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    Blurb  
 
    I’ve been beaten, stabbed, shot, and nearly buried alive as I worked my way up the ladder from underling to a made-man.  My only regret in the twenty-some year journey is leaving the woman I love behind.  Athena Douglas was the boss’s daughter. Charged with her care, I knew better than to get involved, but I couldn’t say no to her pouty lips, and big brown eyes. I nearly lost my life over her. For years an ocean has separated us.  Now her father is calling in one final favor, save his daughter. How can I say no?  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
    Alfie 
 
    Ifan Redd walked into the office like a zombie. His tan skin had a pasty undertone, and his blue eyes were wide and dilated. Alfie Bowring narrowed his gaze and searched for further signs of drug use or intoxication. It was just after lunchtime, but his mate could hold his liquor like a champ. It’d take more than a few pints at the pub to make him behave so strangely.  
 
    “Whas amatta, If? We got a problem with one of the boy's collections?”  He’d been legit for the past five years with his debt collecting company. They took care of the shite other people couldn’t or didn’t want to. It was a good life. One that allowed him to use his past reputation for more than death and destruction.  
 
    “A phone call just came in. There’s a man on hold for you.”  
 
    “Alright. Who is it, then?” Alfie asked.  
 
    “That’s the thing, mate. It’s Porter Douglas.”  
 
    Rage exploded inside him like an atomic bomb, mushrooming up and consuming every inch of him in his wake. His body shook. He balled his fists to keep from destroying everything on his desk. He ground his teeth and cracked the bones in his neck.  
 
    “Patch him through, and give me the room,” he said quietly. There are things a man has to do alone.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Ifan says as he hesitates in the doorway.   
 
    My chest heaves, and my breath quickens. The blood in my veins feels more like lava as heat rises up inside me. Porter Douglas has been back in my life for less than a minute, and Ifan is already treating me like I’m going to have a breakdown. “Do I need to tell you twice?”  
 
    Ifan slips out of the room, and my phone lights up.  
 
    I’ve thought of this moment for years. What I’d say if I ever got the chance. Now I’m struck mute and dumb as my mind goes blank. I grip the phone so hard the plastic protests with a creak. Hours in the gym have made me a formidable man. I have to keep in shape and stay one step ahead of the crooks I’m after. If you showed any weakness in this business, they’ll exploit it, and hollow you out like a pumpkin.  
 
    I bow my head and take a few deep breaths, steadying my nerves as I regain my composure. The man in control was the one who holds power. I’ve proved myself and built my own empire. I’m worthy of the same respect Porter demands. The thought cools my blood lust. In the end, Porter conceded to me. Amused by the thought, I pick up the receiver.  
 
    “Give me one reason why I shouldn’t hang up this phone on you, old man.”  
 
    “Athena needs you.”  
 
    The name is a sledgehammer to the sternum. Images of large milk chocolate-colored eyes fringed with dark lashes, shimmering with tears, and filled with pain flickered in my mind.  
 
    “You don’t even deserve to speak her name to me.”  
 
    “Perhaps not. But you’re listening to me now, aren’t you?” 
 
    Shrewd. “Speak.”  
 
    “My time is over. A man can only hold the top position for so long. I accepted this when I began. My number’s finally getting called in, and I choose to go down with the ship. She can’t be here when that happens. I know the drill. They’ll come in, clean house and convert the ones they think will be loyal. The sheep. I can’t take my last breathe knowing my daughter’s about to be another man’s slave. She’d be nothing more than a toy to be ridiculed and abused. We both know she deserves better than that.”  
 
    “She always has,” I spat. I’m not moved by the old man’s sudden change of heart. This is his swan song. He means to assuage his guilt before he leaves this world. It’d take a hell of a lot more than this last-ditch effort to keep her safe to do that. He treated her more like a possession than a child. It always rubbed me the wrong way. If I had a child, they’d know they were my world.  
 
    “Yes. You’re right.”  
 
    “Look I’m not buying what you’re trying to sell here— 
 
    “I can see all the mistakes I’ve made now. Don’t make her suffer for what I did.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. You’re telling me this looking for what mate? Forgiveness?” I snort. “I’ve none to give you.”  
 
    “I didn’t expect you to. This is about Athena.”  
 
    I close my eyes and rub my right temple to ease the ache beginning to set in. “And you think she’ll leave everything she’s built behind, why? We both know she’s stubborn as a mule.”   
 
    “I’m not giving her a choice. I’ll send the information that tells you when and where she’ll arrive and how she can retrieve her money.  Make sure you’re ready for that. She can’t ever come back, Bowring. If she does, she’ll be a pawn. A symbol of the old god that fell. They’ll break her and parade her living carcass around.”  
 
    I don’t respond. He’s right about this. “What do you want me to do? Hold her prisoner? Make a new cage for her to live in?”  
 
    “No, create her a new life so good she won’t miss the old one.”  
 
    “This is a mess you made. You leave it at my feet and expect me to clean it up?” I snarl.  
 
    “Was your love for Athena so fleeting?”  
 
    The words piss me off further. “You don’t get to feign concern now. Too little too late.”  
 
    He continues, ignoring my barbs. The move drove home the seriousness of the situation. He always had to have the last word and prove his dick was bigger. This isn’t a ruse or paranoia. He’s certain about this takeover. I sit up straighter in my chair. Athena is in real danger. “Do you understand what it means if you agree to this. She’ll be your responsibility going forward. Yours to care for.”  
 
    “You’re a right fecking git. Ya know I won’t deny her this.”  
 
    He chuckles. “I did. I’ll be in touch.”  
 
    The dial tone in my ear signals the end of our conversation. I slam the phone down and run my hand over my face.  
 
    Ten Years Earlier 
 
    I unlock the door and slip into the front door of the three-bedroom high-rise apartment. I quickly enter the security code and get a beep of confirmation before I re-arm it. The smell of roses that permeates the air and the homey setting flip a switch inside me. I’m home and free to be myself. I allow my guard to lower, relax my muscles, and soak in the gentle atmosphere that’s become a refuge. My life is complicated, stressful, and bloody. A man needs an outlet.  
 
    I distance myself from the interrogation I’d completed hours ago. I place the persona most fear aside and let the one rarely seen come to the forefront. Compartmentalizing is the only way to remain sane with all the blood I have on my hands.  Shrugging off my jacket, I wince slightly as my muscles protest. Heavy from the punishing blows I’d rained down, they’re screaming at me now. Along with my red, inflamed knuckles.  I bend down and slowly unlaced my boots. I step out of them and leave them beside the coat stand where I hang my jacket.   
 
      
 
    I roll my shoulders and navigate the home in the dark. I know every piece of furniture in my path. I pause in the doorway to admire the sight of the woman who holds my heart. Asleep, her oval-shaped face is a work of art. From her full parted lips to her high cheek bones, long slender nose, and the thick coal-black hair, she'd braided. She’s breath-taking. Her sienna-colored skin glows with health, and the goodness she houses inside her. A port in the storm, she keeps my head from growing overcrowded, and my heart from turning cold and black.  
 
    I’d seen that happen to men like him who have nothing else to keep them from crossing over the edge. Our relationship sprung from nowhere. I worked for her father since she was twenty, watched her blossom, and kept her safe. Then she turned twenty-three, and the chemistry between us ignited. I tried and failed miserably to stay away from her before I gave in to the powerful pull.  
 
    Padding over the cherry wood floor, I move to the bed. Perched beside her, I run my sensitive knuckles over her soft cheek, ignoring the smarting. The pain the gesture caused is worth the reward.  
 
    She mumbles in her sleep.  
 
    "Alfie?"  
 
    "Better be."  
 
    A smile curves the corners of her lip up. Her eyelids flutter as she fights against sleep. "Are you really here? Or is this another dream?"  
 
    "I’m here, Princess."  It's been weeks since we’ve been able to be together like this.  
 
    "Mmmm. I missed you." She leans into my touch, and my heart skips a beat. I can kill a man without batting an eyelash, yet this woman makes me tremble like a child frightened of a thunderstorm. She strips me to my barest form and pulls things out I thought were long gone. 
 
    "I missed you too," I reply honestly.  
 
    She opens her eyes and gasped. "Alfie. Are you hurt?"  
 
    "No." I shake my head. This is nothing I haven’t dealt with before.  "Just need you." I bent down and captured her lips, ready to drown in everything she represented. 
 
    In a world of violence, power plays, and pain, she’s my heaven. Athena Douglas is a personal nirvana I’d kill to protect. A clean, pure, soft thing to bury myself in. She sees the man beneath the monster. I cup her face and sample the sweetness of her mouth. She moves her head to the left and right, seeking a better angle as I lay my upper body on hers, and she winds her slender arms around me. Chest to chest, we reacquaint ourselves in an unhurried tangle of lips, tongues, and teeth.  
 
    I move back, and she sits up following me. The white sheet falls to her lap, revealing the pale pink chemise that accentuates her full breasts. I lick my lips, eager to taste her skin. 
“Off.” She tugs at my white Henley, and I chuckle.  
 
    “You’re so cute when you’re bossy.”  
 
    “I’m not bossy. I’m horny,” she counters.  
 
    “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” I ask. I grit my teeth as she helps me out of the shirt and tosses it behind us. She presses her hands against my chest. The sight of her brown skin against my olive is the picture of beauty. No woman could ever be a better fit for me. I’m overcome by the rightness  
 
    “Come here.” I wrap my hand around her neck and pull her lithe frame toward me. She tilts her head. I part her lips with my tongue and feast on the exquisite taste that is Athena Douglas. She moans, and I swallowed down the sound of feminine satisfaction. We surfaced for air like deep-sea divers who’ve been under too long. Her chest heaves, and I focus in on the hard buds poking through the silk of her nightgown. He cups a mound and sucks her nipple through the material. Her back arches, and she buries her fingers in my dark curls.  
 
    “Alfie,” she rasps.  
 
    “Mmhmm,” I agree, sucking harder as I massaged its twin. I bite down on the dime-sized peak. She gasps, trembling as he continues to combine pleasure with small bursts of pain. I pinch, and tug, listening to the sound of her breathing. Those broken breaths are music to my ears. She is mine to please. I release her with a pop.  
 
    “I think you’re wearing too much clothing.”  
 
    I peel the sheet away, like a man unwrapping his present, grip the hem of her gown, and work it up her body. She’s smooth skin, small curves, and softness in the moonlight streaming through the windows. I pitch the garment over my shoulder and climb onto the bed, straddling her as she lay on her back. I begin to worship her with my mouth. I nibble my way down her graceful neck to the valley of her breasts, tracing the path with the tip of my tongue. I lick around the supple swells. 
 
    “Alfie?”  
 
    “Tell me what you want, Princess.”  
 
    “Your mouth on me.”  
 
    “Where?” I smile against her sternum. It’s a game we like to play. Despite our time together she retains a bit of her soft-spoken nature in the bedroom. It’s endearing. That innocence is sexier than any practiced response I’ve had over the years.  
 
    “On my breast.”  
 
    “Like this?” I press her breasts together and suck one and then the other into my mouth.  
 
    “Oh, Lord. Yes.”  
 
    I flick the peaks, circling and sucking before I released them and nip my way down her belly. Her muscles tense, and I trace the bikini area above her neatly trimmed triangle of dark hair.  
 
    “Stop teasing,” she whines.  
 
    “Say it.”  
 
    “I want you to eat my pussy, Fie.”  
 
    I dive in, latching onto her clit like a man starving. She bucks, and grips my hair, coming off the bed as she spread her legs wider and works her hips. I pin her down with my arms and eat her like a four-course dinner. I lap at her pearl with my tongue alternating between flicks and sucks. She chants my name, and I thrust my tongue inside. She clamps down on me and stiffens, shaking as she comes. I take her in, relishing the taste of her. She’s gone limp against the sheets, breathing hard as I pull away and kiss her belly before I stretch out beside her and capture her mouth, sharing her delectable taste.  
 
    “Now, you’re overdressed,” She whispers as she recovers.  
 
    “I can fix that.” I swing my legs over the edge, and stand, removing my jeans as fast as my aches will let. She watches me with large hungry orbs that have my cock twitching. Rock hard, and leaking pre-come, my head is swollen, purple, and ready to be inside her. I stroke my length, and she licks her lips. “See something you like, Princess?”  
 
    She nods, crooking her finger.  Amused, I walk toward her. She pushes my hand away, grips my base, and takes me into her warm, welcoming mouth. She swallows me down until I tap the back of her throat. She flexes her muscles, hollowing her cheeks, and bobbing her head. My eyes roll into the back of my head.  
 
    “You’re so good at this, baby.”  Her wrist rotates as she hits the perfect rhythm. Goosebumps break out over his flesh, and he thrust into her mouth. She hums, and the vibration travels through my entire body. I grip her braid and tug hard.  
 
    “Only place I’m coming is inside you. It’s been too long.”  
 
    She scrambles back onto the bed, opens her legs, and spread her lips the way I like. The sight of her glistening pink parts earns a grunt of admiration.  
 
    “You have such a pretty pussy baby.” I trail a finger through her wetness and circle her clit. “You ready for me?” he whispered  
 
    “So ready, Alfie.”  
 
    I kneel on the bed between her shapely stems and nudge her entrance. Her walls mold around me, and I pushed deep, torturing us both with the slow entrance. She contracts her muscles. I growl.  
 
    “More, baby?” I fed her all I have and paused to marvel at the snug fit, and the love sparkling for me in the depths of her amber orbs. I don’t deserve what she gives me. Not her body and especially not her heart, but I took it, and I’ll keep it close until I take my last breath. “Grab on to the headboard. I’m about to make up for lost time.” She wraps her fingers around the heavy metal, and I retreat and drive home. I grip her hips as we grind together, as close as two people can manage to be. It’s still not enough. She’s a fever burning me up from the inside out.   
 
    “Give me your legs baby.”  
 
    I adjust, throwing her legs over my shoulder and gripping her under her knees as I go deeper. 
 
    “Oh, yes. There. Right there.”  
 
    Her muscles began to contract, and my spine tingles in response. Sweat runs down my body in rivulets. Tiny sparks shot off as my nerve endings caught fire.  
 
    “So close.”  
 
    “Come for me, Princess.”  
 
    She cries out, letting go. I groan, gritting my teeth as I pump through her orgasm, before I release everything I have built up into her. Exhausted, I collapse onto my side, still encased in my own personal paradise.  
 
    Hands grip my arms like manacles, and I’m yanked from my bed and sleep. Startled, I jerk away, roaring as I throw elbows and kick wildly to break free. I land a stomach hit to one of my assailants. I go on autopilot as I blink, trying to focus on the threat and neutralize it. Athena releases a blood-curdling scream. I spared a glance back and find her clutching the white bedsheet to her chest. A blow lands to my jaw, snapping my head to the right. Fueled with rage, I hold up my fist, and find myself and square off against the army of men surrounding me with Porter Douglas at the helm.  
 
    I still and accept my fate. I always knew this day would come eventually when I started the affair with Athena.  I won’t be a coward and risk having her hurt now. I stand at attention, fists at my side. I met the penetrating gaze of the dark-skinned man whose lips are curled up with disgust.  
 
    “You’re not even worthy to kiss the ground she walks on, and yet you go behind my back and soil her?” Porter beats his chest with his fist. “Lie to me. Make a fool of me? After all, I’ve done for you?”  
 
    “I love her.”  
 
    “Love?” Porter barks. “Love is a foolish fleeting emotion. You should’ve known better. You knew I would never approve of this. That’s why you never brought it to me.”  He glares at Athena. “You’ve ruined the best enforcer I have. Now you’ll see what happens when I’m crossed. My own child plotting against me.”  
 
    Athena sobs. “This has nothing to do with you. I love him. I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”  
 
     “That will never happen. But he can spend the last fleeting moments of his with you.” Metal glints in the light. Three pops sound. Slugs hit him me like a rapid combo delivered by fists to my gut. I double over, biting my tongue to keep from crying out. The only thing keeping me on my feet are my pride and the men gripping my arms. Athena’s screams echo in my ears.  
 
    “No! What are you doing?”  
 
    “Showing what happens to those who double-cross me,” Porter drawls.  
 
    The sadistic smirk that lines his face infuses me with more strength. I’ll die standing.  
 
    “Express my displeasure,” Porter says. 
 
    Blows come at me from every direction. My skin splits. Blood flies and exhaustion sets in quickly due to blood loss. I sag as my life’s blood flows freely.  My limbs are too heavy to manage, and I drop to my knees before I struggle to regain my feet.  
 
    “Please stop this. If you kill him, I’ll never forgive you,” Athena screeches.  
 
    “You have a choice. His life for your vow to never have any contact with him again.”  
 
    “Done.”  
 
    The words effectively rip my heart out. I force my head up to meet Porter’s gaze. One day I’ll repay him for this when he least expects it. My days of working for someone else are over.  How quickly he turned his back on me. Next time, I’ll build my own empire. Porter walks over and delivers a blow to the temple that turns off the lights 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Athena  
 
    The funny thing about being the daughter of a King Pin is that eventually, you are as much a prisoner as the people who serve beneath them.  I’ve always known my father was a dangerous man. His money was made from the misery, addictions, and blood of others. Once I hit a certain age, there had been no turning a blind eye to those simple truths. Seeing it unleashed first hand, however, changed the way I viewed him. A prisoner in a pretty cage, my choices were stripped away by a man on a power trip and new circumstances.  
 
    “Mom, Are you ready?”  
 
    I smile down at the curly chestnut-haired miracle holding my hand. My baby boy keeps me going and performing this farce of a relationship with my father. Kieron Douglas doesn’t know the type of man his Papa is. Not yet, and I have no intention of bursting his baby bubble any sooner than need be. So we’re attending family dinners and outings where I curb my discontent. Refusing was a moot point. My father has no problem forcing me to do what he thinks is best. That night with Alfie changed our relationship dynamic for the worst, and no amount of time has ever healed the wound.  
 
    I try to have as little involvement with Porter Douglas as possible. I moved out of the high-rise apartment he once paid for into something less extravagant and stopped accepting his money, other than what I store away for Kieron. I grew a circle of friends of my own choosing. I keep my past and present separated as much as I can, but it’s still not enough for my liking. The little dating I’d attempted to do always ended with relationships that failed to launch.  
 
    I can’t stand the men my father approves of. Hell, I don’t even want to be associated with them, let alone begin a relationship. The ones I truly liked, he deemed unworthy. Afraid to risk their lives, I let them down easy. Until I stopped trying altogether. Maybe it was better this way. No one ever made me feel the way he had. We hadn’t begun our relationship on a whim. It’d come to pass after six painful months of denial, avoidance, and heated glances.  
 
    I always found, Alfie attractive. He arrived on the scene when I was just twenty and feeling my hormones full blast. A schoolgirl crush ensued. I mean, not only was he broad-shouldered with dark hair and sapphire blue eyes, he had a thick British accent.  
 
    Over time the crush dissipated. He became a trusted companion, sexy as hell, but clearly, friend-zoned. Then later he morphed something else entirely. The elevator chimes and I shake myself from my musings as we walk out of the lobby to the parking structure with our carry-on luggage trailing behind us. Today was the start of a weekend of fun I’d like to refer to as hell on earth. For three days I get to make nice with the man I’d come to see as the devil, while we pretended to be the perfect family out and about on the streets of Boston.  
 
    “Where are we going this weekend, Mom?”  
 
    “I have no clue, Kier. This is all your Papa’s plan.”  
 
    “I love him.”  
 
    “And he loves you,” I say gratefully when we reached our car, and I can busy myself with loading up.   
 
    I pull out of the parking lot, and join the after-work traffic. I flip on some R&B and get in the defensive driver zone. We pull up to the gate, and I enter in my code and drive through. Paranoia is the mother of invention. Of course, in my father’s case, it’s a necessary precaution. He’s made a lot of enemies over the years. It’s impossible not to when you remain in power for so long. Envy sours the most kind-hearted person, and the men he deals with have stones where their hearts should be.  
 
    Every day I wake up half expecting to hear he’s gone. My stomach gurgles. As much as he upsets me, I don’t want him dead. He’s the only parent I have. My mother died of cancer when I was five, and it’s been just the two of us ever since. It twists me up inside having things remain unsettled, but there’s no undoing the damage he’s done to me or my son. 
 
     My boy is getting to the age where he needs his father more than ever, and I’ll be damned if he follows in the footsteps of Porter Douglas. That way lies only pain, misery, loneliness, and violence. The power he wields overshadows every other aspect of his life. There’s no room for anything else. I won’t have that for Kier.   I park my car in the round in front of the mansion and unlock the door. The front door opens, and my father appears. At sixty-five he still makes an impressive figure with broad shoulders, a muscular physique, and a strong chiseled jaw. His deep-set blackish-brown colored eyes twinkle with mirth and the smile that curved his lips transform him from formidable to warm.  
 
    “My babies are here.”  
 
    “Hi, Dad.”  
 
    “Papa.” Kier takes off, climbing the stairs as he hugs the only father-figure he’s known tight. And who’s fault is that? His.  I ignore the shrewish voice and make my ascent. He pulls me into the family hug, and I tense.  
 
    “I didn’t want to let you unpack the car. We’ll be spending the weekend in Nantucket.  
 
    “What’s the special occasion?” I ask.  
 
    “Just need some time away with the ones who mean the most to me.”  
 
    The sentimental route isn’t like him. I frown. “Dad?”  
 
    “The older a man gets, the more he realizes his mistakes in life, Athena. I want to have a genuine conversation that’s long overdue. But not here in the house. There’s too many memories embedded into the walls. It isn’t the right place.” 
 
    My heart beats a little faster. Is the elephant in the room finally going to be acknowledged? I narrow my eyes. “Dad is everything alright?” Something moves behind his eyes.  
 
    He smiles, but there’s an intense sadness to it. “I’m fine, baby girl. Just need some time with my family.”  
 
    My stomach clenches. He’s lying. A black town car pulls up behind my forest green SUV.  
 
    “I had Ryan pull the car around. He’ll drive us to the airstrip, and we’ll take the personal jet.”  
 
    There was something I didn’t like about this, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I hang back as we walk down the stairs.  
 
    “What about your things, Dad?”  
 
    “Already packed, my dear. If you hand Ryan the keys. He’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    I smile up at Ryan as I hand him my key chain and follow the man in my life into the black town car. Kier is glued to his Papa’s side as I sit on the opposite side of the car from them. Their dark heads are bowed as they look at something on my father’s phone. Kier is golden brown, like coffee with a few dashes of cream. His dark hair is curly like his fathers and mine. His face is still round, but I can see the strong jawline coming in as the baby fat melts off. His full lips are identical to the ones I see in the mirror, but those startling blue orbs are all his father’s.  I close my head and lean it against the cool glass of the window and allow myself to remember the man who stole my heart and ruined me for anyone after.  
 
    ***  
 
    Past 
 
    I stepped out of the building into the light, tilted my head back, and inhale the sweet air. My head is crammed full of images of tiny pills of all shapes, sizes, and colors. I knew going into Pharmaceuticals wasn’t going to be a cakewalk, but the amount of information coming at us could be staggering. We had one more exam, and then we’d start Thanksgiving break. I needed that downtime like a thirsty man in the desert needed water. I walk down the stairs and freeze when I spot Alfie.  
 
    “Fie?”  
 
    “He’s fine. I’m a precaution. Things are tense lately.”  
 
    I nod my head in understanding and fall into step beside him as he leads me away from the school. When I see him, it’s serious. As head of my father’s security detail, he’s usually directing my care, not personally involving himself, until recently. I’ve spent more time with him in the past few months than I have any other person, and it’s starting to make me want things I shouldn’t. I bite my lip as I study him from beneath lowered lids and step closer to shield myself from the cold wind whipping around us, tugging on the ends of my hair and trying to penetrate my thick red wool coat.  
 
    “Where are we headed to today, Princess?”  From anyone else, it would be condescending. On his lips, it’s an endearment.  
 
    “Anywhere not school-related.”  
 
    “Don’t you have an exam coming up?” His husky voice touches nerves inside me that make my stomach muscles jerk and tighten.  
 
    I groan. “Please don’t remind me, Alfie.”  
 
    Silence falls.  
 
    “I think I know a place.”  
 
    He steers me toward the parking lot. Always alert, his gaze scans the area and he keeps me a few steps behind him. Not because he thinks I’m inferior because he wants to meet whatever threat that might occur first. His dedication does funny things to my insides. The close quarters we’ve been in have made things personal. I know how he likes his coffee, how to make his favorite English breakfast, just like home as he’d say, and a dozen other facts few would know. There are days he’s the last face I see before I go to sleep. When I stumble to the kitchen for coffee first thing in the morning.  
 
    I know the scars that line his arms and legs by heart. I’ve dreamt of tracing them with the tip of my tongue. Heat rises in my face, and I glance away, embarrassed by my visceral response to him. I’m sure he doesn’t lack feminine company. None of my father’s men do. Women like power and wealth, and thanks to Daddy, they have both. In Alfie’s case, he has the killer British accent and good looks on top of that. He holds out his hand.  I pause a few feet back as he quickly checks the car over for tampering. Pleased he opens and closes his hand in a come here gesture and I move to the passenger door, which he unlocks and opens for me.  
 
    I slip inside the luxury sedan, fasten my seat belt, and relax into the soft black leather seat.  We take a ten-minute ride to the Thinking Cup coffee shop.  
 
    “I like to come here and clear my mind from time to time. They have great coffee, food, and pastries. Might be a good place to keep warm, relax, and kill some time.” 
 
    He’s letting me further into his world. I reach across the car and grab one of his hands in both of mine.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    He glances over at me, and my breath catches. His eyes are fathomless, and for a split-second, I swear I see a flicker of interest. 
“Taking care of you is more than a security detail, Athena.” He tucks a few strands of hair behind my ears. His calloused fingertips brush against my skin, and I swear I feel sparks fly between us. The shocked expression on his face is enough to tell me I’m right. The air in the car grows charged. My heart races, and I lick my lips, unsure what will happen next. He pulls away and clears his throat. The opportunity passes as he moves from the car, but it’s the start.  Disappointed, I sigh as he rounds the car. Things have been shifting between us for some time.  
 
    I thought perhaps this was the moment we’d admit it to ourselves. He opens the door, and I keep my gaze trained on my lap as I move to step out. His hand on my shoulder gains my gaze. I peer up to find him holding out his hand. It’s a small concession that speaks volumes. I take it and allow him to help me outside. He closes the door and twines our finger, and my heart soars. This is going to happen. The agreement is unspoken, but as he smiles down at me in a way I’ve never seen before, I know I haven’t misread him.  
 
    Each step we take feels like one toward a new future.  
 
    ***  
 
    Present  
 
    “We’re here.” The car stops, and I’m removed from my trip down memory lane. That event was a catalyst for the one great love of my life. I exit the car, and we board the small jet my father prefers to commercial flights. I follow behind him growing weary. The life of a single mother is rewarding but hard. Thanks to my degree, I have a good job as a pharmacist, but the balancing of work, homework, school trips, and sports is nearly impossible. I run on coffee, stolen moments of sleep, and a fake smile that hides the fact that I’m on the edge of falling apart half the time. Contrary to what most people think, money doesn’t solve everything.  
 
    Still, my beautiful boy makes it all worthwhile, though. His zest for learning and joyful countenance gets me through. I scrub my face with my hands and follow them inside the aircraft, eager to catch up on my sleep during the forty-five-minute flight. Papa can entertain Kier. As I drift off to sleep under a heavy blanket, my thoughts are filled with Alfie. I wonder what he’s doing now. I dare not look for fear that I’ll be caught. I know only that he’s alive and thriving. Exhausted. I let the beautiful abyss of nothingness take me away and shut down my brain.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Althea  
 
    It’s surreal being here at the home that housed so many good memories for me growing up. The two-story, six bedrooms, four bath dwelling with its slate gray shingles, black shutters, and a white fence is opulent inside, but quaint, and homey. Infused with the Island vibe, it lifts my spirit and takes away some of the weariness I’d felt on the flight over. I unpack my bag and set my clothes inside the distressed white shabby chic dresser I’ve had since I was a small girl. The room is done in pale lavender with flower pattern curtains and bedding to match. What my father couldn’t do himself, he spared no expense paying others to accomplish. He hadn’t a clue about little girl things, but the interior designers nailed it.   
 
    I miss those days. When he was my hero instead of my enemy or my keeper. I knew what my father did. But it never changed the way I felt about him as a daughter, until that night. A knock comes at my door.  
 
    “Baby girl, you ready to come down for dinner?”  
 
    I clear my throat. “Yeah, Dad.”  
 
    “Can I come in?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    He opens the door, and I see something on his face. I haven’t in a long time, humility.  
 
    “I know I wronged you. Nothing I say or do can take that away. But I don’t want to go on like this. With us barely able to stand to be in the room with one another.”  
 
    I suck my teeth. How can I just let go of years of resentment? He finally decides to give me a half-ass admission of guilt, and I’m supposed to fall all over myself with gratitude?  
 
    “I know it’s not that easy to forgive, and it would take a lot of work to repair the damage I’ve done. But I need to know it’s a possibility.”  
 
    I close my eyes and bow my head, biting my tongue. It’d be easy to wound him now. But it would only make me like him if I took advantage of the moment.  
 
    “I can try.”  
 
    “That’s all I can ask. Life’s too unpredictable to remain at odds.” I tilt my head to the side.  
 
    “Dad?”  
 
    “Come on. I’m sure Kier is ready to eat us out of house and home.”  
 
    My stomach bubbles. There’s more than an attempt at redemption at work here.  
 
    “Is there anything you want to tell me?” I ask. 
 
    “That I love you with all my heart. I may not have been the ideal father. I knew jack shit about little girls, and I had an empire to run that made you take a backseat. But it’s a double-edged sword. That same thing allowed you to have all the advantages and privileges few will ever know. I did the best I knew how. I don’t want that to stain the way Kier sees me.”  
 
    So this is about his grandson. The legacy child.  
 
    “And I don’t want to feel your eyes like daggers on my back.”  
 
    “Why now?” I ask, suspicious about his timing and the surprise trip.  My father is the king of ‘need to know only and omission.  
 
    “Why not now? It should’ve happened sooner.”  
 
    We reach the bottom of the stairs, and the conversation comes to a halt. Litter pitchers have big ears. 
 
    “Finally, I’m starving, Mom.”  
 
    He wrinkles his brow and frowns, looking so much like his father tears well up in my eyes. I force a fake laugh. “Well, we can’t have that. We’re here now, so we can dig into our feast.”  
 
    It’s tradition that we order out the first day we arrive from Kitty Murtagh’s, the local Irish Pub.  Dad ordered in our favorites, and Ryan went to pick them up. The smell of Bangers and Mash Guinness-battered fish and chips and Shepard’s pie mingle and make my stomach growl loudly.  
 
    “Looks like you’re not the only one who’s starving Kier,” Dad teases. Water’s passed around, and we all settle around the oak table in the living room with the television on and Indiana Jones and the Temple of Dome DVD playing for background. Too hungry to converse the silence is broken only by the sound of chewing, swallowing, and sounds of approval. I miss the food every time we leave.  
 
    Full, I set down my fork and pat my belly.  
 
    “That was excellent, as always, “I say.  
 
    “Kitty never lets us down,” he agreed.  
 
    Despite my nap, my eyes to droop as exhaustion threatens to overcome me. My head nods, and my stomach clenches. This isn’t natural. I know instantly I’ve been drugged.  
 
    “Daddy, why?”  
 
    “It’s necessary. Remember that I love you.”  
 
    “W-what did you give me?”  
 
    “Just chloral hydrate.”   
 
    The odorless, tasteless drug won’t stay in my system long or harm me or Kier.  
 
    “I’m writing a wrong and keeping the two of you safe. There are things about to happen you can’t be here for.”  
 
    “Wasn’t your choice,” I force my thick tongue to work, slurring my words.  
 
    “When it comes to life and death, I will choose as I see fit. You alive and hating me is better than the alternative.”  
 
    His words alarm me, but I can’t get my body to react accordingly.  
 
    “By the time you wake, you’ll be far away from here, and on your way to the fresh start, I know you’ve always wanted. There will be further instructions once you reach your final destination.”  
 
    “Dad, you can’t do this.”  
 
    “I already have.” He walks over and kisses my forehead. “My time in Boston is over. We’re going to be raided, and I doubt I’ll live to see prison. It’s a coop. I’m going down the way I lived on my feet. But I’ll be damned if I see you and Kier destroyed in the process.”  
 
    The news slams into me. My chest tightens and tears spill out of my eyes. “Da- No.”  
 
    “Shh. You’re going to be just fine baby girl.” he hugs me to him. “Sleep now, and wake up away from this nightmare.”  
 
    I struggle to stay cognate, but the drugs overpower me, and I know nothing.  
 
    **  
 
    I climb my way from the darkness and lift my heavy lids. I’m still feeling sluggish after the effects of chloral hydrate. I peel open my eyelids and turn my head. The cabin is dimly lit, but I can see Kier sleeping across the aisle. We’re on a plane.  I moisten my lips and blink to try to rid my eyes of the painful dryness. My hands shake as I fumble with my belt. How long have I been out? Where are we headed? I pat my pockets No phone. I curse myself for not wearing a watch. I glance around the cabin. I can see the tops of heads, but I can’t make out who they as I rise.  
 
    “She’s up.”  
 
    A body stands, and beneath the light, I recognize him.  
 
    “Marcus?”  
 
    “Yes, Tony, Kurt and I are here to make sure you arrive safely.”  
 
    “Arrive where? When? How long have we been in the air?”  
 
    “Please calm down, Athena.”  
 
    “Calm down. I was drugged and carried off. Kidnapping is illegal, you know? Not that you care much about the law.”  
 
    “I understand that you’re upset, but I’m just doing my job. We’ve been on the plane for about four hours now, and we have many more to go. There’s food and drink on the plane and bags with a few outfits once you arrive.” 
 
    “Where am I going?”  
 
    Marcus shook his head. “I can’t tell you that.”  
 
    “I want to talk to my father.”   
 
    “He said you’d say that.”  
 
    I glance over at tony. The stocky, clean-shaven man with a round face and kind dark brown eyes has been around since I was a girl. “Tony. Don’t make me act ignorant on this plane.”  
 
    “Settle down. I’ll get you a phone.”  
 
    “Thank you.” I move back to my seat. I don’t want to take my anger out on the people who don’t deserve it. I’ll save it all for my father. No wonder he wanted to make amends. This was his goodbye. I shake my head. I’ve never run from trouble. Why would I now? How many times have we dealt with other families encroaching on what’s ours? Douglas’s don’t run. We stand and fight. Does he think I no longer have the stomach for it? Kier and I have a life back in Boston. I have a great paying job I enjoy, friends, and a nice apartment. Kier has close friends, after school activities and a slot in a prestigious private school. Now it’s all gone because my father decided to get paranoid? No.  
 
    He hands me the satellite phone.  
 
    “Daddy, what the fuck were you thinking?”  
 
    “I knew you’d be upset.”  
 
    “I have a job and a home. Kier has school, friends, and coaches who’ve been working with him since he was old enough to play. “ 
 
    “You don’t understand the serious nature of what’s about to happen, Athena – 
 
    “Then explain it to me.”  
 
    “The Albano family and the Brizzi family have joined in an alliance. You know what that means.”  
 
    Her stomach dropped. He was literally surrounded by enemies now who’d joined their forces together.  
 
    “D- Did they say anything to you?”  
 
    “No, which is why I know what comes next. I’m no stranger to a takeover. I can fight them. I plan to, but in the end, they have the numbers. I have been on top a long time. People want to see me toppled.”  
 
    “Dad, why aren’t you on this plane with us then?” I ask.  
 
    “Because I’ll be damned if they run me out of my own town.”  
 
    “We should be with you.”  
 
    “No. you shouldn’t. Kier is a threat to them. A rightful heir to the throne. You understand? He could never be safe here.” 
 
    Nausea makes my stomach churn. I swallow down the bile. They’d kill him.  
 
    “Daddy.”  
 
    “I have a plan. I need you to trust me to execute it.”  
 
    “Am I ever going to see you again?”  
 
    “I won’t make a promise I can’t keep.”  
 
    A sob escapes my lips. “Daddy. I don’t want you to die. I’m sorry things have been fucked up between us. I was so angry at you for what you did.”  
 
    “I didn’t want this life for you. He would’ve put a target on your back. You didn’t choose a lackey you choose the man responsible for a lot of death and punishment. His enemies number in the thousands.”  
 
    “I’m your daughter. I was born with a target.”  
 
    “Maybe so, but he made it worse. I know it was the wrong thing to do. I knew it once you came up pregnant, but I couldn’t go back on my actions. It would make me look weak. I couldn’t afford it. In this life, you have to make tough calls. That was one of mine.”  
 
    I got it. I’d never be okay with it, but I could see his point of view.  
 
    “I hate this.”  
 
    “I do too.”  
 
    “Why can’t you tell me where I’m headed?”  
 
    “You’ll understand once you arrive. Know you’ll be taken care of and have a chance for a life away from all of this. You never lacked heart or courage, but I knew you wanted something different. This is me trying to set things right.”  
 
    This might be the last time I talk to my father.  
 
    “When are they coming?”  
 
    “I don’t know.”  
 
    I clutch the phone in my hand, knowing I won’t stop until the battery is dead.  
 
    “I’ve always been proud of you, Athena. You were the best part of me. Smart, funny, and caring, you found your passions in life and pursued it regardless of who I was. I always admired that. I’m the man my father made me. You were always your own person. I think you inherited that from your mother. She had a core of steel and enough optimism for us both. She was my bright point of light. When I lost her, the darkness slowly started to consume me. You got what was left.”  
 
    “I love you baby girl.” The garbled words 
 
    “And I love you too, Daddy.”  
 
    The phone disconnects I close my eyes and hang my head. I’d learned more about my father in the last two hours than I had known my entire life. For the first time I ever I saw him, the man behind the persona and then he was ripped away. I cover my face and sob, purging. Kier is going to need me when he wakes up, but this time is mine to grieve.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alfie  
 
      
 
    I read over the paperwork on my desk and rub my temples. It’s vague. A location of a landing strip outside of London where I should be tonight between eleven-thirty and midnight. In just six hours, Athena Douglas will be here on British soil. What will she say when she sees me? I’ve replayed every moment of our time together and run a thousand different scenarios in my head. She might give me face a good slap, hug me, or kiss me. I always thought of going back, but I never followed through.  
 
    “Are you sure you want to do this?” Ifan asks. 
 
    I peer up grateful for the interruption.   
 
    “I have no other choice. I’d never let anything happen to her. Surely, you know that. Maybe this is my chance to set things right. All this time I’ve been wondering what if and now I have a chance to know.” I shake my head.  
 
    “You don’t think trouble will come and find us?” 
“No, their reach won’t extend here. As long as she’s out of the states, she’ll be fine. I’d wager he's overprotective. If she steered clear of Massachusetts, they could care less about her whereabouts. Women don’t come back and take over. I don’t think this move is personal. It’s business.”  
 
    “You taking his word on that?” Ifan asked.  
 
    “No, mate. I put out feelers and asked around. They want to take their power back. It was a slight him climbing up the ranks and maintaining his hold.  It was an embarrassment, having a young upstart come in, rise to power, and stay there. They’ve wanted to get back to the old days, build it back up strong. He was in the way of that.”  
 
    “And now he won’t be,” Ifan finished.  
 
    “Exactly.” I run my hand across my close-cropped hair and try not to think about the fact that I’ll be with Althea tonight. “I need you to man the lads. We’ve got one last collection to do today. I’m going to get the house ready for company. I got shit for food, no extra sheet or anything remotely appealing to a woman.”  
 
    “You’re really thinking she’s going to stay here? Knowing what you do?”  
 
    “It’s nothing compared to Porter. We got a legit business here, and I can keep her safe.”  
 
    “She might not be the woman you remember,” Ifan said.  
 
    “Do you think I don’t know that? I should’ve gone back for her. I have the power. So why didn’t I?”  
 
    “Because you knew it’d cause trouble for everyone involved,” Ifan said. Always believing the best of me. We’ve known each other since we were kids, and he’s never let me down. It’s why he’s the only person I’d go into business with. Here in the UK. The debt collecting  
 
    Or maybe it’s because I’m a coward.  There weren’t many things I regretted, but this eats me up from the inside out.  
 
    “I can hold down the fort, brother. It’s just a small gig. The boys shouldn’t have any troubles.” I place my hand on his shoulder and squeeze. “Thank you.”  
 
    “Anytime mate. I hope this thing with her works out. She’s been a ghost who’s had a hold on you for some time now. At least this way you can make a clean break.”  
 
     I nod my head as I leave the office, get into my car, and go to Westfield. I can’t remember the last time I’d been to the mall. Amazon provides me with what I need, or I send someone else. This trip is personal. I can remember everything I ever learned about Athena. Her taste is light and bright like the woman itself, or it was. I don’t do nervous, yet here I am with sweaty palms, and a stomach full of birds flapping their wings and wreaking havoc. How much has she changed? What if she’s nothing like I remember? Does she blame me for that night? It’s the real reason I never tried to contact her. I wouldn’t be able to handle a look of hate etched onto the face I still see in my dreams.  
 
    The one-time Alfie Bowring turned bitch and found he had a streak of yellow-bellied chicken inside him.  
 
    I’m trying to prepare myself for every scenario. She’ll probably be confused, frightened, and angry. I’ll bear the brunt of that. I can’t take anything the first couple of weeks personally. My stomach twists itself into knots, and I walk into the shop feeling like a human pretzel. In a fantasy world, she’d sleep in my room. In reality, I’m placing her in the room down the hall that has a bathroom that attaches to the room on the opposite side. I want her to feel like she has her own space apart from me. I can compartmentalize with the best of them. It’s why I’m still alive after everything’s said and done.  
 
    I’ve seen empires crumble, families wiped out, and the pale horse of death galloping toward me many times. The bright colors, ruffles, rugs, and pillows boggle my mind. How the hell can anyone pick? They’re all but falling off the rows of white shelving, blending together in a crazy mishmash of colors and patterns.  
 
    “Can I help you, Sir?”  
 
    I turn to face the slender blonde with wide, frightened brown eyes, gray streaks, and a kind, round face. Everything about her outfit is drab. Beige pants, a white t-shirt, and a gray blazer. I want the opposite of her in Athena’s room. She was always bold, bright, and feminine.  
 
    “Yes, I’m having house guests, and I need new linens. I’m not ashamed to admit I’ve no clue how to match things up and make them pretty for her.”  
 
    Her shoulders relax as I take a small step back to give her more personal space. I can’t shrink myself, but I do know how to appear less imposing. I fake an easy smile.  
 
    “Now that I can certainly help you with that. Is this a young woman you know well.”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Can you tell me a bit about her style?”  
 
    “She likes … bright colors? No. not bright like neon, but light?”  
 
    “Lighter shades?” 
“Yes and flowery.” I gestured with my hand and shrug, lost for words.  
 
    “Floral patterns.” She walks toward a shelf in the back, and I follow behind her.  
 
    A light blue comforter with tiny pink flowers catches my eye. It reminds me of her room at the house in Nantucket.   
 
    “That one,” I say with certainty. 
 
    “Do you want the sheets to match also?”  
 
    I nod my head. If it ain’t broke don’t fix it. 
 
    “What about a few accent pillows?”  
 
    “Yes?” I say unsure if I really need it.  
 
    She pauses. “Is the room bare Mr….” 
 
    “Bowring.” 
 
    Her eyes widen once more. Yeah, that one love.  
 
    “Is the room lacking adornment? Men tend to be more simplistic than women. We like a little bit of comfort. Candles, pillows, rugs, so we don’t step onto a cold floor when we get out of bed.”  
 
    “I see what you mean,” I say with a sigh. “I want this to be a home away from home.” I glance at her name tag. “Janet. So whatever you feel I need to go with this, add it on. Money isn’t an object. I’ll also need two more full sets for her to switch out. I want her to have the option.”  
 
    “I understand. Do you need anything else?”  
 
    Her words resonate with me. “Oh yeah. I’m going to need a full bathroom set.”  
 
    “Let’s get to work.”  
 
    She’s like a damn fairy Godmother scooping things off shelves into a cart, matching, mixing, explaining. I soak it all in. I’ve never had a woman around. Me Ma died when I wasn’t more than nineteen, and I’ve been on my own since, so this is educational. The women I bed to scratch my itch are nothing more than ships passing in the night. They’re out with the sun and know I’m not looking for repeats. Loaded up with bags, I say my goodbyes to Janet, fill the back of my car, and head back in for clothing. I’m not touching this one. I’d make a bloody mess of it, and piss her off with the wrong things. I hired a personal stylist instead and booked an appointment.  
 
    Never let it be said Porter doesn’t think ahead. He forwarded sizes and photos of what she wears. I sent them to my stylist who should be ready with a few weeks’ worth of clothing. I don’t want her walking into a home where nothing belongs to her. I know that feeling. It’s devastating to have nothing more than the clothes on your back. Porter set up an account with money no one can touch but her. She’s set for life, but I know her. She won’t want to rest on her laurels. That girl always had to be doing something. From volunteerism to college and a healthy social life, she never lacked for things to do.  
 
    I have cousins, associates, and a few close mates with spouses. Perhaps she can start building a social network with them. I enter the store and make my way to the counter. The woman in a chic black pantsuit catches my eyes. Her dark-brown hair is pulled back in a low ponytail from her oval-shaped face.  
 
    “Jennifer?”  
 
    “Yes, Mr. Bowring. It’s so lovely to meet you.”  
 
    We shake hands.  
 
    “Likewise.”  
 
    “If you want to have a seat, I’ll bring out the rack with the outfits I’ve chosen.”  
 
    I nod my head as we move to the seating area. I lean back and prepare myself for hell. Brace yourself; clothing is coming.  
 
      
 
     ***  
 
    I step out of the black town car, shove my hands in the pockets of my trench coat, and peer up at the sky. It’s a full moon, and here in the low lit area, the stars are numerous. The full moon shines down, and I wonder if it’s an omen of some sort. Ifan remains in the car. I wanted him with me on this. I’m not sure what I’ll tell people about her. It’s something we need to work out together. That means only those I trust implicitly know of her arrival. I walk the grounds, scouting for anyone who shouldn’t be there. The coast is clear.  
 
    I pace the grounds, to full of nervous energy to remain still. The sound of an airplane raises the hair on the back of my neck. After all this time, she still gets under my skin and makes my stomach drop into my boots. I wipe my palms off on my slacks and move to prop against the car, partially to hide the fact that my knees are weak and partially to fake nonchalance. There was never remaining unaffected when it came to Athena Douglas.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Athena  
 
    I stand, ready to defend my son against whatever awaits us outside. I want to trust my father, but our ideas about what’s best for me and my son have often differed. He’d choose safety over happiness every time. To be safe against those families, he must’ve chosen someone powerful and far. My best guess is we’re somewhere in Europe or beyond. We have ties with a number of families around the world. The Russians have always worked closely with my father importing and exporting. They’ve both made money hand over fist, but they’re cold and dominating. The thought of being forced to live among them frightens me. I would be a terrible fit and stand out like a sore thumb.   
 
    I unbuckle the seat belt.  
 
    “Are we here?” Kier asks.  
 
    “Yes. I need you to stay here while I meet our hosts.”  
 
    “Where are we?”  
 
    “I don’t know. Papa wanted to surprise us.” I’m lying. I can’t bear to tell him the truth, not yet. For now, I’ll protect my father’s memory. My stomach plummets. Is he still alive? I put a lid on the potential meltdown. I need to remain present. I clear my throat and make the walk down the aisle I swear is miles instead of feet.  
 
    “Are you going to let me off or is more smoke and mirrors required?” I ask Tony.  
 
    “Now don’t be that way. We’re just carrying out orders.”  
 
    I roll my eyes. “How many times have I heard that?”  
 
    “Look. We both know what happens when you don’t follow your father’s words to a t.” I try not to look at the scar that remains on his temple. I nod my head with grudging respect.  
 
    “I’ve been with you since you were a girl. You think I’d deliver you to a wolf waiting to devour you?”   
 
    “No,” I say quietly.  
 
    “Exactly.”  He unlocks the door and pushes down the step. My eyes struggle to adjust to the contrast from light to dark. The outline of a large male makes my heart race. My vision sharpens, and the bottom drops out of my world. I sway.  
 
    “Easy.” Tony wraps an arm around my waist, keeping me upright.  
 
    My lower lip trembles. Can it really be him? After all this time?  
 
    “F-Fie?” I croak.  
 
    “Yeah, honey, that’s him.” I stumble from his hold like a colt on shaky legs. Alfie pushes off the car. He’s bigger, older, and more worn. I can see the crow’s feet around his eyes and the deeper creases in his furrowed brow. I can’t read his eyes from a distance. I grip the metal handrail with both hands as I slowly make my way down the stairs. He walks forward and pauses a few feet away. I’m drowning in the blue eyes that were always the window to his tattered soul. On the ground, I freeze. His eyes are a swirling pool of emotions I can’t pin a reading on.  
 
    I latch onto the feeling foremost in my brain: relief .We’re safe here with him. A sob creeps up into my throat, and I run toward him. He opens his arms and lifts me into the air. I cup his face with shaking hands, desperate to feel his solid form.  
 
    “Oh my God. It’s really you.”  
 
    “It’s me, Thena,” he whispers. It’s that same deep, heavily accented voice. No one else could ever recreate. His arms tighten, and I cling to him, soaking up his strength and protection. I close my eyes and inhale the hints of tobacco, leather, and spices that make up Armani Code. I pull back and eye his plump pink lips. The scar above his lip is old. Probably inflicted while I watched. My stomach tightens, and guilt crashes down on me. My tongue snakes out, and I trace the white faded line, in a silent apology. Our lips crash together, and I lose myself in the taste and feel of him. He grips my hair, and I groan as he massages my scalp and tilts his head, deepening the lip lock. He always knew how to make the world stop spinning with his kiss. I whimper. He presses against my belly, thick and long.  
 
    My lungs burn, and I pull away shaking and gasping. It’s been so long since I felt a man’s touch, and none ever affected me the way this man did. The worry, grief, and confusion sucker punch me. I shake free and shove him back. “Why? If you’re here now fine, why didn’t you ever come back for me or even contact me, huh?” I cover my mouth. Did he not want Kier? I shake my head and stumble back. He grabs my wrist and stops my retreat. “Because I couldn’t. You think I was in any position to help you? I arrived here on a ship, damn near starved to death. That locker he dumped me in was meant to be my tomb. It took me time to get back on my feet and longer still to gain power. By the time I was in a position to come get you, too much time had passed.” He shook his head.  
 
    “I waited for you.” My voice cracks. Ashamed of my weakness, I glance at the ground. He moved to cup my face, and I swat his hand away. “You don’t have the right.”  
 
    His nostrils flare, and his eyes darken. “You saying someone else does?”  
 
    I open my mouth. 
  
 
    “Mom.”  
 
    Alfie glances over my shoulder and stiffens.  
 
    His eyes dilate, and he glares down at me.  
 
    “You kept this from me.”  
 
    “You had no more use for me. You think I’d risk his safety and stability, not to mention his heart? No.” I shake my head.  
 
    “You had no right.”  
 
    “I had every right to do what I felt was best.”  
 
    “Mom is. Is everything okay?” his voice shakes.  
 
    I turn and nod my head. “Yes, baby. It’s fine. This.. this is Alfie. He’s –.” I trail off unsure what to say.  
 
    “An old friend of your mothers. I knew her years ago before you were born.”  
 
    Kier narrows his eyes, and there’s no denying the lineage. 
 
    “You can come down, babe,” I say, walking toward him, eager to put distance between myself and the man who I know wants to wring my neck. He takes family seriously. I knew it. I thought of contacting him so many times over the years and always stopped short. If I was caught, it could mean disaster for both of us. The freedom I had would be taken away, and I was convinced my father would finish the job he’d started all those years ago in my bedroom. I had no way of knowing how well he’d done across the pond.’  
 
    And yet, he couldn’t be bothered to check in on me? My father was right. I was a passing fancy. Forbidden fruit he’d sampled and left behind. My head throbs. I clench my eyes shut and pinch the bridge of my nose. The travel, stress, and emotional overload are about to knock me on my ass in the form of a migraine.  
 
    Alfie cups the back of my neck and massages. I want to pull away, but the relief it brings is too good. I groan.  
 
    “You’ll be staying with me for a while here in London.”  
 
    “London! Mom can we see where JK Rowling wrote Harry Potter.”  
 
    I snicker. “Yes, Kier,” I say quietly.  
 
    “Kier?” he whispers 
 
    “Kieron.”  
 
    “It’s a fine name,” he says thoughtfully. I don’t want his words to please me. His opinion, shouldn’t matter, and yet it does.  
 
    “What about the boys?” I ask quietly.”  
 
    “They’ll be heading on to another destination. I have some very detailed directions on you two.”  
 
    “From Papa?” Kier asks.  
 
    “Yes, he was very … specific in what he wanted. How does exploring London sound?”  
 
    “Fun. I always wanted to come here. Do you really say Happy Christmas? Can I wear a crown on my birthday?”  
 
    He laughs. “That we do, and you sure can, mate.”  
 
    “Hah. Mom, he called me mate.”  
 
    I give a watery smile as I open my eyes. “I heard, baby.”  
 
    He frowns. “Are you seeing colors again?”  
 
    I grit my teeth. “Not yet.” 
 
    Alfie continues the massage. “Come, let’s get your Ma in the car and see what we can do for her, yeah? We’ll get on the road and get you guys back to the house. I imagine you’re all upside down with the time difference. It’ll take a few days to adjust.”  
 
    Kier gives me a questioning gaze. I nod my head assenting. We’re at his mercy for the moment. It pisses me off. He knows more about what’s happening than me. What the hell was my father thinking? Did he think foisting us off on him would make up for what happened? The thought increases the headache, so I abandon them and focus on breathing deeply and trying not to become nauseous. I wrap my arm around Keri’s shoulder, keeping him close as Alfie guides us to the black town car. He opens the door, and I allow Kier to enter first before I slid in beside him. I expect Alfie to move across from us, but he doesn’t.  
 
    He takes up all the room, and I crowd, Kier in an attempt to escape his masculinity. We have a lot of talking to do, but tonight won’t be that day. I need my wits about me and all the energy I can muster.  
 
    “How do you know my mom?” Kier asks.  
 
    I cringe.  
 
    “I used to work for your … Grandfather, before I decided to go into business for myself.”  
 
    “You know Papa?” he asks excitedly.  
 
    I force my eyelids up and meet his fiery gaze. I give a slight shake of my head and silently plead with him to bite his tongue.  
 
    “Yes.” He says through gritted teeth. “I did a long time ago.”  
 
    Kier relaxes assured that he must be a friend if we both know him. I lean back against the leather.  
 
    “Do you want ibuprofen?”  
 
    “If you have it.”  He’s always kept a kit on him. I’m not surprised he has meds. I watch as he pulls out a small black shaving kit bag and digs out a white bottle. He shakes out two, and I take them and swallow them down. The rhythm of the wheels on the road and the dimness of the car start to suck me under. I’m helpless as I begin to sink into sleep. Would he take Kier from me? Has he changed that much?  I don’t know this man any longer. He’s not the Alfie I feel in love with anymore, and he’s upset with me.  
 
    “Rest. It’ll take us at least two hours to get back home.” He says softly.  
 
    Kier sighs.  
 
    “I’m sorry, baby. We’ve been traveling for a long time, I know. Maybe tomorrow we can get out and explore, stretch our legs and try something new?”  
 
    “Can we?” He asks.  
 
    “I’ll make sure it happens,” Alfie says. I bite the inside of my cheek. I don’t like him answering for me, or making promises. It’s not his place. I don’t give a shit what DNA says. I kiss Kier’s head. No one will take my boy from me. I fought too damn hard to keep him, and I’ve taken care of him on my own from day one.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alfie 
 
    That son of a bitch. I understand exactly why he shipped them to me. Kieron is a major threat. He’s the rightful heir to the kingdom. Leaving him alive in Boston would make him a loose end. One that could eventually come back and present a problem. The Albanos and Brizzis didn’t deal in those. My shoulders tense. I’ll be damned if anyone comes for my boy or his mother. I glance at the pair of them curled together. The love between them is palpable. I want to be a part of it. I also want to shake her until her teeth rattle in her skull. Why didn’t she come to me? Why didn’t I check in on her? I spear my fingers through my hair. There’s no denying he’s mine. One look and a fool could make the connection.  
 
    That puts him in a precarious position. I’ve made enemies. Not as many as Porter, but enough to make me proceed with caution. A son. I have a son. His dark hair has more curl than mine, but his broad forehead and square jaw are all mine. His full lips and high cheekbones belong to hit mother. He’s the color of coffee with a bit of cream and already reaches his mother’s shoulders. He’s going to be tall like me. Pride fills my chest. I want to know everything about him. I want to know his hobbies, his likes, dislikes. Is he allergic to anything? Is he a reader? He was excited about Harry Potter. There are so many questions I have and can’t answer. I’m furious with Athena for that. We have a lot of talking to do. I turn my head to peer into the darkness as I try to get my rage under control.  
 
    Anger won’t help either of us. I need to get them settled in and figure out our next step. He can’t be out of school for too long, and I’ll need papers for both of them. I need to know what’s going on back in Boston. I pull out my cell phone and begin to make calls. I need to put all my eyes and ears on alert for anything to do with Porter Douglas.  
 
    ***  
 
    The sky overhead was still dark as we park in front of my home. Douglas is in the wind. Whether that’s a good thing or a bad thing I can’t tell yet. He could be underground or dead. I stare down at the sleeping forms of my family. Family. In one night, I’d gone from being alone in the world to having a son, and a woman. She might not think of herself that way now, but she will. I’ll make certain of that. I’m making good on collecting the debt owed by Porter Douglas. The man had stolen my pride, dignity, health, woman, and damn near claimed my life. Knowing he also took the first nine years as a parent made me want to be the one pulling the trigger on the gun that stopped the bastard's, heart.  
 
    My love for Athena has always been true. There was nothing I wouldn’t have done for the brilliant, bright-eyed beauty who was meant to be so much more than an ornament to be paraded around, or a puppet to be controlled and kept isolated and polished. Like some untouchable trophy, the girl had been placed so high up on a shelf it was a wonder she hadn’t suffered from nose bleeds. 
 
     Porter demanded so much and enforced rules that prevented her from truly living her life. I understood his obsessive need to keep her safe, but the steps he took went beyond that. They were about control. I often wondered if he planned to use her as a bargaining tool politically. Marrying a child off to another prominent family might be an archaic practice, but it did the job.   
 
    Guess I ruined any chance of that. I can’t help but smirk. It was the least I could do. One final jog off as he shipped me back to my country.  I gently shake Athena’s shoulder. She startles awake, jerking as she peers around wildly. Tense and shielding Kier from view, she’s a warrior befitting her name, ready to wage war and protect her offspring.  The panic and fear etched on her face, twists my guts. 
 
    “Hey, you’re okay now, Thena. It’s only me,” I say quietly. 
She blinks and peers up at me. As she focuses, the dread melted away from her face, and a sleepy smile curves her full deep rose lips. I want to kiss them again and sample that unique flavor of spun sugar, but I know better. She’s been through too much tonight. Her eyes are filled with affection and happiness. It takes my breath away. I can see her, buried down in the depths of those dark brown eyes, the woman who loved me every bit as fiercely as I did her. My mouth becomes as dry as the Badlands, and my heart kicks up a notch.  
 
    She leans against me, and I nearly hold my breath, afraid I’ll spook her and end whatever spell has fallen upon us.  She clears her throat, pushes, away, and her expression is shuttered. I watch the invisible curtain come down over her emotions. I mourn the loss, but I’ve caught the scent now. I know I’m not barking up the wrong tree.  
 
    “Where are we?”  
 
    “My home. I didn’t expect him, so the accommodations might be a little feminine for now. We can go shopping later after you’ve both had a bit more rest and a shower and some food in your bellies.”  
 
    “We can’t pretend this is normal.”  
 
    “No, but these are all things that need to be done regardless. You want him to be out of school indefinitely.”  
 
    “Of course not.”  
 
    “Then I need to work on getting the paperwork together after we figure out what’s going on. If you’ve got a target painted on your back, I don’t want to lead them to you with a flashing neon sign.”  
 
    “I thought the whole point of shipping us off here was because they couldn’t do that.”  
 
    “It’s best to never underestimate your opponent. I’m not taking any chances with the two of you, so I’m erring on the side of caution.”  
 
    She grinds her teeth. “We’re not yours to –.” 
 
    I bend down and grip her face. “We didn’t have the chance to do this right. I should’ve come back for you. That was my mistake, but I didn’t want to make everything worse, and it took me years to get back on my feet and build an empire strong enough to even think about challenging your father. Now that I have you here make no mistake, you’re mine.”  
 
    “I’m not a thing.”  
 
    “No, you’re my heart living outside of my body.”  
 
    She scoffs. “Right? That why you just gave up on us?” 
 
    “Is that what you think? You know how long it took me to heal? Let alone rebuild my name.” I grit my teeth. “We both did what we had to in order to survive and thrive, Athena. If you want to be upset with me fine, but don’t make it be for something petty and out of my control. The person who deserves the bulk of your anger is the same person who sent you here to me. Why? Because he knew no matter what I’d take care of you. You think I’m the type of man who does shit for sentimental reasons, Thena?”  
 
    “No,” She whispers. Her breath caresses my lips. The air between us crackles. 
 
    “We’ve both changed. We need to relearn one another, but it’s still there. We both feel it. Don’t insult me by lying.”  
 
    “It takes more than attraction.  
 
    “Attraction would’ve burned out long ago.” I grip the sleek braid that pulls her hair back from her face and tug gently. Her eyes go liquid. “You remember what happens when you give me lip?”  
 
    She gasps and shudders. I lick my lips. “Still so damn responsive.”  
 
    “Fie.” My nickname is honey to my ears.  
 
    “That’s right, love.”  
 
    “I- I can’t,” her voice shakes, and I release her hair and move back.  
 
    “I’ll give you the space you need to acclimate for now.”  
 
    “My father?”  
 
    I shake my head. “No news to give. He’s in the wind. If he’s a crafty old bugger, who escaped or he’s been captured I can’t say. I have people working on finding out.”  
 
    She closes her eyes and nods.  
 
    “After everything, you still love him so much.”  
 
    “He’s the only parent I have. And we came to an understanding recently. He apologized for what he did. He admitted he was wrong. That’s more than I’ve ever gotten from him my entire life. So excuse me if I’m concerned for his safety. I’ll never make excuses or fully forgive him for what he did to us. But.” Her voice cracked. “He’s my father, and I don’t want to see him dead.”  
 
    “Once he might’ve been all you had. Not anymore. I’ll find out what I can, love.”  
 
    She sniffs and nods her head, sitting up straight. Her hands tremble as she wipes the tears away. “We need to maintain for Kier. He adores his Papa, and he’s been the only man in his life.”  
 
    I growl.  
 
    “I know you’re upset. You have a right to be. I get it. But he’s already losing so much. We can’t take the memory of him at the same time.”  
 
    “So ye want me to pretend then?”  
 
    “It’s what I’ve been doing. After everything happened. I shut down, pulled away moved into my own place, and lived off my own money. Until I started getting sick.”  
 
    “You were sick.”  
 
    “Well, it was morning sickness, but I didn’t’ know that at the time. I started to think I had cancer. Once I realized I had a life to provide for I got my shit together. All the money he ever gave has been divided into trust funds and an account for Kier. I played nice because Kier needed someone other than me in his life. Family is important. It was an agreement my father and I reached. I lived life on my terms, and he got to be a part of his life. I’m not proud of the way I used him as a bargaining tool, but it allowed me to take my life back and shape his world the way I wanted it to be. I spent a year waiting for you to come back. When you didn’t, I figured you were dead or no longer interested.”  
 
    “That’s not it at all—.”  
 
    Kier stirs beside her, and we both go silent. The conversation will have to wait for now.  
 
    “Mom?”  
 
    “I’m right here, baby. Perfect timing, we just stopped.” Her voice has softened, and she’s looking at him with tenderness and adoration only a mother could manage. My head is being clouded by emotions. I need to take a minute before I proceed. There’s a lot coming at me.  
 
    “Let’s get inside, and I’ll show you the house and where you’ll be staying.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Athena  
 
    It’s been a few days now, and I’m no closer to reconciling my emotions or figuring out what we’re going to do. Jet lag has made me its bitch, and the enormity of my situation is staggering. There’s been no news on my father as we continue to treat this trip as an impromptu vacation with a friend of mommy’s. Alfie’s changed.  His accent is thicker, and he’s twice the size he once was. The crow’s feet are deeper around his eyes, but the laugh lines have faded. Despite all the power he’s amassed, he appears to have remained stoic.  
 
    Even more closed off, he’s harsher than before, which I didn’t think was possible. Then again, as a debt collector, you have to rule your workers with an iron fist and show no mercy or wavering in the field. It's eye-opening, watching him screen calls, deal with employees, and leave to work. He spent the first day home, taking us to the local shop and allowing Kier to pick the décor for his room. My little boy is growing up, gone are the days of Bob the Builder and Thomas the train. His navy themed room looks like it belongs to a tween. Ugh, I’m not ready for that age. He’s worked the last two days, but he’s due home any moment to take us sight-seeing.  
 
    I glance over at my son. Engrossed in his X-box Game, he’s completely oblivious to the truth. I envy him. Sleep is fleeting, and the phone calls I’ve yet to return has led to a buildup of messages in my voicemail. I don’t have my story straight, so a conversation with anyone is impossible. There’s also a chance that I could be tracked through them. Reassured Kier is fine, I make my way back to my room, leaving the door open. I’m shocked, Alfie did this. From the soft turquoise throw rug, I’m sinking my toes into to the turquoise comforter with peonies. The man even remembered my favorite flower. It’s hard to stay angry at him when he’s showing me how much I meant.  
 
    He’s kept quiet about his past with my father and his paternity, but I can tell it’s killing him. Every time he looks at Kier, there’s longing, joy, and fury wrapped into one. I can still read those electric blue pools after all this time when his guard is down. Which isn’t often. A small voice in my head tells me what I’m doing is wrong. But it’s drowned out by the urge to do right by Kier. I have yet to tell him this is our home for now. Being a parent is hard, but this feels like walking through a minefield and trying not to detonate anything. In the end, my little boy is going to have his heartbroken. Putting it off won’t change that. But it might give me a chance to get myself together so I can help him through the next stage in life.  
 
    Right now, I’m shaky and confused. I understand his reasons. They parallel with my own. I didn’t want to complicate things more. I had Kier to worry about, and most of all, I didn’t know if he blamed me for what my father had done. It shames me to admit it, even to myself. The thought of seeing his eyes devoid of emotion stopped me every time I got the itch to search for him. There were days when I got in the car and thought of nothing more than boarding a plane to England with Kier in tow and hunting him down. It's been long lonely years. Too afraid of getting close, I never let relationships with men veer in the romantic lane.  
 
      
 
    Now I’m here with the one man who owns my heart and shares my DNA, and I can’t get past the thought that giving in to him would make weak. He never came back.  He was too busy recovering and rebuilding. If it wasn’t for that Kier and I would be shit out of luck. I sink onto the bed and peer out the window to the streets below. It’s bizarre being here in this penthouse apartment. One look at the large building across from us tells me I’m far from the United States, and I’m from Boston. We have plenty of original architecture and streets. I long for the home we’d purchased, and the garden where I find my peace. I’m not sure about the rules for practicing medicine in a different country. Have I lost everything I’ve worked so hard for?  
 
    I don’t want to beholden to anyone again. It was hell growing up with a father who lorded everything over me. He wasn’t horrible, but he let me know at every turn that he ran things, how he expected me to behave, and what my place was in his life. Everything was about image. I had to drive the best car, wear the priciest clothing, and make sure I was always on point. It was exhausting and not me at all. I’m just as happy in a comfy pair of jeans and a t-shirt with gym shoes as I am in heels and finery. There’s anonymity that comes with living here. It’s alluring.  
 
    The sound of barking from Daisy, the resident pit bull precedes a key in the lock. I leave my room and see Kier rushing toward Alfie who smiles down at him. Their connection is already forming. A bond is being made in front of my eyes.  
 
    “Alfie.” He hugs the man around the waist, and I see the shimmer in Alfie’s eyes. 
“Well, hello to you too. I’ve got a surprise for ye.”  
 
    “For me?” His blue eyes widen, and I bit my cheek to keep my laughter from spilling out.  
 
    “Aye, my boy.”  
 
    My boy. I shove my fist into my mouth. How can I even think of separating these two again? 
 
    “We’re going on a tour.”  
 
    “Of what?” Kier asks.  
 
    “Well, I heard there’s a lad here who likes Harry Potter. Figured he might like to go to the Studio tour.”  
 
    His eyes widen, and his body stills. A moment later, he breaks into a cheer, fist-bumping as he hops around to get out the extra energy.  
 
    I cover my mouth with my hands. Alfie is already proving what an amazing Dad he’ll be. I always knew that. The loyalty he showed those he cared for told me everything I needed to know. This was my first time meeting Ifan, but I’d heard all about him when he was in Boston. More brothers than friends, the two kept in touch over the years and always had each other’s back. I envied that tight-knit relationship. Sometimes I felt like the princess from the Never-Ending Story, alone in an ivory tower, completely cut off from civilization in a beautiful building that became a prison.  
 
    “What do you think, Ma? Should we hit the road?” Alfie asks, turning toward me.  
 
    Of course, he knew I was here. The man never misses anything. Ma? The word flows from his lips a tempting sweet morsel I want to gobble and demand seconds for.  
 
    “Yeah we should, or he might combust.”  
 
    “This is the greatest vacation ever.”  
 
    The words make me cringe. We’re lying to his face. We can let him have this one final thing. Tomorrow we’ll face the truth head-on.  
 
    “Well you’d better go change out of your jammies and get on shoes,” I say as he takes off like a shot. I turn back to Alfie. “Thank you for this.”  
 
    “He’s my boy too. I’m playing nice now, but I won’t forever.”  
 
    “I know. Tomorrow we’ll start to sort the mess we’ve landed in.”  
 
    “It doesn’t have to be a mess, love.”  
 
    I shake my head. “No job, no house, and the inability to contact any of the people who’ve meant something to me the past ten years.”  
 
    “You got a bloke back home, then?” he asks.  
 
    I hesitate. Saying yes would give me instant gratification, but I’ve never been that petty. I’m not about to start now. “No.”  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    “Why?”  
 
    “You won’t have to disappoint anyone, and I won’t have to kill anyone.”  
 
    “You’re that confident?”  
 
    “Some things are as sure as the sunrise. You think we’ve come to this point without the fates weaving it into their loom of life? No.” he shakes his head.  
 
    Just like that, he’s weaving his brand of magic, showing his knowledge with that sexy accent that made my belly quiver like jelly. The man still does it for me. “I should get my shoes on too.” I turn away, not ashamed to flee and regroup. Considerably calmer I rejoin father and son who are acting the roles more with every minute that passes. It’s like natural gravitation. I never noticed how many of Alfie’s qualities he possessed. The insane focus, head tilt, and boisterous laughter when they’re really happy about something.  
 
    They’re chatting now like old pals. I walk into the living room, and they turn their heads and flash me identical grins that hit me like a kidney shot.  I press my hand to my waist and smile.  
 
    “I’m all set.” 
“She looks brilliant, doesn’t she, Kier?” Alfie says.  
 
    “Smart?”  
 
    “It means sharp here.”  
 
    “Oh, Yeah, you look great, Mom.”  
 
    I focus my attention on Kier afraid to fall under Alfie’s spell. Nearly three and a half hours later, we’re exiting the studios, and I feel like I’m leaving an actual world. The experience was completely immersive. The blend, of sets, costumes, and dedicated guides meshed to build an incredible, multifaceted tour. The enthusiasm of the crowd only added to everything. For those two and a half hours, I could pretend we were a regular family out for fun. Tucked beneath Alfie’s arm, I’m safe and secure. Kier appears to be equally content on his opposite side. As we walk out into the evening air and head to the car, I allow myself to remain in the daydream.  
 
    Snuggled up to his warm body I’m not adrift in a sea of crazy. I’m firmly anchored by the one man not too scared to stand up to my father. The tough man with the soft heart, and hidden kindness, who took my virginity and wooed me proper like. Dinners, movies, nights in, and he never pushed me. By the time we came together, I was the one pushing for it.  
 
    The man had the patience of a saint. It was one of the reasons why I was so drawn to him. His ability to be the calm in the storm. I wrap my arm around him as the memories flood me. Walks in the snow, ice skating, hot chocolate dancing across my taste buds and mingling with the taste of him as he kissed me beneath my favorite tree with the fall leaves tumbling around us in a display of red and gold. He was magic personified for me. My warrior with a heart that beat for only me, and then he was gone.  
 
    My spirits plummet. I scramble to hold onto this perfect moment in time. Life will be here to kick me in the ass soon enough.  
 
    “How about a traditional pub dinner to round out the day?” Alfie asks. I nod my head, unable to speak around the lump in my throat. I’m with the two men I love most. It’s a blessing despite the insane set of events that happened to bring me here. Love isn’t the issue. No matter how hard I tried to cast him aside, he remained embedded in my soul. Some love, the truest kind, never leaves. It can transform or lie dormant. You can place it in the steel trap we all have in our minds and deny its existence, but it never really leaves you. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alfie 
 
    There’s something in the air tonight. As we return home and we all prepare for bed, I feel a shift. I pause in Kier’s room and smile. The boy is dead to the world one leg outside the comforter as he snores quietly. He had more energy than one person should be allowed to possess.  
 
    “He’s sleeping hard, isn’t he?”  
 
    “Oh yeah. Think we wore him out.” I glance over at her. My dick hardens. She’s in an off the shoulder white t-shirt that contrasts with her caramel-colored skin and highlights the swell of her breasts. Their fuller now. Plump and round with pebbled nipples, they’re begging to be sucked.  
 
    “Eyes are up here,” she says dryly.  
 
    I clear my throat. “It’s not those beautiful browns that are standing at attention and begging me to look at them.”  
 
    “It’s a biological response.”  
 
    “Yeah to me.” I lean against the door frame, pinning her in. She licks her lips and tips her head back to look up through lowered lids.  Unable to resist any longer, I bend down and press my lips to hers. When she doesn’t slap the taste out of my mouth, I slip my tongue inside and reacquaint myself with the feel and taste of her. Lingering hints of chocolate from the dessert blend with her natural sweetness. I moan as I tilt my head and deepen our kiss. She spears her fingers in my hair and presses her body against mine.  
 
    I grip her hips and groan. The woman I had was just developing curves. This is a woman in her prime. She nips my bottom lip, and I lift her. She wraps her legs around me and her heated center lines up with the bulge in my boxer briefs. She rolls her hips, and I grunt as my dick strains against the soft cotton that’s suddenly become a prison. I cup her neck and place my other arm under her ass to support her as I feed on her mouth and walk to my room. This is where she should’ve been all along. I sit on the edge of the bed, and she straddles my lap, grinding against me.  
 
    “You keep that up, and you’re going to get a good rogering.”  
 
    “Oh, I’m counting on it,” she purrs.  
 
    The seductive tone makes my dick twitch. This is a new side of her.  
 
    “You sure you can handle it, minx.” I slid my hands up her smooth thighs, hiking her shirt up around her waist. I cup her breast. I massage the mounds, and she moans. I lean in and bite my way up her neck. She tastes clean and addictive. I pinch her stiff nipples and tug. She gasps, arching her back like a cat. I bite her chin, and she purrs. I want to mark every inch of her flesh. I rock up, rubbing against the tiny, lacy white panties that remind me of the day I took her virginity. Thinking of her tight sheath has me harder than concrete.  
 
     Her body is all but vibrating with arousal, and her scent is calling to me like a songbird.  I hook fingers in her panties and tug. They give with a snap, and I yank them free of her body. Her wet heat spreads to me through my boxers.  
 
    “You’re so wet, baby,” I whisper as I grip her ass, exploring the new planes and dips of her body as I suckle her left breast. I pause to bite down on her fat brown puckered nipple. She cries out, and grips the back of my head and pulls me closer. I continue my love bites and sucks as she squirms on my lap. My boxers are soaked, and my cock is quivering. I release her swollen breast with a loud pop and take her lips. The kiss is primal. It’s been too long to be gentle, and I want to invade her body in every way possible.  
 
    I roll her onto her back, yank off my boxers and toss them to the ground. I spread her legs and kiss my way down her slightly rounded belly to her thicker thighs. I bite her flesh, and she jerks as I move to her inner thighs. I trace a circle on her heated flesh with my tongue.  
 
    “Fie,” She whines.  
 
    I kiss her skin. “Yes, Love?”   
 
    “Don’t tease.”  
 
    “Your wish is my command,” I spread her lips and dive into her slick heat. Lost in the taste and texture, I make love to her with swirls, flicks, and licks. She grips my hair, and tightens her legs around my head, surrounding me. For the first time in years, I feel truly whole. She lifts her hips, riding my face as her muffled cries and whimpers fill the room. I tip her hips up and thrust my tongue inside, circling her walls. She flexes her muscles, shaking as she floods me. I pull back and lick my lips as I take her in. She’s a vision with her hair sprawled across the pillows, her shirt pushed up over her breasts, and her lips swollen. I grip my base and stroke my sensitive prick. Pre-come leaks from the swollen purple-tinged tip.  
 
    I’m no stranger to sex. But none of the women I’ve been with since were Athena. I haven’t even slipped inside her, and I’m close to bursting.  
 
    “Are you ready for me, Thena?”  
 
    “Condom.”  
 
    “In the drawer beside you but I’m clean love.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re also very fertile. Birth control baby is proof of that.”  
 
    The thought of seeing her swollen with my child makes me moan. I want to see her swell with the life we’ve created. I missed that the last time. She turns and pulls out a silver packet. Opening it quickly, she hands me the clear condom I slip-on.  
 
    “Open those legs for me, Thena. I need to remind you whose pussy this is.” She pulls her legs back and grips my base easing my tip in. I groan as she contracts around me. “You feel so damn good.” I continue to stretch her slowly as I move deeper inch by inch. When I’m almost fully seated, I twine our fingers and drive home. She digs her heels into my back. I capture her swollen lips, capturing her vocal displays of pleasure. I take them in, using them as fuel as our bodies catch a quick rhythm.  
 
    She’s like a glove, wrapped around me, pushing me to my limits as she pulses and flexes. I swear I can feel her heartbeat through her pussy as my own muscle pumps overtime in my chest.  
 
    “Fie.” I feel my name against my lips as she begins to shake. Our movement becomes frenzied as I bottom out inside her and slam home over and over, unable to pace myself. She meets me stroke for stroke. My whole body tingles as my balls draw up. She tenses, gripping me like a vice. I flood the condom and rest my head between her breasts as I keep the majority of my weight off her.  I never thought I’d be here, as close as I can get with the woman I love. Her heart beats in my ear, and her scent engulfs me. I want to prolong this for as long as possible because all too soon the day will come and bring with it madness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    ***  
 
    I wake as she pulls from my arms.  
 
    “Where you going?”  
 
    “Back to my room, where I belong. We shouldn’t have done this.”  
 
    Her words wake me like cold water over my head. I push to a sitting position. “Why not?”  
 
    “Because it complicates things, and we have enough to deal with.”  
 
    “You think denying ourselves is going to make anything easier?”  
 
    She frowns. “Don’t mistake the physical response of my body as anything more.”  
 
    “You don’t do sex without serious emotional investment,” I say.  
 
    “I didn’t. Don’t think you know me as you once did. That was me then.”  
 
    “Cold and callous is never going to be you, Thena. There might’ve been men who warmed your bed, but they weren’t random or numerous. It’s not in you. I know how you’re built. That doesn’t change.”  
 
    She narrows her eyes. “We’re not going to sweep what happened under the rug and just pick up where we left off.”  
 
    “Who said I wanted to?” I ask.  
 
    “What are you trying to do then?” 
 
    The ringing of her phone kills the moment. She snatches the shirt off the floor, tugs it over her head and rushes out of the room like the hounds of hell are nipping at her heels. I toss the sheets aside and swing my legs over the side of the bed. A sense of urgency fills me as I scramble for my boxers. I shove my legs through the hole and step into the hall as the sobbing begins. Alarms blare inside me as I rush to her side.  
 
    “What’s going on, Athena?”  
 
    “They have him.” Her words are garbled, and her body shakes as she lifts her phone to me. The image of Porter, bound to chair with rope. Blood is oozing from multiple wounds. His face is swollen to nearly twice its regular side along with his lip. I squint. Is he missing his ear? The irony of the role reversal isn’t lost on me.  
 
    “They’re trying to draw you out.”  
 
    “You expect me not to answer them?” She rasps.  
 
    “If you respond, what are you going to say Because I know exactly what they’ll tell you. Give yourself up, agree to meet them, and they’ll spare your Father. Sure they will until they get you all in one place and slaughter you all in one swoop.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.”  
 
    “I do. Because it’s my job to.”  
 
    She shakes her head.  
 
    “You willing to bet Kier’s life on it.”  
 
    She grips her throat and shakes her head. “Oh, my God. Of course not.”  
 
    “You need to stop letting your emotions rule you. You know how this goes as well as I do.”  
 
    “Not all of us can separate our feelings so easily.”  
 
    “It’s what’s made me the best at what I do,” I say blankly. This is about keeping them safe. I can live with her hate as long as she’s breathing. “Give me the phone and let me listen to their messages.”  
 
    I take the phone and move into the living room as she begins to pace.  
 
    “If you want to see your father alive again. You’ll make immediate arrangements. Every hour you remain silent, he’ll lose another item.”  
 
    I grit my teeth. The type of guilt she’d feel over this would kill her soul.  
 
    “Do you know why they’re doing this?” I ask.  
 
    “No. I don’t care about his empire.”  
 
    “Maybe not, but Kier is currently the rightful heir to it.”  
 
    “Oh, My God.”  
 
    I nod. “They want to tie loose ends.”  
 
    “I can’t let that happen.”  
 
    I wrap my arm around her waist. “I won’t let anything happen to either of you. But I need you all in to make this problem go away.”  
 
    “I thought we were safe here.”  
 
    “You should be, but I don’t deal in uncertainties. So, you go into your room, clean yourself up, and calm down. I’ll play hardball.”  
 
    She hesitates. “You either trust me or you don’t love. Can’t be in-between on that.”   
 
    “I trust you.”  
 
    “Then go.” She doesn’t need to see this side of me, not when her father’s life is in the balance. He gave me a task. No, he returned the task that was rightfully mine, protecting my family, and that’s what I’m going to do at any cost. I walk out to the back of the house and redial.  
 
    “I didn’t think you’d have the guts to call back. I’m impressed.”  
 
    “Hate to disappoint you then.”  
 
    “Who is this?” the man snarls.  
 
    “Alfie Bowring. You know.”  
 
    “Yes.” His tone turns respectful. “We have no quarrel with you.”  
 
    “You’re contacting my woman and threatening my family, so yes, you do have a problem with me. One we both know you don’t want, and can’t afford. Doesn’t look well for a new leader to be engaged in a war. Makes people antsy. They start to doubt him, and the whole thing begins to crumble from the inside as loyalties are divided, especially when you’re working together with another family.”  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “For you to drop this. Athena and Kier are mine. Their last names will be changing soon enough. You don’t have to worry about them coming back to claim a damn thing. Their legacy is here.” 
 
    Silence falls. “And what about, Porter?”  
 
    “What about him?”  
 
    “You aren’t trying to recover him?”  
 
    “Our history is no secret. Why should I care?”  I ask, refusing to show my hand or any sign of weakness.  
 
    “Get your house in order, and your problems with us will disappear, the same way Porter Douglas is about to.”  
 
    The dial tone fills my ear. I’ve bought us time, but they will follow up.  
 
    She rushes out to me. “What happened?”  
 
    “We’re okay, for now. We need to get you situated here, though.”  
 
    “And Dad?”  
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    “What do you mean, no?”  
 
    “There was nothing I could do to help him.”  
 
    “You expect me to believe that? After what he did to you?”  
 
    “They want his legacy ended. If I asked to keep him, or brought him here, we’d never go off their radar. A normal life would be impossible. This is a clean break.” 
 
    “Yes, with his life as a forfeit.”  
 
    “He knew that, Thena. He asked me to take care of the two of you, and that’s exactly what I’m doing.”   
 
    She shakes her head back and forth.  
 
    “Yes. It’s why he set everything up, spent that last day with you at the beach house, and shipped you off. Why else would he apologize after all this time?”  
 
    “I just can’t believe there was nothing.”  
 
    “You know how cold this world is. Second chances and redemption have no place here.”  
 
    “And what magic words did you say to gain our freedom.”  
 
    “The truth. I told him you weren’t a threat to the Douglas family because you’re mine now.”  
 
    “How could you do that? Those are choices for me to make.”  
 
    “You had ten years of making your choice and doing things your way. Now it’s my turn. You’ll both wear my name because it’s right and there’s power in it. He’s not going to risk starting a war right out the gate over this. It would make him look weak and incapable of toppling the current regime.”  
 
    “So you forfeit my freedom?” She croaks.  
 
    “To keep you safe? Yes, every time. You’re no prisoner here. There’s a world to explore – 
 
    She gives a harsh laugh. “Are you serious? I lost everything in my house, my career, any friends I had because I can’t even figure out what to say to them about my odd departure.”  
 
    “You can transfer your qualifications for pharmaceuticals, and any additional courses you need we’ll get you enrolled in. Yes, it’ll take work and time, but we can work together to create a happy home.”  
 
    “I never wanted to lose control over my life again.”  
 
    “Are you even listening to yourself?”  
 
    “When’s the shotgun wedding, Alfie?” she spits.  
 
    I clench my jaw and ball my fists. She’s treating me like I sought her out. She was literally delivered to me with little warning on a red-eye from Boston.  
 
    “A lot happened tonight. We both need to take a breather.”  
 
    “Now you want to hit the pause button?” She stalks toward me.  
 
    “You’re taking this out on me. I didn’t plan it. I sure as fuck didn’t cause it, but I’m handling it. We’re stuck together for the foreseeable future. So why make it more difficult than it needs to be with sharp words and false accusations?” 
 
    “Easy to say when you’re the one with the power.”  
 
    “I nearly died for you,” I say quietly. “I was thrown in a shipping container-like garbage with no food or water. I almost didn’t make it. I’m lucky as hell that container held something edible, and even then it was dicey. You know what piss and shit smell like after a few days in a small dark space?”  
 
    Her eyes dilate, and her mouth drops open.  
 
    “He fucked me up royally. Mentally and physically. I required rehabilitation and a number of other things to get me back on my feet. Yet, I hold none of that against you, because it was all Porter.  You need to make that distinction before your poison not just us, but Kier and his experience here. I gave you a few days to get it together. I’m done with that. Tomorrow we tell him, and we’ll be married before the week is out, because otherwise, we’ll set a chain of events into motion neither of us will like.” I turn on my heel and walk away. I lock my emotions down with chains and clear my mind. I’m good at shutting down. It’s opening up, that’s difficult. I leave her in the hall. She knows where to find me if she needs me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Athena  
 
    I spent the rest of the early morning hours tossing and turning. I can’t sleep when his words and my father’s death are haunting my every thought. His graphic description made my stomach roll. My father did that, and yet he took us on without hesitation. It’s more than most men would do. He could easily have tossed me out and kept Kier. Women are often seen as disposable in this old boy’s society of criminals. I was unloading on him in the hallway, and he didn’t deserve that. My throat swells as tears spill from my eyes. There was a time when the only thing I wanted was to be his wife. Now I feel like nothing more than a responsibility he’s inherited.   
 
    I’m too shaken to process everything, but I know he’s right. Remaining in limbo won’t help Kier adjust faster or do us any favors. The Albano’s and Brizzi’s needs to be reassured we’re not going to come after them. Maybe it’s a plus that Alfie and my father were at odds. Tired of feigning sleep, I climb from the bed and trudge to the shower. It’s a waiting game now. Until I get the call. My soul is heavy, and my brain is at max capacity. I toss my gown into the waiting basket and place my hair up into a messy bun to keep it from getting wet. I step onto the marble floor surrounded by a white subway tile and tilt my head up to let the rain like droplets beat down on me. Thoughts of my father set off another bout of tears, and I let the water disguise my breakdown.  
 
    When I leave the shower, I’m empty and even more drained than when I first began. I dry off with the thick, fluffy blue towels and dress to match my emotions in a pair of black skinny jeans, black sweater, and a pair of black booties with silver spikes along the heel. I step out into the kitchen and make a beeline for the coffee machine. The sun is just coasting into the sky, and I know Alfie will be surfacing soon. I owe him everything. I prepare the Keurig to brew a carafe and move to pull bacon and eggs out of the fridge. 
 
    I’m buttering the toast when he emerges dressed in a pair of dark slacks, a white button-down, and skull cufflinks. He looks sharp, more businessman than a debt collector. I bite the inside of my cheek as I remember the feel of his thick length, stretching me as he pounded inside me. He pauses, and our eyes meet.  
 
    “I’m sorry I melted all over you like ice cream in the sun last night. You’re right. None of this is on you, and I’m grateful for everything you’re doing for us.”  
 
    “I don’t want your gratitude.”  
 
    “Then what do you want?” I ask, throwing my hands up in the air as I grip the butter knife to keep from sending it flying.  
 
    “A chance. I want you to give me the opportunity to set us back where we should be. Why is that so hard for you to do?”  
 
    “Because losing you once was hard enough.” I turn back to the counter and place the toast on the pile I’m placing on a plate to cut through diagonally. He comes up behind me, and blocks me in, with an arm on either side of my body. He presses his front to my back. His heat sears me. 
 
    “And I’m telling you that I’ll never let that happen again. The only way I’m being taken away from you is in a pine box.”  
 
    I give a choked laugh. “And that’s better.”  
 
    “Nothing is certain in this life, Thea. I’m promising you what I can.”  
 
    He wraps his hand around mine and guides it to the counter. I release the knife with a clunk. He wraps his arms around me, and I lean back against him.  
 
    “We owe it to ourselves. Instead of going through the motions, go all-in with me.”  
 
    I bow my head and close my eyes.  
 
    “We can’t change things, but we can grow something out of the pile of shit we were handed.”  
 
    He’s a temptation I’ve always been unable to resist. He trails his fingers up my arm and back down before he wraps me in his strong arms. For a moment I’m no longer adrift in an ocean of pain. I cling to the feeling. It’s been so long since I had a strong man at my side who has my best interest at heart instead of his own agenda.  
 
    “Alfie.”  
 
    He kisses my crown, and I yield.  
 
    “Okay.”  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Mom?”  
 
    I turn and find a wide-eyed Kier at the end of the hallway. “W-what’s going on?”  
 
    I sigh. “Kier. Alfie and I have something to tell you.”  
 
    “Are you like, dating? Cause that would be cool. I like Alfie.”  
 
    “We are mate. But there’s more. Things about our friendship we need to tell you.”  
 
    Kier wrinkles his nose. 
 
    “Nothing gross, wise guy,” I say with a shake of my head. We’d talked about the basics of the birds and the bees and hormones. I wasn’t itching to become a grandmother early, and he was inching closer to puberty. It was better to be over-prepared than be caught unaware and have him operating on false information.  
 
    “Okay?” Kier frowns.  
 
    I pause, unsure where to start. “Back when we were both in Boston.” I take a deep breath.  
 
     “Wh-what happened?”  
 
    “I survived and came home to heal. I needed a lot of care and  
 
    “Something happened to me when I was back in Boston. I was hurt badly and left for dead. It took me a long time to heal. I was in the hospital for months, and afterward, I had rehabilitation. It took me nearly a year to find some sort of normalcy, and even longer to get back on my feet financially. So you understand how your mother and I lost touch.”  
 
    “Yeah,” Kier says in a hushed voice tinged with awe. “So, how come we’re here now?”  
 
    “Because your Papa sent you and your Ma here to keep you safe,” Alfie says softly.  
 
    “What’s going on, mom?” Kier asked.  
 
    “Some very bad men are after us. Because of who we are and what we have. It’s why we’ve always had security and been careful about who we’re around. Dad’s always been a powerful man, and like most men at the top of their game, someone eventually tries to take it by any means necessary.”  
 
    “Mom.” His lower lip trembles and my chest aches. “Is Papa.” His voice cracks. “Is he okay?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” I walk over and smooth my hands over his shaking shoulders. I squeeze and pull him in for a hug.  “I-If he is, it won’t be for long.” I force the words out, ignoring the bitter taste they leave behind.  
 
    “No.” He shakes his head. My top grows wet with his tears as I rock him back and forth. “I am so sorry, baby. If I could spare you this, I would. I know how much you love him.” I peer at Alfie over his shoulder. I smooth my hand over his hair. I want to wrap him in a cocoon and spare him this pain, but life isn’t that way, and trying to cushion him would only make the reality worse when it crashed through the shell I’d encased him in. To me, that would be a far crueler thing to do. Life’s a tough bitch who will beat you down, steal your lunch money, and spit in your face if you don’t learn to handle her properly.  
 
    I keep my own grief at bay as I comfort him. He pulls back and sniffs as he wipes at his eyes.  
 
    “Why him?”  
 
    “Because he knew I’d take care of my family.”  
 
    Kier narrows his gaze. “What is he talking about?”  
 
    “Alfie is more than an old friend. He’s your father.”  
 
    Kier pulls away from me, and I stumble before I find my balance as he takes off toward his room. The door slams. I cringe. “Well, at least he didn’t slap me,” I say.  
 
    “I’d have spanked his bottom if he ever treated you with anything other than respect.”  
 
    “Let me go after him. This is a lot to hear.” 
 
    “No.”
“Excuse me,” I say.  
 
    “From now on we’re in this together. No more facing this by yourself. All in. Remember?”  
 
    It’s a foreign concept, sharing him with someone else this way. I want to hold him to me and roar like a mama bear ready to defend her cub, but I can’t. This is his father. His rights were taken away without his knowledge or consent. He didn’t run away from his responsibility, so I can’t treat him as If he did. Kier needs to feel supported and loved. He needs a win to combat the losses, so I swallow my pride and nod.  
 
    “Y-yeah?”  
 
    I continue forward with Alfie at my side. This is going to take a hell of a lot of getting used to. I knock on the door.  
 
    “Kieron Are you going to allow us to explain this?”  
 
    “You knew who he was all this time. Did you know he was here?” 
“No, K. I had no clue. I mean yes, I figured if. If he made it, he would have returned to the United Kingdom. After seeing what happened to him, I thought he was dead.”  
 
    The door opens, and his frightened, tear-stained face appears in the crack. “You saw it?”  
 
    I cover my mouth and node as the memories rush back in.  
 
    “So you understand, she couldn’t tell you what she didn’t know, and I didn’t know at all, or I would’ve moved heaven and earth to reach you. Both of you. I was under the impression staying away would be best for both of us. The man who did this –he threatened to end my life if we ever had contact again, and I was afraid for your Ma. I’m sorry all of this kept us apart for so long, son. But I’m here now, and we’re going to become a family.”  
 
    “Mom, we aren’t going home?” he asks wide-eyed.  
 
    “Baby, we can’t. It’s not safe.”  
 
    “Because of what Papa does?”  
 
    His words make me gasp. “You know?”  
 
    He nods his head. “I’m not dumb or blind Ma. People talk, and I’ve pieced together things. I knew you didn’t like talking about it, so I didn’t.”  
 
    “Oh, baby. I never want you to feel you have to keep things for me.”  
 
    He glances down and shrugs his slender shoulders. All this time I wasn’t fooling anyone but myself. My cheeks heat as embarrassment fills me. Alfie squeezes my shoulders. “We’re dealing with a lot. But there are things we need to do to keep you safe, yeah?” he says.  
 
    “Like what?” He mumbles.  
 
    “Well for one, a name change. These men after you. They care about legacies. I’ve told them yours rests with me.” 
 
    “Mom too?”  
 
    “Yes, we’ll get married.”  
 
    “Mom, you said you were never going to do that,” Kier says.  
 
    The exasperated tone breaks the solemn mood, and we all chuckle. “That’s because your father was the only person I ever imagined myself walking down the aisle with.” I’m telling half-truths. I didn’t want to risk my heart a second time around. That’s why I vowed to never marry. But I had thought of being Alfie’s wife.  
 
    “So you’re in love?” Kier asks.  
 
    “There are some loves, you never truly fall out of. I’ll explain it to you more when you’re older.”  
 
    “When is this going to happen?” he asks, crossing his arms. The protective gleam in his eyes makes me want to giggle. I’ve never seen my son like this. But I kept men from around the house unless they were in the friend zone.  
 
    “Within the week. You’ll both be needing name changes so we can get you back in school and her back to working in Pharmaceuticals.”  
 
    “None of this is normal. We can’t just pretend like it is.”  
 
    “No, but we can do our best to work through it,” I say.  
 
    “Is that what we’re doing?”  
 
    “Aye, lad. It is,” Alfie says.  
 
    He studies his father with a thoughtful gaze. “Do I have to call you, Dad?”  
 
    “Not if you don’t want to.”  
 
    “Mom.  I don’t know.” He shakes his head. 
 
    “We’ll figure it out as we go along. No one has the answers to his yet. We’ve all been brought together in a peculiar manner, and we’re going our best to adapt. No matter what, you’re going to be taken care of. My top priority is getting you back on track and settled in.”  
 
    “What about my friends back home, my coaches, and teams.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Kier. Maybe you can join some here.”  
 
    “It’s not the same.” His chest is heaving, and his voice is loud and wavering. His eyes shimmer with unshed tears. 
 
    “I know baby, and I am so, so sorry.”  
 
    “That changes nothing.”  
 
    The venom he’s spewing rips my heart open. I’m metaphorically bleeding out when he steps away from me. “I want to be alone.” He storms into the room and slams the door. I rest a hand onto my stomach and take a deep breath.  
 
    “He’ll come around. We need to give him time.”  
 
    “It’s not so easy.”  
 
    “Never said it would be, just necessary. You hold on too tight, and he’ll fight you even more. I understand what it’s like to be a boy his age dealing with a lot. There was no man in me life, and I put my mother through hell. You love him, but there are things a man needs to talk to another man about. Let me ease that burden.”  
 
    I close my eyes. “I can’t lose him.”  
 
    “You won’t.”   
 
    “You can’t promise me that,” I whisper thinking of my father.  
 
    *** 
 
    Alfie 
 
    Sadness has settled over the house in the past few days, and what should be a happy occasion feels more like a memorial. We’ve signed the proper documents, and soon Kier will be a Bowring. I’d give her a wedding worthy of royalty if she wanted one but now isn’t the time. Not when we’re still waiting for the phone call to come confirming Douglas’s death, and Kier is running hot and cold. I’m standing in a gray suit with a white button-up and a skinny black tie with Kier in a similar outfit at my side in front of the mantle below the ornate stain glass window letting in light. We went with a Petite wedding package at Dreamcatcher in Cornwall. The small, unique space gives an intimate vibe that suits the occasion. We’re not simply getting married. We’re properly joining our family. It’s as much a day for Kier as it is for us.   
 
    Which is why we’ve opted to do things a bit differently. The opening Notes of Dido’s Here With me begins to play, and I stand up tall as I turn to face her and I’m floored. The short-sleeved cream-colored dress flows down her body, accentuating her shapely collar bone, full breasts, slim waist, and curvy hips before it falls to the floor in an almost sheer layer. She has a textured overlay that catches the light, dazzling me with its simplicity.  
 
    Her caramel-hued skin glows, and her hair is done in big girls with tiny white flowers woven into the loose spirals. She’s like a pixie come to life as she steps into the room clutching a small bouquet of large peach-colored flowers. A sweet smile lines her full lips and my heart accelerates.  
 
    I nudge a slack-jawed Kier who stands up straighter as he takes the short walk and offers Athena, his arm like a proper gentleman. My heart fills as they make their way toward me, filling an emptiness I’d long resigned myself to living with. They stop in front of me, and I fall into the warm depths of her eyes as the officiant begins the ceremony, and Kier gives her away.  I twine our fingers, proud to be calling this incredible woman my wife. Nothing short of a lifetime is going to satisfy me after all we’ve been through. I understand her hesitation and doubts, but I’m a patient man excellent at turning plans into reality. I frame her face and kiss her gently, holding the ravenous beast inside me at bay. That’s for later when the boy isn’t around, and I don’t have to stop. We pull apart, and I glance at Kier. The small smile so like his mothers make me believe we’re going to be okay eventually. We post for photos before we move to the small two-tier cake with a light glaze and a fringe of tiny yellow and white flowers.  
 
    The darkness that’s settled on us lifts, and I’m grateful that the day isn’t completely marred by tragedy. We’ve all had more than our share of misfortune. It’s time for healing and rebuilding, together. Full of cake and optimism we step aside, and I can’t help but admire the greenery and fresh air. I hate the way they came to me, but I’m happy they’re here. This is more than I ever expected to have.  
 
    “How are you feeling, Kier?” I ask as we explore the area after Athena excuses herself to use the loo.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s weird. Suddenly I have a father, my mother’s married, we’re living in England, and Papa is probably dead.” His voice cracks.  
 
    “It’s a lot to deal with at once.”  
 
    “You think?” he asks sarcastically. The vinegar dripping from his tongue is familiar. I was an angry lad, pissed at the world, and giving my mum hell.  
 
    “I do. I know you’re angry, but don’t take that out on the people who’re only here to help and care for you.”  
 
    “Suddenly, you care?”  
 
    “From the minute I knew you existed, I cared. If I had known about you, nothing would’ve stopped me from returning.”  
 
    He glances up at me with distrust. “Why lie when we got here.”  
 
    “Because there was enough to deal with and your mother wasn’t ready for that conversation yet. None of this has been easy on her mate. She’s putting on a good show of it for you, but she’s hurting. That was your grandfather, yes, but it was her father. She already lost her mother.”  
 
    His eyes widen, and I see the haze of self-centered thought begin to lift. I nod my head. He’s getting it now.  
 
    “I didn’t think of that.”  
 
    “We can never be so consumed by our own pain that we become unable to see others. You understand?” 
 
    “I think so.”  
 
    I pat his shoulder. “Good, lad. Usually we’d head on a honeymoon. Instead, we’re all going to stay at the Corinthia, have a nice dinner and a break from the house. Then tomorrow you’ll head home, and I’ll go back to work.”  
 
    “The day after your wedding?”  
 
    “Got to pay for the nice school you’ll be attending and keep the lights on.” And give your mother space, so she doesn’t lose her mind. We’re still disjointed and walking on eggshells around one another. I can’t stand the thought of being seen as someone who holds power over her.  I remember how it negatively impacted her years ago. She needs to come into her own a bit. I understand that. I don’t mind giving her the space she needs, but I refuse to let her shut me out.  
 
    “You boys doing okay?” She asks as she nervously twirls the two karate kite diamond around her finger.  
 
    “Yeah, Mom. You look amazing today,” Kier says. Pride swells in my chest. He’s getting it. She’s done an amazing job with him. No thanks to me. I’d never forgive Porter for what he did. Part of me is glad he’s getting to experience the hell he put me through. My bones still ache when it rains, and my strenuous exercise routine is to keep my weaknesses from resurfacing. You don’t forget or forgive that. At least I can’t.  
 
    “Thank you, baby.” She kissed his cheek, and his countenance lightened.  
 
    “You ready for your surprise. We can’t go on a honeymoon yet, but I wanted to do something for all of us. It’s a special day.”  
 
    “You didn’t have to do that,” she says quietly.  
 
    “I did. It’s our first day as a family. It shouldn’t be treated like any other day.”  
 
    Her gaze softened. “You’re still sweet.”  
 
    “Only to you.” I wink and steer them away from the tiny structure where we became a family.  
 
    ***  
 
    She moves to unzip her dress, and I stay her hand with my fingers wrapped around her wrist.  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “That’s for me to do.”  
 
    With Kier safely tucked into the bedroom that’s joined to ours via a door, I’m free to focus my attention on my wife.  
 
    Her lips twitch upward.  
 
    “Oh?’  
 
    “It’s a husbands’ job to undress his wife on their wedding night.”  
 
    Her nostrils flare, and her breathing speeds up. I grab the tiny zipper and gently pull down, parting the cream material to reveal an intricate white corset that has me drooling. I slid the dress down to the floor. “Step out and leave the heels on.” She grips my shoulder as she carefully steps out of the puddle of material. I lean forward and bite her round ass. She jumps and squeaks. I chuckle as I palm her cheeks and massage her plump cheeks.  
 
    “You got a nice fanny, love.”  
 
    “I have a little too much fanny.”  
 
    “Oh no, it’s perfect.” I stand and move to the chair, where I drape the gown. The tiny white panties have me straining against my trousers. All curves and soft skin, she looks like a pin-up in her matching corset, panties, and stockings. Her heels are a soft pink that makes her calves look edible. She shifts her weight, and I groan as the movement draws attention to something I missed.  
 
    “Crotchless?” 
“The clerk insisted on easy access.”  
 
    “Remind me to send her flowers. I kneel and crook my finger. “Come here, love. I’m suddenly famished. I think I need a snack.” She walks over and stops with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Are you sure? It’s a big meal.”  
 
    I grip her thighs and part her legs further. “I’m positive.” I latch on. A man starved as I grip her ass and go to work. She tugs at my hair and grinds her face against my mouth. I want her breathless and wanting. I flick her swollen bundle of nerves, and she cries out, creaming for me. I continue to lap at her, as she shakes, and I support her weight. I wrap my arm around her hips and thrust a finger into her slick, tight, heat. She whimpers and flexes her muscles. I add another finger and tilt my wrist.  
 
    “Ride my fingers, Thena.”  
 
    She digs her fingers into my shoulders and drives down. I growl as the wet sound fills the room.  
 
    “That’s my girl, take it. She’s beautiful with her head tilted back, and her lips parted and passion radiating off her in waves.  
 
    “Fie.”  
 
    “I’m right here, baby. Are you going to come for me?” 
 
    “Oh god, Yes, yes, Yes.” She splinters, shaking as I hold her hips to keep her on her feet. When the trembles die down, I take her mouth once more and walk us to the bed. Her legs hit the back, and she falls down. Her breasts bounce as she crawls back onto the bed. I quickly shed my clothing. I crawl onto the bed and cup her mound. I stroke her clit, and she taps my thigh.  
 
    “I want to taste you too.”  
 
    I kneel, and she lays across the bed, giving me access to her pussy as she takes my prick. The site of my cock disappearing between her pink lips makes me twitch. She bobs her head as she takes me deep. I rock my hips as I drive inside her with two fingers, stretching and teasing. She spreads her legs wider, moaning. The vibrations travel up my length, and I fist her hair, urging her to move faster. The tingles travel up my spine, and I pull her away.  
 
    “Any longer and I’ll be coming before I’m ready to.” I kiss her softly as I pull her to the bed and roll her onto her side. I rub my length between her wet lips, coating my dick.  
 
     “You’re soaked. You want me inside your pussy bad, don’t you?”  
 
    “Yes.” She whispers.  
 
    “I couldn’t hear you.” I tap her clit with my head.  
 
    “Yes.” She cries out. “Much better. You know I like to hear you, Thena.”  I nip her neck, and she thrusts her ass back against me. She circles her hips, and I grip them tight, stilling her as slowly ease inside her. “Easy baby. I don’t want to hurt you. Fuck, you’re so tight.”  I grip her ass, tilting her as we come together.  
 
    “Harder Fie.”  
 
    I give her more with every stroke until her body yields completely, and I bottom out.  
 
    “Hold those legs back.” I sink deeper. Jesus Christ. “Just like that.” I cage her in with arms as I press my body to hers, bearing my own weight as I dig out her pussy.  
 
    “So good, Fie. So good.” Her voice is shrill and breathy.  
 
    “I’m going to make you come, so hard.” I thrust into her fast and pull out.  
 
    “Oh. Oh.” Her pussy pulses and I pull out as she squirts. “You’re so sexy when you squirt for me.” I push back in, and she grips the sheets as she snaps her hips up. “You going to do it again for me?” I fuck her harder, finding the angle that hits her spot. Her legs tremble.  
 
    “Fie. I’m going to.”  
 
    “Yes.” I pull out, and she rewards me with droplets. Lights are dancing behind my eyelids, and my balls are drawing up. I pump into her, and she contracts. I thrust through her orgasm and pull out, spraying onto her belly. She purrs, and I rub the pearly liquid into her skin.  
 
    “Rest. It’s going to be a long night.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Athena  
 
    “Mom, are you happy?”  
 
    I peer up at my son, and the torment in his eyes hits me like a sucker punch.  
 
    “Yes and no. We have a chance for a fresh start. You’ll get to know your Dad, and I.” I what?   
 
    “Get to be happy with him?” Kier fills in the blanks. The answer is simple, but poignant.  
 
    I nod my head. “Yes. We’re going to try to be. Does that bother you?”  
 
    His brow wrinkles. “I just don’t understand. If Papa was so powerful, why couldn’t he take care of this guy who hurt Alfie?”  
 
    I close my eyes. “When it came to me, Dad could be extremely unreasonable. No one was good enough.”  
 
    “Wait. He didn’t know?”  
 
    “Not at first. We kept it hidden from him for two years.’  
 
    “What!”  
 
    “Boy, where do you think you get your sly tendencies from?” I ask as I arch an eyebrow.  
 
    “Myself,” he mumbles, making me laugh.  
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “When did he find out? What happened?”  
 
    The shattering of the glass window made my stomach sour. The alarm blares. To be this brazen, they’re set on one of two things, murder or kidnapping.  I stand as I picture the gun in the nightstand. “Go to your father’s room and get in the closet,” I whisper.  
 
    “What? Mom. No. I’m not leaving you.”  
 
    “Now, Kieron.” I deepen my voice and meet his gaze. He runs off down the hall, and I follow in his footsteps, never turning my back. I slid into the room and pull the .45 out of the drawer. It’s not my favorite. It feels wrong in my hands, bulkier and heavier than my Glock 9 with the specialized handle grip I prefer. I stand my ground in front of the closet and strain to hear what’s going on. A single set of boots pound over the floor. Maybe I read this wrong. This could be nothing more than a disgruntled person looking to do some damage and leave a message behind for Alfie.  
 
    A loud bang makes me jump. There are three rooms before Alfie. The bang comes again. He’s sweeping the rooms. I got something for you behind room number four, fucker. I crack my neck and roll my shoulders as I blank out the way my Dad taught me. The only thing I’m worried about is stopping him before he comes near my son. The alarm has a voice coming through, asking me if I need assistance. The boots stop just shy of the room. They begin to retreat, and I give chase. I have to know who did this. I skid around the corner and see the lithe frame all in black.  
 
    “Stop.” I bark.  
 
    He continues to run, and I aim at his leg and shoot. He stumbles and peers back at me. Hi, eyes are a stunning green full of rage. He lifts his arm, and I duck back inside the house. The shot never comes. A sickening thud does. I look back out and find a furious Alfie behind the wheel of his Black BMV. A body-sized dent now rests on the hood. He steps out of the car, with Ifan on his heels. Ifan kicks the dazed man’s gun further away, and Alfie lifts him up by his collar.  
 
    “You’re going to tell me who the fuck you are and why you targeted my house.”  
 
    “Get him in the basement, I’ll handle this,” Ifan says. 
 
    “You come here and threaten my family?” Alfie asks. One massive fist to the man’s chin. His head flops back. He’s out cold. Alfie lifts his head, and our gazes meet. “Get into the house. Where’s Kier.”  
 
    “In your closet.”  
 
    “Good girl.” He drags the man’s limp body up the stairs behind me as I run to the room.  
 
    “Kier?”  
 
    “Mom.” He barrels toward me, nearly knocking me over off my feet with his momentum. I rock back but remain standing. “What’s going on?”  
 
    “I don’t know, but your Dad is going to find out,” I say as I watch them disappear down the stairs that lead to the basement.”  Ifan appears like a ghost materializing out of thin air to turn off the alarm. He resets it and speaks with whoever is manning the frequency.   
 
    “You two okay?” he asks.  
 
    I nod.  
 
    “This will never happen again. We’ll post men around the house from now on.”  
 
    “Who was he?” I ask.  
 
    “We don’t know yet, but I guarantee you by the end of the evening we will. We have men coming over with plywood. The window will be replaced tomorrow.”   
 
    “What do you want me to do?”  
 
    “Keep it together and stay in your room for now. We’re not sure if you’re a target or not.”  
 
    I nod my head. I know how this game is played.  
 
    “Come on, Kier. Let’s get out of their way.”  
 
    “Wha!”  
 
    “It’s okay. They’re going to take care of him.” I smooth my hand down the back of his head and squeeze his neck lightly. “They know what to do. We need to allow them to do it without us underfoot.”  
 
    He shakes his head. “Who are you?”  
 
    “A woman who’s used to things like this happening. This is exactly why I kept Papa at a distance. I didn’t want this to be a normal occurrence for you.” I steer him back down the hall, knowing it’s going to be a long night.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    Alfie 
 
    “Are we going to do this the easy way or the hard way?” I ask as I pace the length of the stone floor and struggle to contain my rage. If I beat him to death the way I want to, I won’t get answers. I split his lip and blackened his eyes on principle. The salt bath from a bucket woke him after that.  
 
    “Observing.”  
 
    “And you had to get up close and personal to do that, did you?”  
 
    “Yes. I needed to be sure.”  
 
    “Sure of what?”  
 
    He clamps his mouth shut. I backhand him his head snaps to the right. He grunts. “Don’t give me a reason to start carving you up.”  
 
    “It’s not my call.”  
 
    “Then it fucking sucks to be you,” Ifan says.  
 
    “Get me the drill.”  
 
    “No, he wants to talk with you. It’s not my place to comment.” I glance at Ifan. He shrugs.  
 
    “You can give him the phone. You get one chance with us. You screw me over right now. It’ll be the last thing you do.”  
 
    “I understand.” He’s an American with a touch of a Bostonian tone. It doesn’t take any guesswork to figure out who sent this fucker. I step back and listen as he rattles off a number and Ifan dials. He holds his phone up to his ears, and the man rattles off in Italian.  
 
    “He wants to speak with you.”  
 
    “I thought we had a deal.”  
 
    “I needed to send eyes to see first-person if you had anything to do with … an event that’s happened here.”  
 
     “You came over here and disrespected me in my home. Scared my wife and my son. This isn’t going to slide.”  
 
    “Nor did I expect you to. I apologize for how …. Poorly this was handled. Please allow me to make amends by offering you our mutual friend. Blood for Blood.”  
 
    “If someone had been hurt we wouldn’t have even made it to this call.”  
 
    “Hmm. He had explicit directions. It’s a pity he didn’t follow them better.”  
 
    The callous indifference is horrifying. A leader who finds his people unworthy is dangerous and usually quite narcissistic. It’s an awful combination for anyone in power to have.  
 
    “You think I’m going to let this go?”  
 
    “For now. Until we met again on some other plane of battle. Congratulations on the nuptials. It’s all they’re talking ‘bout here.”  
 
     Who the fuck does this guy think he is? I want to retaliate, but I know better. The man who acts rashly always ends up over his head. That’s not me anymore. I have others to look out for. The Albanos and Brizzi’s time will come, but it won’t be until they’ve gotten themselves nice and comfortable. He’s not well-liked, only feared. Eventually one will outweigh the other, and he’ll be vulnerable to a takedown from within.   
 
    “I guess this is – 
 
    I pull the gun from my belt and shoot the man in the head.  
 
    “Goodbye.” The dial tone sounds in my ear. I didn’t want to torture the lackey. I’ll save that for the man behind the puppet.  
 
    “What the hell did he mean by an incident that happened?” Ifan asks.  
 
    “I don’t know, but we’ll find out quietly.”  
 
    “I understand,” Ifan says.  
 
    “Good. We’ll get a cleaner down here. I want him gone within the next hour.”  
 
    “I’ll start the clean-up myself and call for disposal. You go be with your family. Kier looked rattled.”  
 
    I sigh. “She wanted to spare him all this.”  
 
    “This isn’t on you, mate. Porter left a lot of loose ends.”  
 
    “One I fear we’ll be tying up before too long,” I say honestly.  
 
    “One day at a time, right?”  
 
    I nod my head and pat his shoulder as I walk by and make my way up the stairs. The walls here are reinforced and soundproof. We have a drain that goes down into the ground and enough equipment to make the hardest man crack, eventually. I like torture. It lets me set wrongs right and extract information. Any other day I would’ve worked the man over until the sun rose, and he silently begged me for death because his voice had given out hours before. Tonight, all I want to do is comfort my family. I stop in the bathroom to rinse my hands and wash the evidence down the drain with bleach. I peel the shirt over my head, place it in a bin, and remove the bag, tying it up and setting it outside the bathroom to take out with the body. Blood is a bitch to try and get out, and it’s stupid to risk being caught over an item I can easily replace.  
 
    I move to my room and slowly open the door. Athena’s lying on her back with a sleeping Kier curled up to her.  
 
    “Is everything okay?” she asks softly.   
 
    “Yes, love, they were from Boston. Wanted to check in on us and make sure we were keeping our end of the bargain. I let them know we didn’t appreciate it.”  
 
    “Is it.. over?”  
 
    “Can’t say. I need to look into it more. For now, we’ll have peace, though.”  
 
    “You’re sure.”  
 
    I nod my head.  
 
    “I was so scared.”  
 
    I move to kneel beside her and kiss her hand. “And I’m sorry about that. You won’t be left alone again that way. Not with all this uncertainty going around.”  
 
    She nods her head in agreement, and I can see how frightened she truly is.  
 
    “Hey, you did amazing.” I cup her face. “Without you, he would’ve gotten away.”  
 
    She gives a shaky smile, and I press my lips to her. She returns my kiss with pressure and passion that makes me moan. I pull back. “Leave him here. He needs the rest.” I stand.  
 
    “Where are you going?” She grabs my hand.  
 
    “To hop in the shower.”  
 
    “And then you’re coming back?”  
 
    “You want me to?”  
 
    “I need my family in one place tonight.”  
 
    The words make me smile despite the situation.  
 
    “Then, they will be.”  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nothing brings a family together like a near-death experience. The things that once kept us apart suddenly seemed small and unimportant in the face of the home invasion. Kier was easing into his new life bit by bit. He’d made the futbol team at his new school along with a couple of mates. Which is where he is now. An entire day to ourselves is worth taking advantage of. I wander the house until I find my wife perched on a window sill with a medical book in her lap. She’s ready to take the test, which will allow her to practice here soon. It was a lot of cutting red tape, testing, and proving she knew what she knew to be allowed to practice here.  
 
    The process gave her something else to focus on and allowed her to acclimate.  
 
    “You study anymore, and your brain is going to start leaking out of your ears.”  
 
    “Alfie.” She sets the book aside and stands with a bright smile that still makes me feel like an infatuated teenager. I open my arms and wrap them around her waist as I pull her body flush to mine. “Why aren’t you at work?”  
 
    “I had it on pretty good authority the boy will be out all evening with his friends, so I came home early to enjoy the quiet with me wife.”  
 
    She giggles. “Well, your wife is studying.”  
 
    I move my head back and shake my head. “Not anymore.”  
 
    “No?”  
 
    “That’s right. We’re going to do a little husband and wife bonding.” 
 
    “Is that what they’re calling it now?” she teases.  
 
    I nod my head as I nip at her full bottom lip. “We need to destress you.”  
 
    “You have some thoughts on how to do that?”  
 
    “I do.” I continue to nibble my way down her neck. Our banter was hard-earned. For weeks we’d walked on eggshells, afraid to tip the precarious balance we’d found in our home. She was spooked, in a place unfamiliar to her with her mama bear mode fully engaged until she saw the danger had truly passed. She moans and tilts her head back, giving me access to her long neck. I chuckle as I focus on the pulse in her neck. The feel of her heartbeat against my tongue makes me feel alive.   
 
    I wind her hair around my finger and playfully pull. She whimpers and glances up at me with passion glazed eyes. My heart swells. It’s time.  
 
    “I know our marriage wasn’t the one you always dreamed of, but it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, next to Kier.”  
 
    “Fie,” she whispers.  
 
    “I love you, Athena. I always have, and I always will. There’s never been anyone else for me.”  
 
    “I love you too, Fie.”  
 
    Her words bring freedom. I release the breath I’d been holding for a month and devour her lips. She’s sweetness and light personified. I can’t get enough of her. I tilt my head and our tongues tangle. She tugs on my hair, and I growl as I lift her in my arms bridal style. She wraps her arms around my waist as our mouths continue to duel. Thrust, parry, and attack as I walk down the hall to our room. Goosebumps cover my flesh. This is more than the pursuit of pleasure. It’s making love in every sense of the word. The final barrier up between us has been shattered. I want to sink into her soul and never leave.  
 
    I’m awed by the feminine creature perched on my lap. She’s a goddess come to earth in her floral sundress. The braid that wraps around her head makes her look regal, and the happiness in her eyes makes me feel like a king. I want to spend my life making her happy. I’m not good at voicing this, but she hears what I don’t say. It’s why we’ve always worked. I help her work the dress over her head and toss it onto the floor.  
 
    “You’re so damn beautiful, Thena.” I kiss the space between her breasts and inhale her scent as I grip her hips. I nuzzle her mounds as I reach around and remove the light pink bra. I pull it down her arms, and it joins the dress on the ground.  
 
    “You’re overdressed for the occasion, my love.” She tugs at my button-up, and I smirk.  
 
    “We should fix that.”  
 
    “I got it.” She yanks sending buttons flying, and I groan. “You’re not the only one who gets impatient.” She winks as she rolls my nipples between her fingers, lightly pulling. The stimulation travels through my body and the blood pools in my prick. She circles her hip, fixing her laughing eyes on me as she leans in and sucks the skin on my neck into her mouth.  
 
    “Little Minx.”  
 
    “Just giving back a little.” She pinches my nipple, hard, and I jerk. “You can take a little pain, can’t you?” She winks.  
 
    “I think the question is, can you take what I’m about to give you?”  
 
    She spins around in my lap and grinds against the bulge, trying to break out of my trousers.  
 
    “I think I can.”  
 
    “You trying to make me come in me britches then?”  
 
    She peers up at me from beneath a fringe of thick dark lashes. “Now, why would I do that?”  
 
    “Because you can you little devil.” This playful seductress is a persona I’ve grown used to. She’s not the girl I fell in love with. She’s a woman I’m fascinated by and still learning more about daily. It’s a mystery I can never hope to fully unravel.  
 
    I grip her hips and roll over her pinning her on her back.  
 
    “Someone’s eager,” she gasps.  
 
    “And you love that.”  
 
    She nods. “I do.” She speaks the words against my lips as she pulls me down, kissing me until the world fades to the press of her full lips against mine and her questing tongue. We part for air, and I shed the rest of my clothing and her underwear. I move between her thighs, and she wraps her legs around me and takes me by surprise when she rolls me over.  
 
    “It’s my turn to lead.” She straddles me and guides me inside. Fully seated, she places her hands on my chest and raises before she slams back down.  
 
    “I love it when you ride me like that.” Our bodies slap together as she bounces up and down, occasionally swirling her hips as she flexes her muscles. Bending over she takes me deeper, and I’m captured in the web of seduction she’s weaving with her body and those damn eyes I want to drown in. I can’t look away. With all our cards on the table, I can see through to her very soul. I grip her ass, spreading her ass I grind into her.  
 
    “You like that dick deep inside you?”  
 
    “Yes. Give it to me harder.”  
 
    She cries out as I pound inside her. There’s a wildness to our loving. We’ve awoken an insatiable hunger we’re desperate to sate. Sweat runs down her body and mine. We’re both trembling as her walls constrict and she goes over the edge taking me with her. Her head falls back, and I’m dazzled by the view as I fill her. She collapses onto my chest, and I rub her back in slow circles as we come down from our high 
 
    As I twine her thick hair around my fingers, I say a silent prayer for whatever forces brought us together and gifted us with Kier. I never knew I could love so deeply or feel so complete. They add color and joy. I’ve gone from existing to living.  Just being who we are keeps us from living a completely peaceful life, but for now, all is well, and things are quiet, and I plan on enjoying every second of it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The End  
 
      
 
    Author Note 
 
    I hope you’ve enjoyed the first glimpse into my new series, Debt Collectors. There will be more of Alfie and Athena coming very soon. 
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