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            About Running with the Devil!

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s so good to be bad!

      Jasmin Quinn’s steamy romance series takes readers on a thrill ride as the rivalry between Rusya Savisin, Russian Mob Boss and the mysterious Mr. Jackman heats up. Romance blooms with intensity as innocents get drawn into the dark terrifying worlds that Jackman and Savisin rule. Each book in the series is standalone but are connected by common themes and characters.

      As the series unfolds, more and more will be revealed about the feud between Jackman and Savisin, including answers to the following questions:

      
        	Are Jackman’s intentions honourable or does he have as much blood on his hands as Savisin?

        	What is the root of the hatred between Jackman and Savisin?

        	What is Randall Scott’s role in the ongoing feud?

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma shoved the key into the lock of her apartment door, twisted it, then stepped inside, bolting the door behind her and leaning against it with a sigh. It was Friday night, after 10pm and she’d worked late on a file for her boss. She was tired, dejected and hungry.

      It had been a long week, maybe the longest since she went to work for Randall Scott, almost three years ago. Underpaid, overworked and coping with all the shit that life threw at her, she had no time for friends or lovers or even a second job, which is what she desperately needed. Well, not a second job, a better paying one.

      But her job with Randall Scott was a lifetime commitment because she knew too much about his operations to leave without receiving the kind of severance a person doesn’t come back from. She hadn’t been aware of the tenuous nature of the position when she applied for and won the personal assistant competition. The pay was moderate at best, but at the time, it was the only job on offer and she desperately needed the money. In retrospect, she was the perfect candidate because she had no connections in Vancouver other than a younger sister with a drug problem.

      The apartment felt unnaturally empty without Lisle there, not that the problem child would be home this early on a Friday night. Her sister had been gone a week – another rehab stint that took every spare dime Emma had to pay for the program. The fourth time now, but Lisle was trying, and Emma couldn’t turn her back on her troubled sister.

      Emma flicked on the dim stove light and tossed her purse on the dining room table as she walked through the tiny galley kitchen to the living room.

      She stopped midstride. Something was off, a subtle scent, a shift of air. Then she saw the murky outline of a man sitting on her shabby couch.

      Fear coursed through her and she lost her breath as her eyes stung with tears. He’d finally found her, and it seemed so damned unfair after she had eluded him for four years. She needed to get away from him now, before he talked her into coming back to him. And he would. That’s what he was like, expecting her to come to him so he could bend her to his will through demeaning words, threats and violence.

      She took a step back and started to turn when a deep voice shattered the darkness. “Stay put, Emmaline. Don’t make me chase you.” Under the words was the implicit ‘or else’ threat that didn’t need saying. Not by the intruder in her apartment.

      The voice froze her more than his words. This wasn’t her ex-boyfriend and her thoughts tornadoed through her as she groped for a reason that he would be in her living room. He, who made her ex seem like the skinny, snot-nosed kid on the playground. He, who was a killer, a thug with mob ties. No, not simply mob ties, he was a leader, a partner of Rusya Savisin’s and an associate of her boss’s.

      She sucked in a breath and turned back to him, trying to sound normal, trying to keep the shakiness she was feeling out of her voice. “Mr. Creed.” The words were hollow-sounding, cool, not at all friendly and she winced when she heard them. He would expect her to be gracious and welcoming.

      Robert Creed and his brother, Jack, ruled Las Vegas. She met them both shortly after she started working for Randall Scott. She had been Randall’s escort at a function at Rusya Savisin’s house. Bratva related because Rusya Savisin was the Vancouver Russian mob boss.

      That’s when she realized she was working for a criminal, that all the men at the gathering were criminals who sanctioned violence, engaged in illegal enterprises, killed people. She knew that she was in over her head and naively thought at the time that as soon as she could, she would grab Lisle and they would run again.

      Of course, running wasn’t an option and Randall explained it to her later that night when he brought her back to his office, to the hidden apartment accessible through the in-office bathroom and fucked her. She had tried to say no, thinking he would stop if she said it, but no wasn’t a word one used with Randall Scott. He’d made that perfectly clear these past three years.

      It was never a relationship between them; he didn’t care if she was seeing anyone else, never paid extra, not even a bonus at Christmastime, no gifts, no jewellery, no endearments. He didn’t have to because he already owned her.

      She essentially became Randall Scott’s whore when he wanted a fuck. It had been a while though, several months since he approached her, and it made her sad that his lack of attention was one of the highlights in her life.

      Now Robert Creed was sitting in her living room, on her couch and she had no idea what to do.

      “Come over here, Emmaline.”

      She walked towards him like she was heading towards her executioner, which was very likely the case. Her heart hammered so hard she thought it would Alien its way out of her chest. Did Randall hire Rob to get rid of her? Randall would never dirty his hands, he’d get someone else to do the job, but Rob Creed was not generally considered a hired thug. He was as influential as Randall Scott if not more so.

      She stopped a few feet from him, out of his reach. “What can I do for you, Mr. Creed?” It was a bizarre question given that he had essentially broken into her home. On top of it, she was now using her official work voice as if they were in Randall’s offices and this was a typical encounter.

      Rob patted the cushion on the couch next to him. “Sit down.”

      It never occurred to her to refuse his request. He was the notorious Robert Creed, the man who killed his girlfriend and then managed to evade a guilty verdict in the first-degree murder charge. He would do to Emma what he did to his dead girlfriend if she didn’t comply and maybe even if she did.

      She’d heard it was BDSM-related, a sex act gone wrong and a shiver coursed through her. Of all the horrible, humiliating ways to die – and the worst was that the police found the poor woman’s naked body in a dumpster, discarded like trash, hands roped behind her back, the cord that choked her to death still around her neck.

      Emma’s stomach quaked as she took the last couple of steps and then sat next to him on the centre cushion, keeping her spine stiff, hands folded in her lap as she tried to maintain some distance between his heated body and her icy one. She was shaking, vibrating with fear, and her throat was painfully tight, blocking the torrent of tears threatening behind her eyes.

      She’d known that her life was forfeit when she realized who Randall Scott was. A master criminal, probably psychopathic, a man who straddled the world between good and evil, an upstanding citizen who would kill his own mother in her sleep if he thought it would benefit him.

      Emma blew out a shaky breath and tried to pull herself together as she smoothed her skirt. If today was the day she was going to die, then she’d die bravely. She knew that she was feeding herself a load of bullshit, but whatever helped her from going insane. “What do you want, Mr. Creed?”

      He dropped his hand on her thigh and squeezed it. His fingers became bruising as she recoiled from the touch and tried to shift away from him. “I’m not going to hurt you, Emmaline.”

      Rob had a deep, sexy voice with the edge of a whiskey rasp. Unlike his brother, Jack, who was slick, smooth, and charming, Rob was muscular and brash with a raw sexuality that attracted women, Emma included, despite her knowing he was a stone cold killer.

      A few inches over six feet, dark hair that was shaved closely at the sides, but longer on top, a slight curl tousling the locks, a finishing touch to his masculine visage. His dark eyes shone with an intensity that fired Emma’s blood and made her body simmer with longing. He said and did what he wanted, steamrolling anyone who got in his way. At least that was the talk. Emma had been fortunate enough not to be in his line of sight. At least until tonight.

      “Emma. My name…,” she stuttered. “Just Emma.” Stupid, but she believed his words, chose to believe he wouldn’t hurt her, had to believe it. Lisle needed her and without Emma, her young sister would sink so deep into the cesspool of drugs, she’d never crawl out.

      “Emma,” he repeated like he was testing it out and deciding whether he liked it. He shifted his body so he was partly-turned towards her and moved his hand from her thigh to her hair, running his fingers through the lightened strands. “You cut your hair.”

      “Yes,” she squeaked out. Her hair used to hang almost to her waist, dark and wavy, contributing to the illusion of her as the perfect Polynesian girl with the swinging grass skirt over curvy hips and the bikini top barely covering firm, ripe breasts. Each time one of Randall’s men or associates walked into his office, she could see them fucking her with their eyes. Not her, but the hula girl she represented.

      The shorter, lighter hair helped her appear more professional and less like the plastic swaying Hawaiian doll on the dashboards of men around the world. It still fell past her shoulders, but barely.

      “I like it,” Rob murmured, tugging a lock between his fingers and leaning in to inhale it.

      Such an intimate gesture and he said the words as if his approval was vital to her happiness. It lit a spark of anger inside her. “Is that why you’re here? To compliment my haircut?”

      Rob snorted out a laugh, half-way between amused and hostile as he tightened his hand and pulled lightly at the roots. “Is that a new attitude to go with the new look? Or did you get stupid since the last time I saw you?”

      Emma gazed down at her hands, locking her fingers together. The last time he saw her? Not that many months ago in Vancouver with his brother. An event at the Rosewood Hotel. That was not a good night, because she had been Randall’s escort and he ditched her mid-evening without letting her know. She couldn’t find him and didn’t dare leave without his permission.

      Rob had been there though, lingering close to her, keeping her in his line of sight until another woman caught his attention, then he left too. The thought pierced her steely reserve. “Stupid, I guess. Light-headed since the haircut.” What the hell was she doing? That almost sounded hostile and Emma was fully aware that Rob Creed had no patience for snark.

      He was quiet for a few seconds, stretching her nerves taut. “I need your help, Hula.”

      Emma stared straight ahead, not moving, not stopping him as he caressed the back of her head, then moved his hand to her face, stroking her cheek with his knuckles. It didn’t help her resolve that he called her Hula. An intimate nickname from a man who ignored her, never crossed a line even when he’d had the chance, yet, somehow made her feel special when he was around her.

      “What do you need?”

      His soft touches were teasing her desire. It had been so long since a man touched her like this, tenderly, gently, promising instead of demanding. But she knew Rob Creed, knew his reputation, his darkness. That tender touch could turn vicious in seconds. His hands were big and strong and would snap her neck like a stale breadstick.

      He licked his lower lip as he turned her face to his. “You’re beautiful.” His warm breath lingered on her face, his mouth inches from hers as he traced a finger over her jawline, down the side of her neck to her collarbone.

      She sucked in a breath, feeling her head spin as chills snaked up her spine at his strokes. She didn’t want this, didn’t want whatever he was thinking, even if her body was reacting to his nearness, even if her brain was flattered by his attention. She didn’t want to be his whore.

      Then a worse thought occurred to her – maybe she was a gift to him from Randall Scott. The idea that Randall would do this to her made her snap, the dam of anger breaking open and spilling out. She slapped Rob’s hand away and jumped to her feet, taking a couple of quick strides from him before he launched himself off the couch and flipped her around to face him.

      “No,” she shrieked as she struggled to get out of his grip. It was steel though, his hands banding on her arms, holding her painfully.

      “Shut the fuck up,” he growled as he shook her. “I told you I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

      She matched his tone of voice as her heart pulsed in her throat. “Then tell me why the fuck you’re here and get out!”

      His hands tightened on her arms as he slammed her up against him. “You do know who I am, right?”

      She brought her hands to his chest to maintain some space from him, wondering where her self-preservation had gone, trying to get a grip on the small arrow of desire that shot through her body. “I know exactly who you are. So kill me already. I’m tired of this shit.”

      His laughter rumbled, hard and cynical. “I’m not going to fucking kill you.”

      “Then what?” She wanted to shout, but kept her voice measured because she thought he might slap her if she raised it – that’s what men did, wasn’t it? “What do you want from me? You’re not here because you think I’m beautiful.”

      He turned her, then let her go as he pushed her onto the couch. “What if I am?” He was looking down at her, his deep brown eyes raking over her.

      “You’re not,” she said flatly, desperate to steady the shake in her voice as she shifted to straighten up. “You can have as many beautiful women as you want. All willing to do whatever you say. In fact, I’m happy to procure one, two, three. I can have them at your hotel in an hour.”

      He shook his head. “Don’t get mouthy, Emma. That’s how you’ll get hurt.” He leaned over her, extending his arms and flattening his palms on the back of the couch, imprisoning her between them. “You’re the only one who knows I’m in Vancouver and it stays that way. Between you and me, yeah?”

      She looked up into his face; her vulnerability at how alone she was swept through her like an arctic storm. “Yes.” She hissed the word between clenched teeth. She was no hero, not brave, not even very good at standing up for herself, but she understood men like Rob Creed. He wouldn’t respect her if she cowered from him.

      “Good.” He dropped down on the couch next to her, dropped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her into him.

      Emma shoved at him, struggling to get out of his grip. “I can’t think that you came to Vancouver for a booty call.”

      Yeah, fuck the respect. If she was the only one who knew he was in Vancouver, it was because he didn’t want his presence known. If he didn’t want his presence known, then when he was done whatever he needed to do in Vancouver, he’d go home to Las Vegas, but not before he killed her. Her days were numbered, she realized and that should have her pissing herself, but her survival instinct hammered at her in disbelief. It was trying to help her think of a way out.

      Rob released her, watched as she scrambled to the other end of the couch. “I don’t work this hard for a fuck, Emma. If you were smart—”

      “If I were smart,” Emma interrupted, “I would have packed up and disappeared years ago.”

      He smirked. “But you can’t, can you? Can’t go home, can’t leave Vancouver. No money, loser parents, a crackhead sister, a stalker ex-boyfriend.”

      Emma had to fight against covering her ears at his rehashing of her miserable life. “Stop. Would you please stop.” She blinked back the tears that were threatening. “What do you want?” The words came out too high, too desperate.

      “Well, for starters, I need a place to stay. You don’t mind if I camp out here, do you?”

      She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. “Don’t play games. I don’t have a choice. But this is no five-star hotel, so why are you slumming?”

      He grinned. “You’re the only one I trust not to tell anyone I’m in town.”

      “And why would you trust me? You think I’m afraid of you and I am, but I’m not so stupid as to think you won’t kill me when you’re done with me.”

      Rob nodded as he considered her words. “I’m not going to kill you, Hula, but that promise doesn’t extend to your sister. You step out of line and the men I have keeping an eye on her will help you understand how serious I am.”

      Emma sucked in a breath – of course he would exploit her vulnerability. “You sonofabitch! Don’t you touch her.”

      He reached out and snapped a hand to her throat, dragging her to him, his face hovering over hers. “We’re going to start again, Emma. You’re going to call me ‘Sir’ from here on out. Respect me, baby or you’ll be in for a world of pain.”

      “Rob—”

      He tightened his fingers on her throat. “Sir.”

      “Sir.” Her voice was hushed as she clawed at his grip, her fingernails digging into his skin. “Please, let me go.”

      He slackened his hold but maintained his grasp. “Ever been punished for disobedience, disrespect? Tied up, spanked, whipped?”

      She shook her head as she felt the blood drain from her face. The man was a nightmare, but her fear braided with desire and need, knotting up her emotions into stupid clusters of wishful thinking and make-believe fairy tales. “I won’t be disrespectful again. I promise.” She stopped, then added a whispered, “Sir.”

      He nodded as he released her and straightened up. She started to rise, but he froze her with a menacing look. “I didn’t give you permission to stand. You’ll stay where you’re at until I say.”

      She sank on the cushions, keeping her eyes on him. “Please tell me what you want.”

      “I’m here to do a job. I need your help with that, so you and me, we’re going to be friends for the next few weeks. You’re going to give me everything I want on your employer; who he knows, where he’s going to be, who he’s going to be with. And since it’s the weekend, you and I can spend some time at his office without him there. Yeah?”

      Emma licked her lips. Sure, no problem. She would betray Randall Scott to Robert Creed. It didn’t matter if Rob left her alive after he was done. Randall would finish her off. “Okay.” It was all she could muster.

      He offered a lopsided grin that made him seem boyishly handsome. Another time, another place, another context. “Where were you tonight? Pretty fucking late getting in. Got a sidepiece, do you?”

      She shook her head. Sidepiece? “Work. I was still at the office.”

      “Kind of late to be working on a Friday night.” He sounded almost jealous.

      Emmaline shrugged at the same time her stomach growled. “Randall needed a last-minute contract. It happens.”

      His eyes followed her curves, lingering on her chest, her lips, then back to her eyes. “Haven’t eaten yet?”

      She shook her head. “No. I was going to eat something when I got home.”

      He stood and held his arms out to her. She had no choice but to accept the offer and heat coiled in her belly as his huge, calloused hands swallowed hers up; hands that no doubt had beaten men to death. He helped her to her feet and led her to the kitchen, then let go as he leaned against the countertop closest to the exit door.

      “Go ahead. Make yourself some dinner.”

      She hovered by the fridge, uncertain whether she should offer food to him. She didn’t have much anyway, she was so broke. Today was payday so it was going to be toast and peanut butter until she could go shopping. “Have you eaten?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, not hungry and you have nothing in here to drink.” He sounded offended at her lack of decent bar offerings.

      “I can’t afford alcohol. If you want to drink, you’ll have to bring your own.” She decided he may as well know the lay of the land up front. After all, Rob was one of the wealthiest men she knew. More money than Randall Scott or Rusya Savisin. Maybe not more power, but he and his brother knew how to turn investments into capital.

      He leaned into her, brushing her hair off her cheek and tucking it behind her ear. “Tell you what. I’ll buy the groceries and the booze while I’m here. I’ll even pay the fucking rent and bills.”

      Emma felt her face warm. “No, thank you.” She didn’t care how much money he had, she wasn’t about to let him treat her like a charity case.

      He gazed at her, his dark eyes holding hers, his mouth a flat, angry slash. “It wasn’t an offer, baby. You say no to me again and I’ll give you a lesson on why people don’t fuck with the Creeds.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Rob crossed his arms and leaned his ass against the countertop in a kitchen designed for hobbits as Emma pulled a banged-up toaster towards her and plunked two slices of whole grain bread into the slots. She reminded him of Amber, although they were really nothing alike, so he wasn’t quite sure what traits had him thinking about his dead girlfriend.

      Amber had strawberry blonde hair, was pale with blue eyes, substantial curves and was tall with a pretty smile and sun-kissed freckles. In contrast, Emma was exotic, Polynesian; a small curvy sachet of sweet umber skin, a hint of gold gleaming from warm nutmeg eyes and cinnamon hair that fell in thick unruly waves past her shoulders. She smelled like angelwing jasmine, and that had imprinted in his mind the first time he saw her.  That was back when he was with Amber, before she died, but he wasn’t a cheater, didn’t chase pussy, would never step out on his blonde-haired sweetheart.

      Emma was thinner now than she had been, still had the curves but looked like she’d missed a few meals. No wonder, if her current dinner choice was any indication of her eating habits.

      “That what you’re eating?” He sounded like a jerk, but it didn’t matter too much to him. Despite his apparent desire for her, he reminded himself that he was here for a single purpose. To kill Randall Scott for his role in Amber’s death. Amber, his woman, his love. She had been everything to him and when she died, it broke him for a while. Even now, as he thought of her, his chest tightened, and his eyes burned.

      Back then, after she was killed, after he was arrested and convicted of her murder, he let the grief and despair take him over. Amber had been it for him, the woman he planned to spend the rest of his life with. And the high and mighty, seemingly untouchable Randall Scott destroyed it, destroyed her, destroyed Rob’s life. And there was no fucking reason for it that he could determine. Amber was harmless, a beautiful, soft white light in his dark world. Perfect for him, a contrast of obedience and gentleness who kept him stable. Without her, he became rudderless, lost, angry.

      He was free though. Out of prison, declared innocent of the crime, thanks to Jack and Mira. Jack, his brother, the only one who understood Rob and his darkness, the only one who wouldn’t let Rob hit rock bottom. That’s who Jack was, a fucking bastard who gave Rob no room to grieve, just shovelled his expectations at Rob and forced him to live.

      Destroying Scott wouldn’t make the loss of Amber easier, wouldn’t make Rob feel less guilty about his inability to protect her. Jack, ever the pragmatist, was more concerned with how her death reflected on his and Rob’s dominance of the Las Vegas underworld. The fact that Amber was killed made them look weak. A message needed to be sent to every fucking criminal that was eyeing up their empire with the thought of taking over.

      Scott’s death would be the lethal example of what not do to the Creeds. Scott thought he was a God and his associates in both the law enforcement world and the criminal underworld treated him like one. It was time to remind each and every fucking prick that no one was immortal, no one was untouchable, and no man should fuck around with the families of his enemies.

      Rob veered away from his thoughts, of the painful memories of Amber and focused on the woman standing so near to him that the heat from her body infused him with desire. Her fingers were wrapped around a butter knife, her head was lowered, eyes glued to the toaster, not in expectation but as a way to avoid looking at him.

      The painful tug in his groin forced his guilt. Emma possessed a beauty that was hard to ignore and before Amber was killed, the few times he and Emma had crossed paths, he couldn’t deny his attraction to her.

      Some of that might have been Amber’s ambivalence about moving their relationship to the next level. They’d have been married if Rob had his way, but Amber, submissive as she was, always skirted the issue. And he let her, because he loved her, would never hurt her, never force her.

      Amber’s life before him had not been easy and he accepted that she needed time to heal, to trust. He sometimes wondered if their relationship would have survived had she not died. They loved each other, but Amber met him at a time in her life when she was at rock bottom, needing a white knight to rescue her. He had been happy to oblige at the time because she needed him, wanted him, understood him. It made him angry that he would never have the chance to explore the future with her, to see where their relationship might have taken them.

      He gave himself a mental kick. He’d been slowly emerging from the fog that had been his life these past couple of years, moving on with his future, thinking about life after Randall Scott. Now all these fucking thoughts of Amber were swamping him like a tidal wave because of his guilt over his attraction to the woman in front of him, the beautiful desirable woman who needed someone to rescue her too. It was fucked up thinking, because he was no hero, and he doubted Emma wanted his brand of help.

      Trying to banish the thoughts of Amber, he reminded himself again that his life was different now. It was time to let Amber go, move on, be whole again. And Emmaline Hawthorne, beautiful, exotic Emma was standing a few feet from him, trying and failing to appear unfazed.

      He was attracted to her on a primal level that made him want to strip her naked and savage her, own her body and soul. He’d done his research on her long before he got the go ahead to take Scott out. What he found made him boil with rage.

      Emma was caught in her miserable life like an angelfish in a gill net. Randall Scott kept her paralyzed with fear, treated her indifferently, fucked her occasionally. Her parents were hippie losers that didn’t give a shit about their two daughters. Tyler Levitt, her ex-boyfriend, was a dangerous conman who was both violent and unpredictable. And while Rob hadn’t found the connection yet, he was certain that Levitt and Scott had ties to each other. How else would Emma have ended up in Scott’s clutches? No one could have that much bad luck.

      The fact that Scott was fucking her over, that her sister was a drug addict without giving two fucks for Emma tore him up. And worse, his self-disgust choked him as he watched her spread peanut butter thinly on the toast, licking her fingers to wipe away traces of it. In his head, he could see her on her knees, her ass in the air and him slapping it, reddening it, hearing her cry, moan, begging him to stop, to take her.

      Not since Amber had he felt this kind of desire and he thought that it was because Emma was a rescue, like Amber had been. Was it part of his nature to be attracted to women who needed a strong man to help them? He shrugged the thought off. There were so many women in his world that needed saving, other pretty woman that didn’t turn his head, didn’t get him hard.

      Emma was different, something about her besides her beauty attracted him. Submissive, but feisty and tempting, and unwilling to ask for help. But it would fuck with his plans if he took her to bed, because at the end of the day, he had to remember that, innocent as she was, she was still a witness, a loose end that Jack would want tied up when Scott was dead.

      Rob didn’t kill women; it was a line he’d never crossed, which is likely why Jack insisted that Eddie and Andre back him up. They were killers, machines that wouldn’t fail to carry out Jack’s orders. Unless he inserted himself in the middle, which he’d never done before.

      His eyes travelled over Emma’s curves as he tried to think of how to salvage the situation. Yeah, now she’d become a fucking situation. She knew how to keep her mouth shut, otherwise she’d already be dead. And she’d be as culpable as Rob in Scott’s murder. Yeah, maybe that’s what would save her. Or maybe he’d claim her after all – that would make her untouchable.

      His hard cock throbbed against the zipper of his jeans as he watched her eat her toast. Maybe if he had a taste of her, a nibble, it would be enough to get him past his fixation. When he was younger, he thought women were interchangeable. Now he knew it was bullshit. The right woman changes everything. With Amber it had never been just about fucking. And with Emma, he was convinced that it wouldn’t be either.

      His heart sped up as he took a single step, which brought him within a foot of her because the kitchen was that fucking small. She craned her neck and gazed up at him, the piece of toast held between her fingers, crumbs at the corners of her mouth that he so badly wanted to lick clean. Instead, he said, “Is that your dinner? Toast?”

      Her tongue flicked out to catch the crumbs as she took a step back to create more space between them and bumped into the counter. “Yeah, it’s good enough.”

      He looked around at the shithole apartment. Seedy area of the city, an apartment that she tried and failed to make homey. “Scott doesn’t pay you shit, does he?”

      She put the toast on the plate and set it on the counter, then flexed her fingers and kept her head lowered.  “He pays enough.” Her tone implied that she didn’t want to have this particular discussion tonight. Or at all. But it didn’t matter what she wanted.

      “For this dump?” He flipped the fridge open to reveal a gaping empty cavern. “Where’s the food? Everything you own looks like you picked it up from the thrift store.” He flicked at the collar of her blouse. “Including your fucking clothes.”

      She furrowed her brow, anger in the flare of her nostrils. He liked the backbone she had. It turned him on, that streak of defiance that had him yearning to punish her. “What’s it to you, Rob? So what if I’m poor? You worried you’re going to have to sleep on a lumpy mattress? That’s easy to fix with all your billions. Go check yourself into a 5-star hotel and leave me the fuck alone.”

      Whoops, wrong thing and her eyes registered her regret at her loose tongue as Rob grabbed her bicep and hauled her into the tiny dining room, flipping her around and smashing her belly-down on the table, turning her head before her face hit the hardwood.

      She thrust her arms out and slammed her palms on the table, diffusing much of the impact as she struggled under his hold. He shoved his groin against her ass and leaned over her, pressing her with his weight. His cock begged to sink into her as he fisted her hair and flattened the side of her face against the table, his lips an inch from her ear. “Every fucking thing about you is my business, baby. Everything. I ask a question, you answer. You call me sir, and you show respect.”

      “Let go of me!” She bucked her body, producing small exhales of breath as she grappled with his hands in her hair. Her ass was doing things to him that were going to push him over the edge. His cock strained against his jeans and he shoved hard against her to get some relief from the ache in his balls. Instead, it inflamed them.

      “No!” she gasped when she felt him, trying to move her ass away from his erection.

      Why the fuck not? He wanted to say but knew he didn’t have to. He’d seen the desire in her eyes when she looked at him. He didn’t trust that it was anything else, but it was there – he could have her and she’d let him.

      He flipped her to her back, sat her up and perched her ass at the edge of the table, then pushed his hips between her legs, shoving her thighs open and making her skirt ride up to expose her panties. One of his hands was still tangled in her hair, the other pressed against the small of her back as he brought his lips crashing down on hers, forcing his way past the press of her mouth, invading her with his tongue. She tasted pure like heaven, with a hint of peanut butter, and he licked at her lips even as he questioned his sanity.

      Tasted like heaven? Where the fuck did that come from?

      Didn’t matter though, because she yielded to his aggressive onslaught without much prompting, her hands sliding up his arms to his neck, hands linking at the back, drawing his face closer to hers as she pressed in. He devoured her, sucking at her tongue, biting her lower lip, taking everything without waiting for her to offer it.

      She kissed him back, small moans and inhales of air synced with their desire. Her cunt was pressed against his straining erection, and as she wrapped her legs around his waist, he anchored her ass with his hand to force a tightness. Nothing separated them but his zipper and a scrap of white lace. Her hands dropped to his biceps, her fingers digging into his skin, hanging on.

      The idea that she was getting wet for him made his cock impatient to bury itself deep inside her. She’d be tight, he decided. Tight, warm and wet. His balls tensed, his thoughts, her taste, the friction of her cunt against his groin. He wanted to fuck her, not cream his pants like a fucking teenage boy watching porn.

      “Fuck, baby. I want a taste of your cunt.” These days he liked to fuck without the dirty talk, without expectation from the woman he was with, but with Emma, the words dropped out of his mouth before he realized he opened it.

      He heard her whimper, it was almost disembodied, and he dropped his lips from hers as he tracked small kisses and licks across her jawline and down the side of neck. She moaned when he bit down on the flesh in the dip between her neck and shoulder. “Rob,” she stuttered as she flinched.

      It stilled him, his name on her lips and the ice that shuddered through him raised goosebumps on his arms. “Sir,” he rasped, bringing his head up, meeting her eyes, making sure she understood. He didn’t want his name on her lips while they were together this way. It was too personal, a knife in the slowly healing wound that was Amber.

      His demand broke the moment and she blinked away the lust that had been clouding her mink brown eyes. She dropped her hands from his shoulders, her legs from his waist and leaned away from him. “Let me go, please.”

      The uncertainty in her face tore at him. He knew he could press the issue and she’d capitulate because of who he was. But he didn’t want her grouping him in with Scott, didn’t want her to feel like she had no choice. A battle raged inside him – one that told him she was simply a fuck, a girl to help alleviate the pressure in his balls. A girl that would bend to his will, take her licks and move on.

      But deep down he knew he was lying to himself. She wasn’t a girl that he could find relief with and then move on. The idea of Emma had haunted him, and he wanted to be a better man with her.

      He released her, stepping back and adjusting himself as he tried to get his breathing under control. “What’s wrong, Hula? Don’t like rough play? I would have thought you were used to it.” Yeah, just because he wanted to be a better man didn’t make him less of a prick. He was a guy with an ego; he needed to salvage his pride by fucking with hers.

      She opened her mouth to respond to him, but her phone shrilled loudly, making them both jump. He stalked into the living room to gain some space as she grabbed her purse and fumbled around until she found her cell. “Hello.” Her voice was still breathless, and Rob smirked at how unsettled she seemed.

      He watched her face as he heard the indistinguishable garble of conversation on the other end of the line. Her mouth tugged down into a small frown and her eyes widened as she glanced at Rob. She slid off the table and tugged her skirt down over her hips. “How long ago?”

      She tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear as she listened intently. She was so fucking sexy and almost oblivious to the fact. He had a flash of her in Vegas, at the BDSM club he liked to frequent, dressed in leather and a collar. It didn’t help cool him down even though he knew that whoever was talking to her was upsetting her. He should be less of a jackass, but his cock was still very much involved in his thought processes.

      “How much time do I have?” she asked, chewing on her thumbnail as the caller answered her question.

      She drew in a deep breath. “Okay. Yeah.” Her voice took on a sharp edge. “I get that. Before roll call.” She drilled Rob with narrowed eyes. Whatever the deal was, she was gearing up to take him on, which meant he wasn’t going to like what she was planning.

      She ended the call and looked down at the phone in her hand as if it had the answer to her current dilemma.

      “Who was calling?”

      “I have to go out.” A tear slipped down her cheek and she swiped at it impatiently. Rob had two contradictory thoughts: one, tears didn’t work on him, and two, her sadness was stabbing him in the heart.

      “Who was it?” he repeated, iron in his voice to prevent him from cradling her in his arms.

      “The rehab facility. Lisle’s taken off. I have to find her and get her back before roll call in the morning.” She dropped her eyes to her phone again. “Fuck,” she said under her breath as she shook her head.

      Anger roiled in his gut at the fucking twit of a sister who didn’t give two fucks about what Emma was sacrificing for her. “Why the fuck are they calling you? They’re the fucks that should be watching her.”

      Emma pressed the palms of her hands against her eyes to stop the leaking. “It’s the only rehab I can afford, so it doesn’t come with all the bells and whistles that the good ones have. Lisle entered voluntarily and agreed to follow the rules.”

      “So let her go.” He was all about the tough love.

      Emma narrowed her eyes as she glared at him. “She’s all I have in the world.”

      Her anger stroked Rob’s cock and he decided he was perverted fuck. “She’s a user and you would be better off without her.” He shoved his hands in his jean pockets, wishing for a whiskey to help settle him.

      “Big words coming from a convicted killer. What would’ve happened to you if your brother decided that?”

      Rob wanted to wrap his hand around her throat for being such a cunt, but he balled them into fists instead, digging his nails into his palms, the small bite of pain helping to centre him. She was reckless and he wondered why she thought herself invulnerable with him. It was a question he’d ask her later, when she wasn’t flipping out over her sister. “You fucking need to learn to be respectful, but I’ll postpone that lesson until later, after we find your goddamn sister!”

      She glared daggers at him as she skirted around him, taking quick steps into her bedroom.

      Rob followed, but she seemed oblivious to him in her panic.

      She dragged her blouse over her head and tossed it on the bed revealing a simple tattoo – black angel wings on her back, small and messy, with a squiggle between them, pointing downward. He sucked in his breath at the vision – it was so fucking erotic it almost bent him in two.

      “What the fuck...” Yeah, he was that clever, but it messed with him. The tattoo was her, exactly her and he wanted to touch it, trace his fingers over it to make sure it was ink and not real.

      She turned towards him, a confused glance and he got lost in her exoticness. Hard dusky nipples pressed against the white lace of her bra and her breasts were lush and pert. Rob suppressed a groan as he envisioned his hands squeezing them, his mouth sucking on the rigid buds. Hearing her moan and beg for more.

      “What?” A single word stroked with impatience.

      He was fucking going nuts, getting whiplash at how quickly his emotions changed. Now, he was pissed again. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      His aggressive tone didn’t slow her down as she yanked open a dresser drawer and grabbed a big, faded T-shirt, which she slid over her head. The skirt came off next, revealing the white lace panties that matched her bra and hugged the cheeks of her flawless ass. The quick glimpse he had was quickly covered as she yanked on a ratty pair of jeans.

      “I have to get to Lisle before she gets high or I won’t be able to manage her.” She turned towards him, their eyes clashing as their gazes met. “And they won’t let her come back if she’s stoned.”

      Rob had a mental image of the places Emma would have to haunt to find her sister and unexpectedly felt his heart racing at all the things that could go wrong. “You’re not going alone.”

      Emma paused for a few seconds, like she was thinking about whether to argue with him. She reached for a cheap battered pair of runners and sat on the edge of her bed as she slapped them on her feet and knotted the laces. “Then I guess you’re coming with me.”  She pulled a black hoodie out of her closet and shoved it on.

      She squared off in front of him, hands on her hips, fully prepared to take him on if he tried to stop her. She was so interesting. Before tonight he would have pegged her as a natural submissive, but there was another side to her, one that was tenacious and scrappy. She was fucking with him, his attraction to her ramping up every time she challenged him. He usually wanted total submission from his women; it’s what drew him to Amber, but the idea of taming Emma, of dominating her, of her fighting back had him intrigued. His cock too as it refused to stand down.

      She tried to pass him in the doorway, and he caught her arm and pushed her back into the bedroom. “Yeah, I am. And while we’re out, you’re gonna do exactly as I say.”

      Her pretty mouth tugged down and he waited for her to disagree. Her lips were dusky rose, almost the same colour as her nipples, lush and perfect in their poutiness. He waited a heartbeat to hear the protests that seemed to hover on the tip of her tongue, but she crossed her arms and looked at him with expectation.

      “Let’s go, then.” Nothing else, but she sounded like his grade 12 English teacher, ten years older than him at the time, and he’d fucked her over her desk, explaining how she needed to watch her tone with him as she screamed his name when she came.

      “When I say.” He pulled his phone from his back pocket and called Andre, Jack’s sidekick most of the time, but along on this trip to watch Rob’s back. Like another big brother, Andre didn’t mince words, but also did whatever was necessary to keep the Creeds healthy and get the job done.

      “I need you to meet me at the Hawthorne apartment. We have a situation,” he said when Andre picked up.

      “On my way. We’re 10 minutes out.”

      Rob ended the call. Another thing about Andre that he liked. The fucker was solid, spare with words and hated small talk as much as Rob did. There were days Rob wondered how Jack and Andre got along so well, given Jack was all about the talk. But maybe that was why.

      “Ten minutes,” he said to Emma and stalked out of her bedroom and back to the living room. He grabbed his canvas bag, pulling a dark hoodie out of it and yanking it on, shoving the hood over his head. Not many people knew him here and the ones who did wouldn’t be slumming, which was what he and Emma were about to do. There was little chance of him being recognized.

      Emma followed him into the living room, watching as he zipped up the hoodie. “Okay.” She seemed nervous now that Rob was coming with her. His eyes traced the sexy sway of her hips as she picked up her purse and sorted through it, taking her house keys, her phone and a small wallet, which she tucked into her pocket.

      She kept her back to him, clutching at the edge of the table, tapping one of her feet on the floor like she was on edge. Maybe she was worried about what he might do to Lisle. That was fair given that Lisle was an unexpected pain in his ass. But he needed the brat alive and well to keep Emma in line. She’d figure that out soon enough if she hadn’t already.

      She should be more worried about what he was going to do to her. His lust was in overdrive tonight; she was a temptation that he doubted he would be able to resist, not while he was sharing the same space with her. But she wasn’t going to settle down until Lisle was back in the rehab centre. So find the fucking crackhead, get her locked up somewhere she can’t run from, then seduce Emma. Yeah, it was a short-term plan and fucking self-indulgent, but that was what he was all about anyway – what made him such a good criminal.

      He brushed by her, heading for the door and she followed him into the hall. He held out his hand. “Keys,” he demanded.

      Emma clutched them to her chest like a stubborn child. “I can manage.”

      He felt his lips curl upward, he knew he had a cruel smirk, satisfaction rippling through him as Emma cringed in response. “Give me the fucking keys.”

      She glared as she dropped them in his hand and stepped back a few feet, waiting while he locked the apartment door.

      After he twisted the bolt, he pocketed the keys, his eyes steady on her face, challenging her to challenge him.

      She held his gaze for a few seconds, before dropping her eyes and turning to the stairwell. Three flights of stairs and they were out the door as Andre and Eddie pulled up in the piece of shit Ford SUV they’d rented at the airport.

      It was almost midnight and without streetlights, would be as dark as the inside of an asshole. Rob opened the back door and gave Emma a small shove, pushing her forward into the SUV. He slid in beside her and reached past her to her seatbelt, pulling it over and clicking it in.

      She glanced at him in surprise but said nothing.

      She’d get used to it.
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      Emma ignored Rob as he smirked at her discomfort of being belted in by him. Instead, she focused her attention on the two men in the front seat of the SUV. Andre the Giant was one of them. A nickname she’d bestowed on him the first time they’d met. Of course, she never shared the nickname because he seemed like the type of guy who would throw her through Randall’s 8th floor office window for twitching the wrong way.

      Andre always accompanied Jack Creed whenever Jack was in Vancouver and Emma assumed that he was the bodyguard. The family Pitbull, though not related to the Creeds. Rob and Jack looked like brothers. Andre, with his height, bulk and fair complexion had definitely come from different stock.

      The guy in the driver’s seat was shorter than Rob or Andre, but his scarred face, his hard expression and his buzzcut made him appear far more menacing. He barely glanced at her when Rob guided her into the back. “Where are we headed, bossman?” he asked, his Boston accent at odds with his deep voice.

      Rob turned to Emma. “Where to, Hula?”

      The driver’s dark eyes met hers in the rear-view mirror – flat and dead. She suppressed a shudder as she dropped her gaze to her hands. “West Hastings down by Gore. There are a few places to look. I know her dealer.”

      Rob cocked his head, his eyes narrow, his forehead wrinkled in a scowl. “You know her fucking dealer?”

      Emma watched the buildings blur by as the car headed to the downtown East Side, then turned back to Rob. “Yeah.”

      “Yeah, what?” Rob demanded.

      Yeah, sir? Is that he was asking? Too bad if it was, because there was no way she was going to play that game while the other two goons were in the car. “Yeah, I’ve tracked Lisle down before. Hard not to get to know her friends when she goes missing for a couple of days.”

      “Fucking useless lowlifes.”

      Emma frowned at his hostility. “Aren’t we all,” she shot back before her common sense kicked in, but Rob simply smirked in response, like he found it funny, or found her funny.

      He was impossible to read, well not to read, but to keep up with. He was all over the place, unpredictable, and quick to anger. Men like him were bad news and she knew it, yet there was something about him that mesmerized her.

      She slumped her shoulders as she veered away from her thoughts and returned her gaze to the shadowed street.

      What a fucking day, maybe top of the list, which was saying a lot given her life. She’d had so many bad days that she couldn’t even remember them all, but she thought this particular day was the mother of them all. Even Randall Scott using her as his personal whore didn’t win over being in a car with Rob Creed and his minions, looking for her drug-addicted sister.

      “What’s his name?” Rob said, after a stretch of silence.

      “Her dealer? Nolan. And be nice to him. He probably has connections to the Russians.”

      Rob grinned, not a smirk this time, but a sexy, confident smile. “I don’t fucking care about the Russians. It’s Jack’s job to play nice, not mine.”

      “I see.” Emma tried to keep her irritation at bay. “What exactly is your job, then?”

      This got all three men chuckling. “Cracking heads, Hula. That’s my favourite part of the job, anyway.” The men laughed again.

      “Fuck,” Emma muttered, but her attention shifted as the car slowed and pulled to a curb.

      She unsnapped her seatbelt and reached for the door handle, but Rob grabbed her hand, smothering it in his grip. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      Something about his touch sent a current through her, making a pitstop at her nipples before travelling further south. When she could think clearly, she pulled her hand from his warm, calloused grasp. “Getting out.” She was pleased with herself for sounding as cool as she did, considering how heated she felt. “The only way to find Lisle is to walk the streets, check the bars, alleys.”

      “We go together,” Rob said as he opened her door and slid over, using his hip to shove her out onto the paved sidewalk. “Eddie, stay with the car. Andre, you’re with me.” He talked with such authority, expecting everyone around him to do as he commanded. And why wouldn’t they? They were all on his payroll. Well, all except her.

      He slammed the car door behind him as he stepped next to Emma and wrapped his hand around her arm. “Lead the way, babe, but stay next to me. Got it?”

      Emma sucked in her breath. “I can look after myself. So far I’ve managed without you.”

      Rob snickered darkly. “Let’s see – loser parents, a boyfriend who knocked you around and won’t leave you the hell alone. A boss who thinks nothing of fucking you when he can’t find other pussy. You live in a shit area of town, in an apartment that should be condemned and you’re eating peanut butter on stale bread for dinner because you can’t afford groceries. Oh, and it’s fucking midnight and your drug-addict sister doesn’t give enough fucks about you to stay in the rehab centre you’re starving yourself to pay for.”

      Emma swallowed hard to keep her tears at bay. “You forgot the part where a fucking thug broke into my apartment, assaulted me and is now using me to get to my boss.”

      The surprise on Rob’s face that she could give it back as good as she got was worth the trouble she was in as Rob leaned into her, his hot breath on the shell of her ear. “You’ll pay for that later, Hula,” he whispered before straightening up. “Let’s find your fucking sister.”

      Emma pursed her lips and turned, not pulling out of the asshole’s grip because he’d just squeeze tighter. She headed towards a pub that Lisle was known to frequent.

      This area of Vancouver, the East Side, was rife with homeless, prostitutes, drugs, an area to be avoided unless you were prowling for drugs or women or both. The bars kept the lights low to hide their seediness, the drug deals that went on, the blowjobs under the tables.

      This was Lisle’s area to hang when she was using. Easy access to the product and Emma knew her sister wasn’t above trading favours for a high. It was a cesspool, and Rob was right. It was full of lowlifes who had no problem taking advantage of a young girl on a mission for her next fix.

      Rob kept a solid grip on Emma as they moved from bar to bar. His protectiveness warmed her, made her drop her defenses, even as the rational voice in her head told her to stop the bullshit thinking. He needed her to deal with her boss, not for any other reason. He still hadn’t told her exactly what he wanted, but it could wait. Right now she needed to find Lisle.

      It was easy to track the people who knew Lisle, young men and women thinking that Gore Street was the place to hang, thinking they were rebels, partying hard, living life to the max. The truth was that they were drowning with no hope of pulling themselves out until they quit blaming their shitty lives on their pasts.

      Emma knew this firsthand because she was one of them, and she was drowning too, but she chose the slow torturous route because it let her believe that maybe she could fix things.

      Frustration blasted through her as she pushed her dark thoughts to the back of her mind. Everyone seemed to have gone blind tonight – no one knew where Lisle was, hadn’t seen her, thought she was in rehab. Fucking useless, she thought as they walked out of yet another bar without any information.

      “It’s bullshit.” She turned to Rob as they lingered on the sidewalk, gulping in breaths of air that stunk like gasoline fumes and sewage, but was still better than the reeking environment inside. Lisle’s friends were usually eager to help Emma – they didn’t view her as a threat and a few of them actually had Lisle’s best interest at heart. Either it was the company she was keeping, or Lisle had told them to keep their mouths shut.

      “Bullshit how?” Rob scrubbed at the back of his head, his face mirroring the frustration Emma felt.

      She glanced between Rob and Andre. “You two are cramping my style. They’re not talking because of you.”

      “Maybe I should thump a head or two.” Rob cracked his knuckles and Emma almost rolled her eyes at the cliché.

      “Yeah, that’s keeping a low profile,” she sniped, wondering why she was being so belligerent to a man who wouldn’t thinking twice about thumping her head. Maybe it was the way Rob was talking to her, treating her. It made her feel like he was looking after her, not threatening her. It made her drop her guard.

      “Watch your mouth, Hula.” He gave her a shake before adding, “You’re not walking into these dumps on your own.”

      “If you don’t let me go in without you, I won’t know why they’re not talking. Might be you, might be Lisle telling them to keep their mouths shut.”

      Andre had been standing a few feet apart from them, hands in his pockets, watching as they argued. “While you two work out your mutual pissiness, how about I go in looking for the dealer?” He glanced at Emma. “Hula can’t because they know who she is. No point in either of us asking after Lisle. They’ll clam up. But if we want to score some blow, they might redirect us.”

      Rob and Emma looked at Andre. Maybe the giant was a genius disguised as a thug. “I’ll do it,” Rob said. “You’re too fucking well-dressed and old.”

      Andre grinned at the insult. “You’re full of compliments tonight.”

      “Yeah, that’s me. Prince Charming,” Rob retorted as he pushed Emma towards Andre. “Stay with him.”

      “I’m not a dog!” Emma snarled but Rob was already inside the bar.

      She glanced at Andre, whose attention was drawn to an argument half a block away, between a couple of loud drunks. He appeared to be assessing the threat level and she took advantage of his distraction by sidling in the opposite direction towards a narrow lane well-known as a hangout for druggies and dealers and men looking to get blown.

      The alley smelled like stale pee and was darker than the inside of a whale, but the lack of light was one of its attractions. Emma peered into the gloom but couldn’t see or hear a thing. She looked towards Andre, who was now watching her, his eyes narrowing as she pointed a finger towards the entrance and took a step forward. He shook his head and started trekking towards her, but she ignored him, moving quickly into the shadows, keeping her ears open for wrong sounds.

      It wasn’t the first time she’d ventured down this alley, but her heart wasn’t trying to beat its way out of her chest like it usually did. It was still thumping, but she knew Andre had her back, that Rob was close by. Sure, Rob made her nervous, but prowling this part of town with him was comforting. The way he talked to her, his strong grip, he was being both possessive and protective and it made her happy more than it should have.

      Part-way down the alley she heard the voices, an argument going on, rapid, soft exchanges growing louder, then a thud and woman’s cry. Not any woman, it was Lisle.

      Emma sprinted towards the ruckus, forgetting all the possible hazards the alley had to offer and zeroed on two figures. Nolan, the asshole dealer, had Lisle shoved up against the wall, one of his hands gripping her hair, the other her neck. His knee was shoved between Lisle’s legs and his thigh pressed against her pelvis.

      Lisle looked spitting mad, her eyes narrowed, her lips pulled back into a snarl as she batted at Nolan’s head with her fists. “Let me the fuck go, you asshole!” she screamed at him.

      “You fucking cunt. You got a lot of nerve coming around without the money you owe me.”

      “You know I’m good for it!” Lisle kicked out at him and then grunted as Nolan slammed her into the wall.

      Emma raced towards them, her own safety forgotten in her fear for Lisle. “Let her go!” she shrieked at Nolan as she tackled him from behind, wrapping her arms around his neck and wrenching his head back towards her.

      Nolan lurched at the sudden attack, releasing Lisle and twisting his body at the same time. He grabbed Emma’s arms and jerked them off his neck, then turned and backhanded her across her face. She tasted blood as she stumbled backwards and fell on her ass.

      “Leave her alone!” Lisle screamed, skirting Nolan and throwing herself between him and Emma.

      Then Rob was there, sprinting by Emma, his fists clenched as one powered into Nolan’s face, knocking him back a few feet into the brick wall. “You fucker,” Rob snarled as he grabbed the dealer by the front of his shirt and hauled him upright, punching him again.

      “No!” Lisle turned on Rob, jumping onto his back as Emma watched in horror. What the fuck was her sister doing?

      Andre strolled into the fray like he was on vacation and plucked Lisle off Rob by the back of her hoodie.

      “Let me the fuck go!” Lisle struggled against Andre, feet lashing out as he hauled her past Emma, who caught a stray kick to the side of her head.

      Emma oomphed and rubbed her ear, trying to sooth the pain.

      “Stop fucking fighting with me,” Andre grunted as Lisle almost caught him in the groin. He wrapped her in a tight bear hug that constrained her movements.

      Nolan screamed as Rob pummelled him, pulling him upright and knocking him to the ground with blows to his face and his stomach. He straddled Nolan’s body and pounded the dealer’s face.

      Emma staggered to her feet and stumbled into the fray. “Rob, stop! You’re going to kill him.” She grabbed Rob’s arm as it swung towards Nolan and grappled with it.

      Nolan’s face was an indistinguishable mess – bleeding profusely, teeth missing, a jaw that was broken. He writhed on the ground, groaning, holding his stomach, curling in on himself. Bile rose in Emma’s throat as Rob flung himself to his feet and gave Nolan a furious kick in his ribs.

      Then he turned to Emma, fuming. “What the fuck’s wrong with you, jumping him like that?”

      The tone was so heated Emma flinched. “He was hurting Lisle.”

      “So what? Andre and I were right behind you! You couldn’t have waited a few goddamned seconds?”

      Emma felt the burn of his anger scorching through her, making her shudder as she dropped her gaze to his hands, knuckles scraped raw, so tightly fisted they were shaking.

      “I just reacted,” she whispered as she tried to turn away from him, towards Lisle, who was still struggling in Andre’s grip. She had to find a way to get her sister and get away before Rob hit her.

      Rob grabbed her arms, stepping closer to her, into her space, cutting off her thoughts of escape. “You ever fucking do something that stupid again and I’ll punish you for a week.”

      She jerked back from him, summoning her courage. Maybe he wouldn’t hit her in front of Andre. Tyler, her ex never did. He preferred to do it privately. “You’re not my keeper, Rob.”

      “See that’s where you’re wrong, Emmaline.” He emphasized her name, the full use of it making her feel like a chastened child. “I am your keeper and no one fucking touches you, understand?” His fury seemed out of control, and he paced away from her, running a hand through his hair, then turning on her again, jutting his finger into her chest. “You don’t fucking put yourself in danger. You get it? You will fucking obey me!”

      She was shaking too, from fear, from anger, from the powder keg inside her that wanted to explode. She so wanted to tell him to fuck off, but it wouldn’t settle him, and she needed him to settle. She needed to bring him down, get him under control. She glanced at Andre and Lisle.

      It was clear her sister was high because she was way too agitated, her words were slurred, and she was still screaming obscenities as she fought Andre’s hold on her. And Nolan was moaning loudly on the ground, blood still gushing from what was left of his nose.

      It was all spinning out of control.

      Emma reached for Rob, her fingers shaking as she stroked the sides of his face. “I understand,” she said softly as she gripped him, her gaze burrowing into his darkness. “I’ll do whatever you say.”

      He inhaled shallowly as he grasped her wrists, then dropped a kiss on one of her hands. He stared at her with uncertainty, then released her and stepped back, glancing towards Nolan. “Cops will come calling because your fucking sister is screaming like she’s being murdered. Calm her the fuck down before Andre breaks her neck.” He pulled his phone from his pocket, pressed a name in the contact list. “Yeah, it’s me. We’re coming out of the alley. Track us and get here.”

      Emma turned her back on the conversation and went to Lisle. “Stop Lisle,” she said softly.

      Lisle twisted her head towards Emma, eyes glazed, pupils dilated. “Where the fuck is Nolan?”

      “Don’t worry about him.” Emma stroked Lisle’s cheek and the contact seemed to relax her sister. Maybe Emma had magic hands. “We have to go back to rehab.”

      It was a pointless thing to say. The rehab facility wouldn’t take Lisle back in the condition she was in. High – probably meth or crack. Emma wondered where Lisle had gotten it, clearly not from Nolan. She contemplated her sister, a shell of her former self, emaciated, a threadbare rag doll, her head now lolling on Andre’s shoulder.

      Rob’s rough voice drew her attention. “Let’s go,” he barked, leading the way, his attention on his phone as he made another call.

      Eddie was waiting in the idling SUV when they emerged from the alley and Andre guided Emma into the backseat, then Lisle, settling himself last.

      Sirens whined in the distance and Emma didn’t know if they were coming this way or somewhere else, but turmoil roiled inside her as Rob stood on the sidewalk talking on the phone like he hadn’t just beaten a man to a pulp and left his bloody body in the alley. Finally, he hung up and slid into the front passenger seat next to Eddie. He glanced back at Emma with an impenetrable expression as he studied her face for several seconds. Then he turned to Eddie, showing him the destination on his phone. Eddie nodded and pulled into the light traffic.

      “Rob.” Emma leaned towards Rob, but he didn’t acknowledge her as he slumped in his seat. He was still angry at her; she could see it in the rigidness of his shoulders, the clench of his jaw. Emma didn’t let that stop her. He’d get angrier if she didn’t speak up now. “She’s high. They won’t take her back.”

      “She’s not going back to that shithole.” His growl was aggressive enough to convince Emma to lean away from him. She gripped Lisle’s hand, needing some comfort from where her thoughts were leading her.

      “Where’re we going then?” Obviously not back to her apartment. They were headed in the opposite direction. Rob didn’t answer, refused to acknowledge her or Lisle. He murmured directions to Eddie.

      Emma tried to keep the tears stinging her eyes from leaking out, but she was so damn scared. Back on the street before she’d found Lisle, she was revelling in the fact that she felt safer with Rob. Now though, she’d seen him beat a man almost to death, would have beaten him to death if she hadn’t intervened. Who knew if Nolan would live anyway? He was so messed up.

      And now they were on a mystery trip because Lisle was high and couldn’t go back to rehab. What if Rob decided to kill them both – decided that they were more trouble than Emma was of value. What if he was done with her?

      She pressed her back against her seat and shut her eyes, her fingers rubbing at them. It was almost 3am and she was tired. So fucking tired. Of everything and everyone. Even Lisle, because Rob was not wrong. Her sister needed serious help, not the Walmart version that Emma could afford. And Lisle always promised, every single fucking time she agreed to go to rehab, but she’d last a week, sometimes two, then she’d run and by the time Emma tracked her down, it was always too late.

      She raised her eyelids a fraction and looked down at the hand clutching Lisle’s, then to Lisle’s face.  Her sister’s eyes were closed, her lips pressed together, humming some tune that Emma didn’t know. Lisle had the talent to be a singer. She loved music, had a Carly Simon voice with such a cool vibe, untrained but could still play the piano and guitar like a rockstar.

      That’s how it all started. Tyler, Emma’s ex-boyfriend, hooked Lisle up with an agent, got her in a band, got her some gigs. Lisle had been too young, too crazy, too out-of-control and Emma, she had stayed with Tyler beyond her breaking point, because of the opportunities he offered Lisle.

      Emma met Tyler when she was eighteen and at first, he was so good to her, looking after her, letting Lisle stay with them. It was perfect until it wasn’t. Until the first time he hit her.

      But by then it was too late. She had no job, no money, was dependent on him for everything. And he was helping Lisle with her career. So stupid, she thought with a mental shake of her head.

      She looked out the window at the blackness as despair plucked at her courage. She needed to know what Rob was doing but was afraid to ask.

      “Over there.” Rob pointed a finger at a set of high wrought-iron gates and Eddie pulled up to the guard house next to them, rolling down his window.

      Emma’s stomach dropped to her toes. “Where are we?”

      Rob ignored her again as he leaned into Eddie’s space and spoke to the guard. “Dr. Marshall’s expecting me.” He didn’t share his name or otherwise elaborate, and it didn’t appear the guard needed the information as the gates slowly opened inward.

      As Eddie drove up the long drive lit by small motion-detection floodlights on the ground, Rob turned to Emma, his gaze travelling over her face, fixating on her cheek, the one Nolan had hit. She felt self-conscious and brought a hand up to cover the bruise.

      Almost four years since any man had hit her, but embarrassment and self-blame still flooded her.

      “This is a rehab facility. Aiden Marshall runs it – high-end. Lisle will stay for six months. No outings, no contact with you.”

      “No,” Emma said, not sure which issue to address first. “I can’t afford this, Rob.” She hated how desperate she sounded. “And Lisle needs me. I need to be here for her.”

      Rob stared at her like she was an idiot. “I’ll be paying for it, not you. And no, baby, she doesn’t need you. She needs to get clean.”

      Emma sucked her bottom lip between her teeth as she tried to stare Rob down, but he didn’t want to play the game. His attention flicked to Andre as they pulled up to the front entrance of what appeared to be a sprawling heritage house.  “Let’s go. You, me and the kid.” To Emma, he said, “You stay put.”

      “No!”

      Emma reached for the door handle, but Rob reached between the seats and grabbed her hands, crushing them in his grip. “It’s non-negotiable, baby. It’s the middle of the fucking night and Lisle isn’t the centre of the universe here. She’s high, doesn’t even know who the fuck you are right now. So keep your ass in that seat or I’ll warm it for you.”

      Emma glared at him, trying to convey her hatred for him in that moment. He was despicable, disgusting, a monster who thought he could say and do whatever the fuck he wanted. She yanked her hands from his grip and grabbed Lisle in a hug. “Be good,” she whispered and then was forced to let go as Andre pulled her sister from the car.

      Emma sat still as stone, twisting her fingers together, trying to hear the muffled conversation, picking up very few words. She watched as Andre half-carried Lisle up the steps to the house and disappeared inside with two male aides while Rob stood in the driveway talking to an older man in a housecoat. The conversation ended on a handshake, the man returning to the house and Rob sliding into the backseat with Emma.

      “Let’s go,” Rob said to Eddie. “Andre will find his own way back.”

      Eddie nodded and pulled out, passing through the gates and heading in the direction of Emma’s apartment.

      Emma didn’t know what to say as her anger shifted to confusion. Should she thank Rob for doing this for Lisle or berate him for his high-handedness? Six months and no contact with her sister didn’t seem fair.

      “How will I know she’s okay?” She was pleased that her voice came out cool and steady, not a shred of the out-of-control emotions that were hammering her insides.

      “Marshall will give me weekly updates. I’ll pass along what you need to know.”

      “For six months?”

      One side of Rob’s lips quirked up. “The way I see it, Hula, Lisle will be safe in that facility. After six months, she’ll get a conditional release as long as she attends counselling. With you.”

      “Why me? I don’t have a drug problem.” She knew what he was going to say before he said it.

      “You have a Lisle problem and you need to learn how to quit enabling her.”

      Emma shifted her attention out the window. Addiction wasn’t a new thing to her; her parents were addicts too. She understood her role in Lisle’s problems, except… except… “I’m the only family that Lisle has. The only one who cares enough about her not to abandon her. She needs me.”

      “Hate to hurt your feelings or fuck with your delusions, but she uses you. She takes you for granted, doesn’t worry about letting you down because you’re too soft.”

      Emma’s lower lip trembled. What a fucking night this had been, and the capper was a lecture on family dynamics from Robert Creed. “I need her. She’s all I have.”

      Rob clasped her chin between his thumb and fingers, forcing her face to his. “Maybe she’s your excuse to hide.”

      Emma jerked out of his grasp and turned her head back towards the street. Hide from what? Jesus, the man was arrogant. “Leave me alone.”

      Rob’s deep chuckle was like a thousand needles pricking her. “Don’t worry so much. Marshall is tight with me. He’ll do whatever I want.” He shifted closer, put his arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “And with Lisle safely in rehab, you can concentrate on me.”

      Emma didn’t respond. What was there to say? He had Lisle locked away, which meant that Emma had no choice but to do whatever Rob asked of her. It really was that simple and that complicated.
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      Eddie dropped them off at Emma’s apartment and took off. That suited Rob fine, he was fucking tired, needed to sleep. This night had gone to hell and even the sexy sway of Emma’s hips as she walked up the stairs in front of him wasn’t enough to convince his dick that it wanted to spend more time exploring what was under her jeans.

      She was tired too; her face was drawn, the worry about Lisle and the long day had worn her down. He kind of wanted to take back the last words he said to her in the car. Maybe all of them. Sure, little sis was a fucking gong show, but he understood loyalty. Jack was a handful, hard to control… no, Jack was impossible to control.

      Even in his thirties, Rob still had some hero worship going on. He had been seventeen when his dad died, Jack only twenty-three, leaving them with two choices – fight to stay on top in Las Vegas or die. Dad had been on the top of his game when he took a bullet and Rob was devastated. Jack? Who knew? Big brother didn’t often share his emotions; he did what he needed to do to make sure all the cocksuckers thinking they were going to take over learned the hard way how wrong they were.

      It was bloody times back then and Rob did whatever Jack asked of him. They had each other’s backs, then and now. It wasn’t the same as Emma and her sister, because Lisle didn’t have Emma’s back. Emma was alone in her fight and Rob admired her resilience. It took a special person not to sink into self-pity or despair. Still, he could see her shitty life in her posture, in the way she processed things, in her wild emotions. She was tired, defeated. She needed someone to have her back.

      Someone like him, Rob decided. He knew how to help her; knew how she could help him. Her touch in the alley, his name on her lips brought him back from his haze of fury, stopped him from finishing the fucking drug dealer. Her gentle grip on him, a few soft words pricked his bubble of rage. If not for her, the fuck would be dead.

      His temper had always been a problem, even before Amber died. He could hold it for so long and then he needed a vent. Three ways seemed to help. He’d beat the fuck out of anyone who looked cross-eyed at him, he’d beat the fuck out of a punching bag until his arms felt like they would fall off, or he went to the club where he found a woman who wanted the fuck whipped out of her.

      After expending his negative energy, he settled for a few days, was calmer, in-control, and then the anger would start to build. His relationship with Amber had helped because she was a willing outlet, but Emma, she was different in a way he found compelling.

      For the past six hours, with Emma at his side while they dealt with Lisle, his mind didn’t wander to Amber. His grief over her death didn’t overwhelm him. His anger at Randall Scott didn’t spiral out of control.

      He’d lost it on Nolan because the motherfucker hit Emma. Rob was used to violence, didn’t spend a lot of time getting outraged at how men treated their women. At the same time, he didn’t hit women, didn’t condone it, but his reaction to Nolan touching Emma was stronger than he’d anticipated. He would have beaten the fucker to death. Should have.

      As Emma showered, he picked up his bag and carried it into Lisle’s bedroom. Unlike Emma’s room, which seemed somewhat spartan, Lisle had posters on her walls, shit everywhere. How much younger was she than Emma? Two, maybe three years. Old enough to get her fucking shit together. But it was obvious that Lisle never had to grow up because Emma was the permissive older sister.

      He’d give her a break though, Emma, not her fucking sister. Hula was as resilient as they came, doing everything she could to keep from drowning. Her struggles gentled him, and he was tempted to crawl into bed with her, to be near her, reassure her. His cock tingled at the thought and he knew that sleeping next to her was not an option unless he planned to fuck her too. Nope, no, fucking was not on the menu tonight. They both needed sleep, then food and a conversation on next steps.

      He kicked off his shoes and stripped down to his underwear, then wrinkled his nose as he caught a whiff of himself. He needed to shower and the thought of joining Emma in the bathroom flitted through his mind as the blood from his brain rushed south. Horny bastard, one minute deciding he was going to be a boy scout, the next, letting his dick do the thinking.

      It was still thinking, talking to him, explaining to him that it was a good idea. But he was too tired, too moody to be anything but a jerk, even if Emma was willing. He told his hard-on to stand down. He might not get the fuck he wanted tonight, but he’d sleep better anyway if he cleaned up.

      He leaned against the wall outside the bathroom door, his kit in hand, inspecting the old paint on the walls, the worn baseboard, casing that sagged and puckered. The ugly carpet under his feet was faded, and threadbare in some spots.

      Fucking Randall Scott paid Emma shit because he had her over a barrel. The fucker had more money than he could spend in 20 lifetimes and yet, his emotions were so blunted that he exploited Emma instead of offering her a helping hand. A fucking psychopath who used up people as he needed and then trashed them. He wondered how long before Scott would’ve been done with Emma. How long before she would’ve ended up as a statistic.

      The irony wasn’t lost on him that when he first walked into her apartment, he thought maybe he’d look the other way should Jack decide she had to go, but that ship sailed sometime during their hunt for Lisle. Maybe even before that. She was too precious, too beautiful not to be in this world. Jack would have to go through Rob to get to Emma and that was the one thing Jack would never do.

      The wimpy patter of shower water came to a screechy stop as the water pipes shuddered. A few moments later, Emma opened the bathroom door. She jolted and let out a high-pitched shriek when she saw him.

      Rob grinned at her discomfort. “I know I smell like shit, but I didn’t realize it was that bad.”

      His comment drew a reluctant smile from her. “Men don’t usually hover outside my bathroom.”

      He almost came back with something prickish about the state of her apartment and most men’s unwillingness to slum, but he managed to bite back his bitchy retort.

      His eyes moved from her flawless face to her body.  She was wearing a light blue kimono, silky, slinky, dropping to mid-thigh. It covered her small frame and was loosely tied to conceal her body. Her damp hair hung on her shoulders, the wet tendrils leaking large drops of water onto the kimono, making those areas transparent.

      Jealousy shot through him. He was no fashionista, but he knew quality when he saw it. He tugged at the knotted belt. “Nice.” His words were blunt, his tone a jackhammer of discontent. “Who gave it to you?”

      Her eyes widened at his unexpected hostility. “Uh, Tyler, my ex.” She looked down at the kimono, tugging at the vee that revealed a hint of her breast, pulling it together with her hand. “I decided to be pragmatic when we broke up and keep the few gifts that he gave me.”

      Yeah, it was 4:30 in the morning and yeah, he knew he was being irrational, but he wanted to rip the fucking thing off her and destroy it. “What else?” His tone sounded too aggressive, but he couldn’t seem to control it.

      Her eyes darted past him like she was looking for an escape route, and probably she was. “Some jewellery. It’s gone now. I pawned it.” She lifted her shoulders in a stiff shrug as she brought her attention back to him, to his bare chest.

      He had some satisfaction as her gaze travelled over him, transfixed on the hard planes of his stomach and the ink on his body. “Everything else he gave me, I left behind. I didn’t want it.” Her breathiness betrayed her interest, the issue at hand forgotten.

      He needed her to stop looking at him and get to bed before he completely lost his shit. She was heating him up two ways – with her talk of her asshole ex and her visual caress of his chest. “Go to bed.” He brushed by her and noticed her nipples harden under the fucking bathrobe. Shit. “I figure we can sleep until noon, get some food, talk about the future.”

      Emma nodded, her wary eyes flashing up to his face. “Yeah. Okay.” She slipped down the hall with legs so sexy they should be illegal, her dainty feet whispering on the carpet.

      Rob gave his head several hard scratches as she disappeared into her bedroom and closed the door. She was going to be his downfall, but the thought excited him. He abandoned his plans to shave and stepped under the lukewarm, leaky showerhead. It was good enough for what he needed – a soap down and rinse first, then he grabbed his dick with one hand, pressing his other arm against the cracked tiles.

      He lowered his head and closed his eyes, beating his cock like it was the fucking enemy. Emma’s body settled into his brain; silky brown skin, ripe tits with copper nipples so perfect they made his mouth water. In his mind they were in his shower at home, she squatting with her thighs open, her hot, wet pussy glistening as she sucked him off.

      He held his cock tighter as he imagined gripping her head, forcing her to take him deeper, her tongue stroking the sensitive root of his shaft as she took him inside. Her gagging and him easing up, letting her suck him as he thrust into her mouth, and then taking her deep again.

      He groaned as he imagined shooting his load to the back of her throat and tilting her chin up so he could watch her swallow. He looked down at his dick as his balls tucked up. “Fuck,” he grunted as he came so hard, he almost ended up on his ass. He closed his eyes and shifted so that his back was against the tiles, supporting him in case his legs gave out. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to do for now.
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        * * *

      

      Noon came too soon and Rob could barely raise his eyelids when his phone broke into a loud rendition of Chickenfoot’s Divine Termination. Fuck that. He groped for his phone and threw it from him before rolling onto his back and looking down at his legs tangled up in fucking Pepto-Bismol gag-inducing sheets.

      In all the scenarios in his head, he never thought he’d be curled up in a fucking bed, too small for him, with cheap cotton sheets that were threadbare and pebbling from the number of times they’d been washed. And they fucking smelled too, of weed and cheap perfume. It was like he was in a two-bit hooker’s bed. He doubted Emma’s bed was better. Probably worse, the way the woman gave everything she had to the ungrateful crackhead who laid claim to this bedroom.

      He sat up in the bed and scratched his chest as he stretched his back. He’d been in a few bad spots in his lifetime, slept in a corner on a concrete floor, the shit beaten out of him by a couple of Sicilian cocksuckers deciding the way to take on the Creeds was to use one brother against the other. The fuckers regretted their bad decision for a week before they died. Compared to Emma’s apartment, it was a penthouse suite.

      Fuck this shit, he thought as he groaned out loud and rubbed at a particularly stubborn kink in his neck. He was travelling with fake ID, no one knew he was in town and yeah, he was a pampered princess. He and Emma were moving to a decent hotel. No fucking way he’d survive another night in this hovel.

      The smell of coffee assaulted his nostrils and he headed into the living room. Emma was up, dressed in jeans and a sleeveless blouse, sitting on the couch, her legs curled up under her with a cup in her hand. She flushed and averted her eyes when she saw him, making him grin. He was wearing his boxer briefs, so he wasn’t completely exposed, but he liked that she was shy about her reaction to his body. It made her seem innocent. More innocent than he knew she was.

      She set her cup on the side table and stood, still not looking at him. “Why don’t you get dressed and I’ll get you a cup of coffee.”

      He grinned. Cute, trying to be subtle. He walked up to her and drew his finger down her cheek, probing the bruise on her cheek that seemed to worsen overnight. Her tan skin and her attempt to hide it under makeup didn’t completely obscure it. It pissed him off all over again, but he strained to keep the anger out of his voice.

      “Sure, Hula.” He tried to infuse gentleness into tone, but it came out sounding like he had a head cold. He’d have to work on that. “We’ll have a coffee and then go for breakfast. Real food, not peanut butter on toast.”

      He returned to the bedroom and dressed like he was on speed, his pulse drumming in anticipation of being in the same room with her. Fuck, it was like he had a new toy. A fragile one though, he had to be careful not to break it.

      He re-entered the living room as she was coming out of the kitchen with a steaming mug in hand. Her fingers brushed his as she passed him the coffee and the sensation shot straight to his groin. He adjusted himself.

      Emma averted her eyes as a flush stole over her face. “I hope it’s okay black,” she said as she returned to the corner of the sofa and picked up her cup. “I have no cream, but there’s sugar if you want it.”

      All the things he wanted to say. Yeah, babe, I want some sugar. Want to taste your honey lips, your sweet cunt. “Black’s fine.” He dropped down next to her on the couch and took a sip while he inhaled her sweetness.

      She fidgeted next to him, taking a drink of coffee, then setting the cup down, picking it up, running her finger around the rim and then taking another sip.

      Her nervousness helped to settle him. “Pack a bag with what you need for a few days. We’re going to a hotel.”

      She turned towards him, her eyebrows lowered. “Why?”

      “I’m going to assume your bed is as uncomfortable as Lisle’s. Not interested in another bad sleep on sheets that look like the pink panther had an orgy on them.”

      She flushed again as she looked down at her coffee. “Sorry,” she muttered.

      Rob had the urge to put his arm around her shoulders and give her a reassuring squeeze. While he liked that she said sorry, she shouldn’t have to apologize for something out of her control. But the urge to touch her fucked with him. He needed to find a way to distance himself from this enticing woman, at least until the job was done. Then maybe he could explore his feelings.

      He drained his cup and stood, carrying it into the kitchen and placing it in the sink. “Let’s go. Get a bag packed so we can get this day started.”

      He stood in the kitchen, listening to Emma rustling around in her bedroom, then the bathroom. When she emerged, he smirked at her as his cock went semi on him. No reason other than she hovered in the hall near the door, looking at him, but not looking at him. He adjusted himself in Lisle’s bedroom as he grabbed his bag, then rejoined her in the hall.

      “I don’t have a car,” Emma said as she led the way down the stairs.

      Rob grinned at the cloud of wavy brown hair bouncing in front of him. “Don’t need one. We’re within walking distance of everywhere we gotta be and when we’re not, we’ll get a cab or I’ll call Eddie for a ride.”

      He shoved sunglasses on as they hit the pavement. It was closing in on the end of summer and still short-sleeve and cut-off weather, though Rob wouldn’t be caught dead in cut-offs. It didn’t stop him from imagining Emma in them, slut shorts with an uneven fringe that would ride high on the roundness of her ass. Fuck, there went his dick again. He had to stop thinking about her.

      He followed the scent of bacon to a small diner and held the door as Emma entered in front of him. His eyes shot to her ass again as she walked by him and the image of those round cheeks made his mouth water. Bacon and Emma’s ass – a combination that might forever be imprinted in his perverted mind.

      A short thin waitress with bleached hair pulled into a tight ponytail approached them with a couple of menus and wordlessly led them to a small table for two near a window.

      “No,” Rob said as he pointed to an empty booth next to the kitchen. “There.”

      The waitress turned to him, her thin lips curled into a sneer. She was close to 50 with a permanent frown etched into her face. “We have the wait to be seated sign for a reason.”

      He glared at her. Bitchiness shouldn’t be rewarded, but Rob was in no mood to school this hag on manners, so he dug into his pocket and handed her a $20. “How ‘bout now?” he snarled.

      She took the $20 without hesitation and turned. “Follow me, please.”

      Rob guided Emma to the orange vinyl seat of the booth and slid in across from her. He had a view of the restaurant, the front door, and a quick escape route through the kitchen if he needed it. “Coffee,” Rob said to the hag as he picked up a menu.

      “Do you want cream with that?” She was all rainbows and unicorn shit now, thinking she could screw him for more money if she got nicer. He despised people like her – she’d sell her fucking soul for a buck. He ignored her and plotted his petty plan for revenge for her behaviour as he scanned the menu.

      “No,” Emma replied after a heartbeat. “Just the coffee, thanks.”

      After a few minutes, Ms. Bitch returned with a coffee pot in hand. As she filled the cups, she looked at Rob. “You know what you want?”

      Rob glanced across the table at Emma. “Ladies first.”

      Yeah, he was being a prick to the hag, but she deserved it and he did have manners, some were even good ones. He wanted to show Emma there was more to him than a fucking thug with a bad attitude.  He wanted to look out for her, wanted to know her, what she liked and didn’t, what she needed, wanted. He wanted to take care of her, protect her. Fuck, he hated that he wanted her so much.

      Emma lifted the corners of her lips in a small smirk before turning to the waitress. “Scrambled eggs please, with a fruit cup. No toast.”

      The hag made a couple of notes, then turned to Rob with a raised eyebrow. “Scrambled eggs, bacon, rye toast. I’ll have hers too.”

      “Great.” The hag smiled at Rob like she was flirting. “I’ll get this out to you right away.”

      After she disappeared, Rob rested his arms on the table, bending them at the elbows. “Fucking witch.”

      Emma’s eyes followed the witch in question. “Yeah. Not that I cared where we sat, but if I did, I’d have probably thrown a fit over her attitude.”

      Rob grinned. “I don’t believe you, nice girl.”

      She offered him a faint smile. “Maybe not, but I thought you would have.”

      “Thought about it, but I’m hungry and this place suited me. Also, you should care about where you sit given the fucks in your life. Best place is at the back of a restaurant near the kitchen where you have an exit route and you can see all the comings and goings.”

      Emma glanced around her and behind her with a new-found awareness of her environment. “I guess I’ve never needed to be that cautious.”

      “Your dick boyfriend should be enough of a reason to keep your eyes open.”

      Melancholy clouded Emma’s eyes. “I hardly hear from Tyler anymore. He doesn’t know where I live, and I never answer his texts or calls. They’re few and far between because I change my phone number fairly frequently.”

      Rob took a gulp of his coffee and sighed in satisfaction. That shit was black gold – he hoped the food was as good. “But he’s still harassing you, after… how many years?”

      “Four,” Emma murmured. “I’ve gotten good at staying off the grid.”

      Rob snorted. “I’m pretty fucking sure he knows where you live. He’s connected with your boss.”

      Emma shook her head as she scowled. “No way. I would know because he would be knocking down my door by now.”

      “Scott probably told him to back off.”

      “No.”

      “Why the fuck do you think Scott hired you?”

      She narrowed her eyes as she took a sip of her coffee, then set the cup on the table with a bang. “Because I was qualified.”

      He almost rolled his eyes. “In which department? The fucking or the secretary.”

      Emma sucked in a breath as her face reddened. “Jesus, you’re crude. He hired me because I was the best candidate for the job.”

      Rob snorted – could she really be that naïve?  He doubted it, but whatever made her sleep at night. Except he didn’t fucking like that she was lying to herself and to him. And he didn’t like that she let Scott put his slimy paws on her. “He hired you because your asshole boyfriend asked him to, or Scott took one look at you and decided you would be his exotic little pet. No one takes you seriously, Hula. Changing your hair doesn’t change anything about you.”

      “You really are a bastard, aren’t you?” Her lower lip trembled, and her voice was tight.

      He figured she was close to crying, but he wasn’t going to stop, not now. The girl needed a serious dose of reality. She needed to open her fucking eyes to the shit she kept wading into. “What did you do in Hawaii before you took off? Wait tables like that hag?” He flicked his head towards the waitress. “That’s you in 20 years, princess. You don’t have the skills to be a secretary. Guess that’s why you let him fuck you.”

      Emma balled her fists and he wondered how close she was to shouting or leaping across the table and throttling him. “I don’t let him fuck me. I don’t have a choice,” she hissed under her breath. “And how the fuck do you know so much about me?”

      Rob suppressed his smile at her profanity. She was a good girl in spite of her upbringing and douche ex-boyfriend. She didn’t swear often, so he knew he was seriously getting under her skin. It kind of turned him on, though he wasn’t sure why. “I don’t fuck up, Hula. You think I’d tap you blind? I know everything about you including how bad your ex-douche beat on you.”

      “Don’t.” Emma sat up straighter and wrapped her hands tightly around the coffee mug. “That part of my life is off-limits.”

      Rob did smile this time, a sneer more than anything. “Why’d you let him knock you around? Why do you let Scott use you as his personal whore?” She was right, they shouldn’t be having this conversation, but it was too late. He was pissed now, thinking about those losers touching her, pissed about something he couldn’t change. “Why’re you so quick to do what I need you to do?”

      “Fuck off,” she said under her breath.

      Wrong thing to say, baby. Rob jerked his arm across the table, grabbing her wrist and squeezing with his fingers until he heard a small gasp. “Answer my fucking questions.”

      If her eyes could shoot daggers, he’d be bleeding out by now. “I’m a slut, that’s why.” She took a big gulp of her coffee, then slammed the cup down, the liquid splashing over the rim and wetting the table.

      Rob laughed as he dropped her wrist. “Oh, baby, we both know that’s a lie.”

      The hag brought their breakfasts, refilled their coffee and retreated with a quick backward glance.

      Rob picked up a piece of toast and flung it towards Emma’s plate like he was skipping a stone on a lake. Satisfaction skirted the edge of his anger as it skidded towards her and she had to grab it quickly to prevent it from falling into her lap. He knew he was being a prick but fuck her talking to him like that. She didn’t know her place. “Eat some fucking toast. Your skinny ass barely fills out those jeans.”

      Her hands were shaking as she picked up her fork and stabbed at a piece of fruit. Yep, total prick. It fucked with him that she was fucking with his plans. Not her, he thought with a frown. He was allowing it, his shit for brains letting her get to him, get under his skin. He wished Amber was alive, someone to call and talk him down, but that was the stupidest fucking thing he’d thought yet. Yeah, call the girlfriend for advice about a woman he was fantasizing about.

      Emma wasn’t like Amber at all. Emma had a fucking life that should make her weak and useless. Telling him to fuck off – other than Jack, not another living soul on this earth would dare do that, unless they were tired of living. Amber never talked to him like that, never challenged him. Nope, Hula was not like Amber, because every fucking time he was with Emma, Amber disappeared.

      He shovelled a couple of forkfuls of egg into his mouth followed by a piece of bacon. He didn’t want to forget Amber. He’d loved her, they were good together. She needed him, needed the pain he offered, and he needed her, needed an outlet that she was always willing to give him. So what if she never challenged him like the princess sitting across from him. Amber wasn’t tough or resilient like Hula. Amber needed him.

      He watched Emma as she took a dainty bite of the toast that he’d tossed at her, then set it down on her plate and plucked a grape out of the mixed fruit and popped it between her lips. So fucking beautiful, so defiant. Even in her silence and her refusal to look at him, she was challenging him. And it made him horny, the thought of her over his knee, her bare ass exposed, his handprints on her pretty little globes. The training would be epic, a battle of wills that never occurred with Amber.

      What if that was something Emma didn’t want? Amber was born to be a sub, born to be rescued. Emma was too fucking independent.

      He shoved his plate to the side of the table and drained his coffee, waving at the hag and pointing to the empty cup.

      She promptly came over and refilled both cups, taking his plate away in the process.

      He decided to reopen the conversation, had a masochistic need to know more. “Why’d you stay with Tyler Levitt for two fucking years? You do know he’s why your sister’s an addict?”

      Emma glanced at him then back to her fork, scooping up the last of the scrambled eggs and shoving them into her mouth. Fuck what he wouldn’t give to be that fork.

      She shrugged at his question. “At first I thought I really liked him.” Her voice was soft now, the anger of before seemingly gone. “He’s good-looking, had money, was really into me. All the things a girl wants.” She dropped the fork onto her plate and pushed the plate to the edge of the table, wiping her fingers and her mouth with her napkin before placing it neatly on the tabletop.

      Rob noted that she barely touched the toast he ordered her to eat. Amber would have eaten the whole fucking thing, crusts and all. “And then?”

      “A few months in, we had our first fight and he hit me. Nothing major and I grew up seeing my dad and mom get physical when they were fighting. I thought that’s how relationships worked.” She lifted one shoulder, trying to convey that the next part was no big deal. “He apologized with flowers and a pretty bracelet. You know how it goes.”

      “I don’t actually, because I don’t knock my girlfriends around.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I didn’t know he was supplying drugs to Lisle and taking advantage of her. When I found out, that’s when I took off.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that it was okay for him to beat you up, but you drew the line at him fucking with your sister?” Rob wanted to throttle her for being so stupid and at the same time knew his thinking was wrong.

      Emma couldn’t meet his eyes. “Yes. I guess so. Although…” Several seconds passed as she thought. “I tried to leave him a few times and he really wouldn’t let me go. It wasn’t that bad being with him. Better than at home – he looked after me and Lisle. At least I thought that’s what he was doing. I didn’t know he was feeding her drugs and pimping her out to his friends.”

      She took a small sip of coffee and Rob got caught up in the bob of her throat as she swallowed. His mind conjured her again, on her knees sucking his cock and he almost missed her next words.

      “After I found out about Lisle, we left Honolulu. Came to mainland Washington, then to Vancouver. Tyler was furious. Texts. Phone calls. Threats. I got a new number, stayed off social media. It was good for a while until he found me. I’d move, he’d find me, I’d move again. Eventually, he stopped. More or less. Sometimes he calls or text, but I don’t engage.”

      Rob approved. Smart girl but… “You’re kidding yourself if you think he doesn’t know where you’re at and what you’re doing. He more than likely sold you to Scott.”

      Emma shook her head. “No.” The woman was stubborn.

      The hag stopped by the table with the coffee pot, but Rob covered the top of his cup. “No more. We gotta go.” He dropped two $20s on the table and stood. Emma slid from the booth and followed him out the door.

      All his stupid talk about Levitt and Scott, their hands on her, fucking her. It tore him up inside, made him want to fuck someone up and since neither Scott nor the fucking ex-boyfriend were within reach, all it would take was some cocksucker to say the wrong thing to him and he would lose his shit.

      Even in his haze he recognized his thoughts as idiotic. Emma would freak out, the cops would handcuff him, and Jack would kill him. Nope, he needed a safe outlet for his rage and he fucking needed it sooner than later.
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      Emma was stewing, pissed off mad at fucking Robert Creed, who strutted down the street like he was king of the shit pile. He was mafia royalty, which infuriated Emma all that much more. The last thing she wanted to do was relive the history of her ex-boyfriend with a man with a hundred times the power. She wouldn’t survive Rob Creed. She’d barely survived Tyler.

      She’d underplayed to Rob how persistent her ex was on the stalker meter. He had tracked her down in person on more than one occasion, caused scenes, threatened her and Lisle, begged her to come back to him. She didn’t understand his determination; he had money and looks, could have any woman he wanted.

      She had never wasted a lot of mental energy thinking about it, which was very likely part of the problem. Each time he tracked her down, after the showdown, she’d pack up and move, change her phone number, which of course cost money that she didn’t have. It had been a while now, several months since she heard from Tyler and she counted that as a positive in her otherwise shitstorm of a life.

      Rob was wrong about Tyler and Randall being connected, had to be. Why would Tyler want Randall to hire her in the first place? So he could keep an eye on her from a distance? Or maybe Tyler was pimping her out to her boss, but that didn’t make sense. Compared to Randall Scott, Tyler was a minnow in the big sea of criminals.

      Rob was also wrong about why she’d stayed with Tyler so long. Her leaving wasn’t only about Lisle even if it was a big factor in the timing of her escape. Emma stuck around longer that she should have, because Tyler was helping Lisle with her career. At least that’s what Emma thought was happening. Yeah, she could be mega-stupid sometimes.

      She recognized the dysfunction of the relationship the first time he hit her. The stalking, the control issues, the threats, the apologies. A typical cycle of abuse. She’d already been planning her escape when she discovered the depths of Tyler’s depravity. She took off before she’d squirreled away enough money to go far or hide well.

      A sharp honk on a horn and squeal of tires snapped her from her rumination. The traffic was heavy, the drivers were hostile, but she was on the sidewalk, Rob holding her hand, his fingers laced through hers.  The sense of security from the simple gesture stirred up butterflies. She wasn’t sure if they were the good kind of butterflies that fluttered around in all their rainbow colours or the bad kind, moths that would gnaw on the lining of her stomach and give her heartburn.

      Probably the latter. Rob was not much different from Randall Scott or her ex. He was an entitled jerk who planned to use her as a means to an end. Emma found it ironic that Rob was offended by Tyler’s and Randall’s treatment of her given that he was impatient, belligerent, obnoxious and demanding. He didn’t give her the option to say no to whatever he wanted of her and he hadn’t yet explained what he did want.

      Speaking of impatience, Rob was clearly a destination guy, and Emma became breathless as she hurried her gait to keep up with him. She rarely worked out (never would be more accurate if she didn’t count her single attempt at yoga) because her forty-minute walk to and from work five days a week was enough. Whenever she thought she should up the fitness program, she’d remind herself that she was Hawaiian, and nothing good ever came from rushing too much. It was a bullshit generalization, but she felt it was her responsibility as a millennial to maintain the stereotype.

      As they neared the Fairmont Waterfront Hotel, Rob said, “We’re staying here, but no one needs to know anything.”

      Yeah, like she had anyone to tell. “Okay.”

      She had to jog to keep up with him as he stormed the front desk. “Need a suite. Something with a separate bedroom.”

      The desk clerk smiled as she took in Rob’s rugged handsomeness and Emma found herself scowling. Rob didn’t react, either missing it, though unlikely since the clerk was hardly subtle, or ignoring it. The pretty blond with too much makeup twisted a lock of hair around her finger as she settled on Rob’s face. “Of course. How many nights?”

      Rob dropped the bags on the floor and dug into his back pocket for his wallet. “Three weeks. Maybe more.”

      “Three weeks!” Emma tugged at Rob’s arm to get his attention. “That’s too long for me.”

      Rob turned to her, his face a hard mask of indifference. “Three weeks, Hula. Maybe more. Poor you, trading cockroach heaven for a hotel suite with a decent bed and a shower for fucking.”

      Emma felt her face warm straight through to the top of her head as she dropped her eyes. “I didn’t bring enough clothes for three weeks.” She was so mortified at his candid reply, that her voice sounded like she had a mouthful of marbles.

      “We’ll shop.” Blunt, inflexible, dismissive.

      He turned back to the clerk who seemed to be vying with Emma for Rob’s attention. “One or two bedrooms?”

      He shrugged. “Don’t matter. We’ll only use one.” He paused. “One. Yeah, one bedroom.”

      Emma bit her tongue to stop another protest from spilling out.

      “I have you booked in for three weeks in our Stanley Park Suite, if that works. It has a nice terrace, three and bathrooms and a pull-out couch, should you need it.” She glanced at Emma, then back to Rob. “Do you want an early check-in?”

      “I’m checking in now.” His hard eyes held the clerk’s blue ones until she flushed and turned her attention to the computer screen.

      “Of course,” she mumbled as she took Rob’s credit card and ran it through. She spent a few minutes on the computer, which seemed to help settle her because by the time she handed Rob his credit card and the room keys, she was back in flirting mode. “I hope you enjoy your stay, sir. If there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to call me directly.” She passed him her business card.

      Emma narrowed her eyes at the woman. I’m right here, standing beside the guy you’re eye-fucking, you stupid bag.

      She hated that she was jealous, that she felt threatened by the perfect blond. It wasn’t a thing for her, being insecure, because she mostly hated men. She hadn’t yet met one who treated her well. But none of that stopped her from wanting to crawl over the counter and give blondie a smack-down for being so obvious about her distain for Emma. Sure, dressed as she was, Emma came across as a pauper’s daughter, but fuck the bitch for thinking she could steal Rob.

      She froze on that thought. Rob was not hers to steal, so what the hell?

      Rob gathered the cards, picked up their bags and was part-way across the lobby when Emma caught up to him. Maybe he wasn’t hers to steal, but she was still annoyed. “Is it like that all the time?” she said, trying to keep the tone of her voice blasé.

      She thought she hadn’t succeeded when Rob rounded on her, his eyes narrow. “Is what like that all the time?” He punched the elevator button and the door opened. Yep, even the elevators bowed down to the great Rob Creed.

      “Women, flirting with you; trying to get your attention. I may as well have been a potted plant back there while that harlot was eating you up with her eyes.”

      They stepped into the elevator and he pushed the button for the eighth floor, his eyes on the doors as they closed. “I didn’t notice. And who says harlot anymore?”

      “I do,” Emma huffed. “And how could you not notice?”

      He sighed like he was bored. “If I want a woman, I have her. I rarely get turned down.”

      Emma was speechless at his cockiness and self-assurance. Men were so fucking different than women – or maybe they weren’t, maybe it was Rob. “Well, that blonde woman in the lobby wants you.” Why, why why was she talking about this? She sounded like she was an unstable possessive girlfriend and also, why the hell would she be jealous over Rob Creed?

      This time though she drew his full attention as his eyes settled on her. “I don’t want her.” He said it flatly, with a tone that indicated the conversation was over.

      And probably Emma should have let it go, but sometimes she was truly like a terrier with a bone. “Why not? She was pretty.”

      Rob sighed as the elevator arrived at their floor. “What are you doing, Emma? Insecurity is not a pretty look on you.”

      Asshole, but yeah, he seemed to get straight to gist of it. It would have been nice of him to say something like, Emma, I don’t want her or any other woman. I want only you. She sighed out loud at her thoughts, which elicited a frown from Rob. She tilted her chin towards the floor so he wouldn’t see the irritation on her face. Yeah, she so had a type and she was heading straight back into a world of hurt.

      Emma followed Rob into the hotel room and then stopped cold. She couldn’t believe she was complaining about having to stay at the Fairmont for three weeks. The suite was beautiful, and she drank it in like a needy alcoholic.

      The formal dining room had a marble-topped table that seated eight people, the matching chairs, plush and dignified. A pantry kitchen, adjacent to the dining room, featured top-end appliances and oak cabinets that held all the necessary equipment to cook and dine with.

      There were two bathrooms on the main level, one full and one half and a huge living room with a well-stocked bar. Best of all was the private terraced balcony boasting stunning views and what appeared to be comfortable patio furniture. She felt giddy being there with all the opulence that surrounded her. For a few precious minutes, it made her forget about her life.

      She turned to Rob, knowing her face was betraying her excitement. “Where are the bedrooms?”

      “Bedroom,” he reminded her as he headed for a set of stairs. “Follow me.”

      Emma shadowed him as he sprinted up the stairs and entered the huge bedroom with a king-sized bed, a plush midnight blue duvet covering it. The upstairs bathroom had a massive shower and a sunken tub adjacent to it, a separate area with two sinks and a walk-in closet the size of Lisle’s room. She returned to the bedroom and swallowed as Rob stripped in front of her, then opened his bag and pulled on a T-shirt and a pair of loose sweatpants. He sat down and exchanged the boots he’d been wearing for a pair of runners.

      “What are you doing?” Emma wondered if that was the right question. Maybe the right question was why only one bed, but that was a stupid question and she already knew the answer to that one. Rob had every intention of taking advantage of her and while her body thought that might be a good idea, her mind rebelled against his assumptions.

      Sex was never good, ever, even in the early days with Tyler, before it went to hell, because men were greedy, arrogant and egotistical. And she didn’t want any of it anymore. But then again, what she wanted and what she had to do to survive were two different things.

      He stayed seated on the bed, hands on his thighs staring at her like he was deciding something. “Come here.” He gestured with his hand.

      Emma froze. “Why?” It was whispered and she hated how shaky she sounded.

      His eyelids drooped as he mapped her. “I keep my promises, Hula. You have a few things to answer for.”

      Emma didn’t understand but she also did. She knew what Rob Creed was into – it had been a hot topic in Randall Scott’s circle when Rob had been arrested for the murder of his girlfriend, Amber. They’d been into BDSM and the media grabbed onto it with a gleeful mania that made the Joker look like an amateur. It hadn’t helped that Rob initially confessed to Amber’s death, his defence being that it had been a sexual act gone wrong. “What are you going to do?”

      “You’re trying my patience. Get over here and I’ll tell you.” His eyes narrowed at her as she tensed. “Don’t make me chase you, because that’ll piss me off in a way you don’t want me to be. I’m already too wound up.”

      She wasn’t going to run because she had no where to go and it wasn’t like she hadn’t been knocked around before. She could deal with this. She took the few steps like she was about to walk a plank, then stood in front of Robert, her stomach churning, her adrenaline spiking in anticipation and fear.

      He dropped an arm around her waist and tugged her to him as he spread his thighs. “The thing about a punishment in my world is that it’s for your own good.” He reached up and touched her cheekbone, feathered his fingers down the bruise on the side of her face. “Last night, I told you to stay put, behave yourself and you took off, put yourself in danger.”

      “Nolan did this.” Emma felt the need to argue – she accepted that men were assholes, but no longer blamed herself for her supposed role in their inability to control themselves.

      “It wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t jumped him.” He ran his hands over her ass, pressing against the jean material, causing her nerve endings to fire up.

      “But—”

      “And your disrespect, Hula. Not going to wash with me.”

      Fuck him and fuck the horse he rode into town on. She gave him a small shove. “Fine! Hit me then and get it over with.”

      “See that right there is not okay. I’m never gonna hit you. Not like that fucking prick last night. But you need to understand that it’s my job to keep you safe, and it’s your job to listen to me.”

      Emma sucked in a breath. His words were simply a gentler version of Tyler’s. Why don’t you fucking listen to me when I tell you to do something? You’re a fucking cunt not worth my time or money. Don’t matter how pretty you are, no man wants your type of stupid!

      “What’s the difference, Rob?” She knew men, knew she wasn’t going to talk him out of this. He was making her crazy though, his composure, the way his thumbs rubbed at the flesh under her shirt, caressing her waist.

      “The difference?”

      “Between hitting me and punishing me. It’s the same thing, no matter how you try to sell it. You hit women.”

      He shook his head. “No. I punish women. And I don’t really punish very many women. Some want it in a masochistic way – those women I use, and they use me.”

      Emma clenched his teeth at his talk of other women. She couldn’t understand where the jealousy was coming from. She didn’t want him, but she also didn’t want to hear about his other woman. “Like Amber,” she said, pleased to see his eyes narrow as she pushed his buttons.

      “Not like Amber. She was different, you’re different. I don’t give a fuck about other women…” He stopped, seeming to grope for the right words. “They want to be punished for whatever reason. I don’t ask, but I’m happy to oblige. It’s consenting adults doing what they want to do.”

      “Until it crosses a line. Like it did with Amber.”

      He jerked in surprise. “You think I killed Amber.” He tightened his grip on her waist.

      “Everyone thinks you killed Amber.” Emma rushed the words out while her stomach protested her candidness. Rob frowned, his eyes clouding, and she saw sadness in the depths of them, not guilt, but pain.

      “I didn’t kill Amber. Randall Scott had her murdered.”

      Emma searched his face, looking for the lie, but it wasn’t there. “It’s why you’re here,” she whispered.

      His calloused palms warmed her skin as they slid up and down her waist. “Yeah, but we’ll sort that out later. You’ve done a good job of changing the subject, but you’re not going to knock me off my plan.”

      Emma contemplated him, the heat from his caress burning through her. “What’s the plan, Rob?”

      He touched her face, traced the bruise. “Let’s start with you calling me Sir. Not all the time, but during a punishment and sometimes during play.” He paused, his eyes on his hands as they traced the curve of her waist. “I gave you an order last night, for your safety and you disobeyed me. For that, you need to be punished because you and me, we’re together—”

      “We’re not!”

      He clenched his teeth and gave her a light slap on her ass. “Don’t interrupt me. We’re together until I say otherwise.”

      His words hurt and elated her all at once. He was acknowledging that she was not simply another woman he used for sexual satisfaction. At the same time, whatever this was had a expiration date. And the voice that she liked to keep buried, the one she called Ms. Self-Respect, piped up telling her not to give up who she was because of the asshole telling her he was going to punish her. “I’m supposed to play your games whether I want to or not until you get tired of me?”

      He groaned as he tugged her closer, planting his face between her breasts and inhaling her. “This isn’t a game.”

      The warmth of his breath through her blouse caused ripples of pleasure to bead on her skin and she was keenly aware that her nipples were hardening. Her hands, it seemed, also had a mind of their own as they grabbed his head, not sure whether she was going to pull him into her or shove him away.

      He made the decision for her as he pushed her back and said, “Take your jeans off.”

      “Rob, please…” She so didn’t want to do this. “I’m afraid.”

      He gave her a lopsided grin. “Fear turns me on, baby.” Then the smile dropped. “And it’s Sir. Don’t forget again. Take off your jeans or I’ll do it for you. And if I take them off, that will add to the list of reasons to punish you.”

      Emma drew her top lip between her teeth as she reached for the button on her jeans. Shit was getting real, but she had no choice. She wasn’t going to talk him out of what he had planned, she never won at this game with men. Her only choice was to get this over with.

      As she drew the zipper down, she said, “I’d rather you beat me up. It’s less humiliating.”

      Rob glared at her. “I don’t fucking hit women, not like what you’re talking about. Beating you, that makes you think you’re right about resisting me. Spanking you, it’s supposed to be humiliating. But it can also be stimulating and cleansing. Even euphoric for you. And for me, it helps me deal with your goddamn misbehaviour in a safe way.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” Emma whispered as she kicked off her sneakers and slid the jeans over her ass, yanking them off. She felt exposed as she stood trembling in front of him in a pair of pink bikini panties.

      Being hit was different – he was right about that, because it was inconsistent, sometimes unexpected and certainly with none of the restraint Rob was showing. No anger, no shouting, no name-calling.

      He reached for her and pulled her to him again, holding her in a hug that seemed as much for him as for her. “It means that this is a healthy way of dealing with your disobedience.” He shifted on the bed. “Talk-time is over. You’re going to lay over my thighs, your arms and chest on the bed, stomach on my lap, feet on the floor.” He turned slightly to help her accommodate the position he demanded.

      She held his gaze and waited a few seconds too long.

      “Now!” he snarled, refusing to help her.

      Tears sparked in her eyes, but she did as she was told, leaning over his lap, the bed supporting her torso as he arranged her the way he wanted.

      “Hands behind your back, Hula,” he murmured, his tone gentle as she heeded his instruction, bringing her shaking hands to the small of her back and tightly clasping them together. “That’s it. They stay there, yeah?”

      “Yeah,” she mumbled, pressing her face into the covers on the bed to hide the hot tears that were leaking from her eyes.

      “Yeah, what?” His hard voice floated above her.

      She swallowed. “Yes, Sir,” she whispered.

      He pulled her blouse further up her back and tucked it under her clasped hands. Everything seemed amplified – the quiet whir of the air conditioner as it stroked the small of her back, the distant sound of traffic, the clean scent of the bedding, its softness against her cheek. She jerked as he tugged on her panties, working them over her ass, exposing her.

      “Please don’t,” she said, the bedding muffling the words.

      He gave her slight smack on her bare ass, exactly enough of a sting to catch her attention. A warning. “Until we’re done, you won’t talk other than when I tell you to. Understand?”

      Emma didn’t answer until he smacked her again. “Yes.” She stopped, then quickly added, “Sir.” The breathiness in her voice pissed her off. The way her body was reacting pissed her off. Her nipples ached for attention and her pussy was growing wet. She knew it was happening and was helpless to control it.

      Her mind screamed at her to fight whatever this was, get him mad enough to lose control and hit her the way men did. Then it would be done, and he’d apologize to her afterwards. It would be his fault, not hers.

      “Good girl,” he murmured, his palm rubbing circles on her ass, his fingers inching her panties further down her thighs, part-way, not completely off. He tapped her lightly on one of her ass-cheeks.

      “I’m an angry man, Emma. And that anger consumes me sometimes. When that fucker hit you, I lost it. The idea of another man touching you… in any way.” He ran his fingers up her spine, stopped at where her hands were clutching together and caressed her knuckles. “If you hadn’t touched me last night when I was beating on that prick, I might not have stopped until long after he was dead. That’s how I get.”

      He gave her ass another light tap and she sucked in her breath as the sting of it made her squirm. She had to resist dropping her hands to cover her ass.

      “Stay still.” He squeezed her globes, his fingers bruising her flesh as he dug into it. “That’s why we’re doing this. No way will you ever again do something like you did last night. You won’t ignore what I tell you to do. You won’t put yourself in danger. You won’t touch another man… in any way. I look after you, keep you safe, even if that means protecting you from yourself.”

      Another slap to her ass, this one hard enough to make her jerk, but she strangled the cry before it spilled out of her mouth. She clutched at her hands to keep them still, mashed her face into the bedding. She wasn’t going to give into him, she didn’t even want to listen to him. She wanted to argue, wanted to disagree. Wanted to tell him to go to hell. At the same time, she desperately wanted to believe what he was saying. She wanted to be his, wanted to be cherished, looked after.

      “I’m not going to lie, I like power. I have a lot of it. It’s not a game to me, you’re not a game to me.”

      He slapped her twice, the force increasing each time his hand landed on her bare ass. She bit her lower lip, first to suppress a yelp and then to suppress a moan as he rubbed her ass, rubbed the pain into her, knotting it with her growing desire. Her body felt like dry tinder and each caress sparked a flame, igniting a gunpowder trail to the growing ache between her thighs.

      “I need to be in control, in charge. It’s better that way for everyone around me. They respect me. But my woman… it’s more than that. She does as I say. You, Hula… you do as I say, all the time, because your safety matters to me. It doesn’t mean that things aren’t negotiable, everything is, but the final say is mine.

      “I’m not going to lie, some of it’s kink. I like bondage, like the idea of restraining you. Sometimes it’s an outlet for me, for my anger. Rather than killing the first fucker that looks cross-eyed at me, I take it out on a woman who wants it. It’s a controlled way of managing my emotions. And there are a fuck-ton of women out there that need that same kind of outlet, so it works.”

      Emma hated his words as he said them, the easy cadence, the soft tone. Her thinking was so fucking screwed up, but she couldn’t make her brain shut off.  “I don’t want to hear about your fuck-ton of women,” she mumbled.

      He reacted swiftly, grabbing her hair and painfully yanking on it, pulling her head back so he could see her face. “What’d I say about talking?”

      She grunted at the pull on her shoulders. “Sorry… Sir.” Go to hell, SIR!

      He dropped her head and returned his attention to her ass, rubbing it in gentle circles, then kneading the cheeks, but as he pulled a breath into his lungs, his hand crashed down hard, the sting searing her and she cried out at the surprise and the force. He didn’t fault her for it though. Instead, he rubbed her ass again, forcing a moan from her lips.

      “This punishment is about last night, about you tackling that fucker. It’s about the disrespect. You got a smart mouth, Hula. I’m surprised by that. Thought you were a natural sub, but you’re not, are you? Not the way you talk back.” He paused as he squeezed her cheeks. “I like it though. It turns me on that you push back. But no more sass, understand? Going forward, you can disagree, but be respectful.”

      He slapped her gently, small taps that stung because her ass was still smarting from the last smack he’d given her. She was angry, rebellious, but also turned on by what he was doing to her, what he was saying. The ache between her legs was growing, her nipples were bullet hard. Did he know? God, she didn’t want him to know.

      “I think 20 spanks will make my point.”

      Emma sucked in a breath. Twenty more spanks? “What?”

      “Hush,” he slapped her ass. “You’ll count them as I give them to you.”

      Humiliation filtered through her. No way was she going to count the spanks. “No. I can’t do that.”

      He spanked her twice, hard enough to make her buck and draw her hands to her ass. He grabbed them, capturing them in one of his hands and pressing them down against the small of her back. Then he slapped her hard. Another spank that almost shattered her. “How many do you want, baby? More? Your punishment doesn’t start until you start counting. Everything before that is foreplay.”

      “Please, Rob,” she moaned.

      He leaned to her ear, his warm breath brushing the shell of it. “It’s Sir. Until this punishment is over. Do. You. Understand?”

      “Yes,” she croaked out, her body wriggling of its own accord.

      “Say it then!”

      She had no choice. He wasn’t going to relent, and she wasn’t going to get loose. “I’m ready.”

      “Sir.” He smacked her.

      “Sir.”

      He smacked her again and she whispered, “One.”

      “Good girl,” he soothed as he rubbed her ass. “Let’s get this done.”

      He smacked her again and again and she counted each stroke, struggling with the words as the spanking continued. He was breaking her, splintering her. She felt it, the pain, but something else too, something better than the pain. Every few spanks, he’d pause and rub her ass, easing the sting, forcing her mind away from her aching ass, to a subtle neediness that she couldn’t identify.

      By the time she hit twenty, she was sobbing uncontrollably. At some point, she stopped being resentful and rebellious. Instead, she felt a release, a catharsis of her emotional pain. Vulnerability raced through her and she struggled to sit up. She wanted to be alone, lock herself in the bathroom, try to settle her confusion.

      Rob pressed his hand to her back. “Wait ‘til I say.” His voice was hushed, his tone almost remorseful.

      He waited a heartbeat and she thought he was expecting her to respond, but she couldn’t drag the words out from between her lips, couldn’t force herself to say, yes sir.

      He let it go. “Your ass is gorgeous, this red. Beautiful.” He sounded like an artist admiring his brushstrokes.

      That’s when she realized he was hard, his sizeable erection pressing against her. Spanking her inflamed him – this was more than a punishment for her. As if he read her mind, he slipped his fingers to her folds, a moan escaping her lips as he teased her. “You’re so fucking wet, baby.”

      All thoughts of needing to escape disappeared. She was wet, full of need, and she couldn’t believe how badly she wanted Rob’s hard cock inside her. She expected him to take her – it was clear he wanted to. He said he liked power, control, so what was the issue?

      She was still crying softly, and her mind was battling with her body. She was shameless in her desire, but also fearful, wanting to believe this man, trust he wouldn’t hurt her. Wanted so badly for him to want her, to cherish her like he said.

      She jerked when he slid his hands over her ass cheeks, thinking he was going to slap her again, but he caressed the skin on her thighs before sliding her panties up to cover her ass. He turned her then, sitting her up and pulling her into his strong arms, cradling her, holding her while she sobbed. She curled up into him, clutching the fabric of his T-shirt between her fingers as she pressed her face against his chest.

      “I like spanking you, Hula. It’s a fucking turn-on. The idea of punishing you like this… and you like it too.” He paused, running a hand through her hair. “I’d make you come, I know it’s what you want, but not this time. No reward for bad behaviour.”

      She wanted to deny his words, but she’d be lying. The spanking hurt like hell, but it was also liberating in a way she couldn’t understand. And her pussy pulsed with need. She tried to push away from him, but he tightened his arms around her as he dropped a gentle kiss on her forehead.

      “If you put yourself in danger again, it will be more than gentle spanks with my hand. I like flesh on flesh, but it might not be enough of a punishment.”

      “Gentle spanks?” She sniffled even as she gave a harsh laugh.

      He squeezed her to him for 10 minutes or more, her eyes still leaking as he rocked her, stroked her arm, her back, her head. As she pulled herself together, he was quiet. Not a word. She wanted something from him, reassurance that he wanted her like she wanted him. She hated what was happening, her neediness, her desire for this man. She was craving him and that was going to be her downfall.

      Finally, she uncurled from him and straightened up, setting her feet on the floor and rising, scrambling out of his reach in case he changed his mind. She stood in front of him awkwardly as her eyes drank in his beauty, as her brain scrambled for words, for the right words. “I need to…” She kept him in her sights as she backed out of the bedroom. She needed to get to the bathroom, to clean herself up.

      He stood too, adjusting himself, watching her with a small smile. “Do what you gotta do. I’m going for a run.” He brushed past her and headed towards the stairs as if it was just another day in their lives. As if nothing momentous had happened. As if he didn’t just spank the bejesus out of her and then reprimand her. “Call room service if you need anything. There’s a bar in the living room if you want a drink.” With that he was gone, the distant slam of the door on the level below confirming it.

      Emma closed her eyes and leaned her back against the wall, trembling as a wave of exhaustion flowed through her. What the hell just happened? She’d been punished, not beaten. She’d never been punished before, not in her life. Her parents slapped her and Lisle around or ignored them. It was abuse, not punishment, and Tyler, same thing. Not once did he ever fight with her over her recklessness, not that she was generally reckless. But maybe she was wrong about that. All those times she’d gone to the East Side looking for Lisle. She’d been nervous, but she did it anyway, more concerned for Lisle’s well-being than her own safety.

      She rubbed her ass as she entered the bathroom, running a cloth under cold water and soothing her face with it. She hated her crying face and Rob had seen it. At least he didn’t comment on it, on how ugly it was, how ugly she was when she cried.

      Like Tyler did. You’re fucking ugly when you cry. Want to be ugly? Let me help out.

      And then the smack. Not a spank on her ass, but a vicious slap to her face, maybe a knee to her stomach, or a hard shove into a wall as he yelled at her.

      She stared at her ugly reflection in the mirror for a long minute before doing what she always did. She turned from her shame, her uselessness and went in search of her jeans. They were on the bedroom floor where she’d left them, and she slid them gingerly over her tender ass.

      Tyler was no longer a factor in her life and Randall Scott, he didn’t hit her, just used her body. Rob… she couldn’t figure him out, but other than he was hot, rich and dangerous, she didn’t really know him. She wished he hadn’t left, but also was glad he had. She stared at the bed, imaging him next to her, holding her in his massive arms, caressing her with his big hands. Telling her that she was his and he’d look after her, keep her safe for the rest of her life.

      She swallowed down the ocean of tears that were threatening to engulf her. Usually she could manage her emotions, but Rob stirred them into hurricane proportions. Who he was, all he was, giving her hope, making her believe. Reality was going to crush her like it always did.

      She glanced around the bedroom, her eyes lighting on the soft pillows, the framed modern prints, Rob’s duffle bag. Curiosity wrestled with her conscience, her need to know beating her integrity by a half-mile. She sneaked a peek out into the hall knowing full well that no one was there. Rob hadn’t said how long he’d be gone, which was irrelevant. If he came back, she’d tell him she was unpacking his bag, which wasn’t a lie, not really.

      She opened the duffle and emptied the contents into drawers and onto hangers. Disappointment rippled through her at the lack of anything interesting. She expected more from Rob, but she didn’t exactly know what that more entailed. Certainly not the socks, underwear, shirts, jeans and black dress pants. He’d brought a tie with him, but no suit jacket. He didn’t really seem like the suit jacket kind of guy.

      She searched through his shaving kit, but it was as boring as the duffle bag had been. Nothing that interested her except some expensive cologne that made her tingle when she sniffed it. Yep, it was uniquely Robert Creed and suited him perfectly. She placed it in the bathroom next to the sink she designated as his.

      She emptied her bag next and was embarrassed to hang her clothes beside his. She hadn’t brought much, enough for the weekend and she wondered if Rob planned to have her go to work on Monday. If that was the case, she’d have to get more clothes. Her own clothes, not new clothes or Randall would be suspicious.

      She shook her head.

      What was she thinking?  She was already colluding with Rob in her head, like it was a foregone conclusion that she would help him. There was nothing preventing her from walking into Randall’s office on Monday and telling him that Rob Creed was in town with murder on his mind. Except Lisle’s safety of course. And her own.

      Besides, she loathed Randall Scott more than anyone else she knew. He disgusted her on so many levels. He was arrogant, standoffish, a bloody con artist who had so much money no one dared to question the legitimacy of it. He was in his sixties, but had a sophisticated older man look and carriage that made him dangerously attractive. He could have any woman willingly, but he had no interest in a relationship, which is maybe why Rob thought what he did. That Randall hired her not for her skills in the office, but so he could fuck her when he wanted to.

      She felt her stomach turn at her memories of Randall when he was with her. He didn’t even try to be a good man, an unselfish lover. No. When he wanted a fuck from her, he took it. Maybe it was a blessing though, that he had no relationship expectations. He never wanted her to stay, had no interest in sharing an intimate conversation. When he was done, he wanted her gone. He wasn’t cruel, but he wasn’t nice – she was a whore to him, nothing more.

      Rob was different from Randall, from Tyler, from her dad. He was different because he looked at her differently, he looked at her like she was someone special. And he talked to her, listened to her, even if he was a jerk. Yes, he was rough, but part of her thrilled at that.

      She rubbed her ass, the sting a reminder of his unhappiness with her. Rob’s punishment was different from Tyler slapping her around. He’d planned it; it wasn’t reactive or meant to belittle. Not angry, not rough. Gentle, commanding, even exciting. His spanks were controlled and his expectations clear. Her emotions afterwards were different too. Her takeaway wasn’t a sense of inadequacy, but a desire to please. And it had turned her on.

      But he didn’t take advantage of that and he could have. It was clear he was turned on too. She closed her eyes remembering the feel of his erection pressed against her pelvis. Imaging him inside her, filling her, assuaging the ache between her thighs.

      She shook her head as her rational brain kicked in. She was messed up in a way that made her question her sanity. Rob was hard, controlling and that made him attractive to her. She was trying to convince herself that he was a good man. And he wasn’t. There was no such thing.

      She didn’t know what to do with herself in the big luxurious suite that probably cost as much for one night as her rent did for a month. She wandered from room to room, opening cabinets in the kitchen, checking out the well-stocked bar, examining the room-service menu, her mouth watering over the decadent offerings. The terrace beckoned and she sat on a big comfortable lounger for several minutes, luxuriating under the heat of the mid-afternoon sun.

      When that got boring, she leafed through a magazine detailing all of Vancouver’s wonderful characteristics, then turned on the television for a few minutes, then off. She drank a bottle of water she found in the bar fridge and paced the length of the living room. If she was home, she’d paint her toenails, clean her apartment, get groceries, do laundry. Here, with everything at her fingertips, she had no idea what to do.

      It was almost 5pm and Rob was still not back. It unnerved her that he hadn’t returned. No one ran for hours. Maybe he decided to go a round with the blond desk clerk. She thought of his erection as he held her in his arms. The idea that she would be his foreplay, but he’d find someone else to satisfy him, raised her blood pressure. Maybe that was part of the punishment. Hot tears of humiliation sparked in her eyes. She was so damned needy that she wanted a man who had punished her with a brutal spanking and now, might be screwing another woman.

      Like all her other destructive thoughts, she veered away from the emotional baggage that came with it. Instead, she dragged herself upstairs and sprawled out on the king-sized bed, turning on her side so she could see out the huge window that overlooked Stanley Park. She saw a Helijet coming in and landing smoothly on the bullseye, saw the glitter of the sun on the ocean, white diamonds split by big cargo ships anchored in the harbour.

      It was a strange feeling, being alone in this room, thinking about Rob. She felt an unfamiliar sense of freedom. Maybe it was because Lisle was locked up in a facility that she couldn’t escape from and was someone else’s responsibility for a while. Emma felt guilty about not feeling guilt. It felt good to not carry the burden of Lisle’s problems, even if it was short-term. Everything felt good in that moment and she decided to embrace it. A guilt-free weekend in a posh palace with a sexy man who said he wanted her. Why was that so bad? It wouldn’t last forever, but why couldn’t she enjoy it while it lasted?

      She drifted off with those thoughts and was sleeping solidly when a thump on the bed jarred her awake. Her heart beat a frantic tempo in her chest as she swiftly sat up, momentarily confused by her surroundings.

      She exhaled a breath of relief when she saw Rob standing on the other side of the bed, looking down at her, a smile playing at his lips. He had a towel around his waist and his hair was wet. The tattoos on his chest made her stomach clench. There was something about a man with a hard body, great biceps and ink.

      “What’s this?” she asked, as she forced her eyes off him to the half-dozen shopping bags laying on top of the quilt.

      Rob tossed a small Tiffany’s bag at her and she scrambled to catch it. “For you. We’re going out tonight, so shower and dress. Dinner’s on the way. We’ll eat and head out.”

      Emma peeked inside the bag. A ring box and a couple of other square flat boxes. Her stomach somersaulted as she returned her eyes to his face. “What’s this for?”

      He cocked his head. “We’re going out tonight. Which part of that didn’t you get?” The tender Rob of before seemed to have disappeared.

      She narrowed her eyes at his sarcasm. “I got that part. But what’s with the jewellery?”

      “Are you fishing for a compliment, Hula? Want to hear me say that you’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on and I want you? Want you bad. No one else will do?” His mocking tone was not lost on her.

      She threw him a dead-eyed stare, her sore ass not enough of a reminder of his warning to watch her words with him. “You really are an asshole.”

      He grinned, a playful glint of humour in his eyes. “More of a prick, if you think about it. The difference between the two is the size of the bank account. Now your ex-boyfriend, he’s an asshole.” He picked up another bag at the end of the bed and left the room, the thud of his footsteps on the stair tread fading as he went downstairs.

      Emma waited until he was out of sight, then quickly dumped the contents of the Tiffany bag onto the bed. She opened the ring box and sucked in her breath. No diamonds or other precious stones, but it was the most unique ring she’d ever seen. The wide gold 18-karat band was embellished with a solid gold ball that dangled from the ring reminding her of a ball and chain. A very short chain. The words Tiffany & Co were etched onto the ball. She tried it on her ring finger. It was slightly loose, but when she moved it to her right hand, same finger, it fit perfectly. It was an interesting piece of jewellery, definitely meant to make a statement.

      She liked it. A lot.

      A rush of giddiness swamped her as she opened the next box to discover a solid gold bangle that had overlapping ends, a ball on each one. Almost like her ring. The third box had earrings that matched the ring. Her heart beat faster as she looked at the pieces laid out on the bed in front of her.

      These three pieces probably came close to costing what she made in six months, maybe more. Beautiful and expensive. Understated and glamourous. It was almost as if Rob knew her well; knew what would appeal to her. Or maybe it was what he liked, and they had similar tastes.

      She blew out a breath as she tried to school her racing thoughts. She was seeing things that weren’t there. He was observant, but they’d spent little real time together, even if they occasionally crossed paths over the years. This was more about him than her. This was his statement of ownership.

      She shoved her hair off her face as she eyed the other bags. She’d go through them after her shower, force herself to wait, let the anticipation grow. Climbing off the bed, she peeked out the door to make sure that Rob was still downstairs, then stripped off her clothes and dashed into the bathroom.

      She was still excited about the jewellery no matter the big flashing red caution sign in her brain. It felt damn good to get a gift like that from a man. No, not any man, but from Rob Creed. She tossed a towel over the glass door as she checked the temperature of the water and stepped in.

      The shower head was like warm rain, the soap and shampoo had a light floral scent and she spent an extra five minutes indulging in the sumptuousness before running her razor over her legs, pits, and pubes. After she rinsed thoroughly, she stepped out and wrapped herself in a soft, fluffy white hotel robe.

      Both his and her sinks had more toiletries than they’d brought with them. Hers had new makeup, a bottle of fragrance that hinted at citrus and honey and several other potions and powders intended to make her look and smell good. She dried her hair with her powerful new blow-dryer and pinned it in a loose chignon then decided to check out the other bags before she applied the makeup.

      The Victoria’s Secret bag held the lingerie, of course, and it intrigued her. Soft, silky – a solid black thong, and matching balconette bra. There was also a simple blue satin slip that Emma assumed was for sleeping in. It had a cowl back and Emma moaned in pleasure as she rubbed the silk against her cheek before setting it aside.

      Another bag held a gorgeous black dress with long sleeves and a V-neck. The ruching closely hugged her torso and emphasized her hourglass shape. So simple, so elegant although it rode up her thighs higher than she would have liked. No stockings and she was thankful for that. It was the height of summer after all with a blessedly warm run of weather.

      After she dressed and did her makeup, she slipped on the black four-inch stilettos. There were three of the same pair, all different sizes. Rob certainly covered all the bases.

      After she was ready, she lingered in front of the floor-to-ceiling bedroom mirror. She looked like herself but also not. The woman reflecting back at her seemed more put together, stronger, with a confidence that Emma herself didn’t often feel. It wasn’t so much how she looked – she knew men fucked her with their eyes all the time. It was how she imagined she’d look next to Rob in this expensive jewellery and designer clothes. How she’d be treated by others as Rob’s woman.

      She wasn’t going to lie to herself. It thrilled her, the luxurious hotel suite, the whisper of decadent fabric on her skin, the beautiful jewellery, all made more so because it came from Rob. At the same time, she felt like a fraud.

      These were things she wanted, dreamed of.

      Maybe not exactly this. Her dreams weren’t so big that she thought she’d be wearing jewellery from Tiffany’s and Louboutin stilettos. In her fantasies, she was loved by an honest hardworking man who looked after her, had enough money so they didn’t live paycheck to paycheck. A nice car, a baby or two.

      This person in the mirror, this hotel room, Rob. None of it was real. Rob wasn’t the man of her fantasies. He would use her and then, when her value to him ended, he would leave. And she… well… she would let him because she couldn’t change who he was, and he wouldn’t change for her.

      She tugged at the gold ball on her new ring. At least, when it was all over, if she wasn’t dead, she’d have good jewellery to pawn.

      Having suitably put herself back in her place, she walked down the stairs and looked for Rob, wondering what was next, where they were going, what Rob’s expectations of tonight were. The room service meal was in steamers on the table, a bottle of white wine chilling in a silver ice bucket, a bottle of Glenfiddich on the bar top with an ice bucket next to it.

      She spied the open balcony door and followed the errant breeze and city noise out onto the terrace. Rob was standing by the guardrail, dressed in black everything, and she stopped, stunned again by how sexy he was. Tall – a few inches over six feet, the button-up long-sleeved shirt clinging to his hard frame, the pants showing his perfect ass. The day’s growth of whiskers, the long fingers encasing a glass of what she assumed was scotch. A moody, far off expression on his face as he gazed beyond the bustle of Vancouver to the horizon.

      When he sensed her presence, he turned to her, his eyes stroking slowly over her. Her face, her chest, her stomach and lower, traveling to her feet and back up, stopping at her neck. “Gorgeous,” he said as he took a drink of the scotch, his gaze burrowing into her, causing a flood of desire that made her nipples hard and her pussy warm. He walked up to her, no, not walked, stalked like a predator, stopping a half-foot from her, dropping his nose to her neck and inhaling deeply. “You are one beautiful woman, Hula,” he growled into her ear.

      She shivered and he chuckled, a self-satisfied smirk on his face. “Thank you….” She stopped. Thank you what? For the compliment, for the beautiful clothes and jewellery? For not killing her and Lisle? She once again reminded herself who Rob was and what he was after. She couldn’t let him seduce her mind because rock bottom wasn’t that far of a fall for her, and if she started thinking Rob’s regard for her was real, she’d shatter like glass when she hit.

      He waited for her to finish and when she didn’t, he took her elbow and turned her towards the door. “Let’s get some food in us and a couple of drinks. Then we’ll head out.”

      She let him lead her to the dining room and sat when he pulled a chair out for her. He seated himself at the head of the table, her chair was to his left. It was intimate, made more so by the dim lights overhead and the pop of the wine cork as he opened the bottle. Dinner was grilled salmon, lemon and herb asparagus and roasted potatoes, all of it perfectly presented.

      The talk over the meal was far less intense than breakfast had been, far less intense than any other moment of this weekend. They talked about their lives, dancing around the sensitive topics like Randall Scott, Lisle, his dead girlfriend, her ex-boyfriend. It was hard though, so much of their lives were infused with those people. It almost felt like a real first date except that he had paid for everything she was wearing, and it was a foregone conclusion how this night would end.

      “So what club are we going to?” Emma asked as Rob refilled her wine glass. It was a Pinot Gris, crisp and dry, like a tart granny smith apple.

      “It’s called Irony. It’s a bondage club.”

      The sip of wine Emma had taken went down the wrong pipe and she slapped at her chest as she coughed. “What?”

      Rob grinned at her discomfort. “BDSM. Bondage, dominance, submission, sadism, masochism.”

      “No!” Was he kidding? The spanking was humiliating enough. She wasn’t about to walk into a club like that as his… his what? Sub?

      He laughed. “Yeah, baby. We are. Like I said, it’s a thing for me, I like who I am, like playing with a good submissive girl. It helps me deal with shit.”

      Emma felt herself overheating. “So what am I supposed to do while you’re playing?”

      His smile faded as he studied her face, looking for an answer she wasn’t giving. “I thought maybe you’d be that good little submissive girl.”

      Emma shook her head. “I can’t do that. I won’t do that.” This was crazy, not what she had thought at all. She wasn’t naïve, she read the books, got the wiggles in her belly, got heated by them, got heated by him, by the spanking and even his talk of bondage. But a club? It wasn’t only bondage, not when Rob was talking submission. “Please don’t make me do this.”

      Rob was quiet as he took a sip of his wine. “We’ll go to the club; you can look around. See what it’s about.”

      “Everyone will think I’m your sub.” She hated how she sounded, pitiful, whiny. Not adventurous, not like the woman she saw earlier in the mirror.

      He nodded as if that was a no-brainer. “Maybe, maybe not, but so what? That’s what these clubs are about. Don’t make it more than it is.”

      She sucked in a breath. “You’re no better than Randall Scott, are you?”

      Rob abruptly shoved his chair back and stood, throwing his napkin on the table. “Time to go.” His face twisted into a hard warning. “Best shut your mouth, unless you want another taste of my hand on your ass.”

      Emma jerked to her feet, her stomach rolling, her anger growing. “This is your shit, not mine. I don’t need this to help me deal!” She curled her fists, refusing to heed his warning, hurtling her words at him.

      “You don’t have any fucking idea what you need.” He grabbed her arm and yanked her to him, his voice a low hiss. “I’m not going to force myself on you if that’s what your fucking worried about. There will be a fuck-ton of woman who will be more than happy to oblige me. It’s a lifestyle for me though, and you better get used to that over the next few weeks.” He paused, releasing her and striding to the door, wrenching it open. “You didn’t learn a fucking thing today, did you?”

      “What the hell have I done now?”

      “See, right there. Your fucking attitude. You need to lose it, Hula, because I’ve been giving you a lot of rope and you’re coming close to hanging yourself with it.” He grabbed her hand and pulled her into the hall, slamming the door behind him.

      The elevator arrived quickly and as it descended, Rob stopped his tirade, which only mildly steadied the churning in Emma’s stomach. But she was settling because the argument they were having was a result of her initial reaction. She had to admit she was curious, and it was a good thing to go to the club with Rob. She’d feel protected next to him – he wouldn’t let anything happen to her, wouldn’t make her do anything she didn’t want to. But then she remembered his words: I’m not going to force myself on you if that’s what your fucking worried about. There will be a fuck-ton of woman who will be more than happy to oblige me.

      The thought made her steam all over again.
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      A black limo waited at the curb and Rob headed straight towards it. The driver, an older man in a chauffeur uniform, opened the car door and held it as Rob guided Emma into the back seat. The driver already knew where they were headed, so there was no need for an exchange of words, no need for the privacy window to be open. Rob wanted to be alone with Emma, not shoot the shit with some old man.

      He reached past her as she straightened her skirt and pulled the seat belt across her chest, clicking it into place. She swatted at his hands. “I can do it!” she snarled.

      She was pissed and Rob wanted to laugh at her, but he didn’t want her to think her behaviour was acceptable to him. “Behave, Hula or I’ll tan your ass here in the car.”  He fastened his seatbelt as the limo rolled into motion. “Looking after you is important to me. It’s something I want to do.”

      Emma fisted her hands as she glared at him. “Yeah, I get that. We do what you want to do. What I want doesn’t matter.”

      She was trying his patience. “What do you want, Hula? Want me to ignore you, treat you like a piece of trash? Flirt with all the pretty women who flirt with me?”

      Her anger faltered as uncertainty flashed in her eyes. “No—”

      “No?” He grasped her by the chin and held it as he glared at her. “Then what? I want to take care of you. Protect you. Want us to use each other for what we need. What’s so wrong with that?”

      She twisted her chin out of his grasp and lowered her head, becoming overly interested in her nails. “Nothing. I just… you want things I don’t. I’m not interested in BDSM.” She peeked up at him, her eyes hidden under her long lashes. He was tempted to kiss the stubbornness out of her.

      “Seemed like you didn’t have a problem with it this afternoon.” The blood in his brain was rushing south and his cock pressed against the zipper of his pants. “Given the shit you deal with, it would be a good outlet for you.”

      She jerked her head up at him. “Don’t tell me what would be good for me. Don’t think you know anything about me.”

      His felt the scowl on his face and his lust abated as impatience took over. Not only did he know everything about her background, he also knew everything about her. “You’re a whipped puppy and cope through bad decisions that make your life better in the short-term and hell in the long-term.”

      “No!”

      “You bury your head in the sand by telling yourself that it’s all about Lisle, giving you an excuse for the unending shit storm you refuse to deal with.”

      She raised a hand to slap at him, but he caught her wrist and held it as he got in her face. “You’re afraid to do anything that might better your life because then you’d have to blame yourself when shit fell apart.”

      “Stop it!” She brought her other hand up, but he caught it too, holding her while she struggled in his grip.

      “What’re you going to do with Lisle locked up and Scott dead? And your ex? Yeah, he’s headed for a burial at sea too. Go back to your parents and let them treat you like shit again, so you can blame them for your failures?”

      Tears swam in her eyes, but it didn’t move him. Yeah, he was a giant prick and yeah, maybe he was crossing a line talking to her that way, but she was infuriating him like no other woman he’d ever met. Maybe he should tell her the truth – that she was his and he was keeping her, taking her back to Vegas whether she wanted to go or not. Someone needed to fucking look out for her because she didn’t know how to do it herself. And he wanted to be that someone, had no choice. The idea of any other man touching her made his skin crawl and his rage spiral. There was no fucking way he could leave her behind and stay sane at the same time.

      She blinked her tears away and rallied with an exhale of angry breath. “Now that I’m clear on why I have such a lousy life, what’s your reason for being such a shitty excuse for a human being?”

      Jesus mother of Christ she was reckless. Anyone else would have their brains splashed all over the backseat after saying that to him. He yanked her to him, suppressing his rage, keeping his voice low, making it clear in his tone that the grim reaper was hovering over her right shoulder rubbing its hands in anticipation. “Here’s how it’s going to go down tonight. You’re going to get rid of your fucking attitude right now.”

      She opened her mouth to say something and he gave her a hard shake.

      “No more, Hula. We’re going to the club and you’re going to hang out with me. I have a private room and you can join me or not.” This wasn’t playing out the way he envisioned it, but he couldn’t back off now. She needed to understand she wasn’t in charge. “If you don’t join me, I’ll find myself a woman who’s interested in hanging with me and you’ll stay in the lounge area under a dungeon monitor’s watch.”

      “Done!” she exclaimed through clenched teeth. “There’s no way I’m going with you to a private room so you can tie me up and whip me. In fact, why don’t you take me home. That way I won’t cramp your style.”

      “No.” He released her wrists, feeling more disappointed than he thought he would. He wanted Emma, he wanted her to want him. Maybe it was too soon, maybe he shouldn’t be pushing so hard, but he didn’t really know any other way of being. She was under his skin, had been for a while, and he couldn’t let her alone. But she had to want him too, had to take him as he was because the alternative was non-negotiable for him. This is who he was.

      When he looked into her eyes, in those unguarded moments when they weren’t in a pissing match, he saw her desire for him. She watched him, but it wasn’t a wary, caged rabbit scrutiny. She wasn’t afraid of him or she wouldn’t be so unguarded. It meant that she felt secure around him, that she trusted him. It was almost laughable given their pasts and if he wasn’t so into her, he’d explain how foolish she was being. But the truth of it all was that she could trust him; he might be an aggressive jackass with a short fuse, but his fascination with Emma meant she would always be safe from him.

      She clammed up after that and he let her sulk until they reached the club. The driver opened the door and he slid out, then offered his hand to Emma, who followed like a well-trained… sub, actually. “Need you back here in three hours,” Rob said to the driver before turning to Emma, taking her upper arm and running his knuckles down the soft fabric of her dress. She remained motionless, her eyes on her shoes, her long lashes curving seductively against her cheek.

      He waited until the limo pulled away and then leaned into her, brushing her ear with his lips, inhaling the delicate scent of honey. “You’ll behave yourself inside the club. You’ll follow me, not leave my side. If you have to use the bathroom, I’ll walk you to and from it. You will not talk to any men unless I give you explicit permission.”

      Her dark eyes locked with his, all signs of the earlier anger gone. In fact, he couldn’t read her face at all. “For my safety?”

      He lifted the corners of his lips. “Oh yeah, baby. For your safety from me.”

      She crossed her arms forcing her chest to jut out, distracting him with the hint of her gorgeous tits that pushed at the low vee collar. “It’s okay for you to fuck another woman, but not okay for me to even engage in a conversation with another man.”

      He nodded. “Yep, that’s exactly it. You’re a fast learner.”

      He watched her face fall and decided to let her off one hook. “But I’m not going to fuck another woman.”

      She looked up sharply. “You’re not?”

      “I’m going to find a woman, strip her naked, string her up and whip her until she’s begging me to stop.” He paused relishing the roundness of her eyes. “Then I’ll come get you and we’ll fuck when we get back to the hotel.”

      She took a step back, then another. “No, we won’t.”

      “Why not? If we weren’t here, we’d be fucking already.”

      She bared her teeth at him, and he was surprised that he found her stubbornness a turn-on. “Maybe, maybe not. You’ll never know, will you?”

      He decided to be coy. “I guess I could fuck her.”

      She blinked at him, her anger quickly masked by indifference. “Fuck her then. Do whatever the fuck you want.”

      He intended to do exactly that – whatever the fuck he wanted. He laced his fingers through hers, holding them hard, as they walked into the club.

      There were several different areas at Irony depending on who you were. The BDSM club was fronted by a public dance club called The Drawbridge. Dark, with strobe lights, a DJ, harried servers and all the cool kids who didn’t have the money or the balls to crossover into the private Irony BDSM areas.

      Rob was two years past 30, but he had never been a dance club kind of guy, despite he and his brother owning one in Vegas. Uninteresting music blaring, men and women drinking too much and talking too loudly. Sweaty bodies doing the mating dance. Nope, not his scene and he had no desire to stick around.

      He nodded to the doorman/bouncer and clasped Emma’s hand harder as he pulled her through the mass of bodies to the VIP access.

      He and Emma were ushered through another door by a big man dressed in black and escorted down a long hall by a sub dressed in a leather corset and black leather shorts that only covered the top part of her ass. Fishnet stockings hugged her sleek thighs and stilettos added three inches to her height. She didn’t meet Rob’s eyes as she swayed down the hall in front of them.

      Emma, however, was not nearly as diffident, her dark, angry glare stabbing at him as he deliberately checked out the sub’s round ass. He didn’t usually like silly games, but for some reason Emma’s jealousy made him want to play with her. He smirked at her and she tightened her jaw as she glanced away.

      The hall opened into Irony’s Courtyard, which was a lounge with dim lighting. The music was muted in this area, but that didn’t stop anyone from taking advantage of the dance floor. Scene-ing wasn’t allowed in the lounge area, neither was sex or even foreplay, although several subs sat leashed with their Doms.

      A bar was tucked into a corner with a number of bar stools surrounding it. Alcohol was served, but there was a two-drink limit. The BDSM clubs that Rob was associated with had a no-tolerance limit for judgement-altering substances anywhere in the VIP areas. No cameras either or weapons or toys not sanctioned by the dungeon master.

      Emma’s eyes grew huge as a Courtyard Monitor greeted them. The man was dressed in tight black leather pants and an open leather vest that showed off his massive guns. He reminded Rob of Eddie, shorter than Rob by several inches, but stockier and rock solid.

      The guy’s eyes flicked over Emma appreciatively before turning his attention to Rob. “First time for her?”

      Rob nodded, trying to keep his anger in check at the guy’s open perusal of Emma. “Yeah. Name’s Hula.” He felt Emma stiffen beside him, her attention now focused back on him. “I’m going to park her at the bar while I head into the dungeon. I have a private room – Hula hasn’t decided if she’ll join me or not.”

      “I’m not joining you.” She pulled her hand from Rob’s grip and crossed her arms, drawing both men’s eyes to her chest.

      Rob tempered his urge to punch the guy. “Guess she’s decided. I’ll get her a drink and sit her down. She’s been told not to talk to anyone so if she disobeys, you’ll let me know.”

      “Of course.” His eyes raked Emma again. “Sure you want to leave her alone?”

      “I’m not leaving her alone,” Rob said, his voice taking on a deadly undertone. “I’m leaving her with you. You’ll keep an eye on her from a distance, yeah?”

      The Courtyard Monitor nodded with a slight grin. “Yeah.”

      Rob pressed a possessive hand to Emma’s back and guided her to the bar, helping her up on a stool. “Last chance, baby,” he said into her ear.

      She refused to look at him, but he felt her scorching anger right down to his toes. He motioned to the bartender. “Glass of Pinot Grigio. She can have another if she wants.”

      “What if I want—”

      “Don’t fucking push your luck, Hula.” He needed to shut her down. When he’d punished her earlier, he laid it all out there for her, his expectations. And yet, she was challenging him, had been challenging him since they left the hotel. It wasn’t cute anymore; it was getting fucking infuriating. He thought perhaps he should drag her into the dungeon, let her check out what Doms did with their disobedient subs. It would shut her up pretty fucking quick, show her exactly what could happen.

      The bartender set the wine in front of her and she murmured, “Thanks.”

      “Nothing, no talking. Not even a fucking thank you.” He leaned closer, shifting around her so he was fully looking at her. “You stay on this barstool and don’t move until I’m back.”

      She nodded, her jaw tight, her eyes looking past him.

      He stepped back wondering if it was wise to leave her alone. Coming here with her was wrong, he should have left her at home. But he thought she would be more open, interested in what he was interested in. At least curious. And he thought she’d want to be with him.

      It was wishful thinking that she would easily jump into this. She wasn’t a dive-into-the-deep-end girl. Nope, he should have started her out in the kiddie pool. But he was who he was – if it interested him even slightly, he embraced it. It’s why he was the thug in the family, it’s why Jack sent Andre along on this trip – to keep Rob from losing his head. It’s why his emotions were so out-of-control around Emma.

      But Andre wasn’t with him right now and Emma had him wound up so tight that he almost made mincemeat out of the fucking Courtyard Monitor who couldn’t keep his fucking eyes off her. He still had some restraint since he didn’t punch the guy. Yeah, that wouldn’t be a good way to start the night.

      He walked through the solid double-doors into the dungeon, nodding at a Dungeon Monitor as he entered. A fuck-ton of people crowded the room, men and women, tied down, being beaten, whipped. Lots of scene-ing.  A few lessons going on with small crowds around tables, benches, an observation window.

      So much fucking leather and vinyl. Never his thing. He liked the rope play, the knots. He liked the bondage. He saw her then, Angelina, a sub he knew, had engaged with the last few times he’d come to this club. She didn’t want to be mastered full-time but liked a good hard whipping. He was happy to oblige.

      “Angie,” he said as he stepped up to her, admiring the black leather halter and miniskirt. Big bangle earrings poked out from under her long blonde hair, a matching sliver chain hung around her neck. She was fit, gorgeous and up until this week, the kind of woman who drew his attention.

      Her eyes grew when she saw him, and her smile was one big fucking invitation with a royal seal on it. “Rob!” she said, his name on her lips melodic. “I’ve missed you.”

      He leaned into her, his hand caressing her bare back. “No, you didn’t, kitten. I’m sure you kept yourself busy since the last time we met.”

      “Not that busy. You’re a hard man to let go of,” she giggled. “Pun fully intended.”

      “I have a private room.” Rob was neither a voyeur nor an exhibitionist, although he didn’t mind watching the occasional scene. But he didn’t take part in anything in public. He liked it private.

      She shivered and he felt a grim satisfaction as her arms broke out in goosebumps. “I’m all yours.”

      He tried to put Emma out of his mind as he guided Angie up the staircase to the Tower, where the private rooms were. It was blocked by a set of doors. The Tower Monitor had a bored look on his face as he gave Rob a key and had him sign for it, then buzzed them through the doors and walked them to the room. “You’re booked for the night.”

      “Yeah,” Rob replied, but he felt his irritation grow. Without Emma, he didn’t need the entire night. Maybe an hour, probably less.

      He led Angie into a room that was like every other private room at Irony. A four-poster king bed with restraints dominated the south wall, an X-cross and several whipping implements lined the west wall. A small dresser with what he knew held everything he might want for the evening was next to the whips.

      A spanking bench, a loveseat and a couple of armchairs sat central in the room. Everything he needed for a session, everything except Emma.

      He looked at Angie who was watching him expectantly, her hands folded in front of her. She was already in role, a strong woman who wanted relief from her demanding job, from the pressure that she had to deal with everyday. From the need that grew in her, that couldn’t be sated by sex alone. Like him. It’s what they both craved, and they got satisfaction from each other. It was that simple.

      “Kneel,” he said without preamble. She dropped to her knees, her head bowed, her hands folded in her lap. He stood over her. He needed this, he was so wound up, it was Emma that was causing it. She was so fucking beautiful, so fucking defiant. He took a step back from Angie and sat on the loveseat in the centre of the room.

      She glanced over at him, waiting. Five minutes, maybe 10 and he didn’t move. She didn’t either. “Is everything okay?” she finally asked in a hushed, subservient voice.

      Rob rubbed his temples with one hand. “Come over here.”

      Angelina dropped her hands to the floor and crawled slowly and seductively towards him, her hips swaying, her tits bouncing.

      He gazed at her when she reached his feet, waiting for a spark, the excitement of having a beautiful submissive woman on her knees in front of him. But there was nothing, not even a goddamn tingle. His cock wasn’t interested. He wasn’t interested. She was submissive and eager to please, exactly what he thought he wanted, so much like Amber in her looks, in her submissiveness, but now, with Emma within reach, he’d lost interest.

      Guilt razed him. He loved Amber, wanted her, grieved her and yet, here he was with a woman like Amber and she didn’t interest him. He almost said, I’m sorry, but pulled it back inside. “This isn’t going to work, baby,” he said instead, scrubbing at the back of his head.

      Angelina climbed to her feet and slipped beside Rob on the loveseat, curling into him, running her hand across his stomach. Her touch almost repelled him, and he had to hold himself still not to react, not to swat her away from him. This wasn’t her fault and it wouldn’t be fair to treat her like shit.

      “You’re full of tension, Sir. Let me help.” Her tone was soft and inviting.

      She wasn’t fucking kidding about that. Rob worked the tightness in his jaw as he stared across the room, not seeing anything. “No.” He plucked her hand and removed it from him. “No, Angie. This isn’t going to work.”

      She pouted and stood, her hands on her hips. “We can make it work. I’ve been thinking about this, us.”

      Her voice held an edge it shouldn’t have, but there wasn’t going to be a scene, so Rob felt no need to correct her. “Thinking about what?” he asked.

      “I’m willing to be exclusive if you want to be my Dom. I can be your sub 24/7 if that’s what you want.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. A month ago, if she’d offered, he might have considered it. But now, she was not what he wanted. He turned and stalked towards the door. “I’ve booked the room for the night. I’ll let the monitor know it’s yours. Stay here, get another dude. Whatever you want.”

      “I want you!” she cried.

      He didn’t respond, didn’t look back as he left the room and headed to the Courtyard to find Emma.
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      Panic flitted through Emma as Rob disappeared through the doors leading into the Dungeon. But the longer he was gone and the more time she had to stew, her anxiety ebbed, replaced by a serious case of anger. How dare he bring her here and then abandon her to go find another woman? The fucking bastard! Maybe she should do that too. Find a man, fuck his brains out, show Rob he’s not the only prick in town.

      She took a long swallow of her wine as she gazed around her. She caught the eye of the Courtyard Monitor and held his gaze until he looked away. Maybe she needed to work on her come-hither look. Or maybe the Courtyard Monitor was afraid of Rob. Of course he was. Everyone was afraid of Rob, which was why he was so fucking arrogant.

      She took another drink. Yeah, everyone was fucking afraid of Rob Creed, except her. Well, mostly she wasn’t afraid. Not anymore. Last night she’d been, but what woman wouldn’t be, coming home late at night to find a strange man in her living room. But now. She searched around inside – nope, no fear. She knew why too. He was hard, mean, unfiltered, but he wasn’t going to mistreat her, if she didn’t count the licking he’d given her earlier.

      The thought of it made her butt ache and she shifted on the bar stool to alleviate some of the sting. It didn’t help because the sting seemed to be attached to an invisible cord that pulled on her sweet spot, making her wet when she moved, when she pictured him, when she thought about the spanking.

      She shook her head to clear her thoughts. He didn’t deserve to be lusted after. He left her in this fucking club and went looking for another woman. After the intimacy they shared this afternoon, none of what he was doing now was okay. He could have taken her back to the hotel, he could have teased her, eased her into what he wanted. But Rob, he was all about the action. No fucking patience, no kindness, no care. He was like a bull in a china shop or worse.

      She drained her glass of wine and set it on the top of the bar with a small bang. She should call a cab and leave, go home. No, not home – it would be the first place he’d look for her. And besides, she had no money. Before they left the hotel, he’d told her to leave her purse and like the ridiculous submissive woman he accused of her being, she did as she was told. Stupid, so fucking stupid. This was why she got knocked around, treated like shit by men.

      Fuck.

      The bartender set another glass of wine in front of her, taking her empty glass. She met his eyes briefly, but he looked away and so did she. Was he a sub? He didn’t look like a master, but who the hell knew what a master looked like anyway.

      She practically chugged her second glass of wine and welcomed the warm buzz as the alcohol hit her bloodstream. Oh yeah, another glass or two of this, and she’d be such a good little girl.

      She pushed her glass towards the bartender. “Another please.” She hoped he was a sub and could be bullied. He looked past her to the Courtyard Monitor, then shook his head. “Two’s the limit in the Courtyard.”

      “Right, forgot,” she mumbled as she hopped off the barstool. Her good judgement was like unicorns and good men, it was pretty much non-existent. She may as well get drunk, wait for Rob to finish whipping and fucking his sub, then catch a ride back to wherever. She headed to the door that would take her back to the Drawbridge. Some male out there would buy her a drink. All she had to do was smile and ask.

      The Courtyard Monitor caught up to her and blocked her before she got very far. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Emma glared at him. “Wherever I want. I’m leaving.”

      He shook his head as he grabbed her elbow, steering her back towards the Courtyard. “No, you’re not. Your Dom said to stay put, so you’ll stay put.”

      She dug her heels in, trying to stop him from forcing her back down the hall. “You’re holding me against my will. I want to leave.”

      “You walked in here willingly as a sub. Your master made the rules clear to you and to me. So no, you’re not leaving.”

      Asshole. “Do I look like a submissive to you?”

      His eyes travelled over her. “Oh yeah, baby. You’re a submissive. Poorly trained, but I suspect he’ll whip you into shape fast.”

      She yanked her arm from his grip. “I can’t believe this,” she huffed.

      “Can’t believe what?” Rob’s deep voice penetrated her anger and she turned towards him.

      “That was fast.” It wasn’t meant to be a compliment and he didn’t take it as one if his glare was any indication.

      “Let’s go.” He gripped her upper arm and hauled her towards the doors she’d been trying to walk through a few minutes ago. No one was stopping them now that the Lord and Master was in the building.

      She yanked her arm from his grip and stormed out in front of him, through the Club to the sidewalk. The limo was already there, the driver standing next to it. When he saw her, he opened the door – well-trained apparently. Unlike her. She slid into the back and buckled herself in before Rob could get inside. She heard him say to the driver, “Back to the hotel.”

      Then he slid in next to her, glanced at her seatbelt and shook his head as he did his up.

      As the car started rolling, he reached for her hand. She snapped it back. “Don’t touch me.”

      He chuckled darkly, then laughed like a fucking loser. “Why not baby? Want me to shower first so I don’t get mixed up about whose name to call when I’m fucking you?”

      She turned to him. “You’re crude and disgusting. You say you want me, and you find another woman when I balk at your… your….” She didn’t know what to call it. Kink? Perversion? Fetish? Whatever. “It doesn’t say much about you as a man that you have to have everything your way.”

      “You’re jealous.” He said it like it was a revelation.

      “Doesn’t matter, does it? Because you ruined it. I’m not interested anymore.”

      “You’re not?”

      “No. I’m not that kind of a girl. I don’t share.”

      He nodded. “I guess I got the wrong impression of you then, when you called yourself a slut at breakfast.”

      She felt the trickle of tears. “Fuck off,” she choked out as she drew a knuckle under her eyes. She didn’t want to cry again, not in front of Rob. He didn’t deserve to know how hurt she was.

      He pulled her hand from her face and dropped a kiss on the knuckles. “Nothing happened, Hula. No fucking, no other woman.”

      She stiffened, angry that he didn’t confess earlier, relieved that he hadn’t fucked anyone. “You didn’t?” Why should she believe him? Why was she so weak and needy?

      He sighed. “No. No nakedness, no whipping, no bondage, no fucking.”

      “Oh.” Lame but what else could she say? She didn’t want to ask why not because she was afraid the answer wouldn’t be what she wanted to hear.

      He scratched at the back of his head as he scrunched up his face. “I want to say it has nothing to do with you, but that’s not true. I wanted you in that room with me. No one else was going to cut it.”

      She shivered at his words, wishing now that she’d gone with him, but also knowing she’d never have been able to cross the threshold. “It’s too soon,” she whispered.

      He nodded as he looked at their hands, an embrace of fingers, now resting on his muscled thigh. “Yeah. I’m an impatient bastard. I want it all and I want it right now.”

      Emma let a small breath out as the last of her anger deflated. “What’s that mean?”

      He glanced at her. “I don’t know. I came here to do a job. I didn’t expect to get caught up in you the way I have. I didn’t expect the affect you have on me.”

      Emma thrilled at the thought and then remembered how bad her judgement was. It’s why she got kicked around. But was it really? With her ex, with Randall, it wasn’t her judgement. She’d thought they were what she was looking for, a caring man, a good job, until she found herself cornered with no way out.

      Rob was doing that too, but she did say no to him. She didn’t let Rob drag her into the dungeon or up to that room. But who would have? Going with him was a promise of pain and dominance that she doubted she could’ve endured. Of course, she did endure it with Tyler, but Rob’s intentions were different.

      She blew out a breath as she gave her head a small shake catching Rob’s quizzical look in the process. He was waiting for her to say something. “My inner dialogue is all over the place.” She gave him a watery smile.

      The limo pulled up to the hotel and Rob helped her out. She waited on the steps as Rob said a few words and passed some bills to the driver, then he grasped her arm and led her through the lobby and up to their suite. Once there, Rob released her and went upstairs. She stood alone, wondering what he was doing. Wasn’t there more to talk about? She took a step towards the stairs, then stopped, then another, then backed up three steps.

      He reappeared in workout gear.

      “What?” This was not how she’d anticipated the rest of the evening playing out.

      “I didn’t do what I needed to do and I don’t want to do anything to you that you don’t want. You’re not ready for that shit. I need to find a punching bag.” He headed for the door.

      “You mean a real one, right?” It wasn’t lost on her that Rob was probably the only man in her world that she had to ask if he meant metaphorically or literally.

      “Yeah. Get ready for bed, Hula. I’ll be back in an hour.”

      The door closed loudly behind him as he left her alone. Again!

      Emma slumped her shoulders and pressed the heels of her hands to her eyes. The man disappeared on her more often than Houdini’s rabbit. And she was left floundering again. Get ready for bed. Jeez. Okay. Yeah, fine. She’d get ready for bed. She’d be asleep and maybe that’s exactly what he deserved. She wasn’t going to sleep with him now after the shitshow at the club. It didn’t matter that he didn’t go through with his plans. The fact that he tried was enough – he didn’t respect her, didn’t care enough about her and… and… the thoughtless beast, he didn’t always get to have his way.

      She stormed upstairs, changed into the slip he bought for her, before unpinning her hair and scrubbing off her makeup. Moisturizer on her face and on her still throbbing ass, a good toothbrushing and she was done.

      She crawled between sheets that felt like silk and tucked the fluffy duvet around her, up to her chest, her hands resting on the top of her stomach. She settled her head on the perfectly firm pillow and closed her eyes. Then opened them and shifted to her side so if Rob were in bed, she’d be looking at him. Her mind was buzzing. Where the hell did he go anyway? The hotel gym? Did gyms have punching bags? Which side of the bed did he prefer? Maybe they both liked the right side. Then what would they do?

      She sighed and turned over so that she was facing the window. Sleep, Emma. Just fucking go to sleep. And quit swearing. You’re not a potty mouth. He was a bad influence and she grinned at the thought. That right there was the understatement of the year.

      Sleep didn’t come though, and probably wouldn’t until he was back. She tossed and turned, thumped her pillow to fluff it up, pushed the blankets off when she overheated, then dragged them back up when she got cold. Finally, she heard the click of the door downstairs, his soft tread on the stairs, the bathroom door closing and the pelting of the shower.

      She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing. They were not happening tonight, not after everything he put her through. She flipped to her back, eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling, wondering what to do, what to say to him. The lights from the city leaked in through the window, a pretty distraction and she climbed out of the bed and gazed at the nightscape spread out in front of her.

      This view was stunning, this hotel suite was amazing, even a regular room would be better than her apartment. She was taking it for granted, felt far too comfortable within its confines. It confused her. What if she liked Rob because of this, because of his money? If he had nothing but his looks and his personality, would he interest her?

      Was that even a real question? Of course, he would, he was that hot. She chewed on her lower lip. Maybe. Her judgement was skewed because of him, because of the things he’d said to her – the mean things. He made her doubt herself and she’d never needed any help in that department. She was all about ragging on herself about her shortcomings.

      She turned from the window when the shower switched off, and vacillated between returning to bed and pretending that she was asleep or staying where she was and letting whatever happened next, happen. She wanted to talk, to sort things out, but Rob wasn’t a talker. He wanted what he wanted, and he didn’t spend a ton of time analyzing it.

      The bathroom door opened, and Rob walked in, towel around his waist, his hand rubbing his short dark hair with another towel. The muscles on his chest gleamed from the hall light. He worked out a lot to have that chiselled hardness. The hair on his chest, dark, but not too much, scattered across his pecs, trailing off towards the impressive erection that was growing under the towel.

      His gaze caught hers and then followed its own path down her body, giving her chills and searing her all at once. Her pussy tightened and she clenched her fists, drawing silky fabric into her hands.

      He dropped the towel he was drying himself with and stalked up to her, stopping in front of her, his gaze roaming her face. She shrieked when he grabbed the collar of the slip and ripped the silk down the front in one sudden move.

      “Rob!” The breath whooshed out of her at his aggression even as her stomach somersaulted at her growing desire. He repeated the trip he’d taken earlier, eyes tracing the bare curves of her body. He backed her up against a wall and slapped his hands on either side of her head.

      The smell of fresh soap mingled with the lingering scent of his musky cologne making her head spin. She’d know him anywhere, would find him in a crowd even if she was blindfolded. It was a revelation because it was a primal response that she’d never experienced with anyone else. He was fast becoming her drug of choice. Even if her brain wasn’t on board, her body knew what it wanted. It was dripping with need and he had yet to touch her.

      He dipped his head and his lips caught hers, a light caress before demanding more, forcing her mouth open to his, forcing his tongue inside. She tried to return his kisses, but he wasn’t interested in what she had to give. He wanted to take, and he did, his kisses hard and savage, fucking her mouth liked he owned it. Nothing gentle, tender, caring. He was punishing her, and she was letting him.

      She heard the lustful moan, knew it was hers, then her hands palmed his chest, making their way up to his biceps. She needed an anchor, or she would drown in him.

      As she dug her fingernails into the hard muscle, he shoved his body against hers, grabbing her ass, lifting her off the floor, his fingers kneading the flesh still tender from the punishment he gave her earlier in the day.

      She gasped but didn’t struggle. Each pinch of flesh, each burn of pain flared into a bolt of pleasure that raced through her body. He pressed his erection against her pussy, thrusting as he kissed her. Only her underwear and his towel between them, the friction making her pulse, making her wet with wanting. It wasn’t enough even as she wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed her pelvis against his erection.

      “My girl wants it?” he murmured as he dropped his head to the sensitive spot between her neck and shoulder, sucking, then biting down hard enough to make her cry out. “Answer me, baby. Always answer me.”

      “Yes,” she gasped. “God, Rob.”

      “Sir,” he corrected, his voice muffled as he nipped at her collarbone. “I own you. Don’t forget it.”

      “Sir,” she repeated breathlessly. “Please.”

      He brought a hand to her throat, fingers tightening as his lips returned to her mouth, as he kissed her. “I want everything, Hula. You got that?”

      She hesitated, her lustful fog messing with her thought processes. If she said no now, she wondered what he’d do. She was tempted to test him, but a whispered, “Yes,” fell from her lips.

      His fingers tightened on her throat, restricting her air. “Sir.”

      She swallowed. “Sir.”

      “Good girl,” he murmured as he brought his hands to her ass, turning her from the wall and carrying her to the bed, dropping her on her back and falling with her, landing on top of her. He fumbled for her panties and ripped them off, leaving a searing trail of pain in its wake. The towel that had been around his waist was gone and there was nothing between them but their mutual desire.

      She gasped at the sight of his cock, her pussy tightening with desire. She knew he’d be big from the way his jeans hugged his crotch, but fully erect, he was magnificent. His pulsing head was dark and flushed; his long, wide shaft a few shades lighter. Emma’s excitement grew as she thought about how full she’d be when he was inside her, having doubts about whether he would fit.

      He ran his knuckles over her slit, then dipped a finger inside her. “Wet, baby. So fucking wet for me.” He pulled out and gently slapped her pussy. “All for me.”

      “Yes,” she mumbled, then jerked as he touched her clit. “Rob… Sir.” Throaty moans escaped her lips, something that had never before happened during sex. She was embarrassed, but at the same time she couldn’t seem to swallow them down. Men didn’t make her feel like this, men didn’t make her so needy.

      Her nipples were hard sensitive bullets, and she gasped as Rob captured one between his teeth, nipping softly, then ruthlessly sucking at the aching nub as he squeezed her other breast in his large hand. She bucked her body as pleasure surged through her, as it demanded more from him.

      As he came up for air, he threaded his fingers through her hair and pulled her head back, his face inches from hers. “I’m going to fuck you now. Tell me you want it.”

      Breathless, needy, lustful. “I do. I want it.”

      “That’s my girl.” His voice was thick, raspy, the tone impatient as he hoisted himself to his knees, hands grabbing her ass and shoving her pelvis up, opening her to him. He entered her in one swift, hard thrust, his eyes locking into hers, refusing to let her look away.

      She cried out from the sudden fullness, from the pain as she stretched to accommodate him. It didn’t matter how wet she was, she hadn’t been prepared for his size, for his roughness.

      He stilled, buried deep inside her, watching her face, letting her get her breath back, then pumping gently, small thrusts to help ease the passage. “I like it rough and hard, Hula.”

      As if to reinforce his point, he grabbed her ankles, hoisting her legs in the air, forcing them together, then over her shoulders, doubling her in half as he thrust. “Been too long thinking about this,” he muttered. “Hold your legs.”

      Emma grabbed at her calves as he let go, then he was gone, slipping down the bed and burying his face in her pussy.

      “Fuck!” Emma screamed as he exposed her clit, then sucked it between his lips. “Please, god, Rob, Sir.” She didn’t know what to say or when. It was too much, the pressure building so fast it almost toppled her and then he pulled away.

      “No!” She released the grip on her calves and tried to wrap her legs around his shoulders, her arms reaching for him, trying to bring him back to her.

      He moved fast, straddling her waist, grabbing her hands and pinning them beside her head. “Banish that word from your vocabulary. You don’t say no to me,” he growled as he pinned her.

      She drew in a deep breath, trying to steady her heart. “Please, I…”

      He flipped her over onto her belly, mashing her face into the comforter. “Please what?” A deep cruel growl as he slid down her body until he straddled her thighs.

      “Please, Sir. Please.”

      “This?” Two fingers invaded her vagina, deep, thrusting in and out, teasing the bundle of nerves inside her.

      “Fuck,” she said as she thrust her ass back at him.

      “Or this?” He used the wetness of her desire as lube as he moved his thumb to her other hole. Teasing it before shoving into her. She was too small for his thumb, too tight and pain radiated down her legs as she bucked under him.

      “Or this?” His cock this time, slamming into her pussy, filling her up, thrusting as deep as it could go, hard and fast.

      She tried to crawl to her hands and knees, but he shoved her down with his forearm pressed against her back. He was over her, a heavy quilt of hard, sweaty flesh, his lips sucking at the back of her neck, nipping her earlobe, trailing bites across her shoulders, grabbing her wrists and splaying them over her head as he fucked her.

      “Rob, please, please, please.” She was begging now, shamelessly. Not for him to stop but for him to help her come. She was so close, the build simmering, and she needed—

      “Good girls get to come,” he whispered in her ear, before sinking his teeth into its flesh. “Are you good?”

      “Yes,” Emma lied. She wasn’t a good girl. Good girls didn’t beg for sex or moan uncontrollably. But Rob didn’t really want a good girl. He wanted her. “Please, Sir.”

      “Good girls don’t say no to their masters,” he grunted as he flipped her to her back, kneeling up on the bed, and lifting her onto him, impaling her on his cock. Her arms folded around his shoulders as he grabbed her hips and pumped into her, his groans spilling from his lips, syncing with her own.

      “Come baby, fucking come all over my cock.” His dirty words shoved her over the edge, a leap into an unknown void, spiralling up, so fast, so high that shock waves thudded through her, her pussy pulsing, taking his cock deeper inside her.

      It was nirvana and hell, a coming together of two potent opposites that sought to destroy her. Tears spilled from her eyes as his cock slammed hard against her womb.

      “Fuck!” he shouted as he spilled his seed, as he bucked hard a few times, and then eased. Emma slumped against his chest, her body still shaking, greedy spasms of her fading orgasm gripping his softening cock, not wanting to let go.

      Rob lowered his head, his lips nuzzling her shoulders as his breathing slowed. “Fuck, Hula.” It was all he said and almost enough, because it held an edge of surprise that gratified her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Rob wasn’t ready to untangle himself from Emma. He could feel her heart beating against his chest, her soft warm breaths stroking his shoulder, her pussy, still pulsing around his cock. It was amazing being with her, everything he imagined and more. Greedy prick though because it wasn’t enough – it was like having that first bite of food after a week-long fast. He wanted to touch her again, taste her, hear her moans, watch her come.

      He hauled her off his lap and laid her on her back, then rested on top of her, pressing his weight into her. She was small, weightless when he tossed her around during sex, soft as he now moulded his body to hers. But she was all woman. Her tits crushed against his chest and he marvelled at their fullness, the duskiness of her nipples; his mouth watered in memory of their hardness as he sucked them.

      And her curvy ass, slamming into his pelvis as he nailed her from the back. So fucking lush that he could have come simply squeezing his dick between her cheeks and thrusting.

      He stared into her dark eyes, watching her as she watched him. Neither said a word; she didn’t move, didn’t try to unseat him. He knew he was heavy, crushing her, but she didn’t fight him, didn’t complain. Her warm shallow exhales caressed his face and he felt the whisper of heated air on his lips, the hint of minty toothpaste on her breath.

      He slid his hand down the curve of her body, revelling in its silkiness until he reached the juncture of her thighs. Easing his weight, he ran his finger through her folds, tracing their wetness, exploring their plumpness. She moaned and closed her eyes when his finger found her clit, when he polished it with gentle circular motions.

      He studied her expressions as they flitted across her face while he rubbed her, brought her up again, the small thrusts of her hips as he played with her. “Open your eyes.”

      She obeyed, raising her eye lids half-way, her gaze almost unfocused as it met his. He sped up his movements and she lifted her chin, exposing her neck. It drove him crazy, how submissive her pose was, letting him take her, offering her throat. He settled his lips in the hollow at the base of it, ran his tongue over her flesh. Salty and sweet, something about it forcing his lust, turning his semi into a fucking steel rod.

      He kept flicking her clit, watching, waiting, withdrawing and returning. Learning her, mapping her. Knowing her. She was close, whimpers escaping her lips, breath speeding up, eyelids drooping, then fluttering open again as her hips thrust in concert with his fingers. A sheen of sweat broke out on her forehead as her sexy pink tongue darted out of her mouth to wet her lips.

      He drew her clit between his thumb and forefinger and pinched, a hard, cruel grip that got her attention. Her eyelids popped fully open, her eyes wide, a choked gasp of breath, and everything about her reaction fucked with him. A blast of cool air blew through him leaving goosebumps in its wake and his cock hardened almost to the point of pain.

      “Rob,” she gasped as her breath caught on the word.

      He pinched harder, the pain paralyzing her.

      “Sir,” she corrected.

      “It’s going to hurt, baby. When I let go, and then it’s going to feel like nothing you’ve ever experienced in your lifetime.”

      He silently counted three more seconds and then released her, watching her face as she bit her trembling lower lip, and then screamed, not loud, but long and uninhibited, her hips bucking under him, her fingernails digging into his arms so deep they drew blood. He groaned as her face blushed a deep crimson, as her eyes rolled back into her head.

      And his cock, it needed round two and it needed it now.
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        * * *

      

      Emma was still asleep when Rob opened his eyes and checked the time. Almost noon. He was a fucking lazy bastard – this noon bullshit had to stop. He had things to do, so many things to do. He stretched and felt a good ache deep in his muscles. The kind of ache that told him that the night before had exceeded his expectations.

      He and Emma fucked until the wee hours of the morning, until they were both too boneless to move. It was wild, that’s the only way he could describe it. With subs at his club in Vegas or here, it was never like this. With them, it was letting off steam, getting what he wanted, giving what his partner wanted. Sometimes fucking wasn’t even involved, and when it was, it was once, not so many times that he lost count.

      He scooted up into a seated position, pressing his back against the soft headboard and arched to straighten the kinks in his spine. He gazed down at the sleeping beauty next to him, stroking his morning wood with his fingers. She was curled up on her side, facing the window. The curve of her breast as it rose and fell in concert with her breathing sent lust racing through him. After all the fucking they did last night, and he still wanted more. He grinned, feeling like a sixteen-year-old boy – a much wiser, more experienced sixteen-year-old boy.

      His grin faded though, as he thought of Amber, guilt trailing through him. She hadn’t crossed his mind once last night. Emma consumed him, mind, body and soul. He got lost in her, she let him use her, but she was a greedy girl too, taking what she wanted. Playful at times, naughty, pretending to submit, but then not really.

      And she was something all other women he’d been with were not, Amber included. She was innocent of the pleasure of sex. He almost felt guilty at how she responded when he explored her body; her gasps weren’t timeworn, she had no expectation of the pleasure he could give her. Men had not been kind to her, and he loved knowing that he was giving her what she’d never had before. He was her first in that sense.

      She wasn’t Amber, she was less than Amber in some ways and so much more in so many other ways. She touched something buried inside him that made him question the depth of his love for Amber.

      He tried to rationalize it.

      It had been three years since Amber died and he was moving on from the loss. He’d loved her and at first, didn’t think he’d ever meet another woman that he could love as much. But Emma, he could love her with everything he had if he could only let go of the past. If he didn’t, how could he embrace the future?

      He slipped from the bed, making enough noise to wake up Emma before heading downstairs. He shoved the do not disturb sign on the door handle outside their suite, then used the bathroom, listening for Emma, waiting until he heard the flush of the upstairs toilet and the running water from the shower.

      He jogged up the stairs, taking two at a time and went into the bedroom, quickly making the bed, not with military precision, but good enough. He pulled his leather belt from his trousers and set it on the top of his night table before intruding on Emma’s privacy, throwing open the shower door and stepping inside.

      “Rob!” Emma jerked in surprise.

      “At least you got the name right.”

      His joke fell flat as Emma scowled at him. “I’m not that much of a slut.”

      He laughed lightly at her response. “You’re my slut, Hula. Only mine. I thought we established that last night.”

      She giggled and the lightness of it stroked his cock. He realized she didn’t often laugh. “And this morning,” she amended.

      “Yeah.” He dropped his lips to her tit, sucking a nipple into his mouth, desire racing through him as she wrapped her fingers through his hair and moaned. He hadn’t completely tired out his dick. It was saluting her with the stamina of a young naval officer.

      He let go of her and grabbed the bar of soap, running it over her, then him, impatiently rinsing them off.

      “Rob,” she squealed as he pulled at her ass cheeks, running the bar up and down the crack of her ass, then rinsing. She didn’t know it, but her ass was his. Not yet, not right now. But soon.

      “You almost done? I have a few things to discuss with you.”

      “I’m done. Can we talk over coffee?”

      He shook his head as he turned the faucet off. “Discussion first, coffee and breakfast after.” He dropped his light demeanor and he saw the moment she realized that playtime was over.

      “Okay,” she said, sucking in a tentative breath as they stepped out of the shower. He grabbed a towel and vigorously dried her, ignoring her soft protests at his handling. When she was sufficiently dry, or at least no longer dripping like a half-closed water faucet, he picked her up in his arms and carried her to the bedroom, dropping her unceremoniously on the mattress.

      She propped herself up on her elbows as she looked at him. “What’s going on?”

      “Morning lessons.” He loved the expression on her face when she realized what was about to happen – the O her mouth made, the slight widening of her beautiful eyes.

      The hint of panic in her voice. “What do you mean?”

      He pulled on his jeans, half zipping them, then sat down on the bed and caressed the top of her thigh. “Let’s start with last night at the club.”

      She opened her mouth to protest and he dropped two fingers to her lips as he shook his head in warning.

      “You’re going to listen and I’m going to talk. Some things are non-negotiable. Like last night in the club, when you tried to leave, when you talked back to me in front of others. Not okay, baby. You’re my submissive little hellion and I like the idea of punishing your ass, but what we’re going to do this morning isn’t play.”

      She drew in a breath, her tanned complexion paling, her brown eyes focused on him in a way that made him feel like he truly was her one and only.

      “You don’t disrespect me in public. That’s number one. Yeah?”

      “Okay,” she said in a hushed voice and dropped her eyes.

      He pulled her chin up, so she had no choice but to look at him. “See right there, see what you did. That’s not right.”

      Her eyebrows knitted and there was a heated flare in the rise of her voice. “What? I was agreeing with you!”

      “You play this game like you’re agreeing with me, but you’re not. The correct answer when we’re having this type of conversation is yes, Sir.”

      “Yes! Sir!” She spit out like she was a new army recruit and he shook his head. So fucking enticingly bratty.

      He snapped out his hand and gripped her throat, dragging her to him. “Say it again.” He bit off each word, matching the tone of her belligerence.

      She dropped her eyes as she raised her hands to his wrists, trying to push him off. “Yes, Sir.”

      He squeezed tighter. “Say it again. Looking me in the eye, keeping your hands in your lap.”

      She dropped her hands to her lap, lacing the fingers together and gazed at him, holding his eyes with hers, struggling to maintain a gentle tone. “Yes, Sir.” This time it came off meek, the words soft and lyrical.

      He let go and she fell back on the bed, taking a couple of quick breaths as she rubbed the abused flesh on her throat. Her nipples beaded into hard points and her pupils dilated as a flush stole over the upper half of her body. She was turned on and that fueled the ache in his balls.

      “Telling me no. That’s not gonna happen anymore either, understand?”

      She swallowed, the bob of her throat making him want to unload his dick in her mouth.

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He nodded. “You do as I say from here on out or I’ll punish you. I like doing that, Hula. You have such a fine ass.”

      She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth and he almost lost it. Fucking little wench playing games. She knew what she was doing.

      He stood and picked up the belt from the night table, tapping it lightly on his palm. “On your belly.”

      She didn’t move, maybe couldn’t, her gaze frozen on the leather strap in his hands. “What are you going to do?”

      “What you agreed to last night. Everything I want. No half-measures.”

      “What if I can’t take it?” A shudder wracked her body.

      He sat down again and pulled her to him. “I’m not angry with you. This is training so you learn the boundaries of my tolerance. You need to understand.”

      “I understand.” She gazed at him, her wide eyes begging him. “I promise.”

      “You didn’t say sir.”

      “Sir, fuck. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re going to turn on your belly, bring your knees up under you and arch your back so your ass is in the air. Stretch your arms towards the headboard and put your chest and head down on the mattress, like you’re bowing down. Stop resisting me.”

      She swiped at an eye and then wordlessly turned from him, following his instructions. He pulled her arms further out in front of her, so her fingers were almost touching the headboard. “It’s a slave pose,” he said, trying to maintain a conversational tone, but her supplicant posture was sending shameless shock waves through him, made his voice a husky growl.

      He moved until he was at her ass, trailed his fingers down her spine, touching each bone, and savoured the shiver that wracked her body.

      “It’s going to hurt, but I’ll go easy since you’re in training. Ten lashes at least, beautiful. I won’t stop there, though. I’ll stop when you tell me to.”

      “I want you to stop now,” Emma’s muffled voice floated to him, a note of panic and a hint of betrayal. It made him harder.

      He leaned over her, taking her hair and brushing it off her neck, moving it to one side of her head, draping it past her shoulder. Tracing her angel wings. She was his angel. His fallen angel. “Don’t disappoint me, Emma.”

      He stood, adjusting himself as his erection pressed against the zipper of his jeans. He groped the cheeks of her ass, pinched them, rubbed them. Heard Emma’s breathing stutter, saw her body quiver.

      It lit him on fire, having her like this. Something primal, something so deeply barbaric that it spoke to the primitive part of the brain where his instincts were housed. He snapped the leather lightly across her ass, heard the small cry, watch the streak of red bloom. Fuck, it was beautiful.

      “Open your thighs wider. I want to see your pretty pussy as it gets wet for me.”

      She shuffled on the bed, separating her knees, splaying herself out.

      “More, baby.”

      She complied and his fucking dick wanted to sink itself balls deep into the glistening invitation she presented.

      “You’re perfect,” he said gently as he lightly snapped the leather again, then two more times, hitting different places on her ass, creating a criss-cross pattern that spoke to his basest desires.

      Each time he landed a blow, she flinched and cried out softly.

      He snapped the belt across her thighs, the tender spot below her ass cheeks and she gasped as she jerked from him. He’d only do it once this time round. He wanted her to know the various pain points so that she’d understand the difference between a light punishment and a serious one. This one should be more than he was going to make it given her level of disobedience the night before, but she was in training. She needed to understand his expectations in order to meet them.

      He laid the promised ten strokes on her, then stopped, dropping the belt on the mattress and running his hands over her ass, gently massaging them, squeezing them as she gasped and mewled. He slipped his fingers through her folds. She was dripping and while he expected she would be, he was surprised at the degree her body was responding. He picked up the belt and saw her brace herself.

      “That was 10 strokes,” he said. “But you can take more, can’t you, baby?”

      She sniffled, her voice breaking as she mumbled, “Yes, Sir.”

      “Ten more,” he whispered into her ear. “Be my good girl and take 10 more.”

      Her body shook, but she nodded her head, the subtle movement followed up by a barely audible, “Yes, Sir.”

      He counted to himself as he reddened her ass, stroke after stroke. It was a compulsion to keep going and he had to fight it when he reached 20. She was crying softly, her arms out of pose, pillowing her face as she sobbed. So fucking beautiful, so fucking responsive.

      He unzipped his jeans and freed his harder than fucking mahogany dick, then knelt on the bed behind her, sliding into her wetness as she gasped. “Don’t move,” he ordered, and she complied as he fucked her, taking her hard, owning her. She moaned beneath him, her ass thrusting back at him, wanting more, needing more.

      She moved her hand towards her pussy, and he caught it, squeezing it tightly. “Good girls get to come. I told you not to break position.”

      “I’m sorry, Sir,” she wailed. “Please.”

      The begging did him in and his balls clenched almost painfully as he pulled out, grabbing his cock and pumping it until his cum spurted out of him, hitting her ass, her back, her angel wings. He bucked a few times, gasping for breath. Fuck, better than anything. This woman was going to fucking kill him.

      He slumped down on the bed tucking himself back in, then pulling Emma up and twisting her around. She was a mess, her damp hair curling wildly, her eyes wide, pupils still dilated. He was tempted to make her wait, tempted to punish her for breaking position, but he wanted to see her come. Her face when she did was a precious masterpiece.

      He pushed her against the headboard and spread her knees open to him. “Do it, baby. Make yourself come.”

      No hesitation as she dropped her fingers to her cunt, moaning as she flung her head back and closed her eyes, polishing her clit as her ass thrust against her hand.

      It was fucking erotic watching his woman lost in a haze of lust after a belting. It was out of this world and his dick was already clamouring for more. Then she gasped and cried out his name as her body clenched and spasmed hard, quivering as she rubbed her fingers, milking herself.

      After half a minute, she trailed her wet fingers up her stomach to her nipple, circling it, then opened her eyes and caught Rob’s lustful gaze. She smiled then, lazily, seductively, sated.

      He crawled between her legs and captured her lips, kissing her deeply. She cradled his face with her palms and fervently kissed him back.
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      Emma took another quick shower as Rob made coffee. After, she slipped on a silky pair of panties and a sleeveless summer dress. She’d tried the jeans, but her ass was too tender. She almost thought about going without panties, but she would feel far too exposed. It wasn’t something she had ever done, and she didn’t want Rob to truly think she was a slut.

      She grimaced at herself in the mirror as she combed her wet hair. She had to stop thinking like that – she was a woman who enjoyed sex, uh… no, not true. Not until Rob. Before that, it was a thing, a means to get to the next thing. It was hard not to mix sex and love up, thinking ahead to all the possibilities because Rob treated her like she meant something.

      “Coffee’s on.” Rob’s deep voice filtered up the stairs, making her heart skitter, making her hurry. A small amount of makeup to cover the bruise that was yellowing now, mascara to lengthen her lashes. She looked at herself in the mirror. She and Lisle, so similar, so different. Emma had soft edges that were attractive to men – Lisle had hard edges, also attractive but they invited a different kind of attention.

      Emma was exotic, Lisle was cute. Emma was feminine; Lisle was a tomboy. Emma was a tease and Lisle was easy. Emma was responsible and Lisle was a disaster.

      She sighed as she rubbed colourless gloss over her lips to make them shine, then bundled her hair up loosely and pinned it to the top of her head. She loved her new haircut, wished she’d been brave enough to take it shorter, but that would’ve pushed Randall over the edge.

      He had been unhappy enough with what she’d already done. It wasn’t what he said, it was the way he looked at her, his lips pursed, his eyes narrowed, his gaze fixated on her. How dare she change herself without asking his permission. She wondered if Rob would expect that of her? Would he insist on approving all her decisions?

      She walked down the stairs, her bare feet slapping the tread and then peeked her head into the kitchen. No Rob, no coffee, but the smell lingered, and she followed it out to the terrace. Rob was sitting next to a small patio table on a white rattan chair with a thick blue cushion, coffee cup in one hand, cigarette in the other, the smoke curling upwards and then drifting away on the breeze.

      He glanced at her as she sat opposite him, where he’d placed her steaming mug of coffee. His gaze rested on her face, his expression neutral but his eyes gentling as they lingered. The corners of his lips curved up slightly as he brought the cigarette to his lips and took a drag.

      Emma hugged the coffee mug with both hands and then raised it to her lips, taking a small sip. “I didn’t realize you smoke,” she said after she swallowed.

      He looked down at the cigarette between his thumb and forefinger, as if he just noticed that it was there. “I don’t. Not really. I like to have a smoke in the morning with my coffee, if it’s convenient.”

      Emma had never smoked, again she and Lisle were so different; her sister was smoking by the age of 13, drinking by the age of 14. “I thought it was addictive.”

      He took a last drag and then crushed the cigarette out in the ashtray on the table. “You’re addictive. It’s a habit.”

      Strange words and she didn’t know how to process them. Fortunately, she didn’t have to as a rap on the hotel room door drew Rob’s attention. “Breakfast.”

      Emma started to rise but he stopped her. “Stay here. I’ll get him to bring it out. Weather’s perfect.”

      Her smile trailed after him as he left and returned shortly with the room service guy in tow. “Set it up here.” The young man shot Emma a small smile as he placed the dishes on the table. A basket of pastries, fruit, eggs and bacon. A fresh pot of coffee and cream.

      “Thank you,” Emma murmured as Rob led him back inside.

      “Your wife’s beautiful.” She overheard the waiter say.

      A warmth stole over her when Rob responded. “Yeah, she is.”

      She shouldn’t be so vain, but it felt good to hear. Most of the time the only thing on repeat in her head was the hurtful things people said.

      She didn’t trust compliments, especially from men. They came with strings attached. But with Rob, for some reason it was different, because he wasn’t a guy to say anything he didn’t mean. Sometimes it was a hard truth, but it was still a truth.

      He returned and grinned across the table at her. “I didn’t throw him down the elevator shaft, so you must be good for me.”

      She squirmed, her ass reminding of her earlier punishment as she watched him butter a blueberry muffin and set it on his plate. “Maybe I am.” She reached for the fruit, but he brushed her hand away from the serving spoon.

      “Let me. I like looking after my girl.” He spooned the fruit onto her plate, added eggs, a slice of bacon, then insisted she choose a pastry, which she did, a scone, but with no plans to eat it.

      She was used to a light breakfast and liked it that way. She wasn’t athletic, didn’t really work out so she was careful how much food she crammed down her throat. It was what women did, and she was no different.

      As they ate, they talked about Randall Scott. “Are there cameras in his office?” Rob asked.

      Emma nodded. “The entire building is secured with cameras, and there’s a security desk in the lobby. The building is public so you can go up to the floor where the offices are, but you need an access pass to get in.” She ran her mind over the layout of the building. “Randall doesn’t have cameras in the office because he doesn’t want anything recorded. And the building cameras are recording all the time, but not monitored unless there’s a reason to.”

      “What’s the likelihood Scott will be in today?”

      Emma shrugged as she swallowed a mouthful of egg followed by a sip of coffee. “I don’t know, and it won’t matter. My pass doesn’t allow me access during weekends. The only way I could be in on a weekend is if Randall were there to let me in or if I didn’t leave the night before.”

      Looking thoughtful, Rob stuffed half of the blueberry muffin in his mouth and chewed slowly. After he swallowed, he said, “Can you access your work computer remotely?”

      Emma shook her head. “No. He’s a careful man – his office and home are locked down tight. When I’m working, he’s in and out a lot – meetings off site, but also lots in his office.” She stabbed her eggs with her fork as she talked.

      Rob sat back. “I need to know his schedule.”

      “Are you going to kill him?” She reached for the carafe and refilled his cup first, then hers, a small shake to her hands as she poured.

      “Yeah.”

      He held her eyes and she shivered, feeling herself tear up. She set the carafe on the table with a bang, not meaning to, but it was like she’d lost the strength to hold it.

      He saw. “What’s wrong? You going to miss him?”

      Emma tried to snort, but it came out as a cough, her throat closing on her emotion. “I hate him. If I wasn’t such a coward, I would have killed him myself.” She stopped, tracing the edge of her plate with her finger. “But I’ll be a witness. I’ll know you killed him.”

      He leaned towards her, his expression a hard question mark. “What’re you saying, baby?”

      “Are you going to kill me?” May as well ask the question, but his eyes narrowed, and his nostrils flared making her wish she could take it back.

      “I already said you’re safe with me. Do you think I’m lying?”

      Emma shook her head. “No, it’s just…” She stood abruptly, knocking the table and upending her coffee, but Rob didn’t react. He sat still as she paced away from him. “I don’t know what’s real. All men do is use me. How do I know you’re not the same?”

      Rob stood and stalked over to her, pulling her into his arms and pressing her head against his chest. She could hear the thump of his heart, angry like the tone of his voice. “I’m not one of the men in your past. I’m your present and your future. I figured your hatred of Scott would be enough for you to do right by me.”

      Emma pulled a deep breath into her lungs and pulled her head back, craning her neck to look at him. “You’ll hurt Lisle?”

      “No. She’s in rehab, getting better. Andre’s getting updates from the director. She’s withdrawing right now but being monitored closely. When Scott’s dead, you’ll come with me to Vegas. And when Lisle is well, she’ll come too.”

      Emma’s stomach twisted as she thought of all the possibilities. “What if I want to stay here?”

      She felt him tense before he let her loose and took a single step back. He gripped her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “You’re coming with me, because it’s what I want. It’s what we both want. I need you, Hula, and you need me. Maybe we’re fucked up, but we’re made for each other.”

      Emma licked her lips. “It’s just… it’s hard to believe.”

      He laughed, but it was a bitter chuckle. “I don’t lie, Emma. I’m going to kill Scott for killing Amber, for touching you. Then you’re coming with me to Vegas.”

      “Okay,” she whispered, curling her fingers into the fabric of his T-shirt, then tipping herself up on her toes and brushing his lips with hers. “Thank you.” Believing was easier than facing all the other possibilities.

      He hugged her to him. “It’s me who should be thanking you. I feel whole around you. You make me that way.”

      Emma turned to the table and frowned at the spilled coffee, which had spread across the top and was dripping off the edge. “I made a mess.”

      She felt the movement of air, then the sharp sting on her butt as Rob slapped it. “You did, baby.”

      His laugh was light, and she giggled as she rubbed her ass, then headed inside for a cloth. He caught up to her in the kitchen and grabbed her by the waist, turning her and lifting her up on the counter. “You’re hard to resist.” He kissed her solidly, sliding his tongue inside her mouth as she opened to him, taking her slow and leisurely. Exploring her.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling her fingers through his hair. “So are you,” she murmured.

      He kissed the corner of her mouth, his brown eyes staring into hers. “I don’t want you going into work tomorrow.”

      She studied his serious face. “How’s it going to work then? Isn’t it what you need me for? To get his schedule?”

      His chin jutted stubbornly. “Doesn’t fucking matter anymore. I’ll figure something else out.”

      She palmed his cheeks, relishing the scruff of whiskers on her tender skin. “It’s okay. He doesn’t know you’re in town, doesn’t know that… we’re together.”

      It sounded weird to say that they were a couple, made more so by the topic they were discussing. She should be afraid of the man caressing her, the killer that he was, but he was going to do what she’d wished for so many times. He was going to remove Randall from her life. A heady sense of relief and gratitude swamped her.

      Rob’s eyes darkened. “I don’t want him fucking touching you.”

      She shuddered at the thought. “It’s been months since he’s come near me. He doesn’t want me anymore. Nothing’s going to change this week.”

      He scrubbed at the back of his head as he stepped away from her, his eyes seeking a distant point. “What if he does? He’s a fucking psychopath who plays chess with people’s lives. I don’t know why he does what he does. I don’t know why he had Amber killed.” His voice cracked as he turned to her, rigid with emotion. “He’ll kill you if he finds out about us.”

      Emma watched Rob pace in the small area, trying to find the words to reassure him that she’d be okay. “Why would he? He knows that you and your brother are Rusya Savisin’s allies.”

      He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter, Hula. He won’t be okay with you fucking around with me. He won’t trust you anymore.”

      “Okay. Then I go to work like it’s a typical Monday, maybe Tuesday, Wednesday. However many days it takes. I’ll bring his schedule home for you. Then once you hit him, you go home, I’ll stay here and make sure it’s all okay. Then I’ll come to you.”

      “No,” Rob said as if her thoughts were ludicrous. “To all of it. I’m not letting you near Scott and I’m not leaving you behind.”

      Emma scowled. “I’ve worked for Randall for three years – I can handle myself for a couple more days. And going to Vegas? I don’t want to stay behind, but I can’t leave without Lisle. And I can’t run off to Vegas the second my boss is killed – it’ll make me look like I raided his safe and decided to go on a gambling spree.”
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      Anxiety manifested in Rob as tension in his shoulders, his neck, his whole fucking body. Emma was sitting on the countertop, her thighs spread, and he wanted to give her a swat for her tone, a kiss for her backbone, and a fuck to release the pressure. He decided to do all three. He shoved his way between her thighs and took her mouth with his as his hand slid inside her panties and gripped her pussy, squeezing it hard.

      She jerked, trying to pull back from him, but he held her steady, his assault on her mouth as punishing as his grip on her cunt. It scared the fuck out of him; she scared the fuck out of him. He felt out of control around her and so completely in control at the same time. No woman made him feel this way and he didn’t know how to handle it.

      And she was taking all of him, however he was, whatever he wanted. It was early days, he knew that. He’d seen both her insecurities and her unbelievable strength of will. It made him want to comfort her and break her apart all at once.

      He grabbed her hair and viciously yanked her head back so he could see her face as he shoved two fingers into her pussy. She was wet for him, but not ready and her face registered a flash of pain that quickly gave way to dazed lust as he curled his fingers and stroked inside.

      “Don’t mess me up,” she moaned as she tried to shove him away.

      Don’t mess me up? He laughed, her words so unexpected. “How am I going to fuck you without messing you up?” He thrust his fingers deeper, this time raking her clit with his thumb, then pressing on it hard.

      She grunted as she pushed at him again, this time no strength behind her effort. “I don’t know.”

      A heavy gasp escaped her lips as he found her sweet spots, inside and out and went full throttle. “Okay, mess me up,” she panted as her hips bucked towards him.

      He grinned as she closed her eyes, her hands moving from his chest to his shoulders. He thought to stop, play with her, but she was so fucking beautiful, her head thrown back, her gorgeous long neck exposed, her face a concentrated mask of pleasure as she tucked her bottom lip between her teeth and cried out.

      He kept it up, fast, then slow, watching her face, knowing the moment she was beyond the point of control and he timed the thrust of his fingers with her breathing.

      When she came, her eyes flew open, staring into his, her spasms hard and fast around his fingers. His cock was rigid in his jeans. His balls ached like he hadn’t emptied them in weeks, but he stayed the course, letting her have this moment. It was unbelievable how sexy she sounded, how gorgeous she looked, how amazing she felt coming on his fingers, the fast, hard contractions drawing him deeper, then the ebbing pulses as her pussy clenched in time with her breath.

      He slowed too, milking her until all he could feel was the echo of a spasm, a small leftover tic. He leaned in and kissed her neck as he straightened her panties and brought his fingers to her lips. “Clean them off.”

      Her pink tongue darted out of her mouth as she grabbed his wrist, holding it steady while she licked his thumb, then pulled it into her mouth, sucking on it before letting it go with a pop. She did the same with each of his fingers. Then she stroked her tongue up the palm of his hand, the glint her eyes pure mischief and all temptress.

      He gripped her by the waist and carried her to the living room, sitting her on the coffee table. “My turn, baby,” he said as he undid his jeans and drew out his cock, running his hands up the length. He was leaking cum and he traced his cock across her lips, painting them with it, almost blowing his load when her tongue darted out and licked off her lips. “Go,” he said in a raspy, strangled voice.

      She took the shaft in her hands, hugging it hard and jerking him a few times, then she grabbed a handful of his jeans, clutching at the fabric, using it as an anchor. He held her head loosely, grappling for self-control as she lowered her face to his balls and licked them, then sucked at them, one at a time, holding them between her lips, her tongue sliding over the tender flesh, slowly exploring.

      He groaned as he tightened his fingers in her hair. He wanted fast, he wanted slow. He wanted it all and his skin broke out in goosebumps as she slid her tongue to the sensitive underside of his cock, slightly above his balls. She kissed it, pulled at it and then licked it teasingly.

      “Suck me,” he managed to grit out, but the little brat ignored him, licking and kissing her way to the crown of his dick, then back down.

      He grabbed his cock and forced it between her lips, and she shifted back from him. “Let me do this,” she demanded.

      Fucking woman was trying to top. “Suck me, baby.” He shoved the tip of his cock to her lips at the same that he pushed her head forward.

      “You’re too impatient,” she mumbled, but opened her mouth and pulled him into her warm, wet tunnel.

      “Fuck,” he bellowed as he lost control and snapped his hips forward. She wasn’t ready for him and gagged, jerking her head back, but not letting him go.

      He loosened his grip and closed his eyes as she sucked him, bringing him in deep, then out, then in again. She paused at the top of his cock, her lips wrapped around the sensitive hood, teasing him with her tongue as she sucked it.

      Her hand worked him at the same time, the firm grip sliding up and down his shaft, her saliva like silk as she pumped him. His balls were tucking up, his way of knowing he was close. He thought about pulling out; he wanted to mess her up, see his cum on her face, her chest, but then she sucked him deep, the head of his cock in her throat and she held him there.

      He tightened his fingers in her hair, willing himself not to shove deeper, not to force her to hold her position. Her lips glided over his cock, a few more shallow sucks and then deep again, holding him at the edge of her throat.

      This time he lost the battle and held her head as he jerked his hips forward, then back. He couldn’t stop and she took as much as she could, both hands gripping his jeans as he fucked her mouth. “Gonna come,” he mumbled. It was all he could manage as his world exploded, a flash of white light in his head as he closed his eyes. He grabbed his dick and pumped the cum from it, into her mouth as her lips locked around him.

      He looked down at her looking up at him as she swallowed his seed and he scrubbed at the back of his head. She was a fucking angel. His angel. He dropped to his knees in front of her, pulling her into his arms, crushing her against his chest, then yanking her head back and kissing her lips while he held her throat.

      He tipped over, pulling her with him until they were both on the floor. He rolled on top of her, still kissing her, sucking her bottom lip into his mouth, biting down gently. He didn’t want to let go of this woman, not now, not ever.
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      The day was over too soon and after their interlude in the kitchen and the living room, Rob grew distant, pacing, talking to her, but it was almost like he was talking to himself. Emma thought she had finally convinced him to let her go into work on Monday, but Rob kept debating the topic. It was the logical thing to do, but she knew that logic and emotion were not often good companions.

      “I’m not afraid,” she told him. “It will be like any other day of work. In fact, it’ll be suspicious if I don’t show up. I never miss work.”

      Rob glared at her reasoning and stomped off to the bar, pouring himself a healthy measure of scotch.

      Mercifully, Andre and Eddie arrived late in the afternoon and lightened the mood. Andre had a bagful of Emma’s clothes in tow.

      “Thank you,” Emma murmured, the heat of a blush swamping her as she took the bag from Andre. She thought it ironic that she was embarrassed that a strange man had gone through her closet and drawers considering what she and Rob had done a few hours earlier.

      Rob ordered room service for the four and the men bullshitted about what men bullshit about as they inhaled perfect prime rib and roasted potatoes. Neither Andre nor Eddie seemed surprised at Rob’s intimate exchanges with Emma, or if they were, they hid it well. Emma suspected that Rob had given them a head’s up.

      After dinner, they refreshed their drinks and relocated to the terrace to enjoy the warm evening and spectacular sunset.

      Rob led the conversation as he and Emma sat across from each other at the patio table. “Eddie’s going to cover Emma while she’s at work.” He glanced at the stocky man who was standing apart from the rest of them, leaning on the railing, a beer in one hand, a cigarette in the other. “You’re the only one of the three of us that Scott doesn’t know. I want you close by if Emma needs help.”

      “No problem.” Eddie took a long pull of his cigarette, then blew the stream of smoke into the air. “I’ll stay on foot, move around. Scott’s office building has shops in the downstairs level and a few restaurants. Lots of places to hang out at.”

      The men had been scoping out Scott’s office building as Andre added, “He’s on the 8th floor, and the stairwell door is unlocked, so if you need to get to Emma, take the stairs. It’ll be faster.” He paused, eyeing Eddie doubtfully. “Maybe.”

      Andre was lounging in one of the sunbeds, legs crossed at the ankles, head leaning on the cushioned backrest, wearing sunglasses to ward off the setting sun’s harsh reflection off the glass of surrounding buildings. He appeared the posterchild for relaxed bad guy.

      The smoke from the cigar tucked between his fingers curled lazily in the warm breeze, drifting towards Emma, who inhaled it. She loved the scent of cigar as long as it wasn’t obnoxious. Whatever Andre was smoking was sweet-smelling and earthy, a combination that tapped into her memories of last night, of she and Rob together.

      Emma shifted her attention to Eddie, who was grinning at Andre. “You don’t think I can do it, do you?” He took another drag of his cigarette and carelessly flicked the ash onto the terrace tiles. “I could outrun you with one fucking leg in a cast.”

      Rob wasn’t laughing at the banter. “Make sure you get to her if she needs help.” To Emma, he said, “Andre and I’ll be close by, not together. Better that we stay split up – gives us a better chance if we have to move in fast.”

      “Nothing will happen,” Emma assured him, watching as Rob messed with a phone. “It’ll be like any other day in the office. Same as Friday. Randall will come in around 8:30am and we’ll meet to discuss his weekly schedule. Then he’ll have his meetings, leave for lunch, come back, maybe more meetings in the office or off-site. At five, unless he’s given me something last minute, I’ll lock up and leave.”

      “And go home to your apartment,” Eddie said. “No change in routine.”

      Emma nodded. “Yes. I’ll walk home like I usually do.”

      Rob said, “Eddie will follow you and I’ll be waiting for you at your apartment.”

      Eddie frowned. “First stairs and now a fucking 3-mile hike. What’s wrong with you people?”

      Andre cleared his throat as he took a long draw of scotch from a tumbler dwarfed by his big hand. “Quit your bitching, you pussy. I’ll be following you to make sure no one’s made you since you’ll be too out of breath to notice.”

      Rob looked at Emma as he slid the phone towards her, still serious. “In case there’s trouble, Andre will be there to back up Eddie.”

      Emma nodded as she accepted the phone from Rob and took a sip of her red wine, holding it in her mouth for a few seconds to savour the richness of it before swallowing. She looked up to see Rob’s gaze fixated on her throat, then he caught her eyes and she smiled.

      He gave a small shake of his head. “Take another drink, Hula. I like watching you swallow.”

      Emma choked and slapped her hands across her heated face as Eddie and Andre roared laughter. Rob joined in once he realized how his words sounded while Emma shook her head, keeping her eyes on the table. This was nice, relaxed, embarrassing yes, but she felt safe among these men and that was a new feeling for her. One she decided she’d like to experience more often.

      She grabbed her glass of wine and almost took a drink, but then pushed it away. “Pervert,” she said softly to Rob with a small shy smile.

      “Yeah, everyone knows that though.”

      And she flushed again because his sexual preferences were well known thanks to the media coverage of Amber’s murder.

      He nodded towards the phone. “I’ve put all our numbers in the phone and started a group chat so if you have to reach out for help, we’ll all know there’s a problem. Eddie will be closest and should arrive first—”

      “If he doesn’t die of a heart attack in the stairwell,” Andre said drily out of the side of his mouth as he puffed his cigar.

      Rob ignored him. “But we’ll all be there, so know we’re coming. You’ll check in every 15 minutes too. A quick ok or something.”

      “That’s too often,” Emma protested. “Thirty minutes seems more reasonable. I don’t want to draw attention to myself and I will if I look at my phone that often.”

      Rob glanced at Andre, who nodded his head.

      “Okay,” Rob said. “Thirty minutes – we’ll give you five minutes on either side in case you get delayed. If we don’t hear from you, Eddie will come up and check on you.” He waited for her to nod, then added, “Only this phone, Hula. Not your own phone for anything that isn’t day-to-day regular shit. When the dust settles, nothing’s going to touch you.”

      The conversation drifted into a discussion of different scenarios depending on where they would take Scott down. Not his home, they agreed. Too risky. He had a good alarm system and round the clock security on his place that he set up in the last year or so. “The old man’s getting paranoid,” Rob said.

      “Given his grunts are dropping like flies, he should be.” Andre was referring to the incident that lifted Savisin’s and Jack’s ban on killing Randall. Savisin and his men killed two of Scott’s thugs and found out some disturbing information about the old man in the process.

      “Not the office either, unless he stays late one night to work.”

      Emma shook her head. “He won’t. He never does. He’s never late, he never misses meetings, he rarely cancels meetings. He’s organized and precise.”

      Andre stubbed his cigar out in the ashtray on the arm of the lounger, then stood, stretching his back. “At least that makes him predictable. Just need him alone for a while. Long enough to take him out and get gone before he’s missed.”

      Rob glanced at the giant. “Heading out?”

      Andre nodded his head towards Eddie. “Yeah, have to get the princess to sleep so he’s not bitchy tomorrow.”

      Eddie grinned widely, a small gap between his front teeth giving him a contradictory boyish appearance. “I’d ask you to read me a bedtime story, but you’re such a moron, you won’t know half the words.”

      Emma covered her mouth to hide her smile as they said their goodbyes and Rob walked them to the door.

      He returned after a few moments and offered his hand.

      “Let’s go to bed. I want a taste of your pretty pussy and then I want to fuck you into compliance.”

      Emma took his hand and stood. “What do you mean compliance? I’ve been good tonight.”

      Rob’s voice was seductively low as he tugged her towards the stairs. “Not yet, you haven’t.”
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        * * *

      

      Emma lay in Rob’s arms, her head on his chest, her fingers tracing the hard edges of his stomach. She couldn’t move. She was sore, boneless and sated. This was what sex was about. This passion, this ecstasy, this… everything.

      It was funny how Rob was. Even with the sex, even with roughness, he was still looking after her, making sure that she got as much as he took. Three times he made love to her, until she was too sore, until she thought her thighs might never close again. And he made her come so many times she’d lost count. The last time she begged him to stop. She couldn’t do it anymore, the way he brought her up, prolonged the orgasm until she was shaking. He somehow put his off too, so when he came, it was almost violent.

      Tomorrow was the beginning of the end, or maybe it wasn’t. She didn’t know what to do next, didn’t want to think about it. Laying in Rob’s arms felt right, felt like home and she wasn’t going to analyze it too deeply. He told her he wanted all of her and she was still processing that because what he wanted scared her. But she could try to give him what he wanted, couldn’t she? For her sake, for Lisle’s sake. She could try.

      He kissed her forehead gently and then rolled her to her side, wrapping his arms around her, spooning her. No words were necessary, and his breathing deepened as he drifted off. She let the rhythm of it, the beat of his heart against her back, lull her to sleep.

      She slept hard, which was apparent when she woke and tried to move. Every muscle in her body protested. A body well used. She grinned as she flipped over to look at Rob, but his side of the bed was empty. Good, actually. She had a bladder in need of relief and a body in need of a hot shower. As she stood and made sure her legs were going to hold her, Rob’s voice floated up from the main floor.

      She picked up her hotel bathrobe and walked into the hall, not planning to eavesdrop, but her name on his lips grabbed her attention.

      “Emma’s not Amber,” he said, and then his voice became inaudible as he moved somewhere further away. Emma’s heart sank. What had she expected?  That she could so easily replace the love of his life? Amber was the woman he’d planned to marry and raise children with. How could he not still miss her, grieve for her? How could Emma think that she had a piece of Rob’s heart when it was still so full of Amber?

      Her throat hurt as tears threatened. She didn’t really know Rob – the difference between him and the other men in her life was that he knew his way around a woman’s body. That he wasn’t a selfish lover. But he was here on a job and she was a means to an end. It was good wake up call for her. A reminder about who she was dealing with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Rob heard the rustle of bedding upstairs as he paced the floor, his ear glued to the phone, listening as his brother, Jack, ranted.

      “You’re not there to find a replacement for Amber. You’re there to do a fucking job.” Jack’s voice held a familiar edge of authority. He was the Vegas mob boss; Rob was his younger brother. Jack was Batman, he was Robin. Jack was the planner; Rob was the doer. Jack liked to be the puppeteer, but he didn’t often get his hands dirty. That was Rob’s job, as Jack was reminding him. Still, it pissed him off that Jack wasn’t more respectful of Rob’s decisions.

      “Emma’s not Amber,” Rob growled too loudly as he heard the whisper of Emma’s feet on the hardwood above. He moved into the living room, then out the terrace doors so he could yell at his prick of a brother without Emma having to hear. “She’s different. Not a replacement, not someone I’m willing to use to get to Scott.”

      “That was the fucking plan, Rob!” Jack snarled his impatience. “How’re you going to get close to Scott if you don’t send Emma back in?”

      “See, that’s where we’re different, Jack. You’d whore out Mira if it got you what you needed. No one’s touching Emma ever again.”

      “You fucking watch your mouth about Mira. I did what I needed to do to save your ass.” Which was true. Jack almost destroyed Mira to save Rob from a lengthy prison sentence. Then he put her back together again and kept her. Loved her as much as Jack was capable of loving anyone. It was enough for Mira.

      “I’m not you, Jack. I can’t risk Scott hurting Emma.”

      Jack swore savagely and by the sounds of shattering glass, had thrown something at the wall. “Savisin is expecting results. He gave Scott to you, don’t fuck it up.”

      Rob wanted to throw something too, like the fucking phone off the terrace. “I’m not going to fuck it up. Scott’s a dead man. After what he did to Amber, there’s no way I’m leaving him alive to get to Emma.”

      He heard a huff of exasperated breath, then, “What’re you going to do when it’s done? Bring her back with you? We’re not the fucking SPCA. One stray was enough.”

      Rob hated having to defend himself to anyone, but Jack was his brother. “Emma isn’t a rescue, she’s… fuck…” He scrubbed at the back of his head – he hated talking about the feels. “I don’t know what it is about her. When I’m with her, I forget Amber.” He stopped, felt a heartbeat of guilt as he said, “It’s a relief. My mind shuts off, the blame shuts off.”

      Jack’s voice softened. “Maybe it was too soon, sending you to take out Scott. Maybe you should come home.”

      Rob shook his head. “No. I need to do this for Amber… for Emma.”

      “One week, Rob. Get it done this week and don’t get caught. Although I don’t know how the hell you’re going to manage that now that you’re fucking the secretary.”

      Rob caught movement from the corner of his eye, saw Emma through the glass terrace doors as she carried a coffee cup to the couch and curled up, not acknowledging him. “Gotta go. I’ll call in a few days.”

      He ended the call and entered the living room, dropping next to Emma on the couch, his weight on the cushions making her bounce. “How are you this morning, baby?” He took the coffee cup from her hand and took a sip before he set it on the coffee table in front of him.

      “Okay,” she murmured, not looking at him.

      What the fuck was that? He grasped her chin and turned her face to his, but she dropped her eyes. “What’s going on? Let’s not start the morning with a lie.”

      She shrugged and shook her head. “Nothing. I… maybe this is… maybe we shouldn’t do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “This. Us. You need me to help you with Randall, and I’m more than willing, but everything else… maybe we shouldn’t….” Her voice trailed off.

      First Jack and now this. Fuck. “Not what I was hearing you say last night. What’s on your mind, Hula?”

      She blew out a breath, a pretty blush stealing over her face. “I’m not Amber.”

      He nodded his head, understanding dawning on him. “You heard me on the phone.” She was fucking jealous and it occurred to him that his first reaction to it shouldn’t be happiness.

      Her eyes flashed hurt as she turned to him. “Yeah. I’m not Amber and I get that. She was your one and only, the love of your life. But I….” She pulled in a deep breath. “I don’t want to be second best and I know I’m selfish for saying that, but you told me you wanted all of me – I want the same. If you can’t give it, I understand.” Her chin trembled. It was clear she didn’t understand. “But….” She shrugged, looking away, through the window to the terrace.

      He rubbed the palm of his hand down his jeans as he tried to think about what to say. He hated explaining himself to anyone, was shit at it anyway, but he did want Emma, all of her. “I did say that, because you aren’t Amber.”

      Emma dropped her head, a tear spilling out of her eye and down her cheek. She impatiently swiped at it.

      “I was talking to Jack, who suggested I was using you to replace Amber.”

      She frowned at her hands as she laced her fingers. “Are you?”

      He stood, running a hand through his hair as he paced a couple of steps away from her. Fucking Jack. “No. Because you aren’t Amber. Hula, you and Amber are night and day and I can’t sort out what the fuck it is about you. Amber died three years ago. It killed me when I lost her and I’ve thought of nothing else but revenge since. Every time I shut my eyes, I saw her face, felt the loss, felt the guilt. It was like a knife in my heart, every fucking moment of every fucking day.”

      Tears spilled from Emma’s eyes. Why was she crying? Because of his pain or because she was hurt that he loved someone else?

      “I’m sorry, Rob,” she murmured, her eyes glued to the coffee cup. “I’m so sorry about Amber.”

      He walked to her and dropped to his knees on the carpet, running his fingers over her cheeks, making a futile effort of drying her tears. “The first time I felt relief was three days ago, when I talked to you, touched you. I didn’t realize it at first, but when I’m with you, everything else seems to fade.”

      She looked at him with a need so desperate it rattled him. “Why?”

      Rob shrugged as he grabbed her hand and brought it to his lips, brushing her knuckles with them. “It’s you, Hula, something you do to me. The anger twists me in two, some days so bad I have to work 444out for hours so I don’t explode. But with you, it’s a different kind of tension.”

      Her hands were trembling, and he captured them in his, encasing them like a cocoon. “I can’t explain it and it’s killing me. I’ve spent years g444444444444444444444444444444444444eving a woman and now I wonder if what she and I had was really love. Because it was nothing like this.”

      “It’s okay,” Emma choked out. “It’s okay to love her, Rob.”

      “I did.” He felt the scratch in his throat, the pain behind his eyes. “I did love her. But she’s gone and I want to let her go. You help me do that.”

      Emma gave a couple of small, quick nods as she sniffled. “You help me too, Rob. I feel safe with you.”

      He pulled her into his arms. “You are safe with me. I promise.” And he meant it. This woman, his woman was giving him back his life, his sanity. He loved her, fell in love with her. It was intense, needy, out-of-control, but it was love. He didn’t say it though. She was barely hanging on as it was, needing him, wanting him, but still not trusting him. At least she felt safe with him and that was good enough right now.
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      Randall Scott’s office was a blend of dark and light. Entrance doors made of tempered glass opened up to the reception area, which was large and somewhat ostentatious. Once inside, a hall to the right led to a kitchen, a boardroom and a small, windowless office that had a desk but was more often used for storage. Washrooms were situated near the elevators and were available to all of the four companies that rented space on the 8th floor. He also had a private bathroom, which led to a hotel-like suite with a bed, a sitting area, a closet.

      A glass wall separated Randall’s office from the reception, the same large doors as the front entrance a barrier between the two. Sometimes, the doors were blocked open, but rarely. Randall coveted the quiet and while Emmaline was reserved, her reception phone and printer were distracting.

      In his office, a large oak desk commanded the room, but with plenty of additional square footage for a small living room. This comfortable space featured a luxurious leather couch and three matching chairs set atop a fine wool Persian carpet and facing a large square oak coffee table. The masculine bookshelves held law books and other tomes and the small bar was stocked with the finest brands of liquor.

      The décor was expensive and tasteful, antiquated the way Randall preferred. A contrast with the modern lines of the building and the airiness of the space. A southern-facing wall of glass held a decent view of downtown Vancouver and all Randall had to do was spin his office chair 90 degrees to take it in.

      Randall glanced through the panel of glass as Emmaline entered the reception area and dropped her purse into the bottom drawer of her desk. She was dressed as always, a tired skirt and a blouse that was demure and professional, but no longer stylish. Running shoes on her feet that she quickly exchanged for sandals, messy hair that she tried to tame by running her fingers through it.

      He was on the phone as he watched her and was momentarily distracted as she moved in and out of his line of sight, going into the small kitchen to start the coffee brewer, then returning to her desk to fire up her laptop. She gave him a quick hesitant smile and a slight wave of her hand when she caught him looking. He didn’t return her greeting, dismissively glancing away, returning his attention to the caller.

      “…could be there Friday.”

      Randall was irritated at the asshole on the phone. He was offering up the holy grail to the punk. “It’s a 7-hour flight from Hawaii to Vancouver. You could be here today. I’m serving you up the cunt and her sister on a silver platter and you’re telling me you’re busy? Perhaps I’ll find someone else to do the job.”

      “No,” Tyler Levitt protested. “I’ll shift things around. I can be in by Wednesday if I take the Tuesday red eye.”

      Randall held a pen between his long fingers, drawing line after line on the notepad in front of him. “You’ll text me the booking information and I’ll have a driver pick you up and bring you to my house so we can discuss the details.” He hung up.

      He flipped his chair around so he could look out the huge window at the traffic below. The weekend had been an interesting one, which was something he enjoyed. He’d turned 62 years this spring and life up to now had been a collection of satisfactory vignettes. A father involved with the Russian mafia, a deal made that resulted in a wife and two children, all three disappointments that he didn’t spend a considerable amount of time reflecting on. A rise to power on both sides of the law.

      On paper, he was a wealthy man whose investments bought him a place on the boards of a number of Fortune 500 companies. Real estate was his other interest and he acquired land to develop housing and industrial projects. That was his day job, mostly legitimate if one didn’t count the occasional bribes and insider trading.

      But his legitimacy was a front, had always been. His years as a lawyer gave him the connections to become a presence in the criminal underworld as a partner, an investor, a lender of money. His rise to power though, that was during his years as a judge. He held the world by the balls during that time and became hugely influential as a man who had power and knew how to wield it.

      He was so much like a chess master, bridging the worlds of good and evil. It was a game, a way to keep him youthful and vitalized. He’d lost a few loyal men along the way, but he rarely let that bother him. Hard to find good help and they self-sorted out their worth. The good ones lived, the bad ones were permanently fired.

      After the recent disappearance of two of his hired men, he decided to dial it back, play with the good guys for a while, see what they were up to, sow seeds of dissension where possible. To that end, he made more of an effort to be a friend and confidant to Andrew Doherty, former Chief Constable of the Vancouver Police Department.

      The man retired after his daughter, Marisol, had been kidnapped. She was safe now, ironically married to her kidnapper, which gave Doherty an unwanted and embarrassing connection to the Russian bratva.

      It was an unanticipated happy ending for Randall, who initially wanted Marisol dead; but the outcome was even better because Doherty was so incensed by the Russian mafia’s role in his daughter’s disappearance that he needed someone to vent to. Randall made sure he was always available when the former Chief needed to blow off steam.

      Now it was coming to fruition, all the fucking time he spent with Doherty, two old men gossiping over things they had no control over. At least that’s the way Randall played it. The phone call Saturday morning from Dr. Aiden Marshall was a surprise. Randall had a long reach, using his wealth to support a number of ventures, donating money to charitable organizations with the expectation that they give back in favours should he ever need one.

      Dr. Marshall was a good one to have on the hook, had always been. The Marshall House was a renowned rehab centre from the public perspective, but for Randall, it was so much more. A shelter for his associates who needed to lay low for a while. A place that would disappear people permanently when necessary. A torture chamber for those Randall wanted not to kill but to destroy. It was so much easier to get someone hooked on drugs than wean them off.

      Randall turned his chair towards Emma as she rapped softly on the door, then entered with a tray of coffee, a small plate of vanilla wafers and her memo pad. He’d have to play it casual despite his desire to toy with her. The sorry little mouse who was getting fucked from all sides had no self-preservation.

      It didn’t matter to him, he had been done with her months ago, but hadn’t yet replaced her because she was well-trained at this point. Of course, not that well-trained, because clearly, she had more loyalty towards her sister than him. That didn’t really surprise him. Lisle was Emma’s weakness and that made Emma easy to exploit.

      “Good morning, Randall,” Emma murmured, not meeting his eyes as she placed his coffee on a silver coaster in front of him, then the plate of wafers. She did the same with her coffee, setting it up on the opposite side of the desktop, placing her memo pad next to it. She set the tray on an end table next to the sofa, then pulled up a steno chair, sitting gracefully and crossing her legs.

      She picked up her memo pad and twisted her pen so that the tip came out. “How was your weekend?”

      She was a good actress, Randall thought with a small sense of pride that he also recognized was incongruent with their relationship. He wondered if he harboured some affection for her, then decided not. Given his plans for her this week, he evidently couldn’t care less for her. “My weekend was interesting.”

      This was off script for him and he had to tread carefully. Emma would be on edge with Robert Creed using her to get to him and any unusual behaviour by Randall would be noted because he was such a creature of habit. At least that’s what he liked to convey.

      “How so?” Emma drew a one on the top centre of her notepad, then circled it over and over as she listened to him. She was a creature of habit too and the question sounded like a polite response, nothing in her tone suggesting she was the least bit interested.

      Very good, he thought.

      “I golfed with Andrew Doherty on Sunday. Beat him even though I’m rusty.” She didn’t know it, would never know it, but Andrew was going to kill Robert Creed this week. Hell, Andrew didn’t know it either. “It made me think about retirement. Not completely, but maybe easing back a bit, polishing up on my golf game.” He took a sip of his coffee. Perfect as always. He decided he was going to miss Emma or at the very least, the coffee she made.

      Emma lifted the side of her mouth. “Doesn’t sound like it needs polishing up.”

      Randall chuckled like an indulgent father. “Not as long as I keep golfing with Andrew.”

      She returned his smile, then put the tip of the pen to the memo pad, indicating she was ready to discuss his week. He decided to pander to her, and they started talking about meetings already scheduled, lunch and dinner reservations that needed to be made, how much time he’d need to get to off-site meetings. “Only one evening meeting, dinner at my house. Wednesday, with Andrew Doherty. Alana is off, so please arrange catering for 6:30.”

      After Emma left his office, Scott picked up his phone and made a call.

      “Andrew Doherty,” the deep voice on the other end said.

      “Andrew, it’s Randall. How are you today?” Smooth, affable. These two were friends, always had been.

      “Nursing my pride, you sonofabitch.” They both laughed, Randall genuinely. It truly was funny that he kicked Andrew’s ass on the golf course given how rarely he golfed these days.

      “We’ll have to have a rematch soon.”

      “That why you’re calling me? To gloat?” So typical of Doherty, straight to the point when he wanted to be, but a fucking government official when he had to be. Guess it’s why he rose to the heights he did.

      “Yes, of course,” Randall joked, keeping his mood light at first, then shifting into a more serious tone. “But I’ve come across some interesting information regarding your Russian son-in-law and I wanted to consult with you on it. Maybe hire you to dig deeper.” That’s all he needed to do, plant the seed of dissension. Anto Kharzin was the bane of Andrew Doherty’s existence and while Andrew rarely talked about the connection the two had, when it came up, Doherty got agitated.

      “What’s it about?” Doherty’s voice sounded strained, unhappy, which conversely, made Randall extremely cheerful.

      “I don’t want to talk about this over the phone. Are you free Wednesday? Come by my house after five for a drink. Stay for dinner. We can catch up on things too. I’ve been thinking about retiring, but not quite ready to let the moss take over. Thought maybe we could discuss the possibility of a partnership.”

      Andrew was quiet for a few seconds, the rustle of paper in the background. “Yeah, looks like I’m free and I don’t think Lillian has anything on the go that I can recall. Don’t know for sure because sometimes I forget to listen.”

      Randall laughed at Andrew’s disgruntlement. “Well if it doesn’t work for Wednesday, we can make it Thursday.”

      “Naw. Let’s settle on Wednesday. I’ll risk Lillian’s wrath. You’ve got me curious.”

      Scott slid his palm over the cool, sleek surface of his desk. Of course, he did. “I’ve got security monitoring my house now. Around the clock. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”

      “Great. I’ll be driving the Merc. Be there around 5:30?”

      “Sounds good.” Randall stopped like he was about to hang up and then said, “Oh, and Andrew? Probably a good idea to carry a weapon – nothing’s likely to happen, but I’m not feeling safe anymore. I think I may have gotten in the bad graces of the wrong people, your son-in-law included.”

      “Since the Russian married into the family, I always carry. There’s no safe place. One day when I have nothing to lose, I’m going to shoot the sonofabitch in the head and drag Marisol home.”

      “Smart to do that. I’ll see you Wednesday.”

      “Right,” Andrew said and ended the call.

      Randall tucked his phone into the pocket of his suit jacket and stretched his back as he stood. He gathered up his briefcase and hat and strolled from the office. Emmaline was texting and looked up when he stopped at her desk, shoving the phone to the side. “Sorry,” she muttered.

      Randall shrugged. “We all have lives we have to attend to.”

      Emma nodded warily. “Lisle was pestering me.”

      Randall smiled. “Lisle. How is your sister? She hasn’t darkened our doorway in a while.”

      Emma took a deep draw of air. “She’s good. Really good all things considering. I think maybe she’s finally growing up.”

      Randall narrowed his eyes at the lying bitch but kept the friendly smile glued to his lips. “That’s good to hear, Emmaline. You need a break, don’t you?”

      Emmaline nodded, but said nothing, looking at him expectantly.

      Randall took a couple of steps towards the door and then stopped and turned. “I’m turning into a doddering old man. The meeting I have with Andrew Doherty on Wednesday? Take it out of my calendar. I just talked to him on the phone. He can’t make it, which suits me fine anyway. I’m tired this week, think a nice quiet evening alone at home would do me good.”

      “Of course,” Emma said promptly, giving her mouse a shake to wake up her laptop. “Do you want me to cancel the catering too?”

      Randall pretended to think for a few moments. “Yes, I think so. I’m capable of making a sandwich. I don’t need a five-course meal every night of the week.” He patted his stomach before turning and leaving the office.
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      After Andrew ended his call with Randall Scott, he immediately pulled up his contact list and pressed another number.

      The phone rang twice, then a deep voice with a Russian accent came on the line. “Hey dad, me and Marisol were just talkin’ about you.”

      Andrew winced, fucking Russian thug was always toying with him. Calling him dad was a new one though. “Anto, can I trust you?”

      There was a pause at the other end of the line. “I’m thinking about it. Depends. If we’re talking about who gets the last slice of Lillian’s apple pie, then you can’t trust me not to throw down for it. But if it’s unrelated to food…” he paused, then, “and vodka,” he paused again, “and maybe cards, then yeah, you can trust me.”

      Andrew suppressed a sigh. “I’m serious here.”

      “Me too! I knocked your daughter up, didn’t I? I’m a man of my word. I said I was gonna and four months from now, you’re going to be a grandpa.”

      Andrew smiled. His dove was having a little dove of her own. A girl, but that was only their first Anto and Marisol insisted. Lillian told them to have the first one and then decide, but everyone was so excited for the baby. “I don’t need the visual imagery. I’m as excited as you are about what I hope will be a mini-Marisol, because god help the little girl if she looks like you.”

      Anto roared his laughter and Andrew had to hold the phone from his ear until his son-in-law settled, but when he did, he seemed to sober. “So what’s this about? You don’t have to ask if you can trust me. You already know you can.”

      Andrew picked up his coffee mug and looked inside. One last swallow of cold coffee. He set it back on the desk. “Randall Scott called me this morning. Invited me over Wednesday for drinks and dinner. Told me he had some info to share about you and suggested I come packing.”

      Anto whistled. “It’s been pretty fuckin’ quiet around here. Business as usual, unless something’s going on that I don’t know about.”

      “That’s what I intend to find out. Scott says he has 24-hour security on his house now. Can you find out who the company is, see if you have anyone inside?”

      “Yeah, no problem. You want me to have your back on Wednesday?”

      Andrew leaned back in his chair. He was a cop, retired now, but that didn’t make the cop in him go away. His gut was telling him that something was off. Randall Scott seemed spooked on the phone, which wasn’t like him. Andrew wondered if the former judge was playing a game and needed Andrew involved, or if he was truly fearing for his safety. Andrew felt exposed because he didn’t trust Randall. “Yeah, maybe. Don’t need to know where you’re at or what you’re doing. If shit hits the fan, I can send a text.”

      “Right, but don’t do anything stupid like jump in front of a bullet meant for Scott.”

      Andrew nodded into the phone and said a silent thank you to his son-in-law who was a good man deep down where it counted. Sure, Anto was a ruthless bratva thug, but he was the best thing that had ever happened to Marisol. He’d saved her life and promised to love and honour her. And he never once failed on that front. From a father’s perspective, what else could a man ask for in a son-in-law? “Let’s talk again tomorrow – see if there’s anything more.”

      “Call me in the morning. By then I should have some intel on the security company.”

      “Sounds good,” Andrew went to hang up, then had a quick thought. “Anto, can you keep this between you and me for now. No one else, including Savisin. I don’t think this is about him, otherwise Randall would have mentioned him.”

      Anto agreed quickly. “Yeah. But you’re going to share everything with me that Scott says, right? If it has to do with Rusya, I gotta tell him.”

      “Yeah. That’s fair. Thanks bud.”

      “No problem, Grandpa!” Anto’s laughter was cut off as he hung up. Andrew shook his head with a smile as he picked up his empty coffee mug and went on the hunt for a refill.
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      Rob returned to Emma’s apartment at 4:30pm and paced the floor until he heard her key in the lock.

      “Rob?” she called softly.

      He barrelled around the corner and pulled her into a tight hug, his heart thudding in his chest. “Fuck, Hula. I don’t think I can do this.”

      Her laughter was muffled as she hugged him back. “I’m okay, promise. Nothing unusual happened. Boring as hell, actually.”

      Rob put a little space between them. Enough that he could tilt her head back and kiss her lips. “This is gonna finish me, you going back to that viper’s nest every day.”

      “I have his schedule for the week. Want to see it?”

      “Yeah. Not here though – change into something lowkey and put a hoodie on. Eddie’s on his way with the car.”

      “Okay.” Emma went to her bedroom and came out five minutes later in jeans and a T-shirt, a black hoodie and a pair of faded red Toms. Rob’s cock showed its appreciation of her curves by standing up for a better look. Yeah, she was all that and more. Because she was all his.

      The day had been brutal, wandering the streets of Vancouver, anticipating her texts, the thirty minutes between them like standing on a land mine waiting for the ground to shift. Eddie had texted when Scott left his office and Andre shadowed the fucker. Emma texted Rob when she was alone and they conversed back and forth until noon, when Emma took a lunch break.

      She went to the food court in the lower mall and texted Rob. Eddie’s here too, eating something obscene. I can’t tell what, but it looks disgusting.

      Should I fire him? Rob texted back.

      No, but maybe he needs an intervention (happy face emoji)

      What are you eating?

      A poke bowl – tuna (chopstick emoji)

      How very Hawaiian of you.

      Well, if the grass skirt fits.

      Speaking of getting lei’ed, I know what I’d like to eat for lunch. He waited while she typed… a long time and then all that popped up was an embarrassed emoji.

      He had grinned like a fool, then looked around him. He’d been leaning against a brick wall, texting back and forth, forgetting that there was a world beyond him and Emma. He was a fool, he needed this over with, needed Scott dead.

      Back at the hotel suite, the four ate together, bantered and talked nonsense over burgers and fries. After, they discussed Scott’s schedule for the week.

      “Not many opportunities to hit him while he’s alone,” Andre grunted. They were on the terrace again, all in the same places they’d been the night before.

      Such creatures of habit, Rob thought as he watched Eddie light up his third cigarette.

      “He’s alone for certain on Wednesday night.” Eddie flicked the nonexistent ash before taking a drag.

      Rob agreed, but also didn’t. “I don’t want to hit him in his home because of the security. It has to look random. I want to beat the fucker to death. I want him to feel every blow. I want to crush him and watch him as he knows he’s dying.”

      He should have censored himself he thought as he watched Emma’s face lose a little colour. He’d have to work on that. His life was what it was, but it wasn’t Emma’s. Yeah, her life was fucked up and she’d experienced her share of violence, but not like Rob’s world. Not remotely like Rob’s world.

      He reached across the table and clutched her hand. “Sorry, Hula. But he deserves everything he’s got coming. Not only because of Amber, but for what he’s done to you too.”

      She traced her thumb over his knuckles, squeezing his fingers in a way that made him want to strip her bare and fuck her regardless of where they were or who they were with. “I know.”

      “Can’t hit him in the parking garage. Cameras everywhere. Same with his office, which we don’t want to do anyway.” Eddie again as he coughed and lit cigarette number four.

      Emma was right, they were going to have to have an intervention.

      “Let’s hit him Thursday.” Eddie took a puff of the smoke and knocked the ash off. “He’s got a three o’clock appointment at a construction site that’s off the beaten track. It’s far enough away from things and since he doesn’t know me, he’ll think it’s a mugging.  I’ll let him think that, get him to think I’m making him drive to a bank machine for a withdrawal. Once we’re on the road, we’ll go to a nice private place and meet you there.”

      “Where, there?” Rob asked, but he was listening. Eddie was rough around the edges for sure but there was nothing wrong with his brain.

      Eddie shrugged as he blew out a stream of smoke and looked at Emma. “Where do you think?”

      Emma pursed her lips to the side. “I don’t know. Stanley Park?”

      “No,” Andre said from his lounger. “Too public in the afternoon. We need a place we can bash the shit out of him and leave his body.”

      “Why not take him out of the city? Does it matter if it looks like a carjacking?” Emma was still running her fingers over the top of Rob’s hand, softly stroking it, distracting him.

      He wanted this decided so he could get Andre and Eddie on their way and Emma upstairs. “I like the plan. How about you fuckers fuck off for the night. Look at a map or whatever you do to entertain yourselves. I don’t want to push it to Thursday, but the construction site as our pick-up point seems like the best bet. We got two days to decide where we’re going to take him.”

      “I could look for a good place tomorrow,” Emma volunteered.

      All three men said, “No!” in chorus.

      “Leave the research to us,” Andre said. “When this is done, you can’t be connected in any way. Cops will be looking at everything including your browser history.”

      Emma tucked her lower lip in-between her teeth as her eyes shot to Rob.

      “Don’t worry, Hula. You won’t get implicated in any of this, but nothing goes down on paper or in computers.”  Rob stood too and leaned into Emma as Eddie and Andre left the terrace. “I want you upstairs now, fresh-faced and ready for me. Naked, in bed, in the slave position. Drapes open, lights off.”
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      Emma’s pussy clenched as Rob straightened and followed Eddie and Andre to the door. She jumped to her feet and walked casually towards the stairs, throwing a small wave as she passed the men, then made her way to the second floor. A record-breaking shower and a quick brush of her teeth and she was ready. She took a last look in the mirror as she knotted a towel around her torso and then ran to the bedroom only to come to a skidding stop.

      Rob was already there, sitting on the end of the bed, hands on his knees, a sly smirk on his face.

      She frowned. “You set me up!”

      The smirk morphed into a smile, boyish and charming. “I never play fair.” His eyes stroked her body. “Why are you still wearing the towel?”

      She glanced down at the towel, hand clutching the top of it, where the overlap met at the centre of her chest. “I figured I could finish drying in here.”

      “Seems reasonable.” He waved his hand at her. “Don’t let me stop you.”

      She felt confused as she unhitched the towel and ran it over her body, her mind whirring. Had she done something today to deserve punishment? She couldn’t think what that would be; she’d followed Rob’s instructions to the letter.

      Maybe this wasn’t about her. It had been a tension-filled day and she could see how wound up Rob was. Maybe he needed to let off some steam, regain some of the control he didn’t have when she was out of his sight in Randall’s office. When he worried about her safety.

      Or maybe it was as simple as Rob wanting her.

      She glanced down at herself. She knew she could be a temptress; all good Polynesian girls learned how to sway their hips, wave their hands, do the hula. Her anxiety over Rob seemed to steal her charm, but if she closed her eyes and let herself go, she could find it again. She so wanted to get over her reserve, play with him, show him who she really was.

      She turned so he could only see her profile, tilted her chin towards the ceiling and closed her eyes, channelling some Hawaiian Hula music. Swaying her hips seductively as she held the corner of the towel, she ran it slowly down her neck to the hollow of her breasts, then over her stomach.

      She couldn’t see him, but she heard the slight change of breathing, the deep inhale and she smiled as she twisted towards him, fluttering her eyelids up slowly as she approached him, her gaze on him. She raised her foot and set it delicately on his knee, then dragged the towel down her thigh, over her knee to her calf, watching his face as his eyes followed the movements of her hands.

      He was so sexy, his rawness exposed to her in a way that made him seem vulnerable. Emma doubted few women got to see this side of Rob. He was so masculine, so blunt in his expressions, almost hostile to those he encountered. Woman would do what he wanted, anything he wanted, out of desire, out of fear. She felt lucky to be with him, to be cared for by him.

      She rubbed her foot along his thigh, then gently over his growing package to his other thigh, before changing feet and repeating the trip. He slid a hand up her calf and kissed her gently on her thigh, seemingly hypnotized by her dance.

      Stepping out of his reach, she turned her back to him, pulling the towel with her so that she covered her ass with it. All he could see was her back, the curve of her waist and her legs. She swayed her hips as she moved, closing her eyes and getting caught up in the dance, thinking of Rob, his hands on her, his kisses trailing down her spine.

      She felt his heat on her back, then his fingers trailing over her tattoo. Angel wings, a chaotic storm of black ink that represented her fall from grace. The tattoo was a gift to herself after Randall Scott took her to his bed. At the time, it seemed appropriate and maybe still was. She was a fallen angel. It was her vanity, her statement, her subtle rebellion against the men who abused her.

      She turned to Rob and searched out his eyes, wanting to see into the depths of his soul, wanting to know him, believe him. Wanting to merge with him in a way that allowed her to borrow his strength and make her whole.

      She dropped the towel and gripped his T-shirt in her hands as she pressed her lips against his. His mouth didn’t yield, so she pressed harder, pressing her tongue into his warmth, tasting the whiskey he’d been drinking.

      “Fuck, Hula,” he groaned as he gripped the back of her neck, forcing her closer, taking over the kiss, his tongue gaining supremacy over hers as he ravaged her mouth.

      The room was dark and quiet, but their touches seemed to crackle like lightening as she weathered the storm of his need, his kiss holding her hostage, his mouth stealing her will. She could hear their breathing, heavy pulls of lustful air that tangled together in a desperate needy dance.

      He ran his hands over her shoulders to her breasts, squeezing the mounds, tugging at her aching swollen nipples, rolling them between his fingers, pinching them, forcing a moan from her lips.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured as he dropped his lips to the side of her neck, licking it, sucking it, forcing a cascade of shivers down her spine.

      She trailed her hands down his hard chest, to his waist, fumbling her way under his shirt so she could feel the heat of his skin. “Rob,” she whispered and then remembered she should say sir.

      He didn’t seem to notice. “Baby,” he sighed as he put some space between them and drew his shirt over his head.

      Her eyes were drawn to his moulded biceps, the beautiful hardness of his chest, scattered dark hair narrowing to a trail under his bellybutton pointing to his growing lust.

      Desire spiralled through her body, waves and waves of need pushing at her. She yanked on his belt, undoing it first, then the button on his jeans, lowering the zipper, feverishly trying to get him naked. She had to have him, she needed to feel his heat, his hardness, his closeness. She needed all of him.

      He gripped her waist and shoved her backwards until she hit against a small dressing table, his lips frantically seeking her mouth, his kisses hard and unyielding. A lamp crashed to the floor as he lifted her onto the surface, shoving his hips between her legs and pulling her against his groin. She dropped her hands behind her to stay upright as his cock found her pussy like a heat-seeking missile, slamming into her and destroying her sanity.

      Everything faded in the haze of their passion. Gasps and groans mingled as skin wildly slapped against skin. It was violent and primitive, this coming together, a need unlike any she’d ever experienced.

      It wasn’t the sex, it was the man, her man, the craving for him impossibly powerful, the climb towards her orgasm painful, and when she crested, it razed her so completely that her past disappeared.

      She screamed his named as she broke apart, her nails finding purchase in the skin on his shoulders as she slammed her body into his.

      He didn’t slow for her as she pulsed around him, greedy spasms that grappled with his cock. He pulled out and twisted her around, smashing her belly down on a nearby table and slammed into her repeatedly, his hands on her hips, his grunts animalistic, his orgasm racing towards him. When he came, he gripped her hips so hard she knew she’d be bruised.

      “Fuck!” he howled and then, “Emma, Fuck.” He shuddered and his thrusts slowed but didn’t completely stop as he leaned over her, his arms wrapping her up, his knees buckling, pulling them down to the carpet.

      They lay together, the seconds turning to minutes as their breath slowed and his swollen cock softened inside her. After the haze faded and the heat of their coupling cooled, he picked her up and laid her on the bed, covering her with the duvet and then himself, pulling her back into his arms.

      She couldn’t think of what to say, but groped for the words anyway, the right words. She wanted to leap into the bottomless abyss that was him. She was willing to take the risk, all the risks. The risk of rejection, of being hurt, of dying. It was worth it if she could have even one more moment like this one.
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      Rob held Emma to his chest, his mind fogged by the best sex of his life. His emotions were scattered, and he couldn’t pull them together to form a coherent thought. He wanted to know what Emma was thinking, but he wasn’t going to ask, didn’t want to take the risk that she wasn’t sharing his feelings.

      She turned in his arms, her hands clasping his face, soft palms rubbing against his scruff. “You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” she said with a fervency he didn’t think she had in her.

      The prick in him chuckled and said, “That’s hardly an endorsement.” He wanted to take it back as her eyes narrowed at him.

      Her tone became more pointed, like she was steeling herself for a fight. “You say you want to keep me. I want you to keep me.” She tugged at his hair reminding him he needed to see a barber. “For however long you’ll have me, I want that.” Her voice broke and she teared up.

      With a soft sigh, Rob hugged her tighter to him, his fingers seeking out the ink on her back. Though he couldn’t see it, he imagined it under his touch, the scars where her wings had once been, and wished he’d known her before she was so hurt that she would mar herself this way.

      He struggled to say what was in his heart. He wasn’t a fucking poet, could barely string two sentences together on a good day. “You’re mine,” he said, his voice the rasp of a rusted chainsaw. “You’ll always be mine.” He wished for a drink, a cigarette, anything that would help him find the words this sweet woman in his arms seemed to be seeking.

      “Thank you,” she murmured against his chest, her hands circling his nipples. He tried to decipher her tone. Was it enough, what he said? Would it convince her he was being genuine?

      He flipped to his back, bringing her with him so that her head was on his chest, her hand stealing to his stomach, her fingers tracing his abs. “Amber was my first love.” Yeah, talking about another woman, that was the way to Hula’s heart. Fuck. “She was sweet and needed me. And I needed her. Neither of us really understood love, what it meant as a lifelong commitment.”

      Emma shifted in his arms, tilting her chin up so she could see him.

      “I didn’t cheat on her, we were exclusive. I wanted to marry her, but she didn’t want that. She was smarter than me that way, I guess. She said we were like two lost souls needing each other, but she always thought we weren’t enough in love.”

      “Were you?” Emma’s soft voice slipped into the darkest recess of his soul.

      “Maybe… yes. I’m fucked up, as much as you or her. She said we were mixing up need and love.” He paused, tired of talking, but knowing there was more to say. “But isn’t that the same thing?”

      The silence lingered, then Emma rolled her body onto his, propping herself up on his chest with her forearms, looking at him full in the face. “I think you can need someone without loving them. But I don’t think you can love someone without needing them. I can’t imagine how horrible it was for you when Amber died. Losing you would crush me.” She flushed. “I know how stupid that sounds. We barely know each other, but when I think of you, I lose my breath, my rational thought, my will to be anyone but your slave.” She shifted so she was on her back, laying next to him, staring up at the ceiling like he was. “I’ve never met another man who does that to me. I could live without you, but I don’t think I’d want to.”

      Rob struggled to find a response to her words as the pain of his past seemed less present. He turned on his side and placed a palm on her stomach. “That’s how I feel, Hula. That’s exactly how I feel. It’s why I’m such a prick to you – I can’t stand the idea of you being near Scott. I hate that we’re separated, that you’re not safe.”

      That was enough words, Rob thought as he flattened himself on Emma. The rage was burning in his gut and he didn’t want it to take him over – not tonight, not after the intimacy they’d shared. Tomorrow, he would find out how willing a slave she was, but tonight he needed to be a man in love, and she needed to be his woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Randall Scott peered at his watch for probably the tenth time since lunch. It wasn’t like him to be impatient, but he was excited about the evening’s events. Tuesday had come and gone, a tedious repeat of Monday. Now it was Wednesday, and he felt like he was high. Of course, he wasn’t, simply impatient for his next move in this current high-stakes game of chess.

      He loved chess, had since he first learned it as a young boy, but it was hard to find a worthy opponent. He’d throw his pawns out there and they’d get captured but that’s what pawns were for – to sacrifice. His game with Rusya Savisin was disappointing. Rusya recently took out two of Randall’s pawns and then nothing, no follow-up, no countermove. He hadn’t expected Savisin to be bold, but some push back would have been entertaining.

      Maybe he was that good, Randall mused about himself. Maybe no one had a fucking clue, which he didn’t mind because he liked being the grandmaster of the game, had been so for more years than he could count. The game with Jack and Robert Creed had been ongoing for some time and Rob’s arrival in Vancouver had been unexpected, but not unwelcome. It was a distraction from Rusya Savisin and almost as satisfying.

      He thought of Robert Creed as a rook or was he a knight?  Stupidly loyal to his brother, Jack, who was the king of Vegas, while Rob was the workhorse. Yes, Rob was a knight while Jack Creed held the reins and steered the chariot.

      But now, Rob was in town on his own, the pretender king and his whore queen.

      Anyone with a mote of intelligence knew that in chess, the way to get to the king was through his queen. When the queen fell, the king was not far behind. Today was the beginning of the end. The whore queen was about to be knocked from the game, which would leave her king panicking.

      And panicked kings made poor decisions.

      He opened his phone and searched his contact list for his security company, calling them. “Caroline, it’s Randall Scott,” he said in response to the sweet, feminine voice on the other end.

      “Mr. Scott,” Caroline chirped. “How are you?”

      “Very well, thank you for asking,” he responded smoothly. He and Caroline were well-acquainted, at least by phone. She was the dispatcher for Knight Security Company. “And you?” He didn’t give a fuck, but he was all about social conventions.

      “Perfect now that you’ve called,” she flirted.

      Randall gave a shake of his head. He didn’t indulge in such childish banter and he never responded to her playfulness, though she didn’t seem to notice. She had no ability to adjust to the client, which given her role, was a serious failing. But he let it go. Knight Security was not only very capable, but he loved the irony of its name.

      “I’m having a small party tonight, the clients who are attending will have their own security, which means that I don’t want any of my security on the grounds tonight.”

      “Of course,” Caroline replied. At least she was efficient and never second-guessed him. “What time shall I call them off? And when would you like them to return?”

      Randall smiled as he turned his chair and peered down at the busy Vancouver traffic. “Now. They can go now. I want them to return at midnight.”

      “Got it. I’ll get the ball rolling right away. The team will be gone in the next half-hour.”

      Randall nodded into the phone. “Perfect.”

      “Because it’s such short notice and we can’t deploy the men elsewhere, you will be billed.” All efficiency now. No more flirting.

      “I would expect nothing less. Thank you, Caroline.” He ended the call, glanced at his watch. Four-thirty. Time to put part two of his plan in place.

      He strolled into the reception area and caught Emmaline texting again. On Monday, when he noticed her doing it, when she lied about messaging her sister, he started to watch her. She had been sending a message every half-hour – he figured it was a simple text to Robert Creed to let him know her status. Not a bad plan, but so out of character for Emmaline, who rarely had her cell phone out of her purse.

      She looked up as he entered her space and shoved the cell phone away from her, putting distance between him and it. “Randall. Sorry.” Her face flushed and he felt the familiar surge of lust when he was around her. He’d tired of her though, because she wasn’t interested in being a participant and while he rarely gave a fuck what women wanted, she’d become stale and predictable. It was like fucking a rag doll.

      “It’s okay.” In the beginning, it had amused him that she wouldn’t take advantage of her circumstance. After all, she was fucking the boss. So cliché – a rich old man lusting after his exotic secretary. He kept her to heel by paying her exactly what she was worth and no more.

      She didn’t have an ounce of intelligence inside her, never tried to exploit her relationship with him. It was boring and irritating. If she had played the game better, she might have gotten more from it, but the cunt lacked the backbone to challenge him. She was a witless pawn in his game with her, even if she was the slut queen in his match with Robert Creed.

      He checked his watch, thinking maybe one last hurrah fuck with her would be a good way of tying things up, but decided not. He needed to get moving and it wasn’t worth his time unless he planned for Robert Creed to live, which he didn’t.

      He looked at her expectant face. “I’ve just emailed two contracts that I need you to go over with a fine-tooth comb. I want them back no later than 7:00 tonight so I have them for my meeting first thing tomorrow.”

      He watched as her face fell, wished he could stay around to see how long it would take her to text again, but he didn’t need to. He knew she’d let her king know. And Creed would have to wait two hours. Enough time for Randall to get home, get a few drinks and a heavy meal into Andrew Doherty. They’d be relaxed, talking like old friends when the email from Emma arrived. That would be the signal that the wait was almost over. Creed would realize quickly that his queen was taken and do something foolish, like barge into Randall’s home with all sorts of ludicrous accusations.

      That’s when the fun would really begin.

      “Okay,” she said as she looked down at the desk, a small unhappy frown creasing her face.

      “I’m not interfering with any plans, am I?” He put authority into his tone, some menace. It’s what she’d expect from him when she was unhappy with him.

      She glanced up at him. “No. No, of course not. I’m happy to do it.”

      He nodded as he suppressed a self-satisfied smile. “I’ll expect them by 7:00.”
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      Emma groaned out loud after the door swished shut behind Randall and she was sure he was well out of hearing range. Asshole! Jackass. Okay… Prick! Yeah, she said it or thought it anyway. Why tonight of all the nights? She had been so close to going home, seeing Rob, feeling safe. So bloody close she wanted to cry.

      She’d have to stay though. The plan was on for tomorrow and she couldn’t raise Randall’s suspicions by not following through. That would be out of character for her and he’d know something was up.

      Contracts too. She groaned again. The day had already been tedious, made longer by the anticipation that this was almost over. And now boring contracts. They’d be long-winded with all sorts of thereofs and clauses and caveats. And she’d have to read each line carefully, make edits and notations where needed.

      She glanced at her watch. 4:40. Yeah, Randall was cutting it right down to the wire. It had to be two contracts – it couldn’t just be one. She sent a quick text to Rob and company to let them know that she was stuck for a couple of hours.

      Sorry – he gave me last minute contracts to review. It’ll take me to 7.

      Fuck, Rob texted. Leave anyway.

      No. Andre this time. She has to stay. It’s only a couple of hours.

      Fuck, Rob texted again. Keep texting so we know you’re ok.

      I’m locking the office door so I’ll be fine, Emma replied. But I need to get to work if I’m going to hit his deadline. Emoji wave.

      She turned down the volume on the phone and placed it facedown so she wouldn’t be distracted by texts flashing across her screen, then opened the email Randall sent. He wasn’t joking. There were two big contracts. She cursed under her breath and got to work. Swearing wasn’t going to get it done.

      Two hours later, she stretched the kinks out of her back and rubbed her temples. Done with 15 minutes to spare. She was a trooper, a badass, a contract marathoner!

      She attached the edited contracts to an email and sent them to her boss with a smile. It was almost over; her hell was almost over. She couldn’t wait to leave this office, so happy that tomorrow would be the last day she’d have to come in. The last day she’d ever have to lay eyes on the arrogant asshole who treated her like his two-bit whore.

      She felt lighter, centred, excited about the future, more than she’d ever been. Lisle was being looked after and she had a good man who wanted her, cared about her. Someone she could trust. It was the best feeling in the world.

      She opened the drawer in her desk where she kept her purse and pulled it out as she stood. The only thing she regretted was that she had to leave everything as it was, as if tomorrow wasn’t her last day of work.

      She didn’t have many personal items in the office, but there were a few. Her coffee mug, a few reference books, some expensive hand cream she’d indulged in several months ago, and a picture of her and Lisle when they were 8 and 5, respectively. The two of them, outside, sitting on the concrete steps in front of their ramshackle house in Honolulu, laughing their heads off about something, falling into each other.

      She didn’t know who had snapped the picture, either her mom or dad. It was a rare photo of a rare moment in their childhood where there had been something to laugh about and she wanted to keep it. But she knew that she couldn’t – at least not now, not until after everything settled. Maybe afterwards, the cops would let her come and get her stuff.

      She let her nostalgia go as she picked up her cell phone. Lisle was in good hands, getting the help she needed. After she was clean, they’d make new happy memories.

      She sent a group text. Done (smiley emoji). On my way. Should be out in five.

      She dropped the phone in her purse and zipped it up, then took a last look around before turning out the lights and heading for the elevator. The 8th floor appeared deserted; of the offices she could see on her trek to the elevator, the lights were off, and no one was home.

      She pressed the down button, butterflies in her stomach cavorting with each other. She needed to settle, but she felt like skipping, dancing, fist pumping everyone she encountered. Fortunately, there was no one to indulge her, because it was 7pm and everyone else was home with their loved ones like she would be soon.

      She took a deep cleansing breath and then startled as a man came around the corner of the hall. He was dressed in dark clothes, a hoodie covering his head, shadowing his face. Weird. Not weird that someone was still on the floor. That happened. No, weird that he had a hoodie on in this warm summer weather.

      Adrenaline flooded her system as she turned more fully towards the guy and the butterflies that had previously been fluttering around in her stomach turned to lead. Her heart pounded in fear as she took a few unsteady steps backward and fumbled at the zipper of her purse to get to her cell but froze when he pointed a gun towards her and stepped into her space, a few inches separating them.

      “Hey precious,” his familiar voice slid over her like stale grease. He yanked her purse from her hands.

      “Tyler,” she whispered. “What are you doing here?” Her brain iced over, got sluggish. Stupid question. It was fairly obvious what he was doing there.

      The elevator’s ding intruded on their unhappy reunion and he gripped her tightly, shoving the gun in the pocket of the hoodie as the doors slid open. The car was empty, and Tyler dragged her inside. “I‘m not going to kill you, but if you draw attention to yourself, I’ll kill whoever steps inside this elevator. And Lisle. I’ll put a bullet in her head.”

      “You can’t get to Lisle.” Was she even making sense? Yes. He couldn’t get to Lisle.

      He hit the button to the garage. “Don’t be stupid. Lisle and me, we’ve already had our reunion. She’s looking forward to seeing her big sister. Says she misses you.”

      Emma swallowed as dullness crept into her voice. “I don’t believe you.”

      He walked them backwards as the doors slid shut, his back against the wall of the elevator, her back against his chest as he tightened his grip around her waist, clamping her arms to her sides. “Which part? That I have Lisle or that she misses you? Or that I’ll kill anyone that gets in my way?”

      Emma shuddered and realized she wasn’t breathing. She pulled a long draw of air into her lungs to settle her mind and give her courage. She needed to get out of this, but she couldn’t get her panicked brain to think clearly.

      Eddie would give her maybe six or seven minutes to come out of the building before he’d come inside looking for her. He’d take the stairs because that was the plan, but he’d be going the wrong way – he’d be on his way to Randall’s office while she was heading to the garage. But then Andre would move in and Rob too. They’d get to her before Tyler could get her out of here.

      All she had to do was stall Tyler, play his nasty game. Cooperate with him, delay him long enough for Rob to get to her.  “I’ll behave,” she whispered as the elevator stopped on the sixth floor.

      Two young men stepped on, and Tyler tensed and tightened his grip on Emma. They barely glanced at Emma and Tyler, they were so deep in an argument about some statistical logarithm. One of them punched the elevator button and they kept up their verbal sparring until they reached the ground floor.

      As the men disembarked, Emma tried to see around them, see if Eddie was in the lobby, but it appeared deserted. The elevator doors slid closed on her hope for rescue. Her adrenaline was ebbing, and she felt weak and uncoordinated, her optimism disappearing as the elevator descended two more floors. She was alone with Tyler, in the parking garage, which seemed deserted.

      Tyler brutally gripped Emma’s arm as he hauled her towards a visitor parking spot, towards an SUV with tinted windows. “I missed you,” Emma said softly. “I thought about calling you all the time, but I was afraid you’d tell me to go to hell.”

      Tyler pressed the key fob, unlocking the doors, then opened the back door. “Get in, precious. We’ll talk about how you can make it up to me once we get going.”

      Emma tried to get her mind to work, tried to shake off the lethargy that was taking her over. Was Tyler’s appearance a coincidence or did Randall Scott bring him in? Why would Randall do that? He didn’t have a clue what was going on. Or maybe he did. But how? It was fucking confusing her, all the possibilities. She hesitated too long and he gave her a quick punch to the kidney. “In,” he hissed in her ear. “I don’t want to have to explain to Lisle why you didn’t want to come to her.”

      She gasped at the sudden slice of pain in her back and scrambled to comply. God damn it, Lisle. She hoped Tyler was lying to her about her sister, but she couldn’t risk it. Her ex wouldn’t hesitate to take his anger out on Lisle, and she was in a fragile state right now.

      Tyler followed her into the car and bumped her with his hip. “Over,” he grunted. Tyler wasn’t a big man, but neither was he small. Taller than Emma by a half-foot, and lean, but in good shape. His sandy hair was bleached from the Hawaiian sun and his tanned face was lined in aggression.

      Emma pinched herself on her wrist to centre herself. Tyler wasn’t a killer; he was a bully and a criminal. He’d beat her, but she could take a beating. This was nothing new. She’d pretend, like she pretended with Randall Scott.

      She slid to the other side, eyeing the door handle, thinking she could open it and run. Tyler slammed his door shut as she reached for the handle but was wrenched back by her hair. Pain streaked through her as he hit her with a closed fist to the side of the head, a hard punch that caused white light to burst behind her eyes as she reeled from the blow.

      He didn’t give her a chance to recover. He twisted her to face him, then slapped her twice. She was knocked back from the force and the back of her head cracked against the window, stunning her. He grabbed her waist and yanked her down on the seat, indifferent to her cries as her head banged against the armrest before bouncing off the seat.

      He straddled her then, pinning her arms to her body with his knees, his weight settling on her stomach as he grabbed her neck and squeezed as he hit her again, a solid backhand that split her lip and forced her teeth to slice the inside of her cheek.

      “Please,” she moaned as her mouth filled with blood. “Please stop.”

      He squeezed her throat harder, cutting off the air as he hit her one last time. Blood gushed from her nose and into her mouth, making her gag. She was close to passing out.

      “You’re lucky I’m not willing to make you permanently ugly. You’re going to be my money-maker, you fucking cunt.” He loosened his hold, giving her room to breathe, to move her arms.

      She writhed from the pain, her hands covering her face to try to ward off any further blows, but he’d stopped his assault as he pulled a small kit from behind the seat and opened it.

      She forced her eyelids up and tried to focus on his hazy hands. “What… what are you doing?”

      He shoved the sleeve of her blouse up her arm and wrapped a tourniquet around her upper arm, knotting it above the elbow. “Helping you relax, baby.”

      He was going to drug her! “No,” she moaned trying to pull out of his grip.

      He trapped her free arm between his thigh and her body, blocking her attempt to swat at him. “Stay still!” he snarled.

      “I can’t,” she moaned in distress. Each time she shifted her head or tried to open her eyes, dizziness and pain battered her. She couldn’t stop this from happening.

      Tyler pulled the cap off a syringe and forced her arm straight. “Don’t fucking move. If I miss your vein, this’ll get pumped into the muscle, probably kill you.”

      Emma froze, not knowing if what he was saying was true or not. She knew enough about drugs to know their effects, side effects and addictive qualities thanks to Lisle’s lifestyle, but not the ins and outs of shooting up. Why would she? “What is it?”

      “Heroin. Lisle’s second favourite.”

      Emma felt the pinch of the needle, then the rush of fluid shooting through her veins, followed a few seconds later by an intense pleasurable surge of warmth. “Oh fuck,” she groaned as her eyes rolled up.

      Tyler’s face swam in her vision, a weird grin covering the lower half. “Feels good, doesn’t it, sugar?”

      He patted her cheek and she tried to turn her face from him, but it was like she was in slow-motion, floating but heavy all at the same time.

      She didn’t realize he left her until the car started moving, the motion making her nauseas. “I might vomit,” she muttered as she rolled onto her side, her eyelids fluttering.

      “Do what you gotta do, babe. This is a piece-of-shit rental.”

      Emma nodded slowly in acknowledgement as her stomach dipped, forcing bile up her esophagus. But the pain was gone – her head didn’t hurt, neither did her cheek. After she vomited, she closed her eyes and drifted, maybe to sleep, maybe to another realm. She couldn’t be sure.
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      Rob scrubbed at the whiskers on his face as he waited two blocks from Scott’s building. What the fuck was taking Eddie so long to text him? Four minutes had already passed. Based on the last two days, he should have already sent the thumbs up emoji. And it was 7 o’ fucking clock. There’d be hardly anyone left to hold up the elevators.

      Rob’s heart skipped several beats. It was too soon to panic, even if his stomach was churning up acid. He was an idiot letting Emma walk into that fucker’s lair. Rob had no common sense; he was exactly like his fucking brother. Whatever he had to do to get the job done, even if it meant sacrificing the woman he loved.

      He waited another minute then finally texted.  Everything ok?

      Eddie texted back. She’s not out yet.

      Go in, Rob texted. He had a bad feeling, didn’t believe in them, but decided today was a good time to prove his theory false.

      Not yet, Eddie texted back.

      Fucker, forgetting who’s the boss! Go the fuck in.

      On it.

      Rob started jogging towards the building as his phone vibrated.

      He stopped and looked at it.

      Andre. I’ve got the elevator covered.

      Rob wasn’t supposed to enter the building. No record of his face on tape so he skidded to a stop across the street, his heart thundering, his fear paralyzing him. A few minutes later, Andre came out, his cell glued to his ear. He literally stepped into traffic, causing cars to brake hard, a few horns and couple of curses, but the giant ignored them all as he approached Rob.

      “She’s gone,” he said grimly.

      “How the fuck do you know?” Rob was keenly aware he was shouting. He needed to settle before they drew attention, but that’s not who he was. His chest hurt and he couldn’t draw enough air into his lungs.

      “Eddie’s hit the office, every floor in the building. He’s in the garage now.”

      Rob yanked the phone from Andre’s hand. “How the fuck did she get past you?” Passersby glanced curiously at Rob and Andre, drawn by the timbre of Rob’s voice, but looked away quickly when they caught Andre’s deadly scowl.

      Eddie didn’t answer Rob’s question. Instead, he said, “I’ll talk to security.”

      Rob paced the sidewalk, hearing the panic in Eddie’s voice. What a clusterfuck. “No.” It would slow them down looking at the camera feed. “Scott’s got her. The fucker!” How the fuck did Scott know what was going on? He took a deep steadying breath. “I gotta get to Scott’s. I’m going to fucking kill that sonofabitch if he’s laid a hand on her.”

      “You’re going to kill him anyway,” Andre reminded him.

      “Yeah, but now I’m not going to be so nice about it.”

      To Eddie, he said, “Get the fuck over to her apartment and see if she’s there. Maybe she got past you somehow.” Rob knew he was grasping at straws, there was no way Eddie would let Emma get by him.

      Eddie was silent and Rob thought for a second, the fucker was going to defend himself, but instead he said, “I’m on my way.”

      Rob ended the call and handed the phone back to Andre along with his hotel key card. “Go to the hotel and check the room. I’m heading to Scott’s. If either of you find her in the next half hour, call me. If you don’t, no calls. I’ll be busy.”

      “I should come with you,” Andre argued. “Someone needs to have your back.”

      Rob gazed at the man in front of him. Andre had been there from the beginning, faithful, loyal, like a brother. “No.” He scrubbed at the back of his head. “I need you to go to the hotel, see if she’s there. Think where she might be – where Scott might have stashed her.” He squeezed his eyes shut at the pain in his heart. “It’s happening again, Andre.”

      Andre pulled Rob in for a quick hug as he handed him the keys to the rental. “We’ll find her.” He took a step back and turned, jogging off.

      Rob watched for half a minute as he took some shallow breaths to calm himself. Yeah, he had to get her back. Otherwise, there’d be no point to anything. He turned in the direction of the car. He was going to pay Randall fucking Scott a visit that wasn’t going to end well for one of them.

      When he reached Scott’s estate, he drove past slowly, then parked down the street. He sat for a minute, self-recrimination spiraling out of control. He shouldn’t have let Emma near Scott; he should have made her leave the minute she called to tell him that she was delayed. Fuck that, he should have come to the office and picked her up. Scott’s death could have fucking waited until he had Emma somewhere safe.

      He ran a hand across his face. Blaming himself would have to be postponed until he had Emma back. Then he could fucking grovel to her for the rest of his life.

      As he got out of his car, he flipped his hoodie over his head and tried to talk himself down from storming Scott’s estate. He melted into the shadows, willing his heart to slow, willing his sanity back.

      Scanning for Scott’s security, he kept his eyes on the gloom of the dying day as he walked slowly up the block. His brain was deciding how he would deal with the guards should he be approached. He already knew the answer. They would be dead men if they didn’t stand down, but Rob was beyond caring. Emma was all that mattered.

      He reached Scott’s estate, the high wrought iron fence surrounding it leading him to the driveway. He paused as his eyes scanned the grounds. Where the fuck was the security? Dinner break or drunk? Scott wasn’t getting his money’s worth, that was for fucking sure.

      He drew his gun from his hip holster and slid the safety off. He didn’t want to shoot anyone, but he had no issue with pistol whipping them into a coma. Creeping in the shadows until he was at the front door, he jogged up the steps. The landing was dark, no lamps lit the exterior, though muted light from inside spilled through the small thick etched windows in the door.

      Rob tried the doorknob and to his surprise, it twisted under his hand. What the fuck was that about? Why would Scott leave his fucking front door unlocked? He edged the door open a crack and peeked inside. Scott was too careful not to lock his doors, or maybe he wasn’t. Maybe he thought he was invulnerable or that the half-assed security company would protect him. The rational voice in Rob’s head told him that it was a set-up, but it didn’t matter. Set-up or not, Scott had Emma.

      Rob pushed the door open widely enough to slide his body inside, then gingerly closed it behind him, listening intently. He took two soft steps into the foyer, then Randall Scott walked through a doorway, not immediately realizing he wasn’t alone, seemingly deep in thought.

      Rob cleared his throat quietly as he raised his gun and levelled it at Scott’s head. The old man jumped, looked in Rob’s direction and then paled as he registered who was in his house.
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      Andrew Doherty lifted the cut crystal tumbler to his lips and took a drink of the expensive scotch Randall had poured for him. Doherty wasn’t much of a drinker, though he did like his scotch, but perversely preferred a cheaper brand. He enjoyed the acrid burn in his throat as he swallowed. Maybe it made him feel more manly, he thought wryly.

      He crossed his legs and pulled at a crease in his trousers as he leaned back in the posh leather armchair in Randall’s study. It was closing in on 8pm and Randall hadn’t said anything of significance about Anto or anyone else. Andrew was starting to wonder what the point of the evening was.

      The cop in him resisted asking though. Patience was a virtue in his former line of business, more than aggression or arrogance or threats. Sometimes, the best way to get someone to their eventual point was to wait until time ran out. That’s usually when Andrew asked politely once or twice, then less nicely.

      He was alone in the study. Randall had excused himself to use the bathroom and Andrew impatiently tapped the arm of his chair. It was out of character for Randall to have him over for dinner and drinks. The former judge obsessively valued his privacy. He rarely entertained, didn’t hold dinner parties or other events here.

      Even when his children were young, birthday parties were never held at the estate, but at a public venue attended by waiters and nannies and whoever else was needed to ensure all the children and adults present were well looked after.

      They were posh events, far nicer than his own children were used to and so the little bastards inevitably embarrassed Lillian, Andrew’s wife. Still, despite the savages they were trying to raise, he and Lillian always dutifully attended, the children in tow with a gift that would fall far below Randall’s standards.

      Andrew felt sorry for Randall’s children – their screwed-up adult lives were a testimony that money was a meaningless factor in the raising of children if the parents were not a presence in their lives.

      Gina, Randall’s wife, took off when the kids were young, essentially abandoning them to their father. She was a cold woman anyway, distant and moody. Russian, but spoke English well enough. He didn’t know the circumstances of the marriage breakdown other than Randall implying there was another man in the picture – it was the reason she deserted her children.

      Andrew took another swallow of his drink. The oldest, Owen, was into drugs in a big way according to Randall, not willing to clean himself up and so the two were estranged.

      And the daughter, Kelsie. Randall had her committed to a mental institution after a major breakdown that Andrew unfortunately got involved in when she showed up at the precinct in the middle of the night, demanding to see him. Poor woman. She never had a chance, not really. Neither of the kids did with Randall at the helm.

      He was jarred from his thoughts by a loud crash from the front entrance and then voices, Randall’s, quiet and reasoning, the other, an unknown male, loud, angry, threatening.

      “Put the gun away and we’ll talk,” Randall said.

      “You’ll fucking talk, or I’ll break every fucking bone in your body. Where the fuck is Emma?”

      Andrew’s heartrate spiked as he carefully set his scotch tumbler on the coffee table and stood, pulling his gun from his hip holster. Thank god Randall suggested he arm himself. He wouldn’t have thought to do so for an evening such as this.

      He crept toward the door of the study, keeping his movements as stealthy as possible.

      “Emma?” Randall’s voice was strained. “Are you talking about Emmaline Hawthorne?”

      Andrew stuck his head around the corner of the open doorway. He could see Randall. The old man had his hands in the air beside his head and was visibly shaking, his face pale. The intruder was hidden from Andrew’s sight, but his aggressive voice could clearly be heard. “You know I am, you piece of shit!”

      Emmaline Hawthorne? Andrew furrowed his forehead. Randall’s pretty secretary? What the hell was this about?  Maybe an ex-boyfriend or a current one. Maybe Emmaline broke up with him, used Scott as some sort of excuse. That shit happened sometimes, and Andrew couldn’t fault Emmaline for making up something if the jackass waving a gun in the hall had been her boyfriend.

      Randall took a step back as his attacker took a step forward into Andrew’s line of sight. Holy mother of Christ! If his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him, Robert Creed, the fucking Las Vegas mobster, was in the house.

      Andrew dipped his head back out of sight as he pressed his back against the wall, his heart beating wildly in his chest.

      What the hell was Randall involved in? He knew about Scott, every fucking thing, or at least he thought he did. But the Creeds, that was a new one even though it shouldn’t really have been a surprise given the revelations Rusya Savisin had shared with Andrew a couple of years ago, after Marisol, Andrew’s daughter, had been rescued by the bratva.

      “Answer me, you fuck!” Rob’s words were followed by a crash and a grunt from Randall Scott. Andrew peeked around the corner again, saw that Creed had holstered his gun and had Scott by his shirt, hauling him up off the floor, his hand curled into a threatening fist.

      This was his chance. Andrew took a shallow breath and stepped out of the shadows, his gun in front of him, safety off. “Get away from him or I’ll shoot your fucking head off!” he roared, his gun aimed directly between Creed’s eyes as he stalked towards the thug, stopping slightly beyond arm’s reach.

      Creed swivelled his head towards Andrew, his eyes black like the devil’s, his face contorted with hate. “What the fuck?” The man was terrifying, Andrew thought. Tall, no softness, no cowering. Dressed like a thug in dark jeans and a hoodie, hands gloved to prevent fingerprints. A premeditated murder attempt.

      “Let him go!” Andrew bellowed. “And step the fuck back!” It was one of the things the public didn’t understand about cops. Aggression was the best approach in a dangerous situation. Shoot first, ask questions later, because if you didn’t, you might not live long enough to ask the questions.

      Creed dropped Randall on his ass and retreated, his hands in the air. “Fuck,” he said, a vicious snarl. “Don’t tell me that you’re friends with this fucker?”

      Andrew ignored his question. “Your gun, Mr. Creed. Slowly place it on the floor in front of you.”

      Randall scrambled back from Creed and was now climbing to his feet, dusting his pantlegs off, trying to recover his dignity.

      Andrew tensed as Robert Creed groped behind him and slowly brought the gun to his front, then bent his knees and carefully set it on the floor. As he stood, he kicked it towards Andrew without being asked.

      Evidently not the jackass’s first rodeo, Andrew thought as the gun skittered by on the marble. Andrew had far too much experience to be distracted – his eyes held steady on Creed’s face.

      “I know who you are,” Creed said. “The ex-cop. Anto Kharzin’s father-in-law.”

      “Andrew Doherty,” Andrew said as he took a few steps backward and crouched down, his eyes steady on Creed, his own gun still extended as he groped around for Creed’s gun until he found it. He stood, slid his eyes towards Randall as he holstered it. Scott was far enough away from Creed that the mobster wouldn’t risk trying to take him down unless he was suicidal.

      The anger in Creed’s face faded as acceptance of his situation took over. His words were rushed though and infused with desperation. “Yeah. This is a fucking set-up. You know that, right? Scott wanted you and me here at the same time for whatever fucked up reason.”

      Randall snorted, the slight quiver in his voice subtly betraying his distress. “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would I want a murderous psychopath in my house?”

      Creed ignored Scott. “He took Emma, has her somewhere. She’s in trouble.” The man was agitated, forgetting that Andrew was holding a gun on him, thinking about pacing, but then stopping when he remembered the deadly situation that he was in.

      Andrew shot another quick glance toward Randall, before returning his attention to Creed. “Is it true, Randall?” He waited, the tightrope of tension fucking with his patience. When Scott didn’t answer, he barked out, “Is it fucking true, Randall?”

      “Yes,” Randall replied in his typical understated tone. “Emma came to me on Monday scared to death. Somehow, she’d gotten mixed up with this one.” He waved a disdainful hand towards Rob. “She was not aware that he’d killed his girlfriend back in Vegas, that he had been convicted, then got off by manipulating the law. She found out after she was in over her head, got scared and was afraid Creed was going to do the same thing to her.”

      “Bullshit!” Rob interjected, scrubbing at his head with his hand, the sudden movement almost startling Andrew into pulling the trigger.

      “Shut up!” Andrew snarled at Creed. “And quit moving around or you’re going to get shot!” Despite his long career in law enforcement, he had never had an incident that required him to discharge his weapon at a human being. Sure, he’d been in intense situations, but nothing compared to this.

      To Randall, he said. “What else?”

      “She told me he was using her sister to keep her compliant. Had her locked up somewhere and was preventing Emma from seeing her. She said he was forcing her to be with him.”

      “You fucking lying sonofabitch.” Rob took a few threatening steps towards Scott.

      Andrew waved the gun. “Don’t fucking tempt me, Creed.” Sweat beaded on his forehead, and he desperately wanted to wipe it away, but even if he could, he wouldn’t. He had to remain outwardly calm, not betray how frantic he felt inside.

      Rob stopped in his tracks and Randall shuffled closer to Andrew.

      “What’d you do, Randall?” Andrew rasped.

      He heard Randall sniff in that superior way he had. “What I had to do protect Emma. She’s like a daughter to me.”

      Andrew almost rolled his eyes as Rob snorted, “A daughter he’s fucking.”

      Randall ignored Rob’s interruption. “The Creeds are untouchable. He got away with his girlfriend’s murder and he thinks he can get away with killing Emma. I helped her escape him, got her to safety.”

      Andrew’s mouth pinched into a frown as he watched Rob’s face. The mobster shuttered his eyes and shook his head. “Every second we spend talking to this cockroach is another minute Emma’s life’s in danger. He took her out to get me here. He set this whole fucking thing up.”

      Scott narrowed his eyes at Rob, all fear forgotten, bravado and outrage in his voice. “Why would I do that? You’re nothing to me. Some two-bit thug pretending you’re an important man. But you threatened Emma and I couldn’t stand by and let history repeat itself. What kind of a man would that make me?”

      Rob dropped his chin towards his chest and studied the marble on the floor for a few seconds before straightening up and pinning Andrew with a scowl. “He’s responsible for Amber’s death. He hired someone to kill her.”

      “You confessed to the crime!” Randall snorted in derision.

      Creed tilted his head at Randall, his eyes narrowing. “I had my reasons at the time and I’m not going to defend them to you.” To Andrew, he said, “I don’t know why he’d have her killed – that part I don’t understand.”

      Andrew frowned at Creed. This situation was a shitshow and that was the part he didn’t understand either. Why the hell would Randall kill Robert Creed’s girlfriend? His mind buzzed over all the possibilities. If it hadn’t been for that tidbit of information, Andrew might have had his misgivings. But there was nothing like casting doubt on a story that sounded legitimate.

      He swallowed as the impact of the situation thundered through him. His naivete had been shattered the day he thought he’d lost his daughter. He had no choice but to face the hard truths about men who thought there were no consequences to their actions, who had the money and the arrogance to do whatever they wanted. Men who used and abused the law, found the holes and exploited them.

      And yet, he worked to bring these men to justice; to gather evidence against them rather than seek vengeance. He prided himself on being a good man, trusting the law to take care of the evil in his world. But now, in this moment, he found himself contemplating murder and it sickened him. This was going to be a defining moment in Andrew’s life, something he could never take back, one that would haunt him to his grave.

      Scott wrung his hands together. “What are we going to do? We could try to prosecute him, but he’s a slimy bastard. He’ll tell his lies and walk away again. Emma will be too terrified to testify against him.”

      “Yeah,” Rob snarled, anguish written on his face. “Or too dead. Because you can’t fucking let her tell her story, can you?”

      Andrew felt the energy drain from him, but the night wasn’t over. He had to finish it. He held Rob’s eyes as he said to Randall. “You’re right. He got away with murder once, at least. But we can’t kill him here, in the foyer.”

      A breath escaped Randall’s lips. “Why not? He’s an intruder.”

      So quick to agree, but then why wouldn’t he? Creed’s intent had been to beat the information out of Randall and then kill him. “No.” Andrew’s voice sounded strange to him. No tone, no inflection. Is that what happened when the good inside a man dies? “He’s too connected. Doesn’t matter that it’s justified.”

      “You’re right, of course,” Randall said, his voice taking on an oily quality. “Let’s go downstairs, the wine cellar. It’s almost soundproof.”

      That made sense, Andrew thought as he nodded. He waved his gun at Robert. “Randall, lead the way. Creed, hands on the top of your head, link your fingers together and follow Randall, but stay the fuck back from him. I don’t want to have to shoot you in the back. I’d rather look my enemy in the eye while I’m killing him.”

      He caught Scott suppressing a small smile as he turned his back on Creed and headed for the basement level. He clicked a light on overhead and walked down the stairs like a creaky old man that Andrew knew he was not.

      Rob followed him, hands on his head, lips tightly pressed together. Andrew noted that Creed was barely suppressing the rage that was making him vibrate. He clutched the gun tighter, fear coiling in his belly.

      “Where’s his fucking security, Doherty?” Creed rasped in desperation.

      Andrew wondered that too. Some companies were better than others. Security was sleeping on the job or maybe someone paid them to get lost for a few hours. “Shut up, Creed.” He decided the offensive was better.

      Randall led the way to the wine cellar and unlatched the door, swinging it outwards. He stepped inside and to the left, hitting the light switch and flooding the interior. Inside, there were rows and rows of wine bottles on either side of the room, leaving a narrow walkway, which widened into a small bar area with stools and a round table with chairs.

      Andrew held the door with one hand. “Inside.” He motioned at Creed with his gun. “Leave your hands on your head and keep walking until I say.”

      Rob licked his lips but did as he was told, shuffling towards the back of the cellar, the gait of a man walking towards his execution.

      “That’s far enough!” Andrew barked and Rob halted his stride. “Turn around and drop to your knees.”

      He kept his eyes on Rob as he said, “Do we kill him?”

      To his left, he heard Scott shuffle his feet. He was out of Andrew’s line of sight, by the light switch. “I don’t think we have a choice, Andrew. He gets away with murder, a coward who uses and abuses women.”

      Creed shook his head slowly, his eyes drilling into Andrew’s. “I don’t care what happens to me, but Emma’s in trouble. Find her.”

      Andrew held Creed’s stare.  “Perhaps you should do the honours.”

      “What?” It was the first time he’d heard Scott genuinely off-balance. In the foyer, even with Creed holding him at gunpoint, Scott’s reactions seemed contrived. “I don’t have a gun,” Randall added.

      Andrew nodded as his heart raced, as pain bloomed in his chest. “That’s what I thought.” He squeezed his eyes shut, letting the pain subside. It was anxiety, not a heart attack. When he opened them, he tightened his hold on the edge of the door, his voice dull as he gazed at Creed. “The honor should go to the guy who lost the most.”

      Understanding flooded Creed’s expression as Andrew moved the door a foot. “I’m latching it from the outside. Knock when you’re done.”

      His eyes watered as he slammed the door on Randall Scott’s loud protest. “No! Andrew, what are you doing?”

      Andrew latched the door, his chest thudding in his ears, his breathing laboured. In all the time he was a cop, he’d been a good one, never abusing the rules, trusting in the law, thinking that it would prevail. Rising through the ranks, running Vancouver’s Police Services with an iron first and what he believed was an uncorrupted force. No, back then, he never would have sanctioned the murder of anyone, not even the vilest of criminals.

      But that was before his world exploded, before Marisol, his daughter, was targeted, before the Russian mafia stepped in and saved her life and Rusya Savisin, his enemy, had a conversation about Randall Scott. Andrew’s rose-coloured glasses shattered that day and he had been forced to face his own arrogance. It wasn’t a happy reunion, but he made a promise to himself that he would find a way to bring Randall Scott down.

      Scott was good though, the best of all snakes, spreading his poison around, playing all sides, playing his games. Tonight, Scott planned everything down to the last detail. His mistake was believing Andrew hated his son-in-law and loathed the Russian mafia.

      Andrew had no doubt that Scott killed Robert Creed’s girlfriend. Before, he never gave it a second thought, but the panic in Creed’s eyes couldn’t be denied. And his last words, not begging for his life but for the life of his woman’s. It was about Emmaline, the fact that Scott had her. It had nothing to do with the gun Andrew was aiming at him. The man hadn’t been lying. Emmaline’s life was in danger.

      Andrew stumbled away from the wine cellar and glanced at the room he was in. It was a recreation room, a large screen television gracing one of the walls, a couch and several chairs placed in a semi-circle facing it. There were sliding doors on the adjacent wall leading out to a ground-level patio.

      He dropped heavily onto the centre cushion of the couch and eased the grip on his gun, setting the safety and then letting it go. He unholstered Creed’s gun and set it next to his own. His shoulders slumped and he allowed himself a minute to regain his equilibrium. Time wasn’t on their side because Emma was still out there somewhere. He would work out his shit later, when this was over, whatever the hell this was.

      He pulled his phone from his pocket. Are you close by? he texted his son-in-law.

      Practically on the front porch. Where’s security?

      There’s sliding doors on the lower level. Come inside.

      Andrew got to his feet and walked over to the doors, trying to ignore the faint screams, the muted yelling coming from the wine cellar. It was well-insulated, but not completely soundproof. He unlatched the patio door and opened it, stepping to the side as his hulking son-in-law lumbered inside, taking up all the air in what used to be a big, wide-open space. “Where’s the fucker?” he rumbled in his deep baritone, laced with a Russian accent.

      Andrew dropped his chin to his chest. “In the wine cellar with Robert Creed.”

      This wasn’t a happy moment and Anto, who, at times, seemed like the most insensitive ass in the world, conveyed his understanding of Andrew’s distress with a small frown.

      “Emmaline Hawthorne is missing.”

      Anto narrowed his eyes, not quite understanding any of the conversation. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      Andrew pointed his finger at Anto, then at himself. “You, me, we’re not good people.”

      Anto snorted. “I’ve never pretended to be.”

      Andrew ignored him. “Scott preys on women. That’s clear. His wife goes missing years ago and the whole fucking world takes his word that she ran away with another man. And then Marisol, and Rusya’s wife. And none of us gave a fuck that Scott had a young, pretty secretary at his mercy.”

      Anto seemed like he was about to protest, but a thud on the wine cellar door drew their attention. Andrew walked over and unlatched the door, then turned his back and returned to Anto.

      The door creaked open and Rob was there, blood on his gloves, his shirt, his face. His dark angry eyes flicked between Anto and Andrew, his face still twisted in fury.

      “Is he dead?” Andrew’s voice was hushed but try as he might, he couldn’t seem to turn up the volume.

      Creed shook his head as he pulled off his gloves and shoved them into the back pocket of his jeans. “Not yet. I figure he’s got maybe an hour before he enters the gates of hell. Lots of time to think, give him hope someone will come along and save him. I want him to wish he was dead.”

      Andrew shivered involuntarily. “Jesus, I hope I never get on your wrong side.”

      Anto and Creed eyed each other with something akin to animosity and Andrew thought he was going to have to step in-between the two mobsters, but Rob broke the gaze and turned to Andrew. “I fucked up. Scott recruited her asshole ex to pick her up after work tonight and take her to the Marshall House.”

      “The Marshall House?” Anto looked as confused as Andrew felt. The Marshall House was a well-regarded facility, known for their success rate with drug addition. “Why take her there?”

      Rob grimaced as he rubbed the knuckles of his right hand. “I knew Aiden Marshall was corrupt, but I thought the fucker was loyal to us.”

      It was a revelation to Andrew that Aiden Marshall was a criminal. The two had shared many a golf game. He sat down heavily on the couch, trying to get his brain to catch up with the new realities in his world.

      Anto rested concerned eyes on Andrew. “Why would Marshall stash her?”

      “I enrolled Emma’s sister in the program. The kid’s got a serious drug problem. Marshall told Scott.”

      A chill worked its way up Andrew’s spine. “Goddamn sonofabitch!”

      He saw the moment when Creed’s mood shifted from anger to panic and fear. Rob took a quick step towards the door. “I gotta get to her.”

      Andrew stood. Time to suck it up and act like a cop. “Hold on, son.” He made sure his voice was laced with authority and empathy as he firmly gripped Rob’s shoulder. He’d been where Rob was. He understood the fear. “I’m not going to sugar-coat it. If Scott wanted her dead, she’s gone already.”

      Rob drew a deep shaky breath in his lungs as he laced his hands behind his head and squeezed his elbows together. Grief of what might already be was etched on his face.

      “But if she’s with her ex, she’s probably safe.”

      “That’s fuckin’ relative.” Anto cracked his knuckles.

      Andrew shot a narrow glance at his son-in-law. The jackass strutted around pretending to be a moronic hulk, but that was a façade – Anto was one of the smartest bastards he had ever met. And loyal too, which was why Andrew kept him close. But he had no filter – said what was on his mind with little thought to the situation. “Doesn’t matter. What matters is that we don’t go barrelling in without a plan. Otherwise, people will die, and we don’t want Emma to be one of them.”

      Rob glared at Anto, then turned to Andrew. “What’s the plan then?” He paced away, then back again, his dark eyes impaling the other two men.

      Andrew took over. He was a seasoned leader, knew how to pull together a sneak attack. “Anto, you stay here and clean up, wipe the place at the points of entry, the wine cellar door too. Don’t worry about my prints upstairs. I had dinner with Scott tonight, left him alive and well. Make sure the wine cellar is latched from the outside.” He stopped, trying to think his way quickly through the aftermath. “Find Scott’s phone and make a couple of calls to Emma’s phone.”

      Anto nodded. He was a good man, no questions asked. He understood his role. “Want me to come over to the Marshall House after?”

      Andrew turned to Rob. “You got guys?”

      Rob nodded. “I’ll text them now.”

      “Okay. Tell them to meet us a block south of the place. Not directly in front.” Andrew returned Rob’s gun to him as he turned to Anto. “Go home after this. Better you’re not involved.”

      Anto narrowed his eyes and stabbed his finger at Creed. “Don’t you let anything happen to Andrew or I’ll be gunning for you.”

      “Anto!” Andrew said sharply. “I can take care of myself.”

      Anto grinned. “I know. I’m just fuckin’ around.”

      Andrew ignored the jackass. “Give me a minute, Rob, then we’ll go.” He walked to the wine cellar and steeled himself before opening the door. It didn’t help. Randall Scott was unrecognizable, his face caved in, his body laying in an unnatural position. Maybe his back was broken, definitely his arms and legs. Blood everywhere, Randall’s blood, the coppery scent repulsive.

      Scott was wheezing on the floor, so many bones broken, so many lacerations. He peered at Andrew through one of his eyes, which miraculously was still working. “Andrew,” he moaned. His words were slurred, barely coherent. “Help me.”

      The former cop swallowed down the bile in his throat and thought briefly about putting a bullet into Randall’s head and ending his suffering. A shiver coursed through him at the level of brutality, at the fact that the man he was currently allied with knew how to administer a beating like this.

      Andrew didn’t enter the room as much as he wanted to. He wanted to crouch down beside the dying man, whisper in his ear why he deserved everything he got. He wanted a private moment between him and his enemy. But he was still a cop and wasn’t about to leave evidence of his presence in the form of footprints in the blood.

      Instead he said from the doorway, “You deserve every fucking thing you got, you old bastard. If it weren’t for Anto, Marisol would be dead because of you. I want you to die. I want you to suffer alone in the dark waiting for someone to save you. It won’t happen though. Nothing can help you now.”

      He used the sleeve of his shirt to reach around and turn the light off, then slammed the cellar door shut and latched it. When he turned, he caught Anto’s eyes. Fucking Russian with an expression of respect on his face. What a goddamned thing to be bonding over.

      To Rob, he said. “Let’s go.”
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      Emma cracked her eyelids open; her head was foggy, her body lethargic. Did she fall asleep? She couldn’t remember. She was on a bed, maybe the hotel, she thought and wondered where Rob was. Then a memory hovered at the edge of her mind, playing tag for a few minutes before it solidified.

      Tyler.

      She lifted her hand, heavy like a boulder, and clumsily brought it to her face, wincing as her fingers touched her cheek.

      Tyler found her, she remembered.

      Her heart wasn’t exactly racing because the drug he injected her with slowed her down and made her mellow. Did he tell her what it was? Maybe. He took her though, brought her somewhere, here….

      Lisle. He said Lisle was here.

      Emma struggled to sit up and got as far as propping herself up on her elbows before the room spun and forced her flat again. Still high and she hated it, but she also didn’t. The first rush in the car, that was amazing. Perfect. She wished it had lasted longer. Wished she could have another rush like that.

      She shook her head and then stopped the movement as pain blasted through her brain.

      No, she didn’t want that rush. Drugs were not the answer. Say no to drugs, Emmaline. She giggled, then grimaced as the split in her dry lips painfully cracked open. When she licked her lips, the metallic taste of blood assaulted her tongue.

      She looked around the gloom of the room as she probed at her sore mouth with disembodied fingers. Was she wearing an eye patch? Maybe. She could only see out of one eye. She waved her hand over her face – yep, just the right eye. She gently explored the other eye with her fingertips. Nope, no patch.  Tyler hit her… more than once…. It was probably swollen. She hoped it wasn’t damaged permanently. She didn’t want to have to wear a patch for the rest of her life.

      She giggled at her vanity, then sobered quickly remembering how little of the rest of her life she might have. Tyler wouldn’t kill her, would he? He wanted her back, always wanted her back. That’s why she was always running. Was Rob right about Randall and Tyler being in cahoots?

      “Cahoots!” Her cackle split the eerie silence.

      “Shush,” she told herself and tried to sit up again. Her limbs didn’t want to work. Oh yeah, heroin. That’s what Tyler said. Fucking heroin. She didn’t want it, but she had it. Okay, she needed to do something, get Lisle. That was at the top of her list.

      She pressed her lips together and ignored her spinning head as she shuffled on the bed until her ass pressed against the hard headboard. Taking a deep pull of air, she shoved herself into a sitting position, and used the headboard to prop her up as she slumped like a rag doll against it. The room had a stank like sweat and unwashed bodies. Hers, probably. It was stuffy too and she sniffled, swiping her arm across her runny nose. Stupid snot on her shirtsleeve – she needed to find a tissue.

      She assessed her surroundings. There was a window on the opposite wall, but little light was leaking in through the curtains. It was night for sure and she wondered at the time. Had hours passed or maybe days? No not days, she was still high from the heroin. Unless Tyler shot her up again. She fumbled at the crook of her arm, feeling for track marks. Nothing but a tiny bump. The dim light from a lamp on a table under the window wasn’t enough for her to see how bruised it might be.

      How long did a high last anyway? Probably depended on how much he injected into her. Fucking jackass. But she needed to pull it together and get to her feet. She had to pee. She needed water. She needed to find Lisle. She shuffled her ass to the edge of the mattress, pressing the palms of her hands on the meager bedding to anchor herself as she stood, hanging onto the headboard for balance.

      Her hair hung in loose clumps in her eyes and she blew at it as she wavered on her feet. Bad enough she only had one good eye, she didn’t need her hair blinding her. She slowly brought her hand to her face and swiped at the hair, then winced as she touched her cheekbone.

      Tyler must have done a really good job messing her up. Bastard. He needed to die, she thought, then giggled. Where was Rob? He’d kill the sonofabitch for her. He must be looking for her. She giggled again thinking about the trouble she was going to be in when he caught up to her. But he wouldn’t hurt her like Tyler had.

      Tears formed in her eyes as she thought of Rob. She missed him so much, his hard body, the deep rasp of his voice, his big comforting hands. He had been hers for a few precious days. And now… she might not ever see him again.

      A flash of light outside distracted her from her thoughts, vanishing as quickly as it appeared.

      She touched her tongue to her cracked lips. Fuck, she was thirsty. She took a couple of unsteady steps, groping the wall as the world spun around her. Three doors, one must be a bathroom. Anchoring herself by pressing her back against the hard surface of the wall, she shuffled to the first door and fumbled at the handle to open it. It was dark inside, and musty. Not a bathroom, a closet.

      Let’s find out what’s behind door #2.

      She pushed herself along, groping the wall, hitting her hip on the table under the window, then tripping over a suitcase and falling on her hands and knees. Boobytrapped – the fucking room was boobytrapped. She crawled towards the second door and used its handle to leverage herself to her feet. It took a couple of seconds to twist the knob, but the latch gave and as the door swung inward, she stumbled with it.

      Bazinga! She found the toilet. She fumbled her panties down to her ankles and hiked up her skirt, sighing as she sat down and released her bladder. When she was done, she wiped herself and flushed. The room didn’t spin quite as much when she got to her feet. It was getting easier to maneuver, she didn’t feel as dizzy, maybe she was coming down. She hoped she didn’t crash, didn’t actually know what that meant.

      She pulled up her panties, lacy white ones that looked bright against her dark skin. Her skin – she ran her fingertips down her thigh, enjoying the silkiness. She had fucking nice skin, she decided. No wonder Rob liked her.

      She turned on the faucet and washed her hands. The water reminded her how badly she needed a drink, but there was no glass that she could see. She dipped down and tried to drink from the faucet, but her head was too big – it wouldn’t fit in the sink so she could get her mouth under the tap.

      She pondered that. She hadn’t realized she had a big head. Lisle – her head was big too. They were big-headed. What a revelation. She made a bowl of her hands and scooped the water from the tap and drank that way. It was messy, water dripped down her face and onto her clothes, even her shoes.

      She looked down. Nope, not her shoes. She wasn’t wearing any. Wonder where they got to? Probably didn’t matter. She staggered out of the bathroom and focused her good eye on door #3. It had to be the door that would take her out of the room because all the other doors were already taken. A flare of dread raced through her at the thought of stepping beyond the room. Who would be out there? Tyler? Or others? Would they help her?

      She swallowed, her throat still dry. Didn’t matter about her, she needed to rescue Lisle and get out of here. She had no choice but to go through the blurry door. Was it blurry? No that didn’t make sense. Doors weren’t blurry. It was her vision, because of the eye patch she was wearing. She wondered if she looked like a pirate. She took a deep breath. It wasn’t funny anymore. None of this was.

      She needed to find Lisle.

      She weaved her way to the door and yanked it open, knocking it into herself and stumbling back, falling on her ass. “Fuck,” she mumbled, then tried to stand, crawling to the wall and using it to pull herself to her feet.

      As she steadied herself and turned, she shrieked. Tyler was there.

      “What are you doing, Emma?”

      She narrowed her one eye and curled her upper lip at him. It hurt so she stopped. “What are you doing, Tyler?” She leaned her back against the wall and closed her eyes. “I hate you,” she added.

      “Fucking slut,” he snarled and kicked the door shut, the bang of it echoing in her head, making it hurt.

      “I’m not a slut,” she mumbled.

      He was in front of her then; she hadn’t seen him move, but there he was, his body inches from hers, his hand wrapped around her throat. “You goddamn clueless bitch, thinking you could get away from me!” He tightened his fingers.

      “Are you killing me?” She thought she should be scared but whatever panic she might have felt was dulled by the heroin.

      “I’m gonna fuck you, bitch.” He yanked her around by the neck and flung her towards the bed. She didn’t quite make it, and hit the floor, her head bouncing off the edge of the mattress.

      “Fuck,” she mumbled as she crawled to her hands and knees, trying to stand.

      He was on her, shoving her skirt up over her ass and ripping off her panties, before he roughly yanked her onto the mattress. “Stay awake, bitch. You wouldn’t want to miss all the fun we’re going to have.”

      She blinked as she rolled to her back. “Don’t, Tyler. I don’t want to.”

      “Oh, okay. I won’t then.”

      Even in her state, Emma discerned the sarcasm. “Please, Tyler.” She moaned as he grabbed her pussy and squeezed it tight. “Oh god, that hurts.”

      “Your fucking shaved cunt, giving it away to every other fucking guy but me. No more, Emma.” She heard the rasp of the zipper and then he dropped on top of her, knocking her legs apart with his thighs.

      “Tyler. Let me come down and then we can do this.” His aggression was waking her up, but she was still too drugged to fight effectively. She couldn’t get her arms and legs to cooperate. She had nothing in her arsenal but begging.

      “Fucking goddamn slut.” He grabbed her head and cruelly bit her ear.

      The pain was jarring, like a blast of cold water, shocking her brain into awareness. “No! Tyler. I promise, I’ve been good.”

      “Shut your mouth!” He ripped her blouse down the front and popped a breast out of her bra, scoring it with his lips.

      Emma screamed as he sank his teeth deeply into the flesh.

      “Shut the fuck up.” He pressed his hand over her mouth and her nose, holding tight so she couldn’t breathe.

      The last of the fog cleared as she struggled for air, slapping at him, gabbing at his hands, bucking her body.

      He let go and curled his fingers into her hair as she sucked in a lungful of air.

      “No more fucking screaming. No one can hear you anyway, but it gets on my nerves.”

      “I’m sorry,” Emma moaned as she tried to curl onto her side, but he shoved at her shoulders, pressing them into the mattress.

      “Stay the fuck still,” he growled as he raised up to his knees and shoved her thighs in the air with his hands, bruising her as his fingertips dug into the flesh.

      “Please!” Emma cried as she tried to kick out of his hold. He was going to rape her, and there was nothing she could do to stop him. Why do that? He already had her, but that wasn’t enough. He wanted to punish her. She understood that feeling; she wanted to cut his fucking balls off.

      He shoved a finger into her vagina, and she jolted from the invasion.

      It was painful because she was dry and there was not a shred of desire for him. It didn’t matter what he did, she hated him, her body hated him.

      “Fucking cunt is shrivelled up like an old lady’s,” he sneered, but that didn’t stop him as he replaced his finger with his cock, impaling her in one vicious thrust.

      “Stop!” Emma bucked her body, clawed at his arms. “It hurts!”

      “Good, you dried up bitch. I want it to fucking hurt.”  He shoved her knees to her shoulders as he bent her in half, his grunts and groans making Emma’s stomach turn.

      “I’m going to puke,” she moaned and turned her head, spewing the little water she’d swallowed earlier and then dry heaving as he continued his assault.

      Tyler dropped her legs and loomed over her, pulling her hair, shoving her head so she had to look at him. “You fucking disgust me, you whore.” His lips curled into a sneer as he slapped her already abused face and pounded a fist into the side of her head.

      A tidal wave of pain slammed into Emma and she lost consciousness, but only for a few seconds, coming to again and feeling every single punishing thrust. The agony went on and Emma thought she might splinter, too much pain to endure, too much everything.

      His breathing became deeper, faster, and she knew it was almost over. A few more hard thrusts, then he dropped her legs and knelt, pulling his cock from her and pumping himself until he came, his cum spurting on her clothes, her breasts, her face.

      “Fuck!” she screamed as she turned her head and tried to slap at him, but he grabbed her hair and slapped her face three or four times as his orgasm ebbed. Her head spun and she closed her eyes. Everything hurt now: her body, her brain, her heart.

      He stood as he tucked himself in, watching as she curled up into herself. “Your sister’s a better lay. At least she fucking pretends to enjoy it.”

      “Fuck off,” Emma mumbled, hanging on to her tears. She hated him. She wanted him dead. Where the fuck was Rob?

      Tyler grabbed her by the hair and dragged her off the bed. She screamed as she grabbed his hands, kicking to get out of his grip, and as he let her go, she crashed onto the floor, her shoulder and hip taking the brunt of the fall. This was worse than anything in her life. So much worse.

      He crouched next to her, grabbing her chin in his hand, forcing her head back. “You better watch that mouth or I’ll wash it out with acid.” He dealt a stinging slap to her ear before letting her head drop. “I’m gonna get you a fix. Gonna get you so needy, you’ll be my slut so you can get your next high.”

      The door slammed behind him and Emma slumped, tears burning her eyes. This wasn’t okay, none of it. She didn’t know anymore if it was the high or the battering that was making her head fuzzy, but a lethargy was slowly spreading through her body, practically paralyzing her. She blinked her eyes to dry them, her mind mumbling to her to get up, do something before he came back. Run.

      She let out a soft bitter laugh. She wasn’t sure she could stand, let alone run.

      But lying on the floor waiting for him to return wasn’t an option. She had to find a way to fight back. She crawled on the floor, sticky cum on her hand, making bile sear her throat, making her dry heave a couple of times. She wanted it off her, but there was no time to clean herself up.

      The shadows seemed to mock her as she tried to see past them, into the corners for something to help her defend herself. She spied the suitcase she’d tripped over earlier and struggled over to it. Maybe there was something in it, even a book that she could hit him with would be better than nothing. She willed her fingers to work as she fumbled with the zipper, panic rising in her as the minutes slipped away. If Tyler caught her, he’d hit her again and she didn’t think her body could handle anymore abuse.

      After almost exhausting herself, she wrenched the bag open and shuffled the clothes around, using her sense of touch rather than her fucked up sight. Nothing in the clothes, but there was a kit of some sort. Shaving kit, she decided as she ran her hands over the shape.

      She unzipped it, fingering the contents until her hand landed on a small pair of scissors. She closed her fist around them as her heart jumped. They had a sharp end, sharp enough to stab. Small, yes, but pointy. She held them tightly and dropped the lid on the suitcase, then crawled back to where he’d left her. As much as she wished she could open the door and run, she knew she wouldn’t get far. Everything hurt too much and the drugs were still fucking with her.

      She’d have to face him down, try to incapacitate him. She hated the idea that she’d have to let him get close to her, but she had no choice. She’d get one shot at taking him out. If she blew it, he’d overpower her. She let her mind tumble around, thinking about what would work best. Aim for the eye or the throat, she decided. The eye would be better because that would hurt so much more, wouldn’t it?

      She laid her cheek on the hardwood of the floor and let the coolness seep into her ravaged face. Resting, gathering her strength, trying not to despair. Please, Rob. Please find me. Tears burned her eyes and she let them for a couple of seconds, then swallowed hard. Rob might not come. She needed to find the inner strength to get out of this. Get Lisle, wherever she was and find a way out.

      Her brain shut down as Tyler walked into the room, a syringe and tourniquet in his hands. He knelt on the floor next to her. “Up you go, baby,” he said as he propped her back against the bedframe.

      Panic coursed through her body and she shook from the force of it.

      He grinned when he saw.  “Did you miss me?” He yanked her left arm towards him.

      “Tyler,” she whimpered. “If you ever loved me….”

      “The love for you died a long time ago. Thinking you were too good for me.” He tightened the tourniquet around her arm.

      “I never thought that,” Emma whispered. His attention was on her arm as he was concentrated on finding a vein. Emma gripped the scissors in her right hand, heart beating wildly.

      “There’s a nice fat one,” he mumbled, then reached for the syringe. “Gonna shoot you up, then take you downstairs to Lisle.”

      It was now or never. Adrenaline surged through Emma as she swung her weapon towards him. Her rapid movement startled him, and he looked up as she plunged the pointed end into his eyeball. His screams echoed in the small room as he jerked away from her, but Emma hung onto the scissors and they popped out with a sucking noise that made her gag.

      She crawled to her knees, grabbed the syringe he dropped and slammed it into him, catching him in the shoulder and injecting as much of the drug as she could before he twisted away, tearing the needle from her hand.

      He turned towards her, his face a wild mask of pain and fury and threw himself on her. She brought the scissors up and stabbed him in the throat, again and again, as he pummeled her with his fists. He didn’t even try to grab her hands, he seemed beyond rational thought, intent on beating her to death, not defending himself.

      She let him abuse her as she stabbed at him. The drug in his system was starting to work, his movements slowing enough that she could aim for his artery, stabbing it then twisting the scissors as she pulled back, grotesquely widening the wound.

      He jerked back from her, his face a mask of disbelief as his hand flew to his neck.

      Emma felt sick as the blood spilled through his fingers, splashing her face, her hair, her blouse.

      He was still straddling her, and she couldn’t get out from under his weight, couldn’t find the strength to push him away as he bled out. His movements slowed, his mouth gaping as his shoulders slumped, his eyes rolling into the back of his head as he tumbled forward on top of her.

      Emma let out a loud sob as she lay under him, not quite believing that he was gone. She half-expected him to rise up and beat her to death. A minute passed, and then two before she got a grip on the raw terror flooding her.

      Tyler didn’t budge as she shoved weakly at him. She took a deep breath and twisted as she pushed again. Pain lanced through her body. Every fucking thing hurt, but she embraced it, let it give her the strength she needed to get the bastard off her.

      His body tipped over on to its back, his sightless eyes staring up at her with accusation as she struggled free and crawled a few feet from him. She patted the floor, then his body, looking for his gun, but it wasn’t there. Didn’t matter. If there was anyone within hearing range, they would have already showed up.

      She climbed unsteadily to her feet, then staggered as a wave of dizziness washed over her. Time to go Emma. Suck it up. Her hand slipped on the doorknob and she lost her grip.  She brought the palm to her eye and gagged again. It was covered in blood; of course it was. She wiped it on her skirt, then used a dry flap of her blouse to open the door.

      The rush of adrenaline was gone and awareness of what had happened coursed through her. She started shivering as each movement brought a fresh wave of pain. She wanted to lie down, curl up under a warm blanket and sleep for a year. But her mind screamed at her.  It wasn’t time to quit – Lisle was somewhere, and Emma had to find her.

      Groaning, she leaned against the doorjamb and scanned the hall as she listened for sounds. Nothing – no sounds, no people. She shuddered at how truly alone she was.

      It was time to go, find Lisle, save her. She took a last scan of the hall, before struggling forward, using the wall to prop herself up, deciding which way to go.

      Downstairs, that’s what Tyler said.

      She needed to find the stairs. She staggered down the hall, the scissors still clutched in her hand, her other hand leaving traces of blood on the wall as she anchored herself against it.

      Doors everywhere and she opened each one and peered in. They were like hospital rooms. It was strange and then her drugged, exhausted mind realized that she was probably at Lisle’s rehab centre. At the Marshall House. How strange was that?

      Did Tyler kill Dr. Marshall? No, that didn’t make sense at all. Nothing made much sense. But she could figure that out later, after she found Lisle.

      At the end of the hall was a heavy fire door that led to the basement. It stole the last of Emma’s strength to open and it slammed shut behind her as she drifted on the landing, staring at the steep set of stairs yawning up from the darkness. She felt along the wall and found the light switch, flicking it on. It cast a dim light, enough for her to see where she was going.

      She stumbled into the stairwell, gripping the handrail, making her way carefully down each step. She was near the bottom when a fresh wave of dizziness hit and she stumbled, losing her footing first, then her grip on the scissors. She tumbled down the last few steps, her fall broken by concrete.

      “Fuck,” she mumbled as she flipped to her back. Pain radiated through her, scrapes on the palms of her hands where she tried to catch herself, on her knees, along the side of her thigh up to her hip. And her wrist, protesting her attempt to flex it. Not broken she didn’t think, but serious numbness preventing her from moving her fingers.

      She tried to pull herself up, but nausea and pain forced her back to her knees. She dropped her head and dry-heaved again and again, small amounts of bile burning her esophagus. The pain was destroying her.

      “Lisle,” she weakly cried out. “Where are you?” Tears streaked her face, but she couldn’t lift her arm to wipe them off. Gathering the last of her strength, she pulled herself to her feet and stumbled into a wall, her left knee giving out. “God, please.”

      She found a light switch and flicked it. A bright light flooded the space. “Thank Christ,” she mumbled as she gazed around her. A big room used for storage; all sorts of shit in it. Cots, chairs, bags of stuff. Dusty and unused.

      A couple of doors were off to the left and Emma had to cross the floor to get them. The second she let go of the wall, she fell to her knees. Fine, she’d crawl, sprained wrist and everything else. It didn’t matter anymore. If Lisle wasn’t down here, she wouldn’t have the strength to go back up. If Rob didn’t find her, she would die down here.

      She pulled her beaten body across the floor and peered in the first room. Dark and empty, except for a small motionless body. Someone was there, laying on the floor.

      Lisle.

      Emma whimpered as pain lanced through her, but she ignored it as she crawled forward. “Lisle,” she sobbed. “Lisle.” When she reached her sister, she slumped down beside her and touched her shoulder.  “Lisle, I’m here.”

      Lisle didn’t move, didn’t respond and finally Emma found the strength to roll her sister to her back. Lisle’s eyes were closed, her face slack. “Oh fuck,” Emma croaked as she touched her sister’s cheeks. They were cold.

      “No, no, no!” Emma screamed clutching at Lisle, shaking her, sobbing.

      She crashed then, the pain, the horror, the loss. It was too late; she was too late. Despair crushed her as she fumbled Lisle’s body into her arms. She wanted this nightmare to end. She wanted to die. There was no point to anything anymore. She wept until finally, blessed darkness took her.
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      “They’re taking too fucking long,” Rob growled as he paced in the shadows, scrubbing at his face, at his hair, swearing under his breath. He was so wound up he wanted to kill the old man for both his logic and his composure. Rob’s stomach was rolling like a ship in a storm and he truly thought he might lose his lunch.

      Doherty, on the other hand, leaned against his car, his arms folded across his chest waiting patiently. Every time Rob ramped up, Doherty said something like, “Settle, son. You can’t help Emma by getting killed.”

      “Where the fuck are they?” He was referring to Andre and Eddie, the back up. They were instructed to pick up the rental near Randall Scott’s estate, then high tail it over to the Marshall House.

      Doherty shrugged. “On their way – there’s a reason this place is isolated. It takes the addicts out of their usual environment. Helps them focus on getting clean.”

      Rob stopped pacing and stared up at the starlit sky. “I shouldn’t have brought Lisle here.”

      “You couldn’t have known. The girl needed help and by reputation, the Marshall House is the best.” Andrew’s words were stilted like he was undecided whether he should comfort or condemn Rob. “Besides there’s no honour among thieves.”

      Rob considered the former cop, wondered if it was true or a bullshit saying that helped the rule makers justify their prejudices. “Andre and Eddie would die for me. And my brother too. And I’d die for them.”

      Doherty studied him but didn’t respond. The cop was wrong and probably knew it – Anto was no saint, but he came when his father-in-law called, was Andrew’s bitch as much as he was Rusya Savisin’s. Loyal fucker who would die for his wife.

      That thought was a revelation for Rob. He would fucking die for Emma. Thought for a few minutes back at Scott’s house that he was going to. Thought Doherty was going to fucking shoot him between the eyes.

      His anger over the charade churned in his gut as bile rose in his throat at the idea of losing Emma. He was about to self-destruct, couldn’t wait anymore, but then headlights flashed once and disappeared as Eddie drove the rental SUV up and parked directly behind Doherty’s obnoxious Mercedes.  Eddie eyed Doherty suspiciously as he and Andre walked up to them.

      “He’s cool,” Rob said. “Let’s go.”

      “Let’s not go.” Doherty, of course, his sonorous voice infusing Rob with frustration.

      He scrubbed at the back of his head. “Fuck, old man.”

      “Hear me out.” The tone of voice was authoritative. “When this is all said and done, we may need to call for an ambulance. We don’t know what kind of shape the sisters are in. We do this my way because I’m going to be the one explaining what happened.

      “We’re not rushing the front gates and we’re not killing anyone unless we’re backed into a corner. That includes the ex-boyfriend.” His gaze burrowed into Rob.

      “I can’t guarantee that won’t happen,” Rob muttered.

      “You need me more than I need you, Creed,” Andrew reminded him as he pulled his gun from his hip holster. “Because I’m legit and there’s going to be an aftermath to clean up.”

      Rob glanced around at the three men, the fucking former cop and his paltry squad of thugs. Fucking ironic. “Let’s go then.”

      “Keep out of sight until I say,” Doherty barked. “I don’t want to have to explain to anyone why I’m hanging out with criminals.”

      Rob, Andre and Eddie stayed in the shadows as they walked up to the gate, then waited while Doherty drove up to the entrance, keeping his head lowered, luring the guard out of the guardhouse. Andre took him out quickly, then hauled him inside, tied him up and opened the gates. Eddie stayed behind to keep watch as Rob and Andre drove up to the front of the house with Doherty.

      Rob was impressed as he watched the ex-cop pick the locks on the door. Once they were inside the dimly lit foyer, Doherty flicked on a flashlight. “We have to find Marshall without waking anyone else up. I’m sure they have overnight staff, but that doesn’t mean they’ll be awake. If they are, you two take them out. Try not to let them see your faces.”

      Rob nodded as Andre prowled around like a cat. For a big man, he was surprisingly graceful. Doherty kept a few paces behind the two men, letting them lead as they swept the lower floor. Rob’s heart pounded harder in his chest when each room they checked was empty. No Emma.

      A man in a brown uniform came around the corner and stopped, in shock when he saw Rob and Andre, about to grab a taser.

      Andre swiftly circled him and clutched him in a chokehold, forcing him to his knees, then shoved him facedown on the floor and settled a heavy knee on his back. “Keep your eyes down and you might survive,” he said, his deep voice filled with menace as he relieved the guard of his taser and cell phone. “Where’s Aiden Marshall?”

      The guard grunted. “I’m not fucking telling you anything.”

      Andre sighed and briefly touched the taser to the guard’s back, covering his mouth so his yell of pain was muted. “Next one will be so long it’ll fry your brains. Where the fuck is Aiden Marshall?”

      The guard groaned as his bladder released. “Up the hall. Master bedroom has double doors.”

      Andre grabbed the guard by the back of his shirt and propelled him forward until they were at the doors. “Knock lightly and tell him you need him.” He shoved the taser into the guard’s neck. “Don’t fuck it up,” he whispered.

      The guard did as instructed, rapping lightly. “Dr. Marshall, one of the patients is having a melt-down. You need to come.”

      “Coming,” Marshall said, his voice muted by the door. Based on how quickly Marshall responded, being disturbed in the middle of the night wasn’t an unusual occurrence.

      Andre nodded over his shoulder to Doherty, then marched the guard away. Rob felt a momentary sense of gratitude seep through his panic. The big guy was intuitive, knew exactly what to do. He’d make sure the guard was secure.

      Rob stepped into the shadows as Aiden Marshall emerged from his room, tying the knot on his dressing gown belt as he closed the door behind him. Confusion marred his face. “Andrew Doherty?” he said.

      Rob lost his mind when he saw Marshall, sleep-mussed like he didn’t have a care in the world. He grabbed the doctor from the back and put him in a headlock, then aggressively slammed his face into the wall a couple of times, relishing the grunts of pain as the doctor’s head bounced against the wood. “Where is she, you prick!”

      Doherty glared at Rob as he wrestled the doctor away from Rob’s grip. He turned the doctor to face him and said, “Where is Lisle Hawthorne?”

      Marshall pressed his lips together in a hard line, his eyes narrowing in arrogance as he tried to turn his head to see who was behind him.

      Doherty grabbed him by the lapels on his robe. “Eyes front, Aiden. On me, no one else.”

      Rob shoved his gun into the doctor’s side and Marshall’s face lost its colour as the seriousness of his situation sank in. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Andrew.”

      Andrew growled, a low throaty sound that expressed his unhappiness. He gave Marshall a shake. “If you think I’ll go easy on you because of who I am, I’ll be happy to show you how wrong you are.” His voice was low and menacing. “The Hawthorne sisters. Where the fuck are they?”

      Marshall nodded and pressed his lips together. “This way.”

      Rob stayed glued to Marshall’s back as they headed down a long hall to another set of double doors. He unlocked the doors and moved forward.

      “What the fuck is this?” Rob snarled as he took in the area. A hallway of doors, rooms dusty from disuse.

      Marshall ignored Rob as he shuffled forward down the short hall, turning right, then left and then right again, like they were circling a square. He reached another set of doors and stopped. “They’re behind here. It’s another unused section of the house.”

      “Open it!” Doherty demanded, his eyes carefully watching every move the doctor made.

      Marshall slipped a key into the lock and twisted it, then pushed open the door. They entered another hallway like the last one, dimly lit and neglected.

      Rob glanced past Marshall to Doherty who raised an eyebrow. Can we trust him?

      Rob gave a small nod. He wanted to get the fuck moving. He wanted to find Emma, make sure she was okay.

      Doherty returned his eyes to Marshall. “Let’s go. “

      The doctor hesitated. “The guy who has the girls. He’s not quite stable.”

      Doherty tutted like the old man he was, but his words made him sound anything but. “Neither is the guy with the gun trained on you, so get the fuck moving before he crushes your head.”

      Marshall had more intelligence than bravado as he stepped further into the hall, flipping a light switch, brightening the interior. Rob heard quiet footfalls following him and glanced back to see Andre bringing up the rear. Their eyes met as Andre gave Rob a serious nod.

      There were rooms here too, several doors lining both sides of the hall, a couple open. Tracks of blood smeared the floor and wall, but Rob couldn’t tell if they were coming or going. All he knew was the rage that consumed him.

      He slammed his gun into the back of Marshall’s head and the doctor dropped like a ton of bricks.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Doherty snarled as Andre joined them.

      “I didn’t kill him, but he’s an appendage we don’t fucking need. At this point he doesn’t know any more than we do.”

      He’d had enough of explaining himself to the ex-cop. Emma needed him. Without thought to his own safety Rob raced to the open door with blood on it.

      “Fuck!” He shouted as he stumbled into a bedroom. There was blood everywhere; the mattress, the floor, some on the walls. And a dead man, his neck stabbed, obviously the artery hit. Collapsed on the floor.

      “No further,” Doherty ordered as he stepped by Rob and Andre and crouched down close to the body, looking for a pulse.

      “He’s dead, but not long.”

      Doherty reached into the dead man’s pocket and pulled out his wallet, fishing out the driver’s license. “Tyler Levitt.” He looked at Rob.

      “Emmaline’s ex.” Rob swallowed as he peered at the body. So much blood – some could be Emma’s.

      “Think she killed him?” Andre asked.

      Doherty nodded. “Yeah, looks like she got him good with something sharp. If it wasn’t her though, there’s a third party we need to watch for.”

      Andrew reached for a bloody scrap of material that caught his eyes and picked it up. Rob grabbed his head when he saw what it was. “They’re Emma’s panties,” he stammered, trying to clear the white-hot rage that was fucking with his judgement. “The fucking sonofabitch!” he snarled as he resisted the urge to mutilate Levitt’s body, stepping into the hall instead.

      Doherty carefully checked the adjoining room, then turned to Rob. “She’s not here.”

      Despair set in as Rob’s gaze trailed the faint handprints, to the door at the end of the hall. He flung it open and raced down the stairs, the dusty room brightly lit. Doors, three doors and he jogged to the first one, the door open. His heart fell as he quit breathing. Two bodies on the floor, neither moving.

      “Fuck!” he shouted in agony as he skidded to his knees, dropping next to Emma, pulling her into his arms, moaning her name.

      She had blood all over her, everywhere, her face swollen, beaten badly. Her body sticky from blood. He teared up as he rocked her. “Come back to me, baby. Please, come back.”

      Rob barely noticed when Doherty knelt next to him, his fingers on her neck. “She’s got a pulse. It’s strong enough that I’d say she’s not in mortal danger.”

      Rob sucked in a shaky breath of air. “Thank fuck.” He held her closer, still rocking her as Andrew checked on Lisle.

      “Rob.” Emma’s voice, barely audible, jumpstarted his heart. “Rob, Lisle’s dead.” Tears slid from her closed eyes as Andrew held Rob’s eyes and shook his head.

      “Lay her down, Rob,” Andrew said as he stood. “She’s hurt and needs medical attention.”

      Doherty was right. Emma was a mess and Rob was jostling her around. He laid her gently on the floor and then looked around for something to cover her with.

      “Leave her,” Doherty said, the authority in his tone snapping Rob out of his stupor. “Come out so we can talk.”

      Rob reluctantly followed the ex-cop out of the room. “I’m staying with her,” he said bluntly.

      Doherty turned to him. “No, you’re not. I’m going to look after Emmaline and you’re going to go back to Vegas. I don’t want to have to explain what you and I are doing together. It’ll get us both locked up.

      Rob tried to protest, but Doherty shook his head. “Take your boys and go home. I’ll keep you updated.”

      “I can’t,” Rob growled as Andre stepped up and clasped him on the shoulder.

      “You’ll be no good to her if you get arrested,” he said. “She’s in good hands. She’s not gonna die.”

      Rob squeezed his eyes shut. Logically it made sense. It was all so fucked up. “She needs me.”

      Andrew frowned. “You’ll be in fucking prison, how’s that going to help her? Now go so I can call in reinforcements. You can’t be anywhere near here when they arrive.”

      Andre grabbed Rob’s arm and pulled him towards the stairs. “Let him deal with it for now.”

      Rob shook off Andre as he looked back towards the room where Emma was. This wasn’t right, him running instead of being here with her. But the cop was right too. Rob would be of no use to Emma if he got arrested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma opened her eyes. She was in a bed again and she tried to bolt upright, but a hazy face hovered over her, touching her forehead.

      “It’s okay, Emma.” The voice was deeply masculine, steeped in empathy and concern. “You’re safe. You’re in the hospital.”

      Her heart pounded as he disappeared from her sight. She tried to speak, say something, anything, but nothing came out. Then he was back again, his face lined with worry, gently lifting her head and helping her take a sip of water through a straw. It was nirvana as it slid down her parched throat. She took another sip and then he removed it.

      “Have to take a little at a time so your stomach doesn’t reject it.”

      She nodded, closed her eyes and darkness took her over.

      Next time she woke up, the room was brighter. Daytime, she realized. She shifted in the bed, stiffness in the muscles and joints of her body impeding her progress. Despite it, she turned her head in the direction of the soft snores. The man in the chair was tall, with grey hair, his head drooping so she couldn’t see his face. She wondered who he was.

      Her eyes tracked around her. She saw the water glass on the table beside her, the tensor bandage on her right wrist, the IV in her left arm. A catheter too and she grimaced, closing her eyes for a few seconds. She could hear muffled voices, the bang of a door in the distance. The room smelled of antiseptic, sterile with a hint of appealing cologne, maybe from the sleeping man. Probably.

      A hospital, she remembered and that helped settle her. Pain in her shoulder drew her eyes to her wrist. She fell on the stairs, landed on concrete, the hazy memory swimming to the surface and then the floodgates opened.  Lisle… tears slipped from her eyes, dripping down her face. Her nose ran, and sobs tore from her throat.

      The man jolted upright and was next to her in flash, tissue in his hand as he tenderly wiped her face and nose. “It’s okay, Emma. I’m here.”

      She knew him. He was Andrew Doherty, Randall’s friend. The cop. What was he doing here? “No,” she moaned, trying to push him away.

      “Hey,” he took her hand and gently squeezed. “I’m a good guy, I promise. Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

      “Stop touching me, please,” Emma whispered, and he quickly released her.

      “What do you need? More water?”

      She gave him a small nod and he brought the straw to her lips and held it while she drank. When he replaced the glass on the table beside the bed, she said, “My sister’s dead.” Her tears were drying, but her voice was tightly strung, her words cracking.

      He ran his hand over her forehead forgetting that she asked him not to touch her. She let him. His soothing touch felt cool against her hot face. “You’re sister’s not dead.”

      Emma choked. “I saw her. She was cold. Dead.”

      He touched the fingers of her left hand, held them gently. “She was high, passed out. But she’s okay.”

      “Where is she?” Emma’s chest hurt, she was having trouble drawing breath. “I need to see her.” She tried to sit but her head swam, and she fell back against the pillow.

      Andrew rubbed her forehead again. She wondered why he only touched her there. Maybe that was the only place that wasn’t injured. “She’s resting, Emma, under observation. I’ll let her see you but not yet. The police want to talk to you, and they won’t allow her to visit until after they’ve interviewed you.

      “The police?” A shudder coursed through her. “Why?”

      Andrew studied her. “What do you remember?”

      Emma’s head hurt. Where was Rob? “I’m… my… where’s….” She couldn’t ask him. He was a cop; his friends were cops. She couldn’t trust him.

      “Robert?” His voice was almost a whisper. “He’s home.”

      Emma cried, her heart breaking. He left her, went home. Had this all been a game to him?

      Andrew slipped a tissue into Emma’s hand. “He didn’t want to leave, but I made him go. It wasn’t safe for him in Vancouver.” He touched her forehead again. “He fought me all the way, but he can’t be any good to you or anyone else if he’s locked up.”

      “Will he come back?”

      Andrew nodded. “I’m sure of it.”

      “Okay.” It was okay, she thought. Lisle was alive, Rob wanted her. At least that’s what Andrew was telling her. Maybe he was lying, but she needed someone to trust, so she let herself trust him. If she was wrong, if he was lying… well, she’d deal with that later. “I’m so tired.”

      Andrew gently patted her shoulder. “Sleep then.”
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        * * *

      

      She lost track of time, floating in and out of sleep. She didn’t feel any pain, not really. She was sure that the IV was doing more than keeping her hydrated. Nurses flitted in and out, checking her vitals, talking to her, asking her about her pain levels.

      Andrew was always there when she opened her eyes and it comforted her more than it should have. It felt nice to have someone care about her, if that’s what he was doing. He hadn’t shared any details other than to tell her that her door was guarded by a local security company that Rob had hired, and no one was allowed into her room except for medical staff.
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      Rob stared at his cell phone, willing the fucker to text him, but the phone stayed stubbornly silent. He was in his suite at the Royal Legends, his and Jack’s casino, back in Vegas having a meltdown of epic proportions. He should never have left Emma, never left Vancouver. Doherty was all logic and reason, fucking emotionless cop.

      Rob thought of all the things he wanted to say to her, that he should have said to her. She was his angel, the woman who gave him the strength to live. With her, he felt whole again. His emotional wounds had become faint scars. And he’d failed her. His promises to look after her, keep her safe.

      He shook his head as he took a gulp of whiskey. That fucking ex-boyfriend, touching her, raping her, beating her. He wished the cocksucker was alive, wished he was chained up in the basement, dying a bit more each day.

      If she were here, he’d hold her, tell her how much he loved her. Promise her that he would die keeping her safe. And he would – he’d give up his life for her. Without her, he was nothing.

      The burner phone pinged, and Rob pounced on it like it was lifeline.

      A text from Andrew. She’s awake, but still out of it. More later.

      Rob shook his head at the brevity. Fucking cop, couldn’t get him to shut up before, now he had nothing to say. Innately, Rob knew that less was more in this situation, but it didn’t calm him or make him feel better. Only one thing could do that. Emma, in his arms.
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      Emma finally ran out of sleep, her brain waking up, clear for the first time in days. Maybe days, she’d lost track of time. Then her eyes popped open, both of them, as emotion flooded her. She held onto it, letting it sweep through her as memories flickered in her head like an old black and white film.

      Her body protested as she blinked her eyes and tried to sit up. She hurt more than before. Shouldn’t she be healing?

      Andrew was gone, replaced by a woman in her late 50s, early 60s, elegant, slim and absorbed in a document. “Who are you?” Emma asked, her voice scratchy from disuse.

      The woman glanced up at Emma. “I’m Lillian Doherty.”

      “Andrew’s wife?”

      “Your lawyer,” she corrected as she set her file on a table and stood. “Are you hungry?”

      Emma touched base with her stomach. “No, but I should be, shouldn’t I?”

      Lillian pressed the call button and a nurse came in several minutes later. “I think our patient is awake.”

      “Call me Peggy, love,” the nurse said as she tottered up to the bed. “How’s your pain?”

      “Worse than before.” Emma wanted what they’d been giving her the past couple of days. It soothed her aches, dulled her mind, made her sleep.

      “That’s because I’ve told them to ease back on the pain medication. You need to regain your senses and the meds aren’t going to help.” Lillian was so matter of fact that Emma didn’t argue.

      “Okay,” she said instead.

      The lawyer turned her attention to a scowling Peggy, who was checking Emma’s vitals. “She needs some food please. And then a shower.” To Emma, she said, “Do you feel like you’re strong enough to walk on your own. Get rid of the catheter?”

      Emma smiled weakly. “I’ll run a marathon if I can get rid of the catheter.”

      Lillian narrowed her eyes and nodded. Emma thought that was the woman’s happy face.

      Peggy dropped Emma’s wrist. “Food or shower first?” She was asking Lillian, not Emma.

      Lillian raised an eyebrow and stared at Emma.

      “Shower please,” Emma said.

      After she showered, Peggy tucked her back into bed and brought her a tray of chicken soup, a bun and some orange jello. Lillian raised her eyebrows at the fare but said nothing until Peggy was about to leave.

      “Please close the door behind you and leave us undisturbed for two hours. My client and I have a lot to discuss.”

      Peggy tersely nodded and stalked away. Clearly, Lillian had not made a new friend. Emma took a spoonful of soup and let it slip down her throat. Then another and another as her hunger woke up. Lillian pulled a chair up next to the bed. “Andrew asked me to represent you.”

      “Why do I need a lawyer?”

      “You killed a man, Emma.”

      Emma dropped the spoon in her soup, causing it to splash out of the bowl and onto the overbed table.  The memory of her stabbing the scissors into Tyler’s eye made her sick to her stomach.

      Lillian frowned as she stood and swiped up the spill with a couple of tissues. “Sorry. That was insensitive.”

      Emma looked past her to the window. “What day is it?”

      “Friday.” Lillian tossed the tissue in a wastepaper basket and returned to her chair.

      Tears burned Emma’s eyes. “I should be at work.”

      “Your boss is dead. His body was discovered at his home Thursday morning. He was beaten to death.”

      Emma sucked in a breath, the tears falling more freely. God, what she wouldn’t give to have Rob’s strong arms around her, holding her, guiding her, telling her everything would be okay. “Who killed him?” she whispered.

      Lillian shrugged carelessly. “That’s irrelevant. I know I’m coming across as a hardass, but I don’t care about the death of a predator who took advantage of you. I care about you. Andrew wants you to get through this and heal so you can get on with your life.”

      Emma grasped the handle of her soup spoon and played with the remaining liquid in the bowl. “Can I see Lisle?”

      Lillian pursed her lips. “Not yet. Let’s talk first, then if you’re up to it, I’ll allow the police to interview you. After, you can see Lisle.”

      Emma mulled this over. She’d have to talk to the police eventually. It was true, she had killed a man. Tyler, who had beaten and raped her, who she’d defended herself from. “Okay.”

      Lillian pulled a tape recorder from her briefcase and laid it on the table. “This is for later, when the police interview you. What I want from you now are the facts starting from the moment you left Randall Scott’s office on Wednesday evening until you woke up here. Do you understand? Not what you thought, not what you wished for, but exactly what happened and what was said between you and Tyler Levitt.” She searched Emma’s eyes. “Am I clear?”

      Emma nodded. She wasn’t a fool despite her station in life. She told the story, from Tyler accosting her to him shooting her up with heroin, to the rape and how she killed him, to her finding Lisle. Lillian interrupted with questions and fact checking, sometimes saying, “That didn’t happen,” while she looked meaningfully at Emma. It took almost 90 minutes and by then, Emma was exhausted.

      Lillian patted her hand. “One last question and then I’ll let you rest.” She held Emma’s eyes. “From the time you found Lisle to the moment you woke up in the hospital, do have any memory of any events?”

      Emma closed her eyes, remembering Rob’s face swimming in her vision. His panicked expression, holding her to him, calling her name. She lifted her lids. “No.”

      That didn’t happen.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The police interviewed Emma later that day, asking questions similar to the ones Lillian had, interrupting her answers with requests for clarification. Lillian stayed with Emma through it all, sometimes interrupting or telling Emma not to answer, scowling at the female detectives, reminding them that Emma was the victim.

      When they asked how her sister, Lisle, ended up at the Marshall House, Emma lied again. “I don’t know.”

      When it was over and the cops left, Lillian gave her a gentle hug. “You were perfect.” She checked her watch. “I have to go, but Andrew is here. I think he wants to give you some additional details that I asked him not to share with you until after your interview.”

      “What about Lisle?”

      Lillian slipped her notepad into her case as she avoided Emma’s eyes. “She left the hospital.”

      “What?” Emma’s lips formed a pout as reality slapped her. “She left?”

      “She was coming down from a high when you found her. There were no signs of withdrawal, no attempts to clean her up. I don’t know who gave her the drugs and she refused to talk to anyone about anything. She also refused the offer of long-term treatment. My guess is that she left because she needed a fix.”

      Emma stared down at the bed covers as her mind grappled with the idea that Lisle would walk out on her after what she’d been through. “Fuck,” she muttered. “You knew this before, and you let me believe I would see her.”

      Lillian nodded as she snapped her briefcase shut. “I’m not sorry that I did it either. She’s not a nice girl. I offered her my counsel and she refused. I told her how badly you’d been hurt and that didn’t move her. All she could focus on was the next fix.”

      “Because she’s an addict!” Emma couldn’t help but defend Lisle.

      Lillian glared at Emma. “How is that an excuse for abandoning you? Addicts are like everyone else, some of them actually give a shit about the people in their lives.” She took a breath, then in a gentler voice, said, “You’re not stupid, but you have a soft heart and you deserve better from someone you’ve sacrificed so much for.”

      Emma focused her attention on her hands. “If I don’t have Lisle, then I don’t have anyone.”

      The lawyer in Lillian disagreed. “You don’t have anyone because you’ve used Lisle as a way to cope with your own life.” She stopped, appearing to carefully choose her next words. “And you do have others. You have Andrew and me. And you have a man who’s going crazy right now because he can’t be here with you.”

      Nothing she said made Emma feel better, but she was humbled that Lillian and Andrew were so supportive. “I’m being ungrateful,” she mumbled. “Thank you for everything you and your husband have done.”

      Lillian frowned at Emma, her eyes watering. “We’re not asking for your gratitude. What happened to you shouldn’t happen to anyone. You deserve better.” She headed briskly towards the door. “Andrew will be in momentarily.”

      “Mrs. Doherty?”

      Lillian stopped, her back rigid, her fingers on the door handle.

      “Thank you anyway.”

      The woman nodded. “Doctor says you can go home in the morning. Andrew and I will help you sort things out from there.”

      Once Emmaline was alone, she picked at the whole wheat bun she’d saved from lunch, stuffing pieces into her mouth and swallowing them down with the help of some apple juice. She tried to pull her thoughts together to make sense of things.

      The rape… Tyler… she killed him. She should be feeling something – anger, hurt, shame maybe, but numbness seemed to crowd out any other emotions. Maybe it was her brain’s way of coping. Her entire life had been one bad moment after another, and she always dealt with it as she needed to. This was just another day in her life, wasn’t it?

      Except that Lisle left. Walked out when Emma needed her. She wasn’t numb to that – she felt the hurt in her heart. But Lisle needed a fix and she’d known Emma was okay. Maybe once she got her high, she’d come back. Surely, she’d go home anyway, back to their apartment. Emma would see her tomorrow. They could talk then.

      A rap on the door drew her attention. “It’s Andrew,” his muffled voice announced. “I’m coming in.”

      A couple of seconds passed and then he opened the door, stepping inside, followed by a short, lanky man. He seemed to be the same age as Andrew, his hair grey, his face lined. Andrew greeted her with a warm smile. “Lillian tells me you’re doing better. That the interview with the police went well.”

      Emma nodded. “I think it did. They were kind to me.”

      “I would expect nothing less from them.” He indicated the other man with his hand. “This is Ian McDonald. He’s an insurance adjuster.”

      Emma nodded at Ian as he sidled up to the bed and pulled out what looked like a contract from a leather folio. “I’m here to settle the insurance claim.”

      Emma shifted her gaze from Ian to Andrew. “I don’t understand. Is someone suing me?”

      Andrew chuckled. “No. One of your work benefits was insurance coverage for illness and injury.”

      What? There were absolutely no benefits working for Randall Scott other than a paltry paycheck. Emma shook her head. “That’s not—”

      Ian cut her off. “The policy will pay out $200,000 to cover the time you’ll need to recover from your injuries, both physical and psychological. It will also ensure you are able to maintain your household until you’re ready to seek another job.”

      Emma tilted her head, looking from one man to the other, trying to decipher their bland expressions. “It’s just—”

      Ian shoved a paper in front of her and handed her a pen. “Sign at the bottom. I’ve dated it for you already. The funds will be transferred into your account later today.”

      Emma held the pen awkwardly and scrawled her signature, fighting through the pain in her sprained wrist. “Don’t you need—”

      “Thank you, Ms. Hawthorne. I wish you well on your recovery.” He stuffed the paper into his briefcase and pulled the pen from Emma’s hand, shoving it into his shirt pocket. Turning to Andrew with a small nod, he said, “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Doherty.” With that, he left.

      Emma turned to Andrew. “I don’t understand.”

      Andrew lifted his shoulders in a small shrug as he pulled a chair closer to Emma’s bed and sat down. “He’s a friend of a friend. It will help you in the short-term.”

      Two-hundred-thousand dollars. That was so much money – it would pay her rent, the bills. She could buy a car. Tears flooded her eyes. She didn’t want any of that, not really. She wanted Rob. “Where—”

      As if reading her mind, Andrew interrupted. “He’s where he needs to be. He’s a stubborn sonofabitch, though.” He drew a finger to his lips as he exaggerated his survey of the room. “We’ll talk more about everything tomorrow, after you’re released.”

      Emma nodded in understanding. Andrew seemed worried that their discussion might not be private. “Okay.”

      “Are you well enough to hear a few more details about what happened?”

      About time! “Yes.”

      Andrew sat back and recited the details as if he were a witness for the prosecution. “Wednesday night I had dinner with Randall Scott. Over the course of the evening he expressed concerns about your well-being. It appears that your ex-boyfriend had contacted him about your employment with him. Tyler Levitt had also mentioned your sister during the conversation, telling Randall that he knew where Lisle was and had every intention of reuniting the sisters. Randall was aware that Lisle had checked into the Marshall House to help her with her drug-addiction problem. He expressed concern for your safety and that of your sister’s.”

      Emma opened her mouth to protest but Andrew shook his head at her.

      “I left Randall’s house at approximately 8pm and returned home. After a discussion with my wife, I made the decision to check on you and your sister. The Marshall house was closer, so I made it my first stop. When I arrived, I found the security guard at the gate unconscious and restrained. I entered the premises where I discovered Dr. Marshall beaten and unconscious.

      After searching the house, I discovered your ex-boyfriend, Tyler Levitt, deceased with several stab wounds to his throat. I then followed the trail of blood and came across you and you sister, both unconscious. At this point I called emergency services as well as placing a call to Randall, who was not picking up his phone. Mr. Scott’s body was later discovered in the wine cellar of his home. He’d been beaten to death. While the police have not confirmed anything, I suspect that Tyler may have murdered him shortly after I left Randall’s premises.”

      Emma folded her hands in her lap as she studied Andrew’s face. She didn’t know what to think. The story was plausible, but a complete fabrication. If Andrew was aware of Randall’s duplicity, he showed not a hint of it in his voice or expression. “It’s awful.” What else could she say? She had questions she couldn’t ask within the confines of this room.

      Andrew nodded. “I’ve connected with Randall’s son, Owen Scott, who is aware of his father’s murder and is now talking to police. If he tries to contact you, please let me know. It would be inappropriate at this point, but he may be seeking answers and he might decide you have them.”

      Emma shivered and felt her chest tighten. Maybe she wasn’t as numb as she thought. “He won’t hurt me, will he?”

      “No.” Andrew stood, hovering over her, his hands in his pockets. “I’ll be by in the morning around 10am to pick you up and take you home. Lillian said that she’d get you a change of clothes and some shoes. Will you be okay until morning?”

      Would she? He’d been there for her and she thought maybe she needed him one more night, but as she opened her mouth to say so, she saw his exhaustion in the heavy black circles under his eyes, the unusual stoop to his shoulders, his rumpled clothes. She nodded instead. “You’ve done so much for me. Thank you.”

      “No, Emma. I haven’t. I failed you,” he muttered. He dropped his eyes and turned from her, leaving the room.

      Emma closed her eyes, thinking about what he meant, thinking about the past week, her heart aching. She didn’t feel soiled by the rape, didn’t feel anything except disgust. Was she so jaded that abuse like that had no effect on her?

      At some point she drifted off, waking up to a nurse checking on her. “Supper’s on its way and if you want to be released tomorrow, you’ll need to eat it all.”

      Emma smiled at the chipper woman. “I’ll eat it all, I promise.”

      “Good girl,” the nurse murmured as she checked Emma’s vitals and made her think of Rob.

      After a meal of bland meatloaf, green beans and mashed potatoes as well as lukewarm tea, apple juice and vanilla pudding, she settled against the pillow, lethargy seeping into her bones.

      She was almost asleep when the door opened, and a woman walked into the room. She was maybe 30, tall with curves that didn’t hide her baby bump. She had long brown hair, skin a shade darker than Emma’s, and heavy black-framed glasses that magnified her deep brown eyes. No makeup and her clothes were simple, a faded yellow T-shirt and black yoga pants.

      Emma’s fingers curled into the blanket as this stranger strode up to the bed and offered her hand. “I’m Terry George.”

      Emma didn’t want to touch her, and it was an odd thing to feel this way. She wasn’t exactly touchy-feely, but she had never before felt uncomfortable with a handshake. Nonetheless, she clasped the woman’s hand lightly, then quickly released it. “Do you have the right room?”

      Terry nodded as she circled the bed. “May I sit?”

      Could she sit? Sure, why the hell not, since apparently, she had the right room. Emma gave a noncommittal shrug that Terry seemed to take as permission. She pulled the chair closer to the bed and then sat down in it with a sigh. “My feet hurt today. Too much walking.” She rubbed her belly and looked down at the clipboard she was holding.

      It felt like a game, Terry sitting quietly, not speaking, letting the seconds turn into a minute. Emma didn’t feel like playing, so instead, she waited for whatever was next. Sometimes it was better that way, especially in these situations, where a stranger had invaded her space expecting something, but not saying what.

      Terry lost the battle of wills, exhaling as she pulled a pencil from behind her ear. “I’m a crisis counsellor. I mainly work with women who’ve been sexually assaulted.”

      It was impertinent of whoever decided that Terry needed to see her. “Who sent you?”

      “It’s a standard thing. Offering counselling in situations like this.” Terry made a note on the pad of paper clipped onto the board. “You’ve been through a lot. I’m here to help you deal with it.”

      Emma tilted her head to one side. “Isn’t it a little late for you to be working?”

      Terry offered a small smile. “Full calendar today – you’re my last client.”

      “Because I’m being released tomorrow, and the doctor wants to make sure I won’t go home and slit my wrists?”

      Terry shifted and scratched at the side of her head with the eraser end of the pencil. “In part, yes. But it’s more than that. You were sexually assaulted, beaten. To defend yourself, you killed a man and not any man. He was someone you had a prior relationship with.”

      A rush of anger swamped Emma, washing away the numbness. “Thank you for reminding me because I almost forgot.” She sat up straighter and gave Terry a dark look. “And isn’t that information confidential? Why do you have access to it?”

      Terry imitated Emma’s posture as she straightened her back and leaned forward in her chair. “I’m part of the trauma team. It’s standard procedure.” The tone of her voice was soft and friendly, no outward reaction to Emma’s anger.

      This wasn’t new to Emma, she’d been through this before, back when she had enough money to afford therapy. It was a short-lived indulgence. It’s what Emma disliked about counsellors, psychologists, group therapy. They had a script that they focused on and an attitude that their clients had no common-sense. Next, Terry was going to tell her to tap her hand or close her eyes and breathe deeply. “Are you the only counsellor they have? Is that why you’re meeting with me so late?”

      The question caught Terry off guard and Emma gave herself a small mental pat on the back for asking it. “No, there are several counsellors, but none were available.”

      “Because they have the wrong colour of skin.” It wasn’t a question; it was an aggressive statement. Emma rarely pulled the race card, and she wasn’t really offended that their skin colour matched. She was offended by everything else – that this woman had invaded her space, walked in and took over. Insinuated that Emma might be suicidal.

      Rationally, Emma knew these thoughts were unfair – Terry was doing her job, looking out for Emma’s best interest, but Emma’s emotions were much louder than her logic.

      Terry shrugged like it was unimportant. “They wanted to make sure you were comfortable and sometimes it’s easier to identify with another marginalized group.”

      “You don’t really buy into that, do you? I’m Polynesian, you’re First Nations.”

      “Yes and no. For some it matters, for others… you... it doesn’t.” Terry stopped, her lips thinning. “I’m as qualified as anyone else.”

      The room seemed stuffy and uncomfortably warm. “I wasn’t implying that you weren’t.” Emma shoved the blanket off her legs. “I’m not suicidal. I’m also not interested in therapy. I’ve sought counselling when I could afford it, but I can’t.” It was a bit of a test to see if Terry knew about the money.

      Terry made a note on the paper. “You qualify for free therapy and there are sexual assault support groups.” She dug in her oversized bag and pulled out a folder, which she set on the overbed table. “This has information when you’re ready to seek help.”

      Emma massaged the bridge of her nose. “I’m tired. It’s late. I am not going to kill myself. And that’s irrelevant anyway. I’m leaving tomorrow and no one’s going to stop me.” She wanted this woman gone, out of her room, out of her sight. “Please leave.”

      Terry made no move to comply. “I’m worried about you and that will go into my report to the doctor. Unless you talk to me, reassure me that you’re okay, the doctor could hold you for 48 hours while a mental health evaluation is conducted.”

      Emma had to swallow down her emotions as she conjured Rob. God, she wished he was here, to hold her, help her, take her away. Maybe it was all bullshit. Maybe he didn’t want her anymore, not after Tyler. Maybe he’d lost interest.

      She looked down at her hands, letting the silence linger a little longer. “Get out,” she said softly, flatly.

      “Emma, please understand—”

      “I said, get out.” Emma clenched her jaw to keep more words from spilling out. She was tired of being pushed around, being told what to do it and when. No one was going to keep her for 48 hours. She knew people now, Andrew and Lillian Doherty, Rob. Maybe Rob….

      Terry stood and slipped her clipboard into her bag. “My card is in the folder. If you change your mind, please call me.”

      Emma kept her eyes on her hands, which were folded in her lap, and waited until the door swished shut behind Terry. Then she shook her head. What did they want from her? What did they expect? That she should be an emotional mess, moaning about her lot in life, drowning in self-pity? Well that was simply not going to happen, at least not in front of anyone. She was resilient! She’d gotten through her childhood, her abusive relationship with Tyler; she’d get through this too. Without therapy. With or without Rob.

      She gulped in the air at her last thought. Rob, who did what he wanted, went where he wanted, and yet, wasn’t here. Dizziness rattled her bones, making it hard to breathe. Making the lethargy set in. She fell back onto the bed and stared up at the ceiling. Fuck Rob too. She didn’t need him, didn’t want him if he couldn’t stand to look at her, be with her after she’d been… after what happened. She’d go home tomorrow, be alone. It would be good to be alone, without everyone fussing over her, talking down to her, thinking they knew what was best for her.

      And maybe Lisle would be there, and everything could back to what it was before… before Rob, before everything. She tucked the blankets around her and curled onto her side. This all happened because of him. He needed her to get to Randall. Well, that worked well for him, didn’t it? Randall was dead, Rob was gone, and she was alone. She closed her eyes, too tired to think about anything. Sleeping was good, she could sleep until tomorrow. And then she would go home and sleep some more.
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      A gentle rain ushered in the morning. The doctor did a last call, told her to reconsider therapy, then officially released her. Andrew Doherty arrived with clothes that Lillian had purchased for her. They almost fit her and that was good enough. She wanted nothing more than to go home, be home where she could be alone.

      The ride from the hospital was quiet, a few words exchanged but otherwise, Andrew and Emma were content to let the silence linger.

      Emma felt exhausted by the time Andrew pulled up to the curb near her apartment. “I guess I’ve lost some conditioning. I’ll have to start walking,” she explained when she stopped to catch her breath simply from walking up the small set of concrete stairs that led to the landing of her building.

      “You’ve been through a lot, Emma,” Andrew responded as he worked her key into the lobby doors. “Pace yourself.”

      Emma didn’t want to pace herself. She wanted to get back to normal, feel stronger, not this weak, unattractive creature that she’d become. “I will.”

      The apartment seemed strange to her as she entered it. It was different than she remembered, like she’d not seen it for years. It smelled different too – like citrus and wood polish. She wandered through the kitchen to the living room, staring at the couch, remembering the night she came home to find Rob sitting there in the dark. She pulled a breath into her lungs as she steadied herself.

      Andrew cleared his throat and Emma turned towards him. He was in the dining room, arms across his chest, backside leaning against the table in the spot Rob had lifted her onto the first time he kissed her. “Are you leaving?” she asked, hoping he was.

      “Lillian hired some cleaners so you wouldn’t have to deal with dust and laundry right away. We got some groceries for you too.”

      She offered him a small smile as she murmured her thanks.

      “Lisle’s been in and out, so she still considers this home.”

      Emma’s pulse sharpened at his mention of her sister. “Have you seen her?”

      Andrew shook his head. “Her bed’s been slept in and dishes left in the sink.” There was judgement in his voice, barely restrained anger. “Maybe you should change the locks.”

      Maybe she should. What was it that Rob had said to her? Lisle was using her. She knew that, had always known that, but still, the idea of turning her back on her sister was hard to fathom. She didn’t think she could do it. “Maybe.”

      “I called your parents.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. “I wish you hadn’t.”

      Andrew toed the carpet. “Made no difference anyway.” He paused as he stared down at his shoes. “They’re not good people.”

      “Yeah.” Emma took a deep inhale of the citrus, realizing that it was one of the cleaning fluids that had been used. It smelled good though. “Thank you for everything.”

      The former cop straightened himself and pulled a phone from his pocket. “This is a burner cell. You know what I mean?”

      Emma nodded as her eyes strayed to the phone.

      He placed it on the table. “It has Rob’s contact information in it. So you can text and call him. So he can too.”

      “Thank you.” She wondered what she’d say to Rob if he called, but nothing came into her head as she contemplated it. She didn’t want to talk to him right now. She didn’t really want to talk to anyone.

      Something in her expression must have betrayed her thoughts. “He wants to come and get you, but I’ve told him to stay away. This has to settle first before the two of you can be reunited.”

      If that helps you sleep at night. “Okay.”

      “Your phone is in your purse, Emma. I’ve added Lillian’s and my contact information. If you need anything, day or night, you call or text. We’ll be there for you.”

      “You’ve been so good to me and I appreciate it.” The reluctance in her tone was deliberate.

      “We want to be there for you.”

      “Thank you. I’ll call if I need anything.” She was fast becoming a pathological liar. She shuffled her feet, hoping he would take the hint. He did.

      “I’ll be going then, but Lillian said she’d call later to check on you.”

      Emma felt a small frown crease her face. “Please tell her I’m fine. No need to call. I’m going to go to bed and sleep.”

      He nodded and headed to the door as she trailed behind him. “I’ll tell her to leave you alone. That might not do any good, though. Lillian does what she wants.” It was clear that he harboured an abiding affection for his wife. He was lucky, they were lucky to have each other.

      “I might not pick up if I’m sleeping.”

      “That’s fair.” He stopped as he gazed at her. What did he see? The gauntness of her face? The dark circles under her eyes? The bruises on top of bruises? Fidgety hands that kept scratching at her forearms? “Lots of food in here. Make sure you eat something before you go to sleep.”

      Ah, her thinness. “I will.” She forced a smile. “I’m hungry for something that doesn’t taste like hospital food.”

      He bought her lie as the corners his lips tugged upward. “That’s pretty much anything.” He stepped towards her, then hesitated. “Can I give you a hug?”

      Did she want a hug? Well, even if she didn’t, she could endure it. After all, it seemed that Andrew needed a hug. “Of course.”

      She stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around his waist, settling into his body as he tugged her close to him.

      Her stomach turned as she thought of Randall Scott, of his hands on her, touching her, fucking her. Of Tyler and what he did. Her spine stiffened and she curled her hands into fists, but she held onto the panic. Andrew Doherty was not Randall Scott, not by a long shot.

      He quickly released her, perhaps sensing her distress. “Take care, Emma. Let us know how you’re doing.”

      He stepped into the hall as she murmured the appropriate platitudes, then shut the door on his retreating figure. The lock turned easily, and she regarded it, thinking she should have it changed. Maybe she needed a stronger bolt, maybe two. She examined the flimsy structure of the door. The locks were futile if someone decided to kick it in.

      She let the thought go and made her way to the bathroom, drawing her new blouse over her head as she went. The bathroom was nice and clean, except for Lisle’s stuff, spread carelessly on top of the vanity.

      Emma knitted her forehead as she yanked on Lisle’s allotted drawer, the biggest one at the bottom, and then swiped all her sister’s makeup and toiletries off the counter and into the drawer. Lisle’s hairbrush and a tube of lipstick missed, but Emma kicked the drawer shut anyway, then used her foot to brush the errant items into the corner.

      She stripped off the rest of her clothes and stepped into the shower, huddling under the tepid stream of water, soaping her body, shampooing her hair. It was good, the familiar scents of her shampoo and soap easing her tension. She soaped herself again, from her face to her toes, and rinsed. One more time, she thought. Then she’d feel clean. But it took more than that. It took six times before the water turned cold, forcing her out of the shower.

      She dried her body, her eyes focused on the task so she couldn’t see herself in the mirror. She’d look later, check on the bruises. See if she was fit to go outside without scaring children and old ladies.

      The hall to her bedroom looked daunting, like the hall after she’d killed Tyler. She remembered the journey down it, hands covered in blood, trailing it down the walls as she stumbled along.

      She didn’t need to prop herself up on these walls, though. She clasped her hands together and walked carefully down the centre of the hall. No touching the walls, eyes ahead. Spine straight. One foot in front of the other. She wasn’t drugged, wasn’t hurt, didn’t need help now.

      She was fine.

      In the bedroom, she pulled on heavy flannel pajamas. It was summer, the apartment was warm, but she was so cold she was shivering. And the flannel against her skin made her feel safe. The bed was okay, she was the only who had ever slept in it. Not even Rob.

      She crawled between the sheets and closed her eyes. It was good to be home, to be alone and she was tired. So tired.
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      “She’s home now and okay,” Rob told his brother as they stood together in Jack’s penthouse suite. He set the burner cell that he used to communicate with Andrew Doherty on the glass coffee table.

      He hated the grandiose suite, all the ostentatious shit in the penthouse. It was dated but Jack didn’t care about how it looked. It was a place to sleep when he worked too late to make the 40-minute drive to his secured estate out in the Mohave desert. These days it was rare that he didn’t go home to Mira, his wife, the only woman in the world for him.

      Rob’s emotions bubbled like lava as he thought of Jack’s woman a short drive away, and Emma, a country away, alone and without his support.

      Jack nodded, his hands in his pockets, his eyes studying Rob. “She’s been through a lot. She’s going to need time.”

      Rob rounded on Jack, the anger in his gut threatening to explode. “Fuck that. I’ll go get her. She can heal here, with me.”

      Jack narrowed his eyes. “No, you won’t. That’s a fucking order, Rob.”

      “Fuck you, Jack,” Rob seethed. Sure, Jack was the acknowledged kingpin, but they were partners on paper. “She’s not safe. She’s alone, her fucking crackhead sister took off. Who the fuck knows what Lisle will do when she finds out Emma has some money.”

      “You listen to me. She’s okay right now. She’s under Savisin’s protection and she’s got that bloody ex-cop in her corner. You’re not going to fuck up your life because you have a hard-on for the chick.”

      Rob studied his brother as he ran his hand through his scruff of short hair. He wasn’t Jack, though they had similar characteristics. Dark brown hair that matched their moody eyes, chiselled cheek bones and the same smile, or so he’d been told. He and Jack rarely smiled when they were in each other’s presence. There wasn’t that fucking much to laugh about.

      Rob was taller and stockier than Jack, all hard muscle that he developed beating the fuck out of deserving assholes or a punching bag in the gym. He fucking hated shaving too, but also hated beards, so he tended towards a scruff until it got annoying, then he’d shave it off and let it grow back. Jack, in contrast, was always cleanly shaved, always had his hair groomed, wearing a fucking suit and tie whenever he left his house, didn’t matter that it was Vegas and hot as hell all year round.

      Rob didn’t try to be his brother – Jack had the leadership skills to form relationships, charm the fucking assholes who wanted something from them, a mind twisted enough to manipulate the world. Rob was the enforcer, the hands-on guy when there were hands-on jobs that needed doing. Yeah, he and his brother were a one-two punch that made them practically invincible.

      “It’s more than a fucking hard-on,” he finally said.

      “You don’t think I know that! Jesus Christ, do you think I’m dense? I don’t want you in jail again, you stupid jackass. I need you here with me. You’re my family.”

      That was as close to an impassioned speech that Jack had ever made. Rob blew out a breath, steadying the fury inside him as he scrubbed at the back of his head. “I can’t stand around and do nothing. I can’t just wait for her to come to me.” He paused, his heart beating faster in his chest. “What if she doesn’t?”

      Jack sighed as he walked to the picture window and stared out at the lights of Las Vegas. “Let it die down. Let the blame fall where it needs to, then go get her. Or send Eddie to pick her up.”

      Rob jutted his chin. “No fucking way is she travelling with him or any other guy.”

      “Now you’re not even making sense.”

      The bar beckoned and Rob stalked over to it, grabbing a tumbler and pouring himself a healthy shot of scotch. He tossed it back all at once and then poured another. “Doesn’t matter.” His voice was rough from the burn. “I’m in love with her. What the hell am I supposed to do?”

      “Use your fucking head!” Jack joined Rob at the bar, picking up the scotch and pouring himself a measure, before topping up Rob’s glass. “What are you going to do with her when you get her here? Take her to your suite where you and Amber lived? Where you’ve had a fuck-ton of women in your bed?”

      Rob blew out a breath as the scotch and Jack’s questions helped settle him. “I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

      Jack stretched his neck from side-to-side, like he was trying to work out some tension. “Move in here.” He swept his hand around the living room. “I’m hardly here, and if I can’t get home, I’ll stay in the suite. I don’t need this space anymore. Mira’s not here.”

      Rob gazed at the penthouse. It had never really suited him, too big, too airy, too pretty, but Jack was right, Rob didn’t want Emma in the same space that he’d shared with other women. And this place was so much more secure. A private elevator behind secured doors near a security desk made it the Fort Knox of penthouses.  “This isn’t her,” he said without conviction.

      Jack raised his eyes to the ceiling as he gave his head a small shake. “Then change it. There’s not a fucking thing in here that I care about, so get rid of it all and make it about her.” He sipped his drink. “When she gets here, she can add her own touches.”

      Rob looked down as he nodded. Jack was right, Emma needed to be safe. He needed Emma to be safe. His heart skidded again as he thought of her alone in Vancouver, knowing she wasn’t really alone, but without him next to her, nothing he did would be enough.
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      Emma was jarred awake by loud knocking. Her heart pounded in her chest as she jerked upright, her breath coming in small gasps. It was dark, but light from the hall lit up the bedroom enough that Emma could see.

      Lisle was standing in the doorway, still banging on the door, her face impatient, her lips pouty. “It’s about time,” she said. “I’ve been knocking for five minutes.” She reached around and flicked the light switch, bathing Emma’s room in muted yellow.

      “What time is it?” Emma mumbled as she squinted.

      “Almost midnight. You’ve been in bed for hours. I thought maybe you were dead.”

      Exasperation filtered through Emma. “Why would you wake me up? It’s the middle of the night.”

      Lisle tilted her head as she pursed her lips. “To make sure you weren’t dead.”

      Emma studied her sister. Lisle looked exactly as she always did. No blankness in her eyes, no bruises, no indication of the hell she might have been through. “Are you okay, Lisle?”

      “Can you please get up.” Lisle walked out of Emma’s line of sight. “I want to talk.”

      Emma softly groaned as she threw off the covers. Her body ached and she needed one of the pills the doctor had prescribed her. A week’s worth of something to help with her pain. He’d also prescribed an anti-anxiety drug that she had no intention of taking. She didn’t need it. She was fine.

      She stood, letting a wave of dizziness pass before she took short careful steps out of the bedroom. She found Lisle in the kitchen, munching on some tortilla chips, washing them down with a can of beer.

      “Hungry?” Lisle shoved the open bag at Emma.

      Emma shook her head even as her stomach growled. “I don’t want chips.”

      Lisle shrugged as she walked past Emma and dropped herself into a chair at the table. “Suit yourself.”

      Emma opened the fridge and looked inside. Filled to the brim with so much to choose from it was overwhelming. She reminded herself to thank Andrew and Lillian again for their kindness. They’d gone beyond the call of duty for someone they didn’t know well.

      She reached past the individual servings of yogurt to the bottles of water, then closed the door with a bump of her hip as she unscrewed the top of the bottle and took a long drink. Then another. It felt soothing going down her parched throat. She lifted the plastic container to her forehead and held it there, letting the cool seep into her overwarm body.

      Lisle’s eyes skittered over Emma. “Why’re you dressed in pajamas? We’re having a heat wave outside.”

      Emma shrugged as she gingerly lowered herself onto a chair. She wasn’t hurting, just achy and stiff, her muscles uncooperative. She took another drink of water and gazed at Lisle, not trying to fumble for the right words to say. She didn’t feel like talking, not even to her sister. Especially not her sister.

      Lisle dropped her eyes and shifted in her chair as she took a swig of her beer. “Jesus,” she muttered. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “Didn’t they tell you?”

      Lisle nodded. “Well, yeah. But it’s over now, isn’t it? They wouldn’t have let you out of the hospital if you weren’t healed enough.”

      Emma thought that was true. “I still feel spaced out.”

      Lisle nodded as she stuffed a chip into her mouth. “I saw the drugs in your purse.”

      Emma narrowed her eyes. “What were you doing in my purse?”

      “I need some cash. I figured I would borrow it from your wallet and pay you back later, rather than wake you up to ask.”

      Emma didn’t feel anger or exasperation or anything. But something about this conversation pricked at the bubble of her listlessness. “And yet, you woke me up.”

      Lisle flipped her hands palm out. “There’s no cash in your purse. Your wallet isn’t in there.”

      No, her wallet was in the bedroom, in the paper hospital bag that held her personal belongings. She thought she should give Lisle her bank card like she’d done so many times in the past. It would help things go back to normal. Then she realized she couldn’t do that. The insurance money was in her account. If Lisle used her bank card, she’d see the balance and that would be the end of it. Lisle would drain the account as quickly as she could.

      The thought struck her hard. “I have no money.”

      Lisle narrowed her eyes at the lie. She was a drug addict, but not stupid. “You got paid last Friday, didn’t you? Since you were in the hospital, I’m assuming you didn’t spend it on anything. And I know that old cop bought the groceries.”

      “I don’t have a job anymore and I can’t go looking for one until the bruises on my face heal. We don’t have money to spend on extras if we want to make rent next month.” Why was she lying? Why not say the truth. She didn’t want to give money to Lisle.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Lisle stood abruptly, knocking the beer over and ignoring it as it spilled across the table and dripped onto the floor. She turned towards Emma, her gaze softening. “I’m sorry I didn’t come see you at the hospital.” She squeezed her eyes shut and rubbed her forehead. “I’m sorry I’m such a loser, but I can’t stand it, the way I feel. I need some fucking money.”

      Emma rose, her bones protesting as she shuffled into the kitchen and picked up a roll of toweling from the countertop. “Get a job.” She pulled off a couple of sheets and swiped at the beer with them.

      Lisle turned on her. “This is your fault,” she hissed. “You forced me into rehab and Nolan got beat up by that guy. I didn’t even realize it until I went to see him, and he told me what happened. He won’t even talk to me.”

      Maybe that was a good thing. “You were there when it happened!”

      “I was not!”

      “You were high. Don’t you remember?”

      “You know what I remember?” Lisle’s voice got louder with each exchange. “I remember that Tyler was looking after me. That he promised he would, and you fucking went and killed him.”

      Emma froze at her sister’s insensitivity. “He raped me.”

      Tears slid from the corners of Lisle’s eyes. “I know,” she mumbled. “I’m sorry. I can’t think of anything right now except getting high.” She stopped. “I’m no good for you, I know. I don’t know what else to do.”

      This was Lisle, high or sober, a mess of contradictions, a young woman who was so mired in her drug addiction that she wasn’t capable of helping anyone else.

      Before, Emma never really needed help, probably didn’t want it from Lisle. But now, the ache in her soul was destroying her and she needed her sister, the one she used to be. The one who looked up to Emma, was willing to try to get clean. But maybe it was all bullshit, the tears of an addict who was so deeply mired that nothing and no one else mattered.

      Emma hardened her heart. “Go to rehab. That’s what you can do.”

      Wrong words and Lisle knitted her brows. “Why did you kill Tyler? Because he raped you? Knocked you around? I needed him, Emma. He was good to me.”

      Betrayal nagged Emma as she rejected Lisle’s words. Rejected Lisle. “He was supplying you with drugs! You can’t see anything beyond your next fix. He was a horrible man – he stuffed a needle full of heroin into my arm.”

      Lisle stepped up to Emma, her face twisting in anger. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”

      Emma stumbled backwards, feeling threatened by Lisle’s hostility. They’d never fought like this; Lisle had never been so angry. There was only one way to solve this. “How much do you need?” Emma asked.

      The words were like a fix, Lisle’s expression instantly transforming from fury to affection. “A couple of hundred if you can spare it.”

      That was how it always was. Not all the stuff in between, but the before and after. Emma had the same feeling she’d had when she first entered her apartment. Another dimension, a wrinkle in time. Something different even though everything was the same. “I’ll get dressed and we’ll go find a bank machine.”

      Lisle trailed her into the bedroom. “You don’t need to come with me. Just give me your card.”

      Emma ignored her sister as she pulled a hoodie on over her pajamas and shoved her feet into flipflops. “I’ve got some savings,” she lied. “I’m going to pull out as much as I can, a couple of thousand is probably my withdrawal limit.”

      “What about the rent?”

      Emma opened the paper hospital bag and upended the contents onto the floor, fishing her wallet out. This was how the conversation always went. Lisle pretending that she was now concerned and Emma’s mind skidding around, trying to figure out how to balance everything. But this time there was only Lisle’s pretense and Emma’s lies. “Andrew Doherty, that ex-cop? He’ll give me money, maybe even a job.”

      She grabbed her keys and locked the door behind her. Lisle chattered as they walked the streets of Vancouver looking for an ATM. In the past, Emma had been fearful being out at that hour of the morning, searching for Lisle, sick with worry. But now, she felt nothing but impatience to get to the bank machine so she could give Lisle enough money for her to go away for a while.

      Her daily withdrawal limit was $5,000, which was absurd, since Emma had never once had that much money to her name. Except for now. She withdrew to the limit and handed it off to Lisle who seemed both excited and annoyed. “You said you didn’t have any money. How long have you been hiding this?”

      “I’ve been saving it for years. It was our nest egg, but it doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”

      Lisle didn’t question why it didn’t matter anymore. She was too busy separating the cash and stashing it in various places on her body. “Yeah,” was her mumbled answer.

      A small wave of fear flowed up Emma’s spine. “Are you sure you should be carrying that much cash around?” she asked softly. “I could take some back with me, put it in your dresser.”

      Lisle shook her head. “No. I’m good.” She grabbed Emma into a hard hug. “Thanks for this. I’ll start looking for a job tomorrow.”

      They were so good at lying to each other, Emma realized. Masters at it. “When will you be home?”

      Lisle was already turning, heading towards Gore Street. “I’m staying with a friend for a couple of days. So sometime next week. You need your space anyway, don’t you?”

      Emma thought she should say that she needed her sister more, but that was a lie, maybe the biggest one so far. “Okay.”

      “See ya!” Lisle sang out with a wave of her hand as she disappeared around a corner. Emma thought she should say something more, since it was going to be the last time she would see her sister. Lisle was 21, an adult, only three years younger than Emma. It was time for both of them to grow up.

      Emma turned, glancing around her. They were in downtown Vancouver, though it wasn’t as scary as some cities. Tonight though, she wasn’t scared at all. She’d killed the man who raped her. She figured she could do it again if she had to.

      When she was locked back inside her apartment, she thought about taking another shower, but decided against it. She could shower later, after she was settled. Her eyes caught the burner cell on the table, and she wandered to it, picking it up and unlocking it. Three missed calls and several texts. All from Rob.

      She turned the phone upside down on the table. She could look at them later too. She didn’t want to see his words, afraid of what might be in his messages. Better she pretended all was well there too. Or pretend none of it happened, Rob didn’t come to her, take her to a hotel suite, fuck her, make her fall in love with him. Yeah, that would work. Before and after, but no in-between.

      She entered her bedroom and scanned it with her eyes. It was time to go. She didn’t want to change out of her pajamas, but she’d need to change eventually, so she pulled a small suitcase off a shelf and filled it with a few day’s worth of clothes, her running shoes, some toiletries from the bathroom.

      She called for a taxi, took a last look around the apartment before locking the door behind her. There was nothing else that mattered, nothing she wanted, and no coming back. When the cab arrived, she settled in the back seat and directed the driver to take her to the Airport Marriott in Richmond.
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      The sun was barely up in Las Vegas when Rob’s cell phone rang. He’d passed out on the couch in the penthouse after having one too many shots of scotch and almost rolled off the sofa at the shrillness of the ringtone. He fumbled around the coffee table for the phone, but it wasn’t there. Of course, it wasn’t fucking there.

      Still groggy, he sat up and waited until the pain in his head settled before attempting to stand. The phone stopped ringing, thank Jesus. He was about to lay back down when the fucking thing started up again.

      “Fuck!”

      He staggered to his feet and followed the rings to the bar. “Yeah,” he said hoarsely as he noted the empty scotch bottle. No wonder he felt like shit.

      “It’s me.”

      Rob’s fuzziness dissipated when he heard the soft lilting voice on the other end of the line. “Jo?” He checked the time – barely 5am – too early for the arranged check in. “What’s wrong?”

      He pictured Joanne Hensley and her female crew of enforcers. Surprisingly petite and soft-spoken, he also knew that Jo was hard as nails when the circumstances called for it. He gave her the contract to watch over Emma rather than relying on one of his men because Hensley Protection Services was based in Vancouver and employed mostly women. Rob reasoned that Emma might freak out if she thought she was being followed by a man. It was less likely she’d notice a woman.

      “I’m worried. Andrew Doherty dropped her off at her apartment yesterday morning and she stayed there until about 1am.”

      Ice crawled up Rob’s spine. “She went out at 1am?”

      “Yeah, on foot, she and another woman, I’m assuming her sister. They went to a bank machine where Emma withdrew a large amount of cash, which she handed off to the sister.”

      What the fuck? “Did Emma go home after?”

      There was a thud at the other end and a few seconds passed. “Sorry, dropped the phone. Yeah, the sister split, and Emma went home, but for less than an hour. Then she came out, carrying a small suitcase and her purse and got in a cab. She was wearing flannel pajamas and flip flops on her feet.” A pause as Jo took a gulp of something – probably coffee. “Bit hot for flannel.”

      Why the fuck was she so calm? “And?” Rob barely held on to his temper.

      “She’s in Richmond at the Airport Marriott. Mel followed her into the hotel. Said your girl seemed pretty zoned out. She booked in for two weeks, so I don’t think she’s taking a plane out.”

      Rob made his way to the kitchen and fired up the coffee brewer, then found a bottle of Advil and flipped the cap off, shoved two pills in his mouth and dry swallowed. He knew who Mel was, knew most of Jo’s girls, had used them before. “Anyone else following her besides your crew?”

      “Nope. Your girl’s on her own.” Jo sounded confident about that and it somewhat helped to abate Rob’s panic. “Mel checked in with her fuzz contact. Cops are closing the file, pinning everything on the ex-boyfriend. Doherty did a good job of leading them down that rabbit hole.”

      Stuff he already knew. “She’s not answering my texts or calls.”

      “That’s because the burner is on the table in her apartment. I did a sweep shortly after she left but other than leaving the burner, everything seemed copesetic.”

      Rob scrubbed at his head as the brewer gurgled. He knew Jo was holding back. “Something on your mind, Jo?”

      Silence on the other end of the phone, then, “Your girl’s been through a lot. Hasn’t got back to you, gives her sister a bundle of cash and then walks off with a small suitcase, checking herself into a hotel a long way from home. Maybe she’s not doing all that great and needs a friend.”

      Rob took a sip of the coffee and closed his eyes as he swallowed. “I can be there in four hours, give or take.”

      “I’m thinking we go in anyway,” Jo said slowly. “Keep her company until you arrive. I don’t know her state of mind and maybe all she’s doing is hiding away for a while where no one can bother her.” She paused, a bag rattling in the background and then chewing. “But we don’t want to risk it. I agree you need to come, but a lot can happen in the meantime.”

      “Yeah, do it.” Rob set the cup on the counter and left the penthouse. “I’ll call you when my flight’s booked.”

      “Okay. I’m on my way to Richmond, but I’m going to send Mel in now. Call me with the flight details. I’ll have someone pick you up at the airport and bring you to wherever we are. Not sure yet, until we find out what kind of headspace your girl is in.”

      “Got it.” Rob ended the call, his heart pounding. His finger hovered on the touch pad as he thought to update Jack on what he was doing, but then he changed his mind. Jack would probably have Andre tackle him at the airport and drag him home. Nope, he was doing this on his own – Emma needed him, and selfishly, he needed her. He was going to get her.
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      Emma sat on the queen-sized bed in her hotel room and ran a hand over the fluffy white duvet. The room was comfy, like a small suite. A little kitchenette and living room shared space, a bathroom of course, and a separate bedroom.

      The kitchen had a few upper and lower cabinets, a microwave, a bar fridge and a small sink. It’s all she needed. Richmond Centre was across the street and she could find food to bring back or get some groceries to cook in the microwave. There was also room service, but Emma didn’t think she should go crazy. $200,000 would only take her so far. Well $195,000 now.

      She was on the 11th floor, high enough that she had a decent view of Richmond. It was pretty, the sun coming up and far fewer high-rise buildings than Vancouver to block the view of the dawning morning.

      She felt her lips soften into a frown as she thought of Rob, of how much she missed him. She was stupid to walk away from him, but if he didn’t want her anymore, it would be the last blow. The killing blow.

      Right now, she was okay, maybe operating on cruise control, but that would be okay, wouldn’t it? It was a protective bubble wrap so that her mind didn’t fracture. She would stay here and sleep until she could open the cocoon a crack, deal with some of it. Maybe a week, maybe a month or a year. Well not a year. She didn’t have that luxury. She’d run out of money in a year. But two weeks, and in the meantime, she’d find a small apartment to live in, only one bedroom. Or maybe she would leave altogether. She was American, she could go to Seattle, or Portland.

      An image of Lisle popped into her head and she quickly blocked it. Nope, too soon to process. Emma was running away from her younger sister and it twisted her insides, but she had to protect herself. She was too fragile to deal with Lisle right now. Maybe someday, but not today, or tomorrow. Maybe never again.

      She glanced down at herself. Still in her pajamas, her face still bruised, the clerk at the front desk thought she was running from a domestic situation and had asked Emma if she needed emergency services.

      Emma shared a version of the truth. “He’s been arrested – gone for a couple of days, but I couldn’t sleep in the house anymore.” She’d tried for a smile, but knew she failed. “I need some sleep and away time to figure out what to do.”

      That seemed to sell it and no cops were called, no more fucks were given. She was checked in and was now alone in her room. Shower first or sleep? That was the biggest decision she had to make, and it relieved her to no end. Shower, she decided.

      As she gathered up her toiletries, a small rap at the door drew her attention. She thought for a minute about not answering, but then dropped her armload back into the suitcase and shuffled to the living room. Please let it not be Lisle. “Yes,” she said when she reached the door.

      “Room service.” The feminine voice was muffled.

      “Uh… you must have the wrong room. I didn’t order anything.”

      “It’s a complimentary breakfast basket from management, fruit and muffins and stuff. All guests who stay with us two or more weeks get one. I wanted to deliver the basket while you were still awake.”

      Emma peeked through the peep hole to see a lanky redheaded woman holding a basket. It might be good to have the basket, then she wouldn’t have to worry about going out for food for a couple of days. She opened the door and the woman smiled at her, then pushed herself into the room, brushing by Emma and setting the basket on the coffee table.

      She turned with a wide smile and offered her hand to Emma. “I’m Mel.”

      Emma stood stock still. This was wrong, all of it was wrong. Mel, the redheaded room service person was wearing a skirt, high heels and a jacket over a satiny ivory blouse. Room service Mel could have been a model. “Right. You should leave.” She didn’t take Mel’s hand.

      Mel walked by her and closed the door, slipping the bolt into place before turning back to Emma. “Rob asked me to stay with you. I’m here to keep you company until he arrives.”

      Emma’s stomach turned over. Rob… she didn’t know what to feel about that. She barely knew him; their relationship just beginning when everything happened.

      And he left her.

      She knew it was an unreasonable thought, but it wouldn’t go away. And now he sent this gorgeous woman to look after her. “I don’t need company.”

      She followed Mel into the living room as the redhead took up residence on the sofa. “Rob says otherwise and I’m afraid I have to do as I’m told.” She reached for the ribbon tied around the red cellophane on the basket. “I wasn’t kidding about this basket. It’s full of goodies.” She glanced at Emma. “Have you eaten?” She ripped the red cellophane off to reveal fresh fruit, muffins, biscuits and …, “Chocolate! Oh my god, why won’t someone give me one of these baskets?”

      “How did you know I was here?” Emma crossed her arms over her chest as she watched the woman pull out a small sleeve of Belgium Seashell Truffles.

      Mel glanced up from the chocolate. “You don’t mind if I open this, do you?”

      Emma shook her head in irritation. The damn woman was ruining her numbness. “Help yourself. I’m going to shower.”

      “’kay.” Mel’s attention was already back to the wrapper on the truffles, fumbling to tear it so she could get to the chocolate inside.

      This was ridiculous, Emma fumed as she stormed into the bathroom and tore off her pajamas. She wanted to be alone, she didn’t need a babysitter. Fuck it all.

      She started the shower, waiting for the water to warm before stepping under the showerhead. Not bad, but not as good as the suite at the Fairmont.

      Let it go, Emma. Let it all go.

      But try as she might, she couldn’t get Rob out of her head. He was on his way and she struggled with the idea, not sure she was ready for him, for what he’d want from her.

      She picked up the bar of soap and started scrubbing her body. Didn’t matter, she thought as the numbness crept back in.
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      Mel studied the gift basket on the coffee table, then the empty wrappers next to it. Fuck, she’d eaten all the chocolate. She had no control, should never be near chocolate. They needed a support group for people like her – chocolate anonymous. Her brain buzzed and she wanted to take a nap, but she was on the job, watching the woman in the shower until Robert Creed arrived.

      She kicked off her heels and wiggled her toes, then stretched her back as she poked at the contents of the basket, stacking the goodies to make it seem fuller. If she hid the wrappers, Emma wouldn’t know she’d eaten so much – the woman had barely glanced at the basket. Yep, good plan.

      She gathered up the empty wrappers, squishing them into a small ball in her hand. Her tongue slipped out of mouth to the corner to help her concentrate as she wrapped the evidence in the red cellophane that had originally covered the basket contents. Yeah, this was going to work. She stuffed it in the garbage can by the television, where it was least noticeable.

      She was thirsty now. All that chocolate had her wishing for some milk, except she despised milk, which made it weird that she was craving it. A coke would be better, but the bar fridge was empty. Sure she could drink water, but it was against her principles to drink something so benign.

      Coffee would have to do. She popped one of the coffee pods into the maker, added water and intently watched as it brewed. Hurry the fuck up! Damn, the chocolate buzz was making her impatient.

      As the coffee maker sputtered to a stop, she sighed her happiness. Coffee was her favourite thing next to chocolate, and wine, and mojitos. Also, chicken wings and cheesecake.

      She settled on the couch and took a sip of the black nectar of the gods. Ahhh, that was better. She took another sip as her attention shifted to the sound of the shower. She tilted her right hand to check her watch and dumped the coffee on her ivory blouse. Fuck sakes! It was the chocolate high making her stupid. She shouldn’t fucking ever eat chocolate.

      She popped off the sofa, shucking off her jacket and shoulder holster, ripping the blouse over her head. It was brand spanking new too and fucking expensive. First time she’d worn it and now it had a huge coffee stain down the front.

      She reached for the water taps, then stopped. Cold or hot? Why, why, why was she such a disaster? Maybe Emma would know. And then she remembered why she had been checking her watch.

      Emma had been in the shower at least a half-hour. Who showered that long? No one, that’s who, not even men jerking off took that long.

      Mel closed her eyes thinking the worst possible scenarios. If something happened to Emma, Mel was unlikely to survive the day – Robert Creed would see to that if Jo didn’t kill her first. She jogged to the bathroom door and turned the handle. Locked, of course.

      “Emma,” she called, knocking loudly on the door. “Are you okay?”

      Mel’s heart pulsed in her chest at the lack of response.

      She slammed her palm against the door. “Emma, open the door!”

      Still nothing.

      Fuck! “Emma, right now! Open this door right now!”

      Mel gave the woman a few more seconds to respond and then, when she didn’t, Mel stepped back and raised her leg, kicking the surface of the door with the flat of her foot. The casing cracked and the door popped open at the same time Mel bent over gasping. It fucking hurt to do that barefooted.

      Emma shrieked and spun towards Mel, her eyes wide, her arms clasped over her breasts. “What are you doing?”

      The bathroom was filled with steam, making Mel sneeze. Six sneezes before she got it under control, which was fewer than usual. After wiping her eyes and nose with a slightly damp tissue, Mel gazed at the woman through the sheer shower curtain.

      Emma was wide-eyed at Mel’s intrusion, her lips a flat, tight line. She was thin, probably lost weight from the trauma she’d been through, but would look awesome in a grass skirt. Was that the right thing to think or was it a generalization? Maybe she’d ask her later.

      “You have a smoking hot body!” Mel declared.

      Emma turned off the shower and flung the shower curtain back, the rings on the rod squeaking in protest. She stepped out and wrapped a towel around her as she eyed Mel with something akin to suspicion. “It that why you broke the door?” Emma grabbed another towel and swiped at her arms and face. “To see me naked?”

      Mel glanced at the door, her face heating as she saw the cracked frame. “I knocked. You didn’t respond. I got worried.” She was muttering now, embarrassed at her behaviour, shuffling backwards out of the bathroom.

      “I didn’t hear you because I was in the shower!” Emma wrapped the towel around her head. “Besides, I like guys.”

      “So do I.” Mel protested the implication. “Girls can still admire other women’s bodies, can’t they?”

      Emma wrinkled her nose, hands on her hips, eyes flashing with emotion. “Yes. But not by kicking in bathroom doors.” She stopped, her eyes running over Mel’s torso. “And why are you half-dressed?”

      Mel didn’t like being scolded. This wasn’t her fault… well mostly it wasn’t her fault.

      Nope, Mel. Take responsibility. It’s mostly your fault.

      “I spilled coffee on my shirt. And you were in the shower for a long time – like forty minutes.”

      The hard lines of Emma’s face softened. “That is a long time for a shower. The warm water felt so good and I got distracted.” Then her eyes hardened again. “I’m not suicidal if that’s what you were thinking.”

      Mel thought over what she should say to the woman who Rob Creed was apparently enamored with. She didn’t know Emma, didn’t know how easily she was offended, if she’d mouth off to Rob about Mel’s behaviour. That might get her dead and she truly liked not being dead… unless there was chocolate in heaven… if she went to heaven.

      Emma pushed past Mel and stalked into the bedroom.

      Mel followed her. “I was worried,” she admitted, despite her misgivings about meeting her maker if she wasn’t careful. “You’ve been through a lot.”

      Emma flipped the lid on her small suitcase. “Yeah. So? Why does that matter to you?”

      Mel wished she was more diplomatic, wished she knew how to say the right things like her boss, Jo, did. “For starters, if you killed yourself on my watch, your boyfriend would kill me. And I mean literally. I’d be joining you in the hereafter. Is that really what you want? Me and you joined at the hip for all of eternity?”

      Emma’s lips tugged up into a small smile as she pulled clothes out of the suitcase. “Probably not.”

      Mel sat on the edge of the bed, one leg tucked under her. “25% of women experience sexual assault in their lifetime. That number is low because only 6 out of 100 sexual assaults are reported to police. 80% are committed by someone the victim knows.”

      Emma pulled on a pair of panties under her towel, starkly white against her brown skin. “You know a lot on the subject. Don’t tell me you’re another counsellor sent to fix me.” She wriggled into a short skirt that Mel thought probably used to hug the small woman’s hips, but now hung loosely on her frame.

      Mel snorted a derisive laugh. “I’m far too self-centred to be a counsellor. I’d spend the entire time talking about me.” She paused, thinking again of the right words. Then, “My uncle had an unhealthy way of showing me affection, which ended when my boss found me on the streets, a fifteen-year-old runaway.”

      Emma turned towards her, eyes round and mouth slightly open. “That’s awful. Did you report him?”

      Mel shook her head. “Nope. Jo made him dead.”

      Emma dropped her towel and pulled on a T-shirt, foregoing a bra. The chick was seriously banging.

      She closed the suitcase and shoved it into the closet before joining Mel on the bed. “I made my… him… I made him dead.”

      Mel nodded. “I heard. If you didn’t have a one-way ticket to Vegas, I think Jo would be interested in bringing you on board.”

      “I don’t understand exactly what you do.”

      Mel stood. “Let’s get coffee. I need a new cup and I have to wash my shirt out.” She headed to the coffee maker, Emma trailing behind her. “Should I use cold or hot water on the blouse?”

      Emma sidled up next to Mel and drew in a sharp breath as she looked into the sink at the stained blouse. “Cold, but wow, I’m not sure you can rescue it.”

      “Shit.” Mel plugged the sink and ran the cold tap, filling a coffee cup with water and pouring it into the brewer.

      After coffee was made and the shirt was soaking in the cold water, Mel and Emma settled onto the couch. Mel grabbed a small bag of chocolate chip cookies out of the basket. How had she missed them? Didn’t matter, the important thing was she found them, she told herself as she ripped open the bag and took one out, offering the rest to Emma.

      Her heart was pounding at the thought of how many Emma might take, but she only helped herself to one before setting the bag on the table. Too far away and Mel tugged it closer, rearranging the things on the coffee table so she wouldn’t seem so strange.

      As they sipped their coffee, a knock sounded at the door. Emma started to stand, but Mel held up her hand. “I’ll get it, just to be safe.”

      She picked up her gun and peeked through the peephole.

      Jo was here. Thank god.
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      Mel pulled a gun from the holster that was lying on the small kitchen table and walked to the door, seemingly oblivious to the fact that she was half-dressed.

      Emma decided she liked the redhead, even if the woman was the quirkiest creature she’d ever met. A hot mess would be an apt description and although Emma felt like that at times, she was neat, orderly and careful with her planning. If she was like Mel, she probably would be as much an addict as Lisle was.

      Mel opened the door to a smartly dressed woman who breezed past her and into the room. Several inches shorter than Mel, in her early 30s, long wavy hair the colour of a raven, held at the back of her neck by a hairclip.

      “Emma, this is Jo, my boss,” Mel waved the gun toward the woman, making Emma cringe.

      Emma stood, feeling shy as Jo scrutinized her in a manner that bordered on rudeness. Where Mel was disarming, Jo seemed all business. “Emma,” the woman said. “It’s nice to meet you. How’re you doing?”

      “She’s fine,” Mel spoke for her, irritation in her voice. “I imagine she’s getting tired of everyone asking her how she’s doing.”

      Jo narrowed her eyes at Mel. “Put the gun down before you shoot someone. And where the hell’s your shirt?”

      Mel frowned as she holstered the weapon and tipped her head towards the kitchen sink. “Soaking in water. I spilled coffee on it.”

      “You better get it sorted. Robert Creed’s plane landed a few minutes ago. He’ll be here in the next hour.”

      Emma’s stomach turned over at the news. “I wish he hadn’t come,” she said softly as Mel shoved her hands into the sink of water and started rubbing at the stain. Emma needed more time to process things, needed to be alone to do it and no one seemed to understand that.

      “He’s worried,” Jo said dismissively.

      Irritation nattered at Emma. “I’m fine and he should have stayed away. It isn’t safe for him here.”

      Jo shrugged as she sat on one of the dinette chairs and crossed her legs. She was so elegant and put together. Not like Emma, not before and definitely not now. “What’s done is done. Once he’s here, we’ll get out of your hair.” Jo’s eyes flicked to Mel, who was furiously scrubbing the delicate material of the blouse. “Providing Red there is decent.” She addressed Mel. “How’re you going to wear that anyway? It’ll be wet.”

      “I’ll use the hair blower to dry it.”

      Jo looked at Emma and rolled her eyes.

      Emma felt a smile tug at her lips as she stood. “Mel, you can have one my T-shirts.” She headed to the bedroom as Jo trailed behind her.

      The boss checked out the bedroom from the doorway, then glanced at the bathroom, stopping and peering at the door. “What happened to the bathroom door?”

      “I kicked it in,” Mel muttered from the kitchen. Emma grabbed a T-shirt out of her bag and headed out of the bedroom as Jo turned towards Mel, hands on hips, her eyebrows drawn low.

      “You kicked it in?”

      “It was a misunderstanding,” Emma said feeling defensive of Mel as she handed the T-shirt to the redhead, who was squeezing the water out of her blouse. She turned back to Jo. “I’m really tired.” It wasn’t a lie, but also, she needed to escape these bickering women. “I’m going to lay down for a while.”

      She hustled to the bedroom and closed the door behind her before anyone could protest. She needed time to think, time to process the idea of Rob coming to her. If it weren’t for Mel and Jo, she might pack her bag and leave, but she knew she wouldn’t get past them. She would have to face Rob.

      She crawled between the sheets and curled into herself, trying to shut out the soft murmurs coming from the living room. It wasn’t right that these women had invaded her suite, took it over and wouldn’t leave. She thought she should call security, but it seemed like a lot of work. She’d do it later, after a nap.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Emma opened her eyes to Rob’s face hovering over hers, one hand on her shoulder, the other pushing an errant strand of hair from her face. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, his ass pressed against her hip as he gazed at her.

      “Rob,” she whispered, tears spilling onto her cheeks. She swallowed a sob. This isn’t what she wanted to happen. She didn’t want to cry. Didn’t want to feel. “You shouldn’t have come.”

      He drew a finger over her cheekbone, tracking down to her lips, tracing them before moving onto her chin, running it over the curve of her jaw. “I shouldn’t have left.”

      She turned her head to the side, eyes seeking a distant point beyond the window. “I… I’m okay. I just wanted to be alone for a while, to process things.”

      “Is that why you left the burner cell at home?” He palmed her cheek and pushed her face to his.

      She struggled to sit up, forcing him back from her. She may as well say what needed to be said. “I thought you might not be interested anymore.”

      Anger glinted in his eyes, but he was careful to couch his words. “I want you, Emma. Nothing’s changed about how I feel. I’m yours. You’re mine.”

      Emma felt her lip tremble and tried to control the lump rising in her throat. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means you and I are catching a flight back to Vegas as soon as your bruises are healed. We’re together. We’ll always be.”

      Emma swallowed as he said the pointed words. They should have comforted her, but they didn’t, Instead, her feelings curled up inside her, shying away from the passion in his voice. She hadn’t expected that to happen. She thought that when she saw Rob, her emotions would take her over, but instead, they felt blunted. “Okay,” she managed, because it was okay. Once in Vegas, once Rob was reassured that she was okay, maybe she could finally get some alone time.

      “Okay,” he echoed, touching the side of her hair. He seemed to struggle for words, to find something to say to her. Silence hovered thickly in the air.

      “I left Lisle,” Emma said, a breathy whisper. “She… I couldn’t… and if I stayed in the apartment, she would have come back.” She felt a sob tear out of her. “I don’t know how to fix her, and she doesn’t care that I’m broken too.” So much for numb.

      Rob groaned and pulled Emma into his arms. She stiffened at first, and then melted into his warm, tight embrace. He was hers, that’s what he said. He’d help her. “Forget about Lisle, Hula. I’ll get Jo to track her down and get her the help she needs.”

      “Thank you.” Her words were muffled as she pressed her face against his welcoming chest, breathed in his scent. Musk and sandalwood and Rob mixed together was intoxicating.

      Rob pulled back from her, holding her face between his palms. “Tell me what you need, Emma. I’m used to fixing things, it’s what I do. I can’t kill the fucker who hurt you because you did that.” He touched his lips to hers in a very un-Rob like way. Too gentle, soft, careful.

      “Kiss me harder.”

      It was all the invitation he seemed to need as he pulled her into the security of his embrace and attacked her mouth, a hard kiss that tumbled past her lips and into her mouth, his tongue sweeping her, taking everything she had to give.

      “I missed you,” he whispered as he took a small breath before pressing his lips to hers again.
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      Rob couldn’t stop kissing her, his lips on hers, his tongue in her mouth. She smelled like honey and oatmeal, tasted like sugar with a hint of chocolate. He sucked on her bottom lip, letting go, before kissing her again. On her mouth, her jaw, the side of her neck. But he didn’t let himself get lost in his lust for her, didn’t touch her anywhere else. He was desperate to comfort her, but he didn’t know how; he wanted her, loved her, but knew he needed to handle her carefully. This wasn’t about him, he reminded himself again and again.

      When he first walked into the bedroom and saw her sleeping, he was shocked. She looked so small and fragile, laying on her back, her eyes closed, her breathing even. Her face was a mess of yellowing bruises. Healing, but not fully healed. He realized as he examined her that they couldn’t board a plane with her face still looking that battered. He’d have to wait a week, maybe longer.

      Now he was holding her, trying to decide how to fix her. Lisle was easy. Jo would pick her up, force her into rehab and then once the kid was clean, Jo could decide if Lisle was a good candidate for her company. But Emma. She was his forever. He knew the truth of it deep in his heart and it was killing him to see her like this.

      Or maybe the knowledge of what happened to her was screwing with him.

      Mel said she kicked in the bathroom door after Emma had been in the shower for 40 minutes and hadn’t respond to Mel’s knocking. Forty minutes! That wasn’t normal, was it? He thought back to the first night after they’d tracked down Lisle and put her in the Marshall House. Emma had showered then, but it was 10-minutes tops. Perhaps it was something she needed to do to feel clean, maybe it would pass as she healed.

      But it wasn’t just the shower, it was the trip to Richmond in the middle of the night, in her pajamas. And it was obvious that she wasn’t eating.

      He released her and pulled back. “Are you hungry?”

      Emma looked like she was trying to decide. “I had a cookie earlier.”

      “And before that?” He tried to gentle his voice, but he’d never been accused of kindness. No tenderness, not fluent in pretty words that women liked.

      She shrugged as she lowered her head to look at her clasped hands. “I don’t know. Yogurt last night? Or maybe tortilla chips.” She shrugged, a quick lift of her shoulders. “I can’t remember.”

      “I’m hungry.” He stood and walked into the main area. “Come out here and let’s order some food.” He sat on the small sofa with the room service menu, watching as Emma entered the bathroom and shut the door. Fuck it, he thought. He’d order for both of them. That’s what he always did anyway, wasn’t it? Why change?

      He stopped, annoyed with himself that he didn’t know how to handle this, couldn’t process everything that happened. He flipped the menu open and traced his finger down the offerings.

      He didn’t even know what Emma liked to eat. Peanut butter and toast. And so far, she’d eaten whatever he ordered when they were together at the Fairmont. He had never asked what she might like. Selfish prick. He needed a fucking drink.

      “Did you order?” Emma said softly as she came out of the bathroom and sat next to him.

      He handed the menu to her. “You decide.”

      Her eyes darted over it, uncertainty flashing across her face. “Uhm… it doesn’t really matter.”

      Maybe that’s why he liked her. She let him be the bully he was. No, not like. Love. He loved this woman. At least the woman she was before. He stood and paced away from her, wishing they were back in the Fairmont where there was room to move, windows to look out of, a terrace to get fresh air. “Don’t you have favourite foods?”

      Her forehead knitted like she didn’t understand his question. “Of course, I do.”

      “What?” He sounded like an impatient jackass. “What do you love to eat?”

      “I like ice cream and gelato.” She stopped, studying his face. “French fries. And doughnuts, only the glazed ones. Nothing fancy.” She faltered as she flipped the room service menu closed. “And chicken wings. Salt and pepper with blue cheese dip.”

      Rob grinned as his heart lifted. He felt like a fucking king, getting her to talk to him. “That’s a start.” He grabbed the food service menu from her and looked at the options. “How about hotdogs?”

      She nodded. “Sometimes.”

      “Burgers?”

      “Yes.”

      He dialled room service and ordered burgers, fries, chicken wings, and ice cream. She didn’t return his smile when their eyes met. Instead, she dropped her gaze to her hands. “Don’t be so nice to me.”

      Don’t be so nice to her? What the hell? Exasperated, he decided to change the subject. He picked up his cell phone and opened it. “I have to call Jack.”

      She started to stand but dropped back down when she caught his glare. “I was going to give you some privacy,” she mumbled.

      “You and me, Hula. We’re together. And this is to let Jack know I’ll be another week.”

      “Okay.”

      Stop saying, okay. It’s not fucking okay. He turned his back to her, so she wasn’t able to see the frustration that he was certain was on his face. At least before, she pushed back, talked back to him. Too soon, Rob, he reminded himself. It had been barely a week since the trauma. She wasn’t going to heal overnight.

      Jack began his rant the moment he heard Rob’s voice, making Rob wish he’d let Emma go to the bedroom. She couldn’t overhear Jack’s side of the conversation, but it didn’t matter. It was clear that Jack was unhappy and when Jack was unhappy, all the world suffered.

      “It’s just a week, you asshole,” Rob hissed into the phone. “She’s not healed enough to travel.”

      That seemed to settle Jack somewhat. He was insensitive but he wasn’t a complete jerk, just 98%. Rob promised to keep his head down and grunted his goodbye.

      “He’s upset that you’re here.” Emma worried at her lower lip with her teeth.

      “Yeah. Don’t care about him, I care about you.” Tell her how much, you fucking asshole. But he couldn’t, not out of shyness but he was worried she might see it as pressure, and he didn’t want to pressure her. He wanted her back, the Emma of before….
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      The week came and went and each day that passed seemed more strained than the day before. Emma was relieved when Rob announced that it was time to head to Vegas and made the arrangements to fly out the following day. Seven days of Rob being nice, solicitous and agreeable was challenging for both of them.

      It wasn’t Rob’s nature to give up control and it wasn’t Emma’s nature to take it. She wanted Rob to care for her, prop her up so she didn’t have to do it by herself. She wished for the old Rob, the one before everything happened.

      This Rob, there were still elements of him, his impatience, which he tried to temper around her. And he was like a caged lion in the small hotel room, no outlet for his anger and frustration, but he held it inside instead of going to the gym or taking a run. Or turning it on Emma.

      She thought he was afraid to leave her alone and that annoyed her – she understood the reluctance after what she’d been through, the worry that she might harm herself. But she’d been through worse in the past… or maybe not worse. She’d never killed anyone before, but she felt no remorse over it. Relief was her primary emotion related to Tyler’s death. She could let her guard down, no more looking over her shoulder or being afraid to check her phone.

      That first night in the hotel, she thought Rob would want to be with her, but he kissed her goodnight and left the bedroom. She fell asleep quickly, she was like that now, feeling sleepy all the time. In some ways it was nice because before, it was often challenging to get a good night’s rest and she’d have to use over-the-counter sleep medications to settle her brain. Now it wasn’t necessary. She’d simply doze off and it seemed that she could stay in bed indefinitely.

      He came to bed sometime during the night because when she woke up, she was wrapped in his arms. She waited until he opened his eyes and when he did, he smiled and kissed her lips before his face clouded and he let her go, getting out of bed and leaving the room.

      All week was like that. Yes, she was broken, she knew that something inside her was still bleeding, but she needed him to be normal, not this… whatever this was. She wanted to tell him to quit treating her like a china doll, but she had changed too. She didn’t have the energy to challenge him. To push back.

      On the flight to Vegas, they were both subdued, lost in their thoughts. Hers were a muddied swirl of misgivings, hopefulness and despair. She couldn’t make sense of any of them and finally gave up, closing her eyes intending to sleep.

      But this time, sleep eluded her. Her mind worried over Rob’s moods, his thoughts. Was he with her now out of obligation? That would explain his distance, his unhappiness. She wanted to trust him, believe that he cared for her, but every man in her life had let her down. And Rob, he was hard, demanding, aggressive. This soft side of him nattered at her, making her believe that he felt guilty over what happened. Making her think that he was lying to himself about still wanting her.

      It wasn’t the only possibility. He might be trying to give her space, let her recover from her trauma on her timeline, but it made her worry that he would seek comfort elsewhere. That would devastate her; she’d rather be apart from him than know he was with someone else. She didn’t think he would cheat though; she didn’t think he was that kind of guy. But even if he still cared for her, how long would that last with this chill between them?

      She thought of Mel and wished she was more like the crazy redhead who had invaded her hotel room. Mel seemed to have an unending ability to talk, and even if some of it was nonsense, it still filled the space. But that’s not who Emma was, not before… and not now. It scared her to think about the future. How would they ever overcome the tension between them if they couldn’t talk?

      Rob squeezed her hand as the plane made its final descent into Las Vegas. They disembarked quickly and were greeted by Andre after they’d cleared customs. The big man smiled and gave her shoulder a slight squeeze in greeting. Better than nothing, she thought as Rob guided her into the back seat. He slid in beside her, belting up as Andre pulled into traffic. “Home or the club?”

      “I’ll hit Barrage later. Take us home,” Rob said.

      “Sure thing, boss.”

      The lingering silence crowded them. Finally, Rob leaned towards Andre. “How’s Jack?”

      Andre chuckled. “Pissed as a rattlesnake. You’re in for a world of hurt.”

      Rob scrubbed at his head avoiding Emma’s eyes. “He’ll survive.”

      “Why’s he mad?” Emma asked.

      Rob settled back against the seat, still not looking at her. “His panties are twisted because I went to get you and I didn’t immediately come back.”

      Emma frowned and glanced out the side window. It struck her that this was her first visit to Las Vegas, and she should be awed by the bustling strip and grand hotels and casinos, but she couldn’t get past the idea of Jack Creed being angry because of her.

      Maybe she should have refused to come – Tyler was gone, but Jack seemed like he could be another source of danger. Rob too, if he got tired of her. Maybe she’d end up as a body in the desert.

      She visibly shivered at the thought of how precarious her life was, had always been.  And truly, who would miss her? She had no one anymore.

      Rob ran his hands over the goosebumps on her arms and told Andre to lower the air conditioner.

      As the car pulled into the Royal Legends Hotel and Casino, Rob leaned towards Andre. “Thanks for the ride. You can take off after dropping us off.”

      Andre nodded as he rolled to a stop in the guest drop off zone in front of the lobby entrance. “You coming to Barrage later? Jack’ll be there.”

      “Maybe,” Rob grunted as a parking attendant opened the car door.

      “Mr. Creed,” the attendant said, a sizable amount of deference in his voice. Rob stepped out first, then took Emma’s hand and guided her to the sidewalk. She was awed by the building before her. It was magnificent. She turned to Rob. “What are we doing here?”

      “Royal Legends is one of our holdings. Your new home is at the top.” He tightened his grip and led her into the air-conditioned lobby. “We’ll go upstairs first – I’ll introduce you to some of the staff later.”

      He tugged her forward so fast she could only catch small glimpses of the majestic lobby and the attached casino. It was noisy and overwhelming, but also exciting. She’d never been in a casino before and she wanted to wander and look at everything. But clearly not now as Rob led her to a security desk.

      “James, this is Emma Hawthorne,” he said to an armed, uniformed man. “She’ll be living in the penthouse suite so get her an access card to everything. Nothing is off-limits except my old suite, which Jack is taking over.”

      James nodded at Emma. “Welcome, Ms. Hawthorne.” To Rob, he said, “I’ll get it in the works, and have it sent up later today.”

      “Thanks,” Rob said as he stalked away. Emma saw a glimpse of the Rob she knew before and felt some relief. Maybe being in his familiar environment would bring him back to himself.

      It took four access panels to finally gain entry to the penthouse. Emma’s jaw dropped when she stepped inside. “This is your place?”

      Rob grinned at her amazement. “All of this is my place – the hotel, the casino.” He waved a hand around. “This is our home now. It was Jack’s, but he doesn’t use it, so we’re moving in.”

      Emma took a few steps into the open space, her heart thudding in her chest. It was too much, too big, too glossy, too everything. “I don’t know,” she said.

      He narrowed his eyes as he gazed at her. “Don’t know what?”

      “It’s so big and open.” She turned in a slow circle, trying to absorb everything at once. “I’m not used to this.”

      Rob shrugged dismissively. “We’ll redecorate and get rid of all this glass and white stuff. I’ve already had the bed and bedding replaced. No one’s slept in it.”

      She settled her attention on him wondering if redecorating was going to make it feel more like a home. “Okay,” she said simply, then added, “Thank you.”

      It was thoughtful that he’d bought a new bed although it didn’t really matter given that there hadn’t been any intimacy between them.

      Rob glanced at his watch. “I need to go downstairs, check in. Will you be okay if I leave you alone for a few hours?”

      Emma nodded. “I’ll explore. Maybe take a nap.”

      “You can’t get the elevator to work without an access card, so you’ll be stuck here until I get back.”

      She tugged on her hair. “Like Rapunzel.”

      His expression flashed confusion before he shuttered it. “Don’t know her.” He headed for the door. “I’ll see you in a few.” And left without kissing her, touching her. Reassuring her.

      Hollowness bloomed in Emma as she stared at the closed door, wishing Rob would remember that he forgot to kiss her. Wishing he would come back, but the door remained stubbornly closed.

      She sighed and drifted to the kitchen, setting her purse on the counter as she peered around. The penthouse was defined by a huge wall of floor to ceiling glass punctuated by a terrace with a small swimming pool and jacuzzi and a magnificent view of the Las Vegas Strip. It almost felt like she was floating in the sky given the grand windows. It would be beautiful at night and for the first time in days, she felt excitement at the prospect of seeing the sunset.

      As she wandered, she discovered four bathrooms and three bedrooms. The master room was so big it had a formal sitting area with a media centre and a bar. The new king-size bed sat on a four-poster frame and was made up with luxurious dark brown sheets and a fluffy light brown duvet. Four plump pillows were stacked against the headboard.

      The adjoining bathroom was similar to the master bathroom in the suite at the Fairmont. A big tub, a separate walk-in shower with a bench. The toilet in a separate room with a door and the double sinks on their own as well. The walk-in closet went on forever, separated into his and hers.

      She retreated to the living area, to the open and bright great room, a formal dining room with a stocked wine cellar and a huge gourmet kitchen. Off the dining room was a game room of sorts, with a wet bar, a pool table and a gigantic wide-screen television mounted on the wall.

      She also found a small gym and a study with a library full of books. The floors were hardwood, the furniture masculine but elegant. It was like the biggest, poshest bachelor pad she’d ever seen.

      She made her way back to the kitchen and opened the fridge. Someone had stocked it with groceries, and she took a small container of vanilla yogurt, then searched the drawers until she found a spoon. A small breakfast nook was off the kitchen, snuggled into a corner of glass and she settled into one of the chairs as she opened the yogurt.

      The terrace was amazing from her vantage point. She wondered how big it was, envisioned herself sitting in a deck chair in the sun. She’d be wearing a sky-blue bikini, a few scraps of material to cover her should someone other than Rob show up. Sunglasses and a hat that she’d take off and put on as needed. She’d have a jug of cold lemonade on the table beside her, lightly spiked with vodka. When she got too warm, she’d take a dip in the pool, maybe swim a few lazy laps.

      Rob would come home as she was getting out, see her in her bikini and decide it was too revealing, that he needed to punish her….

      Her bubble popped and she dropped the spoon on the table. The clatter as it hit was a harsh reminder that Rob didn’t seem interested in her body anymore. He barely hugged her, certainly didn’t give her love taps, or threaten her with a spanking.

      But it would pass, wouldn’t it? It had to pass.

      Maybe it was time for a talk, for her to say what was on her mind. She was glad Rob left her alone. It gave her time to gather her courage, decide how to say what she needed to say without sounding needy. She’d talk to him over dinner.

      Except he didn’t return for dinner.

      Emma waited as the minutes stretched to hours, as her courage turned to worry, then anger, and finally, sadness. The brightness of the sun gave way to a cooler evening, the clear, dark sky showcasing the lights of the Las Vegas Strip, but she barely noticed.

      Eventually, she went to bed, deciding that the conversation could wait another day. Except the next day was a repeat of the day before. And the next. And the next.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where have you been?” Emma asked as Rob entered the penthouse. She had been sitting on a chair by the window, gazing out at the lights of the strip, but stood to face him when he walked in.

      “Why are you still up?” Rob glanced at his watch. “It’s almost 2am.”

      She frowned as she crossed her arms. “Is there someone else, Rob? I understand if there is, but please be honest with me. I don’t want to force myself on you.”

      Her lack of faith in him fueled his anger, but he reined it in. He wasn’t the kind of guy who stepped out on a woman and she should know that. When he wasn’t involved with someone, he had the occasional overnight company, or a quick fuck on his desk in his office at the club. A meaningless release that wasn’t ever going anywhere. But in a relationship, no.

      “I was at the club, catching up on shit. Then had a couple of drinks with Jack and Andre.” He paused as he removed his light jacket and tossed it over a bar stool that was tucked under the breakfast bar. He placed his holster on his jacket, then locked his gun in a safe under the bar in the great room, adding his wallet as well. He’d never before been this conscientious, but he didn’t want a loaded gun around Emma. He made it seem like a routine of his, locking up the valuables at the end of the day. She probably saw through his silly ruse the first time he did it and was humouring him.

      Emma was wringing her hands in front of her, beautiful in a simple shift of a dress, no shoes, no makeup, her hair in disarray. She was enticing and he missed her body, wanted her in his arms, his cock deep inside her.

      He sighed. “You should be in bed.”

      She disagreed with a shake of her head.  “I’m always asleep when you get home. And then you sleep in late and leave before we get a chance to talk. I want to spend some time with you.”

      He crossed the floor until he was standing in front of her, running his fingers down the side of her head, outlining her ear, tugging at her earlobe. “Are you lonely? Mira’s been planning to visit. I’ll see if she’s available.” Jack’s wife kept asking after Emma, and Rob kept putting her off, thinking Emma needed more time to heal before family swooped in.

      “I don’t want Mira. I don’t need you to find friends for me.” She pouted as she crossed her arms. “I want you.” She hesitated, then blurted, “Why, Rob? Why won’t you touch me? Am I that disgusting now?”

      Rob groaned as he pulled Emma into his arms. “Baby, you’ll always be beautiful to me. I want to give you time. I don’t know if you’re ready.”

      Emma flattened her palms against Rob’s chest. “How will we know if we don’t try. I miss you Rob. I want you.”

      “I want you too, Hula. Only you. There will never be another woman as long as we’re together. The rest of our lives. I promise.”

      Tears sparked in her eyes as she pressed up on her toes and gently kissed his mouth. “Can we go to bed?”

      Rob swallowed. She seemed so fragile and he worried he’d hurt her, which he was doing anyway by keeping his distance. But what else could he do? He had to avoid her, or he’d go mad. She was that perfect, so tempting and it spoke to his basest desires. What if he lost control?

      He studied her face, her eyes filled with need and decided he could do this, be a kind lover, a gentle lover. He swallowed her hand up in his and led her to the bedroom, switching lights out as they went. Even at night, the bedroom was lit by the lights of Vegas, enough that they could see each other.

      He turned her and unzipped her shift, drawing it off her shoulders and letting it pool at her feet, then kissed her neck as he unhooked her bra and drew it down her arms. He stepped back and ripped off his T-shirt, kicked off his shoes. When he was stripped bare, he led Emma to the bed and pulled down the covers, drawing her panties off before helping her under the covers. He slipped in next to her and pulled her tightly into his arms.

      Stay gentle, he repeated to himself as he kissed her mouth, his tongue accepting her invitation to take more and sliding inside. Not frantic, like he would’ve been before. He would make love to his woman, as a man, not a beast.

      He kissed his way to her breasts and skimmed his fingers over the mounds. The bite mark from the rape was still healing, raised bumps that might never go away. He moved his hand from the scar tissue and softly touched her nipples as she lay under him, her hands tightening in his hair as he kissed each one tenderly.

      Too soon, he thought as she tensed under him. His hand slid over her belly and teased her folds, drawing a finger through them, touching her clit, circling as she gasped and clutched his shoulders. “Let me touch you,” she whispered.

      “No, babe. You don’t have to.” He continued teasing her clit, testing her for readiness by slipping a finger into her vagina. He groaned.

      She was so tight, so warm and deliciously wet.

      “Are you sure?” he whispered.

      “Yes.” Her voice was tight, and Rob thought he should shut things down. She was doing this for him, worried he would seek relief in another woman’s arms. But despite his good intentions, he didn’t want to stop. He missed her body, missed everything about her. It had to happen eventually and was a good test of the waters. He reminded himself that he’d stop if she wanted him to.

      He inched inside her, careful to let her adjust to him. As he filled her, he propped himself up, so his full weight wasn’t pressing her into the mattress. Her breathless gasps urged him on and he gently pumped, watching her face, making sure she was okay.

      Her knees hugged his hips to take him more fully and he almost came as he sank into her balls deep.

      “I won’t last long, Hula.”

      She arched up against him, as if to help him finish. She wants this over. Rob started to pull out, but she clutched at him. “Don’t,” she rasped as she thrust up against him.

      His control was tightly strung as he increased the tempo of his thrusts until his balls tightened and he found his release. He shuddered as he dropped on her body. She was everything to him, but so fragile. When he had his breath back, he searched her face. “You didn’t come,” he said.

      “I couldn’t, there wasn’t—”

      “It’s okay, baby,” he cut her off. “I understand.”

      He rolled to the side, cradling her body within his arms. She snuggled into him and he watched as she closed her eyes and her breathing evened out, before closing his own.

      As he drifted off, he realized his main emotion was guilt. Guilt that she hadn’t enjoyed the sex, guilt that he didn’t either. Guilt that he wanted more from her. Guilt that he was such a bastard.
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      Emma slept until almost 10am and woke somewhat refreshed. She rolled to her back to check on Rob, but his side of the bed was empty. She sighed. He was in the shower if the pitter patter of what sounded like raindrops was any indication.

      She drew a hand down her body to her folds, running a finger through the evidence of Rob’s passion the night before, touching her clit and circling it while keeping one ear on the sounds in the bathroom. She didn’t want Rob to catch her masturbating. He seemed so vulnerable right now and she thought it would hurt his ego to find her pleasuring herself.

      But he hadn’t satisfied her last night. He wasn’t generally a tender lover and he had no idea how to be one, which was fine with her, because she didn’t want a lover. She loved how hard Rob used her. She craved the bruising pinches, his hand on her throat, his strength holding her down as he fucked her like she was being punished. She needed him to spank her, hurt her, possess her. She wanted to feel safe and she had, before…. She believed in him, in his regard for her, in his need for her. But last night was like drinking weak, tepid tea.

      Her thoughts weren’t helping lead her to release and so she stopped touching herself, trailing her fingers up her body, stopping at her nipples, tweaking each one before throwing the covers aside and sitting up.

      She gazed down to her thighs. She was getting soft, not enough exercise these past few weeks, and the lethargy she had been feeling was beginning to dissipate, which worried her. Without the numbness, her emotions were starting to escape. She traced a fading bruise above her knee and thought she should look in a mirror, look at her body, see how bad it was.

      Her stomach twisted at the thought of bearing Tyler’s marks on her. Bruises faded, scrapes healed, but he’d bitten her too. The deepest one was on her breast and had needed to be stitched closed. She shut her eyes and touched it, tracing over the bumps, her stomach churning. If it scarred, she would get it fixed or fix it herself. Cut it off her.

      She shuddered at the thought of gouging into her breast with a knife and realized that there were emotional aftereffects of the trauma that she hadn’t yet dealt with. Maybe she did need help, but a counsellor? No. What she needed was for Rob to love her the way he used to. Not whatever last night was.

      The pelting of the shower ended, and she listened as Rob moved around the bathroom. Maybe she should throw herself at him, tell him to fuck her hard. Maybe she should challenge him in a way that would anger him. That would make him irritated enough to treat her like a woman and not some delicate piece of china.

      Not yet, though. She wanted him to leave so she could think, plan, decide what to do.

      She slipped into a kimono and left the bedroom, starting the brewer and staring at it until the water heated. As she stuffed a pod into it, Rob came out of the bedroom, dressed in black – jeans that hung a little loose, but tight enough to show off the big bulge at the apex of his thighs. His T-shirt stretched across his chest and amplified his biceps, his still wet hair tousled and sexy, his face sporting whiskers, not quite a beard, but the lust-inducing shadow that made her skin tingle.

      She stared at him, her mouth slightly open, her stomach twisting in desire, her sweet spot throbbing between her legs. She wanted him so badly. She wanted him to turn her over his knee and redden her ass, she wanted him to force her to her knees and shove his cock down her throat, she wanted him to bend her over the table and take her hard.

      He caught her eye and offered a grim smile as he made his way to the safe. “Morning, Hula,” he said, his gruff growl draping over her like silk, causing a shiver as it caressed her breasts, her nipples, her pussy.

      “Morning.” She tried to sound casual, but the word came out quick and breathless. “Do you want a coffee?”

      Rob shook his head, his attention on the shoulder holster as he strapped it on. “I’ve got a meeting with Jack at the club and if I don’t head out now, I’ll be late.” He walked over to her and gently wrapped his arms around her waist, the palms of his hands resting lightly on the top of her ass. “I’ll try to be home early tonight. Maybe we could eat dinner together?”

      Emma nodded as her eyes strayed to his perfect set of lips, not dominating his face, but at the same time, full and inviting. “That would be nice.”

      He leaned towards her and kissed her forehead. “Last night was nice.”

      Emma dragged her lower lip between her teeth and tried to keep the horror off her face as he released her. He kissed her forehead? Last night was nice? Was he insane? “It was.” Wow, she was the queen of clever with that comeback.

      “How about we plan dinner for 8pm? Order something from Cucina’s. They do an amazing lasagna.”

      “Okay.” Emma followed him to the door, clasping and unclasping her hands, already thinking about what to do to get his attention.

      He turned to her as he shrugged into his light jacket to conceal his gun. “I’ll see you later.” He pinched her chin and tipped her face up to his, kissing her lightly on the lips and then he was gone.

      “Fuck,” Emma whispered as she stalked back to the kitchen and picked up her coffee cup. This had to stop, his kid-glove treatment was making her crazy. His careful handling of her was destroying the little confidence she had left. Why didn’t he understand that she wanted him back?

      She wandered to the window, her favourite window, staring down at the strip as she drank her coffee. Another day alone in this cold castle in the sky. She was going insane, Rob treating her like she was broken, avoiding her.

      For the first time in her life, her need for stimulation surpassed her desire to be alone. Maybe that was part of the problem between Rob and her. She needed to show that she was healing, strong enough to rejoin the world, so that he could be himself without thinking she would break.

      She couldn’t do anything about Rob until tonight, but she sure as hell could go downstairs and check out the main floor. She’d never been in a casino before. In Hawaii, gambling was illegal and in Vancouver, she didn’t have money to waste. Also, it had simply never occurred to her that it might be a thing to do. But here, the casino was an elevator ride away. She’d explore it, take a stroll on the strip, maybe lunch in one of the restaurants, then stop by Cucina’s and arrange for dinner.

      Yes, over dinner, she’d tell him what she did that day. Then he would see she was ready for everything he had to offer.

      Excitement spurred her to gulp her coffee down and hit the shower. She dressed quickly, a short summery skirt, a pretty pink sleeveless blouse and flat sandals. She picked up her purse, made sure she had her wallet, cell phone, sunglasses and access card, then left the suite. It wasn’t until she was in the elevator that her heart began pounding and her face felt hot.

      Self-doubt set in as she gasped for air. It was crazy, what she was doing. Going out alone in a city she didn’t know, hadn’t ever visited. What if she got lost? What if someone grabbed her? Took her, hurt her?

      Her throat tightened and her breath got caught. It was all she could do to stumble out of the elevator when the doors opened on the main floor. Thank god there was a locked down elevator lobby that only a select few could access. No one would see her distress. She rested her forehead against the cool wall next to the elevator, letting it soothe her.

      After she got her breath back, she turned and faced the door looming before her. The door that would take her out into the noisy, busy world. This was Rob’s casino and she was his. Surely, she’d be safe if she stayed in the building. She didn’t need to do everything at once. Today she would simply wander the hotel lobby, peek in the restaurants and other shops, check out the casino, maybe even try out a slot machine.

      Feeling back in control, she inhaled deeply, yanked open the secure door and stepped through it. There were two men at the security desk, one seated behind it, the other leaning on the counter, talking to one another. She shrank as their heads shot up at her entrance, hard quizzical expressions, checking her out.

      Be brave, Emma. These guys work for Rob.

      She walked up to them on unsteady legs, a false smile glued to her face. “Hello. How are you both today?” She used her practiced secretary voice, greeting the men pleasantly.

      “Ms. Hawthorne,” the seated security guard said. He was the man Rob had introduced her to as James when she first arrived. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

      She scrubbed at the back of her head, then stopped, realizing she was picking up Rob’s habit when he was agitated. “I was getting stir-crazy and thought I’d come downstairs and look around. I haven’t had a chance to spend any time down here.”

      James stood then, throwing a narrow glance at his colleague. “Perhaps it would be better if you had Mr. Creed show you around.”

      “Why?” Something about his challenging tone pricked at her. “Surely I’m safe in Rob’s casino.”

      “Of course, you are. But Mr. Creed wouldn’t want you down here unaccompanied.”

      “He’s too busy to accompany me.”

      The other security guard finally spoke. “I’ll accompany you then.”

      Fuckkkkkkkk! She mustered all the authority she possessed, which wasn’t much. “Thank you, but I prefer to be alone.”

      She turned from them and took a step, then another, waiting to see if they would restrain her. When she was several feet from them, she took a quick look back. They were watching her, but neither had moved from their original spots. They were going to leave her alone, she thought and felt a surge of pride and confidence, which lasted exactly six seconds before the noise, lights, and hoards of people overwhelmed her.

      Legs shaking, she stumbled to a plush chair that was positioned in the hotel lobby and sank into it. She needed a few minutes to get used to everything – that’s all she needed. She’d not experienced anything like this, the crackle of energy in the air, clanging slot machines and dancing lights emanating from the entrance of the casino. Boisterous voices that skirted the social norms of public behaviour. But here, it seemed okay to laugh loudly, shout across the room, stand in groups that forced others to go around them.

      She stayed for several minutes arguing with herself about whether to explore or go back to the penthouse. How could she prove to Rob that she was okay if she chickened out now? She needed to get up and go into the casino, smile at people, maybe even have a drink.

      Yes, a drink. A glass of wine would help with the nerves.

      She stood, her heart still jumping in her chest, but she forged ahead anyway, stealing into the casino, skirting people, straightening her spine and keeping her focus forward. In a way, these were all Rob’s clients and she knew how to deal with clients, even the worst of them.

      She spotted a bar and beelined towards it, finding a small table and sitting on the comfortable chair. A barmaid materialized almost immediately and dropped a menu on the table. “Hi!” Lacy, according to her name tag, smiled widely. “How are you today?”

      Emma returned Lacy’s smile with a grateful one of her own. Even if this was the expected level of customer service, it felt nice to see a friendly face. “I’m good, but I need something to drink. I usually drink wine but I think I want something more cooling and maybe stronger.” No maybe about it. She glanced around like she was doing something naughty, but no one was paying attention to her. At least no one who looked like they were about to grab her and drag her back up to the suite.

      “Our special today is a Long Island Iced Tea.”

      Iced tea sounded good to Emma. “I’ve never had one, but I’m feeling brave, so sure, I’ll have that.”

      “Yes!” Lacy fist pumped into the air. “Wish I could join you.” She pushed the food menu towards Emma and headed away to another table. “I’ll be right back with the drink,” she called over her shoulder.

      I wish you could join me too. Emma settled into her chair and glanced at the two-sided menu, then set it back on the table. She didn’t want food. That was a problem too – her lack of appetite was still an issue. When she was numb, she didn’t think to eat, and when her emotions overwhelmed her, the thought of food made her nauseas. But she also wasn’t active, so less food needed and all that shit.

      Lacy returned with the drink and set it on the table. “Do you want to order anything from the kitchen?”

      Emma shook her head as she picked up the drink and took a careful sip through the straw. “Maybe later.” Her taste buds lit up like a jackpot-winning slot machine and she took another bigger drink. “This is really good.”

      “I know, right?” Lacy smiled widely before heading back to the bar to pick up another drink order.

      Emma smiled at Lacy’s retreating figure as she sipped at her cocktail. The alcohol was rushing straight to her head and she felt lighter and freer than she had in days. Even before….

      Maybe her problem was that she was too uptight, always trying to stay in control of everything. Maybe Lisle was right – maybe she did have a stick up her ass. She giggled as she imagined it, then took another drink. She wanted another of these drinks, maybe two more. Then she’d be ready to face the world.

      She sucked at the bottom of the empty glass with her straw, making that rude slurpy noise, loud enough to draw Lacy’s attention. “Want another?” Lacy asked as she scooped up Emma’s empty glass.

      Emma nodded. “I do. They’re amazing.”

      Lacy touched her tongue to her lips. “They do have quite a lot of alcohol, so maybe you should drink them slower.”

      Emma nodded, an exaggerated smile on her face. “That’s good advice. I’m a bit of a lightweight.”

      “Have you had anything to eat since breakfast?”

      Emma shook her head and leaned towards the barmaid. “I haven’t eaten at all today,” she confessed.

      “You should eat.”

      Emma frowned, thinking about Lacy’s advice. The woman was right, she should eat. “Okay. I’ll have the poke bowl then.” Why not? When in Las Vegas, eat like a Hawaiian.

      “Good choice,” Lacy said as she left to place the order. A few minutes later she returned with Emma’s drink.

      “Thank you,” Emma murmured as she took a swallow of drink number two. It was every bit as good as the first drink. She took another long sip, then glanced up as a good-looking man approached her table.

      “Hello, lovely lady,” he said with a charming smile. “I couldn’t help but notice you’re alone. I wonder if I might break bread with you.” He pulled the adjacent chair out and sat before Emma could invite him.

      She giggled as she set her glass on the table. “You’re a stranger.”

      “I’m Garth. And you are?”

      “Emma.” She held out her hand and he gave it a solid shake.

      “Now we’re not strangers.” He grinned as Lacy approached him with a small frown.

      “Everything okay here?” she asked Emma directly.

      Emma nodded. “We’re going to dine together. Garth and I.”

      “No, you’re fucking not!” A deep voice pierced the noise of the casino.

      Emma looked up to see Rob towering over her and Garth, his glare enough to frighten the Greek Gods. “Rob! You’ve come for lunch.” Emma noticed Andre standing a few feet back from Rob and gave him a small wave.

      Garth stared open-mouthed at Rob, then glanced at Emma as he scrambled to stand. “I didn’t realize…,” he stammered. “She’s your…?”

      Rob turned his hard expression on Garth. “Yeah. She’s mine. Off-limits. Don’t even fucking look at her again or I’ll cut your eyes out.”

      Garth nodded several times as he backed up, then turned and fled.

      “That was rude, Rob,” Emma said with a frown, at least she thought it was a frown. Her face felt numb. She reached for her drink, but Rob snatched it from her hand.

      “How many of these has she had?” he snarled at Lacy.

      “Don’t be mean to her,” Emma interjected, looking up at Rob with a scowl.

      “This is her second.” Lacy’s voice was extremely subservient. “She’s also ordered some food, which will be out shortly.”

      “Cancel it.” Rob pulled Emma to her feet so quickly she got dizzy and had to lean into him for support.

      He smelled delicious, coffee and the slight odor of smoke. Andre had been smoking his cigars near Rob. She buried her nose in his chest and inhaled deeply.

      “What are you doing?” Rob growled as he wrapped his large hand around her upper-arm and propelled her out of the casino.

      Wasn’t it obvious? “Sniffing you.”

      Rob narrowed his eyebrows. “I meant, what are you doing in the casino, in the bar drinking?”

      “Oh.” She trotted along beside him as he strode past the security desk. She gave the guard a quick wave before Rob pushed her through the door of the elevator lobby and then into the waiting elevator. “I wanted to see what everything looked like.”

      “Now?” He punched at the PH button. “Why didn’t you ask me. I would have taken you.”

      Emma shrugged. “You’re busy. I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “Fuck!” Rob scrubbed at the back of his head as the elevator ascended. “And the drinking?”

      Rob’s pissiness was ruining the nice buzz she had going on. “I was overwhelmed by everything and thought a drink or two would help to settle me.” She shrugged dismissively. “It was just a drink.”

      The elevator doors opened to the penthouse lobby. Rob swiped them through the entrance door. “If you have to drink to manage something as simple as being in a casino, you’re not ready to be out on your own.”

      Emma stomped into the living room and threw her purse down on the sofa, then turned to face Rob. “Don’t you lecture me! I’m going insane up here all by myself. I don’t have to clean or cook or do anything. I need a job or something.”

      “You have a job!” He waved towards the French doors of the study. “I’ve given you the contact information for a decorator so you can change this place to suit us. Why haven’t you called her?”

      “Because…,” Emma sputtered. “Because this doesn’t feel permanent.”

      A frown creased Rob’s forehead as he stepped up to Emma, staring aggressively down at her. “What the fuck does that mean?” He wasn’t exactly yelling, but the rasp of his voice forced chills down Emma’s spine.

      “I don’t know!” Emma ran a hand down her arm to warm herself. “We’re both different now. And neither of us is happy. So what’s the point?”

      His face froze for a second, before it reddened. “Here’s the point.” His voice was menacing as he crowded her. “You belong to me. That’s nonnegotiable. We’re forever and whatever problems you think we’re having, we’ll work through.” He pointed a finger at her. “You got that?”

      Emma licked her dry lips as she swallowed. It felt good to hear the words, but she still doubted the survival of the relationship. “Yes,” she said, her voice small and hushed.

      He paced away as he ran his fingers through his hair, then turned back to her. “You are never to be alone with another man who isn’t me unless I expressly give you permission. Do you understand?” This time he was shouting, fury rolling off him in hot waves.

      “I didn’t invite him to–”

      “You also didn’t tell him to fuck off, did you?” He towered over her, reaching for her, then stopping himself, fists curling as he dropped his arms to his sides. “You don’t go outside of this suite unless I know about it. You never go out without a bodyguard with you. Not even to fucking buy a cup of coffee.” He paused as he took a step backward. “You don’t talk to other men, you don’t smile at them. You don’t even look at them.”

      Emma sucked in a breath. He’d come close to grabbing her, shaking her. Why did he stop? Why? “You’re not being fair.”

      Rob glared at her, his dark eyes glinting. “No fucking kidding. I have enemies that would love to get their hands on a sweet piece of ass like yours. Use your fucking head! Randall Scott killed Amber, he almost killed you. Look what happened to you!”

      Emma sucked in her breath. “What happened to me wasn’t my fault!”

      “No, that’s on me.” He stabbed a finger to his chest. “I fucking got you raped and drugged and beaten to a pulp.” He moved closer to her, his face so near to hers, she could feel his warm breath. “It will never fucking happen again. You don’t follow my rules, I’ll fucking lock you up!”

      This time Emma backed up to give herself some space. “Fine!” she snarled in frustration. “I’ll be your good fucking obedient piece of cornbread. Anything you fucking want, anything to get you to stop feeling guilty!”

      He took a step towards her, then stopped, his face red, his lips a tight slash. “You pulled me out of an important meeting with your recklessness. I gotta go mend some fences.” He headed to the entrance then stopped, turned back to her. “I’ll be back for dinner at 8. You want something to do? Order the food, open a fucking bottle of wine and get the table set.” He was at the door before he stopped again, hand on the doorknob. “And call the fucking decorator,” he bellowed. “Set up an appointment and get this place in order.”

      Emma flinched as he slammed the door, red hot anger surging through her. How dare he threaten to lock her up, force her to stay? Not that she wanted to go, but his possessiveness was ridiculous.

      She paced the condo, fuming about his arrogance, his high-handedness. About his refusal to touch her. She hadn’t missed how he reached for her, then stopped himself. Before… he would have curled his hands around her arms and shaken her. Before… he would have forced her over his knee and spanked her, then fucked her. Before… before… before….

      She returned to the bedroom and stared at her face in the mirror. It wasn’t hideous anymore, it was normal. She was pretty again, and he wanted her, planned to keep her, but why? The guilt? It was definitely guilt he was feeling that he hadn’t protected her.

      She didn’t have the capacity to untangle his emotional mess, she was still drowning in her own and she couldn’t get better until the one man in the world she loved started treating her like a woman instead of a delicate broken doll.

      She thumped down on the bed and closed her eyes. At least he yelled at her, she thought. At least he stopped being toothache-inducing sweet. That anger was good, she’d heard the jealousy in his voice, saw the passion in his eyes. Yeah, maybe that was how to do it. Do something to tip him over the edge, something so outrageous, he’d have to discipline her.

      A smile grew on her lips as she thought. Yeah, she knew exactly what to do.
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      Rob was still fuming when he got home. It was 7pm, but he wanted to shower, wanted to check to make sure Emma was okay. Yeah, he was angry, but also feeling guilty at how he’d shouted at her, mocked her, threatened her. She was fragile, that was clear. She couldn’t even manage being in the casino on her own without drinking herself into a stupor. The thought of Garth, his floor manager, sitting with her raised his blood pressure again until he remembered how vulnerable Emma was. Fuck! He was stuck in a tug-of-war of emotion.

      The penthouse was eerily quiet as he entered, but then how else would it sound? It was big and there were so many places Emma could hide, but he found her easily, sitting in what appeared to be her favourite chair, next to the large window overlooking the Strip. Her legs were curled under her and she had a notebook on her lap, a pencil between her teeth. She twisted her head around to see him and when he met her eyes, he knew she was as angry as he.

      “Is dinner on its way?” he asked, ensuring there was ample chill in his tone.

      She nodded, the corners of her lips turning down in a pretty frown. “Yep. Dinner’s ordered, table’s set, wine is chilling and the decorator, Abigail something, will meet with me day after tomorrow. Here of course. Is there a process of letting security know that she’s coming?” Her tone was even icier than his.

      “Call down to them and let them know who and when. Someone will escort her upstairs and stay with you until she leaves.”

      Emma gave him an eyeroll as she uncurled from her chair. “I’m sure she’s harmless, and even if she isn’t, I’m pretty good with a pair of scissors. I could take her.”

      Rob was shocked at her black humour. “That’s not funny.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” she murmured, pushing the edges of his patience. Not such a good idea given his foul mood. He might forget how delicate she was.

      He slipped off his light jacket and walked through his usual ritual of locking up his gun and wallet, then poured himself a shot of bourbon and swallowed it down. “Do you want a drink or are you too hungover?”

      She stomped to the bar and grabbed two wineglasses. “I can get my own drink, thank you. I’m not helpless.” She smelled delicious as she stalked by him and disappeared into the dining room. Despite his mood, his dick tingled its appreciation.

      He traced her path and watched as she poured a generous amount of white wine from an open bottle. She took a deep swallow as she stared challengingly into his eyes.

      He held her gaze for a few seconds, waiting for her to drop her eyes, but she refused to. It was going to be like that, was it? She was trying to top, silly little thing. Maybe he revealed too much about his feelings this afternoon. Maybe she thought she had the upper hand because of his guilt. Fuck, he wished he could crawl inside her brain and figure out where her head was at.

      “I need to shower,” he said bluntly and left her to her wine.

      After his shower, he felt a hundred times better. He donned a clean T-shirt and a loose pair of sweats, thinking he might work out after dinner since it was unlikely the chill between him and Emma would thaw enough to spend a pleasant evening together.

      Dinner arrived while he’d been cleaning up and Emma had it laid out on the table, a steaming platter of cheesy lasagna with a savoury meat and tomato sauce, a garden salad with a light vinaigrette and another chilled bottle of white wine, vintage and quality unknown because he only drank the shit with a meal when he was forced to, like now.

      “Did you order dessert?” he asked as he seated himself across the table from Emma and dropped a napkin on his lap.

      He didn’t like her choice of seating arrangement, would have preferred being at the head of the table with Emma to his left, but how would she know that? Three weeks in Vegas and before tonight, they had not shared a meal in the dining room. No wonder they were fighting.

      “I didn’t. I can if you wish it.” Emma watched as he scooped a slice of the lasagna onto her plate.

      As he served himself, he shook his head. “No, but it might be good for you to eat a few extra calories.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop himself.

      Emma tilted her head and narrowed her eyes, spearing him with her anger. “Am I not attractive enough anymore?”

      Well, he did step into it. “You’re beautiful to me.” He placed the serving fork into the lasagna pan and shoved the salad bowl towards her. “Have some salad.”

      She glanced at the bowl like it was filled with shit. “That won’t fatten me up.”

      He bit the inside of his cheek to keep him from unloading his wrath on her. “I’m worried about your health.” He dropped each word like they were bullets as he attacked his lasagna, shoveling a forkful into his mouth.

      She took a small bite of her lasagna, then washed it down with a gulp of wine.

      “It’s good,” he said out of the side of his mouth as he chewed another bite.

      She shrugged carelessly and took another long drink of her wine. “I’ve had better.” She fisted the handle of her fork until it was vertical to the lasagna and stabbed at it with the tines, over and over again. Her other arm rested on the table, her posture was slouched, and her eyes were focused on the food she was trying to kill.

      Rob dropped his fork and crossed his arms as he sat back in his chair. While he and refinement were rarely used in the same sentence, he had never seen Emma like this. She was acting like a petulant, spoiled child, trying to goad him.

      It was working. “Eat the fucking lasagna!” he exploded, his fist crashing down on the table, rattling the dishes and making her jump.

      She straightened her spine and pursed her lips, impaling him with a glare. He watched with satisfaction as she very deliberately gathered up a large forkful of the meat sauce and lifted it towards her mouth. Then she paused dramatically, turned the fork so the handle was facing towards him and flicked the tines like a catapult. The tomato sauce hurled towards his face, so fast and unexpected that he didn’t duck in time. She smirked as the missile of food landed squarely on his forehead, the sauce splattering on his face, into his wet hair, and even a bit in his eyes.

      Fuck that! He grabbed a napkin and swiped at his face, unchecked fury searing him. Her grin turned to surprise when he abruptly shoved his chair back and shot to his feet.

      She jumped up too, so fast she knocked her chair over, the loud crash competing with her high, “Oh no!”

      He was already part-way around the table, barrelling down on her. Realizing the danger, she shrieked and spun around, racing away from him, to the other side of the table.

      “Stop right now, Emmaline. If you run, you’ll only make it worse.” She ignored him and bolted from the dining room.

      “Make what worse?” she shouted. “What are you going to do, Robert? Make love to me to until I’m reformed?”

      Whoa, the little devil was taunting him. “You don’t stop, I’ll make you sorry you were born!”

      “I already am!” she yelled as she raced down the hall and into the billiards room, to the opposite side of the pool table, stopping to catch her breath, her body taut, ready to dart left or right depending on his trajectory.

      Smart girl, he thought. Not letting him corner her, keeping the table between them. But she was fooling herself if she thought she could beat him. One little hula girl wasn’t going to outsmart him. He’d catch her and then….

      And then… what? What would he do about her unacceptable behaviour? He couldn’t let her get away with thinking that he would tolerate her childishness. And she threw food at him. No one on this fucking earth would dare to do that to him – anyone else would be dead by now.

      She feinted left and then tried to go right as if that would fool him. Silly little spawn of Satan. “Stop running, Emma,” he growled. “You think I’m going to let you get away with throwing food at me? The more time you take to submit, the harder and longer the punishment.”

      She curled her lip and sneered. Yup, actually dared to sneer at him. “I don’t think you have it in you.”

      He feinted left and she reacted by taking a few steps in the opposite direction. “Then why are you running?”

      He caught her brief look of surprise, before she masked it. “Because it’s fun to watch you get all growly.” Another fucking dig that she would pay for.

      Regrettably, he had no choice; he was about to ruin the felt on the pool table. He vaulted up onto it with one arm and she shrieked trying to run past him, but he snagged her shirt and hung on as he dropped down next to her. She struggled out of the blouse, but she was too slow, and he grabbed her from behind, one arm circling her shoulders and pressing her to him, the other holding her shirt.

      “Let go of me,” she cried, struggling in his grip, fingernails digging into the flesh on his arms as she twisted her body and kicked back at him with her feet.

      He dropped her shirt and picked her up, throwing her over his shoulder and hauling her to her favourite chair, seating himself, then pushing her down over his knees. She was going to fucking get the spanking of her life. He wished he had his belt, but maybe his hand was better. He couldn’t lose himself as easily in his fury and damage her.

      “You sonofabitch!” She flailed as he pressed down on the small of her back.

      He yanked her skirt down her legs and over her feet. Beautiful thighs begging for a swat. “Submit now because I’ll spank you until you do.”

      “Fuck you,” she snarled between clenched teeth.

      “We’ll see about that.” He struggled with her wild kicks, then landed a hard blow on her ass cheek.

      She bucked. “Ow! No!”

      “Are you kidding me? You’ve done so many things, I don’t even know where to start.” He pulled her panties past her ass, pretty pink lace that made his cock tingle. It wasn’t enough to pull them down, he wanted more, so he ripped them off and tossed them on the floor.

      “Ow!” She bucked from his aggression and his cock swelled.

      “Stop thrashing!” he commanded, though he didn’t really want her to. This was going to be perfect. A punishment like never before, because the woman on his knees was unlike any other woman he’d ever met. She was perfect.

      Amber’s face flashed in his mind, forcing his hand to freeze on the upswing, feeling himself disconnect, her memory resting peacefully inside him. It’s time to let go, he thought as he brought his hand crashing down on Emma’s ass.

      “Stop!” she shrieked and bounced wildly, bringing her hands back to cover her ass. Forcing his focus back to the wild woman on his lap.

      He leaned over her, his mouth to her ear. “Put your hands and feet on the floor and stop wiggling or I’ll take you into the bedroom where my belt is.”

      “I won’t,” Emma seethed as she tried to twist her body off his lap. He released her and she fell with a thud to the floor, glaring up at him for all of a second before he snatched her up and carried her, wriggling and protesting, into the bedroom.

      He slammed the door behind them, then threw her on the bed and turned to his closet, grabbing the first tie he saw. No rope, no cuffs, nothing else of use. Fucking Jack didn’t know how to set up a proper bedroom.

      Emma was already standing, heading to the door, when he caught her around the waist. “Poor little lamb,” he whispered into her ear. “You’re not going to be able to sit down for a week.”

      He shoved her down on the bed and grappled with her. She was a wild woman, striking at him, fighting him and by the time he had her wrists secured and tied to the headboard, he was winded, which made his admiration of her grow. He could beat a man to death and his pulse wouldn’t get above resting rate, but this… her. Fuck, it was exciting.

      She yelled at him, making threats of her own as she struggled with the tie, yanking at it, making the headboard shake. He swatted her ass and then returned to the closet, grabbing two more ties, wrapping one around each of her ankles and tying them to the posts on the footboard.

      When she was spread out before him, he stepped back and gazed at her. She was so beautiful, and he wished she’d stop yelling so he could take a moment to appreciate her silky flesh, her fine bones, the soft citrus scent from the soap and shampoo she used.

      “Let me the fuck up!”

      He sighed as he adjusted himself. He was going to belt the living hell out of her, then he was going to fuck her until she was begging him to let her come. And maybe he would or maybe he wouldn’t.

      He pulled the belt from the loop of the jeans he’d discarded before his shower and snapped it as he doubled it in half. The mattress gave under his weight as he kneeled on it and brought his lips to her neck. Maybe he should fuck her first. But no. She earned this punishment and he would give it to her. She needed to understand she was his, that he had rules, demanded respect.

      As he left lingering kisses on her neck and the top of her spine, she shivered and moaned, her struggles fading. He laid the belt on her back, then unsnapped her bra. It was the last item of clothing between him and all her nakedness. He shoved the straps up her arms, then wrapped the bra around her wrists, binding it overtop the tie. Heated lust fired through him as he caressed her silky skin, her defined shoulders, the smoothness of her back, her angel wings. He slid his hands under her body, to her chest, palming her breasts, tightening his grip around the firm mounds.

      He heard her deep intake of breath and he chuckled as he played with her nipples until she was squirming under his hands. Then he pulled away and picked up the belt. “Thirty strokes, Hula. Count them.”

      The moment was broken. “I will not!” she spat as she turned her head towards the direction of his voice.

      He stayed out of her line of sight. It was better that she couldn’t anticipate the lashes. He arced the belt in the air and landed a soft blow on her ass. “Fuck!” she shrieked as she bucked.

      “That one doesn’t qualify because you didn’t count it. Neither will the next or the next. Not until you start counting.”

      “No,” Emma moaned as she thrashed. “Please, Rob. I’m sorry. I’ll be good.”

      “Yes, you will,” he agreed with a small amount of satisfaction. “Especially after thirty strokes. And when you understand why you’re being spanked.” He slapped the belt down again, this time on her thighs, slightly below her ass where the flesh was most tender.

      “Oh god,” Emma moaned.

      “Count,” Rob insisted.

      “One!” she shouted aggressively. “Goddamn one!”

      “Oh baby.” Rob landed another blow. “We’re starting over. No swearing, no yelling. You’ll use a respectful tone.”

      “One,” she whispered as she bucked.

      “Better.” Hearing her count helped Rob stay attuned to her breathing, helped him gauge the level of distress she was in. He landed three more soft blows.

      “Oh god. Please.” She tried to move her ass away. Then, “Two, three, four.” Breathlessly.

      “Good girl,” he grunted as he landed a series of blows, pausing between each one so she could count. He was rock hard and pulsing.

      He’d never questioned why spanking his woman turned him on, he thought it was a primal thing. A man’s desire to dominate. And his woman, tied to the posts, laid out naked. He wanted to be inside of her. But the strokes of leather on her ass were for him as much as they were for her. The steady, measured belting helped centre and calm him so he could fuck her without rage or anger. So he could give back to her what he took from her.

      By the time Emma counted the twentieth, she was sobbing into the bedding, her voice whispered, contrite, the apologies falling from her mouth each time he landed a blow.

      He thought of stopping and giving her a break, but then he remembered what she’d done. Mocked him, insulted him, threw food at him. It was unacceptable. He brought the belt down repeatedly until they were at stroke 25.

      “I’m so sorry,” Emma wailed after she announced the count.

      He leaned over her, his hot breath on her ear. “Why are you sorry, Hula? Tell me.”

      “I hit you with food. I shouldn’t have,” she hiccoughed.

      “What else?” He straightened up and hit her again, this time harder than any of the previous blows. The last five were meant to be the worst.

      “Twenty-six,” she sobbed. “I ran from you.”

      “Yes, you did.” He rubbed her ass cheeks, massaging the redness of them, listening to her moans as he dug his fingers into the flesh. He brought the belt up again and slammed it against her tender thighs. “What else?”

      “I mocked you,” she moaned and then breathily added, “Twenty-seven.”

      He agreed. “You won’t ever do that again, baby. You have something to say, you’ll find a polite way of saying it, yeah?”

      “Yes,” she mumbled. “I promise.”

      He stroked the redness of her ass with his hand, his dick so hard it could cut through concrete. “I like when you make promises.”

      “Please no more,” she begged him, her voice hoarse from her tears.

      “Three more, baby. You can take it, can’t you?”

      “I can’t!”

      He grasped the flesh of her ass and squeezed it, then lowered his fingers to her folds, running through them. She was so fucking wet, soaking and his cock jumped for joy, his balls strained. If he didn’t fuck her soon, he was going to come in his pants. Now that would be mock-worthy.

      He hit her ass with the belt, one cheek and then the other in rapid succession.

      She screamed. “Oh god, please, please, please.”

      “Count,” he demanded.

      “Twenty-six—”

      “No, you’ve lost count. That’s 28 and 29. Let me hear you say them.”

      She squirmed under his hand as she breathed out. “Twenty-eight, 29.”

      He grinned. “Good girl. One more.” He stood up from the bed and counted to ten. Her back tensed, her sobs increased. It was torture, making her wait, but it was his last stroke and he both wanted to keep going and stop so he could fuck her.

      “Please, Rob,” she begged as the seconds stretched to a minute. “Please finish it.”

      “Why else, Emma? I want to hear you say it. I want to know you understand my rules.”

      She struggled to keep her tears out of her voice. “I won’t go out without letting you know. I won’t be alone with men without your approval. I won’t go unescorted.”

      “You understand it’s for your security. I have enemies and they’ll use you to get to me. That’s already happened once, I won’t let it happen again. You understand that, yeah?” He waited for her to answer, the tension in him begging for release.

      Finally, she said, “I understand that I’m yours. I don’t want anyone but you. I love you. I’ll try to be good.”

      “It’s all I ask,” he said as his fingers toyed with the belt. Then he landed the final blow, harder and more vicious then all the ones before it.

      She screamed and bucked and cried.

      “Count,” Rob said dispassionately, an act to cover the boiling point he’d reached.

      “Thirty,” she sobbed. He heard the relief, the contriteness, the submissiveness.

      He threw his belt to the floor and examined her ass. Perfect red stripes that would bruise, but no broken skin. He drew a finger through her folds, teasing her wetness, then stood and stripped. Trapped in his lust, he knelt between her legs, bringing his mouth to her cunt, his tongue licking her from asshole to clit. So wet, so ready.

      “Oh god,” she moaned as he lapped at her desire. She was exquisite and he feasted on her, his eyes, his hands, his nose, his tongue until she was writhing under him. He drew her juices up to her tight little asshole and massaged it, forcing a finger into her, thrusting as she pulsed around him.

      “How’s that feel, Hula?” he whispered into her ear.

      “I don’t know,” she stuttered. “Rob please, I need you to want me.”

      He almost laughed at the irony. “You have no idea how hard you make me, baby. All the time. Every fucking time I think of you, my dick goes granite.”

      “Please, please.” She tugged at the tie around her wrists as he reached behind him and released the binding on her legs, then shoved her to her knees. A single hard thrust and he was deep inside her. She bucked at the intrusion and he forced himself to stop and let her adjust to his size, making sure she was okay with his handling of her.

      “Don’t stop,” she moaned.

      He traced a finger up her spine, then over her angel wings, his cock pulsing it’s eagerness. “You don’t get it easy, Hula. Not after the shit you pulled today.” He pulled out and plunged into her again, his fingers digging into her hips, his eyes glued to the stripes on her ass. Over and over until her voice became hoarse from crying out, until he couldn’t control himself. He slumped down on top of her, pressing her with his weight, wrapping one hand around her throat, the other in her hair as he came hard, his body shuddering, his legs boneless.

      “Fuck,” he muttered as he squeezed his eyes shut, his cock still pulsing as his balls emptied.

      Her ass was still writhing, her body trembling. She hadn’t come yet because he hadn’t let her. “Please, Rob,” she moaned.

      “Please what? You want to come?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He was a hardass prick, but it was time for her to learn. “Say it then. Say what you want. Beg for it.”

      She sucked in a breath and he waited for her to decide. Then a whispered plea. “Please. I want to come. I need to come. Please help me come.” She jerked at the tie around her wrists.

      He grinned to himself, his cock hardening in anticipation as he slipped down between her legs, his mouth on her cunt, his tongue tasting her desire. He tongued her again and again, forcing her need to build, but not letting it spill over. Not yet. She thrashed under him, moaning, gasping, begging until he relented.

      He sucked her swollen clit between his lips, and she screamed her orgasm, her entire body shuddering. As she came, he shoved two fingers inside her, feeling her pulsing as he relentlessly stroked her clit with his thumb. As he forced another screaming orgasm, he pressed his already growing dick inside her and she spasmed around him, pulling him deeper.

      “Rob,” she stuttered breathlessly.

      “I love you, Hula,” he said as he pumped into her slowly. “I would die for you. No one will ever hurt you again.”

      She was crying softly, and he pulled out, flipping her onto her back, untying her wrists as he sank back inside her warmth. He felt like he’d found his home, his purpose for being. His everything.

      “I love you too, Rob,” Emma whispered as she struggled to bring her legs up, letting him sink deeper into her. “I love you so much.”
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      Emma woke to bright sunshine streaming into the bedroom. She and Rob never got around to shutting the blackout blinds, but it didn’t matter. By the time Rob was done using her body as his playground, they were both so exhausted a train could have rumbled through the bedroom and they would have slept through it.

      She suppressed a moan as she rolled onto her back, her well-used body protesting the smallest of movements, her burning ass against the silky sheets reminding her of the pain and pleasure Rob dealt her.

      She turned again so she could watch him. He was deeply sleeping, one hand hidden behind his head, the other lying on his hard stomach. The covers had fallen down, revealing his chiselled chest, his sexy vee, his slim hips.

      Emma sucked a breath into her lungs and curled her hands to resist tracing the peaks and valleys of his six pack. Desire knotted her body, her needy clit pulsing, her stomach twisting. She wanted to taste him, she wanted to take his cock in her mouth and suck it awake.

      She pulled the covers past his hips to the top of his thighs. Even flaccid, his cock was impressive, and she shivered as she remembered how thick it grew, how full she felt when he was inside her.

      She glided down the mattress, feeling the stretch of her body, the small aches adding to her increasing excitement. The combination was almost unbearable.

      When she was eye level with his cock, she darted her tongue out and gave the rod a series of small licks, before peppering it with kisses. It started to harden, and she peeked up at Rob, but his eyes were closed, his breathing steady.

      She felt wicked doing this while he was sleeping. She was going to suck him awake – his morning surprise. It would show him that last night was not an accident, she was ready for him, all of him, everything he wanted to dish out, she was ready to take.

      Turning her attention back to his cock, she drew her tongue over his balls, examining them closely, wanting to suck them into her mouth, but thought that might jar him awake and if he jerked, she might bite him. She covered her mouth as she giggled at the thought.

      His shaft thickened as she ran her tongue up it to his hood, which she licked, then mouthed, teasing it with her tongue as she held him inside. He was expanding rapidly, and she loved the feeling of him growing in her mouth. As she circled his shaft with her hand, she moved her other hand to her pussy, drawing her growing wetness up to her clit and polishing it.

      She pulled him in as deep as she could take him, holding him at the edge of her throat and making herself convulse around him. A tug on her hair and the thrust of his hips as she withdrew told her Rob was awake.

      “You’re playing with fire, Hula,” he said, his morning voice gruff and raspy.

      She giggled around his cock, then jerked when he swatted her ass, the pain hitting her all at once, mingling with the pleasure, forcing an orgasm. She pulled her mouth off his cock and drew in a deep breath as she pulsed. “You made me come,” she said as she raised her head to look at him.

      “Did I?” His voice was a smug, lazy drawl. “Too soon?”

      She bit her lower lip and nodded. It had been too soon, she had wanted to prolong it so it would be stronger.

      “My dick wants inside of you. Climb aboard, Hula.”

      A sharp pang of desire twisted inside her as she seated herself on his cock, inch by inch until she was filled with him. She moved her hips to give her clit and the sweet spot inside her more stimulation. “I can come again.”

      “Again and again.” He ran his hands up her body, sliding over her waist, her stomach, until he was at her breasts. Her nipples hardened in anticipation as he squeezed each globe, massaging them, touching them, exploring them. His fingers traced the raised scar and he frowned.

      “Forget it,” Emma whispered as she bent over to give him a quick peck on his lips. “It’s just us.” She tried to straighten but he hugged her tightly to him, his lips ravishing hers, his greedy tongue invading her mouth as he took her over, meeting her thrusts with solid jerks of his hips.

      They slammed together like clashing cymbals until they were both breathing hard, on the brink of coming. Then he flipped her to her back, crushing her with his weight as she wrapped her legs around him. “Fuck,” he choked out as he fisted her hair.

      His dominant handling of her, the tug of pain was the tipping point. “God, I’m coming,” Emma cried, the pleasure streaking through her, a powder keg exploding, starting at her core and firing through her body.

      Her spasming set Rob off; a few hard thrusts and he let go, his growls guttural as he tightened his arms around her. He slumped down on her for a few seconds and then rolled to the side pulling her with him, kissing her passionately.

      After several minutes of cuddling and caressing, Rob drew Emma a hot bath and settled her into it before leaving to order some breakfast. The hot water was like heaven as it soothed her tired muscles and sore ass. She closed her eyes and let her mind go where it wanted to.

      The numbness that had been so prevalent these last few weeks seemed to be gone. Maybe not forever, but for now. It was the spanking, at first so painful and then somewhere in the process, it became a release. Before no longer mattered, not since last night.

      Her thoughts tumbled around as she sank deeper into the water until she was covered up to her chin. This moment, all the moments since dinner last night, were what she wanted.

      She drifted until Rob came into the bathroom. “Breakfast is here,” he said, grabbing a soft white bath sheet from a shelf and holding it open.

      She stepped from the tub and into the towel, which Rob wrapped around her body, pulling her in close, kissing her solidly. He tasted like coffee and mint. “You brushed your teeth.”

      The softness of the towel as Rob dried her was sensual against her skin. She wished he would rub lotion on her, all over her body. Another time when breakfast wasn’t waiting. “Grab a robe or come naked. We’re set up in the nook.”

      He kissed her again and steered her towards the bedroom. “Hurry up,” he said as he smacked her ass.

      She slipped on a kimono, belting it loosely, then made her way to the small glass table and two comfortable armchairs next to one of the big windows that overlooked the terrace and the small pool and jacuzzi.

      “Are you going into work today?”

      Rob grabbed her and pulled her onto his lap, holding her close to his body, making her feel safe and loved. “Nope. We’re going to spend the day together. I’ll give you a tour of the casino and shops. We’ll dine in one of the restaurants and walk the strip. Then I’ll take you to our nightclub for a drink.”

      “That sounds fun,” she mumbled as she pressed her nose against the crook of his neck and inhaled him. Her excitement grew at spending the day with Rob doing ordinary things.

      “Hula, I love you.”

      She gripped the sides of his face with her palms and smiled. “I love you too, Rob.”

      “I’m not good with words.” His hand caressed her thigh under the robe, the roughness of it on her skin making her shiver. “I want you to be happy. I want to make you happy.”

      “I know,” she whispered as she snuggled into him, resting her head on his chest.

      “I want you come to the club with me. The Dungeon, not my club. Tomorrow night. To hang out, watch some scenes. Nothing else. I want you to get a better picture of all the possibilities.”

      Emma’s stomach turned over though she wasn’t sure if it was from fear or excitement. “Okay.”

      He grinned as he nudged her to her feet and guided her to the other chair. He filled her coffee cup and placed a scoop of scrambled eggs on her plate. “I want to look after you. You’re mine, Hula and that means something. I’ll keep you safe, make you happy, I promise.”

      “I’ll try to make you happy too.”

      He gave her hand a squeeze. “You already do, Hula. You have no idea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Emma sat on the couch, her feet resting on Rob’s lap as he massaged them. Two years had passed since she’d come with him to Vegas, two years of happiness, anger, pain, and love. They got married on New Year’s Day, less than six months after finding each other. A symbol of beginnings, of leaving the past in the past, of a promising future.

      The penthouse got its makeover, and Emma enrolled in some online digital marketing courses. She became good friends with her sister-in-law, Mira, who was kind and giving.

      It wasn’t planned, but she and Mira became pregnant at the same time, both expecting boys. Mira had given birth the week before, to Jackson Robert Creed and Emma, as big as a whale, was impatient, her due date still three weeks away. They’d already picked the name – Robert John Creed.

      Emma and Rob were still healing from the events that had led to the death of Randall Scott, and maybe someday the memories, the guilt, the pain would disappear altogether. In the meantime, they were together, in love, about to become parents. It was easy to forget that their lives weren’t normal, that Robert was one-half of a major crime family and threats were always hiding in the shadows.

      Emma and Lisle had reconciled after Lisle was taken in by Jo Hensley, the owner of the company Rob had hired to watch Emma when she was alone in Vancouver. Jo helped Lisle through rehab and hired her on. Lisle was still training, not yet allowed in the field, but mentored by strong women with difficult pasts. Perhaps one day, Emma would hear their stories.

      Emma and Lisle rarely talked because Lisle preferred to maintain a distance between them. It hurt but was also a relief. Over time, Emma unravelled the destructive nature of their relationship. They couldn’t help one another heal because they fed each other’s compulsions. They had been together out of necessity, Emma’s need to save her sister and Lisle’s need to find escape.

      Dr. Aiden Marshall hanged himself two months after the death of Randall Scott. Rob shared very few details with Emma but told her that Marshall was given a number of options, suicide being the best of the worst.

      The death of Randall Scott had no impact on the men who had a role in it. Essentially, Robert Creed, Andrew Doherty, and Anto Kharzin had gotten away with murder. But for some, Scott’s death set off a chain of events that would ultimately reveal secrets long buried.

      None of that mattered to Emma. She was where she wanted to be and had everything she wanted to have. A good man who loved her, his friends and family, and a baby.  It was a good life now. What more did she need?
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      Jasmin Quinn is a writer in her heart and soul and loves reading and writing highly erotic romance novels with strong male and female characters. She writes intense and sexy romance with a hint of suspense, a splash of intrigue and a whole lot of Alpha male.

      Jasmin tries not to take herself too seriously, but some things matter to her – like good manners, compassion for humans and animals alike, and Canadian maple syrup on vanilla ice cream. She generally disregards other people’s opinions of her unless they’re complimentary, in which case she fully embraces them.

      When Jasmin isn't writing, she's a beta reader and editor for Jem Monday Publishing. She also likes to fuss with her website, lunch with her friends, indulge in retail therapy, and play the occasional computer game. She stays in shape by exercising her rights to her opinion. 

      Jasmin lives in beautiful British Columbia, Canada with her husband.
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            Stay connected with Jasmin

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Are you following Jasmin’s Blog?

      

      

      
        
        Check it out at: www.jasminquinn.com

      

      

      Laugh along with Jasmin as she interviews her characters, shares her phone calls to Mr. Facebook and sometimes even tackles important issues like putting the ‘O’ back in orgasm and the difficulties of being a stalker.

      

      Be the first to hear from Jasmin as she shares the latest news and updates about her books.

      
        	Sign up for Jasmin’s newsletter and receive a hot, sexy 16-page bonus story.  https://mailchi.mp/0e3b7fbc169f/jasminquinnupdates/

        	For updates, bonus material, and freebies, join Jasmin’s Dark Side   https://www.facebook.com/groups/509374932806476/

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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        Basic Instinct

        Shifters of Darkness Falls Book 1

      

        

      
        Primal. Savage. Untamed. The Shifters of Darkness Falls will leave you breathless!

      

      

      Trist liked her life. Middle of the pack, no pressure, no expectations until she's traded to a new pack.

      Now she's the omega, bottom of the pecking order and has the attention of not only Raff, the savage, unfiltered beta of her new pack, but also a stalker who wants to make Trist his own.

      Raff doesn't play nice, ever. And he gets what he wants. Right now he wants Trist and he'll take out anyone who gets in his way.

      As the two follow their hearts, dangerous forces are at play that threaten not only their love but also Trist's life.

      Basic Instinct is Book 1 of Jasmin Quinn's Shifters of Darkness Falls Series. All books are standalone but are connected by common characters and theme
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        Fierce Intentions

        Shifters of Darkness Falls Book 2

      

      

      “I feel broken, Aztec. I don’t know if I can give you what you want.”

      Aztec leaned into her, his hot breath caressing her neck. “I can make it easy for you, Eva. I can take it.”

      Aztec has loved Eva since she arrived in Darkness Falls three years ago as a rookie cop, but she's human and he worries that he won't be able to control his wolf around her.

      Eva's recovering from a shifter attack that's left her physically and emotionally scarred. Her strength of will helps her healing process, but it's still a daily struggle.

      When she realizes that Aztec wants her as his fated mate, she's forced to face not only her fears but also her desire for him. As Eva heals, she and Aztec must make some hard decisions that have dangerous consequences.

      
        
        Fierce Intentions is Book 2 of Jasmin Quinn's  Shifters of Darkness Falls Series. All books are standalone but are connected by common characters and theme

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Alpha’s Prey

        Shifters of Darkness Falls Book 3

      

      

      
        
        Publication date: February 28, 2020

      

      

      "I can have anything I want," Gideon said, his warm breath brushing the shell of Honi's ear.

      Honi pressed her spine into the hard wall. "No, you can't, Gideon. You can't have me."

      As Alpha of one of the biggest wolf shifter packs in North America, Gideon has power, respect, wealth, and any woman he wants. Until he lays eyes on Honi, a beautiful redheaded shifter from a rival pack who won't give him the time of day.

      Honi is on the run, hiding from an abusive pack that wants her back, when she catches the eye of Gideon, the only man who makes her heart beat faster. But Gideon is aggressive, dangerous, and alpha, a reminder of the brutal life she left behind.

      When her former pack hunts her down, she turns to Gideon for help. The fire that ignites between them unleashes Gideon's possessive protective side - he will burn down the world to keep Honi safe.

      Alpha's Prey is book 3 of Jasmin Quinn's Shifters of Darkness Falls Series. All books are standalone and can be read in any order.
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            Excerpt: Unleashed

          

          A standalone dark romance

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Publication date: Spring 2020
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        Prologue

      

      

      
        
        Gem

      

      

      I am a pet. I was taken against my will when I was just 13. A young virgin meant to become a sex slave but bought by Adrian Rodriguez and brought to his house. He kept me six years, but he never touched me, at least not sexually. My job was to be his pet, stay with him when he was home. Go where he went in the house, fetch him what he needed, sit at his feet, sleep in his bed when he was alone, sleep on the floor of his bedroom when he was with a lover. I fed him, served him. When he was entertaining his friends, I helped by serving drinks, readying his toys, cleaning him up, cleaning up after him. It was my job and I was the only one who did it.

      When he wasn’t home, my job was to prowl the house. Our house, he told me. No one watched over me and I could have walked away at any time. I did once, in the early days, after I was bought, but I was caught and brought back to Adrian. He had me beaten, not by him. He didn’t touch me, but he sanctioned it, determined the degree of brutality and watched as Jake, his man, delivered the punishment.

      When it was over, he ordered me to the kitchen to help the cook prepare the evening meal and serve it to him and his friends. I could barely walk, could barely manage through my tears. When the meal had been eaten and the dishes cleared, he made me sit at his feet for the evening, and then at the end of the evening, as I cleaned him up and put away the toys, he told me that the beating was a light one. That should I run again, I would be beaten until I couldn’t walk.

      After that, I didn’t run. Because I was afraid, yes, but also because there was no reason to. Adrian treated me well, gave me what I needed to be comfortable, and he didn’t touch me other than to sometimes ruffle my hair or give me a small hug. There was no better place for me to be, though I knew that my term as a pet had a short lifespan and as the years passed, I was rapidly approaching the end of mine. At 13, I was cute, had plump curves and the roundness of an adolescent girl. But at 19, I am less soft, my body thinner, my face more angular. And I have become more serious and less tolerant of anyone and everyone who isn’t Adrian.
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        Chapter 1

      

      

      
        
        Gem

      

      

      There is bad news today. Adrian was killed, shot to death by an enemy. The house is in an uproar and I’m more afraid than I’ve ever been. I never thought to consider what would happen to me should Adrian die. Jake, Adrian’s lieutenant, has gathered all of us together in the formal sitting room: Adrian’s security team, the household staff and me. Jake is the one who beat me, but it has never been something I held him accountable for. After all, I made the mistake and Adrian ordered the beating.

      I am sitting off to the side, on the floor next to Adrian’s empty chair, on my knees, alone. It is well-known that I am owned, that I have no rights, but at the same time, I am a pampered pet, not to be kicked around or abused. Not to be touched by anyone except Adrian. I say nothing as the staff mill about, some of the women weeping, but my brain is working overtime. I wonder what will happen to me, to all of us. No one is really talking. They appear to be waiting and so I wait with them. The service staff has made coffee and tea, put out some food and alcohol. I don’t touch any of it. Adrian forbade me to take any food that he hadn’t explicitly sanctioned. Forbade me to eat without him.

      After an hour or so, there’s a flurry of activity at the front door and everyone who had been seated stands, except me. The security men straighten; they seem somewhat fearful as deep voices and loud footsteps penetrate the funereal gloom. Several men walk into the room, all of them large, serious, menacing. Four of them forge a path and then step to the side as a fifth man stands at the centre. He’s tall, much taller than Adrian and very big, but not fat. He’s wearing a dark suit that pulls across his shoulders and tapers to his waist, the seams of the sleeves strain against his strong arms. His brown hair is cropped short and his dark critical eyes give the room the white glove treatment. He looks like Adrian but also not.

      “I’m Harlow.” His deep, arrogant voice rings in the room, making everyone stand straighter. “Who’s in charge?”

      Jake steps up, his lips thin, his courage strung tightly. No one has said who this Harlow is, but everyone seems to know but me

      Harlow’s eyes flick to Jake. “How’d he die?”

      Jake closes his eyes briefly, sadness and regret lingering on his face. “A gunman caught him at his club. Two of his friends died too.”

      Harlow nods and I see something like grief flicker briefly in the set to his mouth before he banishes it. “It was going to happen eventually. He was reckless.” His eyes sweep the room again, landing on the service staff, Adrian’s men and then me. When he sees me, he stops, stares, his glance narrowing.

      “Who’s this?” he says to Jake.

      “She’s Adrian’s...”

      Harlow frowns, a snarl that makes me cower. “A pet.” He steps up to me and I shrink from him as he crouches. Then he reaches out and grasps me by the chin, forcing my eyes to his. “What’s your name, kitten?”

      I react to his touch, rearing my head back. No one touches me except Adrian, no one since Jake beat me, and it unsettles me. He reaches again and I duck, shuffle backwards on my knees out of his reach. He turns to Jake, a hard glint in his eyes. “Why’s she afraid?”

      “She doesn’t like to be touched.”

      He laughs like he’s just heard a bad joke and straightens up, but his eyes are still glued to me. “A pet that doesn’t like to be touched. Only Adrian would own something like that.”

      He turns to one of his men. Pudge is his name, though I’m not sure why.  “Take her. She’ll come with us.” To Jake, he says, “Make funeral arrangements, get the service staff to close up the house.”

      As Pudge tries to scoop me up in his arms, I crawl backwards until my back hits a wall. He grabs me with his hands, tries to pull me towards the door and I dig in my heels. His eyes narrow as he catches me by the waist and picks me up. Panic sets in and I start to scream as I struggle in his arms, flailing, kicking, twisting.

      Harlow laughs as he watches his man try to contain me. Pudge seems to not want to hurt me, but I don’t make it easy for him. He tries to get a solid grip on me, but I’m small, agile and won’t settle. His hand strays too near my mouth and I clamp down on it, capturing it between my teeth and hanging on.

      He tries to shake me off, but I stay fastened to his hand until he grabs a fistful of my hair with his free hand and yanks my head back. I have no choice but to let go or he’ll rip my hair out. He’s mad now and backhands me across the face, but he doesn’t let me fall. The slap stops my tantrum cold, but he no longer trusts me, so ensures I’m well subdued by wrenching my arms painfully behind my back and pushing me towards the door.

      I have been beaten twice now, once because I ran and today because I was defiant. It’s a first for me because I’m never unruly. Everyone in the household knows Adrian’s rules when it comes to me – hands off. But Adrian’s dead and Harlow seems to be in charge.

      Pudge looks to Harlow, his voice a growl. “The fucking little thing’s not tame.”

      Harlow frowns as his eyes sweep me, but he says nothing. I have a new owner. And he doesn’t know the rules.
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