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I wrote Phoenix Rising as a transition between the 3 book arc and the rest of the Reed Security series. I wanted to highlight the struggles that our brave men and women face as they return from war or when they are serving. I was lucky enough to speak with military veteran, Tommy, who helped me understand the emotional and physical struggles veterans face every day. This book is for you. Thank you for giving this romance writer your time. 






















Tommy Rieman

Awarded Silver Star for Actions during Global War on Terror

Service: Army

Battalion: 3d Battalion

Division: 82d Airborne Division




Citation:

The President of the United States of America, authorized by Act of Congress July 9, 1918 (amended by an act of July 25, 1963), takes pleasure in presenting the Silver Star to Sergeant Tommy Rieman, United States Army, for conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity in action while serving with Company E, 51st Long Range Surveillance Company (LRSC), 3d Battalion, 504th Parachute Infantry Regiment, 82d Airborne Division, during combat operations in support of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM, on 3 December 2003, in Iraq. During a convoy operation, Sergeant Rieman’s three vehicle convoy came under heavy enemy fire. Sergeant Rieman moved into position, using his own body to protect his gunner and began returning fire. He suffered two bullet wounds and 11 shrapnel wounds. After refusing medical help several times, Sergeant Rieman took charge and moved the convoy off the main road, out of the line of fire. There they encountered a smaller enemy element. He directed his men to return fire and succeeded in suppressing the attack. Sergeant Rieman’s gallant actions and dedicated devotion to duty, without regard for his own life, were in keeping with the highest traditions of military service and reflect great credit upon himself, his unit, and the United States Army.




The Wall of Valor Project

https://valor.militarytimes.com/hero/29107
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Anna Vasquez- 21 year old Marine. Lost too soon to suicide. 




Nicholas Giovannetti- active duty Marine




Wallace A. Caldwell, US Navy, WWII




Kenneth L. Caldwell, US Navy




Charles F. Clark, 14th Armored Calvary, US Army, Vietnam




Reed Security Cast




Sebastian “Cap” Reed- owner

 Maggie “Freckles” Reed

 Caitlin Reed

 Clara Reed

 Gunner Reed




Team 1:




Derek “Irish” Cortell- team leader and part owner

 Claire Cortell




Hunter “Pappy” Papacosta

 Lucy Papacosta

 Rylee Papacosta




Rocco Turner

 Evelyn Rose Turner




Team 2:




Sam “Cazzo” Galmacci- team leader and part owner

 Vanessa Galmacci

 Sofia Galmacci

 Leo Galmacci




Mark “Sinner” Sinn

 Cara Sinn

 Violet Sinn

 Asher Sinn




Blake “Burg” Reasenburg

 Emma Reasenburg

 Ryker Reasenburg

 Beatrix (Bea)




Team 3: 




John “Ice” Peters- team leader and part owner

 Lindsey Peters

 Zoe Peters

 Cade Peters

 Willow Peters




Julian “Jules” Siegrist

 Ivy Siegrist

 John Christopher Hudson Siegrist




Chris “Jack” McKay

 Alison (Ali) McKay

 Axel McKay

 Elizabeth (Lizzie) McKay




Team 4: 

 

Chance “Sniper” Hendrix

 Morgan James (Shyla)

 Payton James




Jackson Lewis

 Raegan Cartwright

 Parents: Susan and Robert Cartwright




Gabe Moore

 Isabella (Isa) Moore

 Vittoria 

 Lorenzo (Enzo)

 Grayson Moore




Team 5:




Alec Wesley




Florrie Younge




Craig Devereux




Training:




Hudson Knight- formerly known as Garrick Knight

 Kate Knight

 Raven Knight

 Griffin Knight




Lola “Brave” Pruitt

 Ryan Jackson

 James Jackson (Cassandra Jackson- mother)

 Piper Jackson

 Ryder Jackson




Team 6:




Storm Hart




Daniel “Coop” Cooper




Tony “Tacos” Russo







IT Department:




Becky Harding




Robert “Rob” Markum














CHAPTER ONE

Cazzo


I stared the man down that stood in front of me with his daughter, obviously feeling just a little too comfortable with my woman. “Excuse me for not fucking trusting you, but you worked for her sick fuck of a father. What the hell do you want?”


He glanced at his daughter and I immediately felt a little bad that I had been so harsh in front of her. She couldn’t have been more than sixteen.


“I need help. Victor is relentless and…look, I didn’t want to come to you for help, but I don’t have any options left.”


“What kind of help?” Cap asked. I couldn’t believe he was even entertaining the idea of listening to this asshole. Whether he helped save Vanessa or not, he worked for a man that was going to sell off his daughter to the cartels.


“I need someplace to keep my daughter safe until I can take Victor down.”


“Why do you need to take him down?” Vanessa’s voice was laced in concern and I sure as fuck hoped it wasn’t for her father.


Cooper sighed and looked hard at his daughter. I saw her nod sadly and he turned back to us, swallowing hard. “After I got you out, I knew it would only be a matter of time before they caught on that it was me that helped you. This is Kayla,” he motioned to his daughter. “She was staying with her mother, and I insisted that we leave right away. Her mother didn’t want to leave, and didn’t really believe there was any danger. She thought we’d be back in a few days. I guess she had more important things to worry about at the time.”


“More important than her daughter’s safety?” I asked incredulously.


“She wasn’t exactly the motherly type,” Kayla sniped.


“Anyway, I took Kayla and we left. I kept in contact with her mother, let her know what was going on as I tracked Victor’s movements, but she still didn’t think there was any danger. When Victor couldn’t find me, he went after her mother. When I couldn’t contact her for a few days, I stashed Kayla with an old friend and went back to get her mom.” He swallowed hard and looked away guiltily. “She was already dead. It was…brutal.”


I didn’t even have a chance to stop Vanessa before she practically ran to Kayla, wrapping her arms around her. I knew she was trying to be comforting and empathetic, but I still didn’t trust this guy and I hated that she obviously did. 


I could tell that he had seen battle of some kind. He had burns covering half his face, and from his build and the way he moved, I could tell he had been military. The problem was, not everyone got out and stayed on the right side of the law. Just because he said he was against Victor didn’t make it true. He could be trying to win us over with sympathy. And my wife was the perfect target.


“So, what’s your plan?” Cap asked. “You can’t be on the run forever.”


“I need to stash Kayla somewhere safe. I’ve avoided coming to you for as long as I could, but I’ve run out of time. Victor hasn’t let up after all these years. In his eyes, I ruined the deal he had with the cartels.”


“Even after all this time,” Vanessa said quietly. “I prayed that he would let this go, that he would be my father someday.”


“Vanessa,” I said gruffly. “You knew that would never happen. When we saw him in New York, there was no remorse when he saw you.”


“I know, but to go after Daniel and his family…it’s hard to believe that my family could do something like that. How can I be related to such an evil man?”


“You can’t choose the family you’re born into,” Kayla said quietly. Then she looked up hesitantly at Daniel. “I didn’t mean you.”


“I know, kid.”


“How are you planning on ending things?” Cap asked.


“I don’t have anything to hold over his head right now. I had a buddy that was helping me with my ex’s murder investigation, but when things got hot, he ended up missing. The police found him a few days later, tossed in a dumpster like garbage.”


I looked to Cap, but he was thinking the same thing I was. We weren’t prepared for this fight. And if he was coming to us, and we chose to believe his story, he was desperate. We couldn’t fight, but we couldn’t walk away either. We’d been involved with Victor Adams years ago and he hadn’t darkened our door since we blackmailed him. Whether Victor was after us again or not, we were involved still.


“We can definitely keep Kayla here with us, and you also if you need a place to go, but as you can see, we’re in a bit of a predicament of our own.”


Daniel nodded as he looked at the burnt building. “I can see that. What happened?”


“We had a battle of our own. We’ve been on the run for a year now. We’re low on funds, workspace, pretty much anything we would need at this point.”


“I don’t want to add to the stress you’ve already got going on,” Daniel said, disappointment obvious. Vanessa was looking to me for help. She didn’t want me to let them walk away, and I could understand why. He had saved her life when his daughter was at risk. There was no way I could let him walk away with his little girl, no matter how much I still had reservations. Not if it meant risking Vanessa’s hatred.


“We have the panic room,” Chance suggested. “We’ll be staying there until we can rebuild.”


“Are you sure there’s room for us?” 


Daniel’s voice was laced with disbelief and I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Trust me, this isn’t your average panic room. I think we even have a few of Chance’s beds down there.”


“Hey, fucker, try sleeping on one of those and then try going back to the crap you sleep on.”


Morgan placed a hand on Chance’s arm and he immediately turned to her in concern. The man was more than a little protective of her after everything they’d been through. “Maybe we should watch the expletives since there are children present.”


“Don’t worry about me,” Kayla snorted. “Dad’s not exactly a saint.”


“Why don’t you go ahead and grab your gear,” Cap suggested. “You can head in with Chance, but you won’t be allowed any weapons inside.”


“I understand, but don’t mistake my lack of weapons as submission. If I even think anyone’s trying to hurt me or my daughter, my hands will do the killing for me.”


“Only if you can get past Knight,” I jabbed. I couldn’t wait for him to meet Knight. That would be an enlightening experience for him.


“Who’s Knight?”


“I think that’s a meeting for another time,” Cap suggested. “Vanessa, maybe you could take Kayla inside and help her with anything she might need. Maybe introduce her to some of the other kids and the instructors.”


“Sure.” She grabbed Kayla’s hand and started pulling her to the building. “Ever been trained in hand to hand combat?”


Daniel watched warily as they walked toward the training center and then looked at us in confusion. “What the hell are you teaching your kids here?”


“Survival,” Cap said without a moment’s hesitation.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








I took Daniel inside and found a room for him and Kayla. Now that I had him away from Vanessa, I was going to lay a few ground rules.


“So, this is your suite. You’ll each have your own room and you’ll share a bathroom. We have a fully stocked kitchen and I think Raegan’s parents are going to be staying here, so Susan will probably cook.”


“Sorry, who’s Raegan?”


“She’s Jackson’s girlfriend. There’s a lot of people to meet. It’s better if you just wait until you meet them to try and remember everyone.”


He nodded and tossed his bag on the floor in the living room. “This is a nice place. I’m surprised you were able to get all this built.”


“We have a lot to fight for. Speaking of, I don’t want any of this touching Vanessa. It’s taken a long time for her to move past what happened with her father. I don’t want her dragged back into this.”


“That’s why I stayed away so long. We’ve been all over the country the last few years, but I can’t do that to Kayla anymore. It’s no life for her.”


“Better alive than dead,” I retorted.


“Would you want that for your daughter? To be dragged from one safe house to another as you tried to outrun and take down a man that was rich and trying to kill you?”


“No, I guess not. Vanessa seems to think highly of you, so I’m going to trust her, but don’t let me down. You’ll have everyone at Reed Security coming after you if you fuck with one of us.”


“I understand. I’m not asking for help, just a safe place to lay low while I figure shit out.”


I nodded, glad that we were on the same page. “I’m sure Cap would be fine with you talking with our IT department. Becky and Rob are really good at their jobs. I’m sure they’ll be able to help you out. Monday, I’ll introduce you to them and hopefully they’ll be able to find some way to help.”


“I appreciate it.”


I turned to leave. I had a wife and kids to get back to and I just wanted to sleep in my own bed for once.


“I thought he loved her,” Daniel said from behind me. I turned back to him, wondering what the hell he was trying to say. “If I had known what kind of man he was, I never would have worked for him. I would have gotten her out sooner if I had realized how twisted he was.”


I nodded and walked away. I didn’t have any right to judge. I had made plenty of mistakes where Vanessa was concerned, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t protect her from any threat I thought was around. That included a man that was trying to protect his own family. Any man that was trying to protect his daughter couldn’t be trusted. Fear made a man do crazy things, things that could get others killed. And that was exactly what I was afraid of right now.
















CHAPTER TWO

Chance


“Oh my God,” I groaned as I sat down on my bed. Cap had been serious when he said he moved my beds and pillows into the panic room, and I had never been so grateful to that man. I closed my eyes and enjoyed the softness of the mattress and the clean smell since I hadn’t used these beds before. But the longer I laid there, the more I thought about that damn dirt floor that I had slept on for a long year. 


The smell of dirt replaced the clean smell of my hypoallergenic pillows and the softness of the bed was replaced with the feeling of bugs crawling over my body. The blanket felt scratchy against my skin to the point that I started to wiggle to get the feel off me.


“Everything okay over there?” Morgan asked. I opened my eyes and sat up, trying to appear completely normal.


“Fine, just breaking in the new bed.”


“I can think of better ways to do that than wiggling around.” She wiggled her eyes suggestively but then Payton walked in the room, halting our conversation.


“I think I’ll go take a shower. I feel gross after the drive.”


I wasn’t fooling her. She knew that my obsession with showers was growing by the day. There was rarely a day that I took less than six showers. Every time, I rubbed my skin clean until I felt like I would be scraping the bone. 


“Sure, I’m going to get Payton settled into her room and then unpack.”


I nodded and headed for the bathroom. I couldn’t get my clothes off fast enough, and under the water. I glanced at the clothes strewn on the floor and was tempted to just throw them away. Even the washer didn’t feel like it would get them clean enough. 


I picked up the washcloth and poured on the soap. As I looked down at my hands, I could see every slight dirt mark and every crevice that could hold even the smallest amount of dirt, and started scrubbing. The bathroom was completely steamed up when Morgan stepped into the shower and wrapped her arms around me.


“Vanessa is with Kayla, so she said she would keep an eye on Payton.” She took the washcloth from my hands and anger thrummed through me. 


“I don’t need a fucking babysitter,” I said as I slammed the handle down on the water. She snatched my hand and pulled it to her.


“Hey, I didn’t say that you did.” She turned the water back on and filled the washcloth with soap again. “There’s nothing wrong with me wanting to be here to support you. Do you think that I don’t understand?”


“I don’t pretend to understand what’s going on in your head. We haven’t shared enough for me to know what happened.”


She nodded and turned my palm over, slowly washing the pads of my fingers. “The first week I was at Wes’s house, he kept me in a cellar. There was only a bucket for me to pee in and a small window for light. That first night was terrifying and the worst I thought it would ever be.”


I looked up into her eyes, but she didn’t show me what she was feeling. She was completely numb right now.


“When a woman finally came down with dinner, I begged her to help me escape. I told her that I had been kidnapped and I was trying to get back to my daughter, but she just kept ignoring me. Wes came down the stairs and he shot her right in front of me.” I grabbed her chin gently and lifted her head so I could look into her eyes that were swimming with tears. “He killed her because I tried to get her to help me.”


“He killed her because he was a monster.”


She shook her head slightly and continued cleaning my hand. “He left her there for almost a week. The smell…I couldn’t eat or sleep, and when the rats came…” She took a deep, shuddering breath and wiped at her face. “What I’m trying to say is that I understand. I can’t sit on the floor because I slept there for a week with blood all around me. When we were in Colorado, one of the kids spilled a drink and the way it spread across the floor, it was like I was back in that cell. I just stood there staring, trying not to puke. Cara had to lead me out of the room. I guess she recognized the look on my face.”


I didn’t respond and she didn’t say anything else the rest of my shower. She cleaned my entire body thoroughly, knowing that I needed to feel like the dirt was gone. I wrapped my arms around her and held her close to me after we were done. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have a woman like her, someone that understood me so well and didn’t judge me for it. She was my angel.


But even my angel wouldn’t be able to save me, and deep down, I knew that things were going to get worse before they got better. I just didn’t want to admit it to myself yet. In my head, I was strong and I could pull myself out of this funk. I just had to put on a good face in front of people. Demons would always be around. I knew that from when I was in the SEALs. But it was how you dealt with all that pain and horror after that determined the course of your life. I had learned to bottle it all up once before and I could do it again.


So, that’s what I did. I ignored the images when they entered my head. I forced them from my mind and smiled along with everyone else. I sat and had dinner with Raegan’s parents and enjoyed the home cooked meal. Everything appeared fine. That night, I did the same thing I did every night. I fucked Morgan and pretended to fall asleep with her. I held her in my arms as long as I could, until the demons broke through my mind.


The whip cracked against my skin.


I closed my eyes and fought the pain.


The heat pressed in on me from all sides, suffocating me until I felt like I would pass out.


I forced myself to take a deep breath and fight the onslaught of panic.


The dark night loomed above me. The deadened sound of the night was a reminder of how alone I was and the fact that I would never see anyone I loved again. I would die in this hole, staring at a dark sky.


I sat on the edge of the bed, head in my hands as I tried to stop the images flashing before me. The nightmares were terrible. Some nights I was fine, but most nights I only managed a few hours of sleep. I scrubbed at my face and tried to shake the feel of sweat and dirt off, but it wasn’t working. Suffocation wrapped around my chest until I had to get up and head into the bathroom so I didn’t wake up Morgan when I started freaking the fuck out.


I slid down the wall, my arms gripping my body to control the shivers racing through me, and hung my head between my knees as I tried to draw a full breath. The heat from that damn coffin I had been stuck in was overwhelming. Logically, I knew that I wasn’t in it, but my head wasn’t exactly on board with what my body was feeling. Tremors wracked my body and spots filled my vision. As much as I tried, I couldn’t pull myself out of whatever the hell this was. I felt myself slipping down to the floor and I curled in a ball, praying that the heat, sweat, and fear would be over soon.










CHAPTER THREE

Morgan


As soon as Chance got up, I rolled over and walked quietly to the bathroom door. I could hear his harsh breathing coming in fast pants and knew it was happening again. This was the third time in just a few weeks that he had woken up in the middle of the night with a major panic attack. At least, that’s what I assumed they were. I couldn’t let this keep happening. He needed help and it wasn’t something I knew how to give. 


Flinging the bedroom door open, I ran down the hall looking for someone to help me. I was surprised when I ran into Rocco in the hallway. I hadn’t realized he would be staying here. When he saw the panic on my face, he turned all business.


“What’s going on?”


“It’s Chance. He’s having a panic attack and it’s pretty bad.”


Rocco took off down the hall and stormed into the room. It only took him a second to realize that he was in the bathroom. He walked in, immediately dimming the light so that it wasn’t so bright in there. Maybe it was too stimulating.


“Chance,” Rocco said as he knelt down beside him. Chance was curled up on his side, facing the wall. His back was on full display for Rocco to see, something that he never even wanted me to see. It was badly torn up and the raised scars weren’t the worst of it. He had burn marks that pulled at his skin and still looked extremely painful.


“How often does this happen?” Rocco asked as he rolled Chance onto his back. Chance just stared up at the ceiling with a far off look. It was like he wasn’t even in the room anymore. His breathing was still coming in fast pants and sweat was beading on his face and down his chest. “Morgan,” Rocco said, snapping me out of my examination.


“Um…he’s had them at least three times that I know of. This is the worst I’ve seen.”


“Does he always space out like this?”


“No, from what I’ve seen, it’s usually just panic. I’ve been able to sit with him until he could calm down before.”


“That’s not going to work this time.”


Rocco stood suddenly and ran out of the room, returning just moments later with a bag. He dug around quickly and pulled out a syringe. Tears pricked my eyes as I watched him inject something into Chance’s arm. It was so wrong for such a strong man to be struggling like this. I desperately wanted to know what exactly was causing this to happen, but I didn’t think Chance would actually tell me. 


“What do we do now?”


“We wait. I gave him something to help with the panic, but he needs more than that. He should be seeing a doctor about this. Why didn’t you say anything to anyone?” he accused.


“I…” I shook my head as the situation flooded through me. “I hadn’t realized that I was supposed to say something. I had assumed that Chance had this under control or that my interference wouldn’t be wanted.” 


“This isn’t the time to think about his feelings. He needs help and he needs you to be strong for him, even if he doesn’t realize it.”


“It’s not like any of you were paying attention,” I snapped. I felt like my back was up against the wall. This was all new to me and I was dealing with my own issues. Why was he placing all the blame on me? Was it not enough that I had a daughter that had been missing for over a year and my own fucked up brain to deal with? Now I was supposed to be watching over Chance like he was my number one priority?


“That’s enough.” Rocco and I both turned to the door where Storm was standing. I hadn’t realized that he was there or that he was staying here either. Now I was feeling bombarded from all sides. “This isn’t her fault.”


“She’s the one that’s with him the most. She should have been watching and telling us that something was wrong.”


“Are you fucking kidding me?” Storm came further into the room, filling the space with his large frame. “Do you have any fucking clue what she’s been through? Because I was there when she was struggling to find her daughter. I know what kind of sadistic fuck she was with over the last year. You have no right to put this on her,” he said angrily.


Rocco looked to me and shook his head. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” He sighed and rubbed his hand over his face. “Help me get him into bed.”


Storm nodded to me as he walked past and headed over to grab Chance’s feet. He was breathing easier now and looked like he was drifting off to sleep. I wondered if he could hear us. He would be pissed that everyone was talking about him like he was an invalid. Chance prided himself on being able to hold his own, for holding on as long as he had under the torture he had gone through. 


Rocco walked up to me and squeezed my arm. “I’m sorry for putting this on you. But in the morning, we need to have a talk with Cap. This can’t keep happening. He needs help.”


“He was dealing with it,” I said dumbly. “He didn’t want to talk about it and…”


“I know, but that wasn’t just a panic attack. That was a flashback. There’s no way Cap will let him go back to work if he can’t get it under control. It’s better to get ahead of this before it gets out of control.”


“Wait, I’m confused. Why wouldn’t Cap let him go back to work? Isn’t work what’s going to keep him going and pull through?”


“It’s not enough for him to just pull through,” Rocco said. “If he doesn’t really deal with this, he could be out on a job when another flashback hits. Hell, it could happen to any one of us, but the amount of time that he was gone and the frequency of his panic attacks, it’s more likely to happen to him. Anything could set him off and it could get him killed or anyone with him.”


“So, it would put people in danger,” I said, just a little angry that it seemed he was only concerned about how Chance’s flashbacks could affect everyone else.


Rocco stared at me knowingly. “That’s not all. That’s why he wouldn’t be able to go back to work. Look, I get that he doesn’t want to talk about what happened and he doesn’t want everyone in his business. PTSD makes a lot of us feel like failures or weak. But this isn’t just about how he feels. There are consequences for keeping that shit bottled up inside. Did you know there are about twenty suicides every day between active military and veterans? That’s over seven thousand suicide deaths every year.”


I shook my head instantly. “No, Chance is so strong. He would never-”


“A lot of guys would never. It doesn’t matter how strong you are. Having your brain fucked like that isn’t a quick fix and it’s not a situation where you just assume the person will be fine.”


“I hadn’t realized…”


“A lot of people don’t,” Rocco said quietly. “Being in the military is a huge sacrifice that a lot of men and women don’t realize until it’s too late.”


“So, you regret it?”


“Not a single fucking day, but I don’t have it as bad as some.”


He turned and left the room without another word and then Storm followed, seeming uncomfortable to continue the conversation either. I walked over to the bed and sat down beside Chance, watching him sleep. He seemed so peaceful now, but I wondered if he was just trapped inside his head. With a sigh, I laid down beside him and rested my hand on his chest. I knew that I had my own stuff to deal with, but he had stayed on that island for my daughter and I hadn’t even realized how much help he needed. How far would it have gotten if I hadn’t found Rocco tonight? Would he have tried to kill the pain? Would he have slipped away before I had a chance to have a life with him?



















CHAPTER FOUR

Storm


Morgan looked like she needed someone to lean on right now, but that person wasn’t me. I had left the military and all my friends behind so that I could escape that shit. Then, when Reed Security was attacked, I needed help to find Craig and reached out to the men that I had walked away from. It had practically killed me to swallow my tongue and go crawling back on my hands and knees for help. Of course, they didn’t see it that way. They were happy to see me, to know that I was alive after I had walked away from them and my life. 


Now, here I was, back in the thick of it, staying with a woman that had been kidnapped and a man that had been tortured. I had surrounded myself with ex-military and a family of men and women that were so tight, it was suffocating.


“Storm.”


I spun around and glanced at Rocco before heading back to my room.


“I need you tomorrow, man. You’re going to have to be there when I talk to Cap. You saw that.”


“I’m not getting involved. I’m not part of the team.”


“It doesn’t fucking matter. You saw what Chance was like in there. Are you really telling me you’re going to walk away from someone that needs your help?”


“This isn’t my fight.”


“None of this was your fight, but you went along anyway. You fought beside us. You went out of your way to get Craig back when he was taken. Don’t tell me that this doesn’t concern you.”


I clenched my jaw in frustration. He just didn’t understand. I didn’t want this anymore. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t get involved and risk losing more. If I went into Cap’s office and put in my two cents, I would be involved. I couldn’t say that a man needed help and then walk away.


“What’s your plan for tomorrow?” I finally asked. “Are you just gonna walk in there and lay it out or are you going to talk to Chance first?”


“Talk to Chance. I won’t go behind his back.”


“Fine, just let me know when you want to do it.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








I didn’t sleep at all. I stared at the ceiling, I thought about what my plans were coming up, but everything was interrupted with thoughts of my brothers that didn’t come home from that last mission. We all knew the risks when we enlisted. I wasn’t naive enough to think that there would be no casualties, but no one can prepare you for what it feels like to come back with half the team you left with.


And that wasn’t even the worst of it. Selfishly, I was angry that I had to deploy again. I didn’t want to go back out there without the men that I had served with for so long. I didn’t trust the new guys coming in and I didn’t want to allow anyone else into my thoughts and prayers. I closed myself off and did my fucking job. Everyone that died was just another nameless face. I had become a bastard, pretending that I didn’t even give enough of a fuck to learn their names. I knew them. Every single one of them. But when I talked to them, it was dickhead or kid, something along those lines. My superiors were pissed with my attitude and it got me in trouble more than once. And not once did those men treat me like the asshole I was. But I just couldn’t change. I couldn’t force myself to turn those feelings back on. I wouldn’t make it back home if I did. 


Then, I finally made it home and my parents were waiting for me with tears in their eyes. They were happy to see me and all I could think of was all my friends’ parents that would never see them again. And I got pissed. I apologized to my mother and walked away. She didn’t understand and neither did my father. I haven’t spoken to them since. I just couldn’t be around them. That was three years ago. I knew I’d broken my mother’s heart and that my father would never forgive me for that. But I just didn’t know how to live in a world that was now so fucked up to me.


Someone knocked on the door and I sighed, sitting up on the edge of my bed. Hell, I didn’t want to do this. I stood and flung the door open in anger. If I thought Rocco would be at all sympathetic to my feelings about this, I was wrong. 


“Let’s go.”


He turned and walked away, so I followed. Morgan opened the door to her and Chance’s room and her face said it all. Chance was not happy this morning and she didn’t think we should do this.


“We’re not waiting,” Rocco said sharply. He shoved past her and walked into the little sitting area in their room. When Chance walked out of the bathroom, he looked up in surprise.


“Did I miss something? Are we training today?” Chance asked.


“No, we’re here to talk about last night.”


“What about it?”


“How about the flashbacks you’ve been having?” Rocco asked. “How long have they been happening?”


Chance didn’t say anything, just crossed his arms over his chest and stared us down.


“Is that how this is going to be? You’re going to pretend like this shit isn’t happening?”


“I’m well aware of what’s happening. Maybe you don’t remember, but I was the one that was gone for a fucking year.”


“Rocco,” I started, but he cut me off with a glare. God forbid we give the man some fucking space.


“What I saw last night was bad. You didn’t even know we were here, did you?”


His eyes flickered for a moment, but he held his resolve.


“Morgan,” Rocco asked her, “why don’t you tell Chance what you walked in on yesterday?”


“I’m not-”


“You went to them?” Chance accused. “So much for working through shit together,” he scoffed.


“What choice did I have? I knew that it was bad. I could hear you through the door. I didn’t know what to do. Hell, I don’t know what to do for myself. I can’t do this on my own.”


“So, you didn’t even fucking talk to me about it first? I fucking told you that I was fucked up. I told you that-” Chance growled and started pacing around the room like a caged animal. He probably felt that way. I felt that way and I wasn’t the one in the spotlight.


“I saw the scars,” Rocco said quietly. “I’ve seen that shit before and I’ve seen how it fucks with someone. I can’t-”


Chance flew over to Rocco, gripping him by the collar and shoving him against the wall. “I didn’t fucking ask you to get involved. I just got home and you’re ready to send me off with a straight jacket!”


Rocco looked to me for help, but I had nothing to say. I actually agreed. I shrugged. “I happen to agree with him. Give him a chance to get his life back on track.”


“Why the fuck did you even come along if you weren’t going to help?” Rocco barked at me.


“Because you forced my hand. He looks fine right now. If he were on the floor in a fucking ball or had a gun in his hand, I might think differently.”


Chance jerked Rocco free of his grasp and stepped back, running his hands through his hair. I could see that he was shaking and I knew that he was still fucked up, but I wasn’t about to tell the man he needed help when I sure as shit hadn’t dealt with my own. And that was three fucking years ago.


“Just get the fuck out,” Chance grumbled before heading back into the bathroom and slamming the door. I heard the shower kick on and turned around. Rocco caught up to me outside in the hallway and grabbed my arm.


“When I fucking asked you to be there, it was for backup, not for you to stand there and play devil’s advocate.”


“I never said I would fucking get involved. I told you I didn’t want to. We all deal with shit in our own way and you’re asking me to tell him what he needs. I wasn’t fucking there and neither were you. Give him some fucking time to adjust.”


“Do you really think that’s all it takes? Time to adjust? One look at him and I know you can see that he’s not okay. He’s putting on a good face, but he’s not fucking okay.”


“What do you want me to do? You want me to drag him into Cap’s office like a misbehaving toddler and order him to open up? He already talked about as much as he was going to with us. We tried in Colorado. If he needs help, it sure as hell isn’t the type of help we can give.”


“I thought you were one of us,” Rocco scoffed. “Maybe you’re new here and you don’t know jack shit about us, but we’re a family. I haven’t even been around that long, but I’ve been here long enough to know that we don’t ever walk away from someone that needs our help.”


“I guess that’s where you’re wrong. I may have helped out, but I’m not one of you and I never will be. I’m on my own now and that’s the way it’s gonna stay.”


“Then what the fuck are you doing here?”


“Good question.”


I turned and walked away. What the fuck was I doing here? Staying with them like I could one day work with them? I knew I wouldn’t do it. It was better if I just left.













CHAPTER FIVE

Chance


I had just taken a fucking shower and now here I was again. Rocco just had to bring up all that shit that I had just scrubbed out of my mind. Now I was freaking out inside again, trying to keep up the front that everything was okay. I didn’t need their pity or their worried looks. I needed my fucking space to figure this shit out.


I heard Morgan open the door and gritted my teeth to keep from snapping at her. I thought she understood. I thought she was going to work through this with me. But then she went and got other people involved. I didn’t want everyone in my business. It had felt like Morgan and I had gone through something together and it was something I could handle sharing with her to an extent. Now, I just felt betrayed, like the one person I thought I could count on had made this huge decision about my life without me. It was more than I could take.


I shut off the water before she could join me. I didn’t need a repeat of last night. When I turned around, Morgan looked shocked that I had just disregarded her help. I didn’t give a fuck right now.


“Chance, I didn’t mean to-”


I shoved past her and grabbed the towel. “Didn’t mean to what? Get everyone else involved in my shit? Didn’t mean to make people think I was weak? Because that’s what they’re thinking right now. I can goddamn tell you that Rocco’s gonna go to Cap and tell him that I shouldn’t be working. And that’s the one fucking thing I want to do right now. I want to get back to my life and just feel fucking normal. What the hell do you think Cap’s gonna do?”


She didn’t answer. Just stared at me in fear, like she knew she had really fucked up and didn’t know how to fix it.


“I’ll tell you what he’s gonna do. He’s gonna tell me to go to a shrink. He’s gonna tell me that I can’t start working until I’m cleared again.”


“Maybe it’ll help,” she said quietly.


“Yeah, do you think it’ll help you? Because I thought we were in this together. I thought we were working through this shit and talking it out with each other.”


“I can’t help if I don’t know what’s going on. You’re not talking to me and you’re not talking to the guys,” she said defensively. “Besides, we both agreed we didn’t want to relive it.”


I laughed at the irony of it all. “We don’t want to relive it, but now I’m going to be forced to go to a fucking shrink and relive it. Yeah, Morgan. You really did a bang up job of helping me out.”


“Chance, you were on the floor, completely out of it. You weren’t talking to any of us. And I get it. I saw the scars on your back. You could have just told me some of the-”


“Are you fucking kidding me?” I shouted. “If you want to help, get on the fucking bed and spread your legs. Then again, your mouth might still be useful for something.”


Her eyes filled with tears and she turned, running from the room. I sank down on the bed and dropped my head in my hands. “Way to go, asshole.”
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Instead of waiting around for Cap to come to me, I went to him that afternoon. There was no point in putting it off. I knew that Rocco would go to him immediately, so I might as well get this shit over with.


“Got a minute?” I asked as I walked in the room.


Cap nodded to the chair in front of him and leaned back, assessing me like he did anyone that came in here. Normally, I was relaxed and didn’t give a fuck about being in his presence. Right now, I was pissed and a little terrified that he was going to kick me out.


“Talked to Rocco this morning,” he finally said. 


“Yeah.”


“He said that you had a rough night. Worse than a rough night. He thinks you need to start going to a shrink.”


I shrugged.


“What do you think?” he asked.


“Do you really want to know?” 


“You know I do.”


“I think this is all a bunch of bullshit. I think I was gone for a fucking year and I should be allowed a little fucking time. I think that everyone shoving their nose in my goddamn business all the time is just fucking pissing me off instead of helping in any way. I think that if you really think I’m that fucked up, then you should just tell me to leave.”


He leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. “I think you know me well enough to know that I like my team in tip top shape. That being said, what you do next is up to you. You know that after something fucked up happens, you have to be cleared by psych.”


“So, you want me to go to a shrink.”


He shrugged. “Eventually. Chance, I’m not gonna tell you that if you don’t go you have to leave. You’re part of this family and you’re welcome as long as you want. You can train, you can work in the office until you’re ready to go back into the field, or you can sit around and figure shit out. Hell, you could rebuild Reed Security brick by brick if that’s what you need to do.”


I thought over what he said. The impact of his words had me swallowing down the lump in my throat. I thought for sure he was going to lay down the law and tell me to get my ass in gear or hit the road. 


“I just need some time,” I said gruffly.


“Then take it. I’m not gonna try to tell you that I understand what you went through. I’ve been through my own shit, but I can guarantee that nothing we experienced is the same. I’m also not gonna blow sunshine up your ass and tell you you’re fine. I think all of us can see that you’re not. But if things get worse and you’re not finding a way to deal with it, you can bet your ass I’m gonna intervene and make sure you get some fucking help.”


I nodded slightly. “Understood.”


“Good. Now, get the fuck out of here. Start calling everyone. We have an eight am meeting tomorrow.”


“For what?”


“We needs some design ideas for the new building.”
















CHAPTER SIX

Cap


I pounded on the table to get everyone’s attention. They were talking about something to do with balayage. Whatever the hell that was. “Hey, let’s get to work. We have a lot of shit to do and people waiting on us.”


“Who’s waiting on us, Cap?” Hunter asked.


I nodded toward the door where Ryan and Logan, two of my friends that didn’t work here, were standing.


“You all know Ryan and this is his business partner, Logan Walker. They’re here today to help us get our building up and running.”


“Cap, don’t you think we should have talked about his first?” Ice asked. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I have a few ideas I’d like to run past everyone before we bring in the professionals.”


“That’s why they’re here. Ryan has a particular interest in this and they both agreed that being in the meeting could help them get an idea of what we’re going for.”


Logan and Ryan took a seat at the table with us and pulled out notebooks, sketchpads, and a variety of writing utensils.


“Okay, give us an idea of what you’re looking for,” Logan said. He was the architect, while Ryan was the head of construction.


Everyone was silent for a moment, looking to me for reference. “Don’t look at me. Tell them what you want.”


“Bulletproof windows and doors,” Cazzo said. 


“And walls,” Sinner added. “Hell, you know, they make what they call a zombie bunker. It looks like a normal house during the day, but at night, this specialized iron covers the entire building. It’s end of world shit.”


“But then you need to make the building out of concrete,” Chance said. “I know what you’re talking about. That shit is amazing. We could probably program it to become a bunker whenever we needed.”


“But before we talk about protecting the actual building,” Chris said, sitting forward, “we need to talk about knowing who is coming anywhere near us. We need sensors set up so that we know if anyone’s coming within a mile of us.”


“We don’t have that much property,” I reminded him.


“So, we buy it up,” Burg said. “We go around and offer neighbors a shit ton of money to move and then we tear down those houses or buy them up ourselves.”


“With what money?” I asked. “Guys, remember, we haven’t had any jobs in over a year. Even with all of you chipping in, we still don’t have the kind of money we would need to fund that kind of project. We need to think about protection on a budget.”


“Is that going to be our new slogan?” Craig snorted. “I can see it now,” he held his hand up as if reading something in the air, “if you’re running low on money, come to us for protection on a budget. Yeah, that’s who I’d go to for those high profile jobs.”


“Guys, I don’t want to interrupt company business,” Ryan said gently, “but if you really want some of this shit, we need to talk financial options. You really need to expand the property around here. Buy up so much land that you’ll be notified fifteen minutes before anyone comes near you.”


“Again,” I interjected, “with what money?”


“We sell our homes,” Alec said. “We can live in the panic room until our homes are built. We sell off and rebuild on the property. Then, we have all of us here at all times for extra security.”


“You’re all going to sell your homes and move in here?” I asked incredulously.


“Hell yeah,” Sinner grinned. “Can’t think of anything better than having access to all those weapons whenever I need them. Especially when Violet’s older and starts dating.”


“Fuck yeah, we can set up rotations for anytime they go on dates,” Burg said.


“And no kids dating other kids from the compound,” Gabe added. “The last thing we need is our kids dating each other. Especially when they know the property so well and can find plenty of places to hide.”


Cazzo snapped his fingers, “And heart rate monitors. We need to know that if it’s ten o’clock at night and the kids are supposed to be in bed, why their hearts are racing out of control.”


“Think about that one,” I drawled. “Do you really want to know when your kid is masturbating in his bedroom?”


“Knight,” Hunter jerked his chin at him, “you’re awfully quiet over there.”


He shrugged. “I told you fuckers that you would need this shit someday, but you all thought I was fucking insane.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and looked at us all seriously. “I have tracking monitors in their ankles. At any given time, I know what their bodies are doing. I’ve found some experimental technology that lets me know what’s causing certain reactions with them.”


“Can’t you do that by going and getting a brain scan?” Ice asked.


“This is faster and cheaper.”


“And not at all creepy,” I mumbled. “Tracking devices aren’t what we’re here to talk about today. Logan and Ryan need ideas for what we’re looking for. Can we focus on that?”


“Back to the financial part,” Ryan interrupted. “I could loan you the money instead of you going to the bank. After all, Lola is part of this company and I know she doesn’t want to see it go under.”


“Ryan, I appreciate the idea, but we’ve all put in money and we’re still struggling. We need jobs. In order for us to move forward, we need to rework the teams with those of you that are ready and head back out on jobs.”


A round of groans filled the air and all them started arguing.


“Cap, I work with Ice and Chris,” Jules said. “Now you want me to train and go out on protective details with other guys when Ice, Chris, and I know each other’s every move? That’ll get a guy killed.”


“We don’t have a choice,” I argued. “Ask Knight. The teams are broken right now. We need income and there are plenty of jobs and contracts out there waiting for us. This is something we have to do.”


Ryan wiggled uncomfortably in his chair as he glanced at Logan. “We do pretty well for ourselves, Sebastian. You know I had that inheritance and then there was Cassie’s life insurance policy. Trust me, a loan from me could help.”


“It’ll help, and if we all agree to it, we’ll take you up on your offer, but my position still stands that we need to change up the teams for a while.”


“In the meantime,” Cazzo said placatingly, “let’s see what we can do to minimize our finances as a whole. Maybe think of ways we could upgrade the property that would benefit us in the long term.”


“Well, if we’re going with the idea that we’ll all live here, we need to think about what else we might need on the property,” Derek said. “For example, it would be nice to not have to go to the grocery store all the time.”


“You want a grocery store?” I said, dumbfounded.


“And a more expansive training area,” Hunter agreed. “I hate fucking going to the gym.”


“We have a huge training center here.”


“But we don’t have a pool,” Lola pointed out. “Water aerobics are great. Just ask Cazzo. He knows.”


“They do help, although, I felt like a geriatric doing those fucking exercises.”


“Yeah, well, you’re getting up there in age now,” Sinner jibed. “A few more years and you’ll have to be on desk duty.”


“Watch it, asshole. You’re not exactly a spring chicken anymore.”


“Hey, what about having the ladies open some kind of mini-mall on the property?” Jules suggested. “I mean, they all lost their jobs and they’re feeling a little down. They could open up something that would be useful to all of us. We could get our hair cut, grab a coffee and a book….Is there anything else that would be useful?”


I growled in irritation. “Do you realize what an asshole you sound like? You make them all sound fucking useless. Besides, how is opening a mini-mall going to be beneficial when we can’t let anyone on the property without going through security checks, which is what this meeting is supposed to be about.”


“Let’s talk security gates,” Knight said. “I want something at least thirty feet high and there can’t be any way for grappling hooks to be thrown over. We need barbed wire, electric fencing, remote controlled machine guns-”


“Uh, we don’t really do that kind of stuff,” Logan cut in.


“But that’s just the perimeter we’re talking about. Now, in the building, we need to get creative. I’m talking White House security. You’ve all heard of the room they take the President to in case of an attack. I want that, twenty floors underground with an escape route that will lead us so far out into the fucking wilderness that no one will ever find us.”


“You know, there are a lot of rivers and lakes. We should have one that has that NASA bullshit where there are different pressure chambers. The tunnel would let out into a lake and then we could have a few submersible vehicles, maybe some RHIBS-”


“What the hell are RHIBS?” Ryan asked. “I’m assuming we’re not talking about meat.”


“Rigid Hull Inflatable Boats,” I clarified.


“Boats. Good. Let’s just say boats,” Ryan nodded. 


“That’s…that’s not even close to being a building. It’s a boat. You know, for water,” Logan said slowly. “You need a boat salesman or a fucking military contract.”


“Could we get one?” Chris asked. “I mean, after all we just did to stop sex trafficking in the United States, you would think the least we would get is a few RHIBS.”


“You guys are all missing the bigger picture,” Rocco interjected. “You need to think of self-sustaining power.”


“Oh, fuck. Please don’t tell me you want to put up windmills,” I said.


“No, we need our own power plant.”


“Fuck yeah,” Craig grinned. “I like that idea. If we do that, we can add in some of my security ideas. First, we need high intensity remote controlled spotlights, at least 10,000 Watts, controlled by our phones. Anyone comes through our gates without permission, we blind the fuckers and give ‘em seizures.”


“How do you give seizures from bright lights?” Logan asked. 


“Two flashes per second causes epileptic seizures in people that may be predisposed to seizures. Not only that, but there are green high-intensity lasers that do the same thing. You project the beam around the property and intruders don’t even see it coming.”


“If we’re going to do that, why don’t we just build underground?” Lola asked. 


“That’s not a bad idea,” Chance said. “Makes it difficult for someone to burn the fucking place down.”


“It also makes it easier to be burned to death,” Florrie said. “If there’s a fire underground, how exactly are we supposed to all make it out without being suffocated, even with an escape tunnel. I don’t like it. No windows to jump out of and when the sprinklers go off, we all fucking drown.”


“You’re talking pumps that operate twenty-four hours a day, along with a very large backup generator. The easiest way to flood the place is to kill the power,” Logan said. “Not to mention all the extra ventilation measures you would need. If you were to have a fire, you would need to suck all the air out of the building in seconds, which would mean you would all die. So, then we’re talking about needing emergency air supplies in every fucking room. Not to mention that you would need several exits because that emergency air supply will only last so long, and if you’re stuck, you’re fucked. Not to mention, that if anyone attacks you, they’re going to cut off your primary exit immediately.”


“So, maybe not build the whole fucking thing underground,” Chance said. “I already experienced suffocation. It’s not fun.”


Logan glanced at me warily and I just shook my head slowly. “Uh, I think we have a good idea of what you might be looking for. How about Ryan and I head back to the office and see if we can come up with…something that might suit your needs?”


I walked Ryan and Logan to the doors, cringing when Logan turned back to me. “You guys are all fucking crazy, you know that, right?”


“Try marrying into this,” Ryan chuckled. “Trust me, this isn’t the weirdest thing I’ve seen.”


Maggie walked up with Lindsey and Vanessa, grinning when they saw Logan and Ryan.


“Hey, guys. What are you doing here?” Maggie asked.


“Going over the plans for the new building and security measures.”


“Shit, we missed that?” Vanessa said, looking slightly distraught. She pushed past me and grabbed the tablet out of Becky’s hands.


“Looks like you have your hands full,” Ryan grinned, holding out his hand for me to shake. “Are we still on for poker tonight?”


“Are the ladies making marguerites again?”


“I know Cece is,” Logan grinned. “Ever since the kids got old enough that she didn’t have to watch them like a hawk, these nights are her nights to let loose.”


“Damn,” I said, remembering what it was like to go to one of these. “I’ve missed this a lot over the last year. This place is taking over my life. You can count me in. I need a night off to remember what it’s like just to hang out with friends.”


“Seven o’clock,” Ryan reminded me. “Don’t be late and don’t forget the fucking beer.”


I nodded and headed back in.


“No, you guys aren’t seeing the big picture,” Vanessa argued. “You’re thinking like little boys. Now, look at this.” A picture popped up on the screen and I groaned. What the hell was going on? ”This is a Phalanx CIWS, that’s Close in Weapon System. We need to mount one or two of these on the property so we can take out anyone that tries to fly in.”


“Vanessa, maybe you’re taking this just a little far. That’s basically a mounted machine gun,” Cazzo said gently. 


“It has radar capabilities,” Vanessa argued. “I’d say we need at least two, possibly four of these. And as for possible breaches around the property, it wouldn’t hurt to have a few autonomous drones flying around. We should have four working, four on standby, and four charging. And some of them should have night vision capabilities, while others are for daytime.”


“Maggie, what the hell have you been teaching my wife?” Cazzo bit out.


“Hey,” Lindsey said defensively, “we’re just doing our part to help out. Now, my two cents, not that any of you care what I think, is that we need pebbles all over the property.”


“We’re not really onto the decorating sequence yet,” I said carefully. “Maybe you could help out when we finish the building plans.”


Her look was terrifying and I actually took a small step back. “You need to think like Troy.”


“That would only work if we were attacking someone else,” Ice said.


“I was talking in general. You lay down pebbles and then hide weapons under them. Everyone that works here would have access to blades, hatches, anything that can be used as a weapon.”


“Then,” Maggie added, “we could have hides set up around the property and use reinforced plastic for harnesses on zip lines. We could be virtually undetectable moving around the property in the case of an attack.”


“Where the hell did you get all this information from?” I asked Maggie.


“I’m a reporter. I researched and used my brain.”


“Well, we’ve already got a good idea-”


Maggie shoved me out of the way and drew up her own ideas on the tablet. “We need remote camera systems everywhere, sensors on the property lines and even dispersed throughout the property. We’ve already seen that people can get through undetected. We also need to hire more men just to guard the property. We can’t solely rely on technology.”


Knight shrugged. “I happen to agree. There’s always someone out there that’s smarter than the previous guy. We should also have computers that aren’t linked into the system. I know we’ve done it that way in the past, but that’s not working for us anymore.”


“And we also need survival camp every season,” Vanessa interjected. “We all need to be prepared for anything.”


“And high intensity training every month,” Lindsey added.


“Should we just hand this meeting over to you?” I asked Maggie.


“If you think we would run it better,” she smirked.


And so it went, the women shoving their ideas down our throats for the next half hour. Honestly, most of it was pretty good. There were some really out there ideas, like Lindsey wanted knife hairpins and wanted us to demand that all the women wear their hair up all day so they were always prepared. When Ice suggested they just carry guns, she gave him a death glare that iced over Ice. It was the longest fucking half hour of my life.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








Chris hung back from the meeting, sitting back in his chair with his cowboy hat covering his eyes. I could see how his face was tense, like it usually was when he was in work mode. Only now that he had a daughter and Ali, he was actually a pretty fun guy.


“Something on your mind?”


He nodded, his dark eyes looking at me questioningly.


“Care to share?”


“I’m wondering where this company is going.”


I leaned back in my chair. Shit, he was going right for the intense shit. “Right now, we’re just trying to rebuild.”


“And what about down the line? Are we still talking about taking on the same types of jobs? Because we’re preparing like we’re gonna have another war.”


“We’ve been infiltrated twice. I’d say our security measures might not be taking it far enough.”


“And you’re cool with everyone moving onto the land and expanding the property?”


“Look, whatever the fuck it is you want to say, just get it over with.”


“I think we’re hemorrhaging right now. Chance was abducted and tortured. Ice, Gabe, and Hunter were put through the ringer, not to mention all the other people that were injured. Our families were on the run for a year. The guys joke a lot, but we all feel responsible for our wives losing their jobs. We’ve basically uprooted their lives and now we’ve got nothing to show for it.”


“What the fuck are you talking about? We have our man back. We took down a sex trafficking ring-”


“And another one will pop up.”


“So, you’re saying it was for nothing?” I asked angrily.


“I’m saying that we’ve all taken a beating and we need some motivation. Take Craig, for instance. He’s a loose canon right now. I can tell that he’s questioning everything. We didn’t trust him and now he doesn’t trust us. And then there’s Alec and Florrie. They’re trying to navigate a relationship that’s now out in the open. Chance is all the fuck over the place, and Gabe and Jackson are taking all the responsibility for him being taken. We’ve got Storm, who can’t figure out his ass from his big toe. Who the fuck knows if he’ll stay or go right now.”


“What exactly are you proposing?”


“Give them a little competition. Nobody thrives better than when they have to prove themselves.”


“Even Chance? You just said that he’s fucked up. How the hell am I supposed to make him compete when I don’t know if he’ll come out on the other side?”


“You don’t know that he won’t,” he pointed out. “Besides, it’s not like you have to put his ass on desk duty for the rest of his life, but it could be what drives him to pull himself out of this thing.”


There was something else going on here. I just couldn’t figure out what his main objective was. Sure, all the things he was saying were true, but there was a single driving force behind all of this. It couldn’t be his wife. If anything, she would want him to back off. Axel was still in the SEALs and I didn’t see him giving that up anytime soon. Besides, if Chris wanted Axel to join Reed Security, he would just come out and say it. As far as I knew, Chris wasn’t struggling in any way, so this most likely wasn’t about him. He seemed to be doing fine through most of what had happened over the last year.


Except for one thing. He thought he lost Ice. A member of his team had “died” and wasn’t quite back up to par yet. Getting shot in the heart would do that to you. It wasn’t like it was an issue right now. He knew that he still had a ways to go before he got back in the field, and it wasn’t like we were turning away jobs because we were so overwhelmed with work, so it didn’t really matter right now. But Chris was obviously worried about it.


“So, what exactly do you want me to do to him?”


Chris’s eyes crinkled slightly and a grin spread across his face. “I want you to fuck with him. I’ll lay the groundwork, spread the seeds of doubt and you bring it home. Ice is a hard man to break, but he’s not himself right now and he knows it. He needs the challenge or he may never get back in the mindset he needs to be in. We’ve been there before. Remember how long it took to get Cazzo back here working out, really focusing on moving forward?


“You know you’re kind of sick, right?”


“Hey, he would do the same for me.”


“You might just push him over the edge.”


“There’s a slight possibility, but I’m willing to bet my left nut on it.”


I nodded with a little chuckle. “And who gets to claim the prize if you’re wrong?”


“I guess you, if you’re up for the job.”


I whipped out my knife and ran the edge along my thumb, just barely pricking the skin. “I’m gonna enjoy collecting.”
















CHAPTER SEVEN

Rocco


“I’m looking for Rocco. Let me pass.”


I looked around the room at Cap, Hunter, and Derek. We were having a team meeting about an upcoming job. We were trying to figure out how to work the logistics without Hunter cleared by Knight. So far, it wasn’t looking too good.


The woman’s voice in the hallway wasn’t one I recognized, but the urgency in her voice said that she wasn’t going to walk away. I stood and walked toward the door and stopped in my tracks when I saw a woman carrying a flowery bag of some sorts. I wracked my brain, trying to figure out who she was. She looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her.


“Where the hell have you been?” she asked when she spotted me.


“Um…Here?”


“If you were here, I would have been able to contact you sooner.”


“About what? I’m sorry, do we know each other?”


“Oh, that’s rich! Of course you don’t remember me. That’s just perfect.”


I scratched my head, a little confused by the anger in this woman’s voice. “Do you want to start with your name?”


She snorted her laughter. “Funny, I don’t recall you caring much about my name when we met. As I recall, you just wanted to ‘take me home and fuck me’.”


I nodded in agreement. “Yeah, that sounds like me. But it doesn’t explain why you’re looking for me now.”


She held up her finger and then turned around and walked away. I looked around and saw that we had a crowd gathered, just waiting to find out what the fuck was going on.


“Figures you’d pick the crazy ones,” Derek said as he stepped up beside me.


“You gotta get your fucks somewhere,” I shrugged. “Tell me she’s crazier than any of the other broads I’ve fucked.”


Derek bounced his head from side to side as he thought it over. “Give me a few more minutes and I’ll let you know.”


The woman walked back toward me carrying a fucking car seat and set it down in front of me, scooting it toward me, then waved her arm in front of her. “There you go.”


Derek swiveled his head toward me, arms crossed over his chest. “She’s crazier than any of the other broads you’ve fucked.”


I nodded and stared down at the thing on the floor in front of me. “What is it?” I jerked my chin at it.


“It’s a kid. One that you abandoned.”


“What? How could I have abandoned it when I didn’t know about it? And how do I even know it’s my kid? You can’t just show up here and tell me I have a kid.”


“I think I just did,” she snapped.


“Well…it can’t be mine. I’ve been gone for almost a year.”


“And wouldn’t you know, it takes nine months to have a baby,” she said sarcastically.


“See!” I pointed my finger at her. “It can’t be mine. I haven’t been here.”


“She’s almost three months old.”


“She?” I swallowed hard and felt myself sway slightly. Firm hands gripped onto each arm, holding me steady.


“Yes, her name is Syphilis.”


I blinked and then blinked again, sure I had heard her wrong. “You named our kid after an STD?”


“No, I named her Syphilis. It sounds like Sa-phyl-is.”


“It still sounds like you named her after a fucking STD.”


“Syphilis isn’t an STD!” she said indignantly.


Hunter leaned into my right side. “Sounds like you really didn’t give a shit who you were taking home when you fucked her. Seriously? She doesn’t know what syphilis is?”


I glared at Hunter. Obviously, this was a very bad judgement call on my part. I had reproduced with a woman that was a few bricks short of a house.


“It sounded pretty,” she said after a minute. 


“So do Cholera, Rubella, and Malaria, but you don’t see people naming their kids that,” I snapped.


“I like Malaria,” she said thoughtfully. I rolled my eyes heavenward and prayed that this was all some cosmic joke.


“What proof do you have that she’s mine?”


“Proof?”


“Yeah. How do I know that you didn’t just choose me at random? I don’t remember you, and frankly, I’m a little insulted that you’re insisting that I didn’t wrap it up. I always wrap it up.”


“You did that night too, but I think my piercing tore a hole in the condom.”


Flashes of a night that ended abruptly played through my mind. I remembered a woman, probably this woman, laying on a bed and me wanting to strangle her more than fuck her. But I was a guy and I wanted to get off. I remembered coming hard and something sharp piercing my dick, and getting out of there as fast as possible. 


“That was a fucking piercing? I thought you had a dysfunctional vagina!”


“The backing on my piercing came off when you…got off. I think it tore the condom and the rest is history.”


“Where exactly was this piercing?” Cap asked thoughtfully. I shot him a death glare and he shrugged. “What? It’s a valid question.”


“Look, that’s not my kid. It can’t be,” I said in denial.


“Just look at her. You’ll see what I see.”


I eyed the car seat warily before leaning down and moving the sun guard out of the way. A sweet, angelic face looked up at me with the most gorgeous blue eyes. They had a dark ring of blue on the outside of the iris, just like me. Her eyebrows were shaped the same as mine and that was most definitely the same dimple that I had. She had a wobbly smile, like she hadn’t quite figured out how to do it yet, but her eyes never left mine.


“Shit,” Derek whispered. “That’s definitely your kid.”


I couldn’t move. I just stared down at her. Finally, I stepped back and cleared my throat, crossing my arms over my chest.


“So, what? You want child support or something?”


Hunter slapped my arm, but I was still reeling. I didn’t know exactly what to say. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to be part of this kid’s life, but I was still trying to figure out how I suddenly had a kid.


“Child support?” she scoffed. “No, I’m here to leave her with you.”


“Whoa, just back up there a second. You can’t just drop off a kid like you drop off old clothes at Goodwill.”


“Yes, I can. You’re already listed on her birth certificate, which I have here. You’re her father and I can’t do this.”


“What do you mean ‘you can’t do this’? I’m a man. If anyone can’t do this, it’s me. I don’t know the first thing about babies.”


“That’s not technically true,” Hunter said, clearing his throat. “You know how to deliver them.”


“Yeah, that’s like ten seconds of caring for a kid. This,” I said, waving my hand down at the car seat, “is an entire lifetime.”


“You’d do a better job than I have so far,” the woman said irritatedly.


“She’s got you there,” Cap agreed. “She did name the kid Syphilis.”


I guessed he was right about that, but damn, I would never have chosen myself as the guy to take care of a kid. The woman turned to leave and I panicked. 


“Wait! You can’t just leave. I know nothing about this kid or anything to...” I started freaking out, my hands waving around in jittery motions as I tried to get the words out.


“All her things are in that bag.” She turned and walked away, leaving me staring after her. Someone slapped me hard on the back and I would have fallen forward onto the car seat if someone else hadn’t caught me.


“It’s okay, man. We’re here for you,” Hunter reassured me.


“Do you think you and Lucy could help me out tonight?”


“Uh, you know, tonight’s not good for us.” He glanced down at his watch. “Oh, hey, look at the time.”


“Wait,” I tried to stop him. “We’re in the middle of a meeting.”


“Yeah, I don’t think that’s gonna happen anymore. So…you got this. You’re good.”


Hunter practically ran away from me and the rest of the group of onlookers dispersed pretty quickly. I was left with only Cap and Derek. 


“Why don’t we take her into the office,” Cap suggested.


I nodded and picked up the car seat, while Derek grabbed the bag. I set the carseat on the table and then leaned back, staring the little girl down. She just kept staring back at me.


“I don’t really know what to do.”


“I think the first thing you have to do is come up with a different name for her,” Derek said. “She’s been subjected to it long enough.”


“How do I even begin to pick out a baby name? I mean, one minute we’re talking about our next mission and then suddenly I have a baby. She wasn’t here, and now she is. Not here. Here. Just me. Now I have her. Single man. Then single father. Only me-”


“We get it,” Cap interrupted. “Chill out. You’re on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Just take a deep breath and we’ll figure this out.”


I took a deep breath in and blew it out slowly. That was better. “Okay, names first. I can do this.”


“Well, you’ll have to change her last name. Since the woman- what was her name?”


I shrugged. I didn’t have a fucking clue and I didn’t think it really mattered at this point. “I’m sure it’s on the birth certificate,” I said absently.


Derek started digging through the paperwork she had left and burst out in laughter. “Oh my God. You guys aren’t going to believe this. Her last name is Clapp. Two p’s, but still. Syphilis Clapp.”


“Fuck, I need to get her a new name by tomorrow. How long do you think it takes?”


Cap shrugged. “At least a few weeks.”


I groaned and ran my hands over my face. “This is so bad. I have a kid named Syphilis.”


“Okay, let’s focus on the positive. You have a brand new, slightly-used baby, and you can name her whatever you want. Go.”


“Evelyn.”


“Dude, she’s three months old and you’re making her sound like an old woman,” Derek remarked.


“It’s the complete opposite of an STD. Besides, my mom’s name was Evelyn. I’ll call her Evie. Evelyn Rose Turner.”


“It’s pretty,” Cap grinned. “Damn, you just went from being one of the last bachelors to having a little girl. Just like that,” he snapped.


I nodded, still not overly enthused about the whole thing.


“Aren’t you gonna hold her?” Cap asked.


“What? Ah…no, I don’t think so. That’s probably not a good idea.”


“Well, you have to hold her at some point,” Cap pointed out. “I think you should do it now while other people are around.”


“What do you mean ‘while other people are around’?”


“Well, we’re all going to go home at some point. Then you’ll be here with Evie all by yourself.”


“But…” I panicked. “Other people are going to be here.”


“Yeah.” Derek snorted. “But they’re not all going to take care of her for you. Just pick her up. I’m sure it’s not that hard.”


I nodded. They were right. I had to do this at some point. I could do this. I slid my hands under her body, but she was strapped down. “Fuck, I forgot about all these straps. I don’t know how to get her out of this.”


“Look,” Cap released a metal piece and pulled the straps forward, then pressed the button and undid the buckle. “Easy, right?”


“Sure. Okay….” I blew out a breath and slid my hands back under her, pulling her up until she was eye level with me. “Yeah, she’s pretty harmless.”


Her face contorted in pain and I panicked. “Oh shit, what do I do?”


“Relax. Just give it a minute,” Cap smirked. Two seconds later, a large squirt sound was made and a noxious odor filled the room. “And now it’s time for your first lesson in changing a diaper.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








I banged on Chance and Morgan’s door for the third time that night. Something was wrong with Evie. I could sense it. She kept waking up screaming and I had already fed her and changed her more times that I could count. Now, I was standing in the hallway with a screaming baby and I had no fucking clue how I was going to do this. I wasn’t a dad. Hell, I had barely fucked her mother long enough to produce her.


“What the fuck do you want now, asshole?” Chance growled at me from the other side of the door.


“Something’s wrong with Evie. I need Morgan.”


Morgan pulled open the door and straightened her tousled hair.


“Oh, shit. I hope I wasn’t interrupting anything.”


“Just me fucking my woman,” Chance muttered.


“Don’t pay attention to him. Let me see the little princess.”


Morgan smiled down at Evie and picked her up, cuddling her in her arms. Evie immediately started rooting, a word I never thought I would have to know, and Morgan looked at me with a raised eyebrow. “Looks like she wants to eat.”


“But I just fed her. How many times can one kid eat?”


“How long are you feeding her?”


“I don’t know. She falls asleep and I put her down in the thingy.”


She nodded and jerked her head for me to follow her down the hall. We went to my bedroom and Morgan pulled out a bottle. “Try to get her to stay awake until you’re sure she’s full. If she falls asleep a few minutes after she starts eating, she’s not really getting full.”


I scrubbed my hand down my face and groaned. “This sucks. This is for people that choose to have kids. I didn’t fucking choose this.”


“Well, you could always give her up for adoption,” Morgan said matter-of-factly.


“What? You mean, send her off to live with someone else?”


She shrugged. “People do it all the time. Listen, if you can’t take care of her, there are plenty of people that can’t have kids and would quickly adopt this little girl. She’s beautiful and young enough.”


“What the fuck does that mean?”


“It means that a lot of people want a baby. They want as much of the parenting experience as possible and they won’t adopt over a certain age. Evie would get adopted quickly.”


That didn’t sit right with me. There had to be tons of kids out there that needed homes. It wasn’t fair they weren’t adopted because they were older. 


“Alright, this should be the last time that you have to feed her tonight.” Morgan looked at the clock on the wall. “Well, this morning. She’ll probably want to eat as soon as she wakes up for the day.”


“Why is she eating so much? That’s not normal, right?”


“Babies go through growth spurts. That could be it.”


I nodded and finished feeding Evie, holding her awkwardly in my arms. When she seemed to have enough, I put her over my shoulder and patted her back a few times. This was so weird.


Twenty minutes later, she was at it again. I knew I had fed her enough. She couldn’t possibly still be hungry. I walked her, bounced her, cleaned up the spit-up from bouncing her too hard, and put her back in her crib thing to scream so that I didn’t accidentally kill her the angrier I got.


A loud pounding had me running for the door. Morgan and Chance were on the other side of the door. Morgan looked at me sympathetically, but Chance looked like he was going to pull out his gun and shoot me.


“I’m sorry. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong.”


Morgan shoved past me and picked Evie up again, holding her close. “Take off your shirt.”


“What?” Chance and I both said at the same time.


“Babies like skin on skin contact and she’s in a new place. She might just be scared and need the comfort. So, take off your shirt.”


I did as she said, ignoring the growling sound that came from behind me and sat down where Morgan nodded. 


“Okay, just let her lay on your chest and talk to her. It should soothe her.”


“Talk to her. What the fuck am I supposed to say to a baby?”


“Tell her about yourself. Babies are smarter than you think.”


She laid Evie down on my chest and backed away. Evie rubbed her little face against my chest and I hesitantly put my hand across her back, trying to give her a soothing rub. Her cries died down to whimpers and I smiled at the near silence.


Morgan turned to leave and I panicked. What if Evie freaked out again? “She’s fine,” Chance said. “Stop freaking out. Your panicking is making her scared.”


“How do you know?”


He just shook his head and left the room. I swallowed hard and leaned back in the chair. “Uh, hey, Evie. I’m your dad, I guess. My name is Rocco. I’m 6’3” and I have blue eyes just like you.”


God, this was so fucking stupid. If she wanted to know any of that, she could just look at me. Then again, did babies think about height or eye color? What did they think about? Probably where the fuck Mommy was.


“Sorry about your mom. I didn’t really know her, so I don’t know what to tell you about her, but I’m here and…well, I can’t promise that I’ll be a lot better. But if I can’t do this, I’ll make sure you get a good home.”


Her whimpers increased. My brain started to fizzle. How did people do this? How did someone stay up all night and listen to this crap? I knew she was a kid, but this was fucking crazy.


“Do you want to hear some more about me?” Her whimpers turned into screams. I stood and bounced some more. “How about one of my missions? It could be like a bedtime story.”


I started moving around the room like I would if I were trying to ward off an attack. “So, how about I tell you about how I escaped the attack on Reed Security? It’s a good one. See, these assholes…shit, I shouldn’t swear. These peckerheads attacked us and we didn’t see it coming. They had us all surrounded, but our leader, Cap, he’s one smart fuck- dude. He had Becky blow up the IT room and then he shot the guy standing right in front of him. It was our signal to move. This one butthole came at me with a knife the size of my arm. Where the fuc- hell do you even keep a knife that size? Someone was overcompensating.”


She had started to settle, so I continued with my story. “Anyway, I bobbed and weaved, did everything I could to stay away from the blade. He got distracted by another guy falling into him and I made my move. I grabbed onto his arm and broke his fucking wrist. He dropped the knife and I grabbed it in this ninja move that’s pretty cool. I could show it to you one day. Anyway, I spun the knife around and slammed it into his chest. Blood was spewing everywhere and dripping all over the ground. It was fucking beautiful. Let me tell you, there’s nothing more satisfying than killing a killer.”


I sat down in the chair and rested my head back, rubbing my hand up and down her back. “Anyway, the fight didn’t last long. We had to get out of the building before the whole thing exploded. We had guys down and it wasn’t looking good. That’s where your old man really came into action. I had to help our guys get out and get them to the hospital. See, I was a trained medic in the military, so it was in my wheelhouse. So, I continued going around the room, trying to help anyone I could, when this knife came out of nowhere and got me right in the side. I was fucking pissed.” I glanced down at her and winced. “Sorry.” But she didn’t seem to care. Her eyes were drifting closed. 


“I pushed through it, just continued to get everyone out. I was doing pretty good until I got to the hospital. By that point, I had lost a lot of blood and I passed out. That was where things got dicey. We were attacked again and shit went sideways. We’ve been on the run for the past year. That’s why I wasn’t around. But I’m here now and we’ll figure this out.”


I looked down at her and smiled. She was asleep. She just needed to sleep on my chest and hear my voice. She really did look very peaceful sleeping on me. Her hair was a soft brown color, and despite having spit up on me, she still smelled really good. I dropped my head back and tightened my grip on my daughter, letting my eyes slip shut. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad having a kid.
















CHAPTER EIGHT

Hunter


“Here.” 


Lucy plopped down Rylee in my arms and started hustling around the kitchen, grabbing coffee and pop tarts. 


“Uh…are you going somewhere?”


“Yeah, I want to get together with some of the girls to plan a baby shower for Rocco.”


“Say what?”


“What? He’s got a new baby and he’s going to need things. It’ll be good for him.”


“Yeah, no. That’s not going to happen.” I walked over to Lucy and handed Rylee back over to her. “Rocco doesn’t need all that girly shit. He needs a man to take the reins on this one.”


“Really? And just what do you think is going to happen at this baby shower? We know he’s not having a baby. It’s basically going to be a party where he gets the things he needs to take care of his child.”


“See, I can see exactly where this is going and it’s not gonna happen. All you ladies are gonna plan cake and fruity drinks. There are gonna be baby games and-”


“That’s what a baby shower is all about!”


“But he’s a guy. Trust me, Lucy. Leave this up to me and we’ll plan one kick ass party and all you ladies can still bring the presents you ‘think’ he’s gonna need.”


She narrowed her eyes at me and handed Rylee back over. “Fine, but it’s going to be a disaster, and when it all blows up in your face, you have to watch Rylee for an entire week.”


“Shit, that’s easy. At least make the bet interesting.”


“Easy? Hunter, you barely take care of her now.”


“That’s because she’s still fragile. I have large hands that can do some serious damage. It wouldn’t be a wise parenting decision to leave her with me. Besides, I’m still recovering from being shot.”


“Do you really want to go there? Because I’m still pissed at you over that.”


“Over being shot?” I asked unbelievably. “It was a bullet. It’s not like I purposely took it just to prove how manly I could be.”


“You know, I’m not so sure about that.”


I stared at her curiously. We had kind of skirted the issue of me being shot and having disappeared for a week afterward. I knew it still bothered her, but I thought it was more that she worried about me.


“What are you trying to say?”


“I’m saying that you’re too reckless. I understand that you were under attack, but you hound me about safety every chance you get, yet you don’t seem to actually care about yourself. It’s not just you and me anymore. We have a daughter and I need to know that you’ll be more careful, that you’ll make sure you’re around to see her grow up.”


“You know I can’t promise that. Why is this an issue all the sudden? You knew what kind of job I had and now it’s a problem?”


“You had never been hurt like that before,” she said quietly. “The problem is, when we were first together, I always worried about you not being able to commit. Now you have, but I’m not sure that you’re committed to us more than your job. Is it always going to come first?”


“What do you want me to say, Lucy? Do you want me to leave my team? Am I supposed to say that I can’t go on a job because Rylee’s not sleeping well?”


She rolled her eyes at me, groaning in frustration. “This is the problem. You’re not even trying to see it from my point of view. I’m not asking you to give up your job or skip out on a job, but I want to know that Rylee and I still count.”


“Of course you do.”


“Really? So, after Rylee was born and you kept running off to help all the guys because you had to get Reed Security up and started again, that wasn’t an attempt for you to run off and pretend that you didn’t have responsibilities at home?”


“This is ridiculous,” I huffed. “It’s like you want me to choose sides or something. If I don’t go to work, I don’t collect a paycheck. Besides, we invested in the company. I’m part owner now. I need to be there as much as everyone else.”


“Even when that means staying almost every night until we’re both in bed? Hunter, I barely see you anymore.”


“That’s not true. I see you every morning and last Sunday, we spent the whole day together.”


“That was two Sundays ago. You don’t even realize how long you’re gone. And now, you want to take over planning the party and-”


“Wait, I thought you would be happy about that.”


“Because you’re planning a party for someone else’s kid? Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad that you want to help, but you’re only doing this because you know what you can do to make this a guys’ party. There’ll probably be bombs and all kinds of stuff that’s all Reed Security. It’ll be fun for you and that’s why you want to do it.”


“Geez, I’m sorry I want to have fun. It’s not like I have fun around here anymore. All you do is bitch at me.”


I should have known better. I mean, one thing I try to never do is bring up the fact that she’s a nag. But it’s not just her. All women nag. It’s just not something any wise man ever draws attention to. Apparently, I was not a wise man, and had I actually been spending time around her, I would have remembered that. But she was right, I had been staying away from the house because I had wanted to avoid having to do the shitty things that come with having a new baby.


“You can take Rylee with you today,” she said after a minute of burning holes in my body with her eyes. “I’m going to have a girls’ day since you’ve taken over planning the party. Maybe having a kid with you will help you with ideas. Hell, maybe it’ll even give you a small taste of what I go through every day.” 


She turned and walked away and I looked down at my daughter. “Well, I guess it’s just you and me today.”


“Oh, and Hunter?” I looked up at Lucy peeking around the corner. “She’s got diarrhea today.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“What the fuck did you say to your wife?” Ice asked as he walked into the living room of the training center carrying his son, Cade.


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that Lindsey shoved Cade into my arms and told me that I had to watch him today because of you. So what the fuck did you do?”


“What didn’t I do?” I sighed. 


“What the fuck did you do to your woman?” Gabe asked as he walked through the door with Grayson.


“What? Did she call everyone?” I asked.


Cazzo, Ryan, Sinner, and Knight all walked through the door carrying their own children, scowling at me like I was the spawn of Satan.


“What? I didn’t do it!” I said, holding my hands up in defeat. “All I did was suggest that we throw Rocco a party instead of the women.”


“You dumb fuck,” Cazzo said angrily. “Why would you take that away from them?”


“Because I want it to be fun,” I said slowly. “Do you think Rocco really wants to have a baby shower with all that girly shit?”


“Better him than us,” Knight muttered. “I’d really like to know the entire story of how you got my wife so riled up that she pretty much demanded that I get my ass down here if I ever wanted to fuck her again.”


“I’d like to hear that too,” Cap said as he stood in the doorway. “That’s seven grown men that just had their asses handed to them by their wives, and apparently it’s all your fucking fault. Start talking.”


We started to unload all the baby gear while I regaled them with my tale. “Look, it really just started out with me suggesting that we throw the baby shower instead of them.”


“Wait,” Sinner interrupted. “Suggested or told. Because there’s a big fucking difference.”


“I think I told her. It just seemed like common sense. Besides, wouldn’t they be happy to not have to deal with all that shit on top of everything else?”


“Of course not, you dumbass,” Gabe said. “Don’t you know anything about women?”


“Apparently not. Because then I somehow ended up getting yelled at for getting shot,” I ticked off on my fingers, “helping to rebuild Reed Security, not being home enough, and not actually doing anything to take care of our child. I don’t fucking get it. When I’m home, she just gets mad when I try to help out.”


“That’s because you’re not supposed to actually help out,” Cap said. “You’re supposed to pretend to help out, but really just stay the fuck out of the way.”


“Wait, how the hell am I supposed to help her out if I don’t actually help out?”


“It’s all in her mind,” Ice said, tapping his finger against his temple. “See, if you’re home and you’re offering, it’s like you’re helping. And it’s the small things that you should be doing anyway. Like, if you’re leaving the house, you take out the fucking trash. But sometimes you forget and then she has a full trash can and shitty diapers, and then something spills in the kitchen and it’s just a fucking mess. Now, if that garbage can is full, the first thing you’re going to hear about when you get home is how you didn’t take out the garbage and what happened and how it’s all your fault.”


“True,” Cazzo said. “Same thing with dishes. Don’t ever stack the dishes on the side of the sink. Just put them right in the fucking dishwasher. Suddenly, it looks like you’ve done the dishes. You haven’t actually, but since you put away yours, it gives the appearance that you have.”


“Okay,” I nodded. That all sounded easy enough. “But what the fuck am I supposed to do about the whole ‘spending time with the kid’ thing?”


“Well, you could spend time with your fucking kid,” Knight muttered.


“No, see this one’s a trick. You’re fucked no matter what happens with this one.” Ryan sat down right in front of me and stared me down. I was beginning to feel like I was about to be interrogated. And that was saying something considering that Ryan was the least threatening man I’d come across in years. “Okay, so you stay home to watch the kid. This can go one of two ways. Either things go great or things are fucking impossible.”


“Why can’t it be somewhere in between?”


“Because it can’t. It just doesn’t work that way for us. Now, if things go great, it’s all good, right? You kept the kid alive and you actually bonded, so everything’s just perfect.”


“Yeah, right.”


“Wrong. If things went so right for you, why the fuck is everything shitty for her on a daily basis? Why is it that you stay home just one day and everything’s magical, but she’s constantly being spit up on and the baby won’t sleep?”


“It was just good luck,” I shrugged.


“Nooooo. No, never ever say that or even think it, you fucking dumbass,” Cap said. “Are you trying to get divorced? You’re just lucky?” He smacked me on the back of the head as he walked past me to take a seat.


“That’s not what I said.”


“But that’s what she heard,” he clarified. “There’s no difference. You could fucking say that a woman was ugly and fat and what she would hear is that the woman is curvy and doesn’t have to wear makeup to cover up her flaws.”


“But that doesn’t make any sense,” I said in confusion.


“It never makes any fucking sense,” Ice said. “You can pick the girl, but unfortunately, the crazy just comes along for the ride and you don’t get a choice in that if you want the pussy.”


I rubbed a hand over my eyes and tried to clear out what I had just heard. “Okay, you said that it could go another way. What happens with that one?”


Ryan stared at me again. It was kind of creepy. “Alright, now this is really fucking important because it’s a fine line to walk. Now, you can’t just start bitching that the day was terrible. That will end with her telling you how you never appreciate all she has to put up with during the day while you’re off having fun shooting guns.”


“But you don’t shoot guns,” I said dumbly.


“No, in my version, it’s off playing with hammers and nails. Which isn’t at all what I do. Anyway, you can’t tell her how much you appreciate her either. That makes it sound like you’ve never appreciated her to begin with.”


“So, I sit back and keep my mouth shut?”


“Only if you want to sleep alone for the next month,” Ice retorted.


“I’m sure you have lots of experience with that,” Cap laughed.


“Fuck off. Don’t make fun of those that still have many more lonely nights ahead of us.”


“Oh, I’m not done with Maggie. She only thinks she’s done having babies. Three isn’t enough. I want a whole fucking hockey team.”


“Are you crazy?” I asked. “She’ll kill you. She will literally cut off your dick and stick it in your mouth for you to choke on.”


“She thinks I got a vasectomy. By the time she realizes that I didn’t, she’ll be pregnant again and-”


“And nowhere near a fucking hockey team,” Cazzo reminded him. “How do you get the other two?”


“Well, the older women get, the higher the chances of having multiples.”


“Are you fucking crazy?” Ryan asked. “You’ve seen Drew’s life. Why would you do that to yourself?”


“Wait, remind me who Drew is,” Knight said.


“He’s the one that works for my company,” Ryan said. “He has two sets of twins and never sleeps. Well, he does now, but when he had them, it was probably a good six years of no sleep.”


“How are you gonna function like that?” I asked.


“We’ll be fine. My biggest concern isn’t the babies, but like you said, Maggie will cut off my dick.”


“So you’d rather have a hockey team than a dick?” Cazzo said. 


“Can we get back to my problem? You said that it’s a fine line to walk. How exactly do I do this?” I asked Ryan.


“Well, first you send pictures to her throughout the day proving that the kid is alive. Then, you make sure those pictures show one helluva mess. Never cute pictures. She needs to see that you’re struggling. Second, you should have dinner ready for her, but make it really shitty. Like, burnt chicken nuggets or overcooked pasta. She needs to see that you made an effort and failed.”


“Why can’t I just make her a good dinner? Won’t she appreciate that more?”


“Now, how exactly would that prove that you had it rough?”


“I…I guess it doesn’t.”


“Exactly. Now, you help with bath time and at the end of the night, you don’t even mention the day. Don’t brag about how you handled it or give her too much praise either. You shower off the shit of the day and then you flop down in bed and go to sleep.”


“No sex? After all that, I don’t get to demand sex?”


“What’s with this guy?” Ryan asked Cap. “I thought you said he had become accustomed to women.”


“Hunter’s what you would call a work in progress,” Ice said. 


“Thanks, man.”


“You don’t ask for sex because it’s like asking for a pat on the head for being a good puppy. You need to be just as exhausted and just as sexually turned off as she would be at the end of the day. If you do all that, you’ll have successfully navigated your way through watching your kid for the day and not getting in a fight with your wife at the end.”


“Where did you learn all this? I thought you raised a kid on your own before you got together with Lola.”


“Exactly. On my own. No woman to answer to. No woman to tell me I was fucking up. I just took care of shit the way any man would. But women dissect every fucking thing that happens and that puts you in the danger zone.”


“So, what the hell am I supposed to do when I go home today?”


“Pray you don’t fuck it up,” Ryan said solemnly.
















CHAPTER NINE

Rocco


“Okay, Evie, we’re just gonna grab a few things from the kitchen and then we’ll go have some fun at the park,” I said as Evie laid on the floor on a blanket. Over the past week, we had really gotten to know each other pretty well. I now knew that she was a pain in the ass that never wanted to sleep, and she knew that daddy had a short fuse when he was tired.


I picked her up off of the floor and strapped her into her car seat. There had to be an easier way to tote around a kid. This was ridiculous. I could carry a lot, but these car seats were no joke. I headed down the hall with my bag thrown over my shoulder when a loud noise erupted from the living room. I immediately drew my gun out from the holster that I had strapped to the side of the car seat and pointed it at the entire fucking team of Reed Security that was standing there throwing fucking confetti at me. 


“What the fuck are you doing? Are you trying to get shot?”


“Told you those confetti cannons weren’t a good idea,” Lucy said.


“What the fuck is going on?” 


I looked around the room, wondering what kind of party they were throwing. There were what appeared to be full diapers that were tied off to look like a bomb, squirt guns, some kind of robot that was moving around the room, a rack of tactical vests, and camo bags that I could only guess as to what was in there.


“Seriously, what the fuck is going on?”


“It’s your baby shower!” Sinner shouted, holding up a beer. “Hand the kid off to the women and let’s blow shit up!”


I hesitantly handed over the car seat, pulling the knife that I had strapped to the other side, just in case the women went exploring the car seat. 


“You stole my idea,” Maggie said. “Sebastian thought I was crazy, but there’s plenty of room to hide weapons on a car seat.”


“Yeah, with carrying all this shit, I didn’t know where to keep my gun that would allow me easy access.”


“We got you covered, brother.” Sinner patted me on the back and led me over to the rack of tactical vests. “Now, I had these specially designed for all of us with kids. We just finished them up the other day.”


He handed me one and I slipped it on, noticing that it was just as light as our actual tactical vests.


“Now, you have two holsters, a bottle for each. They come with warming and cooling settings so you can always be prepared when Evie gets hungry. Then, if you’ll just grab that latch and pull…”


I did as Sinner said and pulled the latch. A pacifier popped out and was attached to a cord. “Handy.”


“It is, and you can pop it back in so you don’t have to worry about it getting dirty. On your left side is a valve. If you twist that, antibacterial soap squirts out. It only fits about ten washes, so we’ve supplied extras that you can insert when you run out.”


Hunter came around to the back side of my vest and pulled a tab and two diapers and a thin packet of wipes popped out. “Emergency diapers and wipes. Don’t forget to refill this shit. It’ll save your life. Trash bags are in the lower right pocket.”


“And don’t forget when you have to burp the baby after you feed her.” Sinner pulled the vest from the neck to the shoulder and it tore open, leaving a soft cloth. “This is your on-the-go burp cloth. When it’s soiled, just tear it out and simply insert another. We wrote down the instructions.”


“This is really cool, guys, but if I have this on, where’s the baby supposed to go?”


“Glad you asked,” Sinner grinned. He pulled a safety harness that was hidden in the shoulder straps and pulled a cloth that was tucked into a zipper pouch of the strap, attached it to the strap on the opposite side of the vest, and secured it to the other safety harness. “You now have a fully functioning baby and accessories carrier.”


“And as the baby grows, you can swap out the compartments for other things that may be needed,” Hunter added.


“Now, one last thing. As you may have noticed,” Sinner said, “there’s some extra space between the chest and the vest. Simply insert your gun until you hear a click. It pops an additional safety mechanism onto the gun and then if you need to pull your weapon, there’s a small lever that releases the safety and the gun, allowing you to pull and kill with ease. There are also two knives in the back that pull from the bottom.”


“Go a lot of places where you need to pull your weapon while holding your kid, huh?” I joked.


Sinner and Hunter looked at me in all seriousness. “Safety is no joke. You’ll see,” Sinner said. “After a few outings with Evie, you’ll see exactly why you have all this stuff. You need to be alert to not only her needs, but your surroundings. Kids are just too distracting and this will save your life. We’ve tested it ourselves over the past week.”


“Okay,” I said, trying not to laugh at the seriousness of his expression.


“Alright, now that the coolest present is out of the way, let’s go open up the gifts from the women.”


“Then we’ll get to the baby games,” Hunter grinned.


“The what?” I said in horror as they dragged me over to a chair that was surrounded by cute baby bags. Shit, this day was gonna last forever. There were so many fucking things that I didn’t even know what they were.


“Oh, this is cool,” I said as I opened yet another bag. I pulled out the box that had some kind of mixer thing in it. I was lying through my teeth at this point, just hoping that I wasn’t offending anyone by the grimaces I was trying to hide.


“It’s a baby food processor,” Lindsey grinned. “In case you want to make your own baby food.”


“Why would I want to do that?” 


Ice elbowed me in the arm and I quickly smiled. “I mean, who wouldn’t want to do that? That’s such a great idea. Healthy food and all that shit, all at my fingertips. Thank you so much!”


I turned at glared at Ice for allowing his wife to get me such a useless piece of crap that I would no doubt be expected to use.


“Okay, my turn!” Claire squealed. “This is a present from both Derek and me.”


She handed over the bag and I pulled out a crocheted baby blanket and a little hat that looked more like a bag. “It’s adorable, Claire. I’m assuming Derek made the weird hat thing.”


Her face fell and she looked like she would cry. “Derek made the blanket. I made the hat. It was my first attempt.”


“Oh, shit. Sorry, Claire. It really is cute. I just figured that with you being a woman and him being a man…you know.”


“He’s an unnaturally gifted crocheter!” she said, stomping away.


“Thanks a lot, man. You couldn’t have just said thank you?”


I turned to Derek with a steely expression. “What the fuck is wrong with you? I know we did that whole crocheting thing to try and calm down, but you weren’t supposed to take it this far. What the hell happened to your balls?”


“I crocheted a nice sack to keep them in,” he grinned. “It’s nice and warm.”


“You’re sick.”


“Enough!” Hunter said. “Geez, you two fight like cats and dogs. This one is from me. Lucy didn’t approve, but I thought it was fucking brilliant.”


I took the bag and stuck my hand down, freezing when I felt what it was. “Hunter…”


“Yeah?” he grinned. 


“Please tell me there are not grenades in the bottom of this bag.”


“I could, but then I’d be lying.”


“You’re giving a baby grenades?” Vanessa shrieked. “Why would you do that?”


“It’s totally safe,” Hunter insisted. “Pull one out.”


I lifted my arm and the women all started running. All except Maggie. She sat right there and grinned happily. It looked like a grenade and it felt like a grenade, but I noticed it didn’t have the same weight.


“It’s empty,” Hunter grinned. “See, this way you can teach your kid to catch and train her for the future. Plus, you can work those motor skills because the pin can be taken out and replaced. Pretty cool, huh?”


“This is pretty cool. The only problem would be if I took one along on a mission,” I laughed. “Could you imagine?” I mimicked pulling the pin and tossing, then waiting for the explosion. 


“Yeah, maybe keep these away from your gear bag,” Hunter nodded. 


“My gift isn’t in a bag,” Cara said with a smile. “As you know, I used to watch my neighbors kids and then my brothers. But now that they’re in school and I have kids of my own, I’m pretty much available.”


“Are you saying that you’ll watch Evie for me?” I was hoping, but I didn’t want to get too excited. Not yet.


“That’s exactly what I’m saying. I know you’ll be busy and need the help, so I can be her nanny. When you’re out on jobs, you can rely on me to take care of her.”


I stood and swooped Cara up into my arms. “I can’t believe that you’d do that for me.” I turned to Sinner and glared at him. “You’d better take care of this woman or I’ll kick your ass.”


“So, all she had to do was offer to take care of your kid and now I don’t fucking matter? That hurts, man.”


“Alright, now it’s time for the big reveal,” Cap grinned. “Knight, would you like to show off what you’ve done?”


“Sure,” he rolled his eyes. “Because you know how much I love being involved in this shit.”


He walked off, leaving the rest of us standing in the living room. “Am I supposed to follow him?”


“Yeah,” Cap answered.


“He could have just said ‘follow me’. Hell, I would have responded to ‘get your ass off the couch, motherfucker’. You need to teach him to integrate with us some more.”


“The man built you a state of the art nursery. That’s about as integrated as you’re going to get.”


I went down the hall in the direction Knight had walked and stopped outside the door he was waiting by.


“Alright, listen up because I’m only telling you once. This is a keypad that automatically changes the codes daily. You’ll receive notifications every morning.”


“It’s hooked up to my phone?”


He pulled out some kind of gun thing and shoved it against the inside of my forearm, releasing something inside that stung like a son-of-a-bitch.


“What the fuck was that?”


“Your passcode. Every day at seven o’clock in the morning, you’ll feel heat in that spot. The code will present itself for precisely ten seconds and then disappear.”


“What if I’m not awake?”


“Then I guess you’ll miss the fucking code.”


“But that’s my kid in there,” I argued.


“Well, I guess you’ll learn how to tell time real fast.” He turned back to the door and I glanced down at my arm. I couldn’t believe he had just shot me in the arm with something. He was fucking insane.


“Hey, listen up. Now, there are sensors all around the door. If anyone approaches and doesn’t attempt to enter the code within one minute, an alarm will be sent to you. If you do not disable the alarm within thirty seconds, Ruby will take proactive measures.”


“Who’s Ruby?”


He pointed at the ground to what looked like an iRobot vacuum cleaner. “Ruby is a vacuum cleaner, but she’s also equipped with a camera and will constantly be monitoring your suite. When she has to charge, Robert will take over. He’s currently docked. If Robert or Ruby can’t identify a person in the house, they will immediately deploy a drone, or drones if the risk is high. Now, I’ve programmed both to identify different weapons and various household objects that could be used as weapons. They both have facial recognition and can scan any person that walks by. Those scans will be immediately run through the Reed Security systems, and if seen as a threat, will be taken out.”


“What do you mean ‘taken out’? We’re talking about robots. You can’t possibly think this is a good idea,” I said incredulously.


“Ruby and Robert are also equipped with miniature machine guns that will come out only when under attack. If the drones are activated, there are three different settings. Smoke, tear gas, and nerve gas.”


“Nerve gas? Are you fucking crazy?”


“That one needs activation. Don’t fuck that one up.”


“Knight, this is my kid. Plenty of people have kids all the time and they don’t have robots and drones with fucking nerve gas!”


“Once inside the doors,” he continued without paying any attention to my concerns, “you’ll have precisely ten seconds to shut the door before it will close on its own. Now, until you’re to the crib and can deactivate the sensors, you’ll need to do a little hopscotch to get there. The lasers are always moving and will burn the shit out of you if you get struck by one.”


He walked over to the crib and opened the keypad using his thumbprint. “Your thumbprint is also in there for activation.”


“Well, that’s good to know. It would be a shame to come in here to get my kid, but not be able to because my fucking thumbprint wasn’t activated!”


“You’re very testy. You’re going to have to tone it down a little to be around children. Now, once you’ve deactivated the sensors, you can now move about the room freely.”


“What? No timers on that?”


“Did you want me to put some in?”


I glared at him and he shrugged, continuing on. “If you look under the bed, you’ll notice a tube that goes into the floor. In the case of us being under attack, there’s a hatch in the floor of the crib that will open and Evie will slide down the tube to a sling and then be sent to the panic room.”


“You’re sending my kid in a sling underground to the panic room,” I said slowly.


“Yeah, it took some work, but I figured out a way to add in a secret compartment. The whole ride is about ten minutes. The tunnel is lit and plays soothing music, so it should be an enjoyable ride for her.”


“Sounds peachy.”


“And if you’ll take a look at the ceiling, I have a nightlight that shows the Battle of Gettysburg all laid out and here is a matching book,” he said, handing me a large book. “On nights that she doesn’t want to sleep, you can take her through all four days of battle. If that doesn’t work, I’ve also had a sound system built into the wall with different types of gunfire depending on the weapons. They say white noise is very soothing to kids.”


“I think they meant ocean waves.”


“That’s for pussies. Now, one last feature before we leave. Hanging above the door is a hermetically sealed pack of diapers filled with shit. If anyone does happen to make it past all my safety measures, they’ll be pummeled with shit diapers. If the diapers are released, Evie will automatically be dropped down into the sling and taken to safety.”


“I have a feeling she needs protection from you,” I muttered under my breath.


He slapped my back, turning for the door. “You’re welcome.” 


I stared around the room in bafflement. I was almost scared to go see what the rest of the guys had planned.













CHAPTER TEN

Chance


I took another sip of my beer as the images started to fade into something unrecognizable. I had found a few weeks ago at the baby shower that if I drank enough, the nightmares weren’t quite so bad. I didn’t jump quite as much whenever someone walked up on me unexpectedly and I didn’t want to put a bullet in just any random person that passed my way simply because they pissed me off with their presence. So, I drank. It could be worse. 


“Chance?” Susan Cartwright asked across from me at the table. “Was the dinner okay?”


What the fuck was she expecting I would say? After a year of eating dog shit, even a hot dog was a five star meal. “It was great.”


She looked at me warily, almost like she was holding something back and that was when I realized that everyone at the fucking table was giving me the same look. That could only mean that either she or someone else had been trying to talk to me while I had been trying to drown memories. The last fucking thing I needed was someone’s pity, so I diverted their attention and made them think my mind was on something completely different.


“You know, I was just thinking about that time that Gabe and I crashed dinner at Jackson’s on the way out of town for a job.” I continued talking, laughing about how frustrated Jackson had been with us, but Morgan wasn’t buying it. She looked uncomfortable sitting at the table with me, and I didn’t know exactly why that was. A huge part of me considered that I was just too fucked up for her, that she was regretting telling me that we could make it through this together.


The rest of dinner passed without incident and I had a few more beers before I headed off to bed so that I could hopefully get at least five hours of sleep tonight. I was feeling pretty good as I headed off to my suite that I shared with Morgan and Payton. Luckily, she was already getting Payton off to bed, so I didn’t have to worry about being on tonight. It was exhausting to put on the face that everyone thought you should wear. 


“Payton’s asleep,” Morgan said as she stepped out of her bedroom. I must have dozed on the bed because I felt a little groggy.


“Is she liking it here?”


“She’s dealing with it. I think she likes being around the other kids.”


“And you?”


She shrugged, biting down on her lip. “It is what it is. We don’t have anywhere else to go right now.”


“And if you did? Would you still want to be here with me?”


She walked over to the bed and sat down angrily. “Why do you do that? You can’t tell me how much you want to be here with me and then accuse me of not really wanting to be here. It’s confusing me.”


“Why? Because I want to be sure that you’re happy?”


“Because it makes me think that you’re trying to tell me something else.”


I stared at her, trying to understand her woman logic, but I couldn’t wrap my head around it. None of it made sense. “Look, I want you here, but only if you want to be. I don’t want you here out of some misguided sense of loyalty. You don’t owe me anything.”


“See? This is what I’m talking about. It’s like you’re trying to push me away. I knew this was going to be hard and so did you.”


“That doesn’t mean you should have to stay.”


“What do you want from me?” she practically yelled. “I’m here with you. I’m trying to make this work, but you won’t talk to me. You don’t want my help or anyone else’s. I don’t know what to do.”


“Just fuck me,” I said harshly, because that was what I really needed. I needed her to crave me the way she used to, with no expectations.


“Excuse me-”


I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her against me, kissing her harshly. “This is what we both need, to dull those thoughts in our heads. I need to be buried so deep inside you that nothing gets through.”


She kissed me back, but I noted the hesitation there. She didn’t think this was the answer. But I didn’t give a fuck. As long as she wanted me, I was going to take her and give her exactly what I needed to so I could get my aggressions out.


I spun her around and ripped the bra from under her shirt, palming her breasts to feel her nipples perking up for me. She still wanted it, no matter how hard she tried to deny it. I slapped her ass, pushing her forward between her shoulder blades. She went willingly, and when I ripped her panties from her, she spread her legs for me, just like I knew she would.


I still wanted that ass and after a few fucks in her pussy, I spread her juices around her tight hole and sank inside her. I saw her fingers tightening in the blankets and the grimace on her face, but she didn’t stop me. Pretty soon, I was fucking her ass hard and playing with her clit to get her off. 


Every time one of those stray thoughts wandered in my head, I found Morgan and sank inside her. Every time I felt like I was about to lose my shit and start fucking up the room just to release some anger, I fucked Morgan so hard it hurt my cock. And when the silence was too much to take, I drank. It had become my way out, my escape. Tonight was just slightly different because tonight, I didn’t even see Morgan as I fucked her. It was almost like we were back that first time we met and she was just a girl to fuck. I took care of her and made sure she enjoyed it, but that was as far as our connection went.


When she shouted as she came, I spilled myself inside her and pulled out to go wash myself. My head wasn’t completely cleared of all the bullshit, but it was a hell of a lot better. When I finished washing up, she was already on her side of the bed, eyes closed and breathing softly. I got in my side and pleasantly surprised when I woke up four hours later. It wasn’t exactly what I had wanted, but four hours was better than sleeping for thirty minutes at a time.













CHAPTER ELEVEN

Emma


“Any luck?” Ivy asked as I tossed my purse on the table and flopped down at my kitchen table. I dropped my head to the table and groaned.


“Nobody would give me a loan. The banks all said that dropping the business like we did doesn’t instill trust in us.”


“Ouch. Well, I doubt that me being there would have helped. Nothing says trustworthy like a woman that’s been on trial for murder.”


I grimaced and dropped my chin into the palm of my hand as I leaned on the table. Ivy got up and grabbed the wine and glasses off of the counter, pouring each of us a glass. I drank mine up and slid the glass back over to her.


“What are we going to do? If the bookshop hadn’t been vandalized, we would have at least had the inventory to sell, but there’s too much damage to the store and the renters aren’t too happy with us either.”


“I don’t know, I just make coffee, and apparently, anyone can do that at home,” she said, referring to Blake’s comment from almost a year ago.


“If only we had jobs that were actually meaningful,” I said sarcastically. “Did I really survive cancer to be sitting around on my ass, trying to find something to do with my life? It’s been five years and all my scans are clean. You would think I’d be overjoyed, but instead, I’m pouting because I’ve lost my bookshop. Something’s gotta give.”


“I think the universe is trying to tell you to stop trying to find something meaningful and just do something for fun.”


“Like what? I doubt that writing an instruction manual for fucking a man would make me money.”


“Wouldn’t it?” she grinned. 


“Wait-”


“Just hear me out. Sex parties used to be a hot thing, but now that adult stores are all over the place, there’s no need for them. Imagine if we opened our own store, but it could be really awesome. We could review all the products and write about them from both perspectives.”


“The guys would never go for that,” I said skeptically.


“We could always blackmail them,” Ivy suggested. “Maybe we could even convince them to do some demonstrations.”


I snorted in amusement. “Yeah, I’d like to see that. Could you see Jules walking out with a riding crop to give demonstrations?”


“Please, all I’d have to do is bring up something that happened when we were together before and I’d have him eating out of the palm of my hand.”


“Are you sure he really doesn’t remember you? I mean, he remembers everything else. How could he just have forgotten you? Does he just not remember all those hours he was with you?”


“As far as I know, he doesn’t remember a thing.”


I smiled evilly. “All you have to do is tell him that he’s done it before for you. He can’t tell you no if he’s already done it and if he’s lying about the amnesia, he’ll have to come clean.”


“Emma, your name is too sweet for the way your brain works.”


“There’s just one problem. If we can’t get a bank to give us money for the bookshop, what makes you think they’ll give us money for this?”


“Because every other woman at Reed Security is in a similar situation. If we all put in just a little money, we could fund the start-up ourselves.”


We clinked our glasses together and drank down the wine. It was time to call together a little meeting.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“Alright,” I said, calling our little meeting to order. “I clanked my fork on my champagne glass and raised it to all the ladies. “I called you all here tonight to celebrate a very important date with you. I’ve just had my five year scan and everything came back clean!”


Everyone cheered for me, but I didn’t want congratulations right now. It was time to move on to bigger and brighter things. “So, to celebrate this wonderful news, I’ve decided to open a business and I want you all to be involved. Tonight we are celebrating the birth of my new baby. A sex toy shop!”


The room was silent for a moment, until Ivy whooped and held up her own glass in cheers. “Yeah! I like the sound of that.”


“Seriously? You want to open a sex toy shop?” Vanessa asked. “What about your bookshop?”


“Well, I can’t get a loan from the bank right now, but I had this idea that if we all pooled our resources, we could set ourselves up to grab our dreams again. Imagine if one day we made enough money for Vanessa to open her own restaurant in town. Or Isa to open her own Real Estate agency. Let’s face it, the guys have made it so no one will hire us. So, we need to do something for ourselves. In 2017, the sex toy industry was worth almost twenty-four billion dollars. There’s nothing exclusive like this in our area. If we do this right, we could make this store explode. We could do sex parties on the side to bring in high end clientele. We could have it spread by word of mouth only.”


“But everyone shops online now,” Cara pointed out. “Take it from me, I hate going out in public, so why do that when I can do it from my living room?”


“Male models,” I said with a grin. “I mean, we wouldn’t be able to do it all the time, but imagine if we had sections of the store set up with different fantasies. Claire, I’m sure you could help us out with that. Every woman’s fantasy come to life, with everything needed, besides the man, to make it a reality.”


“It’s not a bad idea,” Ali admitted. “I mean, BDSM has become very popular in the past ten years. I mean, I’m pretty much committed at the clinic with Kate, but I could help get things started.”


“I like it,” Maggie grinned. “And I agree. We have to take back what’s been taken from us. I know it wasn’t done intentionally, but our lives were decided for us. If this is a small way to regain our lives, I’m all in.”


“So, first thing we need to do is come up with a name for the business.”


“Wait, where are we going to find a store front?” Lindsey asked.


“Well, I was hoping Isa could contact someone from her old job and see if they can find something for us. The parties will just be word of mouth. I’m not interested in chasing clients at their homes.”


“I agree,” Ivy said. “Besides, parties are only fun if the people there really want to do it. I hate going to parties where it’s out of obligation. Nobody has fun.”


“So, are we going for hidden meaning or something really bold?” Cara asked. “Because I don’t think the guys would be too happy if we opened a store called Adult Toys.”


“Let’s go for something really dirty,” Claire suggested. “TittytittyBangbang? CumLand? Jizzy Lube?”


“Where the hell did you come up with those?” I asked.


“Reddit.” She looked around the room at all of us. “What? I did my research. It’s amazing the things people come up with.”


“I think something a little more discreet,” Raegan said. “Trust me, not everyone will appreciate the store and we don’t want to turn it into the town’s black sheep.”


“Smack,” Cara said.


“Smack what?” I asked.


“For the name of the store. You know, we could have sexy black and white photos of women tied up. It speaks to the BDSM crowd, which is growing every day. It’s seductive and dirty sounding.”


“Where did you get that idea from?” Isa asked with a grin. 


“Stop. Don’t even go there. Mark and I aren’t into that stuff. It just came to mind.”


“Are we including the guys?” Ivy asked. “Do you think we could get them to model some items for us?”


“No!” Maggie practically shouted. “You know the guys will take over and ruin everything.”


“Maybe not. I mean, remember they all stripped on stage? They were willing to do that,” Lindsey reminded us.


“Yeah, but that was a bet. If they got involved even slightly on this, they would take over for security and then they would be dictating what kind of outfits we could wear,” Maggie said. “And let’s face it, as sex store owners, we can’t get away with jeans and t-shirts.”


“So, we’re not going to see the guys walking around in their underwear?” Lucy pouted. “I was really thinking that would be one of the draws of the shop.”


“Yeah, a draw for us and every other woman in the state. I don’t know about you,” I said, “but I don’t want any other women looking at my man. There would be hordes of women chasing after our men and we’d have to chase them off with guns and grenades.”


“What’s the bad part about that?” Maggie asked.
















CHAPTER TWELVE

Becky


I took a deep breath in and then blew it out slowly. This was one of the hardest things I would ever have to do. It was going to kill Cap, but I couldn’t do this anymore. I needed a change and that had to start now or I would never get a chance to start again. I lifted my hand and knocked on the door for his temporary office.


“Come in.” His sharp bark made me jump. I had never been scared of Cap before. I respected him as a man and as my employer, but it had always been easy going between us. This was different.


I opened the door and walked in nervously. I was fidgeting with my bare hands, which immediately set off Cap. I never fidgeted unless I was short on coffee and sleep. He stood immediately and walked over to me, wrapping me in a hug. Shit. He knew.


“Don’t do this, Becky. We need you here.”


“I can’t,” I mumbled into his shirt. I pulled back, needing to gain some distance from him. A flash of pain crossed his face, but I steeled myself. I needed this for me.


“I love working here-”


“Then don’t leave.”


“Cap, it’s been years and I don’t have any kind of life of my own.”


“We’ll cut back on your hours.”


I smiled at him. “You know that won’t happen. I’m the one everyone calls when they need something. I’m the one that’s called when a team is out on a job.”


“We have Rob,” he tried.


“Rob’s been going out in the field more.”


“That’s not true,” he said indignantly. “He hasn’t been out in the field in over a year.”


“Because we’ve been on the run. You know that’s what he likes to do. He wouldn’t be happy being in the office all the time again. And let’s just face the facts that the others don’t have my skills.”


“So, you’re going to leave me with no one? You’re telling me the others aren’t capable and then you’re leaving?”


“I’ll find you a replacement.”


“Becky, where is this coming from? You’ve been with us for years and you’ve never hinted that you wanted something different.”


“I didn’t want anything else, but then Sinner found Cara and she brought him to his knees. And you and Maggie have this gorgeous family. Then there’s Derek, Hunter, Lola, Ice, Gabe…Hell, even Knight has a family that he would kill anyone for. Everyone around here has found a way to move on with their lives and still do what they love. I can’t do that here. I’ll never meet someone that will understand why I’m always on call and always at work at weird hours.”


“Why would you say that? Lola found someone and then there are all the guys. We have the training centers and the teachers…”


“And do you think that I’ll meet some random man that’s willing to let his wife be gone that often? That will be okay with the kids always off with someone else, learning to shoot guns and kill people?”


“Like I said, Lola found Ryan.”


“You know that’s different. Ryan and Lola were meant to find each other.”


Cap stepped back, obviously trying to find a way to make this all right. He would see it eventually. I saw all these guys as my brothers. There was no chance of me finding romance here, and after seeing how all these guys became with their women, I wasn’t sure that was what I wanted anyway.


“There has to be something we can do. Becky, if you leave now, how are we going to rebuild? You’re the woman that runs practically everything around here. You’re the one the teams trust to have their backs when they’re out on a mission. You’re the one Knight wants to work with on security.” He threw up his hands in frustration and started pacing the room. I cringed, knowing this wasn’t going to go well. He spun around and glared at me, like I was a traitor. “We haven’t even rebuilt yet. We have two men staying with us that we barely know. But they’ve helped us out and I can’t just throw them out. I need backgrounds done on them and I need to know that I have the very best people around me until we’re settled again.”


“Cap, I can stay until things get somewhat settled, but I’m not staying until you’re up and running again. That could take up to a year and I need to do this for me. I want the opportunity to have a life of my own.”


“You know you’ll never be happy unless you’re running someplace like this. You’ll get bored. You thrive running this place.”


“I do, but would I really be happy if I stayed here and sacrificed the rest of my life?” He wouldn’t look at me, which meant he knew that I was right.


“I expect you to stay until we find a suitable replacement.”


“I will,” I nodded, ignoring his harsh tone. I turned to leave, but stopped at his command.


“And Becky, don’t think I’ve given up. I’ll do whatever’s necessary to make you stay.”


I grinned as I headed out, “I’m sure you will, Cap. Bring it on.”
















CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Ice


I groaned as I sank onto the bench in the locker room. My whole body was sore after that last workout. We’d been home for a few months now and I just couldn’t seem to shake the aches I thought would disappear. I had technically been healed for a while now, but even doing the light work that I did when we went after Chief had worn me down. I massaged the sore muscles in my shoulder and jumped when something loud landed on the floor next to me.


“You doing okay there, Ice?” Chris stood beside me looking amused. That fucker still worked out like he was twenty-five years old. Hell, we were both pushing it, but I wasn’t bouncing back quite as fast from my latest hospital encounter.


“Fuck off.”


He burst into laughter and shoved me, pushing me off the bench. I just barely caught myself before I hit the floor.


“You need to get in some more workouts. At this rate, you won’t last another year.”


“Hey, I’m doing just fine. Remember, I was shot in the fucking heart. It’s just gonna take longer to bounce back.”


“Yeah, not because you’re getting older, but because you were shot in the heart,” he snorted.


“What? It’s a legitimate excuse, not that it is one.”


“I’m not saying that getting shot in the heart isn’t an excuse, but dude, if you were twenty fucking years younger, you would be out in Afghanistan taking out anyone with a turban.”


I massaged my shoulder some more with a grimace. “It’s just an ache. I just have to push through it. Besides, I can keep up with anyone out there.”


“That’s because we’re all the same fucking age,” Chris retorted. “What do you think will happen when they get some new blood in here? We’ll be on desk duty, that’s what. And then you’ll be at home with your newborn and Lindsey all day long, and instead of going for training, you’ll be having tea parties with Zoe.”


I stared back at him, horrified that he was right. “You don’t think Cap would really replace us, do you?”


He scoffed as he pulled a towel out of his locker and wiped down his face. “How much longer do you think it’ll be before Cap pulls us into his office and says he needs to talk? Then he’ll be talking about expanding the business and how he needs more people to help out in management. He’ll shove it down our throats that he needs experienced men to help run the business. Meanwhile, he’s got guys fresh out of the military that are going to be taking our jobs.”


“But he couldn’t put us all on desk duty. It would be too many people.”


“Right,” Chris nodded thoughtfully. “He’ll probably have to kick some of us to the curb. Shit, I wasn’t really planning on investing in the company only to be out of a job. I suppose I could just sit back and enjoy bringing in the money. Of course, it’ll take a few years to be up and running the way we used to be. Money will be tight for a while.” He let out a big sigh and plopped down on the bench next to me. “Well, at least Elizabeth is older now. No diapers or anything to worry about. It won’t be long before she’s a teenager and begging me for money though. We should be rolling in the big checks by then.”


He looked at me almost as an afterthought and slapped my back. “Well, anyway, I’m gonna hit the showers. Hey, you should soak in the tub. The women have all this nice smelling shit. It’ll probably loosen you up.”


I nodded absently at him as he walked away. Would Cap really start getting rid of us? Lindsey and I had just invested everything we had into this company. And even though our property wasn’t worth much, I could still get some good money for it. But I wasn’t about to sell off my land if I was going to be pushed out for some young dickhead that didn’t know who Osama Bin Laden was. Fuck, I had to step up my game. Right after I took that bath. Chris was right, soaking would probably help a lot.
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Sweat slipped into my eyes and I couldn’t see. I quickly swiped at my face, just in time to see Knight’s fist coming at my face. I moved, but not fast enough. I took the hit, my head swinging to the side. Shit, I was too slow. The next thing I knew, Knight had me lifted over his head and he was body slamming me to the floor. My whole body felt like it just broke in two.


“Get up, old man.”


I didn’t want to open my eyes. Maybe if I squeezed them really tight, no one would see me down here, in all my humiliation.


“Is this what you call training? Shit, even Raven could kick your ass right now. And she’s only three fucking years old.”


I rolled to my side and spit out the blood that had pooled in my mouth. I felt like I had just been hit by a fucking freight train. I tried to push myself off the floor, but it hurt too fucking bad.


“Oh my God!” I heard Lindsey screech.


“If you don’t want your woman thinking you’re a pussy, push through the pain and get off the fucking floor,” Knight grumbled as he knelt down beside me. “And wipe the fucking blood off your face.”


I clenched my teeth and shoved myself off the mat, breathing through the pain. Holy shit, this was bad. I grinned as Lindsey approached, realizing just a little too late that I could still taste blood and probably had blood staining my teeth.


“He was shot in the heart, Knight! What the hell were you thinking?”


“Princess, I got this,” I said calmingly. “This is my job and I’m perfectly capable of doing it. This is just part of training.”


“Killing you is part of training?”


Knight snorted next to me. “If I really wanted to kill him, he would have been dead five minutes ago. You’re lucky he lasted this long. I took it easy on him.”


I glared at the asshole. “You know, you didn’t bounce back so fast when you were knifed.”


He shrugged nonchalantly. “Yet here I stand, stronger than I ever was. We’ll see if we can say the same for you in ten years.”


“You’re talking about a ten year difference! Fuck, I’ll be-”


I stopped before I admitted that I would be in my fifties then. I didn’t want to think about that anymore. Aging was not something that was good for this business. Lindsey propped me up under her shoulder, but I stepped away.


“I got this, Princess. I don’t need to be helped off the floor.”


“John, it’s not a bad thing to accept help.”


“But I don’t need it,” I said forcefully. It was bad enough to have my woman thinking that I wasn’t able to hack it, but to announce it in front of Knight was even worse. He could tell I wasn’t up to snuff, but he wouldn’t act like I was a weakling. At least, not in the way a woman would.


She stepped back from me and crossed her arms over her chest. “John, just remember that you don’t need to be the strongest man out there. I just need you to come home to me and the kids.”


She walked away and Knight snorted in amusement. “You don’t need to be the strongest, John,” he mimicked. “Does she realize that if you’re not the strongest, you go home in a body bag?”


I grunted. It was hitting a little too close to home right now. I walked away from Knight and headed to the locker room. Even if I wanted to keep training, I couldn’t do it right now. My body was beaten to hell. I grabbed my shit from my locker and looked around, making sure no one was around, then slipped toward the back and out the other door. I used the back hallway to make my way to the hot tub that was waiting for me. 


I grinned when I saw the tub currently running and completely empty. Someone had already warmed it up. There were floofy scents on the side of the tub and I picked a few up, smelling them to find one I liked. I poured in a generous amount and then stripped down. Slipping inside, I groaned at the instant relief my muscles felt. I closed my eyes and tried to relax, but Knight and Lindsey’s words kept running through my head. Glancing around, I saw one of those Alexa devices. That’s what I needed. Music.


“Alexa, play Sam Tinnesz.”


I waited as it was searching and cringed when Mmm Bop by Hanson came on.


“What the fuck? Alexa, play Legends Are Made by Sam Tinnesz.”


Alexa searched again, this time playing John Legend.


“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. I just want something good to listen to. Alexa, play Hold On For Your Life by Sam Tinnesz,” I said slowly, accentuating every word.


“Searching….” 


And then the opening strands of Celine Dion’s My Heart Will Go On started to play.


“Fuck it.” I sloshed back down in the water, trying to ignore the girly song that was playing while I was trying to relax. I actually found that it was working. The soothing melody had me sinking into such a relaxed state that I didn’t even notice the door opening.


“What the hell are you listening to?” My eyes flew open in surprise. Chris was standing in the doorway with a smirk on his face. “Want me to get you a cocktail?”


“Actually, I’d love one,” I retorted. “I tried to get the fucking thing to play something else, but like any woman, she just did whatever the fuck she wanted.”


“Alright, let’s see what we got here.” He walked over to a mini fridge in the corner. I had expected to find water, but instead saw some kind of girly cooler. 


“Toss me one.” 


Chris popped the top and handed one to me and then got one for himself. After draining half of it, he got undressed and got in with me. “Is this weird?” he asked as he settled in.


“Sitting in the hot tub together?”


“Yeah. You know, it’s kind of like bathing together. You’re sweaty. I’m sweaty….”


I nodded. “I gotcha.” I reached over to the ledge and grabbed a bottle of body wash, pouring in a generous amount. Bubbles filled the tub and I grinned, pleased with myself.


“Yeah, that’s not at all weird,” Chris muttered. “Now we’re taking a bubble bath together.”


“But we’ll be clean,” I pointed out. “What’s worse? Sitting around in each other’s filth or sitting in soap together?”


“Soap is only clean as long as it’s in the bottle. Once it’s in the water, it’s just dirty soap.”


“It’s self-cleaning.”


“Oh, God.” Chris and I turned to see Jules standing in the doorway with Alec and Rocco. “Are you two taking a bubble bath?”


“It’s a hot tub,” I corrected. “The bubbles are just to get us clean.”


“That’s what a shower is for,” Jules pointed out.


“Hot tubs are very good for the muscles,” Rocco said as he yanked off his shirt. “I’m in.”


“Grab me another cooler before you get in,” I said. 


Rocco stripped down to his shorts and climbed in with a cooler for each of us. “Ah, this is great. My body is killing me today.” He closed his eyes and then opened them, narrowing in on me. “Are you fucking listening to Celine Dion?”


I shrugged. “You get the bitch to play something else.”


“Alexa,” Rocco shouted. “Play Michael Jackson.”


“Playing Spiderman Theme by Michael Bubble.”


“Who the fuck is Michael Bubble?” Rocco asked.


“You don’t know Michael Bublè?” Chris asked incredulously. “He’s only like the best singer I’ve ever heard. Jazz, really good shit.”


“Jazz?” I asked. 


“Hey, Ali listens to him. That fucker can sing.”


“He’s alright, but he’s a jazz singer. I mean, come on, it’s not very manly.”


Chris grinned at me. “Alexa, play Call Me Irresponsible by Michael Bublè.” The song came on and it was just another fucking jazz song. 


“Yeah, it’s good, but… it’s still fucking jazz. And frankly, I don’t know how you hold a gun and listen to that shit.”


“Fine, try this one…Alexa, play I’m Your Man by Michael Bublè.”


“Why does she listen to you and play what you want to hear?” I grumbled. “I’m gonna need more alcohol if I have to keep listening to this.” I stood and went over to the fridge, popping a few more bottles to set on the table by the hot tub. I climbed over the edge, just barely making it in. “This is just a little too close for comfort.”


“Relax, no one’s touching anyone else. It’s all good,” Jules assured me. “Besides, we all have underwear on.”


“Right, that doesn’t make this any less weird,” Alec mumbled. 


“You got in the tub, fucker.” Rocco sank down further and snatched one of my coolers.


“Hey, I didn’t get that for you, asshole.”


“Someone’s gonna have to get something stronger than this if we’re all gonna share a hot tub together,” Alec said. “This is just fucking uncomfortable.”


“Hang on. I got us covered.” Chris pulled his phone and told someone to bring us more coolers.


“What the fuck? You get on the phone and request more drinks, but you ask for coolers?” Alec said in shock.


“Hey, they’re good. Fruity and refreshing.”


“Who did you call?” I asked.


“Gabe,” Chris grinned. 


“You’re lucky Hunter’s not here. He’d kick your ass.”


Chris got up one last time and brought us what was left in the fridge and we slammed them back. They were coolers. It wasn’t like they were hard shots.


“Damn, why didn’t anyone tell me we had a hot tub?” Gabe asked, with Chance and Jackson on his heels.


“I thought we were doing some drinking,” Chance jerked his chin at us. “What the hell are you guys doing?”


“Soaking,” I said in confusion. “What does it look like we’re doing?”


“It looks like a bunch of grown men are sitting in a rather small hot tub, drinking girly drinks, and listening to girly music.” He stepped forward and peered into the tub. “You are wearing underwear, right?”


“Of course we are,” I said defensively.


Gabe started passing out drinks to each of us. “Why? The whole point is to relax. How can you relax when your junk is scrunched up in wet underwear?”


“How could you relax when you’re sitting with a bunch of dudes with your dick floating around?” Chris asked.


“It’s not that long,” Gabe rolled his eyes. “It’s not like it’s an actual sword and it’s coming to get you.” He pulled down his pants, boxers and all, and walked toward us.


“Whoa!” Alex shot up out of the hot tub and scrambled over the side, slipping on the water on the floor. “You don’t just pull down your underwear in front of everyone. Some of us were looking!”


“You were looking at my junk?” Gabe grinned.


“Not directly. But there’s always a chance a side glance will get you more than you bargained for.”


“I’m not getting in that hot tub with my underwear on,” Gabe insisted. “Now, you asked me to go get drinks for you, and I’ve done that. I’m getting in there, so move your ass over.”


“I’m not getting in there,” Chance insisted. “That’s a cesspool of sweaty ball-sack and dicks just waiting to get whacked.”


“Don’t be such a pussy. It’s a hot tub and we’re all guys,” Jackson said, slipping off his own clothes and stepping into the hot tub.”


There was no way Gabe was going to fit. There wasn’t enough space, but he didn’t seem to care. He passed out drinks and then walked over, standing right on the edge of the hot tub, his dick dangling in my face.


“There’s no room,” I reiterated. “If you’re getting in, I’m getting out.”


“There’s room,” Gabe insisted. “Just slide closer to Chris.”


“I’m not sliding over. That crosses the man boundaries. Our legs would almost be touching.”


“Alec, move closer to Jules.” Alec looked to me for help, but when Gabe kept shooing him, he finally scooted over slightly. “Alright, now it’s your turn, Rocco.”


“Fuck no.”


“You touched my dick when you were tucking it into my thong, but now you have a problem touching another guy’s leg?”


“That was purely professional,” Rocco insisted. “This is a hot tub and most definitely not professional.”


I snorted with laughter. “Yeah, knowing how to tape your dick in a thong is really necessary for field work.”


“It is if you wear a thong,” Rocco pointed out.


“Just move over,” Gabe said again.


“No.”


“Yes.”


“No.”


“Yes,” Gabe said before shoving Rocco over and stepping into the hot tub. He fought Rocco the whole time. I saw him slipping. I saw his body turn toward mine. I looked at my drink and had to make a split second decision, lose my drink or let a dick slap me in the face. I lifted my left hand to ward off the coming onslaught. I felt the little guy touch my hand and I cringed, shoving Gabe away from me. He fell to my side, his head going underwater. Chris’s eyes went comically wide and he jumped up, flinging Gabe off him as he scrambled out of the hot tub.


“You touched my dick!” Chris shouted. Gabe pulled up out of the water, brushing the water from his face. 


“What the fuck?” Cap shouted from the doorway. “Seriously, do you guys just time this shit so that I always have to walk in on it?”


None of us knew what to say and just sat there staring at each other.


“Waxings, fucking, touching each other’s junk, hot tubs, wine coolers,” Cap shouted, “Oh, and let’s not forget Michael fucking Bublè! Is there anything else you guys want to throw at me?”


Gabe pointed at all of us accusingly. “They wouldn’t fucking move over.”


“He wouldn’t put on underwear!” I shouted back.


“You don’t wear fucking underwear in a hot tub!”


“I touched your dick,” I yelled. “Do you know how traumatizing that was? I’ll never be the same.”


“I wouldn’t have fallen on you if you guys had just made a little fucking room.”


“Enough!” Cap shouted. “Jesus fucking Christ. Sometimes, I don’t know if I’m working with grown ass men or toddlers. My office. Ten minutes. Get all this water cleaned up and get your asses upstairs.” He turned for the door and then slowly turned around, glaring at all of us. “Fully clothed.”


And then he was gone and we were all left looking at each other warily.


“So, I guess this would be a bad time to point out that there’s a second hot tub across the hall,” Jules said.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








My body was feeling better after the soak, but it probably would have been better had I had some fucking peace and quiet. We all made our way up to the office and saw that everyone else was in there as well. Surprise meetings usually meant that something was going on. 


“Everyone take a seat. We have a few things to discuss.” Cap waited for us all to sit and then continued. “I’ve put together some budgets that we need to go through, a few things that need to be approved before I put them into action.”


He started passing out folders with reports printed out. I felt like I was going blind from all the pages I had to leaf through. There was everything in there from different designs for the new building to upcoming pay. There was a section on weapons suppliers and contract jobs that could be taken on.


“Cap, what is all this? Why are we looking at this?” I asked.


“You’ve all bought into Reed Security. We are now employee owned and you all have a stake in the company. This is part of the job.”


“We’ve never done this before,” Hunter said. “Why do we have to start now?”


“Because you’ve all invested money and I want you to know how your money is being put to use. Now, there’s a lot of information here to go through, but there’s something we need to discuss before we go any further. With everything that’s happened, we’re going to be making some major upgrades around here. On top of that, we’re looking into some possible government contracts, along with security contracts in Pittsburgh. If we are going to pay for all these upgrades around here, we need to expand, and fast.” 


I glanced over at Chris, who was eyeing me like he knew exactly where this was going. He had called it. He fucking told me this was going to happen.


“I’m looking into hiring on some more men and women that can help ease the load. Now, with adding in new people, there will be a lot of additional office work and we’ll need to fill those positions also. We also need to think about the fact that we’re all getting older and we need to start bringing in some younger blood and getting them trained the right way.”


“Cap,” I said, baffled that this was actually happening. “Are you saying that you’re taking us out of the field?”


“No,” he said firmly. “I’m saying that some of you have had a rough year and these opportunities could help you ease back into field work.”


“Ease back into field work,” I said slowly. “I was shot protecting Reed Security and now you want to bring up some bullshit about office work and easing my way back into the field? You have no intention of putting me back in the field, do you?”


Cap didn’t say anything. He just stared at me with his fucking boss face. 


“Is he right, Cap?” Hunter asked. “What about the rest of us that were injured? Are we all gonna end up at some fucking desk while you bring in our replacements?”


I was fucking fuming. This was the last thing I needed right now. I was struggling to get myself back in shape and before I even had an opportunity to prove myself, Cap was already planning on benching me. What the fuck else could go wrong right now? Shit, I knew I was getting older, but I never thought I would see the day when Cap would force me to retire from the field. I had always thought that would be my choice. And frankly, I wasn’t ready for that yet.
















CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Cap


Damn Chris and his fucking ideas. I could already tell that the guys were getting pissed and it didn’t seem to me at all that this would somehow magically come out the way I was hoping. If anything, I could see all the guys walking out on me right now just for suggesting that one of them take a desk job. In truth, I fucking hated office work. I wanted to be back in the field desperately, even more now that I had recently taken down those filthy motherfuckers. It had awoken something inside me that I didn’t think I would get to feel again. It gave me the same feeling I had in the military, a sense of a greater purpose. Now I was telling these guys I was benching them, even if it was a lie.


“Look,” I started, “we have to regroup after everything that’s happened. All of you that were injured have to pass Knight’s tests to make sure that you’re ready for the field. No offense, Ice, but you’re not ready. You were shot in the heart and there’s no fucking way that I’m putting you in the field until I’m sure you can hack it.”


His ice-blue eyes glared holes through me and I grinned inside. This was the ice-cold bastard I was used to. The man that would do anything to get the job done. Chris was right, he needed the challenge.


“Is that what this is now? After all the years I’ve given you, after all the times that I’ve taken a bullet, I’m just not good enough to hack it?” he said angrily.


“Until I see you performing at the levels that I’m used to seeing, you’re benched. You’re on fucking desk duty until I see what I need to see. And the same goes for you, Hunter. You were shot in the neck and you’re fucking lucky that bullet didn’t rip apart your insides like a shredder. Gabe, after your little performance in the hot tub, I’m starting to wonder if that hit to the head was harder than you thought.”


“What about me?” Chance asked, eyes flaring in anger. 


Shit, I knew this was going to be the hardest one out of all of them. He was the one that might potentially walk away. I hadn’t wanted to do this in front of him, but I couldn’t challenge some of them, but not him. If anything, he was the one that needed the drive more than anything. I just didn’t want him giving up and walking away. He needed a way to channel his anger, and since he wasn’t asking for help yet, this was his only way to do that.


“You already know where you stand. You have to pass the physical and the psych eval. You’re no different from anyone else.”


“And what happens when we pass?” Ice asked. “When are you going to replace us anyway, just because we’re getting too old?”


“I never said you were getting too old. But let’s face the facts, guys. None of us is getting any younger. You don’t think that I would kill to be out there in the field with you? I fucking hate this part of the job, but if you want to keep your jobs, I have to suck it up and deal with it. I’m willing to do that, because we’ve got something good going here. Ice, no one’s talking about getting too old. If that’s what you’re thinking, maybe you need to ask yourself why you were thinking that to begin with.”


Ice just stared at me a moment and then looked over at Chris who just shrugged. When Ice sat down, Chris looked over at me, barely containing the chuckle on his lips.


“Now, I’ve reformed the teams for now. Most of you will be reassigned to new teams during this transition period.”


“Hold on a minute,” Jules fumed. “You can’t just split up the teams even further.”


“I can and I will. Knight and I have talked about this and we feel it’s best for everyone to mix things up a bit. We all need to work more cohesively, and the best way to do that is for each of us to learn each other’s strengths and then apply it in the field.”


“Yeah, but to break up teams when it isn’t necessary-”


“It is necessary,” I told Alec. “Trust me, you and Florrie need the break. From what I gather, you seem to be making decisions for your team based on your relationship with Florrie, and that can’t happen. You need to get back in the mindset that we all have a job to do and you need to trust your teammates to get the job done.”


Alec glared at me, but Florrie looked quite happy about the whole thing, which meant that this was something that was really weighing on her.


“Training begins after this meeting. After I call out your teams, head to the training center and start doing drills together. Knight will hand out schedules to all of you. We need to be back in the field in two weeks. Any teams that aren’t in shape by then will sit on the sidelines until Knight says you’re ready.”


A nod from Knight told me he was prepared for the chaos that laid ahead.


“Team One: Cazzo, Alec, and Jules. Team Two: Sinner, Florrie, and Gabe. Team Three: Derek, Storm, and Jackson. Team Four: Chris, Craig, and Rocco. Anyone not on those teams will continue with your training separately with Knight until you’re ready to rejoin your team.”


“Hang on,” Storm spoke up. “I’m not part of Reed Security.”


“Are you staying here?”


“Yes, but-”


“Do you have somewhere else to be?”


“No, but-”


“Are you capable of holding a fucking gun and doing the job?”


“Yes,” he said begrudgingly.


“Then you’re on the fucking team until I say otherwise. Now, does anyone else have any complaints, or can we get some fucking work done?”


Nobody said anything, but I knew they were all a little pissed. Good. It was what they needed.


“John Peters!” Lindsey yelled as she walked into the room. “Do you want to tell me what the fuck this is about?”


“What are you talking about?” Ice asked, standing back up.


“Did we or did we not just have a kid three months ago?”


“Uh…is this a trick question?” She glared at him and I was fucking confused too. What the hell was she getting at? “Yes, Lindsey, we just had a kid.”


“Then, do you want to tell me why the fuck I was just staring at a positive pregnancy test?”


Ice burst out laughing for just a split second before he glanced around the room in panic and then his eyes rolled back in his head and he dropped to the floor like a sack of hot potatoes. I rushed over to him and slapped him on the face, but he was out cold.


I looked up at Chris who was leaning down beside me and grinning down at Ice. “I think we might have pushed him over the edge.”


Chris’s shoulders were shaking with laughter, but I wasn’t sure what was so fucking funny. “I was just telling him the other day that I was lucky that Elizabeth is older, that I didn’t have to worry about diapers. I think Ice just saw the next five years flash before his eyes.”
















CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Chris


I walked in the door and Ali came running up to me, screaming and wrapping her whole body around mine. “Oh my gosh! You’re not going to believe it.”


“I don’t. What’s going on?”


“Axel called. He’s coming home for the week!”


A grin split my face so wide that I thought it would rip in two. I hadn’t seen my son in over a year and I fucking missed him like crazy. The only hard part was that every time he came home, he was just a little bit quieter and a little bit sadder looking. It happened to most of us that served overseas, but I hated to see that look on my kid’s face. That far off look he got from time to time when he was remembering something really bad brought home so many reminders of how Ali used to look from time to time when I first brought her home. 


“Elizabeth is so excited to see her big brother. The only reason she remembers him is because of all the pictures I show her.”


“I wish that we had all had more time together,” I said as I stared into my woman’s eyes. “Do you ever think about what it would have been like if…if we hadn’t been separated?”


She didn’t bother to correct me, to tell me that I had left her. We both knew it was true and I was a fucking coward for not being able to tell her that. But somehow, she never did blame me.


“There’s no point, Chris. What happened is in the past.”


“I know, but think about how Elizabeth would have been closer to Axel in age or-”


“Chris, that’s not how it works. What if we had stayed together? You don’t know that we would have even had Elizabeth. What if we couldn’t stay together? We were young. You might not have joined the military and you wouldn’t be with all these people now that are pretty much your family. So many things could be different today, but maybe not for the better.”


“And what about you? Are you happy?” 


I prayed to God that she said yes. I didn’t think I could take it if she was unhappy. I lived to make sure this woman had everything she needed.


“Well, I did have to go on the run with this really hot guy,” she smiled at me, running her hands up my chest.


“And you had to leave your job,” I pointed out.


“I chose to think of it as an extended vacation. Besides, there was plenty to do over the last year with all you guys.”


“I just want you to be happy. I don’t give a shit if you’re working or putting out more babies or just lounging around the house-”


“Whoa, back up there, big boy. There will be no more babies exiting this tunnel.”


“Why not? Ice is having another kid.”


“What? Lindsey’s pregnant again?”


“Yeah,” I grinned. “She just told him today. The fucker passed out on the floor.”


“I think I would too if I was pregnant.”


I snagged her around the waist and pulled her in close to me. “You know I don’t care either way, but why are you so adamant that you’re done?”


“Because I want to live life for me now. The first fifteen years of Axel’s life were all about staying alive. Then we had this small time together, but Axel was training all the time with you. And I’m so proud of him. He did exactly what he wanted and that wouldn’t have happened without you. But then we had Elizabeth and she’s three. We’re done with diapers. She’s pretty independent already, so I feel like I finally have some freedom. I just want the rest of my life to not totally revolve around the day to day care of an infant. Elizabeth is going to be hard enough. You know she’s already acting like she’s sixteen. The other day, I caught her rolling her eyes at me.”


“Babe, I hate to break it to you, but the only one that rolls her eyes around here is you.”


“Are you suggesting that she picks up bad habits from me?”


“Well, as I recall, she’s also started throwing her hand on her hip when she’s mad. I sure as hell don’t do that.”


“Alright, I’ll give you that one, but Axel is one hundred percent you.”


“And thank God for that. Could you imagine what we would be facing if he was rolling his eyes and strutting as he walked down the street? Besides, if he wasn’t like me, I wouldn’t be able to use him when he comes home.”


“Whoa, what are you talking about? There will be no using our son.”


“Sorry, it’s gotta be done. Ice needs a kick in the ass and he’s the perfect guy for the job.”


She stared at me in horror. “You’re going to have Axel beat up John? Chris, that’s not fair. John is twice his age. He’ll get squashed like a bug.”


I narrowed my eyes at her, flipping the brim of my hat up just a little. “Are you saying that I’m old and my kid could kick my ass?”


“What?” She laughed and shook her head. “No, that wasn’t at all what I was saying.”


“Because I could take him. I would put him in the ring and take him and all his SEAL buddies down in five seconds flat.”


She snorted and covered her mouth quickly. “I know you would, sweetie.”


“Hey, don’t do that shit with me,” I said, pointing my finger at her. “Don’t give me that ‘sweetie’ crap. I know what you’re doing.”


“I’m not doing anything,” she said innocently.


“Yes, you are and you know it.” 


She turned and ran for the stairs, but I was still faster. Old, my ass. I could still catch her. Maybe not my son, but her, I could still catch her and I would show her just how quick I still was.
















CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Chance


I pounded the bag, not wanting to fight anyone right now. If I did, it was very possible I might kill someone. The flashbacks were getting worse. They were mostly of me having the shit beat out of me by the guards, being unable to fight back. Most of the time, I was unable to fight back because of my mission, getting Payton back. But there were other times, times when I wasn’t strong enough. Times when I was already too beat down and too weak to fight. Those were the times that really fucked with my head.


“Chance, in the ring. Now.”


“Fuck off,” I said, never taking my eyes off the bag.


“I said, get in the fucking ring.”


“And I told you to fuck off.”


I swung again, never missing a chance to beat the shit out of the bag. I wasn’t being calculating with my moves. I was simply here to let off some steam and wear myself down. Knight grabbed me from behind and spun me around, punching me once in the stomach. 


“That wasn’t a suggestion.” He leaned forward to whisper in my ear. “You want to prove to them that you’re okay? Get in the fucking ring and start working out that aggression. Because if you don’t, they’re gonna keep you out of the field, and those demons that you’re fighting are only gonna get worse.”


I shook him off and wiped the sweat from my forehead. Flashes forced their way into my mind and I fought them away, but it wasn’t enough. I headed for the ring and took a step inside.


I loosened up and started out at an easy pace with Knight, but he started fucking taunting me. I knew he was trying to get me to come out swinging, so I hung back. But he just kept pushing harder and harder. It was his job, but I didn’t want to play by his rules right now. I bounced around the ring, wearing him out by avoiding his hits. I was making him work for it. He faked a hit to the jaw and then grabbed my arm, extending it painfully as he swung around behind me and wrapped me in a choke hold.


My body jerked as the stool was kicked out from under my feet. The rope was strangling the life out of me and the black spots in front of me mocked me, telling me that I didn’t have any fucking say if I lived or died. I tried not to struggle, straightening my arms and clenching my fists tight to try and hold myself rigid. The more I struggled, the less of a chance there was that I would conserve my oxygen. Darkness took over my body as my eyes fluttered closed, but I wasn’t ready to give in just yet. 


Suddenly, my bonds were gone and I flung my elbow back into the man that was standing behind me with the stool. The rope was gone from my neck and I could breathe again. I charged the first man by me and took him down to the ground, pounding his face until it was a bloody mess. Another guy pulled me off and tried to get me locked down, but I escaped him too, only this time, I grabbed his gun. Six men surrounded me, each moving slowly around me like I was a caged lion. They had no fucking clue. Just one move and I would pull the trigger.


Off to my right, movement caught my attention and I quickly swung my aim in his direction, firing my gun just once and hitting him in the chest. He fell to the ground, gasping for breath and pressing down on his wound. Another man tackled me from behind, knocking the gun from my grip. I flung the man off of me, giving him a swift boot to the stomach as I flung him around. His groans didn’t dissuade me, if anything, they urged me on. There was only one thing to do right now. Kill to survive.
















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Gabe


“I haven’t seen Chance in the ring in weeks,” I said to Jackson as we walked across the training center. “He’s been avoiding the ring like it’s the plague.”


“If I had to guess, he’s worried that he’s gonna have a flashback and it’s gonna send him into a tailspin.”


We stood outside the ring and watched as Knight and Chance started boxing. At first, it was just some light jabs here and there, but I could tell that Chance was getting angrier the more he fought.


“Maybe this isn’t a good idea for him. He doesn’t seem to be blowing off steam. He looks like he wants to fucking kill someone.”


“Yeah, I’ll let you tell him that,” Jackson retorted. Fifteen minutes in, both men were sweaty and fighting harder than we usually do in the ring. After grabbing Chance’s arm and extending it, Knight swung around behind him and wrapped him in a headlock. Something flashed in Chance’s eyes and everything changed. He swung his elbow back, digging it into Knight’s stomach. 


Knight moved, but just barely, still catching the brunt of the blow. He released Chance and prepared for the next attack, but Chance turned away and flung himself over the ropes of the ring, landing on Craig, who had just walked up to watch them spar. Taken by surprise, Craig didn’t put up much of a fight, until the third swing. Jackson and I raced around the ring to intervene, but Craig’s face was already bloody by the time we got there.


Jackson ripped him off, but Chance had too much adrenaline coursing through him. He flung Jackson backward just as I reached for Chance. I got my arms around him and I was holding him as tight as I could, my arms wrapped across his chest. I couldn’t hold him. He was too strong at the moment, like he was on steroids or something. A hard shot to the nuts and then a fist to the throat dropped me to my knees, sucking in harsh breaths. He hadn’t hit my windpipe directly, but close enough to make breathing nearly impossible. 


A gun shot rang out and I shot to my feet just as Cazzo fell to the ground, holding his chest. Shit! I got up and raced back into the thick of things. Everyone had their weapons pulled and they were all pointed at Chance. This was fucking wrong.


“Put your goddamn guns down!” I shouted.


More people had poured into the training center and everyone was staring at Chance like he was an explosive device. I held up my hands as he swung the gun around, trying to decide who the next target was.


I took a small step forward. “Chance, it’s Gabe. Just put the gun down. No one’s going to hurt you.”


But he couldn’t hear me and nobody had put their fucking guns down yet.


“Put your fucking guns down,” I said behind me. “You’re making this worse.”


“He’s the one attacking everyone,” Alec pointed out.


“He’s caught up in a flashback. Everyone get the fuck out of here.”


“No way,” Jackson said, wiping the blood from his face. “I’m not leaving you here with him.”


I saw Knight crouched down out of sight. He had a tranq gun in his hand and he nodded at me, letting me know that he would be here if I needed him.


“It’s fine,” I said to Jackson. “Just get everyone out of here.”


Everyone started backing off, but I knew they didn’t want to. Burg and Sinner helped Cazzo stand and walk off. Cazzo waved at me, letting me know the bullet had hit his vest and he was fine. When the last person cleared the room, Chance finally looked at me, his eyes searching for weapons. 


“I’ve got nothing on me,” I said calmly. He swung the gun around the room, doing a final check before he finally started to loosen his grip on the gun. “Chance, you’re not there anymore. You’re at Reed Security.”


Panic flashed in his eyes and a cold sweat broke out on his forehead. The gun fell to the ground just as he bent over and wretched all over the floor. I nodded to Knight and he slowly backed out of the room, giving me some space with Chance. Fuck, I wasn’t a therapist. I didn’t know where to go from here. Was I supposed to tell him to get help or was I supposed to reassure him he was fine? I was fucking terrified of doing the wrong thing and having something like this happen again.


I bent down next to him and rested my hand on his back. “Chance, it’s fine, man.”


“It’s not fine. I was holding a gun on you. I shot…” He choked back his words as he looked over to where Cazzo had been lying on the ground.


“He was wearing a vest. He’s fine. I’m sure he’s gonna want to shoot you in the vest as payback, but he’s fine. And out of everyone, Cazzo understands.”


He flopped back on his ass and hung his head between his hands, gripping his hair tightly. “What the fuck do I do?”


“That’s up to you. No one can make you get help, but I think you need to try something.”


“Cap wants me to see a therapist.”


“He makes everyone see one after something traumatic.”


“I can’t….It’s like saying that…”


“It’s like admitting that something fucked up happened to you and you need help dealing with it,” I finished for him. He ground his hands into the sides of his head, almost like he was trying to squeeze the memories from his mind. 


“I’m fucking falling apart, but I know I can do this. I just need more time. I just need…I need Morgan.”


He stood and stormed out of the room. I sighed and sat my ass down on the ground. He was spiraling out of control, but he wasn’t ready to accept help. I didn’t know if he ever would be ready.













CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Tony


“Look, I’m really not sure how much clearer I can make this,” my manager, dickwad Jerry, said. “If the order is wrong, then they get it free. You can’t keep yelling at the customers and calling them incompetent when they show you a receipt.”


“But they are incompetent. They all know the rule and they’re trying to find ways to get a free meal. You can’t let people walk all over you like this.”


“This isn’t the military, Tony. This is Taco Bell, and our policy in this chain is that you get your food free if the order is wrong.”


“Just go tell them to fuck themselves. You’re in charge here, Jerry. You make the rules and if people are trying to abuse you, smack them down and kick them out.”


“But it’s bad for business.”


“So is handing out free food,” I bit back. The rage was building inside me again and I gritted my teeth to hold back my anger. 


“Look, I know that I’m supposed to give you a chance because you’re supposedly some big bad-ass vet, but I still have a business to run.”


“Wow, it’s amazing that someone like you is even able to run a business. No respect and sure as hell no finesse, you fucking dickhead.”


“This is your last chance,” he said angrily. “Get it right or I’ll fire you, vet or not.”


He walked away and I turned back to the counter at the local Taco Bell. Yeah, I had come home from war to find that I had no fucking place to go and not a single thing that I was qualified for, besides breaking someone’s neck. Now I was working in this shithole until I could figure something out. I was completely fucking lost. There was no more structure in my life. I had nowhere besides here that I had to be each day and it was never the same time.


I woke up every day for PT, but there was no mess hall to go to and there were no drills that had to be performed. I was on my own, and worse than that, I had to work with people that were the complete opposite of what I was used to. These lazy fuckers only cared about a paycheck. There was no value to the work and no war cry that we all chanted. I needed to get out of here and find something that I could live for. I would never make it here with my life as messed up as it was.


“Welcome to Taco Bell. Can I take your order?”


The girl in front of me stood there twirling her hair as she stared at the menu, as if she didn’t have a fucking care in the world. I felt the slight whoosh of air as someone passed behind me and I spun around, grabbing the arm of one of my co-workers and slamming him into the counter behind me. My nostrils flared as my heart raced out of control. The kid pissed himself. I could smell it, and worse than that, I was pretty sure some of it got on me. I shook myself off and stepped back, releasing the kid and grunting an apology. He scrambled away from me and I sighed, snatching a towel and wiping up the piss from the floor. I washed my hands and stepped up to the counter, but the girl was gone.


I wasn’t sure how long I would last here at this rate. I couldn’t stand having people behind me, doing shit with fire and knives. But I couldn’t stand to have my back to the door either. The rest of the night was more of the same, me getting angry at customers, and employees avoiding me like I was a disease. The kid obviously didn’t report me since I didn’t hear from Jerry again.


I closed up with everyone else and walked home. I didn’t have a fucking truck. I had sold mine when I joined the military, figuring that I wouldn’t need one if I was overseas. My plan had been to go for the full twenty, but that plan had been shot out of the water. Now, I felt like a nomad. I had a cheap apartment that only had a bed and I walked everywhere I went. This really hadn’t been how I had seen life after the military going.


I was just about to my apartment when I caught sight of a woman running down the street with three men on her tail. I hid in the shadows, waiting for the woman to pass and then stepped in the path of the men, slamming my fist into one man’s face and kicking another in the side, sending him careening. The third man attacked from behind, but I felt him coming, ducking just as he went to wrap me in a headlock. I slammed my elbow back into his face and kicked the other man in the nuts, spinning around and getting the first guy also. I felt like I was finally in my element. I kept fighting, kicking and punching until all the men were on the ground in bloody heaps. I was barely breathing hard. It felt fucking fantastic.


“Ex-military?” the woman asked.


I nodded. “Marines.”


“You’re good,” she smiled. “Where are you working?”


“Excuse me?”


“Are you working in a security field or something else?”


“Taco Bell.”


She laughed. “I bet that’s satisfying.”


“Thrilling.”


“You want a real job?”


I looked at her funny. “Who meets someone on the street and offers them a job?”


“Someone that knows a qualified person when she sees one.”


“And why would you think I’m qualified for a job with…what are you offering exactly?”


“A job in security.”


“And what makes you qualified to make that decision?”


“Let’s just say that I’m married to the owner.”


I nodded and let out a little laugh. “So, you want to offer me a job because I saved the boss’s wife?”


“I can hold my own.”


“Against three men?”


She shrugged playfully. “What I lack in brawn I make up for with my scrappiness.”


“And what would you have done?”


“Well,” she dug through her purse, pulling a knife. “I would try and avoid any noise. I’m not really looking to draw attention to myself.”


“Hand to hand combat with three men would probably get you killed.”


“Well, I also have a gun at the small of my back, one at my ankle, and another in my purse.”


“That’s quite a load. Why would you need all those weapons, just walking down the street?”


“It’s Pittsburgh. It can be dangerous at night.”


“Yeah, speaking of which, why are you walking through Pittsburgh alone at night?”


“Last I checked, it’s not illegal.”


I glanced around at the deserted streets and watched the men creeping down the alleys, most likely for drug deals. “So, why would a man that owns a security company allow his wife to walk around alone at night? Makes me wonder what kind of security company he runs.”


“I don’t need his permission to do anything. Besides, I’m working on a story and it’s not exactly like I can take a bunch of gorillas with me to meet a contact.”


“I still don’t-”


“Look, I don’t really have a lot of time left before my husband will realize that I’m not where I said I would be. So, are you in or are you out?”


“Just like that.”


“It’s really that simple. Sebastian will go over benefits and all that when you meet him.”


I looked around Pittsburgh and back toward where I had just walked from Taco Bell. Hell, I could find another job if this fell through. Anything would be better than Taco Bell, even if the tacos were fantastic.


“Fine, but I don’t have a vehicle.”


“No problem. My truck is just a few blocks away.”


“Where exactly is this company located?”


“About an hour from here.”


“My apartment is just a block away. Do you mind if I grab a bag?”


“Not at all, but we should probably hurry.”


“Why?”


“Well, considering that I broke into some guy’s office-”


“I thought you said you were meeting a contact?”


“Same difference. Anyway, I’m assuming that those three men were just the beginning of who’ll be chasing me.”


I looked at her funny. “Are you serious?”


“Of course,” she smiled. “I never joke about car chases, guns, grenades, or shooting people.”


I motioned toward my apartment, wondering what the fuck I was doing. I was going to my apartment to pack a bag and head off with some lunatic that was carting around weapons, for a job that I wasn’t even sure I would really have. 


“Nice place,” she said as we walked inside my apartment. It wasn’t nice. It was a shithole, but I didn’t need much.


“Just give me a minute.” I headed for my bedroom and quickly shoved in the necessities. Anything else I needed I could come back for later. I heard a creak from the other room, but the distribution of weight as the footsteps moved across the room was all wrong. Grabbing my gun from my nightstand, I moved along the wall to the doorway. A large figure moved into my bedroom. When he was just inside, I slammed my gun into his face and then shoved his head into the wall. He dropped to the ground and laid on the floor unconscious.


“Hey, lady,” I whispered, not knowing where she was. I moved into the living room quietly, but only made it two steps before bullets flooded the room. I dropped to the floor and crawled around to the other side of the couch. I had no fucking clue where the woman was, but I knew that she was fucking trouble. When the gunfire slowed, I peered over the top of the couch and counted out three more guys. What the fuck had she gotten herself into? I was just about to fire when she leapt out of a closet and slammed her knife into one man’s throat, killing him instantly. She spun and pulled her gun, firing three times into the second man’s chest and ducked just as she was about to be shot. I couldn’t help but stare at her in amazement. She wasn’t lying when she said she could take care of herself. 


Shaking those thoughts from my head, I fired once, hitting the man in the forehead. “Let’s move,” I shouted. I ran to the bedroom and grabbed my bag, flinging it over my shoulder and across my chest. The fire escape was outside my window. There was no way I was heading out the front door. I opened the rusty window and moved aside for her to crawl through. Just a few minutes later, we were running for her truck that was parked a few blocks from my apartment. 


We jumped in and she gunned the engine, tearing out of the parking space. It was clear that we still had company when three vehicles came tearing around the corner.


“Whose office did you break into?”


“Oh, just an old colleague turned politician.”


“And why did you break in?”


“To prove that he’s dirty. Like I said, I used to work with him. When I uncovered that my editor was basically a criminal working with the mayor, apparently it sent the whole paper into a tailspin. I didn’t realize until a few years later that many more people were involved than I knew about. Now, one of those people is running for the senate, and I’m going to stop him.”


“Head out of town. We have to lose them.”


“This isn’t my first time,” she grinned. “Trust me. I came prepared.”


She took a hard right and crossed a bridge, leading us out of the city. The cars were gaining on us and then she started to fucking slow down. 


“What the fuck are you doing?”


“Well, you want to get rid of them, right?”


“Well, yeah, but I thought we were going to lose them. Do you always go around killing people?”


“Hey, it’s kill or be killed.”


“But only because you broke into their office. I bet they didn’t even know who the fuck you were until you stuck your nose in their business.”


“You sound just like my husband. If I were you, I’d get in the back and pull up the seat.”


I did as she said, though I wasn’t sure why. “Holy shit. You keep a fucking arsenal in your truck.”


“It’s pretty awesome, right? You’ll have access to all this stuff when you sign the contract with Reed Security.”


I pulled out a rifle and opened a small crack in the back window. “I sure as fuck hope I’m on the right side here.”


“Not like you have a choice now.”


“That’s what I was afraid of.”


When we were clear of the city and all traffic, I started firing. It felt fucking awesome to fire a weapon again. A truck went flying past us in the opposite direction and then spun around, catching up to the cars and ramming them. 


“Who are these guys?” I shouted.


“That’s probably my husband and Sinner. I knew they’d catch on eventually.”


“And they just happened to find you in the middle of the country and know that the people behind you would need to be taken out?”


“Yeah, it’s like a sixth sense thing. Well, that’s not true. He monitors all my actions like a crazy person.”


“Lady?”


“Yeah?”


“You’re fucking crazy.”


“That’s what everyone says,” she shouted back with a grin.


I looked back out the window and saw that the truck was driving three wide with the other two cars. Each car was ramming the truck on either side. The driver stuck his arm out the window and fired at the car on his left while the passenger flung something into the car on the right. The truck surged forward and drove up alongside our truck just as the car on the right exploded. I ducked down, not expecting the explosion.


“Maggie!” the passenger shouted. “Pull the fuck over!”


“No, there’s still one more car,” she shouted back.


I looked out the back window again, seeing the other car surging forward. The passenger was firing with a fucking machine gun at the truck next to us and the truck swerved, trying to avoid being shot.


“Get as close as you can to that car and when I tell you, slam on the fucking breaks.”


“Are you gonna break the door?”


“Done this before?” I asked.


“No, but I want you to know this is my husband’s truck.”


“Fucking great,” I muttered.


She pulled closer to where the car was pulling up on the other truck and I started to open the door. “Ready?” 


“Yeah!”


“Now!” I yelled as I shoved the door open with my boot, just barely pulling my foot back in as the car tore the door off the truck. “Stay with him,” I yelled, gripping onto the ‘oh shit’ handles and flinging my body through the window of the car. I kicked the man in the face as I flew through the window, just barely hanging on as I hung half in, half out. The machine gun had fallen to the floor, but the driver had a gun in hand. I kicked, knocking the gun from his grip and kicked him repeatedly in the face. He started to pass out and I berated myself for not having thought through how I was going to get out of the fucking car once I killed them. I couldn’t grab the steering wheel and we were headed straight for the fucking ditch. With half my body hanging out, I didn’t have much choice but to try and push myself out and hope I rolled enough to keep from breaking any bones. 


“Grab my hand,” a man shouted as the second truck pulled up alongside me. He was leaning over the side of the bed of the truck and I reached out, grasping his hand just as the car started to slide down into the ditch. I shoved off the window with my boot as he pulled, slamming my stomach into the fucking side of the truck. He hauled me over the edge and I collapsed into the bed of the truck.


“I saw that going differently in my mind,” he laughed.


“Thanks for the save.”


“Sinner,” he said, holding out his hand.


“Tony.”


I shook his hand as the truck slowed and sat up when the truck stopped and the driver got out.


“What the fuck, Freckles? You said you were going to help the ladies out tonight.”


“Technically, I did help some ladies out tonight. Think of all the women that could have been taken in by that scumbag if I hadn’t gotten the information I needed.”


“That’s not…” He screamed in frustration at the sky. “You shot up Pittsburgh. Again!”


“Again?” I asked Sinner.


“Oh, there have been many times,” he chuckled. “It’s just the first time it’s happened in, oh, a little over a year. This is good. We’re making progress.”


“And who the fuck is this? You just picked up a random stranger to take along for the ride?”


“Oh, he’s ex-military. I met him on the street and he’s coming to work for you.”


“You agreed to take a job from Freckles?” Sinner asked. “Bold. You must have balls of steel.”


“Freckles, you don’t just invite people to come work for us. It doesn’t work like that.”


“He took out some guys that were following me. I figured you’d appreciate it. The least you could do is say hello.”


The man turned to me, hand extended. “Sebastian.”


“Tony.”


“Nice to meet you.”


“You too.”


Turning back to his wife, he sighed, obviously tired of doing this, from what I understood, for the millionth time. “Freckles, you could have just told me what you were doing. Why do I always have to chase you down?”


“Why do you keep impregnating me?”


“What?” Sebastian asked. “You’re pregnant?”


“Yeah,” she said with thinly veiled anger. “Wonder how that happened when you already got a vasectomy.”


“Told you that would backfire,” Sinner coughed out.


“You knew?” Maggie shrieked.


“Hey, I’m not getting involved in this.”


“I think you already are,” I muttered.


“That’s besides the point,” Sebastian growled. “You stole my fucking truck, picked up a stray, and got yourself shot at, again. While pregnant! Hell, I don’t even know what this guy’s experience is.”


“I currently work at Taco Bell,” I interjected. 


“Fucking perfect. You hired on Tony Tacos without asking and dragged him into your mess and almost got him and yourself killed.”


“You know, she’s actually pretty good,” I said, trying to be helpful.


“I trained her,” Sinner said with pride. “She’s a hellcat, but watch her around grenades. She gets a little excited around them.”


“Well, I wouldn’t have had to go out and find a story if I didn’t just find out I was pregnant!”


“Next, it’s going to be ‘liar, liar, pants on fire’,” Sinner said. “I’m exhausted. We’ll take this truck and let these two hash it out. Grab your bag from his truck. Trust me, you don’t want to ride home with those two.”


“I’m guessing there’ll be a lot of fighting?” I said, cringing slightly.


He snorted. “I wouldn’t worry about the fighting. It’s the fucking you have to watch out for.”


I watched him hop out of the truck and sat in stunned silence for a moment. What the fuck had I gotten myself into?
















CHAPTER NINETEEN

Cap


“Do you actually need help?” Tony Tacos asked as I led him into the training area at Reed Security. 


“Well, we’re rebuilding and we need to get out in the field again, start earning money so that we can afford to rebuild and upgrade. Let’s just say it’s been a rough year.”


The guy grunted. “Same here. Got discharged from the Marines a few months back. Trying to become a civilian again hasn’t been the easiest.”


“Why were you discharged?”


“Bedwetting,” he nodded. I stared at him for a moment. That wasn’t really a thing, was it?


“Bedwetting.”


“Yep. Oh, yeah, they’ll discharge you for that one. See, it’s not technically a medical condition, but they’ll discharge you under medical.”


“Huh.” I stood there, wondering what the fuck I was supposed to do now. He was a bedwetter? How was I supposed to put him with any of the guys if he always smelled like piss? I needed someone that didn’t smell very well. Maybe I could run an ad for men with bedwetting disorders and men that couldn’t smell anymore. I scratched my chin, trying to figure out how to proceed from here.


He burst out laughing, slapping me on the back. “I’m just shitting you. I mean, bedwetting will get you discharged from the military, but that’s not why I was. No, I got too close to a concussion grenade. It blew out my right ear. Doc said they might be able to do surgery, maybe give me an implant, but-”


“But then you couldn’t be in the military.”


“Pretty much. No hearing aides allowed. I couldn’t pass the hearing test, so I was discharged anyway.”


“Fuck, that sucks.”


He shrugged. “Pissed me off more than anything. I had planned on going the full twenty. They wanted to put me on a fucking desk job.”


“Same here. Left eye. Lost half my vision. There was no way I was sitting behind a desk the rest of my career. I got out and started this. At the time, I had two guys buy in, Derek and Cazzo. You’ll meet them later. They were silent partners at the time. Now, after our building was attacked and burnt to the ground, we all chipped in. It’s now an employee owned business.”


“I don’t have anything to contribute right now,” he said uneasily. “All my money-”


I held up my hand. “Not a problem. We’re just getting started again. We’ll have you run through tests with Knight. Everyone has to pass his training tests. When he clears you, we’ll get a team going for you to train with. We have one other guy, Storm. Not sure if he’s staying or going yet. We usually have three man teams, so we’ll see what happens over the next few weeks.”


“Do you know of any apartments for rent in the area?”


“No need. We have a panic room that has enough space to house everyone.”


“Sounds cramped.”


I laughed. “Just wait until you see it.” I looked around for Rocco. “Hey!” I shouted, jerking my head for him to come over. “Hey, this is Tony Tacos,” I said, introducing Rocco to him. “He’s going to be joining us. Why don’t you take him to the panic room and find him a place to stay.” I turned back to Tony, shaking his hand. “Take the rest of the day to get settled and we’ll see you here tomorrow at seven.”


“Any chance that whole Tony Tacos thing is gonna go away?”


“Not with this group of guys.”


I was just heading back to the exit when the doors opened and Axel, Chris’s son walked through. I grinned and pulled him in for a hug. It had been way too damn long since I’d seen him.


“You’re fucking huge.”


“That’ll happen when you’re in the military and you’re in training or on a mission twenty-four/seven.”


“Shit, do you hear how deep his voice is?” I asked Chris. “Holy crap, it’s been years.”


“Yeah, probably since I finished BUD/S.”


“I can’t tell you how proud you made your old man.” Chris was practically beaming as he stood next to his son. “He was fucking crying on the phone with you. We considered kicking him off the team for being a pussy.”


“Nah, he’s the strongest guy I know,” Axel said, looking up at his dad with the same admiration he had since we’d brought him home.


“Well, maybe you can give your old man and some of our guys a run for their money. I’m assuming Chris told you what we need?”


“Yeah, you want me to show them up, fuck with their heads. Are you sure you want to do that?”


“What I’d really like is for you to bring your team in here and show them all up,” I laughed, “but we’ll work with what we’ve got.”


“Alright. I’m ready.”


Chris and Axel went to the ring and got to work. They ran drills, did the training course, and worked with Knight. Axel held his own with Knight, just as he had done when he first started training. Only this time, it wasn’t luck on Axel’s part. He really was that fucking good.


“What’s going on?” Ice asked as he walked up to me.


“Axel’s home.”


“Ah, having some fun with his old man?”


“Kind of. We’re trying to see if we can convince him to join the team. You know, a little father/son team up. It could be really awesome. Hell, he could take over the company one day.”


“No shit?”


I didn’t look over at Ice, but I knew he was fuming. He was trying his best not to show me his frustration with his situation, but he needed to know that we were all behind him. And the sooner he realized that he still had fight in him, the sooner he could get back to work.


“Hell yeah. See how fast he is? He’s better than all of us. Hell, I think he’s gonna kick Knight’s ass.”


Ice grunted. “Heard you brought in a new guy last night.”


“Yeah. You can thank Freckles for that. Leave it to her to find ex-military walking down the street, lead him into a gun fight, and get him a job all at once. His name is Tony. Tony Tacos. He was working at Taco Bell.” I shrugged and turned back to watch Axel. “I figure the name should stick.”


Ice grunted again. It was pissing him off that Axel and Tony were here. Just what I needed. 


“Well, looks like they’re done for the day. Now it’s time to see what I can do to persuade him to join us and give up on saving the world.”


“Yeah,” Ice muttered as he walked away. I grinned as I walked toward Chris. It was too fucking easy.













CHAPTER TWENTY

Ice


Everything just felt so fucked up. I was in my forties and I was going to have another kid. And it would be a girl. I just fucking knew it. I was going to go gray long before my father ever did. And it wouldn’t be that pretty gray either, the one that blended in with blonde hair. No, I was going to be dark gray that faded into white and made me look fucking old.


“John, what’s wrong? I know you weren’t expecting this, but it’s not like we can change it now,” Lindsey said. I looked over at her, standing next to the bed where I was laying, and reached out my hand for hers. She was still just as fucking sexy as when I met her. Only now, she had these gorgeous curves that she never really got rid of after she had Zoe and Cade. Her breasts sagged, but I honestly didn’t give a fuck. I could still picture our kids sucking on her nipples, and I wasn’t gonna lie, it was hot. But where she seemed to get stronger and do better, I seemed to be falling apart.


“I don’t want to change anything. It was just a shock,” I finally admitted with a sigh. “Chris and I were talking about what’s coming up at Reed Security and I guess I’m just…scared.”


“Of what?”


“Of being too old.”


“John, you just produced a baby in my uterus. I’m pretty sure that means you’re still pretty virile.”


I rolled over and pulled her onto the bed with me, wrapping my body around hers. “This last year has really fucked me up. I’m not bouncing back like I always have. And before you say anything, I know it was bad, but in my line of work, there’s no room for a guy that can’t hack it.”


She rolled over to face me and smirked at me. “You really think you can’t hack it?”


“It doesn’t matter what I think. Cap had a meeting. He basically benched me and the rest of the guys unless we could prove that we could keep up with everyone else. And he’s hiring in new guys. And then Axel came in and Cap was telling me how he could take over Reed Security one day. ”


“And you bought that?” she laughed. “Oh my God! You’re so gullible! He played you. He totally played you!”


“No, he didn’t. You should have seen his face. The way he kept…” Wait…Now that I thought about it, Cap didn’t talk to his guys like that unless he was trying to motivate them. He had been the same fucking way with Cazzo when he was in PT. “Fuck,” I groaned as I dropped my head back to the bed. “He’s fucking testing me.”


“Yep, and I would guess that Chris is in on it with him. He knows you better than anyone. I would say Jules too, but he still seems to have spots in his memory, so chances are, he would have forgotten something like this.”


I stared at the ceiling in amazement. I couldn’t believe that I had let his words get to me so much. I had let him place doubts in my head, and it worked because I was seriously considering my future.


Lindsey straddled my lap and ran her hands up my chest. “I can’t believe you would think that this body couldn’t hack it. Sure, you’re not who you were ten years ago, but I can still feel how strong you are every time you hold me.” She ground her hips against my groin and continued caressing my chest. “I can still feel the strength of your body every time you fuck me.”


I slid my hands up her legs and under the t-shirt she wore for bed. She didn’t have any panties on and I let my finger slide between her legs. 


“Do you feel how wet I am for you?” She wiggled her pussy against my fingers. “Do you think that if you couldn’t hack it that I would get this wet for you?”


“Yes,” I said instantly. “You’ve never cared about how strong I was.”


“True. See? You know me better than you think. And you know yourself better than to let someone talk you into thinking you’re old.” She readjusted herself and pulled my shorts down, sliding her pussy over my cock. “You’re not old, John. You get better with age.”


I flipped her over and thrust deep inside her, swallowing her gasp with my mouth. “I’ll show you how much better I get with age.” I pulled out and thrust into her again, “Fuck, how is your pussy still this tight?”


“You give me a lot of workouts,” she panted as her fingers curled over my back and her nails dug in. “Fuck me, John. Show me how strong you still are.”


I slid off the bed, dragging her with me, never letting my cock slip from her body. I slammed her against the wall, shoving my knee between her legs and telling her to wrap them around me. Her mouth was all over me, kissing me and licking at me. It was fucking hot. My hands dug into her ass cheeks as I thrust over and over inside her. I hadn’t felt this alive since I fucked her right after she found out I was alive. Only now I could move and I wanted to feel every twinge in my body, every clench of hers around my cock. I wanted to remember what it was like to take her and have her any way I wanted, before kids and before almost dying. 


My heart pounded out of control in my chest and sweat dripped down my body. Her slippery skin slid across mine and mingled into the sweaty sex smell that I knew I wouldn’t let her wash off. And when I came, I laid her down on the ground and kept my cock inside her, keeping my cum stuck inside her tight pussy. 


“Fuck, that was amazing.”


“See? I told you that you weren’t old.”


I chuckled and kissed her cheek as I held her to my chest. She kissed my pec and then worked her way over to the scar that ran down the center of my chest. “I wouldn’t have made it without you,” she whispered.


“Yes, you would have. You’re stronger than me.”


“John, I’m serious. I was holding on, but when it came time to bury you, it would have killed me. So, you get as strong as you can. And when you go out in the field again, you don’t think about anything except getting the job done right. And then you come home to me and you fuck me like it was that first time.”


“I can’t do that,” I whispered to her. “That first time was an accident, but every time after that was me taking you and having my way with you. Fucking you will never be an accident again.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Chance


I pushed harder, running until I was exhausted. I needed some fucking sleep and there was no way I was going to get it without some help. I’d already tried sleeping pills, but they only made it nearly impossible to wake myself up from dreams. 


I glanced down at my watch as I walked to catch my breath. I had only been running for an hour. I had run an hour yesterday and that hadn’t helped. I needed to go longer. Looking around the area, I squinted when I saw something shiny in the distance. I quickly moved to the ditch and pulled my phone out, zooming in as far as I could.


My whole body was on alert as I tried to assess the threat. It couldn’t be those cartel bastards. We had already taken them out. So, who the fuck was watching me? I couldn’t get anything on my phone. The lens didn’t zoom in far enough. Fuck, I looked back at the road I had taken and tried to calculate how long it would take me to get back to Reed Security now. If I sprinted, I might be able to outrun the fuckers, but that was only if I could keep my pace. They had to know by now that I had spotted them. I was hiding in the fucking grass. Which meant that as soon as I made my move, they would haul ass after me. But I couldn’t just hide out here, waiting for these assholes to come get me. And I didn’t want to call any of the guys and put them in danger. They’d already risked enough to save my ass.


Taking a deep breath, I dug my shoes into the dirt and brushed my hands over the ground to wipe away the sweat. One last look in the distance, they hadn’t moved yet. Even though my heart was pounding out of control and my whole body felt like electricity was jolting through it, I was ready.


I took off like a rocket, knowing I didn’t have much time to get a head start. With every beat of my shoes hitting the pavement, time slowed just a little more. I felt like I was moving in slow motion, like I would never get back home. In the distance, I saw the building. I wanted to look over my shoulder, to see how much ground they had gained, but it would slow me down. 


I dragged a few more ragged breaths into my lungs as I hit the last quarter mile for home. My legs spun faster and faster until I was just at the gates. I punched in the code, feeling the hairs on the back of my neck stand tall. Shit. They started to open and I slipped inside, slamming the button to shut them again. When I turned around, no one was there. Was it a test? Were they trying to see what I would do? I backed up toward the training center, never taking my eyes off the growing distance. 


When I was finally far enough back on the property, I turned and ran for the entrance. Once inside, I made my way to the weapons center of the training center and grabbed my sniper rifle and scope. I took the stairs by two as I made my way to the top of the building and crouched down as I made my way to the edge of the rooftop. In the corner, I made sure my weapon was ready and my scope was in place and then started searching. It was doubtful I would have anyone to shoot at. They knew I was a sniper, so they wouldn’t get close enough for me to get a shot off. But I at least needed to find the target and identify them. I wouldn’t let anyone get attacked again.


I didn’t understand it. I searched for ten minutes, but I couldn’t find anyone in the distance. If they didn’t chase me, that meant they were hanging back to watch my movements. They wouldn’t have just left. I moved my scope slowly over the distance and then stopped when I finally spotted the object that had caught my attention on the road.


I put the safety back on the rifle and sighed, resting my forehead against the barrel of the gun. Fuck, I was losing my fucking mind. It was a fucking solar panel. I quickly headed back down to the weapons center, avoiding anyone that would stop and question me. When I got to my room, I was so worked up that I didn’t even notice Morgan in the corner of the room until I had been pacing for a good five minutes.


I swallowed hard, wondering what she was thinking right now. I had stormed into the room and acted like an insane man. She stood and walked over to me, slowly running her hands up my chest. “It’s okay,” she whispered, and I fucking hated it. It sounded so much like pity, and that was the last fucking thing I wanted right now. I pulled her hands away from my face and yanked her against me, shoving my tongue down her throat. I didn’t want to hear her try to comfort me or have her look at me like I was damaged. I was her man and I was going to prove that.


I ripped her shirt from her body, tearing it right down the center. She gasped and looked at me like I was a fucking animal, and I felt like one right now. 


“You got a problem with this?” I asked angrily.


She shook her head slightly and I attacked. Shoving her back on the bed, I climbed on top of her and tore the cups down from her breasts, latching on and sucking her nipples into my mouth like a starving man. My fingers found her zipper and fuck, I was practically straining to not dry hump her right now for some relief.


“Chance,” she pleaded as I tore her pants down her legs. “Chance, wait.”


“Wait for what?” I growled.


“Just slow down.”


“Slow down? Do you want to fuck or not?”


She looked at me with a hurt expression, but widened her legs. I looked down at my cock pushing at my pants and then back to her. She got to her knees and undid my pants. I only let her shove them far enough down to let the beast out. Gripping onto her hair, I pulled her toward my cock and nudged it up against her mouth. She opened and sucked me down, tears streaming down her face as I shoved myself down her throat. It felt so fucking good, but I needed to be inside her pussy.


I yanked her off me and climbed on top of her, pushing inside her, only realizing too late that she wasn’t actually wet. I played with her clit for a few minutes, irritated that I was having to take the extra time. I just needed to fuck. I needed to get this extra energy out of my system and this was taking too fucking long.


When she started to loosen up, I started fucking her hard, letting the blinding darkness take over and swallow me. I didn’t care anymore about satisfying her, only losing myself inside her for just a few minutes so I wasn’t thinking about that fucking hellhole I had escaped. When I came, I rolled off her immediately and sat on the edge of the bed to catch my breath. How long would the relief last? I needed a fucking beer. Maybe even something stronger. Today really fucking sucked.


“Chance, are you okay?” she said, slipping behind me and wrapping her body around mine. I stiffened and jerked my shoulders away from her touch.


“Why the fuck wouldn’t I be?”


“You just seem really different.”


“Different how?” I snapped. “Am I supposed to behave a certain way now?”


I saw the fucking tears and I felt like shit, but I couldn’t let people keep treating me like I was the damaged one. I just needed time. Time and space. 


“You’re just acting like this is…I wasn’t expecting you to be so cold.”


I sighed and flopped back on the bed. “Look, I don’t know what you want from me. We said we would try and I am. It’s just an adjustment, and everyone’s always acting like I’m gonna fucking break.”


“They just want to help you-”


“I don’t want their fucking help,” I said as I stood and pulled up my pants. I ran my hand across the scruff of my jaw and tried not to look at her, tried not to see the hurt on her face. I didn’t know what she expected of me. It seemed the harder she tried to connect with me, the more it pissed me off. Everything was just getting worse. I couldn’t sleep, and drinking and fucking were the only things that helped dull the constant noise in my head. But I knew that I wasn’t being fair to her.


“If you won’t take their help, then at least let me help. I know what it’s like and I’m not asking you to talk to me, but I can be here for you.”


If only it were that easy.













CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Morgan


I searched the whole place for someone to talk to. I was reeling after last night and I needed to get things right in my head. I wasn’t great friends with any of these ladies, but Maggie was the person I had connected with the most. But when I found her, she was sitting with Vanessa, and I didn’t know her.


“Did you need something?” Maggie asked nicely.


“Ummm, I can come back later. I just wanted to talk to you about something.”


“No, stay. Is this about Chance?”


I looked at Vanessa, uncomfortable about saying anything in front of one of Chance’s teammate’s wives.


“Hey, we’re all here to support each other. What you say to us won’t go any further unless someone’s about to be killed, or at the very least, seriously maimed.”


I walked the rest of the way into the room and took a hesitant seat across from them. 


“How are you?” Maggie asked when I didn’t start talking.


I blew out a breath and really thought about it for a minute. I wasn’t sure. “I’m confused. I don’t really know how I am. I still have all these conflicting feelings from my time with Wes and guilt over Payton being taken from me for so long. And then there’s Chance. He did this amazing thing for me when he chose to stay behind for Payton. He might have escaped and been okay, but he stayed.”


“That was his choice,” Maggie clarified.


“But he did it for me, and now…He’s not okay.”


I sat in silence, not wanting to say more, but needing to get it off my chest. It felt like a betrayal to even say anything, but I didn’t know how to deal with it all.


“Chance is different,” I finally said. “When we first came back, I knew he had issues to deal with and I was fine with being part of that.”


“You’re not now?” Vanessa asked.


“Please don’t judge me,” I pleaded.


“I’m not. Believe me, if anyone understands, it’s me. Sam and I have had our own set of issues to deal with. Long story short, I almost died and he got drunk and almost killed himself. It really fucked with both of us. I wasn’t sure that I could trust him and I knew that he had to fix himself before we could be together. You can’t save someone else. All you can do is be there if they need you.”


I nodded thoughtfully. “I don’t know that I can be there the way Chance needs me anymore. My mind is already screwed up and he’s fucking with it even more.”


“How?” Maggie asked. “He’s not hurting you, is he?”


“No, not really.” Wasn’t he, though? I sure as hell didn’t feel safe with him the way I used to. He got angry so fast and all he wanted to do was fuck. Half the time, he didn’t even make sure I was ready before he started using me like a fuck toy. But I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell the ladies that. He was a product of what had happened to him, and while I was sure they would understand to a point, I wasn’t sure they wouldn’t run off and tell their husbands. 


“It’s more that he’s started drinking a lot so that he can sleep. You know, when we first got back, it was weird finding each other again, but we did and we reconnected. But ever since he’s started drinking, it’s like I’m just some random woman he’s sleeping with to forget. He doesn’t talk to me and he doesn’t try and see how I’m doing. I’m just there when he needs a release. And I would be okay with that if it was at all loving, but it’s like when we first met. It’s just hard fucking. Except, there’s no connection between us. Half the time, I’m not sure he even knows it’s me he’s screwing.”


“Have you tried telling him this?”


“No. I don’t know how. I feel like if I lay any more shit on him, it could send him over the edge. I don’t think he’s getting better.”


“Do you want me to talk to Sebastian?” Maggie asked.


“Isn’t that like going behind his back?”


“Do you think his drinking is out of control?” Vanessa asked.


“It’s hard to say. I know he drinks to dull everything, but I haven’t really seen him drunk yet. I mean, just once, but that’s over the course of a few months. That’s not uncommon.”


“Then, I would hold off. You don’t want to make him feel like he’s being attacked,” Vanessa said. “But if you’re not comfortable sleeping with him, just tell him what’s happening. If he really wants help, he’ll listen to you.”


“Maggie,” a male voice said from the doorway. Startled, I turned in embarrassment and hoped that I hadn’t been overheard. Chris was leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed and wearing a menacing look. “Sebastian’s looking for you.”


“Thanks.” Maggie stood and gave me a smile and Vanessa joined her. I figured that meant we were all leaving, but when I tried to get past Chris, he blocked my path. Vanessa turned back and mouthed sorry, but then went on her way. 


“Let’s go back and take a seat.”


I swallowed and did as he said, feeling like I was about to get my ass chewed out.


“How are things with Chance?” he asked.


“Umm…”


“Look, I’m not gonna beat around the bush here. I heard what Vanessa said to you and I’m gonna tell you it’s just not that fucking simple.”


“Which part?”


“The part about him listening if he really wants help.”


“That’s not true?”


“I’m saying it’s not as easy as a choice. See, he’s pretty fucked up over what happened. Any of us can see that. But he’s got this constant battle going on inside him, telling him that he’s strong enough to deal with this shit. He’s a man. He’s supposed to be the hero, the protector. He fought in war and he survived a fucking year of torture. In his mind, he should be able to deal with this on his own. Admitting that he needs help is like saying that he’s failed in some way, that something’s wrong with him.”


“But he won’t let anyone help him. He’s got to know that he’s spiraling out of control.”


“Of course he does, but he thinks he can find a way back.” He looked away in thought for a moment. There was so much I wanted to know. I wanted to dig inside his mind and find out all the secrets he held. “I don’t know how to explain it to you other than that. You do what you have to so you can get better, but don’t just assume that Chance doesn’t want the help. Assume that he either doesn’t know how fucked up he is or he doesn’t want to admit it yet.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








Every night was the same. Chance came to me for a quick fuck and then he ignored me the rest of the night. I couldn’t take it anymore. My mind was in knots over everything that had happened. We had both been through so much. How could we think we could just pick up and move on. We weren’t the same people anymore. What we had started to build had turned into something I didn’t recognize anymore.


Tonight was no different. Chance came in with that predatory gaze that made me feel wanted, like he would devour me. But now, it reminded me of Wes, of the way he used me and manipulated me to get what he wanted. Chance was basically doing the same thing. But Chance was doing it to try and get through the day, and that was where I had trouble telling him no. I kept telling myself that I was helping him, but after sex, he ignored me and pretended like I wasn’t there. Even Payton was feeling his coldness. He didn’t try as much with her anymore, leaving all the other male figures in her life to take over and guide her. It was everything that I was afraid would happen.


“Not tonight,” I said before he could climb on top of me and rip yet another one of my shirts.


“Why the fuck not? You got your period or something?”


“No,” I said irritatedly. “I’m just not in the mood tonight.”


“Fucking figures,” he grumbled, getting off the bed. 


“What figures?” I asked, my anger surging. I didn’t want this fight, but maybe it was time we had it.


“It figures that you would get stale. My ex was the same fucking way. Hell, maybe you’ll run off and find someone new too.”


I threw off the covers and got out of bed, standing tall against his large frame. “Don’t you dare put this on me. I’ve been here for you. I’ve let you use me like I was nothing for way too long now.”


“If you didn’t want to fuck me, you could have just said something.”


“This isn’t about wanting to fuck you. This is about you pushing me away except when you need someone to screw. We said we would try, but you aren’t trying. You don’t ask me how I’m doing. You’re only thinking about your next fix.”


“You make it sound like I’m a fucking addict.”


“Maybe you are, just not the way everyone else thinks. You need sex so that you don’t have to think about what happened to you. And you need to drink so that you can sleep. At first, I let that all slide, because I thought it was helping you.”


“Is that right.”


“You don’t treat me with respect or take care of me like a lover should. You rip my clothes and you shove yourself inside me when you know I’m not ready for you.”


“If you weren’t such a dried up prude, I wouldn’t have to take ten fucking minutes to get you ready.”


Tears pricked at my eyes. This wasn’t my Chance, the man that had done everything he could to take care of me when he found out my daughter was missing. This was a man that was so fucked up that he couldn’t even see straight. 


“You can’t get me ready anymore because I don’t want it,” I said quietly. “You scare me now, Chance. You’re angry all the time and it’s starting to make me feel nervous around you. I dread you walking through that door at night because I’m scared you’re going to take rough just a little too far.”


He narrowed his eyes at me and took a step forward. “You’re scared of me?” he bit out. “You don’t feel safe?”


“No,” I whispered. He raised his hand to run it over his face, but just for a second, I wondered if he would hit me. And it showed on my face.


He huffed out a laugh and stepped back. “I had no fucking idea that I was so fucking scary. Is that the way this is now? I risked everything for you and now I’m a monster?”


“Don’t be like that,” I snapped. “You know that’s not the way it is.”


“Really? Because that’s sure as hell what it feels like. Thanks for saving my daughter’s life. I really appreciate it, but now you’re too fucked up for me. Here’s a fucking quarter. Go call someone else to fuck.”


“I’d think really hard about what you say next, asshole.” I looked past Chance to see Sam standing in the doorway. “I know where your head’s at right now,” he said calmly. “Believe me, I know the guilt and fucked up shit running through your head, but you will not talk to Morgan like that. You love her and you’re treating her like this is her fault. Neither of you can change what happened over there, but the shit you’re saying to each other isn’t helping.”


“It’s fine,” Chance laughed. “I don’t need this shit anymore.”


He walked out of the room without another word, leaving me with Sam. I was ashamed of myself, mostly because I felt like I had attacked Chance instead finding a different way to talk to him. Everything I said seemed to make him angrier. 


“You should stay away from him,” Sam finally said after a minute. “He’s not in a good place and he’s only going to hurt you right now. If he wants to talk to you, tell him he needs to get help first.”


“Do you think that’ll work?”


Sam shrugged. “Something has to eventually. He can only push away so many people. The problem is, there’s just too fucking many of us. He’ll have to give in eventually.” He looked out the door where Chance had just walked through and then muttered, “Or he’ll just end it all.”


Ice-cold shock rushed through my body. I was angry with Chance, but I still loved him and the thought of him hurting himself was like a knife to my chest. “He wouldn’t do that, would he?”


Sam smiled at me slightly. “I know a thing or two about self-loathing. The thing is, it hits at the worst times, and sometimes, no one’s around to help tame those thoughts.”


“Then we have to do something,” I said urgently, feeling like my whole body was starting to cave in on itself. I couldn’t deal with Chance doing something like that. After all he had done for me, after all that we had been through, he was the man that I wanted for the rest of my life. If only I could get him to stop punishing himself.


“Don’t worry, Morgan. We won’t let anything happen to him. We’ll take care of him. You take care of you and your little girl.”


I nodded, hoping he was right. It didn’t seem right to walk away from Chance right now, but if what he was saying was true, there was nothing I could do or say anymore. Chance had made the decision a while ago to push me away. That wasn’t going to change just because he knew he hurt my feelings.
















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Chance


I stumbled into the bedroom later that night completely tanked. I was feeling pretty good right about now. So good that I really didn’t give a shit about anything. I flopped down on the bed and drifted off to sleep for the first time in a long time without all the crap that accompanied closing my eyes.





I stared at the sky above me as the water filled my hole. I was going to die in here. No one was coming for me, and all I could think of was how I had let everyone down. Morgan was still out there somewhere and Payton was on the same property as me with God knows what happening to her. I had failed. Would anyone even find me later on? Or would these guys just take my body and bury me in a shallow grave? Hell, they might just fill in the hole after the water dried up.


I started swimming to stay above the water, but my arms were getting tired. I was hungry and the last beating had really taken it out of me. Shadows of men surrounded the ground above me the next time I looked up. I pleaded for them to help me, to not let me die like this, but they just laughed at me. I was nothing to them.


I finally gave up. There was peace in knowing that at least I wouldn’t have to deal with any of this anymore. I prayed I was going to heaven. I would see my grandparents again and maybe even my dog. Everything would be warm and clean. There wouldn’t be any dirt caked to my body and I would never feel the cold night air again. Maybe I would even have a buffet of steak so that I would never be hungry again.


I let the water wash over me and closed my eyes. I could still hear the sounds of the men above me, jeering and taking delight in a man drowning right in front of them. Sadness swept over me as I realized that dying like this wasn’t going to put me at peace. I would die knowing that I was alone and would be for the rest of eternity. I would die while people spat at me and treated me like the garbage I had been living in.


Suddenly, I wanted to live more than anything. I burst up from the water and with the strength of a Norse God, I hauled the grating off my underground cell. Leaping from the water, I stalked up to the first man that was laughing at me and snapped his neck before he could utter a plea for mercy. Turning to the next one, I picked up a knife from the dead man’s belt and whipped it through the air, striking him right in the throat. He gurgled, choking on his own blood before he dropped to his knees and stared lifelessly up at the sky.


Someone came at me from the side and I grabbed onto his arm and flung him into a tree. But when he got back up, I charged. One punch was all it took to knock the fucker out. Arms wrapped around me from behind and I spun, pinning the third man under me on the ground. I wrapped my hands around his throat and pushed down until his eyes were bulging from his head. Out of nowhere, someone else appeared, pulling at me until something sharp hit me in the head and all went dark.
















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Morgan


When Chance passed out beside me, I knew it was because of his drinking and not because he was finally able to lay down and get a good night’s sleep. Ever since we got back, I had a hard time sleeping, not so much because of my own nightmares, but because of how little Chance slept. I found that when he did, his nightmares woke me up, and when he didn’t, his pacing would keep me awake. I was pretending to sleep a lot more than I actually was.


Just as I was drifting off to sleep, Chance started tossing and turning. He was in the throws of another nightmare, but this one seemed worse than the others. Usually, by the time I realized he was having a nightmare, he would wake up. He would be sweating when he woke up and his breathing was rapid, but this was a new one. He actually seemed like he was being tortured in this dream, gasping for air and crying out in pain.


“Chance,” I whispered, not wanting to startle him. He jerked again, so I called louder, but he still didn’t hear me. I reached out to touch his shoulder and he jerked up, latching onto my wrist, and throwing me against the wall. My head bounced painfully off the wall and I crumpled in a daze. What the hell? I started to get up, but realized that I should have stayed down just a moment too late. Panic ripped through me when I saw his fist fly at me. I screamed as loud as I could and when his hard knuckles made contact with my face, I hit the wall again and slid to the ground holding my head. My face throbbed painfully and when someone knelt in front of me, I flinched back against the wall, afraid that Chance was going to hit me again.


“Morgan.” I slowly raised my eyes, looking into Rocco’s concerned eyes. “Let me see.”


I slowly lowered my hand and hissed in pain when he lightly touched my cheek. “It’s not that bad.”


He looked at me disapprovingly. “Don’t lie. I’ve been punched by Chance before. Hell, any of us could break your cheekbone. I need to get an x-ray to see if anything’s broken.”


“I’m sure it’s fine. He didn’t mean to-”


“Morgan, just stop. You don’t have to do this.”


I shut my mouth, because he was right. I didn’t need to make any excuses. We both knew what had happened and there was no point pretending otherwise. He held out his hand and pulled me to my feet. I glanced around the room, seeing Chance laying on the bed, his eyes closed.


“Did you wake him up?”


“No, I gave him a sedative. I couldn’t get him out of his nightmare.”


“Will he be okay?”


“Let’s worry about you right now.”


He pulled me out of the room and through a maze of hallways until we reached the med center.


“Give me a few minutes to get the portable x-ray machine set up. Take a seat over there.”


I did as he said and sat down in a chair across the room. I glanced around, realizing I hadn’t been in here before. Everything was so sterile looking, but there seemed to be spots on the walls. But then as I moved my head further to the left, I realized that there were no spots on the walls. My face was swollen and the spots were from where my eye had started to swell shut. 


Flashes of Chance’s fist came back to me and suddenly I was shaking. I wasn’t afraid of Chance, but now that I had time to really think about it, it was like being back with Wes, feeling that terror of him accusing me of being a traitor. I could feel the rope around my neck as he threatened to strangle the life out of me. Chance’s fist was Wes’s, only Wes was beating me for information while Chance was caught in a dream.


God, I had been such an idiot. Why had I tried to wake him myself? I should have known that he wouldn’t react well, but I just wanted to stop his pain.


“You okay?” Rocco asked when he came back in, seeing me shivering in the chair.


I nodded so I didn’t have to actually try and talk right now. He had me lie on the table and then took x-rays of my face, all the while I tried to tell myself that this really wasn’t that bad.


“You know, it’s probably not smart for the two of you to sleep in the same room.”


“What?” I said in surprise. “Isn’t that like telling him that I don’t trust him?”


“Do you?” he asked bluntly. When I didn’t answer right away, he crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the wall. “Look, I understand that you want to help him and you don’t want to hurt him in any way, but if this happens again, you might not be so lucky.”


“He doesn’t usually have dreams like that. He usually just wakes up sweating.”


“And next time, one of us might not hear you scream. Or maybe you won’t even have time to scream. He could snap your neck and you’d be dead before you even realized there was a problem.”


I thought about what he said as he looked over my x-rays. He had given me an ice pack, but it was really only helping with the swelling. If this was only the start of what I would see, could I deal with that? Maybe he was right. I didn’t really want Payton seeing me all beat up. I didn’t want her thinking badly of Chance. He couldn’t help what was happening to him, but he could talk to someone and get some help. 


“So, what’s the verdict?” I asked as Rocco came over.


“No broken bones, but you’re gonna have one helluva headache and a lot of bruising. You’re lucky. If the full force of his fist had been behind that, he could have done a lot worse.”


“Well, let’s just be happy it’s not as bad as that.”


“I’m gonna give you some pain meds, but tomorrow morning, the three of us are sitting down to have a talk.”


“Is that really necessary?”


“Do you want me to go to Cap first?”


I shook my head. I didn’t want to get Chance in trouble.


“I don’t understand why you keep defending him. He needs help, Morgan. We all know that he’s not beating you because he gets his rocks off from causing you pain. And we know that he’s having nightmares and not sleeping. None of us are going to think worse of you because you admit the truth. You can’t help him any more than he can help himself right now.”


“I just don’t want to make things worse for him. You know that telling him is going to send him off the rails.”


“Look, Chance needs to know what happened and the two of you need to be on the same page about this. If he doesn’t know what’s happening, he’s never going to realize how bad it’s getting until it’s too late. This is happening on Reed Security property and Cap’s not gonna be happy with me that I’m talking this out with the two of you first.”


I had to give in. I knew he was right. Chance was spiraling and every day proved it more and more. “Alright.” 


“I’ll see you in the morning. Get some rest.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“What the fuck happened to your face?” 


I peeled my eye open, but the bright light was a killer. The ice pack had fallen off some time during the night and the meds had definitely worn off. I tried to sit up, but my head hurt too bad. I tried to remember where I was. I hadn’t gone back to bed last night, not after having my face bashed in. I had gone into Payton’s room, but she must have already gone off to join the other kids.


“Morgan. Answer me. Tell me who the fuck did this.”


“You did,” I said as I shifted in the bed, trying to find a comfortable position. When I finally got comfortable, I realized that it was really quiet. Shit. I cursed myself for blurting that out without thinking. I looked up through my good eye and saw Chance standing completely still, deathly pale, and looking more broken than I had ever seen him.


“Oh, good. The party’s all here.”


I sighed at Rocco’s less than spectacular timing.


“She said I did this,” he said quietly. “I don’t remember.”


“You were having a dream. I had to sedate you because I couldn’t wake you up.”


“I…” He swallowed hard and just kept staring at my face. “I’m so sorry. I never would have…”


“I know, Chance. I was stupid. This one was different from before. I knew you were having a nightmare and I should have gone to get someone else.”


“But I…” He slumped down against the wall and dropped his head in his hands. “I can’t believe that I did that. You have to believe me, Morgan,” his voice cracked. “I would never hurt you intentionally.”


“I know,” I said reassuringly. “But it can’t happen again. Rocco suggested that we don’t share a bed and I think that’s a good idea. At least until you’ve got things under control.”


He burst up from the wall, anger making his whole body tense. “Now you don’t want to share a fucking bed with me?” he bit out angrily. “It was an accident. I would never have hurt you.”


“Stop. I’m not blaming you or trying to make you feel like shit. But you didn’t know what was going on last night. You could have killed me and then where would Payton be? Am I supposed to risk my life to make you feel better?”


“You make me sound like such a piece of shit.”


“No, but what I realized last night is that I was trying to excuse why it happened when the truth is, you could be getting help, but you don’t want to. You keep thinking that you’ll get better with time, but everyone can see you’re getting worse.”


Chance shook his head and looked at Rocco. “And what are you here for? To make sure I don’t beat the shit out of her?”


“For one thing,” he nodded. “Second, to make sure that she didn’t back down and pretend this wasn’t actually a problem.”


“Fucking fantastic. I’m surprised you haven’t called the psychiatric clinic to have me carted off yet.”


“See, that’s the problem. You’re making this out to be much worse than it is. All you fucking need to do is talk to someone. Maybe try some meds. They have shit now that’ll help with all this. No one’s asking you to commit yourself or leave the team. We’re asking you to take care of yourself.”


“Fine,” Chance grinned. “If that’s what you want, we won’t sleep together. No more of that shit. You want me to go to the fucking doctor and get on meds? I can do that too.”


Rocco grabbed him by the shirt, shoving him up against the wall. “Don’t do it for us. Do it for yourself. Look at her fucking face and keep telling yourself that you don’t need help. You could have broken her fucking jaw. She could have needed surgery. This is on you to fix. None of us can do it for you, but you have to fucking want it!”


Chance stared at Rocco for a moment and then nodded slightly. Rocco stepped back and came over to examine my face. “I’ll get you some more pain meds.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Chance


I hung up the phone. I had just made an appointment to see a doctor, and when I explained what the appointment was for, they asked me to come in right away. Of course, I had a feeling that Cap had told them to expect my call. I had made a trip to Cap’s office earlier today, not quite sure why I was going there. Maybe it was guilt or maybe it was because I felt I deserved a beat down from him. Either way, I walked in and just sat there. I didn’t know what to say, but he didn’t try and make me talk. I must have sat in his office for a good hour, just staring out the window. He went about his work, glancing at me every once in a while. And when I finally worked up the courage to do what I had to do, I left his office.


Now, here I was, standing outside Gabe’s house, trying to build up the courage to knock on his fucking door. I raised my fist and then lowered it again, clenching it tight. It shouldn’t be this hard to ask for help. It shouldn’t feel so fucking shitty to admit that I needed help. But something had to change. I knew it and so did everyone else.


The door swung open and Gabe walked through, jerking his head at me to follow. He got into the passenger seat of my truck and buckled in, waiting for me to leave.


“So, where are we going?”


“Clinic,” I said shortly.


“Took you long enough.”


We drove in silence the rest of the way. He didn’t try and get me to talk about it or ask me to tell him what made me change my mind. And when we got to the clinic, he walked inside and took a seat while I checked in. I didn’t want him going back with me. It was bad enough to ask him to take me to the fucking clinic, though, I never actually asked him to and he didn’t drive me. But knowing he was there with me was enough.


When I was called, I headed back with the nurse and got all the usual shit done. Talking with the doctor wasn’t something I was thrilled about, and based on my short answers to his questions, he wasn’t too thrilled with having me as a patient. I could tell he was trying to be understanding, but I could also tell that he was getting frustrated that he wasn’t getting the whole picture.


I walked out with a cocktail of medications that I was supposed to pick up at the pharmacy, each treating a different symptom. He started me on meds that were all supposed to work well together and gave me a pat on the shoulder, telling me that we would straighten things out. I wanted to fucking punch him.


Gabe didn’t say too much on the way back to his house either. He told me he would see me later and told me to call if I needed anything. And that was it. An hour later, I was picking up my medications at the pharmacy and heading back to Reed Security. There was only one person I wanted to see right now.


I knocked on the door to my own room, not feeling welcome at the moment. I knew I had fucked up. I knew that I had a shit load of apologizing to do. Groveling was easier said than done. When the door swung open, pain lanced through my chest at the sight of her beautiful face that I had marred. She had tried to cover it up with makeup, and that just wouldn’t do. While I had this conversation with her, I needed to see exactly what I had done to her. I took her hand and led her back to the bathroom, wetting a washcloth and wiping the makeup from her face. She just stared at me in confusion.


“Don’t hide that shit from me or anyone else. You have nothing to be ashamed of.”


She nodded and walked back out to the bedroom, standing awkwardly like she didn’t know if she belonged.


“I, uh, went to the doctor this morning. He gave me some prescriptions that are supposed to help with everything.”


“That’s good.”


I nodded, not sure what I was expecting. Maybe for her to be thrilled or hug me or some shit. But she just stood there and that let me know how far I had fucked up. I should have taken care of shit sooner. I shouldn’t have pretended that I was alright. And it fucking hurt to see that I was now all alone, at least when it came to her. I didn’t know if she would still want me after this, but I had to try. Maybe after I had been on meds for a while, she would want me again.


It was pretty clear that she didn’t have anything else to say to me right now, so I headed for the door with a heavy weight in my chest. For the first time since I came home, I didn’t really want to fucking be here. I wanted to just fucking disappear. I had hurt my woman and pissed off my friends so much that everyone was pretty much avoiding me. I went to my new room that Rocco had arranged for me and took the fucking pills. Then I prayed like fuck that they worked and pulled me out of this hell I was living in.
















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Emma


“I don’t know,” Ivy said from behind me. “Are you sure the name is right?”


“Smack. It’s perfect. Very direct and has that flare that we need to get this company up and running.”


“I don’t know why you’re putting up a website when we don’t have enough product yet for it. There’s so much that’s still missing.”


I clicked through what I could of the website, adding in our phone number and address. I had just started on the layout of the website when my phone rang.


“Hello?”


“Yeah, is this Smack?” a male voice asked.


Giddy, I tried to prevent myself from doing too much of a happy dance. “Yes, it is. This is Emma speaking. How may I help you?”


“I need to buy some product off you. Your ad says you’re local.”


“Yes, we are, but we don’t have a whole lot of merchandise at the moment. We had a delay in our shipment.”


“Can you meet up?”


“Of course, we can do a party if that’s what you had in mind.”


“A party?”


I cringed. Obviously this guy was against having fun. “It’s become quite popular actually. And the ladies really get a kick out of it.”


“The ladies? Is this a chicks only thing?”


“No, of course not,” I said quickly, not wanting him to think that we wouldn’t service men also. I laughed at myself for the “servicing” thought. “It’s just that women are our main clients.”


He snorted into the phone. “Right. Housewives in need of a release from their dull lives. What time can you meet?”


“You mean today?” I said in shock.


“Of course today. I need my product now.”


Geez, he could just go to an adult store if he needed it that fast. “I think we could put something together for you by five o’clock, but will that be enough time for you?”


“I’ll text you the address. Don’t go handing that shit out.”


“Customer privacy is very important to us.”


“Right. Five o’clock.”


I squealed as I hung up the phone and Ivy came running. “What? What happened?”


“I got us a party for five o’clock tonight!”


“What? We can’t do a party on that much notice!”


“Yes, we can. That’s why all of us are working together.”


“How did you even get a call so fast?”


I grinned and started packing up what I thought we could use for the party tonight. “Well, I was working on the website and you can publish changes as you make them, so I just started putting things up and publishing as it changed. I figured I shouldn’t wait because I could get more traffic if it was more up-to-date.”


“How did they know what Smack even was?” Ivy asked.


“I guess it was that BDSM photo I put up. It must have drawn the guy in.”


“Wait,” she stopped me, putting a hand on my arm. “It was a guy? Isn’t that a little weird?”


“I thought so too, but he was very insistent. Maybe it’s some rich guy that wants all this kinky shit for his girlfriend, but doesn’t want to go to an adult store.”


“I’m pretty sure rich guys have people that do this stuff for them.”


“Would you relax? This is our first party! Get excited. It’s going to be a huge hit and if we sell enough stuff, imagine how much more inventory we’ll be able to buy!”


“I guess, but we need to call in the other ladies so we can be prepared for tonight. We don’t want our first party turning into a big failure.”


“Oh!” I said with wide eyes, gripping onto Ivy’s arms. “Don’t tell any of the guys. You know how they get around other men. If they knew we were doing a sex party for a man, just imagine how that would turn out.”


She nodded vigorously. “Right. Definitely no men. Alright, I’ll call the ladies and you start packing and putting together something fun for tonight. Oh! What should we wear?”


“I’m thinking bustiers and tight, black pants with heels. Or skirts. Sexy, but classy.”


“Got it.”


Ivy ran off and I started packing up what inventory we had. Now would have been the perfect time to blackmail one of the guys into helping us, but if there were men there, the guys definitely wouldn’t do anything to help.


“Okay, I’ve got Isa, Cara, Claire, and Raegan coming in tonight. Everyone else is covering child care duty and feeding the boys and distracting them. Lucy wanted to come, but she’s been interviewing like crazy for a teaching position. I think she’s too stressed for this right now. Our cover story is that we’re researching tonight.”


“I’m surprised that Cara wanted to be part of this.”


“Don’t count that girl out. She’s been taking back her life and kicking ass.”


“I meant because her brother is a cop. It just seems like it could be awkward for her.”


“It’s not like she’s a prostitute. I mean, she’s selling sex, but not physically. Besides, the girl needs to let off some steam.”


I narrowed my eyes at Ivy. “Seriously? You don’t think she gets to let off enough steam with Sinner?”


“Okay, don’t you dare ever tell anyone this, but when I first met Sinner, I used to have dirty dreams about him.”


I set down what I was working on and gave her all my attention. “Tell me everything.”


“Well, at first, it was just about meeting him and falling for him. You know, I would run into him and flirt with him. But then it turned into him fucking me in the backroom of the shop.”


“Oh my gosh! Did you ever tell Jules?”


“Um, yeah. That conversation went something like….Your teammate is really hot and I wouldn’t mind fucking him sometime if he weren’t already married.”


“You did not!” I said in outrage.


“Of course I didn’t. Believe me, you would have known if Jules had found out. He would have locked me up with him, and I’m pretty sure he would have found a way to get me to commit a lot sooner.”


“What is it about Sinner that makes all the guys feel so emasculated?”


“It’s his body.”


“That’s not it,” I shook my head. “All the guys have amazing bodies.”


“Well, then it can’t be his moves. All the men have moves.”


“But not all of them make a girl feel like she was just flirted with and fucked all at the same time.”


“I don’t know,” Ivy said. “One look from Knight and I feel like I’ve been flirted with, fucked, and then fucked over.”


I sighed dreamily. “Do you think they’d ever agree to one big open community?”


“Would you really want to share?”


Before I could answer, my phone rang. “Hello?”


“This Smack?”


“Yes, it is. How may I help you?”


“I’m looking for some product. What time can you meet?”


“Um…” I mouthed ‘wow’ too Ivy and did a happy dance. “We’re actually not available today. Could I get your name and number and I’ll call you back to reschedule?”


The guy hung up and I growled at the phone. “Men are so rude. He could have just said no thank you.”


“Two calls in one day. How weird is that?” Ivy asked. “What did you do to advertise?”


“I put it on Craigslist.”


“Craigslist? Seriously? You’re going to get us murdered!”


“I’m pretty sure the Craigslist killer didn’t kill women at sex parties,” I said dryly.


“And where else would you find a bunch of unsuspecting women, drinking and being totally careless for one night?”


I thought it over and grimaced. “I’ll take the ad down.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“Are you sure this is the right place?” Cara asked as Claire pulled into a parking lot that looked completely abandoned.


I looked back down at the directions and nodded. “This is the right address. Maybe it’s one of those run down warehouses on the outside, but a palace on the inside.”


“Yeah, I’m thinking it probably isn’t a good idea for us to go in there,” Raegan said. “My spidey senses are tingling. I say we call the guys and have them come check this out.”


“No,” I said in frustration. “I refuse to have the guys do everything for us. They got us into this mess of not having jobs. I’m not going to let them take over our new business.”


“I’m with Emma,” Claire said. “They’ve pretty much ruined any chance of us holding down normal jobs ever again. We have to do this on our own. Besides, it’s a toy party. What’s the worst that could happen?”


“We could walk in there, be brutally raped and murdered, never to be seen or heard from again,” Ivy deadpanned.


“See?” I said cheerfully. “That’s the worst. Not too bad.”


I got out before anyone could argue and opened the trunk, pulling out the various suitcases of merchandise that we had. As we approached the door, I ignored the warning in my gut and walked straight up to the door and rang the buzzer. The door swung open and a man with a scruffy beard answered, looking more like a homeless person than the millionaire playboy that I had in mind.


“Hi,” I shoved my hand out, “I’m Emma.”


“I don’t give a fuck who you are. You got the product?”


“Yes.” I patted the suitcase and peeked past him inside. “Perhaps we should do this inside, out of the-”


He opened the door wide and allowed us in, but the moment I was in the living room, I was wishing that we hadn’t shown up. The whole place smelled like drugs and the guys would kill us if they ever found out we were here.


“Open the bags,” the man demanded. 


“You know, I think that maybe we should reschedule. We really don’t have our best products with us and we’d like to put up the right-”


He snatched the bag out of my hands and tore the zipper open. “What the fuck is this?” he said, pulling out a dildo.


“It’s a rabbit.”


“Are you fucking with me?” he sneered. I felt hands wrap around my arms from behind, slowly pulling me backward.


“Uh, I think this is a bad idea. Maybe we’d be better-”


“Where are the drugs, lady?”


I giggled a little. And then I full out laughed, but when he didn’t laugh with me, I began to realize that this man really thought I was a drug dealer. I schooled my features and calmly answered.


“We aren’t drug dealers. We sell sex toys.”


“Are you trying to fuck me over?”


“Why would we-”


He grabbed onto my arm and hauled me close to him.


I gritted my teeth in irritation. “You know, you keep interrupting me and I’m trying to explain.”


“I don’t want explanations. I want my fucking drugs.”


“Okay, you need to take your hands off me,” I said, bringing out the sass. I wasn’t about to let some asshole push me around. Not after everything that I had been through.


“Uh, Emma, maybe you want to just show him the drugs,” Claire said with a smile.


“But I don’t have any,” I said incredulously.


“They’re in the rabbit,” Cara added. “Just take them out and give them to him.”


She jerked her head and that’s when I noticed that there were other men in the room and they were all holding weapons. I swallowed hard and nodded. “Right. They’re just in here.” I bent over and pulled open the bag the rest of the way and started pulling out dildos and various sex toys.


“What the fuck do you have all that stuff for?” the man barked.


“She’s a drug mule,” another man answered. 


I had no idea where I was going with this, so I opened up the battery section of one of the vibrators and handed it over. “You just have to break it open now.”


I swallowed hard when I couldn’t figure out where to go with this. In a minute, he was going to see that this really was just a vibrator and then he would kill me. I glanced over my shoulder at Cara, Claire, Ivy, and Raegan, narrowing my eyes. I hoped they got the message, because if they didn’t, this was going to be over really fast.


Spinning around, I kicked the guy right in the nuts with the point of my heel and then kicked him in the chest, sending him flying backwards. The other men rushed forward, apparently not wanting to use guns just yet, and started grabbing at us. 


“What do we do now?” Ivy yelled.


“Fight like the guys would!” Claire yelled. She jumped on one man’s back and wrapped her hands around his head, jamming her fingers into the man’s eyes until he started bleeding. Arms wrapped around me and a gun was pressed to my temple.


“Hand it over now before I blow your brains all over the floor.”


I gripped onto his thumb from his gun hand and ripped it away from his body. His hand was forced open and the gun fell to the ground. “I am sick-” I twisted his arm around as I ducked underneath and then slammed my heel into his ribs. “Of people attacking me!” I bent his wrist backward and heard the snap. His eyes watered and he whimpered like a wounded animal. He reached behind his back and I panicked. Shoving him to the ground, I kicked him in the face, wincing when blood started spilling from his cheek. When he looked like he might still get up, I gripped his head and started slamming it into the ground until he stopped moving. 


Spinning around, I caught Raegan stomping on a man’s face with her heel, coming away with his eyeball spiked onto her heel. “Ew! Ew! Ew!” She shook her foot, but it wouldn’t come off. “This is not the way a sex party is supposed to work!”


I ran forward as Cara had taken bondage restraints and had them wrapped around a man’s neck. He was lying on the floor on his stomach and she was strangling him.


“Quick!” I said, “Tie his hands and feet.” I grabbed onto one set of ties and started hog tying him, while she worked on the other set of ropes. Another man was wiggling around on the ground, struggling to get to his feet. I didn’t see anything else to use to subdue him. 


“Here,” I said to Cara as I undid the hooks of my bustier. “Roll him over and we’ll tie his arms with this.”


“You don’t have anything but a bra on!” Cara said in shock. 


“Well, it’s either running around in a bra or having to kill this one too.”


“Fine, hand it over.”


I threw it at her and we wound the bustier around his upper arms, latching it on it’s tightest hooks so that he couldn’t get free.


“Ahhh!” I spun around just as a man was running at me, but I didn’t have time to react. Ivy ran at us from the side and tackled the man to the ground. She whipped out a pocketknife and held the point to his face. “How many more of you are there?”


Right. We didn’t want to be surprised.


“Tell me, asshole. I’ve killed before and I have no problem taking one more worthless life!”


“I thought you were a prostitute!” the man said, shaking in fear.


“Hey,” she pounded his head on the ground. “We sell sex toys. That doesn’t make us hookers. Now, tell me what I want to know.”


“There are a few cars on the way. We thought you were undercover or some shit.”


“Why do they want to kill us? We told you we don’t have drugs.”


“You’ve seen the place. They won’t let you live now.”


She dug the knife deeper into his face, drawing blood. “And I can’t let you live,” she said, leaning forward and grinning at him. “I won’t go back to prison.”


“Uh, Ivy, I think you’ve thoroughly scared the shit out of him. Let’s get out of here before more of them come.”


“We can’t leave him alive,” she said.


“We’re not murderers,” I screeched.


“Really?” She looked around the room at the men lying on the floor. Raegan was still trying to pull the eyeball from her shoe.


“Okay, not intentional murderers. This was all a big misunderstanding.”


“The guys wouldn’t leave them alive. We have to get rid of the bodies. He’s seen our faces and then he’ll come after us and cause more problems for Reed Security.”


“Reed Security?” the guy said nervously. “I told Sammy we shouldn’t have taken the number from the internet.”


“Why did you?” I asked. “Didn’t you see the pictures? That should have clued you in that we weren’t drug dealers.”


“There were no pictures. It was just Smack and a number underneath.”


“No,” I said, pulling my phone out and pulling up the website. “I published all the changes.”


“What were you using?” the man asked.


“Google Sites. I was creating the website as I went.”


“Did you wait for the image to upload? Because if you didn’t, it might not have published,” he said, almost having forgotten that he had a knife pointed at his face.


“I did. I…” I stared at the practically blank website and then went back to my page where I could make changes. The images hadn’t uploaded. “Oh my God,” I yelled. “It didn’t upload!”


“That explains the other phone calls. You basically listed us as drug dealers online.”


“Look,” the man said nervously. “I can fix it for you. I’m a website developer. I can get you up and running without any more errors.”


“If you’re a website developer, then why are you hanging out with drug dealers?”


“My job gets tedious,” he shrugged. “In my pocket is my card. My name’s Carl.”


I pulled out the card and read the very professional card. “Carl Hyden” I pronounced it.


“It’s Haden,” he corrected. “Everyone says it wrong.”


“Carl Heiden. If we take you with us, you’ll work for us exclusively until we can convince our husbands not to dispose of you through a wood chipper or in a barrel of acid.”


“They really do that shit?”


I shrugged. “I’ve never personally seen it, but I’ve heard stories.”


Squealing tires outside had us all looking up in surprise.


“That’s backup,” Carl said. I yanked him to his feet and dragged him for the door.


“What about the merchandise?” Claire asked. “We can’t just leave without it.”


“It’s the merchandise or death, Claire,” Isa shouted.


She seemed to think about it before running with us out the door. Cars were racing down the street, and we just barely had time to get in before one of the cars slammed into us. I screamed as the car spun from the force of being hit.


“Go, Claire!” I shouted from the backseat. The car peeled out of the parking spot and took off down the road. “Stay in the country until we can lose these guys.”


“Put down the seat and get into the trunk. I have a kit in there!”


“A kit of what?” Carl asked. “I don’t think First Aid is going to help.”


I ignored Carl and dug into the trunk with Ivy and Raegan.


“You have a grenade launcher back here,” Raegan shrieked. “That’s not fair. I don’t have that in my trunk.”


“Probably because you suck with a gun,” I muttered.


“Hey, I shot him didn’t I?”


“You weren’t aiming at him!”


“Not to interrupt, by why do you have a grenade launcher in the trunk?” Carl asked.


“Never know when you’re gonna need one,” Claire answered.


“That’s not accurate,” Carl said in bafflement. “Nobody should ever need a grenade launcher.”


“Well,” Ivy chuckled. “Welcome to our world. This wasn’t exactly what we all thought we were getting into either.”


“I did,” Claire said matter-of-factly. “I thrive on this stuff. This is my jam.”


“You thrive on killing people?” Carl asked.


“Well, I guess that’s maybe going a little far. But snapping a neck in particular can really get the juices flowing.”


“You’re all insane. Let me out and I’ll take my chances with the drug dealers.”


“Hey,” I snapped. “If you’re going to be useful, hold this.” I started putting magazines into his hand and then started pulling out handguns. Raegan was pulling out grenades and handing them to Ivy.


“Hand me a gun,” Cara said from the front seat.


“This sucks,” Claire whined. “I’m gonna miss all the fun.” The car behind us slammed into us and Claire grinned. “Now I get to have some fun.”


She spun the wheel, sending us all flying across the inside of the car. Raegan grasped for a handle, but ended up pulling the door handle. She fell backward out of the car and I just barely snatched her hand before she went tumbling down the road. Her feet were dragging on the ground and I started to slip myself.


“I’ve got you,” Ivy yelled from behind. “Pull her up.”


“I can’t! I’m hanging too far out of the car!” The car behind us rammed us again and I almost fell out with Raegan. “Give me a gun!” I shouted to Isa.


She shoved one toward my face and I let go of one of Raegan’s hands to snatch the gun. “Take the gun!” I said, holding the gun out to Raegan. “Shoot out the tires.”


“What? Are you crazy?”


“Just do it!”


She took the gun and tried to fire as Claire swerved on the road to avoid hitting another car. Raegan fired and bullets pinged off the body of the car.


“The tires!” I shouted again.


“You try shooting at a moving car when you’re hanging out of another car,” she yelled back. She fired again, this time hitting absolutely nothing. “I’m out of bullets. Just throw a grenade!”


“No,” I insisted. “You can do this.”


I took her gun and handed her another one. “You better not fucking drop me!”


“Only if you don’t shoot them. Then I’ll have to drop you off for them so we can get away.”


“You’re such a bitch!” she yelled over the roar of the car.


She fired again, this time hitting the windshield. The car jerked and then swerved off the road, driving off into the deep ditch.


“Ahh!” Raegan screamed. “I did it!”


“I knew you could,” I laughed, realizing that I was now hanging about halfway out of the car. “Climb up over me!”


Raegan stuck the gun down her bustier and then turned, gripping onto my other hand and climbing up my body.


“I have to say,” Carl said thoughtfully. “I think this is every man’s fantasy.”


“Don’t get comfortable yet,” Claire yelled. “There are more coming.”


“Maybe you just stay out there,” Carl shouted. “You know, this seems to be your thing.”


“Maybe we’ll just throw you out the door and let them run over your body,” I said. “It’ll at least slow them down.”


“Forget I said anything. Geez, I was trying to give a compliment.”


I was pulled the rest of the way back in and I slammed the door shut. 


“There are three more cars behind us,” Claire yelled. “What do you want to do?”


“Look,” Isa pointed. “There’s a train. If we can catch up to the train, we could lose them on the other side!”


Claire stepped harder on the gas and Ivy and I loaded our weapons. When Claire turned down the road, Cara already had her window open and was firing from the front seat. She looked like a pro.


“This is so awesome! I should have had Sinner teach me a long time ago!”


“I thought you were all full of anxiety?” Claire asked.


“In public. Turns out, shooting at people from a moving vehicle doesn’t bother me!”


“Because it’s healing,” Raegan added. “There’s something about shooting another person that just really makes you feel like you’re taking back control. When I look at those guys, I see all those times I was beaten by my ex, and it feels fucking fantastic.”


“You know, I think I might feel safer if I was with your men,” Carl murmured. “You’re all fucking crazy.”


“Claire, drive faster or we’re going to get stuck by the train!”


“I’m trying! Stop yelling at me!”


The car swerved as bullets pounded against the body, blowing out one of the tires. Claire screamed as she tried to keep control of the car. “Oh God! We’re going to stop on the tracks!”


The car stopped right on the tracks and Claire couldn’t get it to move. The train was barreling down on us, its horn blaring loudly. I opened the door and saw the rim of the tire was stuck on the metal. “Backward, Claire!”


She shoved it in reverse, but the car just rocked. “Oh, shit! We’re going to be hit by the train!”


“Forward,” I shouted.


She kept rocking the car back and forth, all the while, the cars behind us had stopped and were waiting for us to be smashed by the train.


“Go, Claire! Get us off the tracks.”


“I’m trying!”


“Why don’t we just run?” Carl asked.


“Why don’t you shut the fuck up?” I snapped.


The car rocked once more before jerking forward and propelling us off the tracks, just moments before the train would have smashed into us. Claire came to a stop, turning the car in the direction of the tracks when she lost control of the car. 


“Fuck, we’re not going anywhere and as soon as the train passes, they’re going to come for us.” I almost thought Claire was scared, but there was excitement brimming in her eyes.


“Get out and grab all the weapons. We’re going to have to take our stand here.”


We quickly grabbed our weapons, each of us armed to the teeth. Except for Carl. He was hiding in the backseat of the car. I shoved a gun in the waistband of my pants and held the other gun in both of my hands, keeping my eyes trained on the cars that were just on the other side of the tracks.


“Everyone ready?” Ivy shouted. The train soared past us and then all that was left was the dinging of the bells for the tracks. The men were already running back to their cars when they saw that we were stuck. As soon as the train passed, they were gunning their engines for us. 


“Shoot at the drivers,” Claire shouted.


I nodded and started firing, aiming for the windshield. Someone’s bullets, probably Raegan’s, were flying wild all around the place.


“This isn’t working,” Cara yelled as they got closer. She pulled her grenade launcher and loaded it, firing off the first grenade straight through the car’s windshield. The explosion threw us all backwards. Dirt and debris flew around us, swirling into what felt like a tornado. I sat up and wiped the dirt from my eyes. When the dust settled, we saw that one car had taken the brunt of the damage, being completely burned out. But the other cars had been caught up in the blast, and from the looks of it, everyone was either dead or close to being that way.


“Shit,” Carl said, stumbling from the car. “I can’t believe…When word gets out about this, no drug dealers are ever going to mess with you again.”


“No,” Ivy said firmly. “The guys can never know about this. Jules will kill me if I have any more run-ins with the law. I can’t be involved in this.”


“Right,” I nodded. “So, no-one says anything to the guys. Especially you, Claire.”


“Why especially me?”


“Because you can’t keep your mouth shut. You break if someone looks at you funny.”


“This sucks,” Cara grumbled. “I finally find something that I can do without having a panic attack and I can’t even tell Sinner about it.”


“I guess we’d better start walking home,” I said as I stared at the wreckage. Flames were still burning strong and it wouldn’t be long before someone called the fire department.


So, the six of us headed back to Reed Security, each of us women walking just a little taller while Carl cowered from us.


“Who’s going to explain to Burg why Emma only has a bra on?”
















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Cara


“How are we going to get through the gates?” I asked when we were just down the road from Reed Security.


“We should have gone back to someone’s house first,” Ivy grumbled. 


“We would if Carl wasn’t such a whiner,” Emma spat.


Carl tried to look indignant, but it was really pathetic. “Hey, I’m tired. Walking in these shoes isn’t very comfortable.”


“Hey, we’re all walking in hooker boots. The least you could do is not complain about your flat shoes,” Raegan snapped. “See, this is why I don’t wear heels.”


“Because you’re worried you’re going to have to walk ten miles in them after taking out a bunch of drug dealers and blowing up cars?” I asked.


“Exactly! I’m telling you, none of us would have had such bad luck if we hadn’t hooked up with these men. We would have been out living our own lives in peace.”


“I don’t know how accurate that is,” Ivy said. “I was already in hiding and had been arrested by the police. You,” she said, jerking her head at me, “had already been kidnapped by a serial killer. Emma battled cancer, and Raegan had the shit beaten out of her by her ex.”


“Hey, what about me?” Claire asked.


“You would probably be living out your fantasies in the library,” I grinned. “It’s not a bad thing. I like your imagination.”


“If Claire’s imagination is so good, then she can come up with a story for why we look like this,” Raegan said.


“We just keep it simple. We say that our car broke down and we had to walk home.”


“How do you explain why we look like we’ve been in an explosion?” Ivy asked.


“Simple. There was a herd of deer in the road and we had to swerve to miss it. We hit Carl’s car and now he’s headed back to Reed Security with us.”


“And the reason that we’re carrying weapons and they’ve all been recently fired?” Emma asked.


“We had to scare off the deer. Carl’s scent was attracting them.”


“Thanks,” he muttered as we walked up to the gates.


I punched in the code and walked through the gates. I knew that one of them had been alerted by now that we were back, so it was only a matter of time before one of them came to see us. Sure enough, Cap walked around the corner and stopped in his tracks.


“What the hell happened?”


“Deer,” Claire said like a deer in the headlights.


He narrowed his eyes and motioned for us to follow him, punching something into his phone as we went. 


“Shit,” I murmured to Ivy. “He’s calling everyone in. There’s no way we’re getting out of this.”


We stopped in Cap’s temporary office and we all took our seats. It wasn’t until Sinner walked in that I finally felt the adrenaline leaving my body. Oddly enough, I felt pretty good.


“What the fuck happened?” Sinner asked as he came up to me and started pulling twigs and brushing dirt from my hair.


“There’s no need to get upset. We just had a little bit of an accident. We blew a tire when we skidded off the road, trying to avoid a deer. We ended up hitting Carl’s car and we all headed back on foot together.”


“Why didn’t you call?” Derek asked.


“All of our phones were damaged. They fell into the ditch and there was water,” Claire lied.


“All of your phones,” Derek said slowly.


She visibly swallowed and nodded her head. “It was one of those freak accidents.”


“Well, I suppose we should call a tow truck and get the car back here,” Sinner suggested. “We can have someone check it over, see the damage.”


“Claire,” Derek eyed her. “Anything you want to tell me?”


I saw her chest heaving as she panicked. I narrowed my eyes at her, but I could tell there was no stopping her.


“Okay, look. I’m just gonna lay it out there for you. We showed up at the house for a party and they thought we were drug dealers. So we kicked their asses, murdered a few guys, and ran for our lives. Then they shot out our tires and we got stuck on the tracks, but I was able to get us off in time. Shooting at them didn’t work, mostly because Raegan’s a really bad shot, and then Cara launched a grenade at them and blew up their cars. So, here we are, still alive and we only killed people that we had to. Carl here is going to help us get our website set up the right way so people don’t think we’re selling smack.”


“And Carl is?” Derek asked.


“One of the drug dealers.”


Derek stared her down and we all waited for the reaction, but it never came. Derek took a step back with a shake of his head. “Fine, don’t tell us what happened.”


“I’m serious,” she said in shock.


“It’s fine, Claire. We get it. This is your thing and you don’t want us interfering and screwing it all up for you. We’ve done enough over the past year.”


“So, you’re not going to yell at us?” I asked Sinner.


“Why would we? It’s pretty clear that you’ve had a rough night.”


“I just want to know one thing,” Burg said, glaring at Emma. “Why the fuck are you walking around in a bra?”


“Because I had to take off my bustier to tie up one of the drug dealers.”


He shook his head and walked away. “Next time wear some fucking clothes.”


“Wait, so you really don’t believe us?” I asked Sinner quietly.


“Baby, I know it was true. How was it launching your first grenade at someone?” he grinned.


“Amazing.” He dragged me behind him to our bedroom and shoved the door shut. 


“Lollipop, you look fucking amazing like this. I would have loved to see you out there, shooting guns and launching grenades in this getup. Tell me all about it.”


“Well, one of the guys tried to attack me, so I pulled out a dildo and beat him with it and then shoved it in his mouth. Then I bound him on the ground with restraints. After that, we had to make a run for it because more of them were showing up. They were firing at us and Raegan even flew out of the car when we were sideswiped. She was literally being dragged down the road while Emma held onto her.” 


“Sounds intense,” he said as he took a knife and cut the bustier from my body. The bra I had on underneath just barely covered my chest and his eyes darkened as he took in my perky nipples.


“It was. There was so much yelling at each other, but it was so much fun. And then Raegan was having a hard time shooting at the car behind us-”


“Because she’s a terrible shot,” he interrupted.


“I know, right? It took her forever to get a shot off. And when we were finally back in the car, we had to figure out how to outrun them.”


He pulled me into the bathroom, flipping on the light and hoisting me up onto the counter. His hands ran down my body until he was pushing the skirt from my body, leaving the boots where they were. “Fuck, this is sexy as hell. What happened after that?”


“We got stuck on the tracks when they shot out our tire,” I said, breathing heavily as his fingers skimmed inside my panties. “It was-”


I stopped when he dropped to his knees and licked my pussy in one long stroke.


“Holy fuck.”


“Don’t stop, Lollipop. Keep telling me about it. Were you scared?”


“Fucking terrified.”


“But you loved it,” he said, flicking his tongue over my clit repeatedly. 


“God yes!” I threw my head back and bucked against his face as he pulled every last drop of my orgasm from me. When he stood, his pants were already shoved down around his ankles and he was pushing inside me.


“What’d you do, Lollipop? Did you shoot at them?”


“Uh, with the grenade launcher.” Faster and faster he rocked into me, pushing me higher and higher again. “I shot it right through the fucking windshield.”


He gripped my ass and pumped into me so hard that I was screeching across the counter. “Fuck, that’s sexy, Lollipop. No panic attacks?”


“No, no time. Too many bad guys to kill.”


He bent over and sucked my nipple into his mouth and bit down just slightly. I slid my hand down his chest and then gripped his balls in my hand. He was fucking me erratically, so I did something that he rarely let me do, just to push him over the edge. I slid my finger into his ass and pressed down on his g spot.


“I loved every fucking second of it,” I whispered in his ear. “I only wish that you were there to fuck me on the car afterwards.”


He groaned as he spilled himself inside me, biting down on my neck and leaving me writhing from the shutters running through my own body.


“Fuck, Lollipop. I’m gonna have to get you a sexy tactical outfit.”


“Do I get a mic to talk dirty to you?”


He threw me over his shoulder and slapped my ass. “You’re way too fucking much, Lollipop. I’ll give you anything you want as long as you never take off these boots ever again.”













CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Isa


I dialed my sister, Aurora, in a panic. “Are you almost here?” I screeched.


“Would you relax? I had to pee. It’s a long drive.”


“You need to get here fast. I am seriously freaking out.”


“Why?”


I still hadn’t told her. I was afraid she would tell me I was being silly, but this was no laughing matter. “I’ll tell you as soon as you get here. Just hurry the hell up.”


“I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”


I paced around the room, biting my nails and staring at the offending objects laid out on the bed. Gabe would be home soon and he would be excited. How was I going to get out of this? I needed my sister to talk me down. No other woman would do right now. When the doorbell rang, I ran from the room and flung the door open. I didn’t even say hi before I was dragging her down the hall to my bedroom.


“Nice to see you too. Yes, the drive was great. I had no problem at all calling off work at the last minute and telling my husband he just had to find a way to deal with the kids for a few days.”


“Just tonight,” I interjected.


“Wait,” she said, pulling me to a halt. “What do you mean ‘just tonight’? I called off of work already. I made a really long-ass drive and you want me to leave tomorrow?”


“Look, I have a serious issue, but I can’t have you sticking around. In fact, it would be best if you stayed in a hotel tonight.”


“What the fuck, Isa? Are you seriously asking me to stay somewhere else?”


“Yes. I’m actually going to have to kick you out by five.”


“That’s two hours away.”


“I know.”


“You’d better start talking now,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.


“Okay, I went to the doctor today-.”


“Is everything okay?” she asked in concern.


“Yes, everything’s fine. I’ve just been delaying sex and now I can’t make any excuses anymore. Gabe insisted I go to the doctor because I kept telling him things were wrong with my vagina,” I said with tears in my eyes. 


“And you don’t want sex?” she asked in confusion.


“I can’t! Look at me! I just had a baby. My body is all jiggly and he’s gonna see that! I haven’t shaved down there in like….I can’t even remember! I never sleep and Gabe’s been busy trying to get back in shape so he can rejoin his team. Everyone else has been out taking jobs and it’s killing him to stay behind. So, he’s always at work. Half the time I don’t shave my legs or my armpits.”


“This is nothing new. You didn’t do that before you met Gabe.”


“Yeah, but then I met him and I had to change my ways.”


“Isa, is this seriously what you dragged me halfway around the country for?”


“Okay, I have some lingerie and I need to try it on and have you tell me which one to wear.”


The incredulous look on her face almost made me laugh. “You could have messaged me pictures!”


“It’s not the same. I needed you to see me up close and personal.” She groaned, but I grabbed onto her arms desperately. “Please, you’re the only one that can do this for me.”


“Fine. Go try them on and then I’m out of here.”


“Thank you!” I squealed, snatching the first lingerie set off the bed. I went into the bathroom, but couldn’t get the damn thing to work.


“What’s taking so long?”


“The damn thing isn’t working!”


The door opened and I quickly covered myself. “What the hell is that? Is this some sort of bondage thing?”


“I thought it had lining.” The bra was literally a bunch of thick straps that criss crossed my breasts. The panties were made the same way. So, instead of having a sexy appeal, my boobs were spilling out between the straps, looking more fat than sexy.


“Whoa! I know you said that it’s been a while, but that’s a forest down there! How did the doctor even find Grayson when he came out?”


“Shut up. I haven’t been sleeping, and you get to a point where it’s too thick to just shave off.”


“Have you tried?”


I rolled my eyes in irritation. “Yes, I tried. The razor broke,” I muttered.


“Did you say the razor broke? How does the razor break?”


“It got tangled in the hair and I couldn’t get it away from the hair. The more I yanked, the more it got tangled. I had to cut it out of the hair.”


Aurora stared at me for a moment and then burst into laughter. “Oh my gosh! Poor Gabe. Have you had him shave you ever?”


“No! I have really thick hair. It’s embarrassing.”


“Not as embarrassing as when he sees you have one giant patch of hair missing from your coochie!”


“Would you shut up! I can’t help it. I was born hairy.”


“No shit. Okay, we’ll take care of your…problem,” she said, waving her hand down south. “Let’s figure out what you’re going to wear and then we’ll figure out exactly how clean shaven you need to be.”


“Why does it matter? Don’t I just need to do my bikini line?”


She picked up one of the more risqué options and held it up. “Do you see the cut of this? How sexy do you think it would be for you to be wearing this, showing off your body, only to have hair sticking out?”


“Fine,” I grumbled. “I don’t like it, but I see your point.”


Rora turned me to face her fully and grimaced at the panties and bra. “I’m not sure what the point of this is,” Rora said. “Is he trying to tie you up or show you off?”


“I don’t know,” I said in frustration. “The picture looks nothing like this. And look at the underwear. All it’s doing is squeezing the extra pregnancy fat through the straps. How does this say sexy?”


“Well, I’m pretty sure the model didn’t just have a baby. What were you thinking?”


“I was thinking I didn’t want my husband to see me as a milk machine and more like a sex goddess.”


“Okay, we can do this. There has to be something in this pile that will work.” She rifled through the pile and pulled out a babydoll. “Here, try this one on.”


“Doesn’t it remind you too much of a little girl? Plus, with the name….”


“Right, I see your point. Okay, here, try this one on.” 


She handed me a push up balconette bra that extended down like a corset. I took it into the bathroom, but this one was no better.


“Yikes. Okay, so pushing up saggy boobs is definitely not a good look.”


“Not to mention that I have boob fat hanging out the sides. I need something to just suction the fat out. Is there someone that does that?”


“You mean liposuction?”


“Yeah, but on the side.”


“Sure, we’ll just go down to the local drug dealer and see if he knows a guy,” she said sarcastically. “Here, put this one on.”


She tossed me the one piece that she held up to show off the bikini line. I wasn’t too thrilled with that one. First of all, there was no actual bra. The lace went around the breasts, but nothing covered them. My tits just hung out. Second, there weren’t panties. The one piece went down, but then split right above my vagina and went in strings on both sides of my pussy and back up my ass. I would have to be perfectly shaven. 


“That’s perfect,” she grinned. “Not that I really wanted to see your boobs today, but they hang naturally. But we definitely have to do something about that hair. Okay, I’m going to need scissors, Gabe’s trimmer, a razor-maybe three, shaving cream, and gloves. Oh, and some baby oil.”


“You’re going to shave me?”


“Well, we don’t have time to get you in for an emergency appointment,” she pointed out. I just stared at her. 


“Come on,” she clapped. “We’re burning daylight.”


I scrambled to gather up everything she needed and then sat uncomfortably on the bed. I saw that she had grabbed protective glasses that Gabe had from work and she had pulled her head back, tying a kitchen apron on to cover herself.


“I’m not sure if this is like surgery or prepping a turkey,” she said as she examined me.


“Would you stop looking at me?” I snapped.


“Sorry, would you like me to look away as I put the scissors near your hoo hoo?”


“Just get it over with.”


She took a deep breath and blew it out. “Okay, I’m going in.” 


I spent the next fifteen minutes trying not to squirm as she trimmed my hair down to a manageable length. 


“Okay, we’re going to have to rinse the extra hair off so I know what I have to work with.”


“Right.” I got up and headed for the shower, rinsing off quickly and then patting dry.


“I hope you know you’re the only person I would ever do this for.” She pushed me down on the bed and took a deep breath. “Okay, baby oil.”


She squirt it on me and rubbed it all around and then held out her hand to me. “Razor.”


I handed it over and winced as she took the first swipe. She was moving so slow, and at this point, Gabe would get home before she was done.


“Rora, you have to go faster. Just shave it all off. Make me bald.”


“I’m trying, but I have to do this right.”


“I don’t give a shit at this point. I just want it gone.”


“Don’t rush me!”


“You have to, because Gabe’s gonna be home in a half hour and then he’s going to see you, on your knees, between my legs, and shaving my pussy! Is that something you want him to see?”


“I don’t even want to see it.”


“Then just get it over with!”


Two swipes later, I heard a deep intake of breath. “Shit! I think I nicked an artery!”


“What? Are there arteries down there?”


“I don’t know, but there’s a lot of blood.”


“Why weren’t you more careful,” I shouted at her.


“What! You told me to hurry up. You said to get it over with!”


“Yeah, but I didn’t mean for you to carve me up. Am I still bleeding?”


“Uh, okay, I can handle this. We just need some toilet paper.”


She ran off to the bathroom and grabbed a roll of toilet paper, dragging it behind her. She stuffed it against my pussy and held it, but then panicked when she took it off. “Okay, it’s not stopping and now there’s toilet paper sticking to your vagina.”


“Well, get it off!”


“I think I need something heavier. I’ll grab some towels.”


She took off for the bathroom. “Not the blue ones!” She ran out of the bathroom with pink towels. “Not those either.”


“Right.” 


She ran back to the bathroom and returned a few seconds later. “What? Not my white towels.”


“Well, you get your ass up and go find your own fucking towels.”


“What the hell is going on here?”


I gasped when I saw Gabe standing in the doorway of our room. I closed my legs and shrieked in horror. “Go away! You weren’t supposed to see this.”


“I wasn’t supposed to see your vagina? Or I wasn’t supposed to see your sister shaving you?”


“You saw that?”


“Babe, I told you that we have cameras in all the houses now.”


“You watch me?” I asked in horror.


“Every fucking minute of the day, babe.”


I covered my face with my hands and groaned. “Oh my gosh. You’ve seen me all along.”


“Of course, I have. Do you think I don’t know about you trying to find some lingerie for me? Or how you’ve been freaking out about your body? Enough’s enough, Isa. I’m ready to fuck my wife.”


“But I’m gross. I have tree trunk hair and my boobs are saggy and none of the lingerie looks like it does on the models.”


“Babe, none of those models eat.”


“Are you saying I should stop eating?”


“No, I’m saying that you’re kind of insane right now and you need to stop. I love you, fat boobs and all. I don’t care if your belly isn’t as thin or if you have side boob. None of that shit matters to me.”


“But I’m not sexy anymore.”


Gabe leaned over me on the bed and kissed me hard, pressing his body to mine. “Isa, grown men don’t get boners if they don’t find the woman they’re fucking sexy. And baby, there’s nobody fucking sexier than my woman.”


I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him in close, loving the feel of him grinding himself against me.


“Right,” Aurora said from the bathroom. “I’m gonna take that as my cue to leave.”


I didn’t answer and neither did Gabe.


“Just remember safe sex. That coochie will never get back to the right size if you keep popping out babies.”


Gabe stood and shoved his pants and boxers down, crawling back between my legs. 


“Don’t forget to staunch the blood flow,” Aurora shouted.


Gabe threw the bottle of baby oil at her. And then he fucked me long and hard.
















CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Hunter


“Okay, so what do you think of this one?”


Lucy was trying on the fourth dress in the last five minutes and I already wanted to shoot myself.


“This one looks nice too.”


She sighed, throwing her hands in the air. “I need a better answer than that.”


“No, I’m not falling for that shit. You’re looking for details and that only ends badly.”


“No, I swear it won’t.”


“Yeah,” I snorted. “That’s what every woman says and then the guy is staring at the door, wondering what the fuck just happened.”


“Hunter, I seriously need your help. You and your buddies are the ones that made me lose my job in the first place. I have to look good for this interview. I already have enough going against me right now. If I look unprofessional, I’m definitely not going to get the job. Please, just tell me exactly what you think of the dresses.”


“Fine,” I said reluctantly, “but know that I’m doing this against my better judgement.”


“Whatever.”


I stood and walked around her in the dressing area of the store. “Okay, this one looks pretty good. It’s a little low cut around the arms and it’s showing off a tiny bit of side boob, but that’s the only thing I see wrong with this one.”


“And it’s not too tight?”


“Definitely not.”


“And it’s not showing off my belly?”


Lucy still had a little baby pouch and I fucking loved it. She was self-conscious and thought it made her look hideous.


“Not at all.”


“Okay, so on a scale of one to ten, where do you rank this one?”


“Eight.”


“Okay, I’ll be right back.”


I sat down in my chair again and leaned back with a grin. This was pretty simple. I gave an honest assessment and she just took it. She must have loosened up some over time, because she never would have been that chill in the past. I could do this. 


“Okay, what about this one?”


“It looks too tight in the chest, like your boobs might pop out.”


She held up a hand. “Say no more. Be right back.”


“Damn, I’m like the clothing whisperer or some shit.”


As I waited for Lucy to emerge in another dress, my phone rang. “Yo, Derek, what’s up?”


“Are you up for some poker tonight?”


“Yeah, what time?”


Poker really meant Go Fish, but none of us would ever call it that.


“Seven. We’re doing it at the training center.”


“That’s fine. I should be done in an hour.”


“What are you doing?”


“Shopping with Lucy. She wanted my opinion on dresses,” I grinned.


“Oh God, you didn’t actually give your opinion, did you?”


“At first, I was very vague, but she hounded me until I gave in. But I must be doing something right because she actually wanted to know what I thought.”


“No, she doesn’t. Back away, man. Tell her you have an emergency and run. Just get the fuck out of there now.”


“I’m telling you, she not getting all pissy with me or anything. She listens and then stops me when she’s heard what she needs to. I’m like some kind of kung fu fashionisto.”


“Fashionista,” Derek corrected.


“I’m not a woman.”


“You’re fucking dress shopping. You’re not too far off.”


“Fuck off,” I ribbed. “You’re just jealous because Claire would kick your ass if you told her what looked good on her.”


“Twenty bucks. Twenty bucks says that you fuck it up and end up with a black eye by tonight.”


I grinned, knowing that I would win this one. “Easiest twenty of my life.”


“Fine, kung fu jackass, let’s make it one hundred.”


“Two hundred,” I said cockily.


“Five hundred.”


“Deal.”


“Good, now, pull up your panties and pick out a dress so you’re not late for the ball.”


“I still have to pick out my shoes,” I snarked.


“Get something purple to match what your face is gonna look like later.”


“How about I get brown that’ll match the shit all over your face?” I jeered. 


“And don’t forget your handbag. We wouldn’t want anyone to steal your man card.”


“My man card is too big for any purse, but I can hold your lipstick while I’m at it. Maybe your balls too, since you obviously aren’t man enough to-”


“Hunter!” I spun around to see Lucy standing in front of me with a look of shock on her face, glancing around at the people that were giving me awkward looks. “Who are you talking to?” she hissed.


“Derek.”


“Can you keep the trash talk out of the public eye? You’re embarrassing me.”


I gave a swift nod and turned my attention back to Derek. “Uh, I have to go,” I said sheepishly. “I have to go pick out more dresses.”


“Last chance to walk away,” he taunted.


“Fuck off.” 


I slid the phone in my pocket and gave my attention to Lucy again. Smiling, I appraised her dress and deemed it satisfactory. She rolled her eyes at me and walked away. Three dresses later and she was still taking all my advice in stride. This was fucking awesome. I bet all the guys wished they had wives as chill as I had.


“Okay, I think this is the last one.”


“Hmmm, okay, this one shows off all your bulges. It makes you look lumpy. And I don’t really like the cut. It shows off how stumpy your legs look. And the neckline is all wrong for your haircut. It makes your face look fat. Also, you might want to consider having your hair done before your interview. It looks a little dull right now. I think all those late nights with the kid are making you look run down.”


I sat down in my chair again and smiled at her. I was so fucking good at this.


“Wow, I had no idea you thought I had stumpy legs.”


“Well, not really stumpy, but certain things accentuate your legs and others make them look chubby.”


“Oh, so stumpy and chubby.”


“But, hey, once you start working out a little and firm up that ass, you’ll look fucking fantastic in any of those dresses.”


“Wait, you didn’t say my ass was a problem in any of the dresses.”


“Well, it’s not that your ass is a problem, it’s just that your stomach and thighs are bigger than before and you kind of meld together in one straight lump.”


“Is there anything you like about me post-baby? Because between my thunder thighs and my lumpy stomach, I’m not sure what you find attractive about me.”


“Hey, I never said thunder thighs,” I chuckled nervously. “Just because they’re bigger doesn’t mean they’re unattractive. You just don’t have that gap between your legs anymore for me to slide my hand in.”


“Oh my God! Is that all you care about? You can’t slide your hand between my legs as easily?”


I lowered my voice, trying to get her to calm down. She was totally misunderstanding what I was saying. “Lucy, I love your body exactly the way it is. Do I wish that you had that gap so I could reach your pussy when you’re sitting down? Of course. I don’t want to hurt you by pushing the extra skin aside, baby. And I love the fatty rolls on your stomach. They’re sexy as hell, especially knowing it was because you had my kid. I’m just saying that some dresses show them off and it doesn’t look good.”


She sniffed and I ran my hand over her cheek, cupping it and bringing her gaze to meet mine. I gave a soft smile, trying to show her how much I loved her. She nodded and turned back to the dressing room. Crisis averted. I really was on fire today.


“Hunter?” she said quietly. 


“Yeah?”


I never saw her purse flying toward me until it was right in front of my face. When I looked up at her from my position on the floor, she was glaring at me and I started to rethink what Derek had said.


“What was that for?” I asked as I poked at my swelling eye.


“I was just checking to see if my arms were as lumpy as the rest of me. Turns out, they must still be in pretty good shape.”


She smiled at me just before she spun around, her dress twirling up around her waist and showing off that fine ass that I had just criticized. I let my head drop back to the floor and stared at the ceiling. I saw something dark fly at me out of the corner of my good eye and felt something metal slam into my face. I rolled and curled into myself, trying to hide from the onslaught of what felt like millions of belt buckles. 


A few minutes later, the last blow struck and I finally uncurled and scrambled to my feet. Little old ladies were circling me with their large handbags. Their scarves that were draped over their silvering hair were disheveled and one lady was even putting her old lady heel back on.


A woman who seemed to be the instigator of all of it stepped forward, wielding her cane. “Don’t make us come around for another ass whooping, sonny. We may be old, but nobody believes an old lady could hurt someone.”


As if on cue, the store manager came rushing over, her eyes pleading for me not to sue her. “I’m so sorry, sir. I saw everything and I’ve called the police. I told them you were being attacked by a horde of old ladies and they said they were on the way. Apparently, there’s a group of women that have been going around the city attacking men.”


“Oh dear,” the old woman said, ringing her hands together. “I’m so sorry, young man. I thought you were trying to attack that woman in the dressing room. My eye sight isn’t quite what it used to be. I just couldn’t stand by while a young woman was attacked. I would have called for help, but there were no sales associates nearby.” She gave the manager a knowing look and then turned back to me. “Please accept my apology, young man.”


She pursed her lips at me, and in that moment, all I saw was Betty White. She was a master manipulator and damn good at what she did. Even the manager was looking at her with stars in her eyes.


“It’s fine,” I grunted. “Anyone could have made the same mistake.”


She shuffled toward me, like she hadn’t just beaten the shit out of me, and opened her arms like she wanted to hug me. I grudgingly opened mine and just barely caught her as she pretended to trip. She gripped onto my arms and leaned in to whisper in my ear.


“I take down squirts like you for lunch. Keep your mouth shut with the police. I’m sure you’d hate for them to think you were beaten by a bunch of old ladies with purses and canes.” She backed up and fanned herself. “My, my, son. You are quite strong. Thank you for helping an old lady.”


“Why don’t you ladies take a seat until the police get here and we get this all straightened out?” the manager said.


“Don’t worry about it. I’ll get it straightened out.”


She grinned triumphantly just as Lucy walked out of the dressing room. “Well, I think I’ll go with this one,” she said, holding up one of the more flattering dresses. She stopped when she saw me surrounded by old ladies and the sales manager. “Is everything okay?”


“Yeah,” I cleared my throat. “Just a misunderstanding.”


Lucy gave them a rueful smile and took her dress over to the register. I pulled out my card and handed it to the leader of the pack. “Let me know if you ladies are ever looking for work.”
















CHAPTER THIRTY

Derek


“What are you laughing about?” Claire asked as we got into my truck. I had taken her to her favorite bookstore and now we were short around three hundred dollars. I was glad I had made that bet with Hunter. I would make back the book money plus some.


“Hunter. He’s dress shopping with Lucy.”


“Oh, God. That’s gonna end badly.”


“Tell me about it. I bet him five hundred dollars he would end up with a black eye.”


“You did what?” she screeched.


“Relax, babe. It’s Hunter we’re talking about. There’s no way I’ll lose.”


“I’m just glad I got my books before I knew about this.”


“Did you get anything good?”


She just stared at me. “That’s kind of a silly question, don’t you think?” I shrugged. With her taste in books, I never really knew what I was going to get. “So, in this new book, the heroine falls in love with this dashing prince-”


“Of course,” I rolled my eyes. All of her heroes were dashing something or others.


“Only he’s not really your typical royal. At night, he rules the underworld, controlling everything from drugs to prostitutes.”


“And women actually want to read about a hero like that?” I asked incredulously.


“It’s a dark romance. He’s supposed to be a good guy, but only for her.”


“Wow, yeah, he sounds like a real prince.”


“Come on, have some imagination!” she admonished me. “Can’t you see us having some fun with this? I would be the innocent woman that fell for the prince, only to find out that you were a fallen angel. Then, I’d be captured and held hostage by your enemies, and you’d have to come rescue me.”


“Claire, that’s like every fantasy you’ve ever had.”


“And it always turns out so well. Don’t ruin this for me.”


It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy our little fantasies, but I wanted more with Claire. I came from a large family and I wanted that with her. The problem was, she didn’t want that. She was perfectly fine to live our lives out belonging only to each other. When I looked at her, I saw my sons playing with their uncles and my little girl reading books with her mom. It was everything I wanted, but something I thought I would never have with her. Hell, I was already getting to the age that my kids would be graduating high school as I was approaching sixty.


“What are you thinking?” she asked. 


I glanced over, trying to decide if I should tell her what was on my mind or if I should keep it to myself and possibly risk never having what I wanted.


“I want kids,” I blurted out.


Her eyes fell and her fingers tightened around each other. “Oh.”


“Claire, this isn’t the most unusual thing ever. People get married and have kids all the time.”


“I know, but I thought we would have more time.”


“More time? Claire, Knight already has two kids and we’ve been together about the same amount of time as him and Kate.”


“Why do you have to compare us to them? Why can’t we just do our own thing like we have been for the past few years.”


“Your thing, Claire. We’ve been doing your thing. Shit, I love having you all to myself, but I want more and neither of us is getting any younger.”


“It’s not like it really matters for a man,” she snorted.


“Really? Because sperm count decreases as you get older, and not only that, but I’d like to be young enough to still play catch with my kids.”


“We’re not that old.”


“You’re not that old. Claire, I’m in my forties. I don’t want to miss out on everything else to wait until you’re done screwing around.”


“What? Is that all we’re doing?” she asked indignantly. “Because I thought we were spending time together and enjoying each other without the added bullshit.”


“Bullshit. So that’s what my dreams are?”


“You know that’s not what I meant.”


“Do I?” I asked, eyeing her as we came up on a red light.


She sighed and ran a hand over her book. “I thought we were on the same page.”


“And I thought at some point you would get your head out of those books and focus on the life we have.”


A horn honked behind me and when I didn’t move fast enough, my truck jolted forward from the impact. I slammed my hand out over Claire’s chest to keep her flying into the dashboard and winced when the seatbelt dug into my shoulder. We jolted back and I threw the truck in park, unbuckled my seatbelt, and flung the door open. The guy behind me threw his car in reverse. I knew what he was going to do, but I didn’t have time to get back in the truck.


“Claire! Hold on!”


The guy threw the car in drive and rammed into my truck. I saw Claire fly forward slightly, but was stopped by the seatbelt. I ran for the car and pulled open the driver’s side door. I dragged the man out of the car and threw it in park. When I turned around, I was fucking pissed. No one messed with me or my wife. The guy had the nerve to stand up and spit at my feet.


“Are you gonna take that?” I looked over and rolled my eyes at Claire, who was now standing at the back of the truck and looking at the man with sparks in her eyes. The damn woman was itching for a fight. Not for her. She just wanted to watch me. It was getting old and the anger inside me deflated slightly.


“Claire, get back in the fucking truck.”


“Are you gonna kill him? Snap his neck?”


I sighed as I looked up at heaven and prayed that my wife still had a chance of getting in. She was bloodthirsty and it was gonna get her in trouble one of these days.


“Is she serious?” the guy asked.


“Unfortunately.”


“Over me having road rage?”


“That was wrong. You definitely shouldn’t have fucked up my truck because I didn’t move fast enough. I was having a serious conversation with my woman, but no,” I said, glaring at Claire, “I’m not going to kill you over it.”


She rolled her eyes and the guy sighed. “I know how that is. I just got in a fight with my woman. I was pissed and I took it out on you. Sorry about that, man. I was just so pissed. My woman comes home and tells me that she’s changed her mind. She tells me that she doesn’t want to get married anymore. After all that fucking planning, she just drops me.”


“I get it. Claire and I have been married for years and I’ve been waiting for the moment we’re going to start a family.”


“Dude, congrats. That’s great.”


“Yeah,” I snorted. “It would be if she actually wanted a kid.”


“Um, hey, I’m right here,” Claire said irritatedly. Cars drove around us while this guy and I continued our conversation.


“Ouch. How long have you been married?”


I looked up, trying to count back and Claire growled at me.


“Apparently long enough that I’m gonna get my ass kicked later for not knowing.”


He nodded in agreement. “Yeah, I wish my old lady would give me a kid. It’s so magical, having someone that looks up to you and thinks the world of you. Eventually, the women start noticing all your flaws, but that kid, you’re always somebody’s hero.”


“That’s not my problem right now. She still looks at me like the hero and doesn’t want the kid to interfere.”


“Man, I’d give anything to have what you have right now. I think it’s over for me and my girl, but you hang on to yours. Do whatever you have to so you can have the life you want, because it sucks when it’s over.”


“I will, man.” I held out my hand to him and he took it, shaking it in his firm grip. “Take care of yourself.”


“I will, and thanks for understanding about the whole slam-slam thing.”


“No problem. We all have our moments.”


I turned and headed back for Claire, who was staring at me in shock. “That’s it?”


“Yep.”


I walked past her to the driver’s side and swung myself up inside. She got in on the passenger side.


“You’re not going to beat him up?”


“Nope.”


“No breaking his neck?”


“No, Claire.”


I put the truck in drive and drove through the green light as she looked out the back window.


“No muscles bulging as you take the life from his body?” 


I sighed and pulled into our driveway, putting the truck in park. “Claire, believe it or not, I don’t enjoy killing other people. For the past year, we’ve been on the run and I’m tired of it. I would like a quiet life with my wife and kids. I would like to come home to you without worrying that something I’ve done has put you in danger. Yeah, we’ve had good times and the adventure is a real high, but I want more. And I want that with you. So, maybe you need to decide if you want the same thing with me, or if you’re going to continue to live out your fantasies.”


I got out of the truck and headed inside. I had said my piece, but she needed to decide now. I couldn’t keep wishing for something that was never coming. I wasn’t sure what I would do if she decided she didn’t want kids, but I knew that I loved her more than life itself. I just had to hope that she loved me enough to want the same things.


“Okay.”


I turned around to see Claire standing in the doorway, looking at me warily.


“Okay?”


“Okay. Let’s have kids.”


My eyes brightened and hope filled my chest. “Really?”


“Yeah, really. But,” she said, holding up a finger. “I want one more adventure. I want the fantasy we just talked about and when that’s over, we’ll have kids.”


I ran toward her, picking her up just as I slammed her against the open door. I couldn’t get my hands on her fast enough, digging into her panties and tearing them down her legs.


“You’re serious?” 


I opened my jeans and shoved them down just in time to thrust my cock inside. 


“It’s what you want and I want you,” she panted as she lifted herself off me and slammed back down. “I want it all with you, as long as you’re still my Superman.”


“Always,” I panted as I fucked her harder and harder against the door. I could hear the door cracking the wall, but I didn’t care. My wife just gave me everything I wanted.


“Derek,” she panted. “I’m gonna come. Suck my nipples.”


“Uh-huh,” I said as I moved one hand to grab onto her shirt and rip it open. Buttons flew everywhere and I ripped the cup down to give me access to her perfect tits. She groaned and her body squeezed me hard.


“Like that?”


“Fuck, Derek!”


“Oh fuck!” I groaned as I shot off inside her, filling her sweet pussy with my cum. She was panting hard and grinning at me like a fool. I smiled back and slowly lowered her to the ground. She looked down at her torn shirt and her tits hanging out and laughed.


“Whoops.”


I looked behind the door and saw that the doorstop had been broken and we now had a doorknob shaped hole in the wall. “At least it’ll make for an interesting story,” I surmised.


She slapped my arm repeatedly and then there was a scream. Something hard hit me on the head and I dropped to the floor. I tried to regain my vision, but something was hitting me over and over again. 


“Stop!” Claire shouted.


The beating ended and I struggled to my feet, feeling like I had been beaten with multiple belts. I was shocked to look up and see a group of old ladies glaring at me.


“That’s not how you treat your woman,” one of them said.


“I was-”


“We know what you were doing. Show a little respect.”


“You can’t just walk into someone’s home and start beating them,” I said, wide-eyed and completely shocked. 


“We’ve heard about you Reeders,” she said, narrowing her eyes at me. “We’re coming for you.”


I snorted, but backed up when she glared at me, baring her feral, no teeth gums at me.


“Whoa, what the hell did we ever do to you?”


“We’re watching,” she said as she walked back down the path, her cronies following her.


“What the fuck?” I said, staring at them in confusion.


“Wait until the guys hear about this,” Claire laughed.


“They’re not going to hear about it. If anyone asks, I was attacked by a pack of bikers.”


She snorted. “Yeah, like anyone will believe that.”


“But they’ll believe a bunch of women beat me up?”


She shrugged and headed to our bedroom. They wouldn’t believe that. I closed the door and pulled my pants up. Nah, they’d never believe that.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“What the hell happened to you?” Chance asked as I walked into the training area for poker night.


“Bikers.” 


I looked him over, wearing his usual white shirt with ties around his biceps and visor that he always wore as dealer. Tonight, he also had a cigar sticking out of his mouth and a bottle of scotch with a glass next to him. He had been drinking a lot more than he used to, but I supposed that he was allowed. He had been gone for a year and if he wanted to have a few drinks, who was I to say anything?


“Bikers attacked you?” 


“Yeah, I accidentally hit one of their bikes when I was leaving the bookstore with Claire.”


He eyed me suspiciously. “Bikers attacked you outside of a bookshop.”


“Yeah.”


“How many?”


“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Like, seven maybe.”


“Seven bikers.”


“What?”


He was just looking at me like I was insane. 


“They were big and burly. One of them even had a handlebar mustache.”


He glanced down at my hands and grinned. “Yet you didn’t fight back.”


“I didn’t get a chance,” I retorted.


“So, these big, burly bikers with handlebar mustaches attacked you outside of a bookstore and you didn’t fight like hell to protect Claire.”


It wasn’t a question because he didn’t fucking believe me. 


“I tried, but they got the drop on me and I just couldn’t fight them off.”


“You’re getting slow in your old age.”


“Guess so.”


He stared at me, obviously not believing a word I said, but didn’t say anything else. He just flipped through the cards some more and continued to puff on his cigar.


“Since when do you smoke?”


“Since I fucking feel like it.”


“You’ve never smoked cigars before.”


“Jesus, is everyone gonna rag on me about something? I’m not allowed to smoke a fucking cigar now?”


I held up my hands in defense and backed away. “Shit, I was just asking. I’ve just never seen you smoke. And then you’re drinking, which is fine, but are you supposed to drink while you’re on meds?”


“Are you my doctor now?”


“It was just a question. Relax.”


“You fucking relax. It’s a fucking cigar. It’s not like I’m holding a fucking purse or something.”


I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. There was no way he could know about the old ladies. “Why do you say that?”


“Because if I were holding a fucking purse, there’d be something to worry about,” he said slowly, as if I was fucking stupid. I nodded and backed away. I needed to walk away before I gave myself away. Hunter walked in a few minutes later with a ball cap pulled down over his face.


I started laughing, pointing at his face as he looked up at me with bruising all over his face.


“Don’t laugh, asshole.”


“She really did a number on you. What exactly did you say to deserve that beating?”


“Shit, I’m not really sure,” Hunter said, pulling the ball cap off his head and showing the rest of the damage. “She was liking all my criticism, but everything changed so fast.”


“It always does. That’s why I told you to run away.”


“Yeah, but it just doesn’t make sense. She started turning my words around on me and twisting the meaning. It was fucked up. And that wasn’t even the worst part.” He looked over at Chance and then leaned in close. “She only punched me once.”


“So, how did you get those other bruises?”


“If I tell you, you can’t laugh.”


I stifled my laughter, pulling my lips between my teeth so I didn’t lose it. “I swear. No laughing.”


“It was a pack of wild old ladies.”


“What?” I shook my head. That couldn’t be right. “What do you mean a pack of old ladies?”


“They came out of nowhere and just beat the shit out of me after Lucy had me down on the ground. It was like they were elderly vigilantes.”


“Was one of them missing her teeth?” I asked hesitantly.


“Yes!” he said, pointing his finger at me. “You too?”


I nodded gravely. “I was just minding my own business, fucking Claire up against the front door, and they fucking beat the shit out of me. They said they had heard about ‘the Reeders’ and were coming for us.”


“Oh.” His face turned pale and his eyes were wide.


“Oh, what?”


“I, uh….I may have given the ring leader our card.”


“You did what?” I paced away from him, my whole body thrumming with irritation and a little fear.


“I didn’t know they were out to get us! I thought they might want some undercover work. That one lady was a great actress.”


“And how exactly were you going to present that to Cap? Cap, I say before we go in guns blazing, we send in the little old ladies to see what they can get out of them.”


“Well, not exactly that, but it could work.”


“Shit, this is so bad. I mean, I don’t mind taking out a few assholes, but old people are a different story.”


“And they were women,” Hunter added.


“Exactly. But they were evil women. Who just walks up to someone and starts beating him with a purse?”


Hunter snorted. “You’re lucky. I’m pretty sure one of them used a shoe.”


“So, what are we gonna do? We can’t not say anything to Cap. They said they were coming for us.”


“Yeah, but we can’t exactly tell him that they’re old ladies. He’ll laugh at us.”


“Not if we show him our evidence,” I said with a nod.


“You want to tell Cap that we got beat up by old ladies?”


“Who got beat up by old ladies?” Rocco grinned as he joined us. “Those are some nice bruises. I’d say whoever did that had a nice swing. It wouldn’t have been the swing of a purse, would it?”


“Who told you?” I spat.


“Nobody,” he grinned. “It’s all over the news how some old ladies took down a man in a shopping center after they thought he was assaulting his woman. Gave a description and everything. Tall, ruggedly handsome man with large muscles. Bald. Could be mistaken for The Rock.” Rocco turned to me with a big, shit eating grin. “You wouldn’t happen to know anyone that looked like that, would you?”


“This is going to be so bad for business. How’s it going to look when clients find out we were beat up by old women?”


“If it makes you feel any better, they also took out a few teenagers that were trying to rob a gas station.”


“How would that make me feel better?” I asked.


“I don’t know. They were boys. You’re men. They’ll be you one day and then they’ll know what it feels like.”


I clenched my jaw in anger. “All that says to me is that old ladies beat up weaker versions of me.”


“Look, it’s not really that big of a deal,” Rocco said, not so believably. “My grandma used to play hide and seek with me and let me tell you, she could run. I was scared to death that she was gonna catch me.”


I glared at him, arms crossed and flexing, ready to shoot out and strangle him.


“Alright, it’s not exactly the same thing, but I’m telling you, old ladies are scary to everyone.”
















CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Claire


“Where are you going dressed like that?” Lucy asked as I swiped lipstick on before popping it in my clutch.


“I’m just heading for a job interview.”


“Yeah, that’s what you said when I talked to you, but nobody goes to a job interview dressed like that!”


I looked down at my outfit, confused by what she was talking about. I had my hair pulled back in a fancy chignon and I wore a tight fitting, mid-calf skirt with a slit up the back. The blouse I wore was perfect to add a little sex appeal, but hide all my assets at the same time. I also had a smart jacket to finish off the look. I was going for a fashionable woman from the 1940’s, and I thought I was killing it. It was all part of my fantasy that was about to play out over the next few weeks. It was what Derek and I had agreed on. Then we would get serious about starting a family.


“Claire, you look like you took a giant leap backward in time.”


“Is it that good?”


“What’s going on?”


“Nothing,” I said, attaching a hat with pins to my head. I didn’t want it falling off and ruining the look.


“Fine, don’t tell me, but you know this is going to come back to bite you in the ass.”


“Alright, well, I’ll see you later. Let yourself out.”


I grabbed my new white gloves off the table and pulled them on as I walked out the door. It was a little warm to be wearing all this, but I thought I looked great. I drove out to Pittsburgh, looking for the perfect spot to put my plan in place. Parking off Fifth Ave, I locked my car and strut down the street, finding my target immediately. I pulled out my compact and checked my appearance one last time before snapping it shut and locking it in my purse. 


I made sure to put some extra sway in my steps as I strut down Fifth Ave. When a passerby wasn’t paying attention and knocked into me, my purse went flying, sending the contents of my clutch in all directions. This was not how this whole thing was supposed to go. I knelt down and started picking up my compact, a small handkerchief, a small wallet, but I couldn’t find my lipstick. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw it laying in the street and reached over to grab it. 


A horn sounded and I glanced up just in time to see a bumper headed right in my direction. Strong arms wrapped around me and pulled me back at the last second. I landed on top of my savior, noticing immediately how strong his chest was. Looking into his eyes, I was struck by the intensity burning bright in them. I was lost, unable to look away for even a moment for fear that I was dreaming this whole thing.


“Are you alright?”


“I….” I felt breathless, unable to even put together the simplest sentence. This beautiful man had my stomach in knots so tight that I worried I might pass out.


He pushed up, taking me with him and ran his hand through my now disheveled hair and checked me for bumps. “I think you’re okay.”


I nodded dumbly, swallowing what little saliva I had in my mouth. “Thank you so much. I could have been killed.”


He stood and pulled me up, picking up my glove that had somehow fallen off during the whole debacle. I pulled at my skirt, fixing my appearance the best I could. I pulled the pins out of my hat and fixed my hair, replacing the hat when I was finished. I looked up at him again only once I felt presentable, blushing furiously at his scrutinizing gaze.


“I’m Nicholas.”


“Myra,” I said, not wanting to give my real name. After all, I was pretending not to be me. I might as well give myself a good name. 


“Myra, that’s a beautiful name.”


“Thank you,” I smiled. 


“Would you like to grab a drink? You seem a little shaken up after what just happened.”


“Thank you, I appreciate that.”


I smiled as he took my arm and followed him down the sidewalk to the door of a very well known restaurant, The Capital Grille. It was known for its excellent food and ridiculous prices, but since I had never been here before, I was excited for the opportunity to even have a drink. 


He leaned in and whispered something in the host’s ear and then we were led off. I was so enraptured by the elegance of it all that I hadn’t even noticed that we had been taken to an entirely separate area. In fact, it seemed that we had a whole room all to ourselves.


Nicholas held out my chair for me and I tried to ignore the butterflies soaring inside me. He was such a gentleman, but more than that, he was beautiful. I couldn’t stop looking at him. 


“So, Myra, what is it you do when you’re not needing to be rescued?”


“I’m a ballet dancer.”


“Really? I would love to see you dance sometime.”


“I’m actually performing at The Pittsburgh Ballet Theater tomorrow night.”


“Is that so?”


“You should come by and see. We’re performing Swan Lake.”


He grinned at me, like there was nothing more he wanted than to see how I moved. He ordered champagne for us, along with some appetizers and even lunch. It was all so amazing and I found that I could lie quite easily to Nicholas about anything. It was the adventure that I had needed and he was just the man to have it with. When lunch was over, he helped me stand from my chair and pulled me in closer to him. 


“I wish I could stay longer, but I have business to attend to.”


I nodded and that was when he leaned down and brushed his lips softly across mine. I melted into his kiss, his strong arms, and his arousing scent. If he hadn’t pulled back, I would have kissed him all afternoon until I had to go home.


“Will I see you again?” I asked him as he walked me out of the restaurant.


“Tomorrow night,” he said darkly, and then he turned and walked away, leaving me a shaking mess on the sidewalk.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








The next night after Swan Lake, I was waiting for him outside the theater. He didn’t disappoint. He stood there in his suit, looking every bit the Prince Charming that I thought he was. With his hair slicked back, I almost wanted to mess it up just to see it blowing in the breeze.


“You danced beautifully,” he said, leaning in to kiss my cheek.


“Thank you.” I pulled my wrap tighter around me to ward off the chill, but I didn’t need to. His arm wrapped around me, pulling me in close to his body.


“What do you say we get out of here and go have some fun?”


“Sounds good to me.”


A black car pulled up to the curb and he opened the door for me. I didn’t even hesitate to get in with him. If he had wanted to kill me, he would have let the car hit me. We drove for a few blocks, the whole time Nicholas was running his hand up and down my thigh. Every stroke sent shivers through my body, and as his hand inched higher, his fingers brushed against the silk of my panties. When we finally stopped, Nicholas had me out of the car before I could even see where we had stopped. He pulled me down an alley to a side door and dragged me through. The hallways were dark, filled only with a red light that did nothing to let me know where we were. 


He opened a door and when I stepped through, I felt like I was in another time period. The bedroom was elegant with a four poster bed with a silk canopy. It was absolutely beautiful. He stepped up beside me and pulled the wrap from my shoulders, letting it slide down my arms and fall to the floor. His lips caressed my skin and left wet marks, warm and inviting. I let my head fall back to rest against his chest and allow him access to the delicate skin of my neck. God, it felt so good to be naughty.


“Do you want to see what makes this room special?”


“Yes,” I whispered.


He walked to the far wall with a grace I only hoped I would one day possess. He pressed a button and drapes were pulled to the side, revealing a room filled with people. Women were barely dressed, wearing only lingerie, while men groped them. There were no barriers, no walls to hide any of them from each other. A few of them even seemed to be sharing partners.


“What is this place?”


“This is a club for specific desires.”


I noticed that some of the people were staring straight through the window into the room. Looking directly at me.


“Why are they…can they see us?”


“Yes.”


“Can they hear us?”


“Every word, every moan that I tear from your body, they’ll hear. But they can’t touch. Nobody can get in this room unless I let them in.”


I swallowed hard, wondering if I could do this. I had always thought about exploring this side, but Derek had never wanted to. Nicholas wanted this. I could see it in his eyes.


“They want to touch you, to have you, but they’ll never get you.”


He held out his hand and I took it, following him halfway across the room. He pulled me over to the window, stepping behind me, running his hands down my breasts, down my dress.


“Do you want them to watch you?” he asked in a husky voice. There was something about Nicholas that was so intoxicating, intriguing. The way he took charge and commanded me made me want him with everything I had. I was powerless to say no to him.


I wasn’t sure if I wanted them to watch me, but I wanted Nicholas, so I nodded. He kissed my neck some more, and then he was undoing the ties of my dress from around my neck. Each one loosening just a little more until my nipples were exposed. The dress slid down my body until I was standing in front of the window in only in my panties. 


“Close your eyes.”


I did as he commanded and felt something soft drape over my face. My heart raced, beating out of control.


“Oh,” I groaned as his fingers started to play with my nipples. It was so erotic standing in front of the window, completely blindfolded and knowing that people were watching me. 


“Spread your legs.”


I felt his warm breath at the apex of my thighs, and despite my nerves, I spread my legs and moaned when I felt his lips kissing my delicate skin. His tongue licked at my pussy, drawing deep breaths from my body until I was aching for every touch he could give.


Oh, I was so close. I was going to shatter. And all these people would be watching me. “Ah,” I bit my lip. “Oh, God,” I cried, my breasts heaving from my chest. As my breathing slowed I felt him pick me up and carry me across the room and lay me down on the bed. He removed the blindfold and my eyes immediately searched out the crowd outside the window. But it was no longer just a few people. Men and women lined the window.


My heavy breathing thrust my breasts up in the air. I didn’t care anymore who was watching. I just wanted Nicholas. I just wanted his body on top of me, to feel the weight of him on top of me. To feel his rough skin rubbing against mine. And then he was there, his large cock pressing against my entrance, pushing inside me, pounding into me. 


“Oh, God.” Every thrust was harder, pushing me harder and harder until I was chasing my orgasm. “Please, Nicholas, please.”


They were just soft whimpers, soft pleas, begging him to give me more of what I needed. 


“I’ve got you, baby. I’ll get you there.”


I wrapped my arms around his neck, pulling him closer, kissing him hard, needing to feel this connection with him. His sweaty skin slid against mine. I could feel his pubic bone rubbing against my clit with every thrust.


“Don’t stop,” I moaned.


“Never.”


And then I was spilling over the edge, crashing to the ground, shattering into little tiny pieces. The door burst open. Nicholas sprang from the bed, and suddenly he had a gun in his hand. I didn’t understand what was going on. I pulled the covers over my body to hide my nudity. Men in black suits filled the room. Nicholas dropped the gun to the bed and pulled on his pants, tucking the gun in the waistband at the small of his back.


“Nicholas…”


“What’s going on?” he asked one of the men.


“Security threat. We need to leave now.”


“Not without Myra,” Nicholas said.


I glanced between the guard and Nicholas, sure that I had heard this wrong. 


“What? You want me to go with you?”


“Myra, I fear that I’ve put you at risk by having you with me. I haven’t been completely honest.”


“Wha-I don’t understand.”


“Please trust me. We have to leave now.”


I looked at his outstretched hand and slowly put my hand in his. Whatever this was, it didn’t look like I had much of a choice at the moment. He pulled me to my feet and took the sheet from my body, holding it up to block the view from the men, even though the curtains were still wide open. I quickly slipped my dress over my head and slid my feet into my heels. Nicholas handed me my clutch and then we were whisked out the door and back out into the alley. Once in the car, I turned to Nicholas for answers, but he was on the phone, talking with someone in another language. What had I gotten myself into?


“Myra,” he said, snapping me out of the whirlwind of events that were running through my mind. “I’m afraid I’ve put you in danger. I’m going to drop you off at the train station and I want you to get on. Try not to draw attention to yourself.”


“What about you?” I interrupted.


“Myra, please. This is important. You’ll get off at Frankstown and Overbrook Road. There will be a car waiting for you. My driver will take you home and your car will be there sometime tonight. Please, Myra. Do as I ask.”


I looked into his pleading eyes and couldn’t say no. I had no idea what was going on, but he seemed very adamant that I follow his word to a T.


“Okay.”


He kissed me hard and then we stopped. He pulled open the door and after a moment, held his hand out for me to take. When I stepped out, we were at the train station and the train was approaching. “Be safe.”


“Wait,” I shouted. “Will I see you again?”


“I’ll be in touch.”
















CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

Morgan





“Dushenka,” Wes murmured as he thrust into me again. My eyes slid closed as I felt my body clench around him. Wes was more than the man I thought he was. I found myself wanting to be around him more every moment of the day. But then Chance would fill my head and guilt settled in. I didn’t know how to live this life, how to accept that I was falling for a man that had captured me, but still had feelings for Chance, who was actually a good man that had sacrificed everything.


Wes kissed my lips lightly and then trailed kisses down my neck, caressing my whole body. I hated that I felt loved when he kissed me like this. I hated that I lifted my hands and ran my fingers through his hair, just to feel the soft strands. He rested his cheek on my chest between my breasts and his fingers skimmed the length of my body.


I was Wes’s whether I wanted it or not. He had worked his way into my heart and body, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to leave anymore. I could have a good life with him. I could have a family with him. All I needed was my daughter and he had promised me he would find her.


I startled awake, staring up at the ceiling with a feeling of unease. I was back in Pennsylvania. Wes was dead and I was with Chance now. Well, I was sort of with Chance. I hadn’t actually spoken to him again since he went to the doctor. I didn’t trust myself with him. I wanted to help him still, but I was afraid I would fall into old patterns of letting him use my body for sex.


Everything was so messed up between us and I didn’t know where we stood anymore. I didn’t know where anything stood anymore. I was so lost, trying to find myself amongst this group of people that had my back no matter what, but I didn’t really know them. I knew they would do anything for Chance, and that was great, but what about me? I knew that Rocco was on my side, but what happened when they got tired of Payton an me hanging around? I didn’t have a job. I didn’t contribute in any way. But I didn’t even know where to go from here. I was so messed up in the head that I couldn’t comprehend taking a job right now. How was I supposed to do this? How was I supposed to go from having a single purpose- getting my daughter back- to now doing nothing? Where did I even begin? 


I thought about leaving, about starting over somewhere else with Payton, but honestly, I was afraid. Being surrounded by these strong men made me feel protected and safe, and even if things were crumbling with Chance, I wasn’t ready to just walk away yet. I still felt there was something worth saving between us. We just had to get there. But I had to take the first step. 







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








After a few weeks of debating whether or not I was ready to talk to Chance, I finally worked up the courage to go see him. He had been on his meds for at least a month now. If he was sticking with it, I should see some kind of change in him. At least, that’s what I hoped for.


I walked around, trying to find him, but he was nowhere to be found. I headed for the training center, thinking he was probably there, but when I got there, he wasn’t around.


“Hey,” I smiled at Jackson. “Is Chance around? I can’t find him.”


He looked at me uncomfortably. “Uh, he’s been hanging out in his room quite a bit lately.”


“Is that good for him? I mean, aren’t you worried about him being…”


I didn’t want to go there, but I was worried about what Rocco and Cazzo had told me, about things getting too depressing to deal with.


“He’s fine,” he reassured me. “He’s just taking it easy, trying to decompress. You know, when he got back, he was going full force, trying to forget about everything. I think now that his meds are allowing him to slow down, he’s just finally able to get some sleep.”


“Oh,” I sighed in relief. “That’s good. He needed it. I don’t know how he was still functioning on such little sleep.”


“Yeah. I mean, he’s definitely more chill now.”


But something about the way Jackson said that and the way he stared off at nothing had me thinking there was more going on. And now I needed to see for myself.


“Well, thanks for letting me know.”


Without telling him where I was going, I headed to Chance’s bedroom. It was weird, not sleeping together, not seeing him every night. But it was best for us. We needed the separation.


I knocked on his door and had to wait a few minutes for him to answer. Maybe he had been sleeping. He raised an eyebrow at me when he saw me on the other side of the door. I had been expecting a hello or something, but he just stared at me, leaning against the door like he didn’t have a care in the world.


“Uh, Jackson said you would be here. I was wondering if we could talk?”


He didn’t say anything, but opened the door wider for me to step inside. His bed wasn’t made and kind of looked like it hadn’t been made in weeks. He also hadn’t shaved or showered in a while, which was a little alarming considering how often he had been showering. It was like he went from one extreme to the next.


“Jackson said that you’ve been able to relax over the past month.”


“If you want to call it that.”


I looked at him funny. “Are you not sleeping?” 


“Sure,” he shrugged. “I sleep, but I still have nightmares, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“Oh, I was hoping it was getting better for you.”


“Were you” he said bluntly.


“Yes. I know things got pretty intense between us, and that I haven’t seen you recently-”


He snorted and sat down on the bed, almost like he couldn’t stand to stay upright. “Sure, you haven’t seen me recently. Is that because you’ve been so fucking busy or because you didn’t want to fucking see me?”


“I just thought we needed space.”


“We also needed to talk, but when I went to you, after doing one of the hardest fucking things of my life, you couldn’t open your mouth to say one fucking word to me. It was all gone. Just like that,” he said with a snap. 


“That’s not really fair. Things were getting out of control.”


“Oh, I know. I was fucking there, remember? See, I’ve been inside my head. I know how fucked up it is. I know what I said and did, but I thought you would still be there when I got help. Instead, I’ve been here,” he said, spreading his arms wide. “Just hanging out in this fucking hell.”


“But you could go work out or try and move on.”


“Right. That’s always the fucking answer, right? Move on. Forget what happened. I know, that’s what everyone keeps saying to me.”


“But the meds seem like they’re helping,” I insisted. “You don’t seem as angry as you used to.”


“No, you’re right there. Everything’s pretty fucking chill.”


“So, they’re helping?”


“Sure,” he said with a smile. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m gonna take a nap. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”


I was stunned and a little hurt. I didn’t understand. I thought things would get better. He did seem calmer. I went back to the training center and found Jackson again.


“What’s going on?” I asked him. “Why is he so…”


“Dead to the world?”


“He seems calmer, but he also seems angry or like he doesn’t care anymore.”


“It’s a side effect of the meds. It could still even out.”


“What do you mean? Shouldn’t it all be worked out by now?”


“Well, I talked to Kate and according to her, it can take two weeks to a month to work its way into his system. Chance has been on that shit a little over a month and he just seems to be changing more and more every day. Hell, I noticed a change in him after just two weeks.”


“But it’s nothing to worry about, right?”


“Probably not.”


“I wish someone would just say what the fuck is going on. Nobody seems to be able to be honest about anything.”


Jackson looked at me in surprise. “You want honesty?” 


“It would be nice.”


“Okay. I think this all went the wrong way. I think Chance needed something else and we’ve fucked him up by forcing his hand.”


“But he needed help,” I insisted. “Or did you already forget about how he tried to kill me?”


“He did need help, but meds aren’t the answer to everything. It’s just what he was willing to try at the moment.”


“Look, I don’t care that he’s not quite the same. Is he sleeping?”


“More than he was.”


“Is he threatening to kill anyone?”


“Morgan, he spends most of his day lounging in his room, staring off into space.”


“Then he’s better. He just needs more time to adjust to the medication.”


“Yeah,” Jackson said as he turned to walk away. “You keep telling yourself that.”
















CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

Cap


“Alright, let’s get this meeting started.”


Everyone was sitting around the table, looking like they’d rather be anywhere but here.


“So, now that building is underway, Logan and Ryan have a list of budgetary items that need to be approved.”


I nodded to Becky and had her flick on the screen. A spreadsheet filled the screen and the guys all groaned.


“Isn’t this something you, Derek, and Cazzo normally handle?” Florrie asked.


“This is an employee run business now. These decisions go through everyone now.”


“Cap,” Sinner groaned. “There’s a reason we never bought into the company before. No one wants to deal with this shit. Can’t you just take care of this? You know, business as usual?”


“No. You’ve made an investment in this company and you all need to see this thing through.”


“What about Chance? He’s not here,” Alec grumbled. “Why does he get out of this?”


I cleared my throat, not wanting to talk shit about an employee, but they all knew where we stood with Chance. “Chance basically told me to fuck off. He’s not interested in being involved right now. So, we move on without him until he’s ready.”


“Why do I have to be here?” Storm asked. “I’m not even technically an employee.”


“You’re living on this property, training with us, and working with us. I’d say you’re an employee.”


“I never said I wanted to be one.”


“Well, that’s just too fucking bad. You have a choice to make. I’m not kicking you out, but you can’t have it both ways. Either you accept that you really do want to be here, and pull your head out of your ass, or you decide to stay until you find out whatever else it is you want to do.”


Storm didn’t respond, but I had a feeling that I had him. He hadn’t left and if he really didn’t want to be here, he would have moved on by now.


“Besides,” Cazzo joined in, “We have a new guy. Who’s gonna be on a team with Tony Tacos if you leave?”


“It’s just Tony,” Tony cut in. “Just because I worked at Taco Bell doesn’t mean I’m Tony Tacos. Besides, my last name is Russo. I’m fucking Italian.”


“Which makes it so much funnier,” Burg said. “So, now we have a Mexican Italian and Cazzo, who doesn’t know what his own fucking name means. It’s great.”


“You still don’t know what cazzo means?” I asked in bafflement. “It’s been like ten years at least. How could you not-”


“Because I don’t fucking care,” he shrugged. 


“What about Coop?” Rocco asked. 


“Who the fuck is Coop?” Lola asked.


“Daniel Cooper,” Cazzo answered. “He’s the one that got Vanessa out of her father’s house. Fucking tool if you ask me.”


“You’re just pissed because she ran up to him and hugged him,” I argued. “He’s a good guy, and I’ve been watching him training. He’s good. He would fit in well around here.”


“So, we put together a team with Coop, Storm, and Tony Tacos,” Sinner grinned. “Good nicknames. We could call them Stormy Chicken Tacos.”


No one laughed because it really wasn’t a good joke.


“What? Oh, come on. Stormy because of Storm and Coop because Cooper is like a chicken coop, and-”


“Yeah, we get it,” I interrupted. “Hilarious.”


”You guys need to lighten up,” Sinner said, slumping in his chair. “Look, the way I see it, shit around here hasn’t changed at all. Cap is still in charge, with Derek and Cazzo running their shit. We all get back to work and leave the rest to them. That’s the way we function and no amount of money I put into this place is gonna change that.”


“I’m with Sinner,” Burg agreed.


“Wait, this isn’t-”


“All in favor, say Aye,” Ice said as he stood.


Everyone said ‘aye’, and then stood walking for the door. “Wait, that’s not the way this shit works!”


“It’s an employee run company now, Cap. Looks like we just voted that that’s exactly the way this shit works,” Chris said, slapping my back as he walked out the door.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








Coop walked into my office and shut the door behind him. “You wanted to see me?”


“Yeah, how’s the search going for information on Victor?”


“Not so well. I really am working as fast as I can. I’m not trying-”


I held up my hand to stop him and shook my head. “You don’t need to explain. I asked you in here because I’ve been watching you train. You’re pretty good. Knight said that you would fit in well around here.”


He just stared at me.


“So, we’ve got two guys that we’re looking to add to a team, but if we had a third guy, we would just create a new team. Are you interested?”


He rubbed the back of his neck uncomfortably. “I’m not really looking to stick around. I just want to get my life back.”


“I understand. And when you get Victor Adams, what do you go back to? As far as I know, you don’t have a home to go to. Kayla’s mom is gone and if you had other family, I’m sure you would have been staying in contact with them. So, why not make this your home? Kayla would have the best teachers, both for school and training. We take security very seriously, and while you work here, you’d have access to all of our resources and our teams when you finally find what you need. We all go to bat for each other around here.”


“I couldn’t ask you to do that. I barely know you.”


“I know you saved Vanessa’s life at the risk of you and your daughter’s lives. That pretty much tells me all I need to know.”


“Look, it’s not just about safety and finding a home. I want a different life for Kayla. I want her to have the kind of life where she can go down the street and hang out with friends without feeling like she has to watch her every move.”


“She could have that here, along with all the training to take out an assailant. And think of how great it would be when she starts dating. Anyone gets too handsy, you don’t have to worry that your daughter can’t take care of herself.”


“But what about-”


“What? Is it the burns on your face? Do they make it impossible to work?”


He glared at me and I smirked. He was using every excuse possible so he didn’t have to commit.


“Seriously? You’re still going to come up with reasons not to join us? Fine, what if I told you that Chance has some of the best mattresses and hypoallergenic pillows in the world? Would that convince you?”


He huffed out a laugh, shaking his head slightly. “Alright, you got me. I’m on board.”


“Good. Now, let me get Becky in here. She’ll get you set up with everything you need.”


Five minutes later, Becky walked through the door and immediately dropped all her paperwork to the floor, staring in awe at Coop. And then another idea hit.


“Becky, this is Coop. He’s going to be joining us. His daughter, Kayla has been working with some trainers already.”


“Uh…” Becky cleared her throat and held out her hand, pointing her pen right at Coop, almost stabbing him in the hand. “Shit, sorry. Uh, bad habit, pens and all. I mean, carrying them. In my hand. Anyway, what do you need from me?”


“I need you to make sure Coop gets all his paperwork in order. And tell the guys to make sure he gets the good mattresses and pillows.”


“But those are Chance’s…”


“And he has another twenty just waiting to be used. I’ll fucking replace these two. Also, maybe you could make sure that Kayla is getting settled in. I have a feeling that she might like learning a thing or two from you.” Becky flushed bright red as she continued to stare at Coop. “That is, until you decide to leave us.”


Becky nodded and left the room, motioning for Coop to follow.


“I’ll throw in a bonus if you can get her to stay.”


“Are you suggesting that I date your employee with ulterior motives?”


“Once you get to know her, I don’t think there’ll be any blurring the boundaries of why you’re dating her.”







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








Heading down to my room for the day, I thought about seeing Maggie and my kids and washing away all the bullshit of the day. But I didn’t get that far. Derek and Hunter called out to me and I took off. 


“Wait! Cap, we have to talk to you,” Hunter shouted.


“No,” I ran faster. “I’m off the clock.”


“But this is important,” Derek shouted.


“Write me a note.”


“A note?” Hunter yelled. I could tell they were catching up with me. I had some paperwork with me and it was weighing me down. “Who uses fucking notes anymore?”


“Send me a text.”


“Cap, seriously. This is life or death.”


I came to a stop in the hallway and leaned against the wall. Giving in was the only sane thing to do at this point. “Fine, tell me what it is that’s so urgent.”


“Uh…” Derek cleared his throat. “Well, you see, we’ve heard recently of a threat against us.”


I immediately straightened, going into fighting mode. “Who is it?”


“Well,” Hunter glanced at Derek and then back to me. “We think we might be able to turn them.”


“How? You mean, use them so they won’t have to see any jail time?”


“Um, I don’t think that’s really their problem.”


“Then what is their problem? And who are they?”


Another mysterious exchanged look. “Okay, so, before you dismiss this, hear us out.”


“Fine,” I said in irritation.


“See, I was shopping with Lucy the other day and I got attacked. That’s what all the bruising is about.”


“Who attacked you? And why am I just hearing about this?”


“Well, it was this group of really wild, just crazy women.”


“Women,” I repeated, sure that I had heard this wrong.


“Right, women.” Hunter cleared his throat and continued. “Well, they weren’t just any women. The leader, she’s really devious and she knows how to use the sympathy card. A real ball buster.”


“And this pack of ladies took you down and handed you your ass.”


“Well, not just me. They attacked Derek right at his house.”


“Yeah, and she said that they had heard about us ‘Reeders’ and that they were coming for us.”


“Did they say why?”


“No idea, Cap. But we need to be on the lookout. It’s not just that they attacked us. For whatever reason, they have it out for us and we need to be prepared from a PR perspective.”


I blew out a breath and ran a hand through my hair. “Shit, this is the last thing we need to worry about. Alright, go talk to Becky and give descriptions. We need to get ahead of this before word gets out that someone’s after us.”


“Right. There’s just one more thing.”


“What’s that?” I asked Hunter. 


“Uh, these women, well, you see, they’re not exactly really young.”


“Okay, so maybe disgruntled women. Women that you asshats fucked and left blowing in the wind.”


Derek snorted. “Yeah, we definitely didn’t fuck these women. Not unless we were like fifty years older.”


“What? What the fuck are you saying?” Neither of them said anything, both staring at their feet, shuffling around like kids in trouble. “Are you saying that these women are senior citizens?”


They both nodded dejectedly.


“You let yourself get beat up by old ladies? How the fuck are we supposed to get people to hire us if you’re in the news for being beat up by a bunch of geriatrics?” I shouted.


“You weren’t there, Cap. I’m telling you, they were really sadistic.”


“Well, yeah! I’m sure they didn’t like it when you lapped them on their morning walk. You were showing them up to all the other men in the mall.”


“They had canes and old lady shoes,” Derek argued. “It’s like they were possessed or something.”


I stared at the two of them, not really knowing what the fuck to say to them. I shook my head and turned, walking away from them.


“What are we going to do, Cap?” Hunter shouted at me.


“Stay away from nursing homes.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

Craig


I was running late for work and I didn’t have time to stop, but I needed some fucking coffee. Cap was going to have to wait. He owed me anyway. After all that shit that he pulled when I had been taken, I still couldn’t find it in me to forgive or trust him. I just didn’t understand it. What had I ever done to give him the impression that I was untrustworthy? I had been there, fighting along with them every step of the way. The hardest part was that while I was being interrogated and praying that my team was looking for me, they were thinking that I was an inside man that had turned on them all. 


I pulled over to the local coffee shop and hopped out of my truck. Back when Emma and Ivy ran the bookstore, they used to bring us all coffee on mornings when they had time. That didn’t happen anymore. Now we had to make our own coffee and it usually tasted like crap. Flinging the door open, I walked through the door and walked straight up to the counter. Luck was on my side and there wasn’t a line. Within a few minutes, I had my coffee in hand and I was leaving a tip for their speedy work.


I turned and walked straight into another person, spilling my coffee all down the other person and myself. Just as I was about to start yelling at him or her for being a fucking idiot for standing so close to the next person in line, I looked down, way down, and realized that the person was a very cute, very tiny woman. So tiny in fact that she reminded me of a pixie. She even had a pixie haircut. As a straight man, I told myself that I had to know what that was for investigative purposes.


“I’m sorry,” I finally said. “I didn’t realize anyone was right behind me.”


“It’s okay. I’m easy to miss. I was actually standing so close to you because I was trying to snatch the toilet paper from your foot.”


I glanced down and cringed in disgust when I saw toilet paper stuck to my shoe. “Yep, that’s about how my day is going so far.”


“That bad, huh?”


“Well, my alarm clock didn’t go off. My shower decided that cold water was good enough for today. I ran out of groceries a week ago and have been eating crap food ever since. So, toilet paper on my shoe seems pretty predictable.”


“Well, I’m glad I could point it out to you so you could add it to your list of crappy things that could happen today.” I turned to the woman at the counter and placed another order and asked the lovely lady next to me to add in her order, which luckily, she had ready.


“I’m sure this will be the least of my troubles today,” I said as we waited for our coffees.


“And what do you do that would make your day so bad?”


I sighed, wondering if I should tell her or not. Sometimes, women just didn’t want to hear anything to do with danger. But before I could answer, she started guessing.


“Wait, are you a dog walker? I would guess picking up dog shit all day would be worse.”


“Not a dog walker,” I said with a smile.


“Hmm, do you work in a slaughterhouse?”


“Nope.”


“So, I’m guessing nothing to do with walking or killing animals.” She bit her lower lip as she thought about it and it made her whole face crinkle up in such a cute way that I wanted to take a picture just so I could remember it.


“No animals are involved.”


“Okay, well, then we need to dig deep and do some research. You wear casual clothes, which leaves off CEO or anything to do with hedge funds. Your hands are rough, but you obviously take care of yourself. You’re wearing boots, but they aren’t farm boots, so no harvesting vegetables in your future. No persistent coughing, so I’m guessing you’re not a coal miner.”


“So, based on these observations, what is it that I do?”


“I’m going with an adult film star.”


I snorted and then laughed really fucking loud. 


“Well, you have those amazingly good looks and your body is way too toned to belong to just an average man. You don’t have little girl hands, which being an adult film star, everything is about size. I would have to see the actual package to know if everything is proportional.”


“Is that a proposition?” I asked with a grin.


“Just an observation,” she smiled. They called our names and we took our coffees. Not ready to leave, even though I really needed to, I motioned her over to a table and chairs.


“So, what’s your favorite thing about being a porn star,” she asked right as I was taking a sip of coffee. I choked on my coffee, nearly spitting it all over her. She had her napkin up, defending her clothing.


“I never said I was a porn star.”


“You never said you weren’t.”


“True,” I agreed. “But no, I’m not a porn star either.”


“Hmmm, I would have gone with that as my first choice.”


“Well, you know, I’ve dabbled in it, but it’s a very stressful job. Cameras everywhere, the need to perform on command, all that groaning that you have to time just perfectly. It really isn’t a very good job.”


“I can see that. So, if you aren’t a porn star or a butcher or a dog walker, what is it you do?”


“I’m in security.”


“Like, locks and stuff?”


“Something like that.”


“Ooh, have you ever caught any burglars.”


“No, I go before or after.”


“So, not so much stopping the criminals.”


“Well, I didn’t say that. It’s just usually not during a home invasion.”


“Right, so these men you stop, do you kill them or just hand them over to the police?” 


I thought about it for a moment. “I want to say mostly kill? I meet a lot of bad men and it’s just not worth it to put them in jail.”


She smiled and nodded her head. “I can see that. Taxpayer dollars and all.”


“Exactly! And most of them are repeat offenders. I mean, I’m not gonna kill a guy over drug use, but dealers are another story. You don’t want to get involved with them.”


“And are there any sitting in this room?”


I looked around at the various people sitting at the tables. “See that guy over there?”


“The one bouncing his leg?”


“Yep.”


“He’s a drug dealer?”


“No, he’s just really nervous because he’s meeting a girl. See how he keeps adjusting his tie and is straightening the book on the table?”


“And you know this from experience?”


“Oh, no, I never date. Women tend to not want to date me when they find out what I do.”


“Right, dating a locksmith must be…dangerous,” she grinned.


“Not a locksmith. Okay, now that girl in the corner with her hoodie up? Drug addict. Still new, but well on her way to being a full blown addict. It’s the middle of summer and she’s got a red nose.”


“She could have a cold.”


“She could, but she’s also wearing a sweatshirt and rubbing at the inside of her elbows, most likely because she also shoots up and she’s craving the needle. Her eyes are bloodshot and she’s picking at her lip, probably to cause a little pain so that she feels something other than the need to get fucked up.”


“Okay, I’ll give it to you that she could be, but I’m still not one hundred percent in agreement.”


“That’s fine.”


“So, Mr. Locksmith, if your job is so dangerous, where’s your gun?”


“I have one at the small of my back and one in my ankle holster. I also have a few smaller knives hidden under my clothes and one large knife strapped to my calf. That’s all I could get away with walking out in public.”


“Well, the AK-47 would be too obvious.”


“And not even a good gun for what I would need it for.”


“Of course, you’d need something more like a…” She looked to me for clarification.


“Personally, I prefer my Sig Sauer M11, but everyone’s different.”


“And when is it that you find you need these guns the most?”


“Unfortunately, it’s usually when I least expect it.”


“Hands in the air!” Someone shouted from the doorway.


“Like now,” I muttered under my breath. I grabbed the woman’s hand and pulled her to the floor, pushing her under the table. I pulled the gun from the waistband of my pants and checked the magazine, even though I had already done it when I left the house. Call it force of habit.


“You have a gun,” she said, staring at my weapon.


“Yeah, well, I told you I’m in security.”


“You were serious about carrying a gun?”


“Yeah,” I looked at her funny, “Why would I lie about that?”


“So, you actually shoot people?”


“Not if I don’t have to. Well, that’s not totally accurate. Some people just need to be taken out.”


“Like random men that hold up coffee houses.”


“Now, see, in this situation, I’m going to try and talk some sense into him first.” I glanced over at the men and sighed in irritation. They were ruining my coffee date. 


“And if that doesn’t work?”


“Throat punch.”


“Throat punch,” she repeated. 


“Yeah, it’s effective, doesn’t use any bullets, and won’t get my gun taken away from me when the police arrive. Not to mention, it cuts down on the paperwork, and when used effectively, he most likely won’t die.”


“Most likely,” she repeated.


“Yeah, well, ideally, you want to place your punch somewhere that’ll cause the least damage. But even then, there can be lasting effects like having spinal problems, a stroke. You could rupture the carotid artery and the other person would bleed out,” I said as I watched the idiot who now had a few friends with him. “Blood clots, brain aneurysm, heart attack, facial paralysis…” I shrugged. “I’d have to check in with the team medic to see exactly how likely it is you’d die.”


“Who are you?” she asked incredulously.


“Oh, sorry. I’m Craig,” I said, holding out my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”


“Uh-huh,” she murmured as she took my hand. “Reese.”


“That’s cute. Reese’s pieces. Cuz you’re so small,” I said, making a tiny gesture with my thumb and forefinger.


“Really? We’re being robbed and you’re the only man with a gun-”


“Besides them.”


“And you’re talking about cute names?”


“Oh,” I looked back. I still had time. I leaned in and whispered. “See, I’m not really good at this whole coffee/dating thing. I didn’t know if I should stay or if that would be rude….”


“By all means, go be rude.”


I nodded and then, against my better judgement, I leaned in and kissed her. God, she tasted like caramel and sugar and I wanted to just stay there and kiss her, but being the only person in the room that had a gun and wasn’t a psycho, I broke the kiss and got to work.


I moved from under the table, but glanced back at her. “Do me a favor and stay right here.”


“Not going anywhere,” she said like I was an idiot. Well, most women wouldn’t run out into danger, but then again, the men of Reed Security never seemed to meet women that were all there.


I stood and walked with my hands raised, my gun still in my right hand. “Hey, there, guys. How’s it going today?”


“Get on the fucking ground,” the one man yelled at me, pointing his weapon at me. 


Do not shoot him. Do not shoot him.


“So, I gotta ask, while this seems like a great venture for you, easy money and all, I gotta wonder why you’re holding up a coffee shop. I mean, it’s not really a huge money maker. Am I right?” I turned, asking the barista behind the counter. She shook her head wildly. “Why not a bank or even a minimart?”


“You think we should go rob a bank?”


“No, that’s not at all what I’m saying. I just think you set your standards a little low. Now with mobile banking and everything, a lot of people pay right from their phones at the coffee shop. Am I right?” I asked the customers. A few of them nodded, but most of them looked at me like I was crazy. “So, you know, not a lot of cash flow. And look at the tip jar.” I walked over to the counter and spilled out the measly contents. “I mean, people are cheap nowadays. There’s not even five bucks in here and it’s nine o’clock in the morning.”


“How about you shut the fuck up before I put a bullet through your skull,” the man demanded. 


I stepped forward, getting out of ear shot of some of the customers. “Look, I know this is a big deal for you and everything, but I’m kind of on a date right now.”


“Kind of? You’re not sure?”


“Well, I just met her about ten minutes ago. So far, I think things are going well, but this is kind of ruining the date. So, maybe we can move this along. Otherwise, I’m gonna have to take you down and then she’s gonna see me do some shit that she may not like.” I shook my head, “It could really ruin things between us.”


“You’re fucking crazy, you know that?”


“All due respect, you’re the one holding up a coffee house.”


“Fuck you!” 


I saw his finger move to the trigger and I burst forward, grabbing his arm and thrusting it up so he didn’t fire at anyone. A swift elbow to the nose sent blood gushing. I spun and kicked the other guy in the stomach and spun with the man I was holding, shooting the third man just before his finger got too trigger happy. The man on the ground tried to stand, so I gave a swift kick to the face and he was out. As for the man I was still holding, I spun him around to face me. 


“Now, I tried to warn you about this. I didn’t want to have to do this, but I couldn’t exactly let you hurt any of these people. And stealing is bad.” Sirens sounded outside and I gave him a sad look. “Sorry, but it looks like you’re going to jail. I tried to warn you.”


The cops rushed through the front door and Sean, a friend of Sebastian’s, was leading the pack. He pulled the guy from my grip and handed off the gun to a fellow officer.


“You know, just a little excitement in my day is all I’m asking for,” Sean said with a shake of his head. “You just couldn’t leave it to us.”


“Well, I was trying to impress a girl.” I waved over to Reese who was crawling out from under the table and staring at me in shock. “Come on, would you have hidden under the table if you were trying to impress a woman?”


“I see your point. I’m just pissed that I didn’t get in on the action.”


“You know that Cap would take you in an instant.”


Sean snorted. “Not at my age. And I’m not sure I could keep up with the rest of you either. Besides, I don’t have a death wish.”


“I don’t have a death wish,” I said indignantly.


“Right, you work with Knight. Anyone that works with him has a death wish.”


“I’ll tell him you said that,” I smirked. He shot me the finger and read the guy his rights before hauling him out the door.


I walked over to Reese and held out my hands in an oops gesture. “Well, I didn’t throat punch anyone.”


“You shot a man.”


“Yeah, but only in the shoulder so he couldn’t fire his weapon. He’ll be fine with some rehab.”


“You’re insane.”


“No,” I shook my head.


“Yes, you are literally insane.”


“No, if I was insane, I’d be tied up in an asylum.”


“Maybe someone needs to call them,” she shot back at me.


“I’m getting the feeling that you’re not digging this whole thing.”


“You think?”


“Maybe we should start over. I could take you out for coffee….”


“We just did that. I don’t think coffee is going to change my mind.”


“Well, I suppose we could try dinner. I have to tell you though, it’s been a while since I’ve been on a date. I’m a little rusty.”


“You don’t say. I never would have guessed.”


She shoved past me and walked out the door.


“So, is that a no?” I called after her.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








I walked into Reed Security, still scratching my head over what exactly had gone wrong on my coffee date. I had gotten the bad guys. I was polite. Hell, I even paid for her coffee. I just couldn’t figure out what I had done wrong. Why did she run when others would have been swooning over me?


“You’re late,” Cap said angrily. “We had our meeting forty-five minutes ago.”


“Huh, well you were late in trusting me. I guess neither of us can tell time.”


“How many times are you gonna harp on me about that? I explained it to you.”


“Funny thing, Chance was taken and you never once suspected him of being a traitor. I went missing and instead of thinking that I was taken and, oh, I don’t know, needed to be rescued, you assumed that I was a turncoat. So, yeah, I’m still a little pissed about that.”


Cap sighed, rubbing his hand across his face. “Look, I get it. I’m still pissed at myself for not trusting you, but from where I was standing at that moment, someone was after us and you were the only one that was unaccounted for. We had no idea if you were taken or went willingly. It’s happened before to us, and I’ll regret not trusting you until the day I die. I should have known, but yeah, I’m still a little gun shy about this shit.”


I was going to have to let this go. Logically, I knew why Cap had suspected me. And even if it was still a knife to the gut, being pissed at him forever wouldn’t solve anything. Besides, I had basically already put my faith in him by investing in the company. It was counterproductive to keep being angry. Besides, I had bigger problems right now.


“Fine, let’s call a truce.” The relief on Cap’s face was clear as day, so I decided to throw him for a loop. “But you owe me, and I’m here to collect.”


“Alright. Fair enough. What do you need?”


“Advice.”


“Okay, investments? Weapons choice? Where to build your house on the property?”


“None of that. Women.”


He cringed, groaning as he dropped his head in his hand. “Please, anything but that. Can’t you talk to one of the other guys about that?”


“The way I see it, you’ve got Maggie to deal with, and if there was ever a difficult woman to tie down, it was her.”


“So, she’s one of those.”


“It might be a little worse than that.”


“How so?”


I thought about it, wondering exactly how to phrase it. “Well, she doesn’t have Maggie’s love for…” I made an explosion with my hands and made a booming sound.


“Here’s your first clue, Craig. Most women don’t like to blow stuff up.”


“Who doesn’t like to blow stuff up?” Alec asked as he walked into the room.


“A girl I met.”


“Hmmm, that’s gonna suck when you want to go blow shit up,” Alec said thoughtfully.


“Yeah, it could definitely be a problem.”


“So, where did you meet her?” Cap asked.


“At the coffee shop in town.”


“And there was an explosion there?”


“Not so much an explosion, but…”


“But what?”


“Well, I just met her this morning and there was a hold up-”


“At a coffeehouse?” Alec asked.


“I know. I guess maybe if they were after coffee beans, it would have been the heist of the century.”


“So, she saw you kill someone?” Alec nodded, as if he understood it all.


“Nope, I only took them down. I mean, I shot someone, but it was only in the shoulder.”


“That’s not that bad.” Alec said in confusion.


“I know. I mean, I figured that I was doing the right thing, you know, not killing the guy.” We all sat there in thought for a minute. “Do you think it was all the blood?”


“How much are we talking?” Cap asked.


“A shot to the shoulder. A broken nose.”


“That’s really not that bad,” Alec pointed out. “I mean, I suppose if she’s like Lindsey and can’t stand the sight of blood-”


“Or just a normal person that doesn’t want to see someone get injured,” Cap said in irritation.


“Nah, she didn’t really seem squeamish.”


“Huh.” Alec took a seat next to me and rubbed his hands together, like he was planning something out. “So, it’s not the blood. Do you think she’s a pacifist?”


“I don’t think so. She pointed out that I had a gun and I should stop talking to her and go take care of shit.”


“Weird,” Cap agreed. “So, what’s your next move?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, are you going to call her?”


“Well, I didn’t really get the chance to get her number. I mean, everything was fine and then I had to go stop robbers, so it kind of went sideways. I tried to get her to go out for coffee again-”


“Not a smart choice.” Cap interrupted.


“That’s what she said. So, I offered dinner, even though I never do dates, but she ran out of the restaurant like I was crazy.”


“Well, she’s definitely the anti-Maggie.”


“I know. It was weird. It was like she wasn’t even happy that I had just saved the day.”


“Did you hide her behind the bar?” Alec asked.


“Under the table.”


“By the window or-”


“By the window. I figured if anything, I’d shoot out the window for her to escape.”


“Smart,” Alec nodded. “I don’t know. It seems like you did everything right.”


“Maybe she’s a feminist; wasn’t happy that you saved the day instead of her,” Cap suggested. “Hell, Maggie used to get pissed if I had all the fun.”


“Hell, I don’t know. But I need to figure out some way to see her again. All I got was her first name, but I figured that maybe Becky could check video footage and do some facial recognition.”


“I can put her on it. Consider it a top priority. Maybe you should ask some of the other guys about all this. I don’t know exactly what to tell you.”


Alec snorted. “Frankly, I’m not sure why you want to be with a woman that ran from you after you took down a few guys. She should be swooning and shit after seeing you save her ass. If only I could get Florrie to appreciate all I do for her.”


“You think I should walk away?”


“Oh my God.” I turned to see Maggie standing in the doorway with an irritated expression on her face. “Men are so stupid. How did any of the men around here ever manage to snag a woman?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean that I’ve been standing in the hallway for the last ten minutes, listening to the three of you try and figure out why a woman wouldn’t want to run out and date you after seeing you lethally take down armed men in a coffee house. Seriously, do you not see it?”


“See what?” I asked.


“Some women like intense, spontaneous things, like me. I like action. I like guns. Other women don’t want to watch you kill someone before the first date has ended.”


“I didn’t kill anyone. And it wasn’t a first date.”


“And why wouldn’t a woman like that?” Alec asked. “Isn’t that what men are supposed to do?”


“Men are supposed to be hunters and gatherers. Providers.”


“And that’s what he did. He hunted and gathered their bodies for the police and he provided her protection,” Alec said. “What am I missing?”


“The part where she didn’t want to witness the hunting and gathering,” Cap suggested.


“Which is exactly why she ran. And I’m guessing you acted like it was just another day at the office.”


“Should I have played it differently? Pretended to not want to have to kill someone? Maybe pretend to be torn up over the whole thing?” I asked curiously. “I could do that.” I made my face break into a whimpery look. “I feel so terrible. I didn’t want to have to do that.” I straightened my face. “Did that sound believable?”


“No,” she said emphatically. “You should have started the date by not making another person bleed!”


“I see,” I nodded. “I should have gone with the throat punch.”


She growled in frustration and turned for the door. “You’re hopeless.”













CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

Chance


“Chance,” Morgan said as I opened the door and stared at her gorgeous face. Only now, instead of seeing a woman that I was hopelessly in love with, I saw a woman that pushed me to do something I never fucking wanted. And here I was, drinking every night because I just didn’t give a fuck about anything anymore. I didn’t work out. I didn’t train in any way. Hell, I barely showed up for meals anymore. In fact, the only thing I really did anymore was sit in my room and polish the damn gun that I kept with me at all times. Once or twice, I may have even considered what it would be like if that gun actually went off and ended my miserable existence. But I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not yet.


“What do you want?”


“I came to see how you are. You’ve been hiding out for weeks and you won’t talk to me.”


I snorted, walking over to my table where my gun was resting. “Didn’t know you cared.”


“Of course I care.”


“See, that’s funny because the last time I saw you was weeks ago. You never call. You never write,” I joked. “Funny how that happens.”


“How what happens?”


“You give up everything for a woman and then she just…poof. Vanishes. Like she never fucking existed.”


“I didn’t vanish. I was giving you space. Jackson said that you might still need time to adjust to the medication.”


“Did he now. Anything else my good buddy said to you?”


“Actually, he said that he thought it was a mistake to put you on the medication. He saw the change after two weeks and he didn’t think it was right.”


I laughed a little. “Yeah, it did change me. But that’s what you wanted, right? You didn’t like me before when I was fucking wigging out all the time. I was too aggressive, I know that. I know I hurt you and that something had to change. So, I did as you asked and I got help. So, let me ask you. Is this better?” I held out my arms wide, showing her all of me. I was disheveled at best. I looked like a street rat at worst. “Is this more along the lines of what you were going for?”


“Chance…” Tears pooled in her eyes and she started fucking crying. 


“That’s just fucking great. Go ahead and cry. Tell me how I’m hurting you again. Tell me how much of an asshole I’m being.”


“I didn’t want you to be like this, and you don’t have to be. Just shave and take a fucking shower. What happened to the guy that had to take six showers a day? And why haven’t you been training? All you have to do is get out there. Don’t you see-”


“No!” I shouted. “Don’t you fucking see? This is what you wanted. You wanted me to be someone else. You wanted me to go get help, so I went. I got on those fucking drugs and guess what? They fuck with my head just as much as not being on them. Only now, I don’t want to do a damn thing. I don’t have any motivation. I don’t want to shower. I don’t want to go train with the guys. All I want to do is sit in this fucking chair and think about how fucking numb I am to everything. Well, I take that back. When you open your mouth, I just get really fucking pissed off. And the thing is, I know that somewhere in my fucked up head that I love you. I know this is the medication doing this to me. But what the fuck am I supposed to do? I’m just a fucked up version of the fucked up version of me.”


“I never wanted-”


“Nobody ever wanted. It was all for me. All so I could be better. Well? Is this fucking better? Does this make you want me even more? Do you want to go fuck right now? Because I haven’t had pussy in months now and I could really go for a release.”


“You don’t have to be an asshole,” she cried.


“And you didn’t have to push. Congratulations. This is who I am now. And it’s all for you.”


She shook her head, tears spilling down her cheeks, but I just didn’t care anymore. I was so fucking tired of trying to be someone for everyone else. I was just fucking tired in general.


“You can see yourself out. Maybe you’ll stop by to see me in another few weeks, huh?” 


I turned before she could answer and plopped down on my bed, pulling the covers over my head. Maybe I’d head out to the bars later and find some pussy. I wasn’t gonna get any here.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








I walked up to the bar and grabbed a shot of whiskey. I wanted to feel something other than numb from the drugs, but I didn’t think the whiskey would help. The only thing I hoped for was that I might get drunk enough to just not care about anything in my life anymore. Maybe I would get so drunk that I could get it up for another woman. I glanced around the bar, barely looking at anyone, until I came across a woman that was already checking me out. I grinned at her and held up my second shot of whiskey in greeting. She smiled coyly at me, but turned back to her friends.


“What the fuck are you doing?” Ice asked as he walked up to the bar.


“I’m having a drink. What does it look like?”


“It looked like you were eye-fucking that woman over there.”


“I was giving a friendly smile. Last I checked, that wasn’t illegal.”


“No, but it sure as hell isn’t fidelity.”


I sighed and plopped down on the stool. “Didn’t we come here for a drink? Because that’s all I’m trying to do here. Besides, a guy has to get his dick wet somewhere.” I waved my arms in a wide gesture. “I am out in public, living among the people. That’s what everyone wanted. So, here I am, doing what everyone else wants.”


I signaled the bartender for another.


“Maybe this wasn’t a good idea.”


“Maybe this was the perfect fucking idea,” I retorted. “You know, I tried to fucking please everyone. I tried to look a certain way, act a certain way. Then I got on drugs and that isn’t working either.”


I drank back my shot and signaled for the bartender to send me something stronger.


“You’ve got some serious issues, man. You need to figure them out before you fuck up your life. Take it from me. I’ve been where you are before-”


“Really?” I said sarcastically. “You’ve been where I am? You’ve been fucking taken from your family and friends for a fucking year? You’ve had everyone looking at you like you’re some fucked up piece of shit? You’ve had the woman that you love tell you that she didn’t want you anymore?” 


His eyes glittered in rage and his ice-cold demeanor took over. 


“There he is,” I grinned. “There’s the Iceman that we all know and love. Betcha you’re remembering when Lindsey kicked your ass to the curb, thinking about what an asshole you were.” I scoffed and shook my head. “See, I wouldn’t have taken the heat like you did. You just laid down and let her kick the shit out of you. You were doing your fucking job and you did what you thought you had to. And what did she do? She acted like you had gone out and fucked some other chick just to get your rocks off.”


I drank another shot and grinned at him.


“See, Morgan just did me a favor. She didn’t like my more manic side. So, I went and got help and now she doesn’t want me anymore. The world is my oyster. I can go fuck any woman in this place and I really don’t give a shit anymore. So,” I stood and took a beer that the bartender slid to me, drinking down a third. “She doesn’t want me anymore. You guys all want me to let loose for a night. And that’s exactly what I’m going to do. Here’s to fucking and drinking.” I raised my beer bottle in salute to him before chugging the rest and heading over to the woman that still had her eyes on me.


“Hey, sexy,” I said as I slid up next to her, wrapping my arm around her waist. “Wanna get out of here?”


“What did you have in mind?”


“I was thinking-” I turned when I was tapped on the shoulder and rolled my eyes when Gabe and Jackson stood in front of me, pissed as hell. “What?”


“I think it’s time to leave,” Gabe said.


“You do? See, I was just getting to know…” I turned back to the woman and grinned at her. “What’s your name, sweetheart?”


“Annabelle.”


“Annabelle. I was just getting to know her and we were thinking of getting out of here.”


“Don’t do this,” Jackson said. “Don’t fuck things up.”


“Nothing left to fuck up,” I said, hearing the slur in my own words. I needed to get out of here now so I could fuck my pussycat before the high wore off. 


“What do you say, little fairy, you want to go somewhere and fuck?”


“That was really fucking sweet,” Jackson said irritatedly. “You’re a real fucking charmer when you’re drunk.”


“Hey, you guys wanted me to get out and now I am. Come on, Annabelle, let’s find somewhere to continue this party.”


I dragged her for the door, but when she started running her hands over my arms and reaching for my ass, I lost all control and shoved her up against the wall by the door. My hands found her ass and then my tongue was in her mouth, tasting the alcohol on her breath. She was nothing like Morgan, but that was the point. I wanted to forget the woman that was apparently too good for my depressing, fucked up ass.


I heard a gasp and pulled back, looking drunkenly around the room, stopping when I saw Morgan standing just a few feet from me, leaning back in disgust. I shot her a cocky grin, not knowing what else to do at this point. 


“You’re such an asshole,” Jackson growled.


“Hey,” I spread my arms wide for them all to see. “What you see is what you get. At least I don’t drop to my knees for every pussy that comes near me. I didn’t almost fucking kill myself because of a woman,” I spat at Cazzo. “I didn’t have to convince a woman to have my kid,” I shot at Cap. “I don’t stalk my women because they don’t want to be around me.” That was pretty much directed at Knight and Hunter. Hell, I could pick any number of times that these guys had behaved stupidly over a woman. “And at least it didn’t take me a fucking year to admit that I loved a woman,” I grinned at Jackson. “You’re all a bunch of fucking hypocrites. So quick to judge, but you don’t want to actually look at how fucked up all of you are.” 


I pretty much was finished with my little speech. Figuring now would be a good time to get out of here and fuck a woman that actually wanted to be with me, I turned for the door and grabbed what’s her face’s hand.


That is, until Gabe’s giant fucking fist flew at my face and beat the shit out of me. I fell back against the wall and when he hit me again, blackness started to sink in as I slid to the ground.










CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

Morgan


That kiss replayed in my mind over and over again, torturing me and taunting me. I knew that Chance was falling apart, but it was devastating to see him kissing another woman. I kept telling myself that he was lashing out, that he was so messed up right now that he didn’t even know what he was doing. I had no idea if any of that was true. I wanted to believe it because the man I knew would never do something so hurtful. And I knew Chance.


“He’s just hurting,” Maggie said quietly beside me.


“I know.”


“You have to give him time.”


I sighed. This was all stuff that I knew. It just didn’t make it any easier to deal with. “The problem is that I gave him time and it backfired. I tried to push medication on him and it made everything worse. I could tell that he wasn’t anything like himself and Jackson told me the same thing. I think I was just hoping that it would be a new normal for us and he would level out or something. I never really considered that it was really fucking him up even more. Now, I don’t even know where to go from here.”


“When we talked, you didn’t make it sound like you were ready to put a stop to everything just yet,” she said, questions littering the statement.


“I didn’t think I was, but I’m tired, Maggie.” I rubbed my forehead and tried not to break down. “I think this was a mistake.”


“What was?”


“Chance and I. Not being together, but not giving ourselves time to adjust after everything that happened. We just jumped back into it together and thought that we could heal each other. It was so stupid. I knew that he was hurting and I saw that it was only getting worse. And I knew that I wasn’t really ready to get involved either. Wes really fucked with my head.”


“How?”


I looked at her guiltily. “I fell in love with him, or at least, I thought I did. I know that makes me a fucking idiot-”


“No, it doesn’t. You were with him for a year. He manipulated you.”


“In some ways, but in others, I started to see this other side to him and…he was good to me.”


“Until he beat you and accused you of betraying him,” Maggie grinned.


“Well, until that,” I agreed.


“What was it you saw in him? No judgement. I’m just curious how this how hostage thing went.”


“At first, I thought I was manipulating him, but the more I got to know him, the more I could see that we were both starting to care about each other. He was there for me and good to me. We talked a lot and I thought I was really getting to know him.”


“Did you sleep with him?”


I winced slightly. “It’s so terrible, but the sex was fantastic. He didn’t have that hard and rough sex appeal that Chance has, but he worshipped my body. I think that’s why it’s messing me up so much. Because I felt that connection with him, and he totally fucked me over.”


“Well, just because you thought you loved him, that doesn’t mean that what you and Chance have isn’t worth fighting for. I mean, I can’t picture anyone judging you for falling in love with a psychopathic murderer.”


She raised an eyebrow at me and I burst into laughter. “Stop. It’s not funny. It’s so bad.”


I sobered as I remembered that while I had been off falling in love with a psychopath, Chance had been suffering.


“Stop,” Maggie chastised. “You can’t beat yourself up over things you can’t control. This will all work out. You’ll see.”


I looked at her funny. She seemed so sure of everything, but I felt so lost.


“Sebastian has it all under control.”


“But will Chance be the same when it’s over?”


“I don’t know. He may never be the same again and you have to prepare yourself for that. He obviously doesn’t like the meds, so you need to ask yourself if he went off them, would you be able to deal with the man he is now?”


Maybe the real question was, could I deal with the woman I was now?













CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

Chance


“I say we douse him with cold water.”


“I think we should get out the beanbag guns and shoot him until he’s black and blue.”


“You guys aren’t thinking clearly.” I tried to sort out who was talking, but everything was so fucked up that I couldn’t think. “I say we each grab some brass knuckles and beat the shit out of him. Maybe landing in the hospital again will get him thinking straight.”


I finally peeled my eyes open, blinking against the blinding light. “Shut the fucking curtains,” I groaned.


“Oh, you want these shut?” Cap said. 


I nodded and he yanked the fucking things wider. I tried to roll over, but my body wouldn’t let me. “What the fuck happened?”


“You got trashed and practically ruined your life,” Gabe spat at me. 


I didn’t remember anything from last night. The last thing that came to mind was yelling at Morgan for turning me into this blank slate I had become.


“Not ringing any bells?” Jackson asked. “How about you trying to take home another woman last night?”


“I did what?” I said in surprise.


“No?” Ice nodded. “How about insulting me about trying to patch things up with Lindsey after she left me?”


That wasn’t ringing any bells either.


“Or how about trashing all your teammates when we were trying to stop you from making the biggest mistake of your life?” Chris asked.


“Look, I-”


“If you don’t remember that, then I’m guessing you don’t remember practically mauling that woman up against the wall right by the door of the bar,” Cazzo said. “Or Morgan walking in and catching you in the act.”


I closed my eyes and let out a deep breath. The good news was that I didn’t have any nightmares last night. So, that was good. But it sounded like I had pretty much tried to destroy myself last night. Fuck, I just wanted to go back to sleep.


“Sorry, sleeping beauty. We have things to do today, and it doesn’t include you lounging in bed all day.”


“Fuck, I just need to sleep this off.”


“Nope,” Cap said, hauling me up by the elbow. “You have training with Knight today. I hear he has quite the training schedule for you today. Something about a ten mile run to start off the day and then getting back into the course. I hear he’s added some upgrades, and he’s trying it out on you,” he grinned.


“Fuck off. I told you that I’m not doing shit today.”


“And I told you that if you didn’t get help, I’d make sure that you were taken care of,” he said. “So, get your ass out of bed before I let them throw you in the shower.”


I stumbled up and worked my way over to my dresser, barely pulling on some running clothes before the guys were pulling me out the door. They were all so fucking perky. Each of them was designated two miles to run with me. The first mile wasn’t bad, but after that, I was feeling pretty sick to my stomach and had to stop on the side of the road to puke. That happened three more times before I got back. 


Water was shoved in my face, and just when I thought Cap might take pity on me, he handed me over to Knight. The grin on his face told me all I needed to know. I was fucked. 







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“You know this can’t go on anymore. I’ve given you time. I let you do things your way, but your time is up.”


I stared at Cap, feeling every bit the shit that all the other guys already thought of me. I didn’t even know what to say. At this point, I wasn’t sure why I was even still here. Why was he investing his time in me at all when all I did was hurt everyone?


“The meds didn’t work, obviously. I know you don’t want to see a psychiatrist, but that’s not up to you anymore. Technically, I can’t force you to go get help, but we’re your only lifeline, Chance. You’re part of our family and we’re not leaving you high and dry. First thing you’re going to do is go to rehab. No more drinking. I think after last night, we’ve all seen that alcohol and you don’t mix anymore. Then, when you’ve completed your inpatient rehab, you’ll go to a therapist and you’ll come back when you’re cleared by her. We’ll take everything one step at a time.”


“Will I be allowed to rejoin my team?” I asked quietly.


“That’s up to you, Chance. We want you back, but you have to do the work. And you have a lot of people that you pissed off, but Morgan and Payton, you let them down. Not because you couldn’t deal, but because you didn’t get the help you needed when you needed it. And when you started spiraling, you just jumped over the edge without a parachute and told the world to fuck off.”


He tossed some paperwork across the table to me and leaned back in his chair. “There’s no outside communication while you’re at this place. You’re on your own in there and I hope like fuck that you take it seriously.”


“I will.”


“You’d better. Because if you have any hope of getting Morgan to take you back, you need to get your shit straight and pray on your fucking knees that she still wants you.”


The next day, I stood outside the rehab center, shaking like a fucking leaf. I was terrified. Mostly because of the fact that I wouldn’t have alcohol to lean on anymore, but also because I was afraid that all that pain and anguish would ruin my life when I finally got clean.
















CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

Claire 


As I pulled into the parking lot of a club in Pittsburgh, excitement sizzled through my body. I put the car in park and pulled the card that Nicholas had sent to me from my purse. We had been meeting on the side any chance we could get. Since I didn’t have any kids, I didn’t really have anybody that I had to worry about. I was free to go off whenever I wanted. 


I walked into the club that was strictly for those with the right connections. It was styled like it was the 1920’s, so I dressed appropriately with long necklaces draped between my breasts and a red flapper dress that showed way more of my breasts than I did on the average day. I had even managed to find some heels that were from that time. My hair was a little trickier, but with Lucy’s help, I was able to get the look down. When she questioned why I was doing this, I told her that I was checking out a new club. I failed to tell her that I was meeting Nicholas. Somehow, I didn’t think she would be too understanding.


Flashing the card that I had gotten, the bouncer let me in after looking me up and down. I walked through the smoke-filled room and found my way to the bar. After taking a seat, I pulled out the letter that Nicholas had sent. 





My darling Myra,


Meet me at Rudolpho’s at 7:30 sharp. There will be a man at the bar. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he’s there to protect you. Stick close to him. If I’m late, know that I won’t be long. 


All my love. Nicholas.





I sighed, stuffing the letter back in my clutch. I ordered an Old Fashioned and sipped my drink as I waited for Nicholas to show. It wasn’t a few minutes after I got my drink that a man sat down next to me and ordered a White Russian. He was definitely rough around the edges and had the look of a protector, so I took this to be the person that Nicholas said to watch for.


Not knowing what to do, I turned to the man with a polite smile. “I’m Myra.”


“Johnny,” he said, grabbing my hand and skimming his thumb in a caress across the back of my hand. It felt slimy and gross, but I did my best not to offend. 


“When will Nicholas be arriving?”


He looked at me in surprise. “I assumed you would know. Let me give him a call.”


I really had no idea how Nicholas had set this all up. Had he taken my picture? Would everyone I run into seem so knowledgeable about me? Either way, the man dialed Nicholas and then hung up after a few minutes. 


“He’ll be here in about fifteen minutes. He asked me to keep you company.”


I smiled at him, trying not to reveal my unease at sitting with him. I was not in danger with this man. Though I had expected someone else, maybe this was the best that could be done at the last minute. I sipped my drink, but when I started to feel a little woozy, I stood to go to the restroom and splash some water on my face.


“Whoa,” the man said, grabbing my arm as I almost fell to the ground. “You okay there?”


“I just need to splash some water on my face.”


“Sure, let me take you.” He gripped my arm a little too tightly and led me down a dark hallway to the restroom. The whole hallway swayed and merged into one winding blur. I didn’t feel so good either. This couldn’t be right. None of this felt right to me. Johnny stepped inside and checked things out before stepping back outside.


I stepped in and locked the door behind me, sure that something was wrong. Pulling out my phone, I dialed his number.


“Claire bear, where are you?”


“In the bathroom.”


“Really? I was just there.”


“What are you talking about?” I asked in confusion.


“I’m in the house,” he said slowly. “I was just in the bathroom and now I’m not. You weren’t there.” His annoyingly slow talk made my head spin even more.


“You told me to meet you. I’m in this bathroom and I don’t feel good.”


“Claire, I never told you to meet me anywhere. What are you talking about?”


“The note. You sent me a note.”


“Claire, I never sent you anything,” he said seriously. “Where are you?”


“Um…” I tried to think, but everything was so blurry and confusing.


“Claire, stay with me. What did the note say?”


I pulled it quickly from my purse, spilling everything else in the process. “Uh…” I tried to focus, but I couldn’t make out any of it. “I don’t know. I can’t read it.”


“What do you mean? What’s going on, Claire? What’s wrong?”


I slumped to the ground, no longer able to hold myself upright. “I don’t feel so good, Derek.” I heard the slur in my voice and I started laughing. I sounded like an idiot.


“Did you drink anything?”


“I had a…drink,” I pushed out. “It was…a drink.”


“Who gave it to you?”


“The bartender.”


He growled in frustration and I could almost imagine him running his fingers through his hair. “Claire, take out the note and take a picture of it with your phone.”


“I’ll try.”


I flattened the paper out on the ground, and after several attempts deemed it worthy. I held up my phone and tried to take a picture. “Derek, how do I do this?”


“Open the camera app and press the round button.”


“It’s not working. Why isn’t it working?” I pressed the home button and waited for the beep. “Siri, take a picture. Siri,” I said again when nothing happened. “Take a picture, you stupid bitch.”


“Claire, calling Siri names isn’t going to get you a picture,” he said calmly. “Now, just try to focus and get me that damn picture.”


It took me a few minutes, but I finally got the picture and somehow even managed to get it sent off to Derek. Someone pounded on the door.


“Shit, Big Johnny is here to get me.”


“Who’s Big Johnny?”


“He’s the guy that fake you told me to stay with until fake you got here.”


“Claire, don’t leave the bathroom. Just stay where you are.”


“Righty-o, Captain.”


“Claire, I’m coming for you, but you have to stay awake until I can get to you. I need you to drink lots of water and try and flush as much of that shit out of your system as possible. Do you understand?”


“Yep. I need to take a shit.”


“Claire! Drink the fucking water.”


“Out of the toilet?”


He groaned and then he was shouting something, but I wasn’t sure if it was at me. “Go to the sink right now.”


I shuffled along the ground until I was by the sinks. “I’m there, Major.”


“Lift yourself up and turn on the faucet.”


I hoisted myself up and turned on the water. “Wow,” I said as I stared at the water. “It’s so pretty.”


“Claire, stick your head under and start drinking the fucking water.”


“Sure thing, Sergeant.”


I shoved my head under the water, but my hair fell in the sink and started blocking the drain. “This is good. My hair is blocking the drain. It’s making a nice little cup for me to drink from.”


“No, Claire, move your head. You’ll fucking drown. Just lay down on the floor until I can get to you.”


“Oke-do-kee, Lieutenant.”


There was banging against the door, so I lifted my head. “Hey, occupado!”


“Open the fucking door,” the other person yelled.


“Hey, it’s not nice to yell at people,” I shouted back.


“I’m gonna break down the fucking door!”


“Ooh, I’m really scared,” I laughed.


There was more pounding and I could hear Derek yelling at me through the phone.


“Hey, hubby. What’s shaking’?”


“Claire, stop taunting the man. Just tell him you’re sick.”


“I’m sick,” I shouted and then snorted in laughter. “Sick of you banging on the door!” I laughed and turned the phone to my face like Derek could see me. “That’ll tell him, right, Jarhead.”


“I was in the Army,” he growled.


“Then you should really get a new nickname.”


The door busted in and two men stalked over to me with scowls on their faces. “Man, you guys look pissed. You should really take up yoga or something. I hear it really calms you down.”


“Shut the fuck up, bitch.”


A fist shot out at me, but I easily blocked it and bent his arm backward. “Ha! Derek, did you see that? I’m like a Ninja assassin when I’m drugged.”


I was hoisted up over a shoulder, staring down at the ground over a bulky man’s ass. “Bye, Derek!” I shouted at the phone. “See you later, General!”
















CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

Derek


“The note. You sent me a note.”


I stood suddenly from the bench in the locker room. Something was going on with Claire and I didn’t have a fucking clue what that was.


“Claire, I never sent you anything,” I said seriously. “Where are you?”


“Um…” Silence. So much fucking silence. Something was wrong with her. If Claire was in trouble, she’d be rambling on as she tried to tell me what was going on.


“Claire, stay with me. What did the note say?”


“Uh…I don’t know. I can’t read it.”


My heart raced out of control as different scenarios ran through my head. She could be injured and about to lose consciousness. She could be drugged and if she wasn’t in a good place, someone could take her. I would never see her again.


“What do you mean? What’s going on, Claire? What’s wrong?”


Rocco and Hunter walked into the locker room and I put it on speakerphone.


“I don’t feel so good, Derek.”


“Did you drink anything?”


“I had a…drink,” she mumbled. “It was…a drink.”


Hunter and Rocco immediately started gearing up. I set down my phone and started putting on my own gear. We didn’t have much time to get to her. If she passed out or someone got to her, we might never be able to find her.


“Who gave it to you?” I asked forcefully, needing answers.


“The bartender.”


Hunter motioned for us to hit the road. We all scrambled down the hall to the weapons center and grabbed everything we might need. 


“Claire, take out the note and take a picture of it with your phone.”


“I’ll try.”


Cap, Sinner, Craig, and Storm saw us practically run out of the weapons room in our gear and didn’t even hesitate to follow. They got into one of the SUVs that was already loaded up with gear and followed us through the gates of Reed Security.


“What the fuck is going on?” Hunter asked.


“I don’t know. She got a note and she said it was from me.”


“Why would she think that you sent her a note?”


“Because we’ve been doing this fantasy shit before we have a kid and we were both pretending to be someone else.”


“Things stale in the bedroom?” Rocco deadpanned.


“Derek, how do I do this?” Claire’s voice slurred through the phone.


“Open the camera app and press the round button.”


“It’s not working. Why isn’t it working? Siri, take a picture. Siri! Take a picture, you stupid bitch.”


Rocco and Hunter snorted with laughter and I glared at them. “Claire, calling Siri names isn’t going to get you a picture. Now, just try to focus and get me that damn picture.”


“So, she’s most likely drugged,” Rocco pointed out. “You’d better hope to God that we can find her. If she can’t tell us where she is, she’s fucked.”


“Thank you, oh wise one. That’s just the fucking thing I needed to hear right now. Why don’t you tell me how she’s gonna get raped and murdered too?”


“Sounds like you know the score,” Rocco said.


“Why don’t you just pull up her tracking info on her phone?”


“Because she doesn’t have any. When she got into that trouble with the drug dealers, I went a little psycho. Now she won’t let me even track her GPS.”


“Bet she’s gonna be changing her tune after this,” Hunter snorted.


My phone pinged and I handed the phone to Hunter to read.


“My darling, Myra. Seriously? Myra?”


“Just read the fucking note.”


“Meet me at Rudolpho’s at 7:30 sharp. You wouldn’t seriously take her there, would you?”


“Of course not.” Then I thought about the other place I had taken her and suddenly Rudolpho’s didn’t seem that dangerous. “Well, probably not.”


“What aren’t you telling us?” Rocco asked.


“Just finish reading the note.”


“There will be a man at the bar. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he’s there to protect you. Stick close to him. If I’m late, know that I won’t be long.”


“Dude, that doesn’t even sound like you,” Rocco interjected.


“That’s the whole fucking point. We were supposed to be two different people. I was supposed to be a prince,” I mumbled.


Hunter burst out in laughter. “Oh, you’ve gotta be kidding me. You were a prince? Oh, that’s too good.”


“Shut the fuck up. I was a dark prince. I had a seedy underbelly. I was a goddamn bad guy.”


“Yeah,” Rocco laughed. “I can see it now. Prince Derek by day, Bad Boy Derek by night. Riding through the streets of Pittsburgh on his trusty steed Tonto.”


“Why am I all the sudden the Lone Ranger? This isn’t the 1950’s. We do have cars now.”


“And he’s not Derek. According to this note, he’s Nicholas.” Hunter made smoochy sounds while he fluttered his eyelids.


“I was a distant relative of Czar Nicholas II. It was a fucking awesome cover.”


“Yeah, until it somehow got your wife in trouble.”


“Shit, Big Johnny is here to get me,” Claire murmured through the phone.


“Who’s Big Johnny?”


“He’s the guy that fake you told me to stay with until fake you got here.”


“Claire, don’t leave the bathroom. Just stay where you are.”


“Righty-o, Captain.”


“Tell her to drink water. She needs to hydrate and flush that shit out of her system,” Rocco said.


“Claire, I’m coming for you, but you have to stay awake until I can get to you. I need you to drink lots of water and try and flush as much of that shit out of your system as possible. Do you understand?”


“Yep. I need to take a shit.”


“Claire! Drink the fucking water.”


“Out of the toilet?”


“Jesus, she’s gonna get herself killed just by being in the bathroom alone,” Hunter muttered. “Don’t let her drink out of the fucking toilet. That’s like asking for an infection.”


I already knew all this and didn’t really need Hunter’s commentary, but he was right. I needed to stop her. “Go to the sink right now.”


I concentrated on the road and getting us there as fast as possible. We were still a good half hour away from Pittsburgh and I still didn’t have the directions for Rudolpho’s. 


“Rocco, call Cap and tell him what’s going on. Have him take lead so I can concentrate on Claire.”


“On it.”


Claire giggled a little as she came back on the line. “I’m there, Major.”


“Lift yourself up and turn on the faucet.”


“Wow, it’s so pretty.”


“Claire, stick your head under and start drinking the fucking water.”


“Sure thing, Sergeant.”


“This is good. My hair is blocking the drain. It’s making a nice little cup for me to drink from.”


“No,” I shouted. “Claire, move your head. You’ll fucking drown. Just lay down on the floor until I can get to you.”


“Oke-do-kee, Lieutenant.”


I heard banging in the background and then Claire shouted. “Hey, occupado!”


“Open the fucking door,” the other person yelled.


“Hey, it’s not nice to yell at people,” she shouted back.


“I’m gonna break down the fucking door!”


“Ooh, I’m really scared,” she laughed.


“Claire, stop yelling at him. Pretend to be sick. Just stay quiet!”


“Hey, hubby. What’s shaking’?”


“Claire, stop taunting the man. Just tell him you’re sick.”


“I’m sick,” she laughed. “Sick of you banging on the door!” She laughed hysterically at herself. “That’ll tell him. Right, Jarhead?”


“I was in the Army,” I growled.


“Then you should really get a new nickname.”


For the love of God, I was gonna beat her with a stick over the ass when we got home. Whatever they gave her, I really needed to know so she never got her hands on it again.


“Man, you guys look pissed. You should really take up yoga or something. I hear it really calms you down.”


“Shut the fuck up, bitch.”


“Shit, this isn’t good,” Hunter said, shifting in his seat uncomfortably. “We’re not gonna get to her in time.”


“Ha! Derek, did you see that? I’m like a Ninja assassin when I’m drugged. Bye Derek! See you later, General!”


The line went dead. “Claire!” Nothing. “Claire, answer the fucking phone!”


“She’s not there anymore, man.” Hunter pulled out his phone and dialed. “Becky, I need you to pull feed from any cameras around Rudolpho’s. Look for a woman being carried out of there. We need to know where they’re taking her.” Hunter glanced over at me and then out the window. “Claire.”


By the time we got to Pittsburgh, we had a location of where they were holding Claire. Apparently, they weren’t aware of how easily someone’s movements could be tracked around the city. I pulled up behind Cap outside a pizza joint. Claire was being held in a steakhouse just two storefronts down. Slipping out of the SUV, I quickly went to the trunk and grabbed all the extra gear I could possibly need.


“What the fuck did you get yourself into?” Cap asked. “Those are Russian mafia in there.”


“Nothing. I swear to God. I’ve never even met anyone from the mafia.”


“Well, someone knows you, or Nicholas,” he said, raising an eyebrow. I glared at Rocco. 


“What? You asked me to fill him in. I did.”


“Why Nicholas?” Cap asked. “You don’t really look like a Nicholas.”


“I was connecting myself to the Czar.”


“Of Russia,” he said.


“Yes.”


“The same Russia in which the Russian Mafia comes from.”


“Fuck off, Cap. I said it wasn’t intentional.”


“Sure thing.” I nodded, accepting Cap’s agreement that we shut the fuck up about it. “Nicholas.”


I turned to swing at him, but Hunter grabbed me around the chest and hauled me out of the way. “Your boss just drove an hour out here to save your girl. How about we go beat up some Russian mafia members, save the girl, and get our asses back home in time for a late dinner?”


“Fine,” I said, pulling my vest back down and snapping my visor in place. “Let’s go kick some Russian ass.”


“Why do I get the feeling that we’re not going to be beating Russian ass so much as killing a bunch of mafia that are then going to retaliate?” Storm asked.


“Because, my friend,” Sinner said, wrapping an arm around his shoulders. “We’re Reed Security and we don’t do anything half-assed.”


“A little warning would be nice,” Storm muttered. “Hey, before you join our crew, you should know that we very rarely take on regular jobs and someone’s always getting kidnapped. You know, just a friendly email would suffice. Hell, I’d even take a text message.” He turned to Craig. “You have my phone number to track me in case I get kidnapped, right?”


“I’m sure we’d find you before things went too far,” Craig shrugged. “Haven’t lost anyone yet,” he grinned.


“Gentlemen, would you mind? My wife is currently being held by Russians.”


“Sure,” Cap agreed. “Gentlemen, Nicholas, let’s move.”


We split up, my team going to the front and Cap’s team going to the alley. We took our stance and Hunter looked in through the window. “Looks like we’re fucked, boys. We should have brought a bigger crew. Well, guns and glory and all that bullshit. I say we charge in guns blazing and hold our dicks.”


“In position,” Cap said over the mic.


“On three,” I said.


“Wait,” Storm said, “is this one, two, three? Or three, two, one?”


“Three, two, one, mark,” I clarified.


“Okay, I’d like to remind you all that I’m the new guy here and I’m not familiar with how you do things. Are we shooting to kill, wound, or maim?” Storm asked.


“Shoot to stay alive,” Cap said. “Can we do this now, or did you want to head back to Reed Security first and do a test run in the training center?”


“Excuse me for wanting to be prepared. I’d like to not get anyone unnecessarily killed.”


“That’s simple,” Hunter said. “Shoot them. Don’t shoot us. We good?”


“Fucking fantastic,” Storm grumbled.


“Three, two, one, mark.” 


We burst through the front doors, weapons drawn, but it was fucking pointless. We were outnumbered ten to one. Mafia filled the entire restaurant and there was no way any of us were walking out of here this way.


“Stand down,” I said, hoping no one fired off a shot.


I holstered my weapon and held up both hands, though if any of them tried anything, I could get to at least a few of them as long as they didn’t give me a head shot.


“I’m looking for my woman.”


A man smoking a cigar eyed me curiously. “Your name?” he asked in a Russian accent.


“Derek.”


“Derek…” He thought for a moment, shaking his head. “No, I don’t know any Derek.”


“Maybe you know me as Nicholas.”


“Ah, Nicholas. It’s so good of you to join us. Please, please sit down.”


I walked forward hesitantly and pulled out a seat. He poured me a shot of vodka and I took it, knowing that it was an insult to not drink it. I set the glass down and he nodded approvingly.


“So, what is it you would like?”


“I would like my wife back. Her name is Claire, but she was posing as Myra.”


“Yes, Myra. I’ve heard about her. Great ballet dancer. I went to see her at the theater.”


I rolled my eyes in frustration. “She’s not really a ballet dancer. We were just pretending.”


“She’s not a dancer?” the boss asked in confusion.


“No. She’s a librarian.”


“No,” the boss mumbled, eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “I watched her on the stage. She had beautiful lines. Excellent movement.”


“Sorry, Egor, it wasn’t her.”


“Hey, there’s no need to be insulting.”


“Well, we didn’t exactly exchange names,” I snapped.


“I am Ivan. Egor is my father.”


“Well, Ivan, my wife is just into role-play. She’s not a ballet dancer and her name isn’t really Myra. She’s just Claire. In fact, she used to raise chickens.”


“Really? In my village, we broke their necks.” He shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal. “They never laid eggs. So, when they had enough meat on their bones, we walk outside and…” he made a twisting motion, like snapping a chicken’s neck.


“Not Claire. She’s definitely an animal lover. She had to stop because her dad had Alzheimer’s and he burnt down their house. She ended up giving up the farm because it was too much work.”


“Oh, that’s too bad,” he clucked, pouring another drink. “Na zdarovie.” We drank back our vodka and he motioned for Rocco and Hunter to join us. “Please, please. Come join us for a drink.”


Hunter and Rocco sat down and then a man leaned down to whisper something to Ivan. 


“Ah, please, have them join us.”


Cap, Sinner, Craig, and Storm all joined us at the table, looking a little confused by the whole situation.


“You come prepared to fight for your woman, I see.”


“Well, she does tend to get herself in trouble,” I muttered.


“Yes, I see that.”


“So, if you thought I was Nicholas, why were you trying to capture my woman?”


“Nicholas killed one of my advisors. He’s been working with his English relatives when he should be working for Mother Russia.”


“And you planned to persuade him otherwise.”


“Persuade is such a loose term.” I nodded in understanding. “So, now that we have this little mess cleared up, I suppose you want your wife back.”


“Yes.”


He nodded to one of his men and poured more vodka. “Na zdarovie,” he said, raising his glass in the air. The rest of us followed suit and drank our vodka.


“I’m just going to need one simple favor before I hand your wife back to you.”


“What kind of favor?”
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“Why is it that we keep finding ourselves helping out the bad guys in order to save the good guys?” Hunter asked.


“It’s not that bad,” I reminded the guys. “We’re just returning something to him that he should have had all along.”


“According to him,” Cap reminded me.


“I say we go back, steal the girl, and get the fuck out of dodge,” Storm said. 


“Yeah, except then we’ll have the whole fucking Russian mafia coming after us,” I said irritatedly. “Look, I’ll take care of this. It’s a simple in and out job. You cover me from the gates and if anything goes wrong, make sure that Claire gets home.”


“That’s really fucking sweet,” Cap said. Then he slapped me upside the head. “Everyone comes home. Hunter and Rocco, you’re on the team with the crazy fucker, so you get to be on the infiltration team. Sinner, Craig, Storm, and I will cover the four corners.”


“So, run in, snatch and grab, run like hell.” Rocco nodded his head. “Good plan. I feel safer already.”


“Good. Let’s move.”


We all moved forward, but Rocco stayed behind. “I was joking. I don’t feel safer at all.”


“Stop being a pussy and get your ass through the gate.”


I moved to the front of the gate, dressed as an old woman, and rang the buzzer. “This better fucking work.”


“Why wouldn’t it? What mafioso wouldn’t be expecting a cook, housekeeper, and nurse all at once at nine o’clock at night?” Hunter said sarcastically.


“I can’t believe you made me dress up as the housekeeper,” Rocco grumbled. “I would make a much better nurse.”


“Well, since I’m the medic, I get to play the naughty nurse.”


“I’m a medic too, asshole.”


“Eh,” Hunter shrugged. “I think a real medic would have done a better job taping Gabe’s twig and berries in his underwear.”


“I saved your life, didn’t I?”


“Ladies,” I said in frustration. “Can we put a pin in it for now?”


The gates opened and we shuffled through, well, I shuffled through. Rocco and Hunter swayed since they were supposed to be younger. 


“How can Ivan be sure that this guy is looking for a maid, housekeeper, and nurse?” Rocco asked.


“Because he killed them,” I confirmed. “Bombing gone bad or something.”


“Yeah, that’s a real nice guy you’ve got us working with.”


“It’s not like I want to work with him. I just want my wife back and this is how we do it.”


“So, not to be the pessimist of the group, but who’s gonna seduce this guy?” Hunter asked.


“Not it,” Rocco and I both answered at the same time.


“What?” Hunter said in shock. “No, that is not how this thing is gonna go.”


“Sorry, man,” I grinned. “You’re too slow.”


“But- No. Hell. Fucking. No. This is your woman. You seduce him.”


“Hunter, sorry, man, but like you said, you’re the nurse.”


I grinned as a man opened the door and let us inside. A half hour later, the three of us walked out, Hunter walking a little funny and shuddering every few steps.


“Everything go smoothly?” Cap asked.


“Let’s just say Hunter has found a new meaning for chop the tree,” I laughed.


“Bom bom bom bompa bom. Sail the ship,” I sang. “Chop the tree, skip the rope…”


Hunter’s fist flew out and caught me in the chin, sending me flying to the ground. “No one ever mentions what happened in there. Let’s just get back to Ivan and give him what he wanted.”
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“Skippy!” Claire said happily as she walked out of the back room assisted by Ivan’s guards. She fell into my arms and kissed me sloppily. “I tried to tell them that your real name is Nicholas, but they didn’t believe me. They kept trying to tell me that your name is Derek.”


“Claire-bear, they know that I’m not Nicholas.”


“Aw, shucks! I really thought I fooled them. I mean, I practically laid the breadcrumbs right to our door.”


“What? Claire, what are you talking about?”


“I set this up, silly.” She threw her head back in laughter. “I did my research and decided that this would be the most likely scenario in which I might get kidnapped and you could come to my rescue.”


I stared at her in disbelief. “Are you fucking kidding me?” I finally yelled. “Do you have any idea what you put me through tonight?”


“You?” Hunter said in outrage. “What about me? I’ll never be the same man again.”


“You didn’t like it?” Claire pouted.


“No! What part of this did you think would be fun?”


“Ummm, the part where you break a bunch of necks and save the damsel in distress?”


“Do you see any broken necks?”


She looked around the room and then back to me in confusion. “Why aren’t they dead?”


“Because we don’t go around killing people. Especially the Russian mafia!”


“Oh,” she said quietly with a wide mouth and shocked expression. “I thought this would be fun for you. You know, the whole underground thing.”


“Claire, you almost got us all killed, not to mention what happened to poor Hunter.”


“What happened to him?” she whisper-hissed.


“I’d like to know that as well,” Ivan said, eyeing Hunter curiously. Hunter glared at him and he shrugged. “Back home, we do many things in the name of Mother Russia.”


“So, does this mean that my fantasy is over?” Claire pouted.


“Yes.”


“And now I have to go home and let you impregnate me?”


“Yes.”


“No more killing?”


“No.”


She sighed and wrapped her arms around my belly, stumbling into me. “I guess I can live with that.” She pulled back and looked up at me. “Do you think we could name our kid Ivan?”


“Claire, no offense, but I’d rather not remember this fantasy.”


“Neither would I,” Hunter muttered from behind me. 













CHAPTER FORTY

Hunter


“Why is it that we’re the only ones that have to have this special training drill?”


“Because Knight has it out for us,” Ice growled. “That fucker just wants to make us suffer.”


I couldn’t believe that we were being put through this training. We had been through every kind of training possible to make sure that we were ready to head back out in the field. While other teams were getting back out on small jobs, the four of us were left out of those missions. 


Knight called for us and we all headed over, even though we were pissed about it.


“This is pointless. We’ve done all these tests a thousand times before,” Ice said. “Give us something harder.”


“Oh, I am,” Knight grinned maniacally. “See, this test is a live action test. No dummies.”


“What?” Burg asked. “What the fuck are you talking about?”


“I’m talking about you putting on your fucking gear and praying that you’re a better shot than everyone else.”


“You’re fucking crazy.” Ice glared at him and then shook his head. “The whole point is training, not killing each other.”


“The clock’s ticking. In exactly five minutes, the buzzer goes off and men will infiltrate this building, ready to fire. It’ll be the four of you against ten of them. I’d suggest you get your asses moving.”


While the rest of them stood in stunned silence, I got my ass moving. The gear was laid out on the table, each of ours labeled, and I started suiting up.


“What’s with the gear?” I asked as the rest of them joined me. “There’s so much of it. Are we field testing new equipment?”


“Oh, that’s just fucking peachy,” Burg snapped. “Knight’s using us as lab rats for more gear.”


I finished pulling on the tactical suit and got my combat boots on. After putting on my helmet, I turned to the guys. “Alright, here’s the plan. I’m with Ice. We’ll go left and high. Gabe, you and Burg go low and right. He said live action, so don’t hesitate to fucking shoot or do whatever the fuck we have to in order to win.”


“Maybe hold off on snapping someone’s neck,” Gabe suggested. “You know, someone might survive a gunshot wound.”


“Right. No neck snapping. Let’s move and get into position.”


Ice and I moved among small shipping containers and about a million and one other large and small objects that you might see in the field. It was as if he set this up as a real-time op. The setting was similar to the outside of the warehouse district in Pittsburgh. Our side of the testing area was set up like an alley.


Ice and I climbed stairs that were set on the outside of a fake building and found good firing positions. I was just laying down out of sight when the buzzer sounded. Men worked their way into the building, moving just like we did. These weren’t amateurs.


“Are we sure this isn’t a group of our own guys that we’re about to fire upon?” Ice asked from beside me.


“Fuck, I really hope not, but we should expect anything with Knight.”


I took my first shot, getting the guy in the shoulder, thinking I would just take someone out like in paintball, but that wasn’t how this shit went. As soon as I gave away our position, our world was lit up. I saw them pull the pin and then they were throwing a grenade at us. 


“Fuck, Ice, move!” We both jumped up, throwing our weapons over our shoulders, and took a flying leap off the fucking stairs. I landed hard against the stairs from the building across the alley, groaning when I smashed my chest into the metal pole. “Fuck, that hurt.”


“Move your ass, Pappy. You’ve got two coming up the stairs.”


I looked down and noticed they were only two flights down from me. I had no fucking clue where Ice was. I swung my leg over the railing and pulled myself over just as the first guy was on me. He punched and I ducked, landing a hard right in his side. An elbow to the jaw later and I was on the grating of the staircase, looking up at a man that was about to smash a fire extinguisher into my skull. What the fuck? I was getting my ass handed to me. It was time to step up my game.


I slammed my foot into the side of his knee, sending him careening down the stairs. I jumped up and gripped onto the stairs above me, jumping over the railing and flinging myself into the second man. We tumbled down the steps, slamming into the railing at the end. Gripping the doorknob, it was loose, so I wrenched the door open and slammed it back into the man until he slumped to the ground. I felt like I was in some psycho version of Zombieland.


I quickly searched for Ice, finding him lying on top of a shipping container, picking off guys as they tried to run past. There was a man climbing the shipping container to get to him, but he was going at him from behind and Ice would never see him coming.


“Ice, you’ve got one coming up the back side.”


No response.


“Ice!”


I ran down the steps, but I wasn’t going to get to him in time. Getting in a good stance, I aimed and fired, hitting the man in the back. He fell from the shipping container and slammed into the ground, unmoving. I moved quickly through the containers, trying to see what was happening with Burg and Gabe. The only way to identify them was the stripe on their gear. The rest of the guys were all in black. 


“Burg, Gabe, come in.”


“What the fuck do you want?” Gabe asked, out of breath and obviously swinging at something.


“Am I interrupting?”


“No,” he groaned. “Just getting my ass kicked at the moment. Fuck!”


I heard a crash, but didn’t hear anything from Burg. Weaving my way over to him, I turned a corner, just as a man raised his weapon to shoot me. I fired, but not before I felt three sharp hits right to the chest, only seeing a moment too late that he had a stripe on his gear.


“No!” He ran full out, tearing the helmet from his body and I stared up at him in disbelief. Burg had fucking shot me. “No! Fuck, this is bad.”


“You shot me,” I said quietly, trying to breathe through the pain that was spreading through my chest.


“I’m so fucking sorry. Who puts a bunch of men all in the same fucking color suits and tells them to kill each other?”


“I swear to God, I’m gonna kill Knight,” I groaned. 


“Don’t talk,” he said, trying to find out how bad I was injured. When he tore open my vest, I could feel liquid spilling down the sides of my chest. This was bad. Sharp pin pricks dug into my chest making it harder and harder to breathe. I wasn’t going down like this. Not again. 


Burg started swiping at my chest, trying to brush away all the blood and find my wounds, but the more he swiped, the more I bled. I could feel it pooling beneath me.


“I need some fucking help. Hunter’s been shot and I can’t find the wounds.” I gasped for air. “Tell me what the fuck to do. I can’t find the entrance.”


I took another deep breath and noticed that something was different. While it was painful and I was having trouble breathing, it was more like having the wind knocked out of me. The pain wasn’t the same kind of pain as being shot, but it was damn close.


“I don’t think I’m shot,” I croaked out.


“What the fuck do you mean? You’re fucking bleeding out.”


“It’s different,” I said, trying to think of how to describe it, but I must have freaked him out, because he put his hands to the sides of his head, shaking with anger. 


“No. No, no, no,” he said, tears building in his eyes as he looked down at me. I knew exactly what he was thinking because it was the same fucking thing I would be thinking. He thought he killed me, but I wasn’t dying. I was pretty sure of that. Now I just had to figure out what the fuck was going on.


Footsteps ran up beside me and then Ice and Gabe were kneeling beside me.


“I can’t find the bullet wounds,” Burg said urgently. “There’s too much blood.”


“I’m not shot,” I insisted. 


“I need water,” Burg said, completely ignoring me. “I need to clear the blood.”


Ice tore off his gear and then ripped off his shirt. “Here, wipe away as much blood as you can so we can find the source.”


Burg did as he said, wiping furiously until it was clear enough, but there were no fucking bullet holes. I knew that. I just didn’t know how to make him realize that. 


“Where the hell is he shot?” Burg tore the vest more, pulling and pulling, but there was nothing to see.


“I think your aim is off,” Gabe said. “Start looking somewhere other than his chest.”


“My aim isn’t off. I know where I fucking shot him. Where did the blood come from?”


“I’m not shot,” I groaned again when they started shifting me around. “I’m telling you,” I said, grinding my teeth together.


“Move his body,” Gabe said, standing and taking my shoulders while Burg grabbed my legs. Ice started wiping again, but this time, the blood didn’t follow.


“What the fuck? How is he not bleeding anymore?” Ice asked.


“Because I’m not fucking shot,” I said again. “How many fucking times do I have to tell you?”


“Then where the fuck is the blood coming from?” Burg started digging through my vest, looking for the bullet holes and where they would have torn through the other side, but there were no other holes on the inside. And then I saw the thin tubes and the bag that was attached to the lining of the vest. I yanked it out and saw a donation bag that once had blood in it.


“I told you I wasn’t shot. Help me up.”


I stared at the bag while Ice and Gabe pulled me to his feet. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. This was insanity. We were just set up, but what was the fucking purpose?


“Knight, what the fuck is going on?” I yelled as Knight stepped into the test field. 


“Let’s say it was a combination field test and gear test,” Knight said, completely unremorseful.


“So, why did I feel like I had been shot?”


“Because you were supposed to. The gear is designed to put you to the test and make you feel like you would in an actual combat situation. There are sensors that go off and send signals through your body so you respond in a way that you would if you were actually injured.”


“You’re fucked up, Knight,” Ice growled. “We already know what it feels like to be shot!”


“But this teaches you how to respond so that your body doesn’t give out quicker than necessary. If you learn to control what your body is going through, you could survive minutes longer, giving you enough time to get to a hospital. It also lets your teammates practice proper life saving procedures. Which actually worked out perfectly since your medic was shot.”


“But there were no fucking bullet holes for me to find,” Burg growled. “How am I supposed to learn how to save his life with this outstanding new product if there wasn’t actually an injury?”


“Did you want me to shoot him?” Knight asked.


Before I knew what I was doing, I pulled my gun and shot Knight. We’d see how he liked the new equipment. “You tell me how it feels in the gear,” I snarled.


“Since I’m not wearing any fucking gear, it fucking hurts,” Knight bit out.


“Oh.” I bit my lip and tried to come up with a good response, but there wasn’t really one. “Uh, sorry about that. Guess I’m a little trigger happy right now. Do you want me to….” I pointed at his side where he was seeping blood already. 


He glared at me for a moment. “I can’t believe you fucking shot me.”


“You shot me first.”


“I didn’t shoot you,” he muttered. “Burg shot you.”


“Because you had us play this ridiculous game where we all treat each other like live targets,” Burg snapped. “You could have at least dressed us in different colors so we knew who we were shooting at.”


“It was a minor oversight. Besides, the only one that’s actually hurt here is me.”


“Can we stop arguing long enough for me to see how bad it is?”


He took in deep breaths and then I walked over, checking out his side. “Hey, I hit you right where you were hit that first time you worked with us. Pretty fucking lucky, huh?” I grinned.


“Yeah, how fucking lucky is that to get shot three times in the same fucking spot?”


“It could have been worse. I could have gone for the head shot.”


“Hudson Knight,” Kate yelled as she ran across the room. “Why are you bleeding?”


“Because I shot him,” I said bluntly.


“He wasn’t part of the drill. Why did you shoot him?”


“Because he didn’t tell us about these special suits. Funny, I didn’t think I was going to be shot in the fucking chest just a year after I had been shot in the neck.”


“You didn’t tell them?” Kate asked incredulously. “I thought they knew!”


“Why would I tell them? It was supposed to be a field test. I wanted to see how it would work.”


“I can’t believe you would do that!”


“I can,” I muttered under my breath, earning me a glare from Knight. “Oh, come on. It’s not like this isn’t something you would do.”


“Not to be dramatic here,” Knight said, “but would someone mind patching me up before I bleed out on the floor?”


“You can do it,” Kate said to me. “I think I’d let him bleed out right now.”


“Kate!” he shouted.


She spun around and glared at him. “What?”


“Don’t fucking walk away from me.”


“Or what? You’ll stalk me? You’ll stick a tracker in my ankle? You’ll kidnap me?”


His jaw clenched angrily, but he didn’t say anything in front of us. He wouldn’t. 


“Don’t bother coming home tonight.”


She walked away and the four of us tried to pretend that we hadn’t just witnessed Knight getting his ass handed to him by his woman.


“Alright, let’s get you and the bloodless wonder into the medic center to be checked out,” Gabe said.


“I’m fine,” I insisted, feeling the pain in my chest receding already.


“Yeah, well, after finding out what was in those suits, I think we should play it safe. God only knows what else Knight had done to them.”


We made our way over to the medic center and Kate looked me over while Rocco tended to Knight. I was fine, like I said, and Knight was officially off work for the next few weeks to recover from his wound.


I got off the bed and helped Knight out of his bed. He refused to stay here when he had his own bed to sleep in. I drove him home and parked in the driveway, but Kate met us outside the door, shutting it firmly behind her.


“Take him somewhere else. I don’t want him here.”


“Kate, this is my home. I was shot tonight, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to sleep in my own bed tonight.”


“Well that’s just too bad,” Kate snapped. “You’re all over the map lately-”


“Lately?” I snorted.


“One minute you’re so overprotective of me that you’re shooting trackers into my ankle and the kids’ ankles, and the next minute, you’re getting shot. But I’m the unreasonable one.”


“Babe, someone else shot me. It’s not like I chose to do this to myself.”


“No, but you put yourself in that position, Garrick.”


I hissed in a breath. It was always a bad thing when Kate brought out his old name. 


“Everything is always about you, isn’t it? You wanted to see how the equipment worked, so you didn’t bother to tell your teammates that it was all simulated. Therefore, one of them got pissed and shot you.”


“Thank you,” I said, glad that someone else understood where I was coming from.


“I’m not on your side, Hunter. You don’t go around shooting people, especially your best friend, just because he’s a dumbass.”


“Seemed like a good reason to me,” I muttered.


“Kate, enough of this shit. This is my goddamn house and I want to go to sleep.”


“Guess what? It’s not your house. It’s my house. We never added your name to the mortgage. And I’m pretty sure that if I called Sean down here, he would have no problem hauling your ass to jail.”


“You wouldn’t,” Knight growled.


“Why don’t we just head to my place for the night and let her cool off? It’s not worth the risk.”


“Fine,” he muttered, turning to walk away. “But just remember that I’m always watching.”


“Like I could forget,” she said, right before she slammed the door in his face.


We headed back for the truck when something struck me. “You set up the security at your house. You used to break in all the time. Why don’t you just wait an hour and then sneak in?”


“Because I modified it so she has complete control when she’s home alone. I made it so tight that even I can’t break in easily. I’d probably get my balls electrocuted or something.”


“Kind of ironic, huh? Locked out of the house you made impenetrable to the enemy.”


“Shut the fuck up, Pappy.”
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We pulled up to my house just fifteen minutes later and I was sore as hell and ready for a shower. Even though the tests were all simulated, it still fucking hurt to get shot in the chest. I groaned as I stepped out of the truck and stretched my back out before we headed in.


“Would you shut up? I’m the one that’s shot,” Knight spat at me.


“Hey, I was shot three times.”


“In the vest. There was no vest on me.”


“You’re such a fucking baby. Suck it up and deal with it. You’re lucky I’m letting you stay with me after the shit you pulled. I swear, it’s like your little disappearing act all over again,” I said as I walked to the front of the truck. Knight stopped on the other side, staring at me incredulously.


“Are we back to that again? I thought we had gotten past my death and moved on.”


I shook my head, and walked toward the front door, still pissed about everything. Knight was a good guy, but sometimes his priorities were a little fucked up. “I thought we had too, but you seem to have a thing for lying.”


“I wasn’t lying. I was omitting certain details to get a good case study.”


“Well, how would you feel if I told you I omitted a few details of my own?” I said as I opened the front door. “I watched Kate every fucking night for months and wondered what it would be like to slip into her bed.”


His eyes darkened and his fists clenched, but he knew he couldn’t take me right now.


“Or what if I told you that when I was holding her, comforting her, I was feeling her up?”


Knight launched himself at me, slamming me against the wall and I countered with a punch to the face. He took it well, barely stumbling before he rushed me again. I ducked and stepped out of the way as he swung and then tried to kick me. His foot went wide and he knocked the lamp off the table.


“Lucy’s gonna be pissed,” I said as I stared down at the lamp, which was just enough time for him to attack me, sending us crashing backward into the table that Lucy had just picked out six months ago. The table broke beneath our weight and her coffee table books went flying. Glass coasters shattered on the ground and the splintered wood dug into my back.


Knight’s fist came at me fast, hitting me square in the jaw. I picked up one of Lucy’s coffee table books and blocked the next hit and then smacked him across the face with it. I booted him off my body, sending him flying backward into a chair. I jumped to my feet at the same time he did. He was dripping blood and I grinned, which only seemed to make him look like a feral cat.


He yelled and ran at me, his fists moving just as fast as his legs as he kicked and punched at me. I blocked every shot until I heard Lucy on the stairs. Momentarily distracted, Knight bent and dug his shoulder into my stomach, lifting me and throwing us back into the front window. It didn’t shatter. We’d had bullet-resistant windows put in a long time ago, but it did send us both crumbling to the ground, heaving in large breaths. Him, because he had opened up the wound that Rocco had stitched, and me, because my chest was all bruised from being shot three times.


We laid on the ground heaving in and out, and I decided to be the bigger person. “I never fucking looked at her. All that time I thought you were dead, sleeping with Kate never crossed my mind.”


He flung his fist over and smacked me in the chest. Air whooshed out of me and I grunted.


“I should have told you about the suits.”


“Yeah, you should have.” I flung my fist over and returned the hit to the chest.


We both laid there, staring at the ceiling as we tried to catch our breath.


“What is going on here?”


“Shit,” I murmured as I let my eyes slip closed. I should get up and try to explain, but I was fucking exhausted.


“May I ask why you two have come in here, woken up Rylee in the middle of the night, and torn my living room apart?”


“I was shot tonight?”


“Is that a question? You’re not sure if you were shot?” she said in bafflement.


“Well, sort of? It hurt like I had been shot and it felt like I had been shot, but it turned out there weren’t any bullet holes.”


“It’s a simulated outfit to help train,” Knight muttered.


“I don’t care what the reason is! This is my house and Rylee was actually sleeping! Are you bleeding all over my floor?”


“Sorry,” Knight mumbled. “Your husband tore open my bullet wound.”


“You’re shot too?” she shrieked.


“Your husband shot me.”


“He shot me first.”


“I didn’t shoot you,” he argued.


“Boys!”


We went silent and waited as Lucy took deep calming breaths. “I want this place cleaned up, and then you,” she said, pointing at me. “You find somewhere else to sleep tonight!”


“But we only have one guest room.”


“Then I guess you’ll have to share,” she smiled sweetly before turning on her heel and walking upstairs.


“Do you think we should go to a hotel?” I asked after a minute.


“I don’t think I have it in me to go somewhere else. I think you need to stitch me up again.”


“No shit.” I helped him to his feet and stared down at the large blood stain on the carpet. “Lucy’s gonna be really pissed.”


“I know a guy.”


“Of course you do.”


After cleaning up, we headed upstairs and I cleaned up Knight’s wound. I took him to the guest bedroom where we both stared at the double bed and then looked at the size of each other.


“I’m not sleeping on the fucking couch in my own house.”


“It’s fine. Let’s just get some shut eye. It’s not like I’m gonna maul you in your sleep.”


I pulled off my pants and stripped out of my shirt.


“Whoa, what the fuck are you doing?”


“Getting ready for bed.”


“You’re not sleeping naked in bed with me,” Knight growled.


“I’m leaving my boxers on. Relax.”


“You need to leave your fucking pants on. I’m not your wife and you won’t be grabbing anything in the middle of the night.”


“Yeah, because I usually look for a dick in the middle of the night,” I scoffed. “Just get in the fucking bed.”


We both laid down, our bodies touching because there wasn’t enough fucking room. I sighed, wishing I was by my wife’s side and drifted off to sleep. 


The next morning, rays of light shone through the window and my body was nice and toasty warm. I peeled my eyes open and stared at the hand on my chest. Then I swiveled my head and saw Knight’s head resting on my shoulder.


I heard the click of a phone and quickly looked to the door. “You two look so cute. I had no idea you were so…close.”


“Delete it. Now!”


“Oh, I will. Just as soon as I send it to everyone at Reed Security.”


I would have jumped out of bed and ran after her, but my chest fucking hurt. That was when I realized that I was gripping something with my other hand. I lifted my head enough to see that Knight was laying on my arm and I was gripping his shoulder, pulling him close to my body.


“Why the fuck is your arm around me?”


“Why the fuck are you laying on my shoulder?”


“I’ll kill you if you ever talk about this to anyone.”


“Lucy already got pictures.”


Knight sighed and then so did I. Neither of us moved.


“Best night of sleep I’ve had in a long time,” I muttered. Knight smacked me in the chest, but then we both went back to sleep.
















CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

Knight


I headed into the training center the next day, careful not to aggravate my side too much. There was no way I was showing weakness around any of these guys. I had to always be stronger and faster than all of them. It’s just who I am.


“Hey, Knight.” I jerked my chin at Sinner, who was grinning like an idiot. “You looked so cozy this morning with Hunter. Do these sleepovers happen often?”


“Fuck off.”


“No, really. I’m serious. Is this something that we can all join in on? Maybe Chance could see about getting us one really fucking big bed and we can all nap together.”


“Maybe I could just pull out my gun and shoot you,” I countered.


“Would you snuggle me if I was injured?”


I growled at him and headed for my workstation, pulling paperwork to see who still had to pass what tests and how long I had for them to be completed.


“I thought I told you to take some time off,” Cap said, standing in the doorway of my workstation.


“Still have work to do.”


“Yeah, well, I’m your fucking boss, and I told you to take the time off.”


“Technically, this is an employee run company and I have every right to tell you to fuck off.”


“Yeah, see, you guys voted that down in the last meeting. As I recall, you all voted that nothing would change because you didn’t want the responsibility.”


I finally looked at him, giving him my best don’t fuck with me look. “You don’t own me anymore.”


“Don’t I?” he grinned before walking away. “Conference room. Ten minutes.”


I sorted out the work for the day and headed to the conference room for another meeting. I fucking hated meetings. When I joined Reed Security, it was one of the things that Cap insisted I would have to get used to. And I did, but I had to keep up my demeanor of hating pretty much everything about working with a group of men. Switching from a killer for hire to a man with a steady job, family, and people I actually cared about had been difficult, but not as difficult as I had thought it would be. All of these guys were my family now and they made me a better man for knowing and working with them. 


Still, when I walked in the conference room, I put on my steely face and glared at them all. It wasn’t like I could let them know that I was going soft. I took my seat, ignoring the pain in my side, and waited for the meeting to begin.


“Okay, Knight has given me an updated list of everyone that’s ready to get back to work. We still aren’t at one hundred percent here. I’m not reforming the teams until everyone is ready to go.”


“Kind of hard to do when he has us shooting our own teammates,” Ice grumbled.


“Yeah, why is Burg cleared and I’m not?” Hunter asked.


“Because you’re not ready,” I said flatly.


“He shot me,” Hunter said incredulously.


“A minor issue in the training program.”


“Minor?” Hunter stood and pointed at me like we weren’t just cuddling in bed earlier. “You fucked up. You put us in gear and didn’t tell us the point of all of it. You made us believe we were shooting people and killing them, with no fucking clue who they were. The gear wasn’t distinctive and any one of us could have been seriously injured.”


“Not to mention that I’m gonna be seriously fucked up over shooting my own damn teammate,” Burg muttered.


I shoved the chair back, standing to defend myself. “That gear was being used for a reason and you didn’t know about it for the same reason.”


“And what was that?” Ice asked. “You sure as fuck weren’t the one being put to the test.”


“You didn’t know about the gear because you weren’t supposed to. It was supposed to test your reactions and responses to certain situations. Burg, you thought you shot Hunter and you immediately responded. As soon as you called in for help, it was on its way. Ice and Gabe made their way to you, but not before clearing the area and making sure there were no more threats.”


“And that’s what we already fucking do,” Hunter snapped. “I didn’t need a bruised chest to find that out.”


“But you almost died and so did Ice. That fucks with your head, and when you’ve been training, it shows. You’re slower, less sure of your responses. That’ll get you killed in the field. I needed to know that if you thought you were dying, you wouldn’t completely fall apart. I needed to know that you could still get back out there and do your job. Ice, you’ve been slower than ever, and it’s not because you aren’t capable. It’s because you still haven’t gotten it through your head that you’re alive and fighting. You still act like that bullet is in your chest and that if you get hit too hard, you’re going down. Hunter, I still see you checking your neck from time to time. And you press on your chest like you’re expecting your scar to open and spill your fucking organs all over the ground. Gabe, you’re so close, but you let that head wound fuck with you more than you want to admit. Not to mention, that you’re all going out and getting your women pregnant, which makes you all second-guess the danger you’re putting yourself in.”


Everyone was quiet as they contemplated what I was saying, but I could tell it was starting to sink in with them. This was not only our lives on the line, but our families. 


“This is what you hired me to do. I make sure you’re up to par so you go home to your families. If you would let me out in the field with you, I would fight right alongside you. But that’s not going to happen, so I will do whatever the fuck I have to so that you all go home and see your kids grow up. By the time you get back out in the field, you will be stronger, faster, and work smarter than you ever have before. That’s what this new training is about. And it will fucking work. We will not lose another member of this team for a year and we will never be put in the position again where we’re on the run, hemorrhaging and fighting for our lives. We are fucking Reed Security and we will be the best fucking versions of ourselves that we’ve ever been.”


I hadn’t really meant to go on a tangent about all that, but I needed them to know why I was pushing this new training so hard. And it seemed like it had worked. All of them sat a little taller, looked a little more stoic. A little more ready to fight back.


“So,” Sinner held up his finger in question. “Does this mean that you care about us?”


I picked up my pen and threw it at him.













CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

Chance


After detoxing, I was sent off to talk shit out with a therapist. It mostly consisted of me telling the woman in front of me that I had nightmares, I had fucked up, and now I was being forced to sit with her ass in the dingy room and share my feelings. Obviously, my charming personality hadn’t won her over. After a month of daily sessions, she handed me a card of a psychologist who specializes in PTSD, telling me to make an appointment when I got home. She also told me she would be following up with my boss. 


I hauled my bag over my shoulder and took a deep breath as I prepared to walk through the doors of Reed Security again. Nobody knew that I was coming back today, and part of me hoped that I could sneak in without anyone seeing. If I had my house, I would hide out there as long as I could, but I didn’t have anywhere else to go right now.


I walked over to the gate where the touchpad was, but when I entered my code, I was denied access. I tried again, thinking that I had pressed the wrong numbers, but I was denied again. Shit, I was going to have to call someone. I fucking hated this, hated every single moment of all the shit that had gone down over the past year and a half. I hated that I had been taken. I hated that I couldn’t fucking get over it. I hated that I had to ask for help. But most of all, I hated myself for hurting my friends and Morgan and Payton.


I was sober, but that just meant that I had to actually deal with the shit going on in my head. There was no more hiding and no more pretending that shit didn’t happen. The nightmares were back. The need to shower every hour was stronger than ever. The self-loathing was at its worst. But for the first time in a long time, I felt like I might actually be able to find a way to deal with all this shit. 


I pulled my phone out to dial when a truck pulled up behind me. I turned to see who it was and sighed. Of course it was Ice. Just the man I wanted to see. I had remembered some of what I had said to him that night in the bar. I deserved every shitty thing he had to say to me. But he didn’t look at me like the scum I felt like. He just jerked his chin for me to get in the truck. I walked around to the passenger side and hopped in, noticing all the crap in the backseat of his truck.


“We’re still moving all our stuff in,” he said.


“What do you mean?”


“Moving in? Remember at the meeting where we all discussed selling our homes and moving onto the property?”


It sounded vaguely familiar, but I had become quite the functioning alcoholic while I was here. 


“Shit, you really were tanked,” he muttered, driving through the gates. “I didn’t see it. I thought you were just having a few drinks.”


I looked out the window, not really wanting to talk about it right now. It was supposed to be part of the process, but talking about it made me want a fucking drink.


“You didn’t tell anyone you were getting home today, did you?”


“You think anyone would give a fuck?” I muttered.


“You really are fucked up.” He put the truck in park and turned to me, waiting for me to look at him. “Hey,” he said forcefully. I finally looked at him, not knowing what to say or think. It was true. I was fucked up, but I was scared because I didn’t know how to find my way back to who I was. “One day at a time. Nobody expects you to be fine, but we do expect you to fucking talk to us and ask for help when you need it.”


Before I could answer, my door was yanked open and Gabe was hauling me out of the truck and punching me in the face. “That’s for not telling us you were coming home.” He reared back and punched me again. “That’s for taking me off the visitors’ list at the rehab center, asshole.”


“I wasn’t allowed visitors.”


“Cap pulled strings and you knew it.”


He was about to punch me again when Jackson came up behind him and stopped him.


“How about we find a different way to greet him than beating the shit out of him? Besides, beating someone that’s been tortured probably isn’t helpful to his psyche.” I glared at him, but he just shook his head. “What? You don’t like me treating you with kid gloves?”


“I’m right fucking here, asshole. Why don’t you just fucking ask me if you want an answer?”


“I would if I thought you would open your fucking mouth. Remember, Gabe and I were with you when you woke up in the hospital. I’d say we saw you at your worst. We fucking told you that you didn’t have to hide shit from us. We can take it.”


“Maybe I don’t want you to take it,” I growled. “Maybe I don’t want anyone to know what the fuck happened. Maybe I don’t want to fucking relive it.”


“Enough,” Ice stepped in. “Arguing about this right now isn’t helping anyone. Let’s get him settled in and then we can hash shit out.”


He picked up my bag and threw it over his shoulder. I took Jackson’s outstretched hand against my better judgement and stood. He nodded and walked away, which left me with Gabe. I flinched when he stepped toward me, thinking he was going to hit me again, but he wrapped his arm around me, pulling me in for a guy hug. 


“You don’t have to be a fucking asshole. I’m pissed because we’re supposed to help each other out. You shut us out and walked away.” I patted his back awkwardly and stepped away from him. “Don’t be such a pussy. It was a hug, not an invitation to have sex.”


“You never know with you,” I said as we headed inside. 


“Oh, you’re real fucking funny. You should do stand-up.”


I smiled slightly and followed him down the hallway to the common area area, but stopped dead in my tracks when I saw Payton and Morgan hanging out with some of the other women. Payton ran up to me, wrapping her body around me, like she was really fucking happy to see me. Morgan stayed on the couch and wouldn’t look at me.


“Hey, Payton. How are you?” I gripped her tight to me, so fucking glad that she was still happy to see me. I missed her so fucking much. I had really screwed things up with her, ignoring her when my own problems became too much to take.


“I missed you. You should see all the different things I learned! I’m almost as good as the other kids my age now.”


“I bet you are,” I smiled. 


“Where were you?”


Shit, I didn’t think I would have to explain this to a kid. Not to mention, I wasn’t sure what Morgan had told her or what she would be comfortable with me telling her. I decided to go for as much honesty as I could. It wouldn’t help to start off my recovery with lying.


“I was off at a special place to help me feel better.”


“Were you sick?”


“Not really. I just needed some help and the people there were doing that.”


“Mommy couldn’t help you?”


I stared into her sweet little eyes and wanted to tell her that her mom was capable of anything, but that wasn’t true. I had been too fucked up for just anyone to help. Flashes of rehab and detoxing hit me hard and I shook them from my mind. I needed to focus on moving forward.


“I needed a doctor to help me.”


And just like that, she didn’t have any more questions for me. She rambled on for a good five minutes about things she had been learning, all the while, I couldn’t take my eyes off Morgan. She wouldn’t look at me though. I needed to get her alone just for five minutes. I needed to apologize to her for being such an ass. I didn’t know if she would forgive me or if she would even consider giving me another chance, but I wouldn’t find out if I didn’t talk to her.


I took just one step toward her and she shot out of her chair and ran from the room. Now that I wasn’t drinking and I could think clearly, I knew that I had hurt her way worse than I ever thought. I was too drunk most of the time to even remember how I had spoken to her. But there were a few times that stood out in my mind, and I knew it was fucking bad. I recalled fucking her and not caring if she was ready for me or not. I remembered only wanting to use her to forget. That wasn’t supposed to be the way it was with us. We were supposed to help each other, but the truth was, she did everything to help me and I had done absolutely nothing to help her. Now she was walking away from me and I had a feeling it was for good, that no amount of pleading and groveling would ever make things right between us.


“Give it time,” Gabe said, gripping onto my shoulder. “You know, she’s not fine either. You both need to take a step back and get your shit together.”


“I just wanted to apologize to her.”


“Another day, man. Wait for her to be ready to hear it.”


He jerked my shoulder, telling me to follow him, and I did. 













CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

Morgan


I almost gave in when I saw Chance walk through the door. He looked better. His face was clearer and there was a clarity to his eyes that hadn’t been there in a long time. I could still see the haunted look he got on his face, but it didn’t seem like he was quite so tortured over everything. Now I just had to figure out what I was going to do about everything.


I had been seeing a therapist ever since Chance left for rehab. I figured that I had my own issues to sort out and that I couldn’t place all the blame on him. I had been stupid to think that I could help him when I wasn’t dealing with my own issues. Mine were not nearly as bad as his, but that didn’t make me qualified to help him. 


I had seen him a lot over the past few days. He was hanging out with the guys a lot more, trying to get back to normal. It was awkward to say the least. He looked like he would rather be anywhere other than where he was, but he forced himself to stay out with the others. 


I was walking back from the area of the training center where the kids were working when I saw him across the room. He was working out with some of the other guys. It was the first time I had seen him getting back to work in a long time and he looked tired, but good at the same time. I smiled to myself, happy that he was getting better. But then he turned and stared right at me, his intense eyes boring into me until I felt like I would suffocate. I couldn’t look away. I felt those old pangs of longing hitting me hard, begging me to go talk to him. But my therapist was right. I couldn’t start anything up with him until we were both better. We were caught in a trap where we only ended up hurting each other. If we wanted any kind of healthy relationship, we had to both heal first.


I turned and walked away, my heart breaking when I saw the disappointment on his face. He was mine and he always would be. I just had to get back to a point where I could accept what happened and be ready to move on with my life.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“Did you hear?” Claire asked as she ran up to me grinning like a fool. I shook my head with a smile and put some more stock on the shelves. For the last three months, I was working at Smack, trying to get some meaning back into my life. It had been six months since Chance came home from rehab and the most we saw of each other was at the dinner table. I still felt that same pull to him and I knew he felt it too. His eyes always sought me out, but I caught his friends holding him back whenever he tried to come talk to me. I had asked Cap to help me with that. I knew that we would fall into old habits if we didn’t have some help. So, all the guys were informed that under no circumstances were Chance and I to be left alone to talk things out. 


“What?”


“Chance was cleared by Knight today to join his team again. The guys are going out to eat to celebrate. So, do you want to come?” she asked giddily.


“I don’t know. Is that a good idea?”


“Yes, it’s a good idea. Why wouldn’t it be?”


“I’m not sure if I’m ready.”


“Really? You two stare each other down like you need the other to breathe. Of course, you’re ready. You can’t hide forever.”


“Yes, I can, but I’m not hiding.”


“Yes, you are. You think that if you stay away, you can’t get hurt again. But you two were meant to be together.”


“And how do you figure that? Because I would say that fate has been trying everything possible to make sure we’re never together again.”


“That’s because you haven’t made fate your bitch. You need to get back out there and show Chance that you’re willing to risk everything for him. Because he’s willing to do that for you, and he’s already proved that time and again.”


“See, this is the problem. I’m worried that what he did for me will always be hanging over our heads, reminding us both what happened. What if we can never just be normal?”


“What if you never try and you regret it the rest of your life?”


“But we did try-”


“No, you pretended like nothing was wrong after a year apart. Neither of you was in any position to be in a relationship. But you’ve both been getting counseling and you’re both getting your lives back on track. The difference is, you’re not expecting the other to be the one that steps in and saves the day. This time, you’re doing it for yourself and your daughter, and he’s done it for himself.”


“So, you think I should just go tonight and try to break the ice.”


“I think you should get dressed up and try to remember what it’s like to be a woman. He’s been waiting for you to be ready. Don’t make him wait any longer.”


She walked away and I felt the first flutters of hope swirl inside me. I did want Chance, more than my next breath. And for some reason, having Claire tell me it was okay to go for it made it easier to accept. I finished stocking the shelves and then clocked out for the day. It was time to take back my life in every way.







🔥🔥🔥🔥🔥








“Are you sure I look okay?” I asked Claire as we walked into the restaurant. 


“You look fabulous. You know you could be wearing a paper sack and he would still find you to be the sexiest woman in the room.”


“I’m just so nervous. What if he doesn’t want me here tonight or-”


“Would you stop panicking? It’s going to be fine. Trust me.” She winked at me and led me into the room. I felt weird about this. Something about the way she winked at me led me to believe she had something up her sleeve. 


I was surprised to see that we had the whole back room of the restaurant to ourselves. Everyone was there and they were all laughing and munching on appetizers that were being passed around.


“Come on. I want to introduce you to someone.”


“What?” I gasped in shock. “I thought I was meeting Chance. Please tell me you didn’t set me up on a blind date.”


She pulled me along to the back side of the room and then the crowd cleared and Chance was standing there, talking with his friends and actually smiling. I stopped dead in my tracks, taking in his beautiful features. His brown hair was cut short and his face had just enough scruff that I could remember what if felt like scraping between my thighs. He was a lot more muscular than the last time I had actually stopped and talked to him. I could tell that he had been working hard to get back into shape. His jeans hugged his thighs just perfectly and sat low on his hips. His t-shirt showed off the bulges that replaced what his biceps used to be. He was fucking ripped. 


I started fanning myself until Claire smacked my hand down, just in time for Chance to turn and see me. His eyes met mine and then he was moving toward me, that dirty gleam in his eye that I used to love. I swallowed hard, wondering if he was going to scoop me up into his arms and kiss me. He surprised me when he stopped arms length from me and held out his hand.


“Hi. Claire said that she was bringing someone for me to meet. My name’s Chance.”


I stared at him in confusion for a moment and then stuttered out my name when Claire elbowed me in the side. “Morgan. It’s nice to meet you.”


“Nice to meet you too. You’re even more beautiful than she described.”


“Thank you,” I said with a blush.


The opening strains of Michael Bublè’s You and I filled the room and Chance held out his hand to me. I slid my hand in his and let him lead me over to a small, private area in the room. His arm slid around my back and pulled me close to him and then he wrapped his hand around mine, pulling it against his chest, kissing my fingers lightly.


“I was hoping you would come tonight.”


“I wasn’t sure that I should. I was worried that we weren’t ready.”


“We’re ready,” he said confidently. “We did this all wrong last time. But now, we’re ready for this, and we’re going to do it right this time.”


“No strip clubs?”


“No random fucking either. It’s you and I. Just like Michael says.”


“Michael, huh?”


Chance shrugged with a smile. “Let’s just say that I was introduced to Mr. Bublè when the guys and I were all trying to relax in a hot tub.”


“Really,” I smiled, trying to hold back my laughter.


“It was quite the introduction,” he said as we swayed to the music. “There were wine coolers and bubbles; the whole thing went off the rails.”


“Sounds like us.”


He rested his forehead against mine as he swayed with me. 


I am glad at least in my life I found someone, he sang so quietly that almost didn’t hear.


That may not be here forever to see me through


But I found my strength in you


‘Cause in my mind, you will stay here always


In love, you and I, you and I, you and I, you and I


In my mind we can conquer the world


In love, you and I, you and I, you and I





And then his lips were on mine and he was kissing me softly, nothing at all like he used to kiss me. It was filled with all the love and promise of the future that we never really had. His hands slid to my face and he cradled me in his arms, kissing me like I was his dying breath. Tears slid down my cheeks as I realized that we were going to be okay. We were starting over, and we were finally the people we were meant to be for each other.


Catcalls sounded around us, but Chance just continued to kiss me and hold me close. That is, until Gabe put on It Had Better Be Tonight.


“Man, I just love me some Bublè,” Gabe said as he started dancing with Isa to the music. I laughed and turned back to Chance, only then seeing the new tattoo that was peeking out from under his shirt.


“What is that?”


He glanced down and then lifted his shirt up for me to see. It was a bird surrounded by flames.


“I don’t understand.”


“It’s a phoenix rising. It’s said that a phoenix rising from the ashes means to emerge from a catastrophe stronger, smarter, and more powerful. Which is exactly what I intend to do. This is just my reminder.”


I nodded, loving the tattoo and what it represented for him.


“So, where do we go from here?” I asked hesitantly.


“Well,” he skimmed his hands up my body and then back down, just rubbing lightly against my ass. “If you’ll allow me to take you home tonight, I’m gonna take you to bed…” He kissed my lips lightly, brushing his lips along my jaw and over to my earlobe. “And then I’m gonna enjoy the fuck out of my hypoallergenic pillows.”
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