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This book is dedicated to every parent who has ever experienced the loss of a child. May you find comfort in knowing your angel is only a dream away.

 

My Little Angel

 

Have you ever touched an angel’s wings

Or played with an angel’s toes

Maybe you’ve touched an angel’s face

Or kissed an angel’s nose

Perhaps you’ve brushed the hair off an angel’s forehead

Or maybe you’ve looked into an angel’s big brown eyes

Perhaps you’ve heard an angel’s cry

Then to be comforted by her father standing close by

Or have you felt an angel’s fingers upon your gracious hand

Have you seen an angel smile to be compared to none in the land

I have seen an angel

An angel so beautiful she can only be seen in the deepest of your dreams

And she is my precious little angel, Victoria.

 

©Carrie Renteria, 2001


Glossary

 

Ttal – means daughter in Korean

 

Agassi – is the term for young lady in Korean

 

Mamasan – is a Korean term that refers to the ‘boss’ or ‘owner’

 

Kkangpae – is the South Korean Mafia or Street Gang

 

Gongjunim – means princess in Korean

 

Jang rae sik jang – building where Korean funerals are held

 

Tenpro or Tenpro House – Korean term for high end escort or companion service
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THERE COMES A POINT WHEN everything someone has ever desired flashes before their eyes: small glimpses of the future that could have been, images of a life filled with love, a home filled with children, a beautiful husband or wife staring into their eyes with so much love and passion that it hurts just to breathe—delusions of grandeur meant to trick the mind into believing we are capable of attaining such splendor. Because in reality, the moment you have it within your grasp, it slips through your fingers. That attainable dream melts away like snow in the first days of spring.

Like a mindless drone, I stand staring at the door.

Kylee.

Her name flits through my mind like a warm summer breeze. I swear to God, every time I have her in my grasp, she slips right through my fucking fingers. It’s as if fate is playing some cruel joke, dangling my wildest dreams in front of my very eyes just to rip them away at the last moment.

Blinking rapidly, I take in my surroundings, noticing I’m alone in my apartment. My heart gives a painful lurch and memories overwhelm me as I realize what transpired just moments before. At least, I think it was moments ago. I was so caught up in what could have been that I let her slip right through my hands.

Ah, hell, not again.

Ripped from the daze, my body jolts into action.

“Kylee!” Her name is torn from my lips on a scream, but she’s gone, vanished from my sight. Running to the door, I toss it open and march across the hall. My fists fly, a rapid succession of furious beats as I bang on her door. Terror and fear threaten to take over when she doesn’t answer. Ten minutes pass as I stand there, pounding on her door. Hesitantly, I step back across the hall and into my apartment, closing the door behind me.

My pulse thrashes loudly in my ears as I slide down the back of the door, hitting the floor with a thud. Tension builds in my muscles, screaming for some kind of release. The vise around my heart threatens to squeeze me to death as panic tightens its cold, hard grip.

What am I going to do? It isn’t supposed to be like this.

When I proposed to her, I envisioned things going so much differently—a house, kids, time with the grandparents. Now, I’m faced with the stark reality that she’s walking out the door and right back into that hellhole. To the place that inflicted so much pain and hurt—to the woman who stole everything from us.

How could she do that? Why?

I understand the need to protect others, the drive to make this world a better place. It’s one of the reasons why I chose the job I have. But, she isn’t just walking out on Mom and Dad. Fuck, she’s walking out on me. The little voice inside my head screams, banging around inside of its cage.

She had given me a choice—an impossible choice, one that can’t be made lightly. I’d be a traitor, just like Back Door Black . . . and that’s definitely something I am not.

Scrubbing a hand down my face, I stare into the distance. I need to clear my head. Normally, my goddess is my clarity. Since I can’t get to her, there is only one person I can call. Digging my phone out of my pocket, I punch in the number that’s become so familiar to me.

As I listen to the ring on the other end of the line, my thoughts continue to buzz around my head. What if I can’t be what she needs? Could I really abandon my unit? My country? A loud beep forces me to pull the phone away from my ear. Scowling at the screen, I notice the call has ended.

“Fuck,” I mutter, redialing the number, making myself pay attention to the call this time. The line rings several times before it goes to voicemail. Looking up at the ceiling, I release a breath and say, “Call me as soon as you get this. It’s about Kylee.”

Disconnecting the call, my chest constricts, growing tighter by the second. It’s as if each breath I take is closer to being my last. Rubbing the spot just above my heart, I close my eyes, willing the emptiness away. How do I fix this mess? I feel like I’m losing my mind. The need to talk to one of my brothers is a driving force, pushing me closer to the madness I feel clawing at my insides.

Standing, I grab my keys and head for the door as I dial Sam’s number. When his voicemail picks up, I hesitate a moment before leaving a message. It’s unusual for my calls to go unanswered by my best friend. We scarcely go a few hours without talking to one another. A feeling of discontent washes over me as I make my way out of the building.

Quickly scrolling through my contact list, I call Brighton. His phone doesn’t even ring; it goes right to voicemail, which worries me more than Sam. Not only was he still reeling over Sasha but now the death of Noah. The knot in my gut tenses further as I leave a message for Brighton. Mentally, I make a note to keep trying to reach him. The last thing we need is a repeat of what happened after the Sasha incident.

Shaking off the nervous feeling weighing heavily on me, I find Cooper’s number in my contact list and press send. Blood rushes through my veins, pulsing loudly in my ears as I wait for him to answer. It rings twice then goes right to voicemail. With a grimace, I leave a message for the fourth time and make my way to the base. For the first time ever, my team is unreachable, and I’m unsure exactly how I should feel about that. Technically, we’re all on leave due to Noah’s death.

Each and every one of us is due some R&R. But never once in our history as a unit have anyone of us been unreachable. That unsettling feeling in my gut sloshes around like ink in a well. The sensation that something isn’t quite right keeps prickling at my subconscious, regardless of how many times I try to shake off the feeling. Yet, as unseemly as it is, everything appeared fine when we last checked in.

Was it? Or was I just so wrapped up in my own world that I failed to pay attention?

The blaring of a horn behind me has me shifting my gaze. The vehicles have all cleared out, and it’s my turn to move up to the gate. Pulling forward, I flash my ID to the MP on duty. He stares intently at my identification for several seconds before raising his gaze to inspect my face.

After a moment of scrutinizing both my ID and myself, he gives a curt nod and waves me through with a “Have a good afternoon, Captain.”

With a nod in his direction, I put the SUV in drive and continue to my destination. My thoughts quickly turn back to that of my team. Memories of Noah and his crazy antics have my body tensing as a wave of guilt rushes through me. My grip tightens on the steering wheel as his laughter echoes through my mind. Unease and doubt slowly begin to caress their way into every thought, echoing sentiments of: Was I vigilant enough? Could I have saved him? Am I good enough to lead this team?

Gritting my teeth, I pull into the empty parking space in front of the Officers Club. Leaning forward, I begin banging my head on the steering wheel repeatedly, desperately trying to dispel my wayward thoughts. “No,” I grunt.

My forehead connects with the steering wheel again. “No”—another hit—“No.” A final, forceful blow to the steering wheel and I lean my head back against the headrest. I can’t fall apart now.

What ifs won’t change anything. It’s not what Noah would want. I can’t disrespect my friend’s memory by allowing doubt to cloud my judgment. It’s not fair to Noah or my unit. Releasing a haggard sigh, I open my eyes and resign myself to what I came here for. I need to find him. He needs to know she’s going back.

Blowing out a breath, I exit the vehicle and make my way into the Officers Club. Ignoring the hostess, I stride through the club looking for the Colonel. Hues of dimly colored orange light bounce off the pale walls as I glance around the room. Taking in the patrons, my brow furrows when I don’t find him. Picking up my cell, I dial his number again. It goes right to voicemail. With a frustrated sigh, I end the call.

“Can I getcha anything, shuga?” the waitress drawls.

“No, I’m fine, thank you,” I say without looking her way.

“You sure? It seems to me like you’re back in that same funk again.”

“Excuse me?” I say, not disguising the annoyance in my voice.

Turning to face her, I realize it’s the same waitress that was flirting with Kylee’s dad the last time we were here. She quirks an eyebrow at me as if daring me to argue her assessment. Ignoring her challenge, I ask, “Have you seen him by any chance?”

“You’re going to have to be a little more specific than that, honey. I see lots of hims.” She waves a hand around the room, pointing out the men in attendance.

“Shit,” I mutter. She chuckles, amusement clear in her eyes.

“I’m sorry. I mean have you seen the guy I was here with last time?”

“Craft beer guy? Older, cute gentleman? Really knows how to flirt and make a lady feel good . . . ?” Her eyes twinkle as she stares up at me, still amused.

“Uh, yeah, that guy.”

“No. Sorry, I haven’t seen him. But if you see him you can tell him Trish’s offer still stands.”

“O-Okay. Thanks for your help.” Rushing to get the words out, I turn quickly and bolt for the door as if my pants are on fire. Her laughter echoes behind me as I hastily exit the building. “Nope, not going there,” I chant over and over again.

Approaching the SUV, I unlock the door and wearily sink down into the seat. This isn’t exactly how I’d planned my day. Thoughts crowd my head, making it impossible for me to concentrate. I need to gather my thoughts and clear my head. If I can’t be with Kylee to do that, I will go to the one place we found clarity together: Mt. Umyeonsan.

Feeling powerless, I put the SUV in reverse and head toward the mountain. A desperate need fills me as I drive, willing me to rid myself of the gaping void Kylee left behind when she walked out the door. Anger and frustration threaten to boil over as my mind races with uncertainty. All around me, people go about their day none the wiser. Yet, as the bustling city streets of Seoul pass by in a blur, I can’t help but feel a pang of sadness for everything that I’ve lost.

Absorbed in my own musings, I’m caught off guard as I pull into the parking lot for Mt. Umyeonsan, taken back for a moment as I glance around, finding the place completely empty. It’s as if some higher power knew I needed to get away to somewhere quiet, to regain my bearings once again. Exiting the vehicle, I turn to walk away, almost forgetting my backpack. Opening the back door, I grab my gear from the backseat, noticing its weight is a bit heavier than usual. Shrugging it off as extra water, I toss it over my shoulders and begin the hike to the observatory hoping to clear my head along the way.

The winding trails and effervescent beauty immediately remind me of Kylee, each landmark dredging up another image of her as I pass. My concentration falters, wavering with every step I take. Stopping mid-stride, I turn, drinking in the tranquil silence of the lake. My eyes soak up the beauty even as misery begins to pierce my heart with a desperate wish for Kylee to be by my side. A shiver of longing races along my skin.

How I yearn to kiss her under the lush green trees that overhang the path. To see how the little slivers of light shining through the canopy dance along her skin. How her eyes light up with elation when she takes in the beauty of the lily pads scattered across the lake. Each decorated with a different colored water lily. Brilliant hues of lilac with a bright yellow center, or the palest shade of pink dotted with golden, or even the cerulean lilies with the soft yellow interior decorating the lake like a multifaceted rainbow.

Heaving a remorseful sigh, I leave the lake and hike toward the observatory, indecision weighing heavily on my shoulders. The one place that I thought would help to bring me clarity seems to have turned up the dial on my inner turmoil, my thoughts constantly bombarding me one after the other, making my uncertainty and indecision a million times worse. A desperate need to find a solution tugs at my insides.

The observatory comes into view, and I quicken my pace. Opening the door, I march inside and head straight for the bench where Kylee and I shared our first kiss. Sinking down onto the bench, I release a tormented breath. What am I going to do? It’s not as if I can just up and leave my unit. That’s what makes this whole thing a huge mess.

But I can’t just walk away from her either. Groaning, I reach for the backpack I shrugged off to grab a bottle of water. Blindly reaching into the bag, I’m taken aback when my hand grasps a glass bottle.

“What the hell?” I mutter to myself. Glancing down, a grin plays along the edges of my lips.

“Sam, I could kiss you,” I say, pulling out a bottle of his favorite beer. I don’t know at what point or even why he put it in here. And quite honestly, I don’t even care. Right about now I’m just hoping it helps to take the edge off my rather shitty day. Draining the beer in two gulps, I reach into the bag and grab another.

Sipping slowly, I stare off into the distance, getting lost in my thoughts of Kylee and her last words to me. “You need time to think, Alex. To decide what is best for you.” Doesn’t she know that she is what’s best for me? What in the hell gives her the right to make this decision on her own? Did she even think about the consequences? How it would affect me? My career? What about us? Yeah, she said she would always be waiting when I choose, but how in the hell is that fair? Why should I have to choose? Anger surges through me, flooding my body with heat.

What in the hell was she thinking? Tipping the bottle back, I drink deeply, letting the crisp lager wash away some of the anger.

“Mind if I join you?” a deep voice asks from beside me. Shaking my head, I tip my beer bottle toward the empty section of the bench.

“Nope. I’m curious as to how you found me, though. You didn’t answer when I called you earlier.”

Colonel Parker chuckles. “A little birdie told me.”

“And who might this little birdie be?”

“Now you know I can’t tell you all my secrets, son.” The corner of the Colonel’s mouth quirks up in an amused grin.

“I assume you know why I called you, then?” The Colonels grin quickly fades into a look of half irritation and half exasperation.

“Yes.”

“Have you spoken to her?” I wince at the longing and desperation in my tone.

“No, but I know what happened, although, I’d like to hear it from you. And by the way you’re downing the Grolsch Lager, I’d say you need to get it off your chest.”

“Don’t know what good it will do. She’s made up her mind and put me in an impossible situation.”

“Are you whining like a little princess again? Because I’m pretty damn sure I pegged you for a badass, not a whiny bitch.”

“I’m not a fucking princess,” I growl.

“Good. Then stop acting like one and tell me what in the hell happened to my daughter.”

Well, fuck, when he puts it that way. Chugging the last of the beer, I put the empty bottles in the backpack and grab a bottle of water. Twisting off the cap, I take a sip and eye the Colonel for a long moment.

“I asked her to marry me.” I pause, gauging his reaction. A smile lights up his face as he claps me on the shoulder.

“I’m assuming congratulations are in order? I mean I did give you my permission already.”

My heart stops, ceasing to beat for several seconds as I recall her beatific face when she accepted my proposal. Pressure builds behind my eyes as I feel the weight of the impending decision on my shoulders. Clearing the emotion from my throat, I finally work up the courage to continue. “Initially, she accepted the proposal.” My throat threatens to close once again, forcing me to stop my explanation.

“What do you mean initially?”

Irritation forces its way into my system, flooding my veins, and filling me with ice, numbing the pain of Kylee’s absence.

“Exactly that. She said yes until she didn’t. Everything was fine until Nari showed up.” I pause for a moment to glance at the Colonel, gauging his reaction. Other than the stiffness in his jaw, he shows no visible sign of emotion. Not that I really expected him to.

“Nari explained that your ex-wife is dying and that Sang-Hyun has taken over. He and Madame Lin are running the show and mistreating the women. Not that I expected anything different from either of those two. Either way, she advised Kylee that with her being a blood heir she has blood ties and a right to one of the five thrones. She practically begged Kylee to take it. After she had left, I tried to talk her out of it, but she wouldn’t listen. She slid my ring off her finger, said she would always love me, that I was it for her, and then told me that when I was ready she would be waiting. She actually asked me to go with her.”

“And how did you respond to that?”

“What do you mean how did I respond? How could I respond? It’s not like I can just drop everything and go with her to protect her. God knows I’d give anything to do it. Fuck, I’m a mess over this shit.”

“What if I told you that you could go with her? Stand by her side and protect her during this entire operation?”

“I’d say you’re a fucking miracle worker. You and I both know that it would take some crazy ass hocus pocus to fix this shit.”

“There is a way if you’re up for the challenge.”
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“KYLEE!”

His deep roar is accentuated by the pounding of fists on my door. Vibrations so intense the chain rattles as he continues his rapid assault. The anguish and heartache in his voice threatens to break what’s left of my fragile heart. Pressure begins to build behind my eyelids as Alex pleads, imploring me to let him in. Every muscle in my body strains, willing me toward the door, urging me to ease the pain I’ve caused us both. But, I can’t.

He needs to know—needs to understand—that I have to do this. For us, for her . . . for Violet. Silent tears begin to fall, dripping down my chin and pooling on the floor beneath me. Lying at the top of the stairs, my body curls into itself as hushed sobs leave me with each strike of his fist against the door. An unmistakable thud hits the door as Alex’s body slides down the length, my name leaving his lips on a pained cry.

Alex’s pain is like a knife to the heart, shattering the remnants of my soul. I want nothing more than to be in his arms. To feel safe and secure in the embrace of the one man who truly loves me. Burying my face in my arms, tears fall faster as I pray he forgives me for what I’m about to do. As my tears begin to slow, I crane my head, listening for signs of Alex. Each labored breath echoes throughout the loft, adding to my misery, and bringing about a small sob from my dry throat.

I’m not sure what’s worse. The fact that Alex actually gave up, or that I’m about to travel down the darkest road I’ll ever embark alone. A deep longing fills me, making me wish desperately that Emma were here. I miss her smiling face and quick wit. She’d know exactly what to say to put everything into perspective. Groaning, I bang my head against my arms. Why didn’t I think of that before?

Sliding into a sitting position, I pull my phone from my pocket, immediately find her number in my contacts, and press send. My heart thumps a wild beat as I wait impatiently, praying she answers.

“Hello.” Emma’s breathy voice comes over the line.

“Emma,” I breathe out.

“Kai!” she squeals loudly in my ear.

“Hi, Em.”

“Oh. My. God. I’ve been calling your dad every day trying to get in touch with you. I was two seconds away from jumping on a plane . . .” A male voice in the background interrupts Emma’s tirade. Pulling the phone away from her mouth, she whispers, “It’s Kylee,” before coming back to the line.

“I’m so sorry, Em. It sounds like you have company and I didn’t even look to see what time it is. We can chat some other time.” The words rush out as my eyes dart around the room in search of a clock. Seeing the time, my heart lurches, dread filling me with the thought of our conversation being cut short. I hadn’t realized how much I truly missed my best friend until this very moment.

“No! Don’t hang up, Kai!” Emma rushes to say. A relieved sigh escapes me before I’m able to stop it and Emma chuckles.

Curiosity gets the better of me, and I ask, “So, Em, who was that I heard in the background?”

“Oh, that? That was nothing. You just heard the radio.”

“Wow. That’s got to be the worst one yet, Em,” I say, wrinkling my nose at her blatant lie.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Liar. You know I can tell when you’re lying. Is it someone I know?”

“It’s no one. Leave it.”

“Emma.”

“Kylee.”

“Fuck,” I groan, my head falling forward to rest on my knees.

“Leave it, please.”

“How is he?” I ask in a quiet voice.

Silence greets me for several moments before the muffled sounds of Emma climbing out of bed reaches my ears.

After a few heartbeats, she releases a pained breath, and replies, “Hurting. His best friend died. He feels lost, and I’m trying to help him see that there is more to life than tormenting himself.” Emma breathes rhythmically, centering herself, before lowering her voice and continuing. “He believes that everyone he loves is fated to die or some shit like that. I don’t know why and he won’t tell me. Getting the man to open up is like trying to break into Fort Knox.” Her tone swirls with emotions.

Frustration, anger, and hurt are clear from her tone. My mind races as I try to figure out why Emma is in such turmoil. What is it that has Emma’s voice so full of pain? A pain that she is unwilling to share and desperate to hide from even me? It obviously has something to do with Brighton. The broken pieces of my heart begin to pulse as I remember the look on Brighton’s face the day he left to escort his best friend home to his final resting place.

Running a hand through my now tangled hair, I give it a little tug to ward off the threatening tears. “Em, be patient with him. He has a tendency to shut everyone out. Something happened there, I’m not sure what. But, he needs us now more than ever. They all do.”

Pausing, I blow out a heavy breath, my lower lip trembling as I continue. “They’re not as strong as they look.” My voice wavers as I remember Noah’s words.

“I know.” Emma exhales dejectedly.

“I miss you, Em.”

“Me too. I miss our morning ritual and our Friday ritual. Hell, I just miss you. But, enough about that stuff. Tell me, how are you really?”

Tears sting the backs of my eyes as I contemplate how to answer her question. How am I? A mess. Shattered. Unrepairable. Devastated. Empty. Angry. There is any number of words or emotions I could use to describe how I really am. But one towers over all of them. With my free hand, I reach up, rubbing the seemingly never-ending ache in my chest. Pain. Agonizing pain. No matter what it, always seems to be there.

With my voice barely above a whisper, I reply, “It hurts, Em. It hurts so much.”

“I know, sweetheart. But it will get better with time. Please don’t be angry. He told me all about what happened with crazy pants. That’s what I’m officially calling your egg donor. She doesn’t get the label of mother because she never was one. A mother doesn’t do the things that wretched woman did.”

An involuntary sob bubbles up as I try my damnedest to fight back the urge to lie on the floor and fall to pieces over the loss of Alex all over again. Only this time I’m inflicting the pain on myself. My windpipe feels as if it has been crushed, forcing me to strain, struggling for each shallow breath I draw in. Emma’s commanding voice cuts through my budding panic, allowing me to focus enough to breathe.

“Kai, are you all right?” she questions, concern thick in her voice.

“N-No. H-He’s gone,” I stammer, still trying to stifle the urge to cry and grasp a breath at the same time.

“Who’s gone, Kylee?”

“A-Alex.”

“Alex?” Emma asks, baffled.

“Yes.” My voice is quiet.

Inhaling deeply, I hold it until the edges of my vision begin to darken. Exhaling completely, my heart beats powerfully in my chest, squeezing rhythmically as it constricts with each new breath. Focusing my gaze on the wall, I rub the spot just above my heart again, wishing the pain would lessen. Evidently growing tired of my monosyllabic answers, Emma’s impatience gets the better of her.

“Kylee, what do you mean Alex is gone?” she gently coaxes.

Swallowing, I reply, “It means, Emma, that Alex and I are no longer together.” My jaw clenches, and I frown at the finality in my words.

“What? Are you sure? From what I’ve heard that man worships the ground you walk on, Kai.”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s over.”

“Kylee Ann Parker! What are you not telling me?” Emma’s voice raises several octaves.

Blowing out a ragged breath, I quietly reply, “I did what had to be done, Em. I let him go.”

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“It means that I had to walk away. I have to give him up, Em. It’s the only way.”

“Goddammit, Kylee, you’re not making any sense.” Emma’s angry tone gets louder with every word.

“Calm down, Em.”

“I will not calm down. Not until you explain to me why in the hell you would voluntarily walk away from the one man who risked everything for you. The man who worships you, gave up so much for you. And you turn your back on him? Do you know what I would give to have someone love me like that?” My heart pinches with the pain in her voice.

“It’s not like that, Em.”

“The hell it’s not,” Emma spits out.

“Dammit, Em. Will you calm the fuck down for two seconds?”

“No, I won’t. You’re being a selfish little brat. Pushing the one good thing that has ever happened to you away because you have fucking mommy issues. Well, guess what, princess? We all have issues. Join the damn club.”

Sucking in a shocked breath, I sit silently for several long moments as pain and anger from her words tear through my soul. Mommy issues? That’s a fucking understatement. But who in the hell is she to judge? She has no damn clue the extent of what I went through or why I’m even going back. Hell, she doesn’t even know I’m going back.

Sitting up straighter, I clear my throat and steel my spine, finding my inner strength, feeling as if I’m about to take on the heavyweight champion of the world.

“Emma, you’re my best friend, and I love you, but for once in our relationship you’re wrong. I’m not being selfish. I’m letting him go because I don’t want him to have to choose between the two things he loves the most: his country and me. And if he stays with me right now that is exactly what he will have to do.” Pausing, I take a deep breath, steadying myself to continue.

“I was stupid enough to ask him to come with me at first. I saw the conflict on his face, Emma. That’s why I gave him the ring back. It’s why I’m going back alone.” Nausea roils, churning in my belly as I recall Alex’s stunned expression as I slid the ring off of my finger.

“What do you mean gave the ring back?” Emma questions.

That’s what she takes from all of this? The ring? Sighing, I reply, “He asked me to marry him, and I said yes. Well, I did, until I took the ring off and gave it back to him.”

“Why did you give it back to him?” Emma asks cautiously.

“Weren’t you listening?” I huff, my patience wearing thin.

“I was listening, Kai. You never actually said anything other than you were going back. But you never said back to where.”

Shit, she was right. Glaring at the wall in front of me, I reply, “I’m going back to take over the family business. There are things I need to do and people that need my help. I wanted Alex to come with me, but I realized right away that isn’t possible. I won’t be the one to ruin his career. Honestly, I messed up, and the question slipped out of my mouth before I could take it back. So, I did the only thing I could. I let him go.”

I’d barely finished speaking when Emma’s violent shriek bursts over the line. “You what!” Cringing at the decibel of her voice, I pull the phone away from my ear.

“What the fuck is wrong with you, Kylee? Are you thick in the head or something?” she seethes.

Thick? Did she say thick? She really is hanging out with Brighton way too much. Inwardly, I chuckle at her use of the word thick. Outwardly, I calm myself, trying not to tell her to fuck off. “Calm down, Em.”

“I will not calm down when my best friend is being a fucking moron.”

“Jeez. Thanks, Em. I called you for refuge. You’ve always been my perspective when I needed it, and I have to say you’re making me feel worse.”

“What? You expect me to blow sunshine and rainbows up your ass? To tell you that this was a good decision and that you should go back to crazy pants with arms wide open and say, ‘Hey, Mom. I missed you and all of your torture growing up, so I decided to come back for more. Oh, and if that isn’t enough, you killed my child so let’s make sure you take me next time too.’ Is that what you want? Huh?” Emma’s frosty tone is nearly my undoing.

Thick, black tendrils of anger weave their way through my vision, clouding my judgment. How dare she? She doesn’t know a fucking thing about what I’m doing. Or what I’ve done. Fuck her. Fuck them all. I can do this on my own.

Latching onto my newfound anger, my voice is devoid of all emotion as I reply, “Fuck you, Emma. You don’t know a goddamn thing about what I went through. None of you do. You all think that just because you were given a little bit of information from a doctor on what my body endured that it makes you an expert. Well, it doesn’t. No one will stop me from going back and doing what needs to be done. I called for perspective when clearly there is none here. Don’t expect to hear from me again.”

Before I have a chance to disconnect the call, Emma’s tone changes as she uses a last-ditch attempt to sway me. “Kai, I’m going to call your father.”

Barking out a brittle laugh, I retort, “Seriously, Em, threatening to call my daddy? Be my guest, but not even that will stop me.”

“I’m serious. I am calling him!” Unable to help myself, I simply laugh in return.

“Dammit, Kylee. Don’t do this please,” she pleads.

“Too late. It’s already done,” I say, disconnecting the call.

Enough is enough, the time has come to put on my big girl panties and get this show on the road. I just hope and pray that when all is said and done that Alex will forgive me for what I’ve done.
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A NEWFOUND SENSE OF PURPOSE fills me as I look around the room, trying to assess it from every angle. My gaze touches on each item in the loft, deciding its use and necessity as I meticulously try to determine if I’ve forgotten anything. Sighing, my gaze falls to the bag on the bed as I decide to go through it one final time. Rubbing a hand down the front of my jeans, I reach for the bag and start the process all over again. So, why am I suddenly so nervous? It’s not like I haven’t done this a million times.

I’ve been on hundreds of different missions, pulled the same gear out of the closet, packed the same essentials, run down the same checklist. Locations and specifics may change but the job . . . well, the job is always the same. Only this time everything isn’t the same. This time, I’m taking a chance with something far greater. My thoughts move to Kylee and how she brightens up the room whenever she’s around, the way her smile gleams and laughter seems to bounce all around her. How she was immediately able to connect with each member of my unit and make an unforgettable impression on every single one of them. My gaze falls to the bed, and my fingers caress the soft sheets. Unable to help myself, I smile thinking back to all of the nights holding her in this very bed. The smile slips from my face as I think about what she’s about to waltz into. No, this time things are different for all of us.

As if they have a mind of their own, my fingers automatically find the ring in my pocket, caressing the box through the fabric of my jeans. My chest begins to hitch as a surge of heat sweeps through my veins. The gaping wound Kylee left when she walked out on me threatens to slice me open, tearing what remains of me to shreds for the entire world to see. Sucking in a much-needed breath, I force myself to tamp down the hurt and mental anguish her absence and rejection have caused. Shaking away the lingering pain, I ignore the discomfort and focus on the objective at hand.

First things first, pack the essentials and get to the safe house. Then I can move on to recon and get myself into position. I will fix this, and she will be mine again if it’s the last thing I do. With a renewed sense of determination, I finish the task of packing. Walking through the apartment one final time, I’m satisfied I’ve packed everything I may need, especially considering I have no clue how long I’ll be going off the grid this time.

With a firm grasp on the bags, I trot toward the door to load the SUV. Wrenching the door open, my heart falls, practically skittering to a stop. Standing before me is the last person I want to see right now.

Quirking an eyebrow in my direction, Sam points to the bags. “Going somewhere?”

“Yep,” I reply.

“And where exactly are you planning on going?” His gaze roves over me, taking me in cautiously. Sam’s eyes narrow when he notices the duffle bag containing my gear. Widening his stance, he crosses his arms over his chest as he waits for my answer.

“I’m going off the grid for a while. You’ll be in charge while I’m gone, but Colonel Parker will be here right by your side the entire time.”

Sam’s eyes widen in surprise. “What do you mean you’re going off the grid?”

“Exactly what I said. Now leave it. I have to go.”

Taking a step closer, Sam tries to corral me back into the apartment.

“Sam.” His name is an animalistic growl.

“Dammit, AJ. This is ridiculous. Don’t do this. We have too much going on right now for you to be going off half-cocked on your own. Now isn’t the time.”

His intense gaze bears down on me, misery and torment radiating from his dark brown eyes. Seeing the hurt and anger in my best friend’s expression tugs at something inside me, pulling at the already singed pieces of my heart. And in spite of it all, it’s still not enough to sway my decision. Despite what he may think, everything is riding on the success of this operation, and it is killing me not to be able to share it with him. But this is the only way to ensure everyone’s safety.

“I have to,” I utter, keeping my gaze fixed on his.

“No, you don’t,” Sam pushes out, his face twisting with determination.

“We’ve just opened the investigation on Back Door Black, and we need you, AJ. I need you.” He blows out a breath and relaxes his stance, dropping his arms. “You lead this team, Alex. You always have, and you always will. We can’t do this without you.”

Staring at him in disbelief, I shake my head. “You don’t need me. None of you do. This unit is the strongest I’ve ever seen. You’ve been through hell and back, and you’ll be just fine. You all train harder and work faster than any other unit out there. With Colonel Parker by your side, it will only make you stronger. Use his knowledge to help guide you. You’ll be a great leader, Sam. I believe in you, man.”

“Is this about Noah? We are all grieving for the loss of our friend and brother, AJ. You can’t run away just because things get tough. This is war. People die in war. You knew what you signed up for when you joined, dammit.” The irritation in Sam’s voice doesn’t quite mask the pain and grief at the mention of Noah.

Scoffing, I thickly retort, “Of course this isn’t about Noah. Leave it, Sam. We are all better off that way. Trust me, it’s for the best.”

“Then I guess it’s because of that mahogany haired beauty of yours and the fact that she left you? What, are you planning on going to set up some kind of surveillance mission to stalk her and make sure that she doesn’t kill herself while she’s in the lion’s den? Because that has to be the second dumbest idea you’ve had. The first one being Sabrina.”

My body begins to tense, each muscle quivering with anger as I glower in Sam’s direction. The timbre of my tone is flat, each word ringing with a cold finality as I say, “It has nothing to do with Kylee. I said leave it.”

Sam’s jaw tenses as he crosses his arms over his broad chest, taking a step forward. “I don’t believe you.”

“Believe it,” I say through clenched teeth.

Sighing, Sam drops his arms and scrubs a hand down the front of his face. “Look, AJ. I don’t want to argue, but we really do need you. So, what do you say you put the bags down and we grab some coffee? We can head back to base and discuss the investigation.”

“I’m not changing my mind, Sam.”

Growling, Sam tosses his head back, looking up at the ceiling. “Fuck! AJ, what is this really about?”

“I already told you, Sam. Let it be.”

“I’m not letting this go.”

“Goddammit, Sam, back off,” I sneer.

“I will not back off. You’re not just my brother, AJ, you’re my best friend, and that means something to me. We’re in this together until the very end whether you like it or not. Even if that means at the end, the breath is leaving my damn lifeless body.” Sam reaches forward, grasping my shoulder, giving it an encouraging squeeze.

Emotions bombard my overloaded system as I force my body to tense at his touch. Revulsion and disgust roil inside of me as my face twists with mock anger, and I pray it’s enough to convince my best friend. Dropping the duffle bag in my hand, I pull back and let loose a punch, sending Sam stumbling back several feet. Sam’s eyes grow large as he stares at me in shock. We’ve never once in all of our years as friends hit each other out of anger. Grabbing my bags, I secure the lock on the apartment door and turn to Sam one final time.

With my voice devoid of all emotion, I say, “I said leave it, Sam. It’s better for everyone this way.”

Turning, I stomp down the hall toward the elevator. As the car arrives, I catch a glimpse of Sam rubbing his jaw. His hurt and confused expression sends a stinging jolt of guilt racing through me. Expressionless, I wait for the doors to close before I release a pained groan and rub a hand across my face. God, what I wouldn’t give for a do-over. Fuck!

Why did this have to be so complicated? For once, it would be nice if something could go as planned. Dammit! The anger coursing through me momentarily takes control, and I punch the elevator wall. The cool metal heaves a sigh before giving way to a small dent. Pain explodes, traveling from my fist to my arm as the elevator door opens into the lobby.

Shaking out my arm, I grab my things and hurry out the doors, glancing into the lobby, looking for signs of Sam along the way. I wouldn’t put it past him to take the stairwell and follow me. Cautiously taking in my surroundings, I look around, finding nothing. Hastily hurrying out the doors and across the street to the SUV, I quickly load everything. Once behind the wheel, I take one final glimpse to find Sam staring back at me from the entryway. Anger now replaces the hurt expression he wore moments ago.

Involuntarily, I flinch away from the unwavering anger in his glare. The contempt and heat in his eyes radiate solely at me. With as much willpower as I can muster, I start the SUV and shift it into gear, driving away from my best friend. The emptiness I carry inside from Kylee’s rejection when she left me intensifies. I am now truly alone. Sadness rips at me, shredding what’s left of the fragile pieces, replacing it with determination. I wonder if this is how my goddess feels.

I will fix this. I have to. The buzzing of my phone pulls me out of my mental reverie. Glancing at the screen, I recognize the Colonel’s number and immediately connect the Bluetooth.

“Colonel.”

“Is it done?” the Colonel briskly asks.

“Well, hello to you too, Pops.”

A deep chuckle comes over the line. “You know if anyone else had said that I’d have had their balls in a vise grip.”

“I believe it,” I say, wincing at the mental image.

“Now, back to my original question. Is it done?”

Sighing heavily, I reply, “Yes, I did what needed to be done. Packed the essentials and all of the gear. I’m on the way to the safe house now. But, I ran into a bit of an issue on the way out.”

“What kind of an issue?”

“I ran into Sam when I was leaving. He had a lot of questions about where I was going and what I was doing. He knew Kylee had left me. If I had to guess, I’d say she’s been talking to Emma and Brighton happened to be there.”

“I’ll take care of it.”

“Colonel, Sam won’t give up easily. He’s going to put pressure on you, and when you think he’s done, he’s going to press you some more. So when push comes to shove if you have to make me the bad guy then do it. I did something when I left that I’ve never done before. And I’m not so sure that I’ll be able to fix it when everything is said and done.”

A pregnant pause fills the air, dragging out for several moments before the Colonel eventually releases a loud huff of air. “You can’t make anything easy, can you?” The Colonel’s wry tone brings about a small smile.

“Shit, I don’t even remember what easy looks like.”

Groaning, the Colonel mutters a curse under his breath. “I don’t exactly find that comforting considering what we’re going up against, son.”

“Would you rather someone else take the job?” I snap.

“Would you actually trust anyone else to protect her?” he demands.

“Hell no! The only men I’d even consider capable enough to protect her, let alone worthy, are my unit, but you know that. Besides, you know damn well it’ll be me standing by her side, seeing this through until the very end.”

“That’s what I thought.” The Colonel’s smug reply has me scowling at the road. Cocky bastard.

“Now, don’t worry about Sam and the others. I’ll take care of them. You have more important things to worry about at the moment.”

“It sounds almost as if you have a plan, Colonel.”

“I do.” His knowing smile can be heard over the line.

“Are you planning on filling me in on this glorious plan of yours?”

“Glorious plan? I like that. I think I’ll use that from now on. This glorious plan as you like to call it is really just you doing recon for now.” He pauses, taking a breath before saying, “Go ahead, I know you’re dying to say something.”

“Recon? I know we need to do recon, but shouldn’t we start by figuring out how to get me in with Kylee? She isn’t exactly answering my calls at the moment.”

A boisterous laugh comes over the line as the Colonel chuckles deeply. “Trust me. That’s exactly why you’ll be doing the recon, son. You’re going to be scoping out my ex-wife’s house.” The line goes silent for several long moments. Taking my eyes off the road, I glance at the screen and see the call is still connected.

Clearing my throat once, my voice is full of skepticism as I ask, “Why would she go back to a place that she was held captive?”

“Wrong house, Grant. Kylee may show up there first, but I have no doubt that the NIS contact she has will direct her to her mother’s actual residence. Which is where you will be doing your recon.” He stops as if letting me mull over the information for a bit and then continues. “Your job is to monitor who comes and goes at all times. Collect as much intel as you can, and if given the opportunity to intercept my daughter, you do so. I mean it, Grant. I want you to get to her before she steps foot on the premises. Is that understood?” His final words ring clear with intent and authority. A command issued by a leader, one in which I have no desire to disobey.

“Yes, sir. Understood.”

Dread bristles along the back of my neck, and I tense, readying myself to ask the question that’s on the tip of my tongue. It’s one I have no desire to ask. Yet, as the Army has so graciously taught me over the years, I must be ready for every possible outcome.

Cringing inwardly, I put my own feelings aside and ask the one question I have no desire to voice. “What happens if we don’t get to her first?” My raspy voice sounds distant and foreign to my ears.

Sighing heavily, the Colonel sounds despondent when he replies, “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. For now, we go on as planned. I’m banking on her taking a bit longer to gather the courage to even go looking.”

“That’s a lot to bank on, Colonel. You didn’t see her when she left. She was full of fire and determination, ready to see this through to the end.”

A heavy weight centers in my stomach, filling me with unease as I think about those final moments with Kylee. The fingers on my right hand begin to tap the steering wheel, an impatient cadence drumming along to my every thought. As I get closer to the safe house, the knot in my stomach tightens as thoughts race through my mind and I become lost in the moment. Both my body and mind are restless and ready to get to work to fix this rift that has torn my world to shreds.

“Grant,” the Colonel barks into the receiver.

“Yes?”

“Are you even paying attention?”

I am now. I shake my head quietly, musing to myself.

“Um, sorry, sir. There was a squirrel,” I say, trying to fight the urge to laugh at my obvious lie.

“A squirrel? Really? That’s what you’re going with? A squirrel? Holy shit, man. Where the fuck is Noah when you need him?” the Colonel half laughs at his comment before he realizes what he said.

“Ah, damn. I’m sorry, Alex—”

Cutting him off quickly, I say, “Don’t apologize. We need to talk about him. Be sure to bring him up often with the guys. They won’t like it at first, but it will help. Things like this help. Shit, who the hell am I kidding? He’d have ripped on me for using squirrel.” The Colonel’s deep laugh shakes off some of the melancholy that had taken root at the mention of Noah.

“All right, Big Daddy P.” I pause, chuckling at the nickname Noah gave him.

“I’m never going to get rid of that stupid name am I?” the Colonel grumbles.

“Probably not,” I say.

“Fuck it. Better live up to it, then.”

“May as well,” I retort.

“Seriously, though, I’m almost at the safe house. I’ll start recon on the house, and if I intercept her and can get everything put in place, I’ll let you know.”

“Fine. But you know you have to ditch the phone, right?”

“Yeah, I was afraid of that. I’ll need to pick up a new one on the way.” I glance at the clock on the dash, trying to puzzle out how much time I can spare to grab a burner phone. The Colonel’s deep baritone interrupts my musings before I can even figure out where to stop.

“No need. You’ll find a burner on the bed at the safe house. You know what to do with the current one. The last thing we need is someone tracking you. You will also find a series of numbers by the phone. Use them in the event of an emergency only. When you send a text to the five-digit number and put in the sequence attached, it will immediately dispatch an extraction team. I’m putting them together now and will have them on standby.” The Colonel pauses and inhales deeply several times then cautiously proceeds. “Alex, memorize the sequence and destroy the paper. You will also find information on how to contact me at the safe house. As of now, you are officially off the grid. I don’t need to stress to you how important this is for both our country and us personally. You already know. But what I am going to stress is that you keep your head about you at all times. I want you to remain levelheaded. Try not to let your emotions cloud your judgment. And most of all, watch your back. I’ve grown kind of fond of you over the last several weeks, and I’d like to keep you around for a while longer.”

He clears the emotion from his throat several times before he asks, “Are you clear on what needs to be done?”

Swallowing, I respond thickly, “Yes, sir.”

“Good. I want updates on anything new until you’re inside. Then we will re-evaluate the situation.”

“Understood.” Lifting my hand from the steering wheel, I reach over to disconnect the call when the Colonel’s smooth voice halts my progression.

“And, Grant?”

“Yes?” I ask hesitantly.

“Keep her safe.”

His words are unsettling. This is not the Colonel that demands respect with his commanding presence. Here is the plea of a father, one who is looking out for the most prized possession in his world . . . his daughter. My throat constricts, pulling taut with the emotion that threatens to choke the air from me. The Colonel is not only entrusting me with his most prized possession but his lively hood.

It’s something he’s never entrusted another soul with, a fact that does not go unnoticed by me. It’s a gift I can never truly repay. So, with as much conviction as I can assemble, I reply, “With my life, sir.”

“Very well. I expect to hear from you soon,” the Colonel states, abruptly disconnecting the call.

Staring at the road blankly, I continue toward the safe house on autopilot. Thinking through all of the things that have happened on this shit storm of a day—from Kylee to Sam and the things that lie ahead—everything seems so distant as if it’s a nightmare that I can’t seem to wake up from. Sam’s angry expression keeps rising to the forefront of my mind as I make my way through the city streets. The anger and pent up rage he held inside I’ve only ever seen once before.

Only they aren’t emotions that were reserved for me. My chest aches as I think of the hurt and anger he must be feeling, the betrayal and sense of loss that Sam will no doubt take my absence as. I just hope and pray that when everything is said and done, he understands and accepts why I did it. And above all . . . can forgive me for betraying him.
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AS I STARE AT THE structure looming before me, I can’t help but think about the effect this place has had on me. A friend once told me that places hold memories, recollections of the past. If that truly is the case, then this wretched place is cursed. Allowing my eyes to roam over the front of the house, yet again, I can’t help but feel hollow inside. The scar on my abdomen throbs, a slight ache from the wound she inflicted on me in this very house—the house that broke me. Or did this house build me?

I cannot deny the complete sense of brokenness I feel inside. The ache of loss for my daughter . . . for Alex. Every lungful of air that is drawn into my body feels like a betrayal, as if it should be the last . . . as if on the outside I am someone else. Like a child scared and alone in the world without a soul to rely on, betrayed by her own blood in every sense of the word. Sorrow pulls at my heart, weakening the organ further.

For a brief moment in time, I allow my grief to consume me, reveling in the mental pain and anguish. Closing my eyes, my breaths become labored as each memory pierces my already battered heart. Inhaling deeply, I exhale sharply before slowly opening my eyes. A sense of foreboding washes over me as I glare at the entryway. They say once you’ve made a decision you shouldn’t look back, that once you leave a place, you shouldn’t return.

Yet, here I am once again, standing in front of the house that brought me so much pain a short time ago. Murky blackness shrouds the structure as cold, crippling shadows seep out from every corner. Clutching my hands together, I immediately think of every worst-case scenario possible. Shuddering, I tamp down the urge to flee as I look for signs of life within the darkness. It’s as if the very air has been decimated. All signs of life leech from existence, only shadows and darkness remaining.

Gray clouds loom over the structure as if they too know its secrets and have vowed to cloak it in misery, shielding its darkness from the eyes of the world. Fear takes root in my veins as my heart races wildly, threatening to explode in my chest. My legs grow weak as the darkness I carry within me fights, clawing at my insides as if desperate to drag me into the depths of despair. I can’t do this, can I? Can I really walk right into this house of horrors as if nothing happened?

“Shit,” I mutter under my breath.

If I can’t even get through this door, how am I going to make things right? Unable to contain the bottled up energy flowing through my veins a moment longer, I begin pacing the small sidewalk. Taking a sideways glance at the darkened entryway, I shudder at the gruesome memories of my time at Le Chateau de Torture. No. My head shakes of its own volition. I’m done.

I will not allow her that power over me again. A smile creeps over my face as I realize I’ve just named her disturbing ass house the castle of torture. Straightening my spine, I stand tall and march toward the darkened house. Reaching the door, I pound on it several times and wait impatiently for someone to answer. What in the hell is going on? Leaning toward the window, I strain, narrowing my gaze, seeking anything to aid me in my quest.

Finding nothing, I huff loudly, irritated with the outcome. “Screw this. You’ve come too far to give up now,” I grumble.

Reaching for the doorknob, I give it a twist only to find it locked. Turning, I angrily fumble my way through the darkness. The turbulent beat of my heart can be felt against my breast as I slowly inch my way through the brush toward the back of the house. With each new step, my body tenses, unsure of what to expect when I eventually make my way inside. Rounding the corner my breath catches as I stop abruptly, taking in the sight before me. A lush private garden is nestled in the middle of a stone patio.

The plush green terrace with blossoming trees and flowers looks oddly out of place next to the darkness oozing from the house. Massive stone planters line the pathway leading to the oasis, each filled with beautiful hibiscus of varying shades and colors. Each brightly colored flower is expertly illuminated with a single LED solar light to shed light on their radiant beauty. The darkness is brightened slightly by the LED lights methodically placed along the walkway leading to the terrace. Cobblestone pavers make up the pathway leading to the lush green foliage and beautiful cherry blossom trees. Finding my feet have a mind of their own, I move through the night toward the exquisiteness before me.

The substantial cherry blossom trees intertwine with one another, overlapping to create a canopy that cloaks the small bench overlooking the koi pond. Vibrant, deep green Colocasia plants line the pond, creating a tiny alcove. Heart shaped leaves droop heavily as they strain forward, the tips of their leaves dipping into the water. Exhaling, I allow my eyes to roam freely and feel the serenity and peace flowing from the garden. Tranquility emanates from the oasis as I stare in bewilderment. A small seed of anger blossoms deep within my core.

My teeth clench as heat rises, flushing through my body. Rage engulfs me as my eyes widen, the thick vein in my neck pulsing as realization finally dawns on me. My mother . . . No, my egg donor as Emma so blatantly put it must have spent most of her time relaxing peacefully, in her tranquil little garden while I was being tormented at the hands of her henchmen. Blinded by rage, I step forward and stumble over a loose stone. My nostrils flare wide as I snatch the stone up from the ground, gripping it tightly.

A loud, angry cry bursts forth as I throw the stone across the oasis. The stone hits the trunk of the cherry blossom tree, shattering and falling to the ground into tiny pieces. A small laugh emerges as I stare at the remaining fragments of the stone scattered around the tree. The poor tree, it didn’t do anything, even if the crazy bitch did plant it. The cathartic release I’d found only moments ago flees as my anger returns with a vengeance.

My gaze darts toward the darkened house. Scowling, I notice for the first time that the lights in the house are not on.

“Dammit,” I swear under my breath.

I really don’t want to have to come back later. I thought it might be therapeutic to come here. As if it would have some kind of magical healing properties and take away the pain it caused in the first place. Now, as I stand here glowering at the darkened doorway, I realize it doesn’t. Nothing can fix this broken feeling. I don’t know if I can ever be who I was before.

An intense urge to burn the place to the ground damn near brings me to my knees. Inhaling deeply several times, I exhale heavily, forcing myself to walk to the door and knock. Waiting impatiently, I glower at the darkened door, silently reflecting whether or not I’m going have to try and break the damn thing down. The more time that passes, the stronger my urge to burn the place and its inhabitants become. Huffing loudly, I reach for the doorknob giving it a wiggle. The knob turns, and the door opens quietly.

Taking a deep breath, I call out, “Anyone here?”

My heart thumps wildly in my chest as I linger, my eyes scanning the darkness, waiting for someone, anyone to jump out at me. Entering the kitchen, I feel along the wall, blindly searching for the light switch, praying the damn thing works. With my arms thrust out in front of me, I shuffle forward several feet until a sharp stinging pain bursts along my side. “Fuck!” I yell, my hands automatically falling to my hip, desperately trying to rub the agonizing ache.

Inhaling sharply, I resume my blind stumble across the kitchen, floundering in the darkness as my fingers run along the wall. Walking slowly forward, the cold tiles glide smoothly across my fingertips until I’m unable to push forward another inch. Using my index finger, I probe the end of the object giving me resistance, revealing the edges of a wall plate. Relief floods me as I fumble for the switch only to have it vaporize the moment the garbage disposal comes to life.

“There has to be another switch around here somewhere,” I grumble angrily.

“You mean like this one?” a deep voice asks in heavily accented English. Bright light instantaneously inundates the kitchen, blinding me. Squinting against the light, I blink furiously, trying to see who the voice belongs to.

“Who are you?” I demand, the strength and anger in my voice surprising me.

He chuckles but doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he widens his stance and bides his time silently watching me. As my eyes adjust to the sudden intrusion of light, I take in the man before me—his massive bulging arms, inky black hair, and legs the size of a small truck. Dark, calculating eyes seem to evaluate everything in the room. Noticing my perusal, he smirks, casually leaning against the wall.

“You don’t have to be afraid. You can look all you like, little one.” Irritation fills me as I watch his grin continue to stretch.

“You wish. Who in the hell are you?” I say, narrowing my eyes in his direction.

His smile grows impossibly wider as he allows his heated gaze to roam over my body, devouring every inch. “Has anyone ever told you how sexy you are when you’re angry?” His accent grows thicker, becoming more pronounced with his lust.

Snarling, I counter, “What’s it got to do with you, huh? You didn’t answer my question. Who are you?”

“Feisty, I like a woman with some fire in her. Are you sure you wouldn’t rather get to know each other on a more intimate level?”

“Come near me and I will cut your balls off and serve them to you on a silver platter for breakfast,” I grit out, steel edging its way into my voice.

Wincing, he pats his groin sympathetically. “No need to threaten my manhood, 1Agassi. It was just a polite offer. You’re a very hard woman to resist.”

“I’m taken. Now get on with it. Who the fuck are you?”

His eyes narrow on my hands, no doubt in search of a ring. Even if the ring is absent, I’m still spoken for at heart. Finding no physical proof of my claim, he smiles and takes a step forward.

“I don’t believe you.”

“I don’t really give a damn what you believe. Now are you going to answer my question? Or do I have to beat the answer out of you?”

His dark eyes dance with mirth as he tosses his head back, a deep laugh permeating the air around us. “You’re quite the character. But I like it. You’re going to need that if you plan on succeeding.”

Impatience seems to have become my new best friend. Previously, I might have taken a few moments to digest what he said, maybe try to work out the meaning on my own, or mull over the pros and cons, figure out what to do next. Now, all I can think about is: Why won’t he just spit it out already. Get. To. The. Fucking. Point.

Poking my tongue lightly into my cheek, I inhale a long breath. Glancing at the source of my irritation, I exhale abruptly. My tone is forceful as I say, “And what exactly is that supposed to mean?”

The man’s eyes darken with amusement, his lips lifting slightly at the corners. “I spoke English, did I not? I would think you’d be able to figure that one out.”

My cheeks burn hot, flushing with anger. Glowering, I take a step forward fully intending to take him down a peg or two with a quick kick in the balls when he stops me.

Holding a hand out to halt my progression, he says, “Calm down, little one. You really have to get that rage under control. I can understand what Nari sees in you. It takes a lot to gain her trust, and you have it completely. That is something you must not take for granted. Many try and often walk away empty handed.”

A frown creases my brow as I allow his words to sink in for several long moments. Nari? Who is this guy? All of the anger and irritation from earlier seems to drain away completely as question after question arises, taking its place. A small groan and tsking sound from his direction. Glancing up, I see a pained expression painted on his features as he clutches his chest in mock pain.

“No! You must bring the feistiness back, little one. Confusion is not as sexy on you.” The mock expression of horror on his face would be comical if I weren’t actually annoyed.

“Stop calling me little one. I have a name,” I snap.

“Ah, there it is.” He sighs.

“Do you ever give up?” I ask incredulously.

“Depends. But with you . . . I just kind of like to see you squirm.” Winking, he shoots me a devilish grin.

“Ahhh!” I yell. My irritation and anger at their limit, I stalk toward him, ready to pummel him for answers when he speaks.

“All right, Kylee. You win.”

His words stop me in my tracks. I’m frozen in place, wondering yet again who he is and how he knows so much. Unable to contain myself a moment longer, I begin with my barrage of questions.

“Who are you, and how do you know my name? You mentioned Nari, how do you know her? Seriously, you better start talking because I am at the end of my patience level for the day. And there is no telling what I’ll do when there isn’t anything left . . .” My angry words trail off as I toss my arms over my chest, widening my stance, waiting impatiently for him to speak.

Groaning, he waves a hand in my direction. “That really is sexy, woman. All that pent up anger and rage. Are you sure you don’t want to . . .”

“Enough!” I scream.

“Okay, Okay,” he says, holding his hands out in a placating gesture. Shaking his head, he releases a breath, placing his hands behind his back. With quick, concise movements, he begins pacing a small path in the kitchen. Ten steps forward, turn, ten steps back, repeat. After several passes, he finally speaks.

“My name is IL-Seong. I am Nari’s partner. We have been working undercover in this ring for quite some time.” Stopping, he peers at me from the corner of his eye. After a moment, he resumes his pacing and continues.

“You wanted to know how I knew your name, yes?” he asks, stopping to make eye contact with me once again. Nodding, I meet his fervent gaze.

“It is impossible not to know the infamous Kylee Parker—the woman who essentially blew into this world and tore it apart. First, you were known as the child who got away—the only child to ever get away. It is important you should know that. Then you breeze in here like a summer wind and snuff out the most vicious woman in the crime world. And you did it while barely even breaking a sweat.” His gaze lands on mine, his eyes holding so much wonder and adoration that I feel the urge to retch.

Is it truly possible that he believes this crap? I barely broke a sweat? He has clearly built up some image of me in his head that’s like Wonder Woman. I hate to break it to this poor idiot, but Wonder Woman was awesome, and I am her opposite in every sense of the word.

Shaking my head, my voice is full of sadness as I reply, “You’re wrong. I broke more than a sweat and lost more than you could ever imagine. The only reason I am even going back is to prevent it from happening to someone else.”

His expression changes, transforming to a solemn look. “I understand—”

Before he is able to get another word out, I cut him off mid-sentence. “No. You don’t understand, and I don’t expect you to. So do not try to placate me and pretend you know what I went through, because you don’t. I don’t need your sympathy or your pity. And despite what you or anyone else may think, I sure as hell do not want it. So if you’d please just stick to the facts. Tell me who you are and what the fuck is going on.”

Internally, I cringe at the harshness of my tone. I don’t regret the words only the manner in which I rushed to say them. I breathe a small sigh of relief when IL-Seong smiles at my tirade.

“Nari was right. You really are perfect.”

“What does that mean?” My curiosity rears its ugly head again.

“It means that in order to take over as the head of the 2Kkangpae, you will need to be fearless. That anger and rage will serve you well. You will not be welcomed with open arms by all into the syndicate. There are those who will test you at every turn. Some will test your loyalty; others will test your bravery. And then you will have the ones who will just try to kill you. The point is, Kylee, they will try to show any weakness you have. Therefore, you must not let them; you must remain in control at all times. You mustn’t let your anger control you. You must control it. Allow it to drive you and give you the power to rise above them all and do the job that needs to be done.” IL’s eyes blaze with fire, the passion and intensity of his work at the forefront lighting the way.

As the meaning of his words slowly register in my foggy brain, I begin to realize the task that I’ve delved into without a thought. Shit. I didn’t exactly plan this out. Swallowing, I raise my gaze to meet IL-Seong’s. My voice is surprisingly steady as I say, “I don’t even know where to begin. I came here looking for her, and she clearly isn’t here. It’s a little difficult not to let that frustration take over.”

A knowing grin lights up IL’s face. “Not to worry, little one. That’s what you have me for. I’m here to tell you everything you need to know, including where to find your dear darling mother.”

“You mean egg donor,” I correct, a feral grin stretching across my face.

This is perfect. Exactly what I need to get this party started. Let’s hope that I can kill all of these birds with one stone. Get in, get out, and get home. I really would like to return to Alex someday, that is if he will still have me.


1 is the term for young lady in Korean

2 is the South Korean Mafia or Street Gang
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THE FAMILIAR EBB AND FLOW of guilt worms its way into my conscience as I toss a sideways glance at the phone buzzing on the dashboard. A picture of Cooper hanging off the back of a Humvee flashes on the screen bringing with it the uncomfortable reality of my present circumstances. Fidgeting, I unbutton the top button of my shirt and shudder in relief as the phone falls silent. Cooper’s call finally goes to voicemail.

“You’re such a pussy, Grant,” I mutter under my breath.

The truth is I really am, but I can’t seem to bring myself to do what needs to be done. To the outsider looking in, it appears like a simple thing, turning off a phone. Pressing and holding the button to power down the device. Yet, as I sit here catching an occasional glimpse of the phone on the dashboard, I can’t bring myself to do it because, despite everything, I’m not just turning off a device. I’m cutting ties with my unit—with my brothers.

Pushing away the men who have taken bullets for me, men who had stood by me when no one else would, and believed in me when there wasn’t anything left to believe in, made my heart ache knowing that I have to sever all ties with Cooper, Sam, and Brighton. They’ve been by me through thick and thin, and we’ve never been out of contact. The phone buzzes rapidly, sliding off the dash and onto the floor.

With a groan, I lean forward, retrieving the device as Brighton’s and his sister, Phoebe’s, faces continuously light up the display. Sighing, I toss the phone on the seat and pick up my night vision binoculars. My gaze roams over the devil’s whorehouse. Inwardly, I chuckle. It’s the perfect name for Kylee’s mother’s house. Not that you could call that monstrosity a house.

More like a damn three-story fortress. The entire home is surrounded by enormous stone walls with armed guards stationed along the wall for security. Massive wrought iron gates are the only point of entry to the castle-like fortress the she-devil has secluded herself in. The buzzing on the seat stops bringing my attention back to the seat beside me. Scrubbing a hand down the back of my neck, I shoot a glance at the phone. Brighton and Phoebe’s smiling faces fade to nothingness as the screen goes dark.

My jaw clenches, teeth grinding in frustration. “This is for the best. This. Is. For. The. Best,” I chant to myself over and over again.

Mentally, I command myself to turn the damn phone off, to break the connection. Nothing good will come of me answering the phone. It only serves to endanger everyone involved. Still, no matter how many times I repeat it, I can’t seem to turn the damn thing off.

Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap. Tap.

Drumming my fingers on the steering wheel, I fight the urge to take a closer look at the devil’s whorehouse. The irresistible compulsion, the need to move, rallies in my already twisted thoughts telling me I’m wasting time. I’m ready to scale the damn wall and see what the devil is hiding in her compound. My agitation flourishes, growing steadily with each passing moment. I’ve exhausted so much energy fighting myself, and part of me knows that I’m just confused because of the mixed up emotions dashing through my head. But the insistent need to get to the woman who caused my goddess all of her pain is almost unbearable.

Vibrating sounds on the seat next to me alerting me to the incoming call. Nausea builds in the pit of my stomach, roiling, threatening to work its way up my rapidly tightening throat. Swallowing several times, I peek at the phone from the corner of my eye. All of the air in my chest explodes from me in an audible gush. With wide eyes, I stare at the image of my best friend. My hands quake with the force of my compulsion to pick up the phone and answer it. Blowing out several deep breaths, I focus on the image instead. I can still remember the day the photo was taken. We had just returned from a tour overseas and decided to go camping. Sam and I had argued for days about where to go. We’d finally settled on camping at the Northern Rim in Payson Arizona.

The picture was taken shortly after we’d returned from a small fishing excursion in Christopher Creek. Sam had sauntered up to me and slung an arm around my shoulder before giving me that shit-eating grin of his. We held up our catch from the stream—mine was severely lacking compared to Sam’s—and then we’d laughed and drank the rest of the weekend. It’s one of the best memories I have with him. The familiar ache returns, building in my chest and spreading throughout my body like wildfire. Instinctively, I reach for the phone only to pull away at the very last moment.

Locking my hands on the steering wheel, I grip it tightly to prevent myself from doing the one thing I know I can’t. The one thing I want the most at this moment: to talk to my best friend. There’s so much I want to say, so much I need to say. Inhaling a pained breath, I lean my head back, closing my eyes briefly.

The phone stops ringing, and my fingers relax, blood rushing back to my extremities. Exhaling a sigh of relief, I open my eyes and reach for my night vision binoculars resuming the task of watching my target. Parked around the corner from the house, my SUV is nestled between two cars, providing me the perfect cover to see and not be seen. Before I’m able to get the binoculars in place, the display on the phone lights up again. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I close my eyes. With a small sigh, I open them and glance at the irritating device.

“Stubborn bastard,” I murmur.

Darting a glance at the fortress, I watch the guards making their rounds. My throat is packed with emotion as I listen to Sam’s persistent buzzing. He never was one to give up. Always a stubborn ass when it comes to getting what he wants. A small smile begins to form as I think of all the stupid antics he’s pulled to get his way. The phone stops vibrating, and the knot in my stomach loosens, only to tighten and double in size seconds later as the phone lights up at Sam’s insistence. What the hell? Now he is starting to annoy me. Isn’t he getting the picture? Obviously not. Would you give up? the little voice in the back of my mind asks.

Stupid voice. Always sounding so logical. Maybe I should just fill him in and let him know what’s going on. Clammy hands reach for the phone on the seat, my fingers hovering over the answer icon, when out of the corner of my eye, I see movement, something approaching in the distance. Sitting up straighter, I lean forward to get a better look at who or what could be approaching.

Every muscle in my body tenses, freezing me on the spot as I stare at the woman of my dreams. Kylee strides up the sidewalk, slowly taking her time approaching the gate. The armed guards see her approach but don’t make a move to stop her. That means they recognize her and are ready for her. What the fuck? I can’t believe she’s here already. The phone buzzing in my hand brings me back to the present.

Grimacing, my teeth dig into my lower lip. “Forgive me, brother,” I whisper.

Lowering the night vision binoculars I’m holding with one hand, I place them on the seat. Never removing my gaze from my goddess, I hold down the power button, severing all communication with my team. Dropping the phone on the floorboard, I dash out of the vehicle and head in her direction. It’s time to get this show on the road, to take control of this situation and do what needs to be done. The wild thrum of my pulse pounds in my ears with each step I take in her direction.

My stomach leaps into my throat as Kylee nears the gate, forcing me to break out into a sprint to get to her in time. Sweat beads on my brow, trickling down the sides of my face as I pound the pavement, each step ringing loudly in my ears. The risk increases if I don’t make it to her before she slips through the gate. There would be no telling when she would come out. If she’d come back out.

I flinch at the thought of her not coming back, of something happening to her at the hands of the devil herself. The nearly overpowering fear pushes me harder. My muscles expand and contract with exertion as the strong desire to protect her from any further harm drives me forward. Rounding the corner, I have so much momentum, I practically barrel into her, sending us both skidding back several feet.

“Oomph,” she groans.

“S-Sorry,” I pant.

“Alex?” Kylee takes a step back, her eyes widening in surprise.

“The one and only.” I smile, stepping forward, closing the gap between us. The constant state of despondency clouding my mind seems to have lifted with her presence. Her eyes narrow, scrutinizing my appearance.

“What are you doing here, Alex?” she questions, her eyes lifting to mine, searching for answers while shielding her own emotions as if she’s afraid to hope.

“Looking for you.”

“Me?”

The skeptical tone she uses may as well have been a dagger to my heart. My girl has isolated herself. She’s become a lone ranger traveling a dark and dangerous road. My muscles tighten, readying themselves as my determined gaze holds her own. She will not travel this path alone because I have every intention of seeing this through to the end, by her side.

“Yes, you. Who else would I be looking for?” I smirk, crossing my arms over my chest, daring her to challenge me.

Her confusion quickly turns to irritation, her eyes shooting daggers at me. “Well, you found me. So, what is it that you want?” Challenge accepted it appears.

“Come with me,” I say, grasping her shoulder and giving her a little tug.

“No. Dammit, Alex. I don’t have time for this shit right now. I have things I have to do.”

“Come with me now, Kylee.”

“I said no, Alex.” Shrugging out of my grip, she sidesteps me, walking toward the gate.

“Kylee,” I say, grabbing her arm and turning her to face me.

“I do not have time to argue this with you again, Alex. I’ve already told you my mind is made up. Now let me go.” She tugs, pulling at her arm.

I tighten my grasp enough to hold her but not harm her. Kylee’s gaze narrows to tiny slits, a hiss leaving her luscious red lips. Red? My eyes zero in on her lips painted a deep red. I nearly groan as my cock swells, threatening to burst from my cargo pants at the sight. Now is not the time boy.

Now is not the time. Mentally shaking the thoughts away, I raise my eyes to meet hers again. Her eyes gleam with mischief, a naughty look glistening in their depths. Fuck me.

The hoarse, low timbre of my voice sends an unmistakable shiver down her body as I speak. “You will come with me and listen to what I have to say. Now I am going to release your arm, and you will take my hand. We are going to walk across the street and head south away from prying eyes. Be very careful now love. We are being watched, and you wouldn’t want to get us both killed, now would you?”

Her eyes show no fear as I release her arm and she willingly slips her hand into mine. We cross the street in silence and make our way south, staying out of the devil’s line of sight. Kylee squeezes my hand, holding on for several long moments before releasing it. The cool night air caresses my palm, causing the hair on my arms to stand at attention. Right away, I miss her warmth, the softness of her skin, and the feel of her palm pressing against mine. Kylee hems, coughing lightly, casting glimpses at me from the corner of her eye.

Eyeing me warily, she is the first to speak, breaking through the surmountable tension. “What are you really doing here, Alex?”

“I already told you, looking for you.”

“I’m not buying that line, and you know it.”

“I don’t know why. It’s the truth,” I say, turning to face her as we reach the SUV.

“How did you even know where to find me?”

She turns, hitting me with the full force of her penetrative stare. The intensity in her chocolate brown eyes renders me speechless for several heartbeats, all thoughts obliterated as I drown in their deep recesses. The small hand on my bicep brings me back to the beauty before me.

“Did you hear what I said?” She snaps her fingers in front of my face.

“No, you hypnotized me with your beautiful . . . rack. Yeah, your rack. That’s it,” Kylee growls in response to my joke. Her red lips lift at the corners into the most fearsome little fucking snarl. My shaft immediately hardens, the tip pressing painfully into my zipper.

“Ah, dammit. You can’t do things like that to me, babe,” I say, readjusting my cock.

“Are you fucking serious?” Kylee huffs, spins, and stomps off, marching her way back to the devil’s domain. Shit. Don’t fuck this up, Grant! the little voice inside my head screams. Racing forward, I step in front of her, cutting off her retreat.

“Sorry, babe. Bad joke. Walk with me. Please?” Extending my hand, I give her a pleading look.

Sighing, she takes my hand, muttering, “Fine. Now, what did you need to talk to me about? I really do have something I need to do.”

The look of determination on her face sends a fluttery feeling racing through my veins. I scan her for any signs of fear, anything to clue me in on the fact that she may be acting. But she stands tall, chin held high, with her shoulders back, ready to march through the gates of hell.

Nodding, I school my features to reflect one of grim determination.

“Very well. I know you’ve made up your mind. But is there any way that I can persuade you to come back another day?”

Her cheeks redden as her expression tightens. Her voice is firm when she replies, “I’ve already told you. I’m doing this, and you will not change my mind.” She balls her hands into fists, broadening her stance as she prepares for a fight.

Shaking my head, I bite back the urge to smile at her display of dominance. “I didn’t ask you to change your mind. I only asked if you could come back a different day so we could plan out a strategy on how to best proceed.”

“Why do you care? It’s not like you’re going with me,” she barks.

Taking a controlling step forward, I eclipse her with my presence. Kylee steps backward, crowding closer to the vehicle. I abolish any space between us, overshadowing her completely.

My voice is deep and commanding, leaving no room for argument when I declare, “The hell I won’t. You won’t so much as fucking sneeze without me being by your damn side.”

Kylee’s eyes widen. She stares unabashedly at me, seeking answers to questions I won’t be able to give. Finally, after several seconds, she asks, “I don’t understand. You made it perfectly clear you weren’t able to come. Actually, I realized it was quite unfair of me to even ask. So, why now? What changed?” Her eyes scrutinize every facet of my face as she waits for my answer.

“I had time to think about it. That’s what changed.”

The deep brown irises I’ve come to love over the course of the last several months deepen with their curiosity. Sucking her lower lip into her mouth, she nibbles, chewing on her red lip. The contrast of her white teeth and red lips send tendrils of lust spiraling through my nervous system. Gingerly, I lean forward removing the lip from her mouth tracing my thumb around the edges. Our heads drift closer until we’re only a breath apart. Her eyelids flutter, lowering to half-mast.

Our breaths collide as her soft hands begin exploring my body, sparks of pleasure igniting in my abdomen as it flexes, coming to life with her touch. Gazing deeply into my eyes, Kylee smiles tenderly. For a brief moment in time, she drops the facade, allowing me to see the longing in her eyes. The same ravenous need to be with me as I have for her. Her eyes are full of passion, love, and sorrow—so much sorrow that I want to hold her, shielding her from the rest of the world, never letting her go.

Staring passionately into her eyes, my tone is dark and lustful, each word spoken with reverence. “It’s you and me, Kylee, all the way. Always and forever.”

Closing the distance, I place a chaste kiss on her lips, not daring to tempt myself with more for fear of getting lost in her embrace. And neither of us is in a place where we can be lost to our lustful desires. The moment our lips touch, Kylee lets out a sexy little groan, pushing herself up on her toes to get closer. Dark thoughts and images of shoving her skirt up and thrusting into her against the vehicle enter my mind, forcing me to take a reluctant step back. With a heavy sigh, I untangle her fingers from my shirt.

A small frown creases her brow before she tilts her head to the side, peering at me questioningly. Kylee nods, her shoulders stiffening, and smooth’s the nonexistent wrinkles from her knee length skirt.

“I see,” she says icily.

I blanch, reeling from the coldness in her voice. She sees? What exactly is it that she is supposed to see? Rubbing my forehead, I let out a little huff and level her with a glare.

“And what exactly is it that you see, Kylee?”

Thoughts race through my mind a million miles a minute in my confusion. I swear it’s like dealing with a fucking temperamental toddler. You never know if you’re going to get the sweet, cuddly kid or the evil fucker that’ll scream his head off. If the sharp pointed tap to my chest is any indication, I’m pretty sure it’s the evil one I’m about to deal with. Opening my stance up, I cross my arms over my chest and level her with a glare of my own. Two can play this game.

“You sure do talk a big game, Mr. Grant. But when all is said and done, it’s clear that’s all it was. A game.”

My earlier confusion dissipates, giving way to pure outrage. Forcing a laugh, I glower at her. “A game, Ms. Parker? You think this is all a game, do you?”

“I didn’t, but it’s obvious you do.” A small flicker of hurt manages its way into her voice before she masks it, clearing her throat.

“Is that right?”

“Yes, and while this has been . . . enlightening, I really must go. I have things to do. So, thank you for everything. It’s been a pleasure.” She gives me one final look before taking a breath and glancing in the direction we came from.

“The hell you do,” I growl.

“Stop, Alex.” Her voice cracks slightly on my name.

“No. You aren’t going anywhere.” The calm control I’ve held barely leashed is finally broken free, the dominant animal wild and free.

“Alex, I can’t play this game with you. I don’t have the time or the energy. I am doing this. You won’t change my mind. Besides you made it clear you don’t want me so let’s call it a day and go our separate ways.”

“Did you hit your head?”

“What?” she inquires, nailing me with her incredulous stare.

“I’m serious. Did you bang your head on the SUV or something? Because I don’t remember ever making it clear that I didn’t want you. As a matter of fact, that’s not something I’ve ever made clear. Here, let me show you the proof.”

Grabbing her wrist, I thrust the palm of her hand over my groin and let her feel my erection. “Does that feel clear to you? Hmmm? Does it, Kylee?”

She quietly watches me, not answering, just waiting for my next move.

“Answer me,” I bark.

“I don’t know, Alex. I don’t know.”

“Well, let me be clear, princess. I can’t get you out of my fucking head. And you aren’t going anywhere without me. You want to know what was going through my head a few moments ago? Do you?” She nods her head, unable to speak.

“I was thinking about rucking up this little skirt and shoving my dick so far up your pussy you’ll feel me for the next week.”

“Oh,” she whispers on a breathy sigh.

Leaning in, I hover a breath away from her lips. “But I can’t do that because there are eyes everywhere and there’s no telling who could be watching. And I don’t want anyone to see you like that but me. Do you understand?”

Kylee nods her head in assent.

“I want to hear you, Kylee. I said do you understand?”

“Yes,” she squeaks.

“Good. Now since you’re so hell bent on heading into the devil’s lair, tonight let’s get this show on the road.” I take her hand, tugging her in the direction we came from.

“Alex.” She pulls on my hand, stopping me.

“Yes?” I ask, curious as to why we’ve stopped. Kylee eyes me critically, glancing up and down as if she finally realizes I’m not up to her standards.

Sighing heavily, she says, “You can’t come with me, Alex.”

Growling, I open my mouth to protest, but she halts my progress with a hand.

“It’s not that I don’t want you there. But, you can’t go in there dressed like that.” She waves a hand in my direction.

“You wound me with your lack of faith, Ms. Parker,” I say in mock indignation, placing a hand over my heart.

“I’m serious, Alex. I’m heading into the devil’s lair as you so eloquently put it and I cannot have you by my side dressed in cargo pants.” She blows out an irritated huff of air and places her hands on her hips.

With a gentle tug, I drag her toward the SUV. “What are you doing?” she hisses.

“Fixing your problem.”

“What?”

“I said fixing your problem.”

Reaching the SUV, I drop her hand, unlocking the door and reaching into the back for the garment bag. In several swift motions, my pants are on the ground pooling at my feet as I retrieve the slacks from the bag. A small gasp echoes from behind me. Turning my body, I face her fully, my cock swelling under her attention. Kylee’s hands are balled up into tiny fists at her sides as if she’s fighting the urge to run them all over my body.

Quirking an eyebrow in her direction, I can barely keep the smirk off of my face as I say, “Don’t blame me, babe. You could have had all this.” I pause, motioning to my half-naked body. “But you wanted to walk through the gates of hell instead.”

Her gasp permeates the air as I turn around, pulling items from the bag and dressing. Smiling to myself, I begin to mentally prepare, my mind going to war, prepping for the inevitable shit storm that’s about to come.
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CASTING A FLEETING LOOK AT Alex, I absorb every ounce of him. In jeans and a t-shirt, he’s a devilishly handsome man. But put him in a single-breasted Armani suit with a crimson dress shirt and solid black tie and you may as well put me in an early grave. Damn the man is sexy. My body comes alive, tingling with unfulfilled pleasure.

Crossing my legs, I submerge myself further into the silky leather of the Escalade. Alex reaches for the dial on the air conditioner and adjusts the temperature. My eyes are immediately drawn to the expanse of his arm, watching the muscles in his bicep and forearm bunch and flex under his graceful movement. Fire ignites deep in my belly, spreading rapidly as I stare unabashedly. My mind begins to wander, drawing up mental images as I picture him using those same arms to hold me against the wall while he drives his cock into me repeatedly. Licking my dry lips, I mentally shake away the images and allow my eyes to travel to the dark window in front of me.

Staring at the darkened sky, I allow my mind to fill with the questions that have been plaguing me all evening. Why was Alex in such a rush to get away from my mother’s house? It’s not like he was parked where anyone could see him. And what was with the sudden need to change vehicles? What is so important about this one? I mean, it is much nicer with the leather and darker windows, but it’s completely devoid of anything personal.

Or maybe that’s the reason he wanted to change them in the first place. Something just doesn’t feel right about the situation. It’s almost as if he’s holding something back. Biting the inside of my cheek, I contemplate what it is he might be hiding. Nothing profound immediately jumps out at me, but that nagging voice returns, telling me that everything isn’t always quite as it seems.

Unease settles heavily in my sub-conscience and stays with me for the duration of the ride back to my mother’s home. The moment we round the corner, all of my unease regarding Alex vanishes, a new worry taking its place. Tiny nodules take root forming in my belly, each one expanding, growing larger as the seconds dramatically tick by on the clock. Alex’s hand clasps mine, forcing my gaze away from the window. He squeezes gently and gives me an encouraging smile.

With one last squeeze, he releases my hand, placing it back on the wheel. Alex clears his throat, his voice serious as he says, “From here on out, if anyone asks you who I am, my name is Alexander Devereux. If you’re questioned on what I do for a living, your only response is to be that I am a business consultant. You are to provide nothing more than that. If at any time someone pushes for more information, tell them you do not concern yourself with such details and they can ask me. But let’s be clear about one thing, Kylee. Alexander Grant no longer exists. Do you understand?” I nod, speechless at his proclamation.

“Answer me, Kylee. This is important. I said, do you understand?”

“Yes, Alex, I understand,” I answer robotically even though everything inside of me is screaming “No! I don’t understand.”

“Good.” He nods toward the gate rapidly approaching.

“It’s time.”

“I’m still calling you Alex. I don’t care what you say. I will introduce you as Alexander, but I won’t call you that,” I say defiantly.

A small smile plays around the edges of his lips. “I wouldn’t have it any other way, love.” He winks, his eyes shining with love. I beam a brilliant smile in return, delighted when he sucks in a breath.

Peering at Alex thoughtfully, I say, “You do realize, that when we pass through those gates, I’m in charge, right? You don’t get to wear the pants in this relationship any longer.”

“Oh how wrong you are, my dear,” he says with a knowing smile.

Blowing out an irked breath, I retort, “Listen here, bud. Just because you’ve been Mr. Sexy-And-In-Charge, calling all the shots for so long doesn’t mean you’re going to march in here and take over because I’ve got news for you. That is not how things work here. I’m in charge of this shit-fest; it’s my family, my drama, and my show. I will handle things my way, whether you like it or not. Now you’re either doing it with me or getting the hell out of the vehicle.” Finished with my tirade, I huff, crossing my arms over my chest.

Alex rolls to a stop in front of the gate, a smirk plastered on his handsome face as he leans closer. His violet eyes heat with passion as they take a slow, sensual perusal of my body. When his eyes reach mine, his tongue darts out, wetting his lips. Gasping, I follow the path his tongue takes as it retreats back into his mouth.

Grinning wider, he replies, “You know, you really are sexy when you get pissed off.” Pausing, his eyes take another slow perusal of my body. When he finally speaks, his voice is darker, rumbling with desire.

“Don’t you worry your pretty little head, princess. I know my place. Just make sure you know yours. You may run the show in front of everyone else. But behind closed doors, when it’s just the two of us, you better remember who’s actually calling the shots, especially when I have your sexy little ass tied to the bed.”

Winking, he sits back as the gate opens, a large and imposing man stomping his way toward the Escalade. All of the moisture in my mouth evaporates. Alex’s words finally penetrate the lust-induced haze he always creates. Flabbergasted, I stare, watching him as he rolls the window down and patiently waits for the guard to approach. The guard’s angry scowl lessens minutely when his eyes meet my inquisitive gaze in the passenger seat.

“Ms. Parker,” he greets with a nod, ignoring Alex altogether.

“Well, who else did you think it would be?” I snap, already irritated with his pejorative behavior toward Alex.

His face remains stoic, no emotion registering at the abruptness in my tone. Using the same apathetic tone, he replies, “We’ve been expecting you. We were unaware you would be bringing a guest.” His gaze trails to Alex, disdain coloring his features.

“Well, now you’re aware. So what’s the holdup?” My voice strains as I strive to hold onto the calm and collected demeanor I’ve perfected my entire life. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a glimpse of Alex’s smile, which only seems to add fuel to the already raging fire.

“We need to search the vehicle, ma’am,” the guard answers curtly.

“You what!” I bellow, my voice carrying through the confines of the SUV. Alex winces while the guard takes a step back, throwing his hands up in a placating gesture. Heat floods my face, coloring my cheeks and neck as blood rushes to the surface.

“It’s routine. We have to check every vehicle that comes through.” The guard’s attempt to use a soothing tone further stokes the embers of the raging fire within me.

“Do you know who I am?” I ask, glaring at the man still holding his hands up in a placating gesture. His pose immediately incites the urge to rush forward and throat punch the bastard.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replies.

“And you thought I would what? Smuggle in a pack of rabid dogs? I pause, leaning over Alex. Hitting the guard with a hard glare, Alex momentarily distracts me when he begins thumbing my nipple through the silk of my blouse. Stupid, insufferable man. Swinging my glare in his direction, I watch as his eyes light up with mischief, the corners of his lips twitching with the beginnings of a smile.

Ignoring his wandering fingers, I turn my ire back to the guard. Remaining stoic, he gazes at me warily. “What, no answer? Hmmm? Still feeling a little uneasy?” I halt, taking a deep breath, gauging his reaction. The man stands rigidly poised as if I might actually have all of the things I said hidden in the folds of my skirt.

My voice is barely recognizable when I speak. Coldness drips, radiating from each word. “Let me guess, you’re thinking maybe I’m bringing in a drug lord or a hit man to take everyone out?” A menacing laugh erupts from somewhere deep inside of me, billowing into the night air. The guard’s pupils blow wide as he stares in astonishment.

A treacherous smile sweeps across my face, causing the guard to draw in a sharp breath. “Let me be perfectly clear. I don’t need anyone to do my dirty work for me. I’m quite capable of handling it myself.”

The guard’s hands curl into fists, falling to his sides. His shoulders become rigid when his eyes finally meet mine. Still holding my gaze, his eyes peer deeply into mine as if looking for any visible sign of imminent danger. Arching an eyebrow, I watch as he swallows nervously several times.

Heaving an irritated sigh, I declare, “Do your search, but it extends to the exterior of my vehicle only. Is that clear?”

The guard opens his mouth to protest, then changes his mind. Closing it, he nods his agreement. “Yes, ma’am,” he replies, gesturing us forward to the small guard shack a few feet inside of the gate.

Alex pulls the SUV forward, stopping just outside of the guard station. The guards make quick work of the inspection, and I soon find myself being led up the steps of the house my mother calls home. The door opens as we reach the top step and another guard steps out to greet me.

“Ms. Parker.”

“Take me to her,” I say, wanting to avoid a repeat of what happened outside.

He nods in response, opening the door wider for us to enter. Stepping into the atrium, my irises grow wide in surprise. The luxury and grandeur in this home are more than I’ve seen in my entire life. Decadent marble tiles blanket the floor in the three-story atrium. The majestic double staircase is brought to life with wrought iron railings, full of lavishly intricate details. Floor to ceiling windows line the back wall and overlook the mountain range in the distance.

Inhaling a deep breath, I look up and notice the guard and Alex patiently waiting. Shit. I’d stopped to gawk, and I’m only in the entryway. The guard discreetly clears his throat to gain my attention.

Motioning toward the staircase, he says, “It’s this way.” Nodding, I follow, mentally berating myself for getting distracted. We come to a stop at a room just off the staircase. A guard is stationed just outside the door with several others posted down the long the hall. The guard inclines his head toward the door, indicating the room my mother is currently occupying.

“Thank you,” I supply, turning to face the door.

Alex’s warm hand on my back is soothing as he leans in to whisper, “Do you want me to come with you? Or would you rather I stand guard at the door?”

“Come with me,” I murmur, unsure if he heard the words that I was barely able to speak.

“I’ll be there with you silently waiting if you should need anything.” His breath on my ear and the warmth of his hand on my back disappears as he takes a step back. Inhaling a deep breath, I brace myself for what’s to come as I knock loudly on the door. A small, weakened voice calls out from the other side of the aperture.

“Enter.”

With one last breath, I shove the door open, my anger now driving my actions. The expansive master bedroom before me could be defined as a small house rather than a bedroom. My eyes immediately find the lavish king size bed and zoom to the tiny woman slumped over the immense pillows. A smug sense of satisfaction fills me as I walk closer, taking in her haggard appearance. The door clicks, closing behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see Alex standing off to the side, his arms crossed loosely in front of him. To an outsider looking in he might appear relaxed, calm, cool, and collected.

But not me, I know this man inside and out. And I can see the rigid set of his jaw, the stiffness he carries in his spine. The tense set of his shoulders and the tightness around his eyes. Alex catches me glancing his way and tosses me a wink, nodding in the devil’s direction. Fighting the urge to groan, I scowl and stomp petulantly to the bed.

“1Ttal,” she rasps.

“Who else would it be?” I snip, my anger getting the better of me. She laughs a horrible, wheezing sound that grates on the ears.

“So you’ve come to spend some time with your dear old mother, eh?” A hopeful look crosses her face, causing me to snort.

“You can’t be serious.”

The incredulous laughter bursts forth once again. Quickly schooling her features, she beckons me forward to her side. With a shake of my head, I reply, “I’m quite fine where I am.”

“Please, Ttal. Humor me for a moment. I do not wish to argue.”

Frowning, I peer at her for a second. The weariness coloring her tone is something she’s never exhibited in the past. My eyes rove over her barely shifting form, taking in her colorless face and lethargic limbs. Before I’m fully aware that it’s happening, my feet spring into action, maneuvering me forward. In a matter of seconds, I’m standing next to the daunting bed, gaping down at my mother’s dwindling form. Her once striking face is now ashen and devoid of all color.

She respires heavily, her gaze shifting to hold mine for several moments before fixing on something in the distance. Using the time I have, I peruse her body, scrutinizing what I’m able to see. Her gaze is dazed, fixed on something far off, her pupils dilated as she takes shallow, ragged breaths, each inhalation sounding more labor intensive than the last. The radiant and polished glow her skin once held has been leached from her body and replaced with a sickly pallid gray color. A small moan passes across her lips as she shifts uncomfortably and grasps the comforter covering her frail body.

My eyes are automatically drawn to the tips of her fingers. Ever since I can remember, she’s always painted her fingernails a dark red. Now, all color has been removed, and her nail beds are completely white, all blood having left her outer extremities. Something inside of me twists as I wonder if she’s suffering the way my child must have. The wheeze and cough she spews brings my attention back to the present.

Lifting a small cloth to her mouth, she wipes away the blood tinting her lips. “Do you have something you need to tell me?” she asks in a ragged voice.

“Something I need to tell you?” I ask, confused.

She peers pointedly at the ring on my finger. I’d completely forgotten about it. Without any resistance, my mind conjures up the memory of Alex sliding it back onto my hand a few short hours ago, his demand still ringing fresh in my mind. “This ring is being put back where it belongs, and you will never remove it again. Do you understand me, Kylee?”

Suppressing a shiver, I glare at my mother, anger surging recklessly through my muscles. “What makes you think you deserve to know a damned thing about my life?”

Sighing dramatically, she rolls her eyes. “Do not be that way, Ttal. I am your mother. And you do not have very much time left with me. Do you really wish to spend what is left of it being angry?”

Her words are like gasoline, dousing my already burning anger—a guilt trip. After everything she has done to me, she’s going to throw a guilt trip at me. She must be on some really good fucking drugs if she thinks for one damned second I’m about to make nice with her crazy ass. Hissing angrily, my tone is full of venom, rage, and everything I’ve bottled up since I was ten years old.

“You must be fucking high. I mean, did you really think I was going to waltz in here and we were going to have a tea party? Like I would just forget everything that happened? Hmm?” Crossing my arms over my chest, I wait impatiently for a response.

“No, I did not expect you to forget everything,” she breathes out heavily.

“Well, it’s a damn good thing,” I snap.

Raising an eyebrow in annoyance, she replies, “I hope you’re not here for an apology, Ttal, because that is not going to happen.” She stops temporarily, her eyes widening as a low, menacing growl discharges from the back of the room.

Beaming, I angle my head to the side, catching Alex’s eye. The moment our eyes lock, I blow him a little kiss and toss him a wink before turning around. My mother’s gaze lands on me, examining me with the precision of a skilled surgeon. Holding my chin high, I stand tall, unwilling to back down from her scrutiny. After a moment, she nods her approval.

Scoffing, I retort, “You know it’s too little too late for that shit, right?”

“Regardless, he is good for you. He will serve you well in this life.”

“I don’t need a fucking servant,” I snap angrily.

“It doesn’t matter what you need. It is what you will have. Things are done a certain way here. We all have a role to play, Ttal, yourself included.”

“I refuse to play your games. Don’t you think you’ve caused enough damage? Haven’t I lost enough already?”

“You will do as you’re told, Ttal. You must.”

“Tell me, Mother, why should I do anything you ask when you so willingly ignored every plea of mine?” The question dissipates as I step closer to the bed. Reaching her bedside, I not so carefully seat myself by her side, delighting in the pained wince she emits.

“Was it not clear what I was asking when I begged for you to stop?” I imply, reaching for her hand. The coldness from her fingers practically burns my palms as I caress her fingers before squeezing them harshly.

“Ttal,” she wheezes.

“Yes, Mother?” I ask in a sickly sweet tone.

“Please,” she begs, the pain in her voice growing.

“Please what, Mother?” I prod, squeezing harder, relishing in her pain, and sending it deep down where I need it.

“Please stop,” she whimpers.

Staring deeply into her eyes, I watch as understanding dawns, her irises growing large as she recognizes the cold, hardness in mine. “Stop?” I laugh, a dangerous chuckle, one that’s dark and depraved, devoid of any humor.

“You mean just like I begged you to do when you ordered that man to rip my own child from my womb? Tell me, why I should, Mother? Why do you deserve it?”

Jutting her chin out, her eyes harden as she returns my cold stare with one of her own. “I won’t apologize for what I did. It made you who you are—who you needed to be to survive in this family. I will go into the next life knowing my legacy will carry on leading the largest crime syndicate in South Korea.” The weakness in her tone vanishes and is replaced with strength and a sense of pride.

A sinister smile colors my lips as I dig my nails into her wrist. She hisses in pain as I press harder, warm blood coating my fingertips, slicking her skin. Dark thoughts enter my mind as I watch the woman who gave me life struggle unsuccessfully to break my hold. An undeniable urge to suffocate her where she lies grasps me, tugging me closer to her slender neckline. To put an end to her reign of terror on my life would be sheer bliss. Mentally, I give myself a little shake.

Death, death is too good for her. No, it is better to let her suffer. My grin spreads, growing wider. I will relish every moment of her pain. Releasing my hold on her wrist, I sit back wiping her blood on the tan comforter, staining the fabric vermillion with her lifeblood.

She pants, inhaling rapidly, desperately trying to catch a breath. Blue tinges her lips, and she shakily points to an oxygen mask resting on the corner of the bed. Shaking my head, I smile evilly. Why should I make it easy on her?

“P-Please. I-I have t-to tell y-you a-about the f-family,” she wheezes.

Rolling my eyes, I pick up the mask, tossing it at her. I watch with an amused expression as she struggles for several moments, trying unsuccessfully to lift the mask to her face.

“Kylee,” Alex’s stern voice calls from by the door.

Casting an inquisitive glance his way, I’m stunned to find him staring at me in disapproval. He nods in the direction of the bed. Swiveling, I frown, peering down at my mother. Is he really feeling sorry for her? He can’t be . . . Can he? Pushing the thoughts aside, I lean in, picking up the mask before settling it place.

Inhaling deeply, her voice is rough as she quietly says, “Thank you.”

Nodding, I retreat, sitting back on the bed a little less roughly this time, Alex’s tone still at the forefront of my mind. I must be reading too much into it. He really isn’t feeling anything toward the she-devil, right? Irritation and confusion war with each other for dominance in my overactive brain. A small pat on my hand brings me back to my current surroundings.

“Are you ready?” my mother asks, sounding less winded. I nod, not ready to speak, unsure of what will come out if I do.

“Good. I have much to tell you. It’s time you learn all about your royal blood.”

Did she just say royal blood? Fuck me. I swear every time I think I have this woman figured out she changes the fucking game. I just hope it doesn’t alter it too much. Because one thing is for certain: I will have my revenge.


1 means daughter in Korean
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THE ALTERED STATE OF CONSCIOUSNESS in my brain fluctuates, continuously in motion as sleep eludes me. Glancing down at the woman nestled into my side, I begin worrying my lip. She’s so close, yet so far away. Blood courses wildly through my veins, the pressure compounding in my chest as my heart hurtles out of control. Each wild thump brings forth the imminent fear of a heart attack. This woman is going to be the death of me. I can feel it.

Gulping, I inhale greedily while shifting my eyes away from the other half of my soul. With each steady inhale and smooth exhale; I gain a small measure of control over my riotous emotions. I’ve seen a lot of things during my time in the military. Dark things . . . things that will bring a grown man to his knees and have him pleading for death in a matter of seconds—unimaginable things, unfathomable, even.

But none of those are as disturbing to me as how fast Kylee was able to flip that emotional switch. In that brief moment, it was as if she had transformed, becoming her mother. A twinge of fear surges through my body, instinctively causing me to tighten my hold on Kylee, pulling her closer. Letting out a whimper of protest, she shoves, pushing against the stronghold of my arms in her sleep. Reluctantly slackening my hold, I bend down, placing a kiss on her forehead and breathe in her rich scent. The vice squeezing my heart loosens just a tiny bit more, and I relax back onto the pillow.

Kylee releases a sigh of contentment, moving closer, pressing her face into my bare chest. Taking a breath, she inhales deeply before settling into a peaceful sleep. Absently, I begin stroking her hair, my mind wandering back to that brief time with her mother a few hours ago. My hands start to shake as images enter my mind’s eye. Blowing out a breath, I thread my fingers through the silky confines of her hair. Helpless to stop the onslaught of images, I close my eyes, allowing them to come.

A shiver races down my spine as the first picture enters my mind. Kylee’s statuesque form is poised unflinchingly next to her mother on the bed—two generations of women, similar in appearance, yet different in every single way. Although, for a moment, for a split second, there were glimpses of her mother there, brief interludes where they were one and the same.

The pressure in my chest begins to rise, building higher and higher as the image becomes clearer. Kylee’s delicate features change, her expression morphing from a mask of polite calmness to one of violent anger. The warmth that had once been present in her eyes had disappeared. Replaced by a coldness so fierce, I was afraid she’d be lost to me forever. I actually felt my heart skitter, skipping a beat in my chest when she turned her turbulent black eyes on me. It took every single ounce of willpower I could assemble not to march straight over to that bed, place my hands around the frail woman’s neck, and squeeze.

A spike of adrenaline surges through my veins as the memory fades. The heavy weight in my stomach contracts, forcing me to breathe rapidly through my nose. What am I going to do? How am I supposed to protect her when she’s so full of darkness and rage? How in the hell do I prevent her from becoming her mother? She’s like a loose cannon, ready to go off at any moment.

The panic returns, swelling and constricting my airway. Panting raggedly, my breaths are audible in the otherwise silent room. An uncontrollable urge to wrap myself around Kylee and shield her from the darkness becomes almost too much. What I wouldn’t give to be able to slow time, laying here with her in my arms for eternity. A loud buzzing sounds from the nightstand next to the bed, pulling me out of my panicked thoughts. Frowning, I snatch the phone from the table.

Who the hell would be calling this number? It’s a burner phone. Quickly extracting myself from Kylee’s embrace, I answer.

“Devereux,” I bark.

With one glance at Kylee, I slip from the room, closing the door behind me.

“Alex,” the Colonel’s smooth baritone comes over the line.

“Anyone ever tell you that your timing is impeccable?” I ask curiously.

He chuckles broadly. “It may have been mentioned a time or two.”

“Well, it’s worth mentioning again considering I was getting ready to call you.”

“You have an update?” The Colonel’s tone changes abruptly.

“You could say that.” I sigh heavily.

“Well, don’t leave an old man hanging, son. Spill it already,” the Colonel goads.

My voice drops to barely above a whisper, not willing to wake Kylee or chance any prying ears. “Now isn’t the time to go into details. I was resting next to my favorite person, though, so I’m sure you can put two and two together.”

“Shit,” he mutters.

“Yep,” I reply drily.

“Well, that happened a lot faster than I was expecting but that’s not a bad thing. I don’t know if you’re in a spot with ears or not so just reply yes or no. Are you at Min’s?”

“Yes.”

“Did you throw water on her and see if she melted?”

“No.” I chuckle.

“Damn.”

“You’re not being very nice,” I taunt, the humor evident in my tone.

“You don’t want to know what I was really thinking.”

“I’m sure my thoughts were along the same lines.”

“How’s my girl?”

“That requires more than a simple yes or no answer.”

“Just answer the damn question,” he huffs.

“Different. You should have seen her,” I say quietly.

“What do you mean?” he asks with an edge in his voice.

“She wasn’t the Kylee we know when she was with her. I don’t know if I will actually be able to protect her.”

“What in the hell are you talking about? Of course you can protect her. You better damn protect her!” he shouts into the phone.

“How in the hell am I supposed to protect her from herself? I once was able to mend her broken heart and replace some of the darkness with love. That’s now been shattered and reconstructed with hate and bitter animosity.” My voice cracks with pain as I remember how her face contorted and filled with rage.

“You do it by remembering who you are and why I sent you there in the first place. Are you telling me that I need to pull you out and send Sam instead?” the Colonel growls.

“Fuck no,” I jeer.

“Then do your goddamn job. Pull your bootstraps up and stop being a pussy. You sound like . . . What did Sam call it? Oh yeah, a princess in her ivory tower. A whiny bitch. Do you love her?”

“What?” I ask, irritated and confused at the same time.

“I said do you love her?” he repeats.

“Of course I love her. More than life itself.”

“Then find a way. She’s a grieving mother looking for retribution for what was stolen from her. You’re the only link she has to that child. You’re the only one that can bring her back from the darkness, and fuck if it doesn’t kill me to say that. So you better not screw this up. Do you understand me?”

The Colonel’s words register, clearing the toxic haze that’s been polluting my mind since we’ve arrived at this awful house. He’s absolutely right. I have been acting like a whiny bitch. It’s time I lace up my boots, put the princess back in her cage, and take care of my goddess. How am I going to do it, though? Hell, that is one thing I don’t know, but I will figure it out or die trying.

“Yes, sir. Understood,” I say with conviction.

“Good, now I actually called because I have a task for you.” Perking up at his response, I seem to stand a little taller and shift closer to the phone.

“More of the same? Or is this task going to actually require some effort?” I quip.

“Funny, smart ass. I got a hit on your guy Sang-Hyun. He’s been putting his stamp all over things lately. There is a shipment of weapons being moved next week. My contact tells me that he and Black are meeting with our guy from North Korea. It has now become your job to get in and take over the shipment. Once you have it, I will take it over from there.”

“Is your friend going to be present during the transaction?”

“Yes.”

“I’m assuming they’ll have cleared the way for me to step in and take over so everything appears as if it’s normal?”

“It will be handled.”

“You do know you need to share the name of your contact with me, right?”

Sighing, he replies, “You know how hard it is for an intelligence officer to give that up?”

“About as difficult as walking into an operation blind. With a contact you don’t know anything about I might add.”

“Touché.”

“I don’t want to touch anything, but you’re going to have to give me something before I walk in there. Otherwise, this could blow up in both our faces. And if Back Door Black is present it most certainly will.”

“Don’t you worry about Black. I’ll handle him when the time comes. Let me square away the details with my contact and make sure everything is in place, and I will get back to you with all of the information you need. For now, stay by her side. I anticipate you seeing Sang-Hyun before the meeting, anyway.”

“As do I.”

“How is she?” he asks quietly.

“Kylee? I already told you,” I reply, confusion lacing my tone.

“Not Kylee, her mother,” he says, his voice distant and filled with sadness.

“Not well. It won’t be long now.”

The line goes silent for several beats before the Colonel clears his throat. “Well, when she goes things will change fast. Be prepared because that family is one shit storm away from a tsunami of destruction.”

“Please, don’t hold back. Tell me how you really feel,” I reply sarcastically.

Ignoring my sarcasm, the Colonel’s tone is grave as he responds, “Keep your eyes and ears open. Anything is possible with that family. I’ll be in touch soon. Memorize this number for now. When it changes, you’ll know. Did you get the codes I left you in case of an emergency?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Hopefully, they won’t be necessary. But it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

“I agree.”

“Take care, son. And look after my daughter will, ya?”

“Yes, sir.”

“And stop calling me sir.”

“Yes, sir,” I reply with a smile in my voice.

Grumbling, he replies. “Later, son.”

“Later, pops.”

Time seems to slow as I stand in the darkness soaking up the silence, my mind racing through the endless possibilities of the meeting next week. Each thought brings with it a new sense of unease at the less-than-ideal situation. Standard protocol would dictate that my team and I would scope out our intended targets—gathering intel, having as much information as possible, so that there was no doubt we’d be positioning ourselves in the best possible light. Instead, I’m being thrown to the wolves with nothing more than a name.

Hell, at this point I don’t even have that. Rolling my neck from side to side, I let out an impatient huff. Standing in the dim room, I’m lost in my tangled web of thoughts, not paying attention to my surroundings. She’s so quiet as she leaves the bedroom; it never occurs to me that she’s woken until her slender arms sneak around my waist.

Placing a kiss in the center of my exposed back, she mumbles, “It’s lonely in there all by myself. I miss you, Alex. Come back to bed.”

“If you were in bed asleep like you are supposed to be then you wouldn’t be able to miss me.”

“I always miss you when you’re gone, Alex. Especially in my sleep,” she expresses, pressing her cheek into my back.

Inhaling sharply, my lips part, all of the stress draining away with the truth of her loving words. Without warning, I circle around in her arms, finding her face in the darkness. Burying my fingers in the long strands of her hair, I tug. Fighting for breath, she exhales, her mouth parting slightly. The sound is glorious, like music to my ears and an aphrodisiac to my now swollen cock. Groaning, I lean in, tracing a path across her bottom lip with my tongue.

Pulling it into my mouth, I suck hard, relishing in the guttural groan rumbling deep within Kylee’s chest. Releasing her lip, I slide my tongue into her mouth, shuddering as her flavor explodes over my taste buds. Rising up on her toes, she presses closer, the hard tips of her nipples marking me with every advance. Twisting her hands in my hair, she thrusts forward, her tongue tangling with mine in a wicked duel for dominance. Kylee moans, her mouth opening wider as she lifts her leg, hitching it over my hip, hauling me toward her hot pussy.

“Kylee,” I groan, breaking the kiss.

“I need you, Alex,” she whispers, placing an open-mouthed kiss in the center of my chest. Warmth spreads through my body, the anticipation building as she lingers, her tongue brushing gently against my nipple.

“Woman,” I grunt, grasping her ass and lifting her off the floor.

Kylee squeals, wrapping her legs around my waist. Kneading her flesh between my fingers, I march over to the couch, tossing her onto the cushion. Her body bounces several times before settling into the plush leather. Laughing, she peers up at me from beneath her hooded lashes. Taking a step back, I allow my gaze to peruse her sensual body. Her tiny white shorts and camisole cling to her sweat slicked skin.

Her long dark hair is mussed, hanging loosely in waves around her shoulders. Coming to her knees, she reaches forward in an attempt to grasp my cock.

Smiling, I take a step backward. “Unh unh.”

“Alex,” she pouts.

“Not yet, doll.”

“Please.” She pushes her lower lip out in an attempt to beg.

My cock lengthens, growing thicker in my shorts. Fucking adorable. How is it that she can make me rock hard in a matter of seconds? Tracing her lower lip with my thumb, my lust grows, unfurling deep in my belly. Kylee’s body becomes pliable, her eyes becoming glazed with intense passion at the gruffness in my voice.

“Not yet, baby. We’re going to take this slow. First, you’re going to strip. Then you’re going to suck my cock. And the night is going to get better from there.”

Gasping, her lips part, allowing me to push my thumb into her mouth. Warm, wet suction envelopes my finger. The perfect pull she immediately provides damn near has me coming in my shorts.

“Naughty girl,” I say, removing my thumb from her mouth. She rewards me with a brilliant smile as she rocks back onto her heels.

“Do you know what happens to naughty girls?” I taunt, moving closer. Her head moves from side to side, silently negating my question.

“Answer me, Kylee.” The command in my tone has her shifting her relaxed position, sitting up just a little straighter.

“No.”

“They get punished.”

“Punished?” she puzzles inquisitively.

“Mm mm. Yes. But you’re not ready for that yet.”

“I’m not?” she ponders, her tone full of questions.

“No. Now take off your clothes.”

Her eyes find mine in the dim moonlight, our gazes locking with one another. Deftly, her fingers graze the hem of the camisole, inching it slowly up her torso. She pauses every few seconds, her pinky dancing delicately over her midsection, swirling small erotic circles over and over until I feel as if I might lose my fucking mind. Every muscle in my body quivers, tensing with each passing moment. As she reaches her breasts, I exhale a long breath. Kylee pauses, her fingers stopping to skim the undersides of the heavy globes.

Fire fills my lungs as my breath catches, stilling like a block of ice. A slow, sensual smile builds, curving the length of her luscious lips. Never breaking eye contact, she takes her lower lip into her mouth, biting delicately. Her fingers slide up the underside of her breasts to her nipples, pinching and pulling until they’re perfect little peaks. Groaning seductively, she releases her lower lip and gives her nipples one final tug before removing the camisole completely. Her heavy breasts sway with her sensual movements.

My hands clench at my sides, every nerve ending in my body longing to feel her tight, wet sheath. Swallowing, I mentally shake the thought away. My voice is rough with desire when I command, “Take the rest of it off.”

Sliding her legs out in front of her, she places first one foot then the other on the floor, coming to a stand. Her fingers reach the waistband of her tiny shorts, and she slowly pushes them to the floor. Sucking in a breath, I stare at her beauty, soaking it in for a heartbeat before I rush forward, pinning her to the couch. Laughing, she wraps her legs around my waist.

“And just what is it that you find so funny, Ms. Parker?” I say, peering into her eyes.

“You,” she replies, matter of fact.

“Moi?”

“Yes, always in such a rush.”

“Me?” I question.

“Yes.”

“Challenge accepted.”

“W-What?” she sputters.

“You heard me. Challenge accepted.”

“I love you.” She laughs.

My heart stills, stopping entirely. Finding her eyes, I hold them for a second. Reaching up, she cups my face tenderly. Closing my eyes, I rest my forehead against hers. She hasn’t said those words since the day she walked out on me. I wasn’t even sure if she still felt them.

But for the life of me, I can’t fucking breathe without her. I wouldn’t have left even if she had stopped loving me because God knows I fucking love every single inch of her, darkness and all. Prying my eyes open one at a time, I find her understanding gaze. Our lips meet in a passionate fury in the silent darkness, fusing together, solidifying a connection that was never meant to be broken.

Reluctantly, I extract myself and peer down at my goddess.

Smiling, I retort, “I love you too, babe. But that’s not going to get you out of that challenge.”

“Damn,” she grouses with a laugh.

As I begin kissing my way down her neck toward her delicious nipples, a knock sounds on the door.

Grumbling into her skin, I yell, “It better be the end of the fucking world, because if it’s not it will be the end of yours.”

Chuckling, Kylee pushes me off her and sits up. “Yes?” she calls out.

“Ms. Parker, it’s time. You’re needed at your mother’s side. The doctor is already there.”

Kylee stiffens, and I watch with bated breath as the woman I love changes before me. The light in her eyes drains, the brown turning to black as the smile drops from her face. She is no longer the quiet, broken girl that I fell in love with. No, that girl is gone. This . . . this is the woman her mother created.
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NIGHT HAS FALLEN, COVERING THE city that I now call my home. Gazing into the distance, I can’t help but wonder if this will be my life—always surrounded by darkness. Resting my forehead against the window, I embrace it, allowing the darkness to pull me farther into its comforting arms. The dull, heavy ache in my chest confuses me to no end as I peer out into the distance.

There was no real love between myself and the woman who gave birth to me, only fragments of time, moments when she put on a mask, pretending for the sake of others. Sorrow and regret puncture me like a knife at the loss of the only mother I’ve ever known. Thick, hot pressure builds behind my eyes until tears are spilling onto my cheeks. Swiping at them angrily, I’m confused by the emotions taking control of my body. Why should I feel anything for her?

The only thing I ever received from her was heartache and tears. Dropping my eyes, I take a moment to peruse the scars she left behind as a reminder. A reminder meant to strike fear in me, to help me remember my place. A pained expression crosses my face as I think about the other things she left behind. Memories flood my mind from the day she stole my air, my reason for breathing.

Mentally, I give myself a little shake. No, she never loved me. So why should I feel anything for her? The small voice inside my head begins to whisper again. You’re grieving for what you never had. Sighing, I close my eyes.

I’m really starting to hate that little voice. I have nothing to grieve. The bitch tortured me and killed my child. She’s lucky Alex was there; otherwise, I would have been the one to end it. But somewhere deep inside I know it’s not true. There is still a little girl in there somewhere that never gave up hope.

A little girl so broken, so willing to forgive, that she came home from school every day and sat by the window, watching, waiting for her return. For some small gesture, a token, any sign that she actually cared. I buried that little girl years ago, but somewhere deep inside she still sits waiting patiently by the window, watching as other children play with their parents, desperately hoping that one day she too will know that kind of love.

A bitter laugh sweeps through the SUV. That will never be a possibility; it’s time to end this, to end her reign of terror in my life. My mind effortlessly brings up the child by the window. She turns, gazing at me with a smile so wide my chest aches. Her innocent beauty is breathtaking in its tranquility and peace.

Perched on the windowsill in her bright yellow sundress, she sits snuggled with Tango Bravo to her side. The two-way looking mirror I’m staring at her through ripples slightly, tiny waves moving through the glass. She smiles brightly as I lift a hand to the glass to touch her face. The ripples freeze, the glass unmoving, frozen in its previous state. The younger version of myself looks at me inquisitively as I reach down, lifting the large sledgehammer from the floor.

Tears begin streaming down both of our faces in earnest as she cuddles Tango Bravo tightly. Silently mouthing, “I’m sorry,” I lift the hammer, swinging with all my might, watching in horror as it shatters into millions of tiny pieces at my feet. Warmth envelops my hand, and my eyes snap open to meet Alex’s concerned gaze.

“Are you all right?” he inquires, his tone full of apprehension.

For several rigid moments, I stare at our conjoined hands, unsure of how to answer that question. Am I all right? Truth be told, I don’t know. I feel like I’m being torn in two different directions. I don’t even know who I am anymore.

I feel like a caged animal unable to escape the prison in my own head. The worst part about all of this is I can feel the grip on my sanity lessening each day, yet there is absolutely nothing I can do to stop it because, through it all, I was always destined to be exactly where I am. For better or for worse, she changed me . . . forever. Alex squeezes my hand, bringing me out of my blustery thoughts.

Unable to find my voice, I nod, never removing my eyes from our hands.

“Are you sure, love? You know you can tell me anything.” The love and compassion in his words melt the ice wall around my heart just a fraction. Giving his hand a little squeeze, I look up and smile. “I know. I’m fine, I promise.”

He nods, a grim look passing over his features. “You ready?”

“Ready?” My brow furrows in confusion. Lifting his hands to my face, he smooth’s out my wrinkled brow, placing a gentle kiss on my forehead.

“Yes, we’re here.”

Here? What’s he talk . . . My thoughts drift off as I remember where we were headed. My mother’s wake. Her services are tonight. That’s the whole reason we came out in the first place. It was time I meet the family. I’d been so lost in my own thoughts I had completely forgotten.

Grasping his hand, I boldly look him in the eye, replying with confidence, “I’m ready. The question is, are they?”

“That’s my girl.” Alex smiles broadly. He leans in and brushes his lips across mine. My lips part as my tongue darts out to taste his bottom lip. A deep rumble fills the air as he breaks the kiss with a shake of his head.

Smiling, he says, “You’re being naughty, Ms. Parker.”

In a low, seductive murmur, I whisper, “You like it when I’m naughty, Mr. Devereux.”

Growling, he tugs my loose hair, pulling me forward so that our lips are but a breath apart. With his free hand, he slides it up my inner thigh, under my skirt, stopping when he reaches my already saturated thong. My chest heaves with exertion, each breath taking a toll on me as I wait in anticipation for his next move.

“You will pay for that later,” he mumbles on my lips, placing a gentle kiss on the corner of my mouth.

“Until then, let me give you a little something to think about.”

Gasping, I desperately try to catch my breath as Alex pinches my clit, squeezing it between his thumb and forefinger. Releasing it, he massages, taunting me with little circles over and over again until I’m writhing in the seat. The material of my silky thong heightens my sensitivity, adding to the overall sensation. As I approach that blessed peak, Alex stops, slowly removing his fingers from my clit, running them along my seam, collecting some of my juices.

“No!” I hiss as he removes his hand from under my skirt. My eyes follow his hand as he alluringly raises his thumb to his mouth, sucking it in deeply.

His observant eyes never leave mine as a dark growl sounds from around his thumb. “Fucking delicious,” he rumbles.

“Dammit, Alex,” I say, glaring at him.

Grinning smugly, he winks, opening the door to the SUV and climbing out.

“Ahh!” I howl in frustration, tossing my head back in the seat.

“Insufferable oaf,” I mumble, shifting uncomfortably as my thong slides against my swollen lips, the friction sending tingles zinging through my already sensitive flesh. Bright light floods the front seat as the door opens to Alex’s sly grin.

“Mm mm. Now that is a sight,” he muses, his eyes roving over my exposed flesh.

Ducking his head to miss the arch of the doorway, he angles his body closer. Shuddering, my body convulses as his fingers skim my inner thighs, leaving a trail of goosebumps in their wake. Reaching the hem of my black pencil skirt, he stokes the apex of my right thigh with his index finger. My breath hitches, his smile growing wider as he dips his head, moving in closer. Reaching my lips, he pauses to tug on the hem of my skirt. The fabric gives with very little resistance, and Alex slowly runs his hand down the length, smoothing out the wrinkles.

“There,” he croons, “much better. Couldn’t have my future wife walking in there showing off what is mine. Not unless you want me to kill them,” he says with a twinkle in his eye.

I’m unable to force the air from my lungs. It’s trapped, caught as the heat from his words sears my brain. His future wife. Kill them. Showing off what’s his. Is he playing a game or staking his claim? Everything is so jumbled, mixed up and crazy since I came to this stupid place.

I just don’t know anymore. I really want to believe it, but I’m just not sure. Something tells me that everything isn’t as it seems, but this is Alex. I can trust Alex . . . Can’t I? Before I have a chance to catch my breath, his lips find mine in a brief but passionate kiss.

Our lips move together melding as one until we are both panting and gasping for air. Reluctantly, he pulls away, breaking our connection. Grinning devilishly, he winks and points to the sun visor. Blinking rapidly, I follow the direction he’s pointing with my eyes to see he’s flipped it over and groan. Fucking Alex. Now I have to fix my makeup. He chuckles, taking a step back.

“I won’t apologize for that,” he says rather proudly.

I snort. “I never expected you to.”

“Good, now fix your sexy ass up and let’s get this show on the road. There’s a room full of hungry wolves waiting, and the queen is late for the party.”

“The queen is never late; she just chooses when to make her perfectly timed entrance. Besides, after tonight, they’ll come looking for me.” Alex stiffens, the deadpan quality in my tone making the meaning of my words perfectly clear.

Unwilling to dwell on it a second longer, I swiftly put myself back together, making sure that I do indeed look every bit the queen Alex believes I am. Casting my eyes over my reflection, I make myself a solemn vow. Tonight they will learn who Kylee Parker is, and I will be assuming the proverbial throne. They just don’t know it yet. Shutting the visor, I breathe in a much-needed lung full of air and catch a glimpse of Alex patiently waiting.

Winking, he extends a hand in my direction. Sliding my hand into his, a surge of warmth glides through my fingertips, immersing my body in a rush of strength, and instantly soothing the knotted muscles in my back and shoulders. With my feet firmly planted on the ground, he secures the vehicle, giving me a moment to fully appreciate the enticing man. My gaze meanders over his lean body, lingering on his broad shoulders and bulging biceps before wandering lower, taking in his tight abdominal muscles. The bright white of his dress shirt pops against the black Armani suit. The suit molds to him, forming to each of his muscles as if he were expertly poured into it.

My eyes rise, following the trail of his lean obliques to the obvious bulge of his sidearm. One of many I’m sure he has concealed. Making my way further north, I find myself meeting Alex’s dangerous gaze. This is my protector, the man who has sworn to protect me from any harm for the rest of my life. I bask in the confidence and danger rolling off of him.

“Don’t look at me like that, Kylee,” he warns.

I shake my head in confusion. What the hell is he talking about? Stepping forward, he leans in until we’re an inch apart.

“That look makes me want to fuck you, hard. And right now we are a little hard pressed for time.”

His irises widen, growing darker with lust as he says, “Now, unless you want me to fuck you right here in the back of my SUV, I suggest you turn around and make your way into the funeral home so we can get this show on the road.”

Gasping, I inhale sharply and declare, “You wouldn’t.”

“The hell I wouldn’t. Now is that what you want?”

“Um. No?” Alex laughs at my response.

“Maybe later, babe. We really do have shit to do. Let’s go so I can actually get you home and have my wicked way with you.”

Turning me around, he pushes me forward and gives me a pat on the ass. Fuming, heat floods my cheeks as I flip him the bird over my shoulder and stomp off toward the funeral home. Alex’s deep laughter fills the night air behind me. What a pain in the ass. I know he’s taunting me, doing what he thinks is necessary to take my mind off of my task at hand, but I’m going through with this no matter what.

Clenching my jaw, I stomp off in a huff. Directly in front of me lies a path leading to the 1Jang rae sik jang. I pause, peering at the building as it looms in the distance. Three days, it’s been three days since her passing. True to Korean tradition, the first two days were filled with prayer and observance, even though her body had been removed for burial yesterday. I still prayed that she would rot in hell.

And on the third day . . . Well, here we are, about to meet the family. Alex places a comforting hand on the small of my back. His presence gives me the strength to continue down the path fate has chosen for me. Placing one foot in front of the other, I find myself walking down a narrow winding path until I reach the double glass doors where I’m abruptly stopped. Alex stands on my right, a menacing growl thundering from between his clenched teeth.

I look from Alex to the hand encircling my wrist and then back to the guard. Painting on a sweet smile, I politely say in Korean, “If you wish to keep your hand attached to your arm, then I would suggest you remove it from my wrist.”

The guard’s eyes narrow. His voice is sharp when he replies, “If you know what’s good for you, little girl, you’ll take your boy toy and leave here.”

My cheeks heat as blood rushes to my face, anger suffusing every cell in my body. “Do you have any idea who you’re speaking to?” I say, my tone low and threatening.

He sniffs, jutting his nose into the air as if he’d smelled something bad. “No one of any importance, I’m sure. Now be gone with you before I remove you myself.” He bares his teeth at me in a show of force.

Laughing manically, my head falls back as I bellow into the night air. Swallowing, the guard’s Adam’s apple works furiously as he eyes me warily.

Leaning into his touch, I move closer, my voice low and menacing. “I am Kylee Parker, the daughter of Min Sun-ye. And if you do not remove your hands from me right this second, I will not only detach your hand from your wrist, but your cock from your balls and feed it to the piranha in my tank. Do you understand me?”

The guard moves faster than the speed of light, dropping my wrist as if the fires of hell had burned him. Backing up several paces, he reaches for the door, his eyes downcast, avoiding me at all costs.

With a thick tone full of regret, he mumbles, “My sincerest apologies, ma’am. Please forgive me.” With one final nod, he opens the door, granting us entrance to the building.

Pausing in front of him, I can’t help but taunt the poor bastard one final time. “You’d do well to remember your place. My piranha could always do with a little treat.” Flinching, the man pulls back at my threat.

Pivoting with a smile, I enter the building and hear Alex whisper just over my shoulder, “You’re cruel, Ms. Parker.”

Spinning around, I level him with my glare, “You’d do well to remember your place, Mr. Devereux. The same fate may very well await you.” I smirk, tossing him a little wink.

Alex steps closer, crowding my personal space. Hovering closer, he leans in and whispers, “For every threat, innuendo, and tease you initiate, my dear, you will pay dearly. And you will pay, Kylee . . . for hours.”

Shivering, I meet his gaze, lost in the moment until he chuckles and nudges his head in the direction of the open room. His voice drops so low I have to strain to hear it. “We have an audience, my dear.”

Straightening, he holds out his arm for me to take. Inhaling a deep breath, I plaster a smile on my face and turn around, taking Alex’s arm. Unfamiliar faces gawk at me from across the room. Hushed whispers explode all around as everyone tries to figure out just exactly who the two newcomers are. A high-pitched voice grows louder as the crowd begins to part for the annoying owner. A Korean woman in her late thirties with a severe bob and an angry scowl comes barreling through the crowd. Naturally, my body wants to shy away from the shrill voice flying toward me at breakneck speed.

Instead, I plant my feet, standing my ground as the woman moves closer. As the locust begins her invasion, I try my best to focus on the situation at hand, but instead, I’m too busy focusing on the fact that she must be some relation to my mother.

“Who in the hell do you think you are? This is a private ceremony. Leave right this instant.” Blinking rapidly, I clear the haziness from my thoughts.

“What are you, stupid or something? I told you. You need to leave.” The woman jabs a fingernail into my chest.” Tired of her theatrics, I slap her hand away, and the entire room gasps in surprise.

“Why, you . . .” She draws her arm back with an open palm to slap me across the face. Letting her hand fly, she swings wildly. I secretly smile to myself as I take a step back, grasping her wrist in the process. With a little twist, I pivot, spinning her arm behind her back. Yelping in surprise, she struggles to break free of my hold.

Laughing, I rumble in her ear, “The next time you decided you want to hit someone, sweetheart, make sure to pick on someone your own age.” The room grows eerily quiet as an older gentleman and three younger men step forward. His voice cracks with age as he demands, “Let my daughter go. Now!”

“As you wish,” I reply with a grin. Releasing my hold on shrilly Barbie, I give her a little shove forward, delighting as she stumbles several steps.

“Who are you?” he demands.

“I could ask you the same question.” His face turns a light shade of puce at the challenge I’ve given him.

“You dare to question me? Do you know who I am, young lady?”

Scoffing, I laugh in response. “Do you know who I am, old man?” The room is full of shocked gasps and hushed whispers as the man continues to drill me with question after question. Finally, he asks the question in a way I’m comfortable answering.

“Very well, then. Tell me. Who are you?”

Boldly staring him in the eye, I hold my chin high and say, “Kylee Parker. Min Sun-ye’s daughter.”

“It seems my granddaughter has decided to make an appearance after all.”

“It would seem so.”

Tilting his head to the side, he fixes me with a cool gaze, examining me closely. Scrunching his eyebrows in concentration, he strolls toward me, circling slowly. The hair on my neck bristles as he rotates, inspecting every inch as if I were a herd of cattle up for auction. A quiver starts in my belly as I become restless with his continued perusal. Fighting the urge to fidget, I bite down on the inside of my cheek. The soft flesh breaks under the pressure of my teeth, coating the inside of my mouth with blood.

My heart thunders out of control as the coppery tang brings a barrage of memories with it. The muscles in my back tense and I scan the room for a way out as acid begins to rise up my throat. Seeing no visible way out, I force myself to do the unthinkable. Grimacing, I swallow back the foul fluid. The lingering taste of old pennies coats my tongue, but I refrain from moving or opening my mouth.

The old man comes to a halt in front of me. Looking up at me, he stares deeply into my eyes. With a single nod of approval, he says, “Come, Granddaughter, let us put your mother to rest. Then you and I must have a talk.” He extends his arm in my direction, motioning for me to follow.

“Father! You can’t mean that,” the woman from earlier protests.

“Enough!” He spins, turning on his heel, his fierce scowl stopping her in her tracks. “I have made my decision, and you will do as you’re told. Do I make myself clear, Inna?” He fixes her with an icy glare.

“Yes, father,” she replies, her eyes never meeting his.

Peering over his shoulder, he poignantly states, “Come, and bring your man with you. It appears my granddaughter has chosen well. But we will talk about such things later. Let us put your dear mother to rest now.” He motions for us to join him.

Taking Alex’s arm, I follow behind. A fluttery feeling takes hold in my chest, expanding with each step I take. Question upon question pelts my already overwhelmed brain as we approach the room housing my mother’s coffin. What does he mean I chose well? Why is my aunt so pissed off? The look she gave me when I walked past her right now was so full of venom and hate it practically singed my skin.

What was that nod he gave me? Does this mean he accepts me? My mind whirs with the thousands of thoughts buzzing around my head. Well, one thing is for certain. The queen most certainly made an entrance tonight. And by the time I’m through . . . Kylee Parker will be a name they won’t ever forget.
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GLANCING AT MY WATCH, I can feel my expression growing taut. My reluctance adds to the up-and-coming tension headache sprouting behind my eyelids. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I tightly squeeze my eyes shut for a brief moment, hoping to drown out the unsavory memories from the previous night.

“Fuck,” I mumble. No such luck.

Snapping my eyes open, I begin pacing the room in an attempt to divert my attention onto something else. Like that could ever happen, I think to myself as each turbulent thought passes through my already agitated brain. Casting another glance at my watch, I sigh heavily. Dammit. Time is running out. I know what I have to do, but the thought alone causes my gut to churn with anxiety.

Muttering a curse under my breath, I jerk a hand through my hair. I was sent here for a reason, given a specific task to complete, one that ensures not only her safety but that of countless others. How in the hell can I be expected to complete said task when I can’t even focus long enough to leave the damn property?

“Dammit!” I growl, pausing to slam my fist on the nearby windowsill.

How many times did I drill it into my team’s head that distractions are dangerous? That above all else distractions kill? The last thing I need is for something to happen to her because I can’t focus long enough to get the job done. And right now, I couldn’t hold my dick and piss at the same time if I wanted to. Turning my face up to the ceiling, I blow out a ragged breath.

“She’ll be fine,” I mutter to the empty room.

There has to be a way to focus and get this task completed, something that will give me some peace of mind and ensure her safety at the same time for my sanity and that of everyone around me. Frowning, I turn as the door to the suite creaks open. Kylee smiles, her passionate glow blitzing me square in the chest.

My heart gives a little pang, thrumming rapidly in the constraints of my chest. Her face falls as she notices my appearance. Taking slow, deliberate steps in my direction, she approaches me carefully.

“Alex?” she dubiously inquires.

“Hmm,” I mumble, unable to remove my eyes from her beautiful face.

“Are you all right?” The legitimate concern in her tone is touching on a level I never thought I would need, much less crave, which makes this all the more difficult.

“Mmmm, yes,” I reply densely, averting my gaze to the window.

“Alex.” Calling my name once more, she moves nearer.

“Yes.”

The answer comes more from habit than anything else. I find comfort in the ritual. Even if I have no intention of telling her what’s on my mind, knowing full well it will only create more strife between us. An empty feeling pulls at the pit of my stomach. We’ve always been honest with each other. How can I not tell her I need her to keep her ass put while I’m gone?

A warm hand settles on my hip, jogging me out of my mental castigation. Kylee rests her head atop of my deltoid, her gaze firmly affixed out of the window while the pad of her fingers absently stroke my side. After a while, her breath stutters and she drags her head off my arm, slinking around the front of my body. She molds her slender form to mine and peers up at me intensely, scrutinizing the lines on my face, the hard set of my jaw, and the tightness of my eyes. Shifting, she presses her breasts against the hard muscles of my abdomen, stimulating my cock and invoking him as the life of the party.

It’s been too long since I’ve enjoyed my goddess—entirely too long. Mentally, I reprimand myself. Now is not the time. I’ve got a job to do. And I really can’t put it off a moment longer. Her gentle fingers ascend the peaks and valleys of my midsection to my jaw.

Cupping my face, she whispers, “What is it that’s bothering you?”

The careful way in which she asks is what brings me back to her, her loving demeanor turning me on even more. Without delay, my tumultuous thoughts return. It’s like living with Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. One moment she is the woman I fell in love with, sweet and caring, and the next she is someone completely different. A woman clouded in darkness and indecision, struggling to come to terms with the shit hand she’s been dealt in life.

Which is why I really do not want to leave her alone with any of those psychopaths, even if it is for a few hours.

“Can I ask you something?” Kylee’s eyes stretch out at the tentativeness in my tone.

“Anything, Alex, you know that.” She steps away, taking my hand, leading me to the small love seat. Sitting, she pulls me down beside her and snuggles into my side. My heart lurches, the love I have for this woman knowing no bounds as I pull her tightly to me.

“Now, what is it?”

“Promise to keep an open mind? And a level head?” I rush, adding the last part.

Quirking an eyebrow as if to say, “You wish, dumbass,” she waits politely for me to begin. Swallowing back my nervousness, I look down at her, immersing myself in her beauty for a second longer.

Averting my gaze, I tilt my head back on the love seat and finally say, “All right. Just at least hear me out before you get pissed and go off.” I cut a quick look in her direction, gauging her reaction. A small crease dots her brow, confusion evident on her lovely face.

“Um, okay. I’ll try.” She draws the words out slowly, her confusion bringing a smile to my face, easing some of the ache in my chest.

“I have some business to attend to. I’ll be gone for a few hours, and I want you to stay here while I’m gone.” I chance another glance.

“So you’re leaving?” Her frown is still in place.

“Just for a little while,” I say, rubbing the side of her arm in an attempt to comfort her.

“And you want me to stay here because?”

Fuck, here it is. I knew it would come to this. She couldn’t make it easy for me, could she? Nope, I had to go and fall in love with the most stubborn woman around. And you love it, Grant, admit it.

Every fucking moment, I think to myself, except when I’m saving her from the mafia or herself. The heaviness in my stomach returns. Hesitantly, I angle myself into a better position. Our gazes meet, neither wavering as my muscles tense, readying for the fight I know is coming.

“Because if you stay here then I know you will be safe. If you leave—”

Kylee cuts me off mid-sentence. “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” Her eyes blaze, igniting with anger.

“You said you would try to listen. So can you at least let me finish?”

“Not when you’re being a complete fucking moron. I am an adult. Who survived on her own quite well without you, might I add. So explain to me exactly why I can’t leave here without you, master?” I smirk at her use of the word master, which was the absolute dumbest thing to do.

“So you think this is funny?”

“No.” I sigh. This is the opposite of funny. It’s a goddamn nightmare.

“Then what exactly was it in my statement that seemed to amuse you, Alexander? Hmmm?” Alexander? She never calls me that. Why in the hell is she acting like an entitled princess? Fuck that.

Growling, I lurch forward, hovering over her. Grasping a handful of Kylee’s hair, I draw her head back until she’s peering up at me with large eyes that are full of wonder.

“I’m getting sick and damn tired of your attitude. What did I tell you, Kylee? Hmm?”

“What are you talking about?” she snaps, struggling to break free.

“Sit still. Do not move unless you are told to. Do you understand?” Kylee stills, the power in my command freezing her where she sits.

“I said do you understand?” My commanding tone deepens, dominance radiating from every word.

“Y-Yes,” she squeaks.

“Good,” I say, releasing her hair and taking up my previous position on the love seat. Kylee follows my every move with enlarged eyes.

“Now, we are going to finish this conversation like adults, and you’re going to stop acting like a spoiled brat. Am I clear?” Kylee blanches, frowns, and opens her mouth to say something.

Holding up a hand, I retort, “I told you that I would relinquish control to you when you were in front of them. I also said that when we were alone you needed to remember who was really in control. What that means, Kylee, is in this relationship we will communicate and talk things through rationally. You’re not thinking clearly, and yes, you’re acting like a spoiled fucking brat. And don’t ask me where you got that shit from either because I have no damn clue. I have half a mind to spank your ass because of it.” Desisting, I give her a stern look.

The one I receive in return nearly bursts the zipper right off my pants. Kylee pins me with a smoldering gaze, one filled with desire and lust. Well, hell. Running a hand through my hair, I let out a shaky laugh.

“Why are you laughing?” she asks with a slight pout to her voice.

“Because we have the worst damn luck.”

“We do?”

“Yep.”

“O-Okay,” she says, drawing it out a little longer than necessary.

Laughing, I pull her close, kissing the top of her head. “I’d love nothing more than to toss you down and have my way with you right now, but I really have to go.”

“Oh.” Her pout becomes more pronounced, causing me to grin wider.

“Promise me something,” I mumble into her hair. She stiffens in my arms.

Sighing, I pull back, looking into her eyes. “It’s not that you can’t take care of yourself. I am fully aware of that. It’s just that I would feel much better if I were with you if you decided to go anywhere, especially if you decided to see anyone from that family.” I put extra emphasis on family.

Kylee’s features fall as she sucks her bottom lip into her mouth. Shit. It looks like she had something planned for the day. Seizing the moment, I continue, “Knowing you’re safe will put my mind at ease while I’m conducting business. Besides, how would you feel if the roles were reversed?” It’s a low blow tossing in the “how would you feel” piece, but I really will try anything at this point.

Releasing her lip, she looks at me pointedly, stating, “That was a low blow and you know it.” Damn, busted.

Taking her hands in mine, I plead, “Please. You don’t want me to be distracted while I’m out there, do you?” Poking my bottom lip out, I give her my best pouty expression, which probably looks more like a wounded animal than anything else.

Kylee groans. “Fine. Just stop pouting already. It really isn’t your thing.” The stronghold on my heart loosens, and I drag her to me.

“I promise whatever it was you were going to do, we’ll do it as soon as I get back. Okay?” I let her go to look into her eyes again.

Nodding, she replies, “Okay,” then quickly averts her eyes, casting them somewhere in the distance.

“Hey,” I coo benevolently, tilting her chin in my direction. Dark color blossoms, shading Kylee’s cheeks.

“You’ve lifted a huge weight off my chest. I feel like I can actually focus on what I needed to do so I can get back to you now.”

Smiling timidly, she nods in understanding. Placing a gentle kiss on her lips, I’m lost in the sensual taste she has to offer for several minutes before I retreat and come to a stand. Walking toward the door, I hesitate, turning at the last moment.

“Kylee,” I call.

“Yes?”

“Be naked when I return.”

Her pupils expand, absorbing her irises completely. A seductive grin extends the breadth of her luscious lips. Winking, her tongue darts out, wetting her lips, tracing them slowly before she replies, “Hurry back.”

Biting back a groan, I adjust myself before turning and making my way out of the house and to the SUV. It’s time to get this show on the road. After a quick pit stop to change vehicles, I settle in outside of Sang-Hyun’s busiest front to await his arrival. As the hours continue to pass, my patience begins to wane. Something needs to give. Leaning forward to stretch, I catch movement out of the corner of my eye.

“Motherfucker.”

Doing a double take, I check out the storefront for the second time. My gaze sharpens as I focus intently on the two figures exiting the building. The muscles in my face strain as I continue to survey the couple. Mentally, I give myself a little shake. No, I am definitely not seeing things. Relaxing my now tense face, I reach for the telephoto lens and snap a few images of the couple strolling down the walkway.

Coming to a stop at the crosswalk, the man turns and the couple begins to have an intense conversation in hushed tones. Not waiting for the light to change, the woman tosses her hands in the air and stomps across the road. The man huffs loudly, watching her walk away. I hesitate, the camera still glued to my face as the man stands motionless. His expression changes as he goes through various emotions, his eyes following her retreat.

I almost laugh at the torn expression on his face. For a second, it seems like he’s actually debating with himself, trying to convince himself she’s worth the effort of chasing down. Schooling his features, he takes off running, grasping her arm and spinning her around to face him the moment he reaches her. Lifting her hand, she slams it into his chest repeatedly. Her features contort in rage as she continues to rain down her assault.

Chuckling, I snap a few more pictures of the couple. Throwing his hands up in the air, he takes two steps backward. They continue arguing for another moment until he says something that calms her down. Concurring with a nod, she smiles, and they continue heading south.

“What are you up to?” I murmur.

My eyes drift to my watch. Four hours. Something is amiss. According to all of my intel, he’s usually here by now. Ice fills my veins, making my blood run cold. What are the odds of him being here and Sang-Hyun being four hours late?

Dammit. Glancing at the couple, I see them trailing off in the distance. Making a snap decision, I seize my gear, shoving it in my pack and take off after them. What are the fucking odds? Just my damn luck Sang-Hyun will show up now.

Oh well, too late to change my mind now.

Pumping my legs harder, I sprint down the sidewalk, using the shadow of the buildings as cover. Energy flows through me, heightening all of my senses as I track the dangerous duo. The further they travel, the more the cityscape changes. Long gone are the bright streetlamps and the clean, tasteful architecture. No, the once beautiful city has transitioned into the grungy darkness of the underprivileged. Where crime is bred and the poor are held captive.

The barely lit streets provide just enough light to cast an eerie glow about the buildings. The man says something to the woman and points to an alleyway up ahead. Shit, there is no way I’m going to be able to get in the alley. Quickly assessing the situation, I scan the area for something of use. Spying the fire escape, I stalk over to it and eye it with caution.

Well, it will have to do. Gotta love Korea. One of the few places you can travel by rooftop. The thought enters my mind just as I climb onto the roof. Shaking my head, I move closer to the ledge, trying to get a better view. Peering over the side, I see the man coming to an abrupt halt at the mouth of the alley.

Damn, I really couldn’t have picked a better spot. Grinning like a fool, I lay flat on my belly, inching as close to the edge as possible. Scanning the entrance, the man squints, peering from left to right, looking for something . . . No, someone. All of the air is expelled from my lungs in one shot. Holy shit. It can’t be.

Fumbling, I reach into my pack, dragging out the telephoto lens. Two men stride out into the open, revealing themselves to Black and Sabrina. Hastily, I begin capturing image after image of the four together. I can feel my eyes bulging in my sockets as Black steps forward, embracing the newcomer like an old friend. My mind races, searching for answers to the unceasing inquiry in my head. What would Black be doing meeting with a Russian General?

How does he even know Morozov? The man isn’t only a General in the Russian Army. He’s an arms dealer for Christ’s sake. Fuck. I scrub a hand down the back of my neck. It appears Back Door Black has been busy. What in the hell are you cooking Black?

Clenching my jaw, I capture a few more images of the duo. Focusing my attention specifically on the General, his face twists into an irritated scowl as he listens intently to Black’s animated speech. Light reflects off of something in the corner of my eye. Moving the lens, I adjust the focus, landing on the behemoth of a man standing next to the General. Pressing the button, the DSLR takes several images in a row.

My brow creases as I peer at the man on the screen. It’s there a moment before it deepens, turning into a scowl. This man isn’t Russian, and he’s not one of Morozov’s usual guys. Who the hell is this guy? The man stands with his legs spread wide and his arms haphazardly strewn across his chest. He appears to be every bit the imposing guard, although something tells me he isn’t there for guard duty.

Peering through the lens again, I snap a few more images. Sabrina stands gaping at the man, her mouth hanging wide open as he glares at her unwanted attention. An amused laugh bursts forth before I can stop it. Clamping a hand over my lips, I roll to the side, plastering myself to the roof, not daring to move a muscle or make a sound.

Fuck. I mentally give myself a kick in the ass. That was the stupidest thing you could have done. Shit. Shit. Shit.

I hope they didn’t hear anything. Without making a sound, I roll onto my belly, peering over the small ledge of the roof. The tall, dark stranger towers over Sabrina, his arms still slung haphazardly across his chest, his legs spread as if he were preparing for a brawl at any possible moment. Blowing out a sigh of relief, I relax.

“You’re one lucky son of a bitch,” I whisper to myself.

Taking up my previous position, I angle myself on the ledge, moving closer than before. The General reaches into his jacket, retrieving two large manila envelopes, relinquishing them to Black. A wily grin spreads across my face as I begin acquiring as much evidence as possible. Enough that will hopefully incriminate Black for . . . well, God only knows what. It will help.

I have to believe that. Scooting closer, I place my elbow on the brick and angle the lens down to get a better view of the contents in Black’s hand. My heart races with excitement as I acquire image after image until Black shifts, cutting off my view. Sighing, I slide my arm to the right, and the brick crumbles, giving way, falling to the alley below. Inhaling sharply, I wrench the camera back out of sight and roll to the side just as Sabrina starts throwing a fit that she wants to leave.

Thank God for small favors. The damn woman is so loud I can hear her up on the roof. Blood rushes to my ears as my heart careens out of control. Fuck, it’s time to cut and run. I have no clue if they heard me, but I need to find out before I can leave. Crouching low, I crawl to the ledge and peer over the side of the building.

The General and Black are saying their goodbyes, Sabrina is pouting and whining that it’s taking too long. Looks like I was saved by the whine. I slink back from the edge, and just before I’m completely out of sight, I lock gazes with the new guy. Fuck. He heard.

Time to duck and cover. Never breaking eye contact, he gives a slight shake of his head before turning toward the General and ushering him off the way he came. What in the hell? Who is that guy? Shaking myself out of my thoughts, I quickly pack up my gear and head for the SUV. Damn, how much do you want to bet this has something to do with that arms deal in a few days? How in the hell am I supposed to pull this off now?
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GUILT, SUCH A FICKLE EMOTION, a tricky little bastard that loves toying with your conscience, ticking away at your sanity bit by bit until one day you finally wake up and find there is nothing left. The person you once were has faded, disappearing into the big black void of nothingness, leaving no trace of who you were before behind. The funny thing is, I should feel some sense of guilt over what I’ve done, over the anger he will undoubtedly experience the moment he walks into that house to find it empty. And he will be angry. Yet knowing that doesn’t make me change my mind. An acute sense of purpose fills me as my thoughts shift from Alex to the task at hand, excitement thrumming through my veins as I prepare for what’s to come.

Tonight is the night everything changes. Notching my chin just a little higher, I place my hands on the heavy wooden doors and shove. Swinging open, they wrench back several feet, hitting the wall with a small whoosh. Six shocked expressions glance up from the table. Grinning widely, I stride confidently into the room, locking eyes with each member around the table as I go.

“It would seem someone forgot to extend me an invitation to your gathering, Grandfather.”

His eyes gleam, brightening with concealed emotions. “An unfortunate oversight, Granddaughter. One I am delighted to rectify.”

His meticulously chosen words are delivered with care, a discreet message meant to warn me off. No way in hell, old man. Pinning me with a hard stare, he waits for a considerable length of time before nodding once and looking around the table at the other guests.

“You can’t be serious!” my aunt screams, slamming her hand down on the table.

Amused by her outburst, my sarcasm rears its ugly head. “Do tell, auntie dear. Why wouldn’t he be serious? I’ve only known the man for a short period of time, and even I can recognize he doesn’t seem to have a funny bone in his body.”

The look on my grandfather’s face is priceless, his impenetrable mask cracking as a smirk teases the edges of his frigid lips. A slow rumble rings from the other side of the table, pulling my attention toward the sound. Coming to a stand, she pushes up with such force the chair flies backward into the wall with an audible thud. Her face enkindles with the fury she so clearly feels.

“You have no right to be here. This is a private meeting,” she seethes, pinning me with an icy glare.

Standing up from where I’d perched myself on the table, I smile at my aunt, baring my teeth. Heat blooms over my skin as anger filters its way through my body. Trailing my fingers first along the table then the backs of the chairs, I take slow, deliberate steps toward my aunt. Every eye in the room follows me as I abruptly stop between her and Sang-Hyun. Casually, I run the pads of my fingers along the back of his chair.

His eyes track my movements warily. Meeting my aunt’s gaze, I smile treacherously, my voice dangerously low as I proclaim, “I was born a Sun-ye, and I have just as much right to be here as you do. And definitely more than others who are already in attendance.”

Casting a pointed look at Sang-Hyun, I give him an icy smile. He bristles uncomfortably, glaring up at me in return. The corner of my mouth tilts up in response. He’s clearly infuriated that I pointed out the obvious. Poor baby can’t handle that he’s the only non-blood family member in attendance. My aunt’s shrill voice brings me back to the task at hand.

“How dare you! He has assumed—”

“Enough, Inna.” My grandfather’s booming voice reverberates through the room.

“But . . .”

“I said enough.”

Glowering, he points a finger to her chair. With the attitude of a petulant child, she shoves me out of the way to retrieve her chair. Snorting, I step back as she approaches, waving her through.

“Your highness.” I gesture with a little wave of my hand.

Two of my uncles snicker while my aunt sends me a withering look.

Ignoring my comment altogether, my grandfather clears his throat, catching the attention of everyone at the table. Giving a little wave, he motions for me to take the seat to his right. Accepting his offer graciously, I take the chair, positioning myself between my grandfather and Sang-Hyun.

“Now that you’re comfortable, let me properly introduce you to the family.” His voice rings with authority as he meets the eyes of each individual around the room.

With wide, sweeping gestures, he motions to the older Korean man on his left. Peering thoughtfully at his son, he draws in a deep lungful of air. Releasing it, he states, “This is my eldest son, your Uncle Taejo Sun-ye.” Hesitating briefly, he watches his son carefully. When it’s clear he’s lost in his own world, he shakes his head lightly, straightening his shoulders at the same time.

Continuing with his introductions, he progresses down the line, coming to the next male at the table. “The man sitting next to Taejo is your Uncle Sejo. He is my second born son.” His voice is filled with pride as he looks upon his second born.

Chancing a glance, I cast a quick look in my aunt’s direction. The scowl permanently etched into her brow confirms my suspicion. She’s jealous of anyone that takes the attention off of her. Well, Daddy’s attention, that is. The deep baritone of my grandfather’s voice hauls my attention back to the here and now. Scanning the room, I find he’s already begun speaking, and judging by the direction he’s facing, I’m assuming it’s to the guy directly in front of him.

“. . . He is your Uncle Euijo. He is my final son.” Pausing, he shoots a warning glance at his daughter before pushing on. “You have already met your Aunt Inna and Sang-Hyun who worked for your mother. And my name is Dasan.” He pauses once more, giving me a polite half-bow before proceeding.

“I know you’re aware that our family name is Sun-ye. Your mother made it clear to me she taught you our traditions, the Sun-ye way, before she passed. God rest her soul . . .” His voice softens at the end, his words trailing off into nothingness as he remembers the woman who gave birth to me.

A deep churning sensation swells in my stomach at his praise. Swallowing back the acid threatening to rise, I plaster on a polite smile and wait. A moment passes, then two before he finally lifts his head and speaks.

“So tell me, Granddaughter, what has brought you to my home today? Hmm? You and I both know it wasn’t just for family bonding and introductions.” Cocking his head to the side, he levels me with a deep, knowing look.

His rich brown irises gleam with sinister intentions as he carefully scrutinizes my every move, taking in each detail of my face as I peer inquisitively into his eyes, reading him just as he is me. As we remain locked in an intense battle of wills, I hear my aunt snort derisively in the distance. My grandfather’s gaze darts to my Aunt Inna for a brief second, his expression tightening around his eyes as he shifts his attention back to me. Well, that changes things now, doesn’t it?

Relaxing into the chair, I let a calm, cool smile slip into place, and I beam encouragingly up at my grandfather.

“Oh, I just came to fulfill my mother’s dying wish.”

“You what!” Inna screeches.

“Silence,” my grandfather commands, his voice barely above a whisper yet still carrying throughout the room. Inna tenses, her body going rigid as her fingers grip the table with bruising force.

Turning the full force of his penetrating stare on me, he demands, “Explain yourself now.”

Crossing my legs, I draw my shoulders back, feeling the look of superiority radiating from every pore of my body. The smug smile on my face only expands, growing in its entirety as Sang-Hyun bristles uncomfortably at my side. Lifting an eyebrow, Dasan folds his hands in front of him in an attempt to provoke me to speak. Inwardly, I chuckle. May as well get this show on the road. No sense dragging it out any longer.

“Did you know that I spent her final moments with her?” Although my gaze has yet to leave my grandfather, I ask the question to no one in particular.

“I had heard you were with her. I am sorry that I could not break away to be with you during that time, Kylee. Something came up, and I was unable to leave. I will forever carry that shame, and I hope you can forgive me for that. Your mother was deeply loved.” Taejo’s mournful voice wavers.

Something tugs inside me, pulling my gaze his way. The moment our eyes meet, I can feel his pain, the deep sadness radiating from his soul. That sense of loss and brokenness that I’ve felt every single day since the loss of Violet hits me square in the chest. I feel an intense connection to this man. Immediately, I begin smoothing my hands over my skirt.

It’s the only thing that’s keeping me from running over to him and wrapping him in my arms to comfort him and tell him that everything will be okay. What happened to this man? What brought about that hollow look? Those pain filled eyes? Oh my God, what the fuck?

Why do you even care? Get ahold of yourself, Kylee! Mentally, I give myself a big kick in the ass. You cannot feel anything for them. They created the monster that did this to you. Nodding to be polite, I turn my attention back to my grandfather, who’s surveying me very carefully.

A pleased look is etched on his face. What the hell is that about? Pushing the thought away, I move on with my carefully organized plan.

“Yes, well, thank you,” I say politely, acknowledging my uncle.

“You see, during that time, I really got to know my mother. Make up for lost time, I guess you could say . . .”

“Will you get on with it already?” Inna spits out.

A pleased smile crosses my face as I angle myself, putting her in my line of sight. “Why the hurry, Inna? Do you have somewhere to be?”

“Anywhere is preferable to spending time with you,” she retorts.

“Come now, Auntie Inna. I’m not that bad. You haven’t spent enough time with me to see how truly annoying I can be.” Boisterous laughter bursts out around the table as my uncle’s chuckle at my response.

“Can we keep her?” Sejo asks.

“I’m with, Se. She’s a keeper,” Euijo quips.

Taejo’s quiet response comes from the other side of the table. “She isn’t going anywhere if I have anything to say about it.”

Everyone turns, peering at him with gaping mouths. My grandfather smiles broadly and claps him on the back before tossing me a wink and settling back in his seat. He gestures for me to continue. Casting a glance at Inna, I see her whispering to Sang-Hyun, all the while tossing angry scowls my way.

Clearing my throat, I pick up where I left off. “As you know, her intention was always to bring me home.” I pause, taking a breath to cover up my internal urge to cringe at the word home. Meeting my uncle’s eyes, I smile.

“She asked me on her deathbed to take over for her. To do what I was always destined to do. She even had the papers drawn up, not that it’s necessary. I am a Sun-ye. It is my right by birth. I am bound by blood to this life. So there you have it, gentlemen, I am here to claim my rightful place as heir to the Min Sun-ye throne.” I no sooner finish speaking when an ear-splitting wail rents the room.

Inna’s fists pound on the table. “How dare you!” she screams.

“How dare I what?” I ask incredulously.

“You think you can march in here and take control of Min’s estate, assuming control of her business like it’s nothing?” Her chest heaves with exertion.

Staring at her with fierce determination, my tone is laden with steel when I reply, “I can, and I most certainly will.”

“No, you will not. Control was given to Sang-Hyun. He is now sole heir to her estate, her businesses, everything, therefore making him a necessity and you nothing.” A smug grin crosses her face as she perches herself into her chair as if she’s won the battle.

Sang-Hyun relaxes, a contemptuous smirk affixed on his smug face as Inna comes to his defense. They think they’ve won. Their arrogance will be their downfall. If they believe this is anything more than an open invitation for me to take what I want, then they have lost their fucking minds. A fluttery feeling races through my chest, building higher as each muscle contracts in readiness. The fingers in my right hand inch their way down my thigh, finding the intended target.

Leaning aggressively forward, I meet my aunt’s smug smile with one of my own. Using the cover of the table, I slip the 9mm out of my garter and casually come to a stand. The chair rolls backward a few inches, giving me room to widen my stance. Staring at Inna with a satisfied gleam, I place the 9mm to Sang-Hyun’s temple. Inna’s pupils dilate in shock, while Sang-Hyun’s body becomes inexorable as I press the 9mm firmly against his temporal lobe.

“What are you doing?” she hisses.

Arching a perfect eyebrow at her, I reply, “What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Are you going to sit there and let her do this?”

She looks first to my grandfather then to my uncles, who all chose to ignore her outraged cries and train their gazes solely on me instead.

“Looks like you’re on your own here, Auntie.” I chuckle, digging the pistol painfully into Sang-Hyun’s temple. He hisses as it scrapes against his skin. A sinister smile tugs at the corners of my mouth.

“Ah, what’s wrong? Did you get a little scratch? Hmm? How are you going to run my business if you can’t handle a little scratch? I had a blade shoved in my abdomen, and I didn’t even bitch that much.” Rearing back, I hit him with the butt of the pistol. He growls angrily, shifting like a hungry tiger.

“Unh unh. Stay where you are,” I tsk, placing the barrel of the 9mm to his temple once more.

“You’re fucking crazy!” my aunt snarls.

A deep, dark laugh purges from my belly as I stare at her with wild eyes. “No, sweetheart, I’m just a product of my mother’s making.”

“You will not head up Min’s syndicate. Do you hear me? Sang-Hyun will take over. Mark my words.” She glowers at me with hatred.

“Just so you know, there is one in the chamber and the safety is off.” My finger hovers over the trigger, everything in me telling me now is the time to end it. Take it while you can.

“You wouldn’t,” she taunts.

Pulling the 9mm away from his head, I fire it at the chair in the corner of the room. Feathers go flying as the bullet tears through the plush fabric. Inna’s eyes widen in fear. Replacing the 9mm just next to Sang-Hyun’s temple, I meet her fearful gaze. The door bursts open as several guards enter with guns drawn, aimed in my direction.

“Stand down,” my grandfather orders.

Never taking my eyes off of Inna, my tone is dangerously low and menacing when I say, “I will either assume the role as head of my family division or I make an example, right here right now, using his gray matter to redecorate this mildly attractive space. Your choice.” Cocking my head to the side, I wait patiently for her answer.

Sang-Hyun squirms. “Inna,” he whispers.

“Fine. But this is not over,” she huffs, crossing her arms over her chest.

Backing the 9mm away from Sang-Hyun’s temple, I give him a placating smile, patting his shoulder.

“No hard feelings.”

With a scowl, he stands and stomps from the room with Inna trailing behind.

Shrugging, I turn to my grandfather and say, “Guess he didn’t take kindly to the whole 9mm to the head thing.”

Rising from his chair, his eyes fill with mirth as he laughingly responds, “No, it would seem he did not, but it doesn’t matter. He is of no importance. You did what was necessary. I’m proud of you. You’re a true Sun-ye. You proved that tonight.”

“Is that why you didn’t say anything?” I ask curiously.

“Hmm, it is. I needed to see how you would react—if you had it in you. And I am pleased to see that you do.” He grins, showing me one of his all too rare smiles, and bends down, placing a kiss on my temple.

Turning abruptly, he snaps his fingers, marching from the room with my uncles in tow. Turbulent emotions start to wreak havoc on my mental state, the unremarkable warmth searing my blood, overheating me as the adrenaline finally begins to fade. Inhaling a calming breath, I place the 9mm in my clutch. My gaze clouds over, going distant as I stare at a spot on the floor. The body’s natural response to emotional overload kicks in, autopilot engaging as my brain clears just enough of my mental haze for me to function. Exhaling, I harshly expel the breath I’d been holding.

With my eyes still trained on the floor, I make my way to the door. In my haste to depart, I don’t even look where I’m going until it’s too late. Making it just a few steps outside the door, I jolt, stammering back a few paces as I run straight into a solid wall of muscle.

“And here I thought you were supposed to be waiting for me naked,” Alex drawls angrily, steadying me on my feet.

Snapping out of my dazed stupor, I look up from the floor to find Alex’s furious eyes boring into mine. Taking a step closer, he erases some of the distance that had fallen between us.

“Now, see, here I was thinking we had an understanding. You know, the one where you said you wouldn’t be going anywhere this evening. Yeah, that one. Or, was there something I missed in that conversation?” His tone deepens, growing darker with his displeasure. Averting my gaze, I shift uncomfortably.

“Look at me, Kylee,” he commands.

Without hesitation, my eyes are drawn back to his.

“Could you not wait just a few hours? Hmm?”

Unwilling to provide him with the answer I know he won’t like, I remain silent.

“Answer me!” he barks.

“No, I couldn’t,” I fire back.

The muscles around Alex’s eyes twitch. Backing up a pace, he straightens his tie. “Do you realize what you could have done tonight?” he asks in a tightly controlled voice.

“What are you talking about?” I snap, ready to be finished with this argument and leave this place.

Narrowing his gaze, he focuses on me intently. “I was ready to blow the doors off this son of a bitch. Killing every motherfucker inside until I found you. Just to make sure you were safe.”

Tipping my head to the side, I study his face. “How did you even know I was here?” I question.

His lips quirk up in response. “I am a man of many talents, Ms. Parker.” His violet eyes illuminate with mischief.

“I don’t believe you,” I reply dismissively, turning my nose up in the air playfully.

Within the blink of an eye, Alex advances, grasping me by the waist, spinning me around and shoving me face first against the wall. Gasping, my lips part with force, all of the air rushing from my diaphragm. Struggling, I press against the wall with my hands, pushing back against Alex to free myself from his hard body and the punishing wall. Angling my head to the side, I catch a glimpse of his intensely rich eyes.

“Alex! What are you doing?” I hiss, my voice barely above a whisper.

Dipping his head low, his tongue traces a path across my earlobe before sucking it into his mouth and biting down.

“Ahh!” A small yelp is torn from my chest. Pleasure and pain come as one when he soothes the sting with gentle sucks, caressing my lobe with his tongue and the warmth of his hot mouth. Groaning, I arch my back into him.

The sensual rumble of his tone awakens my inner goddess as my skin becomes receptive to his every touch.

“You’ve made it perfectly clear, Ms. Parker, that I need to remind you that I am a man of many talents.” Shuddering, my body aches with longing at the carnal threat in his tone.

Cupping my breasts, Alex’s hands gradually travel down my torso, pausing every so often to explore a new area above my clothes. By the time he reaches the hem of my skirt, I’m a writhing mess—willing, wanton, and wet. The throbbing ache between my legs needs to be sated before I spontaneously combust. Pinching the hem of my skirt, he slowly begins lifting, brushing my skin with the tips of his fingers along the way. Cold air pelts my backside at the same time Alex grunts in appreciation.

Smoothing his hands over my hips, he squeezes, applying delicious pressure before slithering around the front of my body. Each breath comes quicker in my fight for air, his expert fingers driving me wild as they glide across my lower abdomen. He lingers there a moment before trailing his fingers lower, skimming over the fabric and caressing my labia.

“Mmmm.” An involuntary moan slips out before I realize I’ve even opened my mouth.

Chuckling, Alex pulls back my thong, snapping it against my already swollen pussy. The sound reverberates through the hall, bringing me back to my senses. Sucking in a sharp breath, I angle my head enough to catch his gaze.

“Alex, seriously, what are you doing?” I hiss.

Alex grins, cocking his eyebrow in challenge. Shoving my thong aside, he thrusts two fingers knuckle-deep into my throbbing pussy.

Flexing my fingers against the wall, I force myself to focus just enough to stammer, “W-What i-if someone hears us?”

Dipping his head low, Alex suckles the skin beneath my earlobe. Gasping, I writhe uncontrollably in his arms, each pull blasting my libido with sensual heat. Smiling, he retreats, licking a searing path up to my ear. His hot, sensual breath tumbles smoothly from his mouth to my overheated skin.

With a hum, Alex’s voice grows dark and fills with carnal desire. “Then I guess you’d better make sure you’re quiet.”

Spreading my legs a little wider, I open myself to him, pushing back against his hand. A loud crack reaches my ears a moment before the blazing pain registers.

“Ahhh!” I yelp, the sting from his palm burning my ass.

“Such a gorgeous color,” he croons, rotating his fingers in a wide arc. Alex adds a third finger and brings his free hand around to strum my clit in wicked circles. Within seconds, I’m undulating, meeting each and every pump with one of my own. My body tenses, small spasms rocketing through my core as my peak quickly approaches. As my body grows taut, on the verge of explosion, Alex pulls back, withdrawing his fingers from my body.

“No!” I cry, exasperated.

Laughing at my exacerbation, he seizes my waist, whirling me around and shoving me against the wall with so much force my head falls back with an audible thud. Panting, I stare at Alex as he eyes me hungrily. Placing his hands on my ass, he hoists me in the air, and my legs automatically wrap around his waist. The hiss of Alex’s zipper fills the air before he reaches between us, ripping my thong from my body. Using his powerful legs, he drives upward with an incredible amount of force that sends my head falling back once again.

Panting, I desperately try to suck in air as he surges into me again and again.

“Yes, Alex. Please.”

“God, Kylee. You feel so fucking good. I can’t get enough of you,” he groans.

“Ugh. Me, too, Alex. Me, too,” I say between gasps.

Unable to speak any longer, I press down, grinding my hips, meeting Alex’s every thrust.

“Fuck,” he curses.

Sparks of pleasure take root in my core, branching out and spreading like wildfire. Moving closer, I breathe in his scent, shuddering violently as his hand slips between us, circling my clit with vicious precision. Digging my nails into his shoulders, I strain against him, desperate for that release only Alex can give me.

Tightening my vaginal muscles, I constrict, working his cock deeper with every upward thrust.

“Ahhh,” he groans.

“Harder, Alex.”

Moving his hand back to my hip, he flexes his fingers, tightening his hold. Alex’s grip on my hip becomes crushing, no doubt leaving an imprint of his fingers for all to see.

“Harder, Alex, harder.”

Erasing the remaining distance, I lean in, licking the side of his neck. His taste explodes on my tongue, leaving an impressionable flavor swirling in my mouth. Clenching around his cock, he surges deeper, hitting my cervix as I bite the cord of his neck. Alex grunts loudly, his powerful legs continuously driving upward, stroking me from the inside out.

“Yes, that’s it,” I cry into his shoulder.

Sinking my teeth into his shoulder, I bite down, covering up my cries of ecstasy. My muscles seize in pleasure, my inner walls tightening around his shaft as he punches deeper with every upward lunge. Spurred on by my body’s reaction, Alex thrusts savagely, surging into me repeatedly. His strokes become entirely for his own pleasure as he holds me still, shuddering violently. A roar of pleasure bursts from his lips as he explodes, coating my insides with his hot fluids. Trembling, he places me on my feet, tucking his cock back into his pants before righting my skirt.

Retrieving my bag, he hands it to me. Without meeting my gaze, his tone is succinct and to the point. “The next time, try telling the truth. You’d be surprised what my answer might be.”

Without so much as another word, Alex storms off, leaving me standing in the hall wondering what in the hell just happened. Folding my arms over my stomach, I close my eyes, willing away the unwanted tears that are threatening to spill down my cheeks. A noise echoes in the corridor, startling my eyes open. Turning toward the sound, I can feel the blood drain from my face as my Uncle Taejo stalks toward me. His knowing gaze finds mine, and his eyes fill with sympathy.

Trembling, I circle my arms around myself tighter. Taejo’s pace quickens as I hide my face in shame. Reaching me, he gathers me close, enveloping me in a comforting embrace. Tears scald my cheeks as they fall unbidden onto his suit.

“Shhh, 1gongjunim, do not be ashamed. I saw nothing, no one did. I saw him arrive and cleared the area of guards. I turned off the surveillance personally. You had privacy for those few moments.” His hands rub a soothing pattern up and down the length of my back.

Drawing in a breath, my uncle’s scent surrounds me. Cinnamon and bergamot fill my nostrils, his spicy citrus smell helping to calm my racing heart. Pulling back farther, he looks me in the eye. Nodding once, he steps back, giving me a moment to collect myself. Why is he being so nice to me? He cleared the guards and turned off the surveillance . . . Why?

Pushing my thoughts aside, I focus my attention on Taejo. Following his movements, I watch as he inclines his head in the direction Alex went.

“He loves you, you know.” His words are genuine, but his expression is full of pain as he stares off into the distance.

“I know,” I say hesitantly.

“Do you?” he questions, his gaze boring intently into me.

Lost in the depth of his pain, I’m unable to formulate words, so I simply nod.

Without missing a beat, he responds, “Good. Then do not let him get away.”

Placing a gentle kiss on my forehead, he does an about-face, striding away, leaving me alone with my thoughts once again. Glancing down the long corridor, I blow out a watery breath. Shaking my head, I can’t help but wonder how much crazier my life is about to get.
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THE VOICE OF RAGE BECKONS me, calls to me like a siren in the unstable seas. Closing my eyes, I allow the thick night air to stroke my mottled flesh. Her lies woke the beast I’ve managed to keep sequestered for so long. Now having sampled freedom, he thrashes, railing against the bars of his cage, relentlessly trying to secure his release from the confines of my mind, one troubling thought after another enters, piling onto the beast’s cage, adding fuel to the already blazing fire. With slow, deep pulls, I drag air into my lungs. Vengeance, it’s all because of vengeance, I think, expelling a breath with such force my chest begins to ache. I can see it so clearly, it’s as if she were standing in front of me. It’s a look I’ve seen before on men I’ve served with in the field.

Never in my wildest dreams did I ever expect to see that look shining back at me from the love of my life. But it was there in her eyes, the desire for vengeance. It’s what drives her. What I witnessed was a transformation, a change in her personality so darkly profound, I don’t think even I can bring her back. Her mother won because she’s letting her and it kills me. She left a smudge of darkness on her soul that continues to spread like the plague. Staining her from the inside out, blinding her to what she’s really doing. I have no doubt in my mind she would have put a bullet in his head. And while it would have solved a lot of our problems, it also would have made her something she’s not . . . Her mother. I just need her to see past the grief and hurt, to recognize that she isn’t the only one in pain. The only one who’s lost people.

To not only see but also believe that none of this is her fault. Opening my eyes, I crack my neck and straighten my tie. How do you help someone that refuses to step out of the dark? A person who embraces their grief and sadness? Who uses them in an attempt to seek vengeance all in the name of helping others? Biting my lip, I can feel the skin split as blood trickles into my mouth.

There has to be some way, something that can bring her back to me and fast. Her destructive behavior is bound to lead her to do something reckless. Kind of like tonight. The beast erupts, flooding my muscles with rage. My nostrils flare with anger as the memory of her lies and coming back to an empty house fills my mind.

If it weren’t for the trackers I had in place, I likely would have burned the entire city down. Gritting my teeth, I can feel my jaw grinding as I think about having to hunt her down and showing up to witness her showdown. My heart beats manically as I clench and unclench my fists over and over again. The phone in my pocket vibrates, cutting through some of my rage. Retrieving the device, I frown, answering the unknown number.

“Devereux,” I bark angrily.

“Hey, now. No need to be a bear with a sore head, Alex. I’m doing you a favor here,” the voice hums into the phone.

“Who the fuck is this?” The anger that was already on the surface grows hotter with the unknown male taunting me on the line.

“Come now. Is that any way to treat a friend?”

“You’ve got approximately two seconds to tell me who you are before I hunt you down and skin you alive.”

“How about I give you the address and you come meet me, pretty boy. We can do a little dance. Maybe I’ll take you to dinner and a movie first.” His slightly accented tone is full of mirth and seems oddly familiar.

“Is this really a game you want to play?” I growl into the phone.

“No, but it is rather amusing when you’re all riled up, big guy.” He laughs.

“For the last time, who the fuck are you?”

“That is not something I’m willing to discuss over the phone.” All of the mirth fades away as his tone takes on a serious quality.

“Get to the point already. What do you want?” I snap, barely able to reign in my angry roar.

“Meet me at the abandoned warehouse in ten minutes. You know the one.”

The hair on the back of my neck rises at the mention of the warehouse where Cooper was injured. So much has happened since then. So much has changed.

Shaking away my thoughts, I automatically reply, “Not a fucking chance.”

“Trust me, it’s in your best interest to meet me there.”

“I don’t know you much less trust you, so I think I’m gonna sit this one out. Thanks for that chat, though.” I start to pull the phone away from my ear to disconnect the call when the man says something that makes me freeze, fear and shock equally paralyzing me to the spot.

“If you want to make sure your cover isn’t blown, then I would suggest you get your happy ass into that vehicle and get over to the warehouse. And to answer your question . . . Yes, Grant, I know everything.”

The line disconnects before I have an opportunity to speak. Fuck that shit. There is no way in hell my cover is being blown. That puts Kylee in danger. The beast rattles in his cage, a warning to be cautious. It could very well be a trap, but that’s a chance I will just have to take.

She’s worth the risk. She is worth any risk, even if she doesn’t see it. Glancing back at the house, determination fills me, reinforcing my decision to climb into the vehicle, leaving her behind. She’ll be safe here for now. Starting the SUV, I peel out of the driveway with the skill of a NASCAR driver. Well, at least in my head I do.

Reaching the warehouse in less than six minutes, I quickly exit and access the security box in the rear of the vehicle. Sifting through my gear, I find what I want, lock up, and jog across the street toward the warehouse. Unholstering my sidearm, I approach the building with caution. Who in the hell is this guy? How does he know me? Better yet, how did he find me?

Irritated with myself for being distracted, I bite my cheek to gain some focus, and approach the door with care. Scouting out the interior of the warehouse, my eyes scan the vast, empty space, searching for anyone or anything out of place. Beams of moonlight shine down, providing just enough light for me to walk. Remnants from the explosion cover the floor, scattering in different directions. Stepping over chunks of concrete and mortar, the memories of that fateful day threaten to overpower my senses.

Not gonna happen, Grant. Not gonna happen, I tell myself as I stand immobile, scanning my surroundings.

“I hope you don’t mind that I chose this location. It just seemed like the best option considering what happened. I mean, it is the last place anyone would come looking for us at the moment.” His thick Spanish accent fills the void between us.

Targeting the direction of his voice, I raise my sidearm as he steps into the moonlight. My eyes dilate in surprise as the man who was traveling with General Morozov raises his hands in peace. Hell no. Who the fuck is this guy? And how does he know who I am? The muscles in my body tense, preparing for the knockdown drag out fight I know is coming.

Aiming directly for his head, I take a hostile step forward. “You have about two seconds to start talking before I start shooting.”

Chuckling, he responds, “I really wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t.”

“Because if you shoot me, then you’re fucked at that weapons deal in a few days.”

Some of my anger wanes with his words, mistrust quickly taking its place. This man travels with a known arms dealer and a traitor. Somehow, I find it hard to believe he’s here to help me.

Choosing my words carefully, I reply, “Forgive me if I fail to jump at the opportunity to believe you. It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s just . . . Oh wait, it is that. You didn’t really march in here and expect me to fall for this, did you?” Cocking my head to the side, I watch his expression intently. His cool features give nothing away as he stands motionless under my inspection. Dropping his hands to his side, he sighs heavily, waving at the gun.

“You think you could put that away so we can talk like big boys? Or do you really need to hold onto your security blanket?”

“It’s not a security blanket, asshole,” I growl, taking an angry step forward. Lifting an eyebrow, he patiently waits for me to come to a decision. Ah, fuck. A little hand to hand would be good for my anger issues at the moment if it comes down to it. Grinning, I holster my sidearm and cross my arms over my chest.

The man smiles in return. “If I wanted to kill you, I would have done it the moment you entered the building.”

“You wish you were that fucking talented.” My arms bulge with restraint against the suit jacket. Every muscle in my body is taut, tight as a bowstring, ready to shred this son of a bitch at a moment’s notice.

“Relax, Grant. I didn’t come here for a pissing contest,” he says, holding up a hand as if it would pacify me in some way.

“Well, don’t hold back now. Do tell exactly what it is you came here for. You seem to know so much about me. Yet I haven’t the slightest clue who you are other than you like to run with known arms dealers.”

“You’re quite perceptive, aren’t you? Although we weren’t so much running as we were standing. But you already know that.” He pauses, casting a sly glance in my direction.

“Smartass.”

He chortles in response. “Let’s start over, shall we? I will fill in all the blanks, I promise, just bear with me. My name is Jack Vega, and like you, I’m working off grid. An undercover operation designed to flush out the leaks we have within our system. I knew there was a Delta Op working nearby, but you have to understand, I didn’t have any of the specifics.” He stops, peering at me for a long moment. With his next inhalation, he presses on.

“When I saw you on the rooftop, my first thought was that you had to be working with Colonel Black. That there was no way in hell he’d be arrogant enough to meet with Morozov and not have someone covering his six.” I snort derisively. Of course Black is that arrogant.

Jack grins widely. “Imagine my surprise when I found out he really is that stupid.”

In a moment of weakness, I laugh at his genuine surprise, tears of mirth stinging the backs of my eyes as I fight to contain myself. “Yeah, well, at least you weren’t subjected to his naked ass streaking out the window. That is a day forever burned into my retinas. Let’s just say Back Door Black hasn’t kept up with his squats.” I shudder, remembering his pasty white ass.

Jack boisterous laugh fills the air, taking away some of the tension. “Back Door Black . . . that’s fitting. You’ll have to tell me about that someday,” he says between laughs.

A steep cold slinks its way in, seeping the warmth from my body, souring my mood instantly. Noah’s memory burns brightly in the distance, ready to invade my consciousness at a moment’s notice. Swallowing thickly, I push him aside, not willing to confront all that has happened. Nodding at Jack, I acknowledge that I heard him even though I have no intention of ever disclosing that story to anyone. Jack’s eyes narrow as he watches me carefully. After a moment, he clears his throat and proceeds.

“Fortunately for me, once I got the General back inside of the building, he decided to take a little break by way of someone’s bedroom, which freed me up to follow you.”

“Makes sense. I would have done the same thing.”

Jack nods at my response. “I thought you were working for Black all the way up until I followed you to that gigantic house.” He pauses, taking a breath, his brows lowering in concentration.

“I don’t know why I didn’t recognize it at first. I really should have. I still can’t believe it took me a moment to figure out where you were going.” His eyes meet mine, and I bristle, uncomfortable with the thought of him or the General anywhere near my goddess.

“Then it clicked.” He stops, snapping his fingers for emphasis. “You know that proverbial light bulb turning on?”

I nod in understanding, hoping like hell he gets to the point before I pull out my gun and shoot him in the foot.

“The moment I realized you were pulling into Min Sun-ye’s home, I knew you didn’t work for Black. At that point, I knew I’d found another leak . . .”

“The fuck you did!” I snarl, cutting him off mid-sentence. His eyes pop in surprise at my outburst before a smile slowly crawls across his lips.

“Calm down, Grant. I know you’re not a leak.”

The amusement in Jack’s tone does nothing but further agitate my enraged beast. My chest heaves with exertion, every breath a struggle as I fight through the red haze of anger clouding my vision.

“Then, by all means, tell me exactly what the fuck it is you do know. And make it quick because you are getting on my last nerve,” I say through clenched teeth.

Jack laughs heartily, taunting the angry beast. The ligaments in my body vibrate, radiating with tension as I angrily stalk toward Jack.

“Do you need me to wipe that smirk off your face, boy?”

Jack’s eyes narrow into tiny slits. “You better be fucking glad I’m on your side because right now you’re starting to piss me off.”

“Is that so?” I jeer, relishing in the fact that I’ve riled him up.

His eyes narrow even further before he shakes his head. “You know you’re an asshole, right?” he asks quizzically.

“I’ve been told that a time or two,” I snicker.

“Good. I just thought that should be clear. I know what you’re doing, by the way. Trying to assert dominance, asshole. You’re the alpha in your unit. I get that, but right now, whether you like it or not, you need me, so back the fuck up and let’s get on with this shit. Or are you too badass to accept help from someone else?”

“Hey, you don’t get to come in here and tell me to back the fuck up. You’re damn straight I’m the alpha for a goddamn reason. That’s something you’d do well to keep in mind. You called me, remember? And so far, all you’ve done is accuse me of being a leak,which is quite insulting, I might add. And to answer your question, no, I am not too badass to accept help from someone. As long as that someone is trustworthy and can add value to the job,” I say, crossing my arms.

Jack nods, his eyes brightening in understanding. “I didn’t accuse you of being a leak.” He holds up his hand to stop me from interrupting him again.

“I said I knew I’d found one, but you didn’t let me finish. If you had, you would have heard that I thought I’d found another leak and called Colonel Parker with my intel quite literally from outside the damn gate. At which point, the Colonel deemed it necessary to inform me that you, in fact, were not a leak but working undercover. He gave me the rundown and all of the essentials I needed to know about the case, including how to contact you since our cases have become intertwined.” Pausing, he watches me warily, gauging my reaction.

A sudden coldness hits at the core of my chest, spreading through my body with each breath. Colonel Parker knew about Jack and didn’t tell me? To what avail? What the hell is gained by keeping me in the dark? The less I know only serves to put Kylee in more danger. My surprise wears off, transcending anger and rage, becoming something more.

“Colonel Parker?” I ask in a disbelieving tone.

Jack nods, apparently following my train of thought. “You weren’t hearing things. Your girl’s dad told me everything. I assumed he would have called you to fill you in. Judging by your reaction, I guess that didn’t happen.”

“Ya think?” I snap. This covert op meant to protect Kylee has gone all kinds of FUBAR.

Jack sighs heavily. “Look, I know how fucked up this is. I can’t imagine what you’re going through, and I’m not going to try. I won’t pretend to have all of the information because I’m positive there were things left out. You know how these things go. But the bottom line is, I can help you. Your cover will be blown to hell and back in a few days when you meet with Sang-Hyun if you don’t let me. And you and I both know that will put your girl in danger. You of all people know that is the last thing you need right now.”

“You keep saying my cover is going to be blown. Why? What makes you think that?”

Jack lowers his brows in indignation, scoffing at my questions. “Really? Are you seriously telling me you haven’t tried figuring out how to get Black out of the picture before then? That way your cover isn’t blown and you’re not outed to Sang-Hyun? Because if you haven’t, maybe I need to question your intelligence.” Jack smiles and throws me a wink.

Ignoring his taunt, I reply, “I had been contemplating how to get around that little blip in the road. I just hadn’t managed to figure out how to do it.”

Jack’s smile grows impossibly wider. “Well, I have great news for you. Something has just come up, and General Morozov is going to require his presence that evening.”

“Why are you helping me?” I ask earnestly.

“Because it is in everyone’s best interest that these two be taken out of commission. If they move into positions of power, it spells catastrophe for the rest of the world. All you have to do is look at North Korea for proof of what they’ll be like on a global scale. Tyranny at its finest.”

He’s right. I’ve thought the exact same thing. It’s why I’ve been trying so damn hard to get my hands on Sang-Hyun. If he comes into any kind of power or weapons of mass destruction, it will ultimately mean the end of society as we know it.

Giving a sharp nod of agreement, I ask, “Did Parker give you everything you needed for the meeting? Date, time, place? Is there anything you need from me?”

He shakes his head no. “I have everything. I’ll distract Black while the meeting takes place. Then after, you can do what needs to be done.” Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a sliver of paper, handing it to me.

“My number is on there. Memorize it. Call if you need anything.”

Taking the paper from his hand, I can’t help but retort, “I’d offer you my number, but it seems you already have it. That being said, when this is all over, you owe me dinner and a movie, ass-wipe.”

Jack’s boisterous laughter splits the lingering tension, dissolving it completely. Wiping tears from the corners of his eyes, he grins broadly. “You know, Grant, I think I’m going to like you. Make sure you take care of that girl of yours.”

Clapping me on the shoulder, he turns and strides from the warehouse. Retrieving the phone stowed in my pocket, I dial the number I’d memorized a short while ago. It rings once before going to voicemail. Disconnecting the call, I automatically dial the number again. There is no way he’s going to dismiss me that easily. He knew there was another covert op going on right here that interfered with this one and didn’t say a fucking word.

The anger that fled returns swiftly as he sends me to voicemail yet again. Disconnecting the call, I center my anger on Sang-Hyun, focusing all of my energy on the upcoming meeting. It’s time to end this. I’m ready to get my girl back. It’s time to let the beast out of his cage.
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THE ALLURING SOUND OF WATER sluicing over a body arouses me from my slumber. Stretching my arms over my head, every muscle protests, aching from yesterday’s hallway escapade. A smile begins to form but quickly disappears. I don’t remember what time he came to bed last night. As a matter of fact, I’m not even sure that he came to bed at all. A dull, heavy ache forms in the center of my chest as I glare at the partially open door.

Steam billows out of the bathroom as sounds of soapy water rush along Alex’s body. The naughty little minx inside me conjures up visions of Alex running his thick masculine hands over the expanse of his body. Beginning with his rock hard chest, he moves south, soaping up his abdominals and trailing down to his . . . a small groan parts my lips. Becoming breathless, I pant as waves of heat flow through my core. The empty ache inside of me grows as my body rhythmically clenches with unfulfilled desire. Trembling with need, I rise from the bed, taking tentative steps toward the bathroom.

As I reach the door, I shed my clothing and enter the misty room. Dense clouds of steam billow from the shower, engulfing the small space in a fog-like haze. Closing the distance between Alex and myself, I quietly enter the shower, opening the door and sliding in. Alex remains unmoving, lost in his thoughts, his head resting comfortably on one arm against the shower wall. Fat droplets of water slide down the long, lean muscles of his back, rolling down his hips and getting lost in his lusciously powerful thighs.

Alex’s glutes contract and a small groan fills the shower. My eyes follow his rippling muscles up to his free arm. The rhythmic movements are slow and deliberate. With Alex’s downward glide, my gaze falls to his swollen shaft. Instantly, I become parched, thirsting for a taste as I watch Alex stroking his cock.

“Kylee.”

My breath hitches as I peer up at him from beneath my lashes to find him completely dominated by his pleasure. A smile curls my lips, and I press closer. Inwardly, I sigh at the beautiful sight. Even when I’m not around, he’s thinking of me. I truly do not deserve him. Frowning at the direction my thoughts have taken, I will them away.

Flexing my fingers, I feel the burning desire to touch Alex’s soft skin, to explore his naked body as he does. Tracing the planes of his back, I feel his body grow taut. Without moving, Alex continues to tease himself with slow and steady pulls up and down his shaft. Feathering light touches down the length of his back, my hands slide around his waist, dipping low as they glide through the deep groves of his pelvic V. Alex drags in a harsh breath, our fingers combining as one at the base of his cock.

Grasping his thick shaft in the palm of my hand, I squeeze.

“Kylee . . . baby,” he rasps between breaths.

“Why don’t you let me help? Hmm?”

Releasing him, I grab the body wash, dabbing a small amount in the palm of my hand. With his cock firmly in my grasp, I pump my hand up and down the length of him, giving my wrist a little twist when I reach his engorged tip. With my free hand, I trail down the side of his groin, dipping between his legs, cupping his balls. As I roll Alex’s tender flesh between my nimble fingers, his hips begin a gentle thrust into my hand. Pressing and retreating over and over until my own carnal hunger is viable. My core clenches, weeping with unfulfilled desire as the evidence of my lust coats the inside of my thighs.

“Ah, fuck,” Alex grunts as I tighten my grasp, pumping him harder.

“Baby, you’ve got to stop. I’m not going to last much longer,” he moans loudly into his arm.

Smiling, I place open-mouthed kisses along his side. His words say one thing, but his body screams something different. Alex’s hips pump faster, his cock thickening in my hand as he comes closer to reaching his peak. The muscles in his back stiffen, going rigid under my cheek as he spurts hot jets of semen all over the tile wall. Pumping his cock a few more times, I squeeze it lightly before releasing it, rinsing away the soap. Alex remains propped against the wall for another moment, his breaths fluttering wildly out of control.

Lowering his hand from the wall, he turns, pinning me with a hungry glare. Desire courses wickedly through my veins as the throbbing between my legs deepens with his lustful stare. Involuntarily, I back up several paces.

“Are you running from me, Kylee?” The carnal desire in his tone matches the hungry look in his eyes. Swallowing, I shake my head, taking another step back.

“Are you sure?” He stalks forward, eating up some of the distance.

Nodding, I back up again, flinching when my backside hits the cold tile. A devilish grin appears on Alex’s face. His handsome features twist into every girl’s naughty fantasy.

“Looks like you’ve got nowhere to run.”

In one stride, he closes the remaining distance, wrapping me up in his arms. Lowering his head, he traces the outside of my lips with his tongue. Gasping, my lips part on a sigh. Alex takes advantage, sucking my lower lip into his mouth with such force he steals all of the air from my lungs. Squirming in his embrace, the throbbing sensations increase as my body comes to life at his touch.

Releasing my lip with an audible pop, he pulls back, smiling. “Someone is a bit needy.” He kisses the tip of my nose.

“I need you, Alex,” I say, barely recognizing my own breathless whisper.

Leaning forward, I strain toward him, begging for another taste, but he moves just out of my reach. Dipping his head low, he bites the cord of my neck, making me tense in pain before writhing in pleasure as he soothes it with his tongue.

“Alex, please,” I beg, nearly on the verge of tears.

Raising his eyes, he smirks, irises shining with glee as I beg for his mercy. As he holds me captive, I stare deeply into his alluring eyes, all of the pain and anguish melting away in his violet hues. Remaining steadfast, he watches me intently, our breaths mingling as one. Alex’s dark, sensual eyes soften, changing from violet to lavender as he gazes longingly at my lips. My breath hiccups, my lungs refusing to work as he captures my lips with his own. His mouth melds to mine in a passionate flurry of lascivious twists.

He drives his tongue into the deep recesses of my mouth with greedy voracity until we’re a clash of teeth, tongues, and lips. Catching my bottom lip between his teeth, he tugs, breaking the connection.

Panting, he rests his forehead against mine and whispers, “Don’t worry, baby. I’ll take care of you. I will always take care of you.”

Alex falls to his knees on the hard tile floor, his masculine hands kneading the flesh of my hips and thighs as he tosses my leg over his shoulder.

“Alex, no. You don’t have to do that. I don’t think I can wait.”

“Oh, no. You’re not taking this away from me. I’ve been dying for a taste.”

Admiring me from beneath his lashes, his violet eyes deepen to a rich plum in his passion-drunk haze.

“But, I promise not to drag it out too long.” He grins crookedly at me.

Leaning forward, Alex dips his tongue into my core, collecting all of the wetness running from my center. Groaning, he presses his tongue deeper, swirling, drawing me into his mouth in one large pull.

“Ahhh,” I cry, pushing my hips closer as my fingers find purchase in his damp hair.

“That’s it, baby. Let me hear it,” he murmurs, extracting his tongue.

“No! Don’t. Stop. Please, don’t stop,” I whine.

Alex chuckles. “Oh, I have no intention of stopping.”

Moving his mouth to my clit, he circles his tongue all around the sensitive bundle of nerves, placing hot, wet kisses everywhere other than where I need him. Settling in like it’s his last meal, Alex flattens his tongue, licking my pussy from top to bottom. Immediately, my back bows, arching off the wall with a strangled cry. Tipping his head to the side, he runs his tongue up the length of my labia, sucking it gently into his mouth before returning to my center, pressing deep, withdrawing, and pressing deep again.

My hips move of their own volition, rising and falling in time with his tongue. Pleasure begins to build, blossoming deep within my core as I teeter on the precipice of erotic pleasure. As I dangle precariously on the ledge, Alex withdraws. A frustrated moan emerges, impatience mounting as my core quivers with anticipation.

Growling, I give his hair a little yank. “Enough playing, Alex. You said you wouldn’t take forever. I need you now,” I groan, pushing my hips in his direction.

Alex’s large hands squeeze my thighs before coming to stand. Tilting my head back, he doesn’t hesitate before delving into the depths of my mouth. Our tongues tangle wildly in a passionate dance, dueling for dominance. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him closer, wrapping a leg around his waist. Alex retreats, taking my bottom lip with him. A wicked gleam lights his eyes as he bites down on the tender flesh.

Of their own accord, my breasts thrust forward, pressing into his chest as my hips begin to slowly circle his powerful thighs. Alex’s firm hands come down on my hips, locking me into place.

“Just who do you think is running this show, Ms. Parker?”

The low, lustful quality of his tone resonates deep within my aching core, sending little pulses of pleasure rolling over my heated flesh at the erotic sound.

Alex’s voice drops lower, his hot breath caressing my ear as he rumbles, “I know you don’t think that’s you now, do you? Because I’ve got news for you, baby. I’m the one controlling every moment of your pleasure.”

Driving his point home, he reaches between us, lifting my leg around his waist, circling my clit with his thumb. Rapidly inhaling oxygen, I fight to breathe as my core clenches, grasping at nothingness with every swipe of his finger. Alex moans his approval, placing a long, languorous lick beneath my earlobe. My body arches into him, begging for release as he increases his efforts, ratcheting up the stimulation.

“Ahh. Alex, don’t stop,” I beg as he thrusts two fingers inside my pussy, curling and twisting them until I’m a writhing mess. Each breath becomes nearly unattainable as I waver on the edge of erotic bliss.

Alex’s deep voice tips the scale when he proclaims, “I want to hear you scream.”

With a growl, Alex pinches my clit, and I shatter around him with titillating force. Swiftly removing his fingers, Alex hauls me up his body. “Wrap your legs around me, baby,” he demands, shoving me up against the wall.

Before I’ve even lifted the second leg off the ground, Alex drives upward, burying himself deeply inside me in one hard thrust. We groan in unison as he slowly withdraws, only to press deeply again. Tangling my legs around his waist, I find his mouth, fusing our lips together in a fiery kiss. Tongues, teeth, and lips gnash at each other in a passionate embrace as he quickens his pace. My skin ignites like the burning embers of a dying fire coming back to life, every cell craving his touch as I strain toward his body.

His fingers flex on my ass, digging into my flesh as he retreats, pulling out so that only the head of his shaft remains. Using the powerful force of his thighs, he drives up while aiding my body’s downward grind with a forceful push. Our moans combine as he rides me harder. Snaking my hand between our bodies, I guide my fingers to my clit, circling the little bud.

“Fuck, that’s hot,” Alex groans, staring at my hand.

Extending my fingers, I allow the tips to brush against his cock. Alex tenses, his body flexing. Pride surges, filling me as I watch him quake with pleasure from my simple touch.

“Baby, please tell me you’re close.” His deep voice is edged with tension as he fights to remain in control.

Incapable of answering, my body responds for me, grasping him with my inner muscles, and drawing him deep. My inner walls constrict and release over and over again until his hips are pummeling into me like a jackhammer. Digging my nails into his shoulders, my chest presses against his as my core clenches, the fire exploding into a raging inferno. My body bends backward as tiny sparks of ecstasy blur my vision. Alex grunts, pulling me into a deep kiss as he savagely fills me with his cock. His body shudders, trembling as his orgasm takes hold.

Pressing me closer, he holds me tightly to his chest and groans into my mouth, never breaking our kiss. Several long moments pass before he falls back, placing me on shaky legs. Without a word, he washes me from head to toe, massaging my scalp with shampoo and tending to my body. Turning off the cold water, he opens the door, steps out, and wraps a towel around his waist. Grabbing another towel, he comes back to me, lifting me out of the shower and wrapping me up tightly.

My uncle’s words from the previous evening come back to me in a rush. “Do not let him get away.” Without any hesitation, I encircle him in my arms, hugging him around the waist. My damp cheek finds his chest, listening to the soothing thrum of his heartbeat. Heaving a sigh, Alex wraps me up in his embrace, hugging me as if he’s afraid to let go. My throat dries with the words I so desperately need to say—the words that always came so easily before. My heart lurches at the gravity of the situation. I love this man with all of my heart. Why is it so difficult to tell him that now? The little voice inside my head screams loudly: It’s because you don’t deserve him. Stupid wench.

Suddenly, a thought occurs to me. He said something last night. What was it? Something about telling him the truth and being surprised. I wonder . . . Feeling as if I should take a leap of faith, I hug Alex tighter, speaking into his chest.

“Alex.”

“Yeah, baby?” he asks, smoothing my hair back from my face.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Anything. You know that.”

I lift an eyebrow at him in challenge. He’s full of shit if he thinks I believe that statement. We both know there are things he keeps from me. Well, things he kept from me. My brows crease as I ponder that thought. He really doesn’t have to keep things from me now, does he?

I mean, he did leave the Army for me. Fuck. I swallow hard. That’s an eye-opening statement. Alex smooth’s out the crease in my brow. His fingers trace the lines on my face.

“Kylee? Where did you go?” he probes tentatively.

“Oh, um, nowhere important,” I lie, shaking the thoughts away.

“What did you want to ask me, sweetheart?”

“Well, I have to go to the 1Tenpro house today, and I was wondering if you would come with me.”

The arm still around my waist tightens. It’s the only sign he shows that he’s bothered by what I now do. I’m certain he’ll come to terms with it over time. He’ll have to. I can’t afford to let myself think otherwise.

Leaning down, he places a kiss on top of my forehead. “Of course I will come with you. Thank you for asking me, baby. I just want to keep you safe.” Regret is thick in his voice as he holds me close for a moment longer.

“I know,” I whisper, placing a kiss in the center of his chest.

Alex grunts, muttering as his cock lengthens, tenting his towel.

“Insatiable much?” I ask teasingly.

“Always with you, baby. Always with you.” Moving in, he presses closer for a kiss, but I break his hold.

“Oh no you don’t. We don’t have time for that. You need to get all that covered so we can go,” I say, waving a hand at his gloriously naked body. Smirking, he saunters closer. “What? Afraid I’ll tie you up and keep you in bed all day?”

“That is exactly what I’m afraid of, mister!” I point a finger at him accusingly.

Alex smiles genuinely, scooping me up in his arms and kissing me deeply.

“Be ready in ten minutes, Ms. Parker . . . or I’ll make good on that threat.”

Putting me back on my feet, he exits the bathroom, tossing the towel over the door on the way out, leaving his perfect ass on display. Gulping, I rush through the routine of getting ready, knowing full well he will make good on that offer. Entering the sitting room, I find Alex sipping his coffee and reading a paper. Looking up from the paper, he pouts.

“Damn, I was kind of hoping for a day in bed.”

“Sorry to burst your bubble but today just isn’t your day.” Winking, I head for the door with Alex hot on my heels.

“Fine. Let’s get this show on the road.” He sighs mournfully, giving me a playful wink in return.

Exiting the house, I find the perimeter is swarming with guards all taking orders from Alex. Shaking my head, I get into the SUV. Who in the hell would have ever guessed that I’d need an entire platoon of armed guards? Thankfully, the most dangerous of them all sleeps next to me every night. Alex climbs into the vehicle, his relaxed demeanor now a distant memory. In its place, the commanding officer has returned, ready for action.

My heart heaves, filling with heaviness at the sight. Turning my gaze out the window, I zone out for the drive to the Tenpro house. Not willing to think about what all of this means. The short drive is over quickly and I’m soon stepping out of the vehicle and onto the sidewalk. Jutting my chin out, I smooth my skirt and walk with purpose through the doors of the building. The guard jumps to his feet the moment I arrive.

His eyes go from me to the entourage of guards filing in behind me. Alex maneuvers himself closer, standing just to the right of me. His opposing figure and stance makes it clear that he is someone of importance. The guard’s eyes widen as he takes in first Alex then the ten guards that followed him inside. Taking off my sunglasses, I stow them in my bag and smile politely at the man behind the counter.

“C-Can I help you, ma’am?” he stutters, eyes darting around nervously.

“Yes, I believe you can.” I lean forward, getting a glimpse of his name badge.

“Chee.” I pause, smiling at him again.

“You see, I need to get up to the penthouse and I don’t have a key. So you’re going to give me one.”

“O-Oh no. I couldn’t do that, ma’am. Madame Lin would have my head.” He convulses with apprehension.

Tsking, I move closer to the desk. “Oh, Chee. You poor dear. It’s not Madame Lin you should be afraid of. It’s me.” His eyes widen and he takes a step back.

“Do you know who I am?” I ask, peering at him intensely. Swallowing anxiously, he vigorously shakes his head.

“Hmmm. That is unfortunate. Shall we clear that up? Would you like that?” I ask, watching him carefully.

Nodding, he replies, “Yes, ma’am.”

“You see, Chee, my name is Kylee Parker, and I own this building. But I’m sure you’re more familiar with my family name, which is Sun-ye. So, as I said before, Madame Lin is the least of your worries.” Baring my teeth, I close the distance, grabbing him by his tie. Dragging him toward me, I yank, pulling him halfway over the desk.

“Now, do you really want to piss me off? Or are you going to do as I asked?” The guard visibly shakes as he nods his head over and over again.

“Answer the question,” I snap ferociously.

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll do whatever you need me to do. I promise.”

“That’s a good boy,” I say, releasing him with a pat on the head.

Gasping, he loosens his tie and steps back, his eyes dashing nervously over my entourage.

“Let me code you a key right now.” Fumbling, he grasps a key, codes it, and hands it to me.

“Thank you,” I say, heading toward the elevator. Stopping at the last moment, I find the guard behind the counter and warn, “Do not alert her to my presence. Do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” Giving him a curt nod, I glide toward the elevator.

Swiping the key, I climb in with Alex and several of the guards. The ride to the top is swift and uneventful until the lift opens, revealing two of Madame Lin’s henchmen. As I exit the car, Alex takes the lead, stepping in front of me, shielding me from the potency of their beady eyes. A satisfied smile colors my lips and a profound sense of pride swells at the sight of my magnificent protector. Placing an appreciative hand on his arm, I brush the soft fabric of his suit coat with the pad of my fingers. Alex relaxes minutely, never taking the guards out of his sight as he steps to the side.

An unimaginable amount of strength sweeps through my muscles, making me feel a bit taller as I stride forward.

Looking pointedly at gorilla number one, I say, “Go and get Lin, now.”

Scoffing, he sneers disdainfully, dismissing my command. Alex flexes, taking a punishing step forward. Holding up my hand as if I were batting away a fly, I ward off his advance. Halting in his tracks, Alex’s chest bristles with restraint as he levels the guard with a penetrating glare. Tension rises, riding high in the small foyer as I level the guard with a glare of my own.

The gritty, ominous quality of my tone doesn’t go unnoticed when I proclaim, “You have two seconds to move your ass and tell Madame Lin that 2Mamasan Sun-ye is here. If you’re not out of my way by the count of two and she isn’t in that room waiting for me . . .” I pause, pointing to the sitting room, “. . . then I will have my guards tie you up just so you can feel the sting of my blade as I slice every ounce of skin from your body.”

The guard blanches, his face becoming pallid as the color leeches from his skin. Without a word, he turns, moving to the office where Madame Lin works. Gorilla number two smiles politely, extending his arm as an open invitation, inviting me into the humble abode.

“Ass kisser,” I mumble under my breath.

Alex chuckles darkly, his laughter igniting delicious tingles all over my body. Pushing away my carnal cravings, we move our little entourage into the sitting room. Weaving my way through the large space, I move to the window, taking in the view of Seoul from the high rise. Spacious skies give way to a sprawling cityscape below, bustling with people from every walk of life. Peace and tranquility calm my raging nerves as I soak in the incredible sight. As if some cosmic being decided I’d had enough down time, my inner peace dissipates, dissolving completely with the click of Madame Lin’s heels echoing throughout the tiled room.

“Mamasan, I’m so glad you are feeling better. I thought it might be a while before your next visit.” Her tone is full of loathing and contempt.

Turning around to face her, my guard’s part, allowing her to view me for the first time. Alex comes to stand just off to the side, his commanding presence lending me the strength I need. Madame Lin sucks in a shocked breath before gaining control of her emotions and taking a threatening step forward. Alex growls but she ignores his presence altogether, which makes him seem to double in size.

“What is the meaning of this?” Turning to her guards, she screams, “You told me that Mamasan Sun-ye was here. This is not her!” Spinning around, she pins me with a hateful glare.

A wily grin creeps across my face as I take a step forward, my smile growing even more when I notice Alex matching my every move.

“Oh, haven’t you heard?” I say innocently.

“Heard what, you stupid girl? You have no right to be here.”

Gritting my teeth, I widen my stance. Anger speeds my pulse, sending my heart into a turbulent thump. I can feel my eyes tapering down into tiny slits as I glower furiously. When I speak, my voice is sharp and cutting like the edge of a finely honed blade.

“You will watch what you say to your new Mamasan or I will have you on your knees every day for the rest of your life, servicing the men you have coming into this establishment. Not to mention the guards and every damn man who sees fit to enter South Korea.”

“Y-You. B-But I thought Sang-Hyun . . .” Her words trail off as she watches me warily.

“Did you really think my mother would leave her legacy to the likes of him?”

The dark laugh that I emit is edged with menace and danger. Tears of mirth leak from the corners of my eyes. Wiping them away, I give her a little smile.

“Thank you, I needed that laugh. Although, you and I both know you wanted Sang-Hyun to take over for a completely different reason.” Hesitating, I pause to gauge her reaction. Squirming, she fidgets uncomfortably.

“Oh, you thought I didn’t know you two had been working together, did you? How you’ve been skimming off the top? Abusing the girls and taking what you want, not caring about the consequences.”

“But—” she protests.

Holding up a hand, I interrupt. “Silence. You will speak when you are spoken to and not a moment before, is that understood?”

Silently, she nods her assent.

“I said is that understood?” I snap, the thin veil reigning in my anger waning.

“Yes, Mamasan,” she replies with a little bow of her head.

“Good. I’m sure you’re quite aware that you’ve cost us a considerable amount of money by damaging the merchandise.” I pause again, letting my words sink in for a moment. Her jaw ticks, tightening as she clenches and unclenches it repeatedly.

“From now on, there will be no more drugs in this house. Ever. Do you understand?”

Remaining silent, she nods her head. My eye pulses, impatience bubbling to the surface.

“Would you like for me to cut your tongue out and make your silence permanent?”

Her eyes widen in shock, her mouth gaping open like a fish repeatedly at my imminent threat.

“Then answer my questions when I speak to you or it will become a reality here and now. I’m sure Mr. Devereux here has a lovely blade I can use for the task.”

“That I do,” Alex replies smugly.

“Yes, I understand. There will be no drugs in this house going forward.”

“That’s the spirit. I think she likes her tongue.”

Looking over my shoulder, I wink at Alex, noticing him eyeing one of the guards. Brushing it aside, I focus my attention back on Madame Lin.

“The girls will receive three meals a day and clothing. You will also provide them a proper education. They are to be treated with dignity and respect. You’re not to raise a hand to them. Anything that is inflicted upon them will come back to you tenfold. Do you get my drift?”

“Are you sure this is the way you want to run this house? It has been quite profitable in the past.”

The palm of my hand connects with her face before I even realize what I’ve done. The sound of fist connecting with flesh ricochets off the walls, reverberating throughout the otherwise silent room. Stumbling back a step, Madame Lin feverishly rubs the spot on her cheek.

“Do not question me. This is my house and I will run it as I see fit. If that is not something you can live with, all you have to do is say the word and I will have you gone in a matter of moments.”

As my voice fades, the threat continues to remain, hanging thickly between us. Never wavering, her emotions flicker across her face. Everything from shock, anger, rage, anxiety, unease, and finally acceptance.

“No, Mamasan. I apologize for questioning you. Please forgive me. Your bidding will be done.” Her quiet tone does nothing to hide the hatred in her voice.

“You will if you know what’s good for you. I’m changing the way we operate my Tenpro house. We are going for high-end customers, not the slobs and horrible trash you’ve been bringing in. And in order to bring in the best clientele, my girls have to be top-notch. Now, I expect you to make that happen. I will be back in a few days to check on the progress. From now on, all services must be approved through me before you can book them.”

Inhaling rapidly, I observe her carefully, taking note of the deep-seated rage just below the surface. As I watch her calculating the odds in her head, my mother’s voice echoes inside mine for the first time in years. “Put an end to this insolence, Ttal. It is the only way.”

An involuntary shiver wedges its way into my soul, splitting me right down the middle. Shaking off the eerie voice in my head, I feel the urge to assert myself a final time. Stepping into her personal space, I drive my finger into her chest.

“If I were you, I wouldn’t even consider trying anything because I have a blade with your name on it.” Her pupils dilate, swallowing up her irises completely as she gapes at me in surprise.

“Now, I expect this house to be clean of drugs and my girls fed and clothed when I return. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Mamasan.” Bowing deeply, she peers up at me through her lashes.

Her eyes heat with fury as she gazes upon me. Lowering her eyes, she waits for me to step around her before stalking off to her office. A wry smile sweeps across my lips, spreading from ear to ear as I climb into the elevator to exit the building. It’s a good thing I already have a plan in place to deal with that one because there is no doubt about it. She is going to be trouble.


1 Korean term for high end escort or companion service

2 is a Korean term that refers to the ‘boss’ or ‘owner’
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CRACK.

The case on the phone splits from the force of my hands. Blowing out a breath, I loosen my grip. The last thing I need is to destroy the device. It actually has information I need. Narrowing my eyes, I read the message for the third time.

Ten minutes.

Ten minutes until Parker’s contact is due to show—information he deemed appropriate to send via text message. Fucker, he’s ignoring my calls, too, I know it. My blood boils as agitation soars through my veins. I can feel it getting stronger, like a time bomb waiting to blow at a moments notice.

“Dammit,” I growl, punching the steering wheel.

So many questions have been left unanswered—answers I’m sure I could get if he’d just pick up the damn phone. The vein in my forehead throbs, pulsing irregularly as I continue to wait for his contact to arrive. How could he do this to me? Is he trying to get me killed? First ignoring my calls then sending me a text message with just the basic information for his contact.

My gaze automatically falls to the phone where the details of the message are displayed. The name Danbi Lee blares brightly on the white screen—not a name I’m familiar with, not that I expected to be. Like a powder keg ready to explode, my thoughts take on a life of their own. Each irate thought brings with it an unsettling wave of apprehension of what’s to come.

“Fuck!” I punch the steering wheel again.

The sting of the plastic cooling only the tiniest bit of my anger. My brow dips low, confusion tugging at the corners of my brain as thoughts of Colonel Parker invade my mind once more. There has to be more to this than I know. Parker knows better than to send someone into a situation blind. But for the life of me, I can’t figure out what the hell is going through his head. And why has he all of the sudden become unreachable, leaving me with very little to go on?

Acid churns violently in my stomach as I think of the upcoming meeting. Little to go on? Try nothing to go on. The only thing I’ve got right now is Jack’s word that he will keep Black distracted. And what damn good is that when I don’t know a thing about the guy? For all I know, he could be blowing smoke up my ass.

Scrubbing a hand down the back of my neck, I dart a glance out the window. No sign of his contact anywhere. So much for meeting the contact early. At this rate, the guy will show up when the damn meeting is supposed to go down. Son of a bitch. I blow out an angry breath.

I really don’t want to have to wing this more than I already have to. But what choice do I have? I’m stuck between a rock and a fucking hard place, left with nowhere to go. He hasn’t given me any other options. My angry thoughts rattle the beast in his cage. I have no alternatives at all.

I really do have to put my unwavering trust in a man that irritates the shit out of me. The hair on the back of my neck bristles. The uncomfortable reality of tonight’s agenda hits me square in the chest. Swallowing around the sizable lump in my throat, I sit up straighter, taking note of my surroundings. Light reflects in the distance, catching my eye. Taking the safety off my sidearm, I train my eyes on the location the reflection came from.

In the distance, a figure moves within the shadows, making a beeline right for my SUV.

“Time to get this show on the road,” I mutter, stepping out of the vehicle.

Rolling my neck from side to side, I try to release some of the tension from my shoulders. Forcing myself to relax, I clasp my hands in front of me and wait patiently for my target to arrive. The apprehension from earlier returns, an intense sensation that seems to accompany me no matter where I go always there, wreaking havoc on my nervous system. Mentally, I chastise myself. Get your self together, Grant.

You’ve got a job to do. Rise up, you will do this. Stand tall and fight for what you believe in. She depends on you. They all do. My thoughts are interrupted as the figure closes the gap between us.

Suddenly, I’m struck with an unexpected sense of surprise that has me struggling to keep my mouth from gaping open like a floundering fish. This is Danbi Lee? It can’t be . . . can it? Shit. This is so not what I was expecting. Talk about throwing a man off of his game.

My eyes swell as I take in every inch of the person before me. Uh, is Lee supposed to be a distraction? My mind races in an effort to calculate every possible outcome. Gulping, I stare at the 4’6” Korean woman standing before me. She has to be a distraction because there is no way anyone is going to seriously hear anything coming out of her mouth while looking at her.

Arching a perfectly shaped eyebrow, Danbi conducts a perusal of her own. Placing a hand on her pant clad hip, she calls attention to the sensual cut of the fabric. The custom tailored black pantsuit molds to her curves, drawing attention to each and every one. The deep erubescent silk blouse entices the eye with small glimpses of smooth skin. Her dark hair is swept off her neck in an elegant knot, calling attention to the slender lines of her throat. Crimson heels match the blouse, bringing some height to an otherwise vertically challenged female.

I snicker inwardly at my thought. While she is beautiful with her soft feminine features and cinnamon colored eyes, I prefer the taller variety—a feisty Parker with chocolate eyes and legs that go on for miles.

Danbi pins me with an annoyed glare. “You better be sizing me up as an opponent and not checking me out.”

Her thick Korean accent is unlike the usual high pitch of the female variety. It’s a smooth, sultry tenor that’s soothing to the ear. Fuck. She will definitely be a distraction at the meeting. Hmm. Maybe that will work in my favor?

I grin deviously at the thought. She’s going to hate that idea. I can tell just by looking at her. Her eyebrow rises higher as she waits for my answer.

Fighting the urge to laugh, I respond, “You wish, little one.”

Growling, she takes a step forward, poking me in the chest. “Look here, you. I may be little but I will kick your ass if I have to. Don’t make me have to. Parker will be pissed at me.”

“Somehow, I doubt that,” I say drily.

Opening her mouth to respond, I cut her off, lifting my hand. “First off, lady, I don’t even know who the fuck you are so you don’t get to come in here acting all high and mighty. Second, you bet your ass I was sizing you up just like I do everyone I meet. So, again, back to my original statement. You wish.” Glaring down at her, I cross my arms over my chest and wait.

Sighing heavily, she nods once, extending a hand in my direction. “Sorry, in this line of work, you often get checked out as much as you get sized up. I’m Danbi Lee and you already know why I’m here, so there is no use going into that.”

“How do I know you’re who you say you are?” I ask, glaring at her outstretched hand.

Never dropping her hand, she smiles as she responds, “I thought you’d say that. Which is why I asked Parker for something I could use to verify who I was. He told me that I should give you the name Back Door Black.”

A pang of sadness ricochets through my chest as the nickname Noah gave Black falls from her lips. The memory of my friend takes up all of the space at the forefront of my mind. Shaking away the sadness, I take her proffered hand.

“I wonder what he would have told you if I hadn’t bought that?” I muse out loud.

“He said to tell you that he was going to send Sam in to take care of your goddess if you didn’t get your shit together. He also said they’d make cute babies but not to tell you that because you’d probably fly off the deep end.”

An animal like growl echoes loudly around us. Shaking my head vehemently, I bark, “Like hell he will.” White-hot rage erupts, the tension flowing through every muscle as they expand with my determination. The beast inside of me prowls, pacing uncontrollably inside my head. A delicate pat on my arm snaps my gaze downward.

Danbi smiles with approval. “Perfect. You will need that tonight. Sang-Hyun is not someone to be taken lightly. Channel that rage, keep it on the back burner and use it when necessary. You’ll know when the time is right. Remember, you’re representing North Korea. You’re expected to be ruthless, underhanded, nasty. All things I’m sure I do not need to tell you. You are a leader, Alexander. Tonight you’re going to be leading a criminal empire in a weapons deal. Any questions so far?” She pauses, holding my gaze for a moment.

“No, assuming you’re getting to the part about the weapons deal,” I say, meeting her unwavering stare.

Nodding, she continues. “We’re getting there. You know, it was actually kind of brilliant that you told Sang-Hyun you were Joon Ra’s right-hand man. It makes what we’re doing tonight that much easier. You have to know that what we do tonight changes things. Sang-Hyun will leave here pissed off, so you must be prepared. I need to know that you’re on board with that before we proceed.”

“Don’t worry about me. I can handle myself.”

“Good. Now, Sang-Hyun is under the impression that he will be our liaison smuggling weapons across the border into South Korea. He’s led the entire organization to believe that he is taking over the syndicate. You and I both know that isn’t true so we’re going to use that to our advantage.”

“How so?”

Danbi looks at me quizzically. “You really can’t figure that out?”

Figure it out? What is she talking about? The light in my brain turns on as I realize exactly what she means. Fuck. I rub a hand down the side of my face.

“Ah, I see you got it.”

“Yeah, I get it. I’m not gonna say I like it, but I get it.”

She nods in understanding. “I get it, I really do, but it’s our best bet. Once everything is said and done, you will feel better about the whole thing.”

“I don’t really get what your role in this whole thing is. I mean, were you sent here to be the distraction?”

Danbi bursts into a fit of laughter. “You, Alexander Grant, are too much.” Her laughter fades as her expression becomes serious. “I’m going to put some serious faith in you right now. For if what I’m doing was to ever get out . . .” Visibly shuddering, she zones out for a moment, her gaze taking on a distant quality. Shaking off her stupor, she resumes. “Well, let’s just say it would end badly . . . for me. You asked if I was a distraction. I guess in some ways I am a distraction, but being the right hand of Joon Ra, you kind of have to be.”

I practically bite my tongue as she finishes her sentence. Colonel Parker’s contact is Joon Ra’s second in command. No fucking wonder he is so tight lipped about the woman. I wonder how the Colonel talked her into playing double agent. He didn’t . . . He wouldn’t . . . Casting a glance at Danbi, I see her watching me cautiously.

Oh, yes he would, I think to myself.

“He would what?” Danbi asks.

“Shit. Did I say that out loud?”

“Yes.”

“So after all of this is over, what happens with the weapons?” I ask, deflecting from my earlier outburst.

“Exactly what I promised would. I will meet with the Colonel at our usual place and turn them over,” she replies as if it were nothing.

Yep, he definitely would. I think to myself. Inwardly, I groan. Dammit, what is it with the Parker family and getting into trouble with the mafia?

“Alexander?” Danbi calls.

“Yeah?”

“It’s time. I need you here and not in your head. Are you with me?”

“You bet your ass I am.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

Danbi turns, heading to the opposite side of the vehicle. Opening the passenger door, she climbs into the seat and begins keying an address into the GPS. I remain still for a moment, taking in the night sky—the silence around me and the beauty of the stars. Silently, I send up a little prayer in the hopes that things might go in my favor. Because Lord knows the cards in this deck are stacked heavily against me.

Climbing behind the wheel, I start the ignition and head into a world of unknown possibilities. Catching a glimpse of the location, my hands tighten on the steering wheel. The plastic creaks as I squeeze and release. Glaring at the address, I blow out an angry breath. An abandoned warehouse on the south side of Seoul. Really?

Could they choose a sketchier location? Fuck, it’s as if a giant target is being painted on my back saying: Here I am, come and get me. Shifting uncomfortably in the seat, I focus my attention on the rapidly changing city. Bustling markets filled with people fade into nothingness as deserted buildings and desolate streets take their place. A once teeming part of Seoul has become a barren wasteland, pushed to the outskirts like an unwanted dessert. The dismal modern day ruins are tagged with brightly colored symbols and images, each one a testament to a new gang popping up in the sector every day. The closer we get to the warehouse, the more eager I become. Tapping my thumb on the steering wheel, my eagerness becomes apparent. Just when I think I’ve had enough, the GPS alerts me to the location on the hill. Relief soothes some of my restlessness as I pull into the empty parking spot.

“We’re early, which is a good thing. My trusted guards will be here shortly so we need to go to the other side of the warehouse away from the street.”

“Are you sure your guards can be trusted?” I eye her cautiously.

“Of course,” she scoffs.

Shrugging, I get out of the vehicle and head toward the back. Within moments, I’m going through my gear, loading myself down with weapon after weapon.

“What are you doing?” Danbi asks.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

“Going to war.”

“Aren’t I?”

Her brows knit together as she concentrates for a moment. Lifting a shoulder in a one-arm shrug, she finally replies, “I guess in a way you are.”

“Well, no one goes to war without ammunition,” I say, putting my sidearm back in its holster and shutting the hatch.

“Ladies first,” I say, holding my arm out in a chivalrous gesture.

Danbi leads us up a broken path to the opposite side of the warehouse. The dim lighting from the streetlamp casts a yellow glow over the ground, giving it a sickly appeal. Large piles of dirt and debris from inside the warehouse are scattered all over the otherwise empty field. Coming to a stop in one of the few empty places, we’re there but a moment before six men stalk toward Danbi. The tallest of the men holds me in his sights, his angry glower reaching me from across the field.

All of the men file in behind us, the tallest leaning close to Danbi as he whispers, “Sang-Hyun has arrived. He is coming over the hill now.”

Nodding, she remains facing forward as we await the arrival of the man I’d love nothing more than to choke the life out of. Taking a deep, calming breath, I watch as Sang-Hyun strolls confidently through the field, several men trailing behind him. My eyes scan the faces, looking for any sign of Black. I have to fight the urge to scream in relief when he is nowhere to be seen. The giant knot in my gut loosens a tiny fraction. It’s a win.

A tiny victory for my corner, but I’ll take what I can get. Sang-Hyun’s eyes explode, becoming large and round when he see’s me standing in the open field. Quickly recovering, he fakes a smile and tips his head in our direction.

“Sang-Hyun,” I greet.

“Devereux. I was not expecting you this evening.”

“Yes, well, there has been a change of plans.”

“I see. Well, there really is no need to keep you. I can handle my business with Ms. Lee.”

I laugh, letting out a loud boisterous chuckle. “Now that was funny. I think you missed your calling as a comedian. Oh, wait. You were serious?” I pause, chuckling again at the tick in his right eye. The tight lines pull in every direction as he scowls angrily.

“Yeah . . . that’s not going to happen. I’ve already told you if you want something from Joon Ra you go through me. And from the looks of it, you’ve forgotten how things work and need a little reminder.”

Erasing some of the distance, I take a menacing step forward. Sang-Hyun’s main guard follows suit. In a swift move, I unholster my sidearm, aiming directly for his head. “One more step, buddy, and I blow your fucking head off. Do you understand?”

My comment is directed at the guard but my eyes never leave Sang-Hyun. Seething with anger, he snaps at his guard, ordering them all to stand down. Backing up, they keep their gazes trained on me. Moving to my side, Danbi touches my forearm.

“Put it away, Devereux. I’d like to talk to Sang-Hyun for a bit and I can’t do that with his brains all over the ground.”

“You always spoil the fun,” I grouse, lowering my weapon.

“So, Sang-Hyun,” she croons, tracing her delicate fingers along his arm.

“Yes?”

His eyes dip low, zoning in on her breasts as she follows the seam of his jacket. Inwardly, I roll my eyes. Well, this has turned out to be exactly what I said it would: a distraction.

“The basis of this deal was that you were to be taking over the Sun-ye house. It’s the only reason we agreed to this meeting in the first place. So, I am curious to know . . . why you lied.” Her tone changes from light and seductive to hard and cold in a matter of seconds.

Sang-Hyun stills, his face frozen in shock. Slowly, his surprise recedes, a lazy smile taking its place. Covering her hand with his own, he pats sympathetically.

“Oh, my dear Ms. Lee. You’ve been given such horrible information. I would never lie to either of you. You know that.”

Danbi’s expression hardens. Digging her nails into his arm, she yanks him forward, bringing him down to her level. “You’d dare lie to me now? To disrespect me to my face? I should shoot you in the head for that alone.”

“Come now, I do not lie. What would make you say such a thing?”

He leers at her a moment too long, causing the tall guard behind me to growl. Grinning wickedly, I wait with bated breath to see what she’s going to say to him next.

“You would seriously maintain your lies rather than tell the truth even knowing the consequences?” She glowers at him for several long moments before nodding.

“Very well. Devereux, it’s time we inform Sang-Hyun how we have our information.” Releasing his arm, she pulls away with a sneer.

The wicked grin on my face swells as I lock eyes with Sang-Hyun. Taking an easy breath, Sang-Hyun relaxes, his eyes drilling into mine with ease and confidence—a confidence that I’m surely about to break. The smug thought rolls through my mind, adding to my own determination.

“Mmmm mmmm mmmm,” I tsk, shaking my head.

“You seem to have gotten yourself into a bit of a jam here, buddy. I’d like to help ya out but you’ve really got me backed into a corner with this one.”

“What are you talking about?” Sang-Hyun snaps.

“Ah, come on, you don’t have to play that game anymore. It’s just us. Besides, I already know you didn’t get what you wanted.” My eyes blaze with anticipation as Sang-Hyun fidgets uncomfortably.

“Devereux, this game of yours is getting old. We have business to attend to, so let’s get this deal finished so that we can all go home.”

“Why exactly should I give my weapons to you? Hmmm. Tell me that?”

“Give? I have to pay you to smuggle them across the border and house them for you. I’d hardly call that giving.”

I shrug nonchalantly. “It’s the price of doing business with us. But you didn’t answer my question.”

“Because I am the only one here who will do what you want. Besides, with my new role, I will be the most powerful man in South Korea.”

“Now that is just sad,” I say, looking at him with mock sympathy.

Growling, anger fills his voice as he spits out each word. “What do you mean?”

“It really is if you think about it. I mean, here you are telling everyone that you took over the Sun-ye syndicate. More specifically, all of Min Sun-ye’s business operations, and, well, while you seem to believe that . . . which is sad, by the way because it’s just simply not true.”

A brief look of irritation crosses Sang-Hyun’s face before he quickly masks it. His tone is calm and quiet as he chooses each word with care. “You do not know anything about it. I assure you I am in prime position to take over. Your weapons will be secure with me.”

Danbi’s booming laughter fills the air. Breaking our eye contact, Sang-Hyun gazes at her angrily.

“Is that so?” she questions.

“It is,” he replies stiffly.

“Bullshit.”

The harshness in my tone has everyone snapping their heads in my direction. Sang-Hyun narrows his eyes, his pupils swallowing up the irises entirely as he pierces me with a maddened glare.

“Excuse me?” he fumes, barely managing to get the words out through his clenched teeth.

“Bull. Shit,” I repeat, splitting the word in two.

“How dare you?”

He straightens, taking a step toward me, jolting me into action. Two strides and one heartbeat later, my thick fingers close around his neck as I lift him from the ground. The distant sound of weapons being drawn registers in the back of my brain as tension quickly fills the air.

“How dare you?” I snarl, tightening my grip. Sang-Hyun struggles as his airway constricts. The beast inside me thirsts for his blood, taunting me as I dangle him several feet in the air.

“How dare you pretend to take over what is not yours. Did you think I would let you get away with it? Pretending to lead the largest section of the Sun-ye syndicate knowing full well that Kylee Parker has taken it over.”

Straining against my hand, his throat works as if he’s trying to speak. Loosening my grip just enough for him to drag in a breath, I watch as he greedily sucks in air through his nose and mouth.

“H-How could you know that?” he chokes out. Tossing my head back, I barely recognize myself as a dark, dangerous laugh bellows from my lungs. Using all my strength, I throw Sang-Hyun to the ground. Landing with a loud thud, he wheezes, desperately trying to catch his breath.

“I know because she is to be my wife, which makes me the most powerful man in South Korea,” I growl over his crumpled body.

Sang-Hyun’s shocked eyes land on mine and I smile as his face drains of all color. Backing up a pace, I straighten my suit, laughing again as Sang-Hyun struggles to stand while angrily waving off his guards. As he finds his footing, his rage-filled gaze falls to me once more.

“You have no right. It was mine,” he rages manically.

Snorting, I laugh at his audacity. “Yes, well, what can I say? I see something I want and I have to have it. Unfortunately for you, that means your services will no longer be needed.”

“This isn’t over,” Sang-Hyun threatens angrily.

“But it is.” The smile splitting my lips angers him further as he lets out a frustrated yell and turns to stomp away.

“Sang-Hyun,” I call, stopping him from his dramatic exit. Tension crackles in the air as he huffs out a breath, spinning to meet my gaze head on.

“What?” he barks.

Retrieving my sidearm from the holster, I aim directly for his head. His guards scramble in a flurry, desperate to try and whisk him away. Danbi’s extra security moves out of the shadows, flanking us from every side—all weapons pointed at Sang-Hyun and his team. Sang-Hyun’s nostrils flare, his body tense as he waits to see what I’ll do.

“Leave the money,” I demand with a cocky smile.

“What? No, you can’t be serious,” he says with indignation.

“Leave the money or I kill you and them and take it anyway. Your choice, pal.” He meets my eyes, holding it for several breaths as he measures the seriousness of my tone. Raising an eyebrow in challenge, I point my sidearm toward the bag his guard has been holding the entire time. Glaring at me with pure hatred in his eyes, Sang-Hyun nods at the guard who tosses the bag at my feet.

Smiling broadly, I give him a little wink. “It was a pleasure doing business with you.”

Danbi’s guard’s part and Sang-Hyun leaves, peeling out of the parking lot with an angry squeal. Danbi turns to me with a questioning gaze. “Um, why did you take the money?”

“You really going to tell me you were planning on going back to North Korea without it? Because that would have been stupid on your part.”

“Shit,” she mutters. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I figured. Don’t worry, I got you covered.”

“You know that little bit at the end is what is going to drive him over the edge. He will come after you.”

“Not if I get him first,” I reply through clenched teeth. Danbi nods her head, clearly following my train of thought.

“Hey, are you good here? I’ve got somewhere I really need to be.” An urgent need rises, making me restless to get back to Kylee as soon as possible.

“Yes, go. I’ve got everything squared away. I don’t even meet with the Colonel for a few days.”

Nodding, I call over my shoulder. “It was nice meeting you. Don’t take this the wrong way, but I hope to not have to do this again.”

Her laughter follows me as I take off, running toward the Escalade. Thoughts begin entering my mind one after another like an animal on the run. A horrible sinking feeling accompanies each one as I realize tonight we did change the game. And things will never be the same.
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MORNING HAS ALWAYS BEEN MY favorite time of day. The orange glow shining through the window casts out any remaining shadows from the previous night. As my time in South Korea extends, I find that I’m no longer the woman who enjoys such beauty. My preference seems to have evolved to one of darkness. Where I once would have enjoyed the rosy glow the sunrise has to offer, I now retreat into my solace. Enjoying the company of my old friends, darkness and silence.

A darkness that is interrupted as the bedroom door creaks open casting light into the otherwise darkened room. Alex’s massive form looms in the doorway. I can feel the heat from his eyes raking over my body in the darkness. Even strewn in shadow, his masculine form takes my breath away. Alex moves out of the doorway and flips the light switch, flooding the room with brightness. Time suspends as my eyes slowly adjust to the fluorescent light, clearing a little more with each blink.

Squatting down in front of me, Alex takes my hands in his own. Absently, he begins stroking his thumb up and down my index finger. The soothing pattern brings back a small piece of my solace that fled with the darkness. Tilting his head to the side, he observes me thoughtfully.

“Kylee, why were you sitting in the dark?”

The innocent question is asked in such a way that I pause. It makes me wonder if he can accept my reality. Alex’s heavily guarded eyes watch me, surveying my every breath as if I were a fragile doll ready to shatter at a moment’s notice. The base of my neck tenses, uncertainty invading my thoughts. Can I tell him my truth? I mean really tell him?

With the way he stares at me, it’s almost as if he’s afraid I’ll break into millions of tiny pieces before his very eyes. But what he doesn’t know is I already have. There is nothing left. No one left inside. Small glimpses of myself come back to me when I’m lost in his embrace. But just as quickly, she vanishes only to be replaced with an empty shell, one without regard for life at all.

Alex’s palm caresses my cheek, and I lean into him, soaking in his warmth. Her voice returns, urging me to secure my place within the family. Ignoring the sounds bouncing around my head, I meet his inquiring gaze.

“I’m not sure it’s a truth you can handle, Alex,” I cautiously advise him.

“Baby, you can’t really believe that.” His eyes crease with worry.

Remaining silent, I just stare into the depths of his violet eyes, wondering what life would have been like if we had met under different circumstances. My mother’s shrill voice echoes inside my head. Ttal, you were always meant to be alone. Embrace your destiny and lead this family to greatness. I feel as if I’m being torn in half. One foot in two worlds, two completely different women. On one hand, I am the Kylee Alex fell in love with, the woman who would drop everything and run away with this man at a moments notice. Yet, on the other, I’m also the woman my mother raised me to be. And she did raise me in the bowels of a torture chamber as she slid her blade into my abdomen. She created the monster I have become. The monster I feel taking over my identity.

Alex releases a hesitant breath; his violet eyes are rocky with emotion. “Kylee, I’m going to keep telling you this until it finally sinks in. It’s you and me, baby, until the end. Nothing will ever change that. Do you hear me? Nothing.”

Grasping my neck, he pulls me forward until our foreheads touch. Breathing in his rich sandalwood scent, I decide I may as well put him out of his misery. What’s the worst that happens? He leaves? A sharp tug rips through my chest at the thought.

Taking another calming pull of his alluring scent, I whisper, “I find solace in the darkness. It comforts me to know that in the darkness I am not alone. The silence and dark will always be there welcoming me with open arms.”

Alex’s sharp intake of breath is loud in the quiet of our sitting room. Pulling me to the floor, he crushes me to his chest, wrapping me in his warm embrace.

“God, Kylee. For fuck’s sake, baby. You are never alone. Don’t you get that? I’m right here. I’m always right here.” Alex presses me into his chest, holding me tighter as his arms begin to tremble.

I sit quietly in my thoughts as he holds me, wondering how long his words will hold true. How long will he really be able to remain by my side? Because deep down if I’m honest with myself, I know I can never be the woman he needs me to be. She is forever changed, gone like the younger version of myself shattered in the mirror. A loud knock reverberates off the walls, bringing me out of my thoughts.

Pushing off the floor, Alex comes to a stand, lifting me into his arms. Gently, he eases me down onto the sofa and brushes his lips against my forehead. Releasing me, he blows out a hesitant breath. With one last worried look, he turns, making a beeline for the door. The hushed whispers of Alex and one of the guard’s reaches me as I peer distantly into space, lost in my own thoughts of what I know is about to come.

It’s inevitable, really. Alex’s hulking form reappears a moment later. Lines of strain are etched in his face as he searches my features. Staring intently into my eyes, he surveys me for several beats. Sighing heavily, he squats in front of me, pulling his slacks back in a comfortable position.

“Kylee,” he starts and stops in the same breath.

“Yes?”

“One of the guards came by with a message.” He pauses, his expression pinching around the corners of his eyes.

“Oh?” I ask with a little too much nonchalance.

Narrowing his eyes suspiciously, he nods. “Yes, he came to inform us that Madame Lin’s body was found behind a dumpster early this morning.”

“Is that so?” I ask with fake curiosity.

“Hmm. Yes, apparently she was mugged.” He finger quotes the word mugged.

A smile tugs at the edges of my mouth, forcing me to bite my cheek to keep from laughing out loud.

“Kylee?”

Alex’s tentative tone has the smile slipping from my lips. The icy cold fingers of dread slip around my heart until it becomes sluggish and heavy. Releasing a hesitant breath, I sit a little taller, not willing to back down from what I know is coming.

“Yes?”

“Kylee, you wouldn’t have had anything to do with her death, would you?” His eyes watch me, scrutinizing every detail.

Shrugging my shoulders, I give him the only response I can. “The mafia is a dangerous business, Alex. Things happen all the time.”

Alex erupts in a violent fit of rage. Leaping to his feet, he paces the floor in front of me. “What in the hell were you thinking!” he yells.

“What was I thinking?” My nostrils flare in anger as I rise from the sofa. “What. Was. I. Thinking?” Each word is quietly pronounced. Our gazes clash as hostility and strain ripple through the air like the waves crashing in the ocean.

“I was thinking about protecting my assets. And it was perfectly clear that she had no intention of doing what she was told.” The iciness in my tone would scare even the bravest of men, but only serves to enrage Alex more.

“Dammit, Kylee! Do you not see what you’re doing? Who you’ve become?” he roars in frustration as his fingers curl around my shoulders, shaking me.

“This isn’t you, Kylee. You aren’t her! Do you hear me? You are so much better than this!”

My head falls back as I chortle with laughter. “Better? What would you know?” Spitting the words at him bitterly, I shove his chest, shaking loose from his hold. Releasing me, he takes a furious step back.

“I know you’re a compassionate woman who loves deeply. So deeply that when she loses someone it feels like she’s lost a part of herself too.”

“No, Alex, that’s what you don’t understand. That part of me is gone and I don’t think she will ever be back. For better or worse, I am what she made me . . . I am forever changed, and there is nothing you can do about it.”

“I refuse to believe that,” he argues.

“At this point, I really don’t give a damn what you believe. I’ve got a business to run with or without you. If you don’t like what you see, you know where the door is. But let me be perfectly clear, the moment you make the decision to walk out that door, there is no coming back. There will be no us . . . ever.”

My body runs cold as I glower at Alex. The heavy ache in my heart worsens as his intense eyes sharpen, cutting me like a knife. Eliminating the small distance between us, he glares down at me. Rage unlike any I’ve ever seen burns in the depths of his violet eyes as they churn with emotion. His voice drops low, becoming dangerous and threatening as he forces out each word.

“The only way you’re getting rid of me is in a body bag.”

“Suit yourself. I’ve got business to attend to. My Tenpro house is in need of a new Madame. Stay or go, at this point it doesn’t really matter.” Taking a deliberate step to the side, I move to pass him by when he grabs me by the arm.

“You can’t get rid of me that easily.” His deep gravely tenor has a quiver building low in my belly.

Lifting my chin a notch higher, I stare at him with determination. “I’m not going to do anything, Alex. I have a feeling you’ll be leaving of your own accord.”

Shaking lose of his hold, I walk to the door. Wrenching it open, I call over my shoulder, “If you’re coming you better make it snappy. I don’t have all day.”

“I’m gonna snap my hand across your ass if you don’t stop being a bitch,” he mutters, stomping past me into the hallway.

Sparks ignite, flooding my lower abdomen with heat, his carnal threat inciting my body’s basic craving for him. Shaking my head, I dismiss my ridiculous reaction and follow him to the waiting SUV. The ride to the Tenpro house is filled with tension. The air between us crackles with unstable emotions, neither of us willing to break the silence.

A deep sense of foreboding crescendos, threatening to consume my every thought, but is thankfully cut short as the Escalade rolls to a stop.

“Stay there,” Alex commands, exiting the vehicle.

Rolling my eyes, I unbuckle my seatbelt. Without looking, I reach for the door only to come up empty when it’s yanked open and I’m thrust back into the seat. Alex mutters fiercely under his breath, narrowing his eyes in displeasure.

“I told you not to move,” he snaps.

“And who are you to order me around?” I challenge.

Alex leans into the seat, hovering just a breath away. “Keep this up and you’ll find out right here. Have an attitude all you want, baby, but I’m not going anywhere. Just remember the more pissed off I am the worse that spanking will be.” Retreating from the vehicle with a grunt, he extends a hand to me for assistance.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I grumble, taking his proffered hand.

The right side of Alex’s lips tips up in a smug grin. Bastard. I think to myself as I wrench my hand from his, stalking toward the building. I can feel my lips flatten, pulling taut in frustration with each step I take. My mother’s voice enters my head as I yank the doors to the lobby open. Focus, Ttal. You’re destiny awaits you.

Growling, I enter the lobby, my eyes trained on the guard. Pointing my finger at him, I beckon him to me. The guards jaw drops and he scurries around the counter, hurrying toward me.

“Has anyone entered my penthouse sense Madame Lin left?” I demand, seething rage evident in my tone.

“N-No, ma’am,” he stutters.

“Are the guards still upstairs?” I fire off the question, eyeing him with suspicion.

“Y-Yes, ma’am. N-No one went in or out other than Madame Lin.”

“Very well. Deactivate her key card and any others she has had issued. All key cards must be approved through me from now on, is that understood?”

The guard fidgets under my unwavering stare. “Y-Yes, ma’am,” he replies nervously.

“Good.”

Dismissing him with a wave, I retrieve the keycard from my bag and bound toward the elevator. Pressing the button, I wait for the car, raging internally. As the door slides open, I angrily enter, swiping the access card. Alex files in behind me, a smug grin still firmly imprinted on his face. Baring my teeth, I growl under my breath. Alex barks out a quiet laugh, adding to my budding frustration.

The tension between us soars, my skin flushing hot in annoyance as the elevator dings, signaling our arrival. As the doors sweep open, the foyer comes into view, revealing several guards towering over the women kneeling on the floor. My eyes grow wide, expanding as I digest the scene playing out in front of me. Lin’s favorite guard has Hye’s hair tightly coiled around his fist, driving her face toward his open slacks. As she struggles, my vision tunnels, a murky red haze enveloping me in a cloud of violent rage, propelling me into action. Moving slowly, I take deliberate steps toward the guard.

He’s so distracted by the woman on her knees, he fails to see me coming. A guttural roar wells up, bursting from my lungs as I reach forward, grasping the man’s rather unimpressive dick. Squeezing firmly, I smile broadly as he hisses in pain. Instinctively, he draws back, letting loose an untamed punch. I watch in slow motion as his fist works its way toward my jaw, only to be stopped at the last minute. Alex’s steps in behind me, propelling me forward with one hand and blocking the punch with the other.

My grip tightens on his tiny package. The guard howls in pain as I twist my wrist to the side.

“Not only do you mistreat my girls, but you would dare to raise a hand to me?” I snarl, pressing him harder.

“Ahhh!” His loud scream fills the corridor.

The other men wince in pain. My gaze falls to the girls, who all stare at me with various expressions of shock and awe. Nari observes curiously, her eyes surveying everything about me.

“I asked you a question,” I demand harshly.

“I-I’m s-s-sorry, M-Mamasan. I-I had no idea it was you.” He winces, stuttering in pain as the blood is cut off from his genitals.

“You think that gives you the right to raise a hand to a female in my house?” He remains silent, his pain overwhelming him.

“Do you!” I scream, the red haze taking over completely.

“N-No, Mamasan.”

“Listen well, all of you. You do not touch any of the women in my house without my permission. You do not raise a hand to them at all. I don’t give a flying fuck if you’re shot and bleeding on the goddamned floor. My girls will not touch you unless I say it’s okay. Do you understand?” Releasing his dick, I spin around, glaring at them all with wild eyes.

“Do you understand?”

My chest rises and falls with the quickness of my breath as each of them spout their agreement. Turning, I face the girls on the floor, my gaze immediately softening. A genuine smile reaches my lips as I take in Key, Are, Hye, and Nari. The women eye me warily. Motioning for them to stand I usher them all into the sitting room. As they take a seat, I sanitize my hands, preparing myself to address all twenty women in the house, knowing full well that what I’m about to do will change everything.

“Ladies, I am sure by now you have heard the news of Madame Lin’s passing.”

Each of the girls looks timidly from one to the other before nodding.

“Good. Then you know things are going to change around here. First, I’m starting by putting a new Madame in charge of this house.” The girls bristle, shifting uncomfortably in their seats. Holding up a hand, I soften my tone, hoping to put them at ease.

“No, you misunderstand me. I’m changing things for the better. This will be a legitimate house of business—a companion service. You will not be required to provide sex to anyone. That is a choice you and only you will make. There is a strict no drug tolerance policy in this house. If you are caught using, you will be cast out immediately, no questions asked. You will have the opportunity to further your education and choose another career path if you’d like. I’m hoping that you’ll choose to stay because I take care of you, unlike the reign of terror that Madame Lin created. I will not tolerate such things under Madame Nari’s direction. You will have food and clothing allowances and be able to venture into the city with escorts, of course.” I pause, gauging the girl’s reactions.

Shocked whispers and excitement sound throughout the group of women. Warmth fills me as I see the relief on their faces. Holding up a hand, I wait as they fall silent.

“Now, while things are changing, some things remain the same. This is a business. You will conduct yourselves in a professional manner because you represent me. I will not tolerate lying, stealing, or any type of behavior that is conducive to ruining my reputation. I’d hate to have to introduce you to the side of me that makes grown men fall to their knees.” I stop, letting my threat hang in the air for several minutes before continuing.

“If any of you have a problem with this, you are more than welcome to leave. There will be no repercussions, no questions asked. You will be free to go. Now is your chance.” I extend my arm toward the elevators, offering the girls a chance to walk out the door. No one moves. All of the girls watch me with bated breath to see what will happen next.

Smiling, I ask, “Are you sure?” making eye contact with each of them. They all nod in agreement. My eyes find Nari, who still watches me silently.

Holding her gaze, I say, “All right, ladies, you have a new wardrobe that has been delivered to each of your rooms. Shower and change. The stylist will be here in the next hour. I need to speak with your new Madame and get business settled.”

Breaking eye contact, I gaze out over the girls one final time. “Any questions?” Shaking their heads vehemently, the girls’ faces teem with excitement. “Very well, run along and get ready, then.” I dismiss them with a smile.

Nari stands and approaches me with a guarded look. After a moment, she tilts her head toward the now vacant office. Nodding, I follow her into the room.

Turning, she pins me with an intense stare. “What happened to you?” she asks, her voice rocky with emotion.

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I feign innocence. The fact is I’m not sure which part she’s referring to, my cold demeanor or my lack of emotion. Either way, both require an answer she’s likely unwilling to accept.

Crossing her arms over her chest, she narrows her eyes. “I’m not buying it.”

“You don’t have to. I’m doing what you wanted me to do, remember?”

Nari expels a heavy breath. “This is not how I wanted it.”

“We don’t always get what we want now do we?” I snap.

“No, I guess we don’t.” She worries her lower lip as she examines me.

“Look, you’re in a prime position to get everything you need. I put you as Madame for a reason. You can get all of the information you need on everyone in this family and put them, well . . . wherever it is you put them in Korea.”

“Jail.” She chuckles.

“If you say so. You can’t argue with the fact that I’ve given you the power to get what you need.”

“This is true. It shouldn’t take long to gather what I need. Hell, it’s probably all here in this office.” She motions to the various things around the room.

“Possibly,” I say, gazing out the window at the commotion coming our way.

“Just don’t screw it up,” I toss out at her as I make my way to the door.

“Not a chance.” She smiles.

The shrill ring of a female voice cuts through the double pained glass of the office window. Internally, I wince at the sound.

“That bad, huh?” Nari asks.

“You saw that?”

“You didn’t exactly hide the wince.” She chuckles.

“Fuck, I can’t stand the sound of her voice.”

“Not many people can. But I wouldn’t hide in here too long because it will just get higher the longer she has to wait.”

“Can’t we just knock her out or something and sneak out the back? I’d rather ignore her ass altogether.”

“You wish.” Nari laughs, giving me a little shove toward the door.

“I really hate you sometimes,” I grumble.

Rolling my shoulders back, I steel my spine and prepare to greet the horrible person that is my aunt. Pulling the door open, I peer out into none other than World War III. Alex’s tall form blocks the door to the office with a furious Inna in his face, howling how he needs to move and let her pass.

“You will move. I need to speak with my niece.” Inna’s face strains with irritation.

“Not happening, lady.” Alex’s bored tone brings a smile to my face.

“You will move or I will have you moved.” The icy threat in her tone raises the hair on the back of my neck.

Alex snorts a laugh of disbelief. “You can try.”

Inna lets out a frustrated screech, stomping her feet on the floor. Alex takes up the doorway, making it impossible to leave the room. Snaking my arms around his waist, I give him a little squeeze, placing a kiss in the middle of his back. Glancing over his shoulder, he eyes me cautiously. Winking, I nod in Inna’s direction and he steps out of the way.

“It’s about time,” Inna snaps.

“To what do I owe this unpleasant visit, Inna?” I ask with all of the boredom I feel.

“You know you should really train your help better. They should know family is always to be shown in.” She narrows her eyes, focusing her gaze on Alex.

Taking a threatening step forward, my voice drops dangerously low as I say, “Alex is my fiancé, not the help. And if family ever shows up, I’ll be sure to have them shown right in.”

“Why you little . . .” Her words are cut off as Taejo touches her arm. Scowling, she turns her heated glare on him. With a slight shake of his head, he ends whatever it is she was about to say.

My uncle approaches me and engulfs me in a bear hug. Pulling me close, he whispers into my ear, “There is still strife between you and Devereux. Was I not clear you were to fix it?” He retreats, peering deeply into my eyes.

“I’m not sure it can be fixed, Uncle.” My voice wavers, the broken whisper spoken so only the two of us can hear it.

“You can, gongjunim. But to mend the rift you must first have faith.”

The strength in his words strikes a chord deep inside of my soul, one that I’m not sure I will ever be able to access. The vacant spot in my chest where my heart used to beat writhes with emptiness as I stare into his fathomless eyes.

“Then I’m afraid you have given me an impossible task. Because all the faith I ever possessed shriveled and died the day my child was ripped from my womb.”

Taejo inhales a sharp breath and places a kiss on my forehead. Bending down, he meets my eyes one final time. “Not an impossible task, gongjunim, just one you are not ready for.” His eyes peer over my head into the distance as he straightens and says, “And who do we have here?”

Moving to the side, I catch a glimpse of Nari carefully observing the scene. Smiling, I motion for her to join me. Nari glides into the room under the watchful eyes of Inna and Taejo. As she reaches me, I take her hand and pull her closer.

“I’m sure you’ve all heard by now of Madame Lin’s unfortunate demise.” I tsk, the sound fake even to my own ears. Alex chokes, grunting something unintelligible from across the room. Shooting him daggers, he glares back at me.

“That is why we are here.” Inna forces my attention on her.

Flashing a cold smile at her, I reply, “Really? You came all the way here for nothing?”

Inna stiffens, her back as straight as an arrow. “Well, someone has to make sure this business is being run properly.” Inna raises her nose in the air, sniffing indignantly.

Of all the nerve . . . Who in the fuck does this woman think she is? The red haze from earlier slowly seeps into the edges of my vision. Thick, black tendrils of rage slink their way through my veins, filling me with the desire to fight, to go for the jugular and take what’s mine, never backing down until a river of blood bathes the floor. The sultry tenor of my mother’s calm voice carves a path through the haze, reaching me inside my bubble of fury. Bits and pieces of the advice she gave me on her deathbed slowly begin to bring me down from the cloud of rage.

Her words echo like a mantra inside my head. Ttal, a Sun-ye does not act in anger. She makes informed decisions, every action being made with a specific goal in mind. And what is our specific goal, Ttal? Power. The person who truly wields power will want for nothing. Blinking away the haze, I smile politely at Inna. It’s time to take away her power.

“Aw, Auntie Inna,” I tsk, bringing her attention back to me. She eyes my smile suspiciously. “It’s so nice of you to have come all this way to check up on me.”

Covering my heart with my hand, I give it a little pat. Taejo’s snort quickly turns into a cough when Inna’s angry brown eyes find his amused expression. Forcing her hostile gaze back to mine, I smile, turning up the charm.

“Here, let me put your mind at ease, Auntie.” The devilish gleam in my eye brightens when I clasp Nari’s hand, dragging her front and center. Nari stands tall and proud, not flinching under Inna’s harsh examination.

“This is Nari Kim. She is the new Madame of the Sun-ye Tenpro house.” Inna’s jaw drops as she takes in Nari’s appearance. Her skimpy white negligee barely covers her round breasts and pert bottom as she poses for all to see.

“Y-You can’t be serious,” Inna gasps, her face crumbles in horror as she flails her arm up and down Nari’s body.

“On the contrary, I am very serious.”

Inna’s arm falls to her side, her temper flaring with her words. “A whore is not fit to run the Sun-ye house. This is the perfect example as to why Sang-Hyun should be here and not you.”

Stretching my arms out to the side, I let out a roar of laughter. “Yet here I am, running the most lucrative empire in Seoul.” Letting my arms fall to my sides, I step forward, my voice taking on a dangerous lilt. “And if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were a little jealous.”

Inna scoffs, turning her nose up at me in disdain. “In your wildest dreams. Why on earth would I be jealous of a half-breed like you?”

“Only time will reveal that little secret,” I say in challenge.

Inna remains silent, her body vibrating with fury.

Raising an eyebrow at her standoffish manner, I smirk, leaning closer and whispering, “Don’t you worry your pretty little head, Inna. I’m not going anywhere.” Her face pinches, her eyes bulging in her maddened state.

“Taejo! We’re leaving,” she screams.

Spinning, she stomps toward the elevator in a huff. Confused as to why he isn’t trailing behind her, I glance around, looking for my uncle. In a secluded corner of the sitting room, Nari and Taejo are speaking in hushed tones, oblivious to everyone around them.

“Taejo!” My aunt’s deafening cry echoes through the penthouse.

Taejo’s lips pull into a thin line as he scowls at Inna. Nari whispers something to him quietly. Taejo stares at her for a long moment before giving her a curt nod. Giving him one in return, she exits the room with my uncle’s eyes following her every move. Once she’s out of sight, he strolls toward me, halting to place a kiss on top of my head.

“I will see you soon, gongjunim,” he says, striding to the elevator.

Taking my aunt forcibly by the elbow, he pulls her out of the penthouse, leaving me to wonder what in the hell just happened. And why does he insist on calling me princess?
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DRAWING IN A BREATH, I release it calmly. Don’t throttle him to death. Don’t throttle him to death. I repeat, do not throttle him to death. The mantra cycles through my head on a continuous loop. Taking an intimidating step forward, I enter the inconsequential man’s personal space, observing his skittish habits.

His eyes stray left then right before settling on my chest when he realizes he has nowhere left to run. Finally, slipping his hands into his pockets, he sways, dancing from side to side with nervous energy. My jaw ticks, pulsing with the incessant throb of irritation. I really need to get this over with. If I have to stand here and endure this asshole dancing around like a circus monkey on crack another minute, I might break his fucking legs. Forcing a sense of calm I don’t feel, I continue to question the dastardly man.

“And you’re positive there has been no sign of him?” Peering up at me with frightened eyes, the man shakes his head vigorously.

“None what so ever?” He shakes his head no again.

“No unexpected visit to check on his business? Nothing?” Narrowing my eyes, I study his facial expressions and body language.

Swallowing loudly, his Adam’s apple bobs up and down a few times before he replies, “N-No, sir. S-Sang-Hyun has not been here all week.”

“Not even a phone call?” I ask skeptically.

“N-No,” he stutters nervously.

Bending my knees, I crouch, getting into the man’s face. The overwhelming smell of kimchee permeates the air as his putrid breath fills my nostrils. My stomach churns violently, forcing me to breathe through my mouth. Pushing down the sick feeling, I edge closer.

“You had better be telling the truth. Because if I find out you are lying and I have to come back here, your death will be a slow and torturous one. Do you understand?”

“Y-Yes, sir. I-I understand. I-I’m telling the t-truth.” The man trembles uncontrollably.

“Fine, but the moment he surfaces, you come find me.”

Straightening, I retrieve the card, pushing it into his shaky palm. His alarmed eyes widen as he looks at first the card then me then back to the card again. I guess the name Devereux traveled fast around these parts now that its tied with Sun-ye. Bowing, he nods and disappears into the back room. Alone in the storefront, my thoughts come crashing through the carefully crafted barrier I had erected to hold them at bay. Another fucking dead end.

How in the hell is it possible for one man to become a ghost in a matter of days? My jaw clenches, working from side to side. I’ve got to get out of here before I lose it. The overwhelming desire to throw my hands in the air and shout “Fuck it” pelts me as I storm out of the building. Three businesses, three dead ends. No one has seen or heard from him since before the meeting.

“Where are you?” I grumble, sliding into the front seat of my SUV.

Someone has to be helping you. The question is, who? What are you after? And why? What do you have to gain? The never-ending sea of questions marches through my frontal lobe, building on my frustration until it explodes.

“F-u-u-c-c-k-k.” My loud theatrical groan is quickly followed up with a whack of my head against the steering wheel.

Every question flees as the direction of my thoughts change with each resounding thud. No leads, no resources, no anything. Lifting my head, I give it another hard whack against the steering wheel. All of the confidence I’ve carried around with me from the moment I laid eyes on Kylee slowly fades, my shoulders sagging with the realization that I’ve finally reached the tipping point in this investigation. Something has to give. I can’t carry on like this anymore.

How am I supposed to protect her when I’m running in circles all the time? I’ve traveled a long and lonely road over the years, and the moment I find my spark, the light that makes it all worth living . . . I fail. I’d tear the whole world down to protect her, give my last breath to ensure she lives because her life has only just begun. Because without her, there’s nothing. She is home. My insecurity tears at me, ripping me to pieces from the inside out. The inexplicable pain in my chest builds as fear clogs my throat, constricting my airway.

Jerking my head back, I gasp, forcibly expelling the breath from my lungs. Black spots slither along the edges of my vision, unfurling in every direction, threatening the unthinkable as I fight for control. My chest billows, rising and falling with the strain from each forced breath. The vise grip around my heart tightens, the walls closing in as war rages between the two halves of my disheartened soul. Failure. The softly spoken word whispers through the deep recesses of my psyche.

Blood roars, rushing to my ears as the erratic thump in my head worsens. Every insecurity over protecting my goddess and seeing this thing through to the end arises, nailing me right in the chest. Self-doubt and rage clash, coming to a head in a wicked explosion of blood and violence, painting the inside of my head with angry, uncertain thoughts, burying me in an avalanche of darkness. Panting, I suck in a greedy breath, fighting back the staggering need to scream. My fingers tighten around the steering wheel, clinging to it as if my life depends on it.

A slow ache spreads, starting with my fingers, slinking down my hands as blood drains, leaving the extremities. The dull pain in my hands breaks the trance, forcing me out of my head. What in the fuck are you doing, Grant? Releasing the steering wheel, I shake my hands out, wincing at the tingling pain rushing through them.

“That’s what you get for being a dumbass,” I grumble under my breath.

Fuck! How much time did I seriously waste wallowing? What in the hell is happening to me? Well, fuck that. Enough is enough. The beast inside of me rises, shoving my petty insecurities aside.

I’ve been in tougher spots than this. Playtime is over; I will no longer sit here wasting time, wasting breath, and allowing them to win. Failure, no. I’m not a failure; I’ve just been thrown off my game, but that changes now.

I will reduce this city to ashes before I let this go. A dangerous smile ghosts across my lips. I’m coming for you Sang-Hyun . . . I’m coming for you. The tenor of my thoughts are cut off with the shrill ring of my cellphone.

“Devereux,” I bark, not bothering to look at the number.

“I hope you have something good to report, son,” the Colonel’s deep voice booms over the line.

“You have some damn nerve calling me after all this time. What, you have another tip? Need to throw me into another volatile situation to try and get my ass shot? You know, if you didn’t want me to be with your daughter, you could have just said something.”

The deep seething anger I’ve felt over the last few days comes spewing out with each accusation.

The Colonel waits a beat before he responds in his irritatingly calm manner. “I’m going to chalk your lack of respect and attitude up to stress. From the pissy attitude you’ve got going, I’d say things aren’t going quite as planned. So instead of bitching about it like a little girl, why don’t you tell me what in the hell is going on.”

Taking a deep breath, I try hard not to be irritated with the Colonel. In the back of my mind, the rational part of me knows that there is more to the situation than I know. Like any mission, you’re only given the details they think you need. Before I can respond, the Colonel interrupts my deep-seated thoughts, bringing me back to Earth.

“Are we gonna sit here in tense silence all night or are you going to talk? Don’t make me come find you, boy. You won’t like what happens when I do.” The Colonel’s threat brings back my irritation with a vengeance.

“How about we start with why you didn’t tell me there was another operative in the field?”

“Because it wasn’t necessary information at the time, Alex. You know how these things work.” The Colonel releases a strenuous breath.

“I get that. I really do. What I don’t understand is when you found out that our paths would cross why you didn’t tell me. Because you and I both know you knew way before Jack or I did that Black was going to be contacting the General.”

“It’s complicated, Alex.”

“I don’t doubt that it is. But I’m over here chasing down dead ends when I have a valuable resource that I could be leveraging. On top of that, I had no idea if the guy was telling me the truth. No way to see if he was vetted. You left me out here like a sitting duck. Worse, you left her out here like a sitting duck. Because if anything had gone wrong and I ended up on the other end of a bullet, she’d be alone.” I stop, taking in a long, deep breath to calm some of the anger raging through my system.

“And trust me when I tell you that is not something you want right now.”

“Grant, I put you there because I knew you could handle it. We both knew this was going to be a tough case from the beginning. But, I have to ask, are you pissed at me or yourself? Because it sounds to me like you’re letting your emotions drive you on this one, and we both know that’s not how we do things. Distractions kill. So again, I’m going to ask you, what in the hell is going on?”

Biting my cheek, I shove down the urge to growl. Why the fuck does he have to be so logical? To actually make sense?

Releasing a hesitant breath, I reply, “Those are all loaded questions. Are you sure you really want the answers?”

“Son, I wouldn’t have asked if I didn’t. So, stop stalling and get on with it.” I can’t help but grin at the Colonel’s gruffness.

“Well, you already know Black is meeting with General Morozov. I was able to capture some images of them together exchanging a thick envelope. I’ve got nothing more than that on him—”

The Colonel interrupts me mid-sentence. “Grant, you already know that I have more than that on Black. So get to what you have on Sang-Hyun and then you’re going to tell me about my daughter, or so help me I’m going to come and find you and shove my boot so far up your ass you’re going to be feeling me for a week.”

A rumbling laugh pours out of me, lessening some of the weight I’ve been carrying around on my chest for the last several days.

“Fuck, I missed that,” I say through tears of mirth.

“What exactly is it that you missed? My threats? Why are you laughing?” The Colonel’s irritated voice makes me laugh a little harder. Sucking in a breath, I calm my laughter enough to respond.

“I must be losing my mind because I do miss your empty threats.”

“Empty, my ass. Keep stalling and I’ll prove it,” the Colonel huffs.

Chuckling, I wipe away a stray tear. “Fine, but you asked for it,” I say, rolling some of the tension out of my neck. “Sang-Hyun went underground after the meeting. I’ve got nothing, literally. No leads, no anything. He hasn’t been back to any of his businesses. The best I can figure is someone is helping him, but as of right now, your guess is as good as mine. I’ve got a few feelers out there, but like I said, no leads, no anything. Did your contact get you the goods after the meeting? I left it in her capable hands since you seemed to trust her so much.”

“It’s been handled.”

“What? That’s it? That’s all I get? No details, like how you met? If she’s going to be my mother-in-law one day? Nothing? Because that woman risked quite a bit for you, Big Daddy P.”

“Stop calling me that. It was annoying when Noah did it, and it’s still annoying now. There is nothing to tell so drop it.”

“Oh . . . that screams a big fat juicy story,” I taunt.

“Drop it, Grant. We are contacts nothing more,” he growls.

“F-i-i-n-n-e-e.” I draw the word out like a whiny child.

“Grant,” he warns.

Chuckling, I blow out a breath and prepare myself for what needs to be said.

“Are you going to keep stalling? Or at some point are you going to actually tell me how my daughter is doing?”

“Stalling sounds like a better plan,” I tell him honestly.

“It’s that bad?” His hurtful tone and softly spoken question sucker punch me right in the heart.

“Yes,” I reply quietly.

The silence stretches between us for an undeterminable period of time. It feels like an eternity as we both sit there musing in our own thoughts over Kylee. His gruff, emotional voice breaks through the dazed trance, bringing me back into the now.

“What’s happened, son?”

Running a hand through my hair, I contemplate the best way to answer this question. How do you tell a father that his daughter is so lost she might not ever come back? That her shattered heart is so broken she may not return to her former self? As a man, how can I find the right way to explain she’s embracing the darkness, becoming the woman he fought so hard to protect her from? Emotion clogs my throat, choking me with its thick essence. Swallowing roughly, I decide to tread carefully, telling him the truth.

“Kylee . . . well, she’s different.” I pause, swallowing back the thick emotion.

“Different how?” he asks quietly.

“She doesn’t laugh or smile as often. I can see the pain in her eyes whenever I look at her. It radiates off of her in waves. She’s become . . .” My words trail off as I think of the darkness my girl has embraced. How easily she flips that emotional switch, turning into . . . well, her mother.

“She’s become what, son?”

“I really don’t know how to say it other than to just come out with it, sir,” I say hesitantly.

“That’s exactly what you should do. No sense sugarcoating it. It’s not gonna change a damn thing.”

Squeezing my eyes closed, I open my mouth and let it fly. “Kylee has embraced an inner darkness that, quite honestly, I don’t know if she’ll ever emerge from.” Stopping to catch my breath, a sharp pain shoots through my chest. Rubbing the phantom ache, I continue.

“There are moments where I see the woman she was buried deep in all of the pain and anguish. But the moment you get too close, she extinguishes it like a candle in the wind, flipping an emotional switch and becoming an entirely different person altogether. And, fuck, don’t get me started on that family.”

The line is so silent you can hear a pin drop. “Colonel?” I ask, wondering if he couldn’t take it and hung up.

“I’m here, son. Just processing.”

“Fuck, I’m sorry,” I say, scrubbing a hand down the back of my neck.

“No need to apologize. It’s not anything you did. Hell, if anyone should be sorry it’s me. And I can’t even find it in myself to be sorry because that means she wouldn’t exist. But I will tell you one thing. We won’t let them win. We’ll find a way. She’ll come back to us. You’ll see.”

“Yes, sir,” I say, unwilling to acknowledge the insecure voice edging its way back into my head.

“Listen, son, I’ve got to run something . . .” The Colonel covers the phone as he speaks to someone in a hushed tone. Coming back over the line, he says, “I’m sending you a new number should you need to contact me. You know the drill. Keep me informed and let me know if anything changes.”

“Yes, sir.” The Colonel’s abrupt actions has me on edge, wondering exactly what complications he was referring to earlier. His gruff voice interrupts my musings, bringing my attention back to him.

“And, Alex . . .”

“Yes?” I ask, afraid I’d missed something in my daydreaming session.

“Watch your back. I don’t know who we can and can’t trust out of our little unit at the moment. This runs a lot deeper than I expected. Kiss our girl for me and keep her safe.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ll talk to you soon.”

“Sir?” I call out, hoping he hasn’t disconnected the call.

“Yeah?”

“Are they okay?”

The Colonel blows out a deep, exhausted breath. “They’re not the same without you, son. It will be better for everyone when this is all over. Just know that I’m looking after them and they are all safe. That will have to suffice for now.”

“T-Thank you, sir.” My voice wavers with emotion as I think of the turmoil I’ve undoubtedly caused my unit.

“Take care, son,” the Colonel responds as he disconnects the call.

I’m not sure how much time passes as I sit motionless, staring out into the dark, the Colonel’s words yo-yoing off of my brain like a bouncy ball. One phrase stands out above them all. It will be better for everyone when this is all over. Shaking myself out of my mental stupor, I spring into action. The Colonel is absolutely right.

It will be better for all of us if this mission comes to an end. Thankfully, I know just the person who can help me end it.
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MIGRAINES. THE QUINTESSENTIAL ASSHOLE OF the headache world. Pure. Fucking. Evil. I’m a firm believer migraines were brought about to doom the human race. Something this excruciatingly painful has to be the work of the devil. Each horrendous disturbance zigzags through your nervous system, gradually building until you’re a weak, moody mess.

Momma always said the mind was the devil’s playground. I guess he just likes to play around in mine a little more than others. Blinding pain scorches my temples, sending flashes of light careening through my occipital lobe. Wincing, I shield my eyes from the blazing florescent light. The gentleman in front of me continues to prattle on and on about something I lost interest in ages ago. My eyes wander around the small sitting room until they land on the clock.

Shit. He’s only been here for ten minutes and the sound of his voice already has me on edge. I pause, gripping the arms of my chair tightly as a wave of nausea rolls through my belly. Bile churns violently, rising into my throat, forcing me to take shallow breaths through my nose. Swallowing, I bite back the acrid taste of the horrid acid. Gathering all of the strength I can muster, I focus my attention on the annoying little man oblivious to my plight.

“This is all very . . . interesting,” I start, waving a hand in his direction. His beady little eyes widen, taking in my every word.

“But we’re going to have to do this another time.” I signal my guard, U-Jin, standing silently in the corner of the room. Walking over with silent grace, his watchful eyes take in my appearance. Halting in front of me, he stands, silently waiting for his direction.

Motioning to the small man, my voice is strained when I say, “Would you please show . . .” An audible pause fills the room as I struggle to remember the annoying man’s name. Racking my brain for clues and finding nothing, I shrug it off, continuing as if nothing happened.

“Please show this gentleman to the door. We can resume this at a later date.”

Nodding at U-Jin, I wave dismissively at the annoying little man. He sputters but goes without another word. Drawing in a shaky breath, I close my eyes as searing pain rips through the top of my skull. A wave of vertigo crashes down on me, tilting and spinning the room, making me feel as if I were on a tilt-a-whirl even with my eyes tightly squeezed shut. The faint sound of footsteps reaches my ears, echoing loudly on the tile. Blanching, I breathe through clenched teeth, peeling my eyes open one at a time to meet U-Jin’s worried gaze.

“Are you all right, Mamasan?” His voice is laden with concern.

“I’ll be fine. I just have a headache.”

“Are you sure? That looks like more than just a headache.” Kneeling beside me, he continues his examination.

“Yes, I’ll be fine. Nothing I can’t handle. A little migraine won’t stop me.”

Gripping the arms of the chair, I slowly come to a stand. My stomach sloshes as if I’d just consumed an entire vat of cherry soda. Breathing steadily through my nose, I take hesitant steps toward the door. Reaching it, I turn, meeting U-Jin’s cautious gaze.

“Can you keep all of the guards toward the front of the house? The noise will only make it worse. I just need to lie down for a few hours and I will be fine.”

He frowns, scowling as he scrutinizes my appearance. After a tense moment, he nods and inquires, “Do you need anything?”

I give my head a shake and immediately regret it.

Closing my eyes, I reply, “No. I just need to rest for a bit. Thank you.”

“Guards are stationed around the perimeter of the property as usual. They will be at the front of the house, and I will be by to check on you periodically. I do not agree with leaving you alone but will do as you wish only if I can come and check on you.”

Heaving a heavy sigh, I look into his cautious eyes. Dammit, Kylee, the man is only doing a job, one Alex probably threatened to kill him for if not done properly. My voice is weak and barely audible to my own ears when I answer, “Okay.”

“Do you need help to your room?” he asks with that same concerned look in his eye.

“No. I’ll manage. Thank you.”

With slow, controlled movements, I turn, making my way out of the room and toward the back of the house. The inferno raging inside of my head worsens with every step. My stomach hardens, churning as another agonizing wave of nausea rushes into my throat. Swallowing thickly, I place a hand on the wall to keep from crumpling to the floor as my knees begin to weaken in my dizzying state.

“Ugh,” I moan, wrapping one arm around my middle.

Shuffling forward, I grimace in pain, squinting into the sunlit hallway. Having reached my agonizing threshold, I stumble into the first available room. Closing the door behind me, I expel a sigh of relief the moment I’m plunged into absolute darkness. Gasping, I jerk back in surprise, my head hitting the door with a whack as I peer at the room I wandered into.

“Ahhh.” Groaning, I rub the spot on the back of my head.

Moving away from the door, I sluggishly stumble into the bathroom, desperate for some form of relief. Tottering from side to side, I feel along the wall until I find the light switch and flip it on. Immediately, I rush forward, throwing open doors and rummaging through her things until I find what I need.

“Oh thank God,” I mutter, tearing the top off of the container and swallowing the medicine like my life depends on it.

Setting the bottle on the counter, I stumble out of the bathroom like a woman who’s had too much to drink, never bothering to turn off the light. Pausing in the doorway, I glance from the bed to the sofa in her small lounge. Nope, not going there. I think to myself heading toward the lounge. Not even if my life depended on it. Cautiously walking into the small room, I frown, squinting at the light reflecting in the corner.

Multicolored shadows in different shapes and sizes dance along the wall, creating a rainbow effect. My curiosity gets the better of me, and despite my better judgment, I find myself wandering toward the alluring light.

“What do we have here?” I mumble, reaching down into the glistening stack of records.

Gently pulling the first album off the top of the pile, I freeze, my eyes glued to the immaculate dust jacket. A burning sensation tears through my lungs as my airway compresses, strangling me from the inside out. Gasping, I expel a hard breath, all of the air leaving me in one fell swoop. The vinyl in my hand shakes, my fingers trembling uncontrollably as I hold it tenderly. The migraine ravaging my brain becomes a distant memory as I meet the brilliant gaze of the one and only Ella Fitzgerald. My knees give way underneath me, causing me to tumble to the floor.

Clutching Ella to my chest, I land awkwardly on the side of my leg. Bursts of pain explode, sending electrical sparks blasting through my right shin. Pressing a fist to my lips, I inhale, breathing deeply through the pain for a long tense moment until it subsides. Inching forward on my knees, I set Ella aside to hesitantly go through the remaining records. Taking the next record off the pile, I can feel the uncertainty in my expression growing.

What on Earth? Why would she have these? An acute fluttering sensation builds in my core, spreading to every tendon in my body. My mind races, searching for answers to questions I’ll likely never know. The tips of my fingers lovingly caress the vinyl. I don’t understand.

Grimacing, I look at the records spread out before me. They’re all here, every single one of them. Ella, Miles, Frank, Sonny, John, Thelonious . . . all of my dads favorite artists. But, why would she have them? What purpose does it serve? Some of my earliest memories are of dancing around the kitchen to the smooth sounds of Thelonious Monk with my father.

Did she remember that? Did she care? Hot, angry tears prick the back of my eyes. My pulse thunders furiously, roaring angrily in my ears. Enraged, I mentally snap at myself. Why the fuck do you care?

She was nothing to us—a horrible woman who did unspeakable things. Forget about her. She had her chance and she blew it. Move the fuck on, Kylee. Throwing my hands in the air, I jump to my feet. My earlier dizziness comes rushing back with a vengeance.

“Dammit,” I mumble, forcing my lashes closed.

Taking slow, deep breaths, I center myself, breathing through the dizzy spell. The slow creaking sound of a door opening has me jolting my eyes open, and I spin around in a hurry. Nausea and dizziness pounce on me, one right after the other, each one doubling their affect, increasing tenfold. Every muscle and tendon in my body fights, wanting to shut down with the horrible sickness waging its wicked war against me. Powerless, in spite of my resistance, my eyes seal, rigorous pants expelling from my nostrils in a frenzied attempt to regain control. Out of the blue, an unforeseen coldness travels up the nape of my neck, splintering into little tendrils of ice stabbing into heel of my cerebellum. Tearing my eyes open, I freeze, incapable of moving at the sight of the hefty fist barreling toward me.

Spots flash, dancing before my eyes as his massive claw collides with my midsection. Letting out a whimper, I double over. Every bit of air housed inside is driven out with the force of his blow. Snatching a handful of my hair, Sang-Hyun yanks, pulling me into an upright position.

“So you thought I’d just let things go, did you?” he snarls into my ear.

I open my mouth to respond, but the only sound that emerges is the whistling cadence of my lungs as they struggle to suck in air.

“I asked you a question!” he bellows, tugging brutally on my hair.

My eyes tear up, watering at the forcefulness pulling at my scalp. The pain mixing with the headache from earlier makes it nearly unbearable. My thoughts spin, focusing inward as he viciously jerks, pulling my hair hard and fast. Fuck. How the hell am I going to get out of this? Think, Kylee, think.

A sharp, stinging pain rips across my face, forcing my head to the side. Hot sticky fluid coats the inside of my mouth, trickling down the back of my throat. Blood . . . Why is it always blood? A hysterical laugh swells inside, growing larger and larger until I’m unable to contain it a moment longer. Laughing madly, I angle my head what little I can with my limited mobility. Peering into Sang-Hyun’s narrowed gaze, I can’t help but laugh harder.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I force out in my hysterical laughter.

Sang-Hyun’s expression becomes one of fury, pure hatred, and outrage as he releases my hair, shoving me forward with a violent thrust. My body sails through the air toward hard tile, landing with a hard thud on the floor. Before I can even take a breath, he’s on me, flipping me over onto my back, pressing the sole of his shoe into my chest.

“Ahhh,” I hiss painfully.

“Is that more to your liking?” he taunts.

“You wish, asshole,” I sneer.

“You never did answer my question,” he says, applying more pressure.

“What makes you think I’m going to answer any of your questions?” I pant, trying to ignore the increasing pain in the upper half of my body.

“I have ways of making you talk.”

The menacing laugh that fills the room is unintentional—a response that comes as naturally as breathing.

“What the fuck are you laughing at, bitch?” he sneers, gnashing his teeth.

“You can’t do anything worse than what has already been done.”

Sang-Hyun stiffens, pressing his foot harder before removing it to lean over me, his putrid breath aimed directly in my face. Breathing through my mouth, I smile, biding my time as he widens his stance, squatting over me.

“Well, I guess we’ll have to see about that won’t we.”

His eyes narrow suspiciously, zoning in on my expanding smile. Seizing the moment, I strike, hitting him with a quick punch to the groin. Groaning, he cups his balls, falling to the side in a heap on the floor. Leaping to my feet, I take off in a mad dash toward the door. The loud thrashing of my heart is the only sound I can hear as I stumble through the darkened room. My raspy breaths turn into a scream as Sang-Hyun tackles me from behind, propelling us both toward the floor.

Our bodies roll, tangling together as we fight for dominance. Kneeing me in the side, he pins me to the floor, taking hold of my throat with a sneer.

“Now I’ve got you.”

Applying pressure, he squeezes, forcing what little air I had left from my lungs. Unwilling to go down without a fight, I thrash, bucking against him with all my might. Sang-Hyun’s grip becomes impossibly tighter, causing my vision to blur, blackness seeping into the edges. A burning sensation ignites in my lungs, increasing with every unfulfilled breath. Tears sting my eyes as I glower at the man holding me down. Heat flushes through my body, anger guiding me as I ball my hands into fists and let loose.

With my vision fading, I blindly aim, praying that I land something worthwhile. As the first blow connects with Sang-Hyun’s jaw, his hold loosens enough for me to draw in some much-needed air. Using my remaining strength, I elbow him in the stomach, jabbing as fiercely as I can. Removing one hand from my throat, he pins my hands above my head. Our gazes collide as he presses firmly, forcing the air from my lungs once again.

“Its time to end this. I will take my . . .”

His words are cut off as he’s ripped off of my body and flung across the room. The distinct sounds of a struggle can be heard from across the room as two bodies collide. Struggling to breathe, I lie still, gulping down lungful’s of air greedily. Gradually, the blackness recedes, my vision becoming clear. Inhaling a deep breath in through my nose, I exhale it through my mouth and take my time sitting up. A firm hand touches my knee.

Flinching, I look up to see U-Jin’s troubled gaze.

“U-Jin.” His name is an exhale of relief from my battered lungs.

“Mamasan, are you all right?” The concern in his dark eyes would be staggering if it weren’t for the devastating amount of blood covering him.

“Y-You’re covered in blood. And you are seriously asking me if I’m all right?” I question his audacity.

A smile splays across his lips, some of the tension releasing from his shoulders. “It is not mine. Thank you for your concern. But you’re the one I am worried about at the moment.”

“I’ve had worse, believe me.” I smile, lightening the severity of the events.

His eyes darken, an unreadable emotion passing over his face.

“Where is he?” I ask, my eyes perusing the room for signs of Sang-Hyun.

U-Jin’s jaw flexes, clenching as he grinds his teeth. “He fled. I didn’t pursue him because I was more concerned with your safety. I alerted our guards, doubled our security, and have our people tracking him. I’m trying to figure out how he got in.” His expression contorts, morphing into a mask of fury.

“I will find him, Mamasan. He will pay,” U-Jin quietly vows.

My tongue grows thick in my mouth, preventing a response. Before I can gain some semblance of control, the door crashes open with a thunderous crack. A wild violet-eyed storm barrels into the room. Alex throws the light switch, illuminating the entire suite. His shoulders rise and fall with each inhalation, pure adrenaline coursing through his veins. The violent storm in those sensuous eyes reaches its pinnacle, evolving into hurricane Alex.

Frantically, his eyes begin wandering the suite in a crazed attempt to find me. The moment those violet hues crash into me, a trace of his madness wanes. His fiercely turbulent eyes assess me from head to toe, tabulating each visible injury. Within the span of a breath, Alex rumbles, an abysmally low sound unlike any other. Its possessive and animalistic in its claiming as he hurdles into action, bounding across the wide-ranging suite. Coming to an abrupt stop next to me, Alex explodes, detonating like a bomb at the sight of U-Jin covered in blood.

“What the fuck happened! You were supposed to be protecting her!”

Nodding his agreement to Alex’s statement, U-Jin stands. “Sang-Hyun ambushed her. This is his blood.” He waves to the crimson stained mess coating his torso.

“That doesn’t explain why you weren’t protecting her. Was I not clear when I said she was not to be left alone. Do I need to spell it out for you? Perhaps you need me to draw you a fucking picture!” Alex’s expression hardens with his roughened voice.

Remaining silent, U-Jin is cloaked in an impassive mask of calm. The only sign of emotion he displays is the occasional tick of his right eye. U-Jin’s silence infuriates Alex further. As if he were a superhero incarnate, his biceps bulge, flourishing in size, flexing the seams of his jacket to the point of bursting in his furious rampage. I watch the scene unfolding before me in awe. The man I’ve come to know and love has never been so primal, so feral, so absolutely unglued.

Its wickedly carnal in a sinful kind of way. Suddenly, an undeniable craving hits me, annihilating my senses until I have no option but to soothe his inner beast. Taking a deep breath, I gradually slip to my feet. My hands shake, twitching nervously as the dizzying ensemble in my head continues its tantrum of wrathful hate desecrating my gray matter one neuron at a time. Alex and U-Jin are so caught up in their own conversation neither of them notice my slow hesitant rise. Blowing out a breath, I guide my arms around Alex’s waist, burying my head into his side.

The sinewy muscles in his back and abdomen tense, hardening under my touch. “Its my fault, Alex. So if you’re going to yell at anyone, it needs to be me.”

Alex huffs, his body tensing under my embrace.

“Not happening, babe.”

“What do you mean not happening?” Astonishment colors my tone.

“Exactly what I said.” Each word is definitive through his clamped jaw.

Letting go of his waist, I draw back, smacking him with a resounding thwack in the center of his chest.

“Ow,” I mutter, vigorously shaking out my hand.

“That’s what you get for being stupid. What in the heck did you do that for, by the way?” Alex grumbles, rubbing his stomach.

“I’m stupid? What do you mean I’m stupid? You’re the one being a moron going off on U-Jin when I’m the one who told him to send the guards to the front of the house because I have a migraine. I was only in this godforsaken room because I couldn’t make it to the back of the house.”

The moment the words slipped out of my mouth, I knew I’d made a mistake. His dark turbulent eyes smash into mine with the force of a freight train, making it increasingly difficult to breathe. Dragging my palms down my pant legs, I inhale greedily, choking in a breath.

“You what?” The dangerous timbre of his voice sends a chill skirting along the edges of my skin.

Lifting my chin a notch higher, I defend my decision. “You heard me. I sent them away. If it weren’t for U-Jin being such a stickler, things would have turned out a little differently.” Crossing my arms over my chest, I incline my head toward U-Jin.

“Well, are you going to stand there or explain?” he grunts in exasperation.

“He pretty much said that he wouldn’t do it unless he checked on me every so often. So you have him to thank for the outcome.”

Alex grumbles to himself, still unsatisfied. Sighing, I drop my hands and rub my temple.

“Look, I don’t want to argue over this anymore, my head is killing me. I really just want to go and lie down.”

Alex’s head snaps up, the crazed madness leaving him instantly. Tipping his head back, he exhales a long, slow breath. Inhaling, he leans forward, scooping me up into his arms.

“Ah! Oh my God, Alex! What are you doing?” I yelp in surprise.

“Bringing you to bed.”

“Put me down, Alex. My legs work just fine.”

Touching his forehead to mine, his eyes shine with unshed tears. “Fuck, Kylee. Let me have this, please? I almost lost you again.”

His pleading tone cracks the ice around my heart, melting the determination that had lodged itself deeply in my psyche. At a loss for words, I surrender, immersing myself in his warm embrace. Alex mumbles something to U-Jin and exits the room. With each step he takes, exhaustion tugs at me, lulling me into unconsciousness with his soothing scent. Closing my eyes, I drift in and out of sleep to the soothing sounds of his breathing. Or is it humming?

I struggle against the darkness, willing myself to wake. Needing to know the answer to the question burdening my chest, but in the end, the darkness is just too much. Ella will just have to wait. And I will have to fight to remind myself as my favorite song suggests love is here to stay. The only question that I can’t figure out is, does that apply to ours?
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ARE WE DOING THIS OR what?

My fingers drum rapidly against the screen, a fierce tempo tapping out message after message.

Seriously, man, do you have a location or not?

Every muscle in my face pinches, tightening as I fling an irritated look at the phone. It takes all of what . . . two seconds to type out a response? You’d think he’d at least give me the common courtesy of saying take a hike. But, no, not Jack, he has to draw things out, make me wait. The churning in my gut worsens, anxiety inching its way into my throat. Another few minutes tick by in uneasy silence.

Finally, impatience grabs hold of me, digging its talons in to the hilt. My fingers fly across the display in an angry attempt to provoke a response.

Don’t make me come find you, asshole.

Expelling a long, shaky breath, I glare at the screen. What in the hell is taking him so long? I seriously don’t have the time nor the patience for this right now. Time is of the essence. Every minute wasted is another minute he roams free. Grinding my teeth, I chance another look, my eyes drifting south toward the device.

“Dammit!” The word is broken, a hiss between my teeth.

Scowling at the impudent device, I want nothing more than to go Office Space on it in this very moment—Baseball bats and fax machines in the field. Well, cell phone in this case. My fingers flex, gripping the device tighter. No incoming messages. He hasn’t responded once. Blowing out a series of short breaths, I turn my attention inward, focusing on my thoughts.

Bad idea, Grant. Bad idea. Grimacing, I forcefully shake my head in an attempt to dispel the wayward thoughts. The quick movements have no effect on the dangerous images invading my conscious deliberation. No matter how hard I try, I can’t seem to eighty-six the image of Kylee battered and bruised on the floor. The thick cord in my neck pulses, firing recklessly with each quick, fiery breath, forcing its way into my lungs.

Another image flickers deep in my subconscious, an image so bright, so violently disturbing, my body shakes hysterically. Kylee’s dark chocolate eyes wide as she peers at U-Jin taking in his blood soaked body. Her slender neck a mass of colors. That once immaculately beautiful neckline decorated with the vast prints of a monster. Each fingerprint painted with varying hues of deep mulberry and greenish-blue that fade to black. The crushing grip I once held on the phone loosens as it slips, crashing onto my shaking legs.

Vengeful desire coats my tongue, the wrathful taste snaking its way into my belly, churning around until my blood boils with rage. My vision hazes, the bittersweet vermillion mist taking over my senses. A sensation of increased strength flows through my veins, fueling my muscles with uncontrolled anger as my extremities begin to shake with need. My lips pull back, baring my teeth in a snarl. Every muscle strains, pulling taught against my skin as I exhale rapidly, ready to go into the storefront and tear the man I’ve been watching limb from limb. Unfurling my fingers, I reach for the door, grasping the handle, ready to barge in and beat some answers out of someone.

Chirp.

The phone lights up with an incoming message, eliminating a meager portion of the red haze. Glowering at the building, my fingers close around the door handle.

Chirp.

Another reminder. Blinking rapidly, I glance down at the device.

Chirp.

Stupid phone mocking me with its optimistic alerts. Of course he would respond now, just when you were about to do something completely stupid, I think to myself.

“Fuck.” I sigh, running a hand across the back of my neck.

Closing my eyes, I pinch the bridge of my nose and calmly center myself, introspectively focusing to remind myself that I cannot afford to be driven by my emotions, for her sake and my own. But damn if that isn’t easier said than done.

Chirp.

The annoying message reminder sounds, pulling me out of my meditative thoughts. Retrieving the device, I swipe my finger across the screen and fight the urge to scream every profanity known to man as I read the text from Jack.

Don’t threaten me with a good time.

An expanding feeling explodes in my chest, the mounting frustration boiling over as my fingers type out a furious response.

You’re about to learn what a good time is when my size twelve is shoved up your ass. Do you have something for me or not?

Why you gotta be so rude? You know I wanna marry you . . .

You can’t kill him. You can’t kill him. You can’t kill him. I repeat the words like an incantation to myself over and over again as I furiously type out a reply.

Holy fucking shit. Are you kidding me right now, Jack? I am going to chain your ass up from the nearest tree, and beat you within an inch of your life if you don’t give me something.

Furious breaths stagger in and out of my trachea, each labored pull doing nothing to staunch the agitation bounding its way through my nervous system.

Chirp.

The cheerfully bothersome melody of the incoming message brings my attention back to the device.

I didn’t realize you were so kinky. Kylee is one lucky girl. I’m gonna have to steal some of those lines to woo the ladies.

No, Grant, you definitely cannot kill the dumbass, I remind myself. But maybe a swift kick in the ass is in order . . . or a punch in the gut. God, I’d love to punch the bastard. Fuck! I don’t have time for this bullshit.

I am so going to enjoy kicking your ass, Vega.

Don’t get your panties in a twist, princess. I’ll have something for you soon. Until then, relax and rub one out. You seem a little tense ;)

“Ahhh!” The fierce bellow is harsh to my own ears as it echoes throughout the confines of the Escalade. Panting, my chest heaves with the quick angry breaths, puffing from my nostrils.

Tap. Tap. Tap.

Three rapid knocks on my window startle me out of my wrathful breathing. Whipping my head to the side, I glower at the intruder who’d dare to interrupt me. Jack beams, his vivid white smile, irking me to no end. The crease in my brow deepens, my eyes narrowing to tiny slits. Jerking my head to the side, I motion for him to get in. Trotting around to the passenger side, Jack climbs into the vehicle, a goofy ass grin still plastered on his face.

“You could have just said you were here,” I say, avoiding eye contact.

“Whoa. Calm down there, big boy. I was working a few angles.”

“Like what?” I ask skeptically.

“You know, you could try asking me nicely.”

“And you could try getting to the point. Every minute we waste is another minute Sang-Hyun is on the loose and my woman is in danger. I’m over this shit. It’s time to end it.”

“Damn. You really need to get laid, Alex. It’d do wonders for some of that tension you’re carrying around.” Jack lifts a hand, pointing toward my strained shoulders.

“For Christ’s sake, I get laid all the time. Not that it’s any of your business,” I hiss.

“You sure are snippy for someone who gets laid so often.” Jack crosses his arms, eyeing me dubiously.

“Screw you, Vega. I’ve got a lot going on at the moment. My girl was attacked yesterday. Shit like that tends to key a man up.”

“Hmm. I’ll give you that one. But I’m still not buying the whole motion in the ocean thing. You’re looking a little peaked there, big guy.” Jack’s watches me, feigning an expression of mock concern.

“I don’t know why I called you,” I mutter, rubbing a hand across my forehead.

His antics remind me so much of Noah. You’d think he was his twin separated at birth. Same demeanor and everything. Sadness strikes me deep in my chest at the loss of my friend. Batting the emotion away, I regain self-control, focusing on the task at hand when Jack starts to speak, reminding me of Noah all over again.

“You called me because you can’t get enough of my good looks and charming personality.” Turning to face me, he winks, smiling broadly.

“More like irritating and arrogant. Now are you going to stop dicking around long enough to tell me what you’ve found?”

“Well, I guess I could. But, I’m seriously starting to think I need to feed you a damn Snickers bar or something. Your ass is acting like a hangry dwarf gearing up for his first MMA fight.”

Yep, has to be some divine intervention somewhere. Noah’s on the other side, laughing his ass off. Rolling my eyes, I flip him a double eagle.

“Nice. I got a two-bird salute. I knew you liked me.”

“Knock it off already, Vega. I’ve honestly reached my limit. I’m ready to kill someone. Don’t be the first casualty.”

“You really do need a damn Snickers. Snickers and pussy.”

“Vega!” I shout.

“Okay, okay. Pull your thong out of your ass already. I’ve got good news and bad news. Which do you want first?”

“Just hit me with the bad.” I sigh.

“I figured you’d say that. Bad news is most of the leads I dredged up were dead ends. Only two of them panned out as possibilities. Good news is I have the addresses for both locations here.” Jack retrieves a slip of paper from his cargo pants and hands it to me.

“The first address is for a business front Sang-Hyun runs out of the upper south side of Seoul. He pops in every so often to check in on the business and handle his more shady side from there. The second address is a bar that he’s been known to frequent.” Jack pauses, giving me time to look at the addresses.

“I know this one,” I say, pointing to the business front address.

Jack nods. “I thought you might. The Colonel filled me in a little in regards to what your team was working on. He told me you’d been keeping tabs on Sang-Hyun before everything went haywire.”

Gazing at him from the corner of my eye, I arch a brow. “It would seem that Colonel Parker filled in quite a few of the blanks for you.”

Jack bristles uncomfortably at my statement. “Relax, its not a big deal. Parker did what needed to be done. I spoke to him a few days ago.”

Jack sighs in relief. Chuckling, my brow arches higher.

“Haywire, seriously? That’s the only word you could think of to use right then?”

Shrugging, a small smile twists the corner of his lips. “Eh, what can I say? I’m unique.”

A bemused smile splits my lips a moment before the loud rumbling belly laugh rents the air. My body quakes with uncontrolled laughter as I hold my sides, gasping for air. Jacks smile widens, his eyes twinkling with levity.

His tone is full of amusement as he teases, “You know my response really wasn’t all that funny.”

Wiping away the tears of laughter, I grin playfully. “Oh, I don’t know. Saying you’re unique is almost like saying you’re . . . special. Yeah, special. I like that. I found it amusing,” I say, putting extra emphasis on special. Jacks eyes taper into tiny slits.

“You. Are. An. Ass.” He enunciates each word.

“I know.” I laugh, slapping him on the shoulder.

“Any idea which of the two you want to hit up first?” he asks, brushing my hand off his shoulder.

Chuckling, my eyebrow raises higher. “Who needs the Snickers now?” I tease.

“Like hell,” he grumbles.

“You’re so cute when you’re mad.”

“Anyone ever tell you that you’re an insufferable asshole, Grant?” he asks, fighting to keep the smile off his face.

“All the damn time. Now are you done pouting so we can get to work?”

“Now that I’ve wiped the permanent scowl off your face, yeah. Think you can answer my question?”

Shaking my head, I ignore the smirk pulling at the side of his mouth, focusing on the assignment. “The business is a dead end. At least it was when I was there a few days ago. I worked over the owner pretty good. He didn’t have any information on Sang-Hyun or his whereabouts. When I left, he had specific instructions on how to contact me if he happened to come into any information. He’s well aware of what will happen should he choose to ignore them.” I pause for a moment, mulling over the bar option.

“What do you know about the bar other than it happens to be a place he visits regularly?”

“The informant was pretty specific with the information she provided.” He peeks at me from the corner of his eye.

“I bet she was,” I say, drawing out the word she.

Jack’s shoulder rises in a one-arm shrug. “They don’t call me Don Juan for nothing.”

“Wow. Don Idiota, can you get back to the specifics, please?” Unable to disguise the laughter in my voice, I bite my tongue to prevent laughing out loud.

“Uh huh. Say what you want, but I bet you were a man whore in your day.”

Jack casts a knowing glance in my direction. Heat floods my face, burning my cheeks at his statement.

Waving a dismissive hand in his direction, I prod, “Will you get on with it. We seriously do not have all night.”

“As I was saying, the information was specific. Turns out the bar owner happens to be good friends with Sang-Hyun—”

“How good?” I interrupt.

“They grew up together. That’s all the information I was able to discern. It was enough to determine that its the only bar he visits, and he only shows up when his friend is working.”

“Does this friend have a name?” I ask, unable to keep the excitement from my voice.

“Jinwoo Hwang. He goes by Hwang.”

“You’ve got to be shitting me.” A wide grin spans the breadth of my mouth as the name of Sang-Hyun’s driver sinks in.

“Mind clueing me in on what’s got you smilin’ like the devil who stole a million souls over there?”

“Well, it just so happens that good ole Hwang just so happens to double as Sang-Hyun’s driver. How the fuck did I miss the fact that he owned a bar?”

“Ah, well. That would be because he slips out in disguise quite often when he comes in. And the bar is in Hwang’s mothers name, not his. That’s how you missed that he runs it since she’s not able to anymore. He just never legally changed anything over into his name. Not that it matters . . .”

Jack stops talking to retrieve his phone from his pocket. Grinning, he looks at me excitedly and says, “It just so happens that our boy Hwang is working tonight. What do you say we go pay him a visit?”

Energy flushes through my blood stream, stimulating my cells. Making eye contact with Jack, I nod tersely before turning my attention to the road. Starting the Escalade, I head toward the address I memorized the moment my eyes touched the slip of paper. For the first time all day, I accept the emotions saturating my rational mind. Enthusiasm, excitement, exhilaration, and eagerness, each sensation driving me higher, provoking me, urging me to act. As we near the bar, adrenaline thrums to life, rushing to my muscles, rejuvenating each tendon in preparation.

Jack breaks the silence, gesturing to the bar ahead on the right. “We’re here.”

“Pull off here and we can hoof it the rest of the way. My informant is going to let us use the back door.”

“I bet she is.” I chuckle, pulling the vehicle into an empty parking lot.

“Damn, you do have a sense of humor. I thought you were broken.”

“Not broken. Just worried about my girl. There’s a difference.”

“Well, I, for one, look forward to the day when you’re not, what’s the word . . . Oh, yeah. Worried. Because right now, you’re a dreadful little bitch. I’ve known heiresses that didn’t whine as much as you.”

“I do not. Now shut the hell up and let’s go.” Jumping out of the SUV, I head around back and throw the hatch opening the back.

“Snickers and pussy, man. Snickers and pussy.”

“Asshole,” I mutter, opening the drawers of the weapons compartments.

Letting out a low whistle, he moves closer. “Now that is what I call some good shit.” He points to the pair of Busse Combat Knives displayed proudly in the felt lining.

Notching my chin a touch higher, my tone is full of swagger when I boast, “Yeah, well you know how us big boys love our toys.”

“You’re not going to make me beg, are you?” Jack groans, eyeing the combat knives.

“As much pleasure as I would derive from watching your wise-ass squirm, we need to get a move on. So, please, help yourself.”

Stepping off to the side, I gesture toward the weapons. Jack smiles like a kid in the candy store, pulling out combat knives, pistols, and rounds, anything he can use when we go inside. Twenty pounds heavier, we’re both laden with weapons and head for the back entrance of Rhythmic Seoul. Rhythmic Seoul, kind of ironic if you think about it considering I’d bet anything that we’re about to explore the rhythmic screams of one Jinwoo Hwang. Converging on the doorway, I slip into the shadows to the right of the door.

Drawing my sidearm, I chamber a round, watching as Jack raps the predetermined cadence on the door. Secluding himself in the shadows, Jack retrieves his firearm just as the door swings forcefully in my direction. Springing into action, I vault backward a handful of steps, landing on my feet. Aiming my sidearm at the doe-eyed female, I observe her cautiously as Jack lowers his weapon.

Bowing, he takes her hand, placing a tender kiss on her knuckles. Gasping, she covers her mouth and cheeks with her free hand, desperately trying to hide the rosy blush staining her face. Releasing her hand, Jack straightens, offering her a dazzling smile.

“Thank you for assisting us this evening, Yeong-Ja.”

She swallows numerous times in an attempt to try and communicate. Eventually finding her voice, she dips her head in a polite bow before timidly meeting Jack’s bold gaze.

“You are most welcome. But you must hurry.” She glances over her shoulder into the dimly lit bar. Frowning, she turns to find Jack’s eyes again.

“Come quickly, I will show you where he is. But you must know that Sang-Hyun is not here tonight.” She gestures for me to join her at the door.

Looking from me to Jack, she pitches her voice low. “Hwang is in a burdensome mood this evening. He is acting strange.” Her worried eyes travel over her shoulder again.

“What do you mean acting strange?” I ask, holstering my sidearm.

Her weary eyes bore into mine, searing me with the strain of her worry. “He came in took a bottle of alcohol from the shelf and went right to his office. Hasn’t come out since.”

“And that’s strange?” Jack asks.

She shifts, hitting him with the full weight of her penetrating stare. “He doesn’t drink. I’ve never seen him consume anything harder than water.”

“Well, let me see if I can help him alleviate some of his burdens.”

Nodding, she chews her lip a moment before hesitantly asking, “I’m not foolish. I am very familiar with the fact that he has dealings that are not always within the confines of the law. But please, try to go easy on him. He is a good man despite what you may think.”

“Oh, Yeong-Ja.” The sympathy in my tone has her gaze snapping to mine.

“That, unfortunately, is up to him. You see he has information that can save the life of the woman I love. And I will stop at nothing until I have that information.” My once sympathetic voice morphs, migrating into a menacing growl.

Nodding, her eyes fill with sadness. “I understand. You do what you have to for her. It is the only way. I only pray he sees reason.”

Sniffling, her eyes shine with tears as she lowers her gaze to the ground. Swiveling, she does a one-eighty, entering the bar with enough room for us to follow behind her. As we fill the small space, she reaches around me, closing the door securely and resetting the alarm. Wiping the corners of her eyes, she inhales a deep breath.

Meeting our eyes, she says, “One last thing, the alarm is set so before you go you’ll have to punch in the code to leave. The code is 78654. All you have to do is press pound and enter the code and you should be fine. It will beep twice and disarm. It will alert me when you leave and I can reset it after. Any questions before I take you to him?”

“I’d really love to know how you’ve managed to go unnoticed for the last five minutes. I mean you’re in the back of the bar, talking to two unknown men with the door wide open. It just screams trap to me.” The hair on the nape of my neck rises as I glare at her in challenge.

Shaking her head defiantly, her voice wavers with emotion. “No. It is only me and the bartender. I told her I was going on break when I came back here. The man she likes showed up a few minutes before you did so she is too busy. How do you say in English? Flirting. So much so she won’t pay attention to anything else.”

“You better hope so,” I say, letting my threat hang in the air.

She stiffens, looking from me to Jack and back again. Jack nods, validating my claim. Yeong-Ja sighs heavily, her shoulders slumping with resignation.

“I’m telling the truth. But you’ll just have to see for yourselves. Come, it is just this way.”

Without another word, she leads us down the dank, dingy hallway. Stopping in front of a meager entryway, she raps lightly on the frame.

“Go away,” Hwang slurs.

Yeong gives the handle a half turn. Exhaling, she replies, “Open the door, Hwang. You need to consume more than alcohol. Let me bring you something.”

“I said go away!” he shouts.

“This is the last time I will ask you politely, Hwang. Open the door.”

“I don’t pay you to stand at my door harping at me like a wife. Go the hell away, Yeong-Ja. Now is not the time, woman,” he grumbles.

“Please forgive me,” she whispers, extracting the keys from her pocket.

Pressing them firmly in my hand, she points to the key that will open the door and runs off in the opposite direction. Shaking my head in disbelief, I draw my weapon. Jack follows suit, bouncing on the tips of his toes as I slip the key into the lock. Turning the knob, I give the door a little nudge, shoving it open as quietly as possible. The door opens with a small whoosh, stopping when it hits the stopper anchored into the wall. Rushing into the room, we halt dead in our tracks, our weapons still poised mid-air.

Well, shit. This is not what I expected at all. How in the hell he didn’t hear us is beyond me. He is either really trashed or so deep into his own misery he doesn’t give a damn anymore. Because, let’s face it, the door wasn’t that damn quiet. I expected him to pull a gun and leap into action the moment we came through the door. This is kind of a let down.

The line of my brow creases with confusion. Allowing myself a moment to survey the scene, I take in each careful detail of Hwang’s overwrought frame as he slumps deeper into the plush leather office chair. Adrift in his own world, he raises a half-empty bottle to his lips, drinking deeply. He swallows a few large gulps of the amber liquid before propping the bottle on his knee. Hiccupping, he wipes his mouth with the back of his hand and hunches forward, returning to his brooding. With his gaze firmly fixed somewhere in the distance, his large frame shudders.

Closing his eyes, he takes another swig from the bottle. Hell, this might be easier than I thought. Catching Jack’s attention, I gesture toward the door, motioning for him to close it with a little force. The music in the bar is so loud it will easily drown out anything we do. Not that anyone would interrupt him anyway.

Slinking my way around the desk in the center of the room I’m thankful that Hwang’s eyes are still pressed firmly shut. Aiming my sidearm at his temple, I signal Jack.

Thud.

The loud crack resonates throughout the room long after Jack slams the heavy wooden door closed. Hwang shoots up in his chair, spinning away from the window to face the door.

“Damn you, woman, I said . . .” His words die, turning to ash on his tongue as he realizes Yeong is not in the room.

Hwang’s pupils grow large in his wild eyes, the muscles in his arms clenching as he forcefully clasps the bottle in his hand. Hwang’s glassy eyes glare at Jack as he brandishes the bottle, hurtling it with fierce animosity. The bottle arcs wide, sailing past Jack and crashing into a filing cabinet, shattering into millions of tiny pieces.

Jack roars with laughter, a profoundly ominous sound filling the small office. Hwang snarls with frustration, leaping from the chair. Bounding forward in two steps, I close the distance, hitting him at the base of his skull with my sidearm. Grunting, he rears back, elbowing me in the abdomen faster than a Bugatti on the Autobahn.

“Oomph.”

Grunting in pain, I hunch forward, bending over as the wind is knocked out of me. Going all out, Hwang sails forward in a brash attempt to take me down. Ramming his shoulder into my side, he digs in, propelling himself forward as I try to straighten. Bracing myself, we stumble back a few paces before I gain the upper hand, halting his advance. Hwang stumbles backward, each step wobbly in his drunken state. His dark eyes lock on mine as he smiles and takes an uneasy step to rush forward.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Jack sneers, pressing a gun to his temple.

Hwang stops, his mouth falling open in surprise. Snapping it shut, he snarls in disgust.

“I will kill you both.”

“You couldn’t harm a fly in your drunken state,” I reply with disdain.

Quirking an eyebrow in protest, Jack stares at me with amusement.

Glowering, I issue his one and only warning. “Don’t start.”

Half-snorting, half-laughing, he nudges Hwang in the back, edging him toward the desk in the center of the room.

“Sit,” I demand, motioning to the chair he’d recently vacated.

Jutting his chin out defiantly, he leans closer and spits on the floor directly in front of me. “You do not issue orders to me,” he sneers.

“Oh, but I do.”

Without another word, I shift my weight, torqueing my right shoulder as I nail him in the jaw with a right hook. Hwang’s head whips to the left, snapping back at the powerful blow. As his head rolls to the side, blood dribbles from the corner of his mouth, staining his lips and chin.

“Sit, now,” I reiterate.

He falters, tottering as his energy wanes. With a steadying hand, Jack turns him in the direction of the chair and gives him a little shove. Hwang stumbles first one step, then two before righting himself and shuffling forward. Every step is slow and exaggerated as he incoherently wobbles his way across the room. Finally reaching the overstuffed leather, he sinks down with a weary sigh, his body curling in on itself, doubling over as his forehead strains toward his knees.

“I don’t fucking think so,” I snap, lunging for Hwang.

Beating me to the punch, Jack grasps a handful of his hair, yanking it harshly. Having holstered his sidearm, he thrusts his blade against his neck. Lowering his lips close to his ear, Jack’s tone becomes a quiet, menacing snarl full of deep-rooted threats.

“You already know this is going to go our way. So why not do yourself a favor and answer our questions. It will save us a lot of time and you a lot of pain. Or I can break in this beautiful new blade my good friend Devereux let me borrow.”

Hwang stills his glazed eyes, finding and latching onto my own.

“Fuck,” he curses under his breath.

“So it seems you know why we’re here,” I say, moving to sit on the desk in front of him.

Remaining silent, he fixes his dazed eyes on the dingy wall over my shoulder. A delirious grin unfurls across my lips as I depress the toe of my boot against Hwang’s groin. Grimacing, he struggles, fighting the urge to wail in pain.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Jack tsks, driving the blade a little farther into his throat.

Hwang hisses, drawing in a sharp breath. A long, thin crimson line emerges from beneath the blade, flowing down the center of his neck. Reluctantly, he forces himself to settle. Letting up on the pressure just enough so he can speak, my body naturally gravitates forward.

“I do hope you want to keep quiet because I’d love nothing more than to skin you alive. But right now, I really do need answers and you’re going to tell me what I need to know, is that understood?”

Still defiantly quiet, he glares at a blank space on the wall. Pressing the toe of my boot into his groin again, I apply as much pressure as I can with my right foot. Hwang cries out, screaming at the top of his lungs.

“Where is Sang-Hyun hiding?” I command, never removing my boot.

Hwang moves as if to struggle but soon realizes the blade is at his throat and freezes. His pupils thicken with equal parts shock and anger. Shuddering, his body tenses, vibrating in the chair as I let up on the pressure I’ve been applying.

“Where is Sang-Hyun hiding, Hwang?” I ask again.

Meeting my gaze, he holds it, glaring at me with unfocused rage swirling in his depths. Surging from the desk, I loom over Hwang as I place a hand on either side of the chair.

“This is your last warning. I will start removing body parts if you do not answer me.”

“Do your worst,” he spits out.

“Oh, you really shouldn’t threaten me with a good time.”

“Not when it comes to that Sun-ye/Parker chick.” Jack chuckles.

He leans in closer to Hwang. “It’s like she’s got candy flavored . . .”

“Don’t finish that sentence if you value your life,” I threaten.

“See what I mean.” Jack laughs.

Chuckling darkly, my eyes narrow on Hwang, who is watching me closely.

“Parker?” he asks hesitantly.

“What do you know?” The timbre of my voice is pitched so low, if we hadn’t been eye to eye, he might not have heard me.

“Min’s daughter?” he questions.

“What. Do. You. Know?” I reiterate.

“Shit,” he curses, looking away.

“You have all of two seconds to tell me what you know and where Sang-Hyun is before I start slicing and dicing. I’m done playing around. I’ve killed for less and you mean nothing to me.”

Hwang’s body visibly shudders, whether from the threat or the heat of my stare, I don’t know, but his eyes gradually drift back in my direction. Staring into my cold, hard eyes, he swallows, grimaces, and gives a slight nod before resigning to his fate. Backing away from the chair, I gesture for Jack to remove the blade at Hwang’s throat. Unholstering his sidearm, Jack sheathes his combat knife and takes aim at Hwang’s temple.

“Speak, now. And know for every lie or piece of misinformation you give, I will put a bullet in one of your body parts. And once I’ve riddled you with enough holes to make you look like Swiss cheese, I’ll move on to your family, starting with your lovely mother. I’ve heard that retirement is suiting her well, is it not?”

Hwang’s expression hardens, his eyes growing cold as he sneers, “That will not be necessary.”

“We’ll be the judge of that. Now get on with it.” Jack drives the barrel of the gun forward, prodding it deeper into his temple.

Keeping his eyes firmly fixed on me, he declares, “He was not always this way. You must understand, we grew up poor in a small village with nothing. So when she came and offered him a chance to make something of himself, he didn’t think twice.” He stops, swallows again, and proceeds.

“First it was running businesses, then the school, and it progressed from there. Then he got involved with others without her knowledge. That . . . that is when he began to unravel. But it wasn’t until she found him that he truly began to lose sight of who he was.”

“What in the hell does this have to do with Kylee?” The frequency of my voice rises with my irritation. Crossing my arms, I glare down at Hwang, awaiting something useful in his seemingly pointless rant.

“Do you really not know?” Cocking his head to the side, he studies me quizzically.

“Know what?” I bark impatiently.

Blowing out a shaky breath, he runs a hand through his already disheveled hair. “Sang-Hyun was originally recruited by Min Sun-ye. He was her protégée, she trained him, groomed him like a son. But it was Inna who poisoned his mind. She has been planning to take over the entire Kkangpae. Her plan from the beginning was to wipe out every single one of them and rule it all with Sang-Hyun by her side. Well, it was until your woman showed up. Now she’s the only thing standing in their way.”

Rapidly blinking, I try to process everything that was just said. Inna Sun-ye is trying to kill her family. Sang-Hyun is in league with Inna . . . has been from the start. Kylee is the only one standing in their way. A giant ball of lead settles in the pit of my stomach. Fuck, she could be in danger right now.

There’s no telling the lengths these two will go to. Digging the phone out of my pocket, I step away from the desk, not paying attention to the conversation Jack and Hwang are having as I dial Kylee’s cell. The line rings three times and goes right to voicemail. After several failed attempts, I give up and dial her guard, U-Jin. My heart sinks when his phone goes right to voicemail. I can feel the color draining from my face.

Turning to face Jack, his eyes lift and read the terror I feel deep down to my very soul. Inclining his head toward the door, he says, “I’ve got this. Go make sure your girl is okay. I’ll finish up here and be right behind you.”

Dipping my head in acknowledgment, I turn, fleeing the building like the hounds of hell are on my heels. My torso constricts, tightening with pain as I close in on the SUV. The icy cold fingers of dread leach their way into every cell of my body, delivering their overpowering fear and anxiety directly to my brain. A feeling of impending doom chases me, tailgating my subconscious as I speed toward the other half of my soul. Reluctance clogs my air passage, taking my breath from me. No longer able to deny the deep-seated fear that resides inside of me, I voice it within my mind.

I’m afraid my worst fears may just become my reality. Because, this time, I may be too late.
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SANITY IS NOT A WORD I’ve thought much about over the years. However, lately I find myself drawn to the word, mulling it over time and time again, trying to process the bounds of my own sanity and rationalize why I can still hear her voice in my head. Twirling the ends of my hair around my finger, I ponder whether there is anything left to keep the walls surrounding my sanity intact. My heart kicks into a too swift rhythm, bringing an empathic roar to my eardrums. How is it possible in such a short time she was able to set my demon free?

Unleashing the darkest part of me—a part imbedded so deep it could be my own shadow. It probably was my shadow. Sanity, who am I kidding? She likely stole that too. I snort as the thought enters my mind. Behaving and acting in a rational manner is still considered sane, right?

Well, at least I still have that . . . sometimes. Why did I have to let her in, empowering her, giving her the capability of altering my future, my fate, and my life? It was better when I was empty inside, no burning desire to hurt her or her memory, to destroy her legacy or anyone who loves her. Pulling at the ends of my hair, my eyelids close as I allow the pain to take me away for a brief second.

It was better that way, wasn’t it? Hefting a burdensome sigh, I peer out into the night. As the warmth of my breath is exuded, it heats, clouding the window in the frigid night air. Slowly, the white dissipates, leaving behind a clear view of the shimmering stars in the darkened sky. Soft glimmers of incandescent light reflect off the windowpane, capturing my attention. Lowering my heavy lids, I glance down at the rainbow of colors dancing on the front of my blouse.

Lightly tracing the patterns with the tips of my fingers, I’m taken back to a time when things were simpler. A time when things were easier to manage. When there was only darkness to keep me warm at night. Peering at the myriad of colors, I can’t help the small smile that flirts with the corners of my lips. Eager memories stream into my psyche, surrounding my aura with images of a life long since passed. Fusing my lids together, I allow the memories to take me away. Even though it’s only been a few short months, it feels like a lifetime ago.

The first memory nearly stalls my heart entirely. Images of my classroom back in the States pour into my subconscious one after the other. A shard of longing shoots forth, killing my spirit as I foolhardily try to hold onto the images. Internally, I wince, lead filling the lining of my stomach as images continue to loop through on a never-ending merry-go-round. Rambunctious ten-year-olds all talking at the same time. Friday night dates with Emma.

“Emma,” I breathe out, my chin quivering with remorse.

God, how I hated those stupid date nights, but it was her way of getting out and letting loose after a long week of teaching. How I love teaching and connecting with those bright young minds.

Boom. Boom. Boom. My heart lurches in my chest.

I’ve wanted to be a teacher since . . . Grasping the sides of my head, my eyelids automatically slam shut as I vigorously shake it from side to side. Forcing an inhale through my nose, I exhale rapidly through my mouth. Prying my lashes open, I gaze out at the stars. A large wedge takes root in my throat as the memory prods at the edges of my subconscious. Swallowing several times, I try to dislodge the lump as the image edges its way into my conscious thought. I’d been lying on the floor for days, too weak to move much less speak. I felt like I was hovering between this world and the next—here one moment and gone the next—until her gentle face was hovering over me. Releasing a hesitant breath, I blink, taking in the darkness. The night falters, fluctuating with my blurred eyesight.

Yet, even as my irises begin to sting with force of unshed tears, the vision remains true. In retrospect, she was an angel, the only color in my otherwise dim existence. If it weren’t for her, I would have died that day.

“Ms. Addison.”

Her name echoes in my mind, a wisp on the wind invoking her image. Like a siren beckoning me with her call, the dark of night slowly begins to fade, giving birth to the dank, musky room from my past. Right away, the smells from long ago assault me. The thick stench of blood, sweat, and fecal matter permeate the air. Choking me while they swirl effortlessly around a tiny frame, battered and bruised lying helpless in the middle of the floor. Gagging, I clamp my mouth shut, forcing each breath through my nostrils.

Bracing myself for the inevitable journey down memory lane, I anchor my arms around my midsection. The first wave of agonizing pain from that day sluices over me, inflicting me with its malevolence. I can feel the undeniable tug behind my eyes. The burning pressure as I become lost to my past.

Brimming with anguish, time slows, minutes blending into hours as hours turn to days. Slipping in and out of consciousness, my only companion is the excruciating pain severing every tendon and bone inside my malnourished body, a pain that will go on to torment me for years to come. Whispering a silent prayer to God, I beg him for death. The weariness and pain becomes too much to bare in the silence and stench of the sickly room, a room I once cherished.

Movement registers in the corner of my eye, silencing my inner prayer. The all too familiar sense of fear burrows itself in me as the shadow migrates toward me. Whimpering, I frantically begin searching the room, willing my immobile body to work. Nervous energy expands, decimating any remaining hope I have left as fear triumphs, taking over my rational mind. Twinges of brutalizing pain rock my entire frame as I try to scoot back unsuccessfully. Unable to shake the horrendous thought from my mind, my anxiety rises as the little devil on my shoulder whispers the worst-case scenario in my ear.

Maybe she came back to finish what she started.

A sizzling trail of tears pours from my eyes, rolling down the sides of my cheeks and splashing onto the floor. My ribcage moves up and down with every fast breath being pushed through my nostrils. Why couldn’t God just answer my prayer? Death would have been preferable to her coming back. I wish my daddy were here.

The tears flow faster as his image flashes before my eyes. His bright blue eyes and warm smile. An ache grows deep in my chest with the fact that I will never see him again. Because this time, I know she won’t let me survive. The sound of a sharp inhale breaks my train of thought and has me striving with all of my might to hear who has entered the room. It’s evident by the pitch and tone that the intruder is female.

Her gasp is faint, however, her intake of air is boisterous to my sensitive ears. She moves swiftly out of the shadows, causing me to flinch. Unable to physically move out of agonizing pain, it’s more of a squint than anything. In the dim light, she crouches down beside me, cooing in a gentle tone. Her azure irises flash bright with sympathy in the somber room. My vision blurs in the haze of tears, panic still clouding my sight.

Blinking several times, the mist slowly begins to clear, and for the first time, I see the answer to my prayers—the glowing face of an angel shimmering in the poorly lit room. Azure eyes scour my features with care and compassion. Golden locks of wavy hair cascade down her shoulders, creating a halo of light illuminating her soft angular face. Tears shine brightly in her eyes as she offers me a comforting smile.

“Kylee, it’s Ms. Addison, sweetheart. Can you speak at all?” Her angelic voice wavers, breaking as she glances at my broken body.

Swallowing, I attempt to speak but fail. She places a gentle hand on my forehead, caressing it soothingly.

“It’s okay, honey. Don’t you worry. I’m going to take care of you.”

An unexpected release canters throughout me as all of the tension is suddenly released from my body. Looking around the room, her brow dips in confusion.

“Kylee, I know your father is deployed, but where is your mother?”

All of the tension that had left me a moment ago returns with a vengeance, assailing my tormented body to the point of intense pain. Averting my gaze, I try to hide my pain and avoid her question by staring aimlessly at the ceiling. Patiently, she waits, stroking back my hair in the silence. After a few moments, her angelic voice breaks the tension.

“Kylee?” she says my name as a hesitant question.

Drawn to the light in her voice, my eyes find hers without hesitation.

“I want you to know that I called the paramedics already. They were called the moment I found you. But before they arrive, I have a question to ask you, okay?” She pauses, looking to me for confirmation.

Gulping down a painful blast of air, I try my hand at speaking. “O-Okay,” I croak.

A beatific smile lights up her face. “Good. Now I want you to know that you are not in trouble, okay.” Pausing again, she waits for me to respond.

“O-Okay.” I wince from the fire propelling through my dry, cracked throat.

Giving me a curt nod, she smiles. “Kylee, did your mother do this to you?” Getting right to the point, her tone is expressionless, but her azure eyes are alight with fury as her deep blue eyes stare deeply into mine.

Averting my gaze, I glance back up toward the ceiling. What am I to say? How do I tell her that my mother tried to kill me? At least I think she did. The kind, tenderhearted touch sweeping along my cheekbones surprises me, shaking me from my mental stupor. Finding her bold gaze, I hold it, swallowing several times as she tenderly wipes the tears from my face.

“Y-Yes.”

The words are a hoarse whisper between us, barely audible in the silent room. Ms. Addison’s face twists with first disgust then pain as she tabulates each injury. Her own face is wet with tears as she gently caresses my cheek with her knuckles.

Clearing the emotion from her own voice, she smiles down at me. “Well, not to worry my darling little girl. You and I are going to be the best of friends. I am going to take very good care of you until your daddy gets home. Don’t you worry about a thing.”

The coppery tang of old pennies coats my tongue, forcing me to swallow. How is it that a memory over a decade old can bring me back to that very moment, making me feel like I’m right there all over again? My heart warms at the thought of Ms. Addison. She held true to her word. Remained with me through my hospital stay, visiting daily, even after my dad came home. Her compassion and love for not only teaching but helping children is what made me decide to become a teacher.

A bolt of longing strikes me as I think of my students. The course of my thoughts quickly change as Gavin takes center stage. Biting down on my bottom lip, I cannot help but fret over everything that has led me to this point. Looking back, I can see so much of myself in him. All the signs are there. It’s so difficult not to want to charge in and rip him out of the situation. God, I just hope and pray that Detective McBride has taken care of it. Because if he hasn’t, I swear, I will . . .

“Well, if it isn’t my niece all alone. Can’t say that I’m surprised, you know. It’s not like anyone would actually care to spend a moment alone with you.” Inna’s harsh words interrupt my inner rant.

Keeping an expressionless mask pulled over my features, I turn to face the uninvited guest now taking up precious air in my sitting room.

“Oh goody, an unwanted guest. Please don’t make yourself comfortable. You won’t be staying.”

“You should learn some manners,” she hisses.

“Oh, I have manners. I just choose not to use them with the likes of you,” I say, crinkling my nose.

“How did you get in here, and where is U-Jin?” I demand, narrowing my eyes at her suspiciously.

Inna grins smugly, flicking an imaginary piece of lint off the sleeve of her blouse. “U-Jin? He could be anywhere. It is a rather large property after all. You never know what might happen.”

The devious look in her eye sparks a deep-seated anger within me. Automatically, I think the worst, jumping to the conclusion that she’s harmed him in some way. My fists open and close of their own volition, the nails on the tips of my fingers biting into the palms of my hands. An impending storm brews as I close in, taking a dangerous step forward.

“What. Did. You. Do?” I grate out between clenched teeth.

Inna tosses her head back, roaring with laughter. The shrill sound probes, threatening to break through the barrier shattering my eardrums. Locking down the muscles in my body, I tune out the horrendous sound.

Her head snaps forward, the mania running deep in her eyes, targeting me as she taunts, “Why, little ole me? I couldn’t harm a fly much less a big burly man like U-Jin.”

Batting her lashes, she perfects that same simpering smile before continuing. “Besides, I have my ways. You couldn’t keep me out if you wanted to. It’s a lesson you’d do well to learn now. Save yourself the trouble of learning the hard way. I always get what I want.”

Scoffing, my response is immediate. “Wish in one hand, want in the other, Inna. See which happens first. I’d be willing to bet you get nothing in the end.”

Inna’s eyes harden, her pupils expand, covering her chestnut irises.

“How dare you? It’s your fault everything is falling apart, anyway.”

What in the hell is she talking about? I swear, it’s like this damn family was hit with every branch of the crazy tree. Working my jaw from side to side, I eventually find my voice.

“You know, maybe you can help me settle something because I have been wracking my brain trying to puzzle this out. And for the life of me, I cannot seem to make heads or tails of it . . .” A devious grin curls the edges of my lips as I glance up at Inna.

Impatience gets the better of her as she stamps her foot, slinging her arms over her chest and scowls. “And just what might that be?” she lashes out with bitter animosity.

“Whether you’re crazy as fuck or just plain stupid.”

What was meant to be a question is issued as a statement. Howling with rage, Inna lunges toward me. Time stalls, moving in slow motion as I watch her take flight, navigating the air with claws at the ready. A moment before she reaches me, time resumes and I breathe deeply, sidestepping her with a haughty laugh.

“Well, thanks for answering that. Fucking crazy, it is.”

Inna stumbles forward, regaining her balance with the help of a side table. Revolving with incredible speed, she faces me, her lips curving to bare a set of bleached white teeth. Inna stills, a hint of mania shimmering in the depths of her eyes, a wild and untamed grin spreading across her painted lips. Sliding her hand down her side, she hinges at the waist, plunging her hand into the edge of her boot. Retrieving a long, slender object from her calf, she straightens, never losing the wild and untamed look. Stifling a gasp, my eyes widen just a fraction.

Unfettered rage consumes me, a river of black tar gnawing through my veins, devouring everything in sight until it’s the only thing left. Light glints off the hilt of the white perlex handle on the dagger. The sight of the dagger only increases my irritation. If it’s a fight she’s looking for, she’ll get it. Heat abrades my skin with the rush of adrenaline flooding every sinewy muscle. A sensation of increased strength washes over me, causing a feral grin to unfurl across my lips.

“Tell me niece, what is it that you find so amusing?” Her scornful tone is accentuated with an expression of disgust.

“I just find it adorable that you keep a child’s toy in your boot.”

Her pupils expand, absorbing her irises entirely. Her shoulders heave with the weight of her forced breaths. Inna stomps forward angrily, one step then two. Stopping abruptly, she halts several feet away.

“This child’s toy, as you have so eloquently put it, is going to be the end of your existence, which is something I will celebrate for years to come, my darling niece.” She forces the last word out, spittle flying from the corners of her mouth.

Buffing my nails on my blouse, I feign nonchalance. “Hmm. You could try, but I’d be willing to bet like everything else you’ll be unsuccessful.”

Inna’s nostrils flare, her face mottling with violent anger. Releasing a roar of fury, she advances, her dagger poised perfectly to hit the crest of my cheek. Parrying to the right, I suck in a sharp breath, grimacing as the bite of her blade registers. Unbridled anger ripples through my extremities, increasing my strength tenfold. Reaching up, I grab hold of her dagger-encased hand, crushing it in a death-defying grip. Her blackened eyes widen, an animalistic snarl rumbling from her chest.

Furling her arm backward, her wrist strains, her hold on the dagger loosening minutely.

“I will have what I came for,” she squeaks manically, spit flying from her mouth. Grimacing at the grotesqueness of the situation, I glower down at her unsightly form.

“And what exactly might that be, Auntie? Hmm?” Derision drips from each word as I glare, unaffected by her threat.

“Your life,” she states, a smug smile tugging at the edges of her bright red lips.

“What exactly is it with you people wanting to kill me?” I ask, applying more pressure.

A pained expression crosses her face as the dagger clatters loudly to the floor. Scrambling to get free, her knee comes up, pummeling me in the stomach. All of the air gushes forth, exiting me in one fell swoop. In my winded state, Inna wrangles free of my hold with a violent shove. Stumbling back a few paces, I come to an abrupt stop as my hip smashes into the corner of the sofa table. Fragments of icy pain scatter through my hipbone, spreading down to my toes.

Forcing a breath out through my nostrils, I glower at Inna. Snorting, she casually crosses her arms, hatred contorting her features. Reclaiming her composure, one corner of her mouth tilts up. Silently, we glare at each other for a moment, both catching our breath. A hint of light catches my attention, pulling my gaze toward the floor. Looking down, I see the blade from earlier lying in the middle of the tile glimmering in the fluorescent light.

“Come now, Kylee. You can’t be that naïve,” Inna tsks.

Tilting my head to the side, I observe my aunt for a moment. A cunning smile pulls at the edges of her mouth, forcing me to move. As I bolt into action, Inna leaps forward, diving toward the blade with her arms outstretched.

“Fuck.”

The curse explodes from my lungs as I realize she’s closer to the blade than I am. Unable to stop a body that’s already in motion, I change my strategy, praying it works. Sliding across the tile on my belly, I kick out my right leg, striking Inna in the thigh just as she reaches the blade. The sickening sound of oozing blood and suction fill the air as I wrench the heel of my stiletto free of her muscled thigh.

“Ahhh. You little bitch,” Inna seethes.

Hissing a breath through her teeth, she pounces, waving the blade dangerously close to my face. Seizing her wrists, we roll, fighting for control of the blade. Inna lashes out with her uninjured leg, catching me unaware with a swift knee to the oblique. Wincing, I breathe through the pain. Inna presses down firmly on the dagger. My hold loosening as the tip of the blade inches closer to the pulsating artery in my neck.

“You will pay for stealing what is mine!”

Her face twists with anger, her menacing gaze boring holes into my skull as she presses harder on the handle. The blade slips again, scraping the inside of my neck. Panic wells up inside me, threatening to smother me with its chilling hands. As dread works its way through my nervous system, a familiar voice echoes in the throes of my subconscious.

Do what needs to be done, Ttal. You are a Sun-ye. We do not back down from our enemies. Even when our enemies come dressed as family.

“No,” I whisper, shaking the thought from my head.

Hooking my right leg between her inner thighs, I drive upward with my hips, shoving Inna off. Landing on the floor with a loud thwack, her head cracks on the tile.

“You are really pissing me off.”

“Tell me something I didn’t know.”

Smirking, I climb to my feet, hovering a few feet away. The air is thick with tension as she slowly stands, clasping the dagger tightly in her fist. Planting her feet wide, she holds out her arms, gesturing to the entire space.

“All of this should be mine right now. Would be mine, if you hadn’t come along and ruined everything.”

Bitterness seeps into her tone as she takes a menacing step forward. My gaze locks on the dagger momentarily as I try to wrap my head around what she’s just said. Wasn’t Sang-Hyun supposed to take over my mother’s family assets? How does that equate to her owning everything? Confusion muddles my brain.

“What? Cat got your tongue?” Inna quips, interrupting my inner turmoil.

“No, you’ve just yet to say anything worth responding to,” I retort, raising an eyebrow in defiance.

“You think you’re so smart but you’re not. Tell me, niece, have you even figured it out yet?”

Shrugging, I remain silent. Sneering with condescension, Inna glides forward, erasing some of the distance between us. Discreetly, I peruse the room, looking for any object within reach I can use as a weapon. A small letter opener sits in plain view on the sofa table no more than ten feet away. Breathing a small sigh of relief, I inch back just a fraction.

The high-pitched tone of my aunt’s voice has me snapping my gaze forward. “Just what I thought. No beauty or brains. It’s a shame, really. Your mother had so much to offer until she blew it.”

The hair on my arms stands, goose bumps rising on every inch of exposed skin. Snarling, my lip curls in disgust.

“Holy shit. If you’re going to sit here and throw your momma is so ugly jabs, hand me the dagger already so I can kill myself.”

Her flinty irises glare unmercifully at me. Growling, she advances a half step.

“So eager to die,” she taunts.

“If it shuts you up, yes.”

Pounding her fist against her uninjured thigh, she screeches, pointing the dagger at me, her tenacious hold on the hilt turning her knuckles white as she frantically waves it in my direction.

“Everything was in place, everything was set. He was going to take over. It was a matter of days. Days! And then you had to come along and ruin it all!”

Enraged, she gulps, greedily sucking down air, her wild eyes never leaving my face. Taking a giant leap forward, she moves in, closing most of the distance, jostling the dagger recklessly. My heart plummets into my stomach, twisting my insides into an agitated mess. Wrinkling her brow, she angles her body to the side, allowing me to take a full step back without her noticing. Running the tip of the blade over the pad of her index finger, she shudders, a fake smile stretching from ear to ear.

Wobbling unsteadily, she turns to face me, a smile still plastered on her face. Wildness flares in her chestnut irises, a dark presence running so deep I can feel it gravitating toward me.

“Well, not to worry. I’m going to take care of it now. I will claim what is mine . . . finish the task that we started.” She pauses, a frown creasing her brow. Her tone blazes with anger, the full force of her wrath now directly aimed at me.

“It’s your fault he is injured. All. Your. Fault!” she spits out.

“What in the hell are you talking about? I swear, you have officially boarded the damn crazy train.”

Inching back another step, the back of my legs hit the table. Lightness permeates my chest, excitement filling me to the brim as I move my hands behind my back. Grunting incoherently, she waves the knife erratically.

“Sang-Hyun!” she shouts.

“And I swear, if you call me crazy one more time . . .” Her words end on a forceful exhale.

“Uh huh. Again, you’re talking me to death, yet you have not once explained why it is you feel you’re entitled to what is mine.”

Laughing manically, her eyes glass over with a distant look. “Yours?” she chortles.

“No, my dear. Never yours. It was always intended to be mine.” Pacing, her eyes bounce around the room.

“I planned it all from the beginning. Introduced Min to Sang-Hyun, put him in the position to take over, and planned to eradicate every single member of my family so in the end it was me who ruled the entire syndicate. Of course keeping Sang-Hyun by my side. A woman can always use a good henchman, or a boy toy. Same thing, really. But you had to come along and fuck it all up.” Turning, she pins me with her frigid stare.

Frozen in place, my eyes dilate in shock at her response. Shit. I didn’t see that one coming. My aunt is sleeping with Sang-Hyun. Talk about gross.

“Aw, speechless again.”

“Actually, I was just trying to scrub the images of you and honey buns out of my head. That shit is lethal. Damn, can I borrow that thing and stab my own eye out?”

Grinning, I jab a finger at the dagger. A scream laces the air as my aunt lunges, racing toward me with the blade held high above her head. Turning swiftly, I grope the table, desperately reaching for the letter opener. Missing it on the first pass, I swipe it up on the second go, turning just in time to see the tip of Inna’s dagger moving toward my throat. Parrying to the left, the side of her dagger misses my throat, glancing off my shoulder as it tears through the blouse and muscle. Nausea churns violently in my stomach, bile threatening to force its way up my esophagus from the intense burning taking over my shoulder.

Panting, I grab a fistful of her blouse and head-butt her. Inna flounders, staggering back as her hands cover her bleeding nose. The room spins, dizziness courting the edges of my vision. Wielding the letter opener, I breathe through the nausea and dizzying pain.

“Inna, end this now. It doesn’t have to be this way.”

“Oh, but it does.”

Grunting, she charges forward like a defensive lineman. Dropping low, she barrels into my abdomen with the force of a wrecking ball, sending us both to the floor. My head bounces off the tile with an audible thwack. The hold I had on the letter opener fails, and it skitters across the floor, out of reach. Bells sound, ringing loudly in my ears while spots dance before my eyes. Grinning evilly, Inna advances, aiming for my jugular.

Groaning in pain, I throw both hands up to block the blow. Electricity sparks, shooting through my left forearm as the blade swipes across it, chewing into my flesh. With an upward thrust of my hips, I gain enough momentum to throw her off balance, launching her forward several inches. Using my left arm, I jab her in the abdomen, raining blow after blow until she slumps over, wheezing in pain. Rolling to my stomach, I frantically search the floor for the letter opener. Blazing white light glints off the floor not to far from Inna.

Scrambling, I scoot forward as fast as I can, reaching the dagger at the same time she does. Our fingers collide in a fierce duel, striving to gain control. Inna strikes me with the heel of her boot, stabbing into the flesh of my thigh just as I punch her in the face with my left hand. Her head snaps back momentarily as I grasp the dagger coming to my knees. All of my energy slowly begins to drain as I glare at the woman in front of me.

“Enough,” I clip out.

“Never.” She lunges toward me, a hint of silver sparkling in her hand.

“Kill her,” my mother’s voice whispers through my mind once more.

No, it doesn’t have to be this way, I argue.

“Do your duty, Ttal. Kill her and take your place as my rightful heir. This is your destiny.”

Her final words enter my mind as I drive the blade deep into my aunt’s chest. Her pupils retract, the lovely chestnut coming back as her weapon clangs loudly to the floor. Choking on a laugh, she falls onto her bottom. Shuddering, she looks me dead in the eye.

“I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Collapsing on the floor, her expression becomes vacant, blood pouring from her mouth and nose as her chest stutters, halting altogether with her final breath. Millions of tiny stones fill the lining of my stomach, the heavy weight weakening me as I descend completely to the floor. Heaving, my breaths come in short pants, my lungs burning with exertion, the inability to fill them completely stressing my body to the max. My eyes roam from my aunt’s lifeless body to the crimson staining the floor. Turning away, my gaze falls to my hands. The same blood taints my flesh.

A dull ache fills my chest, a sob catching in my throat. What have I done? Oh my God, what have I done?

“Fulfilled your destiny, my child. There is no denying you are your mother’s daughter.” Her voice echoes loudly inside my mind.

Throwing my hands over my ears, I toss my head from side to side, letting out a blood-curdling scream. The final thought to pass through my mind before I succumb to the numbness is: Have I really become my mother?
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FASTER.

The word ricochets off the walls of my skull. Pressing the accelerator to the floor, I feel the SUV jump, revving toward its top speed. Casting a glance at the clock on the dash, I curse, a hefty weight shifting itself so deep inside my breast I’m afraid to breathe.

Faster.

The word echoes inside my head again, skirting the boundaries of my common sense. Air puffs, exploding from my cheeks brazenly. Common sense? Yeah, right. I don’t have any common sense left at this point. Adrenaline . . . sheer panic and adrenaline.

That’s all there is, the two things ushering me toward my goddess, the driving force keeping me from losing my shit. And I really want to lose my shit. Because, fuck if it doesn’t feel like the walls are closing in like I’m lying face down in a puddle, drowning. In my agitation, shards of throbbing pain radiate through my palms, the blood receding from my hands as I clasp the steering wheel tighter. From the moment Hwang opened his mouth, dropping the bomb about Sang-Hyun and Inna, my body has been a virtual live wire.

Thrumming with power, I haven’t been able to concentrate on anything except getting to her as fast as I can. Peering at the clock, I grimace. Mustn’t slow down, have to reach her in time. The errant thought latches onto my erratic brain, increasing my anxiety.

“Motherfucker!” I bellow, pounding my fist into the steering wheel.

Why can’t this thing go any faster? I need to get to her now. Removing a hand from the wheel, I run it through my disheveled hair. My eyes automatically fall to the speedometer, and I wince. I’m driving like a bat out of hell with Satan hot on his heels, and it’s still not enough. What I wouldn’t give to be able to teleport right about now.

The dull ache in the center of my chest grows, my thoughts changing course as I weave in and out of the city streets.

“Dammit, Grant. You did it again,” I curse, berating myself under my breath.

I should have seen the signs; they were all there in one way or another, yet I was so focused inward that I didn’t bother to pay attention to what was going on around me. I broke the one rule I gripe about constantly: Don’t get distracted. Some protector I turned out to be. I left her alone with those savages again.

My heart lurches, dropping into my small intestine before leaping up into my throat at the thought of what I might find, every worst-case scenario playing through my mind. What if she’s been taken again, or worse, hurt? Red hot streams of rage flow wildly through my cardiovascular system. Clasping the steering wheel tightly, I squeeze, the plastic, and it cracks under my crushing grip. If one hair on her head has been harmed, they won’t know what hit them.

They will pay with blood . . . I will kill every single one of them. No one is allowed to touch her ever again. The scarlet cloud hedges its way into my vision, obscuring my judgment. Silently, I whisper an unspoken prayer to the man upstairs, pleading for him to keep her safe, to watch over her, and protect her until I can be with her once again.

The sluggish beat of my heart echoes in the cavernous expanse of my chest, the icy fingers of dread slowing it to the point of pain. Inhaling a shallow breath, which is all my keyed up body will allow, I force a small measure of calm as I spy the darkened house in the distance. Looking to the right, I verify no oncoming traffic and take off around the vehicle in front of me, shooting around the curve and slingshotting the SUV as fast as I can without rolling it.

Pulling up to the gate, I come to a screeching halt. Rooted to the spot, I scowl, my eyes darting around the expansive property that is now empty. Darkness encapsulates the entire site. Both the home and yard that are always teeming with light are shrouded in shadows. The vein in my neck pulses, singing with fear of what could be. Adrenaline spikes my muscles, giving me a boost in strength.

Pulling forward, I quietly inch my way toward the house. Staying alert of my surroundings, I scrutinize every inch of the property, never finding a guard in sight. Stupid, sorry sack of . . . Curling my lip in disgust, I park the vehicle, hop out, and throw open the hatch. Loading up on ammunition and weapons, I slowly make my way to the front door. My mouth dries, all of the moisture evaporating as I spy the front door wide open. Drawing my Glock, I stalk to the open door.

Spinning left then right, I search for any sign of an intruder. The beast inside me screams, raging for me to run through every room until we find her. Moving past the kitchen, I notice a large form slumped in the middle of the floor. Rushing forward, I drop to my knees next to the body. Rolling the heavy mass over, I press my fingers to the artery in U-Jin’s neck. A faint thrumming pulses along my fingertips. Breathing a sigh of relief, I sit back on my haunches, giving him a small shake.

“U-Jin,” I call, shaking him lightly. No response.

“U-Jin,” I reiterate, shaking him a little more forcefully.

“Ahhhh,” he groans.

“Oh, thank God.”

“Alex?” Blinking slowly, U-Jin rouses, a questioning look on his face.

“Yeah, it’s me. What happened?”

“Inna stormed in. Apparently, she’d paid off everyone here but me. They all turned on us and left. I tried to stop her but her guards took me out before she went after . . .” His eyes grow wide with panic. “Kylee!” he yells, struggling to get up.

“Shhh. Calm down. I don’t know if they’re still here. Stay here. Where was she? I’ll go after her.”

“In the sitting room just down the hall. I’m going with you.”

Shaking my head vehemently, I respond, “No, you were injured.”

“I’m going. Besides, you know there ain’t any rest for the wicked. And I’m ready for a little payback.” Smiling cruelly, he comes to a shaky stand.

Shaking my head, I smile. “All right, but seriously, man, wicked or not, be careful.”

Nodding, he claps me on the back, drawing his weapon. With a fast-paced stride, we take off, clearing room after room until we reach the sitting room. Gasping loudly, U-Jin freezes, unable to move a muscle as he beholds the sight before him. I can feel my expression tighten, the corners of my eyes pulling as I drink in every single gruesome detail. In the center of the room, Kylee sits silently, her gaze trained on the body in front of her. Dark red splotches of blood stain her blouse and pants.

Her hands and arms are covered in gashes and smeared with blood. Her cheeks have lacerations that travel the length of her cheekbone. Rivulets of blood stream down her face, dripping off her chin, only to run down her neck. As my eyes rove over her disheveled appearance, she draws her knees into her chest, mumbling to herself. Slowly, she begins rocking back and forth, never removing her eyes from the lifeless body in front of her. My heart cracks, breaking at the sight.

Shaking away my apathy, I race to her side, skidding to a stop just beside her. Holstering my weapon, I look down at my beautiful, broken woman, my heart weeping for everything we’ve been through. When will it be enough? It’s like she’s in a trance. She hasn’t moved a muscle. She didn’t even flinch when I came sliding, rather loudly, next to her.

“Son of a bitch.” The curse comes out unbidden.

PTSD. Scraping a hand over the front of my face, I swallow harshly. She’s in shock. Post traumatic stress disorder. From everything that happened tonight. Fuck!

Steeling my spine, I push my shoulders back. My protective instincts heightening, the need to safeguard Kylee becoming nearly overwhelming. To shield her against any and all threats. Canting my head to the side, I glance at U-Jin.

“Secure the perimeter and take care of the body. I want you to remain at the gate until we get a plan in place. Sang-Hyun is still on the loose. He and Inna were in this together, trying to take Kylee out. No one comes in or out without my permission. Got it?” The harshness of my tone cedes no room for argument.

With a curt nod, U-Jin spins, leaving the room. Turning my attention back to Kylee, I squat so that we’re eye level.

“Kylee, baby,” I say, brushing the matted hair back from her eyes.

Silent, she rocks, not uttering a sound.

“Kylee.” Gently, my fingertips stroke the line of her jaw.

Kylee stiffens, a shudder wracking her small frame. Positioning myself directly in front of her, I stoop low, hunching over to look into her chocolate colored eyes.

“Shh, baby, it’s okay. You’re safe. It’s just me.” My voice cracks, pain edging its way in.

Hesitantly, she lifts her gaze, peering up at me through heavy lashes. The air in my lungs stalls. I’m unable to force a breath in or out of the iced over organs as Kylee stares at me, blasting me with the full force of her sadness. Remorse, guilt, reluctance, and worst of all, acceptance shine back at me from her dark eyes.

No, no, no! The words echo inside my head. I have to fix this. I will fix this. Forcing my lungs to work, I inhale, the oxygen searing me as it burns its way through my body. Standing, I scoop her up into my arms.

“W-What a-are you doing?” she sputters through chattering teeth.

“Taking you to our room.”

“W-Why?” Her teeth continue to chatter as she shivers in my arms.

Embracing her tighter, I pull her in closer. Circling her arms around her belly, she snuggles her face into my torso, breathing deeply.

“You need a shower and rest. Plus, I can doctor the cuts on your cheeks. Shallow or not, they could use some tending to. Besides, the shower will warm you up.”

Clinging to my chest, she continues to breathe deeply, soothing a trace amount of the terror coursing through my veins. Entering the bathroom, I flip the switch and sit her on the counter. Her eyes follow me as I enter the shower, adjust the water, and quickly divest my clothing. Approaching her slowly, I remove her soiled clothing, making a mental note to burn each item. Dropping her gaze to the floor, she withdraws once again, going back into herself. The knot in my gut splits into tiny shards, piercing the lining of my stomach, each one bleeding me from the inside with her pain. Embracing her closely, I hold her for a moment, praying she can feel the depth of my love. Reluctantly, I pull away, walking us into the shower. Maneuvering her under the water, I squeeze some shampoo into the palm of my hand and work it into her hair, lathering the cherry scented soap through her gorgeous locks.

With a quick rinse, I follow it up with conditioner and body wash, taking note of every laceration on her body. Kylee’s eyes remain distant, glossed over as she watches the soap circling the drain. Gently clasping the nape of her neck, I tug her toward me, pulling her out of the stream of water into my chest. Speaking around the mass in my throat, my voice is raspy and deep with emotion.

“Kylee, baby, you need to know that I would sacrifice anything for you.” Swallowing, I peer down at her, watching as she stares intently at a spot on my chest. Unwilling to give up, I push on.

“No one has ever impacted my life the way you have. You are the most important person in the world to me and nothing is going to change that. God, baby, can’t you see?” Pausing, I run a shaky hand through my hair.

“There is no sunshine without you in my life, just a never-ending cloud of darkness and heartache. I swear I will do whatever it takes to fix this. I will pick up every shattered piece of your broken heart, pasting them back together until everything is right in our world again.”

Kylee whimpers. Craning her neck, she blinks, peering up at me through wet lashes, her voice exuding the depth of her sadness. “As much as I love you for trying, and I do love you, Alexander James Grant—more than anything—I don’t believe everything will ever be right again.”

Her words are a devastating blow, a crushing weight to an already broken heart. Thoughts spin around in my head, and I bat them away, not willing to let her push us away ever again.

“No. You don’t get to make that decision ever again, remember?” I growl, the tightness in my voice expanding to every organ in my physical body.

“I am so sorry, Alex, I just don’t know how to do this anymore. Today changes everything. There is no going back from that. And I can’t help but wonder if I’ve finally turned into something you will grow to loathe somewhere down the line. And I can’t do that to you. I just can’t.” Her breath hitches, anguish filling her voice.

Tears run in rivulets down Kylee’s cheeks as she clings to my biceps for support. A strong awareness envelops me, every muscle in my body twitching with the desire to snatch her up and carry her away from this godforsaken place. Stroking the side of her face, I smile as Kylee leans into my touch. Grasping the sides of her face, I look her straight in the eye.

My tone is dark, protective, and full of love when I proclaim, “Baby, in case you forgot what my job is, let me remind you. I’m a soldier. I have taken life before. It might not have been a family member, but a life is a life. So if anyone can help you through this, it’s me.” I stop to gaze into her fathomless eyes.

Lost in their beauty for a moment, I forget to breathe. When the burn finally registers, I suck in a mouthful of air.

“But let me be very clear. You won’t push me away over this. You won’t leave me over this. It’s you and me, Goddess. Don’t let them ruin us. We’re bigger than that. Better than that. Do you hear me?”

Tears silently fall from her eyes, but she nods a single affirmation of understanding. Sagging against the wall in relief, I drag her body with mine. Placing a kiss atop of her head, I close my eyes against the fierce pressure threatening to break free. A slight moan rumbles against my chest. Opening first one eye then the other, I notice Kylee shivering, her body amassed in goose bumps. Damn, I’ve kept her in here way too long.

Leaning forward, I turn the water off and step out of the shower. Extending a hand to Kylee, I wait, watching while her eyes passively move over the expanse of my torso, dipping down to my groin before resting on my outstretched palm. Gradually, she raises her forearm, slipping her soft, warm hand into mine. Pressure builds behind my eyes, tears welling as they push forth. The painful expression of insecurity coloring her features is a horrible reminder of everything she’s suffered, one that is slowly chipping away at my own sanity, threatening the inner beast, a beast that wants nothing more than to come out and make this all go away, but not tonight. Tonight I take care of my girl. Grabbing a towel, I dry her off first, wrapping her up securely before giving myself a once over. Wrapping the towel around my waist, I can’t help but stare at the woman before me. Even in the darkest of times, she is the most magnificent creature I have ever laid eyes on. Yearning fills me, body and soul, as I erase the distance between us, sweeping her up into my embrace.

Carrying her to the bed, I peel back the bedding, depositing her on the mattress. Wrestling the towel from under her, I begin drying her hair with slow, unhurried strokes. In a daze, I’m lost, absorbed in my task as the soft cotton coasts over her tresses, alleviating the moisture from her hair. Kylee winds her delicate fingers around my wrist, jolting me from my mental daze. Gazing down at her sad, brown eyes, I not only see but feel how vulnerable she is. The vise grip clutching my heart constricts, a crushing awareness ricocheting throughout my chest.

Fighting through my pain, I release the towel, taking her palm in my hand and pressing a kiss firmly in the center.

“I love you,” I murmur into her flesh.

Her body sags, shoulders slumping forward as her body draws into itself. Quivering, her small frame shakes, silent sobs accompanying the tears that have now returned. Climbing onto the bed, I draw her into my chest, wishing that I could somehow get closer.

“What is it, baby?” I ask hesitantly.

“I-I l-love you, too, Alex,” she stammers, shuddering in my arms.

Laying her down, I pull the comforter over her and proceed to get her some water when she stops me. Digging her nails into my arm, she tilts her head up, her eyes pleading as she begs, “Please don’t leave me.”

A huge weight is lifted from my shoulders as I relax into the pillow, bringing her with me. Kissing her forehead, I drag in deep pulls of her alluring scent.

Laying my cheek on top of her head, I murmur, “I’m not going anywhere, baby. It’s you and me always.”

Kylee’s body relaxes into mine, her lids falling closed, her breath evening out as exhaustion pulls her under. Unable to sleep, I watch her, soothing away the fitful dreams, the frightening ghosts that haunt her in her sleep. Kissing away every nightmare and replacing it with all of the love I have to give. As darkness gives way to the first hues of morning light, I breathe in the peace and tranquility of the silence. Glancing down at her sleeping form, I watch the cadence of her chest rising and falling with each inhalation. The subtle ache strangling me inside amplifies. Rubbing the spot above my heart, I expel a harsh breath. I’m fighting for my life here. No, my head shakes of its own accord. I’m fighting for our life. The one we are meant to have—a life of love and happiness, one full of children and grandchildren. A life where I can embrace Kylee, faults and all, for the rest of our days. It feels as if my mind is unweaving, the broken pieces of our shattered life too much to bear. But no matter how devastating things have been, I refuse to leave. She is my shooting star, my one in a million. The one that I never want to say goodbye to.

Galloping wildly, my heart writes a new song. A song about love and devotion. One of two souls intertwined, destined to be together even when love and honor are put to the ultimate test. Lowering my head, I brush the hair back from her face, breathing in her cherry scent. The slight tremble in my hands quiets with each silky strand of hair that passes through my fingers. Feathering a kiss on her brow, I whisper a vow. A vow to her, to us, to our future. For everything we were and are yet to become.

“I promise you this here and now. It ends tonight.”

“Alex.” She exhales, her dark brows furrowing.

“I’m here,” I whisper, smoothing a finger over her creased brow.

Her expression calms, the unease disintegrating immediately. Smiling down at her sleeping form, a feeling of rightness overtakes my senses. I have been lost in this lonely world for so long, adrift in a sea of nothingness, until she entered my life. For once, I’m thankful that I didn’t have to die to go to heaven. She was gifted to me one crazy night in Seoul. The smile slips from my face as a loud grumble sounds in the room.

When was the last time either of us ate anything? Glimpsing at the clock, a weary gush of air rushes forth. Seven in the morning? With slow, languid movements, I extract myself from underneath Kylee and quickly dress. Retrieving my cell from my slacks, I send a quick text to U-Jin.

A: You doing okay out there?

U: Everything is fine. No sign of him.

A: I’ll be down shortly to relieve you so you can rest. I’m just going to make Kylee breakfast first.

U: Don’t worry about me. Take care of her.

A: We’re going to swap out and take turns. We’ll get a better plan put in place. I’ll bring you breakfast when I come out. No arguing. See you soon.

U: I’d argue with you but breakfast sounds to good to pass up at the moment.

A: See you soon.

Pocketing my phone, I quietly exit the suite, closing the door behind me. The long, dark hall is still and silent. It radiates a steadfast quietness, a complete three sixty to the normal hustle and bustle of the guards you’d find patrolling the monstrosity. Darkened shadows heighten the eerie silence. The only source of light is the muted rays of sunlight shining in through the partially opened blinds. Padding onto the tile in the kitchen, I wince, the cold seeping into the pores of my bare feet.

“Damn that’s cold,” I grumble.

Racing to the cabinet, I retrieve the kettle, knowing how Kylee loves her tea. Turning on the tap, I begin filling it with water when a sharp pain shoots up my left side. Hunching over, the kettle slips from my fingers, clattering loudly into the sink.

“Ahhh.”

Gasping for breath, my hand goes to my side. The sharpness increases, the twinge turning to fire spreading throughout my abdomen. Moving my hand, I have to fight the urge to scream. My eyes bulge in my head at my blood covered palm.

“I told you I would be back,” Sang-Hyun hisses, jabbing the knife into my left shoulder.

A roar catches, dying in my throat with the agonizing pain searing its way through my tendons. Driving the back of my head into his face, the knife leaves my shoulder with a sickening slurp. Hissing, I pant, each breath coming through clenched teeth. The need to protect Kylee is strong even in my now weakened state. Perusing the room, I catch a glimpse of a set of knives not too far away. Think, Alex, think.

I just need to get to them. Sang-Hyun growls as we come face to face, his expression twisting into one of unfettered rage, a crazed man who will stop at nothing to get what he wants. Fuck, here goes nothing. Pasting on a fake as hell grin, I poke the unruly bear.

“So you decided to come back for more? Having your ass beat last time wasn’t enough?”

Growling, he charges, diving forward, stabbing aimlessly toward any part of me he can reach. Crouching, I kick out my right leg in a wide arc, sweeping his feet out from under him. Sang-Hyun lands on his back with a loud oomph. Going for the knife on the counter, I stretch, brushing it with the tips of my fingers. The knife slips out of my bloody grasp, once, twice, three times before I finally have a firm hold. Swinging around, I come face to face with a sneering Sang-Hyun.

With the blade poised above his head, he slashes downward, aiming directly, for my chest. Raising my forearm I collide with his wrist in an effort to deflect his blow. Releasing the knife, I catch it with my left hand, swallowing the pain in my throbbing shoulder, plunging it to the hilt in his gut. Sang-Hyun falters, staggering back several steps. Following his movement, I twist the knife in his belly, digging it deeper.

A cry of pain saturates the air as he falls back on the counter, knocking several pans to the floor. Leisurely, I begin to pull the blade from his stomach. Sang-Hyun’s hand curls around my wrist, halting me midway.

“P-Please. H-Have mercy.” Blood spills from his lips onto his chin.

Have mercy? Like he had mercy on Kylee? What mercy was he planning on showing either of us? Wrenching the knife harshly from his gut, I smile, relishing his painful scream. A guttural roar builds in the back of my throat.

Leaning closer, my lips are just by his ear as I whisper, “I hope you’ve made your peace because this will be the last time you threaten my family.”

Slashing the blade deeply into his chest, our eyes collide. A faint smile curls the corners of his lips, blood coating his teeth as he clutches the nape of my neck with one hand, dragging me back down.

“I’ll see you in hell,” he rasps, cramming the center of his blade into my abdomen.

Releasing me with a gurgle, his breath hitches, his eyelids closing for the final time. Stammering back a few steps, white-hot pain lances through my midsection. Fire and ice tearing their way through my veins, wearing my muscles as dizziness begins to set in. A shocking gasp has me whirling around in fear—the fear of the unknown. God, please let this be over. I don’t have the strength to fight anyone else.

As I spin around, my eyes clash with Kylee’s, her worried expression morphing into one of terror as she no doubt takes in the knife protruding from my abdomen. Dizzying relief floods me, the fear receding with the realization that it’s over. My world begins to dissolve, dissipating as it fades to black.
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“IT ENDS TONIGHT.”

Alex’s declaration breaches my subconscious, a ward taking up residence in my dreams, fending off my mother’s demon, the never-ending battle between mother and daughter quickening with Inna’s death. His essence tugs at me, enveloping me like a warm blanket. Luring me to join him. Swimming through the dark haze in my mind, I struggle, striving to reach him on the other side.

Eventually, the gravitational pull of the dream realm becomes too much to resist in my weary state. Every downward stroke becomes a laborious task, each muscle locking in place as they go taut with exhaustion. In some twisted version of a karmic joke, my eyes flutter behind my lids, half asleep and half awake. I’m stuck in that in between place, a place where you’re not dreaming but not fully conscious. That scary place where all of your wayward thoughts and demons drift to when you’re not looking. As I wander aimlessly around the vast emptiness in my subconscious, a dark tendril latches onto my ankles, dragging me down fast and furiously.

Terror grips me by the heart, wringing as my pulse careens out of control. Clawing at the nonexistent ground, I panic, a scream lodging in my airway.

Her ominous voice echoes around me, the grip tightening, hauling me deeper into the quickening pit of hell.

“You will never escape me, Ttal. We are forever bonded you and I.”

Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

“Gah!” I gasp, jolting awake.

Clutching the sheet to my breast, I inhale deeply in through my nose and out through my mouth, a soothing action meant to calm my fears and chase away the lingering shadows of my dream. Unfortunately for me, it’s one that doesn’t work. Heaving an exasperated sigh, I slip out of bed in search of clothes.

“Ugh,” I groan as my feet touch the floor.

Little aches and pains make themselves known all over my battered body. Sucking in a hesitant breath, I lift my gaze to the mirror. An avalanche of pressure wells behind my eyes as I drink in my appearance. Cuts and bruises litter my body. But it’s not the splotches of black and blue or the pink lines decorating my flesh that bring out the emotion. It’s the fact that at some point during my restless night, Alex took the time to doctor each and every laceration. That even though my body is a gruesome sight, he lovingly cared for me regardless. As quickly as the thought enters my mind, it leaves. Where is Alex? My brows draw together with worry. Quickly dressing, I move to the door to search for him. Reaching for the handle, a pregnant pause ensues. Straining, I quirk my head to the side, listening for the sound again.

Thwack.

Was that . . . Did something crash to the floor? No, it couldn’t be, I scold myself.

Thwack.

There it is again. My stomach churns, bile rising as my heart jackknifes into my throat. Throwing the door open, I race down the hall toward the continuous sounds. Small tremors begin to rocket through my core, spiraling upward through my nervous system as I draw closer to the noise. The distinct sounds being produced are clearly that of a struggle. Rounding the corner, I come to a grinding halt in the entryway.

A screeching gasp whooshes from my sand-filled mouth at the grisly sight. Alex spins, narrowing his eyes until they pinch. Meeting my gaze head on, he exhales, his features softening with relief. Grunting, he blinks twice and sways, bringing my attention to the large knife protruding from his abdomen.

“Alex,” I whisper through hands now covering my mouth.

Violet eyes hold mine for several seconds before he tumbles to the floor.

“Alex!” I scream, racing toward him.

Leaping over Sang-Hyun’s body, I come to a screeching halt next to Alex. Dropping to my knees, I place my fingers on his carotid artery, searching for any signs of life.

“Please, God. Don’t let him be dead,” I whisper fervently.

The faint thump of a pulse drums against the tips of my fingers. Squeezing my eyes shut, I shudder, images of Noah running rampant through my mind. Noah fighting to save my life. Noah taking a bullet for me. Noah bleeding out in my arms.

“Oh my God, what have I done?”

The tears I’ve fought so hard to control break free, streaming down my face. This is all my fault. If I hadn’t come here in the first place, this wouldn’t be happening. Anger pelts me, blinding me with its intensity. Grasping the sides of Alex’s face, I shake him gently.

“Alex. Alex, please wake up. I can’t do this alone.” Movement behind his lashes gives me hope, forcing me to tap his cheek.

“Alex, baby, please open your eyes for me. Look at me, Alex. Come on.”

A sob catches in my throat as my chest heaves with tension. His lashes unfuse, opening with great effort.

“Oh, thank God,” I cry, kissing his temple.

“Kylee,” he rasps, his voice filled with pain.

Wiping my nose with the back of my hand, I move closer.

“I’m here, Alex. I’m going to get you help. Just stay with me, okay. Promise me you’ll hang in there.”

A sad smile crosses his beautiful face, tears welling in his violet eyes. “Kylee, I need you to do something for me, okay?”

“Anything.”

“Reach into my pocket and pull out my cellphone. Hurry, do it now. I don’t know how much time we have.”

“Alex, don’t say that,” I plead.

“Kylee, hurry,” he repeats, his voice growing weaker.

Retrieving his phone as gently as I can, I look at him with pleading eyes. “O-Okay, I have it.”

“This is very important. I need you to send a text message to 33451. The message should read: It’s time to fly the coop.”

Frowning, I do as directed, sending the message. Placing the phone by my side, I lift his head, placing it on my lap, careful not to jostle him.

“Alex, I don’t understand. Who was that? I need to call U-Jin we have to get you to a hospital.”

“Don’t you worry about a thing, baby. Help is on the way. That was someone who will protect you, especially if I don’t make it.”

“Alex, no! You have to fight this. I’m not strong enough to do this on my own.” My chin quivers, trembling uncontrollably with the tears raining down my face.

“You’re stronger than you think, Goddess. Remember, no matter what happens, I love you always and forever. You’ll always find me in here.” With a pained expression, he reaches up, pressing a hand over my heart. Shaking uncontrollably, I reach for his hand as it slips away. Panic overtakes me, my gaze darting to Alex’s slack face.

“No!” I scream, grasping the sides of his face.

“Alex! Please, I’m begging you. Don’t you dare leave me.”

My stomach tenses, the knot growing with each passing moment. As my sickness grows, my thoughts spin inward, my mother’s image entering my mind, her voice breaking through the grief.

It is best this way, Ttal. That is the way of a Sun-ye. The road traveled is long and lonely but it is worth it in the end. It is something every Sun-ye has learned for generations. This is your destiny. Do not fight it.

In my mind, I can see the image clearly. Bound to a chair, I’m helpless as she stalks the room, a satisfied smirk curling her lip. No, I shake my head. No more. No longer will I remain helpless to her. It’s time I break the binds tying me to this retched place, tying me to her.

Snapping the loose binds holding my hands, I free my ankles. Jackknifing to my feet, my stance widens as she prowls toward me.

“What are you doing?” she demands.

“Doing something I should have done a long time ago.”

“And what is that?”

“Getting rid of you,” I state.

Her gaze narrows, her mouth floundering open then closed. “Y-You can’t do that. You need me,” she stammers.

“No, mother, I don’t. The truth is, I never did, and that’s why you’ve fought so hard to turn me into something I’m not. Well, enough is enough. I forgive you, but it’s time for you to move on.” Her eyes grow wide, her jaw clenching with determination. “You can’t get rid of me that easily,” she threatens.

“The hell I can’t,” I say, picking up the chair I just vacated.

“You forget, you’re in my head.” Swinging the chair wildly, I take aim, raising her arms in defense as she tries to deflect the blow careening toward her. The chair smashes into her chest, shattering her into millions of pieces before blowing away like ash in the wind.

Immediately, I’m brought back to the present, my eyes stinging as I stare at Alex’s still body. Letting out a whimper, my shoulders slump forward.

“Alex, can you hear me?” I ask quietly.

Salty tears blur my vision, making it difficult to see his face. Hanging my head, my breath hitches, my lungs constrict, making it increasingly difficult to breathe.

“Alex, you can’t join the angels. Y-You have to stay.” My voice wavers, emotion clogging my throat.

“P-Please, baby, listen to me. You saved me. Saved me from the monster I was becoming. I don’t want to be lost in a sea of darkness again. You’re the only one who can help me see the light. Please fight, baby. Don’t go.”

Clutching his face, I place gentle kisses on his cheeks.

“I love you,” I breathe out through the unstoppable tears.

A massive hand touches my shoulder, squeezing gently. Gasping, I peer up at the intruder from beneath my lashes. A fresh round of tears wells, flowing down my cheeks as I look into the understanding gaze of my father.

“Daddy.” His name is a broken whisper.

“Princess,” he chokes out, his own voice brimming with emotion.

“Daddy, please don’t let them take him away,” I beg, my voice quivering with fear. Sucking in a pained breath, his eyes water.

“Princess, I will try, but you know I can’t make you a promise like that.” Bending down, he tries to pry my hands from Alex’s face.

“No!” I scream. My father winces.

“Kylee, let go,” Brighton says, his arms circling around me as he slides me out from under Alex. The moment I’m free, Sam replaces me, hovering over Alex.

“Brighton, no. I can’t let him go. I have to touch him. He . . .he saved me.” My voice cracks, forcing me to swallow hard.

“I know, baby. I know.”

Tangling me in his embrace, he drags me into the hardline of his chest. Lowering my head, I inhale deeply, sucking in a harsh breath, taking in the smell of Brighton’s vest, allowing it to calm some of my nerves.

Sam’s broken voice has me clenching my fingers onto Brighton’s forearms. Whirling around, I face Sam as he barks, “We have to move now. I’m losing him.”

The color leeches from my world, my knees buckling as I sag in Brighton’s arms. Loud wails infuse the air as I cry harder than ever before into his chest. Swinging me up into his arms, Brighton cradles me close as he rushes me out of the house. Turning to face his vest, my softly spoken promise fades into his chest.

“Alex, I swear, if you can’t stay, I’ll fly away with you. I promise I will see you on the other side.”

Brighton stiffens underneath my weight, his pained whisper uttered only for me to hear. “Please don’t, baby girl. I don’t think I could live through that again.”

Unwilling to make him any promises, I snuggle closer, hugging his chest, offering him the only comfort I can. A brief moment in time where I can ease some of his pain, sharing his sorrow. Regret weighs heavily on my heart as the past comes back to haunt me. Maybe, if I’m lucky, I will see him in another life because I’m sure heaven is one place I will never see. And I’m certain that Alex is destined for that golden palace in the sky.
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“TRY NOT TO WORRY. HE will wake up when the time is right.”

An unfamiliar man’s voice drifts through my ears.

“What makes you so sure he will wake up?” Kylee challenges.

Her voice floats over me, creating a blanket of warmth. The soothing sensation quells my trepidation, luring me further into the darkness I’m fighting so hard to resist.

“I understand your concern, Ms. Parker, but you must realize that Captain Grant has sustained life-threatening injuries. And while they’ve been repaired, his body is still healing. In cases like this, it is common for patients to sleep longer. It’s the body’s way of mending itself.”

“Yes, but it’s been two weeks already. How much longer is it going to be?” My eyes twitch behind closed lids. The concern etching her tone calls me to the surface. Wrestling with my body, I grapple, struggling to open my eyes. Yet, no matter how hard I fight, they refuse to budge, remaining sealed shut. Bits and pieces of the conversation quietly register, forcing me to strain, listening for her voice.

“. . . That depends on Captain Grant. He is a healthy young man in the prime of his life. He will wake up when he is ready. My suggestion, continue talking to him. Let him know you’re here for him. He can hear you, and it will give him something to fight for. The odds are always better when a patient has something to come back to.”

“You are not going to give me a satisfactory answer. I can see that now,” Kylee grumbles, irritation lacing her tone.

“Kylee, the doctor is just doing his job,” another male voice interjects.

I can feel my hackles rising, even in this deep slumber. Who is that? The man with a distinct Korean accent. And why in the hell is he with her? Desperate to see for myself, I struggle against my invisible bonds once more. The unwavering line tethering me to the darkness remains steady, firmly anchoring me in place.

My struggle ceases as quickly as it began. The need to hear her voice temporarily overrides the desire to break my invisible bonds.

“I know. Thank you for your help,” Kylee begrudgingly mumbles.

“You’re welcome; please don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything. I will be back later to check on him again.” The voice fades before a door closes in the distance.

“He will be fine, gongjunim. Alex is strong,” the man whispers.

“I know, Uncle. It’s just difficult not being able to see for myself. I need him to open his eyes and speak to me.” Her voice breaks, cracking on her last few words.

Kylee’s suffering torments me, her pain becoming my own as I remain chained to a drug-induced slumber, unable to comfort the woman I love. The vast ache in my breast lessens, momentarily forgotten when her words replay in my head. She said uncle. Her uncle is with her? Which one?

Why? How? Terror and rage combine, mixing into a potent cocktail as they infuse my veins with their deadly venom. Resuming my previous attempt to break the chains that bind me to the abyss, I toil, wrestling internally, reaching for the switch that will throw my lids open. Failing to sever the link binding me to the darkness, I find myself no longer able to resist as I am hauled deeper into the trenches, floating, adrift in a sea of murky blackness.

“If you were wise, you’d stop struggling for a bit and relax. But we both know that’s a tall order for you to fill.”

Astounded, confused, and elated, I whirl around, coming face to face with jovial green eyes and a shit-eating grin. No, it can’t be. Canting my head to the side, I blink several times.

“Go ahead, get your fill, big guy. You know you like what you see,” Noah quips.

God, to hear his voice, his stupid wisecracks, to see the genuine smile on his face. Tears stream unabashedly down my cheeks. Butterflies invade my stomach, attacking my nerves as I stare shamelessly at my brother.

“It’s good to see you, too,” Noah hedges, his voice filled with tender emotion.

“I-I don’t understand. How are you here?”

Noah smiles, a gentle smile completely opposite of his usual, teasing grin. I can feel my expression pinch, tightening around my eyes and mouth. Realization dawns on me as I suck in harsh breaths, my chest heaving with exertion. Damn. I didn’t expect to be done in like this. I had so much I wanted to say to her.

Regret forms a sour ball in the pit of my stomach. My uneasy breathing grows worse. Noah claps me on the shoulder.

“Relax. It’s not your time yet, brother,” he says reassuringly, his gentle green eyes alight with understanding.

Arching a dark brow in confusion, I stare, unsure of what to say. Who, what, when, where, why, how? They all seem like valid questions to me. Noah smirks, the glint in his eye brightening his green irises.

“You never were one to follow directions well, were you?”

“I think you got us mixed up. I follow them just fine. It was always you who didn’t.”

“Ah, well. Someone had to keep you on your toes. Besides, nobody puts Noah in a corner.”

Snorting, I wheeze out a breath, my chuckle turning into a full on belly laugh at Noah’s comment. Wrapping my arms around my midsection, I hunch over, tears streaming down my face in uncontrollable laughter. Clutching his heart and his head, Noah feigns a hurtful expression. Breathing deeply to calm the raging laughter, I glance at my friend. A pang of longing pierces my heart, filling me with sadness at his loss.

The reality is, I miss my friend. We all do. Nothing seems to be right without him. Sensing the change in direction, Noah’s understanding smile reappears. Giving me a gentle squeeze on the shoulder, he lets out a resigned sigh.

“Despite everything, I wouldn’t take it back.”

His gaze falls to the rippling surface of the murky water. Swallowing hard, I nod, understanding exactly what he’s referring to. Before I can acknowledge or respond, he continues.

“We all write our own destinies, Alex. No one person’s path is set in stone. That’s the beauty of free will. We get the choice—the choice to decide whether we’re going to do what’s right and follow our heart or choose to take the path that leads us to our own destruction.” His eyes lift, his turbulent gaze meeting mine.

“I had a choice to make, and given that choice a second time, I would do the same thing over again. She needed me more than any of you do. It was my time.”

“You saved her life, and it’s a debt I will never be able to repay. I would trade places with you if I could, but Kylee wasn’t the only one who needed you, Noah. We all do.” The tears that had dried in my eyes begin to stir, the damn bursting as they flow freely once again.

Noah shakes his head adamantly. “Not who I was referring to,” he says with a sad smile.

My eyes bulge, widening in my sockets, confusion taking over my muddled brain. She? Who on earth is he referring to? The only other she that I know of is . . . My head snaps up, the action so brutal it feels like the crack of a whip. Violet. Noah nods as if our brains are connected.

“I see you’ve made the connection.”

“Violet.” Her name is a breathy whisper filled with agony and longing.

Noah’s face brightens, green eyes gleaming as his lips quirk, turning up at the ends.

“Mmm hmm. She reminds me a lot of you,” he muses, his gaze far off as if he is remembering something.

“I don’t understand any of this, Noah. This feels like torture to me, like I’m stuck in an alternate reality. One where I can’t get back to Kylee, but I can’t go forward to see my daughter or even hang out with your dumb ass. What are we doing here? What am I doing here?”

“Waiting,” he replies.

“Waiting for what?”

“You’ll know when you see it.” His simple reply frustrates me.

“I still don’t understand.” I shake my head.

“I know, but you will,” he promises.

“Noah, can I ask you a question?”

“Always,” he answers.

“Why did you come?”

A knowing light shines brightly in his eyes once more. “Because she asked me to give you a message. That and I figured you could use the company.”

Gulping, I suck down a mouthful of air, trying to wrap my brain around his words. She wanted to give me a message? My heart lurches, ricocheting around my chest like a pinball.

“Would you like to hear it?” Noah’s deep voice interrupts my fretting.

Unsure if my vocal cords will actually work, I give a single nod.

“Violet wanted you to know she’s fine, and she asked that you stop blaming yourself.” Noah hesitates, pinning me with his all-knowing glare. “She’s a smart one, you know. Looks like her mother, except the eyes. She has her father’s eyes. The perfect mix of the two—brains and beauty.” He smiles, his thoughts turning inward for a moment. A pang of jealousy strikes me in the gut. Right this second, I would turn back time and give anything for a chance to meet my daughter. Shaking his head, he peers at me, his eyes becoming glassy.

“I believe she knew you needed this, so pay attention, will you?” Taking a breath, he grips my shoulder for support.

“She said to tell you. ‘Daddy, wishing upon a star won’t change the past. I go wherever you go, always in your heart, loving you until the day you meet me on the other side.’”

Loud sobs rumble, bursting from my chest, the once dull heartache becoming excruciating with her words echoing in my head. Taking my head in my hands, I cry, gut-wrenching pain tearing me up as sobs beat at my insides. Noah squeezes my shoulder, pulling my attention to him. Sitting up straight, I stare into his sad green eyes. Embracing me, my friend hugs me, tears flowing from my face into the murky water.

Patting my back, Noah reluctantly lets go. Looking me in the eye, he smiles. “I told you she was smart.”

“God, Noah. I’d give anything to see her.”

“It’s not your time, big guy. Rest assured that I will take care of her. And when your time comes, I will be here waiting to take you to her.”

“Fuck, Noah. How do I go on? How do I live each and everyday knowing that you sacrificed everything for us?”

“Would you have done the same for me?” he asks.

“In a heartbeat,” I reply without hesitation.

“Then you have your answer. You live each day knowing I did it out of love. My love for you, Kylee, Sam, Cooper, and Brighton. Hell, even the Colonel’s sexy little ass.” Letting out a watery laugh, I chuckle, memories of Noah razzing the Colonel assaulting me.

Noah’s eyes travel to mine, his smile dimming as he states, “Even on the darkest of days when you feel like you’re drowning in pain and the world is too much to bear, just turn your face up to the sky, day or night, and know you have someone out there rooting for you.”

“My own personal angels in the sky.”

Noah nods. “Two angels watching over each and every one of you.”

“That doesn’t make this any easier,” I say, breathing through the pain and anguish.

“Nothing worth doing is ever easy.”

Noah’s head cants to the side, his eyes brimming with sadness when he peers back at me. “It’s time.”

Giving my head a vigorous shake, I grab his bicep in an ironclad grip. “No, I’m not ready to leave you yet. We have so much left to talk about, so much I still need to say.”

Placing a hand over mine, he squeezes. “I love you, too, man,” he pushes out through a strained breath.

“Fuck, Noah. I don’t think I can leave you a second time.”

“You have to, Alex. It isn’t your time. Besides, I need you to do something for me.” Pausing, he waits, never taking his eyes off of mine.

“Anything,” I utter with conviction.

Noah breathes a sigh of relief, his eyes focusing on the rippling waves. “I need you to tell everyone that I’m fine. Be strong for them. They need you more than you realize. And go easy on Sam. You’ve got your work cut out for you patching up that mess you created,” he says, casting a glimpse at me from the corner of his eye.

Taking a deep breath, I swallow and nod. I already knew I had my work cut out with Sam. That’s a bridge I’ll just have to cross when I get to it.

“I promise I’ll tell them.” The words are quiet, yet they echo in the vast expanse of . . . wherever I am.

Noah remains silent for a second before responding. “Tell Brighton . . . I said I’m sorry. I love him but he needs to swallow his pride. Stop being an asshat. The second he opens the door, everything changes. The world won’t be such a dismal place. She can help him close the rift but only if he allows it. Everything isn’t as it seems. He can ruin her if he isn’t careful, so make sure he’s careful. She’s special.” Noah turns his brilliant green eyes to me, drilling me with the importance of his message.

Gulping, I inhale a harsh breath. “Cryptic much?” I say with a laugh.

“Couldn’t make it easy for you. Besides, it’s like a comedy for Violet and I. We make popcorn and watch you screw up.” He smirks, quirking a brow at me.

Blanching, I wonder if there is any truth in his statement.

“You’ll never know,” he says, his smile growing wider.

“Shit. I said that out loud?”

He nods a single affirmation at my stupidity. As I open my mouth to respond, a hard tug rips at my chest, jerking me backward. My eyes grow wide, gripping onto Noah’s forearms, and I squeeze. Another harsh tug. My body jolts backward again. No! I scream inside my head.

I’m not ready to go. The panic and pain welling in my chest grows as another tug surges, pulling me back again. Placing his fingers over mine, Noah pries my hands off of his arms. Giving them a gentle squeeze, he looks me in the eye, smiles his dazzling smile, and mouths “Goodbye.” Letting go of my hands, he places his palms on my chest, giving me a little shove. Dissolving, Noah fades from my line of sight.

Cinching my eyes closed, I feel like I’m falling through space and time until I feel nothing. A beep reverberates somewhere close by. Groaning, I can feel the rumble traveling down my center, little aches and pains igniting along the way. Consciousness slowly begins to return, my weak body awakening. Heavy lids flutter, and I pry them open with slow force one at a time.

Blinking, the haze clouding my vision begins to clear, the grogginess dissipating minutely as I catch small glimpses of the room. Four white walls, a television bolted to one, a bathroom, and a door leading out of the room, a small window allowing bright rays of sunshine to trickle in. I still, my gaze falling to the woman’s head resting by my hand. Sitting in an uncomfortable looking plastic chair, she’s slumped forward, her head resting on her hands. Dark hair shrouds her face, obscuring my view. The pitter-patter of my pulse quickens.

Gradually raising my weak hand, I lift it to brush the hair back from her face. Panting with exertion, I freeze. Just enough of her hair fell away for me to catch the sleeping expression of my goddess. Kylee’s haggard appearance crushes my soul. Lowering my hand, I brush the errant curls away, cupping her cheek.

“Alex,” Kylee moans in her sleep.

Caressing her soft skin, I smile. It never fails to warm my heart to know she needs me. If only she knew how much I needed her. Running a thumb along her cheekbone, she startles, her eyes popping open.

“Alex?” she questions sleepily.

“Yes.” I croak, my dry, cracked throat making me wince from the pain.

Kylee snaps to attention, jackknifing to a stand, her chair skidding back several paces. Her eyes become alert, sleep fading as she takes in my appearance. Big fat teardrops begin pouring from her eyes.

“Oh my God, Alex. I am so sorry,” she cries, her tears coming faster.

“Shh.” I try to say, but the dryness in my throat makes it sound like a hiss.

“I am such a fool. This is all my fault, and I totally understand if you never want to see me again,” she raves, her rant causing panic to swell in my gut.

“I swear I will leave if that’s what you want, but I just had to make sure you were okay. I am so sorry.” She sobs uncontrollably.

Unable to speak, I try shaking my head to no avail. The stiffness from not moving for however long causes aches and pains to spiral throughout my frame. Inching my fingers toward her, I grasp her hand weakly. Giving it a sorry excuse for a tug, I try to pull her closer. Somehow, she gets my drift, shaking her head violently. A scowl immediately forms on my face.

“It’s not that I don’t want to, Alex. I just don’t want to hurt you.” She hiccups. Giving her finger another sad pull, I wait expectantly.

Gazing at me pensively, she says, “Let me call the nurse first. They need to know you’re awake, and I’m sure you could use some cool water. The stuff on your table isn’t cold anymore.”

Huffing, I nod, the gesture small and stiff. She’s stalling, I can feel it, and I aim to soothe her fears just as soon as she gets her little ass over here. Instead of pressing the call button, she stalks out of the room. A moment later, a whirlwind of activity streams through the door. Kylee bustles back in, taking a seat in the plastic chair by the window, her eyes cast down to the floor. A tall man in his mid to late fifties struts into the room, his Army fatigues covered only by a long white lab coat. Marching straight up to the bed, he takes the chart from the end, flipping it open. He studies it a second then walks over, blocking Kylee from my view. The urge to swat at him, batting him out of my way, rises. If only my body weren’t as weak as a newborn, I would do exactly that. Peering down over his metal frame glasses, he nods.

“Captain Grant. I’m doctor John Lucas. I’ve been overseeing your care for the last several weeks.”

“W-W . . .” I try to formulate words to speak but the rawness of my esophagus is too much. Wincing, I close my mouth, remaining silent. Dr. Lucas turns, eyeing one of the nurses.

“Retrieve some fresh water for Captain Grant right away, please,” he issues the soft command.

“Shelly should be back with it any . . .” The door opens, a bubbly blonde in subdued green scrubs walks in with a plastic cup, straw, and a pitcher of water. Pouring a glass, she puts the straw in, bends the tip, and fits it to my lips.

“Small sips. Don’t push yourself or you will get sick. And trust me, that won’t be fun.” Narrowing her eyes, she watches me like a hawk.

Straining, I force my muscles to work, sucking on the straw, flinching from pain until the first splash of cool liquid hits my palate. The soothing liquid coats the inside of my mouth, ridding it of the dry sand and cotton, sluicing down the walls of my throat, lubricating my vocal cords. All too soon, the nurse pulls the straw away.

“That’s enough. We’ll try again shortly. I need to make sure you can keep that down.” Backing away, she places the cup on the stand and gives me some space.

“Better?” the doctor asks.

“Much,” I rasp, my voice rattling from lack of use. Kylee’s gasp in the corner doesn’t escape my attention. Trying my best to see her without success, I groan.

“Are you in pain?” Dr. Lucas asks.

“Not in the way you’re thinking. I am sore as hell. I haven’t exactly had a moment to test out my body, so I can’t really answer your question honestly.” Tilting my head, I strain, trying to catch a glimpse of her. My neck pops, relief flooding my senses with the action.

“Kylee, come here, baby,” I rasp. She doesn’t move or answer.

Sighing, I look to the doctor expectantly. Maybe if I get him to hurry up I can assuage her fears.

“Right, well, I’m sure you have questions. So, let’s get those all answered,” he says, matter of fact.

“Where am I?” I interrupt, not allowing him to start his spiel.

“The U.S. Army Hospital on Yongsan.”

The doctor watches me, gauging my reaction to the news. Some of my weakness dissipates, allowing me to flex my fingers, curling them into the sheets.

“How long have I been here?” Doctor Lucas peers at me quizzically, no doubt a reaction to the hesitancy in my tone.

“You’ve been here for four weeks now, Captain. So it was high time you regained consciousness. Now, let’s talk about your injuries, shall we? What do you remember last?”

Panic constricts my throat. The image of Kylee’s bloody tear streaked face hovering over mine, telling me how much she loved me, begging me not to leave her.

“Breathe, Captain. That’s an order,” the doctor commands. Kylee stands off in the corner, her pallid face streaked with tears. Focusing on her wide, brown eyes, I pull in deep breaths, each invigorating my lungs, filling me with much-needed oxygen.

“Good,” Doctor Lucas appraises.

Without looking away from her wide-eyed expression, I give the doctor a recap of what my final memories were. After a moment, he nods and launches into a ten-minute explanation of the surgeries, recovery, and what to expect from here on out. After he leaves, I can’t help but send up a prayer of thanks to God. For two angels always there saving my ass in the nick of time. With Kylee’s tears long gone, she stares, her big eyes full of remorse.

Raising my arm as high as I can, I gesture for her to move closer. Shaking her head, she remains firmly rooted by the window.

“Kylee,” I growl.

Her eyes pop open, the irises swallowed up by her dark pupils. Panting, she looks from me to the door and back again, as if trying to make up her mind on whether she should bolt from the room or not. All-consuming terror sparks a blazing fire in my torso.

“Kylee, please. I’m begging you to stay with me. Don’t abandon me now, not after everything we’ve been through.”

Kylee shakes her head, crying loudly, her chest heaving through her sobs.

“God, baby. You’re killin’ me here. I hate it when you cry. Please, come here,” I openly beg.

“Y-You deserve someone b-better than me, Alex. This i-is all my fault. You died twice,” she croaks, her voice hoarse from all the tears.

Longingly, she looks at me, memorizing every nuance. When she opens her mouth to speak, the sound is so soft I have to strain my neck in an effort to hear her better.

“The first time you died in Sam’s arms on the way here.” Averting her gaze, she draws in a sharp inhale. “I couldn’t breathe the entire time I watched them administering CPR on your lifeless body. It was almost as if our lives were so intertwined that I could feel you slipping away. The farther and farther away you got, the more hysterical I became. I’m pretty sure I’ve broken some kind of Olympic record for hysterical breakdowns in the past several weeks.” With a nervous laugh, she shyly glances at me, her voice laden with heartache.

“But when he came out of that operating room and told me that you’d crashed on the table, I knew right then you were gone. Felt it all the way in my soul. I was so damn sure that I’d lost you too, I was ready to join you.” She breaks down, crying convulsively.

“Jesus, Kylee. Get your ass over here before I rip this IV out of my arm and shuffle my weak ass over there to get you.”

Her eyes blow wide, her mouth forming a perfect O. “Y-You can’t do that,” she stammers.

“You wanna bet?” Cocking a brow in challenge, I remain silent observing her closely.

Letting out a resigned sigh, she shuffles forward, her shoulders sagging. My heart beats furiously, threatening to shred its way out of my skin at her slow pace. Closing the distance, she stops beside the bed. Mustering all the strength I can, I wrap my fingers around her wrist, tugging her closer.

“Get your ass on this bed now.”

She stills, giving me a look as if to ask Are you stupid? at my command. Refusing to let go, I wait, scrutinizing her every move. Kylee shudders, shifting her gaze to the floor. Tugging at her wrist, I bring her attention back to me.

“Now,” I command again.

“Fine,” she mutters on a sigh.

Gingerly, she climbs on the bed, sitting next to me. Giving her wrist a light pull, I drag her back into my chest, encircling her in my embrace. Her scent envelops me, a soothing balm to ease some of the ache. Pulling in several drags of her scent, I hold her while she trembles, silent sobs rumbling darkly in her chest.

“Baby, stop blaming yourself,” I mutter into her hair.

“A smart little girl once told me wishing upon a star won’t change the past. We have to embrace who we are and make our own destiny. You are mine. The only woman who can make my heart beat out of my chest. And I won’t let you go.”

Dark irises peer up at me from beneath wet lashes. Her voice trembles with emotion. “You saw her?”

Biting my lip, I give my head a shake. Sadness latches onto me, clawing at the already bleeding pieces of my battered heart. Kylee turns, twisting her body so she can look at my face. When chocolate eyes raise to mine, a serene calmness descends, wiping away all of the aches and pain. God, how I missed this . . .missed her.

With trembling fingers, she reaches up, grazing my cheek, her unsure fingertips caressing the rough stubble on my jaw. Instinctively, I groan, leaning into her touch.

“What did you see, Alex?” she inquires, her voice breaking on my name.

“I . . .” The words turn to ash in my mouth, a fresh wave of pain enveloping me with the memories of Noah.

“You don’t have to tell me,” she murmurs in a hushed tone, pulling away.

“No, please don’t. I missed your touch,” I state, the words coming out in a rush. Immediately, she relaxes, her fingertips resuming their trek along my jaw.

“Noah.”

“Noah?” she questions.

“Noah.” His name is a raspy wisp of air.

Dainty fingers edge my chin down, my eyes falling toward her face. Our eyes clash, colliding in an emotional tornado of understanding. Warm brown irises smile up at me with the strength and love of a thousand lifetimes. My already weakened body grows weaker with her touch. Affection and understanding radiating from her in waves, Kylee bears a look that can only mean one thing.

He couldn’t have come to her as well, could he?

Still holding her bold gaze, I inquire, “Baby, I have to know. Did he visit you?”

She smiles through the tears now falling from her eyes and silently nods. My heart breaks a little with each tear. With gentle fingers and a sure hand, I wipe the tears from under her eyes. Kylee shudders, sighing at the contact. Caressing her beautiful skin, the most unlikely words just pop right out of my mouth.

“Well, he still knows how to get around doesn’t he?”

Peals of delightful laughter spring forth, tumbling from her breast. Burying her face in my hand, her body quakes as she rumbles merrily. Whimpers of mirth spew forth, grumbling deeply in my unused chest. My torso expands with each laugh, working out the small aches and pains. After an indiscernible amount of time, the laughter dries, only our panting breaths left to fill the small room. Kylee breaks the silence first.

“Oh, Alex. I have no right to ask this but do you think with time you could forgive me? Maybe even learn to love me again?”

Blinking rapidly, I stare at her in confusion. Maybe she fell or something. Has an injury I don’t know about? Shaking the errant thoughts away, I pin her with a withering glare. Cowering, she tries to move back but the hold I have on her nape doesn’t allow her to retreat. Hauling her up, I maneuver her closer to my lips, burning with the need to kiss her mouth like a thirsting man in the desert sun. Kylee’s eyes dart nervously from my eyes to my lips then back to my eyes again. Inwardly, I smile. Only when her beautiful brown eyes are securely in my gravitational pull do I speak.

“Pay attention to what I’m about to say because I am only going to say this once and then we are going to move on. Do you understand?” Nodding, she remains quiet, scrutinizing me with unsure curiosity.

“Let it go. I followed you willingly and did so because I love you. If given the opportunity to do it all over again, I would. Nothing would change. I would give my life for you a thousand times over. Never in a million years would I have imagined falling in love with a woman who could steal my breath, heat my blood, and infuriate me all in the same second. And there isn’t a thing in this life or the next that someone could offer me to make me walk away.” Gulping down a much-needed breath of air, I wipe away a few stray tears from her face.

“Kylee Ann Parker, you have taken my breath away from the very moment I laid eyes on you. I love you now and forever. And I promise you here and now that whenever the need arises, I will be your hero walking into the flames to kiss away the pain and replace it with love for the rest of our lives.” Closing her eyes, she leans forward, her head touching mine.

“Where do we go from here?” she asks between softly hiccupped sobs.

“Forward, baby. We build our life together. The one we were always meant to have.”

“Forever?” she asks, small traces of hesitation still clouding her tone.

“Damn straight, and the first thing we’re doing as soon as I get out of here is get married. You’re going to be tied to me every way possible.” Kylee laughs, the breathy sound soothing my battered soul.

“Emma has to come. She’d kill me . . . and you.” She shoots me a warning from the corner of her eye.

“Fine,” I concede, not really bothered in the least.

“Have you spoken to her?”

“Yes, I apologized. She’s talking to me again even though she’s still angry. I definitely have some groveling to do.” Her voice holds a tinge of sadness.

“Emma will come around, baby. You’ll see.”

“I know, but that doesn’t stop me from regretting my actions.”

“Enough. It’s in the past. We’re moving forward, remember?”

Kylee nods, giving me a timid smile. Dragging her the remaining distance, I seal our lips together, slanting my mouth over hers in a passionate kiss. Groaning, I relish in the contact. Our brief moment of rapture is interrupted as a knock sounds and the door bursts open.

“Good Lord get a room,” Brighton quips.

“We have a room. You just barged into it,” I grumble, wanting to go back to Kylee’s soft lips. Chuckling, she extracts herself. Laughing again, when I refuse to let her leave my side.

“At least they were clothed,” Cooper replies.

“Thank fuck, too. I’m not sure what I would do if I walked in on him in the buff with my little girl,” the Colonel grumbles.

“Technically, he is in the buff, Dad. I don’t really think a hospital gown qualifies as being clothed.”

“Kyleeee,” I whine.

When did it become acceptable for my woman to bust my balls? Oh yeah, the moment you accepted her as your own. Chuckling, she untangles herself to greet everyone filing into the room. My eyes rove over their faces one by one. First Brighton, then Cooper, the Colonel, Sam silently brooding in the back, and finally Taejo, Kylee’s uncle. Frozen in that moment of time, I can only blink.

Watching him enter, I wonder why on earth he would be here. Wait, wasn’t he always with her aunt? Scooting up on the bed, I scowl, leveling him with a menacing glower.

“Mind telling me what he’s doing here?” I demand.

Standing close to her, Taejo reaches out, a simple touch to her arm that sets my world ablaze. Gnashing my teeth, I growl, the fierce rumble echoing through the room. My expression contorts into a mask of fiery rage, my eyes and mouth pinching with anger. The heart rate monitor next to the bed goes berserk, chaos ensuing with the rapid beat thrashing away behind my rib cage.

“Alex,” Kylee warns.

Her eyes shine with worry as she glances from me to the raving machine beside the bed. The door to the room flies open as the petite nurse from earlier scurries toward me.

“Captain Grant, are you all right?” she questions, moving toward the infuriated monitor.

“Yes, just got a little excited to see my family.”

Trying to hide my enraged state, I smile, the action feeling brittle and fake on my own face. With nimble fingers, she presses a few buttons, turning off the alarms and narrowing her eyes, the sweet smile dropping as she warns, “Well then, I suggest you keep your . . . excitement to a minimum or I’m ordering everyone to leave. You just woke up and need time to rest and heal. Do you understand?”

Unwilling to speak for fear of telling her where to stick her command, I simply nod. I know she’s only doing her job, and I respect that, but I really just want to know what in the hell is going on.

Seeing my compliance, she smiles and asks, “Good, now do you need anything before I go?”

I remain silent, only offering her a solid shake of my head. Nodding in understanding, she replies, “Very well, please call if you need anything.”

With her final parting words, she pivots, leaving the room. Taking a deep breath to calm the seething anger turbulently chewing through my muscles, I say, “Don’t everyone talk at once.”

“You’re one to talk,” Sam huffs from the back of the room.

Some of the anger ebbs, draining as I focus my attention momentarily on my best friend. Fuck, this hurts, I need to explain, need to tell him. The Colonel’s smooth baritone interrupts my reverie.

“Trust me, son, it is not what you think.”

“Then tell me what it is because all I see is a man that was part of a violent family that did cruel things to your daughter standing here like it’s just another day at the park.”

“Maybe I should leave,” Taejo interjects.

“No, Uncle. You are not leaving. He needs to understand. He’s confused and being a stubborn ass at the moment, all things which I simultaneously love and hate right now.” Frowning, she turns her turbulent brown eyes upon me.

“You like it when I’m stubborn, huh?” Brighton and Sam chuckle in the back of the room.

“Stop changing the subject and let us explain. I need you to understand and accept what I’m about to say because he is going to be part of our lives from here on out, and if you can’t accept that, I need to know now.” The vulnerability in her voice gives me pause.

“I’m not going anywhere. You already know that,” I say with conviction.

Breathing a sigh of relief, she relaxes, her uncle running a soothing hand over her bicep. My heart spikes and I have to remind myself to calm. Taking pity on me, the Colonel lays it all out, explaining every tiny detail from the point they came in until now, all the way down to the nitty gritty details of Taejo selling his family out. He’d been working with Nari since that day at the Tenpro house.

In exchange for immunity, he gave her everything she needed to take down the entire syndicate plus more on several other crime families this side of the border and the other, which makes Taejo Sun-ye a very wanted man in the criminal world. Feeling astounded, I gaze at him with new eyes.

Unable to control it, I find myself asking, “Why? Why did you do it?” Sadness wells in his brown eyes—eyes so very much like the woman I love.

“Because I recognized myself in her. I may have been born into this life but it was never a life that I wanted. And while my niece may have waltzed in like she owned the place with a heart full of vengeance, it wasn’t what she wanted either. So, I made the decision to give her what she truly wished for even if she didn’t see it.” He stops, giving Kylee a loving look.

Smiling, she asks, “And what was that, Uncle?”

“A life filled with love and devotion. My niece deserves to be happy, and that is something you would have never found there. I should know.” Glassy eyes meet mine, a sad smile covering his lips.

“Thank you,” I whisper, still holding his gaze.

Nodding, he swallows and says, “Well, I really must be going. I will come by and visit again soon.”

“I’ll walk you out,” Kylee says, taking her uncle’s arm.

“Coop, why don’t you come help me grab some coffee for everyone?” The Colonel snags Cooper’s arm, dragging him from the room. Sam shrugs off the wall, bounding toward the exit.

“Sam, wait!” I yell, hoping to stop him. Ignoring me, he continues out the door into the hall.

“He will come around,” Brighton says, sauntering up to the chair by the bed and taking a seat.

“Yeah, I know, but I really just want to explain. Apologize.”

“Yeah, well, you were a dick to all of us. We would have gone with you.”

“I know.” A pregnant pause fills the air as we sit in silence.

“Brighton . . .” I begin, not knowing how to broach the subject.

“Yeah?”

“Do you believe in the afterlife?”

Sitting up straight, he peers deep into my eyes.

“I believe there is life after death, yes.”

“Shit, you’re going to think I’m crazy,” I admit.

“I already do.” He chuckles.

“Ass.”

“Yeah, but you like it.”

“Brit, I saw Noah.”

Unmoving, Brighton’s smooth expressionless features remain stoic. Tidal waves of anguish sluice through my frame as fathomless orbs of pain stare back at me. After a second, he clears his throat and leans forward, resting his chin on his hands.

“You know it’s often the voice that we don’t hear that we miss the most. Like one day you’ll be caught in the sun missing them and their memory will appear out of nowhere to comfort you.”

“It’s okay to miss him, Brit. We all do, but you have to know that he’s okay.”

“How can you know that?” he demands, turning his turbulent gaze on me.

“Because he told me.” Brighton’s head snaps up, his eyes focusing intently on me.

“What do you mean he told you?” He shakes his head, surveying me skeptically.

“Exactly what I said, and he gave me a message for you too.”

“A message?” Brighton pales, his eyes darting from me to the door.

“Relax, man. It’s not all that bad. He wanted you to know he was fine.” Brighton relaxes in his seat, his shoulders pulling in on themselves.

“Oh, there was one other thing,” I say, turning my head to the side to meet his gaze.

“What is it?” Brighton hedges.

“He wanted you to know he was sorry. He said he loves you but you need to swallow your pride. Stop being such an asshat. His words, not mine.” I throw up a hand in defense. Brighton smiles, light teasing his eyes for the first time since Noah’s death.

“Is that it? He wanted for you to call me an asshat?” He chuckles.

“No, there’s more.” The mood changes, my somber tone causing Brighton to straighten.

“Noah said that once you open the door, everything changes. The world will no longer be such a dismal place. He also said she can help you close the rift but only if you allow her to. But you have to be careful not to hurt her because everything isn’t always as it seems.”

Leaving out Noah’s warning to me on how special she is, I take in my friend. Brighton’s hands are tightly clasped, his face a mask of agony. Inhaling sharply, he blinks several times and clears his throat.

“A bit cryptic, isn’t it?” he muses.

“That is exactly what I said.” I chuckle.

Brighton stands, leaning over the bed to gently squeeze my shoulder.

“Thanks for that, but I need some time to process.” Releasing me, he steps away, walking to the door.

“Brighton,” I call.

Stopping, he cast a glance at me over his shoulder.

“Take care of Emma,” I call out to him.

Several different expressions cross his face all at once—fear, hope, anguish, and a myriad of others before he blanks it giving me a nod.

“Later, man,” he says just before striding out the door. The door closes with a soft snick, and I close my eyes, welcoming the soothing silence. A moment later, Sam’s deep voice grumbles close to the bed.

“I am so fucking pissed at you.” Cracking open my eyes, I chuckle.

“Yeah, well, it’s not the first time and it won’t be the last.” My vain attempt to make light of the situation fails as Sam thumps me on the shoulder.

“Don’t be a douche canoe. I’m serious. You’re lucky as hell you are injured or I would kick your ass.”

“First, ouch. . .” I grumble, rubbing my shoulder. “Second, I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t change things or make it any better, but I really am. If I could go back and change it, dragging your sorry ass with me, I would. I sure as hell could have used a friend.”

“Hell yeah you could have. You fucking died on me.” The torment lacing Sam’s voice is like a blade to the heart.

“Shit, Sam. I don’t even know what to say. I was so distraught over everything I just went in and did what I had to do.”

“Dammit, AJ. You’re not the only one going through things here. Stop thinking about yourself and think about the impact you have on everyone around you. Do you realize what would have happened if you hadn’t made it?” His chest heaves, his breaths coming in quick furious pants.

“Jesus, Sam. I am so damn sorry. I don’t know how to make this right. Tell me what I can do to fix this. You’re my best friend and the last thing I want is to lose that.”

“Never pull a stunt like that again. I don’t want to have to administer CPR to you ever again. Shit like that changes a man,” he says, rubbing his chest.

“I promise to bring you with me from now on, does that count?” I say, knowing good and damn well I can’t make the promise he wants in our line of work.

“Yeah, it’ll have to do,” he grouses.

“So, what is it that has been bothering you?” I toss out just as the door opens to Kylee’s smiling face.

“Another time, brother,” Sam says, giving my shoulder an affectionate squeeze.

“We good?” I ask, covering his hand with my own.

“We’re good.”

Pivoting, he walks to the door, his broody expression lessening. With a small smile, he calls out a goodbye. As the door firmly closes, my gaze trails over to the woman that stole my heart. Beckoning her to me, I wait with bated breath as she climbs into the bed, resting her head on my shoulder. Snuggling close, she breathes me in deeply, her eyes falling shut as she succumbs to slumber. As I lie there watching her sleep, I can’t help but feel blessed.

Like everything in my world is finally right side up.
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Ten Years Later
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“GOOD MORNING, WIFE,” ALEX DRAWLS, placing an open-mouthed kiss just below my ear.

“Good morning, husband,” I respond, embedding my fingers in his hair.

Alex’s lips travel down the breadth of my neck, sucking and nibbling at my skin along the way.

“A-Alex,” I rasp, his dexterous fingers brushing across my sensitive nipple.

“Hmmm?” he murmurs into the curve of my neck.

“A-Alex, the twins.” Whimpering, I arch upward, thrusting my breast into the palm of his hand.

Alex chuckles. Raising his head, he peers down at me. “So is it the twins in the other room you’re worried about or the pair in this room?

“You’re such a beast,” I retort, scowling playfully.

“Mmmm. But a beast you love,” he replies, letting his hand rove over my distended belly.

“This is true,” I say, placing a hand on top of his.

“Are you ready to do this again?” he asks, his voice filled with love and affection.

“What, have sex? I always want to have sex with you, Alex, pregnant or not.”

Rolling his eyes, he smirks, the ends of his mouth curling to show the barest hint of teeth. “That is not what I meant and you know it.”

“Yeah, but that didn’t make my statement any less true.” I sigh.

“Aw, does my baby need some lovin’?”

“Always,” I breathe out.

“Do you think we’d be able to manage anything before the twins wake up?” Taking my lip between my teeth, I worry it, looking from the door to Alex and back again. Incessant worry took over my life from the moment I gave birth to Noah and Sasha. Every waking moment is spent trying to ensure they do not have a childhood like mine. Taking my chin between his fingers, he tilts my head so our eyes meet.

“Baby, they are ten years old. At this point, they can take care of themselves.”

“No, they can’t,” I balk.

“Yes, they can. You just refuse to see it and that’s okay. It’s what makes you a great mother. They will always need you no matter what. Besides, we get to start all over again with another one in a few weeks. And as soon as you’re healed, I can put another bun in that oven.”

“Good lord, Alex. Can you let me get this one out before you go knocking me up again?” I ask incredulously.

“Eh, I don’t know. You’re kind of hard to resist when you’re pregnant. You’re like a sex kitten all hopped up on catnip and spiked milk.”

Arching a brow at his stupid comment, I laugh. How did I ever live without this man? “I’m going to take that as a compliment and assume you mean you love having sex with me whether or not I’m pregnant.”

“Damn right you are,” he comments.

Laughing, I place a kiss on his temple. “I love you, Mr. Grant.”

“And I love you, Mrs. Grant.”

Brushing his thumbs over my cheeks, he leans in, fusing his lips to mine. My heart kicks into a swift rhythm, heat and desire pooling in my core from his simple kiss. Alex’s soft and firm masculine lips slant, dancing across the expanse of my mouth. Moaning, my lips part, the tip of my tongue darting out to taste his lips before pushing inside. Alex’s control cracks, his shaft pulsing against my side as his tongue delves into my mouth. Our tongues brush against each other’s, thrusting and retreating in a hot and fiery kiss.

Nipping at my lips, he pulls back, our breaths mingling together as one. His voice becomes deeper than usual, raspier when he admits, “Baby, I really want to slide into you right now.”

The deep timbre of his voice washes over me, eliciting spontaneous reactions from my body. A shiver of longing rushes through me, my nipples beading as they chafe against the silky material of my dress. Groaning, I arch forward, my breasts thrusting up and out, Alex’s heat burns through my nightgown as he leans in, pressing closer to my side.

“I want that too.” My voice is low and husky, filled with sensual hunger.

“Fuck, woman. You’re gonna be the death of me,” Alex curses, sliding down the bed.

Lifting my nightgown to just under my breasts, he shifts lower, placing a loving kiss on my rounded belly. Going lower still, he leaves my line of sight for a moment, tugging away the soft, wet cotton covering me and tossing it off to the side. Divesting himself of his shorts, he hovers over me for a moment, stealing one last kiss before nibbling his way down my body. Sinking back on his haunches, he lifts my legs, entering me slowly, his eyes trained on his shaft as he slides into me inch by agonizing inch. Sighing in pleasure, my hands latch onto Alex’s massive thighs, my nails flexing into his skin.

On a groan, he snaps his hips forward, sheathing his cock in my slick heat. We both grow still, savoring the pleasure, small sparks of energy flowing savagely between us as he begins to rock back and forth. His gradual unhurried movements shoot through me, ratcheting my desire for his unbridled side.

“Alex,” I groan, grinding down on his hard shaft. Cursing, he looks up, heat flashing in his violet eyes.

“You’re being a brat,” he grits out, panting each word through his teeth.

“I need more,” I say, clenching my muscles, drawing him in further.

Another curse. His eyes turn molten, pure liquid amethyst. Sinking his fingers into my thighs, he pulls out until only the tip of his cock remains.

“You want it harder?” he asks, accentuating his question with shallow thrusts.

“Y-Yes,” I whine, rotating my hips in an effort to make him lose control.

Chuckling, he grasps my hips, halting my movement.

My nostrils flare in irritation, my eyes blazing with fury as I snap, “I’m pregnant, not fragile. Stop teasing me and fuck me already.”

Alex’s snarls, lust raging in his violet irises. Pulling out completely, he slaps the side of my thigh and commands, “On your knees.”

Warmth bathes my core, little tingles of pleasure trigger a shudder that dances across my sensitive skin. Flipping over, I brace myself, glancing over my shoulder as he runs his thick palms over the smooth expanse of my ass. Wiggling the round globes at him, I smile. Alex hisses, carnal desire flaring in his lavender eyes. A loud smack rents the air as his palm lands on the cheek of my ass.

“Mmmm,” I groan, pushing back into his hand.

“Dammit, Kylee.”

Grasping my hips with one hand, he positions his cock at my entrance with the other and drives into me with the force of a wild stallion. Plummeting into me, his hips swing hard, flesh slapping against flesh in a primordial meeting. Molding his front to my back, he reaches around, taking hold of a pert nipple, rolling it relentlessly between his fingers.

“Ahhh,” I pant, the frenzied combination of his thrusts and fingers quickly bringing me to the edge.

Alex’s thrusts grow harder, deeper as he ruts into me with intractable force. Releasing my nipple, he pulls back, one hand on my hip, the other finding my clit, applying delicious pressure.

“Ah, hell,” he groans, squeezing my hip to the point of pain.

Tensing, my walls tighten around his shaft, holding him to me. Alex pulls out only to snap his hips forward with a punishing thrust, burying himself to the hilt. Little tremors start in my core, working their way out, rapture exploding throughout my body like fireworks on the Fourth of July. Alex continues hammering into me, riding through wave after wave of pleasure. Picking up his tempo, he pounds into me hard and fast. Our cries of ecstasy fill the air as we reach the crest of our climax. Harsh pants fill the air as we desperately try to catch our breath. Placing a kiss in the center of my back, he pulls out, retrieving his discarded shirt from the night before to wipe each of us down.

“God, Alex. Some things never change.” I laugh, pointing to the shirt.

“Nope.” He grins, a crooked smile that melts my heart.

Jumping on the bed, he flips me over and lays a hand on my belly. Gliding it across my stomach protectively, he coaxes me into a relaxed state. Time moves slowly, each of us coming down from our high, rejoicing in the fruits of our love. My eyes start to drift shut when a muffled voice sounds from under the door.

“Are you done having sex yet?” Noah asks.

Noah and Sasha both snicker, their breaths whooshing underneath the door. Alex groans, throwing an arm across his face. Laughing loudly, I poke him in the chest.

“Those are your children.”

“Oh, so they are my children when they act like that?”

“Uh, yeah. Have you seen their uncles? Sam? Brighton? Cooper?” I joke, jabbing him again.

“Oh, don’t you even pretend like Taejo and your dad are any better. And come to think of it, their Aunt Em is worse than all of them.”

Alex’s body shakes, rumbling with laughter. Well, hell. He got me there. But I’ll be damned if I admit that to him.

Slapping him playfully on the chest, I reply, “Get up, you big oaf. We have to make our children breakfast. Who in the hell taught them to put their heads under the door, anyway?”

“Ooh! Mommy said a bad word!” Noah yells under the door.

Alex roars with laughter and I smack him in the back of the head. “Stop it. You’re encouraging them.” Grabbing my hand, he places a kiss in the center of my palm.

“Yeah, but you wouldn’t have it any other way.”

My heart melts as it does every time he shows how much he cares with his gentle actions. Sitting up, I close the distance, taking his face in my hands, and kiss him deeply. Lingering for a second too long, I barely escape his large hands in order to get dressed and exit our room. As with any morning breakfast, it is a flurry of action, someone always dropping by the house to visit. So it comes as no surprise when the doorbell rings halfway through the kids shoving pancakes into their mouths. Sliding out from behind the table, I waddle to the door, delighted to see the smiling face of my uncle.

“Taejo, this is a wonderful surprise,” I say, opening the door. Enveloping me in a hug, he brushes my cheek in a gentle kiss and drops to his knees.

“And how is my little niece or nephew today?” he asks, caressing my belly. Normally, anyone rubbing my overly large stomach would send me into a flurry of irritated rage, but Taejo seems to have a way of calming this little soldier growing inside of me. A genuine smile spreads across his face as the baby moves to the sound of his voice. Touching his shoulder, I bring his attention to me.

“You know, I can’t actually see you down there, right?”

Taejo chuckles. “Ah, how is my favorite niece today?” he asks, coming to a stand.

“Better now that I see your smiling face. Come inside. The twins will be happy to see you.” He smiles again, he face lighting up with joy.

“Yes, I have missed those little devils. It’s been, what? Two days since I’ve seen them.”

“Three. But who’s counting?”

“Uncle Tae!” Noah yells, barreling down the hall with Sasha hot on his heels. He crouches, encasing the twins in a simultaneous bear hug as they begin to pelt him with questions.

“Noah, Sasha, your uncle just arrived. How about we let him get into the house before we throw the Spanish inquisition at him, okay?”

“Uh oh, we better go, Noah, or mommy is going to give us another history lesson,” Sasha warns.

Scowling, I put my hands on my hips, glaring playfully at my daughter. “Just for that, I really should.”

The twin’s eyes blow wide, their pupils eating up their violet irises as they slowly back from the entryway into the living room.

“Now that was just plain mean,” Alex says, placing a kiss on my cheek.

“So you want one too?” I inquire, arching a dark brow at him.

“So, Taejo, it’s good to see you, man.” Alex extends a hand for my uncle to shake.

My eyes grow misty as I think about how far my family has come. We’ve been through so much in such a short period of time. Our trials and tribulations have only made us stronger. Alex and Taejo adjourn into the living room, putting on a local news station and chatting while the kids play on the floor. Waddling toward them, I’m stopped at the chime of my cell phone. Retrieving the device, I smile as I often do when I get a text message from Gavin.

Opening the message, my smile wanes, a frown creasing my brow as my eyes peruse his words.

G: Remember this clown from school? Guess karma finally bit him where it counts. Click the link to see the full article.

Clicking on the article, I gasp. The heading of the article reads: Teacher arrested in child pornography ring. Reading on, I absorb the article with wide eyes.

Jeremy Ruffin, an elementary school teacher in Haskins, Georgia was arrested late Friday afternoon. Ruffin was taken into custody for allegedly being part of an international child pornography ring. Sources reveal that Ruffin was currently under investigation by the school board for sexual harassment. The new principal declined to make a comment on the ongoing investigation. However, several others close to the situation were inclined to say that this was not the first incident of Ruffin harassing someone. This is just the first time it’s escalated to this level. Ruffin was booked into federal custody and is currently awaiting trial.

Air gushes from my lungs with such force the baby kicks, forcing me to inhale several soothing breaths. Damn this kid is strong. Smiling, I waddle into the living room, wedging myself in between Alex and Taejo on the couch.

Noticing my smile, Alex cants his head to the side, observing me studiously.

“Everything good?” he asks.

“Yeah, why?”

“You just have that big cheesy ass grin on your face. The one that says you have a secret.”

“We’ll talk about it later,” I say, patting him on the leg.

Shrugging, he goes back to watching Noah build his Legos. Taejo slides closer, his shoulder butting up against mine. Linking our hands together, I lay my head on his shoulder only to snap it right back up.

“Alex, turn the television up.” My demand has him snapping his attention to the TV. His shocked gasp fills the air as he turns the volume up so we can all hear.

“What’s going on, Mo—”

“Shhh. Not now, baby. I’ll explain later,” I say, waving away Sasha’s question.

“In international news today, a Colonel with the United States Army has been executed in North Korea. The North Korean government issued a statement in regards to Colonel Charles Black, in which they listed espionage and hostile acts against the state among the charges. An American woman who’s identity has yet to be confirmed was detained in connection with Black.” Images of Sabrina and Black flash boldly on the television screen.

“The North Korean government has made no decisions on how they’re to proceed with the unknown female at this time.”

The broadcast comes to a close and I glance at Alex out of the corner of my eye. Blinking several times, he looks at me and smiles.

“Karma’s a bitch, ain’t it?”

“Oooh! Daddy said a bad word,” Noah snickers, pointing at this father.

“Yep, Mommy’s gonna spank him for sure.”

Sasha nudges her brother, and they both eye Alex laughing. Alex launches off the couch toward the twins, tackling them to the floor in a fit of laughter. Grappling on the floor, he tickles them until they’re fighting for air and start offering him the same tickle torture. Taejo nudges my shoulder, his lovely brown eyes filled with love and devotion.

“See, I told you everything would work out.”

Sighing, I rest my head on his shoulder. “That you did, Uncle. That you did.”

Quietly, we watch our family roll around the floor in laughter until his soft voice breaks the moment.

“Have you ever wondered how our family came into their power?”

“Not really,” I reply dismissively.

“It wasn’t always this way, you know. Our families are descendants of royal blood . . .” The chiming of our cell phones interrupts him.

Lifting my head, I see a text from Gavin.

G: Another win for Tango Bravo.

The smile that spreads across my lips reaches from ear to ear. Hearing that name never fails to warm my heart. After leaving Seoul, Taejo and I started the Tango Bravo Foundation. A foundation with the sole purpose of helping victims of human trafficking and domestic violence. Although, I do have to say, our foundation is known for offering refuge to anyone seeking a place to go. All they have to do is ask. With Are, Key, and Hye now safely running the Seoul division of the Tango Bravo Foundation, my heart is lighter.

“Another time perhaps,” Taejo states, rising from the couch.

“Wait, what? You’re leaving?”

“It would seem I am needed,” he replies, showing me his text from Gavin.

G: Uncle Tae, I know you’re with Kylee, but I need your help. We need to welcome a new member into the house of Tango Bravo. This one is extra special.

Extra special? Inwardly, I groan. What has Gavin gotten himself into this time? Peering up at my uncle, I ask, “Aren’t you going to finish your story?”

“It’s a conversation for another day.”

“At least tell me if you’ve spoken to her.”

“And who might her be?” he teases, an all-knowing glint shining in the depths of his eyes.

“Don’t pretend like you don’t know I’m talking about Nari. Have you seen her lately, Tae? You’ve yet to tell me what happened between you all those years ago.”

“Hmm, it would seem we have much to talk about then, doesn’t it?” He smiles, bending to kiss my forehead.

“But I’m afraid it is a conversation for another day.”

“Oh, that’s not fair.”

A mischievous grin lights up his face as he calls goodbye, heading for the door. As the door closes, my mind wanders back to his earlier statement. Descendants of royal blood. Who? How? Maybe that’s why he always insists on calling me princess.

No, it can’t be. That’s silly, isn’t it? Lost in a world of possibilities, I almost miss my daughter’s smiling face as she bounds over to the couch. Resting her little head on my belly, she dawns a goofy grin much like her father. Noah soon joins her, scrunching up on the couch, resting his head next to hers. Little peals of joyous laughter ring throughout the house as they chuckle in amusement while their younger sibling kicks their face. Alex saunters up to me, warming me with his body as he throws an arm behind me, placing a kiss on my temple.

Drinking in the sight of my family, my heart swells to near bursting. Every dark thought or painful ache I’ve ever had leaves me. Every single one of them guided me to this moment in time, to a life filled with love and passion, faith and utter devotion. As I look upon my ever-growing family, a sense of rightness settles deep in my heart, and I send up a little prayer of thanks to God.

That one day, long ago, he ignored a little girl’s tragic plea for death and instead gifted her with life.
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To my wonderful husband and son who’ve managed to be patient with me through all of the ups and downs of writing this series, thank you. I do not know what I would do without your love and sarcasm. They keep me sane when the walls are closing in. I am so thankful the two of you are on this crazy ride with me.

Yasmeen, my darling sister who never fails to listen and guide me even when she doesn’t realize she is, thank you. I will be eternally grateful that you were brought into my life. To my parents who have supported me throughout this insanely amazing journey, thank you so much. Your love and continued support mean so much.

Clara Fox, my sister from another mister, what would I do without you? My heart sings every single time my phone lights up with your smiling face. I honestly do not know what I would do if you didn’t keep me grounded on a daily basis. I love you so much more than you will ever know.

Gabbie, Tara, and Barb, you three are my soul sisters. Our daily text messages and rants are seriously enough to keep a girl rolling in laughter for years to come. I love you girls to the moon and back!

Edee, my darling girl. You and I started this business relationship a year ago, and it has flourished blossoming into something so much bigger than either of us expected. I am forever grateful to God for bringing you into my life because you are a gift to anyone who knows you. Thank you for helping me to make my dreams a reality.

Rachel Rivera, you are insanely talented and I value our friendship more than I can express in words. Thank you so much for taking my ideas and turning them into something magical. I cannot wait to see what we accomplish together in the future!

To my wonderful team, all of my beta’s, my editor Edee M. Fallon, my cover designer Rachel Rivera, my formatter Stacey Blake and my promotional crew at Once Upon An Alpha. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. Last but not least, to all of the readers and bloggers who have taken the time to read Royal Blood, thank you. Without you, I would not exist.




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

 

[image: ]

Former Director for a major corporation, Victoria has spent most of her life inside of a book. When she wasn’t reading, she was busy scribbling down stories of her own. Meeting her husband while he was in the United States Army, Victoria quickly adapted and learned the role of the military spouse.

After finishing her Business Management Degree in college, she spent years working in the corporate world where her writing quickly fell to the wayside. Finally, taking time away from the corporate world, Victoria has been able to dive into her stories and create a whole new world for you to live in.

She now resides in the sunny Tampa, Florida area with her husband, son, and two amazing boxers. When she isn’t writing, you can find her on the beach or hiking. Maybe even writing on the beach.
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