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            Prologue

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      What would Fox do?

      I ask myself again as I stare down the barrel of a gun. If Fox were here now, what would he do? Would he stand and fight? Would he grab the rifle and hope the agent holding it isn’t too trigger happy?

      Would he raise his hands and surrender, willing to fight another day?

      In the end, I do nothing. I lie still with tears and smoke in my eyes. There’s blood on my hands, but I’m not sure if it’s mine. I feel pain. I hear Sofia screaming. I see Lucy punch a man in the jaw, but another agent comes in behind her and quickly overpowers her.

      I wonder where it all went wrong. I wonder if I could have done something to stop this from happening.

      Snake Eyes.

      That’s where it all went wrong.

      The rifle barrel digs into my cheek. “On your knees!” the agent shouts at me, his voice muffled through a black mask.

      I look up into his eyes. They’re brownish-black and eager, almost like he enjoys this. I wonder where he came from and who he used to be before he was recruited. What sort of life did he leave behind? Did he have a family? Friends? A lover?

      “I said, get up!”

      Somehow, I roll over and push off the floor. My white dress catches beneath my knees as I try to stand.

      The agent lunges at me and impatiently yanks me up onto my feet. “Move,” he says, digging the rifle into my side.

      I march forward. I raise my hands and surrender, but I know deep down that there will be no fighting this another day. I look around the ravaged casino floor through a veil of tears. Painful dread takes over my heart and there’s nothing I can do about it this time.

      No. This isn’t Snake Eyes’ fault.

      It’s mine.

      I fell in love with Fox Fitzpatrick.

      That’s where it all went wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “Fox, this is Dani,” my mother says with a smile. “She’s Bennett’s daughter.”

      I don’t care.

      Ever since my mother moved the two of us to Los Angeles a week ago, it’s been one introduction after another. Her new boss. My new school. Our new house.

      And now, her new boss’ daughter.

      Still could not care less.

      The girl stares at me with a fake smile. Her blonde hair sits curled up on top of her head in a long braid, leaving the tight neckline of her purple dress exposed. Honestly, who wears purple to a Christmas party? California brats like her, I guess.

      My mother nudges my ribs and I straighten up.

      “Hey,” I say in greeting.

      Dani nods. “Hey.”

      “Dani goes to your new school,” my mother says. “I’m sure she won’t mind showing you around once classes start again.”

      “Of course!” Dani says, still fake smiling at me. “I’d be happy to. Are you a freshman, too?”

      “Sophomore,” I mutter.

      “Do you have your schedule yet?”

      “Yeah.”

      When I say nothing more, she turns to my mother instead.

      “How do you like the new job, Cora?”

      “Oh, I adore it!” my mother answers. “Your dad is so much fun to work with and the talent coming in and out of his office—” She squeals happily. “Well, you know. You’re probably used to huge stars wandering around your house.” She gestures around the tall, crowded foyer. “I mean, just look at this place!”

      Dani laughs. “A little bit, yeah. My dad hasn’t stopped talking about you since you joined his team. He seems really happy with your work.”

      My mother blushes. “Well, that’s good to know. Oh, Dani, while I have you here…” She quickly glances around and reaches into her tote bag for the red box with a silver ribbon. “I got you something. Merry Christmas.”

      Dani gasps. “Oh, you didn’t have to…”

      “I know your dad said no gifts, but I couldn’t help myself. Fox and I are both very, very thankful to him for this opportunity.”

      Yeah, sure we are.

      Dani discreetly takes the box with a grin. “Well, what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, right?”

      My mother chuckles. “Go on and open it before he comes back.”

      Dani nods and pulls the ribbon loose. She slides the lid off, revealing a red and white scarf inside. It’s thick, bushy, and ugly as sin. Fortunately, Little Miss Perfect here seems to have picked up a few acting lessons from her Hollywood agent father over the years and manages to hide her disdain of it.

      She lets out a gasp and smiles. “Cora, I love it!” she says, leaving the scarf in the box.

      “You do?” my mother asks, playfully cringing. “I don’t know you all that well yet, so I wasn’t sure on your style…”

      “No, no. It’s perfect. Thank you so much.”

      Liar.

      “I’m so glad!” My mother turns and spots someone through the crowd. “Excuse me, Dani, I need to go run something by Ted over there.” Her gaze points at me, brows teeming with a silent urge. “Fox, how about you ask Dani about your new school?”

      I bite down hard. I’d much rather hitch the next ride back up to Seattle instead.

      “Sure,” I say.

      She gives my shoulder a quick, yet firm, squeeze before wandering off to chat up Ted.

      I look at Dani and she silently shifts on her feet. She sticks the lid back on the box and we sink into an awkward silence as the party hums around us.

      So, this is Dani Roberts, huh? Hollywood’s next best thing. According to her father, anyway…

      I don’t see what all the fuss is about myself.

      I look at the box in her hands. “You hate it,” I say.

      Dani flinches. “What?”

      “The scarf,” I say. “You hate it. It’s obvious.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      I scoff. “Come on. We both know that thing is going in the back of your closet and will never see the light of day ever again. Might as well just toss it in the damn trash can right now.”

      She shakes her head once. “That’s not true.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Prove it.”

      Dani opens the box again and scoops the scarf out. With a trained hand, she flings it around her neck, letting the ends hang down on either side of her. The white and red colors clash horribly with her purple dress, but the fashion faux pas clearly doesn’t affect her very much.

      She drops the empty box in my hands and walks off into the crowd.

      Okay. Maybe I was a little quick to judge her.

      Dani would wear that thing for the rest of the night.

      She’d wear it to next year’s party, too. And the year after that.

      She’d wear it every year until the day I died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Eight Years Later

      

      

      “Hello? You still alive in there?”

      The bar is vibrant with activity, mostly students from the local university blowing off steam. It’s an easy place to blend into and the constant flood of people make it so the young woman across from me doesn’t get the wrong idea.

      I look at her and nod. “Barely,” I answer.

      Darla leans forward with her elbows propped on the table between us and studies me with narrow, inquisitive eyes. They wander my face, my arms, my shirt, anything that’s visible. After all this time, she’s still trying to figure me out. Can’t say I blame her, though. I’ve been paying her for this for a few months now and all she’s gotten out of me is a few free drinks and surface-level conversation. Not her usual clientele, I’m sure.

      “Why do you always request me?” she asks with her high-pitched voice.

      “You don’t have other regulars?” I ask, deflecting the question.

      “Oh, I do…” She glances around the bar for prying ears. “Most of them request me because I look like her and they always wanted to fuck a movie star.”

      I nudge the condensation on my glass. “Her?” I ask.

      “You know. Her.” She giggles. “Roxie Roberts.”

      “Never heard of her.”

      She slaps the table. “Oh, come on. Roxie Roberts. The girl from those Night Trials movies. Backseat Driver. Before the Storm. You know her. You have to know her.”

      “I don’t know her.”

      “Everybody knows her.”

      “Well, I don’t.”

      “She looks like… well, this.” She sits back and frames her own face, gesturing extravagantly.

      I let my eyes follow her fingers, traveling from the swooping neckline on her top to the golden crown of her head. Long, blonde hair. A slight curve to her hip. Thin, cherry-red lips that stretch out wide when she smiles. Bright, blue eyes and dimpled cheeks.

      She’s not wrong. She does resemble Roxie Roberts, other than her voice.

      I scratch an itch in my beard. “Well, if that’s true, I bet you make some good money off those suckers,” I say.

      “You bet your ass,” she says. “It’s kind of a pain, though. I have to stalk the tabloids to make sure I stay up with her looks or else I lose clients. She went red for like a month last year and my boss got so many complaints when I didn’t dye my hair quick enough to match hers.”

      I shrug. “Every job has its drawbacks.”

      “So…” She leans forward again, arms folded on the table. “If you have no idea who Roxie Roberts is, then why do you request me every time?”

      “I like consistency.”

      Her eye twitches with the slightest annoyance. “Why do you pay for this?”

      “You’d prefer it if I didn’t pay you?”

      “Why does an attractive guy like you need to pay a woman like me to come out once a week and talk to him? There’s no way you can’t just walk up to the bar right now and chat up any woman you want. You’d probably actually get laid, too.”

      Good question.

      “Too much effort,” I say.

      “Bullshit.” She smirks. “I bet you have some narcissistic drive. Like a grandiose sense of self-importance with an extreme inability to recognize the feelings and needs of others.”

      I raise a brow. “Not bad.”

      “Really?” Her face lights up. “I knew I’d figure you out. I’m only a year into my degree and I’m already really good at it.”

      “What degree?”

      “Psychology.”

      “Good for you.”

      “You’re dodging my questions.”

      “You’re not entitled to answers.”

      She sits back and huffs. “Okay, fine. You’re right. I’m not. It’s just weird, that’s all. And intriguing.”

      “Intriguing?” I repeat.

      “Yes, you intrigue me.” She gestures across the table. “You’re obviously in great shape, so it’s not like you don’t want to fuck me because you’re self-conscious. We’ve talked for hours, but you’ve never really said anything about who you are or where you came from. It’s like you’re running from something, but I don’t feel unsafe around you. Sometimes, I even think, ‘Wow, he might actually like me,’ and yet, you won’t even tell me your name.”

      “You know my name.”

      “Your name is not Channing Tatum.”

      I smirk. “It could be.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Look, I get it. You’re the walking personification of the tall, dark, and handsome stranger and you obviously like it that way.” Her shoulders bounce in defeat. “I guess it would be easier to hate you if you were more of an asshole to me.”

      I reach into my back pocket for my wallet and pull out a small stack of twenty-dollar bills. “Sorry,” I say as I fold it up and set it on the table in front of her. “I’m not that kind of guy.”

      Darla eyes the money but doesn’t take it. “And you always pay cash, so I can’t trace your payment.”

      I breathe a small laugh, drink the last sip of my beer, and stand up. “Goodnight.”

      “Wait.” She turns in her chair toward me. “One more question. I promise it’ll be the last time I ever ask.”

      I pause. “What?”

      “Why do you really request me every time? Do I remind you of someone?” She chews on her lip. “You know, someone other than a glamorous movie star?”

      “No,” I lie. “Like I said. Consistency.”

      Her eyes narrow, not believing a word of it as she grabs the money off the table. She reaches into her purse and withdraws a pen, quickly scribbling something on the top dollar before holding it all out for me to take back.

      “Well, whoever she is,” she says, “I hope you two are happy someday.”

      I take the money and turn it over to read what she wrote.

      Her phone number.

      “If all you wanted was a friend, Channing,” she says, her voice calm and warm, “then, it’s a whole lot cheaper than this. You just have to let someone in.”

      I place the money back into her open palm. “That costs a lot more than you think,” I say before I turn and walk away from the table.

      She cringes, obviously hurt by the rejection, but I catch her shoving the money into her purse as I exit the bar.

      Sorry, Darla. It’s not you. Letting people in is just something I don’t do anymore.

      Roxie Roberts. Of course, I know who she is. Everyone has a movie star they’re head over heels in love with. Mine is Roxie Roberts. Every guy wants to date her. Every girl wants to be her best friend. They wait in line to see every one of her movies. They cry with her when she wins her awards because she’s just so darn relatable, it makes them believe that one day they could be in her shoes. She’s the perfect role model for young girls, a walking billboard of body positivity and confidence. The perfect storm of talent and beauty.

      I knew her before the fashion and fame.

      Before all that crap, she was Dani.

      Beautiful, off-limits Dani Roberts. The girl down the hall.

      It’s been five years since I’ve seen her. I’d love to go home and see her face again, but that situation is about as complicated as it can get. Some light conversation with a look-a-like once a week was my attempt at dealing with it.

      In retrospect, not my greatest idea.

      I climb into my car and drive away from the bar, leaving Iowa City behind me. I rarely enter the city at all anymore. I travel in about once a week for groceries or to run an errand for Mrs. Clark on the days when her hip is acting up on her. I suppose I’ll have to limit my trips in to see Darla now, too. It’s not personal. I do actually enjoy our conversations, but she’s getting too attached.

      I turn off onto a dirt road and flick my brights on. Mrs. Clark has lived on this land for nearly fifty years. I know this because it’s always the first thing she mentions at the start of every story involving her and her late husband, Larry. He died in his sleep early last year. That’s how I met her. She wanted to upgrade the guest cabin and rent it out to help pay taxes on the land. I offered to do both, along with help her with maintenance on the main house, and I’ve lived out here ever since. It’s quiet, secluded, and completely off-the-grid, which is exactly what I was desperate for about six months ago.

      The farmhouse comes into view along with Mrs. Barbara Clark herself. She glides back and forth in the rocking chair Larry built for her with his bare hands. She raises a pale salute and waves at me while I park near the cabin across the driveway.

      Her husky dog, Sammy, stands up as I approach. The ever-watchful protector. His lips part and he growls at me.

      “Sammy, down!” Mrs. Clark tells him. She rests her hand on his head and gestures him back to the porch. “It’s just Fox.”

      “Bit late to still be up, isn’t it?” I ask, eying the dog. He keeps his snout trained on me, as he always does around those he senses could be a danger to her. I’d be offended, but honestly, he’s not wrong.

      “Well…” Her little nose crinkles up, accentuating the wrinkles on her aged face. “I saw you sneaking out a few hours ago. Figured I’d wait up for you.”

      “You know you don’t have to do that,” I say, smiling at her.

      “I know I don’t have to, but I wanted to. An old lady like me doesn’t have much else going on. I was about twenty minutes away from packing it in…” she raises a silver eyebrow, “but now that you’re here, you might as well tell me all about her.”

      “All about who?”

      “Whatever hot, young thing you went out with this evening.”

      I shake my head. “There was no hot, young thing, Mrs. Clark.”

      “Well, why the hell not?” she says, her fingers wrapping around the dog tags hanging from her neck. Another proud reminder of Larry she always keeps with her. “You’re too good-looking to sit around out in the middle of nowhere with me all day and night.”

      “If I don’t, then who will keep your spunky ass company?”

      “I’ve got Harvey here,” she says. Her hand taps against the shotgun leaning against the wall next to her chair. “And Sammy, of course.”

      I laugh and scratch an itch on my chin through my beard. “You’re right. Who can compete with that?”

      “Seriously, kiddo,” she says. “Don’t let me and my bum hip hold you back. There’s a world full of good pussy out there and you’re the best brand of catnip money can buy.”

      “And with that, I’m going to call it a night,” I say, barely able to speak through my laughter. “Goodnight, Mrs. Clark.”

      “Goodnight, Fox.”

      I look at the dog. “Goodnight, Sammy.”

      He stands to attention with twitching lips, ready to bark if I make any sudden movements.

      Mrs. Clark grabs his collar to hold him in place. “Chill out, Sammy. He’s not an actual fox…”

      I keep my hands exposed at my sides and walk slowly away to keep him calm until I reach the cabin door.

      It’s a small, one-room cabin, but I don’t need much more space than that. My life is far simpler now than it used to be. I just need a few pairs of clothes and a place to sleep. It’s not much, but it’s enough, and it’s far more than I had on the bad days during my deployment overseas.

      I trudge into the corner kitchen and grab a beer from my fridge. The cold alcohol tickles on the way down and settles in my gut. Soon, it’ll turn me numb and I’ll pass out. That’s the only way I can get myself to fall asleep as of late.

      Dani.

      Even a cheap knock-off like Darla isn’t enough anymore. Part of me wants to say fuck it and drive back home to Los Angeles. I’ll walk right up to her front door and step inside. I won’t even knock. I’ll let myself in, but she won’t care as soon as she sees my face. I can just picture it now. She’ll gasp and throw a hand over her mouth.

      “Fox?!” she’ll say. “You’re alive?”

      And then, I’ll apologize. I’ll say how sorry I am that I fucked her on her birthday, joined the army the next day, and left for basic training the next. I’ll say that I’m sorry I volunteered for deployment the first chance I could and never came home again.

      And the biggest one of all… I’ll apologize for making my family believe I’ve been dead for the last two years.

      Shit. Maybe my life isn’t as simple as I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      I nudge the door open and step into the farmhouse, carefully balancing several grocery bags in my arms as I go.

      “Is that you, Fox?”

      “Yeah, Mrs. Clark,” I answer. “It’s me.” I walk into the kitchen and set the bags on the counter.

      Mrs. Clark sits in her recliner across the room, staring at the television in the corner. The sound is at full blast, the only volume she can hear it at anymore and her eyes aren’t great for reading subtitles. I don’t mind it much. It’s the perfect volume for action movies and Mrs. Clark loves her action movies. She invites me over several times a week to watch whatever new movies have come out. It’s really the closest thing I have to fun anymore.

      She quickly grabs the remote to turn it down before spinning around in her chair to look at me. “Thanks again for running my errands,” she says. “Would have done it myself if it weren’t for this damn hip. Can’t wait for the warm weather to come back…”

      I flash her a smile. “You know I don’t mind. Everything still goes in the same place?” I grab the bread from the top of a bag and spin around to stick it in the bread box on the counter.

      “You don’t have to do that. I can put it away.” She pushes herself out of the chair slowly and walks into the kitchen. “But if you got a minute to spare, the light in the bathroom went out.”

      “Again?”

      “Must be a bad wire or something.”

      “I’ll take a look at it.”

      I place the gallon of milk in the fridge and head down the hallway toward the bathroom.

      “Thank you, Fox!” she calls after me with a sweet voice. “What would I do without you?”

      “Fall and die, I suppose,” I joke.

      I step up onto the toilet seat and unscrew the crème-colored globe to get at the bulb.

      “Well, you’re not wrong about that,” she says. “Hey, you see the news today?”

      “Nope.” I twist the bulb and the light comes back on. “Looks like it was just loose.”

      “That girl you like is all over it.”

      “What girl?”

      “That Rocky girl.”

      I pause. “Roxie Roberts?”

      “Yeah, that one!” she says. “From those Trial movies we watched.”

      I step off the toilet and walk back into the kitchen. “What happened?”

      “See for yourself.” She points at the television. “It’s on every channel.”

      I grab the remote and put the volume back up. Correspondents sit around a table, barking theories back and forth over snippets of news footage. Ticker tape scrolls along the bottom, warning that the footage might be disturbing to some viewers. After what I’ve seen, I tend to ignore warnings like that.

      The footage starts with Senator Ronnie Lamb standing at a podium with his arm wrapped around a young woman.

      Dani.

      The ends of my lips twitch, just like they always do when I see her. Lamb quickly casts her aside and she takes a step back, her face shining with a polite expression, although I can tell how tortured she is.

      I spot the black ropes falling down in the windows behind them and the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. I focus on them until two black bodies swing down and crash through the glass.

      Dani falls forward and my heart lurches in my chest.

      “Run, Dani…” I whisper, wishing for it to come true, but she stays on the floor with wide eyes. Terrified, frozen in her fear.

      The two men in black force Lamb to his knees and place their pistols on the back of his head.

      Snake Eyes. One bullet through each eye. It’s their specialty.

      They pull the triggers and Lamb’s body crumbles to the floor. Dani doesn’t scream. She doesn’t even look away from the blood creeping toward her shoes.

      “Move…”

      Lamb has been pissing people off on both sides of the aisle for over thirty years. It was only a matter of time until someone offed him, but I would never have expected Snake Eyes to take the job. They don’t make a show out of it like this. The snake comparison doesn’t end with a bullet in each eye. They value stealth above all other skills. A hit in broad daylight? In front of a dozen news cameras? Someone wanted this to be very, very public.

      They wanted to send a message.

      I grit my teeth as one of them reaches behind his back. He pulls out his knife and leans over Dani, wrapping his thick fingers around her neck.

      Mercer. I’d recognize him anywhere.

      Anger swells in my chest as he scratches his blade across Dani’s cheek and blood spills down her face. I feel the pain of it myself, carving up my face from my lips to my ears. I run my fingertip along my own scar on the same cheek, the one I keep hidden behind a beard.

      So, that’s what this is. Lamb isn’t the target. He’s the perfect patsy. The news media will argue day and night over who is behind his assassination, but it was never about him or his policies. They needed this to be big.

      They wanted to make sure I’d notice.

      I step closer and watch as he leaps out the window. It’d be optimistic to think the police caught them. They’re way too good for that.

      I know because I used to be one of them.

      “Horrible, isn’t it?”

      I look at Mrs. Clark. “Yeah. It is.”

      “Poor girl. She’ll be scarred for life.”

      Or what’s left of it.

      “Excuse me, Mrs. Clark,” I say. “I’ll be right back.”

      She mutters a response and slides back down into her chair while I step outside.

      Snake Eyes and I didn’t exactly part on good terms. There’s only one way out of Snake Eyes and that’s with two holes in your skull, not unlike the execution of Ronnie Lamb. I wasn’t about to go out like that and in order to escape them, I had to improvise.

      Somehow, Mercer has figured it out, but Mrs. Clark’s guest house has done its job. He can’t find me, so he’s going after the one person I care about to draw me out. Slicing Dani’s cheek was a warning meant only for me.

      Show yourself or she’s next.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I knock on Mrs. Clark’s door and patiently wait while Sammy growls and barks at me through the window.

      “Calm your tits, Sammy! It’s just Fox.”

      I grin to hide my real expression as she opens the door. “Hey,” I greet.

      She keeps the door open wide and walks back inside toward the kitchen. “Come on in, honey. You hungry? I was just about to make a sandwich and I’d be happy to make two.”

      I close the door behind me. “No, thanks. I just stopped by to let you know that I need to do some last-minute traveling.”

      “Oh?” She bends down to pull some lunch meat from the refrigerator and snatches a clean butter knife from the drying rack by the sink. “Where you off to?”

      “Just…” I hesitate and tap a finger against the counter. “A family thing.”

      She raises an inquisitive brow. “I was beginning to think you didn’t have one of those…”

      “Yeah. Me, too.”

      I look down at Sammy. He’s still on full alert, sitting directly between me and his master. I haven’t had blood on my hands for a while now, but this mutt can still smell it on me. Always has.

      “Anyway, I don’t know how long I’ll be gone but I wanted to let you know.”

      “Don’t you worry about me, Fox.” She handles the butter knife with more precision than you’d expect from her old, pale hands, an after effect of her years as a trauma nurse. It’s what I like most about her. She’s not at all squeamish and could easily handle herself it if weren’t for that hip. “I’ve got Sammy and Harvey to keep me company.”

      “Right.” I flash a genuine smile. “Take care, Mrs. Clark.”

      “You, too, kiddo.”

      I rub my hands together as I make my way toward my car. The cold has lingered longer than necessary, teasing a spring just over the horizon. I look around, taking in my last lungful of Iowa farm air, memorizing the picturesque world around me. Big farmhouse, the guest cabin, even the old barn out across the field. I rub my hands together again. They always feel a little cold, at least… until the moments before a kill. Then, I have to submerge them in ice water to make them feel normal again. I feel that warmth now, reigniting a feeling in me I thought was lost.

      I lower myself into my car and sit back against the seat. Here I am, doing the exact thing I told myself I would never do again. Not just for my own safety, but for my family’s as well. My mother. My stepfather. Dani. Each one of them will be in danger if I show my face again. Most of all, though, none of them will ever look at me again if they find out about the things I’ve done.

      I pause with my fingers lingering above the ignition. I should stop now and go back inside. It’s not right to uproot them now. It’s been five years since I left home and two since I was “killed in action.” They’ve had a chance to mourn, a chance to get over it and move on without me. It wouldn’t be fair to them if I suddenly showed up again. And what would I say to them?

      Sorry. I wasn’t really dead. I’ve been hiding out in Middle of Nowhere, Iowa in an old lady’s guest house. Pass the mashed potatoes, please.

      But Dani is in danger.

      Mercer will come back for her and when he does, he’ll put her through unbelievable torment just to get to me. I can’t ignore that in favor of living my lie a little bit longer.

      I lick my lips and relish in the rush of memory tingling my senses. She tasted so sweet and warm back then, like freshly baked apples. A forbidden fruit I had no business plucking but I couldn’t help myself.

      The girl down the hall.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      If I’ve learned anything over the last year, it’s how unpredictable life can be. The people drifting in and out of our lives are often not actually drifting at all. They return again and again until, all of a sudden, they’re having overnight sleepovers with your dad.

      I suppose it’s not that big of a deal. I never expected my father to stay single forever and I like Cora a lot. She’s fun to talk to and has always gone out of her way to make me feel welcome whenever I stop by Dad’s busy office. I honestly haven’t seen him this happy since… well, ever.

      So, why do I feel a sad lurch in the pit of my stomach every time I think about them together?

      Come on, Dani. You know exactly why.

      I peek around my locker door at the manic teenage hustle between classes. They all rush by in a blur while I focus my tunnel vision at the boy standing by his own locker down the hall.

      Fox Fitzpatrick had no trouble fitting in at Belle Academy. Not that I was the least bit surprised. He’s hot and good at sports, which is really all you need to make an impression around here. We’ve barely spoken since last year’s Christmas party, though I suppose I have myself to blame a bit for that. I certainly didn’t feel like making friends after that interaction but if I’m going to be making awkward small talk with his mother at 7 AM, then we might as well clear the air.

      I tuck my Biology book into the crook of my elbow and close my locker. As I merge into the hallway traffic of navy-blue jackets and plaid skirts, I spot Fox down the hall again. He’s smiling, but not at me. He’s smiling at the other girl leaning against the locker next to his, Trudy Michaels.

      My stride instantly slows, but the flow of the hall keeps pushing me forward.

      Just say hi.

      I approach slowly and my heart skips as Trudy waves goodbye and takes off. Perfect timing.

      I stop behind Fox and clear my throat. “Hi, Fox,” I say.

      He peeks over his shoulder, drawn by the sound of his name, but his expression dips when he realizes it’s just me.

      I flash a smile as I dig my nail into the spine of my textbook. “Hey,” I say.

      “Dani,” he says with a half-nod. “What’s up?”

      “Not much. I just…” I nervously tuck my hair behind my ear. “I talked to your mom this morning.”

      “Yeah, that makes one of us,” he mutters, his focus now back on his locker.

      I chuckle. “Been seeing her around my house a lot lately…” I pause for a reaction, but he just shuffles through some folders instead. “So, I guess they’re—”

      He turns quickly. “We’re not gonna be besties just because your father is fucking my mother, okay?”

      I ease a step back. “I only thought…”

      “Well, think somewhere else.”

      Fox slams his locker closed. I flinch as he walks off and leaves me in the middle of the hall. Others stop and stare with curiosity at his sudden outburst while my stomach twists into even tighter knots.

      I guess I can forget about ever being friends with Fox Fitzpatrick.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      “Hell-o! Who is this and how did you get this number?”

      I press the receiver closer to my ear as the dull, rumbling LAX crowd passes by the payphones. The woman in the booth next to mine makes eye contact with me before glancing down my black suit with a seductive smile. I turn my back to her and grip my bag a little tighter.

      “Boxcar, it’s me,” I say.

      “Me?”

      “Yeah. Me.”

      He pauses, going silent enough for me to hear the quick inhale of his breath. “I’m sorry,” he says. “I don’t know anybody named Me and even if I did, that’d be impossible.”

      “Boxcar…” I glance around for prying ears.

      “No, I want to hear you say it.” He chuckles darkly. “I want you to tell me that I died. How else could I be talking to a dead man right now?”

      “You’re not dead and neither am I.”

      “Obviously.” I hear the clacking of a keyboard beneath his voice. “I don’t suppose you’re about to bless me with an explanation?”

      “Not just yet,” I say. “I need your help first.”

      “Did you try turning it off and back on again?”

      I smile. Same old Boxcar. “It’s a little more technical than that.” A man walks a little too close and I close my mouth. A nervous habit, but not unnecessary. “Are you in LA?” I ask once he’s moved on.

      “No. I’m a bit farther east these days.”

      “How far?”

      “Boston.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s more than a bit.”

      “Lucky for you, I’ll be in Denver this week,” he says. “Forty-eight hours from now, to be more exact.”

      “Where?”

      “The Botsford Plaza downtown. I’ve got a little party to attend.”

      “Think you can spare a few minutes to decrypt a drive for me?”

      He sighs. “And here I thought you had a challenge. Meet me at the hotel. I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thanks.”

      “But if you’re not gonna explain this to me,” he says, “you should at least explain it to her. She is in LA these days.”

      “I know.” I nod, swallowing hard. “See you soon.”

      “Bye.”

      I hang up and leave the terminal behind me.

      The bright California sun blinds me as I step outside. There’s an energy in the air, a unique hustle one can’t find out in Iowa farm country. I can’t say I miss it, but I don’t hate it either. It’s been five years.

      Home sweet home.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I stare at my reflection in a compact mirror, my gaze lingering on the giant, white bandage covering my cheek. It finally stopped hurting, but there’s an itch that’s impossible to scratch unless I want to piss off the plastic surgeon my father is dumping way too much money onto to make it all disappear.

      I slide the mirror back into my purse and look out the car window to see my father’s neighborhood rushing by. “Smith, where are we going?” I ask.

      He glances at me in the rearview mirror. “Your father’s house.”

      “I see that. Why? I said I wanted to go to my apartment.”

      “Sorry, kid. Daddy’s orders.”

      I sit farther back in the seat. “Great…”

      Smith says nothing more, keeping his blank, stoic face forward as we turn off onto my father’s street. I haven’t decided whether or not I like this new escort my father has hired to follow me around. He’s an ex-cop, obvious by the way he holds his shoulders like he’s reliving the old glory days of his career. Could be worse, I suppose.

      My hand rises to my cheek, but I manage to stop myself from scratching the stitches.

      “Hang on…” Smith says, slowing the car to a near halt as the paparazzi barely parts for us.

      They fill the end of my father’s driveway, cameras flashing at the tinted windows, hoping to get just one shot of my new, mangled face to sell to the highest bidder.

      We pass through the gate and it closes behind the car, leaving the army of cameras disappointed and angry as we travel down the long road and park in the circle drive.

      “Stay put.”

      I nod at Smith as he steps out and slides his jacket off his shoulders. We’re far enough away from the gates that they’d never get a decent shot to sell, but Dad doesn’t want to risk it leaking out at all.

      Smith opens my door for me and holds his jacket over my head to block their view of me as we walk up the stairs to the front door together.

      “Honey, she’s home!”

      I hear Cora’s voice from the living room the second my heel touches the shiny, marble floor. “Yep, I’m home,” I mutter as Smith drops his jacket.

      “I’m going to see if I can get them to piss off.” He steps back outside to deal with the vultures.

      My father’s study door bursts open, and he steps out into the foyer. His face instantly contorts into a frown and he walks over to me to grab my jaw.

      “I can’t believe this…” he says through his teeth, studying the bandage closely. “They couldn’t have just killed the old bastard and left?”

      “Dad…” I whisper, glancing into the living room at Cora. She’s been crying since yesterday, completely wrecked by the loss of her friend. “It’s fine. The doctor said it’s a clean cut, easy to fix. I got lucky.”

      “Well, we’re going to find out who did this and sue the hell out of them. We’re lucky you already finished re-shoots on Night Trials 3. Does it hurt?”

      “A little.”

      “They give you pain meds?”

      “No.”

      He furrows his brow. “What the hell kind of doctors are these?”

      “They didn’t give me meds because I declined them. Like I said, it hurts a little. Mostly just itches.”

      I step out of the foyer to join Cora in the living room. She’s curled up on the couch with a self-help book and a glass of wine. Not an unfamiliar pose for her over the last few years, unfortunately.

      “Hey, Cora.”

      “Hey, sweetie,” she says, her eyes glazed and blissful. “How are you?”

      “I’m fine.” I pause near the windows and poke a single finger through the blinds.

      “Make sure you check out my bookshelf,” she says, pointing at me. “I have some great books for dealing with stress.”

      “I will.”

      The paparazzi disperse as a black car parks in front of the gate. Smith steps closer to investigate.

      My father wanders in from his study with a script in his hands. “While you’re here, I want you to read this again. Make any notes you want, and we’ll take it back to Bruckberg.”

      I watch the driveway as the black car slowly rolls toward the house.

      “No,” I say.

      “No?” he parrots back. “What do you mean no?”

      “Dad, I really don’t feel like working right now.”

      “Life doesn’t stop just because something bad happens to you, honey.”

      I scoff. That’s the great Bennett Roberts for you. All work and no play.

      “I know,” I say. “I just need a few days off.”

      “Bruckberg doesn’t have a few days.”

      “Then, they’ll find someone else.”

      “Bennett…” Cora’s sweet, sing-song voice echoes from the couch. “She’s not asking for much. Just a little time to heal.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her.

      “No — not thank you. This is the opportunity of a lifetime, Roxie. A lifetime.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you, Dad…” I drop the curtain and step away from the window.

      “You can start by telling me what the hell is wrong with you! Where are you going?”

      “To answer the door.”

      I walk out of the living room and into the foyer as their voices continue behind me.

      “Bennett, please. You’re shouting.”

      “Of course, I am! My daughter is throwing her career away!”

      “Bennett…”

      I pull the door open just as Smith reaches for the handle from the outside. “Hey, Smith.”

      He sighs and steps inside. “What did I tell you about answering doors?”

      “Honestly, can’t remember,” I joke.

      “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t answer doors is what I told you.”

      “I looked out the window and saw you walking up the drive.”

      “And what did I tell you about lingering in front of windows?”

      I smile. “Don’t?”

      “You know, kid, I’ve guarded dictators who were easier to deal with than you.”

      “Not nearly as pretty, though, right?”

      He sneers in my direction and walks into the living room. “Ma’am,” he says, addressing Cora. “You have a visitor out front. He refuses to leave.”

      My father turns up his hands. “So, make him leave. What else do I pay you for?”

      “Who is it?” Cora asks.

      Smith places his hands on his hips. “He says he’s your son.”

      Cora pauses and slowly sets her wineglass on the coffee table in front of her. “My son?” she repeats.

      “Said his name is Fox.”

      I turn toward the door. I raise my hand to my mouth without thinking. My fingertips graze my lips, feeling the long-forgotten tug of him drawing my bottom lip between his teeth.

      “Fox?” I breathe his name, excitement stirring in my breast.

      Cora shoots off the couch. “Show me,” she says, following Smith outside.

      “Let’s not get too excited…” my father warns. “It could be a prank.”

      He’s right. Lamb announced in front of dozens of cameras that Fox was killed in action. That video hit one million views in less than an hour. There are plenty of people out there willing enough to toy with someone’s emotions like that.

      Hey, look, Roxie! It’s me! Fox! I’m home!

      I stand back and wait in the front hall while they all pile outside. I can’t help but think of the last time I saw him. Racing hearts and wrinkled sheets…

      I tried to stop. I tried to shut it off and ignore it, but I can’t.

      It’s always been you, Dani.

      Cora screams. I abandon my trance and rush outside to join them. She’s on her knees in the circle drive. My father’s doing everything he can to bring her back up but she’s sobbing way too hard. Smith stands near them with his hand lingering above the gun strapped to his hip. They’re all looking forward at the car parked in the drive and the brown-haired man standing in front of it wearing a jet-black suit with no tie.

      Fox.

      He looks at me and I tremble in my shoes.

      “Get back inside, Roxie,” Smith says at me, holding up a hand.

      I ignore him and walk down the concrete stairs to get a better look at him. My father gets Cora to her feet and I pause near them, staring up into the brown eyes of a dead man.

      “Hey, Dani,” he says to me.

      His voice is deep, far deeper than I remember. He never had a beard either. His skin was smooth as butter back then. Now, it’s calloused and gray with hard lines on the edges of his eyes. There’s a darkness in them that wasn’t there five years ago. That playful twinkle has completely vanished. Wherever he’s been…

      I’m honestly scared to find out.

      Cora stumbles toward him. “Fox?” She reaches out and cups his shaggy face. “My Fox?”

      “Yeah, Mom,” he says, his eyes soft. “It’s me.”

      Tears stream down her face and she leaps up to throw her arms around him. “You’re home!”

      He hesitates for a moment before returning the embrace.

      Then, he looks at me.

      “We need to talk,” he says.

      Fox.

      The man who fucked me and bailed without saying goodbye.

      You bet your ass we need to talk.
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          Fox
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      I stab my fork through a pile of mashed potatoes as I try to ignore the constant sound of Bennett yapping on and on about some super important audition coming up soon.

      These new family dinners were all my mother’s idea. When she and Bennett decided to shack-up permanently, I got dragged along, too. Goodbye, North Hollywood. Hello, Beverly Hills and gated communities. Hello, cooks and maids.

      Hello, Dani Roberts. Every single day.

      I look up at her from my plate. She sits across from me in her usual chair, her own fork dancing with a piece of broccoli.

      “Uh-huh,” she hums at something Bennett says, though she doesn’t seem at all interested in what he’s saying.

      “You get this part, honey, and it’ll be smooth sailing from here on,” Bennett says, excitedly waving his fork above his plate. “Roles like this open a lot of doors for young actresses like you.”

      I’m sure a famous daddy shaking hands with his rich pals behind the scenes doesn’t hurt either.

      Dani nods. “I’m looking forward to it,” she says.

      My mother smiles. “Dani, if you need help running your lines, I’m your girl.”

      “Sure,” she replies. “That’ll be great. Thank you.”

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Bennett says as he quickly blots his lips with his napkin. “We need to do something about your name.”

      Dani blinks. “My name?”

      “Yeah, Danielle Roberts,” he says with a wince. “It’s too long. Doesn’t roll off the tongue as well as I’d like.”

      I look at her, hoping to see at least one rational thought cross her face. Luckily, she doesn’t immediately nod and go along with it. She pauses with a furrowed brow and thinks for a second before replying.

      “Well, we could just use Dani, then,” she suggests. “That’s what most people call me anyway—”

      “No,” Bennett says. “God, no. It’s too androgynous. No, we need something new and interesting. Feminine and wild.” He makes an excited fist. “We need Roxie.”

      I snort.

      Bennett glares at me as if he just now noticed I’m even here. “Can I help you, Fox?” he asks.

      I shake my head, amused.

      He exhales in annoyance and turns his attention back to Dani. As he rattles on a few more “good” reasons to change her name, Dani shifts slightly in her chair with her eyes on me. She seems surprised that I even made a sound at all. It’s not like she’ll ever stand up for herself against him. If I’ve picked up anything from the last few months of living here with them, it’s that.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” my mother says. “I actually quite like Danielle. It’s classical. And very pretty.”

      Dani nods in agreement and opens her mouth to speak.

      “No, it’s not,” Bennett says over her. “We’ve decided on Roxie. It’s final.”

      “No,” I say, scoffing. “You decided.”

      Bennett slams his hand on the table. “Fox, how about you mind your—”

      “It’s fine, Daddy,” Dani says, raising her voice over him. “I like it. We…” She throws on a smile, the same one she always uses to placate him. “We should use Roxie instead. It’s great.”

      He exhales hard and scoops his knife off the table. “Good to hear someone else around here making sense,” he says as he angrily slices his steak.

      The table lingers in an awkward state for a bit longer. My mother looks at me with that he means well, I’ll talk to him sympathy stare, though I couldn’t care less if Bennett and I get along. I’m just not sure how much longer I can take watching him tightening that noose around Dani’s neck every freakin’ day.

      I catch her still staring at me across the table. I expect her to quickly look away like she usually does, but she offers a hidden smile for me instead. Maybe Dani isn’t nearly as brainwashed by her Hollywood dad as I thought.

      “Go easy on the potatoes, honey,” Bennett mutters at her.

      Dani looks down with sagging shoulders and abandons her fork on her plate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      Bennett stares across the dining room table at me with his arms tightly crossed. This hostile reaction to my homecoming isn’t the least bit surprising. He and I never exactly threw the old pigskin around together.

      My mother sits on the opposite end facing him with a stack of used tissues in front of her. Dani is across from me. Just like our old family dinners with the obvious exception of the middle-aged ex-cop lingering in the doorway behind me.

      “How is this possible?” Bennett asks me.

      “It’s a long story,” I answer.

      “Better be a good one…”

      Dani’s eyes twitch in his direction, but she says nothing to argue with it. I don’t blame her.

      Bennett exhales. “Well, let’s hear it.”

      I look at Dani again, my eyes falling to the bandage covering her cheek. Snake Eyes could be on their way here right now. They could even be out front, wolves in paparazzi clothing. If that’s the case, it’s possible they recognized me outside.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, “but it can wait.”

      “Like hell, it can wait, Fox,” Bennett says. “Do you have any idea what you’ve put your mother through?”

      “I can imagine,” I say. “Right now, Dani is in danger.”

      She blinks. “What do you mean?”

      I point to her cheek. “The men who killed Senator Lamb,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “I have a history with them.”

      Bennett scoffs. “What kind of history?”

      I keep my eyes on Dani’s. “They’ll come back for you.”

      “Fox,” he continues, his voice growing louder, “what are you talking about?”

      “And they’ll kill you.”

      She stares back at me with wide, fearful eyes. Scaring her is the last thing I want to do, but it’s the only card I have. She’s stared into Mercer’s eyes. I know she’ll believe me when I say he’s dangerous.

      “I don’t have time to explain everything,” I say. “The best thing to do right now is to get you somewhere safe.”

      “She’s not going anywhere.” He points a finger at me. “Especially not with you.”

      “Bennett,” my mother scolds. “We should listen to what he has to say.”

      “Why? Go on, Fox. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t toss you out on your ass.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” she whispers. “This is my son!”

      “Exactly, Cora. He’s your son. A son who let you believe he was dead for years. Every birthday, Christmas, and Mother’s Day. Isn’t that right, Fox?”

      “Well, surely, there must have been some reason why he couldn’t contact us.” She looks down the table at me. “Right?”

      I can barely meet her eyes. “No,” I answer.

      She sits back in her chair as even more silent tears fall. Even Dani leans back in disappointment.

      “See?” Bennett says, throwing up his hands. “Son of the friggin’ year.”

      “I did it to protect you,” I say. “That’s all I can say right now.”

      “From what?”

      I look at Dani’s cheek again. “From them.”

      “Well, look how that turned out.” He gestures to her face. “A half a million dollars down the drain for plastic surgery.”

      “And I’m sorry about that, but… you need to let me take her somewhere safe. After that, I promise I will answer any question you have about the last few years. You just have to trust me.”

      “Trust you?” Dani’s voice quivers on her breath. “How the hell are we supposed to do that?”

      “Dani—”

      “We don’t even know who you are anymore.”

      “It’s me.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything, Fox,” she says, shaking her head.

      It crushes me. I expected this from Bennett. I expected tears from my mother. Of all of them, I expected Dani to be on my side.

      “They call themselves Snake Eyes, Dani,” I say out of desperation. “The man who cut your face is named Mercer Black. They’re more dangerous than you can possibly imagine—”

      “Then, let the authorities take care of it!” Bennett nods at the hired hand behind me. “You got ties in the department, right?”

      “They aren’t equipped to deal with something like this,” I say.

      “And you are?”

      Dani sits back in her chair, a conscious effort to get farther away from me.

      “Yes,” I answer.

      Bennett taps a finger against the table. “I’m not about to risk my daughter’s life on a dead man’s hunch.”

      My mother sobs quietly, unable to say a word.

      “It’s not a hunch,” I say. “They killed Lamb to send me a message. I know it sounds crazy but I’m telling you the truth. It’s why I came back. If I didn’t, they’d kill her and—”

      “That’s enough,” Bennett interrupts.

      “Where have you been?” Dani’s stiff, dry voice cuts me off.

      “Like I said, Dani…” I sigh. “I will answer everything after I get you out of here.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you, Fox.”

      She means it. I can see it in her eyes. She’s always had the most expressive eyes.

      “Dani, please—”

      “No.” She shakes her head. “Dad’s right. You could have told us you were alive. Instead, you just let us wonder what happened to you. For years.”

      “I know, but—”

      “That wasn’t fair, especially after…” She stops, forcing her lips tight, but she doesn’t have to say it.

      “Dani, I’m sorry.” I say it only to her, throwing every bit of my sincerity into it.

      Her eyes grow dark. “I don’t care.” She stands up from the table and her chair legs drag loudly across the wooden floor. “I can’t do this right now. I’m going upstairs.”

      “No, wait. Dani—” I stand but she holds up her hand.

      “Leave me alone, Fox.”

      She charges through to the main hall and Smith follows her out.

      Bennett rises to his feet. “You heard her, kid.”

      My mother pulls herself up, but her eyes stay low. “I just need a minute…”

      “Mom…”

      She doesn’t stop for me. I listen to her shoes clack across the front hall toward the stairs, leaving me alone with Bennett.

      “You’re making a mistake,” I say. “She’s not safe here and your little rent-a-cop isn’t going to do a damn thing to protect her.”

      “I’ll get more of them,” he says.

      “It won’t be enough.”

      He laughs like a man chuckling at his kid for still believing in monsters under his bed. “I’ll decide what’s enough when it comes to protecting my daughter. Not you,” he growls. “Obviously, I need to remind you about our little arrangement.”

      “Arrangement?” I lower my voice. “I wouldn’t call you telling me to get the hell out your house an arrangement.”

      “I find it a little bit suspicious that the second something bad happens to her, you’re suddenly back from the dead, Fox.”

      “This has nothing to do with feelings I may have had for her—”

      “May have had?” He scoffs. “Please, kid. I saw the way you were looking at her. It’s the same way I caught you looking at her five years ago and I will not have you coming back into her life and mucking it up all over again. She’s a good girl with a good career and your little crush isn’t going to ruin that.”

      “You mean it won’t ruin your little money factory.”

      He flexes his jaw. “You’re out of line, Fox.”

      “That’s all she ever was to you.”

      “She’s my daughter.”

      “Then, let me protect her! She won’t be lining your pockets anymore if she’s dead.”

      “Get the hell out of my house, Fox. And this time, don’t come back.”

      Fucking idiot.

      Bennett has always been overprotective of Dani but in all the wrong ways. He treats her the way a real estate mogul values a new subdivision. She’s an asset to him, not family. Sure, he likes to throw the d-word around as much as possible but it’s a novelty, nothing more.

      “You’re going to regret this, Bennett.”

      I step back into the front hall and my shoes echo across the marble floor. My pace slows as I pass the stairs, like a bit of muscle memory wanting to charge them. I look at the top and see the door to my old room at the top. I’ve always wondered if Mom kept it the way it was or if Bennett had it converted into a home gym that never gets used.

      She’s up there. Now. I feel the urge to veer off course and run up the stairs to appeal to her myself but there wouldn’t be enough time before Bennett broke the damn door down.

      As I step outside, I see the flashing bulbs down the driveway. The paparazzi. I should be more concerned about my face getting plastered all over the internet. Who is this mysterious man going in and out of Roxie Robert’s childhood home? Is there a new love affair on the horizon?

      I keep my head down and throw myself into my rental car, but I didn’t come all the way home just to be booted out after an awkward twenty minutes. I can’t just pack it in and go back to Mrs. Clark’s guest house.

      My eyes jump to her window, pulled by a magnet, and I find her there. She’s discreet about it, only opening the curtain enough to peek her little nose through — that perfect snub-nose I kissed about a hundred times.

      The curtain pulls back even further. She knows I’m looking at her. I imagine her racing down the stairs and out the front door. I’d get out of the car and run to her and we’d hug and kiss. Cameras be damned.

      But happy endings are only for movies.

      She shakes her head and drops the curtain down.

      I still can’t go back to Iowa. I won’t leave her, no matter what the great Bennett Roberts and his team of moderately-trained cop monkeys want. There’s no way I will be able to live with the guilt if anything happens to her — although, it’d just be the cherry on top of everything else I’ve done in this life.

      It’s time to go see an old friend, but I’ll be back.

      Assuming she doesn’t kill me first.
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      I park in front of the pawn shop and sit in the car for far too long. When my life was taken from me two years ago, I had to abandon more than family. I left my unit a man short in the midst of war. I left friends, some even closer than family.

      Especially one.

      The old fluorescent sign flickers above the entrance with a few missing letters. Fawn’s Pawn sits between a barber shop and a pet store, though it’s so small it’d be easy to blink and miss it. That sums up my memories of Caleb, too. All my days in Snake Eyes, I was truly afraid I’d blink and forget her. Or that she’d forget about me.

      Finally, I stand up out of the car. A bell chimes when I open the door, but it doesn’t get a reply. Another man lingers on the right side of the shop, perusing a collection of old coins.

      “No, he’s not here.”

      I hear her voice somewhere behind the counter and I smile. She paces in the office doorway with a cell phone pressed against her ear and an annoyed sneer on her face. She looks exactly like she did out in the desert, but her auburn hair is much longer now. No sunburn either.

      “I don’t know when Caleb will be back. He didn’t say.”

      I pause in front of the counter to listen in.

      “Yeah, well. I guess you’ll get your money when you get it. Gotta go. Bye.”

      She hangs up and deflates, quickly tossing the phone down onto her desk as she stomps into the shop.

      “Excuse me,” I say.

      Caleb pauses mid-step and looks at me. Suddenly, we’re three years younger, surrounded by nothing but war and sand. In the span of a second, her heart breaks and fuses back together again. Mine, too.

      “Get out,” she says.

      I ease a step back. “Okay…”

      “No. Not you.” She snaps her fingers twice at the other man in the shop. “You. Get out.”

      He realizes that she’s talking to him and he holds up a shot glass. “I want to buy this,” he says.

      “Just take it.” Caleb shoos him away as she steps around the wide counter. “On the house. Move it.”

      He shuffles toward the door in confusion, but he sets the shot glass on the nearest shelf on the way out. Caleb yanks the door closed behind him and bolts it as she flicks the open sign off. She pauses there with her hand on the door and her head down in a thick, heavy silence.

      I take a step forward. “Caleb.”

      “If this…” she slowly turns, “is some kind of sick joke…”

      “It’s not.”

      “You died.”

      I nod. “I know.”

      “There was a funeral,” she says. “I met your fucking mother.”

      “I didn’t die. Not… in the traditional sense, anyway.”

      She laughs. “What the hell does that even mean? Where have you been? What happened to you? No.” She waves her hands. “Wait. Don’t tell me. Just…”

      Her shoulders drop and she goes quiet with her hands resting akimbo on each hip.

      I step closer. “Cal…”

      “You died,” she says again, her voice cracking. “And I…”

      “I know.”

      I open my arms and she leans into the embrace. She takes her time, her hands slowly rising to hug me back as if I could disappear at any moment again. I wish I could say something more, something that would bring her comfort and closure.

      But all I have is the truth.

      “I need your help,” I say.

      Caleb raises her head and nods.
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      “Wait here.”

      I roll my eyes and lean against the wall as Smith enters my apartment alone. “I’ll bet you a thousand dollars there’s no one in there!” I call out.

      He passes by the door, traveling in and out of rooms with his pistol locked and loaded at his side. I heave a sigh of impatience. All I want to do is get in there, strip naked, and soak myself in a bath for two days.

      Fox. He’s alive. He’s home. And he’s even more handsome than he was when we were younger.

      I shove the thought away. He’s also bat-shit crazy.

      Snake Eyes? What the hell is that supposed to mean? They hurt me to send him a message? It’s a fucking cut. The guy turned around, recognized me, and thought it would be funny to mark up my face. That’s all. And what kind of name is Mercer Black anyway?

      “All good, Roxie.”

      I push off the wall and walk inside. “See?” I say, kicking the door closed. “I told you. Now gimme.” I hold out my hand for the money he owes.

      “I never agreed to that,” he says. He slides his gun back into the holster and pulls his jacket around to conceal it.

      “Lame,” I say. “Whatever — you probably don’t even have a thousand on you right now.”

      “Honey, no one has that kind of money on them at all times.” He raises an eyebrow. “Except entitled rich kids, of course.”

      I laugh. “Because I’ve never heard that one before.”

      Smith steps around me into the kitchen and plants himself at the table. I wait for a few moments, hoping it’s just a temporary rest of his feet, but he leans back with his phone in his hand.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him.

      “Go about your business…”

      “Why aren’t you leaving?”

      He barely glances up. “Because your father is paying me to be here.”

      “You’re staying the night?!”

      “Yep.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      He sets the phone down. “Look, kid. I don’t like this either. I got a family, too, ya know. But mine doesn’t have a crazy, bearded, dead guy running around who’s obsessed with me.”

      “He’s not…” I pause, realizing that I have no reason to defend Fox. “He’s just a little confused.”

      “Well, pretty starlet found strangled in her own bed is the last thing I want to read about in the morning, so I’m staying here. Daddy’s orders.”

      I sigh. “Fine. I’m sure there’s plenty to eat in there.” I point at the fridge. “Just stay in this area. I’m going to take a bath.”

      “Don’t take too long.”

      I pause in the door frame. “Why not?”

      “Because you’ll get all pruney.” He peeks at me once before his eyes fall back to his phone.

      I walk away and I feel my stress spike a little more. Great. Not only is my hot stepbrother back from the dead, I now have to spend my evening alone with a middle-aged man haunting my apartment.

      I pause in the living room, sensing a bit more light than usual. The window blinds are open. I usually like to leave them closed. The maid must have opened them. Or Smith did. I quickly close the blinds and continue on through my bedroom toward my en suite.

      I tilt the faucet and let the hot water fill the tub. Steam rises into the air in perfect, gentle wisps. I unbutton my blouse and let it fall to the floor as I reach behind me to unclasp my bra. It falls halfway down my arms before I realize the window blinds are open in here as well. I lay an arm across my exposed chest to pin the bra in place. I didn’t open these either.

      Everything has been a crazy blur since the moment I watched Senator Lamb get shot. I remember the hospital. My father barking orders at the nurses. Today’s consult with the plastic surgeon. It’s the little details that are gone. Post-traumatic stress, they told me. It’ll pass, they told me. Smile for the camera, they told me.

      I close the blinds, lock the bathroom door, and slide my blouse off my shoulders.

      The water is hot — too hot — but it’s how I like it. If I’m not seeing red as I lie back in the tub, then it’s not hot enough. My toes curl and sweat breaks instantly on my brow. I lay my head along the folded-up towel on the porcelain edge. With my eyes closed, I let my mind wander to places it never goes during my busy days. Places of peace and quiet and—

      Fox.

      I open my eyes and lick my lips.

      No. Not Fox. Think of something else. Anything else.

      It’s been there since the moment I saw him today. That irresistible thirst. I haven’t felt it since the day he left home and it was immediately replaced by seething hatred. He took my virginity — on my birthday — and then ran off without even saying goodbye. Who does that? What reason could he possibly have? Did he hate it? He seemed to like it. Maybe I just wasn’t good at it and he was too much of a coward to let me down gently.

      I slap the water with my palm, annoyed that this topic has once again dominated my thoughts. It was five years ago. I’m a completely different person now and — by the looks of it — so is he. He’s not the same Fox I met when he was fifteen and my father started dating his mother. Back then, he was that guy. The popular kid in the halls with his backpack hanging from one shoulder and a hot cheerleader on the other. That devil may care attitude everyone loved, teachers included. It’s what let him get away with so much with little effort on his part.

      We had nothing in common. I was an average kid on the opposite end of the spectrum. Quiet and shy. I didn’t like crowds or cameras or being the center of attention but that didn’t stop my father from pushing me into theater classes and auditions.

      Fox and I didn’t get along, at first. We were just too different. It was awkward enough going to the same school. When he and his mother moved in, it got worse. Fighting, bickering. Little did we know that our feelings for each other sat just beneath the surface, forbidden urges neither one of us dared to say out loud until that day…

      No, he’s not the same boy. He’s changed. Now, he’s the one hiding in the shadows.

      Honestly, he probably should have just stayed there.

      I inhale a deep breath before submerging my head. The doctor told me to keep the bandage on my cheek dry, but I don’t really care about that right now. I just want to get his rugged, bearded face out of my head.

      A dull slam echoes from the hallway.

      I shoot up in the tub, my eyes darting toward the locked door. Water pours over the tub’s sides, sprinkling down to the linoleum floor. I refuse to move or even breathe. Was it real? Or was it all in my head?

      “Smith?” I ask.

      I sit up a little more, focusing my ears on the hallway. Any second now, I’ll hear his loafers tap down the hall. He’ll knock twice and I’ll hear his authoritarian voice ask, “Is everything okay in there?”

      Silence.

      I raise my voice a little louder. “Smith?”

      Nothing. No answer. No shoes. No annoyed sigh.

      I wrap my fingers around the tub’s edge and push myself up.

      Glass shatters, echoing from the kitchen. I freeze, suspended between standing and kneeling, as something falls to the floor in the living room. Something stiff and loud.

      Like a body.

      “Smith?!” I shout again.

      I step out of the tub and grab my robe to cover up before rushing over to the closet. I reach behind the door, wrapping my fingers around the handle of a baseball bat — the one a young, single girl living alone keeps stashed away for times just like this. I hold the bat tight and move to the door. There’s still no sound coming from the hallway. I grit my teeth in nervous anger. Smith isn’t the type to mess around. If he is playing a prank, it’s entirely unwelcome. However, I’d much rather this be a prank than anything else.

      The floorboards creak in the hall.

      I grip the bat a little tighter. It doesn’t sound like Smith’s black loafers. These are boots, hard and loud. They tap down the hall, inching closer toward the bathroom door. My entire body shakes. Water drips down my legs. Muscles twitch and ache.

      The doorknob turns twice.

      I lay a palm against my mouth to keep from screaming.

      The door flies open, smashed in by a single kick of a boot. I slip in the water beneath me and fall to the floor. The bat clatters away, rolling toward the sink in the corner.

      It’s him.

      I look up into his silver eyes, the only bit of his face visible behind the black mask, and scream. I spin onto my knees to crawl away, but he’s on me fast, grabbing me by my wet hair and yanking me back. He twists me around and slams me down to the floor. My head smacks the hard tile and pain crashes through my spine as he mounts me and wraps his hands around my neck.

      I expect to feel my lungs gasping for air, but he doesn’t choke me. He sits there with wide eyes, staring down into mine as if to memorize my fear. It won’t last. Any moment now he’ll flex his fingers and my trachea will crush beneath the weight.

      This is it. This is how I die.

      “Mercer…” I say.

      His grip loosens. “How do you know my name?” he asks, tilting his head.

      There’s confusion in his bright eyes, but I detect playful amusement dancing behind it all.

      “He told me—”

      “Who told you?” He leans in close enough for me to smell his stale breath behind the mask. “Who?” he repeats.

      I quiver in his tight grasp. “Fox Fitzpatrick,” I answer.

      His eyes twitch with pleasure — even more so than they were before choking the life out of me. “So, he is here?”

      I nod.

      “Oh…” His laughter, dark and cold, rattles my core. He draws me closer to his wild eyes. “I knew it… I knew he wouldn’t be able to resist this…” He grabs me and raises me off the floor, standing me in front of him like a human shield. “Fox! Take the shot! I dare you!”

      I furrow my brow in confusion as Mercer pushes me forward toward the windows. He reaches up and rips the blinds open to look outside, keeping me in front of him. I scan the buildings across the street, spotting nothing in the darkness.

      “Fox!” he shouts again, laughter shaking his throat. Mercer grips the back of my neck even tighter and pulls me backward as he steps to the door. “You can end this now, Fox! Just shoot her through the heart and you’ll hit me, too!”

      I cringe, fear stalling my movement. Mercer tugs me along with him into the hallway, slowing down before we reach the living room.

      Smith. I see him there, lying face down on the floor of the kitchen next to his toppled chair.

      Mercer keeps me close, refusing to let me run away as he pushes us toward the windows.

      “Fox!” Mercer shouts even louder as he reaches out and rips off a few more window blinds. “Come on, Fox. Don’t be a coward! Just one bullet.” He taps my chest hard enough to leave a bruise over my heart. “Right here.”

      I stiffen, fearing the crack of a bullet.

      Mercer growls in amusement as he keeps me pressed against him. “Guess the killer’s gone soft…” he whispers in my ear. He moves his hand down my chest and slips it into my robe to palm my bare breast. “But I can’t see why—”

      The window shatters. The vase of flowers on the end table beside us cracks wide open, spilling roses and water all over the floor.

      “Ooo!” Mercer jerks me with excitement. “He really didn’t like me doing that…” He tugs me backward with him toward the door. “Now that you’ve given yourself away… I’ll give you a choice, old friend. You can follow me down the stairs and shoot me once I reach the street… or you can take out the other guys just begging to run in here and have fun with your little sister. It’s up to you!”

      Mercer shoves me forward and launches himself out the front door, hiding from the windows as he charges toward the elevator.

      I rush into the kitchen and fall onto my knees next to Smith. “Oh, god — get up.” I push him over onto his back and wince at his blood-covered face. His skin is warm, alive. I check his neck for a pulse and feel the faint thumping against my fingers — although, I can’t be entirely sure it’s not just my own heart pounding.

      “Wake up, Smith!” I tap his face with my palm, hard enough to open his eyes. He grunts and I breathe a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank god, you’re alive!”

      The door flies open behind me. I turn to see a man standing there. He’s dressed all in black, wearing the same mask and tactical vest as Mercer. He slides a knife from his belt and lunges at me.

      I scream.

      A bullet pierces his head. He falls to the floor and drops his knife while a red pool spills out beneath him.

      I stare at him with wide eyes, terrified to even move.

      My cell phone rings. I jolt at the sound singing through my purse on the counter above my head. I reach for it with shaking hands and answer it without looking. “Hello?”

      “Dani, I need you to run.”

      My jaw sags. “Fox?”

      “Stand up and move to the window.”

      I push off the floor with quaking knees. “Are you actually out there?”

      A small light flashes at me from the window across the way.

      “What the hell is going on?” I ask.

      “Right now, there’s two more of them running up the stairwells — one on the north side, the other south. Take the north stairs down. Do it now.”

      “Fox—”

      “Now, Dani.”

      I move to the door and my foot slips in blood. “Which way is north?” I ask, wiping my toes on the carpet in the hall.

      “Go left.”

      “Should I take the elevator?” I ask, my phone trembling against my cheek.

      “No,” he answers quickly. “The stairwells have windows. I can’t see in the elevators. Go, Dani! Move!”

      I enter the stairwell. Boots echo toward me, charging fast. I look down to see a black mass bolting up just a few floors down.

      “Just keep going, Dani,” Fox says. “I have a shot.”

      “You have a what?”

      The window cracks beside me and the man falls off-balance. Blood sprays my face as he tumbles to his knees and crumples back down the stairs. I look up through the broken window, too shocked and scared to move.

      “Run all the way down,” Fox says in my ear, his voice sounding more distant than before. “Don’t stop. I’ll meet you there.”

      My lungs jolt from lack of air. They force me to take a breath and my knees lock beneath me. I can’t stop staring at the body. Red blood rolls down the stairs, dripping softly against the linoleum.

      There’s so much blood.

      “Dani, listen to me. Okay. Listen to my voice.” He’s so calm and steady. It’s almost unreal. “Tell me you can hear me. I want you to say it.”

      “I can hear you, Fox,” I whisper.

      “I know you’re scared, but you have to keep moving.”

      “I… I can’t—”

      “I’ll be with you the whole time. I’m right here. I won’t let anything happen to you. Say it.”

      His voice crawls over my nerves, melting into me like an ice cube in a glass of warm water. “You won’t let anything happen to me,” I repeat.

      “That’s my girl.” I hear the smile on his lips. “Now, run.”

      I do as he says, racing down so quickly I can barely stay upright. My heart pounds in my chest, fear blinding my vision. I’ve filmed a dozen sequences like this before, but it’s done nothing to prepare me for the real thing. I flinch as my bare toes slam against the floor and I lean into the railing to support myself until I reach the bottom.

      As I step outside, a black car swerves to the curb and stops a few feet away from me. Pedestrians do a quick double-take, many of them likely recognizing my face.

      “Get in!”

      Fox. He throws the passenger side door open and I don’t hesitate to lower myself into it. “What the hell is going on?!” I ask him again as we speed off into traffic.

      “Keep your head down.”

      “Why?”

      He forces my head down between my knees as a blaze of bullets pierces my window. I scream and cover my head with my arms.

      “That’s why.” He turns back in his seat and grabs a pistol from the duffel bag on the floor.

      I glance out my window, hearing the roar of a motorbike flooring toward us. A third man in black points a gun at me and I gasp. “Fox—!”

      Fox pulls the trigger, clipping the third man on the cheek with a single bullet. The bike lurches to the side, sending him across the pavement in a red, bloody heap. My jaw drops, but I can’t make myself look away.

      “Dani, you okay?”

      I turn to him, taking slow, deep breaths that do nothing to calm me. He looks straight ahead, weaving in and out of traffic with extreme focus. My skin feels cold and the slightest wind gives me chills. I realize I’m still wearing my robe… and nothing else.

      “I’m naked,” I murmur.

      His eyes wander down my legs but retreat forward again just as quickly. “We’ll find you some clothes. Just relax and keep your head down.”

      I grip my robe tighter around me and slide down in the seat.
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      I pause outside the motel room door to check for the sliver of paper I left pinched in the frame. It’s still there, barely visible unless you know to look for it. No one’s been here since I left. Good.

      I unlock the door and hold it open for Dani. She quickly walks in with her head still down, just like I told her to, though I wonder if it did any good at all. How am I supposed to keep her hidden when everyone in the world knows her face? Even the old man at the front desk looked twice. I suppose it’s not every day a pretty girl in nothing but a bathrobe sneaks into a hotel room with a mysterious man who paid in cash.

      Then again, this is Los Angeles.

      I lock the door behind us. Dani sits down on the edge of the bed, her fingers still clutched around the neck of her short robe. Her thighs stick out the bottom, attached to long, perfect legs and blood-covered toes. She’s still pale from shock. Her eyes are cold, devoid of that spark she usually had before.

      I grab a disposable cup off the bathroom counter and fill it with water from the sink. “Dani, you okay?” I ask, offering her the cup.

      She looks at me with trembling eyes as she takes it. “Yeah.”

      “It’s okay to say no.”

      “Oh.” She sighs and takes a slow sip. “I might change my answer then...”

      A pop song pierces the silence. Dani lurches and water spills over the side of her cup before she deflates and reaches into the pocket of her robe.

      “Just my phone,” she says.

      I snatch it from her hand before she can answer it.

      “Wait—”

      “No phone,” I say.

      “No phone?!” she repeats. “I have to answer that, Fox. It’s my Dad. My building’s security would have called him by now.”

      “He’ll live.”

      “Fox.” She stares up at me with narrow eyes. “If I don’t answer that, he’s going to freak out. Do you want Bennett Roberts to freak out?”

      I bite my inner cheek. “I will call him. From a different phone. This one can be traced, and we don’t want that.”

      “Fine,” she says, obviously too exhausted to argue.

      She slowly peels the bandage off her face and tosses it into the trash can by her feet. My cheek tingles, reminded of the same scar I have on my own face.

      Dani Roberts. It’s finally sinking in. I’m in her presence again. Now that the adrenaline has worn off, I feel that electrical charge radiating my nerves. I haven’t felt it since the last time I saw her. Since the night we…

      Blood pumps in my ears. My skin tickles. Saliva gathers beneath my tongue. She’s here. In my motel room.

      She’s sitting on my bed.

      I clear my throat and step toward the closet for my duffel bag. “It’s not much,” I say, grabbing one of my white dress shirts and a pair of black boxers, “but they’ll fit until we can get you something else.”

      Dani takes them from me and nods without speaking, nor does she show any telling emotions as to whether she’s appalled by the thought of wearing them. I watch her movements in my peripheral vision, completely losing myself in her again. She slides her fingers through her damp hair. It falls on her face and the locks stick to her cheeks. She pushes them behind her shoulders to bare her neck. Her tongue wets her cherry lips and my manhood strains against my pants.

      I spin toward the door. “Stay here.”

      Dani stands up. “Where are you going?”

      I hold up a hand to stop her. “I just need to pick up a few things,” I explain. “Wait here. I’ll only be a few minutes. Put the chain on until I get back.”

      I don’t wait for a response. I close the door and lock it behind me, pausing for a few moments until I hear the metal chain sliding into place. It’s not much — and won’t slow Mercer down more than a few seconds — but it’s all I have right now.

      Dani’s a problem, in more ways than one. I have to get her out of the city. This is Los Angeles. Hollywood. Every person down to the street vendors knows who she is. If I plan on getting her out undetected, then I’ll have to improvise… and she isn’t going to like it.

      But first…

      I pull out my burner phone and quickly scan through Dani’s phone for his number while I head down the street toward the pharmacy a few blocks down. It rings for longer than necessary and I grit my teeth with impatience.

      “Hello?”

      There’s a shake to his tone, like a man expecting a ransom call.

      “Bennett, she’s fine,” I say.

      “You little piece of shit,” he seethes, raising his voice. “I knew you were behind this.”

      “I’m not behind anything. Like I told you earlier, she was attacked. I saved her life tonight.”

      “Well, isn’t that convenient for you? You get to swoop in and be the hero. You know what I think, kid? I think you made up a bogeyman to blame it on. How do I know you’re not the one who killed Lamb in the first place, eh? Buy any black masks lately?”

      “It’s a good theory, but you’re wrong.”

      “How much you want to bet the second Smith recovers your name is the first thing to come out of his mouth?”

      I pause. I shouldn’t implicate myself anymore. Hiding from Mercer is its own game completely. I don’t want to deal with the entirety of the LAPD tracking us down, too.

      “All you have to know is that she’s fine, she’s safe, and she will be as long as she stays with me,” I say.

      “And all you have to know is that if you so much as lay a finger on my daughter again, I will kill you with my bare hands.”

      As far as threats go, it’s about as menacing to me as a newborn baby wielding a plastic spork, but I understand where he’s coming from. He’s her father. She’s his daughter. I’m the punk kid who took her virginity. It’s the first time I’ve ever heard him pull the protective dad routine and actually mean it.

      “I’ll keep in touch.”

      I end the call and toss both phones into the nearest trash can on the street.

      I enter the pharmacy and buy a pair of scissors, a comb, and a box of black hair dye.
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      I turn the paper bag over and everything spills out on the bed beside her.

      Dani stares at them for a moment with curiosity before her eyes go wide. “Oh, hell no…”

      “Dani…”

      “I am not chopping my hair off!”

      Firm, defiant. It takes everything in me not to lean over and kiss her right now. Just looking at her swimming in my too-big-for-her shirt is hard enough as it is.

      “Yes, you are,” I say.

      “No, I’m not.”

      “Since we can’t go anywhere without someone recognizing you, we’re going to have to drastically change your appearance.”

      “I’ll wear a hat.” She nudges the box of dye away with her toes. “Do you have any idea how long it took for me to grow my hair out like this?”

      “Dani.” I take a deep breath to stay calm. After all these years, I’d forgotten how stubborn she can be. It still doesn’t stop my dick from throbbing. “You can either have long, pretty hair, or you can be dead.”

      “I choose death.”

      “If you don’t do it yourself, I will.”

      She stares up at me, believing every word. “I thought the army was supposed to teach you patience.”

      “I’m not in the army anymore. I was discharged.”

      “Honorably?”

      “For the most part.”

      She crinkles her nose. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means…” I lean down, “go cut your damn hair off or I’ll tie you down and do it myself.”

      She stands up off the bed, challenging me. “If you want me to do this, then you have to tell me what the hell is really going on.”

      I hesitate. “It’s a long story, Dani. We don’t have time.”

      “You broke into my apartment today, didn’t you?” she asks, crossing her arms.

      Shit.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Tell me the truth, Fox, because I sure as hell didn’t open those blinds.”

      I sigh. “Okay. Yes. I did.” She opens her mouth to shout, but I talk over her. “I had to make sure I could watch you from across the street, so I broke in and opened your blinds after I left the house earlier.”

      She frowns. “How long exactly were you watching me from across the street?”

      “Since the moment you came home.”

      “Even when I was—?”

      “No.” My eyes fall to the floor. “I looked away while you were… undressing.”

      “You little pervert!”

      “Dani, come on. I looked away.”

      “You expect me to believe that?”

      “I wouldn’t lie to you.”

      “You just told me you didn’t break in—”

      “I know. Dammit, Dani, can we just…”

      I hold her eyes, hoping that she’ll believe me. If I can’t get her to believe me about this then she’ll never trust me at all.

      Finally, she sighs. “Who are these snake people?”

      “Snake Eyes,” I correct. “They’re an elite group of highly-trained agents,” I say, choosing my words carefully. “Snipers, like me. Soldiers, hackers, you name it — pretty much the best there is. They work in squads. Each agent performs a different task to finish a job.”

      “What kind of jobs?”

      “Assassinations.”

      She shakes her head. “That’s ridiculous. People would know if something like that existed.”

      “You’d be surprised, actually.”

      “Then, how do you know about it?”

      It’s the question I’ve dreaded since I set foot in Los Angeles again. I knew I’d have to tell her about Snake Eyes, but I debated how much truth to include in that. No matter what I came up with, it meant lying to cover up a piece of the truth and now, looking into her perfect blue eyes, I know I can’t lie to her. Not about this.

      I reach for the top of my shirt and I flick the buttons free all the way down.

      Dani gasps and holds up a hand to block her view. “Fox, what are you—”

      I open my shirt and wait for her to look again. It only takes a moment for her curiosity to pique and her eyes fall on my chest.

      Her breath catches. She steps forward, drawn to me with bewilderment on her face, and reaches out to touch the black ink traveling up my abdomen. My entire body reacts to her touch, spiking several degrees in less than a second. Her fingertips glide up the cobra’s tail, starting at the bottom near my navel and curling upward until they reach its head tattooed between my pecks. She reacts to my scars, too.

      So many scars.

      “Because I used to be one of them,” I say.

      “Fox…” Her whisper buzzes the hairs on the back of my neck. “You…”

      I close my shirt and step back to lean against the waist-high dresser across from the bed. She sits down on the mattress, her little eyes flickering in the dim lamplight. The lull between us is loud, almost deafening, but her thoughts practically tumble out of her eyes. She’s obviously scared and confused.

      She has every right to be.

      I spot the mini-fridge on the floor near the dresser and reach down to yank it open. Several tiny bottles of alcohol line the bottom shelf. I grab two random ones and look back to see Dani holding out a hand. I smirk and grab two more to pass off to her.

      “Thanks,” she says.

      She twists the cap off one and swallows a large gulp of it without even looking at the label first. Her face contorts but she doesn’t hesitate to take a second sip.

      “So, you were a sniper?” she asks.

      I nod. “Trained in the army.”

      “Before you were discharged?”

      “I showed a talent for it pretty early on,” I say. “Infiltration, stealth, recon. Whenever they located a nest of possible enemy combatants, they sent me in first to gather intel. Gained a pretty good rep for it.” I open one of the bottles and take a swig. Vodka. Strong vodka. “That went on for about three years until my commanding officer called me in to tell me I’d been dismissed.”

      She squints. “But you’ve been gone for five years…”

      “They put me on a plane and dropped me off somewhere in France. No orders. No explanation. I sat down at some cafe in Paris and a few minutes later, this guy sat down with me.” I pause to take another shot of vodka that burns down my throat. “He said that he’d been watching me for a while, and he could use a man with my talents.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I told him to piss off,” I answer. “But then he told me that he’s the one who had me discharged and it’s up to me whether or not my record says honorable or dishonorable.”

      “They can’t do that…” she says. “Can they?”

      “There’s not a whole lot Snake Eyes can’t do, Dani.”

      She looks down. “So, what did you do?”

      “The only thing I could do. I joined him.”

      “Why didn’t you just take the dishonorable discharge and come home?” she asks, desperation clouding her tone.

      “Because to him, dishonorable discharge meant two bullets through my eyes,” I explain. “I didn’t really feel like dying that day.”

      “What did honorable discharge mean then?”

      “Killed in action.”

      She nods softly but says nothing.

      I scratch an itch in my beard before continuing. “Then, he introduced himself. Mercer Black.”

      Dani finishes off her tiny bottle and her face twitches again. “That’s where you’ve been this whole time?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does that mean you’ve…?”

      “Killed people?”

      She flinches. “Yes.”

      “Yes,” I answer.

      “Innocent people?” Her eyes swell up, dreading the answer she already knows.

      I twist the cap off another bottle and bring it to my nose. It smells fruity, like cheap wine. “I don’t know.”

      “What, like you didn’t ask?”

      “It wasn’t my job to ask questions.”

      She scoffs. “I never pegged you as a just following orders kind of guy, Fox.”

      “It was kill or be killed, Dani,” I whisper. “I don’t expect you to understand it.” I swallow a mouthful of crap wine, hating every drop of it. “It sure as hell wasn’t what I enlisted for, but they didn’t give me much choice. I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

      “Why did you enlist?” she asks. “You could have stayed home.”

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because—” I bite my inner cheek, curbing the rush of words just aching to fall off my tongue. I’ve never said them out loud before. I promised I never would, but… “Because Bennett told me to leave and never come back.”

      She blinks and the color drains from her face. “He… what? Why would he do that?”

      “Because he knows, Dani.”

      Her eyes wince with embarrassment. “He knows?” she asks.

      “Yes.”

      “Like…” She swallows hard. “He knows knows?”

      “Yes.”

      “How much does he know?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not sure, but… enough.”

      She recoils, her cheeks turning a bright, shameful red.

      “The next morning, after you left, he told me to get out,” I say. “Being a nineteen-year-old, C-average jock, I went to the one place I knew would take me.”

      “That’s why you left?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s why…” She pauses, the truth clouding her eyes. “That’s why you never said goodbye to me.”

      “I wanted to,” I say slowly. “But Bennett threatened my mother if I did. Said he’d put her on the street, destroy her reputation, she’d never work in this town again… you know the rest. I couldn’t do that to her, so… I left.”

      “Why would he do that to you?”

      “You were the next big thing,” I say. “He didn’t want a punk like me knocking you up and killing your career before it began. He was right about that.”

      She frowns. “No, he wasn’t.”

      “Beautiful movie stars don’t have illicit affairs with their stepbrothers, Dani. No, he was right.”

      “No.” She stands up off the bed. “He’s been wrong about everything.”

      “Dani…” I grow tense as she wanders the floor to stand in front of me. It’s not safe for her to be so close. “Wait…”

      “Fox, I am so sorry.”

      I furrow my brow. “For what?”

      “I should have said something,” she says. “I could have done more to make you stay.”

      “You had no way of knowing what was going on, Dani.”

      “That just makes it worse!” she says. “I was so self-absorbed, I couldn’t see past my own reflection.”

      “I wouldn’t see it that way.”

      “What other way is there to see it? My father, he’s…” She shakes her head. “The worst part about it is that I can’t complain at all. I’m rich, famous, pretty. It’s all because of him — right down to my freakin’ genes.”

      I fight the urge to look at her chest heaving up and down. My shirt hangs low on her with buttons undone, revealing the top curve of her breasts. She’s so close to me, I could reach out right now and—

      I close my eyes. “You would never have gotten this far if I were in your life,” I say, fighting every urge in me. “Think of all the people you’ve inspired, all the lives you’ve changed. The world wouldn’t be the same without Roxie Roberts.”

      She groans. “And I hate that stage name.”

      A chuckle bounces in my throat. “Does anyone even call you Dani anymore?”

      “No one except you.” Her cheeks flush wild with pink spots. I bet Bennett doesn’t let her drink much.

      “I can call you Roxie if you want,” I offer.

      “No. I like the way you say my name.” She licks her lips. “Always have.”

      A few short inches of air sits between us. I can smell traces of her scent around me. That blissful apple spice aroma that always drove me crazy. Her wet, cherry lips shimmer in front of me as she presses them together.

      “You should do your hair,” I say as I lean away. “We need to hit the road.”

      Dani performs a quick step back and the pink fades from her cheeks. “Okay…” she mutters.

      Annoyance crosses her face, but she grabs the hair dye, scissors, and comb off the bed with a wave of her hand. I can’t stop myself from looking at the gentle curve of her ass within my boxer shorts as she charges for the bathroom. She performs a short spin to glance back at me before closing the door behind her.

      I fill my lungs with fresh air to rid myself of the apples lingering up my nose. My cock twitches with extreme disappointment but lays to rest against my thigh. Maybe her new hairstyle will work to my advantage. Her long, flowing hair has always been a turn-on for me.

      I fall down on the bed and cover my eyes to block out the light.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I open my locker and promptly shove my head inside. It’s a common between-classes ritual nowadays. Thank god junior year is almost over. Then, just one more year in this hellhole of a school.

      “Hey, Fox.”

      I raise my head and turn to find the girl lingering behind me. “Oh. Hey, Trudy,” I say.

      She giggles and bites her lip. “You look tired.”

      “Yeah.”

      I look into my locker for my Algebra II book. Or is it Spanish next?

      “Do you have plans for the weekend?” she asks. “‘Cuz I was thinking we could go see a movie on Friday… and not watch it.”

      I breathe a laugh and glance at her over my shoulder. Before I can answer with a definitive yes, please, something bolts through my peripheral vision. Something short, blonde, and… crying?

      Dani Roberts zigzags around people in the hall and rushes straight for the ladies’ room with tears in her eyes, some already streaming down her face.

      “Um…” I pause, suddenly forgetting everything Trudy just said as my curiosity takes hold. “What?”

      Trudy raises a brow. “I said, I was thinking that we could—”

      Dani throws open the bathroom door and runs into a few girls coming out. They instantly burst out laughing and make a few mock-sobbing gestures as Dani disappears inside. I definitely wasn’t seeing things.

      Something is wrong with Little Miss Perfect.

      “Fox. Hello?”

      I glare at Trudy. “I don’t know,” I say.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Yeah, I’ve gotta run.”

      I close my locker and step around her sagging jaw to follow Dani’s trail. I don’t bother checking for witnesses before yanking the door open and walking straight into the ladies’ bathroom. The constant hum of teens walking and talking fades off as the door closes, leaving nothing but a soft sniffling noise coming from the center stall.

      I walk down the line to check the other stalls. All empty.

      “Hey, Dani,” I say.

      She gasps. “Fox?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “What are you doing in here?!” she asks. “This is the girls’ room!”

      “Apparently, it’s the crying room. What’s up?”

      “Nothing. Go away!”

      I hop up to sit on the counter and wait in silence for several seconds.

      “Are you still here?” she finally asks.

      “Nope,” I say.

      “Fox, get out!”

      “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      “Why do you even care?!”

      I hesitate. Why do I even care?

      “It’s more interesting than Algebra,” I say.

      Dani scoffs. “Fox, please. Just…”

      She goes quiet.

      I impatiently hop down and enter the adjacent stall, quickly stepping up onto the toilet seat to peek over the top into hers. She looks up and gasps with annoyance at the intrusion as she wipes her eyes.

      “Fox.”

      “Dani.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      “Maybe,” I answer with a shrug.

      “Anybody could just walk in here and see you doing that.”

      “All the more reason for you to come out and talk to me.”

      She looks at her hands in her lap. “It’s stupid,” she says, shaking her head.

      “Can’t possibly be as stupid as Algebra,” I say.

      Dani deflates and grabs her backpack by her feet. As she stands up, I drop off the seat and walk out to meet her. She steps out with her bag slumped over one shoulder, her eyes red and swollen.

      “I just found out that my dad is pulling me out of school,” she says.

      I raise a brow. “Why?”

      She sniffs. “Because I’m going to be on location for the next four months.”

      “You got the part?”

      “Yeah, I got the part.”

      “So… why are you crying in a bathroom?” I ask. “I thought you wanted that part.”

      “I did. I do. But I don’t want to miss school,” she says.

      “Why not?” I scoff. “I’d kill for a four-month paid vacation from Belle Academy.”

      “Well, I like it here. I like my teachers. I like my classes and…” She looks down again. “I told you it was stupid.”

      “Why don’t you just tell Bennett you don’t want to go?”

      She chuckles. “Yeah, sure. You tell the great Bennett Roberts his daughter is turning down the opportunity of a lifetime.”

      “Okay, I will.”

      I start toward the door, but she grabs my jacket sleeve to hold me back.

      “That was a joke,” she says.

      “I would, though,” I say.

      “I know.”

      “You should, too.”

      She exhales and releases my sleeve.

      I pause. “Dani, why do you let him control you like this?”

      “I don’t know,” she says after a moment. “Who wouldn’t want their dad to make them rich and famous?”

      “Well, what do you really want?” I ask. “To be rich and famous? Or to have a normal high school experience?”

      Dani doesn’t answer but it’s written all over her face. She doesn’t want the constant pressure of auditions. She doesn’t want stage names and on-set tutors.

      But she doesn’t know how to break free.

      Luckily for her, that’s my specialty.

      I bob my chin at the windows along the wall. “Come on,” I say. “We’re getting out of here.”

      “Getting out of here?” she repeats.

      “Yeah, what do you want to do? I was thinking of hitting the pier, but I’m flexible.”

      She blinks twice. “It’s twelve-thirty.”

      “So?”

      “So, we have classes until three.”

      “Right.” I nod. “We’re skipping them.”

      Her jaw drops in horror as I pull the window lock free. “I can’t skip class!” she says.

      “Have you ever done it before?”

      “No!”

      I slide the window open. “Then, how do you know you can’t?”

      She tries not to laugh. “Fox, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s wrong.”

      “It’s a normal high school experience,” I say. “That’s what you really want, right?”

      She shifts on her toes. She bites her lip. She silently considers the pros and cons of coloring outside the lines for once. I honestly enjoy watching her struggle a little bit. To still be this sweet and innocent at sixteen in the heart of Hollywood…

      I step over the windowsill, easily putting my feet on the grass outside. When I turn back for her, her face isn’t quite as pure white as it was a moment ago.

      Just one more push…

      “Come on.” I smirk. “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Dani doesn’t move. She looks from me to the window to the door, her feet firmly planted in place.

      I step back from the window. “Okay, then—”

      “Wait.” She juts forward, the last of her resistance rolling off her shoulders. “Okay,” she says.

      “Okay?”

      She nods. “Yeah. I’m in. I’ll… I’ll go with you.”

      “That’s my girl,” I say as I extend a hand to her. “Let’s go have some fun.”
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      I stare at my new hairstyle in the mirror. Damp and black, strands clawing downward to cup my face. I blot it with a towel to sop up the remaining extra dye, completely staining the off-white motel towels.

      I’ve never gone black before. I’m not sure if I like it. I have naturally pale skin and this color just makes all my flaws stand out like a damn sore thumb. And I fucking hate it when it’s this short. Might as well just kill me right now, Mercer.

      I turn away from the mirror and toss the empty dye box in the trash can.

      “Fox?” I step out into the motel room. He’s lying on the bed with his arm draped across his eyes. His chest rises and falls. “Fox?” I walk over to him and shake his shoulder.

      His arm jerks and he grabs my neck.

      “Fox!”

      He squeezes, hard. Fingers dig into my throat, too strong for me to pry off. I gasp and wheeze as I scratch at his wrist.

      “F—ox.”

      His eyes open. Fear, anger, pain — you name it, it crosses them. I tremble in terror as he recognizes me and releases me from his strong grip.

      “Dani…” He looks at his hand, horrified at himself. “Oh, god. Dani. I’m sorry, I…”

      I stumble away from him, coughing to catch my breath through blurred vision. I  rest one hand on the dresser to hold myself up while I feel my neck for bruises.

      “Dani, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” I say, my voice scrapping through my throat.

      “Let me see.”

      I flinch again, suddenly feeling him hovering beside me. My back touches the dresser as I look up at him through my new black bangs.

      “Dani…” His hand touches my wrist near my neck. “Let me see…”

      My gut twinges through a bit of nostalgia. He’s looking at me now just like the old Fox used to during the rare times we were alone together. The horror has left his eyes, replaced with kind, somewhat gentle, affection. And attraction. Maybe even lust.

      I lower my hand to reveal my throat. Fox moves forward to take a closer look.

      “Can you breathe okay?” he asks, his fingers gently probing.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” I answer.

      “Does it hurt to talk?”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” I say, perhaps a little too forcefully, but if he keeps touching me like this, he’ll surely feel how much my heart is racing.

      Fox lowers his hands, sensing my push. “How long have I been asleep?” he asks.

      “Two hours, maybe,” I say. “What were you dreaming about?”

      He steps away. “Nothing.”

      “The war? Or after?”

      He walks out of sight into the bathroom. The faucet turns on and he leans over it to splash water on his face. My gut twinges with curiosity.

      Christ, what happened to him out there?

      When he stands up, he notices me hovering over him like a gnat. He grabs a hand towel off the wall and pats his face dry.

      “After,” he simply says.

      I nod, silently wondering if I even want to know more than that. I have so many questions, obviously, but I have to consider the possibility that those questions should never be answered.

      “How did I do?” I ask, gesturing to my new hair.

      “It’s fine,” he asks, dropping the towel.

      “Just fine?”

      “You know what I mean, Dani. You look good.”

      He bolts straight for the mini-fridge again and grabs the last tiny bottle stashed inside without bothering to look at what it is.

      “Okay…” I say. “What now?”

      “Now…” He pours the entire bottle down his throat as if he’s putting out a fire. “Now, we get out of town.”

      “Right now?”

      “Yes,” he answers, tossing the empty bottle into the trash.

      “It’s three in the morning.” I point to the clock on the bed.

      He reaches for his jacket hanging on the back of the door. “You can sleep in the car.”

      “Fox, please,” I beg. “Can’t we just stay here for a few hours? I’ve had a pretty rough night… and you’ve been drinking. Are you even good to drive?”

      His fingers twitch on his jacket and he casts a sideways glance at me. He’s probably more than okay to drive, honestly, but with those circles under his eyes, I’d rather him get a little more rest.

      “Fine,” he finally says. “But only a few hours, okay?”

      I nod as I run my fingers through my hair. It still feels so foreign and smooth, like it’s not even mine. I catch him staring. He quickly turns away.

      “Where are we going in the morning?” I ask.

      He hesitates. “When I escaped Snake Eyes, I took something with me.”

      I sit down on the bed. “You escaped?”

      “I worked on Mercer’s squad for about a year and a half before I found a way out. It wasn’t easy and I almost got killed in the process…”

      “What happened?” I ask.

      “I was sent on a solo mission to take out a Russian mobster,” he begins. I lean back against the headboard and pull the blanket out from under me to drape across my feet. He watches but pretends not to. “In and out, should have been easy for me — and it would have been, but I had other plans. Before I left, I accessed Snake Eyes’ network and made two copies of their master file.”

      “Master file?”

      “It’s a list of all assignments given out to members and how much money exchanged hands. We’re talking decades of names, unsolved cases, and executions big and small. Billions of dollars in trade.”

      “And you have that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can I read it?” I ask, curiosity piquing.

      “No one can,” he says, his lips twitching with amusement at my excited eyes. “Not without the right decryption.” I sit back in disappointment. “Anyway, I made contact with the Russians, laid down arms, and I gave one copy of the file to him in exchange for safe passage back to the states.”

      “That sounds really freakin’ dangerous,” I say. “You’re lucky he didn’t shoot you.”

      “He did, actually.” I tilt my head in shock and he smiles again. “We had to make my disappearance look convincing so that later when Mercer tracked my whereabouts, he’d find my blood and figure I was taken out and disposed of. It was just a graze, nothing too horrible.” He runs a pointed finger along his bicep. “The Russians were supposed to use that file to make Snake Eyes disappear.”

      “Why would they do that?”

      “The family had some unfinished business with the organization,” he says, keeping it vague. “After a few hiccups, he sent me packing with a bandaged arm and a bit of money.”

      “Hiccups?”

      “It’s a long story,” he says. “But it ends with me making it back here.”

      “How long have you been home?”

      “Six months.”

      Six months.

      He’s been back here for half a year now and he never said a word.

      “Dani, I couldn’t go back to LA,” he says, reading my eyes.

      “Why not?”

      “Because if Mercer ever realized I was still alive, he’d go after my family first.” He looks at my cheek. “Looks like I was right about that.”

      “How did he find out?”

      “I’m not sure…” He runs his fingers through his beard and scratches an itch. “I’m guessing the Russian’s plan didn’t go so well.”

      “So, he finds out you’re still alive and he comes after me,” I say. “Why?”

      He takes a breath. “He knew how I’d react.” I say nothing, waiting for him to explain. “Mercer was… well, friend might be too strong a word, but I guess it qualifies.”

      “You were friends with the asshole who shot Lamb and cut up my face?”

      “You make some interesting acquaintances when you work in an underground assassination squad,” he jokes.

      I don’t laugh. “So, he knows that you and I… have history?”

      “Yeah,” he says, shifting on his toes. “Anyway, I know someone who can probably decrypt my copy of the file.”

      “Probably?”

      “He’s the best chance we have. Hopefully, I can use it as a bargaining chip with whoever can solve this Snake Eyes problem so I can take you back home.”

      Home. Back to movie sets and the paparazzi.

      “Get some sleep,” he says. “We have a long drive ahead of us.”

      I glance around. “There’s only one bed…”

      “I’ll take the floor.”

      “You don’t have to,” I offer. “There’s plenty of room.”

      “I’d prefer it.” His voice is firm, almost cold, but I’d rather not draw attention to it.

      I nod and lower myself down to the pillows, kicking the blanket off my burning legs. My heart won’t stop racing. That black ink on those rock-hard abs. The way the cobra tail swished across them, curling left and right before stopping just above his navel. I can’t get it out of my head. My fingers have been vibrating since the moment I touched him. It’s taking everything in me not to reach between my thighs right now and—

      “Dani.”

      I jerk out of my trance. “What?”

      “Do you mind?” He points to the other side of the bed at the unused pillow.

      “Oh — yeah.” I grab it and hold it out to him. He takes it and drops it to the floor at the foot of the bed. “Need a blanket?”

      “No,” he says, disappearing below.

      “Goodnight, then…”

      “Goodnight.”

      I reach over and flick the lamp off, casting the room into total darkness. As I lay my head on the pillow, my restless mind churns. The last time Fox and I were alone like this…

      I squeeze my eyes hard to try and stop the memories from flooding in, but the dam is already broken.

      I never told a soul about that night. I thought Fox had taken it to his grave, so that’s what I was going to do, too.

      “Hey, Fox.”

      “Yeah?” he answers.

      “Why did you tell him about me?” I ask. “Mercer, I mean.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “Then, how…”

      I stop as I hear Fox sit up on the floor, his dark outline hovering at the edge of the bed.

      “I didn’t tell him,” he says. “I told someone else.”

      “Another agent?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Who?”

      He goes quiet for a moment, the weight of the world heavy on his shoulders. “His name was Dante,” he says. “We both worked for Mercer. Got pretty close.”

      “So, why did you tell him?”

      “What else do guys talk about over a few beers?” He shrugs. “Some details slipped out one night, but I didn’t think he’d remember.”

      “Another friend?”

      “We might have been if things were different.” He leans back against his hands. “He was a good agent. Loyal to Snake Eyes. Him and his family.”

      “His family?”

      “His brother and sister are agents, too.”

      “Wow,” I say. “A whole family of killers? That’s… scary.”

      “That’s another reason why I came back,” he says slowly. “Mercer is bad, but…” He clears his throat. “He’s not the only one I’m worried about out here.”

      I exhale as fear clenches my chest. I get the feeling Fox has only scratched the surface of how much danger we’re really in. Mercer. Dante. All ruthless killers who won’t think twice when the time comes.

      And Fox was one of them. Just one of the guys drinking beers and swapping stories about girls after a long day of killing people.

      Was there a part of him that enjoyed it?

      “Try and get some rest,” he says as he lays down in the dark.

      I should do that. I know I should. But…

      “Fox?” I ask.

      “Hm?”

      I bite my tongue. Maybe I don’t need to know.

      “Never mind,” I say.

      I lay down and close my eyes.

      Maybe I should never know.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I grab a pair of shoes, a package of socks, a few shirts, and some jeans off the shelves, and walk straight to the checkout counter with the cash Fox gave me to find something to wear. It’s a low-end department store, somewhere I’d usually never shop, but Fox insists that’s the point.

      I’m not Roxie Roberts right now. I’m just Dani. I’m not a movie star. I’m a normal person with thick sunglasses and short black hair, buying some clothes because I have nothing else to wear other than a man’s shirt and boxer shorts. Just a normal girl with a target on her back.

      Nothing to see here, folks.

      “Do I know you from somewhere?”

      I look at the cashier through tinted lenses. “I get that a lot,” I mutter, dropping my voice deeper than usual. She stares at me for an extra-long second before finally shrugging and requesting seventy dollars from me. My heart resets to its normal rhythm and I get out as fast as I went in.

      Fox waits outside for me, leaning against a new car by the curb. I’m not quite sure where he got it, but I’m not about to question it. His eyes move back and forth in his skull on constant watch. Each passing person could be a danger. Each one another possibility for me to get recognized, however unlikely that is, especially with a fresh bandage covering half of my face.

      “So, where is this secret master file decrypter guy?” I ask him.

      He seems annoyed with me. He wanted me to wait in the car, but I wasn’t about to let him go in and buy me clothes.

      “Denver,” he answers.

      “Denver? Why aren’t we flying?”

      He pops open the passenger side door. “Because that requires going through security, flashing IDs…”

      “So?”

      “So…” He jerks his head, gesturing me into the car. I step off the curb and lower myself down into it while he moves to the driver’s side. “Snake Eyes has access to those systems. Chances are we’ve already been flagged by them and the LAPD.”

      “Why them, too?” He glances at me out of the corner of his eyes, giving me a quick second to figure it out for myself. “Oh, right. My dad.”

      He turns the ignition. “We need to stay off-the-grid or we won’t make it out of California.”

      “It’s a good thing I look nothing like myself then…”

      I pull the visor down and flip open the mirror to look at my reflection. Black hair. No make-up. Giant gash on my cheek. I slide my sunglasses up onto my head to check my eyes. Still blue. That’s something, I guess.

      “Put those back on until we get out of the city,” Fox says as we start rolling down the busy street.

      I do as he says and shield my eyes again before tossing the bag of new clothes into the backseat and sliding back there with them.

      “Dani, what are you doing?”

      “I’m changing,” I say, flicking the buttons free on his borrowed shirt. “Just keep your eyes on the road.”

      “We have windows, you know.”

      “I’ll be quick.” I grab a black t-shirt out of the bag and lay it open on my lap. “It’s not like you’ve never seen it before anyway.”

      I regret it the instant it leaves my mouth. Up until now, we’ve been actively avoiding the nitty-gritty details of that subject. Sleeping in the same room together was awkward enough, even with him on the floor.

      I glance at the rearview mirror in time to see his dark eyes dart away.

      I slide the jeans on quickly and pull them up over my borrowed boxers. Maybe we’ll both just silently agree to pretend that never happened.

      I take the shoes and a pair of socks from the bag and climb back over into the front seat. “Time to hit the road?” I ask, clearing my throat.

      “We need to make a quick stop first,” he says.

      “For what?”

      “Supplies.”

      “Like what? Snacks?”

      “Guns.”

      I blink. “Oh.”

      “It won’t take long.”

      “Where are we supposed to get guns?”

      He flexes his jaw. “I know a girl.”

      “A girl?” I ask. He nods. “You know a girl with guns?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Caleb.”

      I raise a brow. “You know a girl with guns and a boy’s name? How cliché.”

      He smirks and licks his lips. “Tell me all about it, Dani.”

      “Short for Danielle.” I slip on my socks and shoes. “At least, my mother wasn’t a hippie.”

      “My mother is not a hippie.”

      “She named you Fox.”

      “It’s a cool name,” he defends. “Don’t get me started on Danielle Roxanne Roberts. I mean, what the hell is that?”

      I pause, unable to contain my laugh. Nostalgia silences me even more. It’s strange how quickly old habits take over again. We haven’t spoken in five years and we’re already tossing insults back and forth like nothing has changed.

      I reach for my left cheek to scratch an itch without thinking and my nail scrapes against the stitches holding my skin together. “Ouch—”

      Fox looks over at me. “How’s that feeling?”

      I check the mirror and peel back the bandage to be sure I didn’t do any more damage to it. “It’s all right.” I sigh with annoyance. “Any idea why he chose the face of all places?”

      “Because I have the same scar.”

      “You do?”

      He slides a finger down his left cheek. “Mercer knew I’d make the connection.”

      “When did you get it?”

      “It happened during my first mission in Snake Eyes,” he answers. “I screwed up and got made. The target had a thing for knives and managed to sneak in behind me, but…” His voice falls. “I was faster.”

      I glance at his cheek. “Not fast enough.”

      “Mercer called it my trophy,” he continues. “Just let it bleed, he said. It’ll look cool.”

      “Why do you cover it up?”

      He keeps his eyes on the road. “Makes it easier to forget about, I guess.”

      We turn off the street and enter a small parking lot behind an old, brick building. A pink neon sign flashes above the entrance with several letters missing. I squint at it, trying to decipher the store’s name.

      “Fawn’s Pawn?” I read. “Who’s Fawn?”

      “It’s her last name.”

      I sit back. “Your gun girl is a woman named Caleb Fawn?”

      Fox pulls his seatbelt free. “Wait here.”

      “No way! I want to meet your gun girl.”

      “No.” He steps outside. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      “Fox—”

      “Dani.” He bends down and stares at me through the open window. “Stay here.”

      I sigh and fall back into my seat. “Fine.” I reach for my sunglasses.

      “Keep them on,” he warns, pointing a stiff finger at me.

      I hold up my hands in surrender and he walks off toward the pawn shop.

      There we go again. Bantering like before.

      This is going to be one strange road trip.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      The entry bell chimes as I walk into Fawn’s Pawn again, but I can barely hear it over a man shouting somewhere in the back corner. I hold the door open for a woman as she quickly slips past me, obviously eager to not get involved.

      “What do you mean it’s worthless? This is an antique!”

      “It’s a hunk of garbage, dude,” Caleb says with a scoff. “You’d make more selling it for scrap metal.”

      I step forward, listening closely as I walk toward the back counter. Caleb’s face comes into view and I almost smile at the familiar, annoyed expression weighing on her eyelids. I study the man — but it doesn’t take more than one glance to figure him out.

      “Just…” He lets out an exasperated sigh. “A hundred bucks.”

      “No,” she says.

      “Seventy-five.”

      “No.”

      “Fifty.”

      She glowers. “Seriously?”

      He rolls a fist by his side. I take an extra step closer. “Lady, why are you being such a bitch?”

      “Because I don’t buy from tweaked-out druggies looking for quick cash. It’s called standards.”

      I smirk. Caleb’s never been afraid to say exactly what pops into her head at any moment. I’d be lying if I said it wasn’t the biggest thing I miss about my deployment.

      Hell, it’s the only thing I miss about my deployment.

      The man reaches behind his back and I exhale. Caleb is more than capable of handling this herself, but I’m in a hurry here.

      “Hey, buddy,” I say.

      He twists his head around and glares at me.

      I gesture at his hand to be sure he knows I noticed. “I wouldn’t.”

      “Mind your own fucking business, pal,” he spits at me.

      As he turns back toward Caleb, she reaches out and digs a taser into his chest with her willing finger lying along the trigger. “You heard the man,” she says.

      He stiffens and slowly raises his hands. “Okay…”

      “Piss off, please.”

      “All right.”

      He grabs the object off the counter — some metal contraption that I don’t get a good look at — and bolts past me to get out as quickly as possible.

      Caleb taps the trigger twice and the taser comes alive with sparks. “Damn,” she says with a sigh. “I was really looking forward to finally using this…”

      I walk up to the counter. “Charming as always, Caleb.”

      She points it at me. “Are you volunteering?”

      “Maybe some other time.”

      “Fine.” She stashes it away beneath the counter. “So, how’d your little mission go?”

      “It went…” I pause to think of the best word.  “Okay.”

      “Did you bring my gun back?”

      “Yeah, but I need it for a bit longer. And a few more things from your back room.”

      “I dunno.” Her eyes narrow. “I’m still kinda mad at you.”

      I deflate. “I thought we were cool,” I say.

      “Yeah, I changed my mind.”

      “Caleb,” I tilt my head, “I said I was sorry.”

      “I know.”

      “I died. It wasn’t my fault.”

      “I know,” she says again with a sigh. “I have the right to feel bitter about it for a little while longer.”

      I nod. “You do.”

      “It’s pretty fucked up.”

      “I know.”

      “And it’s not fair that you won’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “I know,” I say again. “I’ll explain everything to you after, but I can’t right now because it’s not—”

      “It’s not safe,” she says with me, looking annoyed.

      “What can I do to make you trust me again?” I ask.

      Caleb bites her cheek. “You can let me tase you,” she says, her playful eyes returning.

      I smile. “How about you help me out again and I’ll have Boxcar wipe out some of your debt. That’s a fair trade, right?”

      She scoffs and brushes a few auburn bangs away from her eyes. “I’d rather tase myself.”

      “Hey, he’s useful,” I say, sensing her tension at the mention of his name.

      “So are lobotomies. Still wouldn’t recommend one.”

      I chuckle. “Help me out and I’ll tell him that I found you spread eagle with some beefcake in the back room. That should piss him off.”

      She finally drops her head and lets out a defeated breath. “What do you need?”

      “A few boxes of those Win Mag rounds, a bowie knife, and that Model 60 I saw yesterday.”

      She hisses. “That’s my special occasion gun.”

      “I wouldn’t ask for it if it weren’t one.”

      “Going hunting?” she asks with a raised brow.

      “On defense this time.”

      “What are you defending?”

      “Bit of unfinished business.”

      “Let me guess…” She leans forward to speak with a deep whisper. “Black hair? Red lips? Scary-looking gash on her left cheek?”

      I pause. “What makes you say that?”

      “Because she followed you in here and it’s pretty obvious she doesn’t give a shit about my antique fishing lures.”

      I turn around to see Dani standing in the corner behind a tall tower of lures. “Dani.”

      She twitches at my tone. “Hey.”

      “I told you to stay in the car.”

      Dani wanders over to the stand next to me. “And I objected to it. You’re not my father.”

      “Go back outside.”

      “No.” She looks at Caleb. “Hello.”

      “Hello, there…” Caleb greets her with a knowing twinkle brushing her green eyes. “Don’t I know you from somewhere?”

      “I just have one of those faces,” Dani says, shrugging.

      Caleb smirks. “Don’t we all?”

      “So, how do you know Fox?”

      I hang my head in annoyance. “We don’t have time—”

      “Army buddies,” Caleb answers.

      Dani’s eyes grow wide with interest. “You were in the Army?”

      “Once upon a time.”

      “Why did you leave?”

      “Got boring without Foxy here.”

      Dani twists in my direction. “Foxy?”

      “Can you please just go take a look around?” I ask Dani, gesturing away from the counter.

      She rolls her eyes and walks off, once again lingering around the fishing lures with zero interest.

      I turn back to Caleb and she tilts her head at me. “Don’t encourage her, Caleb.”

      She laughs, her lips dancing into a long grin. “I should have known. Who else could bring Fox Fitzpatrick back from the dead?”

      “It’s a complicated situation.”

      “Yeah, no shit.”

      “Please don’t tell anyone you saw her,” I add.

      “Fox, come on. It’s me.” She leans forward, lowering her voice. “If this was all about her, why didn’t you just say so?”

      “Because it’s a—”

      “Complicated situation,” she finishes with a happy sigh. “Take whatever you need.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m sure Boxcar will prove his usefulness once more.”

      “I’ll make sure he does.”

      Caleb’s eyes follow a trail behind me, ending with a presence hovering over my shoulder. I glance to the side and Dani’s elbow brushes my ribs.

      “I want a gun,” she says.

      I spin in her direction. “You what?”

      “I want a gun,” she repeats, her little blue eyes sparkling with innocence.

      “No.” I shake my head. “You don’t get a gun.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you don’t know the first thing about handling a gun, Dani.”

      “Yes, I do,” she says. “I did thirty hours of training with LAPD officers for Backseat Driver.”

      I blink with disbelief. “Backseat what?”

      “Backseat Driver. Come on, you saw it. Everyone saw it.”

      Caleb grins. “I saw it.”

      “See?” Dani points at her.

      I play dumb, bringing annoyance to her eyes. “I don’t have time to watch movies.”

      “Just ask my dad if you don’t believe me.” She sighs with frustration. “Or throw up a target and I’ll prove it right now.”

      I glance at Caleb’s amused face then back at Dani. “No,” I say again. “You can’t have a gun.”

      “My life is in danger, Fox. No offense to you or your skills but I’d feel much safer if I were armed.” She looks at Caleb. “I want a gun. And not a dinky little girl gun either. I want a Glock.”

      I look at Caleb in defeat. “And a Glock for the lady, please.”

      Caleb turns, amused. “I changed my mind again,” she says to me. “I like her.”

      She walks off into the back room, snatching a black duffel bag off the wall as she goes.

      “She didn’t like me?” Dani says. “Why didn’t she like me?”

      “Don’t worry about it, Dani.” I glance at her again and she looks up at me with those perfect eyes. “Thirty hours?”

      She smiles and my knees turn to jelly.

      “Here you go.” Caleb drops the black bag onto the counter.

      “Thanks again, Caleb.” I grab the bag, taken back by its surprising heft.

      She grins at Dani and holds out a Glock by the barrel. “And for you…”

      Dani steps forward to take it. I snatch it away from her and drop it into the bag with the rest of it.

      Caleb chuckles. “If you get busted with that stuff, you didn’t get it from me.”

      “Come on, Dani.”

      “And if I don’t get my Model 60 back, I’ll kill you myself.”

      I shrug. “You know I’d just come back.”

      “Yeah, yeah…”

      Dani lingers behind me and waves to Caleb. “It was nice to meet you.”

      “Take care of him for me,” Caleb replies, flashing a quick wave in return.

      Dani gives her a short smile before following me outside. “What did she mean by that?” she asks me.

      “Nothing,” I answer, popping the trunk open and setting the black bag inside.

      Dani hovers over my shoulder with her arms crossed. “I sensed some friction there…” she hums. “You wanna talk about it?”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      She slides in closer as I inspect the bag. I grab the bowie knife and smile at the ankle holster Caleb tossed inside, along with enough extra ammo to take down a small army. That’s her style, I suppose. All or nothing.

      “Did you two have some torrid desert love affair or something?” Dani asks.

      “No,” I answer, zipping it closed.

      She scoffs. “Oh, come on.”

      “We didn’t,” I say. “She and Boxcar, however…”

      “Who’s Boxcar?”

      I close the trunk. “Boxcar is our next stop.”

      “The guy in Denver?” I nod and gesture for her to get back in the car. We walk around opposite sides and climb in. “What happened between them?”

      “Caleb and I met Boxcar in Afghanistan during my second tour.” I start the car and the engine roars with life. “We received intel that an American journalist with knowledge of a secret weapons cache was being held captive in a warehouse in Kabul. We go in but find nothing. No enemy combatants, no weapons, no journalist. Just Boxcar and his laptop. The roof collapsed on the building, trapping him inside. Turns out, he hacked our equipment with a distress signal so we’d come dig him out.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Why make up a story about a weapons cache?”

      “Because he thought we wouldn’t come otherwise.” I shrug. “Honestly, he was right.”

      “I can’t imagine the top brass being happy about him wasting their time.”

      “Oh, they weren’t. Boxcar is a good hacker but hacking government equipment is generally considered a no-no. Instead of shipping him back to the States to do jail time, they assigned him to our unit as a civilian intelligence freelancer.”

      “And he and Caleb hit it off?”

      “Nope.” I chuckle. “Not at first, anyway… Box is a bit of a card but by far the smartest person I’ve ever met. And Caleb, well, she doesn’t fuck around.”

      Dani smiles. “I got that vibe.”

      “Last I heard they were done but if you talk to them separately you can just see it. They aren’t really done.”

      “Sounds romantic.”

      “Try telling them that.”

      We take off down the road, passing through early-morning traffic at a snail’s pace. Dani leans back in her seat, her eyes flush with deep, silent thoughts until we make it out of Los Angeles. Every so often, her eyelids flutter closed, and she leans her head against the window. She didn’t sleep much last night. Neither did I.

      Even now, in the most innocent and vulnerable of poses, I can’t keep my eyes off her. Here we are, closer in proximity than we’ve ever been in our adult lives and there’s no one around to intervene. We could have picked up where we left off five years ago and part of me suspects she wants to. Maybe it was just the booze in her or the adrenaline from getting attacked, but there was something in her eyes. I don’t want to act on it in case I have it all wrong.

      I can’t imagine losing her twice in one lifetime.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “Can I drive?”

      A truck passes us on the left. I stiffen in the driver’s seat.

      “No,” I answer.

      There’s a man driving it with a small girl in the passenger seat. No real threat there. I relax.

      “Why not?”

      I look at Dani. Her sunglasses sit on top of her head, buried inside the short, black bob. She was passed out asleep just ten minutes ago, but her eyes show a fresh, wakeful enthusiasm now.

      “Because no,” I say.

      “That’s not a reason.”

      “You’ve never heard Bennett say because I said so before?”

      “Of course. It’s his catchphrase.”

      I chortle. “Do you even have a driver’s license?”

      “Yes, I have a license.”

      “On you?”

      “No, but that’s your fault, isn’t it?” She glares. “Didn’t have a chance to grab my purse while fleeing my apartment in nothing but a bathrobe.”

      I picture it all again. Of course, I do.

      Tattered hair and exposed thighs.

      Fast movement brings my eyes to the rearview mirror. A black car makes a dangerous pass around a vehicle a few hundred yards behind us. I grip the wheel, preparing for the worst.

      “All the more reason to let me drive, Dani.”

      The same black car revs its engine and weaves around us. The driver is young. Male. Red, puffy eyes. Not an assassin. Just an idiot.

      Dani lays her head back in defeat. “Can I listen to the radio?”

      “I’d prefer silence.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to concentrate.” I glance over at her again. She bends forward to slip her shoes and socks off. “You should leave those on, just in case.”

      “Fox, it’s been almost eight hours.” She stretches out her tiny toes, wiggling them free. I force myself not to stare at the ballerina-like arches of her feet. “If someone were following us, we would probably know by now.”

      “That’s not necessarily true.”

      “How so?”

      “Dani, please just shut up and let me do what I do.”

      She laughs, throwing her head back. “Damn, Fox…”

      “What?”

      “So serious.”

      My annoyance flatlines with the sound of her laughter again. Christ, I’ve missed that sound.

      But I can’t afford to relax. Not yet.

      Maybe not ever so long as we have a target on our backs.

      “How you find this so amusing, I’ll never understand,” I say.

      “I’m sorry…” She tries to stop laughing but her lips twitch. “I don’t know why I’m laughing. This is all just so…”

      “Surreal?” I suggest.

      “Fun.”

      “Fun?”

      “Maybe not fun, but…” She pauses, biting her lip. “I don’t know what I mean. I guess that says something about my life, though, doesn’t it? Having a near-death experience is what it takes for me to have some fun.”

      “Oh, come on. You have access to everything in the world. Any girl would kill to be in your shoes.”

      Her smile fades. She falls silent and looks out the window. The setting sun casts an orange glow on her face, but I catch the darkness hiding behind her blue eyes. I look back to the road and my stomach lurches with hunger. Has it really been eight hours? I’ve forgotten how quickly time flies when all my senses are on high alert.

      “You hungry?” I ask.

      “Starving.”

      I smile. “Okay. We’ll stop soon.”

      “How much farther do we have?”

      “We’re about halfway to Denver,” I answer. “We should get there around two or three in the morning—”

      “Can we stop for the night?”

      I shake my head. “We should continue through the night, Dani.”

      “You’re exhausted, Fox.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Fox…” she leans over and points at her face, “look at who you’re talking to. I’m Roxie Roberts. I know a little something about exhaustion and even more, I know what it looks like when you try to hide it. The only difference is that I have a fully-staffed cosmetic team to hide the dark circles under my eyes.” Her finger swoops around her face, drawing little ovals beneath her lashes.

      I glance up at the rearview mirror. She’s right. I might not feel it now but once the buzz in my nerves wears off, I’m sure I will. “We’ll see how I feel after we eat.”

      “Or you can just let me drive.”

      “No.”

      She laughs. “Damn, I thought that would work…”

      I smile and look over at her again. She lays her head back and gazes out the window. Her lips stay locked in an upturned grin, almost like she doesn’t even realize she’s smiling. I’m scared to look away, knowing that sooner or later it’ll fade again, along with this moment.

      It’s been a while since I’ve had any fun, too.

      I almost didn’t recognize it myself.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      Waves crash against the shore and slap the dock beneath us at Santa Monica pier. Children laugh and scream as they play in the sand. Seagulls squawk as they steal bits of old food off the ground. Arcade games. The Ferris wheel.

      The very definition of fun in the sun.

      It took a while but it all eventually drowned out the constant what ifs rolling through my head. What if we get caught? What if someone sees our school uniforms and decides to turn us in? What if it all goes wrong?

      What if? What if?

      But, just when I’m about to break down completely, Fox nudges my arm, smiles, and points at the pinball machines. Or at the street acrobats bending in half. Or at the food carts my father would kill me for even looking at. He distracts me from whatever is going through my head.

      And just like that, I stop thinking altogether and the only sound I hear above the waves and the seagulls is the pounding of my heart every single time I smile back.

      Fox returns to my bench at the front of the pier with two corn dogs on paper trays filled with mustard and ketchup. I take one, laughing to myself as I pinch the brittle stick.

      “What?” Fox asks, taking a seat beside me.

      “I haven’t had one of these since I was a kid,” I say. “Not even sure I like them.”

      Fox bites off the tip of his ketchup-coated dog. “What’s not to love?” he asks.

      I take a cautious bite and my mouth waters the instant I hear that soft crunching sound. “Okay, this is nice,” I say.

      “Might as well have fun while you still can. From now on, you’re feminine. Wild.” He mocks and throws an excited fist into the air. “You’re Roxie.”

      I roll my eyes. “Please, don’t call me that.”

      Fox smiles. “I knew you hated it.”

      “No, I don’t hate it. It’s… fine.”

      He raises a brow.

      I sigh. “It’d just be nice if there were still someone in my life who didn’t use it.”

      “You don’t want to forget who you are,” he says with a nod.

      His words sink deep into me. “Yeah,” I say slowly. “Actually hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      “Well,” Fox takes another bite, “I am more than happy to defy Bennett’s annoying will, so Dani you shall be.”

      I smile. “Thanks.”

      “So, what’s your big, important movie about?”

      “It’s kind of a thriller-slash-drama about a guy who gets hired to find a man’s missing daughter.” I point at myself. “That’s me.”

      “Cool.”

      “But she doesn’t actually know she’s missing because she was kidnapped at such a young age. The family she grew up with isn’t really her family.”

      Fox feigns a gasp. “A twist!”

      “It’s very twisty.”

      “You don’t seem all that excited about it, though.”

      “How could you tell?”

      He merely shrugs, his eyes smug and amused.

      “Well, other than the fact that I’m going to miss the end of my sophomore year because of it…” I exhale. “I’m kinda nervous.”

      He waves a hand. “Eh, you’ll be fine. You’ve done plenty of stage stuff already. Can’t be that different in front of a camera.”

      “I’m not nervous about that.”

      “Then, what?”

      “It’s…” My cheeks burn. “Well, the role is kind of mature and I have to… kiss my co-star.”

      Fox shrugs. “And?”

      I hesitate for a little too long and he cocks his head.

      “You’ve never been kissed before?” he asks.

      “Pfft! Yeah. Of course, I…” I exhale, unable to even believe my own crap. “No. Not exactly.”

      He laughs. “Really?”

      I cringe. “Yes. Really.”

      “You?”

      “Look, you don’t have to rub it in, okay.” I retreat an inch. “It’s embarrassing enough already.”

      He shakes his head. “Don’t be embarrassed. It’s kinda cute, actually.”

      I look up. “It is?”

      “Yeah. Here…” He wipes his mouth and turns to face me. “Kiss me.”

      Kiss him? Kiss Fox Fitzpatrick?

      Me?

      “What?” I ask.

      “Kiss me,” he says again. “Or I’ll kiss you. End result is more or less the same.”

      Oh, god.

      “Here?” I squeak. “Now?”

      “Yes. Here. Now.”

      “No!”

      “You’d rather your first kiss be on set with some guy you hardly know in front of twenty crew members who just want you to get it over with so they can go to lunch?”

      “Well…” I pause. “No. Not when you put it like that.”

      “Then, come on.” He smiles. “Lay one on me.”

      Oh, god. Oh, god.

      “In public?” I ask, trying to stall the butterflies tearing my stomach apart.

      “It’s Santa Monica,” he says. “No one cares.”

      “But…” I fidget. “Aren’t you like…”

      “Like…?”

      “My brother?”

      “No.” He scoffs. “No, I’m not. At all. I’m more like a really hot neighbor.”

      I bite my burning cheek. “Okay, yeah, but…”

      “What are you afraid of, Dani?” he asks.

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “It’s just a kiss. Actors do it to each other all the time. No big deal.”

      “I know it’s no big deal.”

      He raises a victorious brow. “Then, do it.”

      Okay. He has a point.

      But… kiss him?

      Kiss Fox Fitzpatrick?

      I blush. “You won’t make fun of me if I’m bad at it?”

      “Of course not.” He shifts closer. “Relax your face, lean forward, and I’ll take it from there.”

      My chest tightens. Of all the times I’ve pictured my first kiss, it wasn’t like this. It wasn’t surrounded by strangers. It sure as shit wasn’t with Fox Fitzpatrick.

      Fox smiles. “You should put the corn dog down,” he says.

      I twist around and set the paper tray down on the bench beside me. I take a breath of ocean air, hoping to feel calmer by the time I turn to face him again, but it’s not nearly that effective.

      Just relax, lean, and take it. That sounds… easy enough, right?

      My heart pounds in my ears as I lean forward like he told me. Fox licks his lips and smiles again, gently tilting his head as our noses glide past each other.

      My cell phone rings in my pocket. I jut backward before our lips touch and scramble to find it.

      “It’s my dad,” I read the display.

      “Ignore him.” Fox pauses as his own cell screams from his jacket. “And that’s probably Mom…”

      “Should I answer?” I ask, my panic rising.

      “Let me,” he says, looking casual and not at all freaking out like I am as he flips his phone open and sticks it against his ear. “Hey, Mom,” he answers. “Yes, I am aware that I’ve missed two whole classes.” He looks at me, grinning at my fearful expression. “Yeah, she’s with me.”

      I wince. What the hell was I thinking skipping school? God, I’m such an idiot. My dad is going to kill me.

      “It’s okay, Mom,” Fox says, still smiling. “I’ll get her home safe. Yes, right now. As soon as possible.” He rolls his eyes at me. “Okay, bye.”

      “Is she mad?” I ask after he hangs up.

      “Not mad.” He smirks. “Just disappointed.”

      I hang my head in my hands. “Well, my dad is definitely pissed.”

      “He’ll live.”

      I move to stand. “We should go home.”

      Fox grabs my elbow and laughs. “Wait,” he says. “There’s no rush. You’re already in trouble. Ten more minutes ain’t gonna make it worse. Trust me.”

      His eyes fall to my lips and my pulse spikes all over again. There’s still time to try that kiss but what if we were stopped for a reason? What if I make a huge fool of myself with the guy I’ve been crushing on since the day I met him?

      What if? What if?

      “No,” I say. “We should go.”

      Fox nods, though I sense a little disappointment in his eyes. “All right,” he says, releasing my arm. “Let’s get you home.”
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        * * *

      

      “Roxie, go to your room.”

      I cringe. Not because this is the first time my father has ever said those words to me in that tone. It’s because of the name. Like that’s what I’ve always been called.

      “Daddy, I can explain—”

      “Go,” he says again. His eyes become narrow slits of anger and annoyance, but he’s not looking at me.

      He’s looking at Fox beside me.

      I nod at my father and Cora and turn to walk up the stairs without saying a word.

      “All right, look, Bennett,” Fox begins, sly and cool as always. “Don’t punish her. It was all my idea.”

      I stop at the top of the stairs to listen.

      “Of that, I have no doubt,” my father growls. “You want to tell me what the hell you were thinking?”

      Fox chuckles and my chest skips. “Chill out. So, we missed a few classes. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “You think dragging my daughter out of school wasn’t a big deal?”

      “You were dragging her out anyway, right? What difference does it make?”

      “That is none of your business or concern, Fox.”

      “She was freaking out. What was I supposed to do? She needed a break.”

      “A break from school?”

      “No, a break from you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “A break from you,” Fox repeats. “Seriously, are you ever gonna let her make her own decisions? Or do you have the next thirty years of her life all planned out?”

      “She’s my daughter!”

      “She’s a person. Not a Barbie doll.”

      I hold my breath. Never in my life have I ever thought to talk to my father like this and yet, here goes Fox, saying everything I didn’t even know I was thinking.

      “Bennett,” Cora coos. “Let’s all just calm down—”

      “No, Cora. I will not just calm down! You might let your kid do whatever the hell he wants, but I’m not going to let him corrupt my daughter!”

      “Don’t yell at her like that,” Fox says, his voice harder than before.

      “Last I checked,” my father says, “this is my house and I’ll yell at whoever I want to!”

      I wince as the sound of him echoes up to me. If Fox keeps pushing him…

      “I don’t care whose house this is, speak to my mother like that again and I’ll put you through the fucking window.”

      My jaw drops. I wait for my father’s inevitable screaming. He’s ruined people’s careers for a whole lot less than that. I don’t want to picture what he’d do to a kid living under his own roof.

      I realize I’m trembling. My heart races, sending goosebumps up and down my arms and legs. I’m worried about Fox, genuinely concerned for him in ways I never thought about before.

      Why do I even care?

      Come on, Dani. You know exactly why.

      “Fox…”

      I flinch. It’s just Cora. My father didn’t scream or shout at all. What the hell is happening down there?

      “You go on upstairs, honey,” she says, calmly. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      Fox doesn’t hesitate. I hear his feet against the marble floor, stomping quickly toward the stairs. I shuffle in a panic and turn toward the nearest door, taking one step inside before I realize I’m walking right into Fox’s bedroom. Not mine.

      “Shit,” I say to myself.

      I back out and bump into Fox’s wide shoulder.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to…”

      I pause on his expression in the dark. It’s cold and hard, a far cry from the devil may care jock who usually wanders the halls of Belle Academy.

      “Fox?” I ask. “Are you okay?”

      He shifts his stance and carefully walks around me into his room. “Yeah,” he mutters.

      I follow him, staying several paces behind. “What happened?”

      “You heard it just fine,” he says as he plops onto the edge of his disheveled, unmade bed.

      “Okay, yeah. I did, but…”

      “So, what do you want?”

      I hesitate. What do I want?

      Why haven’t I ever asked myself that before?

      Isn’t it about time I started?

      I take slow steps toward him, each step sending a flurry of heat through my cheeks. He tilts his head up to look at me as I approach, the hard lines of his face softening. Somehow, I manage to turn off the voices in my head, the ones that sound just like my father. Don’t do this. Don’t do that.

      Seriously. Don’t do this.

      But I bend down anyway. I touch Fox’s cheek. I purse my lips and close my eyes.

      I kiss him on the mouth. It’s stiff and not at all relaxed but it still sends fire throughout my body.

      I step back and turn my burning face away from him. “Thank you,” I say.

      With fast feet, I move toward the door.

      “Wait,” Fox says.

      “No, I should—”

      He catches up to me before I reach the hallway. I shudder with nerves as he takes hold of my arm with one hand and uses the other to close the door. He looks at me with those boyish, playful eyes and smiles.

      “You’re never gonna convince them if you do it like that,” he says.

      I blink with confusion as Fox leans in again. He kisses me back but not the simple, childish peck I gave him before. His lips cradle my own, soft yet firm and wild. I freeze in place, feeling my heart expand as his hands crawl around my back. He purses his lips, gently coaching mine to move along with his. I part my mouth, tasting the sweet warmth of his breath as his body quivers. His tongue playfully taps my bottom lip and I shudder with an eager greed I’ve never felt before.

      I kiss him back. It doesn’t take long for me to learn how and when to move my mouth. When to breathe. How to be quiet.

      It doesn’t take long for it to feel good.

      Really good.

      Fox breaks away. “There,” he whispers, his breath warm on my cheek. “Do it like that.”

      My knees quake beneath me. “Okay…”

      He turns and steps away, coming to a quick stop in front of his desk in the corner. I linger in place by the closed door, unable to deny to heat making its way through my system.

      “Fox,” I say.

      “What?” he asks, his head down.

      I lick my tender lips and my tongue twitches. “I thought you hated me,” I whisper.

      Fox looks at me beneath a heavy brow. “Yeah,” he says. “I did, too.”
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Now

      

      

      “Pancakes, please.”

      Dani’s eyes grow wide as she says it, displaying a powerful desire hidden behind her shades.

      “Coming right up.” The waitress flashes a strategic, tip-bait smile and walks away to put our order in.

      I take a long sip of coffee, relishing in the caffeine boost. “Pancakes, eh?”

      Dani slides her sunglasses down to the tip of her nose so she can see me over them. “I might as well have them while I can, right?”

      I lean back in the booth and sigh. “Bennett still has you on a tight leash, huh?”

      Her eyes fall. She doesn’t answer.

      “Dani, you have more than enough means to cut him off now. It’s not like either of you will be on the street if you do.”

      “I just…” Her teeth scratch her bottom lip. “Never mind. It’s stupid.”

      “We both know that’s not gonna fly,” I say. She breathes a laugh. “Tell me.”

      Dani takes her time. Her elbows bend and move as she slides her palms along her thighs beneath the table. “I don’t know anything else,” she answers. “After you left, he was all I had, and he’s done a pretty good job at reminding me of that fact.”

      Classic Bennett. What better way is there to keep a leash on her than to give her no other alternative than to follow?

      “You’ll adapt,” I say. “The world isn’t as scary as you think it is.”

      “Says the contract killer.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “That’s the thing, though, isn’t it? I really don’t.” She pushes her sagging sunglasses back up her nose. “I was born in LA. If I ever make it back, I’ll probably die there, too.”

      “There are worse ways to die. Trust me.”

      “You’re right.” She nods softly as she runs a fingertip along the edge of her coffee mug. “I just wish my life didn’t feel so manufactured. And it’s not like I can complain about it. If I even try to express an ounce of negativity, people just brush me off. What the hell does she have to complain about? Look at her.” She lets out a hard exhale. “They forget there’s an actual person beneath that spotlight.”

      “You have a good life, Dani,” I whisper, grasping for ways to comfort her.

      She tilts her head. “Is it really a life when someone else makes all your decisions for you? Honestly, the choice between pancakes or waffles was the biggest decision I’ve made since… ever. I almost asked for your opinion.”

      “I would have gone with waffles.”

      She smiles and little dimples cave on her chin. “Well, shit…”

      “Forget about all that stuff.” I smile back without thinking. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. You don’t have to be anyone but Dani out here. Especially not with me.”

      She scoffs. “Don’t pretend like you don’t see Roxie Roberts staring back every time you look over here.”

      “You’ve never been Roxie to me. You know that.”

      I bite my tongue, feeling like I’ve gone too far. Her eyes flick up at me over the tops of her shades and her cheeks turn red.

      Definitely too far.

      “You know, Fox,” she pauses, takes a breath, “we never got a chance to talk about that night…”

      That night?

      There’s only one night she could be referring to. We’ve mostly ignored it until now, but I can’t say I haven’t felt it every time I look at her.

      She swallows hard. “Fox, I—”

      “All right!”

      I lurch slightly as the waitress appears at the booth. “One bacon cheeseburger with fries and some pancakes.” She lays the plates down in front of us, along with a container of maple syrup for Dani. “Is there anything else I can get you two?”

      “No, thanks,” I answer.

      Dani shakes her head with a kind smile.

      “Enjoy,” the waitress says as she wanders off again.

      We both take advantage of the distraction and focus on our plates instead of the heavy conversation she nearly started. Dani grabs the syrup bottle and pours a healthy amount over the small stack of carbohydrate heaven. I lay the included lettuce and tomatoes and pickles on my burger and slap the bun on top.

      “I refuse to not enjoy this,” she mutters, squeezing even more from the bottle. It seeps to the edges of the plate before she finally stops and readies her fork.

      I smile. It can’t be helped.

      “Hey…”

      She looks up at me as I slide the edge of my plate toward hers. I nudge it a bit closer until she snags a fry and crushes it between her teeth.

      “Oh, my god…” Her eyelids flutter closed. “I miss fries.”

      I chuckle and pull my plate back.
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        * * *

      

      I decide to get some rest and continue to Denver in the morning.

      I can easily manage the rest of the trip tonight but there’s something about extending it that feels so damn tempting. It’s dangerous as hell. Getting this file decrypted is priority number one. Taking Mercer’s focus off Dani is everything. And yet…

      I don’t know. Maybe this is a little fun.

      Dani lies on the second bed with the television remote in one hand, surfing away at the limited channels available. She’s on her elbow with her head propped up. Her feet dangle off the side, connected to perfect, smooth legs. She slipped out of her jeans and into my big shirt again the second we arrived and it’s taking everything in me not to gawk at her.

      “Uh-oh…” Dani points at the television.

      A national news channel flashes a photo of her, a stunning portrait of her on the red carpet.

      ROXIE ROBERTS ABDUCTED.

      I exhale. “Looks like Bennett is going all out with this.”

      “He really hates you,” she says.

      “Always has.”

      She clicks away from the channel. I stand up from my own bed and walk to the window for a distraction, but there’s not much to see out here. It’s the most secluded, rundown motel I saw miles off the road. I guess it’s all my fault that there’s nothing else to look at other than Dani and her perky…

      I bite down hard.

      Dani lets out an exasperated moan and my ears twitch. “You’d figure there’d be something decent on. What else do people have to do around here?”

      I glance at her as she rolls onto her back. Her chest rises and falls. My blood pounds in my ears.

      Keep it together, Fitzpatrick.

      “A-ha!”

      I jolt. “What?”

      “Finally, some quality programming.”

      Roxie Roberts looks back at me from the dusty, old television screen. Her blonde hair tumbles in the wind as waves crash below her feet, submerging her up to her knees. It’s the ending of the first Night Trials movie. Tears roll down her dirt-covered cheeks and she waves her arms up and down. The rescue boat sits on the horizon. Music swells. She’s finally escaped… until Part 2, of course.

      I cross my arms and lean against the wall. “Is that you?”

      “Yes, it’s me.” She laughs. “How have you never seen this before?!”

      I shrug.

      “You’re pretty boring for a dead guy,” she says. “Hey! They’re showing it again. Sit down. The beginning is the best part.”

      I stay on the wall. “I thought actors hated watching themselves on screen.”

      “Only when I’m crying,” she says. “Or laughing. Or kissing somebody. I usually turn away then.”

      “Why?”

      She drops the remote by her side. “No one likes looking into the mirror when they’re actually feeling something.”

      “But it’s not real.”

      “It’s my job to make it look real, so it feels real.”

      There she is. Little Roxie Roberts in the role that catapulted her to international stardom. I’ve seen this so many times, I could say the lines out loud. I’ve cried with her and laughed with her, but it wasn’t real. Not like now. Now, she’s real.

      She speaks and her voice vibrates my ears without passing through a set of speakers first. She’s so close, I could reach out and touch her warm, apple-scented skin. My fingers tremble. My face explodes with heat. My cock twitches in my slacks.

      “Fox?”

      I flinch. “What?”

      Dani sits up and plants her feet on the floor. “About that night…”

      That night?

      That night I’ve had repeating in my head since the moment she laid down?

      I shift on my toes. “Dani, maybe we shouldn’t talk about that.”

      She stands up off the bed. “I want to,” she says, her bare toes sinking into the carpet. “I’ve been thinking about it…” She lets out an awkward chuckle. “I think about it a lot, actually, but…”

      “Dani.”

      “I wanted to say I’m sorry.”

      I pause. “For what?”

      “Because it’s my fault,” she says, taking a few steps closer. “If I hadn’t… gone to your room that night then my father wouldn’t have kicked you out.” She looks down, her little eyes trailing where my tattoo lies beneath my shirt. “None of this would have happened to you if I had just… gone to bed alone that night.”

      I shake my head. “None of this is your fault, Dani.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “No, it—”

      Dani kisses me. Her warm lips cradle my own, guiding them to blend just like I taught her how. All those times we snuck off together as teenagers after that damn day at the pier are nothing compared to the rush pulsing through me now. It’s a quick kiss, barely even a few seconds long, but it feels like a sublime hour of bliss.

      She pulls an inch away and stares up at me with wide-open, doe-like eyes. Her chest rises and falls against mine, the feel of it sparking fire through my gut.

      Fuck it.

      I kiss her. I fucking kiss her.

      And the entire world turns black.

      I cup her face as her hands come to rest on my sides. Heat radiates off her skin. I slide my thumb along her bottom lip. It feels so soft and smooth against my fingers, just like it did five years ago. I think to stop this but the temptation of her takes over.

      I can’t make myself stop tasting her. Our lips purse and press, twitch and quiver. Her body turns to jelly in my arms. She touches my back and it’s like fireworks shooting up my spine.

      “Come to bed with me, Fox,” Dani whispers. “Please.”

      Fuck. This is really happening again.

      I’ve pictured this moment a thousand times before. Every night for years, I’ve lied in bed and thought about what I’d do if I ever had her alone again. I’d kiss every inch of her alabaster skin. I’d taste her long enough to quench my thirst for her. I’d fuck her until we both turned numb.

      Dani entwines our fingers, gently guiding me toward the bed with her. I follow with heavy feet, feeling all my blood rush south. She sits down on the edge of the bed and releases my hands. With her eyes on mine, she flicks the buttons on her shirt, slowly revealing the small crevice between her breasts all the way down to her panties. Passion radiates down my spine, fueling the urge in my groin. It rages for her, begs for me to take her.

      Dani leans back, shirt open and body exposed, and waits.

      I lick my lips, but something in me holds back. The fantasy of a million men lies before me, wanting me to touch her, to fuck her, to have my way with her, but all I can think about is how wrong it is.

      If she knew what tomorrow will bring, she wouldn’t want this tonight.

      If I had known how much loving her would hurt, I never would have touched her in the first place.

      I can’t put us through that again.

      I won’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I sit still, gently trembling on the edge of the bed. Fox stands above me and stares with the same dangerous lust I always saw in him. His eyes draw a line down my body. His hands roll into tight fists. His jaw flexes.

      But he doesn’t touch me.

      “Fox?” I ask.

      Fox takes a step back, his eyes locking on the floor instead. “No,” he says.

      “No?”

      He walks away from the bed and turns around to face the window instead. “You should get some rest,” he says. “Long day tomorrow.”

      I hold my shirt closed. “What?”

      He doesn’t look at me. He doesn’t even say anything. He just stares out that damn window.

      “Fox, what’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Then…” I stand up, still pinching my shirt. “What did I do?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Stop saying that and talk to me.”

      He exhales. “You didn’t do anything wrong, Dani. I just don’t…”

      My gut churns with rejection. “You don’t want me?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” he says.

      “You won’t. I trust you.”

      He looks at me. Barely. “I don’t mean that way.”

      “Then, what way?”

      “Dani—” He pauses with his jaw wired tight. “It’s just not right. Okay?”

      Every bit of lingering desire melts off my body, instantly replaced with seething annoyance. “It’s not right?” I say. “Being a member of a secret murder club is totally okay but fucking me is out of the question?”

      He hangs his head. “That’s not—”

      “What changed?” I ask. “What changed between then and now?”

      “Everything.”

      “Bullshit.”

      I turn away from him, quickly closing my buttons as I search for more clothes to throw on.

      “It’s true,” Fox says from his window.

      “You said I’ve always been Dani to you, that you don’t see me the way they do, but — surprise, surprise — yes, you do.”

      “I meant every word I said about that, but if I…” he pauses, losing a bit of the calm in his voice. “This is about more than just you and me. I can’t let myself get too…”

      “Too what?” I ask, annoyed.

      “Attached, again,” he says, finding the word. “If I get close to you, I’ll get distracted, and then something could happen to you. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if it did.”

      I gesture at the bandage on my cheek. “Yeah, because staying away from me has worked out just fine so far, right? I was perfectly safe without you around, right?”

      “Dani, you and me… it’s a mistake. Always was.”

      I give up my search for clothes and turn to face him again. “A mistake?” I repeat. “You and me?”

      “Yes,” he says.

      My throat tightens. “Is that why you abandoned me?”

      He blinks. “I didn’t abandon you.”

      “I called you… a hundred times,” I say, my voice breaking. “I texted you even more. I sent emails. Not one reply. We spent one night together, and I never saw you again.”

      My lip trembles and Fox looks up, finally showing a little pain in his eyes.

      “Bennett said—”

      “I don’t care what my dad said! You should have stayed. You should have fought for us. For me!”

      “I couldn’t do that.”

      I walk forward and I don’t stop until I’m right in front of him. “Do you have any idea what that does to a girl? Was I not worth a goodbye?”

      “Dani, I’m sorry—”

      “It was easier to break a girl’s heart than it was to answer a fucking email?!” I lose control and shove him, but his back is already to the wall. “I needed you, Fox! You left me and I had nothing!”

      I push him again, but he quickly grabs my wrists and pulls me against him.

      “I left you and you have everything now,” he says. “Can’t you see that? You’re Roxie fucking Roberts, Dani. Every move you make is on display. You’re nitpicked and judged for everything you do. That includes this. This is bad for you. I am bad for you. I don’t belong in your world. I never have. That’s why I left.”

      Tears spill down my cheeks. “Then, why the hell did you come back?”

      “Because I’d rather live in a world with you in it than suffer the alternative.”

      He releases my wrists and walks around me, putting several purposeful feet of distance between us.

      “Do you have any idea how lonely it is to be Roxie fucking Roberts?” I ask, bile rising in my throat. “I’m surrounded by people all the time, but they aren’t looking at me. They’re looking at my dress or my hair or my damn waistline. They don’t care about who I am or what I think. No one ever has… except for you. Or so I thought.”

      He closes his eyes. “Dani—”

      “If we’re going to start talking about suffering alternatives… then, I think that maybe you should have stayed dead.” He opens his eyes again, showing an even harder sadness. “You should have let me die. At least then I would have felt that instead of this.”

      “You don’t mean that,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “What difference does it make? It’s not like I’m irreplaceable. In a few years, there will be some other girl, one who’s younger and prettier for everyone to nitpick and judge. No one will even remember my name.”

      “I will.”

      I scoff and wipe my eyes. “It’s a nice sentiment, Fox, but you’ve already missed your chance to get in my pants again.”

      I bolt toward the bathroom and Fox reaches for me as I pass him.

      “Dani, wait—”

      I jerk my arm away from him. “Don’t touch me.”

      I rush faster to beat the new steady stream of tears falling down my face.

      I close the door and lock it as a hard sob wrecks my chest. I sit down on the toilet seat and hang my head in my hands, feeling every possible emotion flow out of me. Anger. Embarrassment. Love. All in the name of Fox Fitzpatrick. I could feel it in his kiss, too. The same insatiable lust for me as I’ve always had for him.

      But none of it matters. Not like I thought it did.

      I turn on the sink and fill my palms with cool water to submerge my face in. The icy burn twinges my cheeks. I wince as it runs along the gash, washing salty sweat through the tiny, open wounds between stitches. My skin pulses with each thump my heart makes. Any moment now, my skin will split open and everything will tumble free… or so it feels.

      I put my hand on my chest to feel it and take a long, steady breath in. It’s an old theater trick a director taught me during my first TV job when I got nervous between takes. Put your hand on your heart and remember that it’s all just a machine in there. Machines can be studied and controlled. You’re the master of your machine, not the other way around. It’s silly and not very scientific, but I’ve always used it to calm my nerves when they start to take control of me.

      I focus on my breathing for several minutes, but I feel no more in control of it than when I began.

      That guy was a hack anyway. The show got canceled after three episodes.

      I pat my face dry with a towel and step back out into the room.

      The television is off. I don’t blame him, I guess. I wouldn’t want to look at me either after that.

      I look for him, but he’s gone.

      I don’t really blame him for that either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      Botsford Plaza Hotels are the gaudiest-looking places I’ve ever stayed at — gold fucking everywhere — but the staff is always pleasant no matter the location, so it’s a fair trade. This location is known for its dual tower design. There must be a local festival happening in Denver tonight. I look up into the sky and see long wires connecting the towers with large, colorful lanterns hanging between them.

      Fox pops the trunk and sifts through the black duffel bag of weapons and ammo. He grabs the Model 60 revolver and slips it into his belt. I hold out my hand and he exhales hard before finally handing me my Glock.

      “Keep it out of sight,” he says.

      Five words. It’s the longest sentence he’s said to me all day long.

      Seven hours on the road and the most we could manage was brief nudges and monosyllabic mumbles. I suppose it’s better than the awkward alternative of actually talking to each other.

      He didn’t return to the room for at least three hours last night. I pretended to be asleep and listened to him stealthily maneuver around the room and into the other bed. I even lost track of him a few times. He must have been very good at his job.

      You know, the one where he killed people.

      Maybe he was right before. Everything really has changed.

      I hide the gun under my shirt as we make our way across the parking lot toward the hotel.

      Fox’s wide shoulders go tense as we look around the lobby. The entire lobby is packed to the brim with people in cocktail dresses and tuxedos. It’s not even nine o’clock yet and their cheeks are already pink with caviar and alcohol.

      I follow Fox, lingering a few feet behind him with my sunglasses on, as he wanders over to the front desk in the corner.

      “We’d like a room, please,” he tells the girl behind the desk.

      She smiles wide and her eyes shift between us. “One bed?” she assumes.

      “Two,” I mutter. “For the love of god, two.”

      Fox forces a grin. “Two beds, please.”

      She returns the smile and taps away at her computer. I feel his eyes on me, but I keep my head down like he asked me to. This isn’t a lonely diner on the highway. It’s a luxury hotel in the middle of a city. Excellent chance for me to get recognized.

      “Room 2617, sir.” She slides two keycards across the counter and Fox takes them. “Do you have any bags?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Have a good night.”

      “Thank you.” He nudges my elbow. “Come on.”

      “Holy shit.”

      His grip latches around my arm out of instinct but it loosens just as quickly. We turn around to see a short man in a deep blue suit with thick-rimmed, black glasses slowly walking toward us.

      Fox releases my arm and smiles. “Hey, Box.”

      The man steps forward with a furrowed brow, his eyes constantly searching Fox’s face. “Jesus Christ, it is you,” he finally says, his expression shifting between relief and confusion.

      “Yeah.” Fox nods. “It’s me.”

      He swallows hard. “How?”

      “It’s a long story,” Fox says, looking at me. “Dani, this is my friend, Boxcar.”

      Boxcar bows his head, his eyes twinkling with recognition behind his frames. “It’s nice to meet you,” he says.

      “You, too,” I say.

      “But let’s go back to the part where you’re not dead,” he says to Fox. “I’m still pretty confused about that.”

      Fox glances around the crowded lobby. “We should go someplace more private.”

      Boxcar nods. “Sure. You want to grab a drink first? I’m admittedly a little sloshed already. I wasn’t sure whether or not I was being pranked because you’ve been dead for two years.”

      Fox sighs, amused. “You’re not gonna let me live that down, are you?”

      “Ha! Funny man.” He smiles at me and points at Fox. “He’s funny.”

      I shrug. “Meh.”

      Boxcar squints, sensing the tension as Fox glares at me. “Right, well, my laptop is upstairs. I believe you had something for me to crack into?”

      Fox nods. “Yeah.”

      “Then, let’s go on up. I can tell you all about your funeral that you missed.”

      “I sent flowers,” Fox jokes.

      As interesting as this Boxcar character is, I’d rather not sit around and listen to them drone on about the mystery that is Fox Fitzpatrick.

      I reach out and snatch the keycard from Fox’s hand. “2617, right?” I ask him.

      He hesitates. “Dani—”

      “I’m going to go lay down,” I say before he can complain. “Come get me when you’re done.”

      Fox inhales but doesn’t argue as I turn around and make my way through the lobby toward the golden elevators in the corner.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “So, that’s her?”

      I watch as the elevator doors close on Dani’s down-turned face. “Yeah,” I answer. “That’s her.”

      Boxcar nods with approval. “Good disguise.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So, what’d ya do?”

      I sigh and tilt my neck until it pops. “Nothing. That’s the problem.”

      He winces. “I call that one the Caleb Special.”

      “She says hi, by the way.”

      “Bullshit.”

      We walk across the lobby, dodging cocktail dresses on the way to the elevators.

      “But since you brought her up,” he says, “how did she react to… well, you know.”

      He flicks his hand in my general direction.

      “Better than expected,” I say.

      “Did she punch you? I would have expected some bloodshed.”

      The elevator opens and we step onto the empty car.

      “No bloodshed,” I answer. “Just a lot of questions with a whiskey chaser.”

      He chuckles. “Sounds like her.”

      “I told her you’d take care of some debts for her as a thank you for helping me out,” I say, my lips curling. “Hope you don’t mind.”

      Boxcar throws his head back as he punches the button for the 15th floor. “Come on, man. Why would you do that? Now I’m obligated to help her.”

      “You don’t have to even talk to her, Box. Just delete a few zeroes from her record and you’ll be square.”

      “I don’t want to be square with Caleb. I liked the freaky trapezoid. It was comforting.”

      “Hasn’t this gone on long enough between you two?” I ask, feeling the rush of ascension. “Don’t you ever just want to make amends and be together again like a normal couple?”

      “Nope.” He shakes his head with unmoving eyes. “Never again.”

      “What? You don’t believe in second chances, Box?”

      He peeks at me over his glasses. “Never give a second chance to a girl with a boy’s name. It’s science. And for the record, I don’t think a man in love with his stepsister has the right to use the phrase normal couple when dispensing relationship advice.”

      I cant my head. “Fair point.”

      The elevator dings and we step off onto the 15th floor. “But enough about women,” he says, waving a hand. “I want to hear about you and this epic journey of yours to the underworld and back.” I pause by the door as he slides his keycard in. Then, he studies my face. “It’s about a woman, isn’t it?”

      “Pretty much.”

      He sighs with rolling eyes. “All right. Let’s hear it.”

      We walk in and I close the door behind us, swiftly flicking the lock and double-checking to make sure it’s secured. Boxcar crosses the suite to the table by the window and sits down. My memory buzzes with nostalgia as he leans over his open laptop. I never thought I’d get to see that ever again.

      He notices my expression and his brow arches. “What?” he asks.

      “Just realized how much I missed this.”

      “What, you and me kicking back and complaining about Caleb and Dani? And they say war changes men.”

      I chuckle. “Not as much as you’d think.” I reach into my pocket for the flash drive. “I have a file on here that I need to get into.”

      Boxcar cracks his knuckles and extends his hand. I toss it at him, and he easily catches it.

      “What’s on it?” he asks, pointing it at his USB port.

      “The Snake Eyes master file.”

      Boxcar drops the drive and it clatters against the keyboard. He looks at me, his expression twisting from genuine curiosity to rightful fear and back again.

      I nod, suspicions confirmed. “You didn’t let it go after all, huh?”

      He swallows. “No, I did. I definitely did…”

      “After you found them?”

      “No, Fox. After they found me. Kinda took the hint to get the hell out of dodge and never look back, which I’ve done a pretty decent job at so far.” He stands up and takes several steps away from his computer. “How the hell did you even get this?”

      “I stole it.”

      “From where?”

      I stare at him for several moments until his face drops.

      “And suddenly, it all comes together,” he says, flexing his jaw.

      “Box…”

      “That’s where you’ve been?!”

      “You’re shouting.”

      “You’re damn right I’m shouting!” His mouth contorts, shifting between gasps and grins. “You’re a fucking Snake Eyes agent!”

      “Not anymore.”

      “Holy shit, man!” He pushes his hands through his hair, ruffling it bad, but I doubt he cares. “This is huge.”

      “What exactly were you expecting?” I ask. “I came back from the dead to hand that to you.”

      He exhales. “Fox, when I woke up this morning, I certainly was not expecting to hack into the deadliest underground organization on the planet. And I say that with the greatest of respect and fear. Quite frankly, I’m appalled you even joined.”

      “They didn’t give me much choice.”

      “Yeah, I hear their recruitment tactics are a bit medieval.” He pauses, his face falling hard. “It was me, wasn’t it?”

      I shake my head, knowing exactly what he’s thinking. “No,” I say.

      “They recruited you because of the intel I gave them. This is my fault.”

      “I’ve never blamed you, man. Not once.”

      His shoulders sink, unconvinced.

      “Box.” I pause, waiting until he looks at me again. “They chose me because of what I could do, not because of what you did. All right?”

      Boxcar exhales slowly. He understands more than anyone what I mean by that. He’s seen it with his own eyes.

      The killer in me.

      After a moment, he nods. “Wait—” He points at my chest. “Do you have the tat?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “I have the tattoo.”

      “Can I see it?”

      “Box—”

      “Dude, you have to let me see it.”

      I roll up my shirt, exposing the black cobra inked on my torso, and his eyebrows bounce with wonder. “Happy?”

      He smirks. “Damn, you’re taut.”

      I drop it back down. “Decrypt the file, Box.”

      Boxcar wanders back to his chair and sits down, gently pinching the flash drive as if it could come alive and bite him at any moment. He hesitates with his other hand tapping against his knees.

      “Fox…” he finally says, “I have to ask.”

      “Why do I need the file?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, how else would you expose the deadliest underground organization on the planet?”

      “I was afraid of that…” He scratches his head. “You don’t. That’s the answer to that question. You fucking don’t.”

      “I’m not here to debate it, Boxcar. I just need the file and then… you might want to lay low for a while.”

      “Yeah, no shit. I’d ask why you’re so keen on killing yourself, but I’m pretty sure I already know the answer to that question.”

      “They threatened her.”

      “I noticed — along with the rest of the world.” He traces his thumb down his cheek where Dani’s gash now resides. “Look, I don’t want to be a downer on this bright and sunny conversation we’re having here, Fox, but I feel like I have a moral responsibility to point out that you’re in this file, too.”

      “I know.”

      “And you’re okay with this?”

      “With them exposed, they won’t have a reason to go after her anymore.”

      “Fox…”

      “Can you do it or not?”

      He holds up his hands. “Hey, I’m not saying I won’t do it. I’m pretty sure I still owe you like nine more favors after this one. I just want to make sure you know that you rotting in a cage for the rest of your life is a very possible outcome in this — and that’s the best-case scenario. The scenario directly below it involves torture and other very unpleasant things.”

      I pause, staring him down. “It’s Dani.”

      “She has no idea you’re doing this, does she?”

      “No.”

      “That’s noble as fuck, man.” He sighs. “You know, just once, I’d like to be the cool guy in the room.”

      I shift around to sit on the bed as he plugs the drive into his laptop. “Don’t act like you wouldn’t do the same for Caleb.”

      He inhales sharply but says nothing to argue against it. “This might take a while.”
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      The door opens behind me. I lie still on the bed, drifting back from the edge of sleep and I stay that way.

      I can’t believe I’m faking it like a damn child but it’s better than trying to have a conversation with him.

      Hey, remember last night when I undressed for you and you turned me down?

      Good times, eh?

      I never thought I’d say this, but I can’t wait to go back to Los Angeles. This awkward cloud above our heads is turning my lungs black, even worse than the smog in the Hollywood Hills. Another few days of this and I’m bound to completely snap.

      I close my eyes and focus my hearing. He’s moving across the room, his feet slow and soft like he’s trying not to wake me. Good. He’s probably avoiding me as much as I’m avoiding him.

      “Dani.”

      I open my eyes as that voice cuts down my spine.

      That’s not Fox. That’s—

      I spin around and a gloved hand slaps against my mouth. His lips curl into a sinister smile and he brings a finger to his lips.

      “Shh…” he warns.

      I look into Mercer’s icy eyes and fear overwhelms me. He stares back at me without his mask and I see the rest of his face for the first time. He’s far younger than I thought he’d be with dirty blond hair and only a few wrinkles around his eyes. Youthful but deadly in every way.

      My hands roll into fists, but he easily grabs my wrists and holds me down against the bed. I inhale sharply to cry out, but he grabs a knife from his belt and lays the blade against my face with a quick twist of his hand.

      “Don’t scream,” he growls, “or I’ll fuck up the rest of your pretty face.”

      I freeze, terrified of the sharp edge digging into my other cheek.

      Mercer studies me. “You know, I’m a big fan of yours…” he whispers. “Not at first — I thought you were a bit too cutesy — but now that I’ve seen you up close… I get it. I get what Fox sees in you.” He runs his free hand over my head. “Maybe it’s the new hair…”

      I cower from his touch as bile rises in my throat. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “Maybe,” he answers with complete truth in his tone. “But that’s up to you.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He releases me and stands up. “I wanted to get some time alone with you,” he says. “No funny business. I just want to chat.”

      I sit up. “Chat about what?”

      Mercer crosses the suite and grabs the chair from the writing desk in the corner. He carries it back and sets it next to the bed a foot or so away from me. He balances his knife on his knee as he sits down, his fingers wrapped around the hilt.

      “The weakness of my enemy is my strength,” he says. “I am a man who likes to know my strengths, so…” He tilts his head in curiosity. “How are you, Dani? Do you mind if I call you Dani? Or do you prefer that adorable stage name of yours?”

      I stare at him in silence, dumbfounded by his friendly tone.

      “Dani it is, then.” He gestures to the bed. “Please, relax. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      My muscles burn from their tense grip on my body, but I try to do as he says. I slide back against the headboard and my hand touches hard metal beneath my pillow. My gun. Of course. I forgot I put it there before I fell asleep.

      I take a breath and drop my stiff shoulders to show that I’m relaxed.

      Mercer smiles, satisfied by my apparent attempt. “Dani, did Fox tell you about our organization?” He pauses for a moment. “Answer, please.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, you know who I am? You know what I am capable of?” I nod and he blinks twice. “Good, good. But do you know who he is?”

      I furrow my brow. “Who?”

      “Fox.” He shifts in his chair but keeps his knife held tight. “I don’t pick just anybody to join my squad, Dani. Fox Fitzpatrick was chosen for a reason. I saw potential in him and potential like that… it’s not the kind I let go to waste, you know what I mean?”

      “Not really.”

      He leans forward. “Fox is a killer, Dani. I usually don’t like slapping labels on everything but, in his case, there’s no better word. You remember Senator Lamb. We put two bullets through his eyes. It usually takes two men to pull off a hit like that, but Fox…” A chill rolls down my spine as he grins at me. “He can shoot a man through his eye from a thousand yards and take out the other eye before his body even hits the ground. Truly a legend in every way.”

      I cringe, trying to force the image from my mind.

      “But… something was holding him back,” he continues. “Fox was quiet, reserved. Which is not at all uncommon in our line of work, obviously, but it was different with him. Turns out, there was a girl.” He raises his brow. “That’s you.”

      “You think?”

      He chuckles. I slide my fingers around the grip of my gun.

      “When Fox went dark, I was devastated to lose such a valuable item in my toolbox…” He bites his cheek. “Until we discovered the little security breach. Someone helped themselves to our master file. Now, Dani… you wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

      “No.”

      He tilts his head. “For an actor, you’re a terrible liar. But that’s okay. I would be a special kind of fool if I expected trust between the two of us, but if I may… I would like to try and connect with you if you’ll let me.”

      My finger tightens around the trigger. “I don’t understand…”

      “I’m going to tell you the truth, Dani. I imagine a young woman of your status doesn’t experience that often from those around her. Am I correct in my assumption? I will not be offended if you tell me otherwise — we come from two very different worlds.”

      I nod.

      “I’m going to tell you the truth,” he repeats, “and for the next few minutes, I will expect the same from you. It’s only fair. Do you agree? Don’t nod. I want you to say it.”

      “I agree,” I say, my voice cracking.

      He smiles again. “My boss sent me to come out here and take care of Fox. When I say take care of Fox, you know what she means, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      “But given what you know now about Fox’s talents, you can imagine that I don’t really want to do that. In fact, I want to bring Fox home with me and put him back to work doing what he was born to do.”

      “No one is born to be a killer,” I argue.

      “Maybe not in the City of Angels, Dani,” he says. “But where I come from, things are quite different. Fox is coming back to Snake Eyes and he will do so of his own will.”

      My eyes swell. “No. He’ll never go back.”

      “Look at what he’s done so far to protect you,” he says. “If I put this knife to your throat and ask him then, what do you think he will do? No, the reality is this: If I let you live and offer the promise that no harm will ever come to you again, he will come back with me in order to protect you. However, if I were to stab you to death right now, I think he would still come back… because he would have nowhere else to go.”

      I let a tear tumble down my cheek. His eyes flick downward, following it as it travels toward my collarbone.

      “Tell me, Dani, if you were in my position, which option would be easiest? The living, breathing reminder of his humanity, constantly in his head, holding him back from true greatness? Or the dead, forgotten, tabloid fodder?” He raises an eyebrow. “Tell the truth.”

      I say nothing as my fingers quiver against the gun.

      “It’s all right,” he says with a soothing tone. “You don’t have to answer. It’s written all over your face. Everything about you is there. Your fear of me, your love of him.” He shrugs. “Even the gun you hold in your hand.”

      I twitch as a laugh escapes his throat.

      “Go ahead,” he says. “You can pull it out.”

      I slide it from beneath the pillow and point it at him. He stares at the barrel with steady, amused eyes.

      “You said you weren’t going to hurt me,” I whisper.

      He licks his lips. “I lied.”
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      “You’re kidding.”

      “Nope.” I pour the last few drops of beer down my throat. Boxcar stares at me from his chair, occasionally glancing at his laptop screen as I speak. “He had a parachute, though, so he survived… I think.”

      “I wish my life were as interesting as yours, man.”

      I chuckle. “No, you don’t.”

      “Well, you have to admit I shoved a mobster out of a cargo plane is vastly superior to I leaked a naughty politician’s emails.”

      “Depends on who you’re talking to,” I point out. “You’ve done some good in the world, Box. Don’t forget about that. Me, not so much.”

      “I’m sure the people who met your bullet had it coming,” he says. “You don’t find yourself in Snake Eyes’ crosshairs without having a good reason for it.”

      “Dani doesn’t have a good reason. No…” I pause, tilting the empty bottle in my hand, wishing for it to refill. “I have some atoning to do.”

      He falls silent and turns back to his laptop. His hands move across the keys. “Well…” He pulls the flash drive from the USB port and holds it out to me. “This should be a pretty good start.”

      I take it from him. It feels warm to the touch. “It’s all there?”

      “Everything and more,” he says. “Cracked wide open for your reading pleasure.”

      “Thanks.” I roll it in my palm before sliding it into my pocket.

      “Whatever you end up doing with it… think it through first, all right?”

      “I always do.”

      Boxcar’s phone buzzes with life. Rapid beeping blares through the small speakers and his eyes go wide as he jumps up to grab it. “Well, this isn’t good.”

      “What is it?”

      “My security system. It monitors all possible law enforcement or military activity within a few miles of me at all times.” He talks quickly as he rushes back to his computer. “Comes in handy more often than not.”

      My heart pulses with impatience. “And?”

      “And there’s a slight increase in our area—” He leans over his computer and his fingers fly across the keyboard. Windows pop open and close so fast on the screen I barely have a chance to read a word of it. “Oh… no no no.”

      “Box, what’s going on?”

      “Aw, fuck.” He stands up taller with his eyes still glued to the screen. “I missed it.”

      “Missed what?”

      “The file is chipped.”

      “Chipped?”

      “Yeah, like a puppy. Micro-chipped.”

      I grit my teeth and glance over his shoulder to see the hotel’s security footage. “What’s it mean, Box?!”

      “It means they started tracking our location the second I plugged the damn thing in.”

      I rush to the window and I hear the buzz of a helicopter above. “How far out are they?”

      “They’re already here,” he says, eying the security cameras. “If you’ve got an escape route, I suggest you take it thirty seconds ago.”

      “Dani—” I reach behind me and pull my revolver from my belt.

      Boxcar blinks. “Is that Caleb’s Smith and Wesson?” he asks, staring at it.

      “Yep.”

      “How the hell did you convince her to lend that out?”

      My fingers tingle with warmth as I inspect the loaded chamber and flick the safety off. “Get out of here, Box.”

      He reaches into his suitcase and pulls out his own pistol. “Fox, I can help you.”

      “No—” I shake my head. “If I get you killed, she’ll never let me hear the end of it.” He opens his mouth to argue. “Go. Now!”

      Boxcar slips his gun into his belt behind his back and leans over his laptop again. “They have a chopper on the roof — wouldn’t surprise me if they’re in the lobby, too—”

      “Box, what are you—”

      The fire alarm cries out and he slams his laptop closed. “That should buy you some time.”

      I grin. “A-plus, Boxcar.”

      He throws the laptop into this briefcase and shuts it tight. “And my father told me I’d never amount to anything.”

      I throw the door open and step out into the hallway. Others already linger in the halls, their faces full of confusion amid the flashing lights. We rush around them toward the stairwell and I shove the door open.

      “Sneak down with the others and get out of town,” I tell Boxcar.

      “You kidding?” he quips. “After tonight, I’m getting out of the country.”

      “Even better.” I shake his hand. “Take care of yourself, Box.”

      “Go get her.”

      I smirk. “You, too.”

      He scoffs. “You just had to get in one more—”

      “Go.”

      I lay a hand on his shoulder and push him away. He takes off down the stairs, following a line of scared people, as I move in the opposite direction. I have eleven flights to climb.

      Dani, don’t move.

      I push up the stairs, ignoring the thumping in my chest telling me to slow down and breathe as I ascend higher and higher. People press themselves against the wall to let me pass, some faster than others depending on whether they notice the gun in my hand. I bite down in frustration.

      Dani, I’m almost there.

      “Move!”

      They fire angry glances at me, but I don’t care. I push them out of the way until I reach the 26th floor.

      I throw open the door and I see her standing in the hallway.

      I freeze. “Dani…”

      Tears bleed from her eyes. Mercer presses the barrel of a gun against her head — the Glock I let her have. She cringes in his arms as he digs the barrel in a little deeper.

      “Hello, Fox,” he greets me from the center of the hall. “I suppose we have you to thank for this light and sound show. Pretty brilliant, I’ll say… it’ll take ages for what’s left of our squad to get up here now.”

      I let the door close behind me and I take a few more steps into the hall. “Dani, it’s going to be okay—”

      “I think all of us know that’s not true, Fox,” Mercer says. “No point in lying to her now.”

      I look into her frightened eyes. There’s a fresh bruise above her cheek that wasn’t there before. I take a deep, angry breath. “Let her go,” I say.

      “I have to hand it to her…” Mercer says. “She put up a good fight. Not as dainty as she appears.”

      “Let her go.”

      “I think she might be growing on me…” he continues, ignoring the demand. He takes a whiff of her hair. “Tell you what, Fox… You come back with me and I won’t kill her. We’ll bring her along and share her with the rest of the boys. I think that’s fair, don’t you?” I grit my teeth and he laughs. “Put the gun down, Fox. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Fox, don’t—”

      Mercer clamps his hand over her mouth, silencing her while he presses his gun into her throat.

      I hold back my rage. “If you were going to kill her, you’d have done it already. Just let her go.”

      “I will,” he says. “Once you’re on the chopper with me, she’s free to go back to Tinseltown.”

      Her eyes shake, silently urging me not to give in but there’s no other option. The stairwell opens behind me and a man in a black mask steps into the hall with us. I don’t recognize his eyes. Must be new.

      “If I go with you,” I say, “you let her go.”

      Mercer grins. “Of course.”

      Dani’s eyes grow wide and he holds her tighter to keep her from shaking her head again. I watch her expression as more tears fall down her face.

      He’s lying and she knows it.

      I raise my hands in surrender. The man behind me moves in closer, drawing his handgun from his holster. It sticks into my back, just below my left kidney.

      I stare into her eyes. My Dani. If I fight back now, Mercer won’t hesitate. I’m too far away from them to stop him before he pulls the trigger and her brains spray against the golden wallpaper. I have to get closer.

      “Lead the way,” I say.

      The man behind me snatches the revolver from my hand. He stuffs it inside his own holster before pushing me forward. We step slowly and Mercer reaches for the elevator call button.

      The doors open and Mercer shoves Dani inside, making my blood boil just a little bit more. He waits for me to step on before pointing his gun at her again.

      “Face the wall,” he tells her. He places a hand on her back and guides her into the corner. “Head and hands on the glass. Say anything and I’ll shoot you.”

      I would have told her to do the same.

      I don’t want her to see this.

      “You, too,” the masked one growls in my ear.

      I shift to face the other corner and the doors close. The golden box moves upward, rising high toward the roof.

      I scan the reflective walls, watching for an opportunity. Black mask here is no rookie. He’s got his eyes trained on me and his aim is solid. Mercer’s eyes are on the move as well, memorizing every detail of the cramped space. His gaze drifts to Dani and it flows down her back to her ass.

      The elevator lurches to a stop on the roof.

      Black mask lowers his gun an inch, meaning his muscles are loose…

      It’s now or never.

      I spin around and reach for his outstretched arm. He panics and pulls the trigger, shattering the glass next to Dani’s head. She screams and falls to her knees while I twist his wrist, cracking the bones of his hand. He drops the gun and I kick it closer to her.

      Mercer swings his arm in her direction, but I grab it and kick him hard, sending him against the opposite corner. I bend forward to steal my revolver from black mask’s holster and I point it at his lowered head.

      I pull the trigger and his body topples to the floor next to Dani. My ears ring in the small space but I can still hear her whimper in fear.

      Mercer grabs her by the hair and pulls her out of the corner before I can reach her. I point my gun at him, touching it to his temple while he settles his own against her head.

      “Dani, close your eyes,” I tell her.

      Mercer jerks her head up. “No, keep them open. You have a right to see this.” He smirks at me. “Go ahead. Show her how much of a killer you are.”

      “She’s already seen it,” I say.

      “Sure. But she’s never seen that twinkle you get in your eye when you do it.” He chuckles. “Go on. Shoot me, Fox. Show her how much you really enjoy it.”

      I catch it out of the corner of my eye, a faint glimmer of metal as Dani pulls the bowie knife free of my ankle holster.

      She stabs downward, piercing the top of Mercer’s shoe. He growls in pain, dropping his grip on Dani. I take her arm and pull her to her feet before pushing her outside onto the roof.

      Mercer pulls the knife from his shoe and spins around with his weapon drawn.

      He points it at Dani.

      “No—!”

      I leap toward her. The bullet strikes my shoulder and fresh pain spreads throughout my body.

      “Fox!” she screams as I fall to my knees.

      Mercer smirks on the elevator. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small, black device. It fits snug in his palm and he lays his thumb against a smooth, round button at its tip.

      A detonator.

      The elevator doors close on his smiling face.

      “Fox!” Dani falls to her knees next to me. I look around her and catch sight of the helicopter.

      “We have to get off the roof.” I push myself up and stuff my revolver inside my belt.

      “Wait, you’re hurt—”

      “It can wait!” I ignore the blood rolling off my fingertips and rush to the helicopter windows.

      “Do you know how to fly it?”

      I ignore the question and slide the door open. “Shit…”

      There it is. A rectangular, black case with the Snake Eyes cobra etched in white on its surface.

      “What is it?” Dani asks, peeking over my shoulders.

      “A bomb.”

      “A what?!”

      I grab her hand and pull her with me to the far corner of the roof. Mercer won’t detonate it while he’s still in the elevator. He’ll wait until he gets to the lobby to do it, which gives me only a few more seconds to—

      I spot the lanterns hanging between the towers, connected by thick wires.

      “We have to zip-line across.”

      Dani’s jaw drops. “You can’t be serious!”

      I pull my jacket off, forcing myself to move through the pain radiating through my shoulder. “You’ve done it before, Dani.”

      “Umm… no, I haven’t!”

      “Yes, you have! Remember?” I sit down on the building’s edge next to the nearest wire and twist my jacket into a taut rope around it. “The big climactic chase scene in Night Trials, Part 2.”

      “That was a stunt girl!”

      “Dani—” I grab her hand and pull her down to me, forcing her to straddle my waist. “Just hold on to me and don’t let go.”

      “Oh, fuck…” she whispers, wrapping her arms and legs around me.

      “Dani, it’ll be okay—”

      She buries her face in my red shoulder. “Oh, fuck fuck—”

      “Don’t look down.” I say it to myself more than her before sliding off the building’s edge.

      As we hit the air, the helicopter explodes.

      Dani shrieks. Her nails pierce my skin and my entire body seethes with pain. The gunshot wound threatens to drop us both to the ground, but I hold on tighter, focusing on her life in my hands.

      The explosive force fires us across to the next building, knocking into the large lanterns as we go. I brace for impact against the glass and twist us around so my back hits it first instead of hers.

      We crash through the window and my hands give up. Glass shards dig into my back as we tumble onto the floor. A rush of pain and exhaustion overwhelms my senses. I settle against the carpet, barely able to breathe.

      “Fox!”

      Dani screams my name again, or… I think it’s her. Her head is silhouetted by a raging fire. Flame and smoke fill the sky above the other tower and innocent screams echo from the ground below us.

      “Dani…”

      She pulls at my jacket, urging me to get up. I see the red smear on her face. “You’re bleeding…” I say.

      “I think it’s yours,” she says, wiping it off her cheek.

      “Oh, okay…” I settle back against the floor.

      “Fox, come on!”

      I glance around the empty hotel suite. It’s almost an exact mirror image of Boxcar’s room. I guess that’s how these twin buildings were designed—

      “Fox!”

      I blink out of my trance. “I’m okay.” I sit up slowly, expecting to feel more pain, but I guess I’ve gone numb. “Are you hurt?”

      “A little,” she says, her eyes still locked on me.

      I turn over onto my knees and stand straight up. “Come on…”

      She follows me out into the hallway. “Fox…”

      My knees buckle and I lean on the wall with one hand. “We need to get moving…” I look at the ugly wallpaper and try to ignore the red trails my fingers leave behind.

      Dani takes my arm. “Fox, stop.”

      I put my back to the wall. “I’m all right—”

      “You took a bullet for me.”

      She stares back at me with those big, breathtaking eyes.

      “You’re surprised?” I ask.

      Her hands rise to my cheeks and she leans in close. She presses her lips against mine, pursing ever so slightly into a soft kiss. I shake on my knees, overwhelmed by pain and adrenaline, but my heart doesn’t ache nearly as much anymore.

      “Come on,” I say, pushing off the wall.

      She settles herself beneath my arm, but I refuse to lean on her as much as I should.

      We board the elevator and she leads me through the panicked lobby of alarms and shouting voices. We make it outside, and she pulls me toward the car in the parking lot, far away from the screaming fire engines and flashing ambulances.

      “Where are the keys?” she asks me.

      “I’ll drive.”

      “Give me the damn keys, Fox.”

      She leans me against the passenger side as she roots through my pockets.

      There’s no arguing with her tone. Not that I have the strength to even try at this point. I can barely feel my toes. I’m beginning to wonder if they’re even there at all anymore.

      Dani pulls the door open and lowers me inside. I lay back and take several deep breaths. Pain increases on me now, vibrating every nerve with each stabbing breath I take.

      “Where do we go?” she asks. “A hospital?”

      I look over and she’s sitting in the driver’s seat with her hands on the wheel. “No.” I groan. “They’ll find us.”

      “Then, where?”

      My vision blurs. Nausea hits me. “Iowa City.”

      “Iowa City?”

      I point out the window. “Get on 80 and head east.”

      “Isn’t that really far?”

      “I’ll be all right, Dani.” I force my neck to bend so I can look at her. “Just start driving.”

      She keeps her eyes on me for several moments. “Please, don’t die on me, Fox.”

      My lips curl. “This?” I hold up a blood-covered hand. “This is nothing.”

      She doesn’t believe me, but she laughs anyway.

      Good.

      If her smile is the last thing I ever see, I’ll die a happy man.
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          Dani

        

      

    

    
      Please, don’t die, Fox.

      Not again.

      It’s impossible for me to guess how many times those words have run through my head so far. Ten hours on the road, speeding through fucking Nebraska of all places, and he’s still with me, breathing so softly I have to put a finger beneath his nose to make sure he’s not dead.

      I turn off the highway onto a dirt road, following the slurred instructions he gave me the last time he was lucid. Go a mile or two and you’ll see a farmhouse with a rocking chair on the porch and a small cabin just off the driveway. There’s a dog, but he’ll be nice to you.

      “Fox?” I nudge his arm, hoping I took the correct turn.

      Finally, a house comes into view. It’s just like he described it would be. Two stories tall, white, with a smaller cabin. No dog in sight, though, but I spot the rocking chair. I check the clock on the dash. It’s just after five in the morning. Hopefully, Barbara Clark is a morning person.

      I park in the driveway and detach my seatbelt. “Fox?” I ask.

      He doesn’t move.

      I force the tears down and step outside into the driveway. “Come on, Fox. Please…”

      I pull open his door and tap his face to wake up him. His eyes flutter open. I sigh with relief.

      “We’re here, Fox. It’s gonna be okay…”

      He falls forward and leans into me as I stand him up. I carry us across the drive with heavy feet, struggling every single step of the way. When we reach the porch, Fox tries to help, barely raising his feet to hobble up the stairs. I adjust my arm and knock hard on the front door.

      “Hello?” I cry out. I knock again, struggling to hold him steady. “Is anybody here?”

      The door opens and an elderly woman stares at me through the screen door, along with a large husky dog attached to her hip.

      “Are you Barbara Clark?” I ask her.

      She studies my face with a raised brow. “Are you Roxie Roberts?”

      I breathe a laugh. “Yeah.”

      Her eyes fall on Fox and concern fills her face.

      “He…” I pause.

      Christ, how do I even begin to explain this?

      She pushes the screen door open. “Bring him in,” she says without question.

      I carry him inside, feeling his weight increase on my shoulder with each step.

      “Put him on the table.”

      She passes through the dining room toward the back of the house while I slide him onto the thick, wooden dinner table.

      “Take his clothes off, honey,” she calls from the other room.

      I hesitate, feeling a sting of embarrassment before obeying with trembling fingers. He shifts slowly with the movements, partially aware of his surroundings as I peel the layers off. His lips part with hisses of pain, especially when I manage to get his shirt off his shredded backside. The dog lingers near my feet, his senses on full alert with his tail wagging back and forth, but he shows no hostility toward me.

      I look at the cobra tattoo. I can’t help but touch the dark, black ink again. His skin feels cold and hard like he’s already dead.

      I try not to think about that.

      I keep moving, ignoring my swelling eyes. Each groan of pain from him brings the tears closer to the surface. I can barely look at his wrecked body, but I somehow manage to keep my shit together. I slide his pants down to his ankles and a flash drive tumbles from his pocket onto the floor. I grab it and pile his bloody clothes — everything but his boxers — beneath the table and wait for her to come back.

      When she does, she carries a large bucket of warm water, several towels, a sewing kit, and a doctor bag that looks about as old as she is. “Are you squeamish, dear?” she asks as she drops it all on the table.

      “Probably,” I answer.

      “You’ll get over that pretty quick.” She grins at me and then looks down at Fox. “Now, what’s he gone and got into now?”

      My tongue twitches in my mouth. “I, uh…”

      She leans over his shoulder. “That’s a gunshot wound.”

      I nod. “Yeah.”

      “Help me roll him onto his side.”

      She scoots her hands behind his back and waits for me to reach across him. I move with my eyes on her, following her nods of approval until I grip his side.

      “Just like that,” she says.

      I pull him up and I try not to watch the grimace spreading across his lips.

      “Oh, goody! An exit wound,” she says. “That’s what I like to see. Hold him steady for me.”

      I keep my hands on his side as she opens her doctor bag.

      “You sound… excited,” I say.

      “It’s been a long time since I’ve treated one of these.”

      “You’re a doctor?”

      “Retired nurse.”

      I look at Fox’s face as so many unanswered questions plague my mind. Who the hell is this woman and how does Fox know her? Why did we drive over seven hundred miles to get here when we passed dozens of hospitals on the way? What the hell is this place?

      She wets a towel to clean the blood off his skin. “Do you pluck?”

      I blink. “Do I what?”

      “Pluck. Your eyebrows.”

      I nod with confusion. “Yes.”

      She gestures me around the table to stand beside her and she hands me a pair of large, metal tweezers. “He has a few pieces of glass in his back. See what you can do.”

      I stand over him, completely frozen, trying to figure out if I heard her correctly. His back has several long, deep cuts and I spot the small shards sticking out of his skin. I cringe. He had them in him this whole time.

      “It’s just like plucking eyebrows?” I ask.

      “Pretty much.”

      She reaches into the doctor bag and slides a bottle of whiskey toward me.

      “What’s this for?” I ask.

      “You drink it, honey.”

      I twist the cap off and pour a large portion down my throat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Then

      

      

      I knock twice on his door and wait. The sound echoes down the dark hallway, diminishing quickly throughout the empty house. Dad and Cora are out of town until morning. My friends, if I can even call them that, left an hour ago. They didn’t exactly come to my birthday party because they wanted to. They came here for selfies with the movie star.

      Roxie this. Roxie that.

      I’d rather spend my birthday with the one person who doesn’t care about her.

      The door opens and Fox smiles. “Hey,” he says.

      “Hey,” I say, my cheeks pinking in the dark.

      “The fan club go home?”

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah.”

      He nods and steps back into his room, leaving the door open for me. I follow him in, slowly putting my back to him as I close the door behind us. The act alone feels dirty, like I should be ashamed of myself for wanting to be alone with him.

      Maybe I should.

      “Get anything nice for your birthday?” Fox asks over my shoulder.

      I swallow and turn around. “No,” I answer. “Not really.”

      He smirks. His eyes drift to my lips. A subtle gesture for sure, but it always hits me like a truck.

      Fox Fitzpatrick. The boy down the hall.

      Secret make-out partner.

      He’s looked at me differently ever since that day at the pier, but only in private. In the halls at Belle, he was the same devil may care jock everybody loves. At the dinner table, he’s the same sarcastic jackass my father hates.

      It’s different when we’re alone. It doesn’t happen often, but sometimes, the stars will align just right. I’ll have a day off from being Roxie. Our parents will be out for the night.

      And Fox will leave his door open for me.

      Christ, this is dirty.

      Fox nudges my chin. “You okay?”

      I nod, already breathless. “Yeah.”

      His smirk remains as his hand touches my hip. It curls around me, coming to rest on the small of my back. I tilt my head up and close my eyes, easing into his embrace. It’s such a familiar place by now, but I still fear I could fall over at any moment.

      Fox kisses the edge of my mouth. I part my lips and he kisses me again, firm and wild. He steps forward and I fall back against the door. His arms keep me pinned in place between them. I swoon as my heart flutters and my goosebumps spread.

      Happy Birthday to me.

      Fox pulls me against him and takes several steps back. I move with him, our lips entwined as he guides me to sit on the edge of his bed. He sits beside me with one hand on my cheek and the other planted on my thigh. My skin tingles beneath my jeans, his touch igniting my nerves.

      His kiss moves to my cheek and he draws a line toward my neck. I tremble with open eyes, swallowing hard as I glance over his shoulder. His computer is on across the room.

      I squint to read the browser window. “UCLA?” I ask.

      Fox pulls away, but he doesn’t turn. “Yeah,” he says.

      “Really?”

      He shrugs a shoulder. “Why not?”

      “I just… figured you’d want to go back up the coast for school.”

      “I don’t know,” he says, clearly uninterested in talking.

      I won’t push it. He’s already missed several admissions deadlines, according to the arguments I’ve overheard with his mother. He graduated from Belle a few months ago. No job. No real college plans. No ambition.

      A part of me is grateful to still have him around. Perhaps more than just a part.

      I almost wish he’d never leave.

      “Besides,” he adds, “LA isn’t so bad. I think I might stick around a while longer.”

      I smile. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah,” he whispers as he leans in and kisses me again.

      We fall together into another familiar place. I lie on my back with my head against his pillow while he balances over me with one leg between my knees. He runs his hand along my side, but he doesn’t move it lower. He barely even grazes my breast as our tongues dance. I run my hand up the back of his neck, getting lost in his thick, brown hair.

      I’ve never felt ready for any more than this. But, lately…

      My heart skips twice. My nerves buzz within me.

      I tilt my head, breaking the kiss. “So, I, um… I scheduled another audition,” I say, my gut clenching. “The director asked for me personally.”

      “Cool,” he says, his warm breath on my neck as he kisses my chin.

      “They’re making that Night Trials book into a movie,” I say. “Dad really wants me to star in it.”

      “Let me guess…” Fox looks at me and smirks. “It’s the opportunity of a lifetime?”

      “He might have mentioned that,” I say, dripping with sarcasm. “Have you read it?”

      “No.”

      “I’m reading it now. It’s really good.”

      “Cool.”

      He kisses me on the mouth. I swallow hard.

      “There’s a…” I pause as my insides twist into knots. “It seems like there’s a really pivotal love scene in it and I, uh…”

      Fox stops.

      “I’ve never done one of those before,” I say quickly.

      He nods once. “Well, I’m sure you’ll do great,” he says.

      “Thanks.” I hold my breath. “I’m just a little freaked out about the idea, I guess.”

      “Will there be nudity?” he asks with a devious smile.

      “No,” I answer. “I read they want PG-13, but… still. Kissing my co-star is one thing. Being horizontal with them is something else.”

      “You’ll be surrounded by professionals the whole time. Nothing to worry about.”

      “I know.” I swallow hard. “I was just… thinking that maybe I should… you know, if I wanted it to be believable, then I should…”

      “Then, you should…” he repeats, though it’s obvious he understands.

      “Yeah,” I say.

      He shifts up onto his elbow. “You want to have sex?” he asks.

      “Yes.” My breath catches in my throat. “For research!” I add. “I want to… have sex, for research.”

      Fox doesn’t say anything. He just lies there and listens. Not an unusual pose for him, but it’s crushing now.

      “And I thought that…” I tremble, feeling his eyes on my burning skin. “Since you and I have gotten kind of close and you’ve got loads of experience in that area and you’ve helped me out before kind of, I thought that maybe you and I… might…”

      My voice fails me.

      God, what the hell am I even thinking coming to him with this? I feel like such an idiot.

      A stupid, virgin idiot.

      His lips twitch. “You thought that you and I would…”

      Idiot. Idiot. Idiot.

      “Actually, you know what?” I force a laugh. “Never mind. I was just kidding.”

      I roll off the bed and stand up. My ankles sway beneath me as I make weak strides toward the door.

      “Dani,” he says from the bed behind me.

      “I’ll just let you get back to whatever you were doing. Sorry.”

      “Wait.”

      I reach for the door, hoping I can get out of here before I curl into a fetal position and die.

      “Dani.”

      I turn the doorknob. “No, I’ve gotta—”

      Fox practically teleports across the room and slams his palm against the door to hold it closed. “Wait,” he says, laughing softly. “Don’t go yet.”

      I deflate and take a step back, feeling so utterly trapped in myself.

      Fox exhales. “You’re wrong.”

      Yeah. No shit.

      I keep my head down as my cheeks catch fire.

      “I don’t have… loads of experience,” he says.

      Wait, what?

      I raise my head. “You don’t?” I ask.

      “No.”

      “So, you’re a…”

      “A virgin, yes.”

      “No,” I say.

      He nods. “Yes.”

      “But…” I blink twice. “How? You’re Fox Fitzpatrick.”

      “So?”

      “So…” I scoff. “You’re a stud.”

      He laughs. “I dated a lot, sure, but…” He looks at me and his smile slowly fades. “I never really wanted any of them in that way.”

      I bite my inner cheek. “Not even Trudy Michaels?”

      “Especially not Trudy Michaels.”

      “Well… why not?”

      Fox lowers his hand from the door. “Because I wanted someone else,” he says. “Someone I wasn’t sure I wanted until it was too late to have her.”

      He shifts forward and takes my hand. Sparks travel up my fingers, racing toward my elbow as my knees nearly give out beneath me.

      “Oh,” I say, swallowing hard.

      His other arm curls around me like always. “Sorry if that’s not what you were expecting,” he says.

      “No, no. It’s… fine.”

      He smiles. “I tried to stop. I tried to shut it off and ignore it, but I can’t.” He looks at my lips, his eyes dark and full of heat. “It’s always been you, Dani.”

      I tremble, drawn to him like a magnet. His hand grazes my chin, tilting my face closer to his. I relax. I lean forward. I feel his kiss all the way in the depths of my heart.

      I’d carry it with me as we lied down on his bed and undressed each other.

      I’d cling to it the next day when his suitcase went missing and his car was gone.

      I’d keep it safe in me until the day he died.
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      “Dani?”

      I raise my head off the arm of the sofa. The woman shakes my shoulder again, pulling me out of sleep with a blue and white teacup in her other hand.

      “Here, honey,” she says, offering it to me.

      I sit up and take the cup from her. “Thank you.”

      The fragrant tea fills my nose with a steady, warm aroma. I look up and I see Fox lying there on the table in front of me with his eyes still closed, his body bruised and bandaged.

      “Is he okay?” I ask, my voice cracking.

      She sits down next to me on the love seat. “He’s one tough son-of-a-bitch, that’s for sure,” she muses. “He was talking a few minutes ago.”

      “He was?”

      She nods. “Kept saying Dani over and over. I figured it out, told him you were fine, and he passed out again.”

      I take a sip from the cup. The hot tea shoots through my body and I realize how cold I am. I look at Fox, nearly naked on the table.

      “We should get him some clothes,” I say. “Do you have anything?”

      “Should be some in his room.”

      I pause. “His room?”

      She points to the window behind me. I look out at the cabin across the driveway.

      “He lives here?” I ask.

      “For the last six months now.” She nods slowly, her eyes lingering on his face. “He showed up at my door one day with the local paper in his hand and my ad circled in red. My husband, Larry, died early last year and I was looking for someone to help out around here. He and I lived on this land over fifty years together.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      She smiles. “I knew there was something special about Fox the moment he stepped inside. Good kid, but he had that sad face on him. He offered to pay a little more in rent if I’d keep quiet if someone came around asking about him.” She chuckles. “I asked him if he planned on killing me in my sleep. He said no.”

      I laugh. “I guess that’s why you weren’t surprised when he showed up at your door covered in blood?”

      “Not really.” She looks at me. “Now, him showing up covered in blood with a big movie star under his arm? That’s a little surprising.”

      I watch his chest rise and fall with his breath.

      She eyes the stitches on my cheek. “He rushed out of here a few days ago after he saw the news. I guess that makes sense now, too.”

      “He’s my stepbrother,” I explain.

      She hums softly and sits back against the cushion. “The plot thickens…”

      I set my teacup down. “I’ll go find him some clothes.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on him.”

      “Thank you.”

      I step outside and tears instantly invade my cheeks. My heart lurches in my chest, so utterly thankful I could scream.

      He’s alive.

      He didn’t die.

      I lean against the banister and fill my lungs with fresh, Iowa air. It smells so different than the city. No smog, no chemicals. Just life. It makes sense why Fox chose this place to play dead.

      I wipe my eyes and walk across the driveway toward the cabin.

      My first instinct is to knock even though I know there’s no one inside. The air is dark and cold, but I can smell him as soon as I step inside. The cabin is small. Just one room with a kitchenette in the corner and bed in the other, but I imagine he found great appeal in the simplicity of it all. Fox never needed much, even back when we were teens. I remember the look on his face the day he and his mother moved into our home in the Hills. Big eyes. An open jaw. But he never really embraced it. It never felt like home for him.

      I sit down on his bed. The sheets are tucked in tight, most likely a habit he picked up back in his army days. He certainly never did this when he lived back home.

      Home. There’s that word again.

      I hold his pillow against my nose and inhale deeply.

      This is his home now. The one he chose instead of me.

      Something familiar catches my eye on the shelf across the room. I slide down to the floor and crawl over to take a closer look. A row of DVDs lines the bottom, stacked in alphabetical order by title. Backseat Driver, Before the Storm, Lost & Bound, The Night Trials, The Night Trials, Part 2…

      I laugh. It’s all here. Every movie I’ve done, every role big and small. Even that shitty sitcom I did that got canceled because nobody watched it. The definitive Roxie Roberts collection.

      I sit back against his mattress and hug his pillow against my chest.

      Maybe he chose me after all.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      We made it.

      Barely.

      I don’t remember much from the drive out here. A few bumpy roads. The gentle squeeze of Dani’s hand. The quiet sound of her sobbing in the driver’s seat.

      “Stay with me, Fox. Hold on…”

      I tried. I drifted and sunk deeper into the abyss but I spent every conscious breath holding on for her sake.

      “Fox.”

      My ears twitch in my sleep. The bed beneath me feels warm and familiar. The air smells clean and comforting. Blissful silence for miles on each side.

      The cabin. I’m back in the cabin.

      “Fox.”

      I open my eyes, her feminine voice pulling me out of sleep. It’s dark. The curtains are drawn to keep the sunlight out, but I make out her outline in the shadows. She stands with her back to the window in a bright sundress, her arms casually folded in front of her.

      “Fox,” she whispers, her accent as thick as before, “have you truly come all this way… just to die?”

      I sit up, recognizing the soft features on her youthful face. “Sofia?”

      She smiles. “Hello, old friend.”

      “How did you…”

      I put my feet on the floor and look around the cabin. My senses are heavy and dull. My hands are clear of blood. My bare chest is blank of tattoos and scars.

      This isn’t real.

      She’s not real.

      “I’m hallucinating,” I say.

      Sofia chuckles. “No. Just dreaming.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “One is proof of a healthy, active mind. The other is an intrusion. It would offend me dearly if you saw me as the latter.”

      I nod, though I’m not sure I understand. Each breath I take feels tighter than the last. It’s difficult to move at all.

      “Am I dying?” I ask her.

      Her smile slowly fades as she glances around the cabin. “Are you living?” she asks.

      I don’t answer.

      “I was like you once,” she says. “Separated from the life I desired and the person I wanted to be… but that wasn’t my choice.”

      I swallow hard, my throat tight and dry.

      “My walls imprisoned me,” she continues. “You’ve built yours for yourself.”

      Sofia steps forward and kneels on the floor in front of me, her sundress lightly folded beneath her. “Was I wrong about you, Fox?” she asks, looking up at me. “Are you really just a man who acts for himself?”

      I bow my head with closed eyes. “No,” I answer.

      I feel her reach up and place something soft over my shoulders. It drapes down on either side of my neck, feeling thick, bushy, and…

      I open my eyes to find Dani kneeling in front of me instead. She’s younger, barely more than fifteen. Her blonde hair sits curled up on top of her head in a long braid, exposing the neckline of her purple dress.

      She leaves the red and white scarf on my neck and she smiles.

      “Prove it,” she says.
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      “So, Larry looks behind him and there’s the bear, standing on his hind legs with his arms outstretched, and he lets out this high-pitched scream!”

      I throw my head back and laugh even harder. “What did he do?” I ask between breaths.

      “He ran, of course!” Mrs. Clark says, wiping her eyes. “Stumbled all over himself before he reached the ladder to get on the roof of the camper with me. The bear ran off and a few minutes later, a state trooper drove up. He said they got complaints about a woman screaming out in the woods. I threw up my hand and told ‘em it was me.”

      My face hurts, but I can’t stop laughing. “Oh, that poor guy.”

      “I never let him live that down… but I did as he asked and took it to his grave.”

      The front door opens and my smile fades.

      “Is that you, Fox?” Mrs. Clark calls out of habit.

      I stand up from the couch as he enters the living room wearing the tank top and slacks I picked out from his dresser. Color has returned to his face and he walks with a straight back, strong and upright.

      His eyes fall on me and he smiles. “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “How are you feeling?” I ask him.

      “Better.”

      Sammy pushes off the floor near my feet and his lips twitch at Fox with a growl.

      “Sammy, down,” I tell him.

      He looks up at me and licks my hand.

      Fox stares at him. “Six months I’ve known that dog and he still hates me. You’ve been here a few days and you’re best friends.”

      I laugh again.

      Mrs. Clark stands and taps her chair. “Sit down, kid. I’ll get you some tea.”

      “Thanks, Mrs. Clark.”

      Fox steps further into the room, circles around Sammy’s authoritative stance, and sits down. His movements are quick, far quicker than I expected.

      He glances around, his eyes narrow and suspicious. “What have you two been talking about?”

      I shrug. “Larry.”

      He grins. “She likes to talk about Larry.”

      “She likes to talk about you, too.”

      He bites his cheek. “Well, that’s not good.”

      “Could be worse.” I lick my lips, almost too scared to ask. “How’s your back?”

      “Could be worse.”

      “Tell that to the nine shards I pulled out of it. I almost passed out…”

      “You almost passed out?”

      I chuckle. “So, I stumbled upon a very important piece of information.”

      “What’s that?”

      My lips curl. “You watch my movies.”

      He sighs. “Dani, I told you I haven’t.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Then, how did you know about the big chase at the end of Night Trials, Part 2?”

      “It was in the trailer,” he claims. “You couldn’t turn on the television for weeks without seeing it.”

      “Yeah, in May 2014.” I chuckle. “Did you watch a lot of American television while you were overseas?”

      He hesitates. “That’s not—”

      “Did I hear someone say Night Trials?” Mrs. Clark wanders back into the room with a teacup in her hand.

      Fox deflates and closes his eyes. “She can’t hear the television from five feet away — but she hears that?”

      I fight my laughter.

      “Oh, I loved those movies, honey! We were on the edge of our seats, weren’t we, Fox?” She offers him the cup while I meet his eyes with a devious grin.

      He says nothing, embarrassed by her unintentional betrayal.

      “I’m happy you enjoyed them, Mrs. Clark,” I say, still glaring at him as he hides behind his teacup.

      “I can’t wait for the third one,” she says. “When does it come out?”

      “We just finished the last re-shoots. It’s scheduled to come out in June.”

      “Oh, thank the maker,” she says. “I thought I was going to die before I saw how it all ends.”

      “You’ll outlive us all, old lady,” Fox says. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “Keep bringing home wounds like that and I’m inclined to agree with you, kid. You hungry?”

      “No, not really,” he answers.

      She taps his good shoulder and spins around. “Well, I’m going to hit the sack. It’s gotten a bit late for me. It was a pleasure talking to you today, Dani.”

      “The pleasure was all mine, Mrs. Clark.”

      “I’ll see you kids in the morning.”

      “Goodnight,” Fox says as she walks toward her room in the back.

      His eyes linger on the floor between us, purposefully avoiding mine. He’s probably still a little embarrassed that I caught him in his lie, but I won’t tease him about it anymore.

      My thoughts turn dark. There’s something that’s plagued me since the moment his bullet struck the masked man in my stairwell. Mercer’s words at the hotel just made it worse.

      “Fox, how do you do it?”

      He looks up at me. “Do what?”

      I rub my hands against my knees to dry the sweat. “How do you kill someone and be completely normal ten minutes later?”

      His eyes go soft, but he doesn’t even blink. “Like all skills, it takes practice.” He sets the teacup down. “Are you okay?”

      A laugh escapes me. “Pretty loaded question at this point, Fox. In the last few days, I’ve been shot at, I jumped off a roof, crashed through windows, and I… I drove ten hours thinking you were going to die in the seat next to me.”

      “I’m sorry, Dani.” His hands fidget together. “I never wanted this for you.”

      “I can’t stop thinking about that gun in my hand.” His brow furrows in confusion. “Mercer came at me and... I could have shot him, but I didn’t. I couldn’t. I tried, but… I couldn’t be like you.”

      “Good,” he says.

      “Fox, if I had, this wouldn’t have happened to you.”

      “And if I had killed him six months ago when I had the chance, this wouldn’t have happened to you.” He shakes his head. “You can’t live like that, Dani. Don’t regret what you should have done. Look forward at what you will do to fix it.”

      “How are we supposed to fix this, Fox?”

      He falls silent and sits back in his chair. I don’t expect him to have an answer right now. He’s still wounded, still healing.

      His eyes shift and he turns around to glance back into the dining room. “Where are my clothes?”

      “Ruined.”

      “The flash drive was in my pocket. Do you have it?”

      I pull it from my own pocket. “It fell out while I was… taking your pants off.” I pass it to him. He exhales the panic from his chest as he turns it over his fingers. “Did Boxcar manage to decrypt it?”

      “Yes.”

      “What are we going to do with it?”

      Fox keeps his head down. “Well, we can’t plug it in here. They’ll trace it. It’s how they found us at the hotel.”

      I wait for him to offer a second option, but he just stares at it. “Fox?”

      “I’ll take it into town and give it the local police. They’ll call in the FBI and they’ll take it from there.”

      “And then… you’ll come back here?”

      He squeezes it in his palm. “Dani, I’m in this file.”

      I stare at him, trying to decide if that’s good or bad. “Okay…” He stands up from the chair. “Fox, where are you going?”

      “I need you to stay here.”

      He walks out of the living room toward the front door.

      “Fox—” He doesn’t slow down. “Fox!” I follow him into the entryway, moving as fast as I can to catch up with him. “Fox, what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to turn my myself in and hand over the file.”

      “Wait, right now?”

      “Stay with Mrs. Clark,” he says. “She’s old but she’s spry.”

      I search his eyes. “You can’t do this.”

      “Stay here, Dani.”

      My heart pumps wild blood through my veins as he turns around and walks outside. I shake with horrible anticipation like I’m standing on a vibrating train track.

      “Fox…” My voice cuts off at a whisper.

      I can’t let him leave me.

      Not again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      “Fox!”

      I rush outside, taking long strides to catch up with him. “Wait—”

      “Go back inside, Dani,” Fox says over his shoulder.

      I keep moving forward, refusing to stop. “You’re leaving now?”

      “The sooner the better. I’ve wasted enough time already,” he explains as we reach the cabin.

      “Fox, please. Can you just stop for a minute? We should talk about this.”

      “12-24-07.”

      I close the cabin door behind us. “What?”

      “12-24-07.” He lowers to his knees and pulls a large case out from under his bed. “Say it back.”

      “12-24-07. What the hell is that?”

      He opens the case. My eyes grow wide at the selection of guns inside nestled in black foam.

      “It’s the night we met,” he says. “Christmas Eve, 2007.”

      I stare into his eyes, unsure what to say.

      “My mother got you that hideous red and white scarf,” he says. “I could tell you hated it but you wore it the entire night anyway just to prove me wrong.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” I say. “Why are you telling me this?”

      Fox grabs a Glock from the foam and slides the case back under the bed. “12-24-07. It’s the combination to the safe in the closet. There’s plenty of money in there. It’ll last you for a long time.”

      He hands me the gun. My heart breaks.

      “Fox, I can’t…”

      “Dani, I want you to stay here. Mercer can’t find you out here, so you’ll be safe until this all blows over.”

      He moves around me, but I rush for the door before he can get there first.

      “Fox, stop,” I beg.

      He reaches through my arm for the handle, but I press my body against the door. “Dani, there’s no time—”

      “Are you really going to leave like this, Fox?” My eyes swell. “Is this really how you’re leaving me?”

      He hangs his head with closed eyes. “I came back to protect you.”

      “So, do it! But don’t drop me off out in the middle of nowhere and leave!”

      “This is the safest place for you.”

      “And what about you?” I ask. “What’s going to happen to you? When will I see you again?”

      “You won’t.”

      The train finally strikes me and my chest caves in like a black hole. “That’s not okay,” I whimper.

      “After this, Snake Eyes will be exposed,” he says. “That includes me.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “There has to be another way.”

      “There isn’t. And honestly, there shouldn’t be. I deserve to be put away, Dani.”

      “If you really believed that, you never would have gone into hiding in the first place.”

      “Dani—”

      “No, Fox. I won’t let you leave me again.”

      “Move away from the door.”

      I stand still. “No.”

      “You’re better off this way,” he says, rattled to the bone. “You have everything you need back home. You don’t need me.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “You have a good life, Dani. That’s what I’ve been fighting for this whole time. I want you to be happy.”

      “You think this will make me happy?”

      “I think you’ll be alive. That’s good enough for me.”

      He tries to open the door again, but I push it back.

      “Dani—”

      I throw my arms around him and sink into his chest. The gun slips from my fingers and falls to the floor at our feet. He goes tense but his body quickly relaxes against mine.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “There’s no other way.”

      I hold him tighter and he lays his nose against my hair, taking in my scent. A warm feeling rolls along my spine, covering me from head to toe. I can’t help it. Every sense I have bursts for him as much now as it did back then.

      “Fox…” I look into his eyes. “If this is your last night as a free man, I want to spend it with you.”

      He shakes his head as his dark eyes wander my face. He wants me, I can tell, but he doesn’t want to let himself go. He doesn’t want to relive the pain of losing me all over again. I sure as hell don’t want to either but if the alternative is watching him walk away, then…

      “Please,” I whisper. I place my hands on his chest, careful not to press the bandages hidden beneath the loose shirt. “Let us have one night.”

      He exhales, swallowing hard. “One night isn’t enough,” he says.

      “I know.” I cup his face with my right hand, purposefully touching the scar hidden within his beard. “But if it’s that or nothing… I’d rather have it. Wouldn’t you?”

      His eyes close as he turns his head to kiss my open palm. He holds it there against his lips and I trace my thumb along the edge of his mouth.

      “Why?” he asks. “Why do you still want me after everything I’ve done?”

      It’s a good question, one I’ve asked myself plenty over the last few days. When we first met, it was easy to love him. Love is simple when you’re sixteen and naïve. Loving a boy is easy.

      Loving a man is different. A man has experience and baggage and, in this case, confirmed kills.

      But somehow, loving Fox has always been easy.

      “Because you saved me,” I say. “You’ve always saved me.”

      Fox kisses my palm one more time before pulling me closer. His body feels so strong and taut as if the last few days had no effect on him at all. He wraps his arms around me, cradling me close, as he tilts his head and leans in.

      Our lips graze, but he doesn’t kiss me yet. We linger here for moments, happy to breathe in each other’s air. Every second together in this cabin is precious gold. If we don’t treasure it now…

      My eyes brim with tears, but I refuse to let them fall. I refuse to make tonight about them. Snake Eyes. Mercer. My father. None of them matter. As far as I’m concerned, the world is already over. There’s nothing but a barren wasteland outside of these walls. Inside, it’s just Fox and me.

      I smile, praying for it to be true.

      Fox rests a hand on the back of my neck. He licks his lips and takes another breath. Another second passes, warm and blissful, before he finally presses his lips against mine.

      I close my eyes, embracing the feeling inside of me. Fox trembles as my fingertips brush along his abs, striking a fire between us like little match tips. Our passions grow, driven by a need that’s lingered between us since the moment he came home.

      Fox pushes me back against the door. I submit to his kisses as his mouth travels my neck. He pulls back, another wave of resistance taking over as he gazes into my eyes. I pull my shirt off over my head in response, exposing myself to him as an insatiable hunger fills his eyes again.

      His hands reach behind me and he secures his grip on my rear before lifting me off the floor. I can’t pull my lips from his as he carries me across the room and lowers me onto his bed.

      I lie back as he raises his shirt over his head. The black eyes of the cobra stare down at me from his bruised skin, a permanent reminder of the threat looming between us. I reach out and run my fingers along its tail. It’s just ink. Nothing more. Just a meaningless picture sketched by a needle. I lean forward and kiss his chest while he reaches around to unhook my bra. I let it slip down my arms and I lie down as Fox admires my exposed breasts, his eyes wide and full of temptation.

      He descends me again, his breath hot and wild against my skin. Nerves dance all over me, my heart beating hard as I try to hold myself together while he licks and nibbles with intent to devour me whole.

      “Fox,” I say.

      He kisses my belly once more, his fingers hooked along the elastic of my pants. “Yeah?”

      “I should probably tell you that…” I swallow hard, “that I haven’t been with anybody since…”

      Fox pauses and releases my pants before making his way back to me. “Since me?” he asks.

      “I couldn’t…” I bite my lip, unable to find the words. “I mean, I’ve dated, but… when it came time to…” I look down his body as my own ignites for him even more. “I couldn’t. They weren’t you, you know?”

      He smirks in the dark. “Yeah, I know.”

      “I don’t care if you have,” I say. “I just thought you should know in case I’m…”

      I pinch my eyes closed as a rush of painful heat tingles my cheeks.

      Stupid, stupid.

      Fox chuckles as he settles on his elbow beside me. “Well, then, I guess I should probably tell you… that I haven’t been with anybody either.”

      I open my eyes again in surprise. “Really?”

      “I’ve been tempted,” he says. “More times than I can say, but…” He runs a hand along my unwounded cheek and smiles. “They weren’t you. No one’s ever made me feel more like the man I want to be than you.”

      My throat tightens. “Fox, I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I don’t know how our lives got so fucked up…”

      Still, he smiles and touches his nose to mine. “I’m not. Fucked up or not, it all led me back to you.” He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “Even if we only get one night.”

      I bite my bottom lip, but it trembles anyway.

      He kisses me. “Don’t think about it, Dani,” he whispers. “Just be here. Now. With me.”

      I close my eyes, somehow willing my tears to disappear. I take a deep breath, somehow able to relax and let go. I kiss him again and he takes hold of me, pulling me close until our bodies are flush together, and somehow… I find peace.

      Fox turns me onto my back again. I settle against the pillow, my curious hands roaming along his back as he balances over me. Bandages cover him from his neck to the small of his back. I keep my touch light, not wanting to disturb them. Instead, I feel other bumps along his torso. Other scars. Memories of his life before tonight.

      I kiss him to make him forget. He smiles to let me know it works.

      I part my knees and he settles between them, his hard body pressed against mine. He gives me a hundred kisses, a hundred moments that leave me throbbing and breathless. I grind my hips along his hard erection. He bites my nipples and massages my breasts. We release awkward chuckles as we try new things and tell each other what feels good.

      Fox gives me a long kiss, his groan echoing from the back of his throat. He touches my navel with a firm palm before sliding his hand beneath the elastic band of my pants. I do the same to him, eagerly reaching in to feel the thick shaft hidden inside. Fox releases a growl as I stroke him. I gasp between kisses as my hips buck on their own, begging to be tamed. I say his name, not caring how loud it is or who might hear us. He smothers me with his kiss, our moans blending together beneath the moonlight of the window.

      Fox pulls my pants down to my ankles and I kick them off. I lie still as he kneels in front of me on the bed. He kisses my neck and my breasts. He licks between them on the way down my navel. I run my fingers through his thick hair, gently mewling as he kisses my hips and nibbles my inner thighs. His beard tickles me and I laugh, the sound lost somewhere between my moans.

      My breath catches, but I don’t want to stop. I watch as his mouth inches closer to my throbbing core. God, just one touch and I’ll—

      “You’re so beautiful, Dani,” he whispers, his warm breath on my folds.

      I’m gonna—

      Fox kisses the hood and I shudder.

      Fuck.

      My thighs quiver around him. “Fox,” I moan.

      He smiles. He leaves another tempting kiss in the same spot as he taps my entrance with a lonely finger.

      “Yes,” I say before he can even ask.

      He slides the finger inside and my toes curl. Heaven fills me from the inside, threatening to explode out of every piece of me. Fox thrusts slowly, making me feel it, as he firmly licks my clit. I watch with blurred vision as I tremble uncontrollably on the edge of climax.

      “Oh, god,” I moan again, barely able to speak.

      He doesn’t stop or speak. He keeps going, lapping and massaging the life out of me until there’s nothing left to do but scream.

      The tension breaks and I fall to pieces. I fight for breath. I squeeze his hair with one hand while I dig my nails into the bed with the other. I come for him. I give my everything to him.

      Fox. My stepbrother. My protector and my biggest fan.

      I’ve given him all of me once before.

      I’ll gladly do it again. And again.

      I sit forward and cup his face, eagerly drawing him toward my lips. My body buzzes with warm fire, a fire I’m more than willing to share with him. Fox lets me guide him to sit as I shift off the bed onto the floor. I rest on my knees between his legs, my tongue salivating for him.

      “Lie back,” I whisper.

      Fox moves onto his elbows, careful to keep his wounded back off the bed. I hook his pants and pull them down, too aroused to care about the nerves involved in seeing a naked man again.

      I toss his pants away and pause to admire his chiseled form. Fox was always athletic but not like this. His muscles have muscles now, so firm and toned all over. I bite my lip and gawk at the hard V-shape pointing down at his stiff cock resting against his belly. Nerves twist into butterflies deep inside but it all melts away when I see the way Fox looks at me. I kiss his lap and thighs with teasing lips before opening my mouth to him.

      His tip is hard and wet, throbbing against my tongue as I take him inside. His entire body flexes and he takes in a sharp inhale, his hand slowly coming to rest on the back of my neck. He twirls my hair around his fingers, but he doesn’t pull me down. He lets me taste and play. I test myself, taking him in as far as I can as I suck and lick.

      “Dani,” he breathes. “You feel so good.”

      I touch him. I look up into his eyes. I happily swallow the pre-cum gathering on his tip. I take great pleasure in pleasing him, feeling the same sinful rebellion I felt in his bed five years ago.

      His grip tightens on my hair. “I’m so close,” he says in warning.

      My own sex churns as I feel the hard quiver of his abs. His tip pulses between my lips but I don’t dare pull him out. I swirl my tongue around it, and he groans for me. He lightly tugs on my hair, another warning.

      “Dani…”

      I bob my head. I tighten my lips. I suck him as hard as I can.

      “Fuck.”

      Fox comes with another groan. He sprays onto my tongue, tasting salty and sweet. I wait for him to finish, enjoying the musk of him too much to pull him out. His hand gently glides through my hair, a show of loving affection that trembles my spine.

      I sit back and swallow, my throat tingling with satisfaction.

      “Fucking hell, Dani…”

      I look up as Fox’s hands cup my face.

      “You’re so fucking perfect,” he says, pulling me up off the floor onto his lap.

      I straddle him as he holds me against him. He crushes his mouth on mine, gently soothing my numb lips with firm, warm kisses.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” he says, clawing my back.

      “I wanted to,” I say, gasping for air.

      He forces our lips together again. His kisses become hard and wild, an insatiable lust traveling from his tongue onto mine. I feel his erection growing between us again and I stiffen as I feel it press along my still-dripping slit.

      “I need you,” he says with heat on his breath. “Fuck, Dani, I need you…”

      I reach down to take hold of his cock and guide it toward my entrance. His touch digs into my spine, begging me to drive him home. He kisses my collarbone and licks the sweat off my neck. I quiver on him, feeling an impossible passion take hold of me, as I push him inside.

      We moan together, our lips entwined. I hover on him, my inexperience bringing me pause. I place my hands on his thighs to prop myself up, looking down to watch as he disappears even deeper inside.

      Fox puts his hands on my hips and moves me forward and back. His cock glides in and out, the image alone enough to spark life through my sex. Instinct carries me further and I move my hips to match Fox’s guiding hand. He lets go and places one thumb against my clit between us, sending a fresh fire throughout my body.

      I squeeze his thighs beneath me as I grind against his touch. “Oh, god,” I moan.

      He thrusts upward in time with my movements. We laugh and moan and kiss, our sweat-covered bodies becoming one.

      When I come again, I do it with tears in my eyes. Never in my life, never once beneath the glaring Hollywood spotlight, have I ever felt so good. So trusted and wanted. So unbelievably loved.

      I let my tears fall and Fox pauses to kiss my cheeks. “Do you need to stop?” he asks.

      I shake my head, unable to speak. I kiss him instead and he wraps his thick arms around me. He lifts me up and turns us around on the bed, laying me down on my back. I hook my legs along his waist as he aligns us and sheaths himself inside of me again.

      Waves of heat overtake me as he thrusts harder and faster. I lie back, letting it wash over me. Fox holds me down at the wrists, but I happily submit to the rough touch. He leans in to kiss me, quickly leaving pecks on my face, neck, and chest. I moan from pleasure and pain as my groin and legs grow tired.

      “Fox,” I say, my voice struggling as the bed creaks loudly.

      I look up into his dark eyes and that damned cobra stares back at me, black and cold. I see it all in his eyes. All the death and pain. Blood and terror.

      I twist my hand to entwine our fingers. “Fox,” I say again. “Look at me.”

      He pauses his thrust deep inside of me and releases my other wrist.

      “Come back.” I cup his face. “It’s just you and me.”

      His chest heaves, but I see the light slowly returning to his eyes. He rests his head on my shoulder. I kiss his forehead.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “If I hurt you…”

      “You didn’t,” I say, stroking a finger through his beard. “I thought I lost you for a second.”

      He smiles and kisses my palm. “You couldn’t.”

      I kiss his sweet lips. “Keep going.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I touch his back and remember his bandages. “Aren’t you in pain?”

      “Oh, yeah,” he says, our lips grazing again. “But it’s worth it.”

      We laugh as his hips begin that lovely, teasing grind again.

      It feels good to forget the outside world. No Snake Eyes. No Mercer Black. No over-protective father who will surely throw a conniption fit when he finds out about this. Just me and Fox in his cabin, finally together against all odds.

      I don’t want this night to end.

      But every scene eventually fades to black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      Even while she’s sleeping.

      I don’t have to worry about accidentally waking her. Being stealthy has always come naturally for me. The question is whether I should.

      She won’t be happy either way. If I wake her to say goodbye, she’ll try to stop me from leaving. I can’t guarantee I’ll go after that. It’s hard enough watching her sleep knowing it’s the last time I ever will. If she opens her eyes right now and tears fall out, I’ll lose sight of what really matters. A life with me is no life at all. It’s a death wish.

      I’ll let her sleep.

      I put on a suit and drop the flash drive into my pocket. It sits there, burning a hole like a lit cigarette — but I suppose a stick of dynamite is a more accurate comparison. In an hour, one of the deadliest secrets on the planet will be exposed, along with anyone who knows about it. There are some big names on that list, bigger than me or Mercer or even Ronnie Lamb. They won’t be happy.

      But Dani will be safe.

      One last look. Her eyes twitch behind her lids. Given the last few days she’s had, I can’t be sure if it’s a good dream or a bad one. Even in darkness, her face is so bright — full of color and life. I bet I’m glowing a bit after last night, too.

      One last perfect night with her. At least, I got that. At least, I got one reminder of how it feels to be inside of her and what she tastes like. Of what noises she makes when I touch her just right. What it’s like to hear her moan my name again.

      At least, I have that.

      Fuck. I can’t leave her yet.

      I walk over to the bed and kneel beside it. She lies on her back with the comforter up to her shoulders. Her unnatural, black hair is a little messed up but that’s okay. She’s still the most beautiful woman in the world. Mercer tried to change that but even those stitches don’t do a damn thing.

      I reach out to touch her, but I stop before my fingers graze her skin. I can’t risk waking her, no matter how much I want to hear her voice or look into her eyes one last time.

      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      I hope you remember me the way I’ll remember you.

      I step outside. The air is soft and warm. It’s the first morning so far this year that’s felt more like spring than winter. It’s almost fitting that nice weather shows up the second I enter a concrete box, but I’ve had worse luck, that’s for sure.

      It’s a long drive into the city. The closer I get, the larger the rock in my gut feels. I keep her face in my mind and it shrinks a bit. I think of her smile and it gets even smaller.

      The police station comes into view. I park the car on the street outside.

      I inhale and exhale slowly.

      This is it. This is the moment when everything changes.

      The dull rumble of voices fills my ears as soon as I enter the station. Uniforms jolt around the front lobby, brushing past a desk Sergeant who looks a bit pissed off that she decided to show up to work today. Her eyes shift between a stack of paperwork and the television on the wall.

      I keep my focus and walk up to the desk. “Excuse me.”

      “I’ll be right with you, sir,” she mutters without a glance in my direction.

      I glower, but I suppose I should enjoy my last few moments as a free man. Take a breath. Enjoy the sunlight.

      The television grabs my attention, but it doesn’t keep it. I’m not too fond of twenty-four hour news networks. They just fill time and wait for the next disaster to strike. Today’s talking heads seem fixated on fire. Flames ravage an office block in…

      Burbank?

      I shift slightly, turning to get a better view. I have plenty memories of walking down that street to meet my mother for lunch.

      Bennett’s office.

      My stomach turns.

      “Crazy, huh?”

      I look at the Sergeant. “Yeah.”

      “First, that movie star goes missing, and now her daddy’s office burns down?” She shakes her head. “I know coincidence when I see it, and that ain’t it.”

      I hold my breath. She’s got a point.

      Mercer. Who else would have done this?

      But why?

      “Did you need something, sir?”

      To get my attention.

      Again.

      “Sir?”

      Which means…

      Christ, what have I done?

      “Do you have a public phone?” I ask her.

      She points behind me. “Payphone around the corner.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walk away from the desk and search my pockets for any loose change. I don’t have any but, luckily, I find a quarter in the phone’s coin return slot.

      Anger boils within me but this isn’t the place to lose control. I dial a number from memory. It only rings once.

      “Iowa, Fox? Really?”

      “Where are they?” I ask.

      “Oh…” Mercer chuckles. “I see you got my message.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Patience. Patience. All will be revealed soon.”

      I exhale. “What do you want?”

      “I want you back,” he says. “Was I not clear enough before?”

      “This is extreme, even for you.”

      “Desperate times. Our boss is getting a little impatient over this whole ordeal and she wants results, so you understand my desperate ways.”

      “She’s your boss, not mine.”

      “You can keep telling yourself that all you want, but it won’t change the outcome. Go right ahead and do what you’re gonna do with that file, but I will kill them myself.” He stops to laugh. “What’s little Dani going to think of you then if you let her daddy die for… nothing?”

      Dani. She’ll never forgive me. Hell, I’ll never forgive myself.

      “I swear to god, if you hurt them—”

      “Your mother is very pretty, Fox,” he says, stabbing every word. “And you know what I like to do to pretty women.”

      “Don’t, please. Just…” I reel it in. I save it for when I kill this fucker. “You want a trade?”

      “You and the file for them. Simple and clean.”

      “Where?”

      “It’ll take a few hours to get out there to corn cob country,” he mutters.

      “There’s an old farm outside of Iowa City,” I say. “Look up Larry Clark, you’ll find it. Meet me at noon. Bring them with you or no deal.”

      “Secluded.” He chuckles. “I taught you well.”

      I say nothing.

      “Sure, we can meet there,” he says. “Both of you. Together. I don’t want you prone in a tower somewhere with your rifle. That’s no way to treat your friends.”

      “I won’t be.”

      “Good talk, Fox.”

      I slam the phone down and an officer eyes me as he passes by.

      My concrete box will have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      I drive back to Mrs. Clark’s farmhouse.

      Dani steps outside onto the porch as I arrive. I spot Mrs. Clark lingering through the screen doorway behind her. Neither of them seems too happy with me. Hell hath no fury, as they say.

      I walk across the driveway and Dani steps off the porch to meet me halfway. Her eyes are puffy and red, shooting a twinge of guilt through my gut. She stares at me for a moment in silence before reaching out and slapping me in the face.

      I wince. The pain fires up my cheek, staying only for a moment before disappearing completely. “I guess I deserve that,” I say.

      She doesn’t disagree. I’ve left her twice now without saying goodbye but, in my defense, I never thought I’d see her again both times.

      Her hard eyes soften, and she lunges forward to wrap her arms around me. I smile as that faint apple scent invades my nose.

      “Dani, I’m sorry,” I whisper. “Something’s happened…”

      She raises her head. “What?” she asks, her voice breaking.

      I wipe a tear off her cheek, though I know there’s more to come. “Mercer, he…” She stiffens and my heart breaks. “He has Bennett. And my mother.”

      Dani’s eyes fill with fear. “What? No…”

      “He said he’ll kill them if I don’t go back with the file.”

      “Fox, you can’t…”

      “I have to.”

      She shakes her head and another tear falls. “There has to be another way,” she says. “Right?”

      She looks at me like I have all the answers, like I’m a real man of action.

      I wish I could tell her I did. I wish I could look into her eyes right now and be the man she thinks I am, but I’ve lied to her enough.

      “No,” I say.

      “Fox.” She steps forward. “I am not letting you go back. That’s not who you are.”

      And just like that, I believe her. I remember why I fell in love with Dani Roberts in the first place. Those soulful eyes. That stubborn determination.

      She was right there all along.

      Little Miss Perfect.

      I wrap my arm around her waist and rest my hand on the small of her back. She leans into me and offers her lips, just like she always did before. I kiss her once, just once. Any more than that, and I’ll lose myself in her all over again.

      “I have an idea,” I say. “It’s a bad one.”

      She nods, ready for anything.

      I glance over her shoulder at the old barn across the field. “That training you did with the LAPD, did they teach you rifles at all?”

      “Yes,” she answers.

      “What kind?”

      “Umm…” She closes her eyes as she tries to remember. “A Reming 7-something…”

      “Remington Model 700?”

      “Yeah, that one.”

      “Were you any good?”

      “So-so. Why?”

      “That’s good enough.”

      I study her face, taking in every detail of her. Scarred cheek. Red lips. Short, black hair.

      “We’re going to need some help, but I really need you to trust me, Dani.”

      Her eyes shake, but she doesn’t hesitate. “I do.”

      “Come on.”

      I release her and walk back to the car.

      “Where are we going?” she asks.

      I ignore the voices in my head telling me this is a bad idea.

      “School,” I answer.

      A very bad idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      Fox reaches out and knocks on the door.

      I look up and down the hallway from behind my sunglasses. College. Dorm life. Dining halls and mid-term exams. This is a world entirely foreign to me. My father put me in front of cameras before I even graduated from high school. I never went to college, but I always wondered if I would someday.

      Can’t say I expected it to be like this.

      The door opens on a petite, blonde girl. She looks at Fox and she gasps. “Oh, god, it’s Channing Tatum!”

      Her red-headed roommate spins around in her chair. “What?”

      “Never mind—” She steps forward and slams the door closed behind her, nearly knocking herself over in the process. “What are you doing here?” she asks Fox.

      Fox holds up a plastic grocery bag. “We need your help,” he says.

      She takes it from him and her face falls as she looks inside and spots the pair of scissors, the comb, and the box of black hair dye we picked up on the way here.

      “Oh, hell no,” she says.

      I study her familiar features closely. Her resemblance to me is more than a little uncanny at first glance.

      “Fox, who is this?” I ask.

      “Fox?” she repeats. “Is that your real name?”

      “Yes,” he answers her.

      I pull my sunglasses off and she gasps again, recognizing me with eyes full of confusion. “Why is Roxie Roberts in my hallway?” she asks.

      “Darla, we need—”

      “Wait — how did you know my real name?” she asks quickly.

      I raise a brow. “How do you two know each other but not each other’s names?” I ask.

      Fox exhales hard. “Is there somewhere more private we can talk, please?” he asks her.

      The girl nods. “Come back in a few minutes. My roommate has a class soon.”

      “Thank you,” he says.

      She tries to give him the grocery bag, but he pushes it back to her. She takes it with reluctant acceptance before closing the door on us.

      “Um…” I say, “Fox?”

      He grabs my arm and pulls me with him down the hall. “She’s a friend, Dani.”

      “Okay, but—”

      “I said you’d have to trust me.”

      I bite my lip, pausing to watch the subtle movements on his face. Mercer was right about one thing. My life is full of people who lie to me, but I don’t sense that in Fox right now.

      “Okay…” I say.

      Fox exhales slowly. “She’s a…” He pauses, choosing his words. “She’s an escort,” he says.

      “An escort?” I repeat, blinking twice. “You mean, like a… prostitute?”

      He swallows. “Yeah.”

      I feel a jealous twitch in my stomach. “And you know her because you and her…”

      “Yes. I mean, no, but we have spent time together because…” he hesitates, “she reminded me of you. I needed someone to talk to and she was…”

      The red-headed girl passes by with a backpack and taps the call button on the elevator. I quickly slide my sunglasses back on and we wait until the doors close and we’re alone again.

      Fox clears his throat. “She was a reminder of what I lost and what I never had,” he says. “Somewhere in-between, I found comfort.”

      “Because she looks like me?” I ask.

      His face falls even more. “Yeah,” he says.

      I study his expression, full of pain and shame. He went through hell to escape Snake Eyes, but he never really came back. He made a home in the darkness. I can relate, in a way. I can understand the need for human connection, no matter how superficial it is.

      “It’s all right,” I say. “I get it.”

      “Do you?”

      I nod. “Whenever I’d see some guy who looked like you, even just a little bit, I’d turn my head so I could only see him out of the corner of my eye. I’d just… pretend it was you. I don’t know why, but I guess it gave me…”

      “Hope,” he finishes.

      I smile weakly. “Yeah.”

      Fox turns up his hand and I take it. We entwine our fingers, looking so deeply into one another. Two hearts forever linked no matter how hard others try to tear us apart.

      “Do you really think she’ll help?” I ask.

      Fox squints. “It’ll take some convincing, but I think so.”

      “Good.”

      A smile fights my lips. I manage to keep it steady.

      “What’s so funny?” he asks.

      “You told her your name was Channing Tatum?”

      He rolls his eyes and tugs my arm to lead me back down the hall. “Come on.”

      “I can’t wait to tell him about this,” I joke.

      Fox glares at me out of the corner of his eyes before knocking on her door again.

      It opens instantly and Darla glowers at both of us. She gestures us inside and closes the door, locking it with a swift flick of her wrist.
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        * * *

      

      “So, I just have to stand there?” Darla asks with her head hanging down into her bathroom sink.

      I stand over her with plastic gloves, running my fingers through her hair as black dye water spills down the white, porcelain drain.

      “And don’t speak either,” Fox says from the connected dorm room. “Your voices are pretty different…”

      I catch him glancing inside, but he quickly looks away, pretending that he wasn’t just sneaking a peek at her tight, push-up bra. He probably wasn’t, but I don’t mind teasing him about it. The shame on his face is just too adorable for words.

      “Are we sure this is going to work?” I ask. “Mercer isn’t stupid.”

      “No, but it’s the only idea I have.”

      I turn off the water and Darla wraps a towel around her hair. “And you weren’t kidding about it being a bad one…” I peel the gloves off and toss them into the trash below the sink.

      “Dani…”

      “I mean…” I step into the dorm to face him and point back at Darla. “This part will probably be fine. It’s the other part that’s got me nervous.”

      “You can do this, Dani.”

      “You don’t know that.”

      “You’ve done it before.”

      “I’ve shot targets before,” I argue.

      “It’s the same thing. I know how that sounds, but it’s true.”

      I take a deep breath, but it does nothing to calm my nerves. “Think she knows any boy prostitutes who look like you instead?”

      “I am not a prostitute!” Darla shouts from the bathroom. “I’m a call girl.”

      “Sorry,” I say.

      She pokes her damp head out and her short, black hair falls over her eyes. “It’s okay. And to answer the question: no, I don’t know any.” She flicks on her hairdryer and disappears again.

      Fox lays his hands on my shoulders as I heave a thick sigh. “Dani, look at me.” I do as he says, peeling my eyes off the floor. “You can do this. I trust you.”

      “What if I miss?” I ask.

      “Then, try again.”

      “But what if—”

      “Dani—” He moves his hands to my cheeks, making sure to be gentle with my bandage. “I know you’re scared.”

      “Understatement.”

      “I will not let anything happen to you,” he says, holding my eyes. “Say it.”

      “You won’t let anything happen to me.”

      “Or me!” Darla shouts from the bathroom.

      “Or you,” he says, his eyes flicking toward her once before coming back to me. “You just have to slow him down. I’ll take care of the rest.”

      “Let’s just pretend all this goes well,” I say, trying to keep my voice from shaking. “We haven’t really talked about what happens after…”

      He drops his gaze for a brief, but noticeable, second. “No matter what happens, I will get you and our parents home alive.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking you.”

      “I know.”

      The hairdryer shuts off and Darla steps into the room. “How do I look?”

      She throws up her arms and poses in the doorway. Jet black hair. Cherry red lips. A white bandage across her left cheek to hide the lack of stitches.

      I nod and force a smile. “You look like Roxie Roberts,” I say.

      She snatches my sunglasses off her desk and slides them up her nose, looking smug and satisfied.

      “We should get going,” Fox says.

      I exhale, disappointed that he won’t answer my question. I’m not sure why I ever expected him to in the first place.

      I’m not even sure if I’m prepared for his answer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I lie down on my stomach and press the butt of the rifle into my shoulder.

      “Look through the scope,” Fox says in my ear. I feel him shift down to the floor beside me on my right side. “You should be able to see the bottle pretty close.” He lays a hand on my back and warm goosebumps break out on my spine.

      “I see it,” I say, squinting through the scope. The empty beer bottle sits in the middle of the gravel driveway across the field.

      “Put your finger on the trigger.”

      My knuckles twitch as I lay my right index finger against it.

      “Line up your shot,” he continues, his voice smooth as butter. “Take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Fire at the end of your breath.”

      The bottle shakes back and forth in the scope. I remember his words and take a long inhale to calm my quaking nerves. I push it out—

      “Slowly.”

      I halt my exhale halfway and force it to back in to try again. His hand moves up my back an inch, shooting fresh warmth throughout my body. I breathe in and slowly exhale until it’s all the way out.

      I pull the trigger. The bullet strikes the white gravel several feet away from the bottle.

      I frown. “I missed.”

      “Reload.”

      I grab the bolt and pull back. The empty casing flies free and I push the bolt back in to load a second round. “I remember being better than this.”

      “You’re nervous,” he says. “You don’t have to get it perfect.”

      “I just have to hit a moving target from across a cornfield. Yeah, no problem…”

      Fox grips my shoulder and rolls me onto my back to face him. “Dani…” he whispers, hovering over me. “There is no doubt in my mind that you can do this.”

      A gust of cool wind strikes my pink face from the open window of the barn. “I feel sick…”

      “I know, but you’re going to be okay.”

      “I’m not worried about me.” He raises his brow. “Okay, I’m a little worried about me — but I’m more worried about you.”

      Fox sighs and traces a finger along my right cheekbone. “I’ll be all right, Dani.” He leans closer to me.

      “Fox—” He pauses above me, our lips barely touching. “Don’t kiss me if it’s the last time you ever will.”

      He does it anyway. His lips press against mine, firm and passionate. Desire still lingers on his breath, the same kind I felt last night in his bed.

      “Dani,” he whispers, “be brave. For me.”

      I close my eyes, focusing all my energy on his voice. It’s easy to lose myself in it and it’s all I want to do right now. “I just have to slow him down.”

      “That’s right,” he says. “We have the advantage. They won’t know you’re out here until it’s too late.”

      I take another long, deep breath. “Okay.”

      He glances across the field toward the farmhouse. “I should get over there. It’s almost noon.”

      My breath knocks around my chest. I’m not ready to let him go yet. “Fox—”

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips. “Be brave,” he whispers, his breath tingling my fingertips. “And, you know, don’t shoot me.”

      I laugh even though I shouldn’t. “I make no guarantees.”

      Fox pushes off the floor and slides down the ladder to the ground. He walks out of the barn and looks back at me with a smile.

      Be brave.

      He says it like it’s so easy, like it’s just flipping a switch. I never considered myself a courageous person. I’m an actress. I have stunt girls and special effects to make me look cool, but none of it is real in the end. It’s all just make-believe.

      I lay my hand on my heart. It thumps against my palm like a pair of hummingbird wings, never ceasing for a moment. It’s all just a machine in there. Machines can be studied and controlled. I’m the master of my machine. I have the will to say whether I’m scared or brave.

      I am Roxie Roberts.

      Scratch that.

      I am Danielle Roxanne Roberts.

      Fox trusts her. He believes in her and dammit, I should, too.

      I look through the scope and take aim at the bottle with my finger on the trigger.

      Fire at the end of your breath.

      The bullet strikes the bottle and it shatters along the driveway into a dozen pieces.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      That’s my girl.

      I kick the broken bottle bits into the grass.

      Darla tilts her head, impressed. “Damn,” she says, gliding in the rocking chair on the porch.

      I glance across the field. “She’s a quick study.”

      She chews on her lip as she stares hard at me. “So, turns out… I was completely wrong about you.”

      I smile. “You think so?”

      “This isn’t narcissism at all,” she says. “This is something else entirely.”

      I step up onto the porch and bend over to grab my black duffel off the bench. “Well, go on. Don’t leave me hanging here.”

      “I can’t!” She laughs. “Your issues are way out of my league.”

      “Good.” I reach into the bag for Caleb’s revolver and pop it open to reload. “It’ll make it easier for you to forget about.”

      “Forget?” she asks. “I’m pretty sure I’m going to remember this until the day I die.”

      “Of all people, I don’t think I have to explain the value of discretion to you, Darla.”

      “Oh, of course. You’re a former assassin in love with his super famous stepsister who hung out with an escort who looks just like her to make yourself feel better. I completely understand why you wouldn’t want that getting out…” Her voice trails off into a chuckle. “The last person I want to piss off is a contract killer, am I right?”

      “Right.”

      She scans me with nervous eyes. “But you’d never, you know… kill me, right? You’re retired.” I pick up the duffel bag. “Right?”

      I leave the question dangling. Her face turns white as I step inside the house.

      Mrs. Clark sits in her chair in the living room with Sammy lingering next to her feet. He doesn’t move from his place but he keeps his eyes on me as I move into the room.

      “He’s not growling,” I note. “I guess that’s progress.”

      “Well, after seeing you beaten and bloodied, I bet he views you quite differently,” she says. “An animal can’t see what’s inside. He can only smell what’s on the outside. Now, he knows you’re as fragile as the rest of us.”

      “I could have told him that.”

      “He’s a stupid dog. What do you expect?”

      I smile and look at my feet. “I’m sorry about bringing you into this, Mrs. Clark. I had no right—”

      “I’m going to stop you there, kid,” she says, pushing herself out of the chair. “I don’t need an apology from you, so save it.” She points a stern finger at me. “You take that energy and you put it to good use out there. Those girls are counting on you.”

      “Thank you. For everything.”

      “You’re welcome.” She pauses, smiling up at me with wrinkled eyes. “And besides… it’s about time this old bird saw a little action again.”

      I laugh. “You should get downstairs.”

      “On my way. Come on, Sammy.”

      “And don’t come out,” I add. “Please.”

      She chuckles. “This ain’t my first rodeo, kid.”

      I furrow my brow. “Remind me later to ask you to tell me that story…”

      She leads Sammy into the back of the house. I wait until I hear her feet on the stairs, echoing down into the cellar below.

      “Fox!” Darla calls. “I think they’re here.”

      I go outside and the helicopter comes into view. “Put your glasses on,” I tell her. She slides them onto her nose with shaking fingers. “Try to relax.”

      “I’m fine,” she says, her voice quivering. “You know, I just realized… we probably should have agreed on payment first.”

      I smirk. “You’ll be generously compensated for your time, Darla.”

      “Good.” She inhales deep and shakes out her arms as the helicopter lands in the field.

      “Come on.” I step off the porch and Darla follows closely.

      The helicopter door slides open and Mercer hops outside. I stop in the center of the driveway and stand over the area where the bottle was. It should give Dani the best shot.

      An agent steps out, his face concealed by a mask. He turns back in and grabs my mother’s arm. Her hands are tied behind her back and she nearly stumbles to her knees as he pulls her from the helicopter. Bennett follows behind her, his own hands tied. A fresh bruise hovers over his eye. I guess he got mouthy.

      Mercer stops several feet away and crosses his arms over his chest. “So, this is… nice,” he mutters, glancing around the farm. “Not my cup of tea, but I guess it suits you.”

      I look behind him at my parents. My mother makes eye contact with me, her gaze full of love and relief with a justifiable bit of fear mixed in. Bennett looks more pissed off at me than I’ve ever seen him, even more so than the night I fucked his daughter under his own roof. Not only did I kidnap her this time, but I also chopped her trademark hair off.

      “Just one other agent, Mercer?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “It’s a simple trade. Never take more men than you need. You know our ways, Fox.”

      I nod. Mercer has a gun strapped to his hip. The other guy has one trained on my mother.

      Something isn’t right here. I have every single one of Snake Eyes’ secrets in my damn pocket. One wrong move out here and their entire organization is revealed… and they only send two guns?

      “I’ve taken out four of your squad, Mercer,” I say. “They didn’t send any replacements?”

      “Fox…” He grunts with impatience. “You’re stalling. Let’s just get this over with.”

      His fingers tap against his bicep. An obvious tell.

      I raise a brow. “You’re off-the-grid, aren’t you?” His eye twitches. “The Boss would have sent more than this—”

      “Fox—”

      “This is personal, isn’t it?”

      “You made a fool out of me,” he seethes. “I trained you. I turned you into the man you are today and how do you repay me?”

      “I guess the Boss isn’t as heartbroken as you are,” I note.

      “The Boss told me to put a bullet between your goddamn eyes.”

      “But quietly, right?” I ask. “Executing a presidential candidate and cutting up a movie star on live television wasn’t what she had in mind.” Mercer flexes his jaw in anger. “I’m willing to bet you are in far more hot water with her than I am right now.”

      Mercer raises his gun to my face. “Make the damn trade,” he growls, “and get on the fucking chopper.”

      Now, Dani.

      I wait for the bang of a bullet.

      The masked man pushes my mother forward and Bennett moves in closer. His eyes fall on Darla’s face and he furrows his brow in confusion.

      “That’s not my daughter,” he says.

      Fucking idiot.

      “It’s just the hair, Bennett…”

      Darla slinks a little behind my shoulder.

      Take the shot, Dani.

      Mercer takes a step closer to her and squints. “What’s that now?”

      “That’s not my daughter,” Bennett repeats.

      I stare him down. “Yes, it is.”

      “I don’t know who this impostor is, but she’s not my daughter! My Roxie isn’t nearly so… generic.”

      “Generic?!” Darla spits.

      I deflate. Mercer reaches out and snatches the sunglasses off her face.

      “Hey—!” she gasps.

      I glare at Darla and she winces apologetically.

      Mercer’s lips curl, but he’s far from amused. “Where’s the girl, Fox?” he asks.

      Bennett bares his teeth. “Where’s my daughter, you son-of-a-bitch?!”

      Now would be great, Dani…

      Mercer points his pistol at Darla.

      I grab her wrist and reach for the revolver in my belt while pulling her behind me. “Put it down, Mercer. You’re outgunned here.”

      “Fooooox!”

      Dani’s scream echoes through the field.

      I spin toward the barn as a shot of dread charges through my heart.

      Mercer chuckles. “Sounds like my squad is a little larger than you thought.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 35

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      You can only see one target at a time through a scope.

      I had him in my sights. I had Mercer’s ugly mug right between the crosshairs. My finger was on the trigger. I just had to wait for the right moment to take the shot.

      I missed him sneaking in behind me.

      His fingers squeeze around my throat.

      “Foooox!” I choke as I dig my nails into his hands. I break skin and he growls in anger but his grip doesn’t cease. He leans forward to dodge my kicks, bringing his masked face close to mine.

      I dig my nails into his face, slicing downward across his eye.

      He shrieks. As he releases me, I keep my grip on his thick, black mask. It comes off his face and my heart sinks.

      No wonder he was such a horrible bodyguard.

      “Smith?!” I gasp.

      He kicks me in the stomach. I double over as the wind hurls out of my lungs.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I heard your damn voice,” he growls.

      I try to breathe, but I can barely hold it in. Smith steps forward and snatches the rifle off the floor.

      “Get the fuck up,” he says.

      I roll onto my knees. My eyes drip with acid tears. I look out the window and my vision blurs.

      Smith points the rifle at my cheek. “I said, get up.”

      I surrender my hands and stand slowly. We climb down the ladder and walk out into the field together. He keeps the weapon trained on me from several feet behind.

      “You’re a Snake Eyes agent?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder.

      “Sure,” he mumbles.

      I think it through. Snake Eyes murders Senator Lamb and attacks me to bring Fox out of hiding. They need to keep an eye on me to find Fox. What better way to do that than to plant someone on the inside and gain their trust?

      My skin crawls. He was alone in my apartment with me. “You let Mercer into my apartment, didn’t you?”

      “Just keep walking.”

      “You faked your attack—”

      “Shut up!”

      He slams the butt of the rifle against the back of my neck, sending me down to my knees. I wince in pain as he grips my arm and pulls me back up.

      I start walking faster, feeling the hard barrel against my back. We reach the driveway and I see them much clearer now. Mercer has them all on their knees, Fox included.

      Fox meets my eyes and they twitch when they fall on Smith. He pieces it together himself and anger spreads across his face as Smith kicks me to my knees in front of him.

      “Let them go, Mercer,” he says. “You have me and the file. Let’s do the trade and leave.”

      “I think we’re way past that possibility, Fox,” he replies. “Although, it’s cute you suspected this would end that way at all. What part of secret underground organization don’t you understand?”

      “Let them go—”

      “They know too much. You know the rules.” Mercer’s lips twitch. “You’ve done it before, after all.”

      Fear plagues Fox’s eyes. “Mercer…”

      “Let’s take them inside,” Mercer says. “I don’t feel like dragging bodies around today.”

      “Fox—” I whimper as Smith grabs my arm and pulls me back up again.

      “I have to hand it to you, Fox,” Mercer says. “They do look awfully alike. I’m excited now. I get to make you watch her die twice.”

      Fox closes his eyes and walks beside me toward the house with his hands behind his head.

      “I’m sorry, Fox,” I whisper.

      “This isn’t your fault, Dani.”

      We walk up the porch stairs. Smith holds the door open for us. The other masked man nudges us forward with his gun.

      I look over my shoulder. Darla’s behind me with her head down. Tears of panic stream down her face. Cora also weeps quietly while my father seethes with anger.

      Everyone in the world I care about is right here, following me to our deaths.

      “On your knees,” Smith says.

      We line up in the living room and Mercer gestures us down to the floor.

      “Which one will it be first, Fox?” he asks, licking his lips. He points the gun at me. “The real one? Or the plastic one?” He shifts the barrel toward Darla, but she’s in too much shock to react to his insult.

      Fox doesn’t answer. His eyes shift behind Mercer and the others, following the silent movement coming from the kitchen.

      Mrs. Clark sneaks in, her feet shifting ever-so-lightly on the carpet beneath her.

      She raises her shotgun and points it at Smith.

      “Me,” Fox says. “Me first.”

      “Fine.” Mercer points his gun and lays it against Fox’s head.

      Mrs. Clark pulls the trigger and a spray of bullets drop Smith to the floor in a blood-red heap.

      Mercer flinches in surprise. Fox takes the opportunity and snatches Mercer’s wrist, twisting his arm far enough to make him drop the gun. Mercer’s finger slides across the trigger, firing a bullet right past Fox’s ear before it slips from his hand and clatters to the floor.

      My father lets out a roar and rushes forward to slam against the masked man before he can spin back around. They tumble to the floor, but he can’t do much with his hands tied behind his back.

      “Dad!” I scream.

      I grab Mercer’s gun off the floor and point it across the room. My nerves lock with my finger on the trigger, but I don’t dare pull it with my father so close to the target.

      Mercer lashes out and punches Fox, knocking him against me. I feel Fox’s expert grip on me as he pushes me away from Mercer. He punches again and lands his knuckles against Fox’s jawline.

      Mrs. Clark pumps her shotgun and points it at the man on the floor. “Don’t move,” she warns him.

      He tries to yank the shotgun from her, but Sammy leaps into the room and clamps his teeth around the man’s neck.

      I turn away before his screams pierce my ears.

      Fox and Mercer trade blows, each one so evenly matched I can’t tell who’s winning. They spin and punch and dodge and kick. I can’t keep my gun on Mercer long enough to fire a clean shot.

      Mercer lunges for me and wraps his hand around my throat. He takes complete control of me and forces the gun next to my head with my own finger on the trigger.

      “Dani—!” Fox freezes. “Mercer, don’t—!”

      Mercer pulls me backward with him away from the others and drags me outside to the porch.

      Fox bends over and grabs the rifle from Smith’s dead hands. “You’ve got nowhere to go, Mercer,” he says, following us outside. “Let her go.”

      Mercer doesn’t stop. He digs the gun into my temple while leading me farther down the driveway. “Go ahead, Fox.” He chuckles. “You think you have a clear shot?”

      Fox points the rifle at us and stares down the sights. “At this range, I don’t need one.”

      Mercer laughs. “I doubt I’ll go down before I get off just one shot at her. You can spend the next few hours separating chunks of our brains.”

      “Fox—” I cry.

      “It’s okay, Dani.”

      He reloads.

      “Come on, Fox!” Mercer growls over my ear. “Take the shot. I dare you! You can end this now. Just shoot her through the heart and you’ll hit me, too!”

      Fox blinks with hesitation.

      I quiver with fear as his eyes fall on mine. “Fox…”

      He exhales slowly. “Dani… close your eyes.”

      Mercer’s arms go tense around me. “You shoot me, and the Boss will come after you, Fox! She’ll come after everyone you care for!”

      “No,” Fox says. He rests his finger over the trigger. “I’m pretty sure I’m doing her a favor.”

      I close my eyes as the shot rings out.

      Pain rips me apart from the inside. I open my mouth to scream, but no sound comes out. My ears ring. I see nothing but red…

      Until it all fades to black.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      All I ever wanted to do was protect her.

      In the end, I nearly killed her.

      The doctors say she’ll be fine. Mrs. Clark’s skills are quite possibly the only thing about her that hasn’t aged. Her methods are a bit old-fashioned, but there’s a reason why a hot iron is a staple for cauterizing wounds.

      Bennett drove us into the city, shouting as he often does. I sat in the backseat with one finger on her pulse, wondering if she was going to die in my arms. She did the same for me, after all.

      I look at my hands, still stained red with her blood. No one has said a word to me since I sat down in this chair next to her bed. I think the nurses are scared of me, but that’s okay. Maybe they should be. I’m the one who put Roxie Roberts in the hospital.

      I knew what I was doing. Mercer never expected me to take the shot. I doubt he considered their height differences when he dared me to do it. Dani’s shoulder lined up perfectly with his heart.

      I let him bleed out in Mrs. Clark’s driveway.

      Rest in peace, old friend.

      “Fox?”

      My mother stands above me with a vending machine cup in her hands.

      “Hey, Mom,” I say, my dry throat cracking.

      She offers me the cup and I take it from her. Her eyes graze my hands for a moment. It takes everything in her to keep her from flinching. She sits down in the chair next to mine and her hands fidget in her lap.

      “I know this is probably a weird time to say this, but… it’s really nice to see you again, Fox,” she says.

      I chuckle slightly. “I’m sorry you had to think I was gone for so long.”

      “Me, too.”

      “I never wanted to put you through that…” I bring the cup to my nose and breathe in the warm fumes. Hot chocolate. She always used to bring me this after a bad day. Some things should never change.

      “I feel like I knew,” she says.

      “What?”

      “I knew my son was still alive.”

      I look at her and she smiles at me. “Yeah?”

      She shrugs. “You’re my little boy, Fox. Whatever you’ve done — whatever you’ve had to do — it doesn’t matter to me. I’m still going to love you.”

      “Don’t be too sure about that,” I mutter.

      She stands up. “Try me.”

      I smile.

      “If you must leave again,” she adds, “check-in every so often. Please. For my sake.”

      “I will,” I say. “I promise.”

      She leaves the room again. I take a slow sip from my cup before setting it down and walking over to the bed.

      Dani.

      You’re free now. Free to go home and forget. Free to walk around in public again without hiding your face. Free to move on from all of this.

      Move on from me.

      I lean down and rest my forehead against hers. I don’t have to worry about waking her. She’s so sedated she won’t wake up for several hours, but I shouldn’t wait that long. There’s just one thing I have to do first. Something I swore I’d never do to her again.

      “Goodbye, Dani.” I kiss her soft lips. “I love you.”

      I reach into my pocket to feel for the flash drive as I step outside into the hallway.

      “Not coming back again, I hope.”

      Bennett stands near the door with his arms crossed. I don’t blame him for the hostility. He watched me shoot his daughter. He also watched Mrs. Clark and I save her life afterward, but this is Bennett Roberts.

      “Probably not,” I say.

      “Good riddance,” he mutters, passing around me to enter Dani’s room.

      “Bennett.”

      He pauses in the doorway as I hold out my hand. He stares at it for several moments before giving me a silent handshake.

      I turn around and enter the next hallway where two police officers are waiting for me.

      Goodbye, Dani.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “A hunting accident?”

      I nod at Detective Lawrence across the interrogation room table. “Yes, sir,” I answer.

      He leans back in his chair and scoffs, making the little hairs of his beige mustache fidget back and forth above his lip. “You expect me to believe that Roxie Roberts willingly traveled halfway across the country with you... to go hunting?”

      “There’s more to it, but yeah. She did.”

      “And then you, an experienced veteran of the armed forces, accidentally shot her in the shoulder?”

      I look down. “Not my proudest moment, Detective, but yes. That’s what happened.”

      He blinks twice, his face hard as stone. “Do you think I’m an idiot?” he asks.

      “No, sir.”

      “You realize how crazy this sounds, right?”

      I turn up my hands. “If you don’t believe me, ask her yourself.”

      “Oh, don’t worry,” he says. “We fully intend to as soon as she wakes up, and you’re not leaving this room until then. In the meantime, I’m curious about why you’re here at all, Fox Fitzpatrick. Aren’t you supposed to be dead? Just where the hell have you been the last two years?”

      I shift in my chair as that stick of dynamite officially burns through my pocket and singes my skin.

      I clear my throat. “Well, Detective—”

      The door behind me opens quickly.

      “Fox, don’t say another word.”

      I turn in surprise. Boxcar rushes into the interrogation room with a briefcase in his hand. He wears an old, wrinkled suit and a disheveled tie, but at least he bothered to comb his hair.

      Detective Lawrence sneers. “Who the hell are you?”

      Boxcar slams his briefcase down on the table. “I’m Mr. Fitzpatrick’s Constitutionally-required representation and I’m demanding that you either charge him with a crime or you release him immediately.”

      I stare at him. “Box, what—”

      He snaps his fingers at me. “Not another word,” he says, clearly enjoying his charade.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” Lawrence says. “I still have questions and we can’t corroborate his story until I talk to the girl first.”

      “Well, luckily for you, I already have. As of—” he checks his watch, “twenty-three minutes ago, Ms. Roberts is awake and lucid, and she provided me with this statement.” He withdraws a piece of paper from his briefcase and lays it on the table in front of Lawrence. “Too long; didn’t read: she and Mr. Fitzpatrick spirited themselves away on a taboo and romantic getaway—”

      “Box,” I say.

      He raises his hand again, silencing me. “This led them here to Fox’s current residence where Ms. Roberts coaxed him into a hunting demonstration that went horribly, horribly wrong. City girls, am I right?”

      Lawrence says nothing.

      Boxcar clears his throat. “I also have a statement from Mrs. Barbara Clark, Fox’s landlord and owner of the land where this event took place. It matches this story to a T.”

      “The girl’s awake?” Lawrence asks.

      “And lucid. Keep up, Detective.” He snaps his fingers again and Lawrence squints. “Seeing as this entire situation was one great big misunderstanding…” he smirks, “it would be super great if you’d let my client go now, please.”

      Lawrence stands up, purposefully stretching as tall as possible. “Wait here,” he says to me as he snatches Dani’s statement off the table. “I’ll check this out myself.”

      “Due diligence is the mark of all good police work,” Boxcar says with a wink. “We’ll wait.”

      Lawrence glares at the two of us until he steps out into the hallway and slams the door.

      I deflate. “Boxcar, what are you doing here?”

      He takes Lawrence’s empty chair. “I owed you one, so I figured I’d give you two.”

      “I thought you were leaving the country.”

      “You tell me you’re going to turn yourself in, and I do nothing? What do you take me for?”

      I smirk. “The guilt tore you up, huh?”

      “From the inside out,” he says, nodding. He reaches into the briefcase and pulls out his laptop. “Also, I was thinking...”

      “Well, that’s never good,” I joke.

      The laptop screen reflects off his glasses as he looks at me. “Are you serious about exposing Snake Eyes?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer. “And no, you can’t talk me out of it. It’s the right thing to do.”

      “I figured.” He exhales hard. “In that case, it should come from a reputable source. Not that I don’t trust the fine police officers of the ICPD, I just think there’s a better way.”

      “You already have my attention, Box,” I say.

      “Do you have the file?”

      “Yeah.”

      He opens his hand for it. “I’ve done a fair amount of deep-throating with the media, so to speak,” he says. “I can put it in the hands of people the world will trust.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Hey...” He smiles. “I’ve got plenty of targets on my back already. What’s one more?”

      “This is Snake Eyes, Box,” I warn.

      “I know. That’s why I can’t let you do this alone.” He shrugs a shoulder. “Besides, if they’re going down, I want a front-row seat. No more running.”

      I nod. Truthfully, if anyone deserves to be here with me now, it’s Boxcar.

      I take the flash drive from my pocket and drop it in his open palm. “All right,” I say.

      Boxcar sticks it into his USB port and cracks his knuckles. “Just need a minute...”

      He gets to work, his fingers furiously tapping away at his keys.

      “It’s still chipped, right?” I ask.

      “Not for long...” His lips twitch. “Just need to cross a T, dot an I, and...” He firmly slaps the delete key. “Chip no more.”

      I smile as his hands go right back to it. I know better than to try and follow along. Not that I would ever be able to understand what he’s doing anyway.

      “Carry the one, and... voila.” He turns the laptop toward me again. “Just hit send.”

      I look at the screen. He typed out what looks to be an email, but not with a standard email service. Must be one of his own programs, something to keep his identity and location heavily encrypted. The recipient’s names are, as he mentioned, reputable. Even I recognize their bylines.

      I raise my hand, swiftly reaching for the keyboard, and Boxcar stiffens. We both know what the consequences of this will be, especially for me.

      In the end, it’s what I deserve. I’ll make that sacrifice if it means getting rid of Snake Eyes for good.

      If it means Dani is safe.

      I click Send.

      “There,” I say, sitting back. “It’s done.”

      Boxcar spins the laptop back toward himself and nods. “It’s done,” he repeats with a nod.

      He stands up to put the computer back into his briefcase.

      I take a deep breath as a heavy weight sinks onto my shoulders. It’s a strange feeling to know that you just changed the course of history.

      Like Pandora’s box, there’s no going back from this.

      “Now,” Boxcar smiles, returning to his usual jovial self, “I’m sure I have at least one more spiel in me about the Bill of Rights, so I’ll go do that, and we’ll have you out of here in five.”

      “Don’t bother,” I say. “I’ll just be brought back in once the master file gets out. Might as well stay here.”

      “Why would they do that?” he asks. “You’re not in the master file.”

      I blink, and his smile grows. “You deleted me from the file?” I ask.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Fox,” he says, his expression going soft, “you are the best friend I’ve ever had. I’d even go so far as to say you’re the only friend I’ve ever had. You come back from the dead and you expect me to, what? Go back to Boston? Be the same shell of a man I’ve been since the day you went missing? Fuck that. As far as they’re concerned, you’re just a city boy who took the midnight train to Afghanistan and came back with a serious case of amnesia. People love a good amnesia story. Make it work.”

      I shake my head. “Boxcar, that’s—”

      “Look, I get it,” he says over me. “You’ve done some things you’re not proud of. You think you deserve to be in here, but there are plenty of us who disagree. We still remember who you are and, dammit, we still really like that guy. So, yeah, Fox, I deleted you from that file because I’m not going to let you waste the second chance you’ve been given. You have no idea how lucky you are to have that.” He pauses. “To have her.”

      “I’m not worth throwing her life away for,” I say, looking down.

      “Don’t make that decision for her. At the very least, tell her you’re a free man. She deserves that.”

      “She deserves more than I can give her.”

      Boxcar sighs. “Fox, since the day I met you, there’s been one constant truth in the world: I’m the coward and you’re the cool guy. Don’t mess that up.”

      I smile. “I think after today, you’ve earned a shot at being the cool guy, Box.”

      His lips curl. “Maybe. Still, you don’t want to be the coward who lost the girl. Believe me.”

      The interrogation room door opens again.

      Boxcar thrusts his fist into the air. “Bill of Rights!” he shouts.

      Detective Lawrence rolls his eyes, looking even more annoyed now than he did when he left. “Mr. Fitzpatrick, you’re free to go,” he says.

      “I am?” I ask.

      “Fox...” Boxcar tilts his head. “Don’t question the nice detective. He’s just doing his job.”

      Lawrence ignores him. “The statements checked out. The family isn’t pressing charges and the mayor has, apparently, already received an interesting phone call from the girl herself, so…” He points his thumb at the door. “Guess he felt a bit star-struck.”

      I stand up as Boxcar hustles me toward the door. “Thanks, Detective,” I say.

      “Don’t leave town for a while,” he says. “Just in case I have more questions...”

      “Now, now, Detective,” Boxcar scolds, playfully. “We both know that’s only enforceable with a court order, and you don’t have one.”

      Lawrence bares his teeth but says nothing as the two of us rush out of the room. I follow Boxcar through the station, dodging the pointed glares of officers as we pass them by, and somehow make it out the door without getting shot.

      The sun strikes my face as I step outside. I pause to take it in. I’d already said goodbye before. Can’t believe I thought I was ready to give this up.

      “Hey, Box,” I say.

      He nods. “Yeah?”

      “I need another favor. Two, actually.”

      We start walking toward the parking lot.

      “Okay, what?” he asks.

      “I need you to move some money around for me,” I say.

      He stops beside a blue rental car and chuckles. “Easy. What else?”

      I walk around to the passenger’s side. “How are you with a shovel?”

      His face falls. “I’m going to regret this day, aren’t I?”

      I smirk. He sighs.

      “Fine,” he says, opening the driver’s side. “Come on. I’ll take you home, but can we please, for once, talk about something other than women?”

      I laugh as I lower myself into the car. “Probably not,” I say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 38

          

          Dani

        

      

    

    
      I look out the window from the backseat, staring at the waving and screaming crowd as our car slowly rolls out of the LAX parking lot.

      “Roxie! Roll down your window!”

      “Tell us what happened, Roxie!”

      “How did it feel getting shot?!”

      “Damn vultures…” My father groans from the seat beside me. “Don’t worry, Roxie. We’ll get you inside before they snap a single photo. I won’t have you in a sling all over the damn internet.”

      “It’s okay, Dad.”

      “This is a nightmare,” he continues. “I’m getting you home and you’re going to stay there until you’re completely healed and your hair grows back. Lena’s waiting at the house with a stylist so we can do something about the color. Oh—” He reaches into his bag and pulls out a black DVD case. “The producer sent over a screener. She wants you to watch it tonight and get back to her before the studio rubber stamps the print.”

      I take the case and toss it into my purse. “Okay.”

      “Hopefully, Bruckberg will agree to a house call…” He reaches into his pocket for his phone. “Damn stepbrother of yours ruining everything, as usual.”

      I watch the world roll by my window. “He saved my life, Dad. Yours, too.”

      “Yeah, yeah…” he murmurs. He holds his phone to his ear. “Yeah, hi. This is Bennett Roberts. I’m returning a call… Why? I was in fucking Iowa, that’s why…”

      I block out his voice as the city passes by. You’d think he’d give me more than a week off after getting shot, but I guess that’s asking a little too much.

      “Yes, I’ll hold…” Dad scoffs to himself. “Remind me to find you a new bodyguard and to get a proper background check done this time. We’re gonna be working out of the house for a while because that prick burned my damn office down. Also, there’s…”

      I ignore him as the pink neon sign comes into view around the corner.

      Fawn’s Pawn.

      I lean forward in my seat to get the driver’s attention. “Excuse me. Pull in here, please.”

      “Umm, Rox?” Dad says. “What are you doing?”

      The car rolls to a stop in the small parking lot. “I just have to make a quick stop,” I say, grabbing my purse and stepping outside.

      “No, you don’t—” He stops and speaks into the phone. “Yes, Mr. Bruckberg. I’m here—”

      I slam the door behind me and walk quickly toward the shop.

      Caleb grins at me from across the counter. “Of all the pawn shops, in all the towns, in all the world… she walks into mine.”

      “Hey, Caleb…” I greet. “How are you?”

      She raises a brow at me but keeps her smile. “Better than you, I’d wager…” Her eyes dip down. “How’s the arm?”

      I jiggle it slightly in the sling and a twinge of pain tickles my nerves. “Drugs help.”

      “That’s my motto,” she jokes. “Looks like our boy is still quite the shot.”

      “Have you talked to him at all?”

      She pauses and drags her teeth along her pink lips. “Briefly,” she answers. “From what I gathered, he’s not looking to talk to anybody much right now.”

      My eyes drop to the counter. “I hoped I wasn’t included in that.”

      “Oh, honey.” She smirks. “Of course, you are.”

      I breathe a laugh. “Still…”

      Caleb looks at me with sympathetic eyes. “I’ve known Fox for a long time — not as long as you have — but if there’s one thing I can tell you about him with absolute certainty… it’s that he’s stupid.”

      “Stupid?”

      “So stupid.” She cracks a grin. “I mean, the guy can shoot the cherry off a cigarette from across a football field, but he can’t see what’s right in front of him?”

      “Sounds about right.”

      “Dani, I can ramble all day long about how stupid men are — and, believe me, I have — but the hard truth is… we’re not any better. Especially if we don’t do anything about it.”

      “I would if I could, but…”

      I glance out the windows behind me. The black car sits in the lot with the engine running, just waiting to take me back into a world of broken dreams.

      What if I didn’t go back? What if I chose a different life?

      What if I chose Fox, the way he chose me?

      What if? What if?

      I turn back to Caleb. “Is there a back exit out of this place?” I ask.

      Caleb grins.
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          Fox

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Darla,” I say into the phone. “It’s me.”

      I hear a sharp inhale behind the silence. I wait, casually pacing the carpet at the foot of my bed. Her curiosity will win her over, eventually.

      “Uh,” she finally says. “Hey, Channing.”

      I chuckle. “Hi.”

      “How did you get this number?”

      “You gave it to me, remember?”

      “Oh, right.” She clears her throat. “What’s up?”

      “I’m just calling to check on you,” I say. “How are you holding up?”

      “You mean after the whole almost getting murdered thing?” she asks.

      “Yeah, I mean exactly after that.”

      “I’m… peachy.”

      I smile. “Kept your sense of humor, though.”

      “It’s a defense mechanism, I assure you.” She pauses. “Honestly, I’m taking some time off from school, so…”

      “How long?” I ask.

      “Not sure, actually…”

      Her voice fades. I ache with empathy, feeling like a lost teenager all over again.

      “Well, I’m nearby if you want to talk, all right?” I say. “It’s cliché, but I know what you’re going through. Talking helps.”

      She snorts. “Oh, now you wanna be friends, huh?”

      “I do.”

      “I thought that costs too much,” she says, amused.

      “It does, but you can afford it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, do me a favor. Are you near a computer?”

      “Uh…” She chuckles awkwardly. “Yeah.”

      “Check your bank balance for me.”

      “Why?”

      “Just do it.”

      Darla shifts around audibly until I hear her sit down, followed by the quick tapping of a laptop keyboard as she hums lightly to herself.

      Then, she gasps. “Excuse me. What the fuck?!”

      I grin. “Enjoy your vacation, Darla. I’ll see you when you get back.”

      “Um…” She makes a choked noise somewhere between a laugh and a scream. “Okay…”

      I hang up as a light knock strikes my door. It’s just after noon which means Mrs. Clark probably has some errands for me to run.

      “Coming—!”

      I throw a shirt on before moving toward the door. My fingers brush through my beard. It’s gotten thicker over the last few days. I can expect a light scolding from Mrs. Clark about that…

      I open the door and my heart skips a beat.

      Her lips twitch with a light smile hidden just beneath the surface. “Hi, Fox,” she says, her voice just above a whisper.

      “Dani…”

      I say her name aloud for my own benefit. For all I know, I fell and hit my head and I’m hallucinating her face on Mrs. Clark. Short, black hair. Big, blue eyes. A fresh bandage over an otherwise perfect face.

      And her arm tucked in a white sling.

      “Sorry for dropping in on you like this,” she says.

      “That’s all right,” I say. “It’s… good to see you.”

      “You, too.” She smiles. “So, you’re not in jail.”

      “I’m not. I heard you had something to do with that.”

      “I might have.”

      “Thank you.”

      She bows her head. “You’re welcome.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a DVD case. “So, I’ve got a screener for Night Trials, Part 3. I figured we can curl up with some popcorn and check it out.”

      “You came all the way out here to watch a movie with me?” I ask.

      She lowers the case to her side. “Not really, but…” Her eyes stay on mine, soft and perfect. “I just really needed to see you again, Fox.”

      My gaze drops to the sling on her arm. “You’re not mad?”

      “Why?” She smirks. “Because you shot me?”

      I wince. “Yeah.”

      “A little bit.” She tilts her head. “It could be worse, though, right? It’s not like you’re not going to make it up to me.”

      “Am I?”

      “You better.”

      My heart beats a little faster. “Does Bennett know you’re out here?”

      “I’m sure he’s noticed I’m gone by now.” She chuckles. “He won’t be happy about it, but… he’ll live.”

      I exhale slowly. “Look, Dani…”

      “Fox, I don’t want to hear it. I don’t want to hear about all the different responsibilities I left behind or all the different reasons why you think we can’t be together, legitimate as they may be. I just want to get off-the-grid for a little while. With you.” She pauses, her eyes glistening. “Is that too much to ask? If it is, I’ll leave and never come back. I’d just like to hear it from you. I think I deserve that much, don’t you?”

      Here she is. Little Miss Perfect staring back at me with that spark in her eyes.

      “Yeah,” I say, my heart slamming against my ribs. “Of course, you can stay.”

      “Thank you.” She holds the DVD up again and smiles a little wider. “Movie?”

      I shake my head. “I can’t watch that, Dani.”

      “Oh.” She shrugs and slides it back inside her open purse. “We can watch something else if you want.”

      “No, I mean… if I watch that without Mrs. Clark, she’ll go mental.”

      Dani shines in the afternoon sun as she laughs. “In that case, she’s more than welcome to join us.”

      “You’ve got a deal, then.”

      Her knees bounce beneath her. “So, I came all the way out here for more than a movie. Are you going to kiss me or what?”

      I smile. “I would, but… we have an audience.”

      I gesture over her shoulder. She looks back at the house just in time to see Mrs. Clark drop the curtain down and disappear from the window.

      “Oh…” She chuckles softly. “Doesn’t she have a hobby?”

      “Spying on me is her hobby.”

      “Well, she has good taste.” Her eyes peek around my shoulder. “Can I come in?”

      “Please.”

      I step to the side and she walks forward into the cabin. My nose instantly twitches, overwhelmed by that stunning apple aroma. My mouth waters for her as I close the door.

      I turn around and there she is, standing beneath me with those perfect, expectant eyes.

      Dani. My beautiful Dani.

      “So, do you want to watch it now, or…?”

      “It’s a little early for a movie,” I note.

      “I agree.”

      She tosses her purse to the floor and rushes into my arms.

      I give her a firm kiss, never wanting to let go.

      “Fox.”

      I rest my lips on her forehead. “Yeah?”

      She trembles in my arms. “I love you, too.”

      I nearly dissolve. After all these years. After so much pain. Four little words are all it takes to bring me back to life again.

      “You heard that?” I ask.

      She nods and kisses me again.

      My laugh overwhelms me. “Dammit, Dani…”

      “What?” She smiles, biting her lip.

      “I’m never going to let you out of my sight again.”

      “You wouldn’t be much of a bodyguard if you did.”

      “Bodyguard?” I ask.

      “Due to an unfortunate turn of events, I’m in the market for a new one. Are you up for the job?”

      “Depends,” I say as I wrap my arms around her waist. “Does it come with any… benefits?”

      “Maybe,” she teases. “Usually, I’d leave those negotiations up to my agent, but… it looks like I’m in the market for a new one of those as well.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Dani nods. “I don’t want to go back, Fox,” she whispers. “I’m not even sure I can after what I’ve…” She pauses and looks me in the eye. “I’m not that girl anymore.”

      I brush her hair out of her face. “I know what that feels like.” I kiss the bridge between her eyebrows. “But…”

      She flinches. “What?”

      I smirk. “I’m not sure you can afford me,” I say. “My skills are highly sought after…”

      Her devious eyes narrow. “I’m sure we can negotiate a deal that’ll leave us both satisfied.”

      My cock twitches, drawing me even closer to her little body. She tilts her head up and I kiss her once more, hard and fast. Our lips blend together perfectly, sparking a flame that’ll never blow out.

      “You have my attention, Ms. Roberts,” I say.

      She hums. “Oh, I like the sound of that.”

      “Good.”

      I pick her up and she wraps her legs around me. I keep a close eye on her arm as I carry her to my bed, making sure not to hurt her further. It’s a promise I’ve made to her. A promise I’m determined not to break this time.

      I’ll never hurt her again.

      I’ll never leave her again.

      I’ll never stop loving her.

      I set her down and she lies back with her good hand hooked in my shirt, purposefully pulling me to lie on top of her.

      “Is there something you’d like me to call you?” she asks, our lips grazing.

      “Yes,” I answer, smiling. “Yours.”
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          Dante

        

      

    

    
      I walk into his office with a smile on my face.

      Terrance Vaughn looks up at me from his desk. A bit of frustration crosses his eyes, but it quickly disappears once he sees my grin. He doesn’t say a word. No salutations or pleasantries. I can’t really blame him, though.

      He knows he’s about to die.

      “Good evening, Mr. Vaughn.” I stay on my feet, ignoring the chair at the other side of his desk. Intimidation 101. Always stay standing.

      His Adam’s apple bobs up and down in his throat. “Good evening,” he says. He lowers his pen to hide the shaking in his fingers.

      I stare him down. What a pathetic man. Middle-aged. More gray than brown in what’s left of his hair. He let himself go years ago. The world will probably remember him for what he used to be, but they’ll get over his death quickly.

      “Do you know who I am?” I ask.

      He’s not sure how to answer. He may not know my name, but he sure as shit knows who I am. “Yes,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper.

      “My name is Dante Hart. I work for Antony Zappia.”

      He presses his fingertips into his desk. “I just need a little more—”

      “You’ve run out of time, Mr. Vaughn,” I interrupt. “I am not a debt collector. I’m the one Mr. Zappia sends in when the money doesn’t matter anymore, and he requires something… personal instead.”

      He lowers his head. “Please… don’t kill me…”

      I let my eyes wander his office. I’ve heard this part plenty before. They all do it. Every one of them tries to reason with me or appeal to my humanity.

      “I’m begging you, Mr. Hart.”

      I admire them for the attempt, I really do, but they’d be better off reaching for a weapon instead. They have greater odds trying to kill me first than of me letting them walk.

      “I’ll give you anything.”

      I look at the bookshelf behind him. He’s not big into fiction. Books on business and ballet and music line the shelves with no real order or system from what I can tell. It annoys me, perhaps more than it should, but that also means I’ll get a little pleasure from killing him. More than usual, that is.

      A lonely photo sits on the middle shelf, about eye-level with him if he were to gaze over his shoulder. A girl, young, with long hair tied back in a tight bun on the top of her head. Petite and fit. She wears a skin-tight, dark-colored leotard and pink ballet shoes with one pointed foot raised high against a beam. Graceful, elegant.

      Familiar.

      I sit down on the edge of his desk and point at the frame. “Is that your daughter, Mr. Vaughn?”

      He glances back. “Yes, sir.”

      “May I?”

      His eyes shake with confusion, but he reaches back and grabs the frame. I take it from him and hold it closer to my face to take in the finer details of her. Green eyes. Brunette hair. Not a single wrinkle in her crème-colored skin. Athletic, but not overly muscular. Poised to perfection.

      I lick my lips. “How old is your daughter, Mr. Vaughn?”

      “Twenty-two.”

      “Does she dance for your company?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is she here tonight?”

      He furrows his brow. “Yes.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “… Lucy.”

      I offer him the frame and he takes it back. His hands jitter so badly he can’t set it on the shelf behind him. Finally, he gives up and lays it down flat before spinning around to me, too frightened to keep his back to me for very long.

      I smile. “How much money do you owe Mr. Zappia?”

      “Uh…” He twitches even more. “Twenty-thousand, I think.”

      Chump change. This guy must be deep in the red if he can’t handle that. This hit is hardly worth the effort at all.

      I stand up and step behind his desk. He tremors in his chair beside me. “Mr. Vaughn, what if I told you that you and I could come to an arrangement?”

      I set the frame up so I get another look at the dancer within. My eyes lock on hers, blissfully stunned for the first time since…

      Well, ever.

      Mr. Vaughn stares at me over his shoulder, his eyes jerking down to my hands in search of a knife or anything else I might shiv him with. Not my style, but I’ll let him fear it anyway.

      “What kind of arrangement?” he asks.

      I wander back around to the front of his desk and take a seat in the chair across from him. “I will be more than happy to take care of your debt to Mr. Zappia tonight. In exchange, I’d like to meet your daughter.”

      “What?” He shakes his head. “I don’t understand…”

      I gesture to the frame. “She’s rather beautiful. I’d like to meet her.”

      His cheeks turn red with fear. “No, please. Don’t hurt my daughter. She’s all I have.”

      “I don’t want to hurt your daughter,” I say. “I simply request the pleasure of her company for the evening.”

      “You…” He shifts in his chair. “You’ll pay my debt for a night with my daughter?”

      “Yes.”

      He deflates and awkward laughter spills off his lips. “You can’t be serious.”

      “You will pay me back for the loan, of course. I am not in the business of good deeds.”

      “And Mr. Zappia…” he stutters, “will allow this?”

      “Mr. Zappia cares about his money. It doesn’t matter how he gets it. If I go back to him tonight with enough to cover your debt plus interest, he won’t bat an eye as he marks your name off his books with a big, black pen. Then, you will be indebted to me instead, and I am far more lenient than Mr. Zappia.”

      There’s hope in his eyes. Fearful hope. “And my daughter?”

      “Tomorrow morning, I’ll send her back to you with an adjusted sum and a plan for payments that you will make directly to me until your debt is paid… assuming she cooperates, of course. If not, I’ll send her back with a few broken toes and you and I will have another conversation.”

      “Please,” he begs. “She’s innocent. Don’t bring her into this—”

      “The choice is yours, Mr. Vaughn. Your life or her virtue. In fact, we can safely say the more enthusiastic she is, the more reasonable your payment plan will be.”

      “You won’t hurt her?”

      “You have my word, Mr. Vaughn,” I say. “As long as you keep up with your payments, neither of you will be harmed in any way.”

      He closes his eyes in defeat. “May I speak with her privately first?”

      “Of course.”

      He pushes down on his desk to stand up from his chair and pauses with a look of dread on his face — but not because of me. “She won’t like this,” he says dryly.

      “I trust you’ll convince her it’s the right thing to do.” I look at the frame once more and then gaze along the subtle curve of her hip. “She seems the reasonable sort.”

      His brow bounces. “Do you have a daughter of your own, Mr. Hart?”

      “No.”

      “I figured…” he mutters, pushing his fingers back through his thin, graying hair. “Young girls… they aren’t like they used to be, you know.” He walks across the office and pulls the door open while I wonder what he means. “I’ll go get her. You stay here—” He spins around quickly and offers an apologetic smile. “If you don’t mind.”

      I say nothing in response. Finally, he leaves, closing the door behind him with a quick jerking motion, eager to put as many walls between the two of us as possible.

      The innocent ballerina gazes back at me from her frame. I can already imagine her beneath me. Wide-eyed and trembling. Small and lithe. Pure as freshly fallen snow…

      Until I’m through with her, that is.

      My phone vibrates once. I retrieve it from the inner pocket of my jacket. There’s a new text message. Sender unknown, but I know who it’s from.

      Black has gone dark. Await further instructions.

      I bite down, hard.

      Dammit, Fox.

      What did you do?
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading SECRET LOVE! The saga has only just begun…

      Dante Hart came to kill my father, but he took me home instead…

      TAINTED LOVE, Book 3 of the Killer Love saga, is coming on September 17, 2019. Descend further into the dark and dangerous world of Snake Eyes through the eyes of one of their most ruthless agents…

      Pre-order TAINTED LOVE to receive it on release day!
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