“Get up. Get the fuck up.” 
I can barely move; my body aches and the chains grow heavier which each movement. But I push myself up and stand next to the bed. Thank God it’s over. Jacob stands before me.
“On your knees.” 
My heart sinks. I feel one of his hands pushing me down. My knees hit the floor. I can barely see Jacob through my matted hair as he stands over me. 
“Jacob, please,” I croak. My mouth is dry. I need water. My stomach is tight from not having eaten. “I can’t take anymore.”
“No.” I can hear the scowl in his voice. I am weak. I have failed the man who just loves me so much. I try not to whimper as he wraps his fingers through my hair and pushes his cock past my lips. “I will tell you when you’ve had enough.”
Strangely, these are not the things to cause me to want to leave. It’s the weight of this suspicion that crushes me so that I can’t breathe. It’s the continuing exhaustion from being on my guard at all times. It’s the gradual wearing down of all my edges.
I start to obsess about how I can escape. I dream about leaving town, about catching my first plane out of this country to… anywhere. Anywhere but here. Because this is the Tyrells’ country. And anywhere I go here, I will still be in his territory.
At the university library I do an internet search on how to apply for a passport. I don’t dare do it on my laptop. The laptop he gave me. Just in case Jacob finds it in my browsing history. Or has some sort of key tracking device installed. I almost weep when I realize that I would have to apply in person because it would be my first passport. I know that Jacob is keeping track of me and I would never get away with applying for a passport without him knowing.
I can’t even ask for help. I damn anyone I involve. Look at what I did to Winston. I am alone. 
I withdraw into my studies. I sit by myself in lectures to let Winston keep our friends. I know he won’t go near me anymore. And he doesn’t deserve to be the one who sits by himself. So I go, willingly. It’s the least I can do. 
Jacob makes me spend every night at his apartment now. I only go to my dorm between classes or to pick up more clothes. 
One night, I wake up in the middle of the night needing water and the bathroom. Jacob isn’t in bed next to me. When I run my hand out I can feel the sheets have gone cold.
It’s not unusual for Jacob to wake up and leave in the middle of the night, so I think nothing of it. I grab a dressing gown and wrap my naked self up. Jacob doesn’t let me sleep with clothes on. Even when we don’t have sex, which is becoming more and more frequent. Like earlier tonight. Earlier tonight he was too distracted and I crawled into bed without him, feeling thankful and rejected at the same time.
I use the ensuite. Then I patter through the living area towards the kitchen in search of water. The moonlight filtering through the open curtains gives me enough light that I don’t need to turn any on. A noise causes me to glance at the door on the other side of the living area. I know that the rooms beyond the living area are Jacob’s private offices and the guest rooms. Sometimes he lets me study in one of the guest rooms. But not the offices.
Suddenly I’m more curious than thirsty. I shouldn’t, but something inside me pushes me forward. A small piece of defiance. I slip silently towards the door that leads from the living area. As I creep closer I recognize the muffled sound of yelling. I get closer. I hear Jacob’s voice, and he’s angry. Angry is a sound forever etched into my skull. I would recognize it in my sleep.
Who is he yelling at? Why is he angry?
The gap under the door is dark and the voice is muffled so I know that Jacob isn’t in the smaller formal living area directly beyond this door. From this smaller living room are two doors. One leads to an ensuite. The other leads to his office which is connected to the ensuite.
I test the door handle to the formal living area and find it unlocked. A thrill of fear and adrenaline runs through me. I slip inside but keep the door ajar just in case. 
In the formal living room, the curtains are partially drawn, so there’s less light. My skin prickles as I stand in the dark, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dimness. The darkness recedes into lumpy shadows. I can see a line of light from under the far right door. Jacob’s office. The voices are definitely coming from there.
I should turn back now. It really is no business of mine who Jacob is yelling at and why he is angry. But then I hear the slap of flesh and the soft cry of another person. A woman. The hairs rise across my skin. Jacob’s hurting her. Or he’s fucking her.
My stomach clenches. I feel a sick flash of jealousy. Jacob only hits me because he loves me. Does he love this other woman, too? Is she why he was so disinterested in me earlier tonight? 
I need to see what is going on.
I creep to the door that leads to the ensuite, praying it isn’t locked. It isn’t. I cautiously open the door to the ensuite and peer in. I pause and my breath catches. The sliding door, the one that leads to Jacob’s office is slightly open. I can see the line of light shining from around the door. My mouth goes dry and suddenly I feel naked. This dressing gown isn’t enough clothing.
I can hear Jacob’s voice through the gap as I step into the ensuite. “…me to the fuckin’ pigs.” 
What the hell is he talking about? I take another step. 
“You leave me no choice, Adele. It’s over.” 
Adele? My heart clenches. Who is Adele? And what is she to Jacob? What’s over? 
“I’m−” But I don’t hear any more. Jacob’s voice is drowned out by the sound of music being turned on and up. I don’t recognize the song, but it sounds like an Italian opera. Jacob plays Italian opera music sometimes when he’s holding meetings in his office. 
I feel blinded by the melody reverberating through the walls. I can’t hear what is happening. My heart starts to thud in my ears and it races to beat to the tempo of the music. I step forward, the light drawing me closer like a moth to candlelight. I feel like I’m moving without consciousness, like I’m being drawn against my will to press my eye to the gap. I can start to see movement through the space. 
Almost there. 
One more step. 
I lift up my fingers and press them to either side of the gap between the door and the doorframe. Lightly, softly. Don’t make any noise. Don’t push too hard to cause the door to wobble.
I press my eye to the space.
I can see Jacob. He’s standing and facing the far wood-paneled wall and he has his back to me. I see Snake standing on one side of a woman, holding her in place by the sheer vice-like, white-knuckled grip he has on her slim upper arm. Snake is facing the girl and the girl is facing me.
This must be Adele. She’s blonde, but the straw fake-blonde of over-bleached hair. She is wearing a red dress that could hardly be called a dress. More like a belt. I would hate her completely if I couldn’t see the blood running down the side of her mouth. My insides prickle with tension. Even from here I can tell she has been crying. Even from here I can smell the stink of her fear.
She starts to struggle, but Snake twists her arm back hard, and she can’t tear away. My arm aches for her. 
I don’t see the gun in Jacob’s gloved hand until he lifts it to point at her. No, this isn’t real. I’m just watching a film. See, even the lady’s singing knows that it is time to crescendo into a high note. 
Adele knows she is going to die. I can see on her face the moment she gives up. Her shoulders collapse and her pink mouth screws up. 
No! I want to yell at her. Don’t give up. Never give up.
As if Adele hears my thoughts, I swear her eyes find mine from across the room, two hollow pools. For a moment they lighten as if they are signaling me for help. Or perhaps it is just the shine of light against her tears. And I can’t see anything else except for her eyes.
Then they roll into her head and she slides down the wall, Snake having let go of her. The rest of the room comes back into focus. I see the blood splatter across the wood panel. I see the dark red hole in her forehead before she slumps completely to the floor. And I see Jacob, my Jacob, my lover, lowering his gun.
And the lady keeps singing like nothing has happened. Like the world hasn’t shifted. And I can’t take my eyes off the blood on the wall.
I flinch when Jacob moves to hand the gun to Snake. The horror of what I have witnessed wraps around me, crushing my lungs, and I can’t breathe. Snake moves out of my sight. Jacob pulls off his black gloves. And everything starts to spin. 
Then the music is cut off. And that’s when my world rights again.
The silence is throbbing in my ears along with the glub glub of the blood rushing through my veins. Blood in my veins. Blood on the wall.
I just witnessed a murder. Somebody shot Adele. At the moment I can’t mentally connect Jacob to this sentence. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe he just killed someone.
My Jacob.
What... What if he comes in here to wash his hands?
I have to get out of here without being noticed. I have to pretend I didn’t see anything and then…
Nothing comes after that thought. I just need to get out of here.
I back away from the gap across the cold bathroom tiles, not wanting to take my eyes off the space. I bump into something and almost scream. I slam my knuckles against my mouth to silence myself. It’s just the edge of the toilet. I have to keep going. I have to watch where I’m going. 
I force myself to turn my head away from the door to Jacob’s office. Immediately my neck protests by shocking my hairs into standing. Don’t turn your back on Jacob. Never turn your back on Jacob. My ears are perked up and waiting for the sound of the door to open behind me and expose me.
I slip through the door into the formal living space. In the dark it looks like a forest. The tables and couches and chairs all seem to have grown trunks and limb-like branches. The other door, and my safety, seems to disappear into the dark beyond. 
Can’t look back. Can’t stop. Keep going. Live.
I creep, hunched over, to the main living room door, fighting myself to stay calm and quiet although all my muscles are screaming at me to run. Run, God damn it, run! 
And my heart. My heart wants to run away, too. It slams against my ribs and threatens to tear out of my throat. Keep calm. Quiet. If you want to live.

I weave my way in and out of the furniture. Almost there. My foot catches the rug. I lurch forward. My lungs seize up as I flail for a second. I manage to catch myself before I fall. But I make a small thudding noise. Shit. Did someone hear it?
I can’t wait to find out. I run to the door and slip through it. I tear through the living room and into Jacob’s bedroom. Jacob’s room smells like his cologne. The smell makes me nauseous. My shoes, my clothes. I need my wallet, my keys. Oh God. What first? I grab a shirt from the top of my bag.
No. The cold realization wraps around my bones. I can’t go. I need to pretend like I’ve been asleep all along. I can’t leave now. Jacob will know that something’s wrong. He’ll know that I saw him. I need to pretend like everything is okay until Jacob lets me go home. It’s the only way I’m getting out of this apartment alive.
Oh God. I stare at the bed that I share with Jacob. My stomach twists and I have to clasp a hand to my mouth to stop from throwing up. Or crying out. My other hand grabs at my stomach. Oh God. The same hand he used to kill her is the same hand that he uses to give me pleasure. How could I fall in love with someone like this?
I can’t get back into bed with him. I can’t.
No, a voice inside me cries out. You can and you will. And do it now because Jacob is coming back any minute. 
I don’t know how I manage it but I take off my dressing gown and crawl back into his bed. My skin reacts like it is breaking out in a rash against these sheets. But I force myself to stay there. 
I smell him – us – on the sheets and the waves of nausea keep coming. But I don’t move. I lie on my side and stare at the wall in the dark and will my breathing to steady and instruct my heart to calm, calm, just calm down. I don’t know for how long I lie there. 
I hear the door click. 
The sound causes every nerve ending to scream. I hear Jacob enter the bedroom and pad across the room to the bed. I close my eyes. If I give away that I saw him, he’ll kill me. And I want to live. I want to live. So breathe. Just breathe.
I have this memory of when my parents were still alive. I had woken up to a nightmare and run into their room screaming. They wrapped me up between them and their presence was like shields around me. Soft, warm, loving shields that protected me. I force my mind to go back to this memory and I pretend that this is just a nightmare and I am actually asleep, safe in my parents’ arms. I’ll wake up soon. I will. I feel my heart slowing as a warmth surrounds me.
Then the mattress shifts behind me. The smell of soap and Jacob’s cologne keeps intruding through my memory. He washed himself after he… the smell makes the room spin. Just keep breathing. His arm curls around my stomach and he pulls me into place. I am thankful his hand doesn’t go anywhere on my chest. He would feel my heart about to burst out of my ribs. 
His body is hot. Too hot and it scorches my back. And causes bile to rise in my throat. And his mark to burn on my ass. But I remain still.
I don’t sleep. 
As the light through the curtains signals dawn, I feel Jacob waking up and his erection growing against my back. My body tenses as his hands dive down my stomach. Oh God. Then he touches me between my legs. Something inside me breaks. And everything goes numb. The numbness works through my body as he works his fingers against me. It isn’t long before he climbs on top of me. 
I should be screaming at him. I should be pushing his hands off me. But I don’t. I feel nothing. I think nothing except that I want to live. I want to get out of here alive. I want that more than anything. I want to live. 
You won’t realize how strong you are until you are given no other choice. 
When he kisses me, I kiss him right back. When he touches me I make all the right noises. And when he enters me I wrap my legs around his waist and push back against the headboard because I know he likes it when I do that. And it also means he will come quicker. The quicker he comes, the less time I have to make myself go through this. I squeeze my eyes shut and remind myself, I am strong. And I want to live. And I repeat this word in my mind with every thrust.
Live.
Live.
Live.
 
“I need to go home for a few hours today,” I finally get up the courage to say to Jacob over breakfast. My voice shakes and I hope he doesn’t notice it.
“Why?”
“Class,” I blurt out.
Jacob folds back his newspaper and narrows his eyes at me. “I didn’t think you had classes today.”
Fuck. “I don’t, but there’s a book I need for class, um, for class tomorrow. There’s homework due that I need to do. I need the book to do the homework for class… tomorrow…” I stop talking. Shit. Even I sound suspicious to myself.
Jacob’s eyes flick in the direction of his office. “Okay, I’ve got business I need to take care of this morning. I’ll pick you up for dinner.” 
Oh my God. I force myself not to cry out in relief. I’m almost out of here. Almost.
“Snake will take you home.”
I freeze. No, please. Not Snake. Not Snake who was just involved in a murder. Not Snake who would kill me in a second if he knew that I knew. Why does it have to be Snake?
All the way home I can feel Snake’s eyes on me from across the limo. His beady pinpoint eyes feel like needles in my skin. I try not to look at him. I swear he knows that I saw them. I swear he does. 
Snake insists on walking me all the way to my dorm room, which he never does. Oh God, he knows. Just breathe. I force myself to walk straight, chin high as he walks behind me. I can feel his eyes on me, coating me like a slimy moss. When I reach my door I force myself to turn briefly to him and thank him. I fumble with my door and stumble into my dorm room. Trisha isn’t in her bed. There’s no one here except Snake and me. I turn to shut the door. But Snake’s foot shoots out to stop it from closing. Oh fuck.
He pushes the door back open and stares at me with narrowed eyes. “I’ll be back. At five.”
I nod and try not to let the fear leak out of my eyes.
Finally he takes his foot out from my door and I can finally shut it.
I lean my ear against the door until I hear his footsteps fade away. Only then does the wave of horror rise up from my soul like bile. It burns my throat. I run to the bathroom. My insides clench violently as I curl over the toilet and throw up all my breakfast. My body is trying to purge itself of Jacob, of his touch, of his smell, of his taste. Oh God.
Even after I have nothing left to throw up, I still feel sick. I feel like every single pore in my body is dirty. I rinse out my mouth and the burn of the mouthwash is cleansing. I wish I could soak my body in it so that it burns away every trace of Jacob. 
I tear off the clothes I’m wearing and stuff them in the trash. My body feels cold like frostbite and it’s painful when I stand under the hot shower. But even after I stand under there for twenty… thirty… forty minutes there’s a part of me that is still cold. A part of me that will never defrost.
I force myself out of the shower then to change – jeans and a plain tee and sneakers. 
Then I run. 



Chapter 25
 
The present
 
Through the slip in the blinds I can see the sun has dipped below the horizon darkening outside. The street lights are on and it floods the street with pools of light. I watch for anyone coming to the building for me. No one does. 
I slip my gun on my bedside table while I call Dixie and tell her I can’t come in to work today. She can tell something’s wrong but she doesn’t pry. She tells me to take as much time as I need. 
My mind keeps going over how this could all possibly connect. The woman’s number on a matchbook from a club which just happens to be owned by the Tyrells… Jacob Tyrell being the very man I am running from. Is this just a coincidence?
The paranoid part of me, the part that still doesn’t trust anyone, says that there is no such thing as fucking coincidences. What if Cade is working for the Tyrells? What if he was using me all this time? 
This can’t be true. It can’t. It just can’t. Every look, everything Cade has said to me, it doesn’t feel like a lie. And, if this were true, why hasn’t he killed me? Or brought me to Jacob?
But I can’t deny the link. I can’t take any risks. I have to leave again. At least I had eight good months here. There’s cash and clothes in my car. All I have to do is go downstairs and start driving. And Caden would never find me.
I get out of bed and stare around my apartment. Is there anything else I need to take with me? I open the bedside drawer to take out the spare magazine of my Smith and Wesson. I see the drawing that Jeff made of us and I feel a pang of loss. Your family away from home.

I don’t want to leave.
Dammit. I knew better than to get attached. I knew better. But I let myself care anyway. Next time, I can’t let myself care at all. 
No. I force myself to harden. If I stay, I risk my life. Maybe one day in the future, when it’s safer, I can find a way to get in touch with Mick and Dixie and the guys and let them know I am okay. But for now, I have to go.
What was that?
My ears prick up when I hear soft footfalls approaching in the corridor. They stop outside my door. And I hear a soft knocking.
Oh my God. It’s Jacob.
Jacob wouldn’t knock. He would kick my door in.
Then who is it? No one has my address, except…
My fingers curl around the gun handle. The familiar contours of the gun work somewhat to calm me. I tiptoe to the door, careful to avoid that creaky floorboard, my gun aimed at the door at heart-height. I lick my lips – they are completely dry. My heart is thudding so hard in my ears that I can barely hear it when the knock sounds again.
I press my eye to the peephole.
Caden is standing outside. Caden, dressed in a dark shirt and denim. I’m going crazy. He can’t really be there. I blink. But he’s still there beyond the peephole. 
Caden Thaine. Every tall muscled inch of him. And that dark hair that I love to run my fingers through. And those green eyes that unstitch me with one glance. And that dangerous scar that it thrills me to lick.
I am hit with a torrent of emotion, so hard that I feel like I am almost knocked backwards. I hate that he’s here and I don’t trust his intentions. But my heart reacts by releasing a rush of heat through me. All at once my mind roars with chatter.
Don’t open it. It’s a trick.
But it’s Cade. You know him. He would never hurt you.
You’re an idiot.
But he’s unarmed.
That’s what you think.
Fuck. Either way I have to know why he’s here.
In one swift move, I unlock the deadbolt and swing open the door, pointing the gun at Cade’s chest.
His eyes find my face first. Then they look down towards the barrel of my gun aimed at his heart. The sadness in his eyes makes my own heart ache, but I don’t drop my aim. I don’t falter. I don’t even flinch. My face remains stern like steel.
“You don’t need to point that at me, kitten.”
Hearing his nickname for me causes tiny cracks in my resolve. No. Stay strong. So I remain cold. “What do you want?”
He seems to accept that I’m not lowering the gun. “Can I come in?”
His eyes remain on my face. No, I can’t keep meeting his gaze. It’s too intense and it melts me and makes me soft on the inside. I drop my gaze slightly down to his left cheek. “Not until you tell me what the fuck you are doing on my doorstep after disappearing for four goddamn weeks.”
A ghost of a smile touches the corner of his lips and I see him nod slightly. I feel for some odd reason that he is proud that I haven’t just given in to him. Like I always have.
“I came to apologize.”
Down the corridor I hear another door open. I can hear Mrs. Gardener, my neighbor, yelling at her husband not to forget the milk. Mr. Gardener has to walk past my door to leave the building, and even he won’t miss the fact that I have a gun pointed at this man.
I step back but keep my aim on him. “Get the fuck inside,” I growl low.
He steps in and turns to close the door behind him, just preventing Mr. Gardener from getting an eye-full of my barrel as he ambles past my door to the stairs. I step forward and press the barrel to his spine.
“Hands on the door.”
He complies.
“Don’t. Move.” Using the words that he always uses on me before he strips me makes my face heat up and sends a pulse between my legs.
Keeping my gun pressed into his back I use my other hand to pat his back, sides and legs down for a weapon. I can feel every hard, thick inch of him and my body responds like a cat in heat. Imagine if he were naked under my hands…
I bite my lip and am grateful that he can’t see me struggling to keep my shit together. I have to step closer to him to move my hand around to feel his chest.
Before I can touch him he grabs my hand and brings it up to his mouth. His lips running along my fingers has me shaking. 
“Please, kitten. I’m not armed.”
Anger and need mix in my body and it hurts. It fucking kills like a fist twisting at my insides. I hate myself for still reacting to him this way. I hate him for coming back.
I snatch my hand back. My eyes roam hungrily across his wide back under his dark shirt then drop for a second to his ass. In my head my hands are all over him, stripping him of his jeans and his…
Shit. I need more distance between us. I take another step back and he slowly turns around. 
“I missed you, kitten.”
“Liar!”
“I understand why you’re angry. I understand why you want to shoot me.”
My gun is shaking in my hand and my arm is starting to get so heavy. 
He continues, “I didn’t want to leave. But I could feel what little I had to offer you wasn’t going to be enough anymore. And I don’t have any more to give you. I don’t. You deserve so much more than me. I thought I was doing the right thing by you. To leave before you started resenting me.”
“That is such bullshit, Cade.”
“But you resent me now anyway.” He shakes his head, sadness pulling at his features. “I messed up, kitten. I thought… I thought that you would be better off without me. I’m still sure that you would be better without me. But I’m selfish and I need you too much. I can’t stay away from you anymore. I’m sorry.”
My heart is flipping in my ribcage. I want so badly to throw this gun aside, this single piece of metal that separates us now, and to melt into him. But I just… I can’t move. I can’t fucking move. I want to believe him, but I’m scared to.
“You looked so sad the other day, kitten. Even from where I was I could see that you’d been crying. I wanted to wipe your tears away and kiss your eyelids until you felt better. I wanted to kill the person that hurt you. Then I realized I was the asshole who did this to you. I fucking hate myself for being the cause of it.”
“You- you’ve been following me?” 
“Please.” His hands raise in an attempt at placation. “I just needed to know you were okay. That you were safe. Happy. I just needed to see you.”
I have to fight to keep my eyes open as a wave of emotion overwhelms me. It is sadness and ache and anger and beautiful agony all at once. Cade has been with me even when I didn’t think he was. 
“If you tell me to go away, I will. If that’s what you want. That’s the only reason I would ever leave again. I can’t live without you, kitten. It took losing you to realize it.” He steps forward.
I step back. “Stay back or I’ll shoot.”
He steps forward again and I step back. “Tell me you never want to see me again and I will make sure you don’t.”
I believe him. I could end this now. If I never wanted to see him again, he would go and he would stay away because I asked him to. He takes another step. My gun is shaking now and I am angry that I can’t keep my aim straight. His hand comes up slowly towards the barrel of my gun.
“Don’t. What the fuck are you doing? You want to die?”
His fingers close around the steel. He aims it at his heart and steps forward so the barrel is pressing at his chest. “Kill me or tell me that you want me to leave. It’s the only way you’re getting rid of me.”
I can’t. I can’t do either.
“If you need to shoot me, then shoot me. I would be okay with that. My life is yours anyway, kitten. I know that now.”
“Fuck you,” I whisper.
I can’t look him in the eyes. I know that if I do I am a goner. I need to stay strong. I need to remember that he is hiding things from me. That he is broken.
So are you. You are hiding things, too. And you are broken.
He lifts his other hand to cup my cheek. It’s the first touch that we’ve shared in almost a month. My skin warms under him and it feels like summer rain through my body. Warm and heavy and rolling. I turn my head and press my nose to his skin. It smells of musk and wood smoke and him. It smells like home. And it feels like I’ve just taken my first real breath in weeks.
“Kitten.”
And every trace of hesitance evaporates. Whatever this is I can’t walk away and I can’t tell him to leave. We are bound. Always. 
The gun slips from my hand as I reach for him. He pulls it from between us, and our bodies and lips meet. My arms clutch around his neck and his arm wraps around my waist. He pulls me up around his hips and moves sideways until I am sitting on the kitchen counter. I hear the clatter of the gun being put aside before his hands race up under my clothing and through the neck of my shirt to grab at my hair. The collar tugs back against my neck and chokes me a little, causing me to moan. His tongue pushes deeper into my mouth like he’s trying to taste all the noises I make for him. Using my legs hooked around him I pull him closer until he is pressing against everything that aches for him. My lips, my heart, my core.
Sweet Jesus. I lose myself in the rush that consumes me. It has built up and my heart feels like it’s bursting. It escapes as tears from my eyes.
“You bastard,” I say as I clutch at his hair. “If you ever leave me again you’d better be dead or I will find you and kill you myself.”
He laughs and softly licks each tear from my cheek and my jaw. But I am not in the mood for sweet and loving Cade. I thrust my hips forward and rub at his erection through his jeans. He lets out a curse and I watch his eyes narrow as his darkness takes over. 
Yes. I love all sides of Caden. Even the broken and twisted parts. And this part of him is the one I want fucking me right now. 
I have barely taken another breath when his hands tug my pajama pants from under me. The laminated bench is cold against my ass and I hiss. He steps back to pull the material off the ends of my legs. But he doesn’t throw them to the side. He starts to wind the legs of my pants around his hands like a rope. I am panting just watching him watching me. There is nothing I want more right now than to be bound and laid out for him. I press my thighs together to hide my wet ache from him. 
There’s now only a foot of material between his fists. He steps forward and pushes himself between my knees. My legs separate around his hips. He places the piece of pant material between his fists around the back of my neck.
“Put your hands on your head,” he commands. 
I comply. The action causes my back to arch and my chest to stick out and I moan at the pressure of my breasts against my shirt. He glances down. From his angle he can see all the evidence of my need for him. My hard nipples through my top and my exposed wetness below, dripping to the counter. His gaze burns me and I suppress another moan. A devious grin slides across his face. I want to suck it right off his lips.
His gaze comes up to meet mine. He winds the legs of my pants around my wrists and starts to tie until, somehow, my wrists are tied to the back of my neck. With his hands, he pulls my top up and tucks it over my head until the collar hem sits just across my nose and over my eyes. Through the thin cotton I can make out his gauzy figure taking up most of the space in front of me. If I look down I can see a small gap at the bottom of the material. I can see the tops of my thighs and the triangle of counter between them. 
I feel his wet mouth all over my breasts and hear him undoing his pants. He bites my nipple and I cry out. The pain is exquisite and I rock involuntarily on the counter. I need him now. Please, God, don’t let him tease me.
His hands find my ass and he latches his mouth to mine. Then he fills me in one swift movement. I am tight around him and it’s almost painful, but he doesn’t pause before he starts to move. The discomfort quickly gives way to complete pleasure. We are relentless and ferocious as we thrust against each other. It’s like we are punishing each other for every last second that we were apart for the last three weeks. It’s angry and raw and just so damn beautiful.
I look down through the gap of my shirt and I can see his thumbs pressing into my hips and the length of him disappearing inside me. This forbidden view pushes me over the edge. I come apart around him.
He pulls me flush against him as I ride my orgasm out. When my Earth stops moving I am weak and limp in his arms. He picks me up and carries me to the bed, setting me gently down on the mattress. I don’t argue when he keeps me bound and blinded. We make love until we are both exhausted and spent.
 
In the early hours of the morning, I’m lying with my back to him, wearing a shirt and a pair of briefs. Like always, he is dressed. I can feel the warmth through his clothing as he holds me from behind. And it is just like it has always been with us. Except this time, Cade is in my bed. In my bed. He fills out the space in my sheets with his body and his warmth and I wonder how I ever slept in this bed without him. He pulls me closer against him and his fingers tuck between the mattress and me. I exhale. I feel safe.
But I don’t sleep.
Is this safety that I feel with Caden an illusion? I still have so many unanswered questions, now even more so. Will I still leave this city? Is there actually a connection between Caden and the Tyrells? Or is the matchbook just a coincidence?
I need to know.
 
I watch the pale dawn begin to light up the curtains. It has been a struggle to keep myself awake, but I have managed it. I shut my eyes when I hear Caden shift behind me. He is waking. I feel the mattress depress when he lifts himself up onto his elbow. I can feel his eyes on me. With the softest touch, he tucks a strand of my hair behind my ear. I hope he can’t feel my pulse thumping under the skin of my neck, otherwise he would know that I am awake.
He places a light kiss on my shoulder and slips out of bed. I listen intently as I hear him gathering his things. My body surges with adrenaline and I have to restrain myself from moving until I hear the door close behind him. I jump out of bed and tug on the first pair of dark jeans and sneakers I can grab.
Here is my chance to follow him.



Chapter 26
 
When I get downstairs to the lobby, I’m surprised to see Caden is walking down the sidewalk away from my building. I thought he would have come here by bike. I had picked up my car keys in anticipation of having to follow him in my car.
I slip out the front door and dart behind the small hedge that lines the property. There are very few people out this time of the morning, so I have to be extra careful; I can’t get caught. I need to know whether it is safe for me to trust Caden. 
My breathing is loud as it heaves in and out of my lungs. Too loud. Everything is too damn loud. My heart, my breath, my steps. I am convinced he can hear all these things. But he doesn’t. He is too far away to hear the way my body thunders inside. 
My skin is jittering with adrenaline as I watch him walking away. I am perched on the tips of my toes, my calf muscles tight and ready. He turns the corner and I race along the street after him, light on my feet so as not to make noise. I reach the corner he disappeared around. Did I lose him? I breathe out a small sigh of relief when I peek around the corner and see his wide figure still making its way down the street.
My eyes follow him until he turns again. How far will he walk? Where is he going? 
I follow him like this through several more streets. Now I peer around the corner of a fence. Partway down the street, he crosses the road. My eyes widen when I see him turn into the driveway of a small residential building. No. Is this where he lives?
It can’t be. Caden lives four blocks from my home. Four blocks?
Is this just a coincidence? Or does this mean something?
 
I never want to involve anyone else in my business with Caden, but I am desperate now. I thank myself that I had the presence of mind to grab my phone on the way out of my flat. I only have three numbers programmed in there. Dixie’s bar, Dixie’s mobile and Mick’s mobile.
I ring Mick. He picks up on the third ring.
“Kid, you’d better have a bloody good reason to call me this early in the God damn morning.”
“Mick, I need your help.”
Immediately I hear the change in his voice and alertness in his tone. “What’s wrong?”
I take a deep breath. “It’s a long story, but I need you to help me break into someone’s flat.”
Then I hear him muttering. “Jesus, kid, what the hell have you got yourself into?”
“I have a good reason. Will you help me or not?”
There is a long pause. “When?”
“I’m down the road from his building, waiting for him to leave. You don’t have to help me. But I’m going to find a way in with or without you.” Preferably with you ‘cause I’ve never had to break into a place before. I’ve had to sneak out. But never in.
Mick mutters a string of curses. Then he sighs. “Text me the address. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
I eye the street while I wait for Mick to show up. The streets in this part of town are only just wide enough for two cars. The sidewalks are either nonexistent or cracked and broken and littered with large overflowing bins. The sky has begun to lighten and I bite my lip nervously. Soon the world will be up. I keep an eye on the front of Cade’s building, but he hasn’t come out yet.
A car pulls up to the side of the road near where I am waiting. It’s Mick. I hop in the passenger seat. He nods hello and turns the corner to park at the end of Cade’s street.
“Has our man left yet?” he asks.
“No.”
“You wanna tell me about him and why we’re planning on breakin’ the law for this guy?”
“His name is Caden Thaine. At least, that’s the name he gave me. But I found another wallet on him and all the ID in there says his name is Harper Lexington.”
Mick’s brow creases. “Harper Lexington? Sounds familiar.”
“His family was murdered fifteen years ago. It was in all the papers, that’s probably where you know it from.” 
“Huh.”
“Anyway, I followed him here this morning. He lives here. Or at least, that’s what I think.”
Mick frowns at me. “What is this man to you? Did he hurt you?”
“No. No, nothing like that.” I decide that if I am dragging Mick into this then he deserves to know why. “We’re seeing each other but he’s hiding something and… he may be connected to my past somehow. And that isn’t a good thing.”
Mick scratches at his chin.
“I think I love him,” I say in a small voice. “You have to help me, Mick.”
“Ah shit,” Mick says. “Alright, kid. I’ll help.”
I squeeze his knee. “Thanks for doing this, Mick.”
He grunts. But I can tell he appreciates my thanks.
It doesn’t take long for Caden to reappear out his door. I sit up in my seat. “There he is.”
“Careful with those claws, woman.” 
I look down and realize I have grabbed Mick and my nails are digging into his thick forearm. “Sorry.” I snatch my hand back.
We watch from the safety of the car as Cade sits on his motorbike and rides away. I slide down into my seat as he flies past us and around the corner.
“Do you know where he’s going?”
I shake my head.
“How long he’ll be?”
Again, I shake my head. Mick snorts, and I sense that he is groaning in exasperation at me on the inside. 
“Al-bloody-right. We’re just gonna have to hope he ain’t just gone out for a pint of milk. Let’s do this before the whole dang neighborhood is awake and taking their dogs for a shit.”
We get out of the car and walk towards the building side by side.
Mick talks low to me as we walk. “So I did a bit of quick digging into the property records before I came. There are five flats in that building. One on the ground. Two on the other two floors above. Most of them are rented to couples, but there is one which doesn’t supposedly have a lease on it. But the listed owner has a different address than this one. My best guess is that the owner leases it out to your guy cash in hand. It’s one of the units on the top floor.”
I nod. I am listening, but my ears are peeled for the sound of Cade’s motorbike returning. My skin jitters and I feel ready to run a marathon. My eyes are darting around me and come to rest on the windows of the top floor. What will we find?
At the lobby door, Mick reaches under the hem of his shirt, where I see a small black kind of tool bag strapped around his waist. “Keep a lookout, kid.”
I keep one eye out on the street while he fiddles with the door. Within seconds it’s unlocked. I can’t help but feel scared at the fact that it’s this easy to gain access to anyone’s building. I think about the locks on my door and pledge to have them upgraded. 
If I stay.
We slip inside and climb the stairwell to the top floor. Cade’s apartment is supposedly the first door closest to the stairs. Mick presses his ear to the door. “I don’t hear anyone in there,” he whispers. “You still want to get inside?”
I nod. I’m not walking away until I find out what the hell is going on. I need to know.
“Alright. Keep an ear out for anyone coming.” He bends to the lock and puts his tools to work again. After a few seconds Mick has breached that lock, too.
“After you, kid.”
I nod and push open the door. I know immediately that Cade lives here because I smell his scent of musk and wood smoke. The apartment is a studio. It looks old and little cared for; cracked walls and the smell of mold hangs in the air under Caden’s scent. The small kitchenette on the left is aged. There is no microwave, only a small fridge. The only other furniture in the place is a double bed and side table. Through a door I can spy what looks like a basic bathroom. Another door, I assume, is a built-in cupboard.
I frown. If Caden has so much money, why is he living in a place like this?
“I’ll go stand by the window and keep a lookout,” Mick says. “Don’t dawdle.”
I nod and head to the bathroom first. The bathroom is just big enough to fit a toilet, a small basin and a standup shower. I open the medicine cabinet. Inside, a single glass holds a skinny toothpaste tube and one toothbrush. One toothbrush. Which means that Cade lives here on his own. 
I crouch down and open the cupboard under the sink. One general purpose cleaning spray, a rag and a half-empty pack of four toilet rolls. I am about to close the door when I notice a small flap of tape hanging down from the top of the underside of the cupboard. I lean in and peer under the sink. There is a gun taped to the underside of the sink. I run my finger across the black steel. It’s a Smith and Wesson, but it’s bigger than the one I have in my bedside drawer. Why does he keep a gun? I stare at it until my knees hurt from the tiles. Then I close the cupboard doors and get up.
I step out from the bathroom and head for the cupboard. Inside there’s a suit jacket, a white button-up shirt, two pairs of dark pants and one pair of denims hanging up. Folded in a drawer are several dark shirts and a jumper. A handful of briefs and socks occupy another drawer. A single pair of brown shoes sit on the open space at the bottom. More evidence that it is just Cade living here. But this can’t be everything he owns. Where are the rest of his things?
Then I realize that Caden mustn’t live here. This must be where he stays when he is in town. If so, where is his real home? I search the drawers for any hidden things. I lift up the shoes and peer behind the dark space. Finding nothing I place them back down. I frown. Did the base sound hollow when I placed the shoes down? I pull out the shoes and tap at the base of the cupboard.
It is hollow. 
I feel around until my fingers find a break in the wood. I slide the thin wood base out. Underneath is a safe built into the floor. I test the handle, but it is most definitely locked.
“You don’t know how to crack open a safe do you?” I call out to Mick.
I hear him grunt. “I could… if I had the tools and the time. But I have neither.”
Dammit. I’m not going to find out what he keeps in his safe today. I replace the lid and the shoes, then stand and shut the cupboard doors.
As I move around the bed, my fingers skim along the dark blue cover. This is where Cade sleeps when he’s not with me. Why has he never invited me over? Why, if he has a place here, do we meet in hotel rooms?
I stop in front of the bedside drawers. Besides a lamp and a half-empty glass of water there is nothing on the surface. I open the only bedside drawer. Inside it is a single manila folder. I frown. I take out the folder and open it. Inside there’s a stack of photos. I can only see the top one. It is a photo of… me. I am standing on the road I recognize as my street. The photo is grainy and I’m not looking at the camera. My stomach clenches.
What the hell?
I flick through the rest of the photos. Me. Me. Me. All me. From various angles. Wearing various clothes. Outside my house, outside my gym, outside my work.
Cade has been following me. And taking photos. 
This must have been what he meant when he said he had followed me in the last few weeks to make sure I was okay.
And I can’t decide whether I feel that this is creepy or kinda sweet in a messed up sort of way. Then I see a photo that makes me stop. In the picture I am standing at a set of traffic lights outside of the place I sometimes get my coffee. I am wearing my hair up in a ponytail and I’m in workout gear, obviously coming back from the gym. I’m holding a takeaway cup in my hand. But it’s the shirt that gets my attention. That white t-shirt with “nerd” written across it. I love that shirt. Correction. I loved that shirt. Some douche knocked their frozen raspberry slushee drink over me in that shirt. I couldn’t get the red stain out, so I had to throw it away. 
But that was during the first week or so of me moving to this city – almost eight months ago. Which means that this photo was taken before Cade and I had ever met. The realization sends a stab of fear through my heart, making my chest constrict. Cade was stalking me before we even met. He knew who I was before he saw me at the club.
The folder slips from my hands and the photos of me go everywhere. My face scatters across the floor and under the bed.
“Shit.” I hear Mick say. I look around and see him peering through the curtain of the window. “I think your boy is coming back.”
Oh God.
I start to collect the photos from the floor. Mick rushes over to help. 
“What the fuck, kid?” he demands when he sees that the photos are all me.
“I don’t know. I don’t know,” I say. I can hear my voice is shaking. But I refuse to admit to myself yet that Caden deliberately inserted himself into my life for some reason.
I take a stack of photos from Mick’s hand and I shove the photos back into the folder. I don’t have time to put them back in the order they were in when I found them. Hell, even if I did have time I don’t remember what order they were in. I drop the folder back into the drawer and slam it shut. Mick is already at the front door.
“Come on,” he hisses.
I run over to him and we slip outside, Mick relocking the door behind me. I cringe when it makes a loud sharp click as it shuts. I creep to the top of the stairs. I lean over the railing but quickly jump back when I see the top of Caden’s dark head below. And I hear the steps of boots echoing up the stairwell. 
“He’s coming,” I mouth. I’m not sure what Caden would do if he found me here. But I don’t want to find out.
Mick starts to wave frantically for me to hurry the other way down the corridor. I run with him, trying to keep my feet light. The echo of Caden’s footsteps follow me down the corridor and they get louder as he climbs the stairs, getting closer.
I feel a hand grab my collar and I almost yelp out loud. It’s Mick. He yanks me back and pulls me through an open grey door into a dark stairwell. The fire escape. As he closes the door behind us, shutting out the light, I see the fading image of Mick holding his finger up to his lips, signaling me to be quiet. I hear a soft click as the door slips into place. 
In the dark, with nothing to see, I am reminded of all those nights spent behind blindfolds with Caden’s hands and lips all over me. My traitorous body still reacts with heat even after what I have discovered. Along with this heat is another feeling… another feeling that I have never felt before with Caden.
Fear.
Oh my God.
I let him touch me. I let him inside me. Inside my body and inside my heart. I let him into my life, as far as I have let anyone in over the last five years. He’s just another man with his own secret agenda, another man I’ve fallen in love with and don’t truly know. Suddenly, I feel sick. I make a small retching noise from my diaphragm. I put my hand on my stomach and the other over my mouth and try to keep my breaths calm. I can’t freak out right now. I could still get caught.
We. We could get caught.
Mick is here, too. If Mick got hurt because of me I couldn’t forgive myself.
“You okay, kid?” Mick whispers to me in the dark.
I nod then remember that he can’t see me.
I slowly take my fingers from my lips, testing my nerves with each one. “I’m okay,” I whisper back.
Then I hear, “He should be in his apartment by now. I’m going to find a light switch so we can go down the fire escape.”
There is some fumbling before the light flickers on, illuminating the grey block stairwell. Mick directs me down the stairs. We don’t talk as we descend.
The stairs lead to a small back courtyard. Mick leads the way as we slip around the side of the building. I wait against the building as Mick gets the car and pulls up in the driveway. I slip in and he pulls out. I slump into my seat and keep my face turned away from the windows in case Caden is looking out.
“Let me take you back to your place,” Mick says.
I nod and give him quick directions.
He frowns. “That sounds close.”
“It’s only four blocks away,” I admit.
Mick lets out a string of curse words. “The fucker lives four blocks away from you? What the hell, kid?”
I shake my head. “I don’t know either, Mick. I thought I knew him.” My voice sounds wooden. It sounds like a stranger’s voice. A stranger. Like Caden Thaine is to me. Or Harper Lexington. Or whoever this son-of-a-bitch is. I can’t deny anymore that I don’t know Caden at all. 
I have to blink back hot angry tears. He stalked me. Took pictures of me at my gym, at my work, at my goddamn home. My home. Then he orchestrated his arrival in my life. And he made sure that I would trust him. And care for him. Bastard. 
Why would he do this to me? Was I just some kind of sick game to him?
Jacob Tyrell flashes back into my mind. Is there a connection there?
Inside, it feels like part of me breaks off from the rest. But Cade loves you, it cries. You have to have faith.

Fool. Look at the evidence. You’ve seen those pictures of you with your very own eyes. 
But remember how he speaks to you, how he looks at you, how it feels when you are with him. You know he would never intentionally hurt you.
Do I really?
“I’m going to keep digging into him,” Mick says, pulling me out of my thoughts. “I’ll see what I can find. I can pull some favors with my friends still on the force. In the meantime, you stay the hell away from this guy, okay?”
I can’t speak. I am staring numbly at the blur of things moving past my passenger window, my mind whirring over all those photos, then to the night we met.
“You don’t want to mess with me…I never should have approached you.”
That night he sounded like he was warning me away from him. But why? If he was deliberately trying to insert himself into my life, why would he warn me away? Or was this another manipulative trick of his to make me feel like he wasn’t trying to push his way into my life? To make me feel like it was my choice to bring him into my life.
This small voice inside keeps screaming that there has to be some other explanation, some other reason… but I shut it off. No. There needs to be no damn room in my heart for doubt, no doubt about what I saw and about Caden’s devious intentions for me. I’ll get enough attempts at creating doubt from Caden when I confront him.
“Kid,” Mick’s harsh voice snaps me back to the present. I notice that Mick has pulled up into my driveway. “Did you hear me? Stay the hell away from him.”
I nod, mutely. But hidden by my side I have my fingers crossed.
I’m sorry, Mick. But I’m not staying away from Caden Thaine. I’m going to follow him like he followed me and find out why the hell he wanted to fuck with what little of my life I have left. Then, if I have to, I’ll put a bullet in him.



Chapter 27
 
That night, I’m sitting in a car outside of Caden’s building. Earlier today, I traded in my white ratty car for this black sedan with tinted windows. I couldn’t take any chances. Caden would recognize the other car. Under the passenger seat I restashed my small bag of clothes and cash. My GPS sits on my new dash and my gun is in the glove box. 
I match the car in head to toe black. It’s my first official stakeout and I’d probably feel like a badass if I wasn’t so God damn twitchy. My fingers tap on the steering wheel. The radio is on, but I can barely hear what is playing as it’s set so low. I can’t sit in silence, but I can’t turn up the radio so loud that it will block my hearing. 
The street is quiet. Most of the residents are inside having dinner. Just like I should be. My stomach growls. What am I doing here?
But my growing hunger is put aside when I hear a low rumble, then see Caden driving from the building on his bike. My heart skips. As he moves under the driveway light, I catch a glimpse of him. He looks devastating in his dark blue denim, black t-shirt and his brown leather jacket. It sends an ache through my stomach. I grip the steering wheel, trying to focus on how much I hate him instead.
He pulls out into the street and rides towards me. I duck into my seat and wait until the rumble of his bike moves past me. I slide up, turn on my engine, pull out and start to follow him, my eyes glued to his red back light. 
Caden stays away from the main roads, making it easier to keep up with him but easier to spot me, so I drop further behind him. I don’t want to hang too close to him, but what if I lose him in the night?
It doesn’t matter. If I lose him tonight, I’ll follow him again tomorrow. And the day after that, and the day after that if I damn well have to. Oh, how the tables have turned.
The buildings start to change from the houses and apartments of a well-lit blocky residential area into warehouses and concrete lots when he enters an industrial part of town. We’re near the docks. What is he doing by the docks? My nerves ratchet up as I notice fewer and fewer people on the street and more and more dark buildings.
Finally, he pulls into a fenced warehouse area up ahead. I slow down as I approach. 
I hold my breath and grip the wheel as I pass the open gate. Just inside I see Caden parking his bike in a small flat parking area with several cars already parked there. Odd. I wouldn’t think that a place like this would be open this late at night. I catch the outline of boxy structures behind the car park, but I don’t have time to notice what they all are before I have passed the gate and my vision is obscured by the wall that fences off this lot. I keep driving along the road. I need to find somewhere safe to stash my car. 
A few driveways down I spot an empty warehouse parking space lit up by a single spotlight. This lot is more open with no gate, just a line of concrete-trimmed garden beds to separate the lot from the street. I pull into this lot and park in the far corner away from the light. From the glove compartment, I take my gun and a small torch and tuck them into my pants. 
I take a deep shaky breath before I get out of my car. Slipping through the shadows, I creep out of this parking space and onto the cracked sidewalk. Here the streetlights are far apart and make sick looking pools of light against the concrete, made rough and cracked from the treads of heavy trucks. I keep against the fencing as I make my way towards the warehouse lot that Caden entered, my neck twisting and my eyes darting around, alert for anyone. I can’t see anyone else walking on this road at this time of night. I can’t decide whether I am happy that I’m alone or not. 
I slow my steps when I start walking along the edge of the lot that Caden disappeared into. I gaze up towards the top of the wall. Shit, it’s high. It must be double, even triple my height. And the wall is flush with no obvious handholds. I squint. There looks to be barbed wire strung across the top. There’s no way I could get over that. Which means this entrance that I’m coming up to is likely the only way in or out. I stop just before the entrance, thankful that the gate, which I can see now is a tall black metal sliding gate, has remained open. 
I slide my body up to the edge of the wall and slowly peer around the corner. I can see Caden’s motorbike in the parking area, but I can’t see Caden. I scan the rest of the area. There is a field of large shipping containers all around the large concreted area, creating a metallic garden around the sparsely lit driveway between them. Rising up from beyond the containers are two large warehouses and the reaching limbs of several cranes. 
I jump when I hear a dog bark in the distance. Please, God, let there be no guard dogs on this property. I eye the entrance yawing open at me, my only way out. Shit. Am I really doing this?
Yes. I’m really doing this. I have to know who Caden is and what he wants from me. I have to. My heart, maybe my life, depends on it. I slip through the edge of the gate and against the row of bushes that line the parking space. I bolt crouched over between the cars, staying out of the light until I get to the other side, where the field of shipping containers begins. I cringe when my boots crackle on gravel as I press up against the closest container. I can smell oil and salt on the air. 
I scan the area looking for where Caden might have gone. To my left there are just more rows and rows of containers drowned in shadows. To my right, even more containers. Up ahead at the end of the driveway I spot what looks like an office shed. A dark car is parked at the front. The shed is lit from inside and I can see shadows moving across the windows. Is that where Caden went? If I can just get close enough to see who is inside… 
I glance back at the entrance – God, it seems so far away – and pray I’m not making a huge mistake. I turn back to stare at the depths of this lot. I creep, slowly, placing each step so that the gravel makes as little noise as possible, moving slowly along the rusty metal containers, trying to stay in the dark, my eyes flicking, darting, about me. I am barely breathing as I press up against the closest container to the shed. I peer again around me. I’m okay. I’m okay. No one’s around. 
From here I can see the car parked outside the shed is a black Mercedes. Fancy car. The front of the shed is splattered in places with dirt and mud, probably flicked up by cars’ tires.
I slide around the corner of the container and duck against the side of the shed. The outside is made of sheets of corrugated metal layered with dust. There are two dirty square windows set in the side, but the view inside is obscured by the closed ribs of cheap blinds. Wait, I can see light peeking out through the bottom of one window. One corner section of the blinds is bent up, out of shape. 
I crouch under the window. I can hear the hum of muffled voices through the thin glass above. Up through the broken blinds I see shadows moving across the ceiling inside. My fingers curl lightly on the sill. I ignore the layer of grime sticking to my fingers as I pull my eyes up to the gap. 
Inside is a chaotic office space, one paper-buried desk and a wall covered in racks of files and more papers. I can see Caden at an angle from where I stand. He seems agitated and he waves his hands about as he talks. I can see his mouth moving, but I can’t hear what he is saying. 
There is someone else in there with him. Another man. But his back is to me. He wears a dark shirt and dark pants over his thin, wiry frame. I spot a gold watch on his left hand as he shakes his hand back at Caden. The owner of the Mercedes, I assume. A lump develops in my throat when I spot the handle of a gun peering out from the back of his pants. Who is this man? And why does Caden look upset?
A hand grabs my collar and pulls me up roughly, choking me so that my yelp turns into a gasp. “Oi. Whatchu doin’ ‘ere.”
His voice causes a frenzied rush of fear to rise up through my body. I think I know that voice. It echoes in some of the memories of my past. He spins me around so that I slam against the shed wall, causing it to bang. In my periphery, I spot the gun tucked into his belt at his hip. But that doesn’t scare me as much as what I see across his face. The familiarity of his features – hook nose, dark-slit eyes violently framed with thick brows – tickle my insides. 
Shit. I know that face. Do I know that face? Oh God. Is this one of Jacob’s men? I stare at Hooknose, willing my memory to place him. 
No. You’re paranoid. You’re seeing connections to Jacob everywhere. This can’t be one of Jacob’s men. It can’t.
“I said, whatchu doin’ ‘ere? You mute or sumthin’?” His brows press down, further narrowing his eyes, and I can see the gears working in his mind. “Wait a minute… Do I know you?” 
Oh God. I hear noises from the shed and the door unlocking. Caden and the man he’s with. They heard me bang against the shed. Caden’s going to catch me snooping. I have to get out of here.
My body reacts of its own volition. I knee Hooknose fast and hard in the crotch, then send a right elbow to his jaw, knocking him to the side. He lets out a pained groan as he hits the ground. “Bitch.”
I run for the entrance, my heart crashing as loudly as the gravel underneath me. My eyes focus on the dark open gate like it’s the light at the end of my tunnel.
“What the fuck’s going on?” the other man calls from behind me. I swear I know that voice, too. But I don’t look back. Caden can’t see my face.
“Stop her!” I hear Hooknose yell.
Their footsteps crunch on the gravel behind me. I curse when I see the gates ahead starting to roll closed. Someone has turned on the automatic gates. I put on a burst of speed and I can feel the spray of gravel flicking up from my heels. But I’m not going to make it. The gate is closing too fast. I hear them yelling for me to stop, but the sound only causes me to sprint faster. 
Then the first shot is fired. The bullet clips part of a container that I race past and I let out a scream. Oh God. They’re shooting at me. 
I veer right and dart into a dark slip between two shipping containers. I keep running between these rows of containers, not knowing where I’m going, not knowing where this is leading me, just knowing I need to get away from them. 
“There she is.” I turn right. Then left. I am running deeper into the heart of the compound, but I have no other choice. I swerve in and out of the shipping containers, eyes darting about me to look for some way out of this mess while keeping an eye out for an ambush. 
I can hear them faintly behind me. They’ll have spread out across the lot and are searching the area for me. They know I’m here somewhere. I doubt that they’ll stop looking before they find me. Maybe kill me. I need to get off this lot.
Shit. I am coming to the end of this labyrinth of containers. I press up against a container for a second to figure out what I’m doing next, one ear open for the sound of someone approaching. This is the last row of containers. Beyond here are the two large warehouses sitting side by side. I can see them looming up above the container I am pressed against. Peering around the corner, their matching wide entrances look like grinning toothless mouths. There is light oozing out of the left warehouse, but the right one looks dark inside. 
These two warehouse go all the way to the edge of the portside. I can smell the water from here and feel the moisture against my skin. The water. The only way off this lot now is by the water. There is a space that runs between these two warehouses to the edge of the docks and into the river. If I can just make it down to the end of the dock without being seen…
Through the path between the containers, I aim right towards the dark warehouse until it looms directly above me. After checking that no one is watching, I run out from the containers and press into the shadowed wall of this warehouse. I have to be quick. It’s only a matter of time before they realize I have exited the area of shipping containers. I skirt along to the left corner of the building before I peer around. There, between the two warehouses, the water glints at me, mocking me. God, it’s so far away. This warehouse is huge.
Movement to my left makes me flinch. Someone steps out of the brightened warehouse across from me, his shadow long and menacing against the light inside the building. I gasp and pull back along the wall until I am just inside the entrance of the dark warehouse. Peering around, I can see that he has lit up a cigarette; the end of it glows with every inhale. I don’t have time to wait for him to leave. 
Something moves between two of the shipping containers, catching my eye. Shit. It’s one of the men after me. They’re getting closer. I can’t stay out here. I do the only thing I can. I back into the dark warehouse.
Inside, the warehouse is dim. Only a few of the overhanging lights are on, casting a bare-bones light across the space. It spans from here to the edge of the water, where I can see the moon and the night sky blinking with stars out the open end. Freedom. Between us are rows and rows of large crates, each the size of a small living room. 
If I can just make my way through this dark maze to the open side of the warehouse I can get to the water. If I can get to the water, I have a chance at swimming down the river and pulling myself out at a safe place along the bank, far away from here. If I can just make it to the open end without being caught…
I creep across the hard concrete floor, weaving through the maze of crates, most of them still nailed shut. I press up along the crates, feeling the rough wood rub against my skin, to peer around corners into the gloom. I ignore the splinters that catch on my shirt. So far, I haven’t seen anyone else in here. 
I kick something without meaning to, making a rustling sound. Shit. I cringe. Did somebody hear that? Please let no one hear that. I hold my breath, trying to listen over the thud of my heart in my ears. 
Nothing. Well, I think there’s nothing.
I look down to the object I have kicked. It’s a bag. A bag of coffee beans. In the gloom I can just make out the lettering “Colombia” on the bag. I frown. The bag has been ripped open, and there are some wayward beans about the concrete, but there’s some sort of residue on the lip of the bag and the floor. My curiosity getting the better of me, I bend down, catching the smell of coffee beans. I press my finger into the powder on the floor and pinch a bit. I hold it up and rub it between my finger and thumb, frowning. What the… 
I dab the tip of my tongue with my finger. Where the powder touches my tongue, it starts to tingle and goes numb. Oh God. I know what this is. I learned about it and its effects in my nursing course. A cold chill settles on me. This is why they’re trying to kill me. Not because Hooknose recognized me, but because they have drugs in this warehouse. Now I’m a witness. And they can’t have witnesses. 
Oh God. Caden led me here. Caden’s a drug dealer.
It all makes sense. His secrets, his dual identities, the letters postmarked from Colombia, all his money. It’s drug money. The man I love is a criminal. And now because I know, he’ll have to kill me if he finds me. He even warned me once.
“Okay, Cade. Who are you?”
“Be careful what you ask me. You may not like the answer.”
I thought he was joking. This is why he never wanted me completely in his life. This is what he was keeping from me. And in some twisted way he was trying to protect me by keeping these things from me. And his rules about not touching him or being able to see him… he must have gang tattoos on his body or jail tattoos. So when I demanded not to be blindfolded…
“You don’t know what you’re asking for.” Caden’s hands shake around me with rage. “If you did, if you only knew, you wouldn’t fucking ask. If you knew…” 
My heart breaks with the realization and hot liquid squeezes out of my eyes. Oh, Caden, you were right. I didn’t know what I was asking for. Now that know I wish I didn’t. But it’s too late. I can never go back to being ignorant. Never. Now we stand apart on two sides of a dividing line and neither of us can cross it. How do I pretend not to know that about you? I can’t. We can never be together again. It’s over.
A noise snaps me out of my thoughts and I flinch. What was that? It comes again from the entrance of the warehouse. Talking. Two male voices. Oh God. They’ve followed me in here. Footsteps clip across the concrete floor. Coming towards me.
I have to pull it together or I’m dead. I wipe my eyes as I glance across to the open sky through the warehouse and at the forest of crates between. It’s still too far away. If I make a run for it, I’ll get caught. I need to hide. Hide where? My eyes search around me. I see that one of the crates near me is open, the wooden panel removed from one side and lying flat on the floor. I can see the irregular shapes of more coffee bags inside. 
“Come out, come out wherever you are.” Caden’s voice, so close, sends a wash of cold fear through me. Oh God. He’s coming for me. 
I duck into the open crate and slip into the back, cringing as a bag rustles when I brush past it. I crouch behind a pile of bags near the back. The air is musty back here. My lungs are screaming at me for more oxygen, but I force myself to take small shallow breaths. I have to stay calm. I have to stay still long enough for them to check the warehouse and move on.
I lift my eyes above the bags. My breath hitches as a figure walks into the square view at the entrance to this crate. Oh God. It’s Caden. I would recognize his looming figure anywhere. My heart slams against my ribs when I notice the gun he is holding in his hands. 
He turns his head to look inside the crate. I duck down further. Please don’t come in here, please. My insides are screaming and thrashing, run, my skin is prickling all over me, making me tremble. Even the hairs on my skin leap into the air in an attempt to escape. 
I hear a footstep as Caden takes a step inside the crate, blocking my only way out. My throat squeezes. I’m cornered in here. Oh fuck. I’m cornered. Caden’s going to find me. 
With a shaking hand I carefully reach behind me and slip the gun from my belt. I hear another footstep over the roar of blood in my veins. My fingers squeeze around the gun handle. Caden wouldn’t really hurt me would he? If he knew it was me back here? Would he?
A cold thought rips through my already broken heart like it was paper. Yes, he would. He has no other choice. Just like I have no choice either. If he finds me I’m going to have to shoot. 
I’m sorry, Caden.
I hear the creak of wood as he takes another step closer. He’s coming. I can feel his presence looming towards me. It seems to get darker in this crate like his body is blocking out all the light. I clench my gun, aim just above the bags and wait for his head to appear. 
I’ve never shot anyone before. Now I’m about to shoot Caden. Caden. The man I love. Oh God, how much of me will die with him? How much?
I hear another step. He’s just over the other side of this pile of coffee bags. He’s right there. Right there. My finger shakes as it curls around the trigger. Get ready. Then I catch his scent, his wood smoke, my home. My insides crumble. My vision blurs behind hot tears. I can’t do it. I can’t kill him. I can’t. 
You must. It’s your life or his…
He takes another step. I can feel my mouth and face screwing up as I start to cry silently, my gun shaking along with my body. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I don’t know whether I can pull this trigger. I don’t know. I don’t fucking know.
Another step. I break. I collapse around myself, burying my face in my hand, trying to hold all this clenching aching pain in. Fear leaks out of my pores because I know he has won. I’m not a killer. I can’t do it. He wins.
I prepare for death. 
I hear another step and another. But something doesn’t sound right. Caden’s steps sound like they are getting further away. It can’t be possible. Caden should have found me. One more step and he would have found me. Why didn’t he find me?
I peer up over the bags, slowly. I see Caden step out from the crate and disappear from view as he moves further into the warehouse. I wipe my eyes to clear my vision. A warm numbing sinks down through my body as I stare at the empty space before me where Caden was just standing. What just happened? I can’t have been this lucky. I can’t. If he took one more step he would have had me. Why didn’t he grab me and drag me out?
Maybe it’s some sort of trick? I stay where I am and wait. And try to calm the beating of my heart.
Some minutes later I hear someone coming closer. I tense as I peer out from my hiding spot. Caden stalks into view, his gun still held at the ready. A feel a stab of fear mixed with an unwanted ache. He’s still my Caden. My beautiful strong Caden.
My heart clenches. No. He’s not mine anymore.
Caden pauses for a moment at the entrance to the crate and glances in. Right at me. I freeze, every cell turning to ice from the inside out. Then he turns his head and passes out of view. No. He wasn’t looking right at me. He didn’t even see me. I exhale, causing my body to wither. 
“I don’t think she’s in here,” I hear the distant echo of Caden calling. 
My eyes close in a brief prayer. I stay where I am, listening. I may just get out of here alive. I may, if I can just keep it together. The other man calls back. I can’t hear what he is saying. I stare at the space beyond the crate, afraid to even blink, convinced that one of them will come back. But the noises of the two men fade until there is only the beating of my heart in my ears. I’m still a shaking ball of fear inside, but I have to move. I can’t stay here. I have to try for the water.
I creep out from my hiding spot towards the entrance of the crate, placing each step carefully, avoiding a bag of coffee fallen across my path. I grip my gun in my hand, the hard steel bringing little relief. 
I peer around the edge of the crate, first towards the warehouse entrance, then to the direction of the water. But I see no one. I hear no one. A small surge of hope flitters in my insides, which are as cold and violent as a winter storm. I may get out of here alive.
I pause when I see the open bag of coffee on the floor and the spill of powder. Should I take some? As evidence? Should I call the police and tell them about this place? I should. It’s the right thing to do.
Then I laugh into my mouth and it tastes bitter. Yeah right. Like the police would do anything. They’ve probably been paid off to ignore this place. I’ve got to look out for myself. No one else will do it.
I step from the crate, being careful to make no noise, and begin to creep across the warehouse towards the night sky. The stars are my guide. They promise freedom. But it’s so far away. So impossibly far. The crates around me loom up like giants and their shadows fall about like black holes waiting to trap me in their depths. 
As I move I have to keep myself from screaming. Please let me get out of here, please. My insides tumble and I just want to let all this fear out, but I can’t, I can’t, I just have to keep going. The hair on my neck stands on end, my skin crawls and I feel like someone’s watching me, someone’s behind me, and I keep turning my head, but they move again behind me, always behind me. Oh God, please just let me get out of here. 
My breathe shakes through my lips in a soft wheezing manic kind of laugh when I slip between the last row of crates and see the sky open up in front of me. I slap my hand over my mouth. Shit. Shut up girl. Are you mad? Someone might hear you. 
I blink in case I am dreaming. But there it is, the sky, the water, my escape. Right there, meters away. 
This end of the warehouse has no wall at all and a crane is set into the flooring, taking up the center of the space. Through the open space I can hear mechanical noises.
I aim left and keep moving through the crates until I hit the left side of the warehouse. I follow this wall until I press aside the edge. I peer around the wall. I can see the neighboring warehouse full of light and movement. A ship is anchored at the edge of the warehouse and the crane arm is unloading shipping containers off the ship. The container makes a resonating bang when it settles on the ground. 
I look down. The water is about a meter or so below. If I hang from the edge and slip in, I should make the least amount of noise. If I time my entry with the next bang of the shipping container, no one, hopefully, will hear my splash. It should be dark enough where I am that no one can see me. I glance back up to the ship to watch for the crane.
Then I notice that the ship has a name and a symbol painted on one side. I frown as I squint through the dark. Desmona, I think, is the ship’s name. And the symbol… Oh God. I recognize that symbol. That crest. That eagle with a shield and a wreath for a halo. Fear grips my body like an electric shock. It’s the same crest that I had marked on my skin. The Tyrell crest. That ship belongs to the Tyrells. So this property, these warehouses, these drugs…
Caden works for the Tyrells. He works for Jacob. No. No, no, no. It can’t be. It can’t.
Think about it. This is why Caden was following you before we met. This is how he knew who you were. 
But… why didn’t he turn me in to Jacob? Why does he act like he cares for me? Why? This doesn’t make sense. My insides struggle in growing frustration to make these pieces fit, but they don’t fit. 
Or maybe I just don’t want to see the truth.
I snap out of my thoughts when I see the crane moving another container from the ship. I have to move. I’m still in danger here. I tuck my gun in my pants and climb over the edge. My feet and calves slip into the water. It is cold and slimy and it smells putrid. I try not to think about what may be floating in it.
I wait for the bang. Come on. My fingers are now aching as I hang from them. I don’t think I can hang on for much longer.
Bang.
I let go and slide into the water. It is too deep for me to stand. I start to swim along the docks, away from the ship, pulling and pushing myself off from the posts. My wet clothes are heavy and restrict my movements. I empty my pockets letting my useless torch and mobile phone float down into the depths of this river. I unhook the gun from my belt and let that go. I kick off my sneakers and they too fall away before I start off again. 
I just stay focused on keeping my head above water and breathing and moving as fast and as silently as I can. If I think about anything else it’ll become too much. I pass the boundary into another lot. But I keep going. And another lot and another lot, but I keep swimming. My breath is heaving, but I keep pushing. Just a little further. A little further and you’ll be safe.
At the end of the docks it becomes marshy land. Somewhere in the tangles of that marsh, I drag myself up out of the water and roll onto my back on the bank. God, I need. A minute. Breathe. Just breathe.
I want to close my eyes and fall asleep, but I can’t. I won’t let myself stop. Not until I am safe.
“Come on,” I whisper to myself. “You’ve survived worse. Get up.”
I push myself to sitting, every muscle groaning from the exertion, then to standing. I pull myself through the brushes that edge the river and stumble to the street dripping wet, exhausted and starving with no money and no way of getting anywhere. What the hell do I do now?
I look around me. The area is quiet and the houses along the other side of the street look dark. I’m not even sure where to get to the main road from here. My spirits lift a little when I spot a phone booth like a beacon up the street. But who can I call? It’s probably past midnight now. I can only think of one person who would help me and would definitely still be up at this hour.
I pick up the phone and ask the operator to connect me via collect-call to Dixie’s bar. There is silence on the other end as the operator places me on hold. I lean against the glass of the booth because I barely have enough energy to stand. Please accept the call, Dixie, please.
“Hello?” Dixie’s voice crackles through the earpiece. Thank God. My heart floods with relief.
“Dixie, it’s me. I need your help.”



Chapter 28
 
In my semi-conscious state I hear a car pull up by my head. I roll my face towards the noise and open my eyes with a groan. I see a large black tire followed by the cherry red door panels of a car. I hear a door open. 
“Honey? Honey?” Dixie’s voice fills my ears. If I had any energy left I would cry. “Oh my Lord.” I hear her shoes clopping around towards me. I groan again and sit up. My head spins.
Dixie falls down at my side and wraps the huge towel she was carrying around me. She holds me there in a tight hug and I let my head fall onto her shoulder. “Thank you, Dixie,” I whisper.
She pulls back, holding me by the shoulder, her eyes glossy with concern, “What happened to you, honey?”
“I went for a swim.”
She snorts. “No kiddin’.” She watches me for a moment, obviously waiting to see if I will elaborate. But I don’t. “Come on. Let’s get you somewhere dry and warm.”
I nod and let her help me to my feet.
In the Jeep we are silent, but Dixie keeps glancing over at me out of the corner of her eye. I brace myself for what I know is coming, and it does: “You gonna tell me what kinda trouble you’re in?”
I swallow hard. Dixie deserves some sort of explanation but… what do I tell her without putting her in danger, too? “I… can’t. I’m sorry.”
Dixie lets out a long huff. “You know, you can’t go about life just relying on your own self. People care about you and want to help.”
I close my eyes and lean my head against the window. I’m so tired. I don’t want to fight. And I’ve run out of lies. “I’m not keeping it from you ‘cause I want to be some kind of martyr. If I thought you could help I would tell you, but you can’t… no one can.”
“Try me.”
“Please, Dix, just let it go. I don’t want to put you in any kind of danger.”
“Shit. It’s bad, isn’t it?” 
I nod. 
Dixie is quiet the rest of the drive back to her apartment above the bar. It’s past one, so the bar is closed, but Jeff is waiting up for us upstairs, pacing in the living room when I enter. He gives me a worried look and a quick hug when he sees me.
“You look like a drowned rat.”
“Gee, thanks.”
He smiles a little. “You make a cute drowned rat, though.”
I don’t have the energy to punch him, so I settle for sticking out my tongue.
“Alright, buster,” Dixie says coming in behind me. “Why don’t you heat up some leftover dinner for her and I’ll get her settled.” Jeff salutes her and walks into another room, I assume the kitchen.
“I can’t stay, Dix.”
“Why the hell not?” She places her hands on her hips as she turns to face me.
“I just need to shower then I have to leave.”
She stares at me and I can see that brain of hers whirring. Finally she says, “You’re not coming back, are you?”
I squeeze my eyes shut against the prickle of tears. No, I’m not coming back. I can’t. I shake my head. I feel her hand on my shoulder and I open my eyes.
“You said your car is gone. How you gonna get out of here?”
“I’ll find a used car lot tomorrow. Buy something cheap.”
“Well ain’t nothing gonna be open till the morning, honey. So you might as well stay till then, okay? You need at least a few hours’ sleep.”
“She can sleep in my bed with me,” Jeff yells from the kitchen.
“You’ll be sleeping on the street if you don’t watch yourself, Jeff,” Dixie yells back. No more noise comes from the kitchen. Dix turns back to me. “The couch is plenty comfy, or I’m sure Jeff won’t mind if you took his bed and he can take the couch for the night.”
“I’m not going to kick anyone out of their bed.”
“So couch it is.” Dixie nods with a smug smile. I exhale when I realize how I was just manipulated into staying, just as she wanted. “You got enough money to keep you going?”
Shit. Most of my cash is in my apartment and the rest is under that slip of carpet in my car. But I can’t go back to my apartment. It’s too risky. Cade knows where that is. So… I have nothing. No cash. No clothes. Nothing. I swallow.
“Don’t I owe you your last paycheck?” Dixie says. “From memory it’s about $300. You have a shower and I’ll get that money for you.”
Dixie turns away, but I grab at her and envelop her in a hug before she can get the money. My throat is all stuck together, so I can’t speak to say thank you. I hope she can feel it in my hug. She pats my arm before pointing me in the direction of her bathroom.
I feel a hundred times better after a shower and some leftover stew. Dixie lends me some of her old clothes: faded grey tracksuit bottoms that are loose on my hips and legs and a bright pink off-the-shoulder workout shirt that shows off too much stomach. Dix also gives me an old backpack to use. 
Jeff has class in the morning, so he has gone back to bed. It’s just Dixie and me in the living room. It’s a mishmash of different furniture and colors, but it feels cozy and homey. She gives me a spare pillow and blanket for the couch. 
“I’ll probably be gone before you wake up,” I say. I can barely look at her.
“Shit, hon. I’m gonna miss you. So will the boys.”
“I’ll miss you, too. When you tell Jeff and Robert that I’ve gone – maybe in a few days – tell them I said goodbye?”
“I will. Here,” she shoves an envelope in my hand. Inside, I count over $600.
I frown. “Dix, I thought you said my paycheck was only $300.”
Dixie pouts. “Call the rest of it a goodbye present.”
“Dixie, I can’t accept−”
“Oh, hush now.” She waves a manicured hand at me. “Yes, you can. I own that damn bar, I can do what I want. Oh, honey…” She hugs me tight and it squeezes a tear out of me.
“Thank you, Dix, for everything,” I say into her red curls that smell like apple shampoo. “I won’t forget this.”
She pulls back and her eyes are misty. She waves her fingers under her face. “Oh, girl, you’re making my makeup run. You just promise that you’ll look me up if you’re ever in town.”
I know I won’t come back. She knows that I won’t come back either. But I nod and she smiles and I give her one last hug.
I leave the curtains of Dixie’s living room open so that the dawn light will wake me. It’s almost two o’clock now, only a few hours from dawn. I fall into a restless sleep. 
The smell of musk and wood smoke penetrates my dreams. It makes my stomach twist and my chest ache and pulls me from my sleep. As I climb back up towards consciousness the smell, instead of fading, just gets stronger. I realize just as my eyes snap open that he’s here. The dark figure crouched over me slams a hand down over my mouth before I can scream. I try to bite his hand, but I bite instead on cloth. He presses a rag firmly over my mouth and nose. I feel the fibers sticking to my lips and teeth. 
“Shh, kitten. We don’t want to wake them up, do we?”
He has soaked the rag in something that smells pungent and sickly-sweet. I try to hold my breath as I struggle under his weight, until my lungs feel like they’re going to burst. I inhale, only as little as I can stand. I can’t to fight him off. He’s too strong. My toes and fingers start feeling numb. 
I am forced to take another breath. Caden’s figure blurs in front of me and the shushing noise he is making starts to sound broken. Fractured.
Somebody, please, help me.
Everything fades to blackness.



Chapter 29
 
I drift up to the surface of consciousness. My head is spinning. Dizzy. My mouth is dry.
Where am I?
The smell of wood smoke and musk reminds me of my last few seconds of consciousness. Caden. The bastard. 
I can sense him. He’s here with me, wherever here is. I keep my eyes closed and let my other senses come alive. I can feel the mattress under the length of my body. The sheets are soft under my fingers. And there’s a pillow under my head. I can hear the distant hush of a car passing. Behind my lids I can see a light source coming from my left.
I focus my attention on my wrists and my ankles. Surprisingly, neither of them are restrained. Obviously, he doesn’t view any escape attempts of mine as any real threat. I’ll show the bastard.
“You can stop pretending to be asleep now.” His voice rolls over me, the timbre making my skin alight.
Shit. I could lay still, keep pretending? 
I sigh internally. I’m going to have to face Caden sooner or later. Slowly, I open my eyes. The light source is the bedside lamp. I glance around and recognize this room immediately. I am lying on Caden’s bed. I sit up and push myself back against the board. I see him sitting in an armchair that he has turned to face the bed, his feet up on the end of the bed, a gun in his hand lying across his lap.
“I’m sorry I had to knock you out. I didn’t think you would come with me if I just knocked on the door and asked.” His voice is calm as if he is apologizing for being a few minutes late. I shudder. He used to use that voice to turn me on. But now…
I should be scared. But I am sick of scared. I am all out of scared. 
“You son of a bitch,” I growl out. “You mother-fucking son of a bitch.”
He scowls. “Language. There are ladies present.”
“If you hurt Jeff or Dix−”
“I didn’t touch them. I just came for you.”
“How did you find me?”
“I know that there are less than a handful of people in this city that you could call if you were desperate. And after you escaped the docks I knew you were desperate. You didn’t think I would try their places looking for you?”
I’m an idiot. A fool. “I didn’t think you had seen me.”
“I didn’t see your face, but I knew it was you running away. At first I thought, no, it couldn’t be you. I didn’t think you would be so fucking stupid as to follow me there. You don’t know what you’ve done, kitten. You don’t know what you’ve fucking done. They know about you now. They know that you’re here in this city. It’s only a matter of time before…” He starts muttering into one of his palms.
“Stupid? Stupid! No, I’m stupid for ever trusting you, you asshole,” I scream back. I hope to God that one of the neighbors hears me and calls the cops. 
Caden’s face snaps up. “You know you can trust me.”
“Trust you? I don’t even know who you are,” I spit out. “Caden Thaine? Or Harper Lexington?”
He flinches. “Don’t call me that.”
“Harper Lexington,” I draw the name out and take pleasure in watching him wince at each syllable. 
“How much do you know about Harper?”
“I know everything. I know it’s your real name.”
“Harper is dead. I’m Caden. But if you know about Harper then you understand why I am working for the Tyrells.”
No, I don’t fucking understand. “And what about this, huh?” I swing my legs over the side of the bed. I yank open the bedside drawer and grab the manila folder still inside from the other morning. I throw the folder at him and the photos of me flutter around us like frightened birds. “I know about this, you sick bastard. I know you were following me before we even met.”
He snatches his legs off the bed and sits up. “You broke into my apartment?” Then he lets out a curt laugh, but there is nothing humorous about his tone. “You have more balls than I thought. So much for trust.”
“Trust? Trust! Don’t fucking talk to me about trust. You used me.”
His face pales. “Kitten…”
My heart squeezes. How dare he use my nickname for me now. How dare he soil it. I hate it. It used to symbolize his affection, but now every memory of him calling me that is a sharp knife to my gut, another betrayal.
“Don’t call me kitten. You don’t get to call me kitten anymore. Tell me, Harper… was it all part of the job? The kisses, the sex, the part where you seduced me into giving you what was left of my heart? Was it part of your job to fuck with my life as well?”
“I never meant for it to go this far.”
A single hot tear escapes my eye and it sears my skin as it rolls down my cheek. He cringes when he sees it and looks away. I take this opportunity to glance down at his gun. His fingers grip it lightly, the barrel pointed towards me. I’m too far away to have a chance at surprising him and getting the gun off him.
“I knew I shouldn’t have ever come near you,” he whispers, almost to himself. “It just made everything… harder.”
I understand now. Caden’s assignment from Jacob must have been to find me and kill me. He found me, but why didn’t he kill me? 
“Why did you approach me then? Why didn’t you just do what you needed to do, Caden? It would have been kinder.” 
Yes, it would have been kinder for him to just kill me than to shred up my heart and my soul like this. Or perhaps this was Jacob’s point. To destroy me first. First my heart, then my soul, and then – and only then – would Caden be allowed to destroy my body, perhaps torture me first before ending my life. Or maybe Jacob was the one who would torture me after Caden brought me in?
I can see the conflict going on inside him through the cracks in his façade. Whoever Caden Thaine really is, he isn’t heartless. I can see this clearly in the crinkle at the corner of his eyes. I can see it in the dejected slump of his arm holding his gun. However much Caden has bound me to him, however much he has affected me, I have affected him, too. 
There are only two ways I am leaving this place: of my own free will – which means Caden would have to die or let me go – or in a body bag. I am not being taken to Jacob. Never. I shiver internally at the thought.
If I keep Caden talking, I have a chance to get out alive.
“Why, Caden?” 
“I… I just wanted to trail you first. To make sure you were who I thought you were. You hide yourself well, you know. No bank accounts, no phone contracts, no gym contracts. Your nursing training meant that you could patch yourself up for most things, so you could stay out of hospitals. You live alone and your apartment rentals are paid in cash, which include your utilities, all your jobs are cash in hand...”
“So how did you find me?”
“It doesn’t matter who you are, when you go on the run you’ll try to keep some connection of your old life – family, friends, habits. I started with your grandparents.”
I flush. “If you hurt them−”
Caden had the decency to look horrified. “No. I would never. I befriended them, became their gardener and handyman, giving me access to their house.” And their trust. Sick bastard. “I intercepted your cards. Robert Frost. I narrowed down this city by the postmarks on the cards.”
“How? I always sent them from cities other than the one I was in.”
“I know. But humans are pattern-makers. Even when we try to be random, we end up making patterns. You didn’t realize you were doing it, but you were sending the cards from cities within a two hour drive from the city you were living in. When I pinned all the postmarks on a map it made a cluster and your city was in the center.”
Shit. I never thought of this. I thought I was being so clever making sure I was sending the cards from different places.
“And when you narrowed down the city?”
“People on the run will usually keep their habits to retain something comforting from their old life. I knew from your file that you went to kickboxing regularly. I began to hang out at the kickboxing clubs and gyms that provided casual memberships in this city. And I knew there were only a limited number of places you could work as unskilled labor. Mainly bars, clubs. And even fewer of them who take on employees cash in hand. So I scoped out these places. It was only a matter of time before I found you. A few times you moved before I found you and I had to start again. But I got lucky this time, with this city.”
“Persistent,” I say bitterly.
“I had time.”
“How long had you been looking?”
“Almost three years.” 
My heart feels brittle with hopeless realization. Jacob ordered this man to search for me for three years. My life was a ticking time bomb. It was only a matter of time before it all caught up with me and the detonator exploded. Like right now. Even if I got away from Caden I would never be safe. Jacob would never stop looking.
I say nothing, leaving a silence for him to fill.
He continues, “I knew for sure you were who I thought you were the night that we met and I got a chance to see your face close up. You can change your hair and harden your body but… you can’t mask those eyes.” 
He puts his palms to his face, even the one holding his gun and rubs his eyes. Caden hasn’t slept at all, I realize. I can use this to my advantage. He slumps back and relaxes his arm out to the side so his hand holding the gun hangs over the arm of the chair. I plant my feet on the carpet as I sit on the edge of the bed and prepare myself.
He continues, “At first I just wanted to see what you knew. I never meant to get involved.”
I lunge at him. My right elbow aims for his neck while my left elbow drops down on his arm. I hear him drop the gun and it thuds on the floor beside us. The force of my lunge knocks the chair back and we start to topple. As we go down, his arm raises up to push my forearm away from him.
We grapple on the floor for the gun, scrambling over the chair and onto the floor. I almost have it. I reach for it. But his limbs are longer than mine and he manages to push the gun just out of reach of my hand before he curls his fingers around the handle. It’s over. I lost. I lay back limp on the floor. I am tired of fighting and losing. With Jacob. With Caden.
“Why the bloody hell did you do that?” he mutters as he pulls himself up from the floor. 
He steps closer so that he is towering over me. I realize I am still on the floor. Like this is an execution. I won’t die on the floor like a dog. I won’t. I push myself to sitting. I try to push up more, but my legs are shaking so much they collapse and I fall to my knees. I don’t know how I am going to stand, but I’m going to stand. God dammit, if I am going to die, I’m going to die standing.
For some odd reason he puts out his hand as if to help me up. Maybe he has seen the defiance in my eyes and my refusal to die on my knees. I slap his hand out of the way. I don’t want his fucking help. I grab at the bed and use it to pull myself to my feet. Somehow I stand on my own. I don’t know how because my legs feel like jelly. I think I am running on pure defiant, stubborn determination. I shove my chin in the air and clench my jaw to try to stop my teeth from chattering. I’m not ready to die.
“Go on,” I hiss through my teeth, “kill me then. Get it over with. Just fucking do it.”
His face contorts. “Kill you? I’m not going to kill you, kitten.”
“Well, you might as well because I am not letting you take me to Jacob. I’ll die before that happens.”
His face twists. “Why the fuck would I take you to Jacob after I just saved you from him?”
“Saved me from him?”
“I knew you were hiding in that crate behind all those bags of coffee. I told them that the warehouse was empty so you had a chance of getting away.”
“What?”
Then his face breaks open with a look of realization. “You think… you said you knew everything. You don’t know everything.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
“Kitten, I’m a cop. I’ve been working undercover to lure out that piece of shit since he went into hiding. When you said you knew everything, I thought you knew this.”
My world shifts. It feels like someone has turned a box inside me upside down and everything is rattling and rolling as it finds its new equilibrium. Like that little toy with small metal balls and holes where you have to tilt the game board around until all the balls fall in the holes with a click, click. 
Then there is a silence while everything settles.
He’s a cop.
Undercover.
And it all makes sense again. His double identity, his working with the Tyrells. And me. He was following me to see whether I still had any contact with Jacob. To see whether I would lead him to Jacob. 
Which still means I was a job. He was using me to get to Jacob. I was bait. Look at me, wriggling so willingly on his hook. I flush. Am I so starved for love that I would give my heart away to the first man who gave me any real attention?
Apparently so.
I think to the picture of the little girl in his wallet. She is his life outside of this mess. When he finishes this job he gets to go back to his life, but I can’t. I can never leave. This mess is my life. This is my life and there is only one way out for me, it seems.
“I need to get you out of here and somewhere safe,” he continues. “You can’t stay in this city, not now that Jacob’s men are all on the lookout for you.”
“Hah! If you bring me in, it’s only a matter of time before Jacob gets to me. No cell is ever going to keep him out. Excuse me if I don’t exactly trust cops.”
He makes an exasperated noise. “I’m not bringing you in. My position undercover hasn’t been compromised and I’ve only just managed to get Jacob’s men to trust me, so I’m not risking taking you to a police station. I’ll take you to a safehouse somewhere.”
I tense. So it’s not about my safety, it’s about the job. My stomach squeezes. It’s always been about the job. “I’m not going anywhere with you. I’ll take my chances on my own.”
Caden narrows his eyes. “Don’t argue with me. You have no money, no means, nothing. You’re coming with me.”
“I have money. In my backpack.” Shit, my backpack. I narrow my eyes at Caden. “What did you do with my backpack?”
“I didn’t take anything else with me from Dixie’s except for you.”
“That’s fine. I can go home and grab my clothes and cash. The only reason I didn’t go back before is because I thought you might find me there. Now I know that you’re not trying to kill me – except maybe for annoying me to death – I can go back and grab my stash of cash and some clothes.”
“You can’t go back to your apartment. Jacob’s men will have found it by now.”
“How? You said yourself I’m careful.”
“Your car. Before I left them they had found your car.”
I snort. “They can’t find me from just the car.”
“Did you register it in your name?”
I give him a look. “Do I look stupid?”
“Do you have a GPS?”
“Yes but…” I realize that all my previous driving history will be stored into the GPS. Like my drive from my apartment to Navajo Valley and the drive from Midnight Falls to my apartment. Caden is right. I can’t go back to my apartment. “I’ll figure something out, but I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“Yes, you are.”
I shake my head. “No fucking way. You’re gonna have to shoot me first.”
Click. 
“Don’t make me, kitten.”
I tense for a second. He wouldn’t. I turn my head towards him, filled with disbelief. But he is holding the barrel of the gun aimed at me. Then a thought strikes me. He’s a cop. I’m a material witness. He can’t shoot me. 
I force myself to laugh. “You’re not going to shoot me.”
I can see the cracks in his façade and notice his gun wavering. No, he won’t shoot me. But it would make me feel better if I had my own weapon. I remember the gun he keeps under the sink. Would it still be there? I turn around and head to the bathroom.
“Where are you going?” he demands. I can hear him storming after me.
“To pee.” I spin just inside the bathroom and try to block his way in. He stops inches from me. His body almost takes up the whole doorframe. I hate that heat still licks at me when I eye the width of his shoulders. I hate that I have to look up at him to meet his gaze. I hate that I feel so small standing before him. I fucking hate that he makes me want to let him protect me.
No. I have to protect myself. I am the only one I have ever been able to count on. 
“What?” I snark. “You want to watch me pee? Is this another unorthodox sex thing?”
He flinches with visible pain and I feel a stab of guilt in my gut. Then his features harden. “Don’t lock the door. And don’t take too long.”
Fuck him. And his orders.
I slam the door in his face. And turn the lock just to spite him. With smug satisfaction, I hear him cursing at me outside.
First I turn on the tap so that the sound of running water will cover up any noises I make. I open the cupboard and crouch down. Thank God. The gun is still there. I slowly pull one end of the tape until the gun is loose. Now that I have it in my hands I can see it’s a 9mm Smith and Wesson M&P. I check the cartridge. All ten rounds are loaded.
I’m still wearing this ridiculous off-the-shoulder shirt which shows off some of my belly, so I can’t tuck the gun into my waistband. But luckily these sweatpants are baggy enough for me to put the gun in my pocket. I check myself in the mirror and am satisfied that the gun bulge doesn’t show.
I flush the toilet and while the water is rushing I close the cupboard back up. I take my time in washing my hands and splash water on my face before turning off the tap. As I glance up at the mirror and catch my reflection I see the aching sadness hidden underneath the anger in her eyes. My eyes. 
I wipe my face and firm up my resolve. I open the door. Caden is still standing at the doorway, arms crossed over his broad chest, looking furious. “I thought I told you not to lock the door.”
I cross my arms and mimic his stance. “You gonna stand here and block my way all night? We’re wasting time. I’m sure your friends are missing you by now.”
He makes an exasperated noise. “They’re not my friends. And I’m not the one fucking around, Miss I-gotta-go-pee.”
I roll my eyes and stalk past him. “Whatever.”
I pause when I notice an overnight bag on the bed which hadn’t been there before. That looks like my bag from my apartment; light blue with a top zip, two pale handles and a strap. I stride over to it and unzip the top of the bag.
“No, that’s fine. Just look through whatever you want,” Caden mutters as he steps to my side.
I ignore him. Inside the bag are a few of my shirts and pants as well as a pair of my sneakers, deodorant and my toothbrush. I frown.
Caden’s voice is soft when he speaks again, “I went by your place first, just in case. I picked up some of your stuff. I thought you might need it when I found you. You should put your shoes on.”
My chest clenches as my fingers trail one of my shoes before I take them out and slip them onto my feet. His thoughtfulness hurts.
“You kept my notes,” he says quietly. “All of them.”
My cheeks flame. He found them all in my bedside drawer. “So? Don’t embarrass yourself by making a bigger deal out of it than it is.”
“Kitten−”
“Now that I have my stuff I’ll be on my way.”
I rezip the bag and grab the handles with my left hand. I barely blink before a line of cold metal clamps around my wrist.
Click.
I stare down at the metal bracelet around my wrist and follow the small chain to the other bracelet which he closes around his right wrist.
Muthafucker.
He has cuffed us together.
“Take this off now,” I demand through gritted teeth.
“Nope.”
I let out a long string of curse words which only serves to make Caden smirk. “Colorful. Very ladylike.”
I start to throw punches at him with my free hand, which he blocks with his free arm. “Do it now. I am not staying cuffed to you.” 
“No can do.” He manages to kick out one of my feet, making me unstable. Before I can right myself he has spun me and I find myself with my back against his chest and his thick arm around me. My skin alights at his nearness and I feel myself shudder internally. “Even if I wanted to uncuff you from my side, which I don’t by the way, I can’t.” 
“What do you mean you can’t?”
“I left the key in the car.”
Bastard. But my imagination starts running on a different track. Caden. Me. Cuffed together. He spins me out and pushes me back to the bed, falling down after me. I can feel his weight crushing me along the length of my body and his erection pressing at my thigh. The familiar ache throbs to life in me. God damn him. How can he still make me want him so much? Even after everything. He groans against the pulse in my neck. “See what you do to me, kitten.” He grabs my cuffed hand and places it on his…
Dammit. I blink and stare at the empty bed in front of me. I can’t be this close to Caden. I need to get away from him. “Let go of me.” I struggle against him. I look down and try and slam my heel into his instep, but he just lifts me up so my feet are helplessly dangling off the floor. I wriggle harder, trying to slip loose from his grip. I can’t get loose. I let out another string of curse words directed at him. 
He sighs. “Look, you can either walk out of here with me peacefully or I can knock you unconscious and carry you out.”
Fury swirls inside me and mixes unabashedly with heat. “Fuck you.”
“Okay, unconscious it is.” He reaches up to my neck with his free hand. Dammit. I will not be carried out of here like some rolled-up rug. I resign myself to give in. I’m not going to win this. Not at this moment. I need to pick my battles.
“Okay, okay,” I gasp out. “I’ll come peacefully.”
“You sure?” I can hear the disbelief in his voice.
I inject as much submission as I can bear into my voice. “Yes. I won’t cause any trouble.”
“Why do I not believe you?” he mutters as he slowly sets me down and releases me. He grabs my bag with his left hand.
I try to snatch it off him. “I can carry my own damn bag.”
He mutters under his breath and I catch the words “stubborn” and “pain-in-the-ass” as he swings the bag out of my reach and over his head so that the long strap slings over his body and rests on his back. He starts for the door, not bothering to shorten his long strides, and he drags me along with him. I stumble after him.
He stops at the door, opens it and peers out. He turns briefly to me and pulls his gun out from his belt. “Coast is clear. Let’s go.” 
He pulls me along the short length of corridor, his gun leading the way. We reach the fire escape and slip inside the cold, dank stairwell. He pushes the light on and the staircase is coated in a sickly light.
“You think they might be here?” I ask.
“No, they don’t know about this place. But better safe than sorry.”
When we get to the ground floor the back exit is lit up by the green glowing exit sign above the door. He presses down the door handle with the butt of his gun, pushes the door open a slip and peers out.
“Stay close,” he whispers to me.
I snort. “Like I have a choice.” 
We slip out into the dark night. He presses against the building and slides along until he gets to the corner. Along the side fence is a slim path overgrown with untrimmed bushes.
He pauses and turns back to whisper to me, “My car is the black sedan parked directly across the road from the entrance. Walk calmly with me to the driver’s side, wait for me to open the door and climb through to the passenger’s side. Got it?”
“I know how to walk to a getaway vehicle, you know.”
He gives me an exasperated look before reaching into his pocket with his cuffed hand. In turn it yanks my hand forward and I almost touch his crotch. My cheeks heat. Damn him. He pulls out his car key and gives the street another cursory look.
“Let’s go,” he says, and he takes off into the open, gripping the gun to his side.
The metal of my cuff cuts into my skin and I wince, but I force myself not to make a peep. I won’t give him the satisfaction. I am itching to pull out my gun, still hidden in my pants, and put a bullet in one of his long legs. That’d slow the bastard down. But I don’t. I need to bide my time. I need to be obedient with him and lull him into trusting me. Then once I have the damn cuff off me, I can pull out the gun and take pleasure in watching his face turn when he realizes he has been fooled. Like the bastard fooled me.
The openness of the street feels like a savannah. I imagine predators lurking in the shadows, watching us. My gaze darts around, my skin alert. God, why do my shoes have to be so loud? My footsteps are ricocheting like bullets off the inside of cave walls.
We almost reach the car when I hear, “Well, well, well.” It’s a deep voice calling from behind us. 
Shit.
Caden turns, shooting an arm out to push me behind him. Over his shoulder I can see the barrel of a gun pointing at us from the open driver’s side window of a dark car parked silently in the shadows. The car door opens and a dark figure steps out. “Drop the gun, Caden, and kick it over to me.”
Caden laughs. “What game are you playin’, Mack?”
Click.
“I ain’t playin’. Do it or I shoot.”
“Okay, okay.” Caden drops his gun. It clatters on the gravel and he kicks it over to the man named Mack still hidden in the shadows. Cade lifts his hands, pulling my cuffed hand up with it, and I raise my other hand to follow. 
“I always knew there was something off about you, Caden,” Mack says. “When I spoke to Valentine, she said you were too much of a pussy to fuck her, even though you told everyone you did. I mean, who the fuck turns down Valentine?” 
Valentine. The matchbook. The woman on the other end of the line. 
“So I got suspicious,” Mack continued. “And when this familiar-looking broad shows up on our lot, you start acting mighty strange. It’s a good thing I decided to follow you.”
He moves forward so that the streetlight shines dimly across his hook nose. It’s the guy who recognized me at the lot. I flinch and draw closer to Caden. My heart thunders like a wild horse, desperate for escape. They’ve found me. Jacob has found me. 
“That’s fuckin’ bullshit, mate. You’re just mad ‘cause I got to her before you,” says Cade. “I’m taking her in to the boss right now. I don’t need your help to handle her.”
“Do you think I’m fuckin’ stupid?” Mack moves around the car towards us. Caden shuffles back slightly against me and I grip his arm. “What’s Jacob gonna say when I tell him I found you cozying up to his girl? Looks like you’re going to get your wish, Caden. You’ll finally get to meet the big man in person.”
Mack jerks his gun. “Both of you, hands on the boot of the car.”
“What do we do, Caden?” I whisper to him.
“Just do what he says, kitten,” Caden whispers back. But I can see in his eyes the look of defiance. He hasn’t given up. He’s trying to find a way out of this mess.
My resolve firms up. I’m not giving up either.
We walk slowly to the car boot and place our hands on the bonnet. It’s warmed from the engine. I hear Mack step behind us. Out of the corner of my eye, I see him thrust the barrel of his gun into Caden’s back as he pats him down. Mack finds a second gun holstered under Cade’s pants around his ankle. He belts this gun and steps back. Then he rummages through my bag before he is satisfied there are no more weapons.
“So Caden, you’re gonna drive so I can keep an eye on you two. But you’re gonna uncuff yourself from her first.”
“I don’t have the key.”
Mack laughs. “You wanna do things the hard way, huh? How ‘bout I’ll give you two choices. One, you uncuff yourself. Or two,” I hear a flick. I turn my head to see the moonlight glinting off a knife. “I’ll cut her pretty little hand off.”
I whimper.
“Alright, fine,” Caden says. He reaches down with his free hand.
“Hands back up.”
“Chill. I’m just getting the key.” 
“Okay, but any wrong moves and you’ll be breathing through the holes in your back.” 
Caden reaches into his pocket then presents a small silver key to Mack before uncuffing us.
“Sonofabitch,” I mutter, “you said the key was in your car.”
I hear Mack smirking as I glare at Cade. He rolls his eyes as if to say, Really? You wanna get angry about that now?
I rub my wrist when the cuff comes off.
“Alright, kids. We’re gonna go for a little drive.”
Mack directs Caden to sit in the front seat of his black sedan and me in the passenger seat. With the gun trained on Caden the entire time, Mack gets in the back seat behind Caden and tosses my bag on the floor next to him. He throws the car keys into Caden’s lap and stabs the gun at his shoulder. “Drive. Back to the lot. And no funny business.”
Caden turns on the car ignition and pulls away from the curb. I grab the seatbelt and clip it on. The seatbelt presses a hard object against my side. Oh my God. Caden’s gun. Mack didn’t search me. I still have Caden’s gun.
We have a chance to get of here, but… how? And how do I let Caden know that I have it? I eye the houses that we pass. I know from when I followed Caden that it’ll take us around twenty-five minutes to get to the lot. I have twenty-five minutes to come up with a plan. Think.
Think…
An idea strikes me. 
I fold my arms across my chest. “Bastard,” I mutter. 
I feel the gun barrel bruise me in the shoulder. “Watch your mouth, girlie.”
I retract my shoulder away from Mack’s gun. “Not you. Him.” I glare at Caden to emphasize my point. “I knew I was better off on my own.”
Caden glances over and catches my look. “What the fuck have I done now?”
Mack smirks and settles back in his seat. He’s clearly enjoying the animosity between us. I have to keep this going.
“I found the box of condoms that you hide under your sink, Caden.”
Caden frowns as he drives. “What?” 
Shit. He isn’t getting it.
“Yeah, the condoms that you keep hidden under your sink. I know that you haven’t been using them with me. So why the hell do you need that extra protection?” 
His frown deepens. 
Come on. Come on. Get it. 
Then I see it. The light goes on behind his eyes. Yes, he knows I am talking about his gun. 
He is silent for a moment before speaking slowly, and I can tell he is choosing his words carefully. “You found them huh? The box under my sink.”
“Yep. And I have all the evidence on me to know that you are cheating on me.”
Mack is chuckling in the back. “Oh, boy. Jacob’s gonna love that you’ve been banging his girl, Caden. You are so fucking dead. He’s gonna love me for bringin’ the both of you in.”
I can tell Caden is barely listening to Mack. His eyebrows are furrowed and he’s leaning forward slightly in his seat, pretending to be concentrating on driving. I slip my hand into my right pocket and close my fingers around the handle. I pull out the gun and hold it against my thigh.
“So what are we going to do about this third person in our relationship now that I have the evidence in my lap?”
Mack can’t see the gun from his seat behind us, but Caden can. He glances over to me. His eyes widen almost imperceptibly, but I know he can see the gun.
“I’m sorry, kitten. I never meant to put you in this situation. But it’s all up to you.”
I swallow. I know what he’s telling me. He’s telling me I’m the one who is going to have to shoot Mack. “So I’m going to use this evidence to get rid of her.”
“Yes. And I’ll brake it off.”
My head bobs like a toy. Okay. Shit. Okay. I think I understand what he’s telling me. I have to shoot Mack and Caden’s going to brake hard at the same time so that Mack doesn’t have time to shoot back. Oh God. Can I really do this? What if I crap out, or miss, or Caden gets shot as well?”
“Kitten,” Caden’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts. “When you’re ready, put your hand in mine. We’ll do this together.”
This is it. Stay strong. 
My breathing is unsteady as I reach out with my left hand and place it into his. I slip my hand holding the gun up to my chest and hold it flat against my breast. And I prepare myself. 
His hand squeezes mine. 
Several things happen at once and it seems like slow motion. I spin my torso, bring the gun up to point at Mack and pull the trigger. The gun booms inside the small space of the car. Mack’s eyes widen. Caden slams his foot on the brakes and I feel myself lurching forward. Caden lets go of my hand and throws out his right arm across my body. A second boom goes off as Mack pulls his trigger.
This second shot ricochets inside my head like an echo. I don’t feel any pain. No. Not Caden. He can’t have shot Caden. I glance over to him, but his eyes are wide and startled. Oh God. He’s been shot.
My seatbelt and Caden’s arm catch across my chest and I whiplash around them. As I snap back into my seat everything speeds up again. In the back seat Mack has a blood stain spreading across one shoulder. But he isn’t dead. He lifts his gun barrel up to me.
I scream as I point again and pull the trigger.
Bang.
Bang.
Bang.
Until the noise turns to click, click, click. The bullets are all gone. Spent. Mack slumps back against the seat and is still. I drop the gun.
“Caden?” I shriek as I look over to him and start to paw at his chest. The bullet wound. Where is the bullet wound?
His hands come up to grab mine. “Hey, it’s okay,” he shushes at me. “I’m okay. He didn’t get me.”
I melt forward into his hands and I can’t help the sob that escapes me. I close my eyes as he runs his hands flat on my back. But Mack just keeps staring at me, even with my eyes closed he is staring at me, his pupils two accusing orbs. And blood. Blood all over the back windshield. Turns out I’m a monster just like Jacob. 
Blood on the walls. Blood on the glass. “Oh my God, Caden. I just killed him.”
“Kitten, open your eyes,” his voice breaks into my thoughts. I do, but my vision is shaky and I feel like I could just float away. His voice is the only thing that anchors me. “Hey, don’t look at him, look at me. At me, kitten. That’s it. I know you’re probably feeling the need to freak out right about now, but you can’t. Not yet. We’re still not out of danger, okay? I need you.”
I want to sink back into his arms and forget about the world, but I know he’s right. I think I nod.
“Listen to me,” he says. “We have to get rid of the body, okay? But I need your help, kitten.”
“Wha−” It comes out as a choke. I swallow and try again. “What do you need me to do?”
“I’m going to get out and push him down so he’s lying across the floor and clean up the windows. While I do that, you need to change your shirt and wipe your hands and face clean using the mirror, okay? Then get back in the car.”
My hands and face?
I look down at my hands. Oh God. There is blood splatter all over my right hand. I whip my face around to look in the mirror, but Caden stops me, his fingers on my jaw directing my eyes to his. “Kitten. Stop. You need to hold yourself together, okay? You have no other choice but to stay strong.”
You don’t know how strong you are until you have no other choice.
Yes. I am strong. I have been strong before. I can be strong again. I swallow my resolve and feel my insides harden. I nod. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”
He gives me the hint of a smile. “Good. Let’s go.”
We both get out of the car. Only then do I notice where we are. We have stopped by the side of a road full of warehouses. There are barely any streetlamps and nobody around at this late time of night. I don’t recognize this street as being one that I drove down when I followed Caden to the docks. He must have turned off the route at some point so that we would be in a deserted street when the gun went off. Smart, smart Cade. No witnesses to worry about. 
But not for long. The dawn is just beginning to lighten the far horizon. I wipe my right hand on the shirt I’m wearing. Then, using the side mirror and the hem of the shirt, I wipe my face. I get out of the car and open the door to the back seat, forcing myself to concentrate only on my bag on the seat. I unzip it and take out the top shirt. Thank God it’s a black one. I strip my bloody pink sweatshirt off and replace it with my new clean black shirt. Then I go over my body and wipe off any stray spots of red. I get back in the car. Caden finishes up in the back seat and returns to the driver’s seat.
He pulls from the curb straight into a U-turn.
“Where are we going?”
“We’re going back to my place to pick up my rental. You’re going to drive that car and follow me, okay? So we can dump the body.”
 
I feel all numb as we pull up back at Caden’s apartment. I’m not sure how, but I manage to drive Caden’s car and follow Caden all the way to a quiet spot along the river. I barely know what I am doing as I watch Caden drive Mack’s car – with Mack and my bloody shirt still in it – into the river with the help of a rock on the accelerator pedal. As the black roof of the car submerges, my mind sinks with it.



Chapter 30
 
I just killed a man.
Blood on the walls. Blood. Blood on my hands. Blood everywhere.
I’m a monster.
These thoughts circle through my mind like the slow gears of a clock, over and over. 
Click.
Click.
I am shaking in my seat, in the passenger seat of the rental that Cade is now driving. I keep finding spots of blood on my body that I missed. It’s everywhere. All over my fingers and arms and I can feel it starting to dry in spots all over my skin and my face. As it dries it crinkles and pinches at my skin. I need to scratch it all off. But it won’t scratch off. Caden keeps glancing over at me. He turns the heat up, but it doesn’t stop the chatter of my teeth.
Finally Caden pulls the car out the front of his apartment block. 
“Stay here.” His voice cuts through the rattle of my teeth and of my head and of my screws coming loose. 
He gets out of the car. Where is he going? Oh God. He is leaving me. Alone. I almost scream and run after him. But before I do, a noise behind me tells me that he hasn’t gone anywhere. He has just popped the boot of the car. He shuts it then reappears at my door. He opens the door. He bends his large body down to me and wraps me in a blanket in his arms and eases me out. 
My hands fold limply at my chest. I shove my face in his neck and breathe him in. His wood smoke cologne, the smell I have come to love, the smell I have come to associate with happiness and safety, is mixed with sweat. And it anchors me. That and his strong arms around me are the only things keeping me sane.
I feel him carry me through the building and to his door. Then with barely any effort he unlocks his front door with me still in his arms and we slip inside. My beautiful Caden is so strong. So strong.
He goes straight for the bathroom. He makes me stand in the shower while he strips me. He turns on the water, testing it to make sure it’s not too hot or too cold, then he eases me under it. I can barely feel the water at first.
“Start washing yourself, kitten. I’ll be right back.”
He disappears out of the bathroom.
My heart clenches at being left alone. I see the water running pink from the blood. His blood. The man I just killed. Shot. Murdered. Blood, blood everywhere. On the glass. On the wall.
The warm water flows over my cold shock and I start to thaw. As I thaw the cauldron of guilt begins to boil in my heart. My mind starts to replay the sound of the gun going off and the look in his eyes when he knew he was about to die and the hot blood that sprayed up into my face and into my open mouth. 
Just that one small movement of my finger. One half-breath, one click and a life is over. That’s all it takes.
I think I hear myself crying. There they are, my soft cries that barely register over the running water beating off my back. But I can feel them, each sob wrenching from the depths of my soul. My legs shake and I can’t hold myself up anymore. I crumple to the cold tile floor and tuck my face into my knees.
The shower door opens. Caden kneels beside me and his hands brush at my hair. I reach out for him. Even though he’s still fully clothed and he still has his shoes on, he comes into the shower with me. He sits against the shower wall and pulls me into his lap. He tucks me into his arms, into that space that I fit in so well. 
“It’ll be okay. You’re okay,” he chants as he drags the flats of his palms across my back. He lowers his chin onto my head and he is all around me, soothing me. The heat of his body is like a blanket.
“I-I-,” I try to speak and explain. But my throat seizes up. My lungs heave to try to get more air in.
He shushes at me and rocks me and we sit just like that as the hot water runs down over us like a waterfall. I cling to him like he is the only thing stopping me from falling off this precipice. 
Finally, I hear his voice over the rush of water. “Do you remember the night that I asked you if you could you forgive someone who has to do something bad in order to do something right?”
I nod. I remember that night. 
“Do you remember what you told me?” 
“I said, ‘Yes, I could’.”
He nods. “Then I asked you if you could love that same person.”
I grip onto him tighter. I understand what he is telling me. He is here for me like I was there for him. No matter what either of us does, we will forgive each other. Love each other.
“Caden, what happened to you to make you ask me those questions?”
He flinches and I hear him sigh. He’s not going to tell me, I know it.
Then he begins to speak, “Jacob’s men asked me to do two things to be initiated into their crew. First, I had to sleep one of their girls…”
Valentine. This was supposed to be Valentine. “But you didn’t.”
“No. I sat in her room for an hour and we talked about crap. Baseball, boxing, that kind of thing. She’s actually a pretty cool chick.”
I ignore the irrational stab of jealousy that pierces my heart. No, I’m not going there. Caden risked his life by not sleeping with her. He could have, but he didn’t. For me. I have no right to be jealous. “And the second thing?”
“I had to kill someone in front of them.”
I gasp. Oh. God. I pull back to search Caden’s face and he lets me. I can see the pain of the experience pinching at his beautiful features. “I’m so sorry, Caden. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
“Her name was Michelle. She was one of their girlfriends and there was some evidence that she had been talking to the police. I’ve killed a lot of people in my life as a cop, but… she was the first one who didn’t deserve it.”
“But you had to. They would have killed you instead, wouldn’t they?”
He nods. “They ambushed me with it. They brought me to a room where she was being held. She was naked, bruised and bleeding from everywhere. They had already beaten her and raped her so many times over. She was begging to die. And they would have killed her eventually anyway if I didn’t do it. But it doesn’t make it feel any better.”
He reaches up to the shower handle and shuts off the water. We sit like this for a while, warm from the water and each other.
“Do you remember the first time you killed someone?” I ask.
He nods. He slips his fingers through mine and pulls our hands to his lips. He brushes soft kisses over my fingers. “It was a drug bust in a house. I went in with an officer friend of mine, Daniel, Daniel Johnson – we called him DJ. He was a police medic and he was trying to get to a gang banger who was bleeding out on the floor. Another gang member attacked DJ from behind with a knife. But I hesitated before I shot him. DJ was stabbed.”
“Oh God. Did he survive? Your friend, I mean.” 
“No.”
“I’m sorry.” 
“I shouldn’t have hesitated. He might still have been alive if I didn’t hesitate.” He sucks a drop of water from my knuckles. “You shouldn’t feel bad that you didn’t hesitate. Don’t ever feel bad. You did the right thing.”
He stands and pulls me up to my feet. He towel dries me carefully, slowly. Starting with my face. His fingers are gentle around my eyes and ears. Then my neck and torso. I watch his careful assessment of me as he makes sure he gets between every finger. My skin warms up as he rubs the towel along my legs. He’s still fully clothed, dripping wet, but he doesn’t seem to notice. He must be cold. 
Finally, he hands me the towel. “Dry your hair. And put on some fresh clothes. I put your bag on the bed.”
I look over to the bed through the open bathroom door. It looks warm and safe like a world contained far away from where I am now. I need to get naked with Caden. I need it. Distraction. I grab his arms before he can push me out of the bathroom and press my mouth to his. I am hungry and desperate and I know it, but I don’t care. I just need a little piece of escape. I need Caden to consume me and wash away all these memories so fresh in my mind like the smoldering ruins of a recent fire.
He pulls away. “Kitten, we don’t have time for that. Go get dressed.”
Rejection stabs me. He didn’t even kiss me back. I blink up at Caden and remember Caden isn’t his real name. We just shared our first shower together and our first secrets together. It felt intimate and close for me, but for him it was probably just a way of getting me to calm down. He didn’t do it as my lover, he did it as a cop. A cop calming a victim down. 
Is this what I am to him? Just a victim? 
What did I expect? That now we would… what? Become a couple? 
I almost laugh at my naivety, reflected in Caden when he gently pushes me out of the bathroom so that he can get changed in private. Nothing’s really changed.
I don’t know how I manage to dress myself. My fingers feel thick and stiff. My limbs feel longer than usual and I panic for a moment when the collar of my shirt gets stuck over my head, causing the world to darken and my arms to feel trapped. 
I’m already dressed and sitting on the bed when Caden comes out of the bathroom, fully dressed in jeans and a black t-shirt, our stained and wet clothes in a plastic bag.
“We should go, kitten.”
Of course. We should go.
Once I am back in the rental car Caden reaches over to clip on my seatbelt. It’s the first time he has touched me since the shower.
“We’ll head out of the city and go north. You get some sleep. I’ll wake you when we get there.” 
I stare out the window at the new morning, but I don’t reply. 
I curl up, but I don’t sleep. I watch as the city blurs past, then as the houses turn to forest. As we leave the city limits I wait for the small release that I get when I know I’m leaving a city for good. It’s a feeling of disconnection, of letting go. 
But I don’t get it. 
Instead my stomach clenches. It tightens. As if this city has found a way to weave a thread into me, and by leaving, it is pulling our connection tighter. We are bound, this city and I.
There are also so many questions on my mind. Where are we going? What will we do? But I can’t bring myself to ask just yet. My body feels devoid of strength, like someone has sucked out all my bones. I slump in a tangled ball in the passenger seat, my knees up to my chest.
You got what you wanted. You found out who Caden really was. Are you happy now?
And now… what? Now that I know, where do we go from here?
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You are stronger than you know, but you don’t have to do this alone.
 
For the UK, Freephone Refuge’s 24 hour helpline: 0808 2000 247
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