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DEDICATION

This one is for Joel (AKA Mr Tickle)





CHAPTER ONE

ARCHER

“What’s up, motherfucker!” Robbie enters the lifeguard tower with his usual enthusiasm.

I thumb towards the beach where hundreds of Spring Breakers are gathered. “Perhaps you should be down there.”

Robbie takes hold of my shoulder, pointing towards the azure water of the Atlantic. “Everyone knows the action’s out there, brother.”

He’s not wrong. It’s barely ten AM and we’ve done thirty preventions and three rescues. I shake my head. “Fuck Spring Break. Seriously.”

Robbie picks up a pair of binoculars. “Come on now. This is Miami—sun, sand and sex, and plenty of the latter.”

I face him smiling. “Oh, so you found some poor girl to handle that inch-long appendage you call a penis?”

He laughs. “Two girls, actually. Sisters, I think—Greek or blood I have no fucking idea only that those Bible Belt types are freaks between the sheets. Besides, aren’t you confusing inches with feet again?”

I look down to his pants. “How about I kick you in the balls? That’s a foot for you.”

“Hey, at least my dick doesn’t sleep in a matchbox with a cotton swab for a pillow.”

“At least the condoms I use don’t look like the thumb of a latex glove.”

“Your dick disappears when you breathe in and out, bro.”

“Heard you had sex with a shower head the other night,” I counter.

That gets him. He holds his chest in laughter, trying to keep the binoculars fixed to his eyes. His expression turns serious.

I pick up my binoculars and scan the water. “What is it?”

“Out back, far left.”

There’s a guy struggling in silence, his head bobbing under the water. “On it.”

I race out of the tower towards the sand, doing my best to cut a path through the human thicket of intoxication.

A girl with duct tape over her nipples jumps out in front of me with her lips puckered together. “How about you save me, handsome?”

I push her aside and keep powering towards the water, grabbing the nearest surf ski and throwing it past the first breaker.

It doesn’t take me long to get to the victim, but I’m just in time, reaching into the water and dragging him onto the board.

The idiot’s still wearing his shirt, shoes… skin pale as a sheet of paper. 

I yell at people to clear a path, bringing the board onto the sand and dragging the victim past the wash.

I check his pulse as a crowd starts to gather around us. He’s unconscious.

Phones come out.

Fucking great.

Robbie will be on his way down with the kit, but there’s no time to waste.

I clear the guy’s mouth and prepare my CPR shield just as a group of guys busts through the crowd. 

One of them shoves me back into the sand. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Another, with a fanny pack over his shoulder and an Angels cap back to front, steps between me and the victim. “None of that faggot mouth-to-mouth shit, you hear?”

Are these guys serious?

I stand brushing sand off myself. I’ve got to remain calm. You can’t take the risk with social media these days. Everyone’s got a camera. Everyone wants to be a star. “If you’re his friend, you should know he’s probably going to die without treatment, so either you stand aside and let me work or you explain to his parents why you’re bringing him home in a wooden box.”

The guy’s the dictionary definition of a ’roid junkie, a water-filled human balloon of testosterone and jungle juice, but he stands aside.

Thankfully, Robbie and Beach Security arrive at the same time, hustling people back. 

“Compressions?” queries Robbie, unzipping the kit bag and taking out an air bag.

I nod and start, counting as I work.

It doesn’t take long before the poor prick shuttles back to life, water spewing from his mouth.

We roll him sideways and let him get it out. 

The crowd applauds and whoops.

I let the rush sweep over me. This is what draws me to lifeguarding, dragging people from the clutches of Death himself. I can’t think of many jobs that offer that kind of hit, that allow you to work outdoors in the sun, on what remains—seasonal assholes aside—one of the greatest stretches of sand in the world.

That ain’t a pool out there, with confines. It’s a literal fucking ocean with deep and shallow spots, rips and currents, a shifting, constantly changing ecosystem of its own.

I’m breathing hard when we arrive back at the tower, the victim safely with paramedics and a whole slew of paperwork waiting.

“So,” says Robbie, picking up the binoculars again, “Bar None after shift?”

I take up my own binoculars. We’ve still got eight hours to go, eight hours where you can’t let your concentration drop for a second. Doing so could be the difference between life and death, especially with so many people on the beach. There’s no Facebook up here, no Instagram for screwing around. You watch the water—simple as that. That said, if I have to keep dragging obnoxious frat boys from the water, I’m not going to need one drink later, I’m going to need three or four.

“Fucking hey,” I reply. “Fucking. Hey.”

*

Bar None is the kind of tiny backstreet institution only locals know about. Lonely Planet hasn’t found it yet, nor have the hordes, which means it’s frequented largely by servicemen—cops, rescue, security guards. There’s not a string bikini in sight.

I join Robbie and the others at the bar. 

Amy, a newly minted lifeguard with Miami Beach Ocean Rescue, lights up when I sit, brushing her honey-blonde hair over her shoulder. “Rough day?”

I signal for a beer. You won’t find fishbowls and kamikazes at this bar. “You could say that. It’s just the god damn stupidity of some of these kids.”

“Kids?” she laughs, “says the twenty-something who enjoys playing board games.”

I punch Robbie in the shoulder. “You told her about that?”

Robbie shrugs, already on his second beer. “Tell him how much you loved to play Monopoly, or Candy Land. He loves that shit.”

Amy’s cute, but she’s spoken for. I’ve got an endless line of morally loose Spring Breakers to sink my dick into and get off with. God knows the last thing I’m looking for is something long term, especially not with someone I work with—not again. “Everyone knows Hasbro is the Comcast of board games.”

“So tell her what’s hip,” Robbie suggests, leaning on his hand. “I bet she’s, like, super interested.”

I roll my eyes. “Ignore him. How are you doing?”

She holds the area around her ribs. “Still getting used to these workouts. You guys are brutal.”

She’s not wrong. Not many people realize how grueling the work we do is. Our workouts are simple: Run, swim, run, swim, run, swim, wash and repeat. We might do some calisthenics, push-ups, sit-ups… whatever we need to keep the blood flowing during our shifts, because when it’s on, it’s fucking on. You’ve got to be ready to go at any moment. It ain’t Baywatch.

Personally, I like to get out on the ski as much as I can, especially when there’s a bit of wind or swell. Nothing beats the water when it comes to bitch-slapping you into shape.

Before long, the bar’s packed. It’s Friday night, everyone who doesn’t have a shift tomorrow is keen to kick off the weekend right. For Robbie, that means heading out of here to slum it down at South Beach. He’ll get his shirt off and those starry-eyed youngsters will flock to him like moths to flame.

I join him sometimes, but not tonight. A man can only take so many American Apparel-clad college girls thinking they’re the next Sasha Grey.

I stand and reach into my pocket for my apartment keys, instantly remembering I’ve left them back at the tower.

Robbie sees me patting myself down. “What’s wrong, brother? Lost your balls again?”

“Left my keys at the tower.”

He takes his keys out, taking one off and tossing towards me. “Take mine.”

I hold it up. “I owe you.”

He throws his hands in the air. “Shit, doesn’t everyone?”

I say my goodbyes and head back down to the beach. 

Spring Break may be in full effect, but apart from the odd couple engaged in coitus or passed out, the beach is empty.

I open the tower door and find my keys, pausing for a moment to stare at the ocean. It’s a full moon tonight, a silvery staircase having fallen across the water, the neon lights from the city turning the shoreline kaleidoscopic.

I’m about to turn away when I spot something in the water.

I pick up the binoculars and try to bring it into view, squinting to see through the blackish wash.

Shit.

Someone’s in the water, and they’re struggling.

I consider calling it in, but they’re not far out.

I shake my head. At least the water’s warm.

I switch on the tower lights enough to illuminate the water, but if they go under…

It’s a good hundred-and-fifty feet to the water. I shed clothes as I go until I’m down to my boxers. South Beach has seen worse.

I hit the water conscious of my slightly dulled senses.

The swell’s picked up. I power through the breakers searching until I spot the vic’s arm.

That’s the thing most people don’t realize. When somebody’s drowning, they’re too busy trying to breathe and keep their head above water than waste energy screaming or calling for help. It’s a silent killer.

The other silent killer is the shark, and while we haven’t had an attack here in forever, they’re definitely active after dark.

I reach the area where I saw the vic’s arm, but they’re gone.

There’s no time to waste. I take a deep breath and plunge below the surface of the ocean. There’s just enough light to see the victim, a woman, thrashing.

This is the other issue. You can swim out to help a drowning victim, but they’ll do anything to get that sweet, sweet air, even if it means dragging you down into the depths with them. Superhuman strength can be summoned when your only thought is staying alive.

But regardless of my own personal safety, I have to act.

I reach down and she grabs my arm with all the strength of an anaconda.

With effort, I drag us both to the surface. She clings to me coughing and spluttering as we surface, a wave breaking over our heads.

“Can you swim?” I shout.

She nods, then shakes her head, clearly having some kind of mental breakdown.

I wrap my arm around her and head for the shore in a turn and trawl. She’s mobile, no signs of spinal trauma, so a vice grip isn’t required.

My chest is burning when we hit the sand. She gets onto her knees beside me and I notice she’s in her bra and panties, both see-through thanks to her midnight dip.

She goes to stand, but she’s weak, her wet hair swaying around her head in inky tendrils, her skin as pale as the sand below our feet.

I pick her up under the legs, cradling her and making my way to the tower. Her hair hangs down and I notice a tattoo on her shoulder.

Her eyes open and focus on me, the tower lights catching their turquoise depths. She’s beautiful, with full lips and soft features, but this is no time for macking.

I use my foot to kick the door open and set her down on the treatment cot at the back of the tower. I take two blankets out of the back cupboard, placing one around her and the other around myself. I reach for the phone, but her voice comes squeaky and uncertain. “Please… don’t.”

I turn towards her. “I have to call it in.”

“Please,” she begs, her teeth chattering and those blue-green Gulf of Mexico eyes imploring me to abandon protocol.

I place the handset down. “Okay.”

I stand before her trying to catch my breath. In the low light she’s even more attractive—early twenties, maybe, the kind of girl I’d go for in an instant on the strip. “What’s your name?”

“Winter,” she whispers.

“Winter… in Miami?” I smile. “I imagine you can see the irony in that.”

She smiles ever so slightly. “I like the cold,” she says, but even she doesn’t sound so sure.

“And why were you out there tonight, Winter?”

She looks down, pulling the blanket tighter around herself. “I… don’t know.”

“You don’t know how you got into the water, or why?”

“Please,” she says, looking back up to me with wet eyes, “I don’t want to talk about it.”

I exhale. I expected to find my keys tonight, not a legs-for-days riddle like this. Still, there’s something about this girl that’s drawing me in. I want to protect her, keep her safe. The need of it is burning through me like a hot fever.

“Do you have someone I can call?” I offer. “A relative or friend, perhaps?”

She shakes her head, her hair hanging, framing her perfect face. “No.”

“There must be someone…”

Her eyes are steely when they return to me. “No.”

“Is there somewhere I can take you, home?”

She shakes her head again, seems on the verge of tears. “I have nowhere to go. Please.”

“Nowhere?”

She gets down onto her knees before me, which typically would be a sign things are about to take a welcome turn, but this is far from a sexual advance. “Please. Help me.”

I breathe out again. “You’ve got to tell me what’s wrong first. I can’t help you if I don’t know what the heck’s going on.”

“Please,” she repeats, eyes dinner plates in the light.

“Look, you can come back to my place, just tonight, but only if you truly have nowhere to go.”

“I don’t.”

“Are you in danger?”

She remains silent. 

“Is someone trying to hurt you?”

“I’m… tired,” she says, her lips parted.

I open the cupboard again and find some woman’s clothes in the lost property box. The ‘Time Flies When You’re Having Rum’ shirt I select looks about her size. I doubt it’s her usual attire, but we don’t exactly stock couture here.

I hand it to her with a pair of denim shorts. “Here. I’ll, ah, turn around while you… you know.”

She takes the clothes as I face the desk.

Still, I can’t help but glance at the reflection in the window, at the delicate curves of her body, the sweeping mounds of her breasts and her nipples, bubble gum pink.

I look down again in shame, because this isn’t right—any of it. I should call this in right now and be done with it. Fuck knows why she was out there, a girl like this in nothing but her underwear.

I know there’s a dangerous undercurrent running here. Question is, how far does it go?





CHAPTER TWO

WINTER

It’s strange sitting here, in this stranger’s house. An hour ago I thought I was going to die, and here I am, good as new—reborn.

The lifeguard, Archer, hands me a steaming mug. “Drink. You’ll feel better. Do you want something to eat?”

“No. Thank you, and thanks again for letting me stay.”

He extends his hands. “My pleasure. I just wish you’d talk to me, tell me what’s going on. I only want to help.”

The mug is warm between my hands. “I know, but the less you know about me, the better.”

He takes a seat on the couch opposite. “Oh, I don’t know about that.”

I smile, looking around. It’s an impressive apartment right on the beach, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the ocean—silver and infinite. I look to the other side of the room where a simple framed picture is hanging with the words ‘The Ocean Makes Everything Better’.

I nod at it with my head. “Do you really believe that?”

He brings his hands together, leaning forward. His arms bulge in the tight tee he’s wearing, ink showing underneath the sleeves. With his dark hair and steely eyes, he looks more like a cover model for Harley Davidson than a lifeguard. “I do. I’ve been around the ocean my entire life. My best memories are there, in the water.”

I raise an eyebrow. “Your best memories?”

He smiles and I can’t help but stifle a flutter of sensation making its way downwards towards the space between my legs. “Well, not all of them, but that’s not to say certain activities can’t be enjoyed in the ocean, if you catch my drift.”

I almost choke on my honey tea. “Excuse me?”

“You know,” he smiles, “surfing, fishing…”

Fuck-ing, my head fills, and damn it I’m choking again.

He goes to stand up. “Everything okay?”

I place the mug down. “Fine. Just a little hot… That’s all.”

You can say that again.

Change the god-damn subject.

I look past him to a set of shelves in the corner full of board games. “Have you got kids?”

He follows my eyes. “No. No, no.”

“You just, what? Really like board games?” I laugh, my throat dry and scratchy from the saltwater.

His mouth opens, but he can’t seem to find the words.

“Oh,” I realize my mistake. “You do. I didn’t mean to offend—”

He puts a hand up, standing. “It’s fine, a… hobby, amongst others.”

I can only imagine what other ‘hobbies’ Archer has given this bachelor pad, its bare minimalism projecting testosterone left, right and center. I’m sure if I simply stepped foot inside his bedroom I’d orgasm on the spot.

On cue, he gestures down the hall. “My room’s on the right. It’s yours.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I’ll be perfectly fine in the guest bedroom. There are towels on the rack in the bathroom down the hall. Take one of my shirts from the drawers if you want, clean boxers in the top. I’ll see if I can dig you up some, ah, female attire later.”

I smile. “Thank you, again, for all of this, for saving my life.”

He stops before he enters the kitchen. “Something tells me it was a life worth saving.”

*

I’m on a speedboat. It’s shuttling through the night at high speed, water whipping up like wet sheets from the sides. There’s a dark figure behind the wheel, but when I try to speak to them no words come out of my mouth. My lips are moving but nothing happens. There’s no sound but for the roar of the engines and the thud, thud of  waves against the hull.

Suddenly, I’m flying through the air, the boat continuing to jet forward. I land in the water and start to sink. My arms are lead. The more I thrash, the deeper I go. But this isn’t water. It’s ink. I taste it in my mouth as I scream. It fills my lungs, takes away my vision, until all I see is black.

I wake up gasping, reaching for my throat.

I notice the ceiling, the unusual wallpaper, and panic sets in all over again.

I sit bolt upright. 

Where the hell am I?

I’m wearing a navy shirt, oversized, and… boxers? Since when do I wear boxers?

There’s a muffled groan in the bed beside me. It, he turns over, reaching for me. It’s a guy, his body chiseled and cut and straight from a centerfold. There’s a scar running down his side.

It all comes back to me—the lifeguard, the water.

I look around again. This is not the room he sent me to. I went to sleep alone.

He, Archer, said he was sleeping in the guest room.

Oh, no. No, no, no.

I start to slide out of the bed as quietly as I can, slowly pushing the duvet away. He reaches for me again. “Hey, he mumbles into his pillow. Where you going, baby? I’m rock fucking hard here.”

His eyes open, he sees me, and then they open a hell of a lot more.

He sits up in shock, the duvet thrown off completely. His mouth drops, his eyes ping-ponging from my chest to my legs and back again before finally finding my face. 

But I’m looking at his crotch, my eyes drawn to the very erect, and very large, penis on show. It’s dark, but the shadowy silhouette of it tells me all I need to know.

He covers himself with his hands, leaning over the side of the bed and replacing his hands with a balled-up leather jacket. It’s like some sort of weird Michael Jackson stripper routine.

“Jesus… fuck,” he starts, unable to work out where to look. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know… I mean… Hell, did we?”

“Have… sex?” I question, quite sure I’d remember my first time. “No. I don’t think so.”

He looks cute confused. I’d laugh if this wasn’t completely insane.

“But, but,” he stutters, “didn’t I put you in my room, down the hall?”

“I sleepwalk sometimes,” I confess. “Since I was a kid, actually. Once I got up, made myself a turkey sandwich downstairs, did the laundry and ended up asleep on the neighbor’s rooftop, so showing up here, with you, isn’t the weirdest place I’ve spent the night, sorry.”

“I had no idea.”

I climb out of the bed, pulling my shirt down. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault. I guess you’re used to company, though?”

He flops back down onto the pillow shaking his head and staring at the ceiling, the jacket still covering his uberection. He laughs. “Generally it’s not a mysterious girl I plucked out of the ocean.” He sits up on an elbow. “You’re still not going to tell me anything about what happened, are you?”

I shake my head in return. “Sorry, but I do want to thank you—again.”

He waves it off, reaching over to switch on the bedside lamp. “Hey, just doing my job.”

I notice a picture on the drawers at the end of the bed, a group of guys in black tank tops standing arm in arm smiling, an endless stretch of sand behind them. I recognize Archer in the middle. “Friends of yours?”

He nods, finally pulling the duvet back into place, though if I’m honest the peepshow wasn’t entirely unenjoyable. The hot vice gripping my crotch is testament to that. 

“More than friends,” he smiles. “The best human beings you could hope to find.”

My eyes move to what appears to be a large, metal cupboard of some description in the corner, a giant lock on the door. “Is that where you keep your extra-special stuff?”

He acts sheepish. “Of sorts.” He breathes out, glancing at the bedside clock. “Look, I’ve got a shift in a half hour, but you’re welcome to stay. The fridge is fully stocked. If you tell me your size, I’ll try and pick you up some clothes, but after that…”

I hadn’t even thought that far ahead yet. Survival was my only guiding marker last night. “Size six.”

He reaches up like he’s holding a pair of breasts. “And your, um…”

“Thirty-four double D.”

It’s always nice to see a grown man blushing, especially when he’s stark naked. “Great. Fine.”

I start to back towards the door. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“And you,” he replies, still red as a spanked tomato.

I close the door and giggle quietly to myself, trying to block out the mental image of his giant cock at DEFCON One.





CHAPTER THREE

ARCHER

The sun’s out, the drink is flowing. It’s going to be another shift from hell.

Robbie’s already in when I enter the tower. “Welcome to paradise, hombre.”

He doesn’t take his eyes off the water. I come up beside him, marveling once again how he can drink all night, no doubt fuck to the wee hours and still come into work so damn bushy-tailed and bright-eyed.

He looks at me when I don’t reply. “Oh, shit. What happened? You find a freshman on the beach in need of your special attention?”

You have no idea. “Not a student, per se.”

Robbie shakes his head, returning to the watch. “You fucking animal. Come on, details.”

I’m deciding how much to spill here. Winter made it clear she didn’t want details slipping to the authorities. Maybe she’s got a record, a warrant out? She could be anyone, though I’m considering doing some digging with an old cop friend of mine, find out what the hell’s going on.

I shrug, pretending to find the paperwork on the desk intensely fascinating.

Robbie’s eyes go wide. “No, no you don’t. Don’t you block me out like this.”

“Some things should remain a mystery.”

“You can save that shit for the fucking Loch Ness monster. Come on. Blonde? Brunette? Pierced?” The irritation increases. “Did she have a diamond for a vagina? Come. On. Bro. Give me something.”

I turn the tables. “And you? Because you can’t honestly tell me you weren’t getting laid last night.”

There’s the slightest upturn at the corner of his mouth. “Straight bottle-blonde Breaker who’s still got her blowjob learner license. Nothing to report really apart from braces, while hot in theory, don’t translate so well into the real world.”

“So she left your cock in one piece,” I laugh. “That’s comforting.”

“You’re stalling.”

A knock on the tower door is the conversation-breaker I was looking for.

“I’ll get it,” says Robbie, levelling a finger at me, “but we are far from done here, boy-o.”

I stand at the desk continuing to observe the water.

I hear Robbie opening the door.

“Hello,” comes the knocker’s voice.

I can’t help but glance over to the doorway. A man’s standing there who’s certainly no Breaker. He’s wearing a paisley gray-and-blue print shirt, chinos and boots. Who the fuck wears boots to the beach? His dark hair’s slicked back over his head, a single tear tattooed underneath his eye and a grin that cuts across his face like a knife wound. Normally, I’d write this guy off as another Escobar copycat, but it’s the two guys in suits behind him that are of greater concern—muscle.

Robbie seems as surprised as I am by our morning visitor. “Can I help you gents?”

I return to the watch but continue to listen attentively.

Escobar smacks his lips before speaking. “I was wondering if there were any rescues last night, a woman, perhaps?”

I stiffen.

“Last night?” says Robbie. “The beach isn’t patrolled at night, sorry.”

“Nothing at all unusual?” asks the grease-ball. “Anything out of the ordinary?”

Robbie gives a nervous snigger. “You can save your money, my friend, because I’m telling you, if something happened on the beach last night, it would have been reported. Have you tried the Police?”

“Ah, the Police!” laughs the man. “Of course, but should you hear something about a girl, early twenties, brunette, attractive… be sure to let me know.” He passes what looks like a business card to Robbie.

“O-kay,” replies Robbie awkwardly. “See you ’round.”

He closes the door, waiting for a moment before coming over and lowering his voice. “What the flying fuck was that?”

It’s a damn good question. “Sounds like he lost his girlfriend.”

Robbie shakes his head. “So fuck knows why we’d know anything about it. I mean, you didn’t see anything when you came back here last night, did you?”

Now would be the time to say something, but lovable as he is, I can’t trust Robbie to keep this under wraps, and something tells me there’s a lot more to Winter than she’s letting on. “No. A couple of kids making out on the sand, a few passed out.”

Robbie holds up a business card. “Look at this shit. There’s nothing on it but a number. Could have done with the cash, though.”

I take the card, placing it down on the desk. “He tried to bribe you?”

“Dude had a wad of Benjamins ready to go, which is great if I actually had any information on his so-called mermaid.”

“Not that you’d tell him anything anyhow, right?”

“Right,” winks Robbie, picking up his binoculars. “Now, let’s see which lucky lady gets the Robbie Torony treatment today.”

*

I step outside the tower during my lunch break and take out my cell. It’s got to be upwards of eighty today, fuck-all cloud cover to keep the masses from turning into lobsters.

I bring the cell to my ear, bringing my hand up to cover the other to be heard over the din of tinny speakers and guys shouting ‘Sprinnnng Brrrreeeaakkk!’ like they’re Joe Franco.

I intended to call my friend at the police precinct, but just as I go to call I think better of it.

Winter.

Just thinking about her is making me hard, her soft features and doe eyes, the forlorn way she was looking at me in the bed this morning when all I wanted to do was pin her down and fuck her worries away. “Early-twenties, brunette, green eyes…”

She clearly didn’t want me going to the authorities, but what am I supposed to do?

I’m caught, ultimately deciding to let it wait a little longer.

“Fuck,” I exhale.

What happened to you, Winter who likes the cold? What the hell happened?

I stare down at the blank screen of my cell trying to piece it together but only coming up with shards, broken pieces of possibility. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve come across a damsel in distress, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this one slip through my fingers.





CHAPTER FOUR

WINTER

It’s all gone to hell in a handbasket.

I wave at the smoke, trying to find a ladder, a step, a small child… anything to get up high to switch off the smoke alarm.

I hear the front door open.

“Winter?” comes Archer’s voice, an upwards inflection as he no doubt spots the smoke-fest his apartment has become. “Winter!” Louder now.

“In here!” I yell back.

He comes barreling into the kitchen, hands outstretched, eyes darting between the stove and me, back again, up to the smoke alarm.

He grabs a broom from the corner and uses the end of it to reach up to the smoke alarm and switch it off, immediately spinning around to turn off the stove burner.

The alarm might not be ringing any more, but smoke continues to float around the room like we’re at a vape convention. 

“What the hell’s going on in here?” Archer asks, moving to open the kitchen window and doing his best to shoo the smoke out. I can’t tell if he’s mad or simply curious.

I point to the pan on the stovetop. “I’m so sorry. I thought I’d try and make dinner, some pasta…”

Archer looks into the pan. “Where’d all the water go?”

“Water?” I ask.

He smiles and the knot that’s formed in my stomach loosens just a little. “You do know you cook pasta in water, right?”

“Oh,” I squeak. “My father did all the cooking growing up. I don’t think I inherited any of his skills in the kitchen, sorry.”

Archer takes the pan and tosses it into the sink, turning on the tap. He’s still smiling, slowly shaking his head to himself. “I appreciate the sentiment, I really do, but perhaps we’ll leave the cooking to Gordon and Jamie, yeah?” He swings around to open the fridge, revealing a stockpile of TV dinners, beer, and what appears to be copious tins of whipped cream. None it seems to add up to the well-toned, muscled-up man in front of me. “I’m not much of a cook myself, as you can see.”

He spots me eyeing the whipped cream. “Hey, a man’s got to have his vices, right?”

“So you eat it?” I query.

He laughs. “What else would I,” suddenly working out where I’m going, though it wasn’t my intention at all. Sometimes my mouth gets in front of my head. He wags his finger at me. “I’m not that kind of guy. You’ve got the wrong impression.”

I raise an eyebrow. “I’ve seen my share of bachelor pads. What you’ve got here is straight out of the single-guy textbook.”

Archer looks around. “It’s not too bad,” he says, pointing out a floral tea towel by the sink. “See?”

“Who gave you that?” I laugh. “Your mother?”

He picks it up. “Well, yes, actually.”

Crapola. But I keep my expression firm. “I rest my case.”

He goes to flick the tea towel at me. I jump back through the lingering haze laughing, allow myself to be chased into the living room. “Okay, okay,” I say, trying to dodge him. “It’s not that bad.”

He places the tea towel down and stands there with his hands on his hips looking every bit the knight in shining armor… or rather tight red tee, ‘Lifeguard’ in bold lettering at the top, ‘Miami Beach’ below. For a second I imagine the kind of hard and wonderful things that are lurking below, shaking myself out of my stupor when he catches my eye.

I blush, pulling my hair across my face turning to busy myself by opening the sliding door, but, of course, it won’t budge.

Archer comes up beside me, reaching up to undo the bolt at the top. The door slides open freely, cool, sea air rushing inside and with it the sounds of seagulls and laughter and clearly drunk guys chanting ‘Ice cream, ice cream, ice cream!’ like a bunch of rowdy three-year-olds.

But I’m aware of another smell right beside me, of surfboard wax and sweat, salt and sand, an ocean-made man. It sends a hot flicker of sensation lashing at the tender spot between my thighs.

I step back like I’ve been branded.

“Everything okay?” asks Archer, seemingly always on alert.

I brush my hair back. “Fine. Totally fine.”

He leans against the door frame, a perfect canvas of blue behind him. “Are you ready to tell me what happened, who you are, anything?”

I’ve been considering it. I sat here for almost an hour today rolling my hands together and wondering exactly what to do. I considered leaving, but where would I go? I’ve got no money, no contacts, no family here. Worse, I shouldn’t be here at all.

I don’t know why, but I’m drawn to Archer. Maybe it’s savior syndrome, the fact finally someone was looking out for me, but I know it’s more than that. There’s a pull to him, an attraction I can’t deny. Telling him everything could put him in danger. I don’t know if that’s something I want to do, if someone so selfless deserves that.

What do you think he’s going to do? my head retorts. Go running to the cops? 

Perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad, I consider. At least then I’d be truly safe.

Yeah, right. You know how far their reach goes, my head warns. There is nowhere you can go that’s safe. This is your best bet right now.

I shake my head meekly. “I’m sorry. I can’t, not now.”

I expect backlash, a plea for information, but Archer simply looks around the room. “Well, it’s going to take a while for the place to air out, and I’m starving, so how about we head out, grab a bite to eat?

My stomach gurgles in agreement—mortally embarrassing. 

“Okay then,” Archer nods. “That settles it. What are you in the mood for?”

Some rather less culinary options come to mind, but I shift that aside. “I’ll eat anything,” I reply. “I’m not a fussy eater.”

“Good,” says Archer. “I know just the place.”

I look down at my shirt, or Archer’s rather, sniffing at it. “Do you mind if I take a shower? I don’t really want to go dinner smelling like a coal mine.”

Archer scratches his head. “Yeah, sure, no problem. Like I said, the towels are in there.”

I brush past his arm on the way through. It’s not a deliberate action, but the simple act sends fresh sensation bolting down my spine, goosebumps blanketing my body.

I step into the bathroom and close the door, pressing my hands against it, my head hanging between my arms like I’m doing a horizontal push-up. “Get a grip,” I whisper to myself, finding a fresh towel hanging on the door.

I strip and pile my clothes neatly on the stool next to the vanity, staring into the mirror at myself and unable to recognize the stranger that stares back. My hair’s basically a bird’s nest. There are deep grooves under my eyes that suggest either a) I haven’t slept in weeks or b) I’m some kind of drug addict. I look terrible, in short, not that Archer seems to think so. His eyes light up when he sees me, and I know it’s not a misunderstanding on my part. The attraction is running both ways. I’m sure of it.

Good thing dinner went so well then.

He didn’t seem to mind I almost burned his apartment down. It was almost like he found it… endearing? Given the state of his fridge, I don’t think anyone’s cooked for him in a long, long time, though I quickly dismiss the idea of trying again. I want to thank him, not kill him.

There are other ways you could thank him…

I dismiss that idea too, as inviting as it sounds. I’ve gone from a life-threatening situation to this. I know half of this excitement is down to the simple fact I’m still alive. That latent adrenaline is still clouding my thinking. I need time to get my thoughts back into order and decide what’s best. I don’t think it’s going to be jumping into bed with the first guy I meet.

Pity, I lament.

I turn on the shower and step under the stream, enjoying the way the hot water envelops my body. I run my hands through my hair and close my eyes. He’s there behind my eyelids, of course, smiling, looking wholesome.

My eyes snap open and I have to place one hand on the tiles to steady myself. My other hand’s on my belly, fingers starting to slide south, but I pull them back. Now is not the time and this is definitely not the place.

I keep the shower short and step out, quickly toweling myself off and suddenly realizing I don’t have anything to change into.

I wrap the towel around myself and open the door, making my way to the room at the end of the hall. I’m about to walk in when Archer appears in the doorway. Except he’s not wearing anything.

He’s unclad, exposed, au naturel, in the buff, not decent, starkers… naked as a nun without her habit.

I’m in such a rush I collide with him, or his penis rather. It smacks into my thigh first, the force of the collision enough to send me sprawling onto my back screaming.

Just as shocked, Archer can’t seem to decide if he should try to cover himself up or reach down to help me, his hand kind of stuck halfway between us.

On instinct I reach for his hand and misjudge, basically grabbing his cock, his momentum forcing him into a kind of crab-walk forward until said appendage is swinging no less than an inch from my face.

I’m still screaming somehow, eyes wide in confusion, Archer trying to hobble backwards, grabbing the wall for support.

And God damn it I can’t stop looking at it. My eyes are glued to the thing—again. I finally manage to stop screaming and force them upwards, whereupon I see his eyes are directed right between my legs, because yeah, I’m lying on my back spread-eagled basically about to give birth and providing him a premium, front-row seat to the vagina show.

He sees me seeing him and his eyes dart upwards, left, right, continuing to hobble backwards until he’s back through the doorway muttering apologies.

I take a breath and snap my legs closed. 

What the hell just happened?

I can hear him trying to dress himself, cursing and hitting a wall. “Are you… decent?” he calls.

With some effort I manage to stand and pull the towel tight around myself. The heat in my face is real. It’s an inferno.

He emerges this time in a collared shirt and jeans, sort of shielding his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” stealing a glance at me. “I heard the shower going, thought you were still in there…”

He’s right. I can still hear the shower. I never turned it off. My eyebrows lift. “Oh,” I stammer, for the second time that night.

I walk back to the bathroom and shut the shower off, holding my towel up with one hand because I’m sure we’ve both seen enough skin for now.

I step back into the hall. “Sorry?”

“No, I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry,” I say.

We both laugh, the awkwardness passing, though I’m pretty sure the image of his cock swinging in front of my face like the pendulum of a grandfather clock is going to haunt me for all eternity.

“Ah,” he says, returning to the room, “I’ve got some clothes here if you, ah, want to, you know, try them on.”

“Yes,” I reply robotically, unsure what else to say.

He returns. “Okay,” he says, trying to shuffle past me in the small space of the hallway.

“Yes, good,” I say.

“Awesome.”

“Excellent.” The two us jammed up there.

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

“Good.”

“Now.”

“Great.”

And it’s with the conclusion of this intensely abstract conversation I finally make it into the main bedroom, closing the door and sighing against it after what is without question the most embarrassing moment of my life.





CHAPTER FIVE

ARCHER

I didn’t dare tell Winter where the pile of women’s clothes I had came from. Truth is, I keep a sort of ‘lost property box’ of my own under the bed. The simple fact it’s close to overflowing with panties, thongs, and sex toys should say enough, but I did manage to dig out a choice or two of dress, an old leather jacket of mine for fighting the nighttime temperature drop.

As I watch her eating, I’m blown away by how Winter makes even a simple red dress look so damn incredible. I noticed eyes gluing themselves to her as soon as we walked into the restaurant. A ‘roided-up jock shifted from the bar to say something to her… just before I eye-fucked him right back into his chair. He sat there and didn’t say a single word. Sometimes that’s all it takes to get these pricks to back down—a look. They soon work out who’s the real alpha around here.

Being my usual go-to place, the service is personalized, quick, and efficient—Cuban dining at its absolute finest. Yes, the place could do with a dust and looks sort of like a Tropicana porn set, but the food can’t be beat, and this is from someone who’s spent two glorious months on the island.

Winter’s too busy stuffing her face to care. She’s hoeing into her meal like it’s her last. She’s alternating between a rusty picadillo and a side of mojo shrimp.

“Anyone would think you haven’t eaten in a week,” I offer.

She doesn’t stop, her eyes simply glancing in my direction. She talks with her mouth full, which is simultaneously kind of gross but also oddly endearing at the same time. “This is so good. You wouldn’t believe what they gave me to eat in…” She stops, trailing off, eyes downcast.

I reach across the table and lift her chin up. “Hey, what were you going to say?” I ask, hoping for a clue.

She swallows and smiles, bright enough to light up the entire room. “It’s nothing. It’s delicious, thank you.”

I lean back in my chair, deciding to test the waters. “You do remember what happened, don’t you? You don’t have amnesia?”

She shakes her head. “I remember. I just don’t want to talk about it,” she says, reaching for a napkin to wipe some of the marinade off her fingers.

“I had a friend,” I go on, “lived up north as a paramedic. He was a medic in the Army back when I was serving, great guy. Anyhow, one day he found this girl shot in the head, couldn’t remember anything. The trauma was blocking it out, you see.”

“What happened to her?”

“She survived, but the people who shot her in the first place came after her wanting to finish the job. Thankfully, my friend knows a thing or two about survival, managed to get them into witness protection.”

Winter has stopped eating, her expression almost scowl-like. That skittish, paranoid look is back, her eyes darting behind me, to the darker corners of the restaurant. What is she looking for? I wonder. Who?

Her eyes find me and focus. “They were together, your friend and this girl?”

I smile picturing Ethan. “Yeah, fell for each other in the hospital, I guess you could say. Real rom-com stuff.”

“That’s sweet... You were in the Army? Those are your Army friends in that photo?”

“That’s right, and better guys you won’t find.” I don’t want to elaborate. Not now.

I play with my fork, turning it over and over. Outside, a siren whoops, Winter jumps in her chair.

“It’s okay,” I tell her. “Calm down. You’re safe here.”

She brushes her hair back over her shoulder. “I’m not so sure.”

“The chef here’s a kickboxer the size of a bulldozer. Everyone knows you come in here looking for trouble, you’re going to wind up on the pavement with half your teeth missing.”

“Is that supposed to be reassuring? What happens if you don’t like the food?”

I point down to it. “Come on. You tasted it. No one’s ever disrespected the food here.”

She smiles, but it’s fleeting.

On impulse, I reach across the table and take her hand, surprised how delicate it is in my fingers but also how warm and soft it feels. “Listen, I know you said you didn’t want to get the police involved, but I do have a contact, a friend, who works in the local PD here. He was also in Army with me, in my squad, actually. He’s solid. He could help.”

It’s not like I haven’t considered the possibilities. Winter didn’t just wash in from across the ocean. She must have been out there on a boat, a cruise… something. My guy could run checks, dig up files—a fuck-load more than I can do from the tower.

But Winter isn’t interested. Her hand slides out of mine. She crosses her arms over herself. “Look, Archer, I appreciate the concern, but I have to think first. Can you trust me?”

“Of course,” I reply, putting my hands up. “As I said, I only want to help.”

“And you’ve been a huge help, but I need to figure this out on my own.”

“Okay,” I relent. “It’s your call, but I’m here if you need me, and you’re welcome to stay at my place as long as you like.”

“Just as long as you keep your clothes on,” she grins

I’d forgotten all about our little encounter earlier, though it comes right on back in a second flat. 

Every. Vivid. Detail.

She was lucky I didn’t poke her eye out.

I smirk, nodding easily. “I promise. No more surprises.”

She smiles back, returning to her meal.

We finish up, standing outside where the next wave of nightlife is busy meandering around the streets. It’s an eclectic mix.

A guy on a rainbow-colored Segway goes blasting between us, Winter immediately moving back into position by my side. “Where to now?” she asks.

I look at her stunned. “You’re still hungry?”

She shakes her head. “No, no, no. Any more food and you’ll have to carry me home, but I don’t really want to go back yet.”

I have to smile. “How do you feel about salsa?”

*

The Ball & Chain is a popular club any night of the week, but tonight it’s especially pumping.

“Archer!” the security guard on the door beams, reaching for my hand. “Long time no see, my friend.”

I give him a wink to suggest he can cut the act this time. He winks back in acknowledgement, directing his attention to Winter. “And ma’am. Nice to see you.”

Somewhat shy, Winter hides behind me, continuing to do so as we’re ushered through into the club proper. I stop by the cloak room, Winter looking at the dancefloor with something close to wonder.

I join her. A DJ’s up on stage cranking out an upbeat, heavy salsa groove so thick you could carve it with a knife. “Drink?” I offer, raising my voice to be heard over the music.

I’m surprised when she grabs my hand and basically runs us to the dancefloor. “Let’s dance first!” she shouts.

Now, I like to think my salsa skills are up to scratch, but Winter is something else. She heads right to the middle on the dancefloor and immediately starts sashaying and swinging her hips with such perfect syncopation it’s like the music is part of her.

I try to match her tempo, but her feet are moving like lightning. 

She’s smiling so wide I don’t know where her face starts and her mouth stops, eyes yellow, then blue, then pink in the changing light. “I haven’t danced for so long!” she says, twirling and cheering.

I take her in position and we dance together, but it’s clear she’s doing the leading here. It’s hard work, and being this close to her isn’t exactly helping my concentration. I feel the side of her breast against my arm, the soft weight of it there, the natural, soapy scent of her body as she moves, her hair brushing past my face.

Before long we’ve started to attract attention, a space opening up for us. Winter takes full advantage, leading me into a complex series of breakthroughs. I almost miss a step, correcting just in the nick of time.

Winter’s lips are at my ear, her breath warm on the shell of it. “What’s the problem? Can’t keep up?”

Before I have time to reply she shuttles us into a Noventa, twisting and turning so fast I’m not quite sure what’s up and what’s down before immediately lurching into a slingshot.

We break apart and pull back, the crowd clapping and cheering us on. 

I thought I could dance.

It would appear I was wrong.

I manage to use the shift in music to pull Winter away, reluctantly, from the dancefloor and over to the bar. I order two mojitos and take a seat, my feet, quite literally, burning.

I look at Winter like she’s another person entirely. “Well, you can dance a lot better than you can cook. Where on God’s green earth did you learn to dance like that, and don’t tell me it was your father’s doing?”

Winter seats herself gracefully. I don’t think she’s even broken a sweat. Meanwhile, I’m sitting here like Aquaman.

“It was my mother. She was an excellent dancer.”

“You clearly enjoy it.”

She raises an eyebrow. “You’re not so bad yourself. You actually dance behind the beat, like you should. Not many guys can pull that off, not in a busy, complicated percussion like salsa.”

“I lived in Cuba for a while,” I confess.

“A girl?”

I shake my head. “No, I was young, foolish, travelling the world. I ran out of money there, one thing led to another and before I knew it eight weeks had passed. It’s a beautiful country.”

Winter nods, but I also see sadness welling in her eyes. “Yes. Yes, it is.”

Our drinks arrive, momentarily breaking us out of our reverie. I use it as a chance to change the subject. “Have you ever thought about teaching?”

“Salsa?” she laughs.

“The way you were leading me around that dancefloor…” I give a whistle. “I bet you could teach a cinder block to hit the beat.”

“It looks energetic,” she says, “but the salsa is all about subtlety. It is pure expression, a gentle push and pull of the music… an ocean.”

“I’ve never heard it described that way before. Everyone just tells me it’s the horizontal equivalent of sex.”

I don’t mean to say it, but the line’s so practiced it simply slips out.

Thankfully, Winter seems amused more than anything. “Which tells me you like to dominate in the bedroom, take control. Am I right?”

Well, you’re not wrong. “Perhaps,” I reply coyly.

Suddenly, Winter’s face goes white, the color draining from it completely. I follow her eyes, turning around but unable to see anything in the mix of people there.

I turn back, reaching for her hand. “Winter?”

But it’s like she’s in a trance. She suddenly reaches for my hand, squeezing it hard. “We need to go.”

“Why?” I ask, still looking around for the source of this sudden change in demeanor.

“Please,” she begs, eyes wide and wet.

I stand and usher her around the side of the bar, heading us toward the exit. The whole time she clings to my side, unwilling to let go.

It’s only when we’re back in the apartment, the door closed and bolted, I see her relax, her shoulder sagging back, color returning to her cheeks. 

I stand in front of the door unsure what to do. “Are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

She sighs. “I wouldn’t know where to start.”





CHAPTER SIX

WINTER
“Try me,” says Archer, moving around in front of me. I hadn’t even realized I was standing with my back against the door, blocking it… stopping anyone from getting in.

I take a deep breath and attempt to rationalize this, but my head’s a hot mess. “I thought I saw someone, that’s all.”

Archer is all concern. “I’m guessing it wasn’t Santa Claus. An ex? Old boyfriend?”

I nod, knowing it’s a lie but unable to get the truth out. “Something like that.”

Archer scratches his head. “Jesus, the guy must have really done a number on you to get that kind of reaction. I thought you were having some kind of nervous breakdown.”

I was, I want to reply, because I’m sure of what I saw. It means I’m not as safe as I thought I was, that they’re slowly closing in. Still, I don’t want to leave Archer. “Yes,” I smile, “I just needed to get out of there.”

Archer nods, satisfied, and heads into the kitchen. “How about tea, coffee… something to calm your nerves?”

I don’t want to tell him how shattered and frayed they really are. Given the way he was looking at me in the club, I think he knows. “Yes, thank you.”

His head pops back around the corner. “So, tea or coffee? Which was it?”

Stupid. “Ah, coffee,” I stammer, “strong.”

“One strong coffee coming up.”

It’s with some reluctance I peel myself away from the door and take a seat at the small dining table with Archer. Even sitting there he is the picture of calm solidarity, a rock. My rock. 

I take the coffee with both hands and drink. He wasn’t wrong. It’s seriously strong. Even so, my hands shake as I bring the mug away from my lips. It says ‘I love the Hoff’ on it complete with picture of the man in question flashing that famous Baywatch smile.

I try not to laugh, but it’s too ridiculous. I hold the mug up. “Gift from one of your exes?”

He folds his hands on the table, smiling. “Hey, you don’t disrespect the Hoff, especially in our line of work.”

“Is that what you all aspire to be?”

“David Hasselhoff?” he laughs. “Well, the guy holds a record for the Most Watched Man on TV, looks like he’s barely aged in thirty years, can sing like a bird, and is basically a god. Not to mention he got to ride around in a talking car. I mean, come on, who wouldn’t want to be him?”

“I think most cars talk these days,” I correct. “Let me guess, you ride a motorcycle because you’re such a hunky, beefy slab of man meat.”

“You think I’m hunky?”

I choke on my coffee, doing my best to recover. “Did I say that? Sometimes my mouth just kind of runs along ahead of itself when I’m nervous.”

“You’ve got nothing to be nervous about, not around me.”

I know there’s deeper meaning there, perhaps a hint of suggestion, but I hide myself behind the mug, watching him carefully over the top for any kind of reaction, a clue as to what he has in mind. When it’s not forthcoming, I place the mug down and simply stare.

“What?” he asks, a smile playing on his lips. 

“Oh, nothing. I was just picturing you pounding the sand to the Baywatch theme, sun in your hair…”

“Sand under my feet?” he laughs. “Trust me. The life of a lifeguard is a lot less glamorous than what it’s made out to be. Not every person I pull from the water is a blonde with double Ds and an hourglass figure.”

He backtracks when he sees my expression. “Not that I’m suggesting… that… you know…” He hangs his head in his hands. “Shit, I don’t know what I’m saying.”

I pick up the mug again, my nerves indeed starting to calm. “It’s fine. You’ve done more than enough for me. You don’t have to add personal linguist to the list.”

I realize how close that sounds to something else and blush.

Thank god Archer changes the subject. “Look, it’s my day off tomorrow. How about we get out of here, go and do something fun. What do you say?”

“What did you have in mind?”

He tuts a finger in the air. “Now, now, that would be ruining the surprise, wouldn’t it? So, what do you say? Are you in or are you out?”

I leave him hanging, letting the silence draw out until it’s almost unbearable. “A mystery adventure with Miami Beach’s finest, how could I say no?”

*

We start with breakfast by the beach and I’m starting to think I could get used to this kind of eating, even if I do feel like I’ve gained a hundred pounds each and every meal. I feel guilty eating so much food.

Under a Technicolor sky, Archer suggests a boat ride, but I immediately recoil. To his credit, he doesn’t push me or ask why not. He simply lets it be and moves on.

Mid-morning and we’ve found ourselves on the other side of the bay in what Archer tells me is Miami proper.

We pass an ice cream store. Archer stops, bringing his fingers to the sides of his head with his eyes closed. “Don’t tell me. You’re a cookies ’n’ cream kind of girl. No wait,” he continues, correcting himself, “buttered pecan,” opening his eyes to gauge my reaction. “Plain vanilla? Surely not.”

I shrug. “I’m a simple girl, but isn’t it a bit early for ice cream?”

He raises a curt eyebrow. “It is never too early for ice cream.”

One vanilla single scoop and a monstrous, sugary-loaded freak of an iced creation called a ‘killer cone,’ we sit on a bench nearby and watch the people passing. It’s strange, everyone going about their business with no idea what’s happening in the wider world, everyone caught in their own little bubble.

Archer can see I’m lost in my thoughts. His tongue’s being kept busy stopping his ice cream from turning into a puddle. I have to admit seeing it in action has me considering how it could be put to other, more private uses.

I snap my thighs shut to stem off the growing need there.

But you are attracted to him, aren’t you? I ask myself.

At first it felt like a childish crush, but spending time with him, seeing how he interacts with people who others seem too quick to reject, I think I’m falling for him harder than I realize.

He stops licking, the drip-fest abated for now, locking me with eyes the same Blue Moon hue as the scoop on top of his ice cream. “You look deep in thought.”

I smile, delicately taking a small bite of my ice cream. “I was just thinking what a nice day it is.”

Archer leans back against the bench seat. “Somehow I don’t think the weather’s what’s on your mind.”

“You’re right,” I answer cryptically, looking to change the subject. “Can I ask what it’s like, your job?”

He rocks forward, the top of his arms bulging, the poor t-shirt he’s wearing stretching to accommodate them. “Being a lifeguard, you mean?”

“Yes.”

He takes a moment, nodding to himself and holding his killer cone with two hands. “Well, it’s the best job in the world. You’re at the beach. You’re in the sun. You’re saving lives.”

“Like mine?”

He looks down at his ice cream. “Not everyone’s as easy to save as you were. You get drunk idiots out there, huge, aggressive, or freaked-out kids. They’re panicking, trying to pull you under, and they will. Someone who’s drowning loses all rational thought. Their only focus is breathing, getting above water, and if that means pushing you under to get just an inch higher, closer to that sweet, sweet air, they’ll damn well do it. That’s why we’re trained to throw out our flotation device first, swim to help them once they’re calm. That said, there comes a certain point where you have to think about your safety first before you can save anyone, and you can’t save them all,” he adds.

“It sounds intense.” I can see by the look on his face it is, his own thoughts probably turning to the less-successful rescues, the lost.

“Every summer we’re tested. You’ve got to be able to run a mile in under nine minutes, swim five-hundred meters in under ten minutes, though Miami basically doubles that for good measure. We spend an hour each day doing shuttle runs, swims, drilling rescue scenarios. We’ve got this eighty-pound sack of sand we call Jabba we haul up and down the beach. That’s a real bitch.”

“What about sharks?” I ask, trying to lighten the mood.

“Probably the most misunderstood creature in the ocean, not that we get a great deal of sightings. People freak out when they see a fin, any fin. It’s usually dolphins. Those guys are a blast.”

“You make it sound like they’re friends of yours.”

“I’ve headed out there for a surf early and spotted them. They’ll ride right with you, jumping through the waves, almost taking your damn head off,” he laughs, wide tongue moving out to lap at his ice-cream. 

“If the weather turns,” he says, “it can be kind of miserable. You’re cooped up, the beach is empty, and you basically have to entertain yourself in the tower. Let me tell you, yacking away to someone you don’t get along with for eight hours straight isn’t a good time.”

“What if it was me?” I ask, genuinely curious.

“I’d happily spend eight hours inside with you.”

‘With’—that’s the key word there. Without it that sentence would have a whole different meaning, but I don’t want to read between the lines.

He chomps down on his ice-cream, demolishing half of it in one bite. “Why do I feel like I’m doing all the talking here?”

“No,” I tell him. “I enjoy it. I like listening to you, hearing about your life.”

“Yet I barely know anything about yours.”

I hold up my cone. “You know I like vanilla.”

“Do you like everything in your life plain and uncomplicated?”

“Plain, yes,” I reply, “though I’m always up for some complication.”

“Chaos?”

“I didn’t say that now, but fun, excitement? Sure. Who doesn’t want those things in life?”

We finish our ice creams and Archer takes my hand. It’s the first real contact we’ve had, but I’m happy to let him do it, to enjoy the feel of his skin against mine even if it is only a couple of fingers twined together.

Walking the streets of Miami, we could be any couple out for the day, tourists even.

We’re stopped at a pedestrian crossing, side by side when a jaywalker shoves into me on their way through the intersection. The jolt knocks me into Archer’s arms.

For a brief moment he holds me there, my face, my lips, so near to his own, so close I can make out the individual pores on his face, feel the warm brush of his breath against my skin.

I find his eyes and our heads move closer together… until a horn blast from the intersection snaps us apart, the moment lost.

Seems the jaywalker almost wound up splattered across someone’s windshield.

We continue to walk until we come to a large area, a square of sorts in the middle of town.

“Where are we?” I ask, looking around in fascination.

Ever the eager tour guide, Archer responds, “Welcome to the Wynwood Walls, the most Instagrammed place in America.”

I’m so spellbound by the giant, colorful street art everywhere I look that it takes me a while to respond. “I don’t have Instagram. I don’t even have a phone.”

That takes him back. He swings around in front of me still holding my hand. “You don’t? But you seem fairly up to date on things. Where do you get your information?”

“I go to the library, use the internet there.”

He looks behind me, between my feet, over my shoulder. “Did I miss the time machine because, girl, you’re living in the past.”

I roll my eyes, tugging him towards a towering mural of a girl with fire for hair. “This is free?”

Archer nods. “One of the world’s great free outdoor art galleries, yes. A complete hipster-fest. But I don’t know. I like it here. There’s a good energy to the place.”

I know what he means. The crowd is young and trendy, the vibe almost overpoweringly cool.

“This area used to be one you’d steer clear of—literally. I’m talking taxi drivers would avoid it. It was all warehouses run by street gangs, full of drugs and crime.”

“Drugs?” I ask, squeezing his hand tight. 

“Not anymore. I mean, there’s probably someone running around with a few joints, but it’s been, what do they call it? Revitalized? Gentrified? Look at it now. It’s a tourist hot spot.”

“How long has it been here?”

“Midtown was developed around the early two-thousands, a guy called Tony Goldman—great name—bringing it up to speed, talked about making this American Riviera.”

I’m still taking it all in. The colors are so strong and vibrant. It’s like the murals are leaping off the wall. “It’s extraordinary.”

“The best street artists in the world come here. It’s the place to have your work seen, to be seen.”

“Is that why you like coming here, to show off?”

He lifts up his arm, flexing his bicep. “We’ve got beaches for that.” He stops, pointing through a gap in the wall. “Funnily enough, you move a few blocks south that way and you’re back in the mean streets. There’s a warning sign about it, actually, right there.”

I press down the sudden urge to leave. I don’t want this to end, no matter the danger. Holding Archer’s hand, I feel safe, untouchable.

I think about the almost-kiss. We were so close, his lips almost on mine. A flicker of heat rushes between my thighs, snakes its way up my spine, and explodes in my head like a shower of champagne. That is the effect he is having on me.

We continue to walk, Archer pointing out artworks of interest and proving surprisingly knowledgeable on the subject given his beach bum—albeit a very toned beach bum—demeanor. 

We spend almost two hours admiring the art and adjoining galleries and stores. It’s well into the afternoon by the time we finish, the clear sky now blanketed in high cirrus clouds that have swept in from the south.

I never want the day to end. It’s been joyous, nothing short of an affirmation of life, of what could be.

We stand back in the street and I doubt even a sudden rainstorm could wipe the smile from my face.

“Where to now?” I ask.

Archer smiles. “Isn’t it obvious?” he says, holding his belly. “We’re going to eat.”





CHAPTER SEVEN

ARCHER

The dream starts off the same way it always does. I’m heading out back, way past the breakers, but the swell’s massive. I see her, struggling to stay above water.

I swim harder, but she only gets further and further away, the shore slipping away behind my shoulder until it’s gone for good and there’s no girl, no land—just the infinite ocean.

There’s a scream, but when I open my eyes I realize it’s not mine.

It takes my sleep-addled brain a moment to work out exactly what’s going on, that my bed’s not empty.

Winter’s tucked up into my back, one hand draped over my side, the other clutching at her pillow. Her face is twisted, eyes moving fast beneath her eyelids, and her mouth caught open.

“Don’t,” she begs, her fingernails digging into my side. “Don’t, please. Don’t hurt him.”

I roll over, also noticing she has a bare leg thrown over my hip. I can feel the warm heat of her against my lower back, nothing but boxers separating skin from skin.

I snap out of it, turning and gently trying to shake her awake. “Hey, hey, it’s okay.”

“Don’t!” she suddenly screams. “I’ll do it, I promise. I’ll do it.”

I shake a little harder as she starts to fling about, halfway to a full-on convulsion. “Winter, wake up.”

Slowly, her eyes begin to flicker open, darting around the room until they find mine and settle in the dim light.

I can see the way the shirt she’s wearing billows in and out between her breasts, the way she tries to regulate her breathing.

Her mouth remains open. “I, I—”

“Hey, you’re good,” I tell her, trying to keep myself an appropriate distance, my hands up in a non-threatening manner. “I’m here—Archer. Remember?”

She must have sleep-walked right in here again, I realize, somehow lifted the blankets and simply slipped in. God knows how I didn’t notice a beautiful woman basically dry-humping me from behind.

Too lost in your own nightmares, my head interjects.

She’s starting to realize where she is, confused. She pulls the blanket tighter around herself, lifting from the bed and bringing her free hand to her head. “Not again. Did we? This time?”

I sit up on an elbow and shake my head. “Not by my recollection.”

I’m desperately resisting the urge to reach for her. “You okay? Looked like you were having a nightmare. You were telling someone you didn’t want to do it? Whatever ‘it’ is. We can talk about it, if you want.”

And for the first time I can actually see her considering it, but in the end she tucks her head into her shoulder, shaking her head. “It was nothing. No biggie.”

“You sure? I thought you were going to convulse your way right out of the bed for a moment there.”

She bobs up and down, the mattress springing away below. “It is a nice bed.”

You can stay if you like, I almost say, thinking better than to take advantage of a sleep-walking live wire of anxiety. “We can swap if you want.”

She slowly backs away under the covers, swinging her legs over the bed and standing. 

Running on autopilot, my eyes drop downwards. She follows them and sees, like me, the t-shirt I gave her barely reaches her belly. She tugs it down, which only makes her breasts stand out more, nipples pressed against the fabric like small acorns. “I should, ah…”

“Yeah,” I kind of wave, “get back to bed, grab some rest. Big day tomorrow.”

“Is it?” she asks.

“It’s always big with me,” I reply, mentally slapping myself for how overtly sexual it sounds.

“O-kay,” she says, backing up to the door. “Goodnight then?”

And fuck knows why, but I salute. I actually salute her goodnight. “Goodnight, Winter.”

“Goodnight, Archer,” comes the equally awkward reply.

She turns, the top of the t-shirt caught in the waistband of her boxers, two perfect, peachy orbs of ass staring right back at me. They’re basically begging me to get up and go get her, but I keep myself on leash knowing this is not the time, and definitely not the moment.

*

The awkwardness runs right through the following morning. Winter gets up—dressed this time—making her way into the kitchen with the stealth of an alley cat.

“Morning,” she says behind me, taking me by such surprise I almost flip the pancake I’m tossing right to the roof.

I turn, bringing my attention away from the pan. “Good morning. I hope you like pancakes.”

“So that’s what the whipped cream is for?”

Among other things, I think.

“I went out earlier and got some fresh strawberries, bananas… It’s basically a fruit salad in the fridge.”

She looks at me incredulously. “Earlier,” eyes wandering up to the clock on the wall. “It’s seven AM.”

“And my shift starts at eight, but I didn’t want you to go hungry, considering your kick-ass cooking skills.”

She tilts her head to the side, lips tightly together. “That’s not going to win you any brownie points, you know.”

“I did save your life,” I tell her, waving the spatula around like it’s a magic wand.

She takes a step closer. “You did, and I’m in your debt, but insult a woman’s cooking and…”

I laugh, crossing my arms. “Whatever that was the other night, it wasn’t cooking. I mean, we could have scraped it out, sold it off as charcoal perhaps…”

She slaps me on the arm, the first real sign of physical contact between us that hasn’t been life-or-death, or via sleepwalking. I don’t think it goes unnoticed.

Winter clears her throat and takes a step back. “So, you’ve got a shift today.”

“All day, sorry. Do you want some money for the shops? Or you could stroll the beach—lots to see.”

“I think I’ll stay put,” she says.

“Your call.”

She looks past me. “By the way, Gordon Ramsey, looks like your pancakes are burning.”

“Shit!” I stammer, spinning around and flipping the pancake in the pan only to be met with a lovely shade of emo black. “Fuck.”

Winter’s loving it, of course, bent over herself in hysterics. “What’s that saying about throwing rocks from glass houses? Is that how it goes?”

The pancake in question goes straight into the trash. I point the spatula at her. “You better watch that tone, young lady”

“Why? What are you going to do? Spank me?”

If blood wasn’t rushing to my cock before, it basically floods there now at the thought of her bare ass in front of me, bent over my knee.

She realizes what she’s said, her cheeks turning a wonderful shade of I-fucked-up red.

I let her simmer in it for a bit, pouring the next pancake. “Ask and maybe, just maybe,” I speak down to the pan, “you shall receive.”

*

It’s flat as a tack out there today, which naturally means all the trouble migrates to the beach. By the end of the shift I’m completely exhausted, my throat dry from shouting at idiot after idiot.

After our shift, I head with Robbie to Bar None, but a rather full-breasted redhead steals him away to fuck knows where. I’m left alone at the bar with a semi-warm Corona. My thoughts turn to Winter. In-between the idiot convention, she’s all I’ve been thinking about.

It’s then I spot a familiar face sitting on the other side of the bar.

We see each other at the same time. 

Liam points to himself, back to me. I indicate the spare stool beside myself. Ten seconds later he’s sitting next to me, sliding his half-empty beer onto the bar.

He shakes his head for a moment. “Archer. Fuck me. It’s been a while.”

I notice he’s still in uniform, the blue and black get-up of the Miami Beach Police. “It has. How’s the Force treating you?”

He shrugs. “Shitty pay, a fuck-load of jerk-offs out there, but hey, at least we’re not buried up to our necks in sand and extremists, right?”

He’s referring to our Afghanistan tour. The sand got everywhere—nostrils, bed, clothes, right up in your asshole where the sun don’t shine. “Feels like forever ago.”

He takes up his beer. “Fucking hey. And you?” he says, glancing at my uniform. “Still pulling idiots out of the water and fighting the hordes?”

“Something like that,” I nod, staring down into the pale yellow of my Corona.

I think of Winter and realize this is my chance. She said she didn’t want to go to the cops, but there’d be no harm asking Liam his professional opinion, get his take on things.

I decide to keep it casual. “Speaking of things being pulled out of the water, I rescued a girl just the other night.”

“Fuck me. They’ve got you doing night shifts now?”

“No, no. I left something at the tower and spotted her out there halfway to death, pulled her in.”

“She’s hot, isn’t she? Did she grow legs and run off, tell you her daddy is Titan, king of the ocean?”

I shove him with my shoulder. “Fuck you, and yeah, she’s attractive.”

“What was she doing out there after dark?”

I wish I knew, I think. “I’m not sure. She was pretty quiet about the whole thing, wouldn’t tell me anything.”

I don’t want to mention the girl in question is staying with me just yet, that I didn’t even log the rescue.

“You think she was in some kind of trouble?” asks Liam, clueing in.

“Trouble? For sure, but what kind I have no fucking idea.”

“You patched her up and sent her on her way, or is she back at your place tied to the bed?”

I know he’s joking, but it still takes me off guard. “I’m a gentleman. You know that.”

He slaps his hand into the bar. “Fuck the fuck off. If you’re a gentleman, I’m the King of England. Seriously, what happened?”

I’m almost tempted to spill everything and bring him in, but I don’t know enough yet, and I don’t want to go against Winter’s wishes to not get the authorities involved.  Selfishly perhaps, maybe I want to keep her around a little longer. I shrug. “The usual. Protocol, you know.”

“As long as you’ve got her number. Never know when she might be up for a bit more mouth-to-mouth, right… or is it mouth-to-cock?”

I do my best to smile. “Right.”

But Liam and I have known each other too long. When you serve together you develop a rapport with the people around you that’s unmatched in the civilian world, a bond that’s almost like a sixth sense.

He takes my shoulder. “If you need something, you’d tell me, wouldn’t you? I can help.”

“I know,” I reply, doing my best not to reveal my tells. 

“If it’s to do with your mermaid, fucking let me know. I’ll put Miami’s finest to work, get you some answers. After all,” he taps his head, “knowledge is power.”

His phone buzzes between us. He reaches down to take it out, cursing when he sees the number. “My ex. She’s bleeding me fucking dry. Between the repayments for the new place, the alimony… I need a major cash injection, my brother, right fucking now.”

I raise my hands. “Don’t go looking at me. They’re paying us the same peanuts as you.”

He stands, drinking what’s left of his beer and wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Good to see you again, man. You let me know if you need anything, okay?”

I take his hand. “Will do. Stay safe.”

“Likewise,” he replies, smiling before turning to weave his way through the bar crowd.

I continue to stare down into my Corona wondering if I should have said more, wondering if I said too much.





CHAPTER EIGHT

WINTER

I can’t cook, but I can clean. God knows I’ve done my share of that. I start in the kitchen, which still smells like a cigar room, and work my way out into the lounge and bedrooms.

As I do, I take in the small things that make up Archer’s apartment. Yes, it’s clear there’s a single man living here, but there is a running order to the chaos. As far as bachelor pads go, it’s definitely on the neater side. And the board games. They run completely against the bad boy exterior.

I consider what to do next, my hands moving autonomously. I think of dinner, dancing, opening my eyes on the beach to find him staring back at me, my savior. 

Careful. It sounds like you’re getting attached, I warn myself.

Immediately, my mind turns to darker things, of how I came to be in this predicament in the first place.

But it could have been far worse, couldn’t it?

I think of the alternative and shudder, bringing myself back to the task at hand.

I’m cleaning down the side of his drawers when I notice something stuck behind them and the wall. I reach in and pull it out, blowing dust off the front of it. It’s a certificate for an ‘Award of Outstanding Service’ dated two years ago.

There’s a newspaper clipping attached to it. The headline reads, ‘Local Lifeguard Saves School Children.’ I skim the article quickly expecting Archer to arrive home at any moment, almost feeling taboo doing so.

The article says a group of school children were swimming off Miami Beach when a strong current began to pull them away from shore. It appears Archer was first in the water, saving four children, two girls and two boys, but a fifth was lost when Archer was unable to revive her before the ambulance arrived.

I place the certificate and article back behind the drawer with a new perspective. I can’t even imagine what it would be like to lose someone, to rescue them only to have them slip away back on shore against your better efforts. I know now why Archer looked so distant when we were discussing his job that day in town.

A knock on the door causes me to jump. I bring a hand up to my chest breathing harder than normal and get up, running to the front door to greet him home. I unlatch the door and swing it wide smiling, keen to see him, but the person standing there isn’t Archer.

Immediately, I shrink back into the apartment.

“Ah, hi,” the stranger says, looking confused, “is Archer home?”

The man’s in a police uniform, about the same age as Archer. He looks familiar, but I can’t place where I’ve seen him. All I’m thinking about is why he’s here.

I shake my head slowly, going to close the door, but he holds it open with one hand.

Paranoia sweeps through me, every instinct telling me this isn’t right, that I should run. Police can’t be trusted where I’m from. They’re as dirty as the criminals—more so because they sit in a position of power.

“I’m sorry,” he says, smiling with his free hand out in a sign of submission, “I’m Liam, one of Archer’s Army buddies from way back.”

I flinch as he goes to take something from his pocket, thinking he’s reaching for his weapon. “It’s okay,” he says, holding his free hand higher and drawing out what looks like a cell phone with the other, holding it up to me. “Archer left this at the bar. That’s all. I thought I’d drop it back. Here,” he passes it to me.

I take, or snatch it rather, pulling back inside and placing it on the shelf next to the door.

This Liam scratches his head. “Not one for talking, hey?” He tries to look past me. “Are you guys… together?”

I want to close the door. I want this person to go, but I can’t seem to speak or act, frozen on the spot.

He’s looking at my shoulder, pointing. “What’s that there? Some kind of tattoo?”

I pull my shirt back into place, finally finding my voice. “It’s nothing.” I smile.

Liam clicks his fingers. “Say, you’re not the girl Archer rescued the other night, are you?”

A cold chill runs down my back. He told him. Archer told him, the ‘police friend’ he was talking about. It’s all making sense now.

Damn it. I told him not to say anything, not to go to the police, and here he is, right in front of me. I can’t stop the feeling of betrayal that washes over me.

Liam goes to step forward. “Hey, you okay?”

I take a step back, still holding the door.

Both of Liam’s hands go out. “It’s alright. It’s okay. I’m a cop. If you’re in trouble, I can help. Here,” he says, fishing in his back pocket and returning with a business card. “Take it,” he says. “My number’s right there.”

I take it and place it next to Archer’s cell.

My mind’s racing ahead of me. The lost phone is a ploy, a way to get this friend here, trying to earn my trust, tell him what I couldn’t tell Archer.

You’ve been played.

I look at the gun holstered by Liam’s side shiny and black, look back to his eyes that don’t seem convinced I should be here, eyes that seem to see right through me.

“I’ve got to go. I’m sorry,” I tell him, and slam the door closed, harder than I intend to.

I press my ear against it, listening, expecting the officer to knock again or call out, but instead I hear his footsteps echoing down the hall.

I slump to the ground with my hands on my head, rocking there.

How could he? I wonder.

Archer went behind my back. He damn well betrayed me.

I don’t know why I trusted him in the first place.

Because he saved your life. Because he took you in, my head retorts. You’d be dead if it wasn’t for him.

Now, with the police involved, I’ll be dead because of him.

It’s all gone to hell and there’s nothing I can do.

There is, a voice whispers.

I suddenly realize what my next move must be. It’s a hard decision, but it has to be made. The police know I’m here. How long before they do?

I snap into action, running to Archer’s bedroom and finding an old leather duffle bag in the top of the wardrobe. I fill it quickly with whatever clothes I can find, take the money he left me on the table and food from the cupboard. I don’t know how long it will be before I can stop. All I know is I have to get as far away from here as possible.





CHAPTER NINE

ARCHER

I arrive back at the apartment, arms loaded full of groceries. I manage to lever myself against the wall and fish for my keys in my pocket, something of a contortionist act to get the damn door open.

“Winter?” I call out, trying to shuffle inside as best I can.

“Winter?” I try again, dumping the groceries on the kitchen counter, taking a moment to catch my breath. Place still smells like smoke, but I smile at the thought; thinking of her, how much life she’s brought into this apartment these few last days.

I go to call again when I realize she hasn’t responded. Surely she heard me.

Concern starts to eat away at me as I move through the apartment, but it’s not the Taj Mahal. I get through the whole place in two minutes, ending up in my bedroom. That’s when I notice the closet door is open. My eyes look up and see where the bags on the top shelf have been moved around, my old leather duffle from my Army days missing.

Shit, I think, moving quickly back through the apartment for anything I might have missed. I start piecing it all together fast after that.

The money I left on the table is gone, as are all the clothes I left out for her, but the most obvious clue is my cell, sitting on the shelf beside the door.

I check my pockets, realizing I left it back at Bar None.

But it’s the business card sitting next to it that seals my suspicions. It’s Liam’s, which means he came here while I was getting the groceries.

I pace around the lounge room holding the business card and trying to work out what happened.

He came here with my cell, to give it back.

But how did he know where you were living? I consider.

He’s a fucking cop. Of course he could find out.

I flick the card in my hand.

So, he comes here, and Winter opens the door thinking it’s me, but it’s a cop, the police, so she freaks out.

Realization dawns. 

“She thought I went behind her back,” I say to myself. “She thinks I fucked her over.”

And now she’s gone.

I kick the closest thing I can find, which just so happens to be the floor lamp. It wavers but doesn’t fall. “Fuck!” I yell.

Think, I tell myself, and think fucking fast. Where would she go?

I’ve got no idea. Between the bar and groceries couldn’t be any more than half an hour, but she could be anywhere by now. Still, she’d most likely be travelling by foot, which does narrow down the search radius.

I consider calling Liam, but what would she think then? If she feels betrayed now, how’s she going to feel when the Boys in Blue show up, at my bequest?

It’s all fucked.

I kick the lamp again, but it does little to dampen my frustration.

I tap my head with two fists. “Think, motherfucker, think. Focus.”

I concentrate on my breathing as we were taught in the Force, let it flow in and out of my lungs until my heart rate slows and my head begins to clear. It’s then, and only then, I know what to do.

*

It’s a short walk from my apartment to the bus station. It’s the same one we were at when we went across the bay to see the Wynwood Walls, but I sprint the whole way there with a sole, singular focus.

I don’t know if this is where she’d go for sure, but it’s my best shot.

You should have left her a cell, I think, a way to reach you.

I skip around a mother walking a stroller and mutter an apology, bolting across the road in front of a blue sedan.

I’m surprised how off-kilter I am. There are plenty of chances for an adrenaline rush in the day-to-day of a lifeguard, but after a while you learn to suppress it. My stint in the Army helped. Nothing gets the blood pumping like bullets pinging into the wall beside you, the imminent threat of death, but it’s different out there in the water. It adds an extra element of unpredictability that can be addictive if you let it. That’s when it gets dangerous. That’s when you push yourself too far.

It’s what I feel now—that unpredictability and the flood of strong emotions that follows, plenty of which I know is because I’ve developed feelings for this girl. I saved her life and now I feel tied to it somehow, like it’s my job to safely guide her on.

But you want more, don’t you? my head intervenes. You want her.

There’s some truth to that, thrill in the chase, but again, I suppress it and try to rein my focus in to concentrate on the task at hand: Fucking finding her.

I’m almost at the bus station, the flow of peak hour pedestrians and traffic making things close to a nightmare. I round the final corner and clip someone’s shoulder, throwing my hand up in apology and stopping when I realize I’ve seen this individual before, at the tower with Robbie, the one who came asking if we’d seen anything the other day, the fucking dude with the teardrop tatt ripped right out of a comic book.

He sees me and slips away back into the flow of pedestrians.

I shake it off and continue to run on, moving as quick as I can for the bus stop we were at the other day. I remember pointing out to her exactly how it all worked, which number to take and how to navigate once you're in Miami proper.

I glance up and notice the security cameras dotted around the station, but they’ll be little use. It’s not like I can storm into the security office, flash my board shorts and expect an open book.

I circle the station once, twice, standing there with my hands on my head, grinding my teeth in frustration. 

“Shit,” I grunt.

I’m about to move on when I spot a girl who looks like Winter exiting the women’s bathroom to the right.

Pushing people to the side, I try to get over there, but a procession of tourists cuts in front of me, walking around like garish zombies. By the time I get past them she’s gone again.

“Fuck!” I yell aloud.

“Archer?”

I spin around and there she is, my missing bag in her hand.

I rush forward and take her into my arms. “Winter. Jesus. What were you thinking?”

She pushes away from me. “I was thinking you went to that cop friend of yours when I explicitly told you not to.”

I’ve been concentrating so hard on finding her I hadn’t considered what I was going to say when I did.

I rub my chin, people swirling around us. This is far from the best place or time for this, but if I don’t say something now, she’ll walk.

“You’re right,” I tell her. “You’re completely right, but you’ve got to understand it wasn’t pre-orchestrated. We bumped into each other and got talking. I didn’t mention any details, didn’t tell him how I found you—none of that.”

I see her soften, but she’s still unconvinced. She drops the bag, speaking with her hands. “I still don’t know who to trust.”

I jab at myself, ignoring the curious looks of bystanders. “You can trust me. I promised you I’d keep you safe and I fucking well mean it.”

I take her hands. Again, they’re far more delicate than I expected, feathers in my fingers. “I. Will. Keep. You. Safe. Got it? I don’t know how I can make it any clearer.”

She nods quietly. “And you didn’t go to your friend deliberately?”

I place my hand on my heart. “On my mother’s life.”

She sighs and looks around but doesn’t let go of my hands. A tear runs down her face. “I just want to go home.”

I hang my head. “I don’t know where home is for you, but here, in Miami, I can give you one, for as long as you want. So, tell me, do you want to go home?”

She looks up at me with glassy eyes, nodding. 

I smile and pick up the bag. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”





CHAPTER TEN

WINTER

I collapse into his arms the moment the front door of the apartment closes. I can smell his dark mussed hair, hyper-aware of the hard warmth of his body against mine.

I know I’ll have to tell him soon what happened. He deserves to know the truth, but right now all I want to do is stay in his arms.

He’s breathing down my neck. It’s warm and ticklish, a strange mix of sensation pooling at the private space between my thighs.

I don’t know what I was thinking. I could have been taken out there… or worse.

I shiver and he holds me away from him.

“Are you cold?” he asks, ocean eyes all concern.

“No,” I reply simply.

It’s the best feeling in the world being held by him, supported by his strong arms and muscular frame, to take in the fresh, saltwater-and-surf wax scent of his body. I can hear music down below in the street. It provides a distant soundtrack, a pulsing beat to the music that’s already thrumming through my body.

I don’t know why, but I reach up to touch his face, fingers dancing on his jawline, his stubble ticklish where it passes beneath my skin.

His hand moves up to cover mine, pressing it against his face. It’s hot, smoother than I expected.

His voice is a deep rasp when he speaks. “Are you sure about this?”

My breath catches and I’m unable to reply, forced to nod instead because I know this is the moment. We both want this, need this.

We’re so close. His mouth has to be less than an inch from my own. It’s so inviting, his lips so soft…

I swallow hard, wait a second, and then he’s kissing me.

It starts firm, a press of lips to lips, his hand gliding over my lower back. It’s incredible, the sun breaking through storm clouds, light beaming out left, right, and center. His mouth moves over mine and I can’t hold back the new pleasure that spirals down my spine.

I bring my hands around his neck and deepen the kiss, allowing my tongue to slip past his lips and into the fruity cavern of his mouth. He groans at that—a small, delicate sound in strong juxtaposition to his bulky form. I gasp in turn, the kiss becoming more and more intense, his lips moving frantically against my own.

Our tongues tangle together, chests heaving as one. We press tighter and tighter until there’s no daylight between us, nothing to identify where Archer starts and I end.

I shift my hips slightly, ever aware of the growing bulge in his pants.

But this is more than a simple kiss. It feels right. What seemed fragmented and split before has been pieced together. In his arms, his mouth on mine, I am whole.

I have to break the kiss to breathe, drawing air deep and long into my lungs, my body buzzing.

He licks his lips, his mouth finding mine with fresh hunger.

My heart’s pounding against my rib cage, galloping along faster and faster. I want to feel this way forever. I never want it to end.

I break away again, locking eyes with him. “Take me to the bedroom,” I say.

He nods, scooping me up under the legs and carrying me swiftly towards the master bedroom.

The shutters are semi-open, a mesh crisscross of light spread across the room—an Escher drawing come to life. People are celebrating outside, but it’s nothing compared to the energy in this room.

He lets me down at the edge of the bed, pulling my skirt all the way up, bunching it around my waist while his mouth continues work over mine above.

One hand goes between my legs, rubbing me through the wet cotton of my panties. No man has ever touched me there before, the bold sensation that follows forces me to suck in a cold lungful of oxygen.

My body tenses, releases—a coil of need building.

He slips his hand down the front of my panties, the tip of his middle finger dipping into slick heat there and forcing an expulsion of sound from between my lips, new and alien.

I have to break away to breathe, leaning against his shoulder and muttering “Oh, God” over and over, a quiet prayer against this onslaught.

He stops when his finger comes up against my hymen.

He pulls back. “Holy shit. Are you…?”

I nod, embarrassed. “Is that okay?”

He smiles. “It’s perfect,” he whispers kissing me again, removing his hand.

He cradles me in his arms, lowering me down onto the bed and taking hold of my legs, dragging me to the edge of it.

My skirt bunches around my torso, my breath hitching again when he slowly brings my legs together, peeling my panties away. He unhooks them from my ankle and lets the warm ball fall to the floor.

“What are you doing?” I ask, my nerves getting the better of me when he begins to spread my thighs, kneeling there at the edge of his bed, his breath a hot apparition against my bare sex.

I’ve never let anyone look at me so intimately, shamed and embarrassed until I see that animal hunger in his eyes again, the way his body tenses drawing closer to my core.

“Arch—” but my words are caught when his mouth presses against me.

He starts slowly, kissing the insides of my thighs, holding me tight while I squirm and moan above in anticipation.

The tip of his tongue flickers over my clit and my eyes snap closed, spine bent towards the ceiling. I feel him all the way from my sex to the tight pillars of my nipples.

He sucks at my clit, his masterful tongue bringing me closer and closer to something I’ve never felt before only that I know it’s great and large and utterly terrifying.

I moan and rock my head from side to side, reaching out and finding him, slowly grinding against his face. His stubble brushes the bottom of my sex, his chin working there as he laps and licks, bringing me quicker towards the inevitable.

I’ve never had an orgasm, never come, but even so I know what’s about to happen, can feel the way my body flushes from head to toe, that tightness pulling inwards, tighter and tighter until there’s no going back.

He spreads me with his fingers and groans, dipping his tongue into the slick mouth of my sex.

I purr and moan aloud. I’m louder than I should be, unrestrained, but I don’t care. All I can think about is Archer—his lips, his tongue, the beautiful texture of it all against my wanton flesh.

He brings his attention back to my clit, strong hands spreading my thighs further, the sensation ratcheting up and up until I can almost see it there behind my eyelids, the end result, the ‘little death.’

Just when I’m about to crest over, my entire body tight as a piano wire, he pulls away and stands.

I sit up on my elbows breathing hard and labored, watch as he works at his belt and zipper, each movement quick and calculated, the animal hunger never leaving his eyes as he watches me, the aquamarine of them switching between my lips and the hot space below.

His cock comes free hard and long, far bigger than I remember from the other day. I’ve never really seen one up close before, appreciated the sleek look of the glans and shaft, the velveteen length of it all.

Archer moves to the drawers beside the bed. I hear a wrapper being undone and know he’s sheathing himself, returning to edge of the bed and pressing me back, climbing over me with his cock in hand and cool eyes above.

I take his face and press my lips to his, tighten further when I taste myself on them.

I gasp against his lips when he positions himself against me, spreading my legs wider so he slips in a fraction of an inch, poised there to take me.

“Are you ready?” he asks.

I take in a deep breath and nod.

For a moment he stops and we stare at each other, spellbound.

The world passes between us.

Need.

Fear.

Desire.

I hold his gaze, hold it as he slowly sinks into me with a single, fluid push.

I yelp, eyelids fluttering closed momentarily as my virginity is taken.

He holds himself there, one hand moving to hold the side of my face. “Are you okay?” he asks, his concern in such contrast to what I expected.

“Yes,” I whisper, reaching for his hips. “Keep going.”

He draws back and rocks forward again, running deeper into my wetness.

I let out a faltering breath and grip him tighter, urge him on with my hips.

He starts moving and the pain begins to subside and give way to pleasure. It’s unlike anything I’ve experienced, the shift from one to another, the pleasure building the more he moves, the more of his manhood that is swallowed up by my body.

He moves slowly at first, the urgency growing until I’m begging him to take me harder, deeper, rocking against his cock as it runs into me.

A fever builds between us, a waiting eruption simmering under the surface of my skin. I push my hips back and he thrusts forward hard, almost to the end of me, fresh moans coming from my mouth, my fingers dipping deep into his sides.

“Yes,” I moan, smiling against it all, “yes.”

He places a hand on my hips and pounds into me with abandon, fucking me hard and showing no remorse for it.

My body adjusts slowly, stretching to accommodate his cock, softening and reshaping itself around him.

I do my best to relax, to shift deep into a total and complete calm, but it’s useless.

He forges into me deeper and deeper. I can feel his cock twitching inside me, his own release imminent. I swivel my hips, lock my ankles against his back, a whole new slew of sensation following as his cock finds a new angle inside my aching pussy.

Embers of that coming firestorm fan into flame, rising higher and higher until he pulls back to the slackened mouth of my sex, holding himself there, teasing me until I beg him to continue, thrashing below.

He runs into me long, deeper than before, his shaft lightning, nerves set alight inside the hot channel of my sex. He brings his full weight against my body, driving me deep into the bed. It all merges in my periphery, the neon colors of the streets below, the ocean, the cut light of the apartment.

With every thrust his hard body presses against my clit. My focus shifts to that small spot of sensation and I know my first climax is imminent. I bring my hands up to his shoulders, bear against him with everything I have.

His neck drops, his lips against my ear. “Come,” he says.

I do, soaring higher and higher until there’s nowhere else to go. I scream, I think, and convulse, exploding with new pleasure that clutches my entire body, my sex gripping and releasing his beautiful cock in quick contractions, forcing his orgasm.

He stiffens against me, a long, guttural groan following as he thrusts one final time and finds his release.

His lips cover mine and our tongues meet. We laugh and smile, Archer collapsing sideways, his cock coming free to slap against the side of his leg.

He holds my thigh over him, the two of us staring up at the bands of light on the ceiling, the celebrations continuing outside.

He looks over.

“What’s this?” he asks, fingertips running over the brand on my shoulder, the one his friend mistakenly thought was a tattoo. 

“Just something silly I did when I was a teenager,” I lie.

He studies it. “It looks familiar.”

I silence him with a kiss.

“That was my first orgasm, you know,” I tell him, changing the subject.

He plays with a long strand of my hair, looping it around my finger. “How do you know if you’ve never had one?” he queries, one eyebrow raised.

I can still feel where he was inside me, the afterglow of his cock. “Female intuition, I suppose.”

“Well, you did. I felt it.”

“You did?”

“Sure. So fucking hot.”

Silence falls. I feel compelled to fill it.

“Have you ever had a girlfriend?” I ask cautiously. “I mean, I know you’ve had,” unable to find the right way to phrase this, “women… but has there been anyone special?”

He kisses my forehead. “Like you?”

“Come on,” I tease, walking my fingers over the tight tessellations of his abs. “Tell me. I want to know everything about you.”

He draws in a breath. “Actually, I was engaged once upon a time.”

I sit up a bit in surprise. “You were?”

“We met when I was working at this marina during college, had a whole future planned out together.”

“What happened?”

“I joined the Army and she cheated on me while I was on tour, screwed another guy while I was out,” using air-quotes, “‘fighting for freedom’.”

“I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“It was a long time ago. I’ve moved on.”

But I can still see the echo of hurt sketched into his features. Whatever this woman did scarred him for life.

And I want to tear her eyes out.

He holds me tighter, pulling me into the warmth of his side. “It doesn’t matter, because now I have you. Who could want anything more?”

I smile, lay on his chest, but it fades when I think of the lies. Because breaking someone’s trust, especially someone who has been burned before, is like crumpling up a perfect piece of paper. You can smooth it over, but it’s never going to be the same again.





CHAPTER ELEVEN

ARCHER

You’ve fallen for her, haven’t you? You’ve fallen for her hard.

My head, usually the point of irrationality, is spot-on for once. How has this girl who washed up into my life suddenly taken it over? A girl who I still know so little about yet feel like I’ve known forever.

I had a process, a system of quick and dirty hookups that would leave me satisfied, albeit briefly, before the next. I was living the dream.

But I know that satisfaction was only physical, and rarely even complete. No, what Winter provides me is what I’ve been missing all along but never able to place my finger on—emotional satisfaction, something to grab onto to stay afloat, a light cutting through the fog.

I’m leaning against the doorway watching her sleep. It’s almost mid-morning but I don’t want to wake her, to disturb what basically amounts to a scene so perfect it could have been painted by an old master, a modern Sleeping Venus.

She might have been a virgin yesterday, but I know the woman who will wake now will be hungry to explore her sexuality. It’s a privilege in a way, an honor to share that journey with her. 

My cock hardens at the thought of how she felt, how it was to be inside her, connecting with her on a far deeper level than most women who pass through these hallowed halls. It wasn’t just sex. It was an elevation, a transcendent experience.

Can you even hear yourself?

I can alright—loud and clear.

Her eyes flicker open and she sees me watching her. She makes no attempt to cover herself up, surprisingly confident now in her nakedness. “Good morning.”

“Good morning,” I reply, “and most definitely a good night.”

She buries her face in the pillow. “Mmm, you can say that again.”

“How are you feeling?”

She sits up, nipples a hot, rosy red. “Absolutely wonderful,” she replies, enunciating each syllable.

“Shall I start breakfast?”

“The best night of my life followed by breakfast in bed—a woman could get used to such things.”

“My woman,” I smile.

She sits up straighter, feigning surprise. “Oh, really? And what makes you think you own me, Mr. Big Shot?”

“Could be that nice ol’ handprint of mine on your ass.”

She kneels up and looks behind herself no doubt expecting to see the handprint in question, and hell, I’d leave my hand glued to that perfect ass if I could.

She looks back at me with a short smirk. “A lifeguard and a comedian. Do the two occupations go hand in hand?”

“Baby,” I tell her, pushing myself off the doorframe, “when you’re the hottest thing on the beach, you can be anything you want.”

“How about my own personal man-slave, ready to attend to my every whim and desire?”

“That can be arranged, but how about we start with that breakfast?”

She sits back on her ankles and I swear to the good and honest lord there is nothing more beautiful in the world than the sight of her bare body. “Sounds good to me.”

“Why don’t you hit the shower? I should have it up in ten or so.”

She stands and approaches me, hips sashaying with such sultry perfection it’s like a whole different person awoke this morning.

She stops as she passes me, looking up at me with eyes full of energy and life, that fragile bird who first showed up in my apartment having taken flight overnight. I see confidence there now, energy. I intend to put it to good use.

I reach down and cup her face, taking her lips with my own and allowing my tongue only the briefest of sojourns into the hot space of her mouth. She breaks away and smacks her lips, playfully spanking me on the butt. “Like I said, a girl could get used to this.”

I watch her walk down the hall to the bathroom, those wonderfully smooth orbs of her ass lifting and falling against one another. My cock feels like it’s going to snap in two it’s so fucking hard.

She could get used to this, yes, but she’d be the first. Almost every girl I’ve slept with is gone by the morning. I look at them in bed, just like I looked at Winter now, and all I feel is a strange sort of disgust, a distance that somehow grows between night and day. I look at them and I want them gone. It’s that simple.

But not today.

It’s all so new. I was starting to think I’d never feel this way about a girl, never experience…

Go on, say it, my head dares.

I let the L word linger there in my thoughts, test and prod at it, see how it feels against me. I’m pretty damn surprised when I find I like it.

I scramble some eggs quickly, doubling up on the butter because hey, who doesn’t like a bit of richness first thing in the morning. Chives, a dusting of salt and pepper, fresh sourdough that probably cost me more than a month’s rent from the hipster bakery downstairs… It’s quite the meal.

The crazy thing? I never cooked breakfast for anyone but myself until Winter came along. Is that selfish? Maybe, but the last thing I wanted was one of my lays thinking a hot meal was an invitation to hang around and make chit-chat about our cozy future together with two-point-five kids and a nice four-bedroom in the ’burbs. Nope.

I clean up and can’t resist the allure of running water and a naked, willing Winter any longer.

Smiling, I decide to join her.

Fuck it. Let the eggs go cold.

I’m back in the main bedroom, about to start stripping down, when I notice something under the large set of drawers against the wall—a tiny white triangle peeking out from the bottom of it.

I bend down to pick up thinking it’s an old bill, a piece of tissue, but when I pull at it several pages of paper come free.

I get down on my knees and look under the drawers, surprised to find there’s a whole series of papers pushed under there. I pull them out confused, because I sure as hell don’t remember putting them there.

The shower’s still running down the hall. I stand and start to leaf through the papers. There’s handwriting all over them, strange diagrams and maps, lists and lists of numbers. It’s not my handwriting, and I’m pretty sure Ernest Hemmingway doesn’t live here, which makes the whole thing even more unusual.

I do my best to decipher what it means, but it’s basically gibberish to me. I don’t even think it’s in English. It’s looks more like Spanish. There’s only one word I do recognize that seems to keep reappearing—cocaína.

It has to be Winter’s writing, but why would she write all this? What does it mean? I don’t think it’s directions to El Dorado. In fact, looks like something far more sinister.

I think I’m starting to get a picture in my head of what’s going on. It’s vague, still blurry around the edges, but it’s a hazy start all the same.

I know there’s only person who can provide answers.

It’s gone on long enough.

I need the truth, and I need it now.

I hear the shower shut off down the hall, looking past the doorway to see Winter emerge wrapping a towel around herself, twisting her hair into a messy bun atop her head. She can’t see me, but she’s smiling regardless—smiling like she’s won the lottery.

She enters the room and doesn’t look at me, heading straight to the pile of clothes in the corner. “You know, I thought you were going to join me in there, or is breakfast that elaborate today?”

She picks up a shirt and turns, seeing me standing there with the papers in my hand.

Suddenly, her expression goes cold. Color drains from her face and the shirt drops from her hands. “You found them,” she says.

I look down at the papers. “And that’s just the question—found what?”





CHAPTER TWELVE

WINTER

I look at my papers, my writing spread across the coffee table. I hadn’t realized I’d written so much. I suppose it became a stream of consciousness of sorts.

I pick up the coffee Archer made me and bring it to my lips, placing it back down and forcing myself to meet his eye. I see the desperation in his face, for answers, and I know this is the time. I have to tell him everything.

I pull in a breath before I begin. “I suppose you’ve read through everything, have some kind of understanding what’s going on, yes?”

He nods, hands on his knees on the other side of the table. “Well, it throws my theory out the window that you’re a mermaid.”

Even with the gravity of the situation, I can’t help but smile, reining it back in when I start to think how to approach my story.

I brush a strand of hair behind my ear, my hands tight around the Hoff mug. “I was born and raised in Cuba to a Cuban father and American mother. In fact, I’ve lived in Cuba my entire life.” My throat’s suddenly tight, but I press on. “My father was injured in a work accident soon after I was born, forcing my mother to find work. We weren’t well off, but she found a job at one of the clubs in town, used to smuggle me in to watch the dancing, the entertainers helping me with my homework. It was quite the education.”

“I can imagine,” says Archer, leaning closer.

My smile fades. “Two years ago my mother passed, cancer, leaving it up to my father to support us, which he couldn’t do. I found work, but it wasn’t enough. We were about to lose our home, lose… everything.” I fight back the tears, willing myself to get through this. Archer watches on with quiet attention, eyes firm.

I look down at the papers. “My father, unable to live with this, went to one of the local cartels, Lacoya, and asked for a loan.” I pause, collecting my thoughts. “I knew nothing of this, of the terms of the loan. My father told me it was inheritance from a long lost uncle. I believed him in my naivety, but when the cartel came to collect one day, I knew the truth.”

A hot tear cuts down my cheek. “They were going to kill him, men with masks and guns. I begged them not to, on my hands and knees, pleading for his life, offering my own in his place. Instead, they took me, telling my father I was to become a bride of Serpiente.”

“The Snake?” Archer fills. “The head of the Lacoya Cartel? You can’t be serious.”

I nod. “I am. The men had sent a photo of me to him. He liked what he saw, and I agreed on the condition my father’s life would be spared and the loan considered repaid. They took me then and there, a hood over my head that smelt like oranges, driving for hours to God knows where. Then I met Serpiente.”

“He didn’t…?”

I shake my head. “No. I was still a virgin, at least until last night. Believe it or not, but Serpiente is an incredibly religious man, refused to do anything until our union had been blessed.” I swallow down a hard lump in my throat. “He left on business, promising to return in three weeks. I was kept in a cage, barely fed for the first three days. Slowly, I gained the trust of the men and they allowed me to work packing the drugs that were coming in, then helping with the paperwork, the filing… By the end of the third week I had almost complete freedom in the compound. You’d have hardly known I was being held against my will at all—until one night I was told they were transporting me to him.”

I can see Archer piecing it together. “By boat?”

“Yes, during one of their late-night smuggling runs to Miami, right here where Serpiente has his own network of villas and men, tentacles that extend deep into America. You’ve heard of him?”

Archer nods. “Who hasn’t? One of the most ruthless cartel bosses in the world, by all accounts. We’ve had plenty of run-ins with gang members on the beach, regularly find bricks of coke washed up stamped with the cartel’s snake insignia. They’re fucking insidious.”

Another tear joins the first. “The things I saw them do…”

Archer stands and joins me on the sofa, holding me against him. “What happened next?”

“I knew it was my only chance at escape. Once they had me in another location I knew my life would be over, so I jumped, stood and leaped over the side of the boat when I could see the lights of the city.”

“They didn’t circle back, look for you?”

“They tried, but each time I would dive and keep swimming, deeper and deeper until my lungs felt like they would burst. I waited there in the cold vault of the ocean, waited for them to leave. I don’t know how many times I did it, only that I surfaced eventually to find they were gone but, I was exhausted, I couldn’t swim any longer. I tried to float, but…”

He holds me tighter, kissing the top of my head. “That’s when I showed up.”

“I almost died.”

“It’s okay. You’re safe.”

I pull away. “But I’m not. The man I saw in the salsa club. He was one of them, one of men who took me.”

Recognition flickers across Archer’s face. “There was this weird guy a couple of days ago, asking questions at the tower, seeing if we’d rescued anyone during the night. I thought it was strange at the time, but now… Now it makes sense.”

“What did you tell him?” I blurt.

“Fucking nothing, of course.”

I want to tighten into a ball and never leave the apartment again, but I urge myself to be strong, for my father if no one else, for Archer. “I don’t think they’re going to stop looking for me. And what if they find me? What then?”

Archer turns my face towards him. “Then they’ll have to get through me, and trust me, better men have tried.”





CHAPTER THIRTEEN

ARCHER

Everything makes sense now—the paranoia, the skittishness. But frankly, I’d have preferred it if she was a mermaid. The Lacoya Cartel do not fuck around. I know that much.

“The brand, on your shoulder…”

Winter reaches for it. “It’s theirs. It marks me as the property of Serpiente.”

“And Winter, that’s your real name?”

She shakes her head. “No, it’s Willomina, but now, here, it’s Winter.”

“Why?” I ask, smiling. “Why Winter, and don’t tell me it’s because you like the cold.”

I can feel her body relaxing against me. “There was a little girl in the apartment next to us who watched Frozen twenty-four hours a day. I don’t know, but she was the first thing I thought of, all that ice and snow—things I’ve never seen before. You’ve seen it, the snow?”

“We skied every winter. Surf in the summer, head to the snow for the winter. It’s beautiful, but you think you could handle the cold? It’s not exactly Havana.”

She tucks herself in tighter to my side, the warmth of her body radiating through my shirt, the supple weight of her breasts against my chest. “How could I possibly be cold when I have you to keep me warm?”

I groan in satisfaction. “It is a promising picture, isn’t it? The two of us, a bottle of Dom chilling while we make love in front of the fire.”

“Sounds wonderful,” she purrs, before snapping upright. “If I live that long.”

I take her face with both hands, holding her gaze. “Hey, nothing is going to happen to you. Not on my watch. I’ve got contacts too.”

“You think you can fight Lacoya? They control everything, everyone.”

“Not everyone.”

“I wasn’t saying…”

“No, no, it’s fine, but what I am saying is that there are still good people out there who would be willing to help, starting with my friend in the PD.”

She seems uncertain. “I don’t know.”

I look down at the papers strewn across the coffee table heavy with her handwriting. “And all this?”

She rocks forward and picks up a sheet of paper, eyes glazed over as she skims the words. “Everything I saw during those two weeks is here—the movement of the trucks coming and going, names, any detail I could pick up. I’ve kind of got a photographic memory, but this is a dead woman’s switch—in case something happened to me. The hood they used had a hole in it. I know exactly where they took me, know the inside-outs of their entire operation. They made no attempt to hide it from me, thinking I was just another woman snatched off the streets, a lowlife.”

I pick up a paper, now realizing what I was looking at. “That’s incredible.” I shake it in the air. “This could really help, really put a fucking dent in them, maybe close them up for good.”

“I can’t have them hurting my father,” she pleads, tugging at my arm. “He’s the only family I have left.”

I look at the paper in my hand but don’t really take in the words, thinking what to do. I’m a lifeguard—simple as that. Former soldier, yes, but all this is way above my paygrade. It’s very simple. We need help.

“What are you thinking about?” asks Winter, or Willomena. I don’t know what to call her now. Everything’s been upended, but the one simple fact I have to keep her safe, to keep her close. If it means laying down my life, I’d do it, no hesitation

To hell with the consequences, right?

Yes, I retort. Consequences be damned. 

She is my priority now.

I lick my lips. “You can’t let fear get the better of you. I know you think you’re being hunted down, but if you don’t keep up some kind of normality, if you don’t get outdoors, you’re going to go insane. I won’t allow it.”

She stands. “But they are out there.”

I raise a hand. “Look, there’s a beach volleyball competition tomorrow, for charity. The police, the lifeguards, and firefighters all face off. I have to go, and I think you should come. No one’s going to touch you surrounded by police.”

Secretly, I’m thinking about Liam. I know he’s going to be at the comp tomorrow, know there’s a chance Winter might confide in him if they’re face to face again. I can keep it casual, light, make it seem unforced. 

Winter isn’t convinced. “I don’t know.”

“I’ll be right there,” I tell her. “I won’t let you out of my sight.”

I see the suggestion of a smile. “Do I have to wear a disguise?”

I laugh, thinking about the lost property box. “I’m sure we could come up with something.”

When she doesn’t reply, I say, “Come on, it will be good for you—sun, sand, great food, plenty of half-naked men pretending they’re in Top Gun.”

She smiles wider. “It does sound like fun.”

I pull her down to me, dragging her across my lap, holding her face in my hands. “Until then, why don’t we forget about everything and simply be together for a while, just you and me, maybe a sex toy or two?”

She laughs back, grinding up against my cock, a flat plane of heat pressing against the head of it. “You promise you’ll keep me safe?”

I look deep into the oceans of her eyes, into the pain I now know is hiding there. “You have my word.”

She reaches between us, her hand sliding underneath the waistband of my jeans and finding me hard. “Help me forget then. Take me until I’m numb.”

*

Something stirs beside me. I smile knowing it’s Winter, half-naked but fully satisfied.

Last night was incredible. Yes, the sex was next level, orgasm after orgasm blending together in a never-ending night of mutual pleasure, but it was far more than physical. Last night we connected on a level I’ve never connected on with anyone before. We were completely in tune, body and soul, moving, thinking as one. If I was being protective of Winter before, I know now I’d do anything to protect her—even catch a bullet if it came down to it. She deserves more in life than the shitty hand she’s been given.

You think she deserves you? says my inner voice. What can you offer her?

I shut that self-critic shit down real fast. I learnt a long time ago it doesn’t do you any good. That talk’s poison, liable to get you up from the inside-out.

“Mmmm,” Winter purrs, nuzzling into my shoulder. Her bare legs are tangled in mine, the heat of her sex pressed against my upper thigh. Suffice to say, it’s a welcome start to the morning.

I glance at the clock next to the bed. “We should really get up. I’ve got to be down on the sand in an hour.”

“For the big volleyball match?” she asks, one of her cheeks rosier than the other where it’s been against my chest.

A single shard of sunlight has found its way across the bed, halving her face and turning one of her eyes opalescent. 

I smile back. “Like I said, it’s a real big deal. For charity yadda-yadda, but I think everyone knows the real reason is seeing a bunch guys getting sweaty with their shirts off.”

She laughs. It’s lighter than usual, unburdened. She taps against my chest with a closed fist like she’s knocking on a door. “You’re talking about this? People come from far and wide to see this?”

I block her hand with my mine, locking fingers. “Yes, as a matter of fact. This chest right here is the real moneymaker around these parts. Besides, I didn’t exactly hear you complaining last night? In fact, I’m surprised I can hear anything at all the way you were, you know…”

Her smile grows. “I was a bit loud, wasn’t I?”

“Not at all. I only think they heard you in Fort Lauderdale. No biggie.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“I’m your asshole.”

She throws her head back. “Maybe not the most romantic line I’ve heard.”

I shift sideways so she can feel my hardness, let it slowly grind against her skin. “Who needs lines when you’ve got this?”

“Careful,” she replies, reaching down to take hold of my cock, “you still need energy for today, remember?”

“Baby,” I tell her, “I’m the god-damn Energizer bunny.”

*

As usual, Main Beach is insane today. After this morning’s frivolities, we make it with less than five minutes to spare at the red-and-yellow tower colloquially known as the Ronald McDonald House. The court’s already been set up in the sand, a makeshift stage to the left with a DJ and live music, trophies ready to go for the winners, read: us. We haven’t lost a game in ten years, even if the local firefighters are a bunch of injectable gym junkies. The cops aren’t much competition. They’re just here for the free food.

I enter the tower first, finding Robbie standing there with his shirt off, a bottle of olive oil in one hand and cling wrap in the other. He appears to be applying it to his chest. I have no fucking idea what the cling wrap is for, and don’t really want to find out. “You looking to slide out of here like a seal, do some tricks for the crowd?” I suggest.

He turns about with that shit-eating grin I know all too well, Ray Bans in place. “Bro, I’ve got to look good for my fans out there.”

“Bro,” I laugh back, “you’re going to cook like a Sunday roast with all that oil.”

He spots Winter hiding behind me. “Hello there.”

I step aside, but her body language is still ten kinds of cautious. “This is Winter,” I tell Robbie.

He looks at me with an eyebrow raised saying ‘Why didn’t you tell me about this?’

I throw him a double-brow raise that replies, ‘You don’t need to know everything, dickhead.’

“Hi,” squeaks Winter meekly.

Robbie points between us. “You two are…?”

I pull Winter into my side. “Seeing each other, yeah, so paws off, big boy.”

He puts up his hands. “Hey, hey now, like I said, I’ve got plenty of fans out there. Swipe left. Swipe right. I can have my pick, baby.”

“You see what I have to deal with?” I tell Winter, which elicits a small smile.

Robbie’s right, though. These comps always deliver. I usually come home with enough numbers to fill a phonebook.

Not today, I think. They’re all yours, Robbie.

Amy enters the tower in a red one-piece looking every bit a younger Pam Anderson, but I only have eyes for Winter today.

The horn blows outside, signaling the first match is about to begin.

Robbie pushes me towards the door, smiling at Winter. “Nice to meet you, Winter, but your boy’s got business on the sand.”

I look at Amy, knowing the girls’ team won’t be playing for another few hours. “Amy, do you mind looking after Winter here, keep her at the tower?”

Amy shrugs. “Sure thing,” smiling at Winter with a wink. “Best seat in the house.”

I place my hands together. “I owe you.” I kiss Winter on the cheek as I pass. “I’ll be playing right outside. Anything you need, just ask Amy, okay?”

Winter attempts a smile. “Okay.”

Robbie and I hit the sand. It’s hot enough to peel skin off, but years of running around on it have turned my feet to Teflon. I look back to see Amy leading Winter out to the balcony on the front of the tower overlooking the makeshift volleyball court.

Robbie places his arm around my shoulder as he walk onto the court to join the others. 

“Jesus,” I tell him, “you’re like a super-slippery Dwayne Johnson, and I’m talking the WWF years.”

Robbie laughs aloud, smiling and waving at the crowd. His bicep flexes against my shoulder. “You didn’t tell me anything about this mystery girl? Keeping her under wraps, huh, you dog?”

I slip, literally, out of his grip and take up my position as center, clapping my thighs and jumping on the spot to warm up. “She’s a special lady.”

“Yeah, right,” he bellows. “What’s the longest relationship you’ve been in, since I’ve known you? That girl, the one with the braces, the weird inverted nipples?”

“Brenda,” I confirm.

“She was two days, or was it three? A Benjamin says your Winter’s on her way back to her ice castle come tomorrow morning.”

I wave it off. “No, she’s different.”

Robbie cups his ear. “Excuse me. I didn’t quite catch that.”

“You heard me fucking fine, and she’s staying. I’m looking after her.”

He reaches down and grabs his dick, a cheer going up from a group of college girls to the left. “Looking after her with that shiny schlong of yours, I bet.”

“Beats your car crash of a cock.”

He blows me a kiss. “You fucking love it.”

The firefighters enter the court on the other side of the net in matching red speedos, flexing like it’s Mr. Universe. The crowd goes wild.

I stretch out as best I can. 

“What’s the matter?” asks Robbie. “Long night?”

“Something like that,” I smile back, looking back to the tower and seeing Winter wave. I wave back wondering how I got so damn lucky. I know she’s what I’ve been searching for. Now I’ve just got to keep her close, keep her safe until I can untangle the mess she’s wrapped up in.

“You know they’re making a Top Gun 2, right?” says Robbie, flexing one bicep and then the other like the aforementioned Mr. Johnson. 

“Really?” I reply. “Tom’s got to be, what, sixty?”

“Fucking Maverick hasn’t aged a day in thirty years. Real time-travel shit.”

The second siren goes off signaling the start of the match. I squat down, placing my hands together, glancing over at Robbie. “You ready for this then, Maverick?”

He smiles back, teeth blinding in the sun. “Bring it on, Iceman.”

It’s easy pickings. The firefighters put on a show, but they ain’t got game. The cops don’t fare much better.

This year is different in one way, though. I struggle to divide my attention between the game and the tower where Winter stands watching on. I look back one time to see her gone, see her emerge again with a water in hand, Amy pointing at the ball flying for my head. I barely managed to dig it back into play.

I meet Winter at the tower after the second game.

“I’ll leave you to it,” says Amy, giving me a sly wink as she disappears into the tower.

I lean over the railing. 

“You’re sweating,” Winter notes.

I look down to the side of the court where Robbie’s busy mingling with the crowd… or every attractive, single girl in a two block radius rather. “At least I’m not a human oil spill.”

“He seems nice, your friend.”

I nod, squinting against the sun even though I’ve got my sunglasses on. “We’re tight here. A family.”

“It must be nice,” she says, sadness returning to her eyes.

I reach up to her face. “Don’t worry about your father. We’ll sort it out. I promise.”

“How can you promise that?” she says. “The cartel… You don’t know what they’re like.”

I’ve had a couple of run-ins with drug runners, mules… Desperate people doing desperate things, but she’s right in one way. Direct contact with the cartel? No, even if I have seen their handiwork first hand. Still, the bigger players tend to keep a lower profile on local soil, preferring to work remotely.

“As I said,” I tell her, “you have my word.”

The siren goes again. “I’ve got one more game, sorry. After that, I’m yours—sweat and all.”

She smiles. “Who’s left?”

I look down at the court. “Paramedics, but don’t be fooled by their scrawny appearance. These guys can actually play.”

She leans forward to kiss me, her lower lip sticking to mine in the heat as she pulls away. “Better put on your game face then.”

I bring my hand down over my face, changing my expression to a serious scowl.

“Archer!” Robbie shouts from the court. “Get your ass down here.”

I jump off the railing back down to the sand. “Wish me luck.”

“Luck!” Winter shouts.

The last match is tighter than the rest, but we still manage to pull ahead, the poor paramedics forced to concede.

I whoop and holler with Robbie, the crowd in a frenzy by now. He’s busy lapping it up, climbs the umpire’s chair to beat his chest and throw water over the crowd.

I decide to leave him to it, turning around to find Winter but spotting something in the crowd to the right. It’s quick, fleeting, a blur of black, but I have an instinct for these things, know trouble when I see it. But just like that the mystery person I think I saw, the man in black, is gone, blended back into the crowd.

I dismiss it and climb back up to the tower, taking hold of Winter and spinning her around. The crowd below us gives a small cheer. 

“Well done,” she says, unable to keep the happiness from her face.

I lead her into the tower. “Come.”

There’s another female lifeguard inside. She tosses me a water. “Quite a show.”

I twist off the top and drink the entire bottle in seconds, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. “Thanks,” I reply, dropping the empty bottle into the bin and taking hold of Winter again, leaning her over the small table we keep up here. No one seems to be taking notice, and I wouldn’t care if they were.

“How should we celebrate?” she asks.

I’m about to reply when someone taps me on the shoulder.

I turn around to find a grinning Robbie standing there. I’m about to tell him to fuck off when he holds up a set of keys. “You might be needing these.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN

WINTER

It’s close to midnight. Outside, the beach is a dark teal, little moon to provide illumination bar a light shimmer across the surface of the ocean. The sound of the waves is only muffled by the windows of the tower—a living, breathing energy.

At first I didn’t know why Robbie was giving Archer the keys to the lifeguard tower, but now it all makes sense, as does our shopping excursion to Agent Provocateur following the tournament.

I’ve never worn lingerie before, but feeling the silk against my skin, the delicate fabric sitting against my most intimate area, I’m starting to understand the appeal. Archer was like a kid in a candy store. I had to stop him before he spent his life savings buying everything in the place. We almost did it right there in the changing room, but Archer assured me this would be worth the wait.

I didn’t think about the cartel, about my precarious position here at all during the day, too caught up in the excitement, of being with Archer, to care.

The view is impressive, I think, my thoughts not lingering on the ocean, but the incredible specimen of a man before me.

I seat myself on the desk near the front windows.

Archer closes the door and stops there, watching.

“Aren’t you going to lock it?” I suggest.

He starts to walk forward. “And where would be the fun in that be? Why do you think I wanted you here, at my place of work, so to speak, taking you here so I can think about it every day, think about how you sound when you come over and over and over again.”

My greater concern is someone seeing us from the beach, but I remind myself it’s darker in here than it is out there. No one will be able to see in even if it’s like looking out of a fishbowl inside.

He stops before me. “Why don’t you spread your legs for me?”

A hot blush runs up my spine, moving into my shoulders and neck. Slowly, I spread my legs. Given the obvious and growing bulge in his pants, it looks like he’s enjoying it. 

His eyes light with the hint of a smile. “Good girl.”

Just having him watch me is such a turn-on.

He dips his head. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say those new panties of yours are already wet. Have you been touching yourself?”

My cheeks burn with shame even though I’ve done nothing. I play along regardless, reaching down with a tentative finger and hooking the crotch of my panties, pulling them to the side and allowing a second finger to roam across the swollen bud of my clit above. It’s not long before my breathing’s short and fast, each breath rushing in and out of my fast burning body.

Watching, Archer slides a hand down the front of his trousers. I can see it working below the fabric. Seeing him touch himself only sends fresh sensation to my core. 

“Slide a finger inside yourself,” he says, eyes glued to the dark space between my legs.

I nod and press my longest finger inside myself as deep as it will go, right to the second knuckle. He’s right. I’m wet, my hot sex begging for the kind of attention I know only Archer can provide.

“Yes. Beautiful.”

I stare at him across the space of the tower through half-lidded eyes.

With his free hand he reaches down and unzips his trousers, pulling his cock through and continuing to stroke it before me. He concentrates on the head of it, balling his fingers before stroking back down over the shaft. “Are you thinking about my cock right now, how it would feel inside you, filling you up?”

“Yes,” I murmur, drawing my finger out of my center to concentrate on my clit, rubbing it while I keep my eyes fixed on his hand and swollen cock.

We start to match rhythm, our hands moving in time to one another, our breathing rushing in and out in tight syncopation.

I think of hot summer nights spent back home beneath the sheets, my hand working against myself. I never came, though. I didn’t have someone in mind when I masturbated back then , but I sure do now.

My mouth hangs open, my sex slick and wet.

“You’re making me so fucking hot,” he says, voice clipping, the wet sounds we’re making filling the small room and only seeming to turn him on more.

He pulls lightly on his scrotum, his eyes never leaving mine, that intangible connection between us remaining unbroken as I begin to lift towards orgasm.

I’m panting, barely able to get in enough air. I know I’m close to release, but deeper still I’m quietly hoping he’ll let go of his cock and come to me, press it into my body. I don’t just want to come. I want him to feel me come, to feel my pussy grip and squeeze his cock. The thought almost sends me over the edge.

I concentrate on my clit, the sensation fast becoming overwhelming. I bite down on my lower lip to stave it off, to contain the sounds I want to scream out aloud. 

I’m so close.

He loosens his top button, his pants falling to the floor in a puddle. He steps out of them, walking towards me still pumping away at his cock. His eyes are hot, full of desire.

I bite the inside of my cheek, anything to hold my climax back a little bit longer.

When he’s a foot away he reaches for a manual of some sort on the desk beside me, smacking it lightly on the desk. 

Thwack. 

The front of the manual is laminated plastic, spiral bound. I begin to realize what he’s planning.

His stare is hard and unmoving. The manual meets his palm again and I flinch at the noise, struggling to contain the building excitement at what I know is inevitable.

“You’ve been a bad girl, haven’t you?”

I shake my head slowly, playing along. “Yes, sir.”

He waves the manual in the air, testing it. “Do you think you need to be punished?”

“Yes,” spills from my lips.

“Turn around. Put your hands on the desk.” His tone is stern and firm, far from the Archer I’m used to.

I turn and place my palms on the desk, pushing my ass out in wait.

I flinch again when I feel his hand, but it’s only to lift the back of my dress up, to place it in the shallow of my lower back and bare my ass for good.

“That’s a very pretty thong,” he says. “Did you choose it yourself?” I don’t have to turn around to see the smile.

The manual lands hard and flat against my right ass cheek. I yelp in surprise and shock, easing when his hand smooths over the spot. “Don’t move,” he commands.

He presses me down into the desk, but the next strike doesn’t come for quite a while. Again, he brings the manual down hard onto the other buttock. I cry out, my face burning with shame and strange emotions I haven’t felt since I was a child.

This time I feel his lips press against the burn, unable to control the moan that falls from my open mouth.

I can’t get my head around why I’m so turned on by all this, why being hurt like this can somehow feel so good, can provide so much pleasure. It’s a strange contradiction.

I wait for the next blow, shivering when I feel the hard butt of his hand sawing between my legs. Strong sensations flood through me.

“Yes,” he says. “You do like that, don’t you?”

Another blow comes unexpectedly, right in the center of my ass, the very bottom of the manual kissing my lace-covered flesh.

His hand returns, a finger snaking below the lace to press against my clit. I rise almost immediately to orgasm.

“Don’t stop,” I moan.

“It’s okay,” he coos. “You can come. Come all over my fingers, baby.”

I’m panting long and deep, reaching between my legs to hold his hand in place, his finger continuing to rub against my clit.

The climax hits me hard and fast. I shout aloud, hot desire leaking from my core, wave after wave of pleasure washing over me until I no longer see the ocean ahead but a mix of technicolor. My legs shake, new heels rattling against the floorboards.

I close my eyes and it starts over again, Archer easing up on the pressure and allowing me to slowly glide back to earth.

I turn around to look at him, see him slide his still-wet finger into his mouth and moan his approval, his tongue swirling around the tip.

He takes me by the thighs, spinning me around to face him before instructing me to lift my arms above my head.

“I want to see you,” he says, voice rough. “All of you.”

He lifts the also-new dress up and away, his heated stare boring into every inch of my exposed body. A light, cool air works its way between my thighs, desire cooling on the skin there.

With a single snap he unclips my bra, pulling it away and tossing it into the corner. My nipples are tight and needy, a tawny blue in the moonlight.

He kneels, peeling my panties away and lifting my leg. As he does so, the colder air touches the heated apex of my pussy, my folds still wet.

He spreads my legs wider apart, dipping his head to examine me. “You’re fucking soaking wet,” he comments, reaching up and dipping two joined fingers into my pussy. He draws them out and uses them to spread my need over the head of his cock, palming it into his hand. Not once do his eyes leave mine.

All I know is that I need to be filled, and now. Nothing short of his cock will do it.

“I want you,” I tell him, the deep voice that comes from my mouth unrecognizable.

“I’m yours,” he says, standing and unbuttoning his shirt.

I push the cotton to the side and find the bronzed, chiseled muscle below. I smile as his skin comes alive against my fingertips, seeking out every crevice and fold.

He presses his lips to mine, a hand moving to the back of my head and drawing me forward, fingers caught in my hair. He takes hold of my hips, grinding his length against me.

“Tell me what you want, baby.”

“I want you to…” I start, hesitating.

He places a finger on my lower lip, pulling it down to expose my gums. “Say it.”

I draw in a breath. “I want you to fuck me.”

To my surprise, it doesn’t sound corny or cliché, but instead sexy and seductive. It’s empowering.

He lifts me by the hips back onto the desk, coming up between my open legs.

I hear the ocean, louder now, in my ears, the rush and pull of it matching my labored breathing.

“Please,” I beg him, reaching for him, “put it inside me.”

“Put what inside you?”

“Your cock,” I beg. “Put your cock inside me.”

I shuffle forward, but still he holds back, finally moving forward to settle himself in my folds.

I’m so wet I know there’s going to be no resistance.

He pushes into me, sliding it until he can go no further, the full length of his cock taken from the very first stroke.

That sensation flows out and folds over itself, my head tingling with it.

I tense and release as he draws back.

“You’re so fucking tight,” he whispers, thrusting forward again. He pulls back and presses in again.

I hiss and start to shift, anything to take him deeper, to take him all and finally satiate this growing need inside me.

My left eye starts to twitch, my toes curling.

With effort, I manage to lever myself off the desk and move to the edge of it, reaching around to hold his ass. I dig my nails into the hard flesh there, beckoning him on.

His lips press against my forehead, his hips swinging forward and filling me so completely, so full I don’t know how I will ever be able to top this.

His body slides against mine. We’re on, Archer leaning on his forearms and my nails digging deeper and deeper. He fills my mouth with his tongue, my soaking pussy with his cock, his face shifting away every now and then to look down at me.

It’s not long before he’s increasing the speed of his thrusts, swinging into me like a human battering ram, each thrust inching me further and further across the desk. The manual lies discarded beside me, Principles of Advanced Resuscitation, forcing a hot flicker of need out from my core.

That deep ache inside my core starts to intensify, sensation building and building as I beg him loudly for more, to go harder, faster…

I move with him, lifting my hips to meet his, heels dropping to the floor as I lock my ankles at the base of his spine so he can bottom out inside me. The slight adjustment of angle provides a whole new wealth of pleasure, better than anything I’ve felt in my entire life by my own hand, better than our first time.

It’s different. We’re not making love. No, this is sex, fucking, hard and fast just like in the movies, raw and primal.

With every thrust he pushes me closer and closer to the brink, fucking me full until he scoops me from the desk completely, holding me afloat in the air by my ass, letting me lift and drop onto his cock.

I gasp against his shoulder, nipples tight against the hard plane of his upper chest. I can feel the tension in his biceps as he holds me there, the strain of it.

When a finger slides between the cheeks of my ass, when it finds the tight knot of my taint and presses there, so taboo, I explode.

I bite down on his shoulder and scream out a loud and profane release.

“Fuck, I’m going to…” but he can’t get the rest of the words out.

Holding me with one hand I feel him reach down and pull himself free, his cock jerking against the bottom of my ass in release, ribbons of heated desire falling to the floor.

He jerks again, lifting me up and down with the motion, my own climax refusing to release me.

Groaning, he stumbles back, collapsing us onto the sofa to the side of the room. I sit there straddling him, his still-convulsing cock caught between my ass cheeks.

We regulate our breathing together, doing our best to gather oxygen again and find some sense of normality.

At any moment I expect the door to open, for a flashlight to expose us, but it never comes.

I can feel his heartbeat against my ribcage—solid and strong.

Place my head against his shoulder, my hair matted against it, and look towards the floorboards where we were just standing. “Quite the mess you made there.”

He simply smiles, running a hand through my hair. “Speak for yourself.”

A solemn quiet fills the space and I feel compelled to dismiss it.

“I’m still scared,” I tell him. Whatever was holding me back from truly expressing myself is gone. I’m completely open around him, feel like I can tell him absolutely anything.

“You don’t have to be,” he replies, “and tomorrow I’m going to prove it—prove you can do damn near anything.”

Curiosity builds. “Why, what are we doing?”

His only reply is a wide, sheepish grin I know is going to be the undoing of me.





CHAPTER FIFTEEN

ARCHER

We arrive at the airfield just after noon. The sun’s high in the sky, the humidity like walking into a brick wall, but the wind’s low and heavens clear.

Oh, yes. Conditions are perfect for flying.

Getting out of the car, Winter sees the planes, looking over the roof of the truck at me with a questioning expression on her face. “You want to take me on a plane?”

I look up at the sky, smiling with my hands on my hips. “No. I want you to jump from a plane.”

Her eyes go wide. “No. Absolutely no way.”

She goes to get back into the car, almost closing the door before I grab it with my hand and crouch down beside her. I place a reassuring hand on her upper thigh, momentarily consider ditching this idea and taking her somewhere a little private for a flight of a different kind, but I know this will be good for her. There’s no better way to face your fear, whatever it may be, than throwing yourself out of a plane, letting go of everything.

I’m not going to tell her the first time I skydived I was pretty much pissing my pants, or that I had trouble with my ’chute, or that I ran off course and almost ended up in powerlines. No, think I’ll keep those details to myself.

“You have been flying before, haven’t you?”

She shakes her head. 

Oh.

“Well, there’s nothing to be afraid of, and as for the skydiving, you’ll be strapped to me, safe as a teddy bear. All you have to do is enjoy the ride.”

She doesn’t look convinced.

“Look,” I inch closer, pointing up at the sky, “you get up there, you jump, and trust me, you’re going to feel a hell of a lot better. You’ll be untouchable, a real badass.”

And finally I’m rewarded with a small smile. “Like you?”

I slap my chest. “Fuck yeah like me. These idiots who took you, all that shit? Gone. You’ll walk out of here a foot taller with actual balls swinging between your legs.”

“I don’t, ah, think I want balls.”

“Yeah, kind of a bad analogy, but you know what I mean. At least come inside and meet the guys. They don’t bite. I promise.”

She rolls her eyes. “I’ll come in, but I’m not saying I’ll do it.”

A yes is always better than a no. Any salesman will tell you that. Keep them saying yes and they’ll agree to anything. “That’s my girl.”

She eyes me curiously. “I’m your girl now, am I?”

I look around. “I don’t see any other burly, handsome guys trying to claim you.”

Another ex-Army buddy of mine, Gary, meets us inside, coming around the desk to take my hand. “Archer, my boy. Haven’t seen you around here in a while.”

“He’s brought girls here before?” Winter asks, much to my surprise.

Gary shakes his head. “Actually, you’re the first,” he says, looking to me, “which means you must be all kinds of special.”

“How much is he paying you to say that?” she queries.

Gary laughs, deep and gravelly owing to the bullet he took to the neck in Afghanistan. “On what they’re paying lifeguards these days? He’d be lucky to have two dimes to rub together.”

“Hey, hey,” I butt in, “I’ll have you know I’ve got plenty of savings.”

Gary just smiles. “What do they say? A bag of pennies does not a fortune make?”

I shove him in the chest. “Thanks for that, Socrates. Now, you going to get us up in the air or what?”

Gary looks to Winter. “You know what you’re getting yourself into here, love?”

She shakes her head.

“Yeah, thought as much.”

*

We run through the practice, the briefing, Winter still unsure about the whole thing. Thankfully, Gary’s you-can-do-it attitude wins her over. Even I’m surprised when, suited up, she steps towards me beside the plane.

“You look adorable,” I tell her, and she does in her red-and-white striped jumpsuit, a sexy candy cane come to life.

She holds the side of the jumpsuit, pulling it out like a bird’s wing. “I look like I’m wearing a diaper.”

“You want one?” I joke. “It can be arranged.”

She rolls her eyes again, looking past me to the plane. “We’re going up in that?”

Gary walks past us on his way to the cockpit. “Come on. That’s no way to talk about ol’ Lucifer here.”

“O-kay,” she says to me, waiting until Gary is inside the plane, “so he just called the plane ‘old’ and it’s named Lucifer for crying out loud, and again, you want my first flying experience to be in an oversized tin can literally named after Satan?”

“Hey, he was an angel once,” I note.

“Right before he lost his wings and crashed down to earth, yes. I’m familiar.”

I take hold of her, nipping off her next words with a deep kiss. I lean into her ear. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” she sighs.

“So trust me when I say you won’t regret this.”

She exhales long and deep. “Okay, but if we die I’m going to come back as a ghost and haunt the crap out of you.”

I take her hand. “Alright then, but I’d rather you stayed corporal. You know, for later.”

It’s a short flight up to the jump altitude of twelve-thousand feet. It’s loud, cold, and certainly not the most comfortable way to fly, but Winter’s here strapped onto the front of me. That’s honestly further than I thought she’d get once I discovered she’d never flown before.

She is unusually quiet on the way up, slightly pale, but I dismiss it as nerves more than anything else. 

Gary turns around and gives me the thumbs up from the cockpit.

Waddling, I shift us to the open door and set us up to jump. “Are you ready?” I shout, the green go light blinking on and buzzer sounding.

“No,” she squeaks back, her voice breaking.

“Good,” I shout back, and jump.

It’s been a while since I dived, but that first hit of freefall gets you every time. The wind rushes up into your face, your body sending warning signals left, right and center, adrenaline pumping hard.

Winter gets her arms out, as instructed, her dark hair whipping past me.

I expect her to remain silent, but she’s definitely vocal. At first I think she’s screaming until I realize she’s actually whooping and hollering, loving every minute. That shy, caged-up girl is gone—at least up here in the sky. She’s free as a fucking bird.

Below you can see all the way from Bills Baggs to Surfside, the full stretch of coast and the ocean cutting into it bright and blue.

Before I know it I’m pulling the ’chute and guiding us back to earth, Winter squirming against me and provoking one of the weirdest erections I’ve had in my life.

“You good?” I ask, raising my voice to be heard over the wind. 

“That was…”

She’s breathing hard, trying to find the voice. “It’s… I…”

“It’s awesome, right?”

“Yes.”

She sounds like a kid at Christmas, all bubbled-up joy and uncontrollable emotion. It’s beautiful seeing her this way, seeing that look of pensive fear give way to something greater.

We land a little harder than expected in the drop zone, a skip and a jump finally putting us onto land.

We collapse together onto the parachute laughing. That joy I see on her face is fucking addictive, pure and unbridled. This could have gone much differently, but I’m ecstatic she’s enjoying herself.

“Wow,” she says, leaning forward to kiss me, looking at me sideways, half her face tinted red from the color of the parachute below.

“That was…” She shakes her head, still unsure how to summarize it. “The fall, the flying… I didn’t think I’d enjoy it. I was scared at first, but when we jumped…”

“Tell me, are you a badass?”

Her entire demeanor has changed. “Yes,” she says, voice firm. “I am a badass.”

“Say it again,” I demand. “Fucking sing it. Shout it out loud so all of Miami can hear.”

She jumps up onto her feet, cupping her hands around her mouth. “I AM A BADASS!” she yells, laughing.

“Good to know,” says Gary, walking over from the main building.

He stops, standing over me, the view up at his crotch an instant boner-killer. He reaches down to help me up. “Things went well, I take it?”

I wink at Winter, smiling wide. “As they say, if you want to experience the elements, get the fuck out of the vehicle.”





CHAPTER SIXTEEN

WINTER

My adrenaline is still pumping an hour later. I feel like I could conquer the world, that not even the stupid cartel can touch me. I mean, I jumped out of a freaking plane today. Archer is right: I am a badass.

We stop at a corner shop restaurant called La Sandwicherie, a popular spot owing to the line near the counter, a strange collection of cars parked out front—a fire engine red Lamborghini right next to a period-correct Kombi.

Archer shows me how to order. I opt for saucisson sec, or French salami, on wheat with lettuce, tomato, peppers, French pickles and mayonnaise. Archer goes for something far more manly—a sandwich stuffed with so much meat it’s basically a butcher shop.

We sit on two stools outside watching the flow of people and eating our sandwiches.

“I think this is the best sandwich I’ve had in my life,” I tell Archer, talking with my mouth full, two hands wrapped around the sandwich in question.

He finished his a full five minutes ago; took him all of two bites. “It’s a bit of Miami tradition, this place. There are sub places all around here now, but the difference here is the quality of the ingredients, plus they’re open super late. Trust me, there’s nothing to cure a hangover quite like a bowl of hot chicken noodle soup, chaser Cuban sandwich with pulled pork, swiss cheese, pickles…” He licks his lips. “God damn it I’m getting hungry again.”

I work my knee between his legs. “You know your ‘Cuban’ sandwich isn’t actually Cuban, right? I don’t know where you Americans come up with these things. That said, I’m kind of hungry too, though it’s not a sandwich I’m after.”

“More like a foot-long then?”

“You wish, buddy.”

He shifts himself a bit closer, the bulge of his cock pressing up against my knee. “You didn’t seem to be complaining earlier.”

I put my sandwich down, meeting his eyes. “I will admit you have certain… skills in the bedroom.”

“Baby,” he laughs, “I wrote the book on sex, and trust me, you ain’t seen nothing yet.”

“Is that so?”

“It is. You must have some fantasies. Some kinky thing you’ve been wanting to try all these years now you’ve lost your… you know.”

I play coy. “No, I don’t. And what is it I’ve lost now?”

He just smiles on back, holding up his hand. “There’s a whole chapter dedicated to my pinky finger alone.”

“You’re going to play ‘This Little Piggy Went to Market’ with me?”

He sits back. “Well, I’ve never heard it quite called that before, but sure.”

I laugh back, surprised at how easy-going we’ve become around each other. “Shouldn’t I meet your parents first?”

Archer sips from his cola. “They’re down in the Keys living large. They retired maybe five, six years ago now, got a tiny place down there you can barely swing a cat in, but they’re happy, you know. The water is a short walk, there’s this trendy vegan café on the corner Dad goes nuts for… They’re happy.”

“You sound like you have a lot of respect for them.”

The sun’s getting lower, Archer’s face becoming more golden by the minute. “I do. They’re hard-working people who have devoted their lives to others. Dad was in the Army too, Mom worked in a retirement home for thirty years. I guess I saw all that and wanted to give back in my own way, you know? I want to leave the world a better place than when I found it. I want to make a mark, even if it’s one life saved, one tragedy prevented. You can’t save everyone, I know, but I can sure as hell try.”

“How many people do you think you’ve saved?”

“As a lifeguard? I used to keep count. I think everyone does when they start out, but after a while the number doesn’t really matter. The cards of thanks you get do, seeing someone you’ve saved come back three, four years later, some pregnant or with a new partner. Those are the small details I love, where you can see the impact you’ve had, can actually see the tangible result of your actions.”

“I’m a lucky girl.”

He leans forward and bumps into me with his shoulder. “Because you fell for a schmuck like me? You could have had your pick of Miami sugar daddies.”

I shrug. “But I’ve got you, haven’t I? And I wouldn’t trade that for the world.”

He leans forward to kiss me, the sugary aftertaste of cola still on his lips, his tongue. I melt into it, allow myself to fall slowly forward until I almost send us both skittering over.

I straighten, laughing, hooking my hair over my ear. 

He stands, helping me up. “Come on. Let’s get back to the apartment and start working our way through the Kama Sutra.”

“The what?” I ask, knowing full well what it is.

He gives me a playful slap on the butt as we walk back towards the truck. “Why, my very favorite picture book.”

“Oh, so it’s not The Little Engine That Could?” I tease.

He pinches my left ass cheek. “There’s nothing little about my engine, baby.”

The drive back, the sun setting, is almost a spiritual experience. I never thought I’d be here, in America—illegally, yes, but I am here. Cuba’s known for being bold and bright, but everything here in Miami seems turned up to eleven. It’s the excess, I realize, the money, that unusual contrast between the old and new, the kitsch and avant-garde.

And I freaking love it.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

ARCHER

Owing to a street carnival, the road is blocked ahead. I decide to park the truck and walk us the couple of blocks back the apartment. It’s such a beautiful night out anyhow it seems a shame to waste it driving.

Winter’s happy for the exercise, seems wrapped up in the carnival.

“What’s it living in Cuba like, permanently?” I ask, curious to relate it to my own experience there.

“Is that a serious question?”

“It is.”

She brings a finger to her lips. “Hmm, well, I guess you could say it’s like living in a kind of musical nirvana.”

“How so?” I press.

“There’s always music playing wherever you go. People don’t care if it’s loud or boisterous. They dance and sing and move, all ages… In Cuba you can dance anywhere and everywhere, any hour of the day. It’s beautiful. What’s more, you’re never ridiculed if you’re not a good dancer. Even if you’re the world’s worst dancer, but you try all the same, people will embrace you, hug and kiss you. Basically, go crazy.”

“So, what you’re saying is I’d get a lot of hugs and kisses if I started dancing in the street in Cuba?”

She bumps into me, looking up into my eyes. “Cubans love to see yumas dancing.”

“Yumas?”

“Foreigners.”

“You don’t think I could pass for a local?”

She kind of pouts and bites her lips in a quizzical way that’s adorable. “Ah, no.”

“So it’s just the music you like?”

“No, it’s the entire lifestyle there. For example, there are no big billboard ads or magazines trying to push a certain type of beauty, this product to cure that or make you look better. No, I tell you, every woman in Cuba loves their body. It doesn’t matter their age or shape, they’re proud of who they are. That is a beautiful thing.”

“You are a beautiful thing.”

“Will you take me back there one day?”

“To Cuba?”

We stop to cross the road, a cavalcade of costumed performers streaming past. “I don’t think I can. I’m too scared of the consequences. I couldn’t risk it.”

My cell starts to buzz in my pocket.

I signal Winter to give me a second, stepping into the shadow of a nearby building where I’m sure she won’t be able to hear. I bring my phone to my ear and cover the other with my free hand to block out some of the noise of the parade. “Liam,” I answer, “long time no speak.”

I can picture him smiling on the other end of the line. It sounds like he’s at work, the general cacophony that is the central Miami cop shop. “It was great to catch up the other night, brother.”

“It was. Just like old times.”

“Only without me having to be wheeled out of there with my pants full of piss and my head full of nails.”

“Almost like old times,” I correct.

“You got your phone?”

“I did, thanks.”

“Look,” he says, “I was thinking about what you were saying the other night, about that girl, was it? The one you found on the beach?”

I look over at Winter, give her a small wave. “Sure, sure. What about her?”

“We’ve known each other a long time, right? I can tell when something’s up.”

I’m not too sure what he’s getting at here.

“What I’m saying,” he continues, “is that I’d like to help. When I showed up at the apartment, she seemed… I don’t know… scared or something. It is the same girl, right?”

I don’t know where he’s going with this. “She’s fine. Really, but thanks for your concern.”

“I saw something on her shoulder, the other night—kind of like a weird tattoo or something. You know anything about that?”

Liam’s not a stupid guy. He’s probably seen the brand on Winter’s shoulder and made the connection to the cartel, which might make things a whole lot more complex. I know I can count on him to be discreet, and yeah, he probably could help, but Winter said she didn’t want any police involvement. I have to respect that.

“Can’t say I’ve really asked her about it,” I lie.

“You down on the strip?” he asks, breaking the silence that follows.

I look around, my fingers raking through my hair. “Ah, yeah. Just swung by La Sandwicherie, about to head back to my place.”

“Cool, cool,” he says. “Well, I just thought I’d call anyhow, let you know I’m here.”

“I appreciate it,” I tell him, “and if I do need anything, I’ll call, okay?”

“Okay.”

“What about you?” I ask, swinging the conversation around. “Working late?”

“I could work twenty-four hours a day and not put a dent in the bills I’ve got stacked up. Damn debtors got me by the balls.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It’s my own stupid fucking fault. You go on, have yourself a good time with your mystery mermaid there.”

“I will,” I laugh, “and don’t you go working too hard.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

We sign off and I hang up, sliding the cell back into my trouser pocket and walking back towards Winter, silhouetted by the low-hanging sun.

“Who was that?” she asks.

“An old Army friend,” I reply, which isn’t technically a lie.

“You seem to have a lot of old Army friends.”

I take her hand and we start walking. “What can I say? I’m a likable guy.”

She puts her hand on my chest. “Stop it.”

“Being likable? Shit, I don’t know. It’s kind of my thing,” I smile.

We arrive at the apartment building and enter through the rear because the crowd’s so thick out front. I don’t even know what the parade’s for, but that’s the thing about living here in Miami—it’s a party a minute and you rarely know why.

Once we’re inside, I direct Winter into a small alcove under the main stairs that used to be where a payphone was located but is now a quiet nook with an ugly patch on the wall where the phone used to be.

I press Winter up against the wall and bring my lips to her neck, her arms wrapped around me. “Archer…”

“I don’t know if I can make it up the stairs you’re making me so god damn hot.”

Her words are spoken directly into my ear. “You want to have me here, don’t you?”

“You’re reading my mind.”

I run a hand down her side and lift her thigh, my fingers walking towards the heat of her sex.

My cock’s a fucking rod of steel in my pants. A little more pressure and I’m pretty sure they’re going to split.

I slowly pull the crotch of her panties away and move a testing finger towards her pussy, not surprised to find it wet, but this wet? It’s a god damn pool party down here. 

“Fuck me you’re wet,” I announce.

She reaches down, rubbing my cock through my pants. “And you’re hard. Isn’t that how this works?”

I tilt my hand and the finger in question is basically sucked into her body, gliding easily to the second knuckle in her heat and wetness. It’s exquisite inside her.

I start to move it in and out, lightly pushing her up against the wall, letting the bulge of my cock press against her clit. It doesn’t matter there are layers of fabric between us, that it’s not skin on skin. The sheer friction alone sends a flush of rosy red to her cheeks, her head angling back against the wall.

I bury my nose in her hair, breathing her in, the night air mixing with the sounds of the parade outside and the whole thing a heady mess of sexuality.

I can’t believe how quickly this has escalated. I press my hard body against her, add a second finger to join the first and slowly fill her out. My free hand moves over a breast, a nipple, firm, under my hand.

I know need’s building in her core, her pussy, the way it grows wetter and hotter around my joined fingers. I continue to work them in and out, watching her with eyes the color of an upturned iceberg, watching the way she succumbs to me body and soul, the tether growing shorter and shorter.

The idea of making her come in here, in such a public space, is beyond hot.

I withdraw my fingers, the crotch of her panties coming back into place. I run the two digits into my mouth still hot with her desire, take my time tasting them in front of her and watching the way she melts in return with both shock and delight.

“That’s… hot,” she moans, struggling to get the words out properly.

I groan back as she uses the butt of her hand to press against the glans of my cock. “You want to be inside me, don’t you? Inside my warm, wet little pussy.”

“You’re getting awfully good at this dirty talk thing, you know.”

She strokes downwards to my balls. “I guess you could say I’m being taught by the best.”

“And I’ve got a lot more to teach yet.”

“Like what?”

“Like the insane pleasure taking your ass is going to provide.”

“My ass?” she laughs. “I don’t think you’d fit.”

“We’ll see about that.”

If I don’t watch out all this talk’s going to make me come before I even get my cock out of my pants, but that’s the effect Winter has on me. A single word, a simple gesture, and I’m fucking putty in her hands. It’s oddly freeing, in a way.

I’m about to take out my cock, to slide it in when I hear the rear door click open and someone enter with what sounds like grocery bags.

“Wait here,” I mouth, stepping out just as one of the guys from the lower levels enters.

“Oh, hi,” he says, wrestling with his grocery bags.

“How you doing?” he asks.

“Good, man. Good.”

He gives me a smile and shifts past me, completely oblivious to Winter still with her back against the wall in the nook.

I consider finishing the job, but it’s peak hour at the apartment block, people constantly coming in and out. I don’t think one of my fellow residents finding me engaged in hot, sloppy coitus will go down too well with the building owners.

I reach out for Winter’s hand. “Come on,” I say. “We’ll finish this upstairs.”

“Only if I get to come first,” she says, peeling herself from the wall and flattening her skirt down.

I growl as she comes out into the hallway, leaning forward to kiss her, to taste that sweet mouth I’ve been craving all damn day. “As you wish.”

Giggling like a couple of teenagers, we head up the stairs.

On our way up, a door to our left swings open, a woman in her eighties poking her cotton wool head out. “You having a party or something up there, Archie?”

I stop, can’t be bothered correcting her. “Mrs. McKinsley, how are you?”

“Sounds like you’ve got a pack of elephants stomping around. You know the rules about parties and gatherings. Anything like that must…”

“…be approved by management,” I finish. “I know the rules, Mrs. McKinsley. Are you sure it wasn’t the parade outside?”

“Is the parade happening on the floor above me, wise-ass? No, it’s damn well not.”

“Alright, Mrs. McKinsley.”

She gives a sharp ‘hmpf’. “Well, keep it the hell down, will you? Some of us are trying to watch Jeopardy, you know.”

“Nice to see you too, Mrs. McKinsley,” I salute, though it’s to a closed door.

“Neighbors,” I shrug to Winter, who laughs beside me.

“She didn’t seem very friendly.”

“After the racket we’ve been making, do you blame her?”

But as I think on it, I’m pretty sure that’s not what Mrs. McKinsley is talking about. I’ve had girls up in the apartment who could shatter glass they were screaming so hard, girls you’d think I was murdering with my cock up there, but no one’s ever complained, least of all Mrs. McKinsley with her hearing aids all amped up.

It’s curious, is what it is.

“Everything alright?” asks Winter, sensing the shift in my demeanor.

“I’m not sure,” I reply cryptically.

I get a strange feeling as we ascend the stairs leading to my apartment. It deepens when we reach the hall and I see the front door’s open.

Fuck me.

I push Winter around my waist. “Stay behind me, okay?” I tell her.

Her eyes are wide and I know what she’s thinking, but I’ve got to be sure and I don’t want her downstairs or out in the open.

I move slowly past the threshold, listening for anything in the apartment, but it appears quiet.

I wait and move inside, and that’s when I know we’re in deep, deep fucking shit.

“Oh, my god,” says Winter, moving out from behind me.

The entire apartment has been trashed. Every print and painting on the wall has been ripped down and torn apart. Even the carpet’s been shredded and lifted up. The kitchen cupboards are open, plates and saucers forming a demolition pile of porcelain on the floor.

Now I realize what Mrs. McKinsley was talking about.

I fight down the shock and move carefully to the bedrooms and bathroom, but they’ve suffered the same fate.

I stop and allow myself to think, Winter still standing in the middle of the lounge with her hands on her head.

So the cartel knows she’s here. They came looking for her. That’s clear. When they couldn’t find her they tossed the place, but looking for what? Or maybe they weren’t looking at all. Maybe they were just pissed off.

I know one thing is certain: They’ll be back.

“It’s not safe here anymore,” I tell Winter, trying to be as direct and honest with her as possible, trying my hardest not to freak her out.

“Don’t worry,” I continue, “I’ve got somewhere we can go, but we’ll need to leave now.”

I take her face by the chin, directing her eyes to mine when I see them shift away to survey the damage. “It’s just stuff, okay? Stuff can be replaced. You cannot.”

That gets through. I see some of that tiger spirit I saw earlier at the airfield return to her eyes. “Okay,” she repeats.

I know whoever did this could come back anytime. Hell, they might even be watching us right now, watching the building.

There’s no time to pack. As calmly as possible, I rush us down the stairs, stopping at my mailbox on the lower level and taking out my key. I open it and take the envelope from inside, the envelope containing all the notes Winter wrote about the cartel’s operation. I figured it would be the safest place for it, thought somewhere way back in my head this might happen. That’s part of being a lifeguard. You’ve got to anticipate conditions, to think ahead.

I’m about to lead us out the front doors when I think better of it.

“We’ll go out the side, through the garage,” I announce. “Just in case.”

“Are we going to be okay?” Winter asks.

I nod, opening the door leading to the basement. “We’ll be just fine.”

But in reality, I’m not so sure.





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

WINTER

If the threat wasn’t real before, seeing Archer’s apartment tossed like that brings it into perfect, terrifying focus. They were so close.

The first thing Archer did was leave his cell there. He bought another from a service station, said he was lucky he had a head for phone numbers.

Day has turned to night and everything somehow seems sharper, more dangerous. I keep checking the side mirror expecting to see a suspicious car there, the cartel come to claim me back.

Have I thought about going to Archer’s police friend? Of course I have. After all, Archer said I could trust him, but back in Cuba the police were as corrupt as the cartel members themselves—often worse because they were already in a position of power, basically untouchable. The whole thing makes me sick to my stomach.

Archer has been quiet as we drive. From time to time he’ll reach across and stroke my cheek, squeeze my leg in reassurance, and while I do feel safer with him, losing this second skin of unease I’m wearing is proving impossible.

Two hours of driving and the lights of Miami are left behind for a complete sort of darkness only the countryside can provide. But this is unlike any countryside I’ve known. The foliage is thick, an earthy smell creeping into the cabin of the truck as we work our way deeper into what Archer tells me are the Everglades.

Finally, we turn down a narrow single-lane dirt road flanked by tall, twisting trees, moonlight flashing between them. Another ten minutes bumping and rolling along, what sounds like a stick stuck in the undercarriage, we reach our destination.

Archer brings the truck to a stop, the headlights illuminating a small log cabin that looks direct from Deliverance. Without the sound of the engine and tires, you can hear the swamp—the calls and whistles of strange creatures in the night.

Archer’s still holding the steering wheel, staring at it. “It’s not much, I know, but it’s completely off the grid. We’ll be safe here.”

“Is the cabin yours?” I ask.

“It was my grandfather’s, actually. He lived here for almost thirty years after his wife died, went walking one day out in the swampland and never came back. They think the gators took him, but no one knows for sure.”

“That’s not helping.”

He attempts a smile, switching off the headlights. “You’re right. I’m sorry, but it has a bit of hillbilly charm to it, right? It’ll be like an adventure.”

“But we can’t stay here forever, hiding,” I protest.

“Just until I can come up with a plan,” he says, opening his door and starting to step out.

I pop my door open and join him outside. The air is thick and muggy, heavy humidity that feels like a blanket wrapping around you wherever you walk.

He points to the cabin. “You can go on. It’s unlocked. There’s a gas lantern just as you walk past the door, a bunch of firewood out back if you want to get it started.”

I smile and try to remember his words: It will be like an adventure.

I look around and realize he’s right. There’s no way the cartel’s going to be able to find us here. It really is the middle of nowhere, so deep and far in the sticks not even a satellite could find it.

Archer squats down next to the rear wheel of his truck, looking under the wheel arch. “I’m just going to see if I find the damn stick we picked up on the way.”

“Sounded more like the whole tree,” I note.

I leave him to it and head inside, finding the gas lantern and turning it on. It slowly lights what is a small but cozy space. It’s not going to win any interior design awards, but it’s far more well-furnished than it appears from the outside.

I’m about to head out back when the front door bursts open, Archer standing there, his face white.

“What is it?” I ask, whipping around.

He holds up something in his fingers. It’s small and black, looks a bit like a garage door remote with a single, blinking red LED. “We’ve got to go.”

“Is that a…”

“I think it’s a tracking device, yes. Someone planted it under the wheel arch. If it wasn’t for that fucking stick… but we need to go, and we need to go now.”

We just got here, I want to say, almost too tired to move again, but I know every second counts.

I nod and we both race back to the truck, Archer throwing the tracker into the scrub.

We both swing inside the truck cabin simultaneously, Archer turning the engine over and a rooster-tail of dirt flying up from the back of the truck as we do a full one eighty and skid back towards the one-way road we came in on.

Archer’s breathing harder than normal. “I don’t know how good the signal is. It might have dropped out around here. Still,” he says, “we’ve got to move.” He slams his foot down, the truck fish-tailing down the road.

That safety net is gone and familiar dread worms its way right back into my gut.

We’re five minutes down the road when I spot lights in the distance, coming the other way. I point. “Look.”

Archer slams on the brakes, clouds of dust washing forward, lighting up the headlight beams. “Shit. It’s got to be them.”

“What do we do?” I ask frantically. “We can’t go back. It’s a dead end.”

I can tell Archer’s thinking, tapping into that well-practiced calm his job demands. “Hang on,” he says, throwing the truck into reverse and turning the wheel hard, the truck leaving the road and crashing through the scrub to the side.

I look out the window and see the lights getting closer, moving fast.

Archer settles the truck about ten feet from the road, moving back until the truck won’t go any further, and cuts the headlights, the din of the swamp returning.

All we can do is wait.

They’re going to see us, I think. They’re going to see us and we’ll be dead. My father is going to lose his only child.

As if reading my thoughts, Archer reaches across and takes my hand. “We’re going to get out of this. You understand?”

I nod.

The lights get brighter and then suddenly overpowering, but when the vehicles arrive, plural, they blast right past where we’re sitting in the scrub, hidden from the road.

Archer waits until they’re gone, an excruciatingly long time. “Okay,” he says, turning the key and engine rumbling to life ahead, “I figure we’ve got maybe five, ten minutes to haul ass out of here.”

“And then what?” I ask.

He shrugs. “I’ve got no fucking idea.”

I’m thrown back against my seat again as the truck drives out of our little hidey hole, swinging back onto the single-lane road, a steely determination settling on Archer’s face as we make our escape.





CHAPTER NINETEEN

ARCHER

I look over to where Winter’s asleep against the passenger window, passing cars illuminating her on and off.

It’s tearing me up. I’m doing my best to keep her safe, but it seems like a losing battle. It seems the more I try to help the further I’m digging us down into the shit.

If I’m honest with myself, I don’t know a way out of this. It’s us, the two of us, against one of the biggest drug cartels in the world, and they don’t fuck around when they want their property back.

Did you really think you could take them on? I ask myself. One guy against an army?

I tighten my grip on the steering wheel and concentrate on driving, just focus on the lines of the highway. Billboards and signs pass by, but I still don’t know where we’re headed. I keep a tight eye on the rear-view. I expected us to be followed, but so far I can’t pick up a tail.

I consider, for probably the tenth time in an hour, driving us straight to the police station and getting Liam involved, but I know if I did the trust Winter has so carefully placed in me will be lost. I’m not willing to put what I have built with her at jeopardy just yet.

There’s not going to be a relationship if she’s dead, my head interrupts bluntly.

The thought is too terrible to consider.

I check my watch. It’s just past midnight and I still don’t have a plan of action.

“Think, motherfucker, think,” I tell myself aloud. “You’ve got a brain. Fucking use it.”

I’m watching the lines in the road trail on to infinity when it comes to me.

At first the idea seems ludicrous, completely insane, but the more I think about it the more I realize it may be Winter’s only hope.

You can’t run, I tell myself. That guy I bumped into at the bus station, clearly one of the cartel heavies, he just missed her. They must have pinned her on the security cameras near the station somehow, which is a pretty fucking good indication of their reach.

An exit looms up and I take it, heading us back towards Miami.

*

I reach across and shake Winter lightly. “Winter, baby. Wake up.”

She stirs and sniffs, wild-eyed as she looks around.

I place my hand on her knee. “It’s okay.”

“Where are we?” she asks. “Are we back in Miami?” she adds with increasing nervousness.

She sees Robbie leaning on against the driver’s window sill looking in.

“Hey,” he says. “Nice night, isn’t it?”

I give him the you-fucking-asshat look and turn back to Winter. “You’re going to stay with Robbie for a bit at his place while I go sort something out.”

She looks scared. “Sort out what?”

“A way out of this. Trust me, okay?”

“I don’t bite,” adds Robbie.

It’s testament to my desperation I’d trust Robbie to look after the only woman I’ve ever cared about, but for all his testosterone-primed bravado and chest-beating, all that ‘pussy slaying,’ I’m pretty sure ol’ Robbie’s gayer than a rainbow-colored clutch. Not that he’d openly admit it. I’m pretty sure he’s so deep in the closest he’ll never find his way out.

“I won’t be long,” I tell her, squeezing her thigh. “Go on.”

“You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

What I’m planning is basically stupidity personified, but I nod and smile. “I’ll be fine, baby.”

She leans across to kiss me and holy God above do I just want to stay here and take her in my arms, forget about everything. But I can’t.

She opens the passenger door, Robbie helping her out. I reach across and grab his shoulder, talking quietly. “You look after now, you hear?”

“Bro,” he smiles, “I’ve got this.”

All I can do is shake my head. “What the fuck am I doing?”

He shrugs in turn. “Beats me, but you make sure you come back, hear? I can’t be the only sexy lifeguard left on the beach.”

I can’t help but smile back, looking past him to where Winter stands on the sidewalk with her arms wrapped around herself.

I know if I don’t leave now I never will, so I take off as soon as Robbie closes the door, take off heading right into the viper’s pit.

*

A general rule about American cities: The nicer the suburb sounds, the worse it is. Such is the case with Liberty City, the Airport Expressway to the south and I-95 to the east. It’s a fucking rat’s nest of crime and poverty best avoided twenty-four seven.

The Encantado bar is well-known for being a Lacoya hot spot. It’s common knowledge to anyone who’s lived in the area. I pull up on the other side of the road and cut the gas.

There was one thing I took from the apartment when Winter wasn’t looking. I check my pocket to make sure it’s still there and pull in a deep breath.

I stare across the road.

Fuck this. I’d rather jump into a tank of sharks.

I look at the shady characters hanging outside. 

You are, I realize.

It doesn’t get any better inside. The place is loaded with gang-bangers and low-lives. As I walk in, I swear every eye is on me as I make my way to the bar. Shitty narcocorrido plays from tinny speakers mounted in the walls, the paint peeling, the stench of stale alcohol almost overpowering.

I reach the bar unscathed and get the attention of the barkeep, a leather-vested Danny Trejo lookalike who probably doesn’t even know what a smile is.

I come right out with it, keeping my voice a little louder than it should be. “I need to speak to someone who’s in Lacoya, someone with clout. I’ve got an important offer.”

He whistles, stepping back from the bar. I swear the music drops. “My friend, you got a fucking death wish? Coming in here with your big, fat American balls doing what? Slumming? Looking for some blow?”

No use beating around the bush. “I’ve got Serpiente’s girl. I’m pretty sure he’d like to hear about that.”

At the mention of Serpiente, the barkeep tightens his lips and flicks his eyes towards a shadowy figure at the end of the bar.

“That guy?” I point, but my question’s answered when the man that was pointed out stands and approaches me, the guy who was sitting beside me standing to give him his seat. Unlike most in the bar, this individual is well-dressed, with leather shoes, clean shaven… He looks more like a banker than someone who’s deep in the Cartel.

“Speak,” he says, “and be clear.”

I settle myself before I talk. “I have Serpiente’s girl, the one he lost a few days ago off the coast. I want to buy her, settle any debts. Tell him I’m the lifeguard who found her.”

The man provides no hints as to his thoughts on this. “Is that so?”

“Can you relay that to him, or do I need to find someone else who has his ear, someone with actual connections?”

Now the fucker smiles, standing. “Give me a moment.” He clicks his fingers at the barkeeper, who slides a shot of what looks like rum in front of me. “Drink, friend. It might be your last.”

I swig it down fast. It’s more like rocket fuel than liquor.

I watch the man in charge talk quietly on his cell in the corner, looking in my direction from time to time. When he snaps the cell shut and walks back over, he’s flanked by two large gentleman who were previously watching the door. Once more, every eye seems to be upon us.

I’m starting to doubt myself. Did I really think they’d go for this?

“What are you prepared to offer?” the man asks, standing before me.

I try not to swallow. “Fifty large. I’m not well-versed in human trafficking, but that seems like fair compensation.”

I’ve got the money. That’s not a problem. Years serving this country saw to that. I can go up to a hundred if I need to, but after that I’m all out.

“She means something to you, this girl, Serpiente’s property, as you said?”

I don’t like the clarification. “Are we talking business or not?”

The man brings up a finger. “This is what Serpiente is counter-offering: You give her to us, now, peacefully, and we don’t cut off your balls.”

I should have expected this. What did I seriously fucking think was going to happen? They’d take my money, give me a receipt, and I’d go happily on my way?

I chastise myself. Stupid. Fucking Stupid.

Still, I try. “A hundred,” I offer, “but that is final. Go, tell him.”

His finger waves from side to side in front of me. “Uh, uh. You don’t come in here ordering me around like a fucking puto.”

I throw my hands up. “Fine. The deal’s fucking off. He knows where I am if he wants to talk.”

I go to walk out, need to get out, but I’m blocked by a bunch of men who stand up from the bar. The whole place seems to tighten around me.

Fuck.

Was she really worth dying for? I ask myself, but the answer is unequivocally ‘yes.’ I had to try, to do fucking something. I knew the only thing the cartel would be interested in would be money, but it seems like even that isn’t enough. I hoped Winter would be just another girl to Serpiente, an easy sell, but it appears I’m not the only person she’s won over. Or maybe it’s more. Maybe they know she knows too much. Maybe they can’t afford to have her running around out there. I hadn’t even considered her father, how they could play him into all of this.

No, you didn’t think at all, did you?

“I’m sorry, my friend,” says the man in charge, “but we can’t let you leave before you tell us what we need to know.”

I have to play my hand, and I have to play it fucking now. I reach into my pocket and pull out the grenade I took from the apartment, holding it aloft so everyone can see. With a flick I pop out the pin, squeezing the trigger tight. In a perfect show of theatrics, the pin lands right in front of Pretty Boy.

“Get the fuck back!” I yell. “Get back or I swear to Christ I’ll send us all to kingdom come.”

There’s hesitation, but a quick nod from the Pretty Boy sends everyone scooting back.

“Back!” I yell at the top of my lungs, shaking the grenade for effect. “I will fucking do it. Do NOT test me.”

I start to back out towards the door. I’m sweating up a storm, that adrenaline I’d been trying so hard to suppress flowing thick and fast now.

I walk back but they are still too close. “Back!” I yell, waving the grenade around and trying to look as crazy possible. “You want to redecorate this place with your fucking brains? Do it. Please. My fingers are getting itchy. I’m dying to let go.”

“Easy, easy,” Pretty Boy warns, slowly trying to walk towards me but as yet no one’s tried to wrestle the grenade away from me. For good reason, too. No one wants their arm blown off tonight.

I manage to make it outside, the whole bar gathered in front of me as I walk across the road to my truck.

A car comes screeching to a halt in front of me, the horn blasting, but no one pays it any attention.

I open the door of the truck with one hand and slide myself in, still holding the grenade out the window as I close the door. Meanwhile, they continue to stand there as a silent mob, the Thriller music video come to life.

Even when I hit the gas and drive off, they’re still there watching me—calm, quiet, cold.

*

As soon as I’m sure I’m not being tailed, after I’ve burned through half a tank going pedal to metal back towards Robbie’s, I toss the grenade into the glovebox. It was a souvenir from my time serving abroad, nothing but a replica, but it did the trick.

Even when I reach Robbie’s, I loop around the block looking out for tails, any suspicious cars. It’s quiet for two in the morning, making the task a little easier, but I’m still cautious.

I park a good three blocks away and walk, knowing I can’t return to the truck now they’ve got a fix on it.

In a strange switch of direction, Robbie opens the door and welcomes me in to what looks like a sleepover. He’s in his pajamas, there’s popcorn and candy on the table, some sappy movie playing on TV.

“Can you believe she’s never seen When Harry Met Sally?” He sees my haggard expression. “Fuck. What happened?”

“They didn’t go for it.”

Winter hears my voice, getting up from the sofa and running into my arms. “Are you okay?” she asks breathlessly.

I nod. “I am now, but it didn’t, ah, go so well.”

“What do we do?” she asks, and I sure as hell wish I had a better plan.

“We have to go to my friend,” I tell her. “We have to go to the cops. It’s the only move.”

She’s shaking her head, pulling away. “No, no, no.”

“Yes,” I say firmer. “Liam can protect us. I can trust him. We don’t have any other option. They’ll find us.”

I expect more defiance, more fight, but I can see the toll all this running around has taken on her. “Alright,” she says weakly, “if you think it’s best.”

“I do. We’ll go first thing tomorrow. For now, I think we both need rest.”

“I’ve already set up a bed down back,” chimes in Robbie. “Will that do?”

I clap him on the shoulder. “My friend, I’m so tired I’d sleep on a concrete slab.”





CHAPTER TWENTY

WINTER

Once the door to the bedroom is closed, I take Archer by the shoulders. “What did you try and do?”

“Something very, very stupid,” he confesses.

I reach up to kiss him. “I’m just glad you’re back.”

“How was Robbie?”

“We were having a nice time.”

“Reenacting the Breakfast Club?”

“He’s quite in touch with his feminine side, actually.”

Archer’s eyebrow lifts in surprise. “Who would have thought?”

He kisses me again, his hand searching down my side.

I hold him away, very conscious of my own, growing desire. “I thought you said you were tired.”

He holds me away to look at me. “I’m never too tired for you.” He kisses me on the lips—oddly, a hint of whiskey there. “Do you know how absolutely fucking perfect you are?”

My cheeks flush hot.

Archer starts walking forward, forcing me towards the bed. I hit the end of it and fall back, but he manages to take me by the thighs before I reach the bed and toss me onto my back. He steps between my thighs at the edge of the bed and pushes them apart with his knee.

I look into his eyes and see a hunger there that’s new, like he simply can’t wait to devour me whole.

I want to say something, but I can’t find my voice, too lost in the heat and moment.

When I do find it, it’s coarse and rough. “Won’t Robbie hear us?”

Archer laughs. “Robbie’s heard worse. Now, strip.”

With shaking fingers, I stand and do as he commands, watching while he slowly strips himself until we’re standing there completely naked in front of one another, exposed.

Without warning he grips my hips and pulls me against his hard body, driving us back into the bed.

I swallow, even that simple action almost too much to bear.

“Tell me you want me,” he says, his voice surprisingly calculated.

“I want you,” I reply, my voice weak.

“Where?” he asks, looking to the hot space between my legs. “Where do you want me? Say it.”

I swallow again. “My pussy,” I stammer. “I want you in my pussy.”

“That’s fucking right you do.”

And I do. I want him to kiss me, touch me, fuck me into oblivion so I never have to think again. I want him to love me harder than anything he’s known before.

Light flashes through the window behind the bed, enough so I can see the urgent hunger in his eyes, the way they glint in the light like precious gems, so striking, so beautiful.

His grip firms on my hips. “I’m going to take you now, as hard as I want, and you’re going to come, harder than you ever have before. Yes?”

“Yes,” I reply, but it’s barely audible.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes… please.”

He doesn’t waste a second more. He covers my mouth with his own, the kiss rough and fast. We break and he draws my lower lip into his mouth, releasing it and pulling away, making me work for each and every kiss, breaking away again to trail them down my neck.

I kiss the top of his head, breathing against his scalp as he takes my nipple into his mouth, swirling his hot tongue around the sensitive pillar of it until my spine snaps forward, pleasure licking at my body from bottom to top, a constant, never-ending swirl of sensation.

“Yes,” I moan. “God.”

But even a higher power can’t save me from Archer’s tongue. It moves from my right nipple to my left, latching there, tending my need until I’m a senseless, panting muddle.

“I need you,” I tell him, growing more confident, my thighs spreading further and my sex open and wet.

“And I’ll tend to your needs,” he tells me firmly, “but we’re doing this by my rules tonight, my way.”

He kisses down my chest, hands sliding up to cup my breasts. He pinches my nipples, twisting them lightly until the mix of pain and pleasure threatens to tear me limb from limb.

“Please,” I beg, “I can’t take it.”

“You will,” he purrs. “You will and you will enjoy every fucking second of it.”

Lord help me.

He rises, using his large hands to push my knees apart until they can’t go any further. He kneels, almost solemnly, and starts by pressing his lips against the soft, puppy flesh of my inner thigh, slowly working his way inwards.

The way he kisses me, the way his tongue moves… It’s incredible. He is incredible. I try to focus on what he’s doing, to compartmentalize and capture the moment, but it’s all happening too fast, the flood of sensation too much to pin down.

His hands slide up and down my thighs, warming them, squeezing them tight. I clench with anticipation, my breathing raspy and dry. I’m bucking from the mattress, levitating until a firm hand presses me back down, Archer’s lips inches from the wet mouth of my sex.

“Are you ready?” he asks.

I nod, drawing in a sharp intake of breath when I feel Archer’s tongue sweep over my sensitive folds, the tip of it hunting for the tight confines of my hole.

I reach out and grip the sheets, pulling them tight as he hums against me, licking from tip to tail but never moving inwards. He circles, teases, nips… always moving, avoiding my clit until I’m begging him, body and mind, to apply his tongue.

It’s torture of the grandest kind, exquisite. My eyes shutter tightly closed, all I know the deep sensation, the way my aching clit pulses for him.

He lightly sucks on the lips of my labia, letting them fall away wetly before dipping his tongue inside me.

A guttural “uh” is released from my lips, my mouth open.

Another jolt runs up my spine, his breath hot, on my clit and then, finally, it’s followed by the warm plane of his tongue.

He laps at it like a man possessed, just the right amount of pressure to slowly build me towards orgasm.

“Oh, God,” I mutter, lost in the moment.

He hooks his arms around my thighs and flattens his hands against my stomach, pressing me down into the bed, making me his own, his personal little fuck toy.

I inhale when his tongue shifts, curling around my clit but with such slow intensity it’s practically criminal. I can’t help reaching down and running my hands through his hair, holding him tightly against me, suffocating him with my sex.

By the time he’s sucking my clit in earnest, I’ve lost all control, bucking hard against his face, my thighs tight around his head, locking him against me. He continues to focus on my clit, sucking and running his tongue in hot figure eights, the pressure always perfect.

It builds, pins and needles forming in my extremities, my entire body tight as a bow, pulling, pulling, clenching, building, until I cannot take a second more.

I don’t fall off the edge, I throw myself from it, the climax crashing into me with all the intensity of a winter tempest. My thighs are clamping against his head so hard I worry I’ll crush it in some dim, distant corner of my mind while my orgasm carries on, forcing the wet wall of my pussy harder against his mouth.

It’s forever before I remember to breathe, able to suck in a quick draw of breath before it all starts over again, Archer’s tongue relentless. I rise and fall in orgasm, riding it until I don’t know where I end and he begins.

It’s only as my eyes open and start to focus again, that I can see where I am, I’m able to process just what happened.

I sit up and see him looking back at me with a lazy smile—head intact.

He comes forward, crawling onto the bed. I can taste myself on his lips, bringing my arms up and around his neck, pulling him against me. “How do you want me?” I ask.

“You’re going to ride me,” he replies. “You’re going to ride me until I come in that tight little pussy of yours. You think you can do that?”

“Yes, sir,” I smile.

He rolls onto his back and I waste no time throwing my leg up and over, straddling his body. He reaches up to palm my breasts, barely big enough to fill his hands. He doesn’t seem to mind, smiling appreciatively. “Did I already say how beautiful you are?”

“Once or twice.”

He reaches back, sharply smacking my ass, enough to elicit a surprised yelp. He looks down between us. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

Nervous, I take hold of his cock, thick and hard in my fingers, and guide it against me. It parts my pussy, sitting there while his hands come to my waist, his eyes finding mine saying ‘Do it.’

Slowly, I let myself down, rolling my hips to take just the tip of his cock inside, being sure to watch his expression when I lift and then drop, watching the way his eyes widen when he slides deep into the silky glove of my pussy.

I thought his tongue felt good, but the way his cock fills me, the wonderful sense of satisfaction it provides, is without equal.

“God, yes,” I moan. “Yes. Yes. Yes.”

I rock and grind against him, lifting and falling, taking him to the hilt every time until my pubis is flat against his chest, my clit rubbing exquisitely against the hard slab of his lower chest.

He thrusts upwards from below, urging me on, telling me in minute detail how it feels, the wet warmth I’m providing.

He grunts and takes hold of my ass, rolling us over until I’m on my back and starting to thrust deeper.

“Yes,” I choke, “fuck me.”

I never thought I’d ever hear myself utter those words, but in that moment I am someone else completely, someone possessed.

His head drops, his lips brushing mine. I lift myself up to meet them, my neck straining, but he always pulls away at the last second, each taunt forcing my pussy to clench around his cock.

He groans and bucks against me harder now, the wet slap of our bodies echoing around the room, the erotic sounds we’re making only adding to the act.

I can’t suppress the sounds coming out of my mouth.

If Robbie couldn’t hear us before, he sure can now.

“I can’t wait to have you every night,” Archer tells me, his breathing labored, cock sluicing in and out of my sex. “I want to know every part of you intimately—your mouth, your pussy, your asshole. They’re all mine. Understand?”

I nod, unable to do much more. I dig my nails into his back, rake them against his shoulder blades as he fucks me. His words, the way he takes me… It’s turning me into a hot mess, more animal than woman, a new and profound creature of his making.

“I want you to look at me,” he says, a sharp thrust sending a bolt of pleasure up my spine. “I want to see the look on your face when you come again.”

My eyes begin to roll back in my head, but he takes my face in his hand. “No, no, baby. I said look at me. Look into my eyes. Yes, you fucking like that, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I whisper, already feeling the familiar strum of something building, growing inside me.

He builds in turn, each thrust running deeper and longer, harder and harder until the entire bed is shifting.

He doesn’t tire, continuing on and on, head dropping to take a nipple into his mouth, pulling it away from my breast until I grunt with pleasure.

“Yes,” he says, “come for me. Come all over my cock, beg me to fill you.”

“Y-yes,” I stammer, “please. Please,” I repeat, a hot tear sliding down my cheek.

This time the climax comes unexpected, a freight train barreling from the darkest of nights. I half-scream, half-shout in surprise, stiffening before my body falls into a complex series of contractions from which there is no escape.

I twitch and buck, exploding from within, my sex gripping and releasing Archer’s beautiful cock in quick succession. It’s at that moment he grunts aloud, finding the end of it and stopping there, a flood of heat following.

We come together, holding each other tight through it, never wanting this to end.

With a final jerk of his hips, he allows himself to breathe, falling against me and sliding to the side, his cock coming free to sit wetly against my thigh.

My body continues to thrum, alive and energized.

“That was…” but I can’t find the words.

He rolls onto his back beside me, his leg bent over mine. “Yes, it was, wasn’t it?”

The need’s cooling between my thigh, a growing wetness there I’m pretty sure it going to ruin these sheets for good.

He reaches a hand across into the space there and feels the mattress.

“Holy shit,” he says. “You came so hard. Do you know how fucking hot that is?”

I was kind of embarrassed, but now I smile. “I don’t know what happened.”

He rolls back on top of me, brushing my hair from my face and covering my mouth with his own. I slide my tongue over his lower lip, testing while he presses his forehead against mine. “How do you feel?” he asks.

I look deep into his eyes, sliding my hands around his neck. “Better,” I smile.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

ARCHER

We arrive at the police station just after noon. The precinct is surprisingly quiet given the madness outside, but I’ve heard they keep a tight ship around here.

Beside me, Winter seems uncertain, holding her arm, eyes darting everywhere but straight ahead.

We talked about this again this morning and agreed this was the right decision, no matter Winter’s distrust of law enforcement. 

I pause before we get to the front desk. Taking her by the arms and holding her gaze. “This is the best way,” I tell her. “I’ve known Liam forever. We served together, we fought together… He’ll treat you right.”

“What if they lock me up? I’m an illegal alien, aren’t I?”

I pretend I’m checking her head. “Two eyes, no antennas… Seems like you’re pretty human to me.”

She’s in no mood for my antics. “I’m serious, Archer.”

“I have Liam’s word you won’t be locked up. You’re an informant, after all. I run my thumb lightly over her forehead. “There’s so much knowledge up here, and in here,” I say, waving the envelope with her notes, “the Lacoya Cartel can kiss their narco asses goodbye, and I don’t think anyone’s going to be sorry to see them go.”

She nods. “I suppose you’re right.”
She drops her eyes, but I lift her chin back up. “You can be strong, can’t you, for me? You’re a badass remember?”

She nods again.

I lean forward to kiss her. “Good. Come on.”

Liam meets us at the front desk, taking Winter’s hand. “Winter, is it? So nice to meet you properly.”

“And you,” she replies meekly, shaking it.

There’s no subtle wink in my direction or wise-crack about her rescue. Liam is in full business mode. He stands there with his hands on his hips, pulling his jacket back into place when he sees Winter’s eyes wander to his weapon. “Welcome to the Miami Beach PD, I guess,” he says, looking around. “It ain’t the Westin, but it’s got a quaint kind of eighties charm, you know.”

We share a glance, Liam taking a step towards Winter. She steps back ever so subtly. 

He puts his hands out. “Look, Archer here and I go way back. You’re going to be safe here, okay?”

I place my hand on her back. “He’s right. This is the safest place right now. Just tell Liam what you told me, tell him everything.”

“I’ll make it as quick as can be,” says Liam. “You’ll forget you were even here.”

I’m not quite sure how he’s making that promise. It’s like he’s suggesting she’ll be free to go.

I jerk my head to the side at him. “Can I have a quick word?”

“Sure, brother,” he smiles.

We step over to the wall.

“You’re sweating,” I tell him, pointing to the perspiration on his forehead. 

He dabs at it with the corner of his jacket. “Fucking AC around here. I swear to God. I bet garbage collectors get a bigger budget than we do.”

The place does look it’s falling apart somewhat, a set direct from Lethal Weapon. I wouldn’t be half-surprised if Mel Gibson and Danny Glover were to appear around the corner, a hot-tempered Captain Murphy on their tail.

“Is she going to be okay?” I ask.

Liam presses his cheek out with his tongue. It’s the kind of simple personal tick that throws me right back to our time serving. “Of course. If what you told me is true, if she has the heads-up on their operation, she’s basically gold—untouchable, even not being an American citizen. I’ll speak to the Feds, the only people I can trust, and we’ll make it work. I’ll have you two back to bumping uglies in no time.”

“It’s not like that.”

He takes my shoulder. “Like I said, we go way back, so don’t tell me you ain’t getting a good piece of that.”

“Just promise me she’ll be safe.”

He places his hand over his heart. “This we’ll defend, brother.”

He looks down to the envelope. “That for me?”

I hand it over. “She wrote it all down. It’s all in here.”

He takes it, holding it up. “Can’t wait to see these pricks go down.”

“You and me both.”

I look over to where Winter’s standing. “Can you give us a minute before you take her in?”

He squeezes my shoulder. “Take all the time you need.”

I head back over to Winter, holding her by the hips. Fuck who sees it. I kiss her lightly on the forehead. “I’ll be right out here, okay, waiting. You’re going to be fine. We are going to be fine.”

She attempts a smile. 

“That’s my girl.”

She looks to Liam standing by the door leading to the secured area. 

“All ready?” he says.

We kiss one final time. God, I don’t want to let her go, but I know I have to.

I hold her hand until the last moment, my arm lifting up until it’s just our fingertips touching and then nothing at all.

She reaches Liam and looks back, smiling, but I see it drop the moment he opens the door and ushers her through.

Liam gives me a thumbs up before disappearing himself, the door closing with a mechanical click.

I stand there and take a breath.

It’s done.

But something’s bothering me. I sit and try to work out what’s got me rattled, but nothing’s coming to mind. All I’m drawing are big fat fucking blanks.

I pick up a magazine, but the words blur together. I can’t concentrate. I try the TV on the wall, but it’s some crappy reality show I can’t stand.

I don’t know why, but I become increasingly restless sitting there, my hands fixing themselves over and over. The AC seems to be working just fine, but I’m still sweating like a Sunday roast.

I decide to head out front for a quick breather.

Outside, it’s overcast, a cooler front moving in from the east.

I regulate my breath, starting to feel a hell of a lot better when I spot a khaki Jeep Wrangler emerging from the police parking lot and waiting to turn into the traffic.

It’s Liam’s Jeep, the one he bought the very day we got back from Afghanistan, with its now fading ‘American Patriot’ bumper sticker and the dent in the side where an old woman in a mobility scooter crashed into it.

I dismiss it at first, think maybe someone else is driving, it’s another car maybe, but I can see him through the window, clear as day and, beside him in the passenger seat, Winter.

I squint, looking harder, but there’s no doubt about it. 

It’s her.

What the fuck?

I don’t know where he’s taking her, why she isn’t inside like he said, but immediately a deep sense of unease knots itself in my stomach.

It was the thumbs-up, I realize. When the hell ever has Liam done that before? It was out of character. A middle finger, sure, but a fucking thumbs-up? It makes no sense.

Something’s wrong.

I spot a South Beach Yellow Cab in the flow of traffic, basically running in front of it, the car screeching to a stop and the driver throwing his hands up. “What the fuck, man?” he yells.

I open the rear door and slide across the back seat and pointing through the windshield. “I need you to follow that Jeep up ahead, the khaki one. You see it?”

The driver, a young Hispanic man, looks out his window and sees the police station. “Oh, shit. Is this like official police business?”

“Yes,” I half-shout, eager to get moving. “Go!”

The cab tears away, cutting off a minivan and snaking into the flow of traffic.

The driver, whose name is apparently Mateo given the license on the dash, slaps the steering wheel with excitement. “Holy shit, man. Who are we after? Bank robbers? Murderers? Or is it some real sick shit, like mad conspiracy shit?”

I lean forward, holding the headrests. “Just keep on them, but not too close, okay. Hang back a little.”

“Yes, boss,” he salutes, smiling in the rear-view. “I’ve waited my whole life for this.”

I want to remind him we’re not in the Fast & Furious here, but I’m too busy concentrating on Liam’s Jeep. If I had laser eyes I’d be burning a hole right through it about now.

I expect Liam to turn around, to realize his mistake, to at least call me… something, but the Jeep continues to drive on. I try his cell, try calling the precinct, but it’s no good. He’s AWOL with Winter in tow.

Where the fuck are you taking her? I’m thinking, that knot growing tighter and tighter the further away we get from Main Beach.

I rattle my brain trying to think of who else I can call, but it’s like my head is filled with pea soup, all that training from the Army of keeping your cool and focusing completely gone.

I know it’s Winter. It’s my emotions getting the better of me, my attachment to her. I promised her I would keep her safe, that nothing would happen to her, and now what?

But you don’t know where they’re going, the more rational part of me pipes up. Maybe she was hungry. Maybe they’re going to get something to eat, going to a different, secure location. Maybe he’s fucking you over, the darker part fills.

Mateo’s doing a stand-up job, hanging back just enough so as not be conspicuous, though the traffic’s heavy enough a taxi isn’t exactly going to stand out.

Another fifteen minutes and we’re headed to the Glades. The knot tightens until it’s a solid mass, a physical pain in my gut.

The traffic thins as we move away from the main roads, the seaside giving way to new estates and roads that haven’t seen attention since Reagan. It’s not a good sign. I know it. I feel it. I should never have handed her over like that.

If Liam hurts her, if he fucking touches one hair on her head, I don’t care what our history says, I’m going to fucking kill him, take him apart piece by piece and feed him to the gators.

Ahead, the Jeep enters a small industrial estate, two G-series Mercedes in black pulling off the side of the road to follow behind.

“Careful now,” I tell Mateo. “Nice and slow. Just creep up there.”

He does as I tell him, the taxi slowly driving past where I saw the Jeep and G-wagons enter.

I see them pulling up out front what looks like an old packing warehouse.

“Stop,” I tell Mateo. “Wait a second.”

Liam emerges from the Jeep, four or five guys hopping out of the Mercedes all different shades of no fucking good. Even from here I recognize one of them as the guy who came to the tower that day asking around—the cartel muscle.

They talk for a moment, Liam looking strangely meek. They seem to finish, and he walks around to the passenger door, pulling Winter free. She’s holding onto the grab handle, refusing to let go until one of the goons takes her by the hands, two of them basically tearing her away and leading her inside the warehouse, Liam following scratching his head.

She screams and it takes everything I have not to leap from the vehicle in full on attack mode.

But my hatred is centered on Liam.

You motherfucker, I think, pure, heated rage boiling through my veins. But this is no time for fucking around. I take all the money in my wallet and hand it to Mateo. “For your trouble.”

He turns around in his seat looking confused. “You’re not going to wait for backup? Put on a vest?” He looks down. “Where’s your piece?”

“Left it at home,” I lie.

I open the door. “Go on now. Get as far away as you can.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” he says, apparently reconciling something with himself. He nods to the back of the car, the trunk unlatching. “Have a look, under the floor. Maybe you can find something useful back there.”

I have no idea what he’s on about until I get out and open the boot. I lift the floor, expecting a spare tire, my eyes greeted with a weapons cache that would do Al Capone proud. 

Even with the seriousness of the situation, I can’t help but smile. 

Fucking cab drivers.

“You’re not going to bust me, are you?” Mateo shouts back.

I look over his little collection. “No, my friend. Not today.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

WINTER

It’s over. This Liam, Archer’s supposed cop friend, has betrayed me, handed me right on over to the very people I’ve been trying to escape. But far from the look of smug satisfaction I think I’ll find on his face when I look in his direction, it’s sadness and uncertainty I see.

He’s not sure about this. I know it. Whatever they’re offering him must be real good to betray Archer like this.

As far as I can tell, we’re in a large warehouse in some kind of industrial area. In the corner two men are unloading tins of paint from the back of a truck. From my time with the cartel I know they’re actually full of liquid methamphetamine, cleverly concealed. This is the missing piece, I realize, the one location I couldn’t work out, and here I am, my hands cable-tied together in front of me, right in the middle of it.

There are another two men standing in front of me. I recognize one as the man I saw at the Ball & Chain, the other from Cuba, Serpiente’s lieutenant. In a way, I’m flattered… until the realization sinks in I’ll never see Archer again, never feel the warmth of his arms or touch of his lips, his wry smile.

Hold it together, I remind myself. There’s still hope.

But is there? We’re a long way from Miami Beach. It’s the weekend. No one’s around. We may as well be on Mars.

That hope turns into any icy ball in my stomach when I see one of the men unloading the truck remove an empty body bag, laying it down on the floor.

So they don’t intend for me to walk out alive. They’re going to torture me, find out what I know, and then dispose of me. It’s their way. Worse, I’ve seen what they do to people, heard it first-hand, sounds that will haunt me until the day I die. Today, I guess.

Liam approaches, snapping me out of my thoughts. He stops before me, leaning in conspiratorially. I’m hoping against hope he’ll whisper the cavalry is on its way, that this was all an elaborate ploy to bring the cartel down, but that’s not what he says.

He licks his lips, wiping sweat from his brow. “Look,” he starts, keeping his voice low. “I’m sorry it had to go down this way. You seem like a decent person, but I’m in over my head. I need the money, understand?”

I spit in his face, a surprisingly defiant move that simply happens—no prior thought, no thinking.

Liam wipes it away, nodding to himself. “Well, that makes it a little easier now, doesn’t it?”

“Archer is going to kill you,” I tell him, trying to keep the nerves from my voice.

“Archer’s never going to know, hon. No one is going to know. Do you understand that?”

He takes a step away, thinking I’m going to spit again. “Again,” he says, “I’m sorry,” placing his hand over his heart in the emptiest gesture the world’s ever known.

I see someone emerge from behind a shipping container at the back of the warehouse and my heart drops further.

It’s him.

It’s Serpiente. 

He walks slowly towards us, whispering something is his lieutenant’s ear before moving to Liam and taking his hand, smiling. “My friend. Thank you for this.”

He hasn’t even looked in my direction yet.

Liam nods back. “The money?”

“Being transferred as we speak,” Serpiente smiles, but I know that crocodile smile when I see it, spotting his lieutenant slowly and silently moving around behind Liam and drawing his weapon.

I know shouting, trying to warm Liam, will be useless.

“Excuse me,” says Serpiente, stepping aside and nodding at his lieutenant, who’s now standing behind Liam with a gun raised to the back of his head.

I scream when it goes off, the front of Liam’s face blown apart, his faceless body standing upright for what seems like far too long before finally slumping forward onto the ground.

With a whistle, Serpiente signals the men who were emptying the truck, one of them picking up the body bag and bringing it over.

I feel sick to my stomach, a prickly, all-encompassing kind of sickness that takes over my entire being.

Still smiling, Serpiente walks towards me with his hands behind his back. His hair is slicked tight to his head as per usual, the large cross he wears around his neck sitting against his shirt. I know he’ll be holding his rosary beads his father left him behind his back, slowly thumbing the beads through his fingers. It’s his way of alleviating the guilt—if he’s capable of feeling anything at all.

He stops before me and looks back at Liam’s body. He touches his shoulders and the top of the top of his head. “May God rest his soul.”

His eyes are the color of a deep moss, cold and impassive. He reaches and lifts a strand of my hair with his finger. “I thought we’d lost you, but the Lord has brought you back to me. This time I won’t be so reckless with you.” He looks down my body, pausing when he reaches my nether region. “This time I will have my reward.”

“My boyfriend,” I say, the term odd in my mouth, “he will kill you.”

Serpiente starts to pace around me in a wide circle. “The, ah, what is it called? The lifeguard, yes? He’ll be dealt with.”

I swallow down the dread knowing Archer doesn’t stand a chance against the cartel. If only I had been able to warn him, to tell him to save himself.

“You don’t know God,” I tell him, finally finding the courage to speak my mind. “You are the antichrist, and you will pay for your crimes. If not here, up there,” I nod to the sky. “One way or another, you will be held accountable.”

He places a finger on my lips. It smells of tobacco. “Hush, hush, hush. After all, you’ll need to conserve your energy for what I have planned for you.”

That icy ball becomes a solid rock in my chest.

I want to cry, to scream, to do anything, but I know it’s fruitless. I will not allow him the satisfaction of seeing me break. I will fight this to the end. If nothing else, Archer taught me that much.

I picture his face, see him holding me. ‘You are a bad-ass,’ he’s saying. ‘You can do anything.’

I pull in a deep breath and force a smile onto my face. “You cannot hurt me,” I announce, being sure to look Serpiente in the eye. “You can have my body, but you’ll never have me.”

He laughs, wagging his finger at me. “But your body is all I want my little virgin. We’ll see how much you’re smiling when every man, every dog has their way with you when I’m done.”

He gives another whistle and walks away, the body bag zipped up and slid away towards the truck in the corner, a horrible mess of blood and gristle remaining on the ground.

It’s a terrible thought to think I’ve seen worse.

“Bring her,” Serpiente shouts, the man from the club with the teardrop tattoo walking over and taking me under the arm. “Walk,” he barks.

You’ll have to damn well drag me out of here, I think.

“Wal—” he goes to say, coughing through the end of it and turning to look at me with wide eyes. It’s only then I notice the hole in his neck. He reaches for it, mouth wide, but there’s too much blood. It flows around his fingers like thick, cherry syrup before he tilts and falls to the floor, his hand releasing my arm.

I can see the shock on Serpiente’s face.

There’s another loud “oof” from the right, another man going down, this time with a ruby dot on his forehead.

Serpiente shouts something, but with two more muffled expulsions of sound in the distance the men unloading the truck go down, one and then the other, a second shot hitting the poor guy in the back as he’s trying to crawl away.

Another ‘pfft’, another separation of air, and then Serpiente’s lieutenant screams aloud, falling to one knee and reaching for his gun, only managing to get it halfway up before he’s struck twice in the chest, slowly rocking forward onto his stomach.

It all happens so fast I barely process what’s going on.

Serpiente looks around, but his entire team have been dispatched somehow, all of them lying dead and dying around the warehouse in the space of seconds.

He looks up, past me, and rushes forward, taking me by the arm and shifting behind me, walking us back towards the shipping container. As he does, I see something, a glimpse of something I’ve never seen on his face before.

Fear.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

ARCHER

I reload from my position high on the emergency stairwell at the side of the warehouse, a perfect eagle’s nest from which to work.

I wasn’t a sniper in the Army, but Liam was. I picked up enough to know what to do—find a high vantage point with multiple exits, sufficient cover, work quickly, have an out, watch the wind… There’s barely a breeze outside—perfect conditions for shooting up assholes.

The rifle I found in the back of Mateo’s taxi is a SAKO TRG 42, a long-range Finnish weapon generally considered one of the finest of its kind in the world. The serial number’s been filed off, of course, which I imagine is going to make things interesting when the questions come later.

The trunk of the taxi was basically the Punisher’s own personal war chest, but I had to pick and choose fast, thankful for Mateo’s lifeline.

It wasn’t easy taking down these pricks from such a distance, but seeing Liam going down, shot in the back of fucking head like a chump, I found the nerve I needed.

But the one behind it all, the one who has to be the Serpent himself, is right behind Winter blocking my bullet. I’m lying down, looking through the scope as he takes her, drawing out his own weapon, a gold-plated Ruger, and holding it to her side where I know it will do a fuck-load of damage if it goes off.

He’s looking around wildly, doesn’t know where the shots came from.

Good, I think, packing up quickly and making my way down the stairs.

“Where are you?!” he shouts, his voice booming around the warehouse. “Fucking show yourself, coward!”

I have every intention of doing so, approaching from the north-west corner with the rifle slung and a Glock drawn, holding it tight with two hands while I move towards the center of the warehouse where he’s holding Winter.

I want to stop, to tell her it’s going to be okay, but I have to focus. If I look at her eyes it might all come undone, and I can’t lose her. Not now. Not fucking ever.

“That’s fucking close enough,” spits Serpiente. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Give me the girl,” I tell him, speaking slowly, “and I’ll let you run back to your fuck buddies in whatever hole you crawled out of.”

He laughs, jamming the gun into Winter’s side. “This bitch? You’re who, the fucking lifeguard?”

“Sure am. Saving lives in style since twenty-oh-nine.”

He likes that, throwing back his head. “Fucking David Hasselhoff, yes? You American assholes all thinking you’re heroes. Do you even know who I am?”

He’s acting confident, but his body language, his tone, is suggesting he’s shitting his pants. I just have to be patient.

I take another tentative step closer, moving slowly. “Let her go. I won’t say it again.”

“I said stop where you fucking are!” he shouts, but I keep on moving forward.

He’s getting irritated now, the fear getting the better of him, swallowing him whole.

And finally, he breaks.

“I said fucking get back!” he screams, moving the weapon away from Winter to point at me. 

I don’t hesitate. I fire.

He shouts as his hand is blown away, the weapon going wide, his entire torso exposed in the movement.

I fire two rounds in the middle of his chest, waiting until Winter manages to spin away before punching another one right into the middle of his stupid fucking skull.

That does it. He goes down. Dead—the head of the mighty Lacoya cartel taken out by a fucking Miami Beach Lifeguard.

Winter rushes forward into my arms, but I keep my gun raised, moving us towards the front doors. We’re still exposed here.

“Archer,” she says, pulling on my shirt.

I look outside, can already hear sirens in the distance, but I take a moment to hold her in the doorway, kiss her lips. I don’t care she’s sweaty, dirty, scared, she’s back and that’s all that fucking matters. My baby is back and I’m never going to let her go again.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her, the sirens building. “I didn’t know.”

“Your friend…” she says, looking sideways to where what’s left of Liam’s head remains.

I swallow down a sudden thickness in my throat because yes, Liam betrayed me, but I know it could only be out of the deepest desperation, know I could have stopped it if I’d only been quicker. My anger turns to pity.

Sensing this, Winter reaches up with her bound hands and holds my face. A single tear cuts down her cheek. “It’s not your fault. You saved me… again.”

“I think it’s becoming a habit,” I laugh.

A police car swings into the parking lot of the warehouse.

“Walk out with your hands up,” I tell Winter, “Slowly. It’s all going to be okay. Serpiente’s dead. He can’t hurt you.”

Another police car joins the first, a third and fourth following.

I place the rifle and Glock down, placing my hands on my head and walking out into the sunlight, stopping and getting down on my knees.

Beside me, Winter does the same.

I know what’s coming isn’t going to be a walk in the park, but for all I care Miami PD can make me walk across hot coals.

Winter’s safe. 

That’s all that fucking matters.





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

WINTER

We’re back together at the police station, the familiar, all-too-bright lighting causing my eyes to water. Or maybe’s it just the rush of emotions I’m feeling. They’ve been drawn up and rearranged, scrambled and reordered until I’m not sure exactly what I’m feeling only that I’m thankful I’m alive. I have Archer to thank for that—again.

We’re seated against the wall in a holding area of sorts, not that we’re under arrest. The policemen who took us in, a couple of which I recognized from the volleyball competition, made that very clear. The way Archer was talking with them, it was almost like he was a cop himself.

I tug at his arm beside me. “That’s twice now you’ve saved my life.”

He smiles at me. “I wasn’t counting.”

“What happens when it hits three?”

He kisses my forehead, leaving his lips there, warm, against my skin. “I hope it never comes to that.”

I let my head rest on his shoulder. “Me too.”

I can see a group of men enter the adjoining room. Men from the Drug Enforcement Agency arrived at the scene along with a parade of emergency services. But these men look different again.

“Who are they?” I ask, jerking my head in their direction.

“ICE agents,” Archer replies, his expression clouding.

“Immigration?”

“Yes,” he says, rubbing my arm, “but don’t worry about it. It’s just protocol. They might take you, ask some questions, hold you for a bit, but the information you’re providing… I’ll make damn sure you stay put.”

“Are you sure you have that kind of power?”

He laughs. “Baby, I can charm anyone—male, female, canine, feline. I’m a walking, talking eight ball that only comes up ‘Yes’.”

I can’t help but laugh along, but deeper down I’m scared. I am here illegally. Won’t they send me back? Wouldn’t that be the easiest option?

But Archer’s right. With the things I know, the information on the cartel, I am the one in a position of power, one I’ve never been in before or known. I should take advantage of it.

Haven’t you been through enough? my head interjects. Don’t you deserve this? Don’t you deserve happiness?

I look across at Archer and nod to myself. Yes. Yes, I do.

Eventually, after countless interviews and meetings, people, strangers asking question after question, I’m turned over to the ICE agents, but they’re not as threatening as I imagined. In fact, Archer, as predicted, has managed to charm them.

“…and then the bastard threw up, right up into my face as I was doing mouth-to-mouth. There’s nothing about that in the training manual.” 

He sees me, telling the agents. “Can you give us a second?”

They nod together.

Archer approaches me with his hands in his pockets. He looks as tired as I feel. He points behind himself at the ICE agents, lowering his voice. “Alright, these guys are going to have to take you now, but you’ve got nothing to be worried about. I’ve talked to them and they understand. They’re going to make a great case for getting you temporary residency, at least until we sort the rest of this shit out. Everyone’s going to want to keep you a) close and b) protected.”

“Will I have to testify?” I ask, questions popping into my head faster than I can process them.

He takes me by the shoulders, squeezing gently. “I don’t know, baby, but I’m going to be here, right by your side, the whole way. You’re safe and we’re going to make sure your father’s safe, too. Precautions have already been made.”

“They have?”

I feel guilty not even having thought about my father.

Archer stands back grinning. “Come on now. I told you I could work miracles, didn’t I?”

“Can you miracle up a bed, because I’m real tired.” 

He brushes hair from my forehead, his eyes relaxed and warm, telling me it’s all going to be okay. “Soon, I promise.”

He kisses me one last time, holding my face with both hands, deepening it until together, we can barely breathe, desperate to hang onto each other.

I break away and a fresh tear slides down my cheek. Archer wipes it away with his thumb. “Don’t cry now. You’re strong, remember? You’re a skydiving, cartel-kicking badass. Don’t you fucking forget it.”

I can’t stop the tears, but I smile through them. “I won’t.”

He steps aside, the agents ushering me out the door. 

I see Archer there through the window doing his best to stay composed, but the glazed look in his eyes, even from this distance, betrays him. It would appear this man, this rock, might just be soft inside after all.

SIX WEEKS LATER

“Where are we going?” I ask, unable to see a damn thing with this blindfold on. I extend my hands out in front of me, Archer leading me from behind. 

It doesn’t help it’s nighttime, my only clue the odd flash of neon or streaking light, which tells me, together with the noise, we’re probably somewhere near Main Beach.

We’ve only been back together a couple of weeks, the processing taking longer than expected, but now I’m here legally—at least temporarily. If I want to stay in the US, well, that’s a different question.

I was able to speak to my father, confirm he was okay. He told me he’d been moved to a new house. ‘It even has a working shower,’ he told me, ‘a fridge!’ speaking about these basic things like they were part of an elaborate Aladdin’s Cave he’d inherited. I burst into tears, of course, a blubbery, wet mess on the phone, but it was good, so good, to hear his voice.

I mentioned Archer briefly. 

‘A life-what?’ my father had asked, confused. 

‘He saves people,’ I replied simply, knowing whatever I could come up with would not do him justice. No, I’d need them to meet, curious as to how it would pan out. Archer told me he can charm anyone, but a protective daughter’s father, especially one of an only child? That could be a hard sell.

For now, the sense of normality has returned. The information I provided was acted on quickly, the cartel taken down in an international effort, the first of its kind. From all accounts, it worked. It helped, Lacoya was gone, the head of the snake cut off for good. Other cartels will rise to fill its place, I’m sure, but there’s no more Serpiente, no more of his personal evil tainting the world.

I was offered witness protection, but I declined knowing if Archer couldn’t keep me safe, no one could. I’ve kept my new name, even have half a wardrobe of shiny American clothes to wear, including a whole drawer full of fancy underwear for those special occasions, which are many. There is still a fear, a small shred of it that seems to stain even the best moments, but I try to keep it at bay. It might never leave, but I know with Archer by my side at least I can minimize its presence, observe it from a distance like one would a lingering squall.

“Okay, stop,” says Archer, his breath tickling the side of my neck.

It’s quieter here. I can hear the ocean, but I’ve still got no idea where we are.

“Are you ready?” he asks.

“For what?” I hit back. “If I open my eyes and find we’re about to get on that damn Lucifer the skydiving plane again…”

“No, no,” he laughs, “I think you’ll like this even better.”

I’m unsure, but nod all the same. 

He takes my blindfold off, undoing the knot in the back and letting it fall into his hands.

I look around, my eyes slow to adjust.

We’re in the lifeguard tower on Main Beach, the Ronald McDonald one. There are no lights on, the beach dark, all shadow ahead through the windows.

“We’ve had sex here before, remember?” I tell him, pointing. “Me, up on the desk there. You, between my legs.”

Even in the low light Archer can’t hide his smile. “Oh, I remember, but we’re not here for that. Well, maybe later…”

I can’t take it anymore. “What is going on? Tell me.”

He points through the window at the front of the tower looking down over the sand. “Watch,” he says, flicking a switch on the wall.

Immediately, spotlights on the front of the tower illuminate a wide stretch on the sand in front and below us.

An area of it’s been cordoned off and written there, in giant sandy grooves, are the last words I expected to see: Marry me?

I turn to Archer in shock, but he’s already on one knee, a box in his hand, something glinting inside from the spotlights outside.

I’m so surprised, I stammer ‘No!’ stepping back.

Archer just continues to smile. “Oh? Because I really thought you’d say ‘yes’.”

My thoughts are moving a million miles per hour. “I didn’t mean—”

He takes my hand and draws me to him. “Shh now. Let me talk.”

I nod, starting to smile myself, bubbly excitement rising up inside me.

“Winter,” he tells me, locking eyes, “I know we haven’t been together long, but I also know I can’t live without you. You’re the ocean, the air I breathe. You are everything to me, and I want you to be my wife… please.”

I want to come back with something witty, clever, but I’m so excited, so terrified this chance will slip away, I rush into his arms, bowling him over onto his back.

We kiss, Archer managing to hold the ring aside somehow.

When we break apart, he says, “I take it that’s a ‘yes’?

I reply by kissing him back, the ocean shifting outside, the sound of the nightlife a mere murmur in the air.

Finally, I allow myself to sit back on my haunches.

Rocking forward, Archer takes the opportunity to slip the ring onto my finger. I can see now it’s a simple but timeless design, a classic solitaire set in silver. 

“Do you like it?” he asks, and I’m pretty sure I detect a hint of nervousness in his usual steely voice.

“Baby,” I reply, borrowing his favorite term of endearment, “I’d wear a rubber band if it came from you.”

“It was a touch more expensive than a rubber band. Let’s just say I’ll be doing plenty of overtime when they let me back in here.”

“It’s beautiful. You are beautiful.”

We hold each other, simply sit there on the floor of the tower listening to our breathing, taking in the new world that’s just been created between us, and I know, just know, it’s going to be incredible.

Archer pulls back. “You think I should tell Robbie to come in now?”

“Robbie?” I ask.

“Yeah, I left him outside on security detail. Had to make sure no one disturbed our masterwork down there.”

I smile, allowing my hand to snake between us and find Archer’s hardness. It responds instantly, jerking against my fingers, eager, no doubt, to make this union official.

“Why don’t we let him wait a little bit longer?” I suggest.


EPILOGUE

ARCHER

ONE YEAR LATER

“I can’t believe it’s taken us a whole year to have our honeymoon,” I say, reclining in the sand.

Feeling sorry for us, the lifeguards pooled together a pretty impressive wedding gift, though life always got in the way of letting us actually spend the money in question and get away. But, finally, here we are—the beautiful Westin Lagunamar in Cancun.

I know it’s more luxurious than anything Winter’s seen before, people waiting on us hand and foot, though Winter’s been fairly ‘hands on’ herself, so to speak. I’m just thankful the wing we’re in has been quiet, because we are definitely not.

It’s almost sunset, the sun peeking out from the clouds on the horizon, everything around us flaxen and gold.

We didn’t really believe a fellow hotel guest when they told us they knew of a secluded beach, especially not around somewhere so built up as Cancun, but an hour on a dodgy bus later, half an hour of walking, and here we are. It’s not exactly secluded, given the walking trails on the cliff above, but we haven’t seen a soul since we got here.

It’s been bliss. Even the water was more temperate than it should be, and this time I don’t have to save anyone, keep up a constant state of vigilance. I’m free to enjoy it with the woman I love, my wife.

I think back to our wedding. We had it on Main Beach, naturally, one of the prettier towers done up in ribbon and silk, a small group of bare-footed friends watching on.

I stood there at the altar, more of a paddleboard shoved into the sand, and thought of Liam for a moment, wishing he was there, but when I saw Winter, bright and white and so damn pretty the whole picture was a postcard, I only thought one thing.

You are one lucky son of a bitch.

It was the greatest day of my life—great Cuban food, salsa, Bar None putting on a kick-ass spread. Cocktails flowed, questionable choices were made, but it all worked.

“Shouldn’t we be getting back to the resort before it gets too dark?” Winter questions.

“I don’t care,” I reply, moving to pull aside the top of her bikini bottom. “I need you.”

We kiss, the breeze cooling on our bodies as they melt together. Her bare chest presses against me, nipples hard in the open air.

A wave rushes over our feet, the bubbly foam tickling our toes. Winter laughs, free and unrestrained. None of that fear remains from when I first found her on the beach so many moons ago.

I kiss her neck, moving to the soft mounds of her breasts. She reaches down and hooks the crotch of her bikini, shifting her lips to my ear. “I want you inside me,” she whispers, her voice mixing with the ocean and breeze until they’re indecipherable from one another.

I push her leg aside and shift against her. When I enter her, she gasps, her mouth forming a perfect oval before me, her toes curling against the sand.

I ease out and run forward again into the wet, warmth of her sex. She moans and I swallow it with a kiss, drawing back to watch the way the sensation shifts inside the opal cages of her eyes.

The water rises and falls around us, pulled forward and swept back as I move inside her. I never tire of this, of the way her body welcomes me. 

Another wave rushes in around us, high enough to tease my thighs.

Hand on my side, Winter breaks the kiss and leans forward to look at the ocean. “I can’t tell if the tide’s going in or coming out.”

I ease myself back and run forward right into the hot depths of her pussy. “Oh, it’s definitely going in,” I reply, letting her adjust to my size.

I thrust harder, ramping up the speed and depth of my strokes until she’s mewing and moaning beneath me caught between the sand and the hard plane of my body above.

I wait until I see the red in her cheeks growing, feel the way her body blooms in need. 

“Oh, God,” she moans. “Yes, yes.”

But I can’t let her come—not yet.

I draw away and pull her up, flipping her onto her hands and knees in the wet sand. She stretches forward with her arms against the side of her head, her swinging breasts kissing the water that rushes between us.

She laughs as we start to sink in the sand. “We’re not going to be washed away, are we?”

“Not on my watch,” I reply, plunging into her again.

I brace a hand on her hip, the other on the small of her back, and stroke again, hitting her G-spot just right.

She groans against the sand, moving to thrust back against me while the wind whistles and the oceans rears up again, everything in motion—organic.

The surf swells around my ankles, but I press on, filling her over and over until her cries are loud enough to drown out the ocean itself.

Winter looks back as I pound into her, her back arching and adjusting the angle of entry yet again, the velvety walls of her sex closing in around my cock.

I grit my teeth, staving off my own release.

Ahead of us, the cliffs rise like rocky onlookers, a goat trail running up the side anyone could use. If they were to stand on top of the cliffs we’d be exposed, the next viral hit soon forgotten. It adds a delicious thrill to the encounter, knowing our heated act here could be uncovered at any moment.

“Yes,” Winter moans, drawing out the ‘S’, her head falling back down between her arms, hair falling to the sand.

I wonder if she’s looking between her legs, can see my cock as it runs deep into her body. The thought brings me to the edge, all the willpower I have required to stop myself from losing control.

But that’s what she does to me. My life used to be so ordered, so predictable, but Winter came in like a whirlwind and upended it in the best way possible. I don’t know where I’d be without her.

The sun’s setting, the water and sand growing colder with every passing moment.

I can feel the heat leaving my shoulder blades, can imagine the bright orb of the sun slowly bobbing below the horizon. Overhead, the sky burns pink and orange, a fiery blanket above.

I’m tied to the ocean, can sense a large wave rising up behind us. It smashes into me from behind, washing over us. Winter shakes with the chill of it, gasping aloud as the sand slips away around her knees.

I thrust harder and harder, angling myself for maximum sensation, the two of us continuing our slow descent into the sand. The surf crashes over us again, Winter’s hair whipping over her back as she lifts her head.

I know we won’t be able to stay here, but I also know how close she is to release.

I shutter my eyes and take her with all the energy I can muster, gripping her hips tight. My breathing hitches in anticipation, her moaning rising to a sharp crescendo. A wave hammers me from behind and I’m thrust to the very end of her, to the molten core of her sex.

It undoes me. I tense, unable to hold back any longer. With a groan I thrust into her a final time and let go.

It sends her over the edge. She stiffens, shivering before falling into a violent series of convulsions that grip and release my cock in quick succession.

I don’t know how long we stay locked there in ecstasy, slowly letting our orgasms ebb away.

A rogue wave knocks me back into reality and I pull out, helping Winter up and out of the surf, running up the sand until we both collapse on firmer ground laughing and struggling to breathe.

We watch the burning sky together, our fingers locked. Winter’s swimsuit is still bunched up around her waist, her nipples a hot red in the fading light, the tips of a poker that’s been sitting in the fire too long.

I know I’m getting hard again, and I know she can see it.

Her free hand reaches over, stroking me softly, almost an afterthought.

I turn to her with a half-smile. “So eager.”

She grips me a little tighter. “And you aren’t?”

I have to laugh at that. “You know me. The mere mention of sex has me at full mast.”

“Sex on the beach, though… That’s something you don’t do every day.”

I reach over and touch her lips lightly, trace them out with the pad of a finger. My only reply is to roll us over and kiss her again, my lips crashing down on hers hard while the world grows cold around us. 

She lets a soft moan escape her mouth as I bite down on her lower lip, pulling back and letting it free.

“What now?” she asks, her voice strained with desire.

“Now, my love,” I reply, “we dance.”

She places a finger on my lips, holding me away. “There is one thing I forgot to mention.”

“What’s that?” I ask, already eager to be inside her again.

“I haven’t been taking my birth control.”

We’ve been discussing this. I smile, the thought of having a child with this woman, the love of my life, more than my heart can take. “Even better.”




WINTER

FOUR YEARS LATER

“Got you!” I shout, rolling another snowball in my mitten and aiming it into the distance where Archer and our three-year-old Willow are hiding, giggling away in some big snowy conspiracy.

“Watch out, Mommy!” comes Willow’s tiny voice.

I see her stand and fling a snowball. It goes wide, Archer pulling her back to safety and the two of them continuing to laugh and plot.

I take a moment to look around. I never thought I’d ever see the snow, but here we are, in the Australian High Country, flakes of snow falling slowly from the sky like time itself is playing catch-up. Yes, Australia has snow. Who knew? It’s incredibly beautiful, made more so by the company I’m sharing it with.

“How about his one, Mommy?” Wren, the second of our triplets, hands me a snowball, though it’s more of a square than a ball. “Thank you, honey,” I smile.

“What about mine?” squeaks Weslee to my right, the third of our three. “I take her snowball, almost as big as her head, cradling the collection to the ground and pulling the girls close. “Now, let’s get Daddy and Willow good, shall we?”

It’s on—the great snowball fight the girls have been talking about all week. Yes, we are over three-hundred miles from Sydney, from home, but Archer’s always coming up with random trips like this, whisking us away into the middle of the night to the extraordinary natural gems this country has to offer.

It took a lot for Archer to pull strings and get us over here, especially considering we are still in witness protection, so to speak. Generally, sending a witness overseas is a no-no because they tend to stick out like a sore thumb in the homogeneity of the population, but Australia’s so multicultural it hardly matters.

Besides, I’d already testified, the cartel had already been broken down and disbanded, more cartels no doubt fighting over the territory. I was assured the danger had passed, that we could lead normal lives, but I don’t think I’d ever really feel safe in the US anymore. 

Most people in witness protection aren’t angels. They’re criminals the American government wants to keep close tabs on, but not me, not Archer, so we were given some slack—even if Archer did need to tug on every string he had. The sheer volume of information I provided was enough to buy me leeway with the authorities, however, and that’s what did it. 

Through a friend, Archer managed to find himself a lifeguard position at Sydney’s famous Bondi Beach. After that it was a simple case of packing up and shipping ourselves over—not that I had much to pack.

The triplets arrived six months later, all at the same time, all jostling for position inside me. Watching the way they act, I think the girls are going to be just as competitive as their dad.

I’ve never really seen Archer get perturbed by anything, but when the doctor announced we were having triplets, all identical girls, Archer went pale as a sheet. I think it took a solid week before it all sunk in we’d soon be a family of five.

The birth—my god. I thought my poor vagina was going to explode. I kept yelling down through gritted teeth, “One at a time, guys!” but the girls were too eager to get out and explore the world. That sense of wonder pervades everything they do. They’re so naturally curious about, well, everything.

Of course, naming them all ‘W’ names sounded like a cute idea at the time, but it has made rather life interesting when you’re trying to call across the house.

They’re active, energetic, blessed with good genes and the most adorable little faces you’ve ever seen. They look at me at night with their big blue eyes and I just want to die from cuteness overload. I look at them and I see Archer—I see the man who saved my life.

We’ve even had my father over to visit. It was quite the operation, very covert, but he loved the girls and, after a firm handshake and stare down, Archer too. Archer’s like that. Give him five minutes and he’ll charm the pants off even the most un-charmable of individuals. It’s gone a long way here. 

I watch him playing with the girls. He’s a golden standard of a dad, tackling domestic duties with aplomb and getting right into the Aussie DIY spirit. Our house is modest, barely big enough for the five of us, but it’s a home. That’s all I ever wanted. I think it’s all Archer ever needed.

“Got you, Dad!” Weslee squeals… right before a snowball smacks her square in the face. I hold my breath waiting for the waterworks, but they never come. She simply giggles and goes about scooping up another.

They’re resilient, my girls, just like Yours Truly. I’m teaching them to be strong and independent. I know with Archer by my side they’ll be able to achieve anything, though I’d love to skip forward another ten years to see how he does with periods and boyfriends. I’m pretty sure he’s going to forbid them from going outside when they grow breasts.

Defeated, Archer and Willow return to our side with their hands up.

I shuffle the girls along. “Go on, girls. Go and play.”

They dart off lightning quick back into the snow, rolling around and laughing like a bunch of sugared-up snow bunnies.

Archer snakes his hands around my waist, squeezing me tight. “Getting a bit cold, isn’t it?”

“There’s a fireplace back at the cabin, you know.”

He kisses his way up my neck. “A bottle of wine chilling in the fridge, a cheese platter, a rug, a handsome man to make love to you all night long…”

I reach behind myself and find his cock firm as always when it’s pressed up against me. “We wouldn’t want the girls to hear now, would we?” I tease.

“I can be quiet,” he whispers. “Remember Robbie’s place?”

“That was not quiet,” I laugh.

“The question is, can you be quiet?” he continues.

“Hmm,” I purr, taking up his hand and slowly slipping his middle finger into my mouth, sucking on it before letting it free, “I’m sure you could find something to put in my mouth.”

“Mmm-mmm,” he groans back, “what did I do to deserve you?”

“You did save my life—several times, as I recall.”

“Well, you know what they say—guard hard, or go home.”

I bring a finger to my lower lip. “Funny, I thought it was ‘beaches be crazy’?”

He laughs and smiles, that smile I know and love, the smile of a husband and a father, a man without equal, a man who basically pushed me out of a plane. “It can be whatever you want, and it will, because we’re here, we’re together, and we’re not going anywhere but up.” 

###
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