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        “I am no victim. The monsters who end up in my sheets were pulled up under my bed by me.”

        ~ Erin Van Vuren

      

      

      Madigan

      “You’ll meet us at the gala tonight, right, Madigan?” I look up from the women’s fiction book I’m reading, making sure a bright smile is what greets Mr. Falcone.

      “I sure will. I’ll arrive at eight on the dot.” He seems happy with the answer, but I’m sure in the matter of a few hours it’ll change. Mr. Falcone is my boyfriend’s father and runs the Italian Mafia here in New York City.

      I’ve been living with them for the last six months even though I was perfectly fine staying in my own apartment. Vinny wouldn’t let me stay there, though. He told me I was family and that family stays in one place — the inner-city townhouse. It’s nestled in the heart of Manhattan just outside the business district.

      “Fabulous news. Do me a favor and make sure Vinny is on time with you?” Mr. Falcone asks, and I nod. Only, he doesn’t know that I’m not going to show up to the gala tonight and I won’t be making sure Vinny is there on time. If Vinny keeps up with the way he’s been acting, he’ll be too busy fucking that bitch in Brooklyn to even make it tonight.

      It might be wrong of me to hope for that, however, I’ve thought about this a lot over the last couple of weeks. Vinny being out of the house is the only way I’m getting the hell out of New York.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll yank him by his ear if I have to.” I laugh, playing the part I’ve come to know so well.

      To continue living in this house, as a woman, you must do three things— remain quiet unless spoken to, look pretty and proper whenever the occasion arises, and lastly, fuck your man whenever he deems it necessary.

      Mr. Falcone exits the formal living room and I can finally breathe a little easier. It hasn’t been too bad living here when everyone isn’t hovering around me, but this place sure has its moments. Vinny and I share the bedroom at the top of this joint on the fourth floor. There are two other bedrooms on our level that have en-suite bathrooms and small living room areas. He has two brothers, but those two are normally off doing their own thing and are hardly home.

      I’m basically living as the bitch to one of the Sopranos if only they were far more twisted and fucked up.

      While I’ve lived in New York my entire life, I’ve never witnessed this side of the city. The crime is on every corner even if you don’t think it’s there. Men in suits are behind it all and being here has changed my view on life. My father was a man in a suit, and it makes me wonder if he was really a corporate businessman or if he was behind some sort of crime too.

      I roll my eyes, thinking it’s pointless to even wonder about this. It’s not like dear old Dad will tell me since he’s six feet under. I doubt he would’ve told me when he was alive either. He and I didn’t have a normal relationship by any means. Since the moment I was born, I was his little secret, only to be visited when he could get away from his real family. All in all, I have a lifetime of serious daddy issues.

      My phone buzzes from the arm of the chair I’m sitting on, so I pick it up and look at the text. It’s from one of my closest friends, Amelia.

      Can you call me and at least let me know you’re okay? I’ve been worried sick about you. You know, it’s really not cool to go AWOL.

      I haven’t gone AWOL, but over the last few days, I have been a bit quieter than normal. It’s only because I don’t want her having any information in regards to what I’m doing tonight. The less she knows, the better.

      After thinking about it for a few minutes, I decide to text her back and calm her worries.

      I haven’t gone AWOL, you’re just overdramatic. I’ve been preparing for tonight’s gala. I’ll catch up with you after things settle down. Promise. We def have to meet for some scones and coffee.

      Only, what Amelia doesn’t know is that we won’t be meeting up soon. I’m getting the fuck out of the city as quickly as I can. The longer I’m here, the longer my life is in danger. Worst of all, I’m not just worrying about myself anymore. Now, I have to worry about the child growing inside me.
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        “Authenticity is the daily practice of letting go of who we think we’re supposed to be and embracing who we are.”

        ~ Brene Brown

      

      

      Reggie

      Brooklyn and Logan’s wedding is, by far, one of the best I’ve ever been to. Every tiny detail was planned accordingly, making this fit for a king and queen. Music plays in the background as couples weave with one another on the dancefloor. Some sit at their tables, eating the delicious food the Steele’s provided while others are out schmoozing with other guests. It seems like everyone is enjoying their day off, but I can’t relate.

      You see, I haven’t had a day off for as long as I can remember. I’m the head of security for the Steele’s and it’s my job to protect the bride. I was on Logan’s private detail for years, however, when he started dating Brooklyn and things got a little freaky, he asked that I worry about watching over her. Since then, I’ve not only become her bodyguard but one of her good friends.

      I stand on the outskirts of the reception, overlooking everyone in attendance. I’m not the only one who’s here, though. I have ten other members of my team on reception detail, while a few others are on the backside of the property around the parked cars and in the house. You can never be too careful when it comes to protecting a Steele, and we sure as fuck aren’t.

      “Hey, Reg. Can we talk for a minute?” Christian comes up beside me, looking a bit worse for wear. He’s not normally the type to show his emotions through his expression, which makes me wonder what’s going on.

      “Sure,” I say, expecting him to speak.

      He looks around. “Not here. We need to go to the house and speak in private.”

      “Okay, give me a moment to get another body over here,” I mutter, pressing on the wire to my transparent headset. No one would even know I’m wearing anything if a wire wasn’t coming down from behind my ear. Otherwise, I probably look just like a normal attendee.

      I speak into my microphone and tell the entire channel of men listening that I need one of them to come from wherever they are to the reception. Within a minute, I have a man coming from the inside of the house where I know two men are posted. I turn back and see him coming this way, “As soon as he’s here, we can go inside,” I tell Christian, who gives a curt nod.

      He crosses his arms and looks over the guests and for the life of me, I can tell this isn’t like him. Something is going on, and he sure as fuck better tell me what it is when we get into a private area.

      “I can’t wait for you to tell me what the fuck you’ve done,” I chuckle, looking at the arrogant bastard.

      “Why do you always have to assume I’ve done something? For the first time ever, it wasn’t me.”

      “Yeah, right,” I respond, stepping away from my posting. As my recovery steps into where I was standing, Christian leads me back toward the house. We walk in the back door and continue down the hallway until we reach Logan’s study. Christian is quick to open the door and right after I walk in, he slams in shut.

      “I hate to ask you for a favor, but I need a massive one right about now.” Through the tone of his voice, I can tell he’s worried.

      “Are you gonna spit it out or keep telling me how dire this is?”

      “I’m going to talk to Logan about temporarily re-assigning you to guard someone else in the family,” Christian starts off saying as his eyes drift off to the floor.

      “Alright. Who do I need to watch out for?” The second Christian returns his gaze to me, I know something’s up. It reminds me of that feeling you get when you know something bad is about to happen like a bomb is getting ready to explode and you can’t do a damn thing about it.

      I think Christian is going to ask me to guard Selena but the longer he’s quiet, the more I think this isn’t the case.

      “My sister.”

      My eyes go wide and I think I’ve misheard him. “Your what?”

      “Dad had an affair when my mother was pregnant with me, which resulted in Madigan being born. She’s only two months younger than me and my brothers don’t even know she exists. They’ve never needed to know . . . but now, I have no choice. She’s in trouble and needs our help.”

      “What? Is this some sort of joke or something?” There’s no way he’s telling the truth right now. If the Steele’s had a sister, surely, I’d know about her.

      “No, it’s not a joke. Listen, Reg, I only brought this to you because I need your help. Now, here’s the tricky part, I need you to not say anything to Jordan or Logan. This needs to be something between you and me for the time being.”

      “You have to be shitting me right now. First, you want me to protect your secret baby sister and now you want me to keep this from my boss? Are you trying to get me fired?” Christian has asked a lot of me over the years, but never something like this. I’m fine with doing members of the family favors, but there’s a line I don’t cross. “I will not lie to the man who has given me so many opportunities. I’ll help you, Christian, but I won’t lie to Logan. You’d better sort out this shit before I have to.”

      “C’ mon, Reg. Do me a solid and just keep this under wraps for a week or two tops. By that point, I’ll have Madigan somewhere safe down here and the cat will be outta the bag.”

      “No, I’m not lying for you.” I’m firm in my decision. It’s obvious he isn’t thinking clearly. The moment I lie to his family is the second I will be outside of the circle of trust, cast out, fired. I’d lose everything and that’s simply something I can’t afford to lose. No one realizes it, but a lot of people depend on me and the money I make here.

      Christian throws his hands up in frustration, “I need you to keep this to yourself for a few days, Reg. Please, don’t lie, just keep it to yourself until I can figure out how to get Madigan out of her shitty situation. She’s gotten involved with the wrong people and wouldn’t have called me if she wasn’t desperate. I’m trying to keep a Steele safe. Isn’t that your job? Protecting Steeles?”

      I clench my fist in anger, “Don’t you ever use my duty to this family against me like that again.”

      “Then fucking help me! As I said, don’t lie. Just don’t bring it up. She just called me about thirty minutes ago and I’ll do my best to get her somewhere safe. She’s going to contact me when she gets out of the city and then I can arrange some sort of transportation for her to get down here. You know as well as I do, we’re always safer in larger numbers.”

      Part of me wants to say fuck this and go to Logan, spilling the secrets Christian has just revealed to me, but the other part of me is saying that would only ruin his wedding day and cause unnecessary drama. Christian might not realize it, but today, he’s won the battle. “Fine. I’ll keep my mouth shut but don’t get shit twisted. I’m not doing this for you. I’m doing this for Logan and Brooklyn. I won’t ruin their big day. Now, you can talk to him about transferring me from Brooklyn’s detail later. If I’ll be watching your sister than I need to know everything there is about her.”

      “Alright. We should get started then. The two of us might end up being here all night.”
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        “Pain makes you stronger, fear makes you braver, heartbreak makes you wiser.”

        ~Quotes ‘Nd Notes

      

      

      Madigan

      The gala started ten minutes ago on the east side of Manhattan and I’ve just crossed through the tunnel to Jersey City. I can feel my heart pounding from my chest all the way to my temple. My nerves are shot and I’m barely breathing as I white knuckle the steering wheel. I can’t seem to get out of the city fast enough, but now, the real battle begins. Freedom is close and yet so far away. The only way I’ll get there is with some serious determination and not chickening out.

      About thirty minutes ago, I called my brother Christian and told him I needed help. I’ve always made a silent oath to myself that I’d never do this, but I didn’t see another feasible option. It was after I already got in the car and started my trek to get out of the city. I was even in my gown for the gala so none of the staff would be suspicious. The Falcones are always watching those who are close to them. Franco isn’t paranoid but much like an eagle, he surveys his land from above.

      Christian said he’d help me, but I think things will be a lot trickier than either of us realize. You see, things are complicated when it comes to my family. Christian is the only one who knows about my existence and it’s only because we both snuck out to our father’s lake house one summer and crossed paths. An entirely coincidental, but extremely life-changing discovery. I still find it ironic that the two of us came to the one place where we remembered our father the most, and the fact dad took us to the exact same lake house blows my mind. You’d think he’d take me to a completely different location, but no.

      As his mistress’s daughter, I knew of my three brothers, however, we were never allowed to see each other. When I was thirteen, my father told me the reality of what I was, something that was unplanned but viewed as precious. Given that information, he gave me a choice. I could either keep my father’s identity a secret and in doing so, continue to have him in my life on a basis where he would come by a couple of times a year and visit me on my birthday, or I could tell my friends and lose my dad for good. He only gave me this offer after I told one of my friends who my father was. Only back then, I didn’t realize this was never an offer. Instead, it was an ultimatum, and the first one I remember having in my life.

      You see, it wasn’t easy growing up with a rich, well-known mother. No one bought the fact that she was a ‘single mom’. She’d won two Emmys, three Golden Globes, and a few other awards that I can’t remember. That’s actually how they met. My mother was on set and my father was friends with the producer. He offered him a day behind the scenes of the production of one of the films my mother won an Emmy for.

      I scan the dark streets and wonder what my next step is, but I don’t know. I wish I’d have thought this entire thing through, but I didn’t. The only thing I’ve planned is getting the fuck out of the city and calling my brother, who has enough power to protect me.

      My entire life I have hidden the fact I’m a Steele, but how can I continue to do that when it’s the one thing that may be able to save me? My father didn’t want the world to know about his dirty little secret and they never did. Not while he was alive at least. I even went to his funeral and sat in the back like some random woman.

      Christian obviously knew who I was, but he couldn’t even comfort me because of all the watching eyes. I had to grieve alone, except when we went into a private room and he hugged me. My brother sat there and let me cry to him for over an hour. I don’t remember much from that day except the grief, and the stares of the people saying goodbye to my father as Christian and I left that room together said it all— they thought we were going for a romp in the sack.

      I pull over at a small gas station and walk inside, slinging a large purse over my shoulder. “Do you have a restroom?” I ask the cashier, who looks me up and down like I shouldn’t be walking in here. I can imagine why he’s so confused. A beautiful woman walks into a grungy gas station looking for what exactly?

      He nods once, handing me a key. “Yeah, go around the side of the building. It’s the first door on the left.”

      “Thank you,” I say, offering a small smile as I place one foot in front of the other. I take in a deep breath as I walk out of the station, toward the bathroom. Inserting the key in the door, I unlock it and step inside. It smells atrocious in here, like an entire family of rats decided to all die in the same spot. The only thing I want to do right now is hurl from the stench.

      All I have to do is change into more comfortable clothes and then I can be on my way, I silently tell myself, trying to muster up the courage of being in here a bit longer. I slide the dress down my body and let it hit the floor, grabbing the pair of jeans from my purse and kicking off my death trap heels. I don’t want my feet to touch the grimy tile floor that looks like it hasn’t been cleaned in years, so I make sure to keep my feet on the dress while I slide the jeans on.

      I dig my hand deeper in my purse and grab the pair of chucks at the bottom of it and place them on my feet before grabbing my long sleeve shirt. Picking my purse up off the floor, I stare at myself in the mirror and speak out loud. “You got this, Madigan. You’re getting the fuck out of this prison and you’ll be safe.”

      Pushing the bathroom door open, I grab the key and head toward the front. Going back in the station, I grab a throwaway phone. “I need you to put one hundred minutes on this,” I say, waiting to hear the total.

      He spits it out to me and I hand him a hundred dollar bill. “Keep the change,” I say, heading straight toward the door and back out to my car. I toss my purse in the passenger seat and take out my iPhone. After sliding it under the wheel of the car, I reverse over it. There’s no way the Falcones will be able to track me without that.

      Continuing to breathe in and out, I try my hardest not to freak out. It won’t do me any good, but neither would be planning too far ahead. I surely would’ve cracked under the pressure of the environment I was living in. The Falcones would have known something was up if I had festered on it. Everything is better this way. At least, that’s what I’ll continue to tell myself.

      I don’t have much of a plan but one thing I do know is that I have to go south. If I follow I-95, it will just keep taking me down the states, but if I can get to Baltimore or even Virginia, I’m sure I can breathe a little easier.

      For the next twenty minutes, I pay close attention to my surroundings, making sure I don’t see any Capos from the streets. They’d recognize my car in a heartbeat, even being in Jersey. The Falcones run everything close to New York, while a few of them live on this side of Jersey City. It feels like some real-life Scarface shit, to be honest.

      I pick up the cell phone and call Christian, praying to whatever God is in the sky that the two of us will somehow have a plan by now.
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        Success is the sum of small efforts, repeated day in and day out

        ~ Robert Collier

      

      

      Reggie

      Christian wasn’t wrong in the fact it could’ve taken us all night. We’d sat in that room, and I learned everything I could about Madigan in a short amount of time. I don’t think one bit of what he told me will help me, though. No, in my experience, I have to meet the woman and understand who she is. That is something that can’t be rushed.

      I stare at the white ceiling as I lay in bed, unable to rest my mind. Christian said she was in trouble but failed to elaborate on what that meant. He said he’d call me when the time came and I would be needed. I feel like that will happen sooner rather than later.

      Even now, I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around the fact there is another Steele on this planet. It’s hard enough keeping these three safe. How has this woman, who no doubt has had no security detail, managed to stay alive for this long? The enemies this family has, are far too many to count.

      A buzzing sound jolts me and I pick my phone off the bedside table next to me, “Yes?”

      “Madigan just called me. She’s heading down I-95 south and was hoping to stop in Baltimore. I’ve told her to continue on. She’ll be in Charleston in a few more hours. Given the situation, I don’t think it’s a good idea for her to stop. Take the jet and meet her there. I believe your job is pretty clear, Reggie. Get my sister and bring her home.”

      Placing my hands under my body, I push myself up speaking into the phone. “And where is that exactly? Whose home am I taking her to? Yours? Logan’s? Jordan’s? Where is home?”

      “I’ve rented a townhouse for her. There’s no need for you to be crass with me,” Christian spits out, obviously irritated.

      “I will be as crass as I’d like with you. Do you have any idea what type of position you’ve put this entire family in? We know nothing about the threats that come along with her. All I know is that she’s in danger, Christian. Surely, you’d feel the need to give me a little bit more information than that.”

      “I’m sorry but I don’t have all the answers you seek. Madigan hasn’t gone into detail with me. Honestly, you’ll probably be the one she tells first. Look, we don’t have enough time. You need to get to the airstrip and into Charleston as soon as possible. Take a couple of men with you but please be discreet. I’ll notify Logan that you’re doing a favor for me so he doesn’t get suspicious.”

      “A favor? Shouldn’t you be telling him about your fucking sister?” I hiss, hopping out of bed. I grab clothes as fast as I can, making sure I’m in my normal ensemble. It’s a little past five in the morning so I should be there by seven, maybe a little later depending on when I can take off.

      “You worry about Madigan and I’ll worry about the rest.” Christian tries to shut me down, telling me he hasn’t said a word to anyone. Great. This is going to be fabulous.

      “Does she know where to meet me?” I ask, sliding on my trousers.

      “Yes, I gave her the name of the airport. Look, I’m sorry I don’t have all the details you need. All I can say is that she got mixed up with the wrong people. I don’t know who, but I can imagine what happened. That won’t do us any good. Only having the facts will.”

      “If you’re about to tell me that she’s a nice girl, who fell for the wrong guy then I might beat your damn head in the next time I see you.”

      Christian chuckles for a moment, “Well, it looks like you’ll be doing exactly that later. When she’s on board, get your ass back here and I’ll text you the address of the townhome I’m renting for her. I’ll bring Logan and Jordan with me later. Let’s just say around six this evening. If Madigan needs anything and I mean anything, get it for her. Use the company card.”

      Logan had given me a credit card a couple of years ago after I began working for him. It’s for any sort of expense I may have. Whether it’s gasoline or food, we’re covered.

      “Got it,” I murmur, grabbing the dress shirt I set down on top of my dresser before I went to bed. Just as I’m about to hang up the phone, something comes to mind from the conversation Christian and I had earlier. “Didn’t you say something about the Falcones?”

      “Yes, I said that Madigan knows the Falcone family. Her mother is not only an award-winning actress but a very well-known New York socialite. Why? What’s the problem?”

      “We only have a problem if your sister pissed off the wrong people. Surely, you know the Falcones run the mafia. They’re infamous for their torture techniques.”

      “Jesus. I don’t really know who she pissed off, but Madigan is smart. If it was something she could’ve gotten out of herself, she would’ve. She’s never asked me for help before, Reggie. It’s why I’m so fucking nervous.”

      I may be pissed, but I’ll put Christian’s worries to ease if I can. “There isn’t anything that we can’t be prepared for. The important thing is she told you she needed help. I’ll go get her, bring her to her house, and then we’ll figure out the next step.”

      “You mean the part where my brothers crucify me for keeping this secret,” Christian adds.

      “Possibly. Regardless, we’ll take it one step at a time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go get a Steele princess.”
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        “Strength is being able to stand in the same room as your trigger while not letting it get to you like it holds all the power.”

        ~ Kayil York

      

      

      Madigan

      I wanted to throttle Christian when he told me to keep driving. Every waking moment I’m in this damn car, I get more nauseous. Honestly, I don’t think it’ll subside until I’m in Atlanta. Until I’m face to face with the people who I know will protect me. Well, maybe, I don’t know if they will. I’m just a naïve girl, who is riding on hope right now.

      Charleston, South Carolina is a long way from Baltimore, but I understand why he wants me to keep going. The further I get away from my problems, the safer I am.

      It’s been a long journey, but finally, I’m about five minutes away from the private airport Christian said I needed to get to. He said a friend would escort me back to Atlanta, whatever the hell that means. I’m just thankful I’ve been able to drive all the way here without too much trouble.

      Ditching my phone might’ve been smart but now, I’m thinking that I royally fucked up. I’ve driven the car that Vinny bought me all the way from New York to Charleston . . . a car that he’s probably put a tracking device on. I assumed my phone would’ve been bugged but I didn’t think this far ahead. Jesus. The Falcones maintain control over every aspect of their lives, including the people in it. Their heads are filled with paranoia which I suppose they should be considering what they do for work. Too many people have ratted them out over the years for there to be any sort of trust level left for anyone outside of their family.

      The GPS on my dashboard tells me that my ETA is three minutes, so I press on the gas and try to speed that up. If I’m lucky, my brother’s escort will already be waiting for me and we can get the fuck out of here as soon as possible.

      The next few minutes fly by in the blink of an eye. The only objective in my sight is getting to the airport. I’m trying my hardest to not allow every doubt that fills my mind to come crashing in like a tidal wave— doing my best, but ultimately failing at it.

      Six-foot fencing comes into view with orange flashing lights on the pavement, showing me I’m getting close to where I need to be. I drive up the road about a quarter of a mile and come to a parking lot with a building right next to it. Quickly, I park the car, grab my purse and pay as I go phone, and head inside. The South Carolina humidity hits me like a brick wall, causing me to put a pep in my step. I want to get in the air conditioning as soon as possible.

      Walking towards the double doors, I place my hand on the knob and pull it open, going inside. This is undoubtedly the smallest airport I’ve ever been to in my entire life. There isn’t a TSA check-in from the looks of it. It’s just one large room with seating for about twenty people, in the most uncomfortable plastic chairs from the looks of it. Shoot, and I thought private airports had more class than this. At least in the North, they do.

      “Are you Madigan?” a deep, masculine voice asks me. I turn around and come face to face with a man in full business attire. His suit jacket is a deep blue with matching pants. A white dress shirt fills his frame with a checkered black and blue tie. He has a slight tan which tells me he must be outside quite a bit. His hair is an ashy brown that’s shaved down into a buzz cut. I think this could be the guy who is supposed to meet me, but his swimmer’s physique makes me highly doubt he’s the muscle.

      “Depends who's asking,” I say, scanning my eyes up and down this handsome creature.

      He takes a few steps toward me, extending his hand. “My name is Reggie. Your arrogant bastard of a brother sent me.”

      Unable to hold back a chuckle, I give him my hand and shake his. “Thank you. I appreciate you coming out here to escort me back to Atlanta.”

      “It’s my job, Miss . . . uh, I’m not quite sure what to call you.” Reggie’s cheeks turn bright pink.

      “Madigan is fine.”

      “Alright, well, let’s get going then. It’s better not to waste any time.” He starts off toward a door, turning back to look at me. “This is the part where you come with me and we get out of here. Christian hasn’t told me much but I know you’re in deep shit. The longer we’re here, the more problems we might have.”

      I open my mouth to say something smart-assed, but can’t when I notice the way his face shifts into worry. “Fuck, it’s too late. Your problems followed us here. C’mon!” Reggie grabs my arm and tugs me over to the door with him, opening it. He holds onto my arm tightly as we run toward the jet, stairs already down and waiting. I get onto the stairwell and see him standing behind me, gun drawn in the direction of the airport. He follows me, keeping his gun trained in the direction of our company.

      A stewardess is on board, who closes the door just as I hear Reggie talking to the pilot. “We need to get going. Now!” He slides his gun into a holster under his jacket and takes a seat, pointing to the one across from him. “Sit down and tell me what the fuck you’ve gotten us into.” His tone of voice tells me Reggie is anything but a business associate of my brother. No, he’s something more important.

      I take in a deep breath, thankful of the fact Christian didn’t send an imbecile. Instead, he sent me some sort of bodyguard. The only thing I’m left wondering now is why my brother has a man like this at his disposal.
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        “If you can hear a voice within you say, “you cannot paint”, then by all means paint and that voice will be silenced.”

        ~ Vincent Van Gogh

      

      

      Reggie

      I want to ask this woman if she’s deaf or dumb, but I think that might take it a little too far. You’d think she’d be quick to answer my question considering the bastards that came out the doors with their guns raised. They looked like they were contemplating shooting up at us. It wouldn’t have done them any good and I think they knew that.

      I turn my head from looking out the window and stare her down, “Did you not hear me? I want you to tell me what shit you’re in.”

      Madigan Steele, in all of her . . . shit, I don’t even know what to call it. This woman looks like she’s won America’s Next Top Model. She has light alabaster skin with sea-green eyes. Her copper-red hair flows down in long, wavy curls and when I look at her body, fuck . . . I want to re-adjust myself. She’s every man’s wet dream, with a shit ton of baggage from the looks of it.

      “Are you even listening to me?” she snarls out, raising a brow. If I had any doubts about her paternity, I’m immediately proven wrong. Madigan is definitely no pushover. All of the Steeles share one common trait —they don’t tolerate any bullshit.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I say, obviously, I must’ve missed something while I was ogling her. Shit, I need to knock that out.

      Madigan huffs out a heavy breath, rolling her eyes. “Put your listening ears on, alright? I don’t know who you think you are, but you’re not my overlord. I don’t have to tell you anything. The only person I owe an explanation to is Christian.”

      I clench my hand into a fist, trying to hold my frustration back and be a gentleman to this woman. Although, she’s making it incredibly hard. “That’s where you’re wrong. You see, I’m the one Christian sent to make sure your ass doesn’t get capped. So, I’d appreciate a little transparency when it comes to your friends back there.”

      She shakes her head back and forth slowly, almost like she’s fighting with herself on whether or not she’s going to tell me a damn thing.

      “I’ll keep it simple for you. I’m great at my job. So great that I’ve never lost a client. The only problem here, Mads, is that I can only do my job if you tell me what in the actual fuck is going on. Keeping secrets doesn’t work in this line of business. You need to tell me every damn skeleton you have in your closet, plus the ones you’ve already buried in the backyard. Nothing is off-limits.” I breathe in a little easier and hope she understands where I’m coming from. I’m not trying to be a dick, but I have a job to do. If she’s making my job difficult, I can be sure to return the favor and make her life a living hell.

      “Look, I get that Christian sent you to take me to Atlanta, but he didn’t tell me I’d have to unleash everything.”

      “Of course he wouldn’t. He always leaves out the important shit,” I grumble. When I agreed to help him, I at least thought he’d try to make it a little easier. “Look, I’m only asking because I need to know about whatever mess is headed our way. Obviously, you’re no innocent. Now, will you just tell me what is going on?”

      Madigan looks down to her hands as she starts to speak, but stops when the stewardess comes down the aisle. “Is there anything I can get either of you now that we’re at the correct elevation? Oh, and you can take your seat belt off, honey.”

      Madigan is quick to unbuckle her seatbelt and pull a leg under her knee, “I’d love an orange juice if you have one, and a cinnamon roll.”

      The stewardess glances over to me, and all I can think about is how this chick went from an OJ to a cinnamon roll. “And what about you, Mr. Reggie?”

      “I’m fine, Alison, but thank you for the offer.”

      Alison goes down the aisle and goes to get Madigan what she wants, leaving her and I to speak amongst ourselves.

      “Can we just go with the short and sweet version?” Madigan says.

      “That’ll be fine.” Anything is better than nothing. I fuck up and let my southern Louisiana accent slip out, causing her to let a smile slip through.

      “I screwed up and got close to the wrong people. I thought that . . . they weren’t as bad as they were. I ignored every warning that was sent my way and before I knew it, I was sucked in too deep to get out.”

      “Until today,” I speak up. I search her eyes and see that she’s telling me the truth. I might not have the details yet but there’s something genuine about this girl under her tough shell. Alison is back, and hands Madigan her cinnamon roll and orange juice, slowly disappearing back down at the end of the plane.

      She offers me a half-smile, “Yeah, until today. I got into a relationship with a man who played me like a game. He bought me nice things, told me I was pretty, and I was head over heels in love with him. I fucking believed him too. I don’t know what’s more pathetic, the fact I believed him or that I stayed.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask, needing her to elaborate on the latter part of what she said.

      She takes her hand and runs it through her long, wavy hair, meeting her eyes with my own. “I was in a relationship with a man that thought it was okay to hit me.” Madigan pulls her shirt up and I see a bruise across her ribs.

      “He kicked you,” I state, hearing her story far too many times to count from others just like her.

      “Yes.” The way she says it convinces me she’s filled with regret, not wanting to be in that situation. I can’t help but think at least she got out. Thank goodness she has brothers like the Steeles, who will move mountains to make sure she’s protected.

      Madigan’s drink is brought out to her and she slowly sips at it over the course of a few minutes. Silence fills the airplane as an eerie feeling washes over my whole body. Unable to keep quiet, I ask the one question that’s pressing at my mind. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Lots of things. There’s plenty of time for the nitty-gritty, though.”

      The way she looks out the window makes me believe I haven’t even begun to hit the tip of the iceberg. I came into this hating the assignment, thinking that I’m nothing but a glorified babysitter for a spoiled-rotten woman, but I was wrong.

      I may have only known her for twenty minutes, but I can tell there’s more underneath the surface. It’s my job to find out what it is and protect her in the process.

      I give her a stern look as I promise something I never have. “Don’t worry about a thing. I’ve never lost a client and I’m sure as hell not going to now. I promise, I’ll get you out of this.”

      There’s an unspoken code in my line of work.

      Promises— we’re never supposed to make them.
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        You have no cause for anything, but gratitude and joy

        ~Buddha

      

      

      Madigan

      I don’t know why I told this Reggie guy a damn thing. I’m sure I didn’t ‘have’ to do anything, but I know Christian and he’d only send the best. If Reggie is going to be protecting me, giving him small slivers of my life can’t hurt. If things work out, I might just open up even more to him but I hope he isn’t holding his breath. It’d be a shame for a man looking as scrumptious as he does to die.

      The plane landed ten minutes ago and I was instructed to stay on board until the car arrived. From what I can tell, we’re at another private airport. “Will the car be here soon?” I ask Reggie, who’s standing at the door. The stairs were put down right after we landed and I hate it because I can feel the awful humidity seeping in. It would’ve been so much nicer if he kept the door closed and the air conditioning pumping through this thing.

      “It’s rolling up now,” Reggie says, waving his hand over for me to follow him.

      I scan my eyes over his body, not able to figure out why a man would choose to wear a full suit in this weather. Rising from my seat, I walk up to where he is and follow him down the stairs out to the car on the pavement. My door is already wide open for me as Reggie turns his head back in my direction. “Scoot to the other seat, behind the driver’s side.”

      “Sure thing,” I mutter out, stepping into the vehicle.

      Everything passes by in the blink of an eye as I’m being chauffeured throughout Atlanta. Myself, Reggie, and our driver are all silent during the trip. I want answers, to know where I’m going, what I’ll be doing, to know anything really, but I refrain from asking. Instead, I need to focus on breathing and accept the fact I’ve made a series of decisions that will change my life forever. Every fiber of my being feels nothing but anxiety at this moment, but I have to push through. If I need to be anything right now— it’s strong.

      “You were sassy as shit on the plane, and now you’re being quiet?” Reggie cocks his head to the side and snickers at me.

      “I have a lot to think about. Wouldn’t you say?”

      “Don’t you mean worry?” he counters back, causing me to re-think what I’m doing. There’s something about him that just digs deep under my skin and irritates me. It’s even worse that he’s right, but there’s no way I’m going to tell him that.

      Rolling my eyes, “I’m not worrying about a thing.”

      He raises both of his brows, “Oh, really? Shoot. If I were in your position, I would be. Logan and Jordan are really intimidating until you get to know them. Christian . . . well, you know him.”

      As if I wasn’t already hiding being nervous, Reggie’s words shoot me into overdrive. Now, all I can seem to do is worry. It doesn’t matter what I’m worried about, whether it’s minuscule or huge. I wonder if they’ll hate me the second they meet me, or will they judge me about something stupid like the color of my shirt. Regardless, I can’t worry. I need to stay sharp and accept what’s coming my way.

      I glance over to Reggie after looking out my window for a couple of minutes while deep in thought and see exactly what he’s doing. “You’re a dick. Why are you trying to get me all flustered?” I demand to know, raising my voice just a tad.

      “I wasn’t,” he objects.

      I’m not buying it. He wants me to get upset, but what’s his reasoning behind it?

      “You’re full of shit. I see what you did there. You want me to get flustered before meeting Logan and Jordan. Goodness,” I huff out, running a hand through my hair. In any normal situation, I would’ve walked out of the room, so considering we’re in a moving car, it’s not really working in my favor. Since I can’t walk out, I continue speaking. “What do you even know about my relationship with my brothers anyway or about me for that matter?”

      His face contorts from playful to straight-up annoyed. His brows furrow together and that playboy smile he has turns into a firm line. Just as he opens his mouth, he digs into his suit and pulls out his phone, bringing it to his ear.

      “Yes, I have her. You’ll be there at what time now? Ah, okay. Yes, we’re already on the way. We should be there within ten minutes or so.” Reggie keeps his eyes trained on me as he speaks, only I’m not sure why.

      I know I don’t look anything like my siblings based on the photos I’ve seen of them— maybe that’s why? Or is he staring for the same reason he’s fucking with me — because it’s a game to him?

      He slides the phone back into his pocket and picks back up from where he was interrupted. “I know that you met Christian by accident at the lake house when you were seventeen. You had skipped your last week of school and came down to where your father would bring you a couple of times a year. You were supposed to meet up with your Dad, but he canceled on you last minute for a business trip. You thought you could have a nice relaxing time until he came back but much to your dismay, it was raining for most of it. Christian was told not to go to the lake house because he was grounded but went anyway. You two met one another and that was the end of your father’s best-kept secret.”

      I’m taken aback with the details he knows. Things I’ve never told a soul before. How did he even know it was raining? “I’m surprised. I didn’t think you’d know any of that.”

      “I always make sure to do my research.”

      I didn’t take this man for the cocky type when I first met him, but obviously, I’m wrong.

      “Yeah, right.”

      Our driver makes a right-hand turn and we approach a gated community. Looking past the gates, I see multilevel townhomes. Each one of them has earthy tones with stone fronts, looking quite a bit different than New York houses do.

      I hear the unmistakable sound of a code being punched into the gate lock although I  keep my gaze focused on outside the vehicle. I want to fully take in the community I’m soon to be part of. Honestly, while my mother and I have lived a luxurious life, we hardly ever went out of the city. Dad would bring me to the lake house, but I was never allowed to come to Atlanta. In layman’s terms, I was forbidden from ever coming here. I’m betting that had a tiny bit to do with me being his unwanted love child. He never confessed it, but I’m not stupid.

      “What’s the address Reggie, thirteen-hundred?”

      “Yeah, Carlos. You head up the street and it should be the last one at the end. Christian wanted some semblance of privacy for her. Plus, there’s an access road we can use to get out in a jiffy if shit gets a little crazy.”

      “Ah, I see. We’ll have to take the alternative route out since I’ll be Miss. Madigan’s personal driver.”

      Hearing that Christian is having someone drive me around makes me a bit more cautious. I also wonder why he feels the need to have someone driving me around when I’m fully capable of driving myself. “I doubt I’ll want to get out and about for a while. I really don’t think I need a driver,” I speak up, looking between Reggie and Carlos in the rear-view mirror.

      “It doesn’t matter what you want, Miss. Madigan. Mr. Steele has paid me to be your personal driver and I will do as he orders of me unless he changes his mind. I wouldn’t hold your breath, though. Once Mr. Steele’s mind is made up, it’s rare that he changes it.”

      Carlos drives a little way up and we go down a short driveway. He taps a button at the top of his SUV and the garage door opens, exposing a massive garage. Surprisingly, there’s plenty of room in here for another SUV. Usually, homes like this are cramped and tight.

      Carlos turns the engine off and opens his door while Reggie and I follow his lead. I unbuckle my seatbelt and open my door, placing my feet on the step bar and stop. For some reason, all of my fears come running to the front of my mind. Every doubt and skeptical thought plagues me like a sudden fever.

      I hear footsteps coming my way and turn to meet Reggie’s gaze as he turns around the side of the car and faces me. “Either way, you’re gonna have to get out of the vehicle. Your brothers are going to be here in a couple of minutes.”

      “Do they know what they’re about to walk into?” The answer will either calm me or make me stroke out.

      Reggie’s face drops and it’s all the answer I need. He doesn’t have a clue.
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        “Everything is temporary; emotions, thoughts, people and scenery. Do not become attached, just flow with it.”

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Madigan

      I managed to muster up some strength and walk from the garage into the house. Right when you come out of the garage, you end up behind the kitchen. If you look to the left, there’s a door that leads out onto a small porch and fenced in backyard, but if you go right, you see an open floor plan.

      The kitchen is small, but it’s very well done. Marble countertops make the room pop against matte black cabinets, but on the top, they’re white matte causing the contrast to be eye-catching. The chairs at the island are a bright canary yellow, making the room come alive. The living room is directly across from the kitchen and has the same hardwood floors spanning over the entire space. Looking down the hall, I can see they continue on and would place my bets on the fact they go upstairs as well.

      I can’t figure out why, but I look to Reggie, who’s leaning against the island after just grabbing an apple from the bowl of fruit in the middle. Part of me sees some sort of safety in his presence. But I should feel that way, right? He is my personal security, after all. I still can’t shake the feeling on why I’m looking to him. What has he done to gain my trust in the last few hours that I’ve known him? The answer is nothing. He hasn’t done anything to prove himself to me.

      Well, except for when he grabbed my arm and yanked me onto the airplane as the Falcones hired hands came running after us. And, he might’ve been a little demanding to know more about my situation but I’m sure it was with good intentions. He was the one who said he’s never lost a client. I’m just going to naturally assume he doesn’t want to start now.

      Reggie takes a bite out of what I’m assuming is a red delicious apple. Based on the dark red color and size, it looks just like one. He’s keeping his eyes trained on me. He reminds me of a wolf in the middle of the woods eyeing a rabbit. His facial expression is primal, like within a  moment’s notice, it’ll change into something I least expect.

      The front door comes swinging open and just like we were in a scenario where I could be hurt, Reggie drops the apple from his hand, grabs me and brings me back against the island, keeping his body in front of mine.

      Carlos is standing a couple of feet away from us, grinning from ear to ear like a jolly old man. “You’re so adorable. It’s just the Steeles.”

      “Reg?” I hear Christian’s low voice call out into the house and slip away from Reggie, run down the short hallway straight into my brother’s arms. He looks good, well, better than good actually. We’re barely six months apart in age, but he’s known for being a cocky bastard. Unlike anyone else, he’s paler with dirty blonde hair and the lightest blue eyes you’d ever see. They’re so light that I feel like I’m looking into the ocean when I stare at them. I’ve always looked at Chris like he’s my protector because he is, plus, how beefed-up he is, adds to my confidence in his ability to watch out for me.

      “Damn, sis. Did you miss me or something?” Christian chuckles, pulling himself away from me, looking over my face.

      “Maybe,” I confess, trying to hold the tears back. I didn’t think to be here, face to face, with him would cause me to have any sort of emotional reaction. How dumb I was to think like that. Christian is the only one who knows the truth about my identity. He is honestly the only man on this earth who somewhat understands me, the one person I don’t have to hide anything from. While we may not talk every day, that’ll never tarnish the bond we’ve developed over the years. I can only hope that Logan, Jordan, and I don’t have a rocky start.

      “Are you gonna tell me what’s going on with you now or what?”

      I lower my head and look at the floor, “I don’t even know where to start, Chris.” I use his nickname, trying to make the air in the room feel a little thinner.

      “You gotta start somewhere, Mads.” He calls me my own nickname, causing me to smile for just a second and forget what type of reality I’m living in.

      “That’s easy for you to say, you’re not the one who has to face the consequences.” I pull away from him, crossing my arms in a comforting way. My mother always used to tell me that it was a way to close myself off to people and that I should break the habit, but anytime I feel like I’m under attack, I automatically revert.

      “I somehow think that’s a load of crap. If you were being a damn angel, you wouldn’t be down here in the first place.”

      “God, I thought you might not be a dick anymore but in what reality would that actually happen.”

      “You haven’t spoken to me in ages and out of the blue, you call me, on the day Logan’s getting married, and tell me you need me to save your ass. I deserve answers.”

      “I know. Okay? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get sassy with you. I’m just anxious as hell and not just because of the reasoning behind me needing your help. It was never exactly in the plan for me to meet Logan or Jordan.”

      “It wasn’t in the plan for us to meet either, and we turned out pretty okay.” Christian points out, making me laugh.

      He pulls me into a half hug, “Listen, you know that you don’t have to hide anything from me. I’m your brother and I’ll always be here for you. No matter what.”

      The door opens to the front of the house and I see two men enter in fully clad suits just like Reggie and Christian have on. They look almost exactly the same, with one seeming a bit more aged with facial hair. I don’t miss the look of shock as their eyes land on me. I’d kill to be a mind reader, to know the exact thoughts running through their mind.

      “Uh, Madigan this is Jordan,” Christian points to the man on the right, the one who looks a bit aged and has scraggly facial hair. He points to the one standing behind him, who must be Logan. I knew they were identical twins from the pictures I’ve seen, although I didn’t believe I’d be able to tell them apart. Jordan has that wild caveman look about him, where Logan is much more maintained. “Obviously, through the process of elimination, this is Logan.”

      I don’t know how I’m supposed to act. If I should smile or remain stoic. There’s not exactly a ‘how-to’ guide when it comes to this sort of thing.

      All I can say is the one thing that I genuinely mean, “It’s so nice to finally meet both of you.”
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        “You are holding it in your hands — your power. Use it.”

        ~Seeker

      

      

      Madigan

      At my words, the entire room grows quiet, except for Christian. “Can you go grab us some food, Carlos? We need to have a family chat and this will probably take a bit. You can take Reggie with you if you’d like.”

      “I’m staying right here,” Reggie firmly speaks up, glaring at Christian.

      My brother lifts his brows, obviously irritated. “You don’t have to. You’ve done what you were supposed to in bringing her here without a scratch on her. Now, you can go get some food with Carlos and come back. When you do, I’ll show you all where your rooms are.”

      I don’t understand why it’s so important for Reggie to be here. I’m not alone, and even though I understand he takes his job seriously, I feel like he’s taking it a bit too far. “No, I’m going to stay here and make sure no one fucks with any of you. She had friends at the airport, who came after us, or did you forget that?” At Reggie’s words, Jordan and Logan immediately look alarmed and I can sense they want to know everything there is to know about me and the trouble I’ve brought their way.

      Carlos takes the opportunity to get the hell out of here and exits through the garage door. I’m guessing he could tell things might get a little bit heated.

      “Let’s go into the living room,” Christian suggests and we all follow him. I, unlike everyone else, stick pretty close to his side since he’s the only one who really knows anything about me.

      Reggie disappears from view and I assume he’s gone into the dining area while we all have our chat.

      “So, where do we start?” I say to the group of them, keeping my eyes on Christian because he’s the only one who doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable right now. He starts to speak, but I find myself glancing at the living room. I look down at the hardwood floors and scan up the walls, looking at the abstract paintings and décor that cover the space. I have to hand it to him, Christian did a great job making this look homey before I got here. Honestly, I wasn’t expecting anything close to this.

      “Madigan?” Christian says my name lowly, drawing me back out of my head. I’m not normally the type of woman who gets lost in thought, but with everything going on, I think it’s a safety net for me. If I don’t have to pay attention to what’s going on around me, I can enjoy the scenery and beauty of wherever I am. It’s probably stupid, but it’s my thought process.

      “Sorry. I was just admiring the art. It’s really beautiful,”

      “Yes, they’re pieces from a local gallery,” Jordan states, “I actually bought them a couple of weeks ago and realized they didn’t work with my penthouse. So, I gave them to Christian, and he must’ve brought them here.”

      “Who is the artist?” I ask, approaching the wall to get a closer look.

      “Her name is Marina Esposito. She’s new but local to the city. I think she’s going to go far in the art scene we have here.”

      “I love that you both are bonding over some small chit-chat. However, we really need to dive deep into everything. There’s a lot to go over in a short amount of time,” Logan speaks up, looking nothing but troubled. It’s almost as if my existence weighs heavily on his mind. He’s standing behind the couch but walks around the cream-colored eyesore and takes a seat. While Christian did a great job on the décor, his furniture choice couldn’t have been worse. He probably did it just to fuck with me, considering I’m an interior designer.

      I sit down on the armchair next to the couch and watch as Christian comes over and takes a seat on the arm. A weight is lifted from me knowing he’s close. Part of me is terrified that Logan and Jordan will automatically hate my presence here, that they’ll want me to leave.

      “So, you’re our sister?” Jordan mutters, crossing his arms from where he stands, scanning over me.

      Glancing up to Christian, I have a sense they don’t know too much. “What did you tell them?”

      “As we were driving past the gate, I told them we had a little sister. That’s about it.”

      “Is that a joke?!” I seethe, trying to keep my voice down so they can’t tell I’m furious. This situation is difficult in every single aspect. Christian could have told them everything they needed to know about me, but didn’t. Instead, he left the hard part for me to deal with, which is pretty fucking typical with his cocky behavior.

      “He left you to do most of the explaining,” Logan snickers under his breath, telling me that Christian doesn’t just do this shit to me. “As I said before, there’s a lot to go over. I’d appreciate it if you could start from the beginning. The full picture is better than just part of it.”

      I don’t know why, but I have the sinking suspicion that Logan is the one who calls the shots in this family. “Sure. My name is Madigan Archer, er, Steele. Madigan Archer-Steele. While my mother understood the type of father, or lack thereof, that I’d have most of my life, she demanded I have the name. My mother is —,”

      “Autumn Archer,” Logan interrupts me, “Forgive me for the interruption, but you’re the spitting image of her.”

      “Thank you, I think,” I chuckle nervously, continuing. “They met when my mom was on the set of Dance with the Devil. The producer was Clarence Billings, who we all know was a dear friend to our father. Dad was on set for a couple of days while he was in Los Angeles and that’s when they hit it off. Truthfully, I’m not really sure if she knew he was married. And if she did, I don’t know if she cared.”

      “It wasn’t much of a marriage,” Jordan pipes up, staring me dead in the eye. Something about what he says tells me there’s more to the story when it comes to the picture-perfect family I thought Dad had with them. My mother was the other woman, but . . . I wonder what his home life was like.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I ask.

      Logan waves his hand, “We can discuss that another time. Right now, we need to learn about you relatively quickly.”

      “Sure, sorry. Uh, so, long story short is I came along, a very unplanned pregnancy.”

      “Something he wouldn’t have traded for the world. For the record, I consider you a blessing,” Christian states clearly, putting his hand on the back of my shoulder, he rubs in a soothing motion.

      “Thanks, Chris.” My eyes divert to Jordan, who’s physically turning red in the face. I want to ask if he’s okay, but don’t get the chance.

      “You two seem awfully fucking close. How long have you known about her, Christian?” His gaze goes to Christian, who’s smirking. I want to smack him because Jordan looks as rageful as a bull right now and Christian’s reaction is just . . . wrong.

      I decide to interject, hoping to diffuse the situation. “Christian and I met on accident when we were teenagers, at the lake house. I begged him not to say anything because I was terrified I’d lose Dad. I was told strictly from a young age that I could never have you in my life or he would walk out. My path was never to cross with yours, or I’d lose everything.”

      “Jesus, that’s screwed up,” Logan growls, shaking his head.

      Jordan clenches his fists, looking as if he’s going to burst into flames. “You two have known about one another for over ten years? Is that a fucking joke! Is our family a game to you? Why wouldn’t either of you decide to tell us about this after the old man died? Hmm?”

      Jordan’s words are like a shot through my heart. It’s not like Christian and I didn’t think about it. The first and last time we discussed it was at our Dad’s funeral. Christian wanted them to learn about me, but I disagreed, said it was the worst thing we could possibly do. I thought they’d hate me. I feared it. Every insecurity I had about being a Steele came to the surface. Not only that, but why would they want a sister when she was the product of a mistress? I felt disgusted with how I was created. To this day, it still fucks with my mind. Especially on this day.

      At this point, I feel like I’m being torn in two different directions. Jordan is mentally tearing one half of me away from this family, while Christian is pulling the other half of me closer. Meanwhile, Logan watches and assesses the entire situation. I fight the urge to hold my tears back but fail miserably. “I thought that neither of you would want me to be part of this family. Can you blame me? I wasn’t planned, nor wanted. Dad tried to say I was, but I’m not stupid. I was nothing but a burden on him the entire time he was alive. I was his dirty little secret, hidden away in New York.”

      “Mads,” Christian tries to wrap his hand around me, but I tear myself away and stand up, walking over to the fireplace. I stare at it, trying to figure out why someone in the south would even need a fireplace. I doubt it ever gets colder than fifty degrees down here.

      “Maybe all of this was a mistake. M-maybe I shouldn’t have even c-called you,” I choke out through the tears, keeping my eyes trained on the aged Barnwood mantle of the fireplace.

      “Don’t say that. You needed us and we’re here for you,” he argues as I hear his footsteps coming toward me. “You wouldn’t have called if you weren’t desperate. We can work out all this family bullshit one way or another, but we need to know what’s going on. If anything, tell me, Mads. Let me help you.” Christian turns my body to face him and I see him through my tears.

      I have to be the luckiest unlucky person on the planet to be in the situation I’m in. I have a family known for their illegal ways after me, while my brothers are fully capable of ensuring my safety. I knew there would come a time where I’d have to tell my story, but I didn’t expect it would be this difficult. But then again, nothing is ever easy in life.
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        “Doubt does not deserve you.”

        ~ Seeker

      

      

      Madigan

      “Take as much time as you need. We’ll stay here all night if we have to,” Logan murmurs lowly in a soothing tone. While I appreciate that he wants me to take my time with this, it might be best if I rip the band-aid off. It’ll hurt for a split second and then I might even start to feel so relieved afterward.

      “No, it’s alright. It’s best that I just word vomit it all out,” I tell him, grateful for him trying to ease me into it.

      “Please, go on,” Jordan grumbles out, adding an eye roll on at the end.

      I’m really beginning to believe that he doesn’t want me here in the least bit, but I try my best to ignore his annoyance. It’s obvious that he’s angry this was kept from him for so long, and I can’t blame him for having these ill feelings toward me. Christian and I could’ve chosen to tell them before, but we kept my identity a secret.

      “I was finishing up school when I met Vinny. It was completely normal. I went to a party with a friend. She ditched me for some hot guy and I was alone, drinking a glass of Pinot Noir when he approached me. Long story short, he charmed me that night and that’s when the fall started. After that party, we’d see each other a couple of times a week for small dinner dates, then it turned into almost every night and attending every sort of gala or party his family needed him to go to.

      “It seemed normal for the first few months, but I could feel something wasn’t right. He’d kept secrets from me about his family for a long time. Honestly, he kept me from them. Looking back now, I’m not quite sure what to make of that. I don’t know if he was keeping me away from them for my own sake or for another reason. What I do know is that the moment I was introduced to the Falcones — he changed. He was no longer the man I met at that party.

      “Vinny slowly transformed into something else, a figment of a man, a monster. He’d fuck with my head any chance that he got. These things were small like I’d shut the water off after I washed my hands and a few minutes later, he’d come in and tell me the sink was on. He was the one turning the water on. I think he did it to have control over me, to make me feel less than him. Uh, should I continue, or?” I stop, realizing that I’ve been blabbing straight on for the past couple of minutes.

      “You can keep going,” Christian pipes up, and so I do.

      “It started with small things like that and turned to what it is today.” I pause, lifting my shirt and show them my bruise which is now a combination of yellow, green and purple.

      “Jesus!” Christian roars into the room.

      “You came to us because you have an abusive boyfriend?” Logan questions, clearly not understanding the severity of the situation.

      “In a sense, yes, but my ex-boyfriend isn’t just a random Joe on the street. He’s Vinny Falcone, of the Italian street crime family.”

      Jordan’s eyes shoot right to Logan, looking concerned. His nostrils flare rapidly as he breathes, while his expression tells me another story.

      “I take it you know who that is,” I speak directly to Jordan.

      He nods, “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “I came here because I’ve known for a long time about the type of situation I was in. Vinny is an abuser. He fucks with your head before he fucks with your body, and in the process, his family uses you as a public pawn. I didn’t fully start seeing what was happening for quite a while, but I needed to get out, and the only way I could do that was by coming here.”

      “We completely understand. There’s no way we’d want you to be involved in something like that,” Logan states, and I believe every genuine word that’s coming out of his mouth.

      “Why now?” Jordan interjects, causing us all to stare at him. The way he asked makes me feel like he’s questioning the fact I’m here. As if he doesn’t think I want out of it.

      “Because things have changed.” I won’t give him any more than this. He doesn’t need to know that I’m pregnant. I’ll tell the three of them whenever I’m ready, and hopefully when our family situation isn’t as stressed.

      Jordan cocks his head, “Changed how, exactly? How do we know that you’re not here as some sort of ploy to catch us in that tangled web?”

      “Whoa! Chill, dude. Did you just forget the fact she’s multiple colors?” Christian comes to my defense, but it’s unnecessary. I figured they might have a reaction after I told them my story.

      I put my hand up, dismissing Christian. “No, it’s okay. Jordan has every right to be cautious around me and question my intentions. I had assumed this might happen, even prepared for it. There’s nothing I can offer you as far as proof goes, but trust me when I say I want nothing to do with the Falcones. I will never be a pawn in anyone’s game, nor will I continue to be a punching bag. It took me years to completely see what was happening to me. Now that I have, I don’t plan on ever being in a compromising position like this again.”

      “I want to believe the best in people, but being in the business that we’re in, we don’t often see the best. In fact, I think it’s a figment of people’s imaginations. I don’t know how to trust easily, Madigan. Shit, I don’t know if I’ll ever trust you.”

      His words hit me like a slap to the face. I expected this might not go well, but what I never expected was for him to completely push me out, or to be so open about doing it. I had hopes for this meeting and while they weren’t high, I assumed they were realistic. Jordan essentially just confessed that he might not give me the time of day, or the opportunity to forge a relationship with him.

      “Fuck, she isn’t a business associate, Jordan. Mads is our little sister. She is family,” Christian grumbles, annoyed by Jordan’s honestly. What Christian may not realize is that I’d rather have Jordan’s honesty versus him blatantly lying to my face. At least I know what I’m working with now.

      “She’s a stranger. That’s all she is.”

      I suck in a deep breath at Jordan’s choice words but have to remember that he has every right to feel this way. He isn’t wrong, so I tell him. “You’re right. I am a stranger, but I hope that someday, I won’t be. I’m hopeful that we can all get to know each other.”

      Jordan scoffs which gives me the idea he doesn’t think it’ll ever happen, while Logan offers a short-lived smile. At least one of them is open to it. Instead of a response, Jordan shocks me with his actions as he walks down the hallway and I hear a door slam.

      A bit confused, I ask Christian and Logan. “Did he just leave?”

      Christian gets up and walks down the hall, a moment later coming back to the living room. “Yeah, he sure did. Looks like he took your car too, Lo.”

      “There Jordan goes being dramatic again. I swear that’ll never change. My apologies,” Logan mutters, sounding stressed. I’d never assume that Jordan is the melodramatic one. Naturally, I’d assume that trophy would be handed to Christian.

      “There’s nothing to apologize for,” I say,

      Logan smiles softly, showing me he’s trying as hard as I am to make light of the situation. “While I’m not exactly keen on this entire situation, there’s nothing I can do to change the delivery of . . . discovering I have a sister. I can’t control that, but what I can control is what we do from this point on. It’s obvious to me that your ex-boyfriend’s family is dangerous, and we’re very well prepared for that. However, because we’ve just met, I’ll have to undergo certain security measures that we wouldn’t normally need with family. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      I nod, “I think so. You’ll want me to sign a non-disclosure agreement, right?”

      I can tell Logan doesn’t want to do this, but he has to. It’s all about risk, and right now I’m at a high-risk level. “Yes, I will. Although, I have to work out the kinks and speak with my lawyers first thing tomorrow morning to ensure I’m not missing anything. I’m sure that after documents are signed and we’re covered legally, Jordan will open up a bit.”

      “It’s okay. I’m fine, really. He’s allowed to feel the way he does about me. This isn’t easy for any of us and I had expected you two might not like the idea of having a secret sister.”

      “You’re just another person to share our crazy life with,” Logan chuckles, rising from the couch.

      “So, what should we do now?” I ask him quickly, needing to know some sort of plan. I might not look like it, but I’m a nervous wreck.

      “You should explore your new house and get acquainted with it. I need to go home and tell my wife about today. Tomorrow, Carlos and Reggie can bring you to the office and we’ll go over some legalities and discover a bit more about the other. Does that sound good to you?”

      “Yeah, it sounds like a plan,” I say, feeling a weight lifted off my shoulders.

      “Great. I’ll see you around ten a.m.    Are you a coffee fan?”

      “Oh gosh, that’s adorable. I love coffee!” For a moment, I forget I’m pregnant and quickly take down my excitement and rephrase. “I love coffee, but I’m trying to go without so much caffeine right now.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, I’ll make sure we have something decaf for you. At least that still has a little bit of caffeine.”

      “Thank you,” I reply, meaning every word of it. Logan gives me the hope that we can somehow turn this situation around. I can only pray he does. After all, I’ve already lost my father to a heart attack, and while my mother is still living, she won’t ever be the same. The last thing I need is to lose more family.
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        Your soulmate will be the stranger you recognize.

        ~ R.H. Sin

      

      

      Reggie

      Christian left with Logan a few minutes ago after their talk with Madigan. Carlos ended up coming back with a hell of a lot of food and not nearly enough people to eat it. At least we’ll have leftovers for a few days.

      “Do you want to see the house?” I ask her. She’s sitting down on the barstool, staring blankly at the wall in front of her.

      “Yeah, we might as well.”

      Madigan shoots off her seat and walks down the hallway, pausing at a door between the dining room and kitchen. “That’s Carlos’ bedroom. He’ll be living here as well. He doubles as your maintenance man, will clean if you need him to, and is pretty handy with a gun if I require any backup.”

      “Oh, so . . . is he one of your guys?”

      “Yes, he works for my security company. For the most part, we’re contracted out to your family but take a few small cases throughout the year for any additional men I have on my roster. I assigned him to be your driver because he doesn’t care what he’s doing. Carlos will do whatever is required of him.”

      “I guess that’s a good thing,” she says with a slight giggle at the end. It seems like she’s starting to lighten up after her stressful conversation with her brothers. I’m glad she is because if she didn’t, I might’ve had to choke her out.

      “It doesn’t seem like it should be, but it is. So many people complain about shit these days. Even when they’re getting paid handsomely to do the work, they always want to whine and moan.”

      “It’s how people are. Everyone assumes that their feelings matter when it comes to their job. When in reality, it doesn’t. They’re paid to be doing something, which most of the time, they don’t want to, but guess what? They need to suck it up and deal with it.”

      For the first time since meeting Madigan, I’m starting to like her. She’s not just all good looks. There’s a good brain behind that alabaster skin of hers. If I’m lucky, this job won’t be so horrible after all.

      We slowly walk down the rest of the hallway and head up the stairs, but I can’t help but think about what she was telling her brothers. I overheard every last word of it, and when the comment was made about her being multiple colors, I instantly knew what she told them.

      Madigan is running from a man who purposefully put her in harm's way. Someone who enjoys hurting the one person he’s supposed to protect. I loathe men like that and men like him. They’re despicable creatures who deserve nothing more than to be put in the ground. If this Vinny fellow even attempts to come for her, I’ll make sure a round goes through his head the second I see him. Protecting a Steele is my job, and I don’t take that lightly.

      We come to the top of the stairs and she sees a few doors. I point to the one on the right, with the door hanging wide open. “This is your room. There’s an en-suite attached and a huge closet.”

      Madigan scrunches her nose together, “I don’t have any clothes except the ones I’m in right now.”

      “Okay, I’ll send Carlos out to fetch you some clothes for tomorrow. After we go to Steele Enterprises, we can head to the mall and replenish your wardrobe. I’ll just need to know your sizes.”

      “Oh, wow. I wasn’t expecting that. Thank you.” Her cheeks flush with a soft pink color, and I catch her avoiding my eye contact as she looks to the floor.

      I clear my throat and continue speaking, “I’ll be right across the hall in my own room, and this is an additional room. We don’t have anything in it right now, but if you want it to be converted into anything, we can do that.”

      “You’re going to be across the hall?” She seems a bit flustered at the thought of me so close.

      “Yes, is that a problem?”

      “Uh, no. I . . . across the hall, really?”

      I nod my head, confirming what I’ve previously said. Although, I should elaborate a bit. “Yes, I will be directly across the hall from you. In the event we need to get out quickly, I’ll be as close to you as I can.”

      “As close to me as you can,” she repeats, like a broken record.

      I’m starting to think she has a problem with me being so close. This could end up working in my favor. At first, I hated the idea of having to babysit her. But . . . is it such a bad idea guarding a beautiful, single woman? I’ve never had to do this before, mostly guarding important men for a majority of my career. Although, I’ll see the positive sides of things where I can.

      I don’t like her that much, but who says I have to like her? Madigan Archer-Steele could be the bit of fun I need. And, it’s clear that she might have some sort of feeling toward me. Even if it’s solely sexual, I’ll take it. Fuck, and Brooklyn was ragging on me last week that I needed to find a nice woman. She even tried to set me up with one of her friends. Where’s the need to set me up when I’m not looking for a relationship? The only thing I’m looking for is a friend, with every sort of pleasurable benefit possible.

      I couldn’t get a clear read on her before, but now that her stress level is going down, I might be able to figure out just how she ticks. “Does the idea of being close to me alarm you?” I ask, taking a step closer to her while I use my index finger to bring her chin up so she’s forced to look at me.

      “N-no, not at all,” she tries to lie but fails miserably.

      “Alrighty then,” I chuckle, heading down a couple of steps. “Go relax. I’ll have Carlos come up and get your sizes, then he’ll go grab you some clothes and when he comes back, I’ll hang them on your door.”

      I don’t bother sticking around to see her face or listen to whatever her response is. All in all, I think I’ve left the impression I hoped I would. Now, I can go grab some grub. Tomorrow should be pretty interesting, to say the least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Let the healing be easier than the hurting.”

        ~ Seeker

      

      

      Madigan

      Last night, I hid in my room like a teenage girl. I heard someone come up the stairs and checked to see if I had a bag by my door. Much to my surprise, I had a few of them. In the bags were a few various outfits, including jeans, blouses, a couple of dresses, and some pretty undergarments. I ended up sneaking downstairs for some food in the middle of the night and Reggie caught me walking back into my bedroom. The entire time, he didn’t say a word. We stood in silence as I felt his eyes raking over my body like I was some sort of dessert choice in a bakery.

      Now, it’s nine in the morning and I’ve just finished changing into a pair of jeans with a beautiful emerald green chiffon dress blouse. Carlos grabbed two pairs of shoes for me while he was out as well. One set is a cream-colored flat, and the other is a simple black pump. I opt for comfort today and slide on the flats.

      With the way I left New York, I couldn’t pack anything to bring with me, however, I was smart. I put the basics of my makeup kit in my purse. Which is essentially a primer, concealer, foundation, bronzer, a little basic natural eyeshadow palette, and mascara. I really am hoping that Reggie takes us to a fully compatible mall because I need to replenish my collection, plus a hairdryer and curling iron are desperately needed.

      A loud knock comes to my door causes me to jump in place. “Yeah?” I call out to whoever is on the other side.

      “Are you ready? We need to get going in a couple of minutes if we’re going to beat traffic,” Reggie’s voice says through the door.

      Immediately at hearing his voice, my heart beats a little more rapidly. I don’t notice it at first, but the moment I do, I’m silently giving myself a talking to. He’s a bodyguard, not a man forged from the fire. There is nothing special about him to cause a reaction like this. Plus, I’m pregnant, running from my crazy ex-boyfriend and his family, and because of all that, I have no reason to be looking for anything romantic. Maybe if my situation was different, I might entertain it, but I can’t. Actually, I can’t. Jesus, this is like some sort of romance novel. Beautiful, rich girl protected by a handsome bodyguard. My life is no fairytale, and I doubt any of this will end up the way a romance like that should.

      I walk a few feet toward the door and open it, revealing Reggie to me. “Yeah, I’m all set. Let’s get going, shall we?”

      “Alright.”

      I walk straight past him at his short response and head down the stairs, walk toward the garage door and see that Carlos is standing there waiting for us.

      “Good Morning, Madigan. Did you sleep well?”

      I smirk, “Yeah. It’s the first good sleep I’ve gotten in weeks.”

      “Great, I’m so glad to hear that. Come, let’s get you into the car.” Carlos walks behind the driver’s seat and opens the door for me. I get in the SUV and buckle my seatbelt while Reggie gets in on the opposite side of me and does the same.

      Carlos gets in and starts up the vehicle as the garage door opens and starts to reverse. I take the opportunity to make some small talk with Reggie and figure out what our plans will be like today. “Are we going by a mall later, or what sort of area are you taking me shopping in?”

      “I was going to take you downtown. There are plenty of boutiques where I think you’d be able to find what suits your needs. Why, is there someplace you’d like to go?”

      “Yes, I need to get some beauty supplies. So, if it’s possible, I’d like to go to a mall. If we go there, I know exactly which stores to go to get what I need.”

      Reggie chuckles, “I forgot you didn’t get too in-depth into your conversation with your brothers last night.” I get the sense he thinks it’s hysterical I need to go grab some makeup.

      “What is so funny to you?” I demand to know, growing a bit irritated.

      “Logan’s wife owns a makeup line. It’s a lot safer for women because of the lack of chemicals. She only uses natural products. Her office is in the same building. I’m sure we could just go a couple of floors down and grab some prototypes of her stuff. It’ll probably be a great way for the two of you to meet, anyhow.”

      “I knew Logan was married, but I had no idea his wife was a businesswoman too. But, uh, what do my brothers really do anyway? My dad was deep into stocks. Or at least that’s the extent of what he told me.”

      Reggie laughs, looking up to Carlos, who’s staring at me in the rear-view mirror. From the way things are going, they know something that I don’t. “I’m sure they’ll tell you more after you sign the legal documentation today.” Reggie’s response only makes me want to know more.

      “What makes you say that?”

      “I just have a hunch.”

      Hunch? Yeah, right.

      “Whatever they’re doing must be pretty risky since I have to sign an NDA,” I state, keeping my eyes on his. When I was a little girl, my father used to tell me that eyes were a path to one's soul, but more than that, they’re the first indication to tell if someone’s lying to you. If the person you’re speaking to can’t maintain eye contact, they’re probably lying.

      “I’d agree with that statement.” He raises a brow, snickering. “If you’re trying to trap me into giving you information, it won’t work. I’ve been doing this for far too long to fuck up now. All I will tell you is what I already have.”

      “I’m not trying to trap you into anything,” I say, lying straight through my teeth. I doubt he can tell I’m lying with how sweet my tone of voice is.

      “Madigan, you’re adorable. You’re a woman, which means you’re sneaky. But, you’re also a Steele, which means you always desire to have the upper hand. There’s no way you’re not trying to trap me.” I don’t know whether to be appalled or thank him. Obviously, my father and brothers must always like to be on top when it comes to work. And when it comes to work ethic, I admire that.

      I sit back in my seat and remain silent for the next twenty or so minutes. Carlos drives us through the city until we’re driving up to a skyscraper. From the side of the building, I can see that it’s ours, considering my last name is plastered in giant white letters. Carlos makes a sharp right into the entrance of a parking garage and something on his dashboard is scanned, gaining him entry to the parking garage.

      “Logan had us install a few extra security measures to every aspect of the building, including the garage. When any car comes in, their transponder is recognized,” Reggie points to a small black thing on the inside of the windshield, nestled in the center at the top. “It submits a radio signal that the device recognizes and allows everyone who works for the company to use this garage.”

      “Oh, that sounds really fancy,” I say, wondering why they’d need to increase their security measures. I’m betting Reggie must understand that my thought process has shifted to even more curious. “Are you going to tell me why security had to be vamped up here?”

      “No, not until I have to, or have the authorization to do so.”

      I scoff, frustrated with the secrecy. “You really love to keep things to yourself.”

      “No, I don’t. You’re still a stranger to the Steeles, even if you are family. I won’t say a word until Logan gives me authorization because he is the one that signs my paychecks.”

      “You’re just a brown-noser,” I grumble as Carlos goes up another level and pulls into what looks to be a reserved parking spot. I don’t wait to get permission or anything of the sort before I unbuckle myself, open the door, and hop out. I see the door for the elevator and immediately walk in that direction.

      “What in God’s name is wrong with you?” he shouts, letting that super southern hick-boy accent slip out again.

      Most people might stop, but I don’t. Nope, instead, I keep walking until I hit the button for the elevator to take me up. Aggravated footsteps come pounding on the concrete behind me and I know I’m about to get an earful from him, so I decide to throw him off.

      “That accent of yours is adorable when you’re upset.” I realize after I’ve spoken that there’s a good chance it looks like I’ve just flirted with him and that wasn’t my intention. I feel the heat rising in my chest, but that’s when I notice his expression. Instead of being shocked, thrown off guard or flustered like I thought he would, he’s grinning like the cat that caught the canary.

      Well, that didn’t go as planned.
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        We’re a mess you and I, but the truth is, you captivate me in ways no soul ever will

        ~ Perry poetry

      

      

      Reggie

      If I’m not mistaken, she was just trying to rile me up. Others might care to know the reasoning behind it, but I don’t. It’s plain and simple. Madigan is trying to flirt with me, to get me aggravated so I act out. Women just like her have done the same to me over the years. I’d always get pissed at them trying to trick me like some immature boy into misspeaking or acting inappropriately. Her, though. . . I want more from her.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” she asks, crinkling her nose in the process.

      I’m interrupted by the elevator coming down to our level, it opens and I follow her as she steps inside. I stand against the back of the elevator and watch as she endlessly presses on buttons and not one of them lights up. “What in the world,” she grumbles under her breath. I take a step forward and pull a keycard out of my wallet. “What the hell? Is this another one of your extra security measures?”

      “It sure is, buttercup. Everyone who enters the building has a keycard they have to enter for the elevator to even work,” I state, inserting my keycard into the slot on the panel. I press the floor level we’re going to meet her brothers on and take my card out, sliding it back into my pocket.

      “Don’t ever call me that again.”

      “Why? What are you going to do about it?” I inquire, trying not to laugh at her threat.

      “I’ll get you fired,” she states it matter-of-factly, doing it so well I try not to laugh at her, but I can’t. I bust out into laughter, unable to hold any of it back.

      “You’re adorable if you think that you have any leeway when it comes to getting me fired. Anything you’d ever say would be shot down. I’m a man of stature, more importantly, I’m respected by every single person in your family. Shit, I’m practically a Steele.”

      She turns toward me, crossing her arms in front of her chest like an angry know-it-all. “I highly doubt that’s the case.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “’ Cause, it looks like the family doesn’t like outsiders.”

      “You’re not wrong. Just remember that I’m not an outsider when it comes to them. I’ve been around for years, and I’ll be around for many more.”

      “You don’t know that. Reggie, let’s be honest. All you are is a hired hand who is replaceable just like anyone else is.”

      “Geeze, Madigan. I was starting to like you, but now you’re just irritating the fuck out of me. The flirting and all is cute, but you should know when to stop. I’ll spell it out for you. I’ve taken a bullet for your family. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Her eyes go wide at my admission, not realizing just how important I am. “I had no idea.”

      “Why would you? You’ve only been around for a day,” I shoot out at her, a little more callous than I intended. What the hell. It’ll get her to understand that even men like me have our limits. All she has to do is respect them.

      The elevator ride goes quicker than I expect and the doors open, showcasing the Steeles headquarters. The two of us step out of it and walk toward the main assistant’s desk. “Reginald! How are you? I feel like it’s been eons since we’ve last seen the other,” Esme, Logan’s assistant, says to me. She’s as sweet as pie and as old as a Tyrannosaurus rex.

      “I’m doing great, sweetheart. Thanks for asking.” I stop immediately, seeing how Esme has taken a sudden interest in Madigan. Her eyes rake over the younger woman, squinting them as she takes her in. Knowing her, she’s probably thinking that she’s beautiful, which means she’s nothing but trouble. At this stage in time, I’d have to agree with her.

      “This must be his hush-hush love child?” You’d think that Esme would keep her voice down, but she doesn’t. The woman practically yells it through the waiting area, causing every person within a twenty-foot radius to look at Madigan.

      “She has a name. It’s Madigan, you know, in case you were wondering.”

      Esme is a unique creature. She’s the sweetest person you’d ever meet. At the same time, she can be your worst nightmare or use drama to make her life a little more interesting. She only spoke so loudly to get some attention on Madigan and make her uncomfortable. Fuck, I remember when Logan was married to his first wife. Esme loathed her and made sure she could make his crazy ex as uncomfortable as possible.

      “Hi. I’m Madigan,” She extends her hand to Esme, who doesn’t return the favor.

      “Mad-again? What kind of name is that?” She scrunches her name up in disgust, rolling her eyes.

      “A unique one,” I sternly retort. I don’t know why I continue, but I want to put a sock in my mouth mid-way through my sentence. “I happen to like it.”

      “Oh? You like it? I see.”

      I place my hand on the small of Madigan’s back and swiftly lead her away from the desk, toward the conference room where I’m sure the group of them will be meeting.

      “What a bitch.”

      “She’s not normally like that. You have to remember, you’re new, and for those of us who have been around for a long time . . . we’re cautious of anyone who wants to get close to any of the Steeles. It’s almost never good.”

      “You all seem to really care about them.”

      “We do. Without the Steeles, most of us would be in a lot of bad situations. For the most part, we’re all grateful for the opportunities we were given.”

      “Hmm,”

      “Hmm, what?” I inquire.

      “I’m just wondering about how you and Logan met.”

      I laugh, “Well, that’s a story in itself. One day I might even tell you about it.” We’re right next to the conference room so I lead her to it, open the door and see a room full of people. They brought two of their family lawyers to meet her.

      Madigan goes in and turns around immediately when she realizes I’m not following her. “You’re not coming in?”

      I shake my head, “No. You’ll be fine here. I’m going to go down the hall and pay a visit to someone.”

      She looks worried, maybe even intimidated. I don’t know why I want to boost her confidence, but I sure as hell try. “They’ll love you. Relax and be yourself.”

      At that, I shut the door and head down the hall to where Logan’s office is. If history repeats itself, Brooklyn is hanging around with Emmett and isn’t downstairs on the floor her makeup company is.

      “Reg!” Brooklyn smiles from ear to ear, walking eagerly up to me. She has Emmett in her right arm, his arms tangled in his mother’s long, blonde hair.

      “Hey,” I greet, wrapping an arm around her in a short-lived hug.

      “How are you doing? Lo’ told me about Madigan. Oh my goodness. It’s absolute insanity, but I’m not that shocked. Logan never told me too much about his father, but I always got the feeling that the man hid a lot of his life from them. This is just something else he hid, but in a way, probably the best surprise they could’ve ever asked for, right? Oh . . . wait . . . does she want something, like money?”

      “No, I don’t think so. From what I can tell, she’s pretty well-off herself. I hate to cut this short, but I actually came here to see if my mail came in?”

      Brooklyn’s smile fades quickly. “Typical. You never stop working! Yeah, let me grab it.” Brooklyn walks over to some sort of bouncy, vibrating baby thing and puts Emmett in it. She buckles him in and pushes a button. I half expect him to break out crying but he doesn’t. Instead, he giggles, playing with the jungle-themed toys hanging on some sort of fancy string. Fuck, I don’t even know what to call it. I’ve never really been around kids like this.

      “Here you go.” Brooklyn hands me the massive manila envelope and I tear the top of it open. As soon as I found out about Madigan, I called in a favor with a friend and had them access anything and everything they could. Both illegally and through the legal system.

      “Thank you. I’ll be coming downstairs in about an hour with Madigan if that’s alright. She needs some makeup. You should be thanking me because she wanted me to take her to the mall.”

      “Oh no, that stuff is junk, and so bad for you!”

      “I know, this smart blonde chick taught me all about parabens.”

      Brooklyn laughs, “Okay, get on your way. I’ll go get some things ready. What complexion does she have?”

      “Very pale, kinda alabaster-like if I had to guess?”

      “Okay, awesome. I’ll go down when some childcare gets here to watch Emmett.”

      I exit Logan’s office and walk into the office that’s right next to his, shut the door, and open the contents of the envelope. I see a series of photographs and a complete file on Madigan and the Falcones. Thank fuck I called him last night and gave him the information about the family she was associated with.

      I scroll through a series of photographs of the individuals in this family and see their names on the back of the photos with ages. It looks like there are three brothers, a father, and a mother. All of the children range from their mid-twenties to early thirties. What catches my eye though is that my friend, Timothy, included medical records. In these records is what I believe to be a sonogram photograph. I see Madigan’s name and a date. This was four days ago.

      Fuck me sideways.

      Madigan is pregnant.
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        The way we describe our lives is sort of the way our lives become.

        ~ Seeker

      

      

      Madigan

      “Hey. How’d you sleep last night?” Christian shoots up from his chair, asking me immediately.

      I nod, “Good. Thanks for setting everything up. I really appreciate it and you made it very comfortable. I really wasn’t expecting that, but I love that you took the time to make it a home for me.”

      Christian walks toward me, wraps his arms around my body, and holds me in his embrace for a few moments. I have a lot of fear plaguing my mind, but right now, it’s the last thing on it. I truly believe that Christian won’t let a thing happen to me, that not only with his help but the rest of my brothers, I will finally be free.

      Coming here, shoot, even calling Christian took a world of courage to do. I’d been contemplating it the last couple weeks, even before I knew I was pregnant. I just figured it was my own fault I was even in this situation and that if I really wanted out of it, I could figure it out myself. What I was really doing was enabling Vinny. I continued to allow him to have a hold on me for longer than he should’ve. Only in finding out I’m pregnant did I gain the courage to reach out to Christian. I only hope I didn’t fuck up and somehow lead the Falcones straight to my brothers.

      I keep trying hard to not let negative thoughts taint my spirit but it’s so fucking hard. As I was trying to fall asleep last night, I kept thinking about every step I took to get here. Psychoanalyzing everything I did, from the roads I took driving to purchasing the pay-as-you-go phone. Every moment I’m alone, all I do is doubt myself. Only when I’m with other people am I keeping myself busy. They’re a distraction, and a much-needed one at that, if you ask me.

      “It’s not a problem. I’m just glad you’re here.” Every word that Christian says does worlds to make me more comfortable about being here. It’s no surprise that I’m out of my element. Everything Reggie has said to me about being a stranger is nothing but accurate. It’ll take a while for both Jordan and Logan to earn my trust. I’m just hoping it happens sooner rather than later. Deep down, I’d really love to get to know them. Right now, I’m thinking that’s more likely to happen with Logan versus Jordan.

      “I hate to interject like this, but Simmons and Corbin have to get going soon. They came in on such short notice as a favor to me,” Logan states, gesturing to the two men sitting behind him.

      “Ah, okay. My apologies,” I say to the room, walking down the length of the conference table and taking a seat next to Logan. Christian takes a seat on my other side and Jordan is sitting across from Christian, eyeing me yet again like I’m some sort of Satan reincarnate.

      “It’s perfectly fine. Both Corbin and I should be able to get through the majority of this relatively quickly,” Simmons states casually, but I’m betting it’s so easy for him because he does this for a living, probably multiple times in one day. “Logan brought the two of us up to speed on your recent . . . situation. We’ve taken the liberty to prepare some legal documentation that you have to sign before he can discuss any of his business practices with you. It’s important to understand that by signing the agreements I have in my hand, it means that you can only comment on your brothers’ business as being a successful, multi-level investment company, giving start-up companies the capital and support that they need. Do you understand?”

      I furrow my brows, not quite catching on to why it’s so important I say something that’s the truth. Unless . . . it’s not. “Why is it so serious when I’d be telling nothing but the truth?” I ask plainly, understanding that there’s some sort of gray area I don’t know about.

      “We’re glad you’ve said that,” Simmons smirks, sliding the packet of paperwork toward me with a pen sitting on top. “Now, you should also understand that anything your brothers tell you about their business practices is strictly confidential. You cannot comment about their business practices or the types of business they are involved in publicly unless you’ve received written authorization from one of them, in which case, Corbin and I would need to be copied on the email.”

      “Which will never happen,” Jordan pipes up, glaring at me. Yep, I must be Satan to him.

      “I understand,” I state loudly, with a confident tone so that everyone in this room can stop doubting me and thinking I’m something that I’m not. I take the pen off the stack of papers and start signing anywhere I see a tab.

      “Oh, I haven’t gone over that section with you yet,” Simmons tells me, sounding a bit alarmed.

      “It’s okay. I get the gist. You want to make sure I don’t betray my family in any way, shape, or form by commenting in a negative way about business practices or stating facts that the public doesn’t need to know. I understand the importance of privacy when it comes to being in a position such as we are, with money and power comes a lot of prying eyes. None of us need it, and you don’t need to keep explaining to me about what I’m signing. I clearly get the point.” I’m not trying to sound like a total bitch, but dammit if it doesn’t come out that way. I mean, I’m a bit justified in being frustrated with the repetition, but hey, at least Jordan might be able to accept that I’m serious.

      Corbin cracks a smile and looks over to his partner. “I’d say she comprehends what she’s signing.”

      “I’d have to agree with you,” Logan agrees with his council. “I think the two of you can get going then, as long as you have everything you need?” Logan looks to the two of them, and Simmons starts to speak.

      “Yes, I’ll just need the packet of signed papers and we’ll be on our way, Logan.”

      “Fantastic.” Logan grabs the stack that I’ve just finished signing and hands it over to him.

      “It was a pleasure doing business with you, yet again. We’ll be in touch about our meeting later this week. And, Christian, tell your girlfriend to calm down. We’ll get this situation under control but in the meantime, you have to propose to her. It will help calm things down from a publicity aspect. If the two of you are more active on social media about your love for one another and show a few social outings with the kids in candid shots, that may help get some heat off your back too. The city of Atlanta loves you, and they’ll stick behind their favorite bachelor, even though you’re off the market.”

      A somber look crosses over Christian’s face, “Thanks. I appreciate that. I’ll handle whatever I can.”

      With that, Corbin and Simmons leave the conference room. “What’s going on?” I ask him, putting a hand on his forearm.

      “It’s nothing much. A journalist got something wrong and went public about it. Now, she’s trying to turn the public’s eye when it comes to my relationship with Selena. She called Child Protective Services and it’s nothing but a huge mess.”

      I know that Christian was seeing a woman, but I never dove too much into it. After all, it’s his personal life, not mine. I’m not the type of woman who pries, which makes me one in a million. “If you want to elaborate you can, but I won’t press you for answers.”

      “It’s just a giant fucking mess that the lawyers will help us clear up. It’s nothing, really. It’s getting handled and you don’t have to worry about any of that. We should really be worrying about you.”

      “Whoa. What? Why? Did something happen?” Immediately the fear of God strikes through me. I’m terrified, wondering why he’d use words like that.

      “Nothing happened. I’m just saying that your situation takes precedence over my bullshit with the media. Although, I guess we should prepare you for this shit. The media are sharks when it comes to our family, and whenever they figure out that you’re our sister . . . well, fuck. Have we even prepared for that?” Christian looks over to Logan.

      “I’ve done a little bit of work when it comes to that. Madigan, if you’re okay with it, I’d love for you to come to Brooklyn’s launch of her skincare line later this week. It’ll be a great way for us to control the environment when it comes to introducing you to the media. I’ll be able to control the situation completely, and we’ll stick to the story that you were purposefully raised out of the limelight due to your mother being so present in the public eye. It’s something your mother and our father never wanted for you. While this situation might not be the easiest, we do get to control the prerogative.”

      “That is such a crock of shit. Do you really think they’ll believe it?” Jordan barks out, fighting against me yet again. I will understand his feelings until they dissipate, but I can’t help but wonder if that’ll ever happen.

      “No one was fucking asking you, Jordan, so why don’t you shut the fuck up?” Christian snaps, putting a hand on my shoulder. He tries to silently assure me that everything is going to be okay. I don’t know why, but I just have the dandiest feeling that it won’t be.
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        “You learn exactly what you want to be taught.”

        ~ Seeker

      

      

      Madigan

      “They’ll eat up every word of it because it’s what I’ve said,” Logan growls out.

      I can’t keep my eyes focused on one person, they keep jumping back to Logan and Jordan, obviously in outs because of the drama I’ve brought them.

      “Your word isn’t law around here, brother,” Jordan hisses, pointing his finger to me. “Do you think the paparazzi will really think we’ve been keeping Madigan hidden all these years? They’re not dumb. You know it and so do I. They’ll dig, and they’ll keep digging until they find whatever answer they want to find. Just like what Summer did to Christian and Selena.”

      “I hate to interject, but is putting me in the public eye a smart thing to do? I mean, I’ve come here to get out of sight from certain individuals . . . and being around paparazzi will only expose where I am.”

      “That’s the point,” Logan states, changing his tone while talking to me. He doesn’t sound irritated whatsoever compared to a few moments ago.

      “I don’t understand,” I admit, trying to figure out what he’s getting at.

      “If the Falcones see that you’re with us, and not only that, but that you’re one of us . . . the hope is they’ll back the fuck off. Right, Lo’?” Christian pipes up, looking to our older brother for confirmation.

      “Exactly. I did some of my own digging into their family last night, and they don’t worry me. They’re nothing more than lowlife criminals that have climbed the ladder to put them in a good position financially.” While every word of what Logan is saying is the truth, he clearly doesn’t understand.

      They aren’t lowlife criminals at all. They’re the top of the New York food chain, and everything in New York doesn’t happen unless they know about it. Shoot, they even have problems with a motorcycle club up there and I only know that because Vinny complained to me about a person named Boss and they’re ignorance.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t doubt your competence whatsoever . . . it’s just . . . you don’t know what we’re up against. They aren’t at the bottom of the food chain like you think. They run it.”

      Logan chuckles, obviously amused. “To a family like ours, they’re guppies, Madigan.”

      I scrunch up my nose and furrow my brows in confusion. “What does that mean? To a family like ours?”

      “Shit. Can I just tell her now since she signed all the fuckin’ paperwork,” Christian growls his question out to Logan, who nods his approval. “Thank fuck! Okay, Mads. I’m gonna be straight up with you. There’s a lot that you don’t know about us, ‘cause I doubt our dear old dad filled you in on anything. Behind closed doors, we aren’t investors. We’re gun-runners.”

      “Huh?” I mutter, wondering if I’ve somehow been transported in some criminal suspense film. “Can you elaborate on the uh . . . gun-running thing?”

      “Dad started running guns, which essentially means he hid them in transportation trucks and had men drive them across state lines. He had a few bigger contracts with the Romanian Mafia and some freedom fighter sort of fellows, but we’ve expanded the business, and no one can transport guns in the United States without us.”

      “So, you’re criminals?” I state, blankly blinking at him.

      “No, we’re businessmen,” Christian corrects me. I love my brother, but it sure doesn’t feel like transporting guns illegally across the United States is a simple business transaction.

      “Whoa. This isn’t business . . . this is . . . crime. It’s just as bad as what the Falcones do,” I argue, raising my voice just a bit to show my frustration. I can’t believe I was so stupid to come here. I thought I’d be escaping the type of atrocity I was constantly surrounded by when the reality is I’ve just changed who’s committing the same corruption.

      I’m angry for so many reasons but mostly because my father never said a word to me about this. Worst of all, Christian never said a thing to me either. For so long, I’ve thought that Christian was so different than him. That he’d never hide things from me, but here he goes and proves me wrong. “You lied to me. You made a promise to me all those years ago that you’d never lie, you’d never keep anything from me and here you have. Guess you’re just like our old man after all, right, Chris?”

      “Mads, I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t have told you any of this, especially when no one even knew about you. You know that.”

      “No, what I know is that you broke the one promise you ever made to me! Now, you’re just trying to find an excuse for it, but you won’t be able to because you know it was wrong. Why the hell would you make a promise you couldn’t keep?” I seethe out my question, trying to breathe a little slowly. I’m so angry that I could punch my fist through a wall right now. All my life, I’ve had to deal with trust issues, and I expected Christian wouldn’t break that trust. Boy was I wrong, though.

      “I didn’t have a choice,” Christian continues on, clenching his teeth as he tries to make himself feel better.

      I can’t help but roll my eyes, growing more frustrated with every passing second. “Everyone has a choice. Always.”

      Logan cuts into my banter with Christian, “My goal is to get out of the business one day, and we might be able to make that happen. I hope that it’ll happen. Truly. However, until that day comes, I’ll continue to do what is needed to protect our family. Christian was right in not telling you since he’s been forbidden to speak to anyone about it, just as you are. Only a handful of people know about our business practices and you weren’t privy to know until those documents were signed.

      “You’re one of us, Madigan, which means we won’t lie to you. Never again. Which makes me feel the need to elaborate that we won’t hide shit from you, including all aspects of our family, and our side business. You’re entitled to be upset with Christian, but just remember he was acting in the best interests for our entire family at that given time.”

      “I think it’s bullshit, and I’m pissed. I’m so fucking angry with you!” I say to Christian, trying to keep my voice from cracking.

      “You shouldn’t be, Mads. Get the fuck over it.”

      “Wow. So, I guess the cocky fuck is coming out today after all?”

      I hear a low snickering from across the table and catch Jordan with a smug smile. “The cocky fuck is always out. He just has different ways of hiding it.”

      “Oh, so you’re going to be nice to me now?” I question, wondering where the sudden change of heart is coming.

      “Sure, if I feel like it. I feel the same way as before and think the media isn’t going to buy Logan’s elaborate lie.”

      “They’ll eat it up as long as everyone here plays the fuck along,” Logan hisses in a demanding tone.

      I cut in, feeling like this is the moment to bring her up. “I need to get my mother moved from the facility she’s in. I’d really like it if she were closer, all things considered.”

      Logan gets up from his seat and walks toward a small coffee bar. Grabbing a mug, he presses a button and I hear the machine brewing something up. “What do you mean?”

      I glance to Christian, who knows a little bit about the situation with my mother’s illness. “My mother has the early onset of Alzheimer’s. It started showing up about two years ago. At the end of last year, I needed more help and put her in a facility that’s prepared to care for someone with her issues. Luckily, she made me her power-of-attorney years ago, so I’m thankful for that. It could’ve been so much more difficult.”

      “Are you concerned that she’s in danger where she is?” Jordan asks me. Honestly, I’m a little surprised he’s the one asking me this question.

      “Yes, she’s in upstate New York and Vinny knows where she is. Although he only ever asked me about her once, I wouldn’t put it past him to harm an innocent woman if it meant he could take a dig at me.”

      “What facility is she in?” Logan asks, bringing me a mug of something. I look cautiously at the chocolate-colored substance, “I’m not poisoning you, it’s a decaf mocha. I’ve never met a woman who doesn’t enjoy some chocolate.” He chuckles lowly, sitting it on the conference room table.

      “Sorry, thank you. She’s located at Shady Oaks. It’s about thirty miles east of Syracuse.”

      “Consider it handled,” Jordan jumps in, standing up. “I’ll get my assistant on securing a room for her somewhere down here, transport and getting her here as soon as possible.” Before I can say a thing, he’s disappeared out of the room.

      “You hit Jordan’s mommy button,” Christian cackles out.

      “His what?”

      “Ignore him,” Logan snaps out. I’m taken aback by his tone, however, don’t believe it was directed at me. “Do you mind if we catch up in a couple of days? I’ll get you prepped for the event and we can go over some details that you’re cleared to share with certain journalists. It’ll keep them on the lie we’ve created and help with all of that.”

      “Sure, that’s fine. Reggie told me he’d take me shopping for some clothes, and to Brooklyn’s floor for some makeup.” I feel a little awkward bringing up his wife, having not met her yet but oh well. This entire situation is odd in its entirety.

      “Ah, good. Here.” Logan pulls a small black card out and hands it to me. I read it and see it’s a credit card with my name on it.

      “What is this?” I know what it is, but I don’t need his charity. I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.

      “You know what it is. You’re family, and that means we take care of you. Please, don’t bother arguing because you won’t get your way. I have to get going, but I’ll check in with you later.” Logan leaves as swiftly as Jordan did just a couple of minutes ago and I’m left in a huge conference room with Christian.

      “So, what’re our plans for the day?”

      I scoff, “Please, like I’m letting you ruin my shopping trip.”
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        “I am not who I was a year ago. I don’t know who I am today. I can’t piece any of it together. But I think this is the right place to be.”

        ~ Seeker

      

      

      Reggie

      After milling through the file for about twenty minutes, I learned quite a bit about Madigan Archer-Steele. More than I wanted to know to be honest. I figured she would’ve had a good life in New York before coming here, but I was both wrong and right in that.

      It’s obvious Madigan has lived a life filled with luxury. I’m sure she was well provided for by her father for as long as he was alive, and with her mother’s movie roles they wouldn’t have suffered. Although, I never would’ve expected to see that her mother was diagnosed with the early onset of Alzheimer’s. Something that Madigan had done a great job at keeping private.

      From the looks of it, Madigan has been continuing to run all of her mother’s social media accounts in the hopes to give the public the idea that her mother is living a normal life, except she is off the grid and ‘connecting’ with nature. Shit, she almost had me fooled. If I didn’t have connections like my friend Timothy, I’m sure I would’ve been oblivious to any of this.

      I shake my head, staring at the manila envelope sitting on my lap. I wasn’t expecting to get any of the information I have. What’s most shocking is still her pregnancy. I wouldn’t have known if not for Timothy’s information and it makes me wonder why she hasn’t said a word to me or her brothers, for that matter. I’ll keep this information to myself for the time being, but not forever. If she doesn’t tell them, I’ll have no choice but to reveal the information provided to me.

      About ten minutes ago, I heard raised voices and witnessed Jordan leave. Just now, Logan waltzed out and headed toward the elevators, signaling me that it’s time we get going. I stand up and head toward the open door of the conference room. Peering in, I see Madigan and Christian sitting side by side. He’s obviously said something to her that’s hysterical because she’s whipped her head back in a bout of laughter.

      Looking at her now, candidly from a different perspective, she embodies light. Sure, she may have skeletons in her closet and a pack of metaphorical demons after her, but who doesn’t? On a personal level, I don’t know what to think about all of this. A hot, drop-dead gorgeous girl is my client. Up until the moment I read that file, I had no problem with the two of us getting some mutually pent up sexual frustration out. Shoot, she even seemed to be reciprocating from our playful banter and flirting. Does she being pregnant change shit though? It’s evident she’s not with whoever the father is. I’ll naturally assume it’s her ex, that Vinny fellow. Still doesn’t change the fact she’s left him and is here now.

      I still can’t help but wonder. How has a woman like her got herself in a situation like this?

      “Reg?” Christian’s voice brings me out of my thoughts.

      “Sorry. Did you say something?”

      “No, you were just staring like a creep over here.”

      “Got stuck in my head,” I mumble, looking to Madigan. “You ready to go downstairs? We should really get moving.”

      “Sure.” She turns to Christian, giving him a hug. “I’ll see you later.”

      “Alright. Reg, take her by a store and get her a phone.”

      “Will do,” I respond, waiting for Madigan to come to the door so we can get a move on. As she meets me, she glances down to the envelope in my hand.

      “Anything important in there?”

      “Yep.” I won't elaborate, unsure if I’m going to bring anything up to her in the future. Madigan walks ahead of me and we both head for the elevator. When we get inside, I complete the same process that I did when we were coming up, putting my keycard in and selecting the correct floor we need to go on.

      “Are you alright?” Madigan asks while we’re a couple of levels away from Brooklyn’s floor.

      “Yeah, just a lot on my mind,” I say, hoping that answer will suffice.

      “O-okay.”

      The door opens and we both step out into a waiting area that’s nothing but plastered in pink and coral colors, mixed with grays. We’ve basically walked straight into a vagina.

      “Reg!” Brooklyn peers up from behind her receptionist desk after looking over one of her employee’s shoulders. Micro-manager Brook, that’s her.

      “Told you we’d be down.”

      “Yeah, you sure did.” She comes from around the desk and meets us as we get closer. “And you must be Madigan. It’s really nice to meet you, I’m Brooklyn, or you can call me Brook, whatever is easier.” Leave it to Brooklyn to be the sweetest person on the planet. I’m sure she can sense that there’s some tension in the air because she keeps looking at me every few seconds. Normally, I’m not this quiet but I can’t help it. So much is running through my mind. What I need to do is get my shit together and figure out how I’m going to act.

      All in all, nothing changes professionally for me. I have a duty to protect Madigan and I’ll still do that regardless. The only question is, do I tell her brothers about her pregnancy or keep it to myself?

      Brooklyn and Madigan make introductions and the next thing I know, Brooklyn is taking us back to her ‘development’ room, whatever the hell that even means. “As you can see, we don’t physically make the products here, but I keep the prototypes and packaging in here. It helps give me inspiration on whatever we should do next.”

      “Cool. Reggie told me you had a makeup line and that’s pretty much it.” Madigan giggles.

      “Of course he didn’t elaborate. The man wouldn’t even know where to start. We have everything you could ever imagine. Primers, BB cream, concealers, foundation, eyeshadows, eyeliner, mascara, lip liner, lipstick, lip gloss. I could go on and on, but what I’m most excited for is the fact my skincare and haircare line is launching next week, which has been a long time in the making. No one knows this yet, but I’ve even worked with a manufacturer to design my own set of blow dryers, hair straighteners, and curling irons.”

      “That’s amazing. I’m in the market for everything you’ve stated above, so I’d love to purchase some from you.”

      “Pfft! Purchase, no. You’re family and—”

      “Family takes care of family,” Madigan says in a monotone voice, getting a response filled with laughter from Brooklyn.

      “Let me guess, my dear husband schooled you whenever you tried to pay for something?”

      “Yeah, it’s something like that.”

      “Of course he did. It’s typical behavior coming from him. He’s drilled the same thing deep into my bones, so you get to have your pick at whatever you need. And, please, don’t tell me you don’t need a whole lot. I’m a woman and I know what we need!”

      Brooklyn takes Madigan around the room showing her various things. I shut the door so that the room is a bit more private. Madigan is forced to take every hair product that was mentioned in a copper finish and everything else she could imagine.

      I take a seat, being forced to watch Brooklyn color match her products to Madigan’s skin. They talk about loads of pointless, girly shit but I like the fact that they’re both bonding over something. It’ll be good for Madigan to have a connection with the family, especially a female. I’m sure that whenever she meets Selena, they’ll hit it off too.

      A knock comes to the door and Christian comes waltzing in, “Can I talk to you for a couple of minutes Mads?”

      Madigan looks to Brooklyn, “Are we almost done or should I stay?”

      “Oh, we’re finished, doll.” Brook smiles, waving her hand for her to go off with her brother. “Christian, you can go in the room next to this one.”

      “Okay, perfect. Thanks.” Madigan leaves the room with Christian alongside her.

      “What in the heck is going on with you?” Brooklyn pinches me, causing me to jump up.

      “Seriously?” I jolt, slapping her hand away.

      “Answer me, caveman! I know you and you’re never this quiet. What is going on in that head of yours, or are you having a problem because you’re basically protecting a beauty queen.”

      “I’m protecting a Steele,” I grumble, wanting her to drop the subject.

      “A seriously hot one.”

      “Brook,” I warn, wanting her to stop.

      “Reginald,” she replies with a bratty smirk drawn across her face. “You like her, don’t you?”

      “I like that she’s hot,” I spit out.

      “C’ mon, you can tell me. It’s obvious I know anyway. You want to stick your pickle in her jar, don’t you?”

      “Brooklyn Steele, chill!” I whisper-scream at her, thinking I’ll stop but then I continue. “Maybe I do like her, beyond all that beauty and shit. She challenges me and I like the playful flirting.”

      “Oh my goodness!” Brooklyn jumps up and down clapping her hands, making my cheeks flush red.

      “Relax, woman. Nothing has happened and it probably won’t.”

      “Why do you say that? Do you know something?” Brook asks, cocking a brow.

      “No, everything is fine.”

      “Then you should go for it. You haven’t ever been with anyone in the entire time I’ve known you. If anyone deserves to find happiness romantically, it’s you, and if you like her it means that she can’t be a bad person, so I’m shipping this romance. I think I’ll call you . . . Meggie, or Radigan.”

      Christian and Madigan open the door and come back into the room. “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow for dinner. Meet us at Mason’s, six p.m., okay?”

      “Sounds good.” She smiles brightly at her brother, seeming a lot happier than a little bit ago. I think everything is starting to overwhelm her.

      Christian exits the room and I pick up Madigan’s bags from the floor. “Are you ready to get going? We have a lot more shopping to do today,” I say to her.

      She nods, coming over to grab one of the bags. I keep it planted firmly in my grasp. There’s no way I’m making a pregnant chick carry a damn thing. “I’ve got it. You don’t have to worry about them. Plus, plum is more my shade versus red.”

      Madigan cackles, “Okay, if you insist, I won’t argue.”

      Madigan and I both head toward the door when Brooklyn shouts, “Radigan is totally it.”

      “Huh?” Madigan says, shooting her neck back to Brooklyn.

      “It’s a company I need to work with. I couldn’t remember the name, but Reggie helped jog my memory,” Brooklyn lies, staring at me with a smile.

      Fuck. I need to figure my shit out. If I do this, I’ll be crossing a line that I never have before and I don’t know if I want to cross the line, because I’ll never be able to come back from it.
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        “Live with the uncertainties, my dear. Invent little moments inside those maybes and grow there.”

        ~ Akif Kichloo

      

      

      Madigan

      The entire day was filled with shopping for clothes and a few things to make my house a little more home-like. I’d picked up a few more pairs of jeans, blouses, bras and panties, a couple of bodycon style dresses, and some shoes. We stopped by a store that sold a few things for the house before we both left and I grabbed some small little décor pieces. I thought we might need to go by the grocery store, but Reggie informed me that Carlos grabbed groceries while he was out shopping for me last night.

      The last couple of hours things have felt a bit off with Reggie. I can’t really pinpoint it because I haven’t known him for more than a day, but he’s been quiet which isn’t normal from what I’ve witnessed.

      I spent the last forty-five minutes ripping tags off clothes and putting them away. I hate that I had someone watching me because I couldn’t get what I feel like I really need. It’s not exactly like I can go maternity shopping with a man who doesn’t have a clue that I’m pregnant. Not to mention, if I did, I’m sure he’d run and tell my brothers immediately when I’m not ready for that to happen yet.

      I exit my room, walk down the stairwell, and head into the kitchen. Reggie is sitting at the island drinking a coffee. I could smell it before I even hit the last step. No one ever tells you how much you’ll crave coffee the moment you can’t consume gallons of it every day like you used to. It’s so frustrating. But no one tells you a lot of things about pregnancy, like how it’s so hard to poop, and no, I’m not kidding. It’s like your body betrays you in every way possible.

      “You hungry?” I ask, walking right up to the fridge and pulling the door open. Carlos did a decent job grabbing a variety of fresh meat, fruits, cheeses, veggies, and more. He even bought some of my favorite yogurts. I doubt he knew, but score!

      “I’m famished,” he admits, taking another sip of his coffee.

      “Alright. We do have pots and pans in here, right?” I ask, not really sure which cabinet they’re tucked away in.

      “Yeah, in the one next to the dishwasher.”

      I don’t respond but go to the cabinet that Reggie directed me to, pulling out two skillet pans. I can make grilled chicken in one pan with veggies in the other as long as we have some decent spices in this joint. I put the pans on the stove and heat up the bigger one where I’ll put the chicken breasts in. Searching through the kitchen, I find a fully stocked shelf with every sort of spice I can imagine and continue to look through cabinets, finding chicken broth and various sauces. Carlos did a fantastic job while grocery shopping.

      I grab some vegetable oil for the pan, allow it to bubble, and grab the meat out of the fridge, sitting the four breasts in the pan. They can sit there for about ten minutes while I chop up the vegetables and toss them in the other pan. “I should have dinner ready in about fifteen minutes,” I say to Reggie as I put a little bit of salt and pepper over the veggies. I see some minced garlic in the cabinet and shake it a couple of times over the pan, because who doesn’t love some garlic? I’d put garlic on everything if I could.

      “Smells pretty good,” Reggie comments as I continue to do my thing.

      I actually spend a bit longer than fifteen minutes making our dinner. I decided to make a garlic butter sauce for the veggies since the chicken will be pretty basic. I plate the food and turn the burners off, putting the leftovers on the two burners behind the ones that were used.

      The second I turn around, Reggie is off the barstool and grabbing a plate, digging a fork in he must’ve grabbed on the way over in the veggies. “Shoot, I apologize for my bad manners but this smelt too delicious.”

      “If I had known you were this hungry, I would’ve started cooking when we got back,” I say, going over to the drawer where I think the cutlery is. Lucky for me, I’m right. Over the next couple of minutes, we’re both silent, eating every bite that we can. I have to hand it to myself, this stuff is delicious. I haven’t had to cook in ages because of living with the Falcones so I thought I lost my touch.

      “Did you have a good day?” Reggie’s question catches me off guard. Part of me thinks he’s being a jackass but I realize he genuinely wants to know.

      “Yeah, it wasn’t too bad. It didn’t go how I expected, but when does life ever do that.” I laugh at the end, trying to make the conversation a tad less serious.

      “I can imagine it’s a big adjustment for you. Just remember whatever was said to you today was for a reason. You’re really lucky that these guys are your family. A lot of people would kill to be in the position you’re in, not because of the money or anything like that, but because of their sincere nature.”

      “Thanks, I think?”

      “I’m just trying to say, if anything was dropped on you, you’re handling it well.” The way he says it makes me feel like he knows about the family business, but of course, he does because he’s on their protection detail.

      “Did one of them call you?” I ask. How else would he know?

      “Logan did, he told me what happened today. I’m sorry Jordan is being a dick to you, but I’m sure it’ll change soon. He’s having a hard time since he’s having issues with his own mother. Christian and Logan have given up on that woman, but he hasn’t. Honestly, I don’t think he ever will.”

      “I didn’t even know their mother was still alive. I assumed she was dead. Christian hasn’t talked about her to me ever. I mean, I knew our father was married at one point and cheated on her . . . but I thought she died after that.”

      “No, she is very much alive. Only, she prefers to cause headaches for Jordan now, but that’s a conversation for another time. I was only trying to let you know if you need someone to talk to about what you learned, I’m here. I’m one of the only people who you can talk to, minus your brothers, Brooklyn, and Selena.”

      “Thanks,” I mutter finishing my dinner quietly.

      After I’m done, I rinse my dishes off in the sink and put them in the dishwasher. Reggie rinses his own plate off and does the same while I pack up the leftovers and put them in the fridge, rinse off the skillet pans and pop those in the dishwasher as well.

      I shut the door to the dishwasher and turn, bumping right into Reggie. He’s staring down at me like I’m water in a desert. While we’ve had a few flirtatious moments, he’s never once looked at me like this.

      “Uh, everything alright?”

      “Yep, better than alright if you ask me,” he whispers in a raspy voice, taking his hand to grab my jaw gently. Out of nowhere, his lips come crashing down onto mine like a herd of wild mustangs running through the open fields of the Midwest. I’m taken aback at first, not quite sure how to feel at this moment. Part of me wants to fight back, to say no, but it feels so good to be wanted after not being desired for so long.

      I match the tone of his possessive kiss, only wanting more before he suddenly pulls back from me just as I’ve gotten a taste of him. He walks away and heads towards the back of the kitchen island, turning toward me. I’m speechless, not sure what to think.

      “It’s obvious you want me considering you’ve been flirting with me since the moment we met. I’ve never done this shit before but I’m fighting with myself internally. All I want to do is sink my cock inside you but I’m trying not to do that. Fuck! Do you even know how hard you make this? I haven’t so much as looked at a woman in three years, and here you come along and my dick is standing at attention for you. Jesus!” Reggie tears off from the kitchen and all I hear is the slamming of the front door.

      I doubt he’s left, but I’m the one left in confusion right now. Boy, does it suck to be pregnant and have the hots for your bodyguard.
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        “Don’t let a hard lesson harden your heart.”

        TheSuccessClub

      

      

      Reggie

      I charge out of the house like I’m physically on fire, needing to get as far away from Madigan as possible. Right now, Madigan is kerosene, only making me burn even more. I place my hands on the top of my head and pace on the small porch outside her home, not sure what to do.

      I crossed a line and a big one at that. Here I am, doing something that I’ve never done before, putting my dick before my duty. I’m not even gonna say it has anything to do with heart because it doesn’t. In no way, shape, or form is my heart invested in Madigan. At least not yet.

      Fuck, I haven’t been in love with anyone since Cheri. Since her, no woman has even gotten close to my heart. Then again, why would I let someone else chew up my heart and spit it out like it never mattered? I think not, savage creatures. By savage creatures, I’m talking about women.

      The only thing I want to do right now is call Logan. Not because he’s my boss, but because he’s my best friend. He’s the only person on this planet that knows me through and through. The best parts and the absolute worst ones. And never has he judged me for any of it.

      I pull out my cell and curse before dialing his number. As the ringing fills my ears, my heart beats so loud I can feel it in my head. “You good?” Logan immediately asks if I’m okay, making me feel like even more of an asshole from what transpired a few minutes ago.

      I don’t know how I’m supposed to tell him this or why in the fuck I thought it was a good idea to even bring this up. “I kissed her.”

      “You what?”

      “I kissed your sister,” I elaborate, waiting for him to say something smart-assed back to me, but when he doesn’t, I’m alarmed.

      “Why the hell are you calling me and telling me that?” If anything, he sounds more annoyed than concerned.

      “’ Cause I don’t know what the fuck to do and you’re my best friend. It’s my job to protect her, and here I am slamming my lips onto hers. I don’t even know why I like Madigan, why I’m so intrigued or want more, but I do.”

      “Listen, Reg, I really don’t care who you’re kissing, even if it is my sister. She’s single. You’re single. I don’t see there being any sort of problem here, but there will be a problem if you hurt her, so before you act on it any further, you’d better be damned sure of what you’re doing.”

      “I’m calling you because I’m conflicted,” I confess, running my hand through my hair as I take a seat on the porch swing.

      “What for? There’s no reason for you to be conflicted unless you’re worried about your job.”

      “Partially,” I admit, unable to shake the feeling that proceeding any further could ruin the relationship I have with the Steeles, not to mention get me fired.

      “You have nothing to worry about. You and your company provide excellent security to us and the only reason we’d ever sever that relationship is if you suddenly start sucking at it.”

      “I don’t ever see that happening,” I scoff, rolling my eyes.

      “Exactly my point. We’re in good hands, Reg. And, if you want to explore something with Madigan then just do it. At this point, you know her better than I do and seeing as you’re calling me and we’re talking about this, it must just mean she’s a pretty decent person. If she wasn’t, you wouldn’t be interested in her.” The thing is, I don’t know Madigan. Neither does he. She could be the fucking devil for all we know. I’ll just pray that she isn’t.

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I mutter, feeling the need to get off the phone with him. Now, I just feel like an idiot for even calling, but I should look at the positive side of things. If anything ever does grow between us, at least I won’t have to have an awkward conversation with him.

      “Sometimes, I am.”

      I chuckle, shaking my head at how refreshing it is to talk to Logan and not others in the family. “If I were talking to Christian you know what he’d say.”

      “Probably tell you that he’s always right when that’s never the case,” Logan cackles.

      “You’re right about that. Well, thanks. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Talk to you later,” Logan states, ending the call.

      I take a few deep breaths trying to pull myself together. Logan said he doesn’t care, not in those exact words but they were pretty damn close. So, what in the hell is stopping me? I’m a man. I do my job well, and I’m a decent person. I’m not talking about falling in love with this chick, but . . . shit. All I do know is that I want something.

      Before I change my mind, I stand up and walk toward the front door, open it, and step inside her house, shutting it behind me. Madigan is sitting at the bottom of the stairs with her hand covering her eyes. She’s probably contemplating what just happened a few minutes ago, but she couldn’t look any less beautiful.

      “I’m sorry for acting the way I did, running off like that,” I say in the dead quiet, causing her to jump from shock.

      “Why did you?” The tone of her voice is so soft like she’s afraid of the answer.

      “Why did I what? Leave or kiss you?”

      She removes her hand from over her eyes and stares blankly. “Both, I guess.”

      “I kissed you because you’ve been driving me crazy with the flirtatious shit. I darted out the door because I’m conflicted as fuck when it comes to you. In all my years doing this, I’ve never been in a situation where I’ve had the hots for the woman I’m supposed to be protecting.” I’m as honest as I can be with Madigan since I don’t want to lie. There is a part of me that wants to hide a small fraction of the truth from her to better protect myself, but I don’t.

      “I don’t know what you want from me. Really, if you’re looking for a relationship or something, I’m not really sure I’m girlfriend material.” The way she laughs at the end of her sentence makes me feel like she’s putting herself down.

      “Why don’t you think too highly of yourself?” I ask, obviously catching her off guard with the way her eyes widen at my question. She pushes herself up off the stairs and stands up, crossing her arms in front of the other.

      “I have baggage, Reggie. Plus, I don’t get why you want to kiss me or sink your cock into me, or any of that. I came here with a crime family coming after me. Is it the danger? Is that why I appeal to you?”

      “Who doesn’t? Not one person on this planet is perfect. As to why I’m attracted to you, I can’t pinpoint it. When I met you, there was something about you that resonated with me. I’m not sure what, but I got a feeling. It’s why I started the banter with you. I didn’t expect it to go down the flirtatious route, but it did, and then I kissed you and just so you know, I don’t regret it.”

      Madigan stares at me with a blank expression. I’m sure she’s trying to figure me out, so I continue.

      “I don’t know what I want. Honestly, I have no damn clue. I don’t know if I want you to be my girlfriend but what I do know is that our attitudes mesh well with one another. Whatever I say, you challenge me. You don’t just bend at whatever I’m saying, but when it’s important, you listen, so you trust me. Add in that you’re drop-dead gorgeous and I’m not too bad looking myself. Like I said Madigan, I’m not sure what I want. But I’m not standing here asking you to be my girlfriend. I’m just a guy standing here, telling a chick he’s interested in how he feels.”

      She cocks a brow, pursing her lips together. “So, you want to fuck and see where this goes is what I’m understanding?”

      “Maybe,” I shrug.

      “Make a decision, Reggie. What do you want?” Madigan demands an answer from me and I’m pretty sure she’s not going to let me get by without giving her one.

      “I wanna give this a shot. If it works great, but if it doesn’t, I’m still going to be your bodyguard. If shit goes south, I won’t be any less capable of doing my job than I am right now.”

      “Alright,” she replies and pauses for a moment, approaching me. “There’s something you should know.”

      “I already know and I don’t care that you’re pregnant.”

      “What do you mean you already know?” She sounds shocked, worry laced through her voice.

      “I have people who can get information for me. I haven’t told your brothers. Figured you can do that.”

      “So you don’t care that I’m pregnant? Do you have some weird fetish or something?”

      “Who knows. I’ve never minded curves. They’re hot as hell.”

      With that, our conversation ends with a smile on Madigan’s face. The world is our oyster and all of that. At least, we’re on a level playing field now. Tomorrow will come here quickly and we have a couple of things that need to be done. “I’m going to get settled upstairs and go to bed. We have a lot to do tomorrow,” she says, almost like she’s read my mind.

      “Yeah, me too,” I respond, following her up the stairs and we head in opposite directions toward our rooms. As I walk to bed, I can’t help but wonder how many worms are in the can I just opened.
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        Before you get attached to anyone, be prepared if they leave

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Madigan

      As much as I haven’t wanted to avoid Reggie, I have been. My mind is running rampant with thoughts of regret. Constantly thinking about why I was honest. Why didn’t I tell him no or just tell him now wasn’t the time, that we didn’t know each other? Ugh, I have no clue! Although, somehow, I was able to get a decent bit of sleep last night. It’s well past four in the afternoon and I’ve already gotten ready for dinner with Christian and Selena.

      The sound of determined footsteps coming up the stairs makes me suck in a deep breath. My door is thrown open and I see Reggie with the phone. “Stall them, please. Have they heard us? Okay. I’ll call you back in five minutes.” He throws the phone on my bed and glares at me.

      “Did you bring anything with you that Vinny gave you?”

      “Huh? What?”

      “There’s someone at the gate named Vinny, so I’ll ask you again, did that fuck give you anything and were you dumb enough to bring it with you?”

      I’m taken aback with how Reggie’s just spoken to me, cocking my head back in disgust. “No, I don’t think so.” I turn around, trying to think. I only brought the necessities, including my ID, passport, and social security card. I left the car in South Carolina . . . and that’s when it hits me. The second I glance in the mirror I see the diamond earrings he bought me. Immediately, I take them off, handing them to Reggie.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t think that—”

      “It’s fine. C’mon, we need to leave now. Carlos is heading toward the gate and going to throw them off our trail.” Reggie takes my hand in his, tossing the earrings onto the bed, grabs his phone and we rush down the stairwell and go out the back door.

      “Why didn’t you smash them?”

      “Because the moment I do that, they know we’re onto them. Right now, they don’t have a clue and by the time they realize it, you and I will be in the city.”

      He opens the back gate to my fenced in yard and shuts it behind me, taking us through a wooded runners trail. “Why aren’t we going to one of my brothers?” Naturally, that would be the place to go.

      “Because if they don’t already know whose name is on the deed of the house, they will soon, and going to your brothers is the first thing they’ll do. We need to make sure they don’t already have eyes on all three of them, and in the meantime, I need to get you somewhere safe. I wasn’t expecting this shit.”

      Reggie jerks me to the left and we walk off the trail into the woods. He’s careful to keep all of the tree limbs and twigs out of my way but misses a cobweb and I get a spider to the face, shrieking bloody murder. Immediately, he covers his hand over my mouth and flings the thing off me. “You couldn’t have been quiet? We’d better hope we’re far enough away!”

      “Sorry! I don’t like bugs.”

      “No one likes bugs, Mad” I smirk at the way he’s shortened my name. It gives me butterflies inside.

      We keep going until I see a blacked-out sedan nestled in the woods between some trees. It’s located right off an unpaved road. “Let me guess. It’s yours?”

      “Yep,” he says, going to the front passenger side tire and pulling the key out. I hear the click of the car being unlocked and immediately get in, knowing that would probably be the next thing from his mouth.

      Reggie gets in the other side, presses on the brake and pushes the button to start the car. “You didn’t think it was risky to leave a car like this in the middle of the woods with the keys here?” I question, wondering where the common sense was in making that decision.

      “No one comes back this way, and it’s technically still Christian’s property, so we’re fine.”

      He tears out onto the dirt road and flies down it, making a left onto a street and drives continuously. The windows to the car are blacked out so no one will be able to peer in. He speaks via the car’s Bluetooth system and orders it to call Logan. The two of us wait while the ringing comes through the speakers of the car.

      “Hey. I wasn’t expecting to hear from you. Is everything alright?”

      “Not really. That Vinny Falcone fellow showed up at the gate. I have Madigan and we’re in the car heading south. We can’t go back to the house, and we can’t head to any of yours. We were supposed to meet Christian for dinner around six, but I don’t think that’s a good idea given that we’re unsure if he has men tracking any of you.”

      “Alright. Don’t meet up with them for dinner. Go to Esme’s house. I’ll text him and tell him he needs to meet you both there. His detail will ensure he isn’t followed.”

      “Are you sure? It’s risky. I don’t like it.”

      “Yes, I’m telling you what needs to be done, unless you feel that it’s not a good enough plan.”

      “I don’t agree with it. Going to Esme’s will do nothing for us if you plan on sending one of your brothers there. The point is to not draw attention to any location by having them follow one of us.”

      “Regardless we need to meet, so go to Esme’s. They wouldn’t know we trust her in the ways we do. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can and we can reconvene.”

      “Fine.” If I’ve ever seen anyone press a button with anger, it would be Reggie. He slammed his index finger down on that touch screen.

      “Is everything going to be okay?” I ask in a worried voice, trying my hardest to hide my concern, but it’s evident.

      “Yes. I won’t let anything bad happen to you. I hope you know that.”

      I don’t say a word, letting the words he just said sink in. There’s not one part of me that thinks I will be harmed with Reggie watching over me, but you never know. I don’t doubt his capabilities, but I’m fucking terrified right now.

      Out of nowhere he grabs the side of my face and turns to me while he drives. “I mean it, you’re safe with me.”

      “Okay,” I mutter lowly, turning my head to look out the window, trying not to imagine the awful things the Falcones will do to me for betraying their family. One thing Vinny always told me is that no one has ever gotten out alive. The Falcones will always find you. For some reason, I thought I could outsmart them. It’s ironic, coming from the girl that led them straight to her fucking door.
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        “Ignoring the red flags because you wanna see the good in people will cost you later.”

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Reggie

      I’ve been in positions like this with other clients and my determination to keep them safe is always the same. It’s more than about it being my job, it’s my purpose. I will never lose a client and will take a bullet for them again and again. I’ve taken one for Brooklyn and I’ll sure as hell take one for Madigan if need be.

      I obeyed Logan’s command and have brought her to his assistant Esme’s house. It’s smart and stupid at the same time. The Falcones would never think to come here because the Steeles aren’t associated with her any more than being her employer. Little does anyone know that Esme is more like a mother to them than their actual mom.

      Madigan and I get out of the car and into the humid hell that is the south. I should be thankful, though. It’s not nearly as bad as it is in Louisiana where I was born and raised. The heat and humidity there smack you straight in the face like a hot redneck in a country bar. We walk from the driveway to the white paved path, encompassed with flowers. I haven’t been to Esme’s home in a couple of years, forgetting about her love of botany. I think she’s one of those ladies who like plants more than people.

      The short Hispanic woman opens the door with a worrisome look, “Come inside, quick!” She waves her hand, urging us to get inside the safety of her home.

      “Thank you,” I mutter, placing a hand on the small of Madigan’s back. Not really sure why I do it, but it feels so fucking natural.

      “I promise not to be a monster to you today, Madigan.” Esme giggles, “I was only protecting my boys. I love them like they’re my own and I’m sure with enough time, I’ll feel the same with you.”

      “It’s okay.” Madigan has a habit of saying things are okay when I can tell she just wants to wrap her hands around someone’s neck and choke them out. She’s kind of the master of faking it ‘til you make it. Madigan turns her body toward me, “What do we do at this point?”

      “We wait for your brothers. I’m sure one of them will be here if not all.”

      “Yes, come inside the living room. I’ll bring out some sweet tea, lemonade, and some snacks. What would the two of you like?”

      “Sweet tea would be fine, thank you,” I tell Esme.

      “A lemonade, please.”

      “Sure thing. I’ll be back in a couple of minutes.” Esme disappears off into the opening that leads to her kitchen while Madigan and I take a seat on her plush couch.

      “I can tell you’re worried. You don’t have to be. I’ve got you,” I tell her, trying to get it through her brain that nothing bad will happen to her. I simply won’t allow it.

      “I’m scared of what might happen. You can’t promise that they won’t find me, torture me, or kill me.”

      I nod, understanding her fear, but now I need to ask her a question. One that she might not want to tell me. “Does Vinny know that you’re pregnant?” I ask in a hushed whisper, not wanting Esme to overhear our conversation.

      “No, he doesn’t have a clue. Of course, he never paid attention that much. I doubt he even noticed I missed a period. Hell, I didn’t even realize it until a few days ago,” she confesses, looking a bit embarrassed by it. Hell, she has nothing to be embarrassed about. In the town I grew up, the captain of the cheerleading squad hid her pregnancy and left her baby at the fire department and got caught. Now that is something to be ashamed for.

      “Okay. I needed to know what it is that we’re dealing with. So, they’re just pissed you left?”

      “Yes, they’re . . . manipulative, controlling . . . and extremely deceptive. They want everyone to be under their spell and when those people see them for what they are . . . well, they’d rather kill those who see the truth than allow them to live their own lives. I’m pretty certain they want to slit my throat and toss my body into some open water.”

      I breathe slowly through every word she speaks, not wanting her to see how much her words are really affecting me. If I come face to face with these men, I’ll shoot them down on the spot. There will be no questions or judgment, nor going to her brothers to ask their opinion before I act. I have the strongest need to make sure nothing hurts her at all in this life, and so I’ll do what’s necessary to ensure that, including execution— or in other terms, murder.

      Esme comes back into the room with two sweet teas and one lemonade, plus a variety of cookies on a plate. “I hope you two have a sweet tooth. I made these last night after work. Lacey had come over and we had dinner.”

      Lacey is Esme’s only granddaughter. Her parents were killed in a car accident when Lacey was a kid and she barely survived. Esme raised her and she ended up being raised alongside the Steeles in a sense, always around them. Back when I was on Logan’s detail, I had heard a couple of rumors about Lacey and Jordan, but I never dug into it to see if there was any truth behind the rumors.

      Madigan and I both grab our drinks, taking a couple of cookies and nibbling on them, making conversation with Esme as we can. She pries into Madigan as much as she can, wanting to know everything there is to know about the only Steele heiress.

      “And your mother, is she acting at all anymore? I loved it when she starred in Sunshine’s Diner. Out of all her movies, that one put her on the path to stardom.” Madigan smiles at Esme’s sweet words, but little does she know about Autumn Archer’s mental state. Then again, no one does.

      “No, she’s retired from acting and is finding the beauty of finding peace with nature. She prefers a more relaxed lifestyle after living in the limelight for so long.” Madigan is so good at lying it gives me chills. But, she’s had to tell this lie for quite a while, not wanting others to pry.

      “I can only imagine what living with that sort of status is like. I’m sure she barely had any privacy when she was working, so it must be refreshing for her to have it now.”

      “Oh, it is. She can barely remember a time when it wasn’t like this.” I hear the truth behind Madigan’s words, knowing it must feel like a dagger to the heart.

      The front door comes busting open and I pull my Glock from my holster, aiming it at whoever is coming in. Jordan is the barreling bastard, so I lower my weapon.

      “Of everyone, I least expected it to be you who showed up.”

      “Well, I’m who you’ve got so deal with it,” he snorts in my direction, looking over to his sister. “Logan and Christian both had vans following them. Needless to say, the Falcones are going to come in heavy. We have to be careful when moving you. I’ve spoken to our brothers and they agree with me that you need to get out of town. The Falcones will be here for a while before they realize that you’re nowhere to be found. Naturally, they’ll assume you’re hunkering down with one of us and we’ll make it look that way. Reggie, can you go down to bumfuck wherever you came from?”

      “If I had feelings, they’d be hurt.” I sneer. Jordan has always loved to jab at me because of my country roots.

      “It’s a good thing you don’t. Madigan, do you have any questions?”

      “Uh, so what am I supposed to do besides go somewhere with Reggie?” she asks.

      “You don’t draw any attention to yourself and stay with him as much as possible. We’ll deal with shit when it comes to the Falcones, but you have to keep a low profile. Get a disguise, dress like one of those hick girls. Say and do whatever you have to in order to blend in.”

      “Ugh, I’ll be so thankful when all of this is over and I can go back to leading a normal life,” Madigan mumbles, staring out the window. “At this rate, I don’t ever think it’ll happen.”

      “It will. It’ll just take some time,” I assure her.

      “Reggie is right. For now, just do as I say and trust that it’s the right thing. You’ll go away for some off the grid relaxation and we’ll deal with your problem. The Falcones will never try to fuck with our family ever again after we’re done with them.”

      “What are you going to do?” she asks.

      “That’s for us to handle and for you not to worry about. You know, I think we’re handling this big brother shit pretty well if you ask me. Making sure no one fucks with you and all that. Now, I need to get going in case someone’s following me. Leave when it gets dark.”

      “Got it,” Madigan mutters, obviously nervous.

      “I’ll see you later. Be careful and try to relax. It’s not going to be easy, but it’ll be better that way. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’ll try,” she responds, plastering on a fake as fuck smile at the end. Shit, she’s really trying to not let anything get to her right now.

      Jordan nods, leaving the house as quickly as he came in. A good thing he did. He wasn’t inside for more than three minutes and it wouldn’t look suspicious. Not to me anyway. We just have to wait a couple of hours and we can get the hell out of here. Madigan tossed her earrings on the bed and there’s nothing else on her that isn’t brand new from the shopping trip we took yesterday.

      “Rest assured, sweetheart, your brothers will handle this swiftly like they handle every other scenario going on in their lives,” Esme tries to tell Madigan. I can tell the old woman doesn’t want her to be worrying about anything. It’s sweet.

      “Thank you. Sorry, I don’t mean to look so torn up. I’m just a little anxious.”

      “As you should be. Not every woman has experienced what you have.”

      “I think you should get some sleep before we go, Mad. One of us should get some rest at least, and I’m the one who’s good with a gun, which means you’re off to dreamland,” I tell her, knowing it’s in our best interests if one of us sleeps. We may have to swap driving at some point.

      “I don’t know how I’m supposed to sleep like this,” she confesses.

      “You lay down and close your eyes.”

      Madigan rolls her eyes and huffs, “Thanks, Sherlock. No need to be a smartass.”

      “I’m just trying to be humorous and make you laugh.”

      “While I appreciate it, I don’t think it’ll work right now.”

      “Understood. But, at least try to get some rest?”

      “Fine.”

      “Thank you,” I respond. Standing up, I pull the curtains together so no one can peer in and the sunshine is blacked out. “We’ll get out of your hair in a couple of hours,” I tell Esme.

      “It’s fine, Reggie. Stay for as long as you need to.”
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        The best dreams are the unrealistic ones

        ~ Faraway

      

      

      Madigan

      Reggie and I spent eight hours driving from Atlanta to a coastal town called Grand Isle in Louisiana. When Jordan told us to get out of the state, I assumed he meant we’d end up going to some town in the sticks, not a beach town, but that’s where Reggie has brought me.

      We checked into a small mom and pop sort of hotel on the edge of town. It’s not somewhere I’d normally stay, looking a little worn down from the outside but we were told to blend in and so we shall. The hotel looks to be about twenty or thirty years old. All of the rooms are on one floor and that makes me feel like if we had to jump ship and get out quickly, we could. The only weird thing about the room is that there’s only one bed. It’s a king, so while it’s great that it’s massive . . . I feel a little odd about having to share a room with Reggie.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks out of the blue after he’s spent the last thirty minutes going around the room. I’m not entirely sure why. He did tell me that he wanted to check for vantage points, whatever the heck that meant. While he’s been looking around, I’ve been checking out the channels on the local cable. They have Bravo, so thank goodness for that.

      I squint at him, figuring that we’d been staying in the hotel room most of the time to wait out this metaphorical storm. “We’re going out?”

      “Do you not want to?” he questions.

      “No, I’d love to. I’m just shocked that we’re going out.”

      “Did you think I’d have you locked up? We need to act normal, not like I’m some creep keeping you locked up in a hotel room.” The way he chuckles at the end is a bit refreshing given the stressful circumstances we’re under.

      “I’m not really sure, kinda thought we’d just chill. It’ll be nice to get out and see the area though.” I smile, excited I might even get to put my feet in the sand. The beach is one of my absolute favorite places to visit. Although, I haven’t had a trip to any sort of beach in ages.

      “No, let’s get out and go into town. I’ve been dying for some fried crawfish anyway. In Atlanta, they don’t make it. Shoot, even if they tried, it would probably taste atrocious. There’s no way they’d give it justice.”

      My stomach grumbles at the thought of it, causing Reggie to smirk at me. “Yeah, let’s go get some food. I’m starved.”

      “I can tell. I’m sure anyone within a three-mile radius heard that.”

      I hop off the bed at his remark and smack him playfully on the shoulder, walking out of the door to our room alongside him. As we get into the car, I realize something and cackle.

      “What’re you laughing at?”

      “The fact that neither of us has clothes and we need to go shopping.”

      “True. Let’s grab some stuff on the way and we’ll go eat after.”

      Reggie obviously knows his way around this town considering there’s nothing in the GPS when he drives. He takes us to a small surf shop which I can tell is loaded with tie-dye shirts and monogrammed catchy clothing. We both go inside and browse the entire store, but I’m unable to find too much that could work for me. When I meet up with Reggie, he has a couple of pairs of shorts, some tank tops, and a couple of shirts, plus a pair of sandals. I notice a pair of swim trunks in his hands and decide after that point to add a royal blue bikini to my pile.

      I was able to find some shorts, a couple of pairs of comfy cotton shorts to sleep in, a couple of blouses that didn’t look ugly, and grabbed a couple of those catchy shirts with two pairs of flip flops. He made a comment about how I’m looking just like a tourist should and I say something similar to him, considering I’ve only ever seen him in a suit.

      We’re at the shop for about thirty minutes and head straight over to Crawdaddy’s, the best local restaurant, according to him.

      The two of us enter the restaurant and are seated by the waitress when I realize I haven’t even thought about the fact I’m being chased around by the Falcones since we’ve been on the road. Somehow, in the midst of all this chaos, I’m finding peace in my surroundings.

      “What’s that look for?”

      I’m pulled out of my head and tell him what I was just thinking about. “I just find it refreshing that I’ve been so in the moment with you. I haven’t thought about all the stress back in Atlanta since we’ve been here.”

      “Good. The stress isn’t good for you.”

      Our waitress comes up to our table and orders our drinks, but Reggie makes sure to put in an order for two appetizers, plus orders our entrees. Every single thing is fried, being a mixture of land and sea items. “I know you can’t have too much fish, but there’s no way I’m not making you try all of this. Everything I’ve ordered is delicious.”

      Smirking, I inquire more about why he loves it here so much. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you?”

      “Yeah, I spent every summer here with my grandfather. Well, every summer and whatever holiday my parents didn’t want me on. I kinda grew up here in a sense.”

      “Oh, it all makes sense then.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You haven’t needed the GPS since we got on Route One.”

      “Yeah, I know this place like the back of my hand.”

      Believe it or not, the small talk we’re having is refreshing. It’s giving me a better insight into the type of man Reggie is. So far, I think he’s someone who takes his job incredibly seriously, however, he’s nothing more than a soft-hearted southern man. He does a damn good job at keeping that hidden, though.

      “Is your grandfather still around?” If he is, I’m sure Reggie would love to see him while we’re in town.

      He shakes his head, “No, he passed away last year. It’s a shame. The man was a riot, but the most genuine person anyone has ever met. The world had a great loss the day that man died.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He was suffering and I’m thankful it finally came to an end. Cancer is a bitch.”

      I remain quiet, not sure what to say to that. I want to change the subject since death is something I’m not too comfortable discussing, but don’t want to seem insensitive. All my life, if I had anyone who died I kind of just reverted and dealt with it internally. If a friend had a parent, sibling, or even a fish die, I remained quiet.

      I learned that’s not how you typically respond to death and was called an insensitive woman or that I didn’t care more times than I can count. It’s not that I don’t care. I’m just terrified of it. I know it’s a part of life, but it’s not something I ever want to have to experience, even though we all ultimately deal.

      Thankfully our appetizers are brought out to us. I see some sort of crawfish with various dipping sauces lining the plate, and I think the other thing in front of me is fried pickles. Boy, have I been craving those! I pick them up and pop three in my mouth, chewing quickly and swallowing. Suddenly, I realize with the heat that hits my taste buds . . . those weren’t fried pickles.

      “You feelin’ the burn yet?” he asks with a southern twang coming out in his tone.

      “Yeah,” I cough out. Grabbing my water, I down the entire glass and then grab his. “What is this?” I choke out, needing more water so I revert to taking the ice chips out and suck on them.

      Looking amused, he speaks, chuckling away. “If you had given me a second, I would’ve explained to you that those are ghost pepper chips. It’s hotter than a jalapeño and can bring most men to their knees and you just ate three of them. They are delicious.”

      “You have that right,” I agree. Even with the heat, it was good! I’m a huge fan of spicy food, so this one is right up my ally.

      “I’m glad you didn’t go down on your knees.”

      Unable to help myself, I respond flirtatiously. “I think there will be a time where you’re begging me to get on my knees.”

      I don’t miss the fire-filled look that fills his eyes. I’m still not sure what we’re doing, but I’ll enjoy the ride while I take this one day at a time.
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        Imagine meeting someone who wanted to learn your past not to punish you, but to understand how you needed to be loved.

        QuotesCollective.com

      

      

      Madigan

      I haven’t had a dinner like that in such a long time. It’s not that I was out with a man, who happens to be easy on the eyes. In reality, it’s so much more than that. For the first time in ages, I was able to hold a meaningful conversation with someone. Back in New York, no one even cared to ask things about me, to even attempt and get to know me. I was irrelevant to them, only a trophy of a woman alongside Vinny Falcone. I didn’t matter to them.

      Back there, it was so exhausting to be that person. But I wasn’t a person. I was a walking doll, an accessory to a powerful man. It’s sickening to think about it now. I had accepted the type of relationship I was in a long time ago. I had made terms with it and found peace, but right now, as I stare into the Gulf of Mexico, I feel free.

      I will no longer be the type of woman who is put down by the one she loves. Instead, I will make it a choice to love a man who not only knows my worth but sees it. I will be cherished in my relationship as every woman should.

      Fuck me for thinking this, but I’m really hoping it’s with the man who’s standing a few feet behind me, refusing to get his feet wet. Meanwhile, I let the warm water drift over me, feeling refreshed as if the water is washing away all of my troubles.

      “You’re really a fan of the ocean, aren’t you?” his husky voice asks.

      “Yes, I love the ocean. But more than that, I love the way I feel whenever I’m on the beach. The way the wind blows, the salty smell of the water, the laughter in the far distance of families and loved ones. It’s comforting to me in a sense. Is there something that gives you the same contentment?”

      Reggie chuckles lowly as I turn around to look at him, and I see the way he looks at the ground. I know the move all too well. He’s trying to avoid talking about it. Normally, I’m not the type of girl who presses anyone, but the two of us are stuck in close proximity to one another for the foreseeable future. Plus, I kinda want to know more about him.

      “What is it? You can tell me.”

      “You’ll think it’s insane.”

      “I’ll think you’re insane if you don’t fess up.”

      “Before I started this venture as a business owner, I was just a man from Louisiana who served his country. I found comfort in doing that, whether I was on base or balls deep in a sandpit overseas.”

      “Oh, wow. I had no idea you served. Thank you for your service.”

      Reggie’s expression conforms to one of sadness, and I don’t understand it. “That’s a commonly used phrase for the sacrifice of our time, limbs, and sometimes even lives. If you’re in the army and you’re lucky, you don’t have to see much action. Me on the other hand, I found comfort in it, being where the action was. You see, there are people who are made for war, who are primed and raised to protect people. Ever since I was a little boy it was drilled into my head that I’d be in the army and that if I was lucky, I’d come back alive.”

      “That’s ten levels of fucked up, but I don’t think I have to tell you that.”

      “No, you don’t. My father was a general, and my parents were divorced when I was seven so I stayed here with my grandfather most of the time. When my father wasn’t on tour, I’d be with him as much as I could. I grew up with the United States Army career path pounded in my head. Only, I didn’t go as far as I could’ve or advance as much as my father wanted me to.”

      “At what point did you get into security?” I ask, loving that I’m learning a bit more about this man.

      “About six years ago. I’m thirty-six now, and I came to work for Logan just after my thirtieth birthday. I was in the army for twelve years and did four tours in Iraq and Afghanistan.”

      “You find the same solitude I do on the beach in your work,” I state, now understanding.

      “Yeah, in a sense. My work gives me purpose. It’s my entire world, really.”

      “So, you’re totally not a workaholic,” I sarcastically tell him, getting a smile in return that could drop all the panties of women within a ten-mile radius.

      “Nope, not one bit,” he chuckles, shaking his head from left to right.

      I don’t know what takes over me, whether it’s something in the moment or every bit of courage I have. Ever since he kissed me, all I can think about is his lips folding over mine or of the way his hands held me in place, begging for more.

      I take a step toward him and snake my hand around his neck, pulling him down to me. He’s not overly tall but I still have to get up on my tippy toes to meet him. Eagerly, he brings his lips down to mine. Our lips unite in a sweet kiss. There’s nothing primal about this. All in all, it’s every bit of sensuality that a woman craves.

      I’ll handle both, the caged animal or the sensitive man. It’s obvious to me that Reggie is both but prefers to look tougher on his exterior.

      His hand wraps around my waist and pulls my stomach into his erection. Tearing my eyes away for a moment, I look around us and see not one soul on this beach. The sun is setting, and everyone has run off, escaping back into the comfort of their homes.

      I’ve never done this before, but what the hell. We only live once, right?

      I take my free hand from his back and glide it over his torso, unbuttoning his khaki shorts and slide my hand under his boxers, feeling his cock. Pre-cum is pooling at the tip so I squeeze, rocking my hand up and down on him while we kiss each other. There’s nothing rushed in our movements, the two of us simply taking time to become acquainted with one another’s bodies.

      “I shouldn’t be doing any of this,” Reggie whispers lowly after taking his lips away from mine.

      “Why not? We’re two consenting adults, attracted to one another, and we get along,” I growl out, tired of his conscious coming into play now. If anything, he could be having these thoughts after I ride him like an untamed bull.

      He brings his hand to the side of my face, his eyes darting from left to right as he looks over my features. “You make me want to break any sort of internal code I have for this job. Only you. No one else has ever done this to me. I don’t know what it is about you, Madigan Archer-Steele, but you make me question every single thing I know.”

      I can’t help but smirk at what he’s just confessed. It seems that both of us have some sort of magnetic hold on the other.

      We’re not in love with one another, however, there is something between us, and I’ll be damned if we don’t take the leap of faith and figure out what it is.

      I keep palming his cock, wrapping my hand around the v in his shirt and yank him back down to me, needing less talking and more kissing.

      Within a matter of moments, I’ve somehow stripped his shirt off his body, and even my shirt is gone, leaving me here in a bra with shorts on. The two of us stare at one another’s bodies, taking it all in, looking over every freckle, crevasse, and scar. We’re perfectly imperfect and I think he sees it too. I take a step back and drop my shorts, revealing a matching royal blue pair of panties. If you were looking at a distance, it’d look like I’m in a very hot bikini.

      I don’t know what comes over me, but I step forward and shove at his chest, causing him to bump his ass down on the sand. I’ve never been the type of woman who enjoys taking the reins away from a man in bed, but fuck everything I’ve done before.

      “You like tossing me around, don’t you, Mads?” he snickers, eyes full of fire.

      “I’ll like it better when I’m coming all over that cock of yours,” I retort, hoping on top of him.

      I position myself over his hips and grind myself on Reggie, working him up bit by bit. After a couple of minutes pass with hunger laced eyes, I pull his cock free and push my panties to the side, lining him up with my entrance. All this foreplay has soaked me to my core, making me eager to be with him.

      It’s been weeks since I’ve had sex, and it wasn’t exactly on my terms, but when was it ever? It feels so refreshing to be making choices that are not only respected but appreciated.

      “Jesus. Will you stop taunting me?” Reggie hisses, placing his hands on my hips.

      I sink down onto his cock wearing a smirk, gliding my hand up to my bra and pulling my cups down, sliding up and down on his cock. My breasts bounce with my movements and Reggie keeps a hand on my hips while the other drifts up my stomach to tweak my nipples. Every part of my body is sensitive now. Before, teasing my nipples barely did anything for me. Now, my entire body shakes with need.

      “Good god,” I breathe out,

      He snickers, “Bet you didn’t think I’d get bigger.”

      I shake my head, “No, I didn’t.” He was long and girthy when I was fondling him but obviously not completely hard. He’s got it all, dick wise, I mean. Big enough to make me feel him for days.

      He swings his hips up while I rock on top of him, causing a shiver to go over my entire body. I lean my head back and feel the breeze flow against my body, close my eyes, and feel every bit of this moment, but suddenly, I’m tossed back onto the sand.

      Reggie is on top of me, ramming his cock inside of me with force while his thumb plays my clit like a pick on a guitar. The same shiver that coursed through my body only a few moments ago comes back. Like a small flicker of a flame with gasoline being poured on it, the fire starts to burn.

      “Fuck. Reggie. Fuck, I’m— I’m coming!” I yell out, digging my nails into his forearms as he continues to pound himself inside of me. I feel my pussy contracting around his cock, wanting to drain him dry. He growls like a rabid animal as he releases himself inside of me, continuing to rock back and forth through it.

      I fight myself tooth and nail not to scream, not to alert everyone within a three-mile radius that we’re here, fucking each other like teenagers.

      He pulls himself out of me after a couple of minutes, giving us both enough time to catch our breath. Reggie stands up, cock still standing at attention and I go to my knees, putting his cock inside my mouth and taking every bit of our combined essence to clean him dry. It might be a little weird, but I’ve always fucking loved it.

      Our eyes lock while I take him from my mouth, and I wonder what it is that we’ve gotten ourselves into.

      Have we found the best fuck buddies on the planet or is this turning into something meaningful right before our eyes? More importantly, will either of us be prepared for it if it’s the latter?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In a world where everyone wears a mask, it’s a privilege to see a soul

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Reggie

      Like a flash before our eyes, a week has passed. We’ve spent every day walking around and going to various areas by the beach, filling our days with drinking lemonade, getting some sun, and watching re-runs of How I Met Your Mother.

      I’ve been keeping in contact with Logan, Christian, and Jordan and have heard the same thing from all of them. They haven’t spotted Vinny or the Falcone men. At this point, we don’t know if it was Vinny who actually showed up or if the Falcones sent an errand boy to scare the daylights out of Madigan. At this rate, we can’t pick. None of us know enough about that crime family to know what they would or wouldn’t do.

      My cell phone starts vibrating from my bedside table and I pick it up the second I see it’s Logan. “Hey.”

      “Hey. How are you both doing?”

      “We’re alright,” I mutter, looking over to Madigan who’s passed out in bed, naked with nothing but the sheets covering her. Her fiery red locks span out over the pillow and midway down her back, making me want to crawl back into bed with her.

      “Good. I’m thinking you two can come back to Atlanta now. We have no reason to believe that the Falcones are here.”

      “I had a feeling you’d want us to come back soon. We still don’t have any idea what’s going on with them, do we?”

      “No.” I hear the frustration in his tone. “I wish we did, but we don’t. We’ve hit a dead end. Personally, I think they had a goon come down to try and scare her. I doubt they knew we’d make her toss those damn earrings he gave her. If she hadn’t, they would’ve led them straight to her.”

      “Yeah. I’m glad I figured it out when I did. I still feel bad that I didn’t find them before then. I feel really shitty about that,” I confess.

      “There’s nothing you could’ve done. We failed to scan her for any sort of tracking devices, so that’s on me.”

      A few moments of silence pass us by before I speak. “So, when do you want us to leave?”

      “I’d say today at some point. We’re supposed to get some nasty thunderstorms later, so try to get here before they roll in from the east.”

      “Alright. Sounds good to me.”

      “Oh, and Reggie. We moved Brooklyn’s launch to tomorrow because we’ve been having quite a bit of rain come through. Tomorrow is the first day it hasn’t rained in a week.”

      “I’ll naturally assume that you want Madigan there?”

      “Yes, we still have to control the media and it would be best if we do that in a managed environment. The only media outlets coming into her event are ones that I’ve personally authorized.”

      “Sounds good. Please, just tell me that you aren’t allowing Summer in.”

      Logan chuckles, “No, she’s blacklisted for the chaos she’s causing our family right now. Christian is getting torn up in the media, many of his so-called fans believing that Selena is some sort of high-class escort who must suck dick really well to get herself a massive rock landed on that finger. Others are pissed that he’s marrying a Latina woman, and they can go choke on a rock for all I care. Love is love. It doesn’t matter if she were white, black, purple, or an alien for all I care.”

      “In this day and age, people want to comment on things they shouldn’t. They feel that their personal opinions matter when the reality is that they don’t. It’s bullshit if you ask me.”

      “You’re not wrong there, Reg. Getting off the hate topic, how are things? Like, are you two getting along?”  I see how he emphasizes certain words, acting like a kid in high school.

      “Yeah, we are,” I reply, thinking of how we’ve grown a bit closer over the last week.

      A decision was made before we left to explore this shit, to use each other’s bodies to our own sexual benefits, but damn if that plan isn’t being shot straight to hell. That first night we were romping in the sack like two people who have been lusting after each other for years when we’re anything but that. I’m not the kind of man who believes in instant-love. I think it’s bullshit. What I do believe in is instant-lust.

      Part of me thinks the second I saw her, we were lusting at one another. Subconsciously, of course. But now, well, things are different. That spicy attitude of hers made me want to rock her into a different world, but the genuine nature of the woman I’m learning more about every day is . . . making me fall.

      She’s not one of those girls who claim to be perfect. Instead, she accepts every flaw that’s part of her and is unapologetic about it. That’s what makes me look at her the way I am right now— like she’s unique, ‘cause quite frankly, she is. Madigan is one in a million. She comes with a fuckton of baggage, but I guess I’ve signed up for it. Needless to say, I wouldn’t change it for the world.

      “I like her,” I blurt out, shedding more of my feelings than I originally intended.

      “What do you mean?” her brother questions.

      “If all of this shit settles down, I might just want this chick to be my girl,” I confess, watching as she turns toward me. My heart beats heavily in my chest while I wait to see if she’s awake or not. Madigan stretches and yanks the covers closer to her, which is a signature move this early in the morning.

      “No shit. You’re serious?”

      “Yeah. I am.”

      “It’s about time you settled down a bit with someone. I didn’t expect it to be her, but if it is, know I’m happy for you. Know that I’ll be happy for you both, but, I’ll break your legs if you hurt her.”

      “I’ll be the last person who hurts her,” I seethe out, showing how defensive I’ve grown over this girl.

      “I’m glad to hear that. So, I’ll see you both tomorrow night?”

      “Yep, you will. Where am I taking her?” There’s no way we’ll be going back to the same house. The location has been compromised and is nothing but a massive security risk.

      “You’ll take her to your place,” Logan states and I think he’s kidding at first, but with the silence, I realize that he isn’t.

      “You’re not joking. Are you?” I ask for confirmation.

      “Nope, not one bit. If anyone’s figured out she’s a Steele by now, they’ll have goons posted at every property surrounding Atlanta with our names on it. No one will think to go to your house.” Logan laughs at the end, getting a kick out of this.

      “Did you even get another house set up for her or no?”

      “Nope. I figured you two wouldn’t mind spending more alone time together,” he chuckles in response, making me want to throttle him.

      “I said I liked her, I didn’t say I wanted to move in with her,” I whisper yell to him.

      I wait for a response and yank the phone away from my face, realizing that he’s already hung up the phone.

      Well, shit. It looks like Madigan is heading to chateau Reggie, which looks like a hurricane rolled through it.
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        “You don’t always need a logical reason for doing everything in your life. Do it because you want to; because it’s fun; because it makes you happy.”

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Madigan

      “Where are we?” I ask, sliding up in the passenger seat of the car, looking around to see a wooded driveway in some sort of small neighborhood.

      “We’re driving up to my house,” Reggie states plain as day as if it isn’t any big deal.

      I scoot up to where I’m sitting as I normally would instead of being slouched down in a comfortable position. “What? Why? Shouldn’t we be going to one of my brothers?”

      He chuckles as we both head into his garage and the door shuts behind us. “No, I was specifically told to bring you here. Logan believes that the Falcones might have men posted on them. If that is the case, which it very well could be, it’s better to be prepared. No one wants to put you in a compromising position.”

      I understand completely when it comes to what Reggie and even Logan are thinking. It’s logical and the best move to make, but that doesn’t mean I’m not still baffled by all of this. We came back here because Logan didn’t have any reason to believe that anyone was here. Now, I’m being sent to Reggie’s as a precaution in case they’re somehow slipping past my brothers?

      “What’s on your mind?” he asks, placing his hand over mine, pulling me out of my thoughts.

      “When will all of this be over?” I question, but it comes out more like a plea. I’m ready for all of this to end, to put my past behind me and focus on my future. After all, there’s so much to look forward to. I’m in a new place where I’ve never been able to explore. I’m with my family and have so much to discover about all of them. I have a baby on the way, which terrifies the living hell out of me.

      I don’t know if it’s being a mother that’s so scary or if it’s the baby’s father. Since the moment I found out, I’ve been cutting back on the coffee, taking prenatal vitamins, and doing everything I know to do. Now that I’m thinking about it, I ran because I needed to get away from Vinny. My reasoning was because of the child growing in my belly, but I never thought about what I’d do after that. About how he might come for me if he were to find out about it. If anything, the Falcones are fearless when it comes to their family. I doubt they’d be any different when it came to the ones that aren’t born yet.

      “I’m not sure. I hope it’s soon,” Reggie comments and I nod as I half-listen.

      “We need to tell them,” I say aloud, knowing that I can’t keep any more secrets from my family. This will just be another bomb that drops when we could’ve already been preparing for whatever hell is coming our way.

      “About you being pregnant?” He’s quick to figure out where my thoughts are.

      “Yeah. I don’t think Vinny knows anything, but if he does, they’ll put all their resources behind finding me.”

      “When do you want to tell them?” Reggie asks, unlocking the car so we can both get out. I put my hand on the door, unbuckle myself, and get out of the vehicle, looking over to him as I shut the door.

      “Tomorrow, I guess. That’s when we’ll see them next, right?”

      He nods.

      “Okay, so I tell them tomorrow,” I state, internally trying to give myself the courage to stick to this decision.

      “I’m proud of you. You can finally stop carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders.” I never really viewed it like that, but he’s not wrong. I’ve been carrying an extra burden for far too long. It’s ironic, how I’ve been carrying this weight alone but have chosen to not fight this battle by myself, instead, I involved my family.

      “Thanks. Want to show me around this joint?” I ask, needing to focus on something other than my dramatic life.

      “Sure. Follow me.”

      Part of me wants to respond with a smartass comment but I bite my tongue, sticking close by him as we go up a small set of stairs and through a door that leads into the kitchen. “Honey, I’m home!”

      Immediately, my heart drops to my stomach. Who in the world could he be talking to? I swear he told me he was single. A million thoughts run through my mind, but more than anything, I want to wrap my hand around his neck and choke him out.

      I hear a trampling thunder come darting toward us. It doesn’t sound like feet hitting the floor, but paws. And very big ones at that. I stick behind Reggie, seeing a giant bully looking dog happily wagging its tail as it comes toward us.

      “What is that?” I ask, taking a step back.

      “This is Honey. She’s my four-year-old English Mastiff. A real sweetie, isn’t she?”

      “Uh . . .” I grow quiet, not sure how to comment. I’ve never been a dog person. As a matter of fact, I’m absolutely petrified of them. When I was a kid, my mom enrolled me in a Girl Scouts type of thing. We went to a local State Park to earn a badge and a Boxer attacked me. It grabbed my leg and started shaking me. All I remember whenever going around dogs is the feeling of teeth entering my flesh and being thrown around.

      “What’s the matter?” Reggie can sense my discomfort and turns around to look at me.

      “You mean all that digging you did and you didn’t find out that I’m terrified of dogs? I was attacked by one when I was a kid,” I spit out, keeping my eyes trained on the giant furball of a beast.

      Reggie laughs, “There’s nothing scary about Honey. She’s a big softie.”

      “A big softie that could rip someone to shreds,” I mutter under my breath, looking at the brindle coated dog.

      “She’s been through extensive training. Honestly, she’s a lazy girl who wants to be a lapdog but God forbid someone comes barreling in through the front door. She’ll fuck up whoever decides to fuck with any of us.”

      “Us?” I question, seeing a man come into the entryway that leads into the dining room. He stands against the frame.

      “You must be Madigan. Reggie said he’d be bringing you around,” the mystery man comments.

      “This is Cal. He’s one of the men that work with my company. Cal works from home, handling all of the technical aspects of the job. He’s also my roommate and takes care of Honey when I’m called away.”

      “Yeah, the big slobbery beast has become one of my greatest friends,” he says sarcastically.

      “Honey, lay down,” Reggie says, and the dog follows his command without question. Reggie glances at me, “Now you try.”

      “Uh . . . Honey . . .” I mutter, the dog keeping her eyes trained on me, waiting for me to give her an order, “Sit?” No part of what I say sounds confident. If anything, I’m even more terrified. Although, she comes up into a sitting position and looks right at me, waiting for another order.

      “She will do whatever you say. Honey respects her place here and knows the hierarchy.” Reggie rubs my shoulder, trying to ease me into the thought of living with a dog.

      “Alrighty,” I mumble.

      “Carlos brought some clothes and stuff by earlier. For a minute, I thought you switched teams,” Cal cackles out to Reggie.

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      “I’ll get back to work. It was nice to meet you, Madigan. If you need anything, feel free to let me know.” Cal disappears off past the dining room and I’m left alone with Honey and Reggie. Part of me feels a bit odd being here, but maybe I can get over my immense fear of dogs. Honey doesn’t seem as crazy as that Boxer did, so that’s a plus.
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        And the chaos within me found balance.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Reggie

      Over the last day, it’s been a struggle. Even though Madigan has tried to cover up that silly fear she has, I can see how real it is to her. She’s been avoiding Honey at all costs, not even wanting to be in the same room as her. It’s been proving difficult since the dog has her own bed in my room and wants to stick by my side as much as she can while I’m home. I can’t blame my gentle giant either, because we never know when I’ll be home or when I’ll be pulling week-long shifts for the Steeles. Depending on the threat, I could even be there for longer than that.

      “Are you finally ready to go or what?” I grumble outside of the bathroom, waiting on Madigan. She’s been in there for almost an hour after taking some sort of dress and a pair of heels with her.

      “One sec!”

      If she tells me that one more time, I’m going to break this fucking door down. “You said that five minutes ago. I swear Madigan, I will break this door down if you aren’t out in three . . . two —”

      The door flies open and I come face to face with a woman, well, more like a goddess. She’s wearing a tight, cheetah print dress that comes down to the bottom of her knees. While it’s classy, it’s also sexy as hell. Her hair comes down in full, bouncy curls, making me imagine what it would be like to wrap my hand up in that tangled mess as I ram my cock in her. If that’s not enough, she has a bright red lipstick on, which is just going to cause everyone at the party to look in her direction.

      “You don’t look too bad yourself.” She giggles, eyeing me up and down.

      “I’m wearing what I do every day,” I quietly argue with her.

      “It looks rather nice on you.”

      “Why, Miss. Archer-Steele, are you trying to hit on me?”

      “I’m not trying, Reggie. I am.” She laughs, walking outside into the hallway. I grab her forearm, causing her to look at me with a shocked expression as I pull her toward me and line my lips against her ear.

      “I’m going to fight my instincts throughout the night. Every part of me wants to rip all of that paper off my fuckin’ present and devour you like the snack you are. But when we get home, sweetheart, you’ll be begging me for it.”

      “Oh, you think highly of yourself, do you?” she whispers in a heated tone, telling me I’ve gotten my point across. No matter our playful banter or how tough she tries to act, I’ve gotten her riled up, that’s for damn sure.

      “We’re going to have to get going and fight Atlanta traffic in the meantime,” I inform her, interlacing her hand with mine.

      We go through the dining room and pass Cal, who gives me a look that tells me he’s jealous as fuck. Bet he’s wishing he didn’t mind gunfire for a date like this. Madigan and I get in the car and we dart off to Brooklyn’s skincare launch.

      It’s at Steele Enterprises on the rooftop terrace, which will provide a beautiful view of the city. I pull into my assigned spot in the parking garage and help Madigan get out of her seat. The two of us walk toward the elevator and I pull my hand away from her, sliding my keycard in it so we can gain entry to the rooftop.

      She takes a step beside me and I can feel her eyes on me. “Something tells me you’re trying to be all professional and stuff.”

      I cock a brow, turning my head to get a good look at her. Her latest accessory is a sinful as hell smirk. “This is work.”

      “You’ve done a lot of things on the job that you shouldn’t have.”

      Ah, I see what game she’s playing at now. “We both know you’re not trying to get me fired.”

      “No, I’m trying to get you to hold my fucking hand when we walk into this party together. Or do you not want to be seen escorting me?”

      I grab her hand, squeezing it tightly. “Does this answer your question? I’d be honored to hold your hand here or anywhere for that matter.”

      Her cheeks flush with a rose color as the door opens, exposing us to loud music and many peering eyes. The two of us step out into a crowd of people. Waiters walk around the vicinity with champagne and appetizers for those who want them. There’s a full bar, and I spot Brooklyn and Selena up on a pedestal in the middle of the room. It matches her branding to a T, looking like they carved part of her office and put it out here.

      I walk the two of us over to where the ladies are, introducing Madigan immediately to Selena. “This is  Christian’s fiancée, Selena.”

      Madigan looks her up and down, most definitely approving of her brother’s taste in a woman. Selena matches Christian in every aspect, especially the cocky attitude. “I’ve heard a little bit about you,” Madigan tells her with a smile.

      “Hopefully only the good parts,” Selena retorts with a wink.

      “I’d say so. It sounds like Christian has met his match,” Madigan comments.

      Brooklyn giggles, “Oh, has he ever? Selena is far better than he deserves, though. I don’t know how you fell in love with that incorrigible ass.”

      Selena breaks out into laughter, putting her hand on Brooklyn’s shoulder. “To be honest, I don’t know either. He just kind of kept coming around until he rubbed off on me.”

      “Surely you mean in you?” Brook says, raising a brow.

      “Gah. Brook!” Selena chastises her friend, who must be a bit like another sister to her now. I’m sure Madigan feels like the odd woman out, but with time, she’ll be good friends with both of these women.

      “I’ve only been here a moment, but I’m really loving the vibe you two have,” Madigan says, getting a nod of approval from Brooklyn.

      “As long as you appreciate crude humor, fashion, and make-up, you’ll fit right in with us. Now, I’m stealing you away so you can try some of my newest products. They weren’t downstairs the other day, so you get to try the new goodies.” Brooklyn takes Madigan’s hand and tugs her along with her over to a series of chairs.

      I’m left alone with Selena, who is being eerily quiet. “You want to cough it up or do I have to ask?”

      “I hate it when you do that,” she grumbles, looking around her.

      “You don’t want to be here, do you?” I question.

      “No. I really don’t. I’m here to support Brook on her new venture, but damn if I don’t feel like all the eyes are on me. Or, on this huge rock Christian put on my finger.” Selena brings her hand up, and shit is that a shiny fucker.

      “Christian has great taste,” I comment, offering a small smile.

      “He has an eye for the finer things in life, that’s for sure,” she comments lowly. “Do you ever feel like life is just enjoying fucking you? Like, all of your bad luck will never let up?”

      “I used to, but you need to remember that it always does. It might not feel like it, but it will stop.”

      “Yeah, I just feel like it’s not going to. Everything that Summer did when she posted that video, thinking she knew something she obviously doesn’t . . . it’s tearing apart my entire world. Did Chrissy tell you I was questioned by the police? That they actually thought there was some justification to this rumor Summer started?”

      Fuck. “I had no idea. I’m sorry, I should’ve been more in tune to what was happening back here.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for, but Child Protective Services showed up too since I’m the legal guardian of the kids. They came over and did a home check, had interviews with the kids. Obviously, they left with nothing, considering we’re well provided for and they live in a healthy, safe environment.”

      “The fact that they thought I was a prostitute is ridiculous. Christian and I are both getting a lot of heat on social media, stating that our wedding is a giant publicity hoax.”

      “Everyone that loves you both knows it isn’t. Christian is head over heels in love with you and was going to tie your ass down one way or another.”

      “Yeah, well you haven’t heard the best part yet.”

      I narrow my eyes, sensing the sarcasm in her voice. “What happened?” I question her, needing to know what the fuck I haven’t been made aware about.

      “My deadbeat mother, you know, the one who abandoned all of us is suddenly back in the picture. She’s loving that she can get paid from whatever media outlet that will speak to her about what type of sickening individual I am.”

      “Has Christian put a cease and desist order on her yet?”

      “He’s working on it, but we both know he’s working on more shit than just that. Typical Christian, five steps ahead of everyone else. I haven’t asked much of him, but I begged him not to pay her greedy ass off.”

      “It’s evident she wants the money. It might be —”

      “If you tell me it’ll be best, I will break your damn nose, Reggie.”

      “Alright, point taken.” I put my hands up, showing I surrender.

      Selena laughs and we start to talk about something pointless. During our conversation, I keep my eyes over on Brooklyn and Madigan. The moment I see Brook’s eyes going wide and the concern that flashes across her face I know something’s wrong.

      What’s worse is when she screams my name out. “Reggie!”

      All I hear is fear.

      But all I see is pain.
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        “Tears are words the heart can’t say.”

        Curiano.com

      

      

      Madigan

      “Madi, what’s wrong?” I let Brooklyn get away with the new nickname she’s dubbed me with because of the shooting pain coming from my side. It feels like I’ve just been stabbed, but I haven’t, not physically anyway.

      “A cramp, I think,” I mutter, offering her a soft smile to ease her worries.

      I’m faced with two decisions right now. I can either fake being okay or I can let the reality of what’s probably happening sink in. The stabbing pain in my stomach is anything but good. In every pregnancy article, blog, and support site I’ve read over the last few weeks, I know what this means.

      I know what is happening to me and I don’t want to believe it.

      “Jesus!” I groan out in a low tone as the pain grows worse.

      Brooklyn grabs my hand and I squeeze hers, “What’s going on, Madi? I can tell you’re not okay.”

      I think about staying quiet, about not telling her what I know is transpiring. It wouldn’t do any good though so through teary eyes, I say it out loud. “I’m pretty sure I’m having a miscarriage.”

      Her eyes go wide and she screams, “Reggie!”

      I shut my eyes tightly, not wanting to see the number of people who have suddenly turned our way at her outburst. This is horrific enough, minus the peering eyes that must want to know whatever story they can get out of this.

      “What’s going on?” he shoots out, sounding brooding and concerned.

      “You need to take her to the hospital. Now,” Brooklyn orders.

      “That doesn’t help me. What’s happened?”

      “She could be losing the baby. We don’t know,” Brooklyn tells him as the stabbing pain gets worse. I don’t know how I find the courage to open my eyes, but I do. I look deep into those brown eyes of his and silently plead for him to help. He might not know how much I’m begging, how I’m crying out to this universe for this to stop, or how I need him now more than ever because I’m scared.

      Fear is the only thing pumping through my veins as Reggie lifts me into his arms and takes me onto the elevator. It all flashes before my eyes as I go numb to my surroundings, feeling my heart beating throughout my entire body. The pain becomes normal to me or maybe I’m doing a good job of reverting within myself to where I’m not paying a lick of attention. I don’t really know.

      “Madigan?”

      I hear Reggie, but I can’t bear to respond to him. I’m too busy pleading with God to not do this to me, but most of all, to not do this to my child. I’m apologizing for every time I didn’t get down on my knees and pray. I confess all of my sins and tell him that I know I’m not worthy of being this child’s mother, but beg him not to take it away. I apologize for not leaving Vinny sooner, for not being a good enough daughter or sibling. I apologize for every single thing I can think of, somehow thinking fate will change.

      But it hits me— nothing I do will change the reality of what’s happening. No plea to God, no confession of sins, not a damn thing. All I can do is accept it and the worst part is that no matter how much I try, I can’t stop this misery.

      Somehow, I’m in a hospital waiting room sitting in a chair. I don’t know how I got here and I don’t hear a single thing. I see Reggie throwing his hands up in the air, his mouth opening as he talks to the receptionist and can tell he’s furious by his facial expressions. It’s at this moment I realize I’m not the only one fighting for my child’s life. He is too, and his compassion is what draws me to him.

      I stare blankly at my surroundings, thinking about what it is I did wrong to cause this. I stopped drinking alcohol and coffee. I monitored the types of food I’ve been eating, cutting out most of the fish so the mercury levels wouldn’t be too high. I started being more pro-active about the healthy foods I’ve been eating, wanting my baby to grow strong. Hell, I even took prenatal vitamins. I did everything I was told. But still, I’m being punished. My child is being taken from me.

      I can’t help but wonder if I had stayed in New York if this would still be happening? Was it the stress of running that brought this on?

      I sink deeper into my own thoughts until the pain gets even worse, bringing me back to reality. I feel like an outsider, like this can’t really be happening. I should be in a movie theater watching some fictional character go through this. Surely, this wouldn’t happen to a healthy young woman like me.

      Reggie pulls me up, positioning his arm under my knees and rushes me back through a set of double doors, taking me wherever I need to go. I watch his face, look at the worry and anger that crosses it through every word he speaks.

      I’m taken back to a room and set down on the bed. Reggie takes the blanket at the end and pulls it over me, trying to comfort me in an impossible situation. A couple of moments later a woman comes in with a sonogram machine. Her mouth moves as she speaks but I block it out like I have since the pain started. Anything being said to me right now will just make things worse.

      Reggie holds my hand as he speaks to the woman, while I stare past her out at the nurse’s station, watching how they must be laughing over a joke. I wish I could be carefree like that.

      The machine is rolled closer to me and Reggie bunches up my dress, pulling it to where my stomach is exposed. I see her squirt some liquid on the part of the machine that will be placed on my stomach, giving us a better picture of the situation. There’s no use in doing it, though. We already know what’s happening.

      She puts it down on my stomach and on the screen, we see what each of us already knows. There’s no heartbeat.

      Reggie puts his hand on my shoulder, and that is when I feel it all. When the guilt, sadness, anger, and hatred come pouring out of me in the form of tears.

      “My baby is dead,” I say it out loud, looking to the sonogram tech and Reggie, but now I see it’s a physician who just did my ultrasound.

      “Madigan, I’m so sorry. Please know there isn’t anything that you could’ve done to prevent this. Science isn’t always perfect and sadly, this time you weren’t in the positive percentage of women.” I listen to every word, seeing how she’s trying to make me feel better, but it isn’t working.

      I feel like a failure like I did something to bring this on. She spends the next thirty minutes drilling it into my head how this isn’t my fault, how it happens to many people, but not one word she speaks helps the way I feel. It doesn’t help the emptiness, the loss I’ve experienced, or the pain I’m sure I’ll feel for days, if not weeks.

      “What do we do now?” Reggie chokes out his question, and I’m sure he’s paying attention to everything while I revert back inside the safety of my mind.

      I’ve always been the type of woman to encourage others to keep their heads up during difficult times like this, but for the first time ever, I’m saying fuck it. If I want to dive into the depths of darkness, I will.

      “Madigan, is that what you want to do?” Reggie looks at me. His eyes tell me how sorry he is. How he wishes he could take this pain away from me.

      “Sure,” I reply, having no idea what I’ve just agreed to.
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        “If it’s out of your hands, it deserves freedom from your mind too.”

        ~ Ivan Nuru

      

      

      Madigan

      It’s been a week since I was in the emergency room being told news that would shake me to my core. Since then, I’ve spent most of my time curled up in Reggie’s bed with pulled curtains, trying to figure out why this happened.

      I had surgery the following day, a procedure called a D&C, where they dilate the cervix and remove all the tissue. They said it’s sometimes easier on the mind to have it all taken from you as quickly as possible versus waiting and allowing the body to do what it naturally should. If I had known then what I do now, I never would’ve gotten the surgery. The guilt that came with it has been too much to bear. Even though I saw that there was no heartbeat, it still felt wrong. Honestly, it still does.

      Honey is sitting next to me with her head on my lap. If I weren’t so stuck in my own head, I’d probably tell her to go away or lay down on her own bed. Over the last week though, she’s become a good friend of mine. She licks my face when I cry, snuggles with me when I need companionship, and only leaves whenever she has to go potty. Reggie wasn’t kidding when he told me she was a sweetheart. After everything, my opinion is starting to change when it comes to her.

      Reggie has been giving me space which I appreciate. I went off on him when we came home from the hospital because I wanted to be alone. I won’t say needed because it simply isn’t true. I chose to grovel in my pain and cry my heart out.

      Now, I’m over here trying to pull my shit together and act human again.

      Even though I’ve been keeping to myself, I can tell that something is going on in the world that surrounds me. Reggie has been talking to Cal in hushed whispers whenever I venture to the kitchen for water. I don’t stay out there, though. Instead, I head straight back into my room but I know something is happening. If it wasn’t, they wouldn’t lower their voices.

      The door to our bedroom opens and with it comes Reggie. Honey lifts her head up to look at her master and whines, wiggling her butt as he gets closer. “You feeling up to having some company?”

      I give him a knowing look, showing him how I really don’t want to see anyone. I’m trying to process everything the best that I can, but I need to do that on my own. Or at least, that’s what I think right now.

      “Well, I hate to tell you but Selena and Brooklyn are outside in the living room sitting on the couch. So, if I were you, I’d go out and talk to them.”

      “I don’t feel like talking,” I mumble, scratching Honey behind her ears.

      “I can’t even imagine how you’re feeling, babe. But you have to talk to someone. You’re barely saying a word to me and everyone is worried about you. Christian is sick about you, keeps hassling me every three hours to give him updates. I know it’s a lot, but go out and talk to the girls. It might ease their minds a bit and who knows, it might even help you feel a bit better.”

      Reggie is obviously trying to help pull me out of my emotional rut, as the rest of my family is too, but I doubt it’ll be that easy.

      “Fine. I’ll go out there, but the dog comes with me and I need ten minutes to change.”

      “You look beautiful.”

      “I look like I’m homeless,” I grumble back, getting a smile out of him. “Why the hell are you smirking?”

      “It’s the first time in a week that you’ve got sassy with me. What can I say, I missed it.” It’s only a small step, but it’s progress.

      “I’ll be sure to be a sassy bitch to you more often,” I tell him, walking over to his walk-in closet that I’ve taken as my own. I grab a pair of jeggings, a black t-shirt, and some fresh socks from my tote on the floor.

      Even though I’ve been sticking to the comforts of our bedroom, at least I can say I have been showering every morning so my hair and face are already wiped clean. I pick up a bra and panties too, stripping out of the cotton shorts and Reggie’s old t-shirt. After a couple of minutes, I’m completely changed and quickly run a brush through my hair.

      When I walk out of the bedroom, I can see Brooklyn peering over the couch, looking down the hallway. I guess she must be eager to see me. Meanwhile, as I get closer to the both of them, I can see Selena is typing away on her cell phone, muttering something about the manager she hired for her bar not doing his job.

      “You could always just fire him.”

      “Her and I need a better reason than firing her because she’s a two-faced scumbag, but we’re here to talk about you, not my bullshit.”

      “No, please distract me with your troubles. It’ll get me out of my own head.” They might not realize it, but my words are more than truthful.

      “Selena found out this morning that the manager has been leaking “information” to the tabloids.  In reality, it’s all bogus. This chick is just trying to make a quick buck. Selena already approached her and the girl had the audacity to threaten to sue Selena. Can you believe that?”

      “Jesus. A headache I don’t even want to think about,” I comment, sitting down on the oversized chair across from the girls on the couch. Honey plops right down in front of me, keeping her head up and listening to the entire conversation.

      “Yeah. I told her to ignore the girl. She’s only there to make a quick buck, and it’s obvious she isn’t trustworthy,” Brooklyn tells me.

      “It’s all you can do. She’ll go away at some point. All you can do now is wait it out. Once the rest of the employees see what she’s doing to you, hopefully, they’ll take your side and she’ll feel like an outsider,” I say.

      “They already are. A few of them have started fights with her and I’ve had to tell them to stop. It’s not that I don’t appreciate it, but from an HR perspective, if they keep hassling her then I’ll have to put in written warnings against them,” Selena groans out, making it obvious that she hates it.

      “While I love owning my business, I hate the legalities of it and I’m so glad Logan handles all of the nitty-gritty stuff for me. I’d be lost without him.”

      “I’d be happy just to even be working,” I tell them, frustrated that all of my time circulates around the drama with the Falcones and my miscarriage.

      “What did you do before all of this?” Selena is quick to ask.

      “I was an interior designer. I’d take complete shitshow homes and re-design them to make them appeal to home buyers. If I was pressed for time though, I’d take on small design jobs.”

      “Holy shit. That’s amazing!” Brooklyn claps her hands.

      “Yeah, damn,” Selena agrees.

      I sigh after taking in a deep breath. “I miss it. Working, I mean.”

      “Why don’t you get back to it? There’s nothing stopping you,” Selena tells me with encouragement laced through her voice.

      I think about it for a moment and realize that she isn’t wrong. There is absolutely nothing stopping me, and working could give me some purpose in life. It might even bring me out of my emotional rut, depression, or whatever I should call it. “Is working even an option with everything that’s still going on?” I ask, completely unsure if it’s safe for me to work.

      “Yes. Reggie will protect you. I can even talk to your brother about getting you an office space somewhere downtown so you can get some foot traffic,” Brooklyn suggests, and Selena smiles in agreement.

      “No, it’s okay. I don’t want them spending money on me,” I object, feeling weird about it.

      “Oh, stop it. They won’t let you do anything without their help and you know it. Logan invested in my beauty line, and Christian bought a fucking bar for Selena because that was her dream. Do you really think you’ll get settled without a lick of help from those bull-headed brothers of yours?”

      When she puts it like that, I guess I won’t be.
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        Someday this pain will be useful.

        ~ Unknown

      

      

      Reggie

      The girls sat in the living room for well over two hours. I stayed in the kitchen, for the most part, keeping to myself and checking in with the Steele brothers via text. Every now and then, I heard Madigan’s laughter radiating through the house, proving that the girls coming over was the best thing they could’ve done. She’s been depressed, not that I can blame her. I can’t imagine the pain she feels knowing what happened or how she’s even processing all of it.

      As someone who cares for her, it’s different for me. I knew she was pregnant and she confessed that while she was scared, she was also excited about this new phase of her life. I was happy for her and planned on supporting her in any way I could. Now, everything has changed. When there were chats about names and what color crib she wanted, now there’s silence. It feels like a distant memory and in replacement with beaming smiles are now tear-filled breakdowns.

      “Thank you for dragging me out of the room. I really needed to have some girl time,” Madigan confesses while she walks over to the coffee pot and pours herself a cup.

      “It was their idea. I’m glad it got your mind off . . . things.” Shit. That was probably the most awkward thing I could say.

      “It did. They both helped spark my mind to look toward the future. It’s been a really long time since I’ve had any girl time anyway, so it was necessary.”

      Now that she’s talking about it, I’ve never heard her talk about friends back in New York. “Did you have friends back in New York?”

      She makes a face, showing me that I’m making her uncomfortable. “Once upon a time, I suppose. A few months after I met Vinny that changed with everything else. I used to be a girl who enjoyed being out on the town, going to bars and art shows with her friends. He got his clutches on me and slowly pulled me back from everyone I knew. I knew it was wrong but didn’t see the severity of what was happening. During it, I received messages from two of them basically telling me that I was an awful person,” She takes a sip of her coffee and half-smiles, trying to lighten the situation. “They didn’t know what was going on, and I didn’t see it for what it was. But in saying that, it doesn’t mean it hurt any less. I lost the two girls that were there for me through college when mom got sick. All of it. Jessa and Victoria were always there.”

      I’m not very experienced in the friendship department, considering most of my friends are people I work with. “Have you tried to reach out since you came here?”

      She shakes her head immediately, “No. I know what you’re about to say, how I should reach out and see if the friendships can be mended. It’s obvious you have good intentions, Reggie, but when two people who were your friends start treating you differently and verbally attack you through a text, it burns. I’m not pinning the blame on the two of them, but I did try to call them and reach out, to apologize for pulling back because I did feel bad for  it.”

      “You know what they did? They ignored my calls, and I found out later that my number was blocked from both of their phones. The only reason I even found out is that Victoria texted me and told me. I don’t even know why. Maybe it was out of spite, she was trying to hurt me or something. I’m not really sure. Although, it was the nail in the coffin. I knew then that I needed to accept they were part of my past and look toward whatever future was coming my way.”

      Vinny was the push rolling the tumbleweed that was her friendship with these girls down the hill into the water, only to be washed away forever. But from what she’s telling me, these two sounded pretty shitty from the get-go. “Their loss, obviously.”

      “Thanks. So, Selena was filling me in about her and Chris’ situation.” She’s the only person I know who calls Christian, Chris and boy does it make me want to cackle every time I hear it.

      “While you all were chatting, I was texting them,” I state, positive I’ve been brought up to speed.

      “It’s a shame what those two are going through,” she mutters, looking frustrated for them.

      “Yeah, but they can handle it. They’re both pretty strong people.”

      “Yeah, and did you know Brooklyn was pregnant?”

      My eyes go wide at hearing her say that. There’s no way in hell today was the proper timing to tell Madigan. I nod, confessing I’ve been aware. “Yes, she told me on their wedding day. Not gonna lie, I’m kinda ticked she told you that today. It’s insensitive, if you ask me.”

      “Well, I’m not asking you. It’s not fair for everyone to have to try and protect my feelings because of the miscarriage. Either way, that baby is coming and I would’ve been told at some point. Plus, I only knew because she ran to the bathroom, which meant she had to vomit really bad.”

      “Whatever you say, Mads.” I chuckle, deciding to change the subject. “So, you said you were thinking about your future. What do you mean by that?”

      “I haven’t worked in a while and I miss it. Since I finally have my freedom back, I’d love to get to work. I want to find those pieces of myself that I lost, and getting back into what I love is the right way to do that. The girls were telling me that there’s no way I’ll be doing anything without my brothers’ financial support, so it’s better to accept it now versus fighting it.”

      “They’re both right about that. Just take a look at both of them, their man is somehow rooted in what they do.”

      “Yep, as I was told. Brooklyn has a friend, who’s a real estate agent, and they’re working on finding a commercial property for me to rent downtown. Selena is having her sign guy reach out. You know, I never thought about working again until today. There’s so much to do, but I’m thinking we’ll all divide and conquer.”

      “Your storefront, office, or whatever it is will be up and running before you know it. What’s the name of your business before I forget to ask?”

      “Sprout: a Multi-service Design Company. Planting the seed to make your vision grow.” She has a beaming smile on her face, saying her company slogan like she genuinely means it. I can tell she loves her job, and I’ll be excited for her to get back to it, whenever it may be.

      “It’s a great name. Is there anything you’d like to do today?”

      “Yeah. I’d really love to go see my mother, if that’s okay.” The way she says it shows me that she’s unsure about whether or not she wants to see her. Maybe she’s scared because of the Alzheimer’s, because you never know the type of situation you’re walking into, or if you’ll be recognized as yourself or someone from the past. Either way, I’ll be there for her.
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        “Love won’t ask you to be less of yourself, it will invite you to be more and more of you, to step into all of you.”

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      Madigan

      It’s been six months since I’ve seen her and I’m terrified, practically shaking in my shoes. You’d think I’d never met this woman in my life, that she’s nothing but a complete stranger to me, but she isn’t. She’s the one person who should know me better than anyone else, however, Alzheimer’s doesn’t allow her to. Sitting in the emerald green velvet chair of her community, I see the irony between my mother and I. While I was a prisoner in a home, she’s a prisoner to the disease that plagues her mind.

      A set of double doors open and I see a woman in a light blue pair of scrubs walk in with her, interlaced arms, laughing and smiling. Her hair is as copper as the last day I saw her. Even though her mind is sick, you’d never be able to tell from taking a glance at her. Physically, she looks well. She’s even walking better now.

      “Autumn, this is the friend I told you came to see you,” the woman tells my mother, who narrows her eyes and tries to place me. No matter how much she tries, she won’t be able to.

      Reggie is seated about twenty feet away on a couch, glancing up from looking at his phone every couple of minutes. I didn’t want him to be beside me because I thought it would be too much for both my mother and me.

      “Who— who are you?” she stammers out, the confusion already getting to her.

      “It’s me, Mom.” I smile, standing up. “But we don’t have to go into that. We can just sit and have some cookies and tea if you’d like.”

      “Madigan? No. My daughter is six years old! You’re far older than that. Get this imposter out of here, Connie. She must be some gold-digging girl trying to trick me. Get out!”

      Connie rubs my mother’s arm, speaking to her into a soothing voice. “Autumn, we talked about this a couple of minutes ago. I told you Madigan will look a lot older, but she’s still your little girl.”

      My mother isn’t having any of it, growing more irritated and bewildered by the moment. She fidgets with her hands, which she often does whenever I see her. I think it must be comforting in some way. “How does she look this old?” She doesn’t speak to me, but instead to Connie, who she’s obviously taken a liking to. There isn’t much comfort in knowing your mother has lost her mind, but I’ll find relief in knowing that the woman who helps her is compassionate.

      “A few years have passed and she grew up. She’s come to pay a visit with you. You probably don’t remember the last time, and that’s okay. Your daughter would just like to spend some time with you Autumn. Is that okay?”

      Mom’s eyes scan back from me to Connie, much like a child who is unsure of what she wants to do. “She did bring some cookies from the bakery up the road. I heard there might be some eclairs in that box of hers too.” Connie tries her best to coax the woman, to encourage her to sit down with me.

      “I hate eclairs! They better not have touched all those cookies. I swear, you can never do anything right. You never could,” she spits her words out laced with fire. When she first started speaking to me like this, I took everything personally. Through time, I realized this isn’t her, it’s the disease, but it doesn’t mean that it hurts any less.

      I look away for a moment as I breathe through the words she just said, as I was told to do by counselors when her Alzheimer’s first started coming out in this way. While I do, Reggie looks at me with concern. I know he wants to help, to make this somehow easier, but there is nothing he can do.

      “I’m sure that they’re wrapped up,” I say with a smile, covering the pain of the words she just spoke.

      “They better be or else I won’t eat any of them. I’ll be shocked if you did listen. Your father never did, then again, your father never came around because of you.” I don’t know what she’s referring to when she makes the comments about whether I listened. This is her disease at its finest.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, knowing I shouldn’t have. I’m never supposed to dig deep into what she’s thinking. Counselor after counselor told me that. The only thing it ever leads to is resentment. It’s too late now, though.

      “Your father stopped coming around when you were born. He felt too guilty for having another child, for not being around as much as he could, so he took his guilt out on me too. If I had never had you, I would’ve had the love of my life with me . . . but because of you, I lost him. He doesn’t even come to visit me, and that’s all because of you! You were a curse, Madigan.”

      Connie realizes how quickly this escalated, pulling my mother away from me. Even with every supportive person who’s directed me on how to handle the disease as a family member, I can’t help but hurt. I’m in so much pain by what she said, only she didn’t say it. I have to keep reminding myself of that. My mom didn’t say that. Alzheimer’s did.

      “Where is your father? Why won’t Roy come to see me?” she screams out from across the room, causing everyone to turn and look at the two of us.

      For the first time in ages, tears come spilling out of my eyes. I haven’t cried in so long when it comes to her, blocking most of the hurt off emotionally. But how can I refrain from crying when she has no idea of the world she lives in? When she can’t even remember he died.

      “Where is he?” She continues screaming to the point her voice cracks. I don’t know what to do, or how to react, so I walk toward her until I’m only standing a foot away.

      “He died, Mom. Dad died,” I state it clearly in a slow way so she hears me.

      She rips her arm away from Connie and lunges toward me, wrapping her hands around my neck as my body crashes against the hardwood floors. She’s towering over me, using all of her strength to choke me. I push my arms up, trying to force her off me but it’s no use. She’s using her anger to do this.

      I cough, not able to take a breath as the panic sets in.

      I might die.

      If they don’t get her off me, this could be my last memory. Like a movie playing before my eyes, my entire life flashes before me. I see a little girl dressed up as a witch running around Manhattan on Halloween with a jack-o-lantern bucket with her mom beside her. I see the way the girl asks for her Daddy and the disappointment that crosses her mom’s face when she tells her little girl he can’t make it. I see myself in the classroom of my preparatory school out in Washington State where Mom would ship me off to, determined that if I worked hard it would make everything better.

      Everything flashes forward to my graduation from college and how I looked out to the crowd to see either of them, but neither showed up. All I see is the emptiness that has been constantly in my life, and I don’t want it to be empty anymore.

      My mom is ripped off me and I see Reggie’s face in front of mine. “Breathe, just stay down and breathe. Okay?”

      “I— okay,” I rasp out, reaching for his hand.

      This day went and took a turn that I never expected it to.
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        “She’s not here to be a supportive character in your story, she has her own story too.”

        ~ Butterflies Rising

      

      

      Reggie

      Visiting Madigan’s mother went horribly wrong. In all my years providing security, I’ve witnessed some crazy shit, but never have I had to pry a mother off their child. There’s a first for everything, I suppose.

      “Who’s calling?” I ask as Madigan answers her cell. It’s probably one of her brothers, but I’d prefer to verify that instead of worry.

      “Hey, Jordan,” Madigan says into the phone, rolling her eyes at me. If she has a difficult relationship with any of them, it’s Jordan. I’ve been going back and forth for the last week, pondering the idea of giving more information on why he has such a problem with her. Jordan had a phase where he was a playboy bastard for a bit when Brooklyn first came around, although that’s long gone. He’s really been diving into the deep world of the dark lately.

      Carlos told me he drove Jordan to a BDSM club in the city a few weeks back, so that might have something to do with it. Meanwhile, Steele Enterprises overheard the rumor Christian started about Jordan being with Lacey, Esme’s much younger granddaughter. I’m betting Lacey is in her mid-twenties at this point, maybe a little bit older but she can’t be much older.

      The guys’ mom up and left from what I know. She said she was going on a girls trip to Paris and never returned. Mr. Steele was able to tell them that their mother was well and alive and in no imminent danger. Christian and Logan loathe her for what she did. Whereas Jordan loves and hates his mother. It would make sense though, considering she was the one in the hospital with him when he was a kid. It still doesn’t give anyone an excuse to abandon their children. Shit, it’s probably why Christian and Selena work so well. Her mom jumped ship too.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. Where did you want to meet?” Madigan questions her brother, nodding as she types an address into the GPS in the vehicle. I immediately start driving into the city.

      “We’ll be there in about twenty minutes,” I say to her, concentrating on the road.

      “Reggie says we’ll be there in twenty. Is that alright?”

      I’m so focused on the road that I don’t notice when she hangs up the phone. “It’s a little odd that he’d call you, isn’t it?”

      “A little bit, I guess. He was texting me for a bit while I was recovering. I don’t think he likes me, but I could be growing on him.”

      “You probably are. That or Logan had a serious discussion with him on accepting your place in the family.”

      “That’s not like Logan at all,” she sarcastically laughs. “Oh, crud . . .”

      “What?” I ask.

      “I just realized. Did Logan ever handle the launch like the fact he was using that as the opportunity to out my identity to the world?”

      “Yes, Logan and his PR team handled all of it.”

      “Wow. I had no idea.”

      “You wouldn’t have. Logan is very good like that, managing things in a very professional manner. Most of the time, it’s completely under the radar, even when it’s supposed to be public.”

      “Yeah, I’m seeing that. The media must’ve been pretty receptive.”

      “They were. I’m not worried about that, though. Now that it’s public who your family is, it means the Falcones know too. It puts the bullseye on Atlanta and we all need to be prepared for that.”

      “Why do we need to worry in general? My family should be the one reason they stay away now.” I’ll give it to her, she sounds like she’s talked herself into the idea she’s safe. She’s not a stupid woman, but that’s a damn stupid thought.

      “From what you’ve told me and I’ve found out through my own research their family is relentless. While being a Steele does offer a certain level of protection, being blind to the risk in front of your face is dumb. In the Falcones’ eyes, you aren’t the victim, they are. Do you really think these people will stop?”

      Instead of answering me, Madigan is quiet through the rest of our trip to downtown Atlanta. We’re in the heart of the city, but on a side street that houses a series of offices mixed with brownstone townhomes. I pull up to the address, assuming we’d be going to one of the offices but see a brownstone with the numbers next to the door and a “For Rent” sign in the window. The door comes open and Jordan walks down the few steps, waving the two of us to come inside.

      We both step outside the vehicle and meet Jordan on the sidewalk. Immediately, I can tell something isn’t as it seems. Call it a gut feeling, a hunch or whatever you’d like.

      “What have you done?” I growl out, looking right to Jordan. I catch the bothered look Madigan has at my tone of voice, but I’m not here to play Mr. Nice Guy. I’m here to protect her and something isn’t right.

      “I’ve dealt with our Falcone situation, now come inside and we can discuss it.”

      “What do you mean?” Madigan asks in a low tone, curious to what her brother has done, but also cautious. She’s right to be cautious. Out of everyone, Jordan is the most unpredictable.

      “As I said, come inside and we’ll discuss it. It’s too hot out here.” Jordan walks up the steps and goes inside the brownstone. Reluctantly, I follow him blocking her body out of view with a hand on my gun.

      “Talk, Jordan,” I order out, not liking any of this.

      “For the last week, I’ve been speaking to Mr. Falcone,” he admits. Immediately, I have confirmation in how I’ve been feeling.

      “Hello, Madigan.” A man comes from the entryway on the opposite side of the room. He’s clad in a suit that costs more than the car we drove here. He’s obviously Italian with salt and pepper hair. Gold rings line his fingers with a matching chain around his neck.

      I turn to look at Madigan and see the deer in headlights look crossing her face. Fuck! I knew something wasn’t right but had no idea Jordan would do something like this.

      “Logan, Christian, and I have different ways of handling business. While Logan is always so prepared to be on the defensive, I’m a man who prefers to go straight to whoever is causing our troubles. Needless to say, Logan has been protecting your life and I’ve been speaking directly to the father of your tormentor.”

      “Why would you do such a thing?” she hisses out, obviously feeling betrayed by her own blood.

      “Because it’s the only way to effectively handle the situation. Mr. Falcone and I have done a lot of talking, and he sees the errors of his ways. Isn’t that right?” Jordan looks over to our enemy, who nods once.

      “Blood is blood, and family comes above everything else. As you should understand, given that you were to be my famiglia. How the tides have turned in such a short span of time, girl. Vincent had an obligation to marry a prestigious woman. I wasn’t blind to what he was doing to you, however, I didn’t care much about his process so long as the job was done. He is my eldest and therefore will take my place when I am ready to step back.”

      “You could’ve acted and you didn’t,” Madigan states. She went from an innocent and scared deer to a rage-filled bull ready to trample someone.

      Jordan cuts in as the room grows silent, “Mr. Falcone has agreed he’ll tug his dog of a son’s leash back home, keeping him away from us. He simply wanted to speak to you face-to-face.”

      I call bullshit. This doesn’t add up. Not one bit of it.

      “Had I known you were part of such a prominent family, I might have interjected and made sure we could’ve had an alliance between our families. Is that something you’d be open to, Madigan?”

      “Fuck off. She’s not a pawn to use in your game,” I snap out, earning a chuckle from Jordan.

      “As you can see, my dear sister has her own watchdog, who will protect her at any cost. He’d even gun you down right now if he felt you posed an immediate threat,” Jordan states, basically telling Mr. Falcone to back up.

      A sick smile crosses our enemy’s face. “Ah, there’s no use to intimidate me. I’ll be on my way.”

      He turns around and exits the entryway. Within a minute, I hear what I assume to be the back door being shut.

      “What in the actual fuck was that about?” I rush up to Jordan, shoving him against the wall. “You could have led her into a fucking death trap, you idiot!”

      “But I didn’t. I highly doubt the man I paid one million dollars would do such a thing, not when it’s terms of our agreement.”

      “You bought me, like a dog? I’m a person. I can’t be bought!”

      “I didn’t buy you, Madigan. I purchased your safety.”

      “Jesus!” Madigan rushes out the front door onto the street and I’m quick to follow her. If anything, we both needed to escape this room.
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        “She loves her independence, and yet sometimes she likes to be told what to do. That’s part of her contradiction and part of her magic will be when you understand.”

        -JM Storm

      

      

      Madigan

      “I want to fucking kill him!” I yell at Reggie, who wraps his arms around me, trying in his best way to calm me down.

      “He shouldn’t have done that,” Reggie states, taking my side.

      “No, he shouldn’t have. I’m a person, not an object. People can’t be bought, and having me go face-to-face with him? What the fuck was Jordan thinking!” I did a damn good job at keeping my shit together inside, but boy, I can’t anymore.

      I grab the keys to the car from Reggie’s pocket and unlock the vehicle, hopping inside the passenger side. He’s quick to get in the other side and put his hand over mine.

      “I can’t believe any of this, and the audacity Mr. Falcone had in offering me some sort of alliance? Jesus!” I scream it out, unable to keep my voice down after all the bullshit that’s just transpired.

      “I know, baby,” Reggie agrees, running his hand over the back of my head in a soothing way.

      “I can’t believe any of this. He did everything behind our backs.”

      “He did,” Reggie says, but I can tell something isn’t right. He’s being very blank and monotone in his responses, signaling me that he’s deep in thought.

      “What’s on your mind?”

      “I think your brother got played,” Reggie states plain as day. He takes in a deep breath, sighs and takes off. I try to figure out what it is he means but I’ve never been in the security business so I’m not sure.

      “Do you mind explaining?” I inquire.

      “Why would that asshole need to see you in the first place? The answer to that is pretty simple — he didn’t. I think Jordan assumed it was an acceptable thing to do, but it wasn’t. How much do you want to bet the Falcones have people following us right now?”

      “I don’t know . . .”

      “I sure as hell do. It’s what they’re doing. It’s what anyone would do in their position. You’ve explained that these are people who don’t give up, and I agree. They don’t give up. They just nabbed Jordan’s money and they’re going to fuckin’ do something. I just don’t know what that is.”

      “Jesus, and to think all of this could’ve been over.”

      “It wouldn’t have been over. It’s far from being over, babe.”

      Reggie’s words resonate with me, making me wonder what could happen. There are so many possibilities and no matter how much we try, I know there’s no way either of us will figure it out until it happens. Honestly, that scares me more than anything else. The not knowing. I can’t live my life in fear, though. I’ve done that before and I won’t continue to do it.

      We drive around Atlanta and the surrounding area for the next three hours. The thought is that if anyone was following us, they would’ve been caught off guard with the route Reggie was taking. I asked him if he saw anyone on our tail and he said that he didn’t, so we both felt that it was safe enough to come home.

      We’ve been home for two hours and I’m terrified to be here, scared to death that something could happen even though a man fully capable of protecting me is here. I’m in the best position I could, wrapped in someone’s arms who has been trained endlessly. Honey is asleep on the other chair, snoring away while her drool covers the arm of it.

      An hour passes as we watch some trashy tv before Reggie gets up to go make some popcorn. He comes back after a minute to ask me what kind of movie selection we should make. “Scary or comedy?”

      “Do you really think I want to watch something scary right now?” I question, raising both of my brows. He’s lost his damn mind if he thinks I want to be even more on edge.

      “We could watch some sort of dragon movie or something,” Reggie suggests, getting a scoff out of me.

      “Fine, put on some exorcist crap. Alright?”

      “Got it.”

      The two of us munch on popcorn, turn the lights out and get through one scary movie before turning on another.  Midway through, Reggie is passed out, snoring with me beside him. The popcorn bowl is empty and I’m hungry so I get off the couch, pick it up, and go into the kitchen. I know I saw some of those yummy fiber bars in here. They taste like an actual cake. The only difference is they aren’t nearly as bad.

      I’m rummaging through the cupboard in the dark, feeling for this box of bars because I’m far too stubborn to turn the light on this late. I feel the cardboard, pushed all the way toward the back and hook my index finger in the top of the box, pulling it forward.

      “Jackpot!” I whisper to myself, eager to shove the yummy treat in my mouth.

      “I could say the same thing.” I hear his voice behind me. Part of me believes this is a nightmare, that there’s no possible way I’m awake right now, but I know better. This isn’t a dream or any sort of screwed up dream. This is my fucking life. It’s awful enough to write into an award-winning screenplay if you ask me.

      Based on my location in the kitchen, the butcher block with knives is right in front of me. Vinny wouldn’t know that. He wouldn’t know a damn thing. It’s pitch black so there’s no way he can see anything. I take this quick opportunity to unhook my finger from the box of goodies and place my hands in front of me. I feel the stone-cold counter and inch my way up to the butcher block, quietly grabbing a knife in each hand.

      “Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused me?” he asks, sounding irritated.

      I don’t answer. Instead, for the first time in my entire life, I take initiative. I whip around, jabbing both my right and left hand in front of me. My right hand comes into contact with something and I hear him grunt in pain. “Reggie!” I scream as loud as I can, moving my left hand in every direction I can until I come into contact with what I believe is him.

      Vinny groans the same time the light is turned on. I see I’ve stabbed him two times in his chest and yank the blade in my right hand out of him, swiftly lining the blade up with his throat and slice it open.

      I run back to where Reggie is holding his gun up at Vinny, waiting to hear a gunshot go off, but I hear something else instead. The sudden sound of dead weight hitting the floor. I turn to look behind me and see his lifeless body on the hardwood floors. “Holy shit. I killed him.”

      “No, you defended yourself.”

      “But I killed him,” I repeat, my voice cracking in the process.

      Reggie embraces me, holding my body close against his. “It’s all okay now. This is over. It’s all over. Okay?”

      I look up to him, realizing the severity of what I’ve just done. “No. I’ve just started a war. When Mr. Falcone finds out what I’ve done . . . none of us will survive.”

      “He won’t find out. I’ll handle everything. It’s a shame Vinny went missing, isn’t it?”

      There’s never been a more prominent moment in my life. This is the man who would do anything for me, including hide a body. Even though I’m terrified right now, I know Reggie and I will figure this out together. Either way, most of this is over. I say most because I’m not counting my coins until this fucked up game is over.

      Please, dear God, just let this be over.
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        “From the first moment we touched, your arms felt like home.”

        ~ John Mark Green

      

      

      Madigan

      6 months later . . .

      Over the course of my life, I’ve never truly felt like I’ve belonged. Until seven months ago, I still didn’t. What I can say is that now, that’s changed. I have finally found my place. No longer do I feel like an outsider or someone who could only be around on certain days or in specific situations. I no longer feel like the accidental daughter, mistress’s child, or shameful mistake.

      I only feel one thing — acceptance.

      My journey hasn’t been easy, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. While it royally sucked, life had a bigger plan. Looking back now, I’ve come to realize that we endure certain things to grow as people. Our experiences don’t define us, but the way we survive them does. Out of everything, that’s what I’m the proudest of. Every action might not have been the best decision, however, some were necessary.

      Now, I look out to my entire family from Logan and Brook’s living room. Emmett is standing up in front of the Christmas tree staring at the colorful lights, pawing at the endless number of ornaments that he can break. It’s barely been twenty minutes and we’re already seven ornaments in.

      Christian is here with Selena on his lap, drinking a glass of eggnog, telling each other the stupidest jokes I’ve ever heard. You know, the kind that are so ridiculous they’re hysterical. Her brother and sisters are in the kitchen picking at the desserts Brook set out. Selena stopped telling them no because they kept going back in to grab more sweets. If anyone deserves to be a little bratty, it’s on Christmas Eve.

      Jordan sits across the room on his phone, flashing a smirk. “You talking to anyone special?” I inquire, not feeling too awkward since we’ve been working on our relationship since everything happened with Vinny. It’s not perfect, but we’re getting there.

      “No, just a friend.”

      “Sure! A friend,” Christian drunkenly chuckles while Logan chimes in with him.

      “Oh, is it Lacey?” Brook asks, getting an eye roll from Jordan. There’s been a rumor going around for the last few months that Jordan and Lacey are an item. Jordan has told me numerous times that nothing has happened between them for years.

      “No, nothing has happened between them since that summer,” I state, taking a sip of eggnog. My hope is that everyone will get off his back.

      Christian whips his head over in my direction. “What summer?”

      “Yeah, what happened?” Logan asks, looking between Jordan and me.

      I glance over to Jordan who looks like he wants to crucify me. He never told me they didn’t know. “Shit, Madi. I didn’t know you couldn’t keep a fucking secret.” Oh boy, he called me Madi. He’s furious.

      “I didn’t know it was a secret!” I whisper-yell across the room.

      “Is anyone going to fill me in?” Christian chuckles, “Please, for the love of God, give this dog a bone.”

      “I slept with Lacey— once.”

      “I knew it!” Christian jumps up, clapping his hands together. In the process, Selena flies down onto the floor. “Shit, sorry babe. I got too excited.”

      “Yeah, I could tell.”

      “And you two haven’t?” Logan asks, stopping mid-way through his sentence as Jordan shoots him a glare.

      “No, it was one summer. I didn’t know she was staying at the lakehouse and one thing led to another.”

      “When was it?” Christian, the nosey bastard, asks.

      “The summer before she went to college.”

      “Holy shit,” Logan smirks, getting a kick out of this. “You gave me shit about dating Brook and you were practically robbing the cradle.”

      “She was eighteen at the time,” Jordan defends himself, “It was a one-time thing. I didn’t know she was a . . .” He stops suddenly, but we all know where he was going.

      “Oh damn, you cherry popping Stallion!” Christian is getting a kick out of this. The only thing I can think about is how I’m going to be on Jordan’s shit list for a very long time.

      My brothers start bantering back and forth with Reggie chiming in every now and again and I smile. I smile because no matter what type of chaos my life is, I wouldn’t trade it for the world. I take another sip of eggnog, feeling the cushion to the seat lifting up as Reggie stands.

      He turns to look at me with an emotional look crossing his face, staring like I’m the most precious thing in the world. Within a second, he’s shooting down to the floor and not in the way I think.

      I only recognize what’s happening when Brook shrieks like a high schooler. Reggie is on one knee, in front of my fucking face, shaking like a Pomeranian in a thunderstorm. I blink a few dozen times in the span of a minute to make sure I’m not hallucinating, but how can I be when a red box is being shown to me with one really shiny ring and a bigger diamond than I deserve.

      “Madigan Archer-Steele, I don’t know where to begin. You came into my life like a wrecking ball. That first day I met you, I knew my life was changing, only back then, I thought it was for the worst. After seven months of having you by my side through every single minute of the day, I can’t imagine a moment without you. You wrecked my world, girl, so bad that I can’t imagine it without you. We’ve been through the best and the worst times together, Mad. It’s what makes me realize that you and I can overcome any obstacle we face because we’re stronger together. Will you marry me?”

      My heart pounds inside me so hard that I don’t even know what I’m saying but I know I said something when Reggie yanks me up into his arms and plants the biggest kiss of my life on me. Only, now, I have a diamond on my finger.

      He sets me back down onto the couch and I take a look at my hand, shaking so hard from the overall shock.

      Even feeling as shocked as this, I know I’m where I belong, and boy does it feel so good.
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      I’ve only recently started these author notes, but you guys have been giving me amazing feedback after reading them. So, I guess I’ll continue to write them when I’ve officially typed “The End” on whatever manuscript I’m working on.

      First of all, I want to apologize for taking a break for so long from this series. For those of you who have patiently waited the two years it took me to come back to the Steele Bros — thank you. It wasn’t an easy decision to take a step away, but it was one I needed to make. If I had kept writing, I would’ve been forcing words out and the book wouldn’t have been any good. Unless the characters are speaking to me, I can’t authentically write a book and this is why you see me jumping from series to series.

      I’m so happy to have this book finished, through my editor and in your eager hands. I promise that I won’t make you wait nearly as long for the next one. Jordan has already been blabbing away in my head, but he needs to wait because I’m working on about seven other projects.

      Now, on a more serious note, I’m sure a lot of you are wondering why Madigan went down the path she did. She was both an emotionally and physically abused woman escaping her abuser, and if that wasn’t enough she was pregnant. Surely, everyone had expected she would’ve been fine once she got to Atlanta within the safety of her brothers and Reggie’s protective grasp.

      Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case. Like everyone else on this planet, Madigan got fucked by the world. She found herself meeting her brothers who she was forbidden from connecting with while her father was alive, newly left her abuser and found some sort of bond with Reggie which quickly turned romantic.

      Like you, I had expected some sort of showdown with the Falcones and for it all to be over and done with. While we did get some conflict when it came to them, I believe the  Falcones will be causing trouble down the line, especially considering what happened.

      What I didn’t expect was for Madigan’s character to come to me in a dream and tell me that she couldn’t have this baby. As an author, things come creatively in many forms. Sometimes these “voices” talk to us, sometimes we have dreams, and sometimes we’re influenced by things that happen in our day to day lives.

      While writing this story, I experienced a miscarriage.

      This is the first time I’ve written that down anywhere or have spoken about it in a “public” way. Part of me remembered that dream where I spoke to this fictional character and argued with her about having this fictional child. There was no way I’d write an abortion because it didn’t fit with the storyline, with her characteristics or the type of person she is. However, I knew after my own experience how she wasn’t able to have that child.

      I knew the pain, the grief, and the guilt all too well. I knew how no matter how much the doctor told you it wasn’t your fault, you couldn’t help but feel that way. I knew thoughts running through her mind as her physician told her that science isn’t perfect, that she was but a small percentage, that the likelihood of this happening next time was very low, about how she’d probably go on to have a healthy pregnancy after this.

      I felt every single thing that Madigan did, and I believe that because of my own experience, I was authentic in the feelings and emotions that come with a loss like this.

      For women like myself and Madigan, I beg you to talk to your loved ones when you go through a miscarriage. Speak to your partner, parents, or friends. Reach out to grief counselors. But no matter what, remember that you aren’t alone.
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        Tough as Steele (Steele Bros #1)

      

      

      Blurb:

      First Rule: Don’t sleep with the man who’s invested in your company.

      I broke it before I even knew who he was, but either way, I know that he would have gotten under my skin.

      What’s not to love about Logan? He’s handsome, a hundred percent alpha, and is resilient in his business. Everything about him is sexy.

      I don’t know what this is, or what it will become but I fear the day that my secrets catch up with me. Will we even last when he finds out everything about me?

      I’m not the woman I appear to be.

      Add to TBR: https://goo.gl/ovMWtv

      Read with Kindle Unlimited Here: https://goo.gl/JpgS6Q
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      Logan

      

      I couldn't seem to keep my focus as I looked down from our spot in VIP, noticing a woman dancing down below. I was with my two brothers; Christian, my younger brother, and Jordan, my twin. We were supposed to be taking advantage of our seclusion at Illusion, a club that Christian owned in downtown Atlanta, to talk business; the seedy kind. It was about the business that kept the Steele name synonymous with power and money, and it was my job to keep it that way, even if I didn’t necessarily agree with the way my father had set it up for me.

      But down below us was a woman I knew nothing about but knew that I needed to. She was thin, but not the kind that made you worry about her eating habits. Her hair was light blonde, falling down in loose waves that framed her face in just the right way. I kept willing her to look up and see me for some reason. It was like I expected a connection with a total stranger. It wasn’t like me, but she didn’t look like just anyone else either.

      "You know we are going to have to take the damn guns apart, separate the muzzle and the breech at the very least to get them to the Irish mob. They are coming to us from the suppliers fully locked and loaded, and I don’t think we are going to get them to where they need to go like that with all of the new security going on in Europe," Jordan announced. Though, I was only half listening. I was mesmerized by the angel on the dance floor, moving her body expertly to the beat of the music.

      "The Irish mob is preparing for a war; gotta be the only reason they need all this ammunition so badly," Christian piped up in speculation.

      "Shut up until we know anything definitive about that. I don’t want rumors flying from our  mouths to make it worse," Jordan warned.

      I saw the woman in the tight, black dress smile as she danced all her worries away with some other women. What was it that had made her smile? Then, my twin brother's voice cut through the trance I was in.

      "See something you like down there, Lo?" he asked. I looked up to Jordan, and it was like looking into a mirror. His dark brown hair and eyes were the same as mine. It had always been that way. The only difference was how we dressed most of the time and that he preferred a clean-shaven existence while I liked to keep at least some stubble.

      I nodded in the direction of the blonde for my answer. Jordan chuckled, turning his gaze on her as well. "She is a stunning piece. I think I am going to go down there to make a move on her." Jordan moved just one step before I put my hand out in front of him to stop him. I couldn’t let that happen.

      "The girl is mine, whether she knows it or not." Both of my brothers were shooting me a curious look. It wasn't like me at all to call dibs, especially on some girl whose name and number I didn’t know. I knew nothing about her, and I wanted her. I had to have her. I wasn’t that type of man, never in my life, but I guessed with whoever she was, I was.

      I turned to the man behind us who was sitting quietly. Reggie was my security detail, always just a step behind me to be sure I was safe, but he had become so much more than that. He was my right-hand man and best friend. He was an equal to Jordan and Christian in that regard. "Find out everything you can about that girl." I pointed down at her as Reggie came to see. He nodded and walked away, going to use whatever channels and connections he had to get me what I wanted. I knew he wouldn’t fail me.

      I turned back to my brothers, noticing how there were a few women lingering in the VIP section as well; the kind that paid their way up there. They were not close enough to hear anything we said, but they kept looking us over. No, not us, Christian. Either they knew he owned the place, or they were more drawn to his buff look, blonde hair, and blue eyes. He was a good looking young man but did not look anything like Jordan and I, not in an obvious way.  I was lucky, though, because things got complicated enough with Jordan and me. We didn’t need a third man looking like us.

      "You know, there is a red head back there undressing you with her eyes," I told Christian, pointing my drink in the direction he needed to look. Christian turned to look for a moment, a sly smile coming across his face. He liked his women just as much as the rest of us. He hadn’t really been in love just yet, so there was no baggage or heartbreak to hold him back from anything. He would have his day, though, I knew it. Then, none of us would ever hear the end of his pining. My little brother was going to fall hard and not know what hit him. The thought made me wonder if I was about to do the same.

      I looked down at the dance floor again and didn’t see her anymore. I doubted she had left so early. She had probably gone to get a drink, and I hated the idea that some other man may have been trying to buy one for her right at that moment. But it didn’t matter. Once I found her again, I would make sure she saw no one else.

      When Reggie finally came back to me, I was all ears. My mind had been consumed by all thoughts involving that woman, and I couldn’t even focus on why I had come there. It was just as well, because my brothers had gone off to make the most of their time at the club, leaving  me alone in my seat.

      Reggie sat down next to me with a cool but smug smile on his face. "Her name is Brooklyn Harper. She has a younger brother, and her mother passed away. There are rumors that her father is-"

      I put my hand up to cut him off. That’s not what this was about. "Tell me the good stuff."

      Reggie nodded. "She's developed an all-natural makeup company and has been looking for investors for quite a while." I couldn’t help but feel an internal hilarity at this. The legitimate part of my business was being an investor. It was the front I used for all of the Steele family's success, even though, behind the scenes, the biggest reason had to do with the gunrunner dealings.

      Christian came up behind me, clearly done with whatever woman he had been dancing with and slapped me on the back, playfully. "You sly dog! I know exactly what you have up your sleeve. You’re going to have a meeting with this girl, aren’t you, brother?"

      That was a good idea. "Reggie, find out where Brooklyn likes to hang out."
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        Stripping A Steele (Steele Bros #2)

        She told me she didn’t want me, but one way or another I’ll have her

      

      

      

      I’m not the kind of man you say no to.

      When I want something, I get it.

      I’m a Steele, and I always get what I want.

      Selena may think she doesn’t want me, but she will.

      Our game of cat and mouse was all fun and games until the night someone decided to hurt her.

      Now I’ll make sure the bastard pays with everything he has – and I’ll make sure she knows that I’ll never let another close enough to harm her again.

      I’ll do everything in my power to protect her.

      Add to TBR: https://goo.gl/wqrMkM

      Read with Kindle Unlimited Here: https://goo.gl/2RPtK9
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      Selena

      Like a record playing on repeat, it’s the same shit on a different day. No matter what I do to escape the normalcy that floods my life, I can’t, as much as I try so hard to. It’s just past six in the morning, and I wake up to the sounds of my baby sister’s cry flooding through our house. There’s no reason for her to cry, and yet, she still screams her bloody head off every morning. Only today, well, today I thought I’d be able to sleep in for just a little bit.

      I toss my comforter to the left, sling my legs over the bed, and stand up quickly, hoping that I can get to her before she wakes up the whole house. In the back of my mind, I know that it’s no use. There’s this running joke that Ellie wakes up the neighbors, and to be honest – she might.

      I open the door to my bedroom and walk directly across the hall to hers. She’s sitting up in her toddler bed, tears flowing over her soft, rosy cheeks. She just turned three, and for the life of me, I still don’t understand why she cries. When she was a baby, I understood it, she needed to be fed, or a diaper change, or maybe she was tired. Now, it’s different. She wakes up every day crying like something horrific has happened to her.

      I turn my expression into a happy, doting smile as I walk over to her, sit on her bed and pull her into my arms. “Baby, what’s the matter?” I ask her as I brush my thumb under her tear ridden cheeks.

      “I….I f-fought y-you l-left me…” Ellie is still struggling with her speech, some of her t’s sound like f’s and s’s sound like z’s. We’ve gone to the doctor about it, and he told me that it’s nothing for us to worry about, we just need to practice, and eventually, she’ll grow out of it.

      “Why baby? Why did you ever think I would leave you?” I pull her closer to my chest, holding her in the tightest bear hug I could muster up.

      Ellie turns her body around to mine, her bouncing black curls shape her face, and those dark brown eyes stare up at me with such intensity. “Daddy left.”

      Her words cripple me beyond belief, granted she is three and doesn’t understand. Sometimes, I’m still shocked that she even remembers much of our Dad. “No baby, Daddy went to Heaven, he didn’t just leave us.” Like our mother did, I want to add, but I won’t. I bite my tongue.

      “He-aa-ven,” Ellie repeats back slowly, and I nod with the biggest smile on my face to conceal the hurt and pain hidden inside me.

      “Yes, baby, it’s where all the angels go. Daddy became an angel, and he’s with God now.” I pick Ellie up and take her towards the window. As I move the curtains out of the way to let the sunshine in, I point up to the sky. “See that, baby? That’s Heaven, and Daddy is up there watching over you, me, Luke, and Sabs.”

      “We c-can f-fly to He-aa-ven?” She looks at me curiously, and I shake my head, giggling at the thought.

      “Not quite. But whenever you miss Daddy, know he’s always watching over us. And, my sweet, remember he’s always right here.” I tap on her chest, right where her heart is. Ellie giggles, and grabbing my hand, she brings out that sass that every woman in our family has.

      “No! He’s too b-iiiiig!”

      I can’t help but laugh at my little sister, she is right about that, but I know he is always with us. I choose to believe that, believing that is what gets me through most days.
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        * * *

      

      “Luke! Sabrina!” I yell from the stove up to my younger brother and sister. Luke is fifteen, and Sabrina is a few years younger, just having had her ninth birthday last week. As I said before, it’s the same shit, different day. I’m cooking everyone bacon, eggs, and toast this morning, though, opposed to the usual cereal or quick thing I could throw at them if we were running late.

      “Be there in a second!” I hear Luke yell down the stairwell as Sabrina comes running down. She looks at me, and we both exchange a glance, knowing very well that Luke isn’t going to be down in just a second. I swear, this kid takes more time in front of the mirror than I ever did, but I suppose that’s what happens when you’re the star pitcher of the Lawrenceville Blazers, his high school baseball team. I’m hoping and praying to God that Luke continues to do well in baseball; at this rate, it’s the only way I’m going to be able to get him into college. I will motivate the living hell out of him and do whatever I have to do to help him maintain his averages. That’s going to get him a scholarship and send my little bro after his dreams to play in the major leagues.

      I gave up on my dreams when I found out my dad was sick. I had this long, detailed plan to open up a bar. The thing is life is messy and cruel. We are almost never able to go after our dreams, and that’s fucked up if you ask me. My dream may not have been as glamourous as Luke’s, but it was still my dream to own something that was completely mine, to be able to tell people this is MY place. I’d worked in the bar scene since I was sixteen, and now, at twenty-two, I still haven’t left.

      When my dad died a year ago, everything changed. I could no longer afford to go to college, to finish my bachelor’s in Business Management, or go after my dream. I had to be a realist, I had to assume the role of caregiver. It wasn’t anything I would have ever asked for, but I would never abandon my family. We’d been through enough already, so I was doing, and still, am doing, everything to make sure that we don’t have to go through anything else.

      When Ellie was born in my junior year of high school, everything was fucked. My mother had some sort of awful mid-life crisis and abandoned us all. Her husband and her four kids. Maybe it was because, at forty-two, she wasn’t supposed to have any more kids, I don’t know. My dad never hid it from any of us that Ellie was a surprise, but a very welcomed one.

      I can think about it, and at the end of the day, I still won’t have an answer for why my mother chose to leave. It wouldn’t matter, though, even if I did find that answer. I’d still hate her as much as I do today.

      I hate her for leaving Dad.

      I hate her because Ellie will never know a mother. Luke, Sabrina, and I at least have memories of her. Good ones, and the bad, we still have memories. To Ellie, our mom is a ghost, a figment of her imagination, a memory that I choose to keep alive because I want her to know that our mother loves her, even if she has a fucked-up way of showing it.

      I hate her more because of how she left, how she just picked up, packed all her things one day while we were at school, and left. I found Ellie in her car seat on the living room coffee table with a note addressed to my father. He was working late that night, and I knew that she knew that. This wasn’t something that was sporadic or spur of the moment. She knew exactly what she was doing, and boy did that light the fire inside me.

      I suppose I could stand here, frying these eggs and think of so many reasons that I now have hatred towards the woman who brought me into this world. It would be a very long list, and yet, every single one of my reasons would be valid.

      I know exactly why I hate her the most, and this is going to sound awful.

      I hate her for doing this to me. For being the reason, I had to grow up so quickly. I hate her for making me become the mother in our family at seventeen. I hate her for not having that senior year of high school that I wanted, the one where you stay out too late, you fuck the boy you shouldn’t, where I shouldn’t have listened to my father and rebelled. Because of her, though, that never happened. Instead, I was changing diapers and feeding Ellie at three in the morning. I was taking Luke and Sabrina to whatever extra-curricular was on the schedule. I held resentment towards her for it, and I still do, only now, it’s so much more than that.

      When Dad was diagnosed with cancer, I cried. I cried like my heart had been ripped from my chest. I found out the day that I graduated high school. I remember that day, how I found him passed out that morning in the living room, the color faded from his skin. I thought he was dead, and to be honest, he looked like he was. Five hours passed of me waiting in the Emergency Room, ultimately missing my own graduation, and then he told me, with tears in his eyes. He’d known for months, secretly getting treatments behind our backs. There was an obvious change in his behavior, I can recall him going to bed earlier, not going out with his friends as much, but I attributed that to Ellie screaming at all hours. The exhaustion made sense to me.

      It made “sense” until it didn’t; until my entire world had yet again come crashing down around me. My dad fought, and boy did he fight pretty fucking hard. He was trying to kick cancer’s ass. I can’t help but tear up remembering how stubborn and bullheaded he was, insisting on working as he was getting his treatments. He knew that we couldn’t afford for him to stop, so he didn’t. He worked until two days before he died, much to everyone’s dismay. My father is my hero, and I know a lot of daughters say that, but it’s true. He did everything that he could have to prepare us for his death, he never admitted it to me – the fact that he knew he was going to die, but deep down, we both knew.

      I glance over to my purse where I very well see the few bills that I haven’t had the courage to open. My day job as a school secretary helps a little bit to pay the bills; it’s enough for groceries, gas, phone, and internet, and for whatever the kids need. It’s not cheap living in this suburb of Atlanta, and I swore I’d do whatever it took to keep the kids in our childhood home. I stand by that promise.

      I can’t help but see the stamped red letters of Past Due to what is no doubt my mortgage bill. I sigh, knowing that no one could prepare me for my reality. As much as he tried, he just couldn’t prepare me for any of this.
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