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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      I glance around the hallway real quick. The coast is clear. I sprint into the bathroom, grab the small, yellow Kindle from my pocket, and lock the stall door.

      Exhaling a deep breath, I tuck myself into a small ball on top of the toilet seat and set my Kindle down on my knees.

      This is pathetic. That thought enters the recesses of my mind, but like always, I don’t listen. This is my life. It’s been my dream since I was a little girl.

      I’m a pediatrician.

      Dr. Isla Grace.

      My dad was a doctor at a fancy clinic in my hometown, and my mom worked in the ER. This job is my destiny. I’ve always loved children with all my heart, so I knew making them healthier would be the best possible way I could spend my life. But I just wish I had more of that for myself, ya know? Life.

      This is my one time in the day for me.

      I sneak into the staff bathroom, perch my feet up on the toilet seat, and read the latest mafia romance e-book while stuffing pieces of apple slices in my mouth like a six year old.

      Well, hah, there’s nothing childlike about the books I read. It’s my “weakness” as a human being. Well, perceived weakness. I don’t see anything wrong with a little dirty darkness in my vanilla, light-filled world. But God, I think I’d die if my co-workers found out the shit I read. Oh my gosh. The thought has my heart racing. Only one person knows my secret… my kink, if you will.

      Danny boy. I love that man. I’d marry him if he appreciated the parts I have to offer. He’s my best friend in the entire world and also happens to be gay. He and his boyfriend have been dating for six months or so. He’s pretty bad at relationships, not that I’m one to talk. My last “relationship” was the boy I regretfully threw my virginity at on a drunken night in high school. That’s about it.

      Swoosh!

      Shit! That’s the door. I keep quiet and blush as I hide the book I’m reading against my chest, even though no one can see it. But I tend to do this when someone else is in here while I’m heated, reading a dirty sex scene.

      God, I’m weird.

      “Hmmm…” The girl in here starts to hum. I feel like such a creep. She thinks she’s alone. I should flush, tell her I’m here, and wash my hands like I was here peeing all along. I stare longingly at my Kindle. The thought of putting this book down seriously makes me want to cry. And now I’m mildly aroused. Not that that matters. I can’t remember the last time I took the time to honor those needs. I barely eat a full meal these days, so I sure don’t have time to worry about getting fucked or fucking myself. Gosh, people’s jaws would drop if they heard me speaking this way.

      I swallow all of my feelings of disappointment and longing and flush the toilet. The lady in here gasps lightly, since she thought she was alone. I sigh, knowing I did the right thing. I grab a whole slice of apple, stuff it in my mouth, and gather myself.

      Guess that’s it for Isla time.

      I ignore my needs once again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      “Can you breathe for me, sweetie?”

      The little boy in front of me crosses his arms over his chest and glowers at me. Glowers. Gosh, he’s so cute.

      The dad sighs heavily. “Sean, you have to listen to the doctor.”

      “I don’t want to!” he protests through a lisp, slamming his booty down on the table.

      “Hey, Sean!” I bend down and force excitement. My voice makes a small, curious smile start to play on his lips.

      “Can we play a game then?”

      He brightens. “Game?”

      “Mmm-hmmm. I’m gonna put something super cold on your chest. That’s the bad guy’s ice ray. You’re the good dragon. You have to breathe your fire so the ice ray doesn’t getcha.”

      His eyes go even wider.

      “Yeah!” He smirks at his dad like he won. His dad chuckles and I feel his grateful gaze swing my way.

      “Okay, ready? One, two, three…” I place the stethoscope on his chest. He breathes his “fire”. Over and over until I get the information I need. Now that I’ve gotten the boy’s trust, he’s much more cooperative.

      “All done, Sean! You were so good today. Do you want a sticker or are you too cool for stickers?”

      “I’m too cool for them.” He grins a smile that actually lets his two missing teeth show. Ugh, my heart!

      Sean hugs me. I go over to the dad to discuss some things while Sean goes to the corner where I keep my small stash of toys.

      “Okay, Mr. Moore, so everything looks good. He’s a little bit underweight, but not enough for concern. Maybe just encourage him to eat a little more healthy food or add a couple of snacks in.”

      “Will do. You were great with him today, Isla.”

      “Oh.” I blush awkwardly. “Thanks, Mr. Moore.”

      “Please, call me Ben.”

      “Okay, Ben. If you go to the—”

      He cuts me off. “Actually, I was wondering if you wanted to grab dinner sometime? I think you’re amazing, Isla.”

      My blush grows from the base of my neck all the way up to my cheeks. I can’t look at him. Oh my gosh. This never happens to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “What do you think?”

      “Um… I…” Really don’t have time. I’m ready to say no when the other half of me kicks in. No, Isla. No! You have a nice, successful man here asking you out. Just say yes. For once, do something for yourself. With a silent nod to myself, I give Ben my most dashing smile. Or at least that’s what I’m aiming for.

      “I’d love to.”

      “Great! What’s your number?”

      I ramble it off, ignoring that odd feeling in my gut telling me to be professional and let him down easy.

      “Awesome, Isla. I’ll text you so you have mine and we’ll set something up!”

      “Great, I look forward to it.” I turn to Sean, who now is running to his dad’s side in the doorway. His head is down and he’s staring at his feet. He looks… sad all of a sudden.

      “Sean, I’ll see you soon, okay buddy?”

      “Yep,” he says quietly with a shrug. I frown.

      “Come on, bud. Let’s get lunch.”

      His dad loops his fingers through Sean’s and leads him out of the room. I frown at their retreating forms. Why the sudden mood change?

      I’m a little disturbed the whole time as I get my paperwork together for my next patient. I don’t even think about my date. I’m too worried about Sean and what I could have said to disturb him. Does he not want his dad to date? Should I not have mentioned the underweight thing in front of him?

      “Isla.” A hand lands on my shoulder. I fly around with a gasp, having been so lost in my thoughts.

      “Hun, I didn’t mean to scare you,” Keisha apologizes. “Your next patient is ready.”

      “Right.” I shake my head. “Sorry, I’m a spaz.”

      “You’re fine. You okay?”

      “I’m good. Just thinking.”

      Keisha tsks. “You think too much. You need to live a little.”

      I blush. That brings me back to the date I said I’d go on. Was that a mistake?

      I place my hand on Keisha’s shoulder.

      “Thanks, girl.”

      “Room five, babe.”

      “Got it. I’ll be right over.”

      She nods and runs off. Our office is always busy and we’re always understaffed. Small town problems. Hence my lack of a life.

      I slip my phone out of my drawer and glance down at it.

      Ben: How’s Friday night, Isla?

      Friday, Friday...

      Me: It’d have to be late. I work ‘til 8:30.

      Satisfied with that, I slip my phone back in my desk drawer and head for room five.
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        * * *

      

      I push the door to room five open. AKA, the squeaky door.

      Creakkkkk. It announces my presence for me. I’m met with the intense stare of a beautiful little girl with angelic dark skin, curly hair tied up on her head in a haphazard bun, and intense brown eyes that seem to know more than her young years.

      “Hi sweetie, I’m Isla. What’s your name?”

      She doesn’t say anything, but instead her eyes dart to the corner of the room. I quickly turn to the parent of this beautiful little girl. I always forget to greet the parent first! It’s a consequence of my social anxiety. I loooove the kids. The parents scare me a bit. My heart beats faster and my body trembles, but I’ve grown accustomed to the sensation.

      “Hi, I’m Dr.…”

      The words get lodged in my throat when I take in the man in front of me. He’s the biggest man I’ve ever seen, with a thick, full beard and muscular arms the size of my waist. I swallow and try to get a grip on myself, but fail. He’s wearing a red and black plaid button up, unbuttoned, with a white tee underneath and jeans.

      “This is Nia. She needs a physical,” he states, to the point, when I say nothing.

      “Right, uh…” I stumble a bit over my words, earning a slight eyebrow raise from him. “Right,” I repeat, awkwardly. “Will do.”

      I immediately turn and duck in front of Nia. Safe. I can talk to kids.

      “How old are you, sweetie?”

      “She doesn’t talk,” her father cuts in in a monotone, matter-of-fact voice. Like this is no big deal.

      Just like that, my anxiety vanishes and passion takes its place. I shove to my feet, posture ramrod straight.

      “How long has this been going on?”

      I immediately begin palpating around her neck, checking for swelling, anything I can possibly find to explain this.

      “There’s nothing wrong with her,” her enormous, terrifying dad grinds out.

      Guilt blooms in my chest. I look at the little girl, who’s still purposefully blank.

      “Oh, I know. She’s a perfect little princess,” I sigh in a high pitched, child-friendly voice, smiling at her. When I get a flicker of life in her warm, brown eyes, I turn back to her father.

      “But you’re limiting her full expression if you pretend this isn’t an issue.”

      I turn to her, planting a smile on my face so I don’t scare her.

      “We’ll figure this out, pretty princess,” I tell her, poking her nose and scrunching my face.

      She does nothing but study me. Her father is making waves in the room with his emotions. I don’t want to be alone with him. He makes me feel uneasy.

      “Dr….”

      “Grace,” I whisper, glancing over my shoulder.

      “Of course.” He looks to the ceiling. “I’m here for a physical. I promised her it’d be nothing more.”

      He lifts his chin, telling me his decision is final.

      “Oh, okay. Does she sign or…?”

      “Physical,” he repeats, clearly irritated.

      He’s apparently big on the one-word answers.

      Releasing a shaky breath, I turn to Nia with a smile. She cocks her head to the side and grabs my hand before I can speak again. My heart skips. Her finger starts tracing over my palm in calm, soothing motions.

      N.

      I.

      A.

      Oh! I grin broadly, momentarily forgetting the monster of a man in the corner of the room.

      “Nia, that’s a beautiful name!”

      She nods. Well, at least I think it’s a nod. I feel better about moving forward now that I have some form of her permission. I’m huge on getting a child’s permission before I just start touching them, where possible. They still have feelings and thoughts. No one wants to be felt around, even if their parents say it’s okay. So yeah, I feel better now.

      I frown, lightly tracing my finger over her collarbone. From a crouched position, I glance over my shoulder.

      “She’s extremely malnourished.” My voice is accusing, though I try really hard to hide it. “Is there anything I should know?”

      I quickly flash little Nia a flat smile.

      The man sighs heavily.

      “I’m sorry. I never caught your name?”

      He cocks his head, face neutral and unreadable. “Do you need it?”

      “I mean, it’d make talking to you easier.”

      “Seven.”

      Seven? Like the number? How… odd. His muscles tense, sending a rush of something low in my gut that I easily ignore at this point.

      “Thank you. So, Seven, anything I should know?”

      Nia goes back to Seven’s side, so now they’re both looking at me with intense, unreadable eyes, making me squirm a bit under the intensity.

      “This doesn’t leave this room, Dr. Grace,” he demands, steeling himself.

      “I promise. Never.”

      “She’s adopted. By me. She lived on the streets prior. I don’t know how long.”

      Oh my God! I nearly choke. I feel my eyes fill with pity as I glance at Nia’s little face. She’s blank as ever.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. Is that why you don’t talk, sweetie?”

      I go over to her and extend my hand. Seven stiffens. Nia looks a little shocked. It’s in the slight widening in the whites of her eyes.

      She slowly wraps her fingers around my hand and begins tracing over my palm.

      N.

      O.

      “Thank you for telling me, princess.”

      “You’re good with her,” a perplexed, gruff voice comes from over my head.

      I look up at him with a gentle smile. “Thank you. I love kids.”

      There’s a look in his eyes I can’t read, but staring at it makes my belly wobble so I turn back to the safety of his daughter. A daughter who’s had way too hard a life.

      “I’m gonna check on you to make sure you’re healthy, but if you don’t like something, grab my arm, okay?”

      I extend my hand.

      She pats it. I think that’s a yes. I look to Seven for his go ahead.

      “She’s good. You’re fine, don’t worry.”

      His voice is almost kind this time. I glance up with a reluctantly unsure expression, but ultimately proceed with the exam. I find odd little scars on different parts of her body. Seven seems more agitated by each one.

      “What could have caused those?” Seven barks after the tenth one.

      “It looks like…” I glance at Nia, willing myself not to cry. I’ve always been overly emotional. Clearing my throat, I murmur, “It looks like teeth marks.”

      “Animal or human?” His voice is cold, and I swear, if a voice could sound lethal, his does.

      “Human,” I tell him, lightly running my finger over one of the deeper ones. I’m deeply studying it, when something cold snakes around my wrist. I gasp and slip back on my butt, startled.

      My cheeks flame red.

      “Jesus,” Seven mutters.

      Before I can die of further humiliation, Nia comes over and extends her hand, eyes sorry. She’s clearly apologizing to me nonverbally as I let her help me up. It was her hand on me, of course. Like I told her to do. She didn’t want me touching her scars.

      “I’m sorry, Nia. You did the right thing. I’m just… um… yeah, I didn’t mean to make you feel bad, princess.”

      I push all the way up and go back to the physical. I feel Seven’s eyes on me, but I can’t look at him. Until some of the fire dies from my cheeks, I’m gonna pretend that didn’t happen.

      Almost forty minutes later, I’m done. I took my time with her since I’m betting she’s never had a physical before.

      “I’m gonna ask the nurse to gather some blood work from her. She’ll be gentle. Given the… circumstances, I want to check for some things. Is that okay, Nia?”

      She looks at Seven, but neither him nor I miss the fisting of her left hand.

      “Can you do it?” he asks, narrowing his eyes at his daughters fisting hands.

      “It’s not typical protocol,” I mumble.

      “Fuck protocol. Nia trusts you.”

      My eyebrows raise. “Oh, I… sure,” I stammer, fumbling over my words. “Let me gather my stuff and I’ll be right back.”

      I head for the door, slightly frantic, when something wraps around my wrist. But this time, this time, it’s warm. Warm and rough. A man’s hand.

      I freeze.

      Shaking, I look over at the source of the warmth. I’m met with a stoic face and expressive eyes.

      “Calm down. I’m not gonna hurt you.”

      I stiffen then relax, lightly pulling away from his hold. I don’t say anything, just hustle out of the room for my supplies.

      What a weird thing to say.

      Was he ever gonna hurt me? Why is something vaguely terrifying comforting me so much? I feel awkward going back in there now. Was I that much of a mess?

      With supplies in tow, I push my way back into the room.

      “Do you think she’s afraid of needles?” I ask immediately.

      “Probably not.”

      “You don’t talk much, do you?”

      “No.”

      Well, okay then… He’s stiff as a board, all hulking and… giant.

      The next several minutes go smoothly. Nia is so cooperative that I think she still feels bad for scaring me. There’s something about her silence that screams remorse.

      When we’re done with the needles and I’ve cleaned up the area, I take her little arm and lead her to the corner of the room, dropping my voice down to a whisper.

      “Don’t feel bad for scaring me, okay, sweetie? I was in my head. My fault.”

      Nia looks weary. I rub her curly hair and stand back up to go to Seven.

      “I want her to take Ensure once a day to start to see how her tummy handles it. If everything is good, add a second one later in the afternoon. I also recommend a probiotic and fish oil. Her skin’s a little dry. She needs more healthy fats. Also…” I fidget a bit. “I recommend therapy.”

      Seven goes rigid, as I expected.

      “Seven, I know a wonderful therapist who specializes in childhood trauma. Please consider it. For her. I personally vouch for this woman. You can trust Nia with her.”

      “Nia doesn’t talk.” His voice is cold.

      “Seven, Dr. Petti will know how to help her. If she doesn’t, she’ll tell you.”

      I hand him a piece of paper with my recommendations listed.

      “I want to see Nia in three months. I know it’s soon, but I need to check on her. There are vaccinations she needs. I want to see how her weight, skin, and mental health are progressing.”

      “Is that all, doctor?”

      Welp, he’s done with me.

      “Yes.” I turn to Nia and crouch back down. Her deep brown eyes make a smile automatically spread on my lips, reaching all the way up to my eyes.

      “I’ll see you soon, okay, princess? Keep sharing your thoughts with your… um…” I’m not sure what she calls Seven. “With him, okay?”

      She reaches over, hesitantly, and squeezes my wrist. Seven clears his throat. Nia immediately runs over to him. He extends his hand with an expectant look on his face. She slowly curls her little fingers through his. It makes my heart melt, seeing his large hand holding her small one in a protective embrace.

      “And doctor?”

      “Yes,” I whisper, forcing my gaze up.

      His eyes are intense, hard.

      “You’d do best to hold onto those HIPPA guidelines when it comes to us.”

      With that, he’s gone, and I’m left with wildly shaking hands and a rapidly beating heart.

      Was that a threat?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “How was your ‘normal’ doctor visit with Nia?” Frances, the capo I work with, teases. We’re at our normal Friday night meetup at a bar we own while the kids hang with their nanny and a few of the women.

      I throw back my whiskey. Yes, I am a capo for the local mafia here. I’ve been a secret contact for the boss, Adam Ruston, for years. His dirty secret. One of them. I’m sure the man has many. He’s the smartest, most cunning man I’ve ever come across. My job has been to report any activity from the other local mobs, especially if any hint of the Castellos, an old rival group of his, come back. He killed nearly all of them years ago for torturing his now wife, Lacey Ruston. Once in a while, they surface. But the job got old. Being a secret got old. So, when I came to him and requested a position amongst his ranks, I had already earned his extremely hard-earned trust.

      I was immediately made capo.

      No one knows why.

      No one ever will.

      “Good.”

      Frances throws his head back, exasperated.

      “You are the fucking worst! You don’t fucking talk.”

      I don’t say anything. If I can withstand being a prisoner of war, being tortured for information, and being mocked for my lack of vocabulary, annoying Frances sure as hell doesn’t bother me.

      “Seven.”

      I straighten and turn to my boss.

      “Yes, Boss?”

      “How was the appointment?” He slides into the seat across from us. A faint speckle of grey has made its way along the sides of his hair, making him look more mature, more distinguished. “I suspect you made it clear that your name is not to be mentioned.”

      “I did.”

      Boss wanted Nia to see the local mob doctor, but I refused. I don’t care what he asks me to do personally, but Nia, I care about that. A lot. I never saw myself being a father. That’s an understatement. I’ve always been intense, and then after I was freed from the war camp, I just… I committed myself to this life.

      Then Frances met Marley. His girlfriend of sorts. She grew up on the streets, and during her time there, took on five kids; one was her own, but the other four were under her protection. The streets are rough for kids. Marley made sure they were all fed and protected from creeps. I don’t say much, but secretly, I respect the slightly psychotic woman for helping kids who couldn’t help themselves. But when she met Frances, she had a chance at a life and couldn’t raise all five kids forever. Not while trying to come to terms with her own personal trauma. Four of them were adopted by people who live in this house: Marley herself, Lacey’s best friend Rose and her husband, and Lacey’s boxing coach, Cut and his wife.

      Nia wasn’t picked to be adopted by anyone here. She would have been sent off to a new place with people she didn’t know, forced to leave the people she grew up with. I couldn’t let that happen, no matter how incompatible I am with fatherhood. Plus, her inability or unwillingness to speak, the fact that she’s an elective mute, spoke to me. I was one for two years after being freed from the war camp. Even now, words are a burden I despise.

      “Did Nia like her?” he asks casually, feeling out how regularly I will be putting out my information and face in public.

      “She did, Boss.”

      How could she not? That young doctor walked in the room with her long, strawberry blonde hair and big hazel eyes like she was the sun there to brighten Nia’s day.

      Princess.

      That’s what she called her. I don’t think Dr. Grace saw it, but something flashed in little Nia’s eyes when—hell, I don’t even remember her first name—the doctor called her that.

      I slam back the shot some woman brings me. I see Boss’s eyes furrow. I never lose control of myself, but I’m about to with the amount of alcohol I’m drinking. Spinning the glass between my fingers, my tongue loosens and the reason for my excessive drinking comes tumbling out after days of suppressing it.

      “Nia had bite marks.”

      Boss stiffens. Frances freezes.

      I stare harder at my glass.

      “On her body.” My body trembles with rage. “From a human.”

      “Fuck,” Boss hisses, slamming his drink down on the table.

      Frances is quiet for a long time. We all are.

      “I suppose,” Frances begins, trying to act like he doesn’t care, “I could talk to Marley. See what she knows about Nia’s background.”

      I push to my feet. “I’d love that.”

      Frances snorts. “You’d love to kill the bastard who hurt her, more like.”

      I look over at him, eyes cold.

      “Slowly.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Isla

      

      

      “Uh, Isla?”

      Shit. Fuck. Shitty fuckkkkk.

      I spin slowly on my heel with flaming cheeks.

      “Babe!” Keisha and Danny squeal. “Are you going on a date?!”

      “Please don’t make a big deal of this.” I blush. “I-I’m just…”

      My hands fall up, then down.

      “Get over here,” Danny sings. I’m blushing harder. Keisha whistles.

      “Well hell, Isla, those scrubs don’t do you justice,” Keisha laughs, sounding surprised. “You’re hot.”

      “Do they do anyone justice?” I mutter.

      “Alright,” Danny whistles, wrapping his arm around Keisha. “Get out of here, Kee. Isla’s cheeks are about to explode.”

      I gasp and cover my face.

      Keisha mutters some stuff about me gettin’ some before Danny politely shoves her out of the office. With everyone else gone, the office lights mostly off, and just Danny here, I feel a little more free to be me. The me who literally packed a bag and got date ready in the staff bathroom after a twelve hour shift.

      “Do I look like a hoe?”

      Danny laughs. “Bug, you look beautiful.”

      A side smile spreads on my lips at the nickname he’s maintained all these years.

      “Pinky swear?”

      “Stand in front of me and spin around.”

      Click. Click. My heels tap as I do as he says, spinning to show him my small, black, halter top dress with a tiny slit on the left side. Matching are my yellow platform heels.

      “Honestly?” Danny asks, making my heart race.

      I somehow manage a squeaked-out yes.

      “You look hot. You look interested, but you don’t look like a ‘hoe’.”

      I breathe a half-sigh of relief. “Is it bad to look interested?”

      “Not if you are interested.” Dan pauses, actually serious for once. “Isla, are you interested in this mystery guy?”

      “It’s Ben, Sean’s dad,” I mutter.

      He whistles. “You little rebel.”

      “Shut up. I’m not sure yet, but for once,” I sigh heavily, “for once, Danny, I want to just be a beautiful girl on a date with a guy lusting after her. Not a doctor. Not Miss Twelve Hour Shifts. Not covered in snot and goo. Just Isla Grace.”

      I’m embarrassed when a tear falls. I told you I’m emotional.

      I wipe it quickly. “Gosh, I’m the worst. I have a great life.”

      “Bug,” Danny coos, brushing my freshly curled hair back.  “It’s okay to cry. You have to be tired.”

      I nod wordlessly, so the lump in my throat doesn’t rise.

      “Get out there, Isla. Show Sean’s sexy dad how hot you can be out of your scrubs.”

      I snort. “Have I told you I love you?”

      I look up at him with glassy eyes.

      “Every day.”

      “Good.”

      “Turn off the light. You’re gonna be late.”

      He plants his hands on my back and starts moving me around the office, making hysterical laughter bubble out of my chest the entire time.
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        * * *

      

      I feel so uncomfortable I could die. I’ve only been to a bar one other time in my life. I know that’s weird. Bars and social anxiety mixed with slight paranoia? Yeah, no.

      I peel my phone out of my clutch and open my Kindle app, gluing my eyes to the screen, escaping in a story of a forbidden romance between a girl like me and a mafia underboss.

      I’m practically drooling, it’s so good.

      I’m almost frantic in the way I’m reading when a presence comes up behind me, leaning into my ear.

      “I almost didn’t recognize you.”

      I spin with a smile. “Hi, Ben.” I look him up and down. “You don’t look so bad yourself.”

      He smiles. “Come on. I saved us a room so we can talk without having to scream.”

      “Room?”

      He chuckles. “Follow me, Isla.”

      I know he wants to take my hand, but I need to at least talk to him first. He leads me through the musty bar into a tiny room. I smile. It’s kinda sweet. Open doorway so he’s not pulling anything sketchy.

      Until I realize we’re not alone.

      I trip over my heel when a man even scarier than Seven eyes me from across the table. The sliding door I didn’t see slides closed behind me, leaving me alone with Ben and this stranger. He’s about 6’1, older, with bulky muscles and nearly white-blue eyes.

      My heart starts to race and alarm bells go off all over the place.

      “B-Ben,” I stammer.

      “Just talk to my boss, babe. Then you can go. No need for panic.”

      A sob works its way up my throat. No. No. No.

      “You abuse Sean,” I gasp, feeling a panic attack work its way up my throat. “I s-saw his face when you asked me out. It bothered me. He-he was worried for me, because you…”

      “Work for bad men?” he offers.

      I clamp my hands over my ears. “I didn’t hear that! Don’t say that. Please.”

      ‘Cause then they’ll kill me. I’ve read books. If I know too much…

      “Please, just let me go,” I plead, squeezing my eyes closed, trembling from head to toe.

      Hands clamp around my wrists and I scream. I scream at the very top of my lungs. But it doesn’t last because Ben’s hands come around my throat and squeeze, silencing me.

      “These walls are soundproof, doc,” the man with the ice blue eyes says coolly. I squirm in Ben’s hold.

      “Please, let me go.”

      “Keep flashin’ those big eyes at me and you’re gonna get more than you bargained for. Or,” he drawls as his eyes scan my dress, “maybe not.”

      I squeeze my legs together desperately.

      “Do-don’t touch me,” I begin to sob. “Ben, please.”

      “Calm down,” ice man says, “I just want to talk. A man came to see you today. Big. Burly. Looks like he belongs in the forest,” he growls.

      Seven. A sob comes crawling out. This can’t be happening to me.

      “If he’s seeing you, he has a kid, eh?”

      I start crying. Nia. No. No. No.

      He steps closer so he’s flush against my body. Waves of nausea rise up in my throat. I squirm against Ben and his hold on my throat, but get nowhere. I’m claustrophobic. I can’t breathe. I-I can’t.

      Ice man’s hand comes up and traces the tears on my cheek.

      “All I need is for you to tell me about them and you’re free to go.”

      I drop my head as much as I can and shake it back and forth.

      “No?” he asks, trying to sound casual, but it comes out sounding low and threatening.

      “I won’t let you hurt a child,” I whisper.

      “Told you, Boss,” comes Ben’s voice over my head.

      “Now, now, doc. I’m a fair man. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I meet his eyes, crying. “You don’t understand. I won’t let you hurt her.”

      “Her? Huh, interesting. Now’s your time to talk, doc. Time’s up.”

      He rolls up his sleeves as Ben releases my throat.

      I curl inward and shake my head. “No.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seven

      

      

      I turn to leave, ignoring the look of pity on Boss’s face and the veiled look of fury on Frances’s. He’s changed a lot since meeting Marley.

      I’m stepping out of the booth when I’m slammed into by a flash of color sprinting through the bar. Boss pushes to his feet.

      “There was blood,” he says quickly, eyes darting to me. “Find out what happened.”

      He needn’t give me the command. I was already off. It was a woman.

      I hear the hysterical crying before I even get to her. Flashy yellow heels and long, lean legs catch my attention, making the woman easy to follow.

      “Hey, stop!”

      She screams and starts running faster. God, what if she was… I shake my head. I’m too drunk for this.

      I push off the sole of my shoe and speed up. She’s in heels, so in two seconds flat, I’m behind her. I don’t wanna touch her; having obviously undergone some kind of trauma, she’s gonna flip.

      But she leaves me no choice.

      “Sorry ‘bout this.”

      As gently as I can at 6’4, 245 pounds, I grab the woman’s arm. I immediately notice it’s slick with blood.

      She screams, legs giving out, and starts crying out words.

      “I don’t know anything. Please, she’s a child. Please…”

      Child? I stiffen. We both freeze when I have her fully turned around. I’m in for the shock of the century when I’m met with Dr. Grace, Nia’s gorgeous pediatrician.

      “Dr. Grace?”

      I expect relief or somethin’, but she completely freaks out.

      “NO! Please. This can’t be happening to me! Please, don’t hurt me.”

      She’s shaking so hard I can barely hold onto her. I can’t even assess her injuries.

      “Not gonna hurt you. I need you to relax.”

      “Please,” she curls inward and starts to cry. Sensing my chance, I take both of her arms and lead her to a bench on the side of the road.

      When she’s seated, I let her go. The second I do, she tries to run off. I snatch her wrist.

      “I’m not gonna hurt you,” I say softly. “I’m not gonna hurt you.”

      I say it over and over again until it starts to dawn on her that I’m not doing anything. When I was freed from the war camp, one of the men in my unit had to do the same for me.

      “I-I-I have-have to go.”

      She’s still shaking so hard, she’s in for one hell of a comedown.

      “Start by telling me what happened.”

      Her upper body falls onto her lower body on a whimper. I take that moment to examine her back. There are bruises forming and blood, but I can’t find the source of it.

      “First name?”

      She stays quiet. I take a deep breath, prepping for all the words I’m apparently gonna need with her.

      “What’s your name?”

      She pauses and then, “Isla.”

      It’s muffled against her legs.

      “Isla Grace.”

      Of course. Beautiful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      “I’m not gonna hurt you. I’m not gonna hurt you,” he repeats over and over again like a mantra in a calm, soothing voice.

      “I-I-I have-have to go,” I stammer. I have to get out of here. I have to. Ice man is gonna get me or Seven will find out that they… and…

      “Start by telling me what happened,” his voice rings over my thoughts.

      No. No. I crash forward so my head is in my knees and I can’t see anything. I want Danny. I need Danny.

      “First name?”

      I ignore him. If I ignore him… flashes of the ice man’s hand on me make me whimper out loud. I hope Seven doesn’t hear it.

      I need to warn him, but what if he hurts me for information on them?

      “What’s your name?”

      He’s not gonna ignore me. “Isla,” I whisper.

      How could this get worse?

      “Isla Grace,” he repeats, sounding like my name almost humors him.

      “I just want to go home,” I cry in a childlike voice.

      “Can’t hear you against your legs like that.”

      I take a deep breath and go to lift myself up, but don’t find the strength. My lower lip wobbles and then I lose it. I’ve never been strong. I wrap my arms under my legs and start bawling hysterically.

      “Isla,” Seven whispers, sounding pained. “What happened? You’re safe.”

      Safe? He has no idea! I sob harder.

      The sound of footsteps scuffling along the cobblestone sends my body into a panic. What if it’s Ben? Oh my God, what if it’s Ben and Seven doesn’t know...?

      “Everything okay here?” comes a deep, commanding voice.

      I whimper and rock, begging this nightmare to end.

      “You got this, Seven?”

      I feel eyes on me.

      “Yes, Boss.”

      Boss? No. NO.

      I brace myself, take a deep breath, and go. I’m off. I run as fast as I can. I won’t let them hurt me. No.

      “Fuck!”

      “Go, Seven. Call me.”

      “Isla, slow down! You’re gonna hurt yourself.”

      As he says it, like a curse, my heel gives way on the cobblestone and I fly forward with a painful crack. My body curls, broken, on the pavement and I cry, tucking up to hold my foot.

      “Shit,” Seven hisses, coming to my side.

      He doesn’t say anything as he takes my ankle in his hand. I just freeze and let him.

      “Not broken.” There’s a pause. “Isla,” he says carefully. “Your dress is ripped.”

      My lip wobbles.

      “I want Danny!” I blurt out.

      “Alright,” Seven says slowly. “Your phone?”

      I shake my head.

      “Use mine.” He slips something cold in my hand. I grip it tight. “You have to sit up.”

      I plant my hands on the stone, feeling my body ache, and sit, tucking my head so my hair hides my face.

      I know what he’s seeing. A dress slashed down the middle at a diagonal, revealing a long line of bleeding skin. Bruised forearms. And a dress scrunched up high on my waist.

      I don’t look to see his reaction.

      I slowly move to dial Danny’s number, the one I know by heart.

      8-1… I’m shaking so hard I can’t get the next number right.

      “Let me help.”

      Seven plucks the phone from my hands.

      “Number?”

      I shake my head.

      “Fair. You don’t trust me.” He puts the phone back in my shaking hands. “Keep trying, then.”

      …7…5… Delete 4. 6-3-2-8-9-2-9. Delete 8. 0. Green call button.

      Ring! Ring! Ring!

      “Aww, no, you need to be saved already? Mr. Sexy Dad—”

      “Danny,” I sob hysterically. I can practically feel him stiffen. See, Danny may be gay, but forget all stereotypes you have. The dude has thick, wavy blonde hair, ocean blue eyes, and is all muscle.

      “Isla, what’s wrong? Where are you?”

      “I need you.”

      “I’m here, bug. I’m here,” he says softly. “Tell me where I can find you.”

      “I-I don’t kn-know.”

      “Echoes Street,” Seven cuts in.

      I glance up quickly. Seven cocks his head. Oh, my location.

      “Ech-Echoes Street.”

      “Are you alone? Should I stay on the phone?” He wiggles his keys in front of the speaker. “I’m coming. Isla, are you alone? Are you safe?” he says more urgently.

      “Please come, Danny.”

      “Call the police, Isla. Right now!”

      “No!” I start to cry harder. “No, please. No. No.”

      “Isla, bug, shh. I’m literally right around the corner from you. Hang on.”

      Click. I slide my finger over the red button and slink back onto the cement, curled up.

      I have to tell him.

      If Nia’s in trouble…

      Danny will be here in two minutes. He won’t let Seven hurt me more. But Seven’s bigger…

      I close my eyes and think of the little girl’s expressive brown eyes. I think of her quiet world and the life she’s lived.

      “Nia’s in trouble,” I say in a voice I don’t recognize.

      Seven freezes. “What.”

      “Th-they wanted information on Nia.”

      “Who, Isla? Who did?” His voice is urgent.

      “Get the fuck away from her.” Danny.  I let out a relieved cry.

      “Danny!”

      “Hey, bug.” He comes over, gets right down on the pavement, and scoops me up in his strong arms.

      “Oh my God, you’re bleeding. Isla, what happened?” I feel Danny look up at Seven. “What happened?” he hisses.

      I grab Danny’s t-shirt, desperate for my friend.

      “I got you. I got you.”

      He rocks me back and forth.

      “Look, I’m not tryin’ to make this worse for your girlfriend…” Seven begins.

      “Egh, she’s not my girlfriend.”

      Somehow that makes me smile. Even post-assault, he can’t fake interest in me.

      “Asshole,” I whisper.

      He rubs my hair back, but it’s rough, protective.

      “Al…right,” Seven says, sounding unsure. “Look, if someone threatened my daughter, I need details. I can’t let that go.”

      “Threatened? What would Isla have to do with that?”

      “Danny,” I whisper. I pull myself up in his lap to face Seven.

      He winces when he sees my face.

      “Sorry, but I need to know everything. For Nia.”

      I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat, gathering strength from my best friend.

      “I was going on a date,” I whisper, feeling Danny fume beside me. “I had to work late so I-I agreed to meet him at this bar. It made sen-sense.”

      I feel so cold.

      “You’re good, Isla,” Danny whispers, knowing words soothe me.

      “It did,” Seven agrees, catching on.

      I nod. “He wanted to take me to a room with a table away from the noise. I’m so stupid,” I whisper. “I’m such an idiot. I should have known. But no one ever…”

      “You’re not an idiot,” Seven says harshly.

      “You’re not,” Danny whispers in my ear. “You have no experience. How were you to know?”

      Seven’s eyebrows raise, but he doesn’t comment. Now I’m embarrassed.

      “There was a man there.” I shiver from head to toe. Tears spill over again. “I knew something was wrong.”

      “Description.”

      “Probably 6’1. Blue eyes—like ice blue. Almost white. He was strong. So strong.”

      “And your date?” Seven asks softly.

      “Black hair.” My lip wobbles. “Handsome. Average height, weight.”

      “Alright, that’s good for now.”

      “It’s good forever!” Danny snaps.

      “I tried to scream, but Ben held my throat and…” Danny squeezes me tighter.

      “We need to get you cleaned up, Isla. You’re losing blood.”

      “Danny, no. I have to finish for Nia.”

      “Who’s Nia?” he mutters, but lets me continue.

      “He-he knew you came in to see me today, Seven. Ben was in before you so they must have hacked the computer or something and saw you booked an appointment.”

      “Fuck! FUCK!” Seven shoves to his feet, pacing, and starts running his fingers through his hair.

      “He knew that meant you had a kid. He wanted to know about her.”

      “And you didn’t say anything,” he whispers, sounding reverent. The awe in his voice helps me. Reminds me I did the right thing amongst the pain clawing at my body and mind.

      “They know she’s a girl. I-I slipped. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t!”

      “Shhh, you did good, Isla Grace. So good. I brought you something.”

      Danny slips my Kindle into my hand. I so want to lose myself in it. I want to right now.

      “They’re gonna come back,” comes Seven’s voice, snapping me out of my dream world.

      I freeze. So does Danny. It’s actually Danny who reacts. He shoves me off him and climbs to his feet, storming over to Seven.

      “You get her out of this. Get Isla the hell out of whatever the fuck you’re involved in, you son of a bitch!”

      Seven ignores him and looks over at me. He comes down and ducks in front of me. His presence is so demanding right now, I find my eyes drawn to him but unable to stay there.

      “What did they do to you, Isla? How’d you get out?”

      “I got hurt. Can that be enough?” I murmur, looking away as shame blooms to the surface. “I’m a doctor. I’ll fix it.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Seven. Please don’t let that ice man get Nia.”

      I push to stand on shaky limbs, feeling my ankle sear with pain. Danny comes over immediately and grabs my arm to steady me.

      “Ice man?” Seven cocks an eyebrow.

      I shrug.

      “Let’s get you to a hospital,” Danny whispers in my ear.

      “No!” I shriek, backing up, clutching my throat. “They’ll-they’ll find my record. They promised they would if I told anyone. I don’t want records.”

      “Isla…” Danny groans.

      “Danny, no!” I try to breathe but I can’t. No records. If they find me again… I shudder violently. It’s Seven’s voice that stops the panic attack rising again to the surface at an alarming rate.

      “I want to check on you tomorrow, Isla. Where can I meet you?”

      “I think you’ve done en—”

      I cut Danny off. “My office. Stop by. I’ll know to expect you.”

      “You are not working tomorrow!” Danny screams.

      I ignore him. Seven studies me a minute.

      “I’ll see you there, then.”

      He looks me up and down. That same suppressed remorse plays on his face that played on Nia’s back at my office.

      “I’m so sorry, Isla Grace.”
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        Isla

      

      

      I stay the night at Danny’s. He didn’t even ask. He just never took me back to my apartment. When we pulled up to his complex, he looked me over once.

      “I have t-shirts and shit. Frank’s here, but I’ll tell him to leave.”

      “No, you don’t have to,” I whisper.

      He gives me a flat look. “You are my priority, Isla.”

      I nod slowly.

      “Good. Should I tell him to leave via text or are you okay to see him for a second?”

      “I don’t care.”

      “Okay, I’m carrying you up until I can see how badly you’re hurt.”

      “Danny, that’s not—”

      “Don’t argue!” he roars, slamming his fist down on the steering wheel. I freeze. I’ve never seen him so angry. His eyes close before he speaks again. “Don’t argue, Isla. You’re my best friend. My sister, for all intents and purposes. And you called me crying today, beaten, and Isla, I think they assaulted you in some way.”

      He looks at me and I know he sees the confirmation in my eyes.

      “I wasn’t, you know…”

      “I know,” he says softly. “But they did something to you, bug. And that’s too much for me.”

      With that, he climbs out of the car and comes to my side. I don’t argue when he tells me to wrap my hands around his neck.

      I tuck my head into his chest as I feel his body jolt up and down and his muscles strain with the struggle it takes to carry me.

      “I wish you weren’t gay,” I confess for the hundredth time since we met.

      “Sorry, G. If it helps, if I liked girls, I’d pick you.”

      “You better.” I swat at his chest.

      “Only you could be possessive over a gay dude,” he laughs.

      “I try to be special.”

      “You’re very special, Isla,” Danny whispers as he places me down and supports my weight with one arm while opening his door with the other.

      “Is she ok— Isla!” Frank gasps. He’s Danny’s opposite in every way. He fits all the stereotypes society throws at gay people. Secretly, I think Danny’s falling in love with him. He’s his missing piece and by far the longest relationship Danny’s ever had. I love Frank, too. He’s amazing.

      “Frank, you need to go,” Danny demands in a voice so unlike his usual casual demeanor that it momentarily roots Frank to the spot.

      “Of course!”

      He hustles out of the room without grabbing his stuff.

      “Come on. Let’s get you checked out. I may not be a doctor, but I’m a nurse. And a damn good one.”

      “The best,” I murmur.

      “Come on, Isla.”

      Danny takes me to the bathroom and gently sets me on the edge of the tub. That’s when it sets in.

      “Wait, stop!” I shriek.

      Danny freezes.

      “I’m tired. I just need a change of clothes.”

      “Hun, I should really check you out.”

      “Don’t hun me. I don’t want you touching me. I don’t want it, Danny. I don’t.”

      “Don’t want what, G? ‘Cause I don’t think you’re thinking of me right now.”

      I look down at the floor. “Please. I just want clothes, a bath, and my Kindle. Please, Danny.”

      He sighs. “Damn it, Isla!”

      “Thank you,” I whisper, knowing he caved.

      “Yep,” he grumbles, storming out of the room.

      He comes back with a folded stack of clothes and a first aid kit on top.

      “You still have your Kindle, yeah?”

      I nod.

      “Get yourself clean, and Isla, if you need me, bug, I’ve already seen ya and you sure don’t have to worry about anything sexual happening.”

      I laugh lightly.

      “I’ll be fine, Danny boy.”

      “Mm. Night, G.”

      “Oh, Danny?”

      He glances over his shoulder. “What can I do, Isla?”

      “Set your alarm early. I need to stop by my apartment to grab my scrubs.”

      His whole body tenses with fury.

      “You are not going to work, Isla Grace!”

      “Who’s gonna replace me with this short of notice on a busy Saturday, Dan?”

      “I don’t give one flying fuck. I don't care if the place burns down tomorrow. If you, my horny little nerd, are not okay, I’m not okay.”

      “Love you, Danny.”

      “Love you, too, Isla.”

      “Get your alarm, D!” I call.

      “You’re fucked in the head, G!” he yells back.

      Whoo… he’ll set it. I turn the water on as hot as it’ll go, strip my clothes, and slink back in the tub.

      I fight for air as I give in to the panic attack that has been waiting to take me.
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        * * *

      

      Beep! Beep! Beep!

      I blink at the ceiling. I didn’t get one lick of sleep last night so my alarm doesn’t bother me. After the panic attack, bone-deep exhaustion set in, yet I couldn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw ice blue eyes and handsome black hair. So, I read.

      I read and read until visions of secretly kind bad boys, orgasms galore, and adventure that ended in “happily ever after” filled my head.

      “You’re not going to work, Isla.”

      Danny’s body fills my doorway. His surfer boy hair is sticking up in all directions. Dan’s already not a morning person, so I have to tread carefully here.

      “I need to work. I need my life to go back to normal. Work is my safe place, Danny.”“Let me see you.”

      I wince as I push myself up, but try to hide it. The places that hurt bring me right back there.

      “Now’s your time to talk, doc. Time’s up.”

      Ice man rolls up his sleeves as Ben releases my throat.

      I curl inward and shake my head. “No. I won’t let you hurt an innocent child.”

      A tear rolls down my cheek. I know what’s coming.

      “We’ll see,” ice man hisses, losing all pretense of this being simply friendly banter.I’m kicked in the back of my legs, sending me crashing to my knees with a bang. No barrier to stop the fall.

      I cry out but don’t beg anymore.

      They won’t stop.

      “I’ll ask one more time, doc. The kid,” he snarls.

      “Go to hell!”

      I close my eyes and bite my lip when my hair is gripped with tight fingers. My scalp burns as my hair is ripped from my head and I’m tugged to my feet.

      “Hold her still, Dagger.”

      Ben comes behind me and holds my arms back. I’m shaking so hard.

      This isn’t happening. This isn’t happening. My brain plays the words on repeat.

      Until a knife prods at my belly button. A cry bursts out of my lips.

      “Please!” I scream. “Please no.”

      “Easy fix, doc. The kid, or this is goin’ in.”

      I cry hysterically, thinking of the little girl who JUST got her first real home.

      “Better do it then,” I whisper, sealing my fate.

      He chuckles. “You’re the bravest coward I ever met.”

      And it goes in. I scream as the knife cuts through my dress and slices diagonally across my abdomen.

      “You work out, doc.”

      Tears stream down my cheeks.

      I try to wiggle free, but two punches to my back keep me in place. I feel the bruises already forming, markers of this horror I’ll have to relive over and over every time I look in the mirror.

      “Please,” I whimper.

      “Appreciate the manners, doc, but don’t give a shit. I’m here for one thing and one thing only.”

      His hand traces down my exposed abdomen, making bile rise up in my throat.

      “I can be very persuasive, doc. Is that what you want?”

      “How can you hurt a child, you bastard?”

      “Silence!” His hand swings across my face. The giant gold ring on his finger catches skin, ripping open the delicate skin of my cheek.

      He goes back to tracing my abdomen.

      Then lower.

      I didn’t know it was possible to cry so hard.

      “You’re an idiot, doc. I can’t believe they give such stupidity their doctorate these days.”

      I know I’m a good doctor!

      And his finger touches me. There. I scream and thrash against Ben.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      “Shut up!” He chuckles, glancing at Ben. “Well, she got dressed up for you but was not planning on sleeping with you, buddy, based on the choice of granny panties she’s wearing.”

      The humiliation blooming inside of me threatens to overtake me. But if I let it, I’ll never get free. He’ll ravish my body. I know how these things work.

      His finger goes up and down the outside of my underwear. I look away and close my eyes.

      “Not turnin’ you on, doc.” He laughs. “Prude.”

      He takes the knife and slips it under my dress as Ben helps by lifting the silky black material to my hips. I squirm, but a quick slash of the knife on my arm stills me.

      I start to freak the fuck out when the knife comes close to my most private, precious area, but ice man simply slices my underwear off and throws them to the side, forcefully slipping a finger inside me.

      “So fucking tight,” he groans. “Hot damn.”

      His finger invading me sends me hurling forward. I’m gonna be sick. Both men screech and let go.

      Let go.

      In a swift movement, I throw my shoe at ice man’s face and elbow Ben in the nose. Their shock gives me a moment to run free through the restaurant with only the prayer on repeat that they wouldn’t catch me.

      “Isla!”

      I blink. “What?”

      “What? Are you kidding me? You were just staring into space, whimpering.” He comes over to the bed and sits on the end. I tug on his old t-shirt I’m wearing to make sure it covers me fully.

      “Talk to me, Isla. I need you to talk to me. I’m freaking the fuck out and two seconds from calling the cops and a team of therapists.”

      “No, Danny! I love you for caring that much though.”

      “I know you’d do the same for me.”

      I give him a warm smile.

      “Damn right I would.” My eyes reveal my desperation to him before I speak. “Promise me you won’t do anything, D. I have this feeling. Dan, those men are bigger than the cops. Please promise me you won’t. I think you’d be putting my life on the line.”

      I take his hand.

      “Promise me, Danny.”

      “Jesus fuck, Isla. Who were these men? What did they want with you? Who was that man last night? Bug…” He gives me sad puppy dog eyes.

      “They were bad men, Danny. But I got free. I’m okay.”

      “Why are you blocking me out, Isla? We made a promise, remember? Do you remember?!”

      “Yes, Danny, I remember,” I whisper.

      I sigh, kicking the dirt. I miss my dad. Since Mom left, Dad has to work all the time to support us.

      It sucks. And it’s lonely. Stupid high school kids don’t like me ‘cause I’m dirty and my dad lives in a trailer.

      At least he’s feeding me! Ugh.

      Growling catches my attention. Frowning, I follow the sound of the storming footsteps down the riverbank until I reach a boy my age stomping around the riverbank, muttering to himself with blood dripping down his chin.

      “Hi, are you okay?” I call over.

      I try to walk faster, but it’s slippery and I’m in old boots. The boy doesn’t reply, just keeps stomping around angrily. I run over. I’m so close to him when my boot slides on a loose rock and I go tumbling forward.

      “Ahhh!” I scream.

      The boy leaps from his spot as he watches me fall towards the river. I’m two inches from landing face first in the rocky waters when hands wrap around my sweatshirt and pull hard. I’m tugged back into the grass on my back. I look over. The boy’s chest is heaving and he’s on his back, too.

      “Oh my gosh, I’m sorry. I’m a klutz!”

      “You’re fine,” he mutters, pushing to seated.

      I follow and extend my hand. “I’m Isla. Isla Grace.”

      He looks at me wearily.

      “Dan, Dan Porter.”

      “Can I call you Danny?”

      He frowns. “No.”

      “Fine.” I look down. “I like Danny.”

      “Too bad. The world sucks.”

      “Wow, you’re so sad,” I whisper. “Who hurt you?”

      “Leave it alone,” he growls. “Get out of here.”

      “No!” My hands fly to my hips.

      “My dad. For being gay. Happy? You can leave now, too,” he screams.

      My jaw falls open. “Why would he hit you for that?”

      I run over to him and wrap my arms around his waist, tearing up.

      “I’m so sorry, Danny boy.”

      He doesn’t comment on the nickname. Just wraps an arm around my back, confused.

      “It’s fine.”
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        * * *

      

      I’ve seen Danny every day for two years now in the same place. The more I’ve gotten to know him, the more I realize how mean he was being was just a shield. He’s SO funny! He makes me laugh every day. As I’m standing, staring at the rippling waters, Danny comes over and wipes something off my face.

      “Bug,” he says.

      “Huh?”

      “There was a bug on your face.”

      “Oh, I thought you were calling me bug,” I laugh.

      He grins. “I can call you bug. Isla Grace, my bug.”

      We both laugh hysterically and go back to the grass and spill our hearts out to each other for the next several hours. Just two lonely, misfit kids.

      “You know you’re my family now, Isla Grace, right?” he tells me oddly on the anniversary of the day we met. “That means if you’re ever in trouble, you have to tell me, Isla. Like I’ve told you my secrets and you’ve told me yours. You’re my family now and I protect my family.”

      “I don’t need protection,” I laugh.

      Danny lies back on the grass. “The world's a mean place, bug. But you got me now.”

      “And you got me.”

      I punch his chest. His face falls.

      “Thanks for talkin’ to me even though I’m… different.”

      I frown. “I’m your bug. You’re my Danny. So, shut up and stop thinking mean things about yourself.”

      He laughs.

      I squeeze his hand, which makes him cringe so I let go.

      I’ve haven’t been truly lonely since.

      His thundering voice brings me back from my beautiful memory. My dad died when I was seventeen of an aneurysm. Danny was eighteen, so we got an apartment under his name. He helped me get motivated to go to school. Encouraged me to get my degree, then my master’s, then doctorate. We’ve been each other’s family of choice for years.

      “Then why are you blocking me out?!”

      “I’m not, Danny,” I whisper. “I’m not. I just… I need a day to process. I think I’m in shock. I need to work. I need my routine. If I don’t, I’m gonna wallow in fear of it happening again when it was a weird, one-off thing.”

      I see in his eyes what he wants to say back, because it’s what I’m thinking. Seven’s ominous words.

      “They’re gonna come back.”

      Thankfully, he doesn’t say them. He bites his tongue and nods.

      “I get it. Well, I don’t, but I know you. Work’s your thing. I’ll let you go today, but Isla, I’m working, too, so I can be there with you, even though I’m off, even if I have to do it for free. One thing weird about you and I’m dragging you out kicking and screaming and taking you straight to therapy.”

      “Danny, don’t be ridiculous. I’ll come straight here when my shift is over. I promise. You should go spend time with Frank. You freaked him out last night.”

      Danny’s eyes soften. My heart clenches. I love seeing him in love.

      “You’re probably right,” he mutters. “But I don’t like it, Isla Grace!”

      I kiss his forehead. “Let’s get me some scrubs.”

      “And makeup,” he mutters, earning a playful slap from me.

      Danny walks out. I already know what he’s getting by the time he throws a sweatshirt and sweatpants on my bed. “You’re not leaving my house dressed like that, and you’re never wearing that black dress again. I already burned it.”

      “You’re so excessive, Dan,” I mutter, slipping the sweatshirt over my head.

      “Get used to it,” he growls under his breath.

      Great. Danny the bear has been let out of his cage.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      Nia’s worried. She’s sitting in the corner of the room, watching me. Her dark skin is flushed and her brown eyes are centered on me, unblinking.

      Rose, Boss’s daughter, is trying to talk to her, fluttering around Nia like a little princess in her castle, but Nia’s unfazed. She looks almost robotic.

      I grab the rock from my pocket and go over to her. I take her little hand in mine and place the rock in her open palm. A peace offering for worrying her. Before I can pull away, she grabs my wrist and begins to trace.

      O.

      K.

      She stares at me, asking the question with her eyes.

      “Yes. I’m fine. Spend today with your friends. Tomorrow, I promise we’ll do something.”

      She tilts her head.

      I lean in close so no one else can hear.

      “Love you.”

      She softens a bit, but doesn’t return the sentiment. A traced heart and a wrist squeeze. Her form of I love you.

      But she doesn’t do it. Nope. This is her silent protest.

      I push to stand when I feel Boss come up beside me.

      “Ready, Seven?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      My little girl's eyes dig deeper into me as I walk out into the hallway with Boss by my side. I hear his daughter desperately trying to make her feel better. Rose is a good kid.

      “Do you like to colowr, Nia?”

      I see a faint smile appear on Boss’s lips. He’s proud of her good heart in spite of his blackened one.

      My jaw grits the second I’m out of Nia’s view.

      “This isn’t your fault, Seven,” Boss says when he sees my face.

      “Yeah, right. You told me seeing a doctor offsite was a bad idea. You told me to see the doctor here. I took Nia out in public. Not only did I put her in danger, I also put an innocent woman in danger. Fuck, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m out of line.”

      “You have a right to your feelings,” Boss says softly.

      I say nothing. He’s the boss. My military background draws a hard line when it comes to how open I am with my superior.

      I move down the hall quickly and carefully.

      “Seven, wait!”

      I freeze and grit my jaw. Lacey. She’s trying so hard to be my friend, but she’s the boss’s wife. It’s inappropriate, but I’m the only one who seems to care. Boss laughed and said I was the most moral mobster he’s ever met when I let slip the reason for my cold attitude towards Lacey on one drunken night.

      I spin on my heel with a nod.“Lacey.”

      Her steel grey eyes meet mine, full of concern. She’s wearing a light pink sweat outfit with black Beats around her neck. Looking at Lacey brings me back to Isla last night. If that was Isla after one night of being assaulted by a rival of ours, how the hell did Lacey survive over a year of that? It’s no secret that Boss met Lacey while she was a prisoner.

      “How are you?” she whispers, full of concern.

      “Good. You?”

      “You don’t have to lie to me,” she whispers, casting a quick glance at her husband over my shoulder.

      Silence on my end.

      “I know you’re worried about Nia, but we’ll keep her safe, Seven.”

      My entire body stiffens. I swing my gaze over to Boss, questioning. Women typically don’t get insight into things in our world. Of course, Boss breaks a lot of rules when it comes to Lacey.

      He shrugs. “She wanted to know what was wrong with you. I saw no point in hiding it from her.”

      “Or anything from me, you mean,” she bites out.

      He gives her a soft smile, but says nothing. He keeps a lot from her, for her own good, but she never needs to know that.

      “No one will hurt Nia or any of the kids,” I grit out.

      Lacey nods, matching my ferocity with her gaze. “I know.”

      She’d probably kill them before I could. She rolls her shoulders back and turns to go down the hall.

      “P.S., Seven,” she calls over her shoulder.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “You may have gotten off today since Rose was worried about Nia, but Rose has been dying to play bear with you again, with Carly and Jonny.”

      I can’t even stop the heat from rising in my cheeks. Stupid game. I started it because someone made fun of Rose’s lisp. She was crying and begged me not to tell her mom or dad. She shrugged and said if I told her mom, she’d tell Dad, and she didn’t want Dad mad at a kid.

      I knew then that he has hell to face for his life choices when his daughter is older.

      But it isn’t my place to say. So, I promised I’d never tell.

      But then we played this game where I was the bear and I’d chase her. When I caught her, I’d pick her up and spin her in a big circle. Now all the kids are obsessed and my usually reserved demeanor gets brought into the limelight by children asking in front of my boss to play this dumb game.

      I wish I could say I hate playing it, but I love their smiles and carefree laughter; they make my heart feel warmer. I never feel warm. Since the military, I’ve always felt cold. Hence how I went from honorable soldier to mobster.

      “Great.” I avoid eye contact with the room. Lacey’s giggle echoes down the hall. Her laugh is the happiest sound in the world, I swear to God.

      “I know you love it, Seven. You’re a good man.”

      It takes everything in me not to scoff. Good man? I wouldn’t be here if I were a good man. Boss claps his hand down on my shoulder.

      “Ready?”

      Nope.
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        * * *

      

      “I’m here to see Dr. Grace. She knows to expect me.”

      A look flickers across the young nurse’s face. I can’t believe Isla actually came to work. She was in no mood to argue with me last night. She was seemingly two seconds from a nervous breakdown, but I half expected to find Danny here telling me to get fucked. I would have had to come back and would have felt like a real shithead for doing so.

      “I’ll-I’ll go check with her,” the nurse, Keisha, mutters.

      I nod as I begin to pace the lobby, ignoring the mothers huddling their children when I walk past. I’m a monster. I know.

      “Seven.” I glance over my shoulder. Isla has her head poking out of the door connecting the front and back office, her hair casting a shadow over her face.

      “Let’s meet out front.”

      She stiffens, and if I could see her face, I bet I’d see real fear there. I hate that something I caused put wariness in the eyes of a normal young woman.

      I step closer to her.

      “So no one overhears, Isla.”

      “Oh, right. ‘Kay. Um…” She stumbles over her words again. Her cheeks heat and she steps out in a hurried frenzy, practically exploding out the front doors. I lead her to the side of the building, cringing the whole time, knowing she’s about to get the shit scared out of her.

      “Don’t freak out,” I say seconds before she goes stumbling backwards with a gasp. I see her mouth open to scream. I don’t wanna do it, but Boss is looking at me, telling me to shut her up.

      I grab her hand and yank her into me, so she’s only looking at me and not my very intimidating boss who had to ambush this meeting.

      Her pink lips are open in a small O. Her eyes are wide with fear and tearing up. Her cheek is swollen and bruised, plastered with smeared makeup that’s doing a shitty job of covering evidence from the night before.

      “Don’t scream, Isla. He’s just here to help find out who wants to hurt Nia.”

      “I should scream,” she whispers, shaking her head frantically.

      “Isla, don’t.”

      I slowly release her. I noticed her limp on the way out here, but now that her scrub pants have pulled up a bit, I see the bandage wrapped around her ankle from last night’s fall.

      Isla backs up, plastering herself again the back wall.

      “Please, don’t hurt me.”

      “We aren’t gonna hurt you,” Boss jumps in, hating seeing a woman afraid like this. “Isla, look at me. Even if you tell us nothing, my orders are not to hurt you. Never.”

      He speaks the last word with authority. She blinks a little. A tear catches on her eyelash, falling, but no others form.

      “You’re not gonna hurt me?”

      Her strawberry blonde hair is in a crazy bun. She has barely any makeup on, outside of the shit smeared on her cheek. She looks dead-ass tired.

      Boss shakes his head. “No. I’m here because I don’t want to see anyone else get hurt. Make sense?”

      “But-but you’re bad…” she splutters, trying to fit this situation into her two boxes of good and bad. Right and wrong. Good and evil. The first thing you learn in the military is that’s all bullshit. The world and people are almost all grey.

      “Yes,” Boss says matter-of-factly.

      “But you won’t hurt me?”

      “Isla,” he sighs, “sometimes there’s bad and worse and those are your only two options.”

      She nods, shaking a little.

      “What do you want to know?” Her voice is guarded. Very guarded. My eyebrows furrow. She was open last night. Something happened.

      “Isla,” I cut in, interrupting Boss, which I never do, so Boss gives me the floor, “has something happened since yesterday?”

      Just like that, her eyes fill with water.

      Boss stiffens.

      “We’ll protect you,” I say, probably a little too soon, earning an eyebrow raise from Boss. I ignore it, internally wincing.

      “I’ll tell you anything pertaining to Nia. Nothing more.”

      She lifts her chin a little, trying to act brave.

      “It’s appreciated,” Boss says, “but what about you?”

      Her face collapses. “I don’t want them to kill me,” she whispers.

      My heart does something weird at that. Usually kids are the only people I feel for, but right now, my heart hurts for her so fucking bad.

      “They won’t,” Boss snarls, “but you have to tell us what happened. Everything.”

      Isla looks over at me, eyes wide. She looks so young and innocent. It’s killing me that she’s in this because of me. Because I walked into her damn office.

      “Does he know what I told you yesterday?”

      “Yes, Isla,” I say softly.

      She sighs with relief, clutching the wall behind her. She’s still plastered to it, which is not escaping our notice.

      “But I’ll need you to fill in some gaps for us, okay?”

      She nods.

      “But first, can you tell me what they did that has you so freaked? Last night aside.”

      “I-I stayed at Danny’s last night. He-he kicked Frank out for me.”

      “Frank?”

      “His boy-boyfriend.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. Dan’s gay? Oh. He looked so cozy with Isla last night.

      Why am I relieved?

      “Okay.”

      “I had him drop me off at home early this morning so-so I could get ready for work.”

      Shit. Her eyes fill with water again.

      “My apartment is trashed,” she cries, throwing her face in her hands. “It’s all tr-trashed. And they threatened Danny. Danny can’t know. They’ll kill him! They’ll kill him,” she whispers. Her legs wobble, and she slips down the wall onto the pavement.

      “But Danny won’t back down! He-he won’t. I know Danny. He’s crazy protective of me, as I am with him. He’s my brother.”

      She starts to hyperventilate.

      “Isla,” I call gently. “Isla.”

      Boss and I glance at each other. Lacey has PTSD, so panic attacks are a frequent occurrence in his life. I’m post military, so naturally, I know all about them. He subtly passes the torch to me.

      “Isla,” I crouch in front of her. “What did the note say? What did they break? Tell me the message, honey.”

      She wipes her nose with the back of her palm.

      “It said… ‘We all have that one friend we’d protect at all costs. You call him Danny, correct? Frank was really upset about you, by the way. Paced his apartment for hours. I’m assuming Dan did the same once he was done carrying you up the stairs.’ And…”

      Her lower lip wobbles. She looks from me to Boss and shakes her head.

      “I can’t,” she whispers.

      “Just a little bit more. We’re almost done.”

      Her big hazel eyes fill with shame.

      “He said… um…” Her voice cracks… “‘Here’s to more next time, doc. You felt good.’”

      “Fuck!” Boss hisses under his breath, shoving off his heel to spin in a furious circle. My body vibrates with fury, but because I’m in front of Isla right now and reacting like that will only add to her shame, I stay calm. Outwardly. She doesn’t need dramatics right now.

      “So, he was that big a piece of shit, huh?”

      Isla looks up at me through her knees, perplexed for a moment, before giving me a tentative smile.

      “He was a pretty big piece of shit,” she agrees, smile becoming wobbly.

      I extend my hand. “Come on, hun.”

      She looks almost afraid of my hand before slowly, tentatively, sliding her palm over mine. The first thing I notice is how soft her hands are. Like baby soft. I’m not kidding when I say arousal smacks me straight across the face instantly. Her hands are shaking and small. So fucking small.

      I gently pull, being sure to pull to the side of her uninjured ankle.

      “You good?”

      She nods. “What else do you want to know?”

      “We’ll take care of the damage to your apartment,” Boss barks, body riddled with tension.

      “I-it’s a lot.” Her cheeks pinken. “I have nice things. It’s okay, really! I don’t need—”

      “We’ll take care of it,” Boss says in a gentler tone. “I’ll have Seven go by and assess the damage. We’ll go from there.”

      She looks at me, wide eyed. She’s starting to shake again. I’m trying to put myself in her shoes. I’m mean, Jesus, she’s a pediatrician with a normal life who got thrust into the middle of ours out of nowhere.

      “Who are you guys?” she asks, barely audible. Her lower lip is starting to wobble again and her gaze goes to the open part of the nook we’re in.

      I pass that question to Boss. What do we tell her? I can see by the conflicted look on his face that he has no clue what to say. He can’t say nothing, but “mafia” is a title we keep under wraps and I don’t think that title would go over well with her.

      “Who?” she repeats, a little bit of fire in her words.

      Boss studies her. “I’ll tell you, Isla, but when I do, I can’t take the words back. You cannot go to the cops. It’s more information for you to bear. Do you want more knowledge, Dr. Grace?”

      She steps back into the wall.

      “Let’s keep it how it is now. We’re men willing to help you. You’re in trouble.”

      “But that’s not true,” she whispers.

      “It’s more complicated than that,” he agrees. “But it’s not wrong either.”

      “What does that man want with Nia? What are you guys doing to keep her safe?” Isla pushes off the wall and goes right over to Boss, like the need to protect my daughter eradicates all of her fear. Though I know it doesn’t. She’s just passionate. I saw it in her office when she interacted with Nia.

      “She will be safe, Isla.”

      Isla’s already shaking her head, vibrating.

      “That man cut me with knife, stuck his finger in me, and backhanded me with a giant gold ring all in the matter of minutes.”

      Both of our eyes flicker to her cheek and her shaking hands.

      “He would have done more, too, but I got away. Imagine what he’ll to Nia since she’s part of your…”

      Isla closes her eyes.

      “You have to tell the police. There’s FBI and—”

      “No,” Boss says harshly. “Isla Grace, you cannot go to the cops. I’m sorry. That’s my final word.”

      “But why?! A child is in danger.”

      Boss looks over at me, lips curled up a bit, which only serves to piss her off further.

      Talk about a shift in mood… seconds ago she could barely look at Boss, and now she’s practically an inch from his face.

      “You and Seven will get along just fine.”

      Boss smirks. She huffs, but is slowly cracking at the seams again.

      “Isla, what else did the men who hurt you say? How did you meet…” I wince. “Your date?”

      She kicks the dirt underneath her feet.

      “He’s a patient’s dad,” she mumbles.

      Oh, really… I smirk a little at the boundaries she broke. So, she’s not Miss Perfect.

      But my smirk dies when her eyes start to water.

      “That poor little boy. His dad’s a monster.” Her hands unconsciously wrap around her throat where he held her. “I knew when I saw his face that something was wrong, but Ben seemed so… normal.”

      “Did you like him?”

      The words come tumbling out before I can stop them, earning a laugh-cough from Boss. Thank fuck Isla doesn’t seem to notice how absurd and inappropriate that question is.

      Isla shrugs. “He was nice and handsome.”

      “So, no.”

      She glares at me under her hair. “I didn’t say that.”

      “Not with your words, you didn’t.”

      “Ask me your questions or let me get back to work,” she snaps.

      “Why are you working?” Boss asks, sounding concerned for her. “You look… well, you look beat to shit, to be honest.”

      That earns a glare in his direction. I have to bite my lip to stop my smile.

      “It’s been a bad fucking 24 hours, okay?”

      I’m still a little flabbergasted that she used the f-word when she brushes past us quickly to get away.

      “They’ll come back, Isla,” I call out. She freezes mid-stride. “You can’t just walk off and ignore this.”

      Her shoulders slump.

      Boss comes up behind her and gently places a hand on her shoulder.

      “Did you pack your lunch?”

      She shakes her head, resigned.

      “Come on. Let’s meet up at Lemeonia’s. I’ve got the tab.”

      Lemeonia’s is a fancy as hell Italian restaurant I technically own. Everyone in a power position under Boss has a legitimate business to cover the not-so-legitimate things we do.

      “I’ll meet you there,” she says quietly.

      Boss nods at me, relieved.

      “Thanks, Isla,” I tell her. She looks over at me from above her shoulder and shrugs.

      She looks so damn sad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      By the time I finish with my last patient, I’m dead on my feet. I slip into the break room and crash on a chair. Apparently, getting the shit beaten out of you and being questioned by what I’m pretty sure is a mafia boss really takes it out of you.

      I feel like I landed in one of my books, and I don’t like it. It’s easy to read and get lost, knowing a happy ending is coming. But this is my life and could easily end in tragedy.

      “Isla, do you need help to your car? And text our boy back, will you? Danny’s blowing up my phone since you haven’t been answering yours.”

      “I’m good, Keisha. Thanks, I’ll text him.”

      Keisha plops down in the chair next to me.

      “Wanna talk? Should I go kill him? I have friends. We all crazy. I’d do it.”

      I give her a tired smile. “No, I’m good.”

      “Isla, you don’t deserve this. You’re such a good person.”

      I shrug. Apparently, that’s my new thing. Bzzzz. Bzzzz.

      I slide my phone in my hand to see a new text from Danny.

      Danny Boy: You have two minutes before I come to get you. I don’t care if you drove yourself. I’ll bring Frank too and we’ll both scold you together.

      I smile at my phone.

      Me: Frank couldn’t yell if he tried. 😜

      Danny Boy: He can give you those cute as fuck puppy dog eyes though.

      Me: Damn it. Thank goodness I texted you.

      Danny Boy: How are ya, bug?

      Me: Tired. Can I text you in a bit?

      Danny Boy: Yeah. Frank and I will meet you at home.

      Me: No! Pleaseeeee. I’m so tired. I just want pizza and sleep.

      Danny Boy: ISLA!!

      Me: *Insert my even bigger puppy dog eyes here*

      Danny Boy: Fine. I’m not happy. Tomorrow then? And no pizza. Get something healthy in that beautiful bod of yours.

      Me: You’re ridiculous and you act like I don’t always eat healthy.

      Danny Boy: You’re healing. Get veggies.

      Me: On my pizza?

      I tease. Danny’s a health freak. Hence his perfectly sculpted muscular physique.

      Danny Boy: Ha. Ha. Veggies or I can come over and Frank will make you his veggie casserole?

      Me: I’M ORDERING A SALAD, gahhhhhh.

      Danny Boy: Love you, bug. See you tomorrow.

      My eyes water.

      Me: Love you so much, Danny.

      I slip my phone back in my pocket and look at Keisha.

      “I should probably head out. Thanks, Keisha, for your help today.”

      “Murder is still on the table.”

      I laugh and wave my hand behind my head.

      “I’ll let you know.”

      She laughs. “See ya tomorrow, G.”

      “See ya, Keke.”
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        * * *

      

      When I walk out, Seven is there. As discussed. I knew it was coming, but it still makes my shoulders slump. My nightmare’s not over.

      “I get it,” he says, coming by my side. I can tell he’s doing his best to carry a non-threatening posture, and I appreciate it.

      “Get what?” I say, dragging my feet like they are weights beneath me.

      “Why your face fell when you saw me.”

      I gasp. “It’s not you!”

      “I get it,” he repeats.

      I have the odd urge to run into him and cry into his chest... which is completely absurd.“Just drive yourself home like normal. Please don’t try anything, Isla.”

      How the hell did he read my mind? I was gonna try to lose him. At least for today. I really just want to be alone.

      “I have Nia with me.”

      That lands. “You do? Can I see her? Or… no… my face.”

      “You can see her.”

      He goes to the car that is parked next to mine. I watch his large frame, the way his muscles ebb and flow when he walks, swallowing. Why does he have to look this way? I feel bad for ogling him, given my situation.

      He says something in the car, and a minute later, Nia’s little feet, wrapped in furry brown boots, come popping out of the car. When she sees me, something almost like a smile appears on her face.

      It makes everything worth it.

      “Hey, sweetheart.” I duck down to her level. “How are you? You look so healthy!”

      And she does. Obviously, a human can’t gain heathy weight very quickly, but she has more color. I smile over at Seven.

      “Ensure,” he mutters.

      My heart skips! “Oh, you’ve been doing it. Good!”

      “You told me to,” he mumbles.

      I’m opening my mouth to tell him people never listen to me when cold fingers land on my cheek. I look over to see Nia’s eyebrows furrowed. She grabs my hand and begins to trace.

      H.

      U.

      R.

      T.

      I swallow the lump in my throat and force a happy voice.

      “Yep! I got a little hurt, sweetheart, but I’m okay. Just fell.” I roll my eyes with a smile and facepalm. “Silly me!”

      She cocks her head and looks at her dad. They share a look… and she knows I’m lying. I swear, the little kid is a soul reader.

      Seven wraps his large hand around Nia as I push to stand.

      “It’s good to see you, princess.”

      Nia comes over slowly, unsure, and wraps her arms around my legs in a cold, stiff hug. It makes my breath catch and my heart stop with emotion. A tear most definitely slips out, especially when I see the look of awe on Seven’s face.

      Oh my God, I’m falling in love with a random little girl.

      I duck down and wrap her in a tight hug. Has she ever been hugged? I make sure not to do it too tightly in case she’s not used to loving human contact.

      “You’re not gonna hurt her, ya know. Nia likes hugs, just not used to it yet.”

      Yet. My heart turns to goo.

      “You hug her?” I squeak, pulling away from Nia, who skips back to Seven.

      He scowls at me. “Of course, I hug her. She’s my kid.”

      “I’m sorry. You just don’t seem like the hugging type.” I push to my feet, scowling right back. “Ya know, with you and your boss and all.”

      His features go cold.

      “My job and my child are separate things. I keep them separate. I love my daughter.”

      Stomping on his heel, he pulls Nia to his car. I follow to my own car and drive home.

      With him right behind me.
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        * * *

      

      We’re both quiet as we walk up the stairs to my apartment. Nia is looking around all over the place. She never lets go of Seven’s hand and he seems to treasure the small physical connection they’re sharing.

      “You look tired,” Seven finally says to break the silence.

      “Why, thank you. You sure know how to charm a girl.”

      “Not what I meant, Isla.”

      Grumbling, I jam my keys in the door.

      “You’re not pleasant when you’re tired.”

      “While I appreciate all the assessments of my flaws, maybe you could like… not.”

      Seven goes quiet as I continue to jam this key in its stupid lock. It never fits! Ugh!

      “Isla.” Seven’s hand, warm and gentle, locks around my wrist.

      “What?” I whisper.

      “I’m sorry. You don’t look bad and you’re entitled to a bad mood now and again, okay?”

      “It’s okay. It’s just been…” I glance at Nia, knowing she’s absorbing every word in her mysterious brain, “been a long week.”

      “I know. Let me help you.”

      He takes the key from my hand, easily slides it in the door, and opens it wide, blocking my way.

      “Stay with Nia while I check it out.”

      So… that wasn’t a question. Okay.

      I lean against the railing and start rattling off the story of Cinderella to her. This girl needs less reality in her life. More fairytales. Sometimes we all need less reality.

      I’d give anything to be in front of my Kindle right now.

      Seven slips out of my apartment a few minutes later and closes the door behind him. He looks pissed, but he’s hiding it. Or trying to. Every muscle in his body is coiled.

      Without a word, he leans down, scoops Nia up, and brings her into his chest. She looks so small curled against his vast chest. It immediately makes desire smack me square across the face. Sexually, but also something else. Something that scares the heck out of me.

      I mean, I’m not kidding. I physically jolt at the sensation, flying back into the railing.

      “Isla, Isla, are you okay?”

      I shake my head, trying to breathe.

      “I’m good,” I squeak. “Thanks for checking.”

      I sprint forward toward my front door, desperate to be alone, but Seven’s free hand snakes out and wraps around my middle, stopping me.

      “You can’t go in there.”

      “Let me go, Seven.”

      I squirm against his rough, tan arm. He tightens his grip so much that I’m thrust against his black t-shirt.

      “No.”

      “You’re not my keeper.”

      I duck down out of his hold and he loses grip since he’s holding Nia.

      “Isla, you missed things, hun. You missed things.”

      I freeze, shaking my head.

      “No.”

      “I’m so sorry. We gotta take you somewhere safe.”

      “What about Danny?!”

      “Isla.” He glances at Nia. “Not now.”

      “Where am I supposed to go?” I scream. “Get out! Get OUT! I’m done.”

      Seven whispers something in Nia’s ear. She nods and he sets her down. She stands by a hall wall, in view, while Seven slowly approaches me. Like a deer caught in headlights, I start to scramble backward.

      Slowly, Seven reaches out and catches a hold of my arm. I should scream. I should scream. Why aren’t I?

      His brown eyes dig into me.

      “I don’t want to make this worse for you, but if I don’t tell you, I fear you’re gonna get yourself killed.”

      “Please, don’t say it, Seven. Please. Please.”

      He sighs. “Isla, under your covers was a picture of you. Changing. With a knife stabbed in the center of it.”

      I’m unable to look away from his stern, but sad, brown eyes as mine once again fill with tears. Will it ever stop?

      “I’m so sorry, Isla. I’ll fix this.”

      “I don’t feel good.”

      My name being frantically screamed is the last thing I hear before my world goes black.
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        Seven

      

      

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      The sound of the IV giving Isla much-needed fluids and electrolytes beeps next to us. After Isla fainted, I scooped her up, got Nia by my side, and rushed back to the mansion. Nia immediately went to her friend, Alex, knowing I needed time to work and help Isla. God, she was so worried about her. The whole time, her eyes were darting around wildly, wanting to do something to help Isla.

      She’s such a good kid. I need to spend more time with her.

      Boss looks down at Isla’s form as she softly breathes. Even in her sleep, she looks distressed.

      “This is such a mess,” Boss sighs.

      “I know, Boss.”

      I swallow the lump of guilt in my throat. Boss side-eyes me.

      “I don’t blame you, Seven.”

      I ignore him. I blame myself.

      “Any suggestions on how to approach this, Seven?”

      “We need to start with Danny.”

      “Danny,” Boss scowls. I can tell he really doesn’t give a fuck what happens to some random dude right now, but he respects me enough to let me continue.

      “From what I’ve gathered, Danny is Isla’s weakness. With Danny in danger, she won’t do anything we say. Create a plan to keep Danny safe, and she’ll work with us.”

      “Alright. We need her to cooperate with us, Seven. Not just so we can keep her safe, but I need to know who’s threatening you. A threat to you is a threat to all of us.”

      “I know, Boss.”

      “I know you like her, Seven.”

      My gaze swings to him. He’s smiling a little. “She’s kind, beautiful, and she has that same gut instinct to protect children at all costs that you do. I get it. You know I get it. But we can’t let dicks, or dear God please, hearts get in the way of this. With the threat to my kids last year, and now yours, I have a bad feeling. You have so much self-control, just please, hold off. Keep things professional between you two ‘til this case is over. No matter what I ask of you.”

      I can’t hide the scowl from my face.

      “I don’t have feelings for her, Boss.”

      He snorts. “Yes, robot. I’m just getting ahead of a situation I see occurring.”

      “Yes, Boss,” I grit out. He slaps my back.

      “Back to Danny.”

      “I have an idea, but it’s—”

      “Ughh…” We both snap to the left when we hear Isla groaning. Boss jumps to his feet.

      “I’ll be back in a minute. I don’t wanna scare her more than she’s already gonna be.”

      I nod. My heart is dreading what’s coming. She’s gonna be so afraid. My brain fights to go back to that day.

      The day I woke up, chained with men in black masks surrounding me. I squeeze the flesh on my thigh as hard as I can to ground myself as I count to ten in my head.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      I’m here. Safe. I’m good. I’m good.

      I open my eyes to help the woman who’s about to experience very similar feelings to the one in my nightmares.

      “Ugh, I feel like I cracked my head open.”

      She didn’t crack it open, but she did smack her head hella hard on the railing before I caught her.

      “Danny.”

      I squeeze my eyes. She’s gonna flip.

      “Danny?”

      She slowly opens her eyes. She lifts her arm to rub her probably throbbing head and freezes when the IV tugs at her skin.

      “Don’t panic, Isla.”

      She stills like she’s playing dead and if she doesn’t move, I won’t see her.

      “You fainted, Isla. You had severe dehydration and low electrolytes. Your blood pressure fell too low from that and the stress of everything.”

      “Where am I?” she breathes, closing her eyes and slowly lowering her arm.

      “In a safe place.”

      She shakes her head wildly, which has got to only make the pain in her head worse.

      “Isla, I promise. Our doctor took a look at you and—”

      “I AM A DOCTOR!”

      She sits up, wobbles a little, but pretends she doesn’t, and proceeds to rip the IV out of her arm as if to show me she’s qualified to do that.

      “Isla.” I place my hand on her little thighs. “Please, look at me.”

      She continues to glower at the ground, biting her lip. She’s actually adorable when she’s being stubborn.

      “Anyone told you that you work too much?”

      “Anyone told you to stay out of other people's lives?”

      I cock my head. “Since it was my daughter threatened, I feel I have a place in all this.”

      She winces, but I see her resolve weakening. Her lip starts to shake, her tell, and her eyes become shimmery.

      “You can cry, Isla. You’re safe, but it is scary waking up somewhere unfamiliar, in pain and confused.”

      She nods her head, fighting so stupidly hard to get herself under control, to not cry. I’m trying to conjure up some new form of comfort or the right thing to say when Isla, literally, face plants into my chest. It throws me so off guard that I stiffen for a moment before slowly, tentatively, wrapping an arm around her tiny body heaving against me.

      She’s hysterical. She grips onto me for dear life, tucking her legs up so the entirety of her is curled up in my lap in a little ball.

      “Hey, it’s okay. It’s okay.”

      I rock her a bit, like I do Nia when she has nightmares she can’t talk about.

      “Nothing’s gonna happen to you or your friend, okay?”

      She cries harder.

      “Shh, hun. Shhh.”

      I stroke her back until her hysterical crying turns to sobs, then sniffles. When she pulls away from me after a good amount of time spent curled up against my chest, she looks at me, eyes red rimmed and swollen, cheeks streaked with tears and makeup, and with wild hair from her fall. As she stares into my eyes and is brought back to reality, her cheeks start to flame.

      “Oh… God. I’m so… I’m such an idiot,” she rambles, tumbling over her words, but yet, not moving from her spot on my legs. “I didn’t mean to literally… tackle you.”

      I snort. Yeah, really, all 110 lbs. of her really took it out of me. She glances down at my shirt and starts to frantically wipe at it.

      “I got snot all over you. I’m so gross. I’m so sorry.”

      Wipe. Wipe. Wipe.

      I snatch her wrist and harshly bite out her name to get her attention. “Isla!”

      She freezes, looking up at me with those clear hazel eyes that stop me in my tracks. It’s in this moment, my hand on hers, her eyes boring into me, vulnerable and afraid, that Boss walks in.

      “Oh,” is all he says, raising an eyebrow at me. Before I can do anything to fix how this looks (or is?), Isla is tumbling backward off of me onto the carpet. I try to grab her, but like a scared animal, she crawls backward and smashes up against the wall behind her.

      “My daughter’s in the hall, Isla,” Boss continues, like Isla isn’t on the floor, a shaking, huddled mess. “She heard we had a new woman here. She’d love to meet you.”

      Isla stops shaking and looks up at Boss with snot dribbling down her chin.

      “Really?”

      He nods, forcing his eyes to be soft when I know he’s not feeling it right now.

      “My wife, too. You’ll like her.”

      Isla slowly starts to stand, wobbling a bit. He gives me a chin lift and I already know what to do. I grab my phone and start texting the chef to bring water, Pedialyte, and a well-balanced meal up here for Isla.

      “If you’re sure it’s okay,” she mumbles.

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Can I get cleaned up first?”

      Boss smirks a little, because she’s looking down and can’t see him.

      “Of course. Do you need anything?”

      Isla glances around, sees the bathroom, and shakes her head no.

      “No, thank you,” she whispers.

      “Okay, I’ll send them in in a minute.”

      Boss heads for the door and turns back.

      “Isla, you really are safe here. I’ll handle everything. Just do as Seven says and it’ll all be over before you know it. Back to normal.”

      With that, he leaves, and I swear I see Isla look down, confused and disappointed. Like she’s unsure if she wants her life to go back to normal.
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        * * *

      

      Thump. Thump. Thump. My knuckles rap on the door of Danny’s apartment. I hear laughing before the door is thrown open by a skinny guy in a rainbow-colored t-shirt. Danny’s arm is wrapped around him with the biggest smile on his face before it dies when he sees me.

      I’ve been having that effect a lot lately.

      Danny throws the kid, must be Frank, off him and scowls at me.

      “What the fuck are you doing here? Where’s Isla?”

      “I don’t know. I assume at home.”

      I cock an eyebrow as I begin to spin the web of lies Boss and I created to keep Danny safe and out of Isla’s way.

      He grumbles. “I don’t want you here. I know you had something to do with what happened to Isla. I’m not an idiot. That’s my girl,” he snarls.

      “I get it,” I say simply. “Truly do, but we need to talk.”

      “I have nothing to say to you. Get off my doorstep before I call the cops like I should have done in the first damn place.”

      I think he’s done, but then he riles himself back up again.

      “If it wasn’t for how scared Isla is, I would have called the cops on you and those bastards yesterday.”

      “I get it, Dan.” Somehow, I doubt he’d be pleased with me calling him Danny. “I get it.”

      “Stay away from her!”

      “Fine. Can I talk to you now?”

      His lips pull together in a tight-lipped smile.

      “Oh yeah, come on in. I’d love to have you.”

      His sarcasm is obvious. So, obviously, this guy Dan has a darker side he doesn’t show the people he loves.

      “What?” he barks the second I walk in, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “They threatened you.”

      “What?” he hisses.

      “The men who hurt Isla threatened you. I’m here as a courtesy.”

      He doesn’t look at all afraid. He looks… concerned.

      “How did you find out? Did they contact Isla again?”

      He’s already reaching for his phone. Witnessing his concern for her makes my heart do something weird. Nia fills the hole in which that jealousy used to reside.

      “Danny, wait. Don’t call Isla. You’ll scare her.”

      Danny’s hand pauses over the phone. He shakes his head and sets it back in his pocket.

      “Alright, I’d prefer not to die.”

      His boyfriend, Frank, looks closer to a panic attack than Danny does. Sensing it, Danny pulls Frank into his side and wraps his arm around him. He plants a kiss on his forehead before turning to me.

      “So, what, you’re some kind of criminal?”

      “I’m ex-military.”

      Not a lie. Just not the whole truth.

      “I adopted my daughter recently. She comes from a pretty shitty background.”

      “Aw shit, man, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s alright, but I need you to listen to me. To keep you and Isla safe, I need to get her out of town. Off the grid. I can show you my badges and medals if you’d like. If Isla’s gone, they won’t fuck with you. It’s only if she’s here, because they know you’re her weakness.”

      Danny doesn’t like it. I can tell.

      “Can’t abandon Isla, man. It’s simply not an option. It’s always me and her, and this being the scariest time of her life…” He shakes his head. “When I met Isla, she was literally raising herself. Her dad threw her the odd paycheck once in a while for food, but it was rare. He was an alcoholic, but Isla’s still in denial about it. Her mom left her. I won’t leave her too. Not after what happened to her. I won’t do it. I don’t care if it’s dangerous for me.”

      Wow… he’s a great guy. Frank swoons next to him. Fuck, if I were gay, I’d fucking swoon, too.

      “Get it, man,” I whisper, “but this is her life on the line, too. They trashed her apartment.”

      He freezes. Eyes firing up. I didn’t want to tell him this, but he’s gonna need more convincing than I anticipated.

      “Excuse me,” he hisses. “When?”

      “Last night.”

      “I TALKED TO ISLA LAST NIGHT!” he roars.

      “You were threatened. She lied to you.”

      “Fucking hell!” he screams, spinning and yanking on the ends of his hair. “I have to see her. I have to see her, man. That’s my sister.”

      “Hey!”

      I grab him by the shoulders.

      “I need two weeks. Two weeks to keep you both safe.”

      “I can’t abandon Isla.”

      “I’ll tell her I talked to you. Trust me, she’ll be relieved you’re safe. She’s freaking the fuck out.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      I straighten up and meet his eyes.

      “Because you both will die if you don’t.”
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        Isla

      

      

      My face is cleaned off, snot gone, hair brushed. My eyes are still swollen. The makeup’s gone from my cheek, so the blue and purple swelling there is out in the open, but that man everyone calls “Boss” swears that his wife and daughter won’t be bothered by my appearance, so I stand here, fidgeting.

      The door is pushed open without so much as a sound, and in walks a woman with dark blonde hair and steel grey eyes. She’s covered head to toe in black and has a nervous but certain look on her face. Next to her is a wad of curls, big eyes, and the biggest smile in the world. Her daughter is beautiful.

      “Hi, my name is Lacey. It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Lacey extends a hand that’s shaking a bit. Before I can shake it, the little girl pipes in.

      “And I’m Rose!”

      She beams at me.

      “You’re Iwsa.”

      I crouch down.

      “It’s so good to meet you, Rose.”

      She skips my hand altogether and wraps me in a big hug. I glance at her mom. She’s giggling lightly.

      “Rose, maybe it’s a little soon for a hug.”

      Rose lets go and huffs at her mom.

      “I’m being nwice.”

      “I know, but Ms. Isla wasn’t ready for a hug.”

      I’m always ready for a hug, but I’d never interrupt a parent’s lesson. Not to mention the doctor in me is having the hardest time not asking about her lisp. I don’t know her age yet, but she should be past it.

      “Ugh, Mom,” she grumbles.

      I raise my eyebrows.

      “How old is she?”

      “Nine. Ten this year. It’s crazy. I-I can’t believe it.” Lacey looks at her daughter, sentimental. “Time flies. Luckily, my son is only a year, so I still have one baby.”

      “Aww, what’s his name?”

      Lacey beams. “Wulfric. We all call him Wulf or Wulfie.”

      “Oh my gosh, that’s adorable.”

      “Actually,” Lacey says carefully, “he’s out in the hall with my friend Sage. I’d love for you to meet them, but absolutely no pressure. I was thinking either we or all of us could watch some Netflix, and I think Seven is having some food brought up for you.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks heat. “You guys don’t have to do that. Trust me,” I laugh, “with my work schedule, suppressed hunger cues are a regular thing.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a pediatrician.”

      “Oh my gosh, wow! You’re so young.”

      My blush deepens and my gaze goes to the floor.

      “I really wanted school over with.”

      “That’s humble people code for ‘I worked my ass off.’”

      I glance up to see Lacey smiling softly at me.

      “Thank you.”

      “Sage and Wulf or no Sage and Wulf? Totally up to you. Honestly.”

      “What’s two more people?”

      “You sure?”

      I shrug.

      “Alright. Before they come in…” We both glance down when we hear Rose humming softly. That earns a laugh from both of us. Lacey leans in close. “I want you to know you’re safe here. Now’s not the time with the kids all awake, but later, we’ll talk. Both Sage and I can relate to what you’re feeling.”

      She gently squeezes my wrist.

      “I’ll go grab the crazies.”

      As soon as Lacey turns to the door, Rose bombards me. It’s needed. Her bright demeanor lessens some of my fear, confusion, and general feeling of being overwhelmed.

      “Mwom said we could watch a show I like, too. I wanted Radar here, but…” Rose rolls her eyes. It’s so grown up on such a little girl, it cracks me up. “I’m mad at hwim.”

      “Who’s Radar?”

      “My old fwiend.”

      “You’re not friends anymore?”

      “Nope.” She emphasizes the last part of the word.

      “Why?”

      Her beautiful grey eyes furrow.

      “He let his frwiends be mean to me. He’s mwine and he… we’re just not fwiends.”

      My heart hurts for her. “Are people making fun of you, sweetie?”

      Before she can answer, Lacey walks back in next to a woman with deep green eyes, medium-length black hair with a unique green hue, and perfect porcelain skin. In her arms is a large baby boy. His eyes are roaming around the room and his face is set in a frown.

      This must be Wulfric!

      “Hi, I’m Sage!”

      The other woman comes up to me.

      “You must be Isla.”

      I nod. Sage looks me up and down with a sad face.

      “I want you to know—”

      “Dada, dada, dada…”

      A little boy with shaggy blonde hair and big green eyes comes frantically crawling into the room.

      “Dada, dada, dada…” he continues, looking right at Sage with what can only be described as a smirk on this probably one year old’s face.

      Sage gives him a flat look and turns to me.

      “He’s one and he already teases me! He knows how to say mama. I’ve heard him say it before! Little brat,” she mumbles, picking him up tenderly. “He refuses to call me mama…” She looks right at him, face scrunched. “But you know who I am, Damien Briar-Rose!”

      With a little smile, he snatches a wad of her hair and tugs. Hard. Hard enough that both Lacey and I cringe.

      “DAMIEN!” Sage shrieks, prying his fingers off of her and huffing at him. “Why do you do this?”

      If I’m not mistaken, she looks emotional. Lacey comes over to distract me so Sage can have privacy with her son when her baby son fixes it all on his own by curling into her chest and placing his little hand over her beating heart.

      “Mama,” he blubbers quietly.

      Sage lets out a choked laugh. “He’s gonna kill me,” she huffs, curling her hand protectively around the back of his head and kissing there. “All I survived and this one year old is gonna kill me.”

      While we all laugh, my mind drifts to Nia. Where is she? Is Seven with her?

      I shake my head and look around the crowd that’s growing by the second.

      “Let’s put on the movie now,” Lacey says, coming to my side with a gentle arm squeeze. The gesture grounds me a bit.

      “Kids, Damien, Rose, you have to be good. Ms. Isla is not having a good day, so this is about her.”

      “‘Cause she get hurwt, Mom?”

      Lacey’s eyes soften as she takes a heavy, deep breath.

      “Rose, what did I say about saying stuff like that?”

      “It’s okay,” I start to mumble, but quickly realize how rude that is and stop myself.

      “Sowwy, Ms. Isla.”

      “It’s okay,” I whisper.

      I want to know about her lisp! The doctor in me is going crazy now that I know she is being bullied. Do her parents know?

      “Alright then. Isla, do you like Frozen?”

      “Love it.”

      Sage smiles at me. There’s still a tinge of sadness in her eyes when she looks at me that she’s trying to cover.

      Knock. Knock. “I have your food, miss.”

      What. Is. Happening?
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        Seven

      

      

      “Seven, open up. It’s Lacey.”

      I open the door. “How can I help you?”

      She shakes her head at my stoic tone. It really bothers her.

      “You need to go see Isla.”

      I stiffen. “What happened?”

      Lacey looks me up and down with a curious look on her face before a hidden smile I don’t understand plays there.

      “Nothing bad. She’s okay. She’s with Sage, Rose, and Damien. I trust them all, but she looks two seconds from a having a nervous breakdown. She’s trying not to freak out and I don’t want to embarrass her by stopping anything on her account. You should go save her.”

      “She doesn’t need saving.”

      Why am I blushing?

      Lacey, of course, notices and smirks, but doesn’t embarrass me further by mentioning it.

      “She’ll be grateful. She needs out of there. Take her outside of here for a minute. Outside. A coffee shop. I don’t care where. She’s really freaking out. Let me enter first. Come in ten minutes later so it’s not suspicious.”

      With that, she turns on her heel and goes back to the room. I pace the office, unable to work anymore. I just got back from talking with Danny and was putting plans in place, but now I can’t focus. This is my fault. Shit. I’ve been spending too little time with Nia to add to it. My criminal lifestyle is only balanced by the fact that I know I’m not a piece of shit outside of it. Right now, I feel like a piece of shit.

      The second my alarm rings at ten minutes, I stalk down the hall. When I get to the door, I take a deep breath and crack the door open. The lights are off. Rose and Damien are cuddling on the floor under a blanket. Both of them are gonna be trouble one day. Little baby flirts. Sage is on the couch, curled up in a ball. Lacey is rocking Wulfric to the left of Sage. Isla is on the floor, hazel eyes wide, biting her lip. She looks so lost.

      “Hey, Isla.” I force my voice to be calm. “Can I talk to you for a moment?”

      She sees me and relief floods her eyes. I don’t miss it.

      “Sure.”

      She jumps to stand. “It was nice meeting you all. Bye, thank—”

      “SEVWEN!” Rose screams, interrupting Isla.

      Lacey groans, and Sage laughs under her breath. Sage and I don’t really talk much, so she only sees my size and stoic nature—so naturally, she finds the fact that kids like me hysterical.

      It kinda is weird.

      Rose runs over and extends her hands. “Pick me uwp!”

      I scoop her up in my arms. She pokes my chest and goes to my ear.

      “I nweed to play bear. Like, it’s not a want to. I hawve to.”

      She looks at me with big, sad eyes.

      “Tomorrow, kid,” I whisper.

      “Pwomise.”

      “Yes.”

      She nods at me sternly. She reminds me of her father sometimes in these instances. Stern, demanding.

      “Gwood.”

      She wiggles for me to let her go, so I do. She goes back to the blankets. Lacey meets my eyes and I instantly know we’ll be talking later. She’s my boss, too, by default, and her eyes are fire wanting to know what her daughter told me that made her eyes so sad. I nod at her.

      I don’t want to betray Rose, but I’ll think of a middle ground.

      I glance over to see Isla by my side, staring at me. She’s kind of close to me.

      “Ready?”

      She nods slightly.

      I walk out in the hall. We’re both quiet.

      “You’re good with kids,” she murmurs, breaking the silence. I don’t say anything back. “How come?”

      I lift an eyebrow at her. “Do I need a reason to be?”

      She shrugs. “People as good with kids as you are typically have a reason.”

      I pause, pushing open the back door for her. She stops and looks at me with fear in her eyes.

      “Not gonna hurt you, hun. You need out of the house.”

      She takes a small step back. I take the sign and shut the door.

      “Alright,” I nod. “Whatever you want.”

      She studies my reaction intensely and nods, heading back for the door.

      “You’re right. I wanna go outside.”

      I smirk. She’s learning from her mistakes. She was testing me.

      “Whatever you want.”

      Before she can open the door, I grab the handle and open it for her. She looks at me, cheeks red. She blushes easily.

      “Thanks,” she murmurs, scampering outside.

      “You’re welcome,” I mumble.

      She runs out into the open air and gasps for breath only when she gets to the farthest tree. As much as I don’t want to, I give her the space. I plop down in a chair on the porch and flicker through my phone, giving her the backyard to feel free for a moment in the midst of all this chaos.

      She can come to me.
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        * * *

      

      It takes a while for that to happen.

      It’s not until forty-five minutes later that Isla comes over, red faced and sweaty. I have no clue what she did; I seriously wasn’t looking. Maybe she was running?

      I don’t know.

      She takes a slow seat on the porch, exhausted.

      “Thank you.”

      I nod at her. “You’re welcome. There’s a chair.”

      I drag it over with my foot. She turns pink and takes a seat in the chair instead.

      “Seven?” she asks, staring intently at her lap.

      “Hm.”

      “Can I ask you something?” Her voice is quiet.

      “Whatever you want.”

      “Where am I gonna go?”

      I exhale between my teeth. “Well, Boss and I planned for you to stay here in a spare room ‘til this blows over. I’ve already dealt with Danny. He’s safe. Not only have I ensured he stays away from you while it’s unsafe to be near you, but Boss has men on him and Frank.”

      She slumps in her seat like a hundred pounds were just lifted off of her.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much, Seven.”

      “I have to say this. I promised I would. Danny’s a real good guy, Isla. He didn’t want to abandon you. He didn’t care that his life was on the line. I really think the only reason he agreed to stay away for a bit is ‘cause he knew how him being in danger would upset you.”

      Her face goes soft and reverent. “I love him so much.”

      I smile at her. “It’s nice to have a family by choice, huh?”

      “Like you and Nia.”

      “Yes, like me and Nia,” I say softly.

      “Seven?”

      “Yes, Isla?”

      “Is there somewhere else I can stay? Can-can I go home and have someone watch me there?”

      “No!” I bark. When her gaze flies up, I wince. “Sorry, but no. Until I know who this is we’re dealing with, unless I literally roomed with you, that ain’t happening. I have Nia. I can’t uproot her.”

      “Of course,” she says quickly, not looking at me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She bites her lip.

      “Isla?”

      “I— This is the mafia, isn’t it?”

      I sigh. “What do you think?”

      She nods vigorously.

      “I always say, trust your gut.”

      She bites her lip harder.

      “I can’t stay here. I-I can’t stay here.” Her breathing increases.

      “Isla.” I try to get her attention.

      “Everyone is nice, but…”

      She leans over her stomach and purges the contents of her dinner.

      “Jesus, Isla!” I fly out of my seat and go over to her. She’s full on hyperventilating.

      Fuck. I actually don’t know what to do here. I need help.

      “Lacey!” I scream. Shaking, I reach for my phone, but I’m distracted when she clutches her throat and her face starts changing color.

      “Isla, breathe!” I scream. “Yes, up, hun. Eyes up.”

      “I can’t”—she gasps— “stay”—her hands tighten around her throat— “here.”

      I grab them and tug them away. “You’re choking yourself, honey. Isla, do you work tomorrow?”

      Her breathing evens out a bit.

      “Good girl. Good job. Do you work tomorrow?”

      Eventually I get a no. I breathe a sigh of relief. I thought she was gonna suffocate herself.

      I rub small circles on her back while she catches her breath.

      “Did the doctor tell you my cut’s infected?” she says in a tired voice, still chest to knee.

      “Yes.” But that’s all he said. He just said it was infected and it was imperative he speak with Isla when she wakes.

      Isla nods.

      “I need supplies.”

      “Let's get you out of your own vomit first.”

      She doesn’t respond.

      “Come on.”

      I tug her arm.

      “Isla.”

      Nothing.

      “Isla, you’re scaring me.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re really freaking me out here. I’m about to call for help.”

      She spins her head. She looks off. It’s freaking me out. Her mood and demeanor are swinging left and right. I think it’s shock, but with her passing out earlier, I’m kind of spazzing.

      She pushes herself to sit and slowly starts to lift up her top.

      “What are you…?!” I stop. “Isla, what the fuck!?”

      I grab her waist and lift her over her vomit. I keep one hand on her to steady her… and because it feels good.

      The gash on her stomach is extremely infected. I won’t share the gory details, but it’s disgusting.

      “I just want to sleep, but I can’t here.”

      She looks dejected.

      “You can sleep at my place, if that’ll help you.”

      No, she can’t. What the…

      “I couldn’t possibly.” But her shoulders have relaxed.

      “You can, if you let the doctor deal with your infection.”

      “Tomorrow, I promise,” she says, flashing me those big, beautiful eyes. I almost want to laugh at the way she’s trying to work me right now.

      “Alright.”

      “Let’s get you clean.”

      She’s already shaking her head with fierce eyes. “I can’t go back in there.”

      I look at her, knowing there’s more to this. Some kind of childhood thing, maybe. I get that we’re bad people, but we’ve been good to her.

      “Let me talk to Boss.”

      She nods.

      “It’s dark and cold out here. You good?”

      “I’m… safe?”

      “Yes. No one’s getting in this house, but I can send a guard if you’d like.”

      “No!”

      “Okay.” I’ll be right back.
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        * * *

      

      “So… not keen on the mansion, eh?”

      “I— um…” Isla’s terrified stuttering rings down the hall.

      I speed up. Goddamnit, Frances! I’m gonna kill that man. The capo I work with is what you picture when you think of a man in the mafia. Twisted. Psychotic. Gets off on the fear of others. I was certain Boss was gonna get rid of him last year, but then he went and met Marley and she changed him a bit.

      Not enough, though.

      I throw the back door open so loudly it crashes against the wall behind it with a large BANG.

      “Frances!” I roar.

      He turns to me with a wry smirk on his face, gelled-back golden hair glistening. He’s leaning against a patio chair. Okay, I’ll give him this: he’s at least four chairs back from where he could be, evidence of the small change he’s made since meeting Marley. A year ago, he would have been all up in her space, probably making Isla die of a heart attack.

      He’s just trying to get a rise out of me. ‘Cause he never gets anything out of me. Well, Isla post-vomiting, afraid, curled up against the chair I left her in, does it.

      “Get the hell out of here.”

      “Aw, calm down. I was just saying hello.”

      “Does she look like she wants to say hello?” I extend my hand her way.

      His smile grows. “Welcome to the club, man. I’ll see you around.”

      He pats my shoulder on his way out. I swear to the heavens, I’m one more rile-up away from stabbing him with my sword.

      “God, I hate him,” I grumble when it’s just me and Isla. Her fear slips away and a little smile graces her face.

      “He seems like trouble.”

      “He’s annoying is what he is.”

      Her smile grows a little more.

      “I’ve never seen you so worked up.”

      “I try not to make a habit of it. It’s cool with Boss that you stay with me for the time being.”

      Cool is a very loose term. He’s absolutely not cool with it, but when I told him about Isla vomiting and the weird reaction she had to staying here, he growled under his breath, jammed a finger in my chest, and said I’d better not fall for her or do anything stupid.

      He used the words, “I trust you, Seven. Don’t make me regret it.”

      I won’t. I’ve never broken orders. Not when they ripped fingernails off of my body or brought torches to my skin in the war camps.

      I sure as hell can handle a woman.

      But things are gonna have to change. Who I am with Nia and who I am with Isla have to be different. I look at Isla and shove her into the same box I put Lacey and all the other women of this outfit. I respect them, I honor them, and I serve them. Nothing else.

      “Really?” she squeals. “Oh, thank God.”

      Her shoulders slump and she glances up at me with full lashes. Her next words are whispered.

      “Thank you, Seven. I’m so sorry you have to be burdened with me.”

      Where did she learn to think she’s a burden?

      “You have nothing to be sorry for,” I say in a monotone voice.

      But she does. She really does. Because all I wanna do right now is take those lilac-painted fingernails that are twitching to hug me and wrap them around my waist.

      And that’s… well, that’s not good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      Seven and Nia are paces ahead of me, but one of them is constantly looking back to make sure I’m still here.

      Here.

      Covered in vomit.

      Infected knife wound.

      Exhausted out of my mind.

      Without my one and only family member.

      But here.

      I just want to read. Shower. Sleep. Not in that order.

      Seven stops suddenly, allowing me to catch up.

      “Here.” He cocks his head to the faded red door with the numbers 129 hanging from it.  “My place.”

      I nod quietly. Nia frowns at me, then her dad. She wiggles out of his grip and stands between me and him so we’re in a weird line, but I know what she’s doing. She’s connecting us. Including me, since Seven’s only concern is keeping me alive. Which I appreciate, but I’m lonely without Danny.

      I hope he’s okay. We haven’t been apart like this since we were kids.

      Seven’s door swings open.

      “Nia,” he calls. She runs forward into the place, almost happily. Seven goes in next. After a minute or two passes, I creep inside.

      “Lock the door behind you,” Seven calls over from the other room.

      “Sure,” I squeak, feeling suddenly very uncomfortable. I know Seven wouldn’t hurt me with Nia here, but I’m still in a strange man’s home and clearly not welcome.

      I slowly enter the place, soaking in all the exits and the choice of decor. Or lack of, rather. It’s bare. Simple, dark green furniture. Black tables. White walls. The only sign of life in here is the spread of crystals and rocks on every side table and little pictures hung all over the walls from Nia. I have the urge to examine every one. It’s a small insight into her little mind. But now's not the time. I’m still only creeping forward when familiar, little cold fingers wrap around my wrist. I look down to see Nia staring at me with a small smile and a gentle face.

      She grabs my hand and starts to trace.

      S.

      A.

      F.

      E.

      Safe.

      I can’t help it. My eyes water.

      “I know, sweetie. Thank you,” I breathe.

      She nods and pulls me forward. When we get to the kitchen, she lets go of my wrist and goes to the fridge. Her dad is filling that space. His back is facing me as he pulls something out of a thing of Tupperware. When he turns back around, Nia takes the spot he just filled. Seven’s facing me now. He has a piece of steak in his bare hand and is eating it like an apple. What? What? Why is that act so hot? What is wrong with me?

      I wrap my hands around my center and naturally, my shoulders curl forward. I back myself into a wall behind me. My stomach churns wildly from nerves. My gaze swings to Nia, ‘cause the way her dad is eating that steak… Wooo… it’s making me feel insane things.

      Nia is pulling ingredients from the fridge and setting them on the counter, one after another. When she’s satisfied with the array of random things she just grabbed, she nods and tugs on her dad’s hand.

      He looks over at the food.

      “Veggies?” he asks.

      Nia runs over, little boots kicking up behind her. She grabs a bag of broccolini and holds it up.

      He nods. “Alright, you want a quesadilla with a random side of broccolini?”

      She smiles at him and nods. That smile, that full smile, ugh. Well, no wonder she clearly has him wrapped around her finger. It’s enough to light up the world. I’m once again left wondering why she doesn’t talk. Is it a speech issue or a mind issue? If so, what’s wrong? She seems happy with Seven.

      “Feel free to make yourself at home,” Seven says in a neutral voice, snapping me out of my thoughts. I see Nia frowning angrily at him, but he doesn’t notice as he’s too busy frying tortillas. Can he cook, too? How do they have such a cute life together, doing what he does?

      “I’m good, Seven. Thanks.”

      He looks at me briefly and nods.

      “Um, thank you for letting me stay here,” I mumble, fidgeting. “I… I’ll be out of your hair by morning. I promise. I’m fine. I have friends other than just Danny.”

      Flat out lie.

      “I’ll call them when it’s not so dark.”

      A pair of eyes study me. I glance down to see Nia leaning against the wall behind her, face blank, watching me. It’s a little unnerving.

      The pan sizzles as Seven turns to me, half a piece of a fillet of steak hanging out of his mouth like an animal.

      “You lie when you’re nervous,” he points out.

      “I’m not…”

      Both of them raise their eyebrows, giving me the exact same expression. If it wasn’t for their different ethnicities, I swear he could be her biological father with their nonverbal communication and the expressions they wear.

      I don’t finish that sentence, ‘cause yeah, it’s clear even to Nia that I’m nervous.

      Seven’s eyes drill into me. “You’re staying here.”

      “I really don’t want to be a bother.”

      “You’re not a bother, Isla.” He sprinkles freshly grated cheese on Nia’s whole wheat tortilla. “I’m just quiet.”

      But he wasn’t so cold to me before I got to his place. I don’t say that, though.

      “You should eat something.”

      He starts filling a glass of purified water and slams it down on the island in front of me, nodding his head at it.

      “Drink it or the doctor’s coming here tonight instead of tomorrow.”

      “I’ll drink it. Promise.”

      My hands shake as I reach for the glass.

      “What do you want to eat? Come, help yourself.”

      “I’m not hungry. I just… I… do you have a shower? I smell.”

      He glances up at me like he is just noticing the vomit on my pants, when he had to have at least smelled my ranky breath.

      “Of course. Nia, while I cook your dinner, show Miss Isla where the shower is. Okay, sweetie?”

      He calls her sweetie? Awww. Melting my heart. His voice even got soft and sweet.

      I tip the water up to my lips. My hands are shaking so hard that the glass misses my lips and spills over the front of my scrubs. The glass goes crashing to the ground.

      I have to bite my lip ‘til it bleeds to keep from crying. I jump to the ground and start grabbing glass with bare fingers, not paying attention to the way it cuts and stings my flesh.

      “Nia, stay out of the kitchen,” Seven demands. “Go paint Miss Isla a picture, okay?”

      She must leave, because the next thing I notice is the familiar, warm sensation of his hand curling around my wrist.

      “Isla, stop.”

      “I didn’t mean to drop it. I’m so sorry.”

      I can’t focus past the blurring in my eyes. I’m overtired and overstimulated. I woke up to my apartment being trashed and Danny being threatened, worked with my busted-up body and mind, got cornered by a mafia boss, fainted, was brought to some giant mafia mansion, had a fucking children’s movie night with them, vomited, and now I’m here.

      “Isla, you’re hurting yourself.”

      He squeezes my wrist, pulls my hand away, and starts prying my fingers open. I glance down and see red covering the glass shards and the floor.

      “Is that blood?!” I shriek.

      “Shh, Nia,” he whispers. “Don’t want her hearin’ anything about blood.”

      I nod a little frantically. He pauses the clean-up and looks at me. He must see something, because he reaches out to take my hand with a gentle expression on his face. I hesitate before curling my fingers around his.

      “I know your ankle’s still killing you. I’ve seen you limping all day.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “You’re exhausted, Isla,” he says softly. “Come on.”

      His arm wraps around the side of my waist in a firm grip and hoists me to my feet, being sure to be careful of my injured foot.

      “Don’t think I haven’t seen you limping when you think I’m not looking.”

      “It’s not a big deal,” I murmur, whooshing my hair around my face to create a curtain.

      “Maybe not,” he agrees, gently leading me down the hall, “but since you’re bleeding, swollen, and starving, let’s not risk it.”

      Well, when he puts it that way…

      “Here’s my bathroom. Sorry, hun, I only got one. We all gotta share.”

      “I’m sorry for taking up space.”

      He turns and blinks at me, flat faced. He stares so long that I start to get self-conscious. My hands flow through the ends of my hair shakily.

      “What?” I finally whisper.

      “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard,” he says simply. “I’ll grab you some clothes.”

      What was sad? I frown at him as he walks away, swallowing when I see his muscles expanding and contracting beneath his black t-shirt.

      Man, I need to suck it up and have sex with somebody before I do something stupid.

      He comes back with a stack of clothes.

      “I brought you a few things. There’s no way any of my pants will stay on you, even with a rubber band. All this shit is long. Should cover you up fine.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Isla, wear them. If I see you in vomit-covered bottoms, I’m going to the store and getting you pants. Then you’ll feel really bad.”

      He raises his eyebrows pointedly. I blush at how easily he has me figured out.

      “Okay, I’ll wear them. Promise.”

      “Good. Now, let me show you your room. I’m gonna come check on you before I go to bed. Just to be sure you’re alright, since you fainted earlier, just a heads-up.”

      Right. Don’t be naked.

      “Your room is right this way. You’ll be asleep by the time I come check on ya.”

      “Alright. Thank you, Seven.”

      He nods. “This is Nia’s room. This apartment is a two-bedroom place. If this room bothers you, I’ll sleep on the couch, but I haven’t switched out my covers or anything. Nia’s never slept in here so the sheets are clean.”

      He has an odd look on his face when he says that.

      “Where does she sleep?”

      He stills and thinks on it for a moment.

      “My floor.”

      He glances at me, trying to hide the pain in his eyes, and swiftly leaves the room. I hear him calling Nia on his way down the hall.

      The floor? That hurts my heart. It was clear from his face that he’s tried to get her in bed and failed multiple times.

      It becomes even sadder when I see the room he designed for her. Soft purple walls with floral sheets and a matching comforter. There’s a lamp in the shape of a flower on the side table and a giant crystal in the back left corner of the room.

      I rub my heart back and forth, trying to ease the pain there. No child should sleep on the street.

      Dragging my footsteps, I go back to the bathroom and rifle through the pile of clothes Seven left me. I turn the bathwater on mild because of my infection, lock the door, strip my clothes, and slink back into the water with a heavy sigh.

      I hurry to find my Kindle in my scrubs and pull it to hover over my face, blocking out the view of my body and all the bruises, gashes, and blood covering it.

      I get lost in the tale of heroes and princesses and love that defies time and space.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “Here you go, Nia.”

      I plop the quesadilla down on her plate, along with the broccolini and Ensure. She frowns when she sees the Ensure.

      “Hey, you heard the doc. Drink it.” I point.

      She frowns, but grabs it and takes a large swig. I rub her curly hair.

      “Thank you.”

      She nods as I take a seat across from her. As she eats, I let my thoughts drift to Isla. Naked. In the bath.

      Oh, fuck.

      No.

      Me being cold to her was a fail. She almost sliced her hands open picking up that glass. I have to be able to keep an emotional distance while still being warm with her.

      Great.

      Not my specialty.

      When I glance up, I realize Nia is in front of me.

      “What is it, N?”

      She loops her fingers through mine. I first check her plate. Ensure gone. Broccolini gone. Quesadilla half-eaten. The two things I wanted her to have, she had first. For me.

      “You’re such a good kid, Nia. I love you.”

      She stares at me a moment, looks at her plate, then squeezes my hand with a tiny smile. She quickly traces a heart on my palm. Her loving me is and always will be the greatest blessing in my life. Especially since she wasn’t even as warm with Marley, her caretaker from the time she was on the streets.

      She drags me to the edge of the living room and holds up a hand. Smiling, I nod. She comes back a couple of minutes later with a stack of things. I cock my head. She opens her arms and sends it all tumbling to the floor, crouches down, and starts holding stuff up for me.

      How did a man like me end up with a human I can love so much?

      She first holds up a princess book, underlining the word with her finger.

      “Okay,” I draw out, confused.

      Then she holds up a Ziploc with her favorite rocks in it.

      “Um… okay,” I repeat.

      Lastly, she holds up a bag of Kit-Kats, her favorite treat.

      “Alright. I’m not letting you have a bag of Kit-Kats before bed, but you can have one.”

      She huffs under her breath, the only audible sound she makes. She gathers the things in her arm and takes me to the couch. When we’re sitting next to each other, she holds up the book, underlines princess, and points to the hall.

      “I don’t get it, N. I’m sorry.”

      She frowns and does it again with more force. I really don’t understand.

      Finally, she pulls me up, releasing a little air as she struggles against me.

      “I’m coming, Nia. I’m coming. Relax,” I chuckle.

      She looks mad. Alright, I have to take her seriously.

      “Alright, up I go.”

      I grunt as I push up from sitting to standing. My couch is far too cushy. Nia doesn’t care. She’s on a mission. Her feet pull hard and fast as I’m led to… Isla’s room.

      “Nia, I think she wants to be left alone. She probably just got out of the bath.”

      Nia doesn’t seem to care. She slowly pushes the door open.

      “Sorry about—”

      Nia spins quickly, throwing a finger over her lips. I look in the doorway and my heart stops.

      Isla is hanging over the edge of the bed, horizontally, like she fell asleep face first. Her strawberry blonde hair is spread like a golden halo around her, dripping wet at the ends. She decided on my black t-shirt with the red and black button down over the top of it. The rest of the clothes I offered her are folded neatly on the left side of the bed. Her legs are bare and smooth. So fucking smooth. Her ankle is rewrapped, reminding me instantly of why she’s here.

      I cough and glance over at my daughter.

      She’s placing the book down on the floor across from Isla where she can see it. She uses all her favorite rocks to underline the word princess.

      That’s when it hits me.

      Princess.

      That’s what Isla calls Nia.

      My heart stops. I stare wide eyed as Nia makes a tower of Kit-Kats and with a nod, turns back to me, takes my hand, and drags me back out of the room.

      Great. Nia’s already grown attached. This is just swell. My phone rings, reminding me that I have to call Boss and assure him everything’s fine here.

      I want to face palm, but Nia’s staring at me.

      “Come on, kiddo. Bedtime.”

      She traces a heart and a U on my palm.

      “I love you, too, sweetie. I love you, too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “Grrr, better run from the bear!”

      Rose squeals and screams, darting off for the tree with her and Nia’s friend, Carly, by her side. Nia’s watching from the sidelines.

      “Better hurry!”

      Rose giggles and runs faster.

      “I’m gonna get ya.” Thank God no one can hear me out here…

      “No, bear, stay away!”

      Carly laughs with Rose.

      “Rose.” A deep young voice comes from somewhere near Nia. Rose stops so quickly I almost crash into her. I have to grab her little shoulders to stop us from tumbling forward.

      I glance over to see her friend, Radar, standing there, staring intently at Rose. His dark hair rests over his even darker eyes, not one ounce of emotion other than determination on his face.

      Rose lifts her chin and starts walking away.

      “Rose, come on,” he demands in a stern kid voice.

      “Go away, Wadar,” she mumbles. Tears glisten in her eyes. I’m getting ready to take Radar and drag his ass out of here.

      “I came to say sorry,” he mumbles, running a small hand through his hair.

      Rose freezes, without looking, and mumbles, “I’m listening.”

      “Sorry I made fun of you. I didn’t mean it,” he grumbles.

      She turns, stomping over to him. Her pink dress with black skulls dances around her knees.

      “It’s not my fwault I talk this way!”

      “I know.” He nods.

      “You’re a buwwy.”

      He shrugs. “I like being a bully.”

      He throws her a smirk. She crosses her arms and looks away.

      “You swuck. I don’t forgive you.”

      She storms past me. “I’m done pwaying.”

      She snatches Carly’s hand and storms away. I look at Radar to throw him a fierce expression. Instead of meeting Radar’s gaze, I’m met with something that makes my jaw fall literally wide open.

      Nia is in front of Radar, eyes flaring. Her hand flies up and swack! It flies across his face so quickly that neither of us have time to react.

      “Nia!” I scold, even though I wanted to do the same thing. Radar scowls at her.

      “Do not lay your hands on me, mute,” he hisses.

      I spin on him. “Do not call my daughter a mute.”

      He meets my eyes, unflinching. I hate this kid. Why does Rose like him so much?

      “Seven, can we talk?”

      I look over my shoulder to see Lacey standing there, fidgeting, but her eyes are steel. I nod, but first glance over to my daughter. Her nostrils are flared but her eyes look almost watery.

      “Nia, you cannot hit people. That is not okay.”

      She flounders for a moment, looking increasingly upset. Her lips slide open and my heart temporarily stops.

      Is she gonna talk?

      I don’t realize ‘til this moment how much I’d love to hear her voice. But she doesn’t. She grabs my hand furiously and starts tracing so fast I almost have trouble keeping up.

      R.

      O.

      S.

      E.

      .. and points angrily at Radar.

      She scowls at him, then me.

      Sighing heavily, I crouch down.

      “Nia, I know he was being mean, but hitting is not the way to handle it.”

      With a harrumph, she grabs my hand. I flip for her to trace, but she shakes her head and turns it the other way, curling my fingers into a half fist. I watch, enraptured, as her little cold fingers lightly trace over the scars lining the center of my knuckles.

      My scars.

      Correction. The scars I’ve gotten from doing exactly what I just told her not to do. Hitting people. Or knocking them out cold with my fists rather.

      “Nia,” I sigh. She raises her eyebrows pointedly. This is why people like me shouldn’t be parents.

      “You’re a kid, sweetie. I’m trying to raise you better than me.”

      The unfamiliar sensation of tears push to the surface.

      “You already know more than I wantcha to. If I could go back and never hurt anyone again, I would.”

      But it’s too late for me.

      I blink hard several times as I flash back to the moment one of my bullets went through a human being. I was just a kid, fresh in the military. No one that young should have to bear that burden.

      Nia squeezes my hand tightly and flips it.

      O.

      K.

      “I love you,” I whisper.

      She draws a heart and squeezes my palm. Half smiling, I push to my feet to go talk to Lacey about her daughter.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry to make you wait so long,” I tell Lacey in my most even, respectful tone.

      “Of course. Is Nia okay?”

      I shrug, but can’t help the shocked words tumbling out of my mouth, like Lacey and I are two parents gossiping, not the boss’s wife and a capo.

      “She hit Radar.”

      Lacey’s eyebrows shoot up then furrow.

      “Why? What did he do?”

      I run a hand through my hair.

      “I promised Rose I wouldn’t tell you.”

      “But…”

      I fidget. I really don’t want to betray her feelings, but I think it’s the right thing here.“Look, Seven, I get it. Really, I do. I’m not an overbearing mom. I really work hard not to be because it would be so easy for me.”

      She fidgets with the end of her sleeve. I know that right underneath, an array of scars lie. Rumor is, they’re real bad.

      “I know. Lacey, Rose is being bullied.”

      Lacey goes ramrod straight. I can tell she’s trying not to get too pissed off, but she is. I’d get pissed, too, if someone was bullying Nia.

      “Who? For what? Radar? Ugh, please not Radar.”

      “No, not Radar. He didn’t stop kids from bullying her the other day like he usually does though, and Rose’s feelings are real hurt. I think she copes with the other kids ‘cause she doesn’t much care for them, but Radar…” I trail off.

      “She likes.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Damn it. Is it bad I want to hurt a child?” She laughs a little uneasily. “Adam’s gonna flip when he finds out.”

      Now she sounds stressed.

      “It’s for her lisp, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, Lacey. It’s for her lisp.”

      “Damn it!” She pounds a knuckle on her thigh and slides her teeth over her lower lip. “I knew I shouldn’t have been so selfish. I thought we had more time. She’s so precious and I didn’t want to instill the idea that something was wrong with her voice at such a young age. Why wouldn’t she come to me?” Her voice sounds pained. “I-I would never judge her.”

      Ugh! This is the part I was avoiding.

      “I don’t know,” I mumble.

      “Yes, you do!” Lacey snaps, shuffling on her feet like she’s gonna attack me if I don’t tell her. And, well, she could. The woman is a trained fighter and badass.

      “I do, but I think that information is for another time.”

      “I don’t. I’ll pull the ‘my husband is boss’ card on this one. I hate it. That sickens me, but this is my daughter and I have to know why she wouldn’t come to me.”

      I hate that I’m about to break Lacey’s heart. She doesn’t deserve it.

      “She didn’t want Boss to find out. She— Lacey, she was scared of what he would do when he found out and knew you’d tell him.”

      Lacey rears back like I shot her.

      “I’m sorry, Lacey.”

      She sucks in a deep breath and leans over, clutching her stomach.

      “I just want the best for her,” she whispers in a tiny voice from her hunched-over position.

      “I know. I know that.”

      Like the weight of her body is too much, she falls back on her heels. I crouch down with her and her shoulders start to shake.

      “Lacey, can you look at me?”

      “Oh God. I’m not ready. She’s still so little.”

      “I know, Lacey,” I murmur as voices echo behind us.

      “Frances, I need you to look into… Lacey!”

      Boss comes running over, not caring that he’s dressed to the nines and in front of his two highest-ranking men. He crouches down in the grass in front of where I’d just respectfully moved.

      “Lacey, what’s wrong?”

      I watch as she takes a deep breath and meets his eyes.

      “Later. I need to be alone.”

      She plants her hands on the grass, stands, and runs off. Boss’s dark eyes meet mine, flaming and demanding.

      Stellar.

      This is why I keep my distance from his wife.
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        * * *

      

      Explaining to a mafia boss after he saw his wife nearly fall apart in front of you that it isn’t my place to say what’s wrong and he really needs to talk to his wife and daughter was not easy, and most definitely used up a bit of the trust bank I have stored with him.

      I’m not worried. I’ve already built my wall back up. Lines won’t be crossed again. I just… Rose was hurting. Radar was hurting her. Nia hit someone. The kids had me a mess and I got too friendly with Lacey.

      I’ve reflected on my time in the armed forces, nauseated, and I’ve steeled myself.

      Boss stares at me and Frances from across his desk, twirling the glass between his fingers. I suspect Lacey’s told him about Rose by now, so the fury in his eyes is something I pray to God Frances doesn’t try to rile up.

      “This ‘Ben’ guy is a contract worker. I’ve used some of my contacts to get information based on the descriptions she gave us. His job is to essentially draw people in, like he did with Isla.”

      Boss stares at his drink some more.

      “The other man, the man she called ‘ice man’,” he states as his lip twitches, “I haven’t got shit on.”

      … And this clearly pisses him off.

      “We’ll find Ben and bring him in. Frances, I’ll let you take the lead on that. Seven, you can take over once we have him.”

      Boss lightly smirks at me, knowing I’m gonna lose my fucking mind when I meet Ben for what he did to Isla.

      “He has a son,” I chime in from the corner. Boss turns to me, and so does Frances. “Isla met him.”

      “Mother?” Frances questions.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Well, I’ll take all that into account, but we need Ben. Bottom line. I’ll go to hell for taking away that kid’s father. Amongst other things,” he mutters.

      “I don’t think the kid will be crushed. Isla suspects abuse.”

      Frances rolls his eyes, but I know it’s a cover and the abuse pisses him off.

      “Okay…?”

      “I’m just letting you know, we have to be careful and make sure the kid doesn’t get drawn into this mess by us or otherwise.”

      “Right. Thank you, Seven. Now, speaking of kids,” Boss’s hands form a fist around his glass. “It’s come to my attention that some of the kids are becoming more aware of the violence in our lives. This is not okay with me,” Boss hisses. “And I don’t know how it’s happening. I’m aware I shoulder a lot of that responsibility, but I’m going to be giving out an order that we are a child-friendly bunch if there is so much as one pair of eyes within one room of where we are working.”

      His glass slams down on his desk.

      “Clear.”

      “Yes, Boss,” Frances and I mumble at the same time.

      “Good. Now,” he pushes up to stand, “Frances, find Ben. Take some men with you. Find out his real name. Have Lionel and Fester find out his son’s location, if there’s a mother, and, if not, options for him. Seven, check on Isla. She’s been alone at your place all day. I don’t want her suffering serious long-term consequences from this, mentally or physically. Watch a movie with her or something.”

      He tilts his head down and adds nonverbally, ‘Don’t fall for her.’ This is the first time in my life I want to punch him. Really? He wants me to go hang out with her and not catch feelings. He’s an asshole.

      “Yes, Boss.”

      “We’ll call you when we get ‘Ben.’ It’ll be tomorrow at the latest.”

      He gives Frances a look.

      “Oh, and Seven, I see you fisting your hands. I can always have Frances hang with her. You can dig through the mud to find Isla’s ex.”

      I grit my teeth as Frances laughs.

      “The current arrangement will be fine, Boss,” I grind out.

      “Good to hear. Now, go check on her. Tell her the doctor’s coming over at seven to follow up with her. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled.”

      We all kinda laugh at that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      I throw my hands up over my head and sigh. Ahhh… I’m off today. I’m… Pain hits me like a Mack truck. As well as the feel of clothes on my body. I don’t sleep in clothes. There’s hardwood beneath my feet.

      I’m not on the bed, right?

      What’s going on? Panic constricts my throat. I push my shaky legs to stand and that’s when I notice it.

      A pink princess book with smooth, shimmery rocks underlying the word and the bag of Kit-Kats. My current reality comes slamming back into me.

      Seven.

      Nia.

      His apartment.

      I rip Seven’s black shirt up to look at my cut. Yep, still gross. Still infected. Still… bad. I feel really bad. Yesterday, I felt like my heart was beating out of my chest. I thought it was all shock, but apparently not. I feel cold and nauseous. My head is swimming with confusion. Shivering, I crawl on the bed and slip under the covers. I need a hospital. That cut is bad. I’m at high risk of having septicemia.

      I grab my phone. I need to call for help. I scroll through my phone and choke when I find three contacts.

      Danny Boy. Keisha. My boss.

      I’m pathetic.

      I can’t even call Seven. I could call Danny, but I’d be putting him at risk. My brain flashes to the written threat and I resist the urge. As if he can read my mind from miles away, my phone buzzes.

      Danny Boy: I need to hear from you that I have to stay away, bug. Love you.

      I can almost see his puppy dog eyes staring at his cell phone, waiting for my reply.

      Me: I’m a wanted woman, Danny boy. You gotta stay away.

      Danny Boy: ISLA! 💜💜💜

      Danny Boy: Just let me know who I have to kill so we can see each other again. Where are you?

      Me: *Snort* We shouldn’t be texting, D.

      Danny Boy: Where are you? Me and Frank will come bust you out.

      Me: Aww, leave little Frankie out of this. He’s fragile and we will preserve him at all costs.

      Danny Boy: Agreed.

      Me: Aww, you love him. Danny and Frankie sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G

      Danny Boy: You are literally seven years old

      Me: I miss you. Don’t text me back ‘til I say you can.

      Danny Boy: I’m a rebel. Love you, G.

      I curl up in bed, shivering, and pray that Seven comes back soon. I need help.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “Nia, I’m gonna go check on Dr. Grace. You stay out there,” I call down the hall.

      I left her with a bag of Taco Bell, which she’s never had before, so she should be happy.

      I walk down the hall to Isla’s room. Has she not left her room yet? I thought I made it clear she could do what she wanted? Maybe I didn’t. Being welcoming isn’t one of my strong suits. Well shit, now I feel bad. She’s been locked inside that room all day.

      “Isla…” I push the door open, knocking a little just in case.

      “Isla!” I scream when I see her.

      She’s huddled on the bed in a tiny ball, shivering, hair matted to her face with a thin sheen of sweat lining her forehead.

      “Fuck, hun, okay… holy hell.”

      Hands on the verge of shaking, I grab my phone and text Boss, ‘Isla 9-1-1 call doc’, then slip my phone back in my pocket.

      “Alright, Isla. You’re okay.”

      I sit on the bed next to her and grab her small, shivering frame.

      “I-I’m cold.”

      “Your skin is on fire,” I hiss. “You’re burning up.”

      She shakes her head. “Cold… septicemia… help…”

      “Help is on the way, hun. Bear with me, okay?”

      She grabs my thigh and tucks her head on it. With a sigh, I stroke her matted hair until I hear my front door being pounded on. Gently, I set Isla on the bed. It guts me when I hear her whimper.

      “I’ll be right back. I promise. Shh, I promise.”

      I run out in the hall. Nia is by the door, reaching for the handle.

      “Nia!” I bark. “You cannot answer the front door. I’ve been over this with you!”

      I wince immediately when I see Nia shut down.

      “I didn’t mean to yell at you, N. But it’s not safe, okay?”

      She nods and retreats to the couch, where she stares blankly at the wall in front of her. Great. I fucked up with her, too. JUST SWELL. When did joining the mob become so intensely emotional?!

      I throw the door open. Boss is there with the ‘family’ doctor by his side.

      “Where is she?” the aging doctor asks immediately.

      “Follow me.”

      I lead him down the hall to Isla, who is now back under the covers, shivering and chewing her lower lip, looking lost.

      “Isla, the doctor’s here. So is… my… uh… boss.”

      She dips her head. The doc quickly intervenes.

      “Let me look at her. Everyone out.”

      Isla meets my eyes and I swear she’s asking me to stay with her, but this is private. I give her a gentle look and walk out of the room. I find Boss already with Nia. She’s doing a puzzle wordlessly, obviously, and he’s helping her.

      I take that opportunity to pace the floor. This is such a mess. I’ve ruined this girl's life in 48 hours. I can’t believe I didn’t give her my number in case of emergencies! God, what the fuck is wrong with me?!

      Cold fingers halt my footsteps. Nia tugs on my hand. I look down at her, unable to hide the pain and fear from my eyes. She lets me go and extends her arm. Crouching down, I let her wrap her small arms around me. I pick her up and let her rest her head on my shoulder as she holds me tight. Her gentle affection softens some of the anger welling inside me.

      “She’s adorable,” Boss says, nodding at Nia.

      “She is,” I agree, squeezing her tighter as she nuzzles into me.

      “She’s perfect for you. The adoption ended up working out perfectly.”

      “Thank you.” I just hope I’m not screwing her up. My dad was ex-military and failed miserably, not that I blame him. I just… I hope I’m protecting her like I wasn’t protected. Especially from myself.

      “It did.”

      And that’s all that’s said for the next forty-five minutes before the doctor finally comes back out. Nia fell asleep in my arms at some point, so I took her to bed. I put her in my bed, but I know by the time I come back, my left side pillow and overthrow blanket will be on the floor with her curled up in it. It really bothers me. I’ve been considering putting Nia in therapy like Isla suggested back when she was simply a doctor to me.

      I don’t know. It’s all fucked right now.

      When the doctor enters, Boss shoves to his feet. I’m already there. I think it’s cool of Boss to be here.

      “She’ll be okay. She’s right. She was at risk for septicemia, but we got to her before it turned dangerous. Still, I put her on antibiotics. She needs to be eating and drinking. She’s dehydrated and probably starving.”

      He turns to Boss and sighs heavily.

      “What the hell, sir? Why is she here?”

      Boss glares at him, but oddly, doesn’t fire him on the spot.

      “She’s here for her own protection,” Boss states, clearly displeased.

      “Mm, well, someone please help the poor girl. She’s a fellow doctor, so I’m partial. She’s scared out of her ever-loving mind.” He stares pointedly at Boss. “Don’t know where I’ve seen that before.”

      “Watch it, doctor!” Boss snaps.

      “I want to see her tomorrow. Whoever she somewhat trusts, please, go distract her. She needs to get her mind off her stress. She’s legitimately gonna give herself an ulcer.”

      With a nod, the doctor heads for the door.

      “Well, that’s your cue.” Boss heads for the door as well. “Let me know if she needs anything, alright?”

      “Yes, Boss.”

      “And Seven, hang in there. Tomorrow we’ll have Ben, or whoever the fuck, and you can get some of the shit in your head out.”

      ‘Cause he knows I’m running out of time. The demons are catching up and I need to fight them.

      Before they win.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Isla

      

      

      The doctor was actually nice. 10/10 for bedside manner for a confused, scared girl. I didn’t even have it in me to evaluate him as a medical doctor. I was simply a woman wanting the discomfort and misery to end, just praying he didn’t hurt me more in the process.

      “Knock, knock. It’s just me, hun.”

      Seven pushes the door open, first popping his head in, then the rest of his massive frame. I’m propped up against Nia’s headboard, her princess book in hand with the rocks and Kit-Kats on the nightstand next to me.

      “You look loads better, Isla. I see you got Nia’s…” He waves his hand around, unsure what to call it.

      “Pick me ups?” I offer.

      “Yeah, those.” He looks at me wearily for a moment. “Mind if I sit on the bed?”

      I scoot over and nod. “Of course not.”

      Slowly, footsteps dragging, he plops down on the mattress. The tension riddling his body makes me want to do crazy things like run my hand up and down his strong arms. Which… I’m crazy. High on medication and shock, probably.

      “How are you doing?”

      I shrug. “I have a lotttt of medication in me right now. I feel… not like myself. Whatever I say, you have to ignore ‘til it’s out of my system.”

      He chuckles lightly. “Alright, hun. Whatever you say.”

      Hun. He keeps calling me that and it’s digging in. I don’t like it.

      “Sorry I scared you,” I whisper.

      He shakes his head. “You should have had my number. I can’t believe I overlooked that. I keep doing that with you.”

      His lips pull together tightly.

      “You forgot to give me your number, Seven. Big deal. Yesterday was a crazy day. I’m pretty sure you were distracted enough by my twenty-five panic attacks.”

      He sucks his lower lip in. God, ugh, why is he so hot and why am I so horny? This is beyond inappropriate and… something’s wrong with me.

      “This is all my fault, Isla.”

      That snaps me back to the moment real quick. Slinking back a bit, I whisper, “What do you mean?”

      Running a hand over his face, he lets out a sound that can only be described as a cross between a growl and a whimper.

      “I was supposed to take Nia to see our doctor, the one you just met. We don’t do hospitals or regular docs unless someone is literally gonna die. And even then, honestly, it’s usually just for people we can’t or don’t want to lose, as harsh as that is. But that’s this world, Isla. I…” He sighs. “My childhood wasn’t great. I can’t change the life I have now. I’m too screwed up, but I wanna do everything in my power to do right by Nia. The world hasn’t been fucking fair to her so far. My goal is to give her a life as normal as possible. For instance, this apartment. Yeah, everyone else lives at the mansion, but with Nia on board and with my issues, I couldn’t live there. I wanted her away. Boss is even facing shit with his own daughter for what she’s exposed to. Anyway, seeing a normal pediatrician with stickers and shit was just another entry on my list of things to grant her some normalcy. I don’t want this life for her. I never intended…”

      He takes my hand tightly, letting his guilt seep through his skin to mine, sending warmth surging through my body.

      “I’m so sorry, Isla Grace. I’m so, so sorry. It’s my fault you’re in this mess. And I promise…” His eyes harden, giving me insight into the violence he carries and buries deep inside him. Oddly, it doesn’t scare me. It heats me up and makes me feel safe. “I promise that I’ll fix it.”

      I turn away. His hand tenses and tries to pull away from mine. I know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking I blame him, but I don’t. Not one bit. His plea, his apology, is making my lips tingle with the urge to kiss him.

      “You’re such a good dad, Seven,” I whisper, fisting the comforter.

      “Thank you,” he says carefully.

      God, he hasn’t let go of my hand…

      I fist the comforter tighter and hiss out a deep breath.

      “Seven, I don’t blame you at all. How could I? I want Nia to see a real pediatrician, too. What happened was a freak thing. Every child deserves a doctor that will dote on them and break the mold of fear that most MD’s invoke in children. It’s why I do what I do.”

      “It wasn’t a freak thing,” he roars, nearly making me tumble off the bed in shock. “The man I work for has enemies. A fuck ton of ‘em. I put you in harm’s way to—”

      “To give your adopted daughter, that you love, a normal experience!” I scream right back, matching his pitch.

      His nostrils flare. “You’re hurt!”

      “I’m alive, though!”

      “You. Are. Beat. Up,” he grits out through clenched teeth.

      “Yep.”

      I keep my hazel eyes locked onto his brown ones.

      “I am, Seven. I am beat up. Definitely didn’t see my life going this way, but I’ll learn to live with it and you will, too. You chose the life you did. You picked it!” Without even knowing it, I realize my finger is jabbing at his chest.

      “Don’t tell me you didn’t know innocent people could get hurt, ‘cause you did. So, don’t take something actually good you did, warp it, and pin that shit on me, ‘cause this isn’t about what happened to me. It’s about something bigger. So, cut it out,” I finish on a breath, chest heaving with adrenaline and physical exhaustion. A combination of stress, medication, illness, and injury will do that to a person.

      Seven goes quiet next to me. Quiet for a long time. After about ten minutes of silence, I glance over at him with just my eyes. He’s staring into space, jaw locked.

      “Seven?” I whisper.

      His jaw starts to tick.

      “Seven? You’re scaring me.”

      I actually turn this time and what I see steals my breath. He’s here, but he’s not. His eyes are full of demons and rage. So much rage and anger and pain that it snatches the air right out of my lungs.

      “Seven,” I say softly.

      With shaking fingers, I reach out and touch his chest to soothe him. To take some of the agony out of his eyes.

      As soon as my fingers brush across the tense muscles of his chest, I’m through the air and hands are wrapping around my throat like I touched a booby trap.

      “Seven!” I screech. I stare into his eyes, mine wide and panicked, to find his dark as night. I don’t know what’s going on, but he’s not here. He’s not doing this on purpose. And even though he’s choking the life out of me right now, all I can think is that when he comes to, he’s gonna be buried under even more guilt.

      “Die, motherfucker! Die, motherfucker! Die! Die,” he cries with no fury, just broken desperation. His hands crush down on my windpipe, wrenching a cry from deep within.

      “Seven,” I croak, since I can’t scream. I reach my hands out blindly; even though touching him got me in this situation, maybe tender, caring, female touch will get me out.

      I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe. All of my survival instincts are flaring as colors dance in my vision.

      “Please,” I whisper, voice fading. “Seven.”

      My eyes flicker. It hurts. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

      I can’t find him reaching out blindly like this. My arms collapse, giving out without oxygen to fuel them. I know how this process works. My doctor brain is running through what is happening stage by stage and how much time I have left before I die or am left with permanent damage.

      It’s all happening so fast.

      One of my fallen hands lands on his wrist at the base of my throat. I open my mouth to plead for him to realize what he’s doing, but my eyes flutter and my voice fails me.

      Danny’s gonna lose his mind.

      Nia… Oh God, Seven can’t kill me. He’ll lose it. He won’t be the best he can be for Nia.

      A tear streams down my cheek and lands on his hand. The one I have one of my own hands wrapped around.

      I wish I could have read more. What a weird thought. Am I supposed to think that as I die? I wish I had sex with someone other than the loser who I slept with drunk as a teen who got off and left me with nothing but shame.

      I wish my dad didn’t die. I wish he’d loved me, but the pain of losing Mom and having no money was too much and he loved booze more.

      I wish I helped more kids, but I also wish I worked less. I wish I were a mom. Whoo… that cut deep. I always wanted to have the honor of being a little boy or girl’s mother.

      I wish I loved someone other than a boy-then-man who could never love me back.

      I wish could see Danny get married as a Fuck You to his dad. We had it all planned out. The pictures we’d send his asshole father in the mail.

      My heart aches as peace overtakes my miserable, aching body.

      I’m floating, drifting off to a place where maybe I won’t have so many regrets.

      “Isla! ISLA!” A voice bellows. I can hear it in the distance.

      There’s less pressure…

      Am I going to the light or staying in the dark?

      HUHHHH! My chest flies off the bed as my body involuntarily sucks in all the air it can, choosing the darkness all on its own. I blink my eyes open. Why are my feet floating? My dreary eyes look ahead to see my feet propped up on the headstand. My body’s been turned to get me there. Slowly, I drag one foot off, then the other. My body feels like it’s lagging. I turn my head just in time to see Seven jump from the bed like it caught fire. He stares at me then turns away, breathing deeply. His chest heaves beneath his thick flannel. Are mafia men supposed to wear flannel? There’s no doubt in my mind that’s what I’m wrapped up in now.

      The mafia.

      He stares at me again in horror, tugging at the ends of his hair. I want to say something, anything, to make him stop looking at me like that. I want to know what happened to him to make him suffer from PTSD so severely.

      But my mind won’t work and my tongue won’t move. To make it all worse, the horror won’t leave Seven’s face.

      Demons dance in the back of his eyes, flashing their fire for me to see.

      His lips are curled with self-disgust.

      I crawl forward on the bed to grab his hand, even though I’m slow as molasses, but he leaps back like I’m poison.

      “Don’t come near me, Isla,” he warns in a whisper. “Stay away from me. I’m… no good. You should be nowhere near me. I…”

      His eyes dart to my throat and widen. In a swift blow of air, he’s gone. Charging down the hallway.

      My heart skids to a stop. He can’t leave me alone with his demons. I can’t handle them all by myself.

      I need him!

      “Seven!” I rasp, jumping from the bed. Well, “jumping.” My body is lagging in speed and coordination. I trip over the covers in my effort to reach him before he… he what? I don’t know. Before he fully leaves me. I have leeway now.

      “Seven, please,” I plead from the end of the hallway when I get there. “Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me.”

      His body freezes. Hands fisting. Muscles tightening.

      “Have I not done enough damage to you, Isla?” he snarls.

      Um… please go back to saying one to five words at time in a stoic, monotone manner.

      I don’t like this tone. It’s scaring me.

      He rounds.

      “What? You need to be in constant danger to be happy? Have the straight 24 hours of torture not been enough?!” he roars.

      My eyes water. ‘Cause I’m weak. I’m weak. I’m not like the girls in books with endless sarcasm and strength. I’m all weakness, emotion, and heart.

      “You don’t mean that,” I whisper. I wish my voice wasn’t hoarse. It isn’t stopping him from shedding his much darker second skin.

      “Seven, I’m tired. Pl-please just put on a movie for me. I-I’m hungry.”

      I risk a step closer. I feel so small, all 5’1 of me, in just a double layer of his shirts to cover me.

      “Please don’t do this.”

      “The fuck am I doing, Isla? Leaving you alone after, I don’t know, attacking you! Nearly killing you in my daughter’s bed sheets. Is that what you don’t want me to do?”

      I wince. Put that way, it sounds… awful. It was awful. Is. I just don’t want him to leave me right now and I don’t know why. But I feel high. I feel drugged and I don’t want him to leave me alone.

      “Yes, that’s what I don’t want you to do,” I tell him.

      One step closer. Slowly.

      He looks away. It’s then that I see his hands trembling.

      Two steps closer.

      I can reach out and touch him.

      “Stay there, Isla.”

      “You’re hurting.”

      “This isn’t something you can fix, doc.”

      “Don’t call me doc!” I gasp on instinct, wincing immediately. His head spins to look at me, then remembers ice man, and nods.

      “Never again.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t you fucking thank me, okay! Just… don’t.”

      His voice wobbles and then, despite his body being turned away from me, I see a tear dribble down his beard. He quickly wipes it, but not before I see.

      “Talk to me.”

      “No.”

      “What happened to you? I’m a good listener.”

      He lets out a humorless laugh. “I don’t typically have heart to hearts with my victims, Isla.”

      I hate that word. I hate it so much.

      “Don’t be an asshole. I’m tired. I’m tired and I’m hungry. I feel high and disoriented now, too. Are you gonna make me some damn food and put on a movie or not? I’m tired of begging you to do the right thing.”

      His eyes meet mine, blank. Completely blank. Is this really better than scary?

      “Of course.” His voice is that stoic, militant tone from before. “Everything’s gonna hurt going down. Have a preference of blended soup or smoothie?”

      “Soup, please.”

      He nods. “Grab a blanket, shower, whatever you need. The remote’s in the left drawer of the living room table. Pick what you want. I don’t care if it costs money to rent.”

      With that, he leaves.

      I got my way. Or did I?

      I have his body, but I sure don’t have his mind. I don’t have one bit of that. That’s what I should have asked for.

      Now I’m too shy to try again.
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        Isla

      

      

      I curl up on the couch with my Kindle in hand. The book’s not appealing. For the first time in my life, it’s not. I want to throw it across the room and stomp on it. Over and over and over again.

      Things don’t happen like they do in books!

      No one loves you or holds you. It doesn’t end in wedding bells and flowers. If I live through this, I’m gonna get a bag of trauma and a life that will now feel empty, devoid of feeling.

      I throw the Kindle down on the couch with tears in my eyes. That’s supposed to be my escape! NOT MY REALITY!

      “Ugh!”

      My head lolls back.

      “Your food.”

      Seven is stiff and stoic as he places my food—well, soup—down on the table.

      “It’s butternut, pureed. I had some already made. Hope that’s okay?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Read or movie?”

      “Movie.” Definitely movie. “I was waiting for you.”

      “I’m not staying,” he informs me.

      I can’t take this.

      “Fine, go.” I stand up, slam my food down on the table, and try to see through the splitting headache that’s now smacked me square across the face.

      “I’m over it.”

      I start to storm away when warmth coats my hand. I stop and close my eyes, inhaling every piece of control I can muster.

      “What, Seven?”

      “What do you need?”

      His voice is soft.

      “A hug. I need a hug. A real hug.”

      “You’re not scared to have me hug you?”

      “What are you thinking right now?”

      He pauses. “You don’t wanna know, Isla.”

      “No, I’m not scared. I’d risk just about anything for a real hug right now.”

      “Come here, hun.”

      He pulls lightly and tugs me into his chest.

      Warmth, ahhh…

      It surrounds me like a blanket, coating my frayed nerves. His arms go around me and rub gently, up and down, up and down, wordlessly.

      I squeeze him as tightly as I can. Like a life raft in a raging river.

      “Stay ‘til I go to sleep. Don’t leave me alone. Please.”

      “I hate how you say please,” he murmurs in my hair.

      “Why?”

      There’s a long silence.

      “‘Cause I can’t say no to you when you do.”

      Something blooms in my chest. Something I learned to naturally swallow at work, but it’s almost too strong this time.

      “You should eat something.”

      “I promise I will tomorrow.” Oh shit, tomorrow! I shoot back. “I have work tomorrow. I have to work. I can’t call out. I’m too, uh…”

      “You can say important, Isla. I won’t find you cocky.”

      I blush. “Yeah, that. I’m that. I have to go.”

      “You look like hell.”

      “Please don’t go easy on my account.”

      He shakes his head at me.

      “Let’s take it a day at a time. Do you need a shower or anything?”

      “My meds are kicking in…” And my head hurts like it’s gonna explode, but he’ll leave if I tell him that. “I just want to go to bed, if that’s okay.”

      “Of course.”

      Of course. Fine. Yes. I can get an Alexa for the same amount of connection I’m getting right now.

      I pad down the hall ahead of him, fighting with myself not to put my hands over my throbbing head. It’s not easy.

      I know I must look a mess to him. I’m limping. I’m pale. My hair is a literal nest on my head. I have bruises on my cheek and probably throat.

      I can’t even imagine what Danny would do if he saw me like this. Lose. His. Ever-loving. Mind. That’s what.

      I turn the corner to my room.

      “How has Nia not woken up yet with all the noise?”

      “She has. She’s just bein’ respectful, I’m sure.”

      “I love her. I think I’m gonna have a hard time saying goodbye. At least I’ll still be her doctor.”

      I glance back. He seems a little startled by my statement, but of course, doesn’t comment. He just plows ahead of me, pulls the cover back, and looks at me to go in.

      I listen. The covers are far too appealing and I have no desire to argue. I slide inside, reveling in the feeling of the cold pillow against my aching head.

      Feels so good…

      “Anything else you need?” Seven asks in that same empty tone.

      “A friend?”

      He blinks at me.

      “The less contact you have with Danny, the safer he is.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know. Just get out of here, Seven. I’ll spare you the torture of having to stay here with me.”

      I’m done. I turn on my side, curl up, and block him out.

      Go to sleep. Go to sleep. Ugh, I can’t sleep without reading, but reading is making everything worse, which in turn depresses me.

      I don’t wanna be awake anymore, to be frank. What am I gonna do about work? Do I even have an alarm? Seven probably won’t wake me. I’m spiraling… I’ll see Danny and Keisha tomorrow. Do I just act normal? Will Danny ask questions or will he behave and keep his distance from me? Will…

      “I can hear you thinking from across the room,” Seven whispers gruffly as his arm slides stiffly around my waist.

      “Better?” he murmurs. There’s an edge of vulnerability to his voice. Has he ever held someone? Has someone other than Danny ever held me?

      “Mmm-hmm,” is all I can manage.

      Better? Better? If his hug was a blanket, his strong arm acting as a weight and an anchor as I sleep is like a full-body heating pad, soothing every ache and pain, even the ones in my heart.

      “What happened to you, Seven?” I ask after thirty minutes of being too scared to even breathe.

      He stiffens. Before he can pull away, I snatch his hand and hold it as tightly as I can to my chest.

      “You’re supposed to be tired.”

      “I am tired.”

      “Then go to sleep,” he mutters.

      “Tell me.”

      His sigh almost makes the headboard shake, it’s so heavy.

      “Tell me what you were thinking about a minute ago, then you have my word.”

      “Work. How I’m gonna get up. What I’m gonna do when I get there. How to approach Danny.”

      “Alright. Let’s clear that up. I’ll wake you. Don’t worry ‘bout that. You go there, do your thing. We’ll have eyes on you from the outside. Nothing to worry about there. I’ll handle it. I’ll help you cover your—”

      “Stop, shhh…” I soothe, stroking his scarred hand as his mind wanders to the marks he left on my throat. “Shh. Don’t ruin this.”

      “I’ll help cover it,” he finishes in a gravelly, pissed-off tone. “As for Danny, be nice, but keep your distance. If he pesters you, though I don’t think he will, since he loves you, wants you safe, remind him to think ‘bout what I said and to remember he has Frank, too.”

      I stiffen a bit at that, but nod slowly.

      “I programed my number in your phone earlier. Text me if something comes up. I’ll keep my phone on me at all times.”

      “Alright. That helps, thanks.”

      “Yep.”

      “Seven?”

      He doesn’t respond.

      “I know you’re not asleep. Your turn.”

      I squiggle around to get loose so I can turn and face him. I manage to figure it out, even though it’s awkward and ungraceful.

      I don’t meet his eyes right away. My gaze stays hidden by my hair, trained on his chest. Slowly, shakily, I reach out and stroke the spot where his heart is beating out of his chest. It’s the only sign he’s scared. But that’s exactly what he is, scared.

      “Can’t go back there. Could hurt you,” he finally says.

      “You won’t hurt me. I’m already touching you. I’ll keep you safe, Seven.”

      “That’s not how it works,” he growls, starting to yank himself away from me and all my limbs.

      “No!” I scream, leaping forward out of sheer desperation, and grabbing his massive body. “Don’t leave! Not yet.”

      “Isla…”

      … And, ‘cause I only have one card I know to pull, I whisper, “Please.”

      He stops, glancing over at me, before a smile, a beautiful, beautiful half-smile, spreads on his lips.

      “Really?” he laughs. “I mean, really?”

      I take his shirt between my fingers and tug so he’s close and can hold me again. Just so you know, he does.

      “It was a guaranteed win. How can I turn that down?”

      He laughs, breathy. “Wow.”

      “Are you really mad?”

      “No, I’m not really mad at all.”

      “Okay, good. Your life story awaits.”

      “You don’t want my life story, Isla. You’re sunshine, but my life is doom and gloom.”

      “Hey, judgey!” I smack his chest, weakly though. My body’s not up to par. “Just because I’m nice doesn’t mean I’ve had an easy life.”

      “Tell me about your parents.”

      “Fact for fact?” He goes quiet. “Seven, fact for fact?”

      “Fine.” It’s barely audible, but it’s an agreement. I swear I hear him mutter, “Great, I can’t say no to you either,” but I could be wrong.

      “Tell me about your parents.”

      I wince. “Start small, specific.”

      “Tell me about your dad.”

      Go right for the jugular.

      “He was great.”

      He laughs, unamused. “So, I’m supposed to spill my heart to you and you’re really gonna sit and lie to me right now?”

      I bite my lower lip.

      “Sorry.”

      “The truth now. Try again.”

      He gives me a little squeeze.

      “He-he worked a lot. Mom…” I swallow. “Mom left. Broke his heart. We were dirt poor, lived in a trailer and all… and, you know, alcohol became a little crutch, but mostly work,” I add quickly. “He’d have loved me if he wasn’t so tired from working all the time.”

      Seven’s quiet, absentmindedly stroking the soft skin on my arm with his palm. Maybe I did die and go to heaven…

      “The alcohol…?”

      “Your turn. Why do you have PTSD?”

      He stiffens. He went for the jugular first!

      “Military.”

      It’s my turn to freeze. “You were in the military!? Before… this?”

      “Yep. You’d think it’d be quite the change, but nah, not really.”

      “How can you say that?”

      He shrugs. “I saw more death in the military than I do now.”

      “But weren’t those people bad?”

      “Some, not most.”

      I stay quiet for a long time, thinking that over.

      “That’s awful,” I whisper.

      “Too young. They’re too young to be doin’ that.”

      “You mean you.”

      His jaw grits. “My time’s done. Your turn. The alcohol. Was he a drunk?”

      I look away at that, fiddling with the blanket.

      “Danny says yes, I say no.”

      “‘Cause it hurts less that way?”

      I debate not answering, but then snuggle in closer to his constant heat.

      “Yes.”

      “Alright,” he whispers, not fighting it like Danny always does. He strokes my hair once.

      I wish he’d kiss it…

      No. Ugh. Stop.

      “You have the softest fucking hair,” he groans.

      “Oh, you mean the rat’s nest you’re currently touching. I’d get your hand away before eggs fertilize between your fingers.”

      His lip twitches. “You’re a weirdo, you know that?”

      “Yeah, I know that.”

      “Alright.” Well geez, thanks for making sure I knew.

      “My turn. What happened while you were in the military to give you PTSD?”

      At that, I think I do lose him. He turns into a literal rod.

      “Next subject,” he barks, putting distance between us, but not enough where he knows I’ll pounce on him.

      “No, this one, Seven.”

      I scoot in closer and take his chin in my hands, forcing eye contact.

      “You gotta tell someone, crazy boy.”

      “Most of the men who know have killed themselves by now. Let’s keep it that way.”

      “Please.” I bat my eyelashes for good measure.

      “You can’t just use that whenever you want something from me.”

      “I only use it when it’s something that will benefit both of us.”

      “This won’t help you, woman! You don’t see. You don’t get it,” he growls, fisting his hands, so he doesn’t hurt me instead of the demons.

      “I still wanna know.”

      He whimpers, whimpers, and it slays me, pierces through the worn-out tethers of my heart and reaches right into my soul.

      “I was a prisoner of war. Happy now, Isla? Are you just so fucking happy? Are you happy I went to the military to escape my monster, only to run into her devil? Are you happy I watched my baby sister die ‘cause she couldn’t take the abuse my mom doled out on us? When I couldn’t protect her, I joined the military to save her soul in other little girls. I saved no one. No fucking one.

      “Are you happy those monsters ripped off my fingernails for information? Are you happy I watched my brothers get murdered before my eyes, shrivel up like prunes and die?! Are you so fucking happy they burnt me with rods for information on this Godforsaken country? Does that make you so fucking happy?!”

      He’s crying by the end, tears streaming down his beard-covered face. So am I. I take his large body in my tiny arms and squeeze as tightly as I can. I squeeze until my muscles wobble from prolonged exhaustion. I squeeze until I literally can’t anymore. I really only stop when his silent tears turn into audible sobs in the crook of my neck.

      Unable to talk past the horror clogged in my throat, I cry with him. I cry with him and squeeze his hand in mine.

      Neither of us say anything until he stops crying.

      “That’s why…” He clears his throat. “That’s why I am so fierce when it comes to the safety of children. For Delilah. And all the kids who got wrapped up in a war that they didn’t ask for, that had nothing to do with them and everything to do with power and greed.”

      “Why the mafia?” I whisper, wiping his tears away with the back of my hand. It’s the first time I’ve said it aloud, but I have to know.

      “I have too many demons, Isla. They broke me, hun. They broke me. This is my compromise, so I don’t lose my mind and do worse.”

      I swallow.

      “I understand. I understand.”

      That’s all I have to offer, my softness. My acceptance and understanding.

      “Good.” He kisses my head like I’ve wanted all night, but it’s too fast. His lips are just a tempting whisper in the tangles of my strawberry blonde hair. “I’m glad you do, hun.”

      He pulls me in tighter.

      “‘Cause that’s why tomorrow, while you change lives at work, I’m gonna find somewhere else you can stay and actually be safe. I have to protect you from my demons, too, angel.”

      I hide my face in his t-shirt and squeeze the fabric between my shaking fingers.

      Why did he have to ruin everything?
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      “Do you have him?” I bark, storming over to Boss.

      My eyes flare. Boss’s eyebrows raise. This is absolutely not how I talk to him. Ever.

      “First, let’s talk. Come.”

      Without looking back, Boss spins on his dress shoe-clad heel and silently makes his way down the hall. I follow with my body, like the soldier I am, but my mind is all… fucked up. It took everything in me to get Nia ready this morning like normal. I practically dumped her on the teacher/nanny’s doorstep.

      I completely avoided Isla.

      I could barely look at her. I think at one point, I coldly stated that she should call out of work today. She shrugged limply and avoided me as much as I avoided her.

      I didn’t miss her red-rimmed eyes, though. Or the dark circles. Or the way her skin was pale again, not as bad as yesterday, but still. I sure as hell didn’t miss the fingerprint-shaped bruises adorning her neck. She tried to cover it with makeup, but Danny’s gonna flip his lid when he sees her and I don’t blame him. The worst part isn’t even the physical stuff, it’s in her eyes. See, Isla shines. Corny. Would have never used that word before, but she does. Her eyes are warm as the summer sun. When she looks at you, she gives you some of that light. She gives it to everyone, despite her deadbeat influences growing up, and yet still, she never seems to run out herself.

      But this morning, that was gone. All that light snuffed out in one day by me.

      I almost killed her. I almost killed the most perfect woman on the planet in Nia’s bed. If it wasn’t for Boss being two feet in front of me, I’d hurl. I’d vomit all over the floor.

      I was there. I was right back there. I didn’t see her at all, just the faces of the terrorists who tortured me, mocked me, broke me.

      “Seven.” Boss comes into my line of sight, brows furrowed with concern. “Come into my office. Come on.”

      I do as he says. I always do as he says.

      Click. The door seals shut behind me as Boss rounds his desk.

      “Start talking and don’t tell me nothing’s wrong or I won’t update you on Ben.”

      “We need to find somewhere else for Isla to stay.”

      Boss straightens immediately. “What happened?”

      My hand goes to my beard and tugs to keep me grounded.

      “I had an episode.”

      “Fuck,” Boss mutters. Yeah, he knows. He has to in case it happens on a job, or from a different angle, he may need me to channel that trauma to take down a motherfucker.

      “Isla tried to touch me to… help.”

      Boss’s face falls to his chest and his fingers slide up to pinch his nose.

      “What did you do, Seven?”

      “She’s alive…”

      “Oh, is she?” he barks. “Good to know.”

      Wincing, I mutter, “I-I choked her. Bad. Enough to leave marks. I didn’t see her there! I swear to God, I didn’t.”

      “I know, Seven, I know,” Boss assures me quietly. “I know. Are you okay?”

      “What does it matter if I’m okay?!” My voice booms off the walls. “She didn’t have that fucking shine in her eyes this morning! I snuffed it out in one night!”

      “Was Nia present?” His voice remains calm. Level.

      “No,” I bite out. Thank God.

      “Good. Does Isla want to leave? How is she, emotionally?”

      Oh, she’s all screwed up. After I nearly killed her, suffocated her to death while roaring out strings of curses meant for terrorists, she asked me to stay. She begged me to stay.

      I didn’t intend on listening until she lifted her chin and rightfully put me in my place. Then I became a subservient soldier. But when her eyes glazed over with frustration and disappointment, I couldn’t hold it. I took her curled-up, tired body and wrapped an arm around it.

      She melted. Her tense muscles softened and an inaudible mewl escaped her lips. I can deny, deny, deny all I want. It was all real as day.

      Then the questions started.

      And she told me things. Things that confused me. How could her parents not love her, yet she emanates love so brightly? How is that possible? How can she protect her father's memory when he left her out to dry?

      And I told her things. Things I don’t ever tell anybody.

      “Seven, I’m still here,” Boss reminds me.

      “She’s tired. Emotionally. Physically. All of it, but she’s stronger than she thinks she is. We just have to get her out of this mess so she can go on with her normal life.”

      “Don’t sound so happy for her, Seven,” he muses.

      I fight the instinct to glare at him, as he’s my superior, and settle for my shoes instead.

      “You didn’t answer my first question.”

      I grit my jaw. “I’m not sure.”

      “You’re not sure? Or you don’t want to admit that you have issues, fucked up, but she forgave you and still feels safer with you than at some random apartment I stick her in with guards outside her door that she doesn’t know? Which one is it Seven? Don’t tell me you don’t know. Don’t insult my intelligence.”

      “She doesn’t know what’s best for her!” I explode.

      He stands. “She doesn’t? A doctor at, what, twenty-eight, twenty-nine? Seems to me she’s doing pretty well for herself so far. I researched her. Drunk dad, absent mom, grew up in a trailer park. Not exactly the makings of a MD, Seven.”

      I feel my jaw ticking at a faster pace.

      Boss sighs. “Alright, come on.”

      “Where are we going?” I growl under my breath.

      “Gym,” he says simply, unbuttoning his expensive suit jacket and carelessly throwing it over his chair.

      “You’re gonna fight me, so come on.”

      I follow. ‘Cause if I don’t, I’ll probably kill someone in a blind rage.
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      Keep eyes down. Hair over face and neck. Be invisible, Isla Grace. Just do your job. That’s all you have to do right now.

      Your job.

      In. Out. Deep breaths. It’s all okay. You have medicine. Food. Water. A soul still, somewhat…

      “Isla,” comes a whispered voice.

      Danny.

      All my face muscles tighten and immediately my eyes well up. Damn it! My body’s too trained to show him everything in me, but right now I have to keep him safe.

      “Hey, Danny.” I force my voice to be bright as I pretend to shuffle through papers.

      “Why don’t you try that again looking at me, G?”

      Damn it, he knows me too well!

      I feel his large presence behind me. Although it doesn’t feel so big after having Seven’s arms around me. I swallow down the lump in my throat. Taking a deep breath, I turn.

      Pleaseeee, be cool about this, Danny. Pleaseee.

      … But he’s not. And I mean, come on. I knew he wouldn’t be. I know him better than that.

      He gasps. “No.”

      Without giving me a moment to take him in or revel in the comfort of my best friend, he has my arm in a tight hold—apparently everyone thinks they can manhandle me lately—and is dragging me across the floor, muttering to himself.

      “That fucking son of a bitch. I can’t believe I let him freak me out. I swear to God—”

      “Danny,” I whisper.

      He stops, lightly tugs me into a patient room, and shuts the door. When he turns back to me, he’s lost his anger, or forced it away for me as always, ‘cause he’s smiling a little.

      “Hey, bug.”

      Bug. That’s what I need right now. Just my friend.

      I launch at him at full speed, wrapping him up so tightly you’d think I was trying to squeeze him to death.

      “I know, G. I know. I shouldn’t have left your side for one single minute in all this. I thought… well, I thought that you not flipping your lid over my safety was best for you with all the stress you are under, but now… you look like shit, Isla.”

      “What is it with you men saying that? You can’t just say that!”

      He grins. “Still the prettiest woman I know.”

      “I’m the only woman you know,” I mutter.

      “So, by default, the prettiest.”

      I can’t help the giggle that escapes. God, I missed him. It’s literally been one evening, but an eventful one. One where I needed him, and for the first time in my life, he wasn’t there.

      “I hate you, Danny boy.”

      He smiles, but it falters.

      “Seriously, what happened to you, bug? Did that man…? Tell me he didn’t…” Danny winces.

      “No, he didn’t-he didn’t hurt me.”

      Well… that’s a stretch. But I can’t tell him the truth without him flipping out and I still don’t know what hurts worse: my head or my heart. How can he just get rid of me after our talk yesterday? Am I being naive and stupid? Is my lack of normal relationships showing?

      “Isla, something happened. You look sick. You look miserable.”

      I am miserable.

      “My cut may be a little… infected.” I grimace. He’s gonna…

      “What?” Danny shrieks.

      He grabs my hips and hauls me up onto the patient table.

      “Lift up your shirt right now.”

      “Ooh-la-la.”

      He gives me a flat stare, clearly unamused.

      “I’m not laughing, Isla.”

      “Sorry,” I murmur, lifting the top of my scrubs up and looping the bottom of my shirt through the top so he can get easy access to the infected area. I’m not shy in front of Danny. One, he’s seen me naked as the day as I was born before. Two, well, he has zero interest whatsoever in my body, other than if it’s bruised, bleeding, sick, or injured. So, this is really not a big deal.

      “When were the dressings changed?” he asks, feeling his way around the area.

      “Last night. Seven had a doctor brought in.”

      Danny scowls at my tummy, but I appreciate the effort not to show his outright disdain for Seven right in front of me.

      “Good to hear,” he mutters. “I’m gonna change these so I can take a look.”

      He flips through cabinets, slamming each one as he brings out an array of supplies.

      “I have a patient in ten minutes, Danny.”

      “I’ll go cancel that for you.”

      “No, Danny, wait—” … and he’s already in the hall.

      This is the only thing about Danny that annoys me. If he thinks I’m in trouble, or not making smart choices, he takes on a big brother role and ignores my very capable voice. I’ve earned the right to be heard, so it pisses me off when he doesn’t listen.

      When he comes back in the room, I can see he’s fighting with himself. His eyes are flickering and his hands twitching. I let him be. I let him gather the supplies without pestering him.

      Dutifully, he gets to work unwrapping the bandage. He goes so slowly ‘cause he doesn’t want to hurt me.

      I place my hand over his.

      “You’re not gonna hurt me. I’m fine.”

      “Alright.”

      He picks up the pace a bit, unwrapping the gauze one layer at a time.

      “I didn’t want to tell you this, Isla,” Danny whispers, staring a little too hard at my stomach, “but… we’re best friends. Brother and sister. I know you’re lying to me about things…”

      When my lip trembles, he squeezes my hand.

      “I don’t blame ya, bug. But I just don’t want to start that between us. Especially now. You’re the only one I fully trust and I assume it’s the same for you.”

      I nod enthusiastically. “I just don’t want anyone to hurt you. I love you.”

      “I love you, too, G. I love you, too. Now, for the shitty news.” He looks at me a moment. “Brace yourself.”

      “Oh God.”

      “Yeah. Trevor came to see me last night. Frank answered the door.”

      Trevor is Danny’s racist, sexist, homophobic, asshat, douchebag, scumbag, bastard of a father. Is that enough for you? I hate him. I hate him!

      I scowl.

      “What the hell did he want?” I growl. Losing some of my anger, I gasp. “Aww, is Frank, okay?”

      “Frank’s fine. A little surprised,” Danny mutters. “Every gay boy thinks they relate to my tale of the unaccepting father, but they don’t have Trevor,” he mutters. “So yeah, even though I’d warned Frank about my father, that if we ever had the displeasure of running into him somewhere, he’s a monster, seeing him in person is a whole different ball game.”

      Yeah, ya think? Trevor cussed me out and called me a “lowlife whore” for hanging out with his… I can’t even say the words he used to describe Danny. It was too awful, what he referred to Danny as. I’ll let you imagine it.

      “What did he want? He hasn’t seen you in, what, ten years now? How did he even find out where you live, the miserable old bastard?”

      Danny smirks faintly. He likes when I insult his father with curse words. It brings him joy, so I’m sure to do it every time he comes up.

      “Isla…” Danny takes my hand and squeezes. I can’t squeeze his back. My body is still feeling really bad. “Trevor knew you were wrapped up in something. He was there to ‘recommend’ I stay away. He said a few other things about you, but I’d really, really prefer not to repeat them.”

      I want to ask, but Danny’s ocean blue eyes are pleading so hard that I resist the urge.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “Thanks, G. So yeah, Trevor knows. Meaning that these people you’re running from, Isla, they’re close. Should we run, get a hotel, live off the grid for a bit? Do you trust these men you’re staying with, Isla, even though they’re also clearly sketchy? I trust you with my life, Isla Grace. What do you want to do here? I don’t even know what’s going on, to be honest, but my gut says it’s bad.”

      “I don’t know, Danny. I’m— I’m scared.”

      “I won’t let anything happen to you, bug. Promise.”

      He lightly bops my chin and goes back to work on my cut. When the last of the gauze is pulled from my body, Danny’s eyes widen.

      “Isla! Why aren’t you at the hospital? This is… this is bad, Isla. Jesus Christ. You’re not a martyr! I’m taking you to the ER.”

      “No, Danny!”

      “Yes!”

      “Listen to me, for once in your life! Does anybody care what I want?” I scream at the top of my lungs. “No! No one cares! What good is the safety of my body if I’m not happy! Huh? What good, Dan?”

      My chest is heaving by the time I’m done. I’m so mad I could punch someone. This isn’t just about Danny. It’s about Seven, too. How dare he open up to me and boot me out of his life like some bad decision?! How dare he do that?!

      Danny looks a little flustered.

      “Isla, I never meant to make you feel not heard,” he whispers.

      “Well, you failed. ‘Cause I feel very strongly like my opinion doesn’t matter. I’m a Goddamn doctor. If I thought I was gonna die of septicemia, my ass would have been in the ER yesterday. Should I have been there? Yes. For sure. But there are extenuating circumstances and I feel the pros of staying away outweigh the cons. My body, my choice.”

      Danny’s quiet for a while, thinking that over.

      “I’m sorry, Isla. I worry about you. That’s all. I swear. You’re so smart. So much smarter than me. I just worry. I can lose everyone in the world, but I can’t lose you. Your friendship means the world to me. You’re my family.”

      Aww, softie.

      “Come here and give me a hug, you controlling butthead.”

      He hugs me, keeping a safe distance from my stomach.

      “Alright, I’ll get this clean. Ew, by the way, it’s disgusting.” I smile at his attempt at lightheartedness. “Then I’ll redress it. You can look at the medication side of things. Just… promise that if you need to go to the ER, you will.”

      “I swear on my life.”

      He locks pinkies with me and gets to work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      The last ten minutes of work are awful. I’m in so much pain. My head. My body. I’m weak and tired. I don’t think I’ve ever felt this bad. Not to mention, Danny keeps looking at me with puppy dog eyes and gesturing with his hands like, “Whatcha wanna do? Run or trust these other mafia men to keep us safe?”

      I don’t know. I don’t know!

      I want Seven to hold me again and tell me he’ll protect me. That’s what I want.

      I’m gathering the last of my papers when a shadow comes up behind me.

      “Danny, I…” The words get lodged in my throat when I find myself face to face with Seven’s boss. The head mafia boss. I know I’m just staring at him with wide eyes, mouth agape.

      “How— how did you get back here?”

      “Relax. I’ve told you I’m not gonna hurt you.”

      His eyes flicker down to my neck briefly. It was a subtle attempt, but since I’m already self-conscious about it and have been checking my makeup every twenty minutes so no one else will see my bruises and flip even more than everyone already has, I catch it.

      Oh my God, did Seven tell him? Where’s Seven? Panic rises in my throat. I know nothing about the mafia. Could he be… oh my God, did he… is he dead? Did he die ‘cause of this? Oh my God. Oh… no.

      I don’t realize I am on the verge of a full panic attack until a voice like honey starts ringing through my head like an expert psychologist.

      “I need you to breathe for me. I’m not gonna stop talking until you do. One, two… what number is next, Isla?”

      Is that the mob boss being so patient and good at this?

      I’m gonna die.

      “I need an ice pack,” he barks out like our doctors and nurses are just more of his soldiers. Of course, someone listens and no one questions his presence.

      What the hell?

      Ice is placed in my hands.

      “Feel it between your fingers and tell me what’s after two.”

      I open my mouth to speak, ‘cause the ice is helping, when Danny comes running in.

      “Who the hell are you?” he demands.

      “A friend,” the boss offers casually. “You must be Danny.”

      Danny yanks me into his side.

      “Stay away from her. You’ve done enough. Until Isla decides she wants whoever the hell y’all are to help, shoo.”

      Oh God, he did not just tell the mafia boss to shoo. That did not just happen.

      I peek up at the boss through my hair. He looks amused.

      “Can’t say I’ve ever been told to shoo before. Isla,” he says as he turns to me, “is that what you want? For me to shoo?”

      He’s so damn powerful. No book could have prepared me to be in the presence of a real-life mafia boss. He’s human, but like, not.

      “I-I don’t know.”

      “Let’s talk. Then you can decide.”

      “I’m coming,” Danny demands.

      “I thought Seven talked to you. For your safety, you stay with the men I have generously guarding your life. You won’t help things being by Isla’s side 24/7. That just makes you a target.”

      “Fuck this! Your men suck, then.”

      The boss narrows his eyes.

      “Explain.”

      “Include me in the talk, then I will.”

      DANNY. Oh my God!

      “Fine,” the boss clips. “Outside when your shift ends.”

      Seven’s distinct presence suddenly feels alarmingly absent, which brings me right back around to my panic attack. As the boss turns to leave, to wait outside for us, I leap forward and grab his sleeve. He turns, cocking an eyebrow at the hold I have on him. I quickly release him, fidgeting.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “I… Where’s Seven?”

      He’s okay. Please say he’s okay. Oh my gosh, he has to be okay.

      “It’s a long story. Working, for lack of a better word.”

      “Oh, thank god.” I slump back so far that I nearly slip, and I would have if it weren’t for the desk behind me.

      Boss tilts his head. “Did you think something happened to him?”

      I fidget more. “I— well, I saw you look at my neck,” I blurt.

      “Ah, you thought I eliminated him for choking you.”

      “Maybe. I don’t know how your world works.”

      My voice is high and whiny even to my own ears.

      “Choking you?!” Danny screeches. Shit.

      “Welp, I’ll let you handle that,” the boss says, smirking at me. “See you outside.”

      With that, he leaves me with my fuming best friend. I wince, afraid to turn around.

      “He choked you, Isla?!”

      “I can explain. I swear it’s not what it sounds like.”

      I turn to him, flashing my earnest hazel eyes.

      “I’m giving you the floor, then,” he grumbles. “Explain away. Can’t say I won’t still try to beat his ass, though.”

      I like how he said try.

      He can’t beat Seven. If Seven was invested, no one could beat Seven. I really believe that and that’s the problem.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seven

      

      

      Somehow, Boss got Isla to come back to the mansion for a few hours while we work out the security situation for not only Isla but Danny and his boyfriend as well. Danny’s father showed up at his house, throwing threats about staying away from Isla or his life would be on the line. Danny also got Boss alone to say that his father made a lot of sexual threats toward Isla and we couldn’t let anyone we didn’t know near her.

      Apparently, Danny and Isla considered running, but Isla decided against it. So, she’s here. With all the kids. And Nia. Probably mostly with Nia. Nia opens like a flower around her. I opened some of Nia’s heart, but Isla brings out the little girl in her. It worries me for when she leaves.

      I glance over at Frances, Boss, and the sixteen other soldiers in here. The reason for our meeting is mainly the safety of Isla and her friends, but we also got Ben. Yep. Dagger, he’s called. He’ll die by my hand, but Boss wants it to be strategic. As much as I want to go downstairs and make the asshole suffer, I have to wait. My sword tingles next to me, desperate to be used.

      Yeah, a sword is my weapon of choice. Not only to scare people off easy, but it’s the weapon that was used to kill one of my brothers in the war camp. I watched it plunge through his heart and I’ve used it ever since.

      Forty-five minutes into the meeting and my body needs to go kill. Has to. I need blood to distract me from Isla. How much I miss her. How bad I feel for all this. Just… her. She’s weaved her way in and I can’t get her out without taking a chunk of my humanity with her.

      I stare at the clock. There’s gotta be only ten minutes left. Come on. Come. On.

      I fight the urge to tap my feet. It pisses Boss off, so I don’t do it. I’m resisting hard when—aaaaaah!—a hoarse, high-pitched scream snaps all of us to attention. We all push to our feet and reach for our weapons. We turn to the doorway, where we’re met with only 3’9 of human. Soft, dark skin and terror-filled eyes.

      Nia.

      I run forward and shove the door open.

      “Nia!”

      Her demons are dancing in her eyes the same way mine do. Her mouth opens, but this time, silence doesn’t follow. She meets my eyes. Hers are full of horror.

      “Help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Nia

      

      

      Hear me. Daddy, hear me!!!

      My little hands push harder on the door, trying to open it, trying to make sounds with my knuckles. I knock until they start to turn colors.

      Dad. Help. Help. Help.

      I see them through the glass, but they don’t see me. Dad looks sad. He won’t see me when he’s like that. I have to get his attention.

      I’m shaking so bad.

      I take a deep breath and open my mouth, immediately closing it. I can’t.

      What if my voice doesn’t work anymore and they never hear me?

      No. No, I can’t wait for the big men to finish talking.

      For her. I have to do this for her. The first person to call me princess. I believed in princesses once. And princes. And fairytales.

      But this little princess realized people only want your words to do bad things.

      Old Daddy wanted my words so he could hurt Mommy.

      Mommy wanted my words to hurt Old Daddy.

      Old Daddy’s friends wanted my words so they could get Old Daddy to give them their money back. He never did. Old Daddy never paid his money and they always hurt me for it.

      Bad people on the street wanted my words to do mean things to Marley, the lady who took care of me when I was super cold and always hungry after Mommy and Old Daddy left me.

      But when I had no more words, people slowly stopped seeing me. Words are bad things that only get me hurt.

      But Miss Isla needs my words. She earned them. And so has Daddy. So, I open my mouth and I scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “Help.”

      The sound that comes out of her mouth is almost not human, but she spoke. She spoke! She said something.

      I can only blink at her. I wanna spin her in a circle and tell her she is, in fact, a princess like Isla says. But it’s actually Frances that snaps me out of my shock.

      “Did you just say help?” he jumps in, saving all of our dumbfounded asses.

      Nia nods, looking just a wreck. She’s my focus. Her small body is trembling so hard it almost makes me cry.

      “Help. Help. Help,” she keeps repeating it in a rhythm, like a chant, looking in my eyes like I’m supposed to already know what happened.

      Boss starts barking orders for people do a search while Frances and I look at Nia.

      “Will you tell Marley?” Frances asks.

      “Help. Help.”

      She’s giving me those eyes again. Like, come on, Dad. Understand what I’m trying to tell you.

      “Nia, I don’t know what’s wrong. I’m sorry. I don’t understand.” I pause, taking in her hurt expression. I take her chin between my fingers and make her look at me. “But your words matter to me, sweetie. Your words matter.”

      “This is sweet and all,” Frances muses. “Real glad you’re talking, but if someone’s dead or dying, we need to get on it.”

      Nia starts to tremble again.

      “Can you show me, N? Show me where you need help?”

      Slowly, she nods and wiggles for me to put her down. I set her on her feet, and immediately, she’s off. I dart after her, as do Boss and Frances. Nia is running now, seemingly having found her way out of the shock that was riddling her body before.

      Boss looks at me as we run.

      “Seven, I have a bad feeling. I need you to hold yourself together.”

      Before I have a chance to respond, Nia is using her small body to try to shove the large oak front doors open. Little grunts come from her lips as she shoves and shoves. Frances and I go above her and push the doors open for her.

      Nia takes off, running faster than I’ve ever seen her run. Radar, Rose, and Carly are all outside. Rose is shaking so badly, tears rolling down her cheeks, holding on for dear life to Radar’s arm. Radar has his lips set in a firm line, tense. Carly’s hugging Rose.

      “Dwad!” Rose screams. Boss looks torn for a moment, trying to decide whether to follow Nia to the gate where she’s running or to go to his daughter.

      “Go after her, Seven.”

      I do as Boss says. As he goes to hold his daughter, I go chase mine.

      I round the corner of the gate with Frances hot on my heels. Why was the gate open? Where the fuck are the guards? Why were the kids out of property lines?

      I hear Frances mutter “oh fuck” and look up.

      Frank, Danny’s boyfriend, is on the ground, writhing, covered in blood.

      “I’m gonna get the kid’s boyfriend. I’ll be right back.”

      The words rush out of Frances’ mouth as he takes off. I run to Frank, immediately sliding to my knees to put pressure on the wound.

      “Hey, stay with me, man. Stay with me.”

      Nia is staring at me wide eyed, wanting to do something with her hands. I can tell.

      “No,” Frank starts to cry, “I-Isla… they have Isla.”

      Frank grabs my blood-soaked hand.

      “You have to…” he hisses in a pained, deep breath, “get her. Danny loves her so much.”

      “Isla? What about Isla?! Where the hell is she?”

      Frank opens his mouth, but his chest heaves and he’s fading fast from blood loss.

      “Nia, what happened to Isla? If you know and you can talk, I need you to tell me. I’m sorry, sweetie. I need your voice,” I implore her. “I need it,” I whisper.

      “Ta-take…” Nia squeezes her eyes and grabs her throat. I have so much coursing through me that I don’t know what to touch on: her talking, Isla, Frank dying…

      “It’s okay. Go tell Adam.” The kids call Boss by his real name. “Tell him 9-1-1, Nia. He’ll know what to do. Can you do that?”

      She nods and runs.

      Two seconds later, while I’m telling Frank to stay with me, Danny and Frances round the corner.

      “Frank!” Danny cries, getting to his knees like I did and grabbing Frank’s face. “I’m here, baby. I’m here.”

      “I-I tr-tried…” A cold tear slips down Frank’s cheek. “Co-couldn’t. Not strong…”

      “It’s okay. Shh… you don’t have to be strong. I got you. Just…” Danny squeezes his eyes tightly. “Goddamnit, stay awake, Frank. I love you, okay? I know you’ve told me ten times and I’ve been too Goddamn scared to say it, but I love you. Don’t leave me.”

      Another cold tear.

      “Di-ditto. Bu-but your… Isla… I tr-tried…” Danny goes completely rigid. “Th-they shot and I-I could-couldn’t st-stop them for-for you.”

      A hardness comes over Danny.

      “Don’t die on me, Frank. Don’t die.”

      But it’s clear that Danny’s thoughts are distracted. He looks up at me and I’m not sure what I see besides anger—fear, trust, blame… it’s unclear to me.

      A black car pulls up in front of us. Our doctor comes out, starts barking orders, and in less time than we can blink, Frank is in the car, getting attended to by the doctor before heading to the hospital. He’s not close enough to our circle to even be a concern. Danny and Frank’s eyes meet. Frank is the boyfriend Danny just confessed his love to, so technically he should go with him. I know he wants to.

      But Isla is missing.

      And that’s his family.

      “Go,” Frank rasps. He smiles warmly at Danny, pained but full of love. “Find her, babe.”

      Tears fill Danny’s eyes.

      “Thank you. I love you, Frank.”

      The car door shuts and he’s gone.
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        * * *

      

      I give Danny a minute to get it together, but that’s all. Danny comes to on his own.

      “I know this is your fault,” Danny says in a low, dangerous voice. I didn’t even know he possessed all this darkness. Guess Isla brought out the best in him, too.

      “I know she’s in this mess ‘cause of you, Seven. If any part of her beautiful soul is tainted by this, I will find a way to kill you myself.”

      He rounds on me, eyes blazing. His tear and hate filled gaze flickers to the sword on my belt that most people don’t notice.

      “With your own sword.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

      

      “Mmmm… mmm…” I screech against the gag, jerking wildly.

      Let me go! Let me go!

      They shot Frank. They shot Frank. My brain’s short-circuiting. He— he jumped in to save me. Sweet, little Frankie.

      “Mmm!!!!” My limbs jerk wildly, fighting the inevitable. Fighting the rope holding me in place. The men laugh. There’s four of them. Four smelly, beer belly, stanky old men.

      “MMMM!!!”

      “Oh, shut up or we’ll shut you up.”

      Help! Seven! Seven, please.

      “You’re pretty when you cry,” one of them teases, fiddling with the bottom of my pant leg. I jerk and kick at him.

      Get away from me!

      “Feisty. I like it.”

      “Well, I fucking don’t,” a guy from the corner growls, “and you lay a finger on her, Boss will have your head. He claimed this one for himself.”

      Boss. No. No. No.

      Claim?!

      Tears dampen the cloth in my mouth.

      “He’s right,” the most amused one laughs, “let’s cut the temptation now.”

      NOO!

      There’s blinding pain for only a second.

      … and then my world goes black.
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        * * *

      

      “Did I say knock the girl out and bring her to me?” a cold, level voice breaks through my foggy thoughts. My eyes flutter but won’t open. It’s too bright, ahh. I coil back.

      “N-no, sir, b-but—”

      Splich... the most horrific sound I’ve ever heard resonates in the room.

      Gargling proceeds the horrific sound. I don’t know what’s happening, but just the sounds make bile rise up in my throat.

      “Aww, doc, you’re up.”

      My nerves alight. Doc. No. Please. Please no.

      I curl inward and squeeze my eyes closed, earning a deep chuckle from the other corner of the room.

      “You know…” I feel an overwhelming presence above me. “I can easily get your attention, tabib żagħżugħ.” (Young doctor.)

      I bite my lip to keep from crying.

      “Very well.”

      Fingers wrap loosely around my bicep. I shoot up to seated, shuffling away from him as quickly as I can, blindly, because I refuse to open my eyes.

      “Tsk, tsk, stubborn. I don’t like that, tabib żagħżugħ. You don’t want me upset, do you?”

      Wrapping my arms around my legs, I let the tears fall.

      “I just wanna go home,” I plea on a whisper.

      “Leave us.”

      His voice is cool as ice as he commands his men. Seven’s boss isn’t this cold.

      I don’t wanna be alone with him. I still haven’t even opened my eyes, because when I do, it’ll all become real.

      “Doc…” Why is he so obsessed with my title?! Bastard. A whimper escapes my lips as he ducks down in front of me. His hands encompass my small knees, locking me in place.

      “Look at me, little girl.”

      I shake my head.

      “Pl-please let me go home. I-I don’t kn-know anything.”

      “Yes, you do,” he says simply. “Open your eyes right now or I’ll be forced to punish you.”

      His hands skate up my thigh. Tears keep spilling over, but I stay quiet.

      “I think you know I’m true to my word. Don’t you, doc?”

      I nod yes and slowly, one at a time, peel my eyes open. My body somewhat blesses me, because as soon as the light touches my eyes, I rear back and grab my head as a splitting headache so intense that it blinds me distracts me from everything else.

      Holding my face between my fingers, I grit my teeth and try to breathe myself through it.

      “Hurting, doc?” His hand slides through my hair like a snake and yanks upward hard. My vision goes white for a second as I cry out.

      “Let me go! Oww!” I reach up and grab his wrist to pull him off me.

      “Your skin is so soft, tabib żagħżugħ.”

      My head lolls forward and I dry heave over the luxurious carpet. The room we’re in is an old-fashioned library of some kind with deep, cherrywood walls and expensive leather seating.

      “Don’t you dare!”

      He tugs again, drawing me back. I scream. Oh my God, MY HEAD. I can’t focus on him or surviving or anything else.

      “Behave, doc,” he hisses.

      “Let me go. Please. Please, let me go.”

      “Ah, please. There you go. Good girl.”

      Slowly, his fingers release, easing some of the pressure, and he strokes my hair once.

      “I have medicine that will help with your headache, Isla.”

      I should feel disturbed by his knowledge of my real name, but… medicine. Oh my gosh, can he get this pain to go away? I snap my head upward to look at him for the first time since I got here so I can beg. Plead. Get on my hands and knees and beg him to give me medicine for the pain.

      But as soon as I meet his ice blue eyes and see the lifelessness behind them, something splinters in my mind and memories flood.

      The terror I felt the first time I saw him. The shock.

      The knife.

      His fist.

      His fingers on me. In me.

      The nauseating noise I heard earlier and the gargling.

      It’s not until the last memory drifts away that I realize I’m screaming. I’m screaming at the very top of my lungs.

      Ice man just stares as my screaming turns to gasping, then to whimpers.

      “I see you remember my capabilities.” He smirks.

      “You— you killed th-that guy.”

      “Yes, why? You gonna miss him?” He smirks at me. “How’s your head?”

      My jaw grits. I hate him!

      “You have something to say to me, doc?”

      “You’re— you’re a…”

      “Nu-uh, if you’re gonna say it, little girl, you have to look me in the eyes.”

      “Can I have the medicine?” I whisper, looking at my knees, deciding on the safer option.

      “What do I get out of it?”

      “The satisfaction of doing a good deed.”

      He scoffs. “Try again.”

      Before I can reply, he has my arms and is hoisting me to my tiptoes and yanking me into him.

      “Are-are you hurt?” I shriek.

      His eyebrows raise. “Am I hurt?”

      “Yes,” I squeak, trying to put distance between us when he’s allowing none. “Are you?”

      “Why do you ask?” He looks amused.

      “I’m a doctor. I-I can help. So, you get something out of it.”

      He laughs. Actually throws his head back and lets out a deep laugh. When it finally dies down, he’s looking at me again with those creepy, amused, yet still lifeless eyes.

      “Smart woman. I’m impressed. My cock hurts. Can you help with that, doc?” His accent is thick as he smirks down at me.

      “No! I can’t. I can’t. Please.”

      His finger comes up and traces a line on my cheek.

      “You like that word, tabib żagħżugħ. Please. Don’t you?”

      “People listen then.”

      He chuckles. “Sometimes. Flash those big eyes and I’m sure you get your way a lot.”

      “Less than you’d think,” I mutter.

      “Huh?” he whispers to himself, staring at me. “What to do with you, little girl. What to do with you. I don’t need anything from you. You’re simply a puzzle piece, so what do I do with you while I wait for your friends to show up, huh?”

      “What do you want with them?”

      He traces his finger over my lips in an almost scrutinizing way. I shudder.

      “I think I’ll keep that information to myself for now. If I tell you, I may have to kill you, and I’m not quite sure I want to do that yet.”

      Yet.

      All I can manage is a squeak.

      “Do you think they’ll come to save you, little girl?”

      He drags me closer so I’m one inch from his face, eyes flaring. I try to pull away, but his hand slides through my hair again, ripping a yelp out of me.

      “I don’t know!” I scream. “Please, my head.” God, PLEASE.

      “Hmm, I think they will. Good ol’ Adam has a soft spot for women since he met his pretty little wife, and Seven…” Ice man smiles. “I know you were at his house. For a girl like you,” he muses, looking me over like I’m cattle, “yeah, he’ll come. So, I have choices now.”

      Please let one of them be medicine. I need the pain to stop.

      “I can hurt you again. That’ll piss Seven and Adam off.”

      “But that doesn’t sound appealing to me. Hmm. Alright. Take my jacket off, tabib żagħżugħ and you can have some medicine for your head. Your face is scrunched with pain, yet you’re trying to be strong,” he observes. He doesn’t mention that I’m failing at it. It hurts so badly and I know my eyes are wrinkled and my mouth is taut.

      “Take your suit jacket off…?” I stammer.

      “Yes, doc.” He lets me go, brushing the wrinkles out of my scrubs with one hand. “That’s it. I don’t ask much.”

      But that means I have to touch him. Voluntarily. Can I handle that? Can my emotions handle that? By the glimmer in his eyes, he’s getting exactly the reaction he wanted from me. Confusion. Shame. Breaking me down.

      Breaking.

      Broken.

      Seven’s words float back into my mind.

      They broke me, hun. They broke me.

      How did he survive what he did? Shame is already consuming me like a disease and nothing really bad has even happened to me.

      Yet.

      As ice man so quickly reminded me.

      Tears spill as I reach for the man’s jacket with shaking hands. His eyes light up with cruel, degrading humor.

      “Good choice, little girl. Good choice.”

      As he strokes my hair like I’m his pet as I voluntarily make contact with his body, I force my mind to think of Seven. His strong, bulky body. The flannel and plaid he insists on wearing while everyone else is in suits. His beard that is so thick it brings an aura of mystery to his handsome face.

      I tremble harder as I slip the jacket off of ice man’s shoulders. When it hits the floor, he grabs me and jerks me around, my back to his front.

      “You please me, doc,” he purrs, stroking my face.

      “Let me go.” I try to get out of his hold. “Th-this wasn’t part of the deal.”

      “I’ll get your medicine. Calm down.”

      “I can’t be calm! I can’t be calm! What do you want? What do you want?”

      I slump in his hold. His grimy fingers slide up my shoulders to my neck. I panic for a moment, momentarily reliving the feel of Seven’s hands in that same place. But his hands don’t squeeze… they wipe.

      “I noticed…” wipe, wipe, wipe, “what looked like bruises while you were undressing me, doc.”

      I wasn’t undressing him! I cry out loud in my head.

      “Aw, I see I was right.” I stiffen. He laughs. “I thought so.”

      When he’s satisfied, he flips me around, gripping me tightly enough that I won’t fight to get away. His fingers lightly trace over the ring of fingerprints painted purple around my neck. I can only look away, swallowing the pain I feel for Seven.

      “I heard rumors that Seven had some… issues. PTSD was the word? Tell me, little girl, are the rumors true? Or did he rough you around? Or…” He smirks. “Maybe you asked for it?”

      “I didn’t ask for any of this!”

      “You have fire, tabib żagħżugħ.”

      Silence. Be silent, Isla. Just live through this.

      “Wanna know why you’re here, little girl? Wanna know why I’m gonna take you back to my room and decide what to do with you there?”

      I ignore the taunt and nod my head meekly. “Yes.”

      With an evil smile, ice man leans into my ear, brushing it with his prickly facial hair.“Seven is my stepson.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “Rose,” Boss grinds out, hanging on to control by a thread, “I need to know why you all were outside of the gate?”

      Frances is tense. Boss is furious. I’m on the verge of losing it. He took her. Who, we still don’t know. I should have grilled Isla more. Boss is realizing the same thing. We let her fear and two shitty ass days get in the way of vital information.

      “Rose…” Boss snaps again.

      “I told you, Dwad. It was an accident.”

      “No, Rose! No, it wasn’t. I’ve told you since you could talk what the rules are! You wouldn’t disobey me like that. You wouldn’t let the other kids.”

      “I won’t let you hurt him, Dwad.”

      Boss freezes. “Hurt who? Who said I’d hurt anyone?” he asks carefully.

      Rose huffs. “I know you do mean things.”

      She stomps her foot and crosses her arms.

      “Who said that?” He’s gonna fucking annihilate whoever told her that.

      She side-eyes him. “Uh, I’m smart!”

      “Rose,” Boss says, grabbing her arms gently, “I’m not gonna hurt anyone. I’m just stopping bad guys. If you don’t tell me, Seven’s friend is gonna get hurt really badly by some really mean people. Do you want that?”

      For the first time, Rose looks at me. Her eyes are sad. It takes every ounce of self-control I have not to scare her with my anger and fear. I have to force my face not to show her the images of Isla being bruised and beaten that are tormenting and warping my mind into something dark.

      I can’t lose someone else I care about. I can’t.

      And I do care about her.

      Whatever Rose sees in my face saddens her. She turns back to her dad and twists her hands together.

      “You have to promise me you won’t hurt him, Dwad. Promise.” Her grey eyes drill into him. “Or I will never talk to you again.”

      “I promise,” Boss says. “Now we gotta be fast, okay?”

      Rose twists her fingers harder and stares at the intertwined fingers.

      “Radar bet me I wouldn’t get a flowew from outside the gate. The gwards were checking a loud noise. Radar opened the gate. He learned how.”

      Boss is grinding his jaw so hard I swear he’s gonna break teeth.

      “I’m so mwad at him, Dwad! I wouldn’t let him make fun of me. So, I did. The girl with the pwetty hair, Seven’s fwiend, ran after me. The skinny guy after her. Nia was there, too. Seven’s fwiend made me run back. I was going back when a big black car came and four scary men came out. It was fwast, Dwad.” Her eyes water. “They went for Seven’s fwiend and the skinny boy jumped in fwont of her, but they— they shot him.”

      She starts crying. Boss squeezes her hand.

      “And they took her away.”

      “What did they look like, sweetheart?”

      “Fat.”

      Frances laughs. I don’t.

      “Anything else?” My words are tense.

      “Um…” Rose places a hand on her chin, thinking hard. “Dirty.”

      “Great, fat and dirty,” I mutter. “Now we’ll find her.”

      Boss glares at me. “Thank you, Rose. Go to your mom, okay? She’s outside, but first…” He extends his arms a bit. “Come give me a hug.”

      She looks at him wearily. The pain on his face is felt by every man in the room.

      “Rose, I love you so very much,” he pleads with her.

      Slowly, she wraps her arms around him. “Lwove you, too.”

      And she runs out.
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        * * *

      

      “Seven.” Boss turns to me, eyes on fire. “Ben’s downstairs. I’ve been holding off, given your mood, but… now it’s of use to us. Go find out where your girl is.”

      He does not have to ask me twice. Hand on sword, I exit the room.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Isla

      

      

      “No, you’re not! N-no.” Seven can’t have a stepdad this evil. He can’t.

      Ice man chuckles. “I assure you I am. Seven tell you about my soon-to-be ex?”

      “His mom was a rotten bitch who deserves a man like you,” I snarl.

      “Well, well, well,” he laughs, “you do have a tongue on you.”

      “Only for rotten human beings.”

      “When they’re not present,” he chuckles, lightly.

      Good point. “Yeah, when they can’t hurt me.”

      He laughs and releases me. The second his body isn’t there to block the view, the dead body comes into my line of sight. Between my first look at death and the pain in my head, my stomach can’t take it. I lean over and puke up what little I’ve had today.

      “What did I tell you?!” ice man roars. “Disgusting!”

      He slams a number on his phone, and in less than thirty seconds, three men are in the room. Three. ‘Cause the fourth one… I lean over again, but ice man grabs my hair, holding me at a distance like I’m spoiled meat.

      “Don’t you dare! Fuck your medicine. You need to learn to listen.”

      He chucks me at the three men as I scream for him to change his mind.

      “Wash her. I don’t want filth in my bedroom. Bring her there when you’re done.”

      NO!

      “Oh, and men?” He glances over his shoulder. “If you do more than touch her, I’ll kill you.”

      He glances at the dead man in the room to make his point.

      “I don’t care how good her pussy looks naked. You die.”

      “Yes, Boss,” they all grumble.

      “NO! Let me go!”

      I try to pull forward, but they’re too strong. They’re too fucking strong. I cry out from desperation and failure when the pain in my head stops me from being able to fight further.

      “You promised me medicine,” I cry.

      “I can promise a lot of things. I don’t have to do any of them.” His eyes are as cold as they were the first time I met him when he glances at the man holding me the most firmly.

      “Now, go throw her in the shower. Wash her off. Be thorough.”

      No, Seven. PLEASE. Please, come for me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      We’re hours in.

      I thought he’d have caved by now. He’s bleeding everywhere. His once deceivingly handsome appearance has now been carefully crafted by the tip of my sword. His thick black hair is matted in blood. My insides are roaring and the cage where my demons lie is about to bust open.

      “Okay!” he pants. “Okay, fuck.”

      His head lolls back a bit. Drip, drip, drip. The blood dribbles down the ends of his hair.

      “He goes by Slice. Cold motherfucker.”

      “Who does he work for?”

      “Himself, as far as I know.”

      Dagger grits his teeth to try to get through the pain.

      “Where would he take Isla?”

      Dagger smirks. My sword flies up and slices through his thigh.

      “I’ll cut through the artery and end this if you don’t spit it out,” I hiss.

      “His ho-house. The one his wife doesn’t know about.”

      He cries out as the pain really starts to set in.

      “Who’s his wife?”

      “Li-Lindy Jones.”

      My sword flies up and slices through his neck with a roar.

      Ice man. Ice blue eyes. Almost white. Strong. So strong. Those were her words. I’m a fucking idiot!

      I know who it is.
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        * * *

      

      “To review,” Boss studies his surroundings as he speaks low and slow, “Seven, it’s your job to get Isla out safely at all costs. Frances, the rest of my men, and I will ensure that Seven is able to do that, and we’ll also grab Slice.”

      I nod. My body feels like it’s on fire.

      “Seven,” Boss murmurs, leaning into me, “we don’t know what Isla’s been through. Whatever you see, you have to keep it together, man. You could cause permanent damage if you prioritize vengeance and anger over her. Trust me, I’d know.”

      Like he didn’t say anything, like he didn’t reveal a little of himself to me as a friend rather than as my boss, he turns back around and hardens as he stares at the approaching property.

      Before the car even stops, hidden by a large bush at the back-left corner of the property, we all jump out. The van behind us holds most of Boss’s men. The second they see him, they all jump out as well.

      “Go, Seven,” Boss orders. “Go!”

      He doesn’t need to tell me twice. I’m off.

      I should have known. I should have known. I should have known.

      This bastard is a big part of the reason Delilah killed herself at nine years old.

      I should have known.

      Trauma has a way of erasing even your worst monsters.

      My body brushes against the stucco of the sidewall as I creep through the vines to the back door. Slipping the paperclip out of my pocket, I easily undo the lock, buzzing.

      I run into a kid in the dining room. Maybe 22, beer belly, stanky… just like Rose said.

      I pull my sword halfway out of its scabbard.

      “Put your weapon down or I use this.”

      His eyes widen at the sight of my thick, sharpened blade. Slowly, ever so slowly, like they all do at the sight of my sword, he lowers his weapon.

      “Good boy.”

      In a swift motion, I pull out my gun with the silencer in place and shoot him.

      Sorry, kid, but it’s faster this way, I think to myself as I pass his dead body.

      Where would that bastard keep her? I have to check the most vile places first. It’d be a basement scenario or his room. That thought sends my stomach churning through a sickening array of images.

      That’s where I’m going first.

      Though I don’t see him, I know Boss is here. So, I have more leeway with my speed. Two at a time, I run up the stairs, forcing myself to be calm. Not to churn up gruesome images of Isla or war camps or my baby sister, but I force calmness.

      For her.

      ‘Cause she’d do it for me. She has done it for me.

      If this is how I feel right now, I can’t imagine how Danny feels. Trapped at the hospital with Frank, knowing he’d only hinder us if he came along.

      I’d die.

      My breathing is quiet as I search the upstairs. There are at least six doors up here. So far, I’ve avoided Stephan—Slice—and I want to keep it that way ‘til I know Isla is safe.

      I listen.

      For something.

      Anything.

      And I get it. Hyperventilating. Isla!

      On soft feet, I run to the left corner door. I want to throw it open with a BANG and tell her I’m here. It’s okay. But I have to be subtle in case he’s in there.

      I use one hand to twist the knob and the other to peel the door open, making sure to have an awareness of my sword and gun, should I need them.

      I’m not a small man, so being quiet is difficult, but I manage. I pin my back to the wall once I get the door closed with a silent click.

      And that’s when I see her. Huddled in a ball in the corner of the room in a thin white men’s t-shirt, with dripping wet hair, is Isla Grace.

      The most amazing woman in the world.

      “Isla,” I whisper, careful to approach her.

      She sniffles and shudders, closing herself in further.

      “Isla, it’s Seven, hun. Can you look at me?”

      Her body stiffens. One side at a time, her eyes creep up above her knees.

      “Seven?” she whimpers.

      Her eyes meet mine and she flies forward, crawling and tripping and fighting to stand as she flies at me, crashing straight into my broad chest. Her arms tuck against my chest on a sob.

      “You came for me.”

      I wrap one arm gently around her, breathing a heavy sigh of relief that she’s alive.

      “Is anyone here?”

      She shakes her head against me, trembling hard. I take stock of the surroundings before I give into her so I don’t put her at further risk, but when I don’t hold her tighter, she tightens her hold on my t-shirt.

      “You must have said please.”

      She laughs a choked sound. “I said please lots of times.”

      I wrap my other arm around her little waist and scoop her up. She immediately takes the hint and jumps so I can cradle her against me. Lifting my hand up, I brush her dripping wet hair away from her face.

      “Are you hurt? Did they hurt you, Isla?”

      If they did, I swear to God. A growl builds in my chest, but I remember Boss’s words and swallow.

      Her lower lip trembles, but she shakes her head no.

      “Then what’s this?” I whisper, grazing her soft, trembling lips.

      “Nothing urgent. Can we go? Please, get me out of here.”

      “Yes.”

      Her hold on my neck tightens as she hides in my t-shirt. The immediate trust she’s placing in me after I threw her away means the world to me. How she’s able to place her trust in me after all I’ve done is beyond me.

      I lean down and kiss her head. I can’t help it. She’s here. She’s okay. What I feel is too strong to ignore. She doesn’t move from her spot hidden in the crook of my shoulder, but softly, so softly, she plants a feather-light kiss on my chest. I try to ignore the flutter in my heart, but fail.

      “It may get crazy, so just keep your eyes closed, angel.”

      She nods. I can feel her eyes squeeze… and I go.
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        * * *

      

      “Get her out of here!” Boss yells amidst the chaos downstairs.

      “Don’t you dare, Seven!” I hear my stepdad roar. I freeze. All the hatred in the world for what he did to Delilah and now Isla brims to the surface.

      “GO!” Boss yells. “Seven, that’s an order.”

      I feel Frances push at my back. “The fuck are you doing? Go!”

      BANG! He spins and shoots an aimless bullet over his shoulder.

      I can’t go. He’s here. I can kill him. I can set Isla down and get vengeance for Delilah. ‘Cause that pussy ran after she snuck a bottle of my mom’s pills and finished the whole thing. He deserves to die. He’s the start of every problem I’ve ever had! My rage rises ‘til I’m literally shaking with it. I have to kill him. I have to be the one. I’m gonna…

      “Seven.” A soft hand cradles my cheek, forcing my gaze away from where Boss has his gun trained on Stephan. “Get me out of here. Please, get me out of here.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Isla

      

      

      He’s got that same distant look in his eye that he had the night he choked me out. Except this time, it’s not aimed at me. It’s aimed at his stepdad. He can’t go kill him in a blackened rage. Besides the obvious problem of it being murder, I have a terrible feeling about what will happen if he does right now.

      “Have you thought to ask why Isla’s dripping wet, Seven?” Seven’s stepdad goads, smiling broadly at Seven like he doesn’t have a gun trained on him.

      Seven’s boss growls. Seven’s entire body lurches.

      I kick my feet to get down, somehow managing only because Seven’s stepdad’s words have rocked Seven to his core.

      “Seven, look at me!”

      I jump in front of him, blocking the view of his stepfather, and grab his face with both of my hands.

      “It’s me. I’m telling you he didn’t. He didn’t touch me.”

      “Aww, doc, don’t say that. Your hands felt real good as you stripped me of my clothes.”

      Shame. So much of it. “Your jacket,” I cry. “I-I just took off your jacket.”

      I turn to Seven, pleading, shaking. Please understand.

      “It was just his jacket. Please, leave with me. Seven…”

      BANG! A roar echoes as one of the men in my nightmares crumbles to the ground, grasping his knee. The sight of it snaps Seven out of his shock.

      My doctor instincts fire to help, but does this man deserve my help? Am I a terrible person if I just get myself safe? I have to help.

      At the same time as I go forward, Boss tells Seven in a gentle voice, “Go.”

      Seven wraps an arm around me, pulling me back.

      “I’ll save you from having to be a good person,” he murmurs.

      Thank you. I don’t say it, but I think he knows.

      “Come on.”

      He gently tugs my hand. The sun burns my eyes as the pain in my head, which I’d temporarily been distracted from because of my immense relief, comes back tenfold.

      “Ahhh!” I cry out and grab my head, crumbling to the ground ‘cause of the pain.

      “Isla!” Seven cries, scooping me off the cobblestone. “What’s wrong? Talk to me.”

      “My head. My head. I think it’s splitting in half.”

      He quickly scoops me up and climbs with me into the back of a car.

      “Go!” he orders. And the car does.

      “Hey,” he says softly, shifting us so my head is resting on his lap and he’s stroking my face. “You’re burning up, Isla.”

      My lips turn up in a weak smile. “It’s okay. You came.”

      His head is already shaking. By the time it stops, his eyes reveal the wells of pain I saw before.

      “Why are you wet, Isla? What did he do to you?”

      I close my eyes as he strokes my hair.

      “I-I can’t think. It all hurts. Can we just wait ‘til someone makes it stop?”

      “Your head, hun?”

      “Yes,” I whimper.

      “Okay.” He cradles the back of my head and tucks it into his black t-shirt. I feel around for his large hand and squeeze. Hiding my face in his t-shirt is his way of making the world darker so the pain hurts less.

      He’s the best. My hero.

      I don’t want him to leave me. But I know he will.

      The first chance he gets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      As soon as the word “okay” leaves her mouth, she shoots back with a panicked grimace. That’s the only way I know to describe the look on her face.

      “Frank! He-he was shot. For me!” Her hands fly out and grab my t-shirt with a death grip. “Tell me you found him. Please, please tell me you found him!”

      “Shhh, yes we did.” … Because of Nia. But Isla’s not ready to hear that yet.

      “He’s at the hospital with Danny.”

      “Oh my God, Danny!”

      She shoots to seated, fisting her hands from the pain.

      “Is he okay? Oh, Danny.” Her eyes water. “He must be a wreck. He only looks strong. He’s more emotional than I am.”

      “If you count anger…” I cock an eyebrow, curious if Isla’s seen Danny’s darker side. Isla hides her face a bit. So, yes.

      “Yeah, Danny’s more emotional than me, but his first instinct is to get pissy.”

      Pissy. Sure. He threatened to stab me with my sword, and I don’t think he was kidding, either.

      “We should call him, hun. I know your head hurts, but—”

      “No, call him! Right now.”

      Shaking, she starts reaching around like she’s gonna grab my phone from me.

      “Isla.” I grab her wrists in one of my hands. She freezes and stares at the hold. “Calm down, honey. Calm down. You’re safe. You have a lot of adrenaline coursing through ya. I’ll call Danny and put it on speaker.”

      She nods and slumps against the seat, clearly trying to hold herself together. I let her have a moment as I click Danny’s number.

      Without it even fully ringing once, Danny’s voice sounds over the speaker.

      “Do you have her? Is she safe? Is she okay?”

      I glance at Isla. Her eyes are closed but one side of her mouth tips up a bit at the sound of his voice.

      “I have her. She’s safe. As far as I know, she’s okay. How’s Frank?”

      “He’s okay. Superficial wound. I want to talk to Isla right now.”

      “Hey, Danny boy.” Isla smiles into the phone, but her voice sounds faded and worn down.

      “Oh thank God. Fuck. Isla Grace,” he whimpers. “I was so scared.”

      “Love you, too,” Isla whispers, still keeping her eyes closed.

      “You sound tired. I’ll let you be. I don’t want to! But I will.”

      “Thanks,” she breathes.

      “Isla, I love you. You know that, right?”

      That gets a full smile out of her.

      “You’re the best.”

      “‘Kay, give me back to that big dude you’ve attached yourself to.”

      I smirk. Does he know he’s on speaker?

      Isla giggles. “Seven.”

      “Yeah, I was unsure about him at first, but good call.”

      “Danny!” Isla gasps, eyes popping open and staring at me with red cheeks. “You’re on speaker,” she hisses.

      He chuckles. “Ha ha, whoops. I’ll see you at the hospital.”

      Just like that, Isla goes rigid.

      “I’m not going to the hospital.”

      Her voice is cold, haunting even.

      Danny sucks in a breath. “Isla?”

      “I’ll talk to her. See you in a bit.”

      Click. I end the call and shove my phone in my pocket before turning my attention back to Isla.

      “I’m not going! I’m not going! I’m not, Seven. You can’t make—”

      I place my finger over her lips. “Okay.”

      She blinks. “Okay?”

      I move my hand. “Yes. You said no, so no hospital.”

      “It can’t be that easy,” she murmurs. Tears are stuck to her long eyelashes. I keep my focus there instead of her clinging white t-shirt and sopping wet hair.

      I eye her warily. “Are you sure you don’t want to go?”

      She shakes her head with closed eyes, tucking back into me. “Please don’t make me.”

      Well, geez, there’s no way I’m gonna make her.

      “Okay, angel. Just close your eyes.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s Nia?” I ask the kids’ nanny. I can’t hide the concern from my voice. No point in even trying.

      Boss is with Rose and Carly and the other kids, assuring them of Isla’s safety and trying to lessen the impact of seeing Frank get shot.

      I, on the other hand, have to talk to a child who is no longer a child. Who has seen too much and knows this situation goes deeper than bad guys vs. good guys and good guys always winning in the end. I think she even knows that we are not the good guys.

      The nanny sighs. “I tried to get her out.”

      As much as I wanted to go straight to Isla’s place and wait while the doctor checked her out, I’m so glad I came now. Nia needs me. I’m her father.

      Father.

      I still have trouble grasping that concept. I need to put her above myself, and even above Isla right now. She needs me. This child needs me to be 100%.

      So that’s what I’ll be.

      “Where is she?” I ask softly.

      “Follow me.”

      She leads me into a side room/closet with a fairly large red and yellow table for the kids to color on. Every corner of the room is filled with toys and random crap, but that’s not where my eyes are. Even before the nanny points, I see Nia huddled under the table with a vacant look in her eyes.

      The nanny squeezes my shoulder and I think I murmur a “thanks”, then she’s gone and Nia and I are alone.

      I take a deep breath. Nia and I are still a new family. I don’t fully know her issues or how to help her, but I’ll figure it out. I will.

      I duck down at the end of the table, which looks excessively tiny next to my large frame, and let the silence hang for a moment.

      Slowly, Nia looks up at me with still-haunted eyes. The question is in her eyes: Is Isla okay? But I need more from her than silence right now.

      “What are you doing under the table?”

      Her little lips scowl at me a little.

      She reaches for my hand, but I whip it away.

      “Just one word,” I tell her. “Just give me one. If I don’t understand, I’ll give you my hand back.”

      Her eyes jump frantically all around me before she looks down, bites her lip, and murmurs, “Isla,” in a croaky voice.

      I take her hand and pull her towards me. She stumbles a little at first, but allows me to pull her close eventually. When she’s criss-cross in front of me, I duck my head down and meet her eyes.

      “She’s okay, Nia. She’s okay.”

      Nia’s tiny shoulders fall with relief, but she doesn’t seem as unburdened as I want her to be.

      “You know how Isla’s a doctor?”

      Little nod.

      “Well, another doctor is checking her out like she checked you out. To make sure no one gave her any cuts or anything. Ya know?”

      Bigger nod. Still small, but there’s… more there.

      I take her hands in mine and look at her.

      “I’m so proud of you, Nia. You faced your super big fears and saved Isla all by yourself.”

      She takes my hand and traces.

      N.

      O.

      

      U.

      She’s saying I did.

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “Yeah, I’m bigger and went and got her, but…” I debate telling her things that could scare her, but ultimately decide that the more I can tell her, the better I think she’ll handle this. “But Nia, if you hadn’t used your voice, if you hadn’t faced your biggest fear like that, those bad men would have done really bad things to Miss Isla and I may not have found her. What good are my big muscles if I don’t know where to use them?”

      She smiles a little. Placing a hand on her heart, she croaks, “Me?”

      I smile big and pick her up, pushing us both up with her in my arms. I tilt her back a bit so I can look at her precious face.

      “All you, sweetie. You saved her.”

      “Hero?”

      Her voice gets a little stronger the more she uses it. I have a feeling it’ll be single words for a while, but it’s words. It’s words!

      I poke her nose. “No… a princess.”
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        * * *

      

      “How’d it go with Nia?” Boss asks, glancing over at me.

      “Better than I expected. I can tell she wanted to come, but I explained that Isla may be shy.” Boss nods, but there’s empathy for Isla rolling off of him, saddening the act.

      “How about things with Rose?”

      “Just great,” he snaps sarcastically. “She thinks I’m a monster. So, that’s always great. Lacey’s gonna just… cry herself to sleep in my arms for the next two years, but other than that, fucking stellar.”

      I wince. “Do you know who exposed her to your, uh, not-so-fatherly acts?”

      “Not yet, but oh, I will. They’ll be so fucking sorry,” he growls.

      Yeah, I bet.

      “She’ll grow out of it. She’s young. The more you show her that you’re good, the more she’ll learn not to trust rumors. I’m not minimizing how hard this is,” I add. “I’m just saying it doesn’t have to last forever.”

      “Thanks,” he mumbles. “You’re better with kids than any man I know, so that does help. A bit, at least.”

      I nod. “Don’t know what to tell you about Lacey. Women… aren’t my thing.”

      Boss smirks. “Isla’s your thing.”

      “She’s a job.”

      Boss scoffs.

      “And a friend,” I add.

      “Yeah, with benefits,” he mutters.

      I scowl. “I have not fucked her.”

      “Not yet.”

      I open my mouth to fight him, but the words don’t come out.
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        * * *

      

      Danny’s pacing like mad outside of Isla’s bedroom door. Boss is yanking on the ends of his hair. And I’m silent, leaning against the wall, still as a mouse, with my mind holding me captive.

      She was wet. Why was she wet? Why is the doctor taking so long? What’s wrong with her head? What about her cut?

      I hate being helpless. I’m ex-military turned mafia. I’m a man who only knows action. Moves. Planning. Cunning.

      But everything about Isla Grace renders me completely helpless. Moveless. Planless. Speechless.

      Crickkkk.

      The doctor comes out, looking tired. Danny pops up, as do Boss and I.

      “Is she okay?” we all blurt out in one version or another.

      “She’s okay. Shaken up. Medicated. But she’ll live.”

      I frown. Boss nods.

      He heads over to me and squeezes my shoulder.

      “It’s not my place to be here,” he whispers. “I just wanted to make sure she was okay.”

      With another shoulder squeeze, he heads back out the door.

      She’ll live? I don’t like that wording. At all.

      “Can I go see her?” Danny interrupts my thoughts.

      “Yes, people can go in, but don’t overwhelm her. She’s tired and highly medicated. She’s gonna be loopy.”

      Danny frowns. I see him physically have to bite on his tongue not to snap, “why?” Danny hates that Isla isn’t going to the hospital. It’s that protective older brother in him, but he’s respecting her choice, which in turn makes me respect him more.

      “You should go,” I tell him, trying to keep the pain and longing out of my voice. “She’ll want to see you.”

      He looks at me a little warily, but nods. “Agreed.”

      He pauses.

      “Thank you, Seven. For saving my best friend.”

      With a small nod and a mumbled “yeah”, he anxiously enters Isla’s bedroom.

      … And it’s my turn to pace. As I do, I take in Isla’s updated apartment. Boss did a really good job. He not only fixed every last thing, but he updated all of it as well.

      “Seven?”

      I glance over my shoulder to see Danny standing there. His hands are trembling slightly, but he looks welcoming enough.

      “She wants you.”

      My eyebrows raise.

      He shuts the door behind him and smiles a little.

      “She scolded me for not bringing her hero in.”

      I scoff. “I’m not her—”

      “You saved her life,” Danny whispers, eyes welling up with tears. “You don’t even know what you saved her from yet. Go in there. I’m gonna make some tea for all of us. I think chamomile is in order.”

      With that, he walks off. I’m nervous. Why am I nervous? My heart is thundering in my chest as I push her door open.

      I don’t look up right away, but her voice catches my attention.

      “Hey! You stayed.”

      I look up. Welp, she’s definitely high out of her mind on meds. I can see her being a total lightweight, so I’m not really surprised.

      “I stayed.” I nod.

      She pats the bed overly enthusiastically.

      “Sit! I know my bed’s, eghh”—she sticks her tongue out—"boring, but I’m too busy to make it pretty. Sooooo busy. Too busy really.”

      She flops back on the bed into her pillows with a sigh.

      “I have no life. I hate that.”

      “Holy shit, what did he give you, Isla?” I chuckle a little.

      She rolls her head to look at me, beaming. I plant a seat on the edge of her bed.

      “I love when you laugh. It’s like, it’s like this gift you bestow upon a select, chosen few.” She smiles bigger. “I’m on the list!”

      “Yes, angel,” I laugh. “You’re on the list.”

      “Whooo-hoo!”

      She pumps her fist in the air. Sooo… I think she’s having a reaction to the medication.

      “How’s your head?”

      “Right now, everything’s great.” She sighs dreamily.

      “Yeah, I bet.”

      She sighs again, but she’s crashing.

      “I never wanna shower again. How do I get over that, Seven?”

      My neck whips around so quickly that I think I may have pulled a muscle.

      “Wh-what?” I whisper.

      Her eyes fill with tears where a second ago there was so much joy. I want that joy back, but I know firsthand that not expressing her emotions is the worst thing she can do right now.

      “I’m being a baby. It could have been so much worse.”

      She waves a hand somewhere. It’s aimless and crooked, but it’s meant to belittle her feelings and I’m not about that.

      “What could have been?”

      She pauses, fiddling with the Kindle she now has wedged between her fingers.

      “The shower.”

      Just like that, my gut lurches.

      “Shower?” I force my voice to remain steady for her. If I get pissed, she’ll feel more shame and that’s the last thing I want.

      “He made them wash me.” She gags. “Their hands were…” She retches again, not quite vomiting, but enough to where I go over and hold her hair back. “I won’t throw up, I don’t think.”

      She slumps back.

      “So gross. I don’t like people seeing me naked. They saw me naked, Seven.”

      Her watery hazel eyes look to me for answers. She’s so beautiful. Her eyes are my favorite part of her because of the open book they are. Her eyes are a direct window to her heart and soul. She wears all her emotions right there.

      Her hair is still silky, but tangled in a loose braid. She has on a white cotton dress with a little ribbon at the top. Her innocence combined with her words are killing me.

      “I know, sweetheart. I know.”

      “Can you hold my hand?”

      “Of course.”

      I grip her cold, little hand in mine. She practically cradles it.

      “You’re always warm. It’s nice.”

      “Alright,” I chuckle nervously. “I’m gonna take my hand away if you’re gonna be weird. High or not.”

      She giggles a little. “Okay.”

      “Do you want to finish talking about it?” I ask gently.

      Her hold on my hand tightens. “They washed me. They weren’t supposed to be gross, but their hands were all over me.” She gags again. “One fingered me,” she rushes out. “But the other punched him in the head. So… can I just smell forever? I don’t think I can shower again without thinking of those disgusting men!”

      “It’ll get easier,” I whisper. “I promise. ‘Til then, maybe baths?”

      “That’d be better than smelling, huh?”

      “A bit, yeah.”

      She stares at me for a long moment. I can tell she wants to tell me something, but she ultimately decides against it. She shakes her head and scowls.

      “Your stepdad is gross, no offense. So disgusting. He tricked me! He used my pain to get me to take off his jacket. It was just his jacket. You have to believe me!” she cries, practically screaming, she’s begging me so hard.

      “I believe you. Hey, I believe you.”

      She doesn’t hear me.

      “Please, please, please…” She rips her hand from mine and grabs my worn t-shirt. “Believe me,” she sobs. “Believe me.”

      “Hey,” I whisper, peeking over my shoulder to see Danny in the open doorway with tears streaming down his cheeks. He sets the teacups down right there on the floor and rushes over.

      “Bug, listen to Seven. He believes you.”

      Danny doesn’t know what we’re talking about, but he’s calm and soothing as he gets her to look at me, all the while rubbing gentle circles on her back.

      “Come on, G. Stop talking and look at Seven.”

      Her pleas die off a little as she glances up at me with big, sad eyes. I force the pain in my own eyes not to show.

      I cup her face.

      “I believe you. You did good. I’m proud of you.”

      “I was nervous you’d think I-I tried to seduce the man who hurt me and your,” she mumbles a little, glancing up at me, “stepdad.”

      Her cheeks turn red and Danny chuckles. I try not to smirk. I know Isla likes me. She really hasn’t tried to hide it. It’s something I’ll have to deal with at a later time, but for now, she’s high and hurting and she can’t suppress her feelings on a good day. I don’t expect her to now. But one day, I’ll have to explain to her that I’m bad and she’s good and we can’t be together like that. I work for the mafia, for God's sake. She’s a pediatrician.

      But looking at her, I wish it was different.

      “I brought tea.”

      Danny runs over and grabs the mugs. They are all plain white. I glance at Isla. She seems like someone who should have colorful, floral mugs. Why is all her stuff so plain?

      “Isla, why is all your stuff white?” I ask as I thank Danny for the tea.

      She brings her mug to her lips with a sigh and rolls her head to look at me.

      “No time.” Her eyes flutter. “Never enough time for pretty things.”

      That’s so… sad.

      “You need to make time for that, hun.”

      She doesn’t say anything. Simply rolls over and sets her mug down on the dresser. Her eyes go to Danny.

      “Thanks for coming.”

      She gives him a tired smile. He gets a fierce look on his face.

      “Of course I came, bug!”

      “I know you want to ask. I didn’t see your dad there, Danny. I think ice man,” she says through a yawn, “Slice, paid him.”

      “Shocker,” Danny grumbles.

      “I’m gonna get some rest. Go see Frank, okay?”

      He looks unsure.

      “I know you feel like you have to stay, but I’m okay. Shaken, but okay. Frank needs you and you need him. Go be with your one.”

      “Love you, Isla.”

      “Love you, too, Danny boy.”

      He takes her hand and squeezes.

      “Stay with her,” he whispers in my ear as he passes.

      “What did you tell him?!” Isla calls out, a little panicked.

      Danny grins over his shoulder and winks as he exits the room. Isla looks at me, wide eyed.

      “Ignore whatever he said. He’s trouble.”

      “Alright.”

      She yawns again.

      “Go to sleep, Isla. You’ve had a long week.”

      I move to stand, but before I can get far, an arm wraps around my bicep in an almost crushing grip.

      “Don’t go.”

      I look at her. “Isla…”

      “Please.”

      “I don’t think please is gonna work this time, hun. I gotta go. For you.”

      “Not for me! For you! ‘Cause you’re scared. You’re scared, Seven. You let me in and now you’re running like a coward!”

      “I’m in the mafia, Isla!” I roar. God, I’m a piece of shit. She’s not even in her right mind. I force my voice to level out. “I’m in the mafia, Isla. Whatever connection we have… is false.”“Do you have lungs?”

      I frown. “Of course.”

      “A spleen?”

      Odd organ to choose. “Yep. As far as I know.”

      “A liver?”

      “Yep.”

      “Opposable thumbs?”

      “What’s with these questions?”

      “As far as I know, then, you’re human. Like me.”

      “Isla!” I throw my head back. “Stop, please. You’re making this difficult.”

      She huffs. “Good. You know what? Fine. Don’t stay. Go home. What do I care?”

      “You care.”

      She glowers but says nothing.

      I sigh. Fuck. Shit!

      “I have to get Nia,” I grumble under my breath.

      She stays looking forward with her arms crossed, but a small smile starts to play on her lips.

      “Then what?”

      “I’ll come back.”

      She turns and gives me the biggest smile in the world. I swear every demon in me coils, just seeing her smile like that.

      “I’ll be back. You gonna be okay?”

      She reaches under her mattress and lifts a can of pepper spray.

      I chuckle. “You’re so Goddamn innocent, Isla.”

      “You like it,” she beams.

      Yes.

      Too much.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      She’s asleep.

      All of that arguing and I’m staring at her curled-up form, breathing softly, with Nia’s hand in mine.

      “She’s asleep,” I grumble. “Really?”

      I look down at Nia. She’s smiling a little.

      “Silly doctor,” I tease.

      Nia giggles and points at Isla.

      “Do not wake her up, Nia,” I demand. “She’s had a long day.”

      Nia gives me a mischievous smile and wriggles her way out of my hand, tiptoeing toward Isla.

      “Nia,” I warn in a stern voice I don’t really mean. She’s being too cute.

      She giggles again and inches closer.

      “Do not wake her, Nia.”

      Nia shuffles right next to Isla’s bedside.

      “Isla,” she croaks.

      My heart swells. She’s waking her up with her voice. The amount of trust she’s placing in us right now is immeasurable. No man has been more honored.

      Nia waits a few moments with a semi-pained expression before trying again.

      “Isla.” Her voice is hoarse and scratchy still from lack of use.

      “Hmm…” Isla sings.

      Nia smiles and grins at me. She’s excited to see Isla’s reaction to her voice. And I don’t know Nia’s life story yet. I don’t know why she went mute. All I know is that her excitement is huge.

      Seeing her like this, full of self-expression and finding her little voice in a big world, is the proudest I’ve been to be alive. I’ve always felt like a waste of space on this earth, but right now, for the first time, I’m so fucking glad I was born. For her. I’m grateful for every moment, both beautiful and tragic, that made me a man capable of relating to her.

      “Isla…” Nia tries again. Her voice is fading out since it’s not used to this much use, but I know Nia won’t quit trying until Isla hears her.

      “Isla!” I call to help Nia out.

      Nia signs me a thank you.

      “You’re welcome,” I whisper.

      Isla lets out a high-pitched squeal and throws her arms out, immediately wincing and clutching her stomach with a silent scream. Nia jolts and looks at me, wide eyed.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper. “She had a tummy injury before.”

      Nia nods, a little wobbly. Her little hand reaches forward and moves Isla’s hair.

      “Isla?” She sounds the strongest I’ve heard her yet.

      Isla rolls over with a sigh and blinks slowly, wincing a little at the dim lighting.

      “Nia? Is that you? Wait…” Her eyes pop open and she screams. “Nia!”

      As quickly as she can without hurting herself, she sits up.

      “Did you just…” Her eyes widen and tear up. “Did you… talk?”

      “Yes,” Nia croaks with the biggest smile.

      I have to turn to hide the water in my eyes. I haven’t cried since before the war camp. It’s overwhelming.

      Isla screams. It’s shrill and girly, like something out of a rom-com.

      “Jesus, Isla,” I mutter, throwing my hands over my ears. Not that she hears me. I turn just in time to see Isla scoop Nia up and pull her into her arms in a warm embrace.

      “I’m so proud of you, princess! You’re incredible!”

      Nia looks toward me from her place against Isla’s chest with tears in her eyes and latches her little arms onto Isla’s shoulders in a loving death grip.

      Tears roll down my face, unashamed.

      I’m screwed.

      I’m so screwed.

      A loving sweet doctor and a man like me can never work. Right?
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        * * *

      

      Frances is grinning like an idiot, leaning against the wall leading to the cells downstairs.

      “Is it sad I actually feel sorry for the fucker? I mean, what he did was fucked up, don’t get me wrong, but you’re crazy.”

      I hate him. Have I mentioned he’s annoying?

      I shove him aside with my shoulder and charge down the stairs, feeling my blood warm and tingle beneath my skin. In this moment, I feel every bit my size. I feel every bit as strong and lethal as I am.

      After spending last night with Nia curled up in my lap in the chair beside Isla’s bed, you’d think the rage would have died down a bit. She’s alive. Isla’s alive, Nia’s okay, no one was seriously injured.

      But fucking Stephan.

      He’s the nightmare that never ends.

      Ice man. I can’t believe I didn’t figure it out sooner!

      A growl builds in my chest as I enter his cell. Boss saved him for me. I owe him for that one.

      Stephan’s limbs are tied down to a simple wooden chair resting in the middle of the room. His icy blue eyes assess me immediately as I enter the room, teeth gritted in pain from the superficial bullet wound Boss pinned him with to subdue him so I’d get Isla out.

      “Ah, son, thought I should be expecting you. You always were protective of your pets.”

      “Speak again,” I hiss with my sword pressed against his throat in a swift motion. I lean in two inches from his smug face. “I dare you.”

      “A sword,” he says coolly, “I’m impressed.”

      I press it into his neck, reveling in the red, hot liquid dripping down the middle of my sword.

      “Are you, Stephan? Are you impressed?”

      “I was impressed with your woman’s pussy, son. Beautiful woman— ARRRRRRR!” he roars as my dagger slams into his thigh with my sword still lined up against his carotid.

      “Wanna spew more lies?” I roar as flashes of my past mix with my present.

      “I want my mom,” Tommy cried as they held the back of his head in a death grip to plunge him once again into the icy water, “I want it to stop,” he sobbed.

      “Let him go! Let him go, you sick sons of bitches!”

      The man smirked darkly at me. “Sure.”

      … and they killed him.

      Three hours later. Slowly. Painfully.

      I shake my head to rid myself of the memory I can’t erase.

      “I should have killed you years ago.”

      “You weren’t the killer you are now.”

      “No! You made me this way,” I scream.

      Then… calm. A woosh of it. My eyes became evil and dark.

      “You’re gonna suffer in ways you can’t even imagine. Ways I only know because you let Delilah die and fucked me up.”

      I pull the sword away, but leave him crying in pain as the dagger stays in his thigh.

      “You’d better go to that safe place in your mind, fucker, ‘cause I’m just getting started.”
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        * * *

      

      Frances takes in the mutilated body in front of him and starts laughing.

      Laughing.

      I’m silently horrified by what I see, by the monster in front of me, but Frances is literally insane, so he’s amused.

      “I thought I was the sickest fuck here. You may have me beat.”

      “Are you cleaning or am I?” I ask in a distinctly detached voice.

      Frances freezes, suddenly becoming serious.

      “Let one of the soldiers do it. You need a drink and a fuck. Call Isla.”

      I growl at him and stare at what’s left of Stephan’s body.

      “Isla is back to her life and I’m back to mine.”

      I’m keeping her far away from my demons. That was the whole point of this.

      “Oh boy,” Frances sighs, “you’re in for it, buddy. I think this is one of the first times I’ve felt sorry for a man.”

      He smirks at me.

      “I’ve seen you and Isla. You’re fated. Good luck avoiding that shit.”

      With that ominous nugget, he walks out whistling.

      I ignore him. I’m more than used to avoiding Frances fucking Capello.

      Alone, I crouch down on the floor, in my stepfather’s blood, and let the little boy inside of me loose.

      I don’t want to be this damaged, violent, or fucked up.

      But I’m just too broken and the best part of me died in Istanbul with my brothers.

      That’s why, “fated” or not, I will never lay eyes on the beautiful, hazel-eyed pediatrician again. She’s pure and I’m… this.

      The monster who tore the skin from his stepfather's bones, piece by piece as he cried and begged me for a merciful death.

      A death I never granted.

      For Delilah.

      For Isla.

      But mostly because I couldn’t stop and the demons came to dance. I’m their puppet, after all.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Two Weeks Later

      

      

      
        
        Isla

      

      

      “Room five, Isla.”

      “Got it.”

      Danny slinks up by my side.

      “I’m still pissed you’re here.”

      I side-eye him. “Where else would I be?”

      “Uh, at home. Resting. Medicating. Sleeping. Getting therapy.”

      I snort. “No.”

      “You’re throwing a temper tantrum.”

      “No, I’m not. What could I possibly be pissy about?” I grumble as I collect my folders.

      Danny smirks at me when I turn.

      “The fact that your mafia lover hasn’t been to see you since you were cleared by their doctor.”

      “Shut up, Danny. You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I storm down the hall. Danny follows. I hear his footsteps pounding behind me.

      “Go to him, Isla. Show up and demand he talk to you.”

      My footsteps freeze in the hallway.

      “I don’t want to force someone to like me, Danny,” I whisper.

      “He likes you, bug,” he snorts. “He just knows he’s not good enough for you. That’s all.”

      “How can you say that? He’s a great guy.”

      “Maybe in his heart, but G, he’s in the mob, okay? You need to take off the rose-colored glasses. This isn’t one of your books. It’s real life. He’s a bad guy. Nice man, bad guy.”

      I blink back tears. Why did I have to fall for him?

      “I have a patient.”

      I brush past Danny and go to patient number six today.
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        * * *

      

      I throw the covers off of myself for the millionth time tonight and grab my Kindle. Who needs sleep? I don’t need sleep. Fuck sleep. Stupid, white, plain cotton covers. I’m getting a black down comforter tomorrow and painting my walls black. All black.

      I pick up where I left off in this dark, sexual, non-mafia little ditty I’m reading.

      Of course, the characters are fucking where I leave off. I’ve only been trying to deny the ache between my legs since Seven first held me, but hey, let’s read about characters passionately making love and a lucky little woman having orgasms ‘til it hurts.

      I wanna have orgasms ‘til it hurts.

      I wanna have an orgasm period.

      Ugh.

      I don’t wanna touch myself though. I’m too mad and it just reminds me of that shower. I shudder. That was the worst moment of my life. I know women have endured worse and I don’t want to be a baby, but…

      A sob creeps up my throat.

      I throw the Kindle in front of my face and read.

      “Don’t stop. Shit, please don’t stop!”

      My fingers slip through his hair and his lips press against my sex.

      I squirm, trying to ignore the tingle between my legs like I always do.

      The first dip of his tongue between my slick folds has me shooting off the bed.

      “Cam!” I scream. “More. Please, more.”

      My hand slides between my legs with tears in my eyes. I’ve never been a slave to my pleasure. Why can’t I stop it now when I don’t want it? Seven, that’s why. Ugh! Seven!

      “You like that, baby?” he purrs.

      “Yes! Yes!” I pant, breathing heavy.

      “Do you want to come around my fingers or my cock?”

      “Shit!” I scream out loud, letting my own fingers slip between my folds. “Damn it, Seven,” I breathe, working my fingers quickly around my clit.

      It won’t work.

      It never works. I suck at masturbating.

      I grab my vibe from my nightstand and press it to my clit with a sigh of relief.

      Yessssssss.

      “Uh,” I whimper as my hips undulate against the vibrations. “Seven, please… more…”

      My hips jerk off the mattress as pleasure starts to ripple through me.

      “Oh my God, stop. Don’t.”

      Something builds in my stomach that I’ve never felt before. Something that feels like it may hurt… or feel better than I know how to handle.

      With a frustrated cry, I pull the vibrator from my sex and throw it to the side.

      “Ahh!” I scream, throwing the pillow over my head. I can’t do this.

      I jump from my bed and slip my cell phone in my hand, fueled by some sort of pissed off sense of need years in the making.

      Oh, and it’s not Seven’s number I dial. Oh no.

      That would be too… mature. I’m not being mature.

      I’m pissed. And I’m hurt.

      I dial his boss, since he programmed his number in my phone after they saved me.

      “Isla, what’s wrong?” he answers immediately.

      There’s a slight bit of sleep in his voice given the time, but a lot less than normal people would have. He’s alert and ready for anything.

      “I’m safe,” I assure him quickly.

      “Uhh, okay? How can I help you?”

      “Your employee or whatever he is… is an asshole and an idiot.”

      There’s a long pause. “Seven, I presume?”

      “Yes!”

      The boss sighs. “Let’s say that’s true. Why are you calling me about it?”

      “I need your help with something.”

      “Oh, how I don’t want to get involved in this.”

      “But you will…?” I ask hopefully.

      “Yeah,” he sighs. “I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      “There are gonna be a few changes I want everyone to be aware of,” Boss’s voice booms over all his men. “First, he has already been informed, but Seven is going to be taking Enzio’s,” he growls that name, reminded of dark times, “place as Underboss. I expect you to treat him as such or face the consequences.”

      My chest puffs out a little. I’m proud of this. I wish I could be more proud, but I can’t get my mind off Isla and how she’s reacting to me ghosting her. I know Nia hasn’t taken it well. She’s more withdrawn than usual. I glance at Frances. He’s scowling at the ground, pounding a glass of whiskey. He’s pissed that I got the promotion before him. Sucks for him, but he’s not fully trustworthy. I do feel sorry for Marley, though. She’s gonna get the shit fucked out of her tonight. She can take it, though. She’s tougher than he is. Besides, Marley’s daughter, Alex, will rip him a new one if he gets too rough with her mom. That little girl is gonna take over the world one day. I truly don’t doubt it. She’s trouble.

      “Second, that leaves an open caporegime position.” Everyone in the room straightens with interest. “I will not be filling it.”

      There is a series of gasps and uproar. Boss holds up a hand and the room is silenced. That’s power.

      “I am the Boss. I have weighed the pros and cons and decided I like having a more intimate group of men after all we’ve been through. I know that’s not the typical structure, but I run things. I report to no-fucking-body. So, I’m changing the rules. Anyone got a problem with that?”

      Crickets. People would be stupid to fight him on it. They’d be gone before they could open their mouths.

      “Next, in light of recent events, no outside doctors, no specialists, no nothing unless it is specifically approved by me, and most likely, it won’t be. I will be bringing in all our own doctors for whatever medical needs are required. I just need to be made aware. If someone is dying, call Seven’s emergency number, as he is now my right-hand man. He will make the call or get a hold of me to figure out what you should do in that situation. Along those same lines…” Boss glances at me in a way that sends a ripple of unease through my body. “I am bringing a new doctor on staff. Since there are now so many children here, I want someone who specializes in that field.”

      Thud. Thud. Thud. My heart thunders in my chest. He wouldn’t…

      “Dr. Isla Grace will be our resident pediatrician. If you have children, make an appointment with her. Her number will be given to the nanny, so you will have to go through her to get in contact with Isla for Isla’s safety.”

      “No,” my voice roars over the crowd of men.

      Boss raises his eyebrows, but before he can speak, pink comes out from around the corner with a proud, shining smile.

      “Yes.”

      “Absolutely not,” I growl, storming forward.

      Boss holds a hand up.

      “We need a pediatrician, and she wants a life outside of work. I can offer her more money than she currently makes, along with significantly reduced hours. It’s a win-win.”

      “She is not working here,” I grind out, tone murderous.

      “Why not?” Isla jumps in, standing proudly in her little pink scrubs in front of all these evil men. “Like our boss said, it’s a win-win.”

      “He’s not our boss!” I boom in—I’m pretty sure—the loudest voice I’ve ever bellowed.

      “Is now.”

      Before I can stop myself, my hand snakes out and snatches her wrist.

      “We’re talking.”

      Boss shrugs and goes on with his speech as I drag Isla out of the room.

      “What?” she snaps when we’re alone in my room which, coincidentally, wasn’t far from where we were.

      “You’re not working for the Goddamn mob, Isla. I refuse to let that happen.”

      “Why not?” she screams, hands flying to her hips. “You do!”

      “I. Am. Bad. You. Are. Not.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re not bad. You do bad things. Besides, I won’t be doing anything wrong. I’ll be helping kids.”

      “And what happens when one of them gets hurt doing something you don’t approve of? Something dark and twisted, Isla! You won’t turn away from that.”

      A little crease forms between her brows. The urge to rub it away is so strong I’m starting to regret bringing her to my room. I wasn’t thinking. This was stupid.

      “Of course not.”

      “See? That won’t fly.”

      “Well… I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we get there,” she sing-songs.

      “Damn it, woman! You’re stubborn.”

      She glowers.

      “Is this…?” I don’t finish that sentence. That’s cocky as hell. Of course, this doesn’t have to do with me and her… I glance at her again… does it?

      Is that conceited? But the timing matches almost too perfectly.

      “Why are you here?” I ask slowly.

      “I want a life. Your boss offered me one.”

      I study her, but she’s unreadable. Her mask is perfectly in place. I take one step closer to her, pushing her further against the wall.

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes…”

      The small swell of her breasts beneath her scrubs rises and falls quickly. The action immediately sends blood rushing to my cock.

      Why does she make things so hard? I’m trying to do right by her. Doesn’t she see that?

      “Really? So, if I were to kiss you right now…” Her sharp inhale of breath makes my cock painfully harder. “You wouldn’t feel accomplished at all?”

      “Not at all,” she breathes.

      “Mmm…”

      I step closer to her until her back is completely against the door. I take one hand and tenderly cup her face.

      “What are you doing, hun?”

      “Working,” she squeaks.

      “Really?” I cock an eyebrow and lean closer.

      “Mmm-hmmm….”

      Chuckling, I lean in so I’m one inch from her face.

      “Working?”

      “Working.”

      My lips brush hers and the way all the air rushes out of her is my undoing. I shift my hand so it frames the back of her head and let go.

      I let my lips land on hers fully, slowly at first, feeling a whimper roll out of her from somewhere deep within. She takes my plaid shirt in her hands, like she loves to do, and grips it tightly between her fingers as my tongue starts to explore the soft silk of her mouth.

      Her hips undulate, rolling forward a bit without her even being conscious of it. The blood to my cock roars and screams for more, but I’ll deny that urge.

      For now.

      No, forever.

      No… Her hands slide up to my neck and she tilts her head to the side, sliding away from the kiss, and hugs me. She’s still panting, so I’m a bit confused why she stopped when she’s clearly still aroused. I can smell it on her and it’s killing me.

      “If we go too fast,” she gasps as she tries to catch her breath, “you’ll run.”

      I hold her tightly.

      “Running is starting to sound less and less appealing,” I admit.

      She smiles against my shoulder. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. Your message is received, but you’re not really working here, are you?”

      She giggles and pulls away from me with a smile.

      “No, but Seven, if he asks me to help with the kids, I will. He saved my life, too, and I know what he does is bad, but he’s good, too. He’s not evil.”

      “No, he’s not evil,” I grumble, “but I don’t want you here. There are evil men here. I don’t want you exposed to them.”

      I immediately regret saying that when memories flash in her eyes and her gaze flies away. She takes two steps away from me and wraps her arms around her stomach.

      “I know there are bad men, Seven,” she whispers.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “But I’m not coming to help the men, I’m here for the children. They all deserve something nice and normal. They didn’t choose their parents, they just want stickers when they get shots.”

      Without conscious thought, I move forward and grip her waist.

      “You’re a really good person.”

      “Thanks.”

      “It worries me. You see good in everyone.”

      “I like seeing the good in everyone. You know, everyone thinks being nice is something I can’t help. They forget that being nice is a choice. I don’t have to be. Trust me, if the situation warrants it, I can be a total bitch.”

      “Somehow I doubt that,” I chuckle.

      “I can!” She swats at my chest. “Jerk!”

      “Sorry, Isla,” I laugh. “I just can’t see it, hun. That’s not a bad thing.”

      She frowns. “I can be a bitch,” she huffs, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Whatever you say,” I laugh, kissing her temple. That calms her a bit.

      She looks up at me, anxiously.

      “I don’t ever... date or anything. You’ll really hurt me if you disappear on me again. I won’t chase you twice.”

      Her brows pull together nervously. I slide my fingers through her silky hair.

      “I won’t disappear again.”

      “Swear.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, I study her for a moment. Her bleeding heart. Kind eyes. Gentle soul.

      I nod.

      “Swear.”

      “Good.”

      There’s a long, awkward pause.

      “How are you holding up, Isla?”

      “Ohhh no! No, no, no! You haven’t earned that yet. Thank you for saving my life. You know I mean it, but if you wanna know how I am, prove you’ll stay. My opening up to you didn’t go so well last time.”

      Her chin lifts a little haughtily.

      “Are you at least talking to Danny about it?” I ask softly, ignoring her attempt at riling me up. She wants more from me. She wants the why. She deserves to know why I ghosted her, but right now, with her scrawny arms wrapped around her waist, all vulnerable and haunted, I have more important things on my mind.

      “There’s nothing to talk about.”

      Her heel quickly swivels on the hardwood and her hand snakes out to grab the door. I catch her shoulder before she can leave.

      She freezes.

      “Honey…” I say softly.

      She doesn’t say anything, but I swear to God, I feel her muscles loosen beneath my fingers.

      “Talk to me,” I murmur.

      “Is he dead?” she whispers in a tiny little voice, then squeaks, “Did you kill him?”

      Because she needs to know who I really am, I reply tersely. “Yes.”

      A muffled cry escapes her lips and her legs start to tremble. I flip my grip under her shoulder in case she collapses.

      “I see his eyes in my dreams every night. I can’t escape him.”

      “He won’t be an issue anymore,” I say carefully.

      “Why did you have to kill him?”

      I give a pause before speaking my truth.

      “Because he’s one of the reasons for my demons. Seems fitting he met them.”

      She turns then and takes my face in her hands, studying my eyes. The hazel of her eyes bounces back and forth several times as she studies me like I’m one of her patients.

      “You killed him,” she whispers, mainly to herself. Her teeth slide over her lower lip. “You… hmm… he…”

      “Isla, I murdered someone. You can walk right back out the door. I won’t feel betrayed.”

      Wrong thing to say. Her eyes fill with water.

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “I’d do it again.”

      “Why are you trying to push me away?” she screams, thrusting her hands against my chest over and over. “Why won’t you let me care about you? Just tell me if you don’t like me!”

      She charges for the door with a heartbreaking whimper. I grab her arm.

      “What?” she snaps. “This is ridiculous. I don’t even know you. Just forget it. Forget I came here. Forget I was stupid. Forget I—”

      I spin her and drag her to my chest.

      “Gotta know if you can handle me, hun. Behind this man is a hell of a lot of demons. I gotta know if you can handle ‘em.”

      “Why didn’t you just say that?” she whispers.

      “I’m not good with words.”

      “I say too much.”

      “I know you do.”

      She smiles a little.

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “Let me earn it.”

      “Can you? Can you, Seven?”

      I tilt her chin up with my finger and lightly kiss her.

      “Yes, honey, I can.”
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      My whole body is on fire as Seven leads me out the door with his hand on my lower back, lightly steadying me. I’m wavering on my feet and dizzy.

      What just happened?

      What is happening?

      I think I’m slipping into shock. Again.

      “Uh, Isla?” a soft voice comes from around the corner. Both Seven and I turn to see Lacey standing there, fidgeting anxiously with the string on her jacket.

      “Isla, can I talk to you a minute?” she whispers.

      Her voice is much quieter than it was when I first met her. There are dark blue circles under her eyes. Her hair is frizzy and tied in a knot on the top of her head, haphazardly.

      She looks like she's been crying. For days. Seven’s brows furrow as he takes her in.

      “Sure,” I murmur. Seven’s fingers tighten around my hip in what might’ve either been a grateful or reassuring gesture, but all the same, it makes my heart swell, knowing I’m doing the right thing by talking to the mafia boss’s wife.

      To be honest, mafia boss stereotype aside, Seven’s boss has been nothing but kind and patient with me. A little scary, yes, but never once has he actually made me feel threatened.

      “So, I just…” Lacey stammers once we’ve rounded the corner… “I just wanted to check and see if you were okay?”

      Her steel grey eyes are so much like her daughter’s, although hers are much more haunted. I wonder why? What has she gone through to become a mafia boss’s wife?

      “I’m okay. I think I’m a little bit in shock, to be honest. But I feel lucky.” I glance up at her through my hair. “Lacey, your husband and Seven…” I feel my cheeks redden. “They saved my life.”

      A cry bursts out of Lacey so unexpectedly. She tries to pull it back by gritting her jaw, but there’s pain in her eyes. I don’t know what I said!

      “Are you okay? Lacey? Hey…” I touch her shoulder gently. “What’s wrong?”

      She’s turned away from me, hands fisted and trembling lightly.

      “You can talk to me. I promise, I’m a great listener. Comes with being a doctor and all.”

      Lacey looks over and gives me a light smile.

      “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me. I’m so glad you’re safe. If you ever need anything, just let me know.”

      “Hey,” I murmur, “I’m here, too. What’s wrong?”

      Lacey sighs and runs a hand through her sandy blonde hair.

      “My daughter, Rose, knows about what Adam does. I-I don’t know how she found out.” Lacey squeezes her eyes. Tears fall. “I just want my children to live happy, normal lives and I don’t know how to make that happen.”

      “Lacey, children are so resilient. So smart. If he is an amazing father to her, if he is kind to you and nonviolent when they are around, that’s how they’ll know him. Even if they go through phases fearing what he does, they’ll always remember his love. I’ve seen and experienced this time and time again. Give Rose time to come to terms with whatever she found out about her dad, then have him talk to her. Not beg for her love or ask who told her, but have a heart to heart. Father to daughter. I promise that’ll help.”

      I offer her a reassuring smile.

      “If there’s anything I can do, I have lots of resources. I know just about every child-friendly therapist in town. I have ones I can recommend.”

      “Do you know any doctors or specialists who can help with Rose’s lisp?”

      “Oh, yes! I would see a speech therapist. It could also be a psychological issue. Her lisp isn’t fully a lisp. It sounds more like baby talk, which is… interesting.” Shaking my head, I mumble, “Regardless. A speech therapist is where she should start. I know a great one. Dr. Rabutcha. She’s literally incredible! I’ve seen her work miracles.”

      I offer her a reassuring smile.

      “Rose is so young, Lacey. There are so many professionals out there who can help her with whatever comes up. If you both are good parents, love on her, and get her help when she needs it, I can promise she’ll thrive. It’s science.”

      I grab her wrist and squeeze.

      “Does that help at all?”

      “That helps a lot. A whole lot. Thank you so much, Isla. Seriously. You don’t know what it means to me. I never expected to be a mom. I don’t want to fail her.”

      “Of course. No problem at all. I feel kinda bad that I’m giving you all this advice after your husband’s ‘no leaving the mansion for doctors’ tirade, but…” I shrug carelessly. “It’s the advice I’ve got.”

      Lacey smiles coyly. “Don’t worry about it. I’m pretty sure I can get my way on this issue.”

      A laugh bursts out of me. “I’m sure you can.”

      There’s an awkward pause. We both shuffle our feet before Lacey’s head pops up.

      “Tomorrow, Sage, Rose—oh, not my daughter, my best friend,” she laughs. “She’s named after her, long story. Sage, Rose, and I are taking a yoga class. We’d love for you to join us. I… well, I don’t love going out much. Neither does Sage, so I have a yoga teacher coming here and we’re gonna eat junk food out on the patio after. Healthy junk food. Sage is very health conscious, so she’s bringing treats. But don’t feel pressure. If it scares you at all, we can keep in touch another way. I know this place can be… strange.”

      “Umm, that sounds really fun. The mansion makes me a little…  uneasy. Where will the yoga be?”

      “How about we do it outside? The weather is supposed to be nice. We have an outrageous backyard. Would that be better for you?”

      “Way better.”

      “Perfect! I’m excited, Isla. And like I said, if you need to talk, I’m here.”

      “Thanks, Lacey. Same. What time should I come over?”

      “Yoga teacher comes at ten.”

      “Alright, I…” Technically, I work. For the first time in my life, that truly bothers me. I’m actually turning away a chance at a life.

      Fuck it.

      “I’ll be there!”

      Lacey opens her mouth but Seven walks in the room then.

      “Lacey.” He nods respectfully at her. She rolls her eyes slightly but greets him back before throwing headphones on and disappearing from the room.

      “What were you two talking about?” he murmurs.

      “Just planning your demise.”

      “Hmm, sure. You’re such a nerd.”

      “So you’ve said, but I still know you like it.”

      His arms wrap around me from behind. I’m coated in an ocean of warmth.

      “Nia and I are having a movie night. Wanna join?”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      My heart jumps and skips with excitement!

      “Yes, thank you. That sounds… well, that sounds amazing!”

      He gently turns me and guides my gaze up using the back of my head.

      “I’m sorry I was an asshole.”

      Swallowing, I nod. “It’s okay.”

      “Won’t do it again.”

      “Better not, Seven. I’m serious. You better not.”

      “I won’t.” His lips slide, soft and smooth, over the tender skin on my forehead. “Need a favor, though.”

      “Sure.”

      “I need you to talk to somebody about what happened. You’re avoiding it.”

      I jerk back. His hands are behind me, so he doesn’t let me go far.

      “It’s okay, hun. I know you’re hurting. You can shine your brightness all over the place, but I still see you.”

      His intense eyes drill into me.

      “Why?” My voice cracks.

      “I don’t know, Isla. Scares the fuck of me. I just… see you. I feel you. When you’re here, I know. When you’re hurting, I know. When you’re lost, I feel lost. And I don’t know why.”

      I lift my chin and push aside the memories.

      “I’ll get help when you do.” It’s his turn to rear back. “That’s right. I’m holding you accountable. You can’t ask me to do something you won’t do yourself, Seven.”

      “I have rules, Isla,” he hisses.

      “You don’t have to get therapy for your mafia stuff. Just… the other stuff.”

      “Boss would never approve. It’s too risky.”

      “I’ll make him. Give me another excuse. I’m ready for it.”

      “You’ll make him?” His lip twitches.

      “Yes.”

      I keep my voice even and stern. I don’t want him making a joke of this! I mean it. I’ll shout my trauma from the rooftops if it means he’ll get help for his PTSD.

      “There’s no helping a man like me,” he whispers, turning away.

      “Hey, that’s not true!” I grab his face and turn it my way. Gosh, he’s like a vicious, cuddly, strong, warm teddy bear. “I promise. I’ll find someone who knows about PTSD in veterans. I’ll find someone. I promise, Seven.”

      His gaze quickly flickers my way.

      “Why do you care so much?”

      “I don’t know. Remember how you said you see me and it freaks you out?”

      He grunts.

      “I feel you and I can’t handle knowing you’re hurting. I gotta help.”

      “You feel that way about everyone,” he laughs. “It’s like God dropped you here straight from heaven.”

      “Let’s not get carried away,” I laugh. “Ask Danny. I’m no angel.”

      His eyes grow heated and roam over me once. I see him visibly try to fight it, but my panties are already growing wet, my cheeks are flushed, and the air is thick between us.

      He fails.

      Really fails.

      “Shit. I’m gonna… get… Nia,” he grunts, stumbling back. “Meet me up front.”

      He bolts out of the hallway and I’m left panting up against the wood wall post. I feel 1,000 degrees and my heart is pounding.

      I take five deep, deep breaths to control myself and make my way out of the hall and toward the front door, more than ready to be out of here. Guards and random people pass as I wait, but no one bothers me, despite how anxious I feel.

      About five or so minutes later, a large and smaller figure appear out of the shadows. Nia smiles a little when she sees me. She wiggles out of Seven’s grip and runs over, wrapping her arms around my legs.

      “Hey, princess!”

      I wrap her back in a half-hug, the best I can give her with her tangled around my legs. When she doesn’t let go, I chuckle.

      “I missed you, too! Soooo much.”

      Her grip loosens on me slightly, so I use that time to wiggle out of her grasp and bend down and pick her up. As soon as I have her in my arms, she puts her head on my shoulder and squeezes me tight. It makes water come to my eyes.

      “Aw, sweetheart, I wasn’t gonna leave you. I’m okay. I promise,” I whisper, holding back tears. I glance at Seven through Isla’s hair. He looks guilt-ridden and touched. It’s his fault I couldn’t see her!

      “Did your dad tell you I’m staying for movie night?” I make my voice cheery.

      She nods vigorously.

      “Hey, princess.” I pull her away and poke her nose. “I want words from you today.”

      She nods a little shyly.

      “Starting now.”

      “‘Kay,” she croaks.

      “It’ll get easier. I promise,” I whisper in her ear.

      “Seven!” I call over.

      He glances up.

      “Do you have dinner planned?”

      “Not yet. Why?”

      “Can we get pizza, no veggies? Danny’s a health freak and never lets me eat pizza.”

      He chuckles lightly. “Okay, Nia loves pizza. Don’t you, kiddo?”

      She smiles at him. “Y… es.”

      Seven and I beam at each other.

      “Then pizza it is!”

      We’re all laughing as we walk out of the mafia mansion to Seven’s quaint apartment.
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      “Noooo! Are you freaking kidding me?” Isla screams at the television, jumping to her feet. “That call was bullshit!”

      Nia and I glance at each other, smirking. She shrugs at the curse word.

      “Hey, uh, Isla? Can we start the movie or…?”

      “Five minutes.” She waves her hand behind her head and jumps up.

      “Yes, run! Come on, 7, goooooo!”

      Nia scoots over and sits on my lap, giggling.

      “Who knew she was so into sports, huh?” I whisper.

      Nia giggles again. “Fun…ny.”

      “Very funny, sweetie.”

      “YESSSSS!! Boo-ya. Score! See ya later, suckers!”

      Isla spins to look at us from her spot right in front of the TV and immediately blushes. Both Nia and I raise our eyebrows. I kick my feet up on the ottoman. Nia crosses her arms.

      “I…” Isla blushes hard and tucks a loose strand of hair behind her ears. “I really like sports. I get a little carried away.”

      “Yeah,” I burst out laughing. “I see that. Jesus.”

      Nia giggles.

      “I’m sorry.” She facepalms, fidgets, and darts over to the movie case. “Which movie do you all want to watch?”

      She’s trying to change the subject ‘cause she’s embarrassed. I wink at Nia, lift her off my lap, and go over to Isla. I know she senses me behind her because she stiffens and her hand freezes over the Frozen DVD.

      I duck down and place my hands on her shoulders.

      “What?” she whispers.

      I know she feels my hot breath on her skin, because her entire body trembles beneath my fingers.

      “Just came to tell you what a weirdo you are.”

      “Jerk!”

      She turns to swat me with the DVD, but I dodge her. She falls back, but quickly jumps up and reaches for my armpits.

      “Isla, no!”

      I roar out laughter as she tickles me. God, I’ve never been tickled. What the hell?!

      “Isla!”

      I laugh and laugh.

      “Who’s weird now, huh?” Isla giggles.

      “Nia—” I gasp for breath, I’m laughing so hard. “Help.”

      I don’t know what happens next between the tears rolling down my cheeks and the deafening laughter, until I hear Nia’s distinct voice.

      “Dad…” her hoarse voice calls. “Dad…”

      I sit up to see her straddling Isla. Isla’s head is rolling back and forth with laughter. My heart spurs to life.

      “I got her, N!”

      Nia releases the loudest laugh I’ve ever heard from her as I crawl over Isla, being sure not to put too much weight on her.

      “Ready for revenge, Isla Grace?”

      “No!” she screams, laughing and catching her breath. “The movie.”

      “Nope, not before I tickle you back.”

      My hands go to her sides and I wiggle my fingers over her ribcage. She rolls back and forth trying to escape my attack. Her whole face is lit up with tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Uncle!” she screams, laughing. “Uncle, uncle…”

      I release my hands and look down at her. She smiles up at me while wiping the tears from her cheeks. Nia crawls up next to us and lightly pretends to push me off her. I extend my hand and help pull Isla up. Her face is red and sheened with sweat. Staring into her big hazel eyes, I can’t help but think she’s the most beautiful woman in the world.
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        * * *

      

      They’re asleep.

      Nia’s passed out on the floor, spread out like a starfish with kernels of popcorn around her hair.

      Isla’s leaning against my shoulder, softly snoring. I don’t wanna wake her, but I have to put Nia to bed.

      “Isla,” I whisper. “Isla.”

      “Hm…”

      I smile a little. “I need to put Nia to bed.”

      “Right, mmm,” she moans as she slides off my shoulder. Her eyes are a bit puffy, but she offers me a wobbly smile.

      She pushes to her feet and starts dragging herself around my apartment.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper, tiptoeing over to her.

      “Getting my stuff.”

      “Why?”

      Her brows furrow a bit. “To go.”

      “You can stay. I don’t mind. It’s not like you haven’t been here before.”

      “You sure?” she murmurs, already sounding exhausted.

      “Make yourself at home. Let me just get Nia to bed, then I’ll come check on you.”

      “How about,” she yawns, “you put her in bed with me. I’m a girl and,” Isla’s eyes flutter, “I’m safe. Good transition.”

      “You don’t think she’ll be scared?”

      “No.” Isla gives Nia’s sleeping form a warm smile. “If you’ll trust me. I got her.”

      “I trust you, hun.”

      Isla drags her feet down the hallway as I make my way over to Nia. I scoop her up in my arms and start carrying her to her room. Isla already has the covers pulled back. I shift Nia on my hip and reach out to pull the covers back a bit more. I only have them slightly lifted when Isla slams her hand down on the top of the comforter.

      “I’m in sleep shorts,” she blurts, blushing.

      Oh shit…

      My heated gaze goes to her as I let out a noncommittal sound. I need to get the hell out of here. Carefully, I place Nia down on the bed and kiss her forehead.

      “I hope you sleep here tonight, sweetie,” I whisper. I place my hand on her forehead to make sure her skin’s still warm and she’s alive. I do it every night. I’m terrified I’ll lose her.

      Like I lost Delilah.

      I glance up quickly, unable to look at Isla knowing she’s half-naked.

      “Night.”

      I cock my chin and rush out of the room. She laughs a little breathily.

      “Night, Seven. Thank you.”
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        * * *

      

      I wake up to giggling.

      “Nia,” I grumble, pushing up to sit. She jumps on the bed and curls into my side.

      “Sur…” She scrunches her face with struggle. “…prise.”

      “Surprise?”

      “Surprise!” Isla bursts out from around the corner. Isla, whose face I jacked off to last night.

      I pull the covers up a bit, but her gaze immediately flies to my bare chest. She quickly turns away and starts fidgeting. Her cheeks heat to a bright red color.

      I glance between the two of them.

      “Nia, did you sleep with Miss Isla last night? In the bed?”

      I raise my eyebrows pointedly. Nia looks at the covers and takes a deep breath. She grabs my wrist, and I let her because it’s obvious she’s struggling with the fact that she slept on a mattress. I don’t wanna overwhelm her.

      Y.

      E.

      S.

      “Nia, that’s the best gift you could ever give me!”

      Thank God. Thank God. Thank God.

      “No,” Nia says, shaking her head back and forth.

      “To me it is,” I argue.

      “No…” She opens her mouth to explain, but gets nervous and looks to Isla for help.

      “Nia, tell him,” she encourages.

      I look at Nia. Her hair is sticking up in all directions and you can definitely tell Isla dressed her instead of me. I do my best, but obviously style and me don’t go. Isla has Nia dressed in a light pink dress with matching socks that have lace on the ends. Around Nia’s neck is a little crown necklace.

      I twirl it between my fingers.

      “Where’d you get this from, huh, silly?”

      “I gave it to her,” Isla says above Nia’s head. “I was wearing it yesterday. It matched Nia’s outfit so perfectly and reminded me of the little princess.”

      I glance at Nia. She’s grinning.

      “That was very nice of Miss Isla, wasn’t it, sweetie?”

      “Yes.” Nia smiles warmly at Isla.

      Nia jumps once on the bed using her knees.

      “Dad…” Nia’s eyes furrow and she quickly looks to Isla. Isla gives her a soft look.

      “You can do it, princess. Tell him.”

      “Dad… fo…od.”

      Two words? She said two words!

      “Nia! I’m so proud of you.”

      Before I can grab her and hug the hell out of her, she’s jumping out of the bed, taking Isla’s hand, and dragging her from the room. Isla glances over her shoulder and smiles softly at me.

      “We’ll be right back.”

      Uh, alright?

      Less than two minutes later, both girls come back in with a tray in hand, beaming.

      “We made you breakfast!” Isla announces, carefully passing the tray off to Nia to set on my lap. I smirk at her. She doesn’t want to get close to me since she knows I’m just in my boxers. As if on cue, she turns away from me. The loss of Isla almost sends the food toppling onto my lap. Luckily, I catch the tray in time. I glance down to see a tray full of eggs, bacon, fresh fruit, and cranberry juice.

      “This was so… nice.”

      The words get lodged in my throat. No one’s ever… I… I squeeze my eyes shut to stop the swell of emotions rising. I feel both of their eyes on me, but I need a minute. I have to get it together. I’m in the mafia for God’s fucking sake.

      “Seven?” Isla whispers.

      God, I need just one moment! Nia’s touching my arm. I’m her dad. She’s talking. They made me breakfast. I’m gonna explode with feeling.

      “Hey, Nia, can your dad and I have a moment? Can you go make your friends some pictures while he eats? I’ll be out soon.”

      No! We absolutely cannot have… My tray is plucked from my hands and planted on the side table.

      “Seven, were you gonna cry?”

      Isla’s in the same pink scrubs from the night before, makeup free, hair all a mess. Gorgeous.

      “No,” I bark, gritting my jaw.

      Her soft fingers curl around my cheek and press. Our eyes meet. She leans in close, warm, fresh breath on my face.

      “Were you gonna cry, Seven?” she whispers.

      Staring into her eyes, I admit, “No one’s ever cooked me breakfast before.”

      Desire.

      It runs right through me as her lips crash against mine. She whimpers and tangles her fingers through my hair.

      “Isla,” I groan. She pulls herself closer but still stays hanging over the side of the bed. My cock is hard as fuck. I need to feel her. Touch her. Smell her.

      I grab her waist and hoist her above me so her back is flat on my bed. When she’s there, beneath me, I reignite the kiss and deepen it. I slide my fingers through her crazy, silky hair and hold her where I want her so she’s helpless against the pleasure I want to ignite through our joined lips.

      “Seven,” she breathes when I pull away for a minute. Her pupils are wide and her breath is deep.

      She’s aroused. For me. For a man like me. I don’t understand.

      “Let me make you feel good, honey.”

      Her entire body trembles.

      “Seven…” Her voice shakes.

      I gingerly run my hand down her arm.

      “Whatever you want, hun. I’ll walk right out this door, tray in hand, or I’ll make you come ‘til my name is the only thing left on your lips. All your choice, angel.”

      “Holy shit,” she breathes as her body shakes. “I’m not very experienced.”

      She pauses and looks at me.

      “I’m scared,” she whispers.

      “I won’t hurt you, and Isla, I think you’re the most beautiful woman in the world. I’d never judge you, if that’s something you're afraid of.”

      She ducks down, confirming what I thought. It’s not about me. She’s shy.

      “I’d never judge you, honey.”

      “You’ve never seen me without my pants.”

      “You got a dick down there?”

      She giggles. “No, but…”

      “No.” I put my finger over her lips. “Insecurities aside, do you want this?”

      “More than anything.”

      I can’t stop the smirk that plays on my lips.

      “I promise, you won’t be thinking about insecurities when I get my mouth on you, honey.”

      “Mouth?” she squeaks.

      “Anyone ever gone down on you, Isla Grace?” I murmur as I drag her dainty pink scrubs down her legs.

      She shakes her head vigorously. “N-no, nev-er.”

      “You healthy enough to be doing this?”

      “Yes,” she squeaks. “Just-just don’t press on my stomach.”

      That grounds me a bit, dampening my arousal.

      “Of course,” I murmur, pausing in my mission to peel her pants from her body.

      “I’m okay. Please… please don’t stop.”

      My lips curve in a smile. “That changed fast, eh?”

      “Pants are already down.” She smiles at me nervously, biting her lip. “You haven’t left yet.”

      “Don’t plan to, angel.”

      With that, I slide her pants from her ankles and throw them to the side of the room.

      “Nia won’t come in, right?”

      “No. She’d knock, but she won’t come this way ‘til I tell her it’s okay.”

      “Oh, okay. Good,” she breathes.

      I glance up. Holy hell…  “Isla, you’re gorgeous. You’re… fuck, you’re stunning.”

      My knuckles trace up her calves as I revel in the goosebumps that rise up her skin. I slowly work my way up to her damp, white cotton panties, kneading and tracing the skin as I go.

      “Seven…” she whimpers, thighs trembling.

      “Need this, Isla Grace?” I brush my fingers over her panty-clad sex. She jumps with a slight scream that she stifles for Nia’s sake.

      “Yes. Please. Yes.”

      “You know I love when you say please,” I rumble low in my chest as I get close and inhale her sweet scent.

      “So much,” she breathes as she starts to relax into the mattress. Her knees naturally spread wider to make room for me.

      I start to use my knuckles to run up and down her underwear.

      “Like this, Isla?”

      She’s shivering from head to toe, trembling. Her hand shoots out blindly and reaches for me. With softness in my heart, I take it and squeeze. That seems to give her the go ahead she needs to let loose.

      “More, Seven. Please, more.”

      “Mm.”

      I push down on her clit outside her underwear, earning a slight arching of her back before I pull away and quickly slide her panties down her leg.

      They have to fucking go.

      “Seven…” She’s shaking a bit more now. I glance at her, then her exposed pussy. She’s perfect. All of her. From her hair to her toes to her button clit, red and pointed, waiting for me to give it pleasure.

      “Beautiful,” I breathe. “I’m so fucking lucky, Isla.”

      I crawl up toward her face and kiss her before licking down her neck, trailing my fingers down her body, and resuming the licking at her hips. When I get right outside her pussy, her breathing picks up.

      “Don’t scream,” I warn, knowing and loving the fact that she’s loud in bed.

      She nods quickly, chest heaving up and down. Then I do it. I wrap my lips around her sex and form a vacuum over her clit before pulling away and licking her from top to bottom. She lets out an incoherent sound between her teeth before, much to my pleasure, tangling her fingers through my hair.

      “Seven, Seven, Seven…” she repeats over and over before I put her out of her insane desire sooner than I anticipated.

      I slide one finger inside her, steady her with my other hand, and lick up and down faster than I did before.

      She shatters.

      Completely and totally.

      Her spine arches off the bed. Her hand slams down over her mouth and her body shakes and writhes on the mattress.

      “Shh…” I come up next to her and pull her into me as she comes down. Sweat sheens her forehead and her eyes are calm and sated.

      “Wow,” she murmurs minutes later, chuckling a bit with reddened cheeks. “That was…”

      She stares at me, wide eyed, before softening and curling into me.

      “I feel like you’re gonna disappear.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      She tightens her grip. “Should I… like…? Do you need to…?”

      I laugh. “Another time. Don’t worry.”

      Her hand plants on the mattress and she pushes up to sit, brows pulled together tightly.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive, hun.” Smirking a little, I tuck her hair back. “Get yourself together. We need Nia.”

      “Right!” she gasps, hopping from the bed, still naked from the waist down with evidence of her prior arousal dripping down her thighs.

      She pulls down on the top of her scrubs a little as she runs to slip her pants on and get cleaned up. I smile as her tight little ass wiggles as she tugs her pants on.

      She’s worried about me leaving, and here I am, worrying I may never be able to let her go.
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        Isla

      

      

      “That was a great class,” Sage says, leaning back in the chair.

      She has the coolest hair. It didn’t really register last time, but now that I’m really looking at her, the green in her hair is so unique. When I asked her about the color, she admitted it was natural and some weird genetic fluke.

      “Yeah, for you!” Lacey giggles. “You’re flexible. I’m stiff and sore from boxing yesterday and that class just hurt. I mean, how long did she expect us to stay in frog pose? Seriously.”

      Sage laughs. “It’s the best pose for middle splits.”

      Lacey gives Sage a flat look. “I have no desire to get my middle splits.”

      “Isla, help me out!” Sage turns to me, smiling a little as she pops a frozen grape in her mouth.

      “Sorry, can’t. I’m with Lacey. That class was really hard.”

      “Well, I enjoyed it.”

      “Good.” Lacey smiles at her.

      Now that I’m not freaking out, I’m able to take these two women in. Sage and Lacey are so supportive of each other’s happiness. I’ve really never seen that before in women. Lacey’s just happy that Sage loves yoga and is flexible and had a great class. There’s literally zero jealousy.

      Meeting Seven, Lacey, Sage… it’s changing my whole black and white view of society.

      “So, tell us about yourself, Isla?” Sage says shyly, turning to me and curling her legs under her hips. Lacey turns, too.

      “There’s not much. I’m— I’m a bit of a workaholic. This is the first day I’ve taken off in forever. What do you guys do?”

      “Nothing really,” Sage laughs. “No, I run a vegan blog.”

      Lacey fidgets. “I don’t really do anything.”

      “You don’t have to,” I tease to perk her up. “Your husband has to be at least a millionaire.”

      Lacey giggles. “I have two babies! That is work.”

      “Yeah, it is. Not to mention, you put up with your bossy husband,” Sage jokes lightly with a wink.

      “This is true. That’s my job,” Lacey teases a little hesitantly. “I married Adam Ruston.”

      I laugh. “Harder than anything I’ve ever done. That’s for sure.”

      “Let’s not get carried away. You’re a freakin’ doctor! That’s amazing.”

      Blushing, I’m ready to brush it off when Sage’s phone rings.

      “Excuse me one moment. It’s probably my fiancé, Nix.”

      She stands up and goes further down the patio. She begins to pace as she flips the phone to her ear.

      “Anyway, I hope…” Lacey stammers, “I hope what my husband does doesn’t keep you away. I’d love to have you around more.”

      “Oh, thank you so much. You guys are so supportive of one another. It’s really amaz—”“Sage!” Lacey screams, jumping from her seat and our conversation to run over to her.

      Sage is on the phone, hyperventilating with her eyes closed.

      “Sage, Sage. Talk to me.”

      Lacey snatches the phone from Sage’s hand and completely changes before my eyes. Her body goes rigid and her voice is harsh.

      “Who the hell is this?”

      She pauses and then looks over her shoulder to Sage, who is staring blankly off into space, and gives her a soft look.

      “I understand. Let me talk to her.”

      Click. Lacey sets the phone down on the patio table.

      “I’m so sorry, Isla. This… I…”

      “Oh my gosh, don’t even worry about it,” I jump up, tripping nervously. “I’m leaving. If there’s anything I can do…”

      Lacey’s expression is impatient but kind. “I’ll let you know.”

      As I run off, I hear bits and pieces of Lacey soothing Sage.

      “The FBI just wants information to help Essie. You’re safe. I’m gonna call Nix…”

      That’s all I hear because I quickly rush out of there. I hope she’s okay.

      I don’t really know where to go. This place is so big. Where’s the front door? My heart starts to pound in my chest. This place gives me the creeps like my dad’s old trailer did. I hate it in here.

      “Frances! Has the shipment come through yet?”

      “Not yet, Boss.”

      “I want you to… Isla?” His dark eyes find me awkwardly fidgeting in the hallway, slightly panicked.

      “What are you doing? I thought you were doing yoga with Lacey.”

      “You look suspicious as fuck right now, woman,” Frances jumps in. I see why Seven doesn’t like him.

      “Where’s Seven? Sage got a call. She… It wasn’t my place to be there and I’m trying to find… uh, where’s Seven?”

      “Out on an errand,” the boss says slowly, studying me.

      “Wait, you’re here!” I gasp, remembering a prior conversation with Seven.

      They both look at me like I’m insane. All my fear disappears.

      “I need to talk to you!”

      “Me?” he repeats, sounding confused. “Seven’s not—”

      “No, you.”

      I turn to Frances pointedly.

      “You kicking me out, doc?”

      Boss and I wince.

      “Don’t call me doc!”

      “Right, sorry. I honestly didn’t mean it.”

      Boss grumbles. “Get the hell out of here, Frances.”

      Frances chuckles as he leaves the hall.

      “What’s going on, Isla?” Seven’s boss asks softly.

      “First, uh, thanks for helping me.”

      He smiles. “Things are good with you two, then.”

      God, my brain goes to what he did to me in bed and my cheeks heat.

      “Mm-hmm,” I squeak.

      Boss smiles knowingly but thankfully lets it pass.

      “But that’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I know you gave a rule, no outside practitioners, but Seven needs help. He needs to see a professional about his PTSD. I know you know about it. I wanna be with him, but…”

      I use my sleeve to wipe the makeup off my neck.

      “He could kill me. I can’t tell him this, but it’s scary not knowing if he’s gonna think I’m a terrorist and choke or beat me to death. In case you haven’t noticed, he’s a mammoth. He carries a sword and he eats steak with his bare hands. It’s not good for him to be unstable. And worse, it hurts me that he’s hurting.”

      “Jesus, you women,” he grumbles. “I give an order not to see outside practitioners, now all of the sudden everyone needs one.”

      I don’t budge and I’m not sorry.

      “I think I have someone here who is well suited for Seven,” he admits to my surprise. When he sees my eyebrows raise, a guard goes up over his eyes. “More people are in therapy here than you’d think.”

      “Oh, that’s sad, but good.”

      “Well said. But yes, I’ll look into it. If he’s not suited for Seven, I’ll help him find someone. Deal?”

      “Deal, thank you!”

      “Of course, and Isla, be careful, alright? I know you are and that’s great, but I don’t wanna see you hurt anymore.”

      “I’m careful. Promise.”

      “Alright then. I’m gonna go see what’s going on with Lacey and Sage. I hope you’ll come back.”

      “I hope so, too. Now, how do I get out of here?”

      Chuckling, he leads me to the front.
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        * * *

      

      My bathroom break/reading time was nowhere near as fulfilling as it usually is. I haven’t wanted to be at work all day. Seven invited me over tonight. Nia has her first appointment with Dr. Petti, the psychiatrist I recommended, today, and he thought it’d be good if we were both there for her.

      But I work thirteen and a half hours today. I won’t be there ‘til late and I’m so unhappy about it, I can’t even begin to tell you.

      “Room ten, Isla!” Keisha calls over.

      “Got it!”

      I take my usual route to room ten.

      “Knock, knock…” Slowly I push the door open. I’m met with blonde curls and blue eyes.

      “Hi, sweetheart, is your name Jenna?”

      “Yep! I’m five. I’m a big girl. I’m not scared of shots.”

      I giggle. “That’s awesome. You’re soooo tough!”

      She grins proudly. I glance over to her father and mother to introduce myself. As I take in her father’s dark black hair and handsome face, all the air leaves my lungs.

      Ben. No. No.

      “No,” I whisper as the walls close in around me. Water fills my eyes. “Please…”

      I spring from the room, throwing the doors open with a bang.

      “Isla? Isla!” Keisha hollers, running after me as I sprint from the office.

      Ben… no, no, no. He’s supposed to be dead. I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe.

      “Danny! DANNY! Get the hell over here! It’s Isla!” Keisha screams down the hall.

      There are more footsteps, but all I can picture is Ben chasing me. Him wrapping his hands around my throat.

      My vision blurs and I start to run zig-zag.

      “Isla, please don’t be scared,” a voice pleads.

      Thick arms wrap around me from behind.

      “LET ME GO! Let me go! No! Fuck you! HELP ME!”

      I kick and scream and thrash in his hold. Even when I start to weaken, I don’t quit.

      “It’s Danny, bug. It’s Danny boy. Come on. Come back to me. You’re safe…” Over and over and over until finally, my body tires out and I realize who I’m with.

      “Danny?” I whimper.

      He lets me go and spins me around. “Hey, bug.”

      I dive into his chest.

      “I know, I know. Shh,” he assures me, rubbing my back. “You’re safe.”

      “He looked like Ben,” I explain, choking a bit on my saliva.

      Danny tenses, but continues to rub soothing motions along my back.

      “You don’t have to see him again. Okay? Ben’s gone, Isla. He’s never coming back.”

      “I’m such an idiot. I’m so embarrassed.”

      “Do not be embarrassed!” He pulls me back, holding my shoulders. “Isla damn Grace, you walk back in there, head held high. You deserve a breakdown. You’ve been too damn strong this whole time.”

      “I freaked in front of a patient's dad,” I groan.

      “And all that man is gonna care about is if you are okay. Guarantee it.”

      “I need to start dealing with this,” I admit, dropping my face.

      “Yeah, bug. You do. There’s no shame in that. I go to therapy for what my dad did to me still, at least once a week, if not more.”

      “You do?”

      “Yep. I went, like, once every half year before I met Frank,” he laughs, “but when I met him…” Danny blushes a bit, making my heart warm. “I had to get over the past to be a good partner for Frank.”

      “Aww!”

      “Shut up,” he mutters.

      “I love you so much, Danny.”

      “I love you, too, bug. You know what I think we need to do next?”

      We. It’s always we. I love him.

      “Today, we need to go to the owner, since he’s in today, and talk to him about giving you some time off.”

      Immediately, I retreat.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Isla, you don’t wanna be here right now. Be honest with yourself. You wanna be curled up in your mafia man’s arms, getting therapy, and recuperating after having your life so drastically altered. And you know what, bug? That’s really fucking okay. You’ve worked your ass off for this place. If they can’t respect you after what you’ve been through, something you realize isn’t serving you to keep secret, then fuck ‘em. You’re far too smart and talented for that.”

      “I don’t wanna get fired,” I whisper.

      “You won’t. Promise. Come on, we’ll do it together.”

      He reaches out his hand. I stare at it for a long moment.

      “Isla, I won’t let you fall. I didn’t the day I met you by the water, and I won’t now. Come on. Your gay brother awaits.”

      That does it. I clasp his hand and give it a swing.

      “Come on, my horny little nerd.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Keisha is staring at me full of worry as I walk back in the office, gripping Danny’s hand for dear life. I don’t know how I haven’t broken it by now, but he’s relentless in his hold.

      “Everyone stay ten feet from me and my best friend,” Danny announces in a dramatic voice as we enter the staff area.

      “Danny!” I whine.

      “They’re all staring at you. I’m preventing approach.”

      “You’re insane,” I laugh-grumble.

      He knocks on Dr. Williams’ door for me.

      “Who is it?” Dr. Williams’ voice is very deep and demanding. I cower.

      “It’s Isla.”

      “Doesn’t sound like Isla, Danny.”

      Danny turns to me then with a nod.

      “Want me to go in with you?”

      “I should go in alone.”

      He nods reluctantly. “It would look better, yeah.”

      “I’ll do it.” I take a deep breath.

      “You can do it. Just say your truth. Remember, you deserve time, Isla.”

      So, sweat covered, makeup smeared, and shaking, I walk into Dr. Williams’ office.

      “Isla.” His brows crease when he takes in my appearance. He immediately stands. “What’s wrong?”

      “I— can we sit?”

      He sits, keeping his eyes on me the whole time. His presence is so intense. Holy shit.

      I follow suit.

      “I— Doctor, sir, I… I need some time off.”

      He leans back, eyebrows shooting up.

      “What’s going on, Isla? I have to admit, I haven’t been to this office in a while and I come in to find my most promising doctor banged up and exhausted. I let it pass, knowing it’s not my place since you are doing your job, but now I’m getting reports of you running out on a patient and you walk in looking like you just ran for your life. What did I miss?”

      Tears spring to my eyes, but I wipe them.

      “I was, um…” My fingers wring together in my lap. I stare at them, unable to meet his eyes. “I was as-assaulted recently. Then kidnapped. I’ve tried to be here. I’ve tried to separate my job from my personal life…”

      I wipe my tears away and meet his eyes.

      “But I can’t. I work really hard here and need to request a few things.”

      To my surprise, Dr. Williams looks livid.

      “Who hurt you, Isla?” he growls.

      “It’s really irrelevant at this point, honestly. They’ve been… dealt with. I just can’t pretend I’m okay anymore. Not just with the assault, sir. The hours. I love it here, but I’m tired! I have no life. I’m in my 20s and the idea of going out on a Friday night is preposterous. Unheard of.”

      This is not where I intended to go with this conversation, but now the words are spilling out and I can’t stop them.

      “I’ve wanted to be a doctor since I was a little girl, but I’m gonna die alone at this rate! No one is gonna wanna be around someone who can never be there. And I was too freaking scared to even consider time off after I was beaten. I came into work bruised, beaten, with a knife wound down my abdomen because there was no one to take my place on a busy Saturday. That’s not fair to me.”

      Much to my horror, tears stream down my face. This is an issue long in the making.

      “I got calls when I took off a couple days after my kidnapping, so I said fuck it and came in. I need another doctor here for weekends. I need help. I only want to work a normal 35-40 hour work week or I’m going elsewhere. And I need three weeks off. I need to heal. I’m tired, I’m sore, and I see my kidnappers around every corner. I’m a good doctor, but working here will ruin that before I hit thirty.”

      “Whooo…” He lets out a deep breath. “Well, that’s a lot, Dr. Grace. Why haven’t you come to me sooner? I’m not here a lot, but I’ve always had an open door policy, especially for you.”

      I don’t know what that means, so I’ll ignore it.

      “Yes, about office-related issues, not personal problems.”

      “I disagree. Maybe you put that expectation on yourself and projected it on me. If you came to me about this sooner, I would have heard you out.”

      “Really? Without the assault and kidnapping to back it up?” I raise my eyebrows.

      “I would have at least heard you out.”

      “That doesn’t do me any good.”

      “I can give you two weeks off and a guarantee of no more than fifty hours a week.”“Then this is my two weeks’ notice.”

      I push to stand. I don’t get far before Dr. Williams’ hand covers mine.

      “Wait, Isla.”

      “Don’t touch me, please.” I swallow the rising panic.

      “I’m sorry.” He pulls away quickly. “Please have a seat.”

      “I need my wishes heard on this, Dr. Williams. I can prove my worth to this office.”

      “You don’t have to do that. Of the fifteen offices I own, large and small, you are by far the most promising doctor I have, like I mentioned earlier.”

      Okay, so…?

      “Three weeks is a long time for you to be gone.”

      “I need it.” My voice is a whisper. “This isn’t a pride thing or a laziness thing, it’s an I-need-to-seek-some-help thing.”

      Dr. Williams stands and comes over to me. He studies my face and messy hair.

      “Alright, you have three weeks to the day. Now onto the hours.”

      “Yes, I need a normal work week.”

      He smiles a little sadly. “You met someone.”

      “Uh… no… yes… I… well, that’s personal, but yes, sir. I am trying to find a life after what happened.”

      His hand reaches out and brushes a strand of my sweaty hair back.

      I freeze.

      “Such a shame. I was too busy to see what was right in front of me.”

      He moves his hand and goes back to his desk.

      “I’ll work it out. I promise you three weeks and no more than forty hours. Now go home.”

      He glances up at me.

      “Good luck, Isla.”

      “Dr. Williams, I…”

      He gives me a sad smile.

      “You’re dismissed, Dr. Grace.”

      “Right,” I nod. “Of course. Um… have a great week, sir. Thank you.”

      I run out of the room, breathing heavy. I got my way. I got my way, and… Dr. Williams likes me?!

      What?!

      The sad thing is he was so busy working, he didn’t notice until it was too late.

      And I almost made that same mistake.
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      “How was your time with Dr. Petti, Nia?” Isla asks as she flips the steaks on the stove. I had dinner laid out but not cooked since I didn’t want it to get cold. She walked in after working thirteen motherfucking hours, took the spatula from my hand, and told me to shoo. I naturally fought with her, but I’ve come to find that she’s demanding when she’s made up her mind on something.

      I can’t believe I have a woman in my kitchen cooking me dinner.

      She changed for me. Isla’s not in scrubs. She’s in a small, yellow halter top dress with red flats and her hair is down, draped over her shoulder like a queen. Nia’s looking at her like she’s the most beautiful woman in the entire world and I’m drooling thinking about her in my bed the other day. Wanting her back there.

      Nia grumbles and Isla laughs.

      “Did she push you really hard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Dr. Petti is known for really helping people, Nia. Anything that works is a little hard, but worth it.”

      Nia waddles over to the kitchen and starts tracing on Isla’s hand. Isla’s brows are furrowed as she focuses on what Nia’s trying to say.

      Then the tracing stops and Isla drops her spatula on the counter top with a clang.

      “Nia,” Isla whispers, ducking down with tears in her eyes.

      I immediately push to stand and go over. What’s wrong? What did Nia say? Is this level of worry normal? Fatherhood is gonna kill me far before being in the mafia ever does.

      “Do you trust me, Nia?”

      “Yes,” Nia whispers.

      “I trust Dr. Petti to help you. Look at your dad for a moment.”

      I freeze. What does she want me to do?

      “No, Nia, really look at him. Up and down.”

      Nia listens, but it’s brief. Her eyes drop up, down, and then back to Isla.

      Uh, do I step in? Am I supposed to be doing something?

      “How much does he love you?”

      So much.

      “Lots.”

      “Right. Is he not the biggest, strongest man in the world?”

      Ha…

      “Yes,” Nia whimpers with wide eyes.

      “So, you know that no one will ever hurt you again. Not your mom or your old dad or the mean people on the street.”

      Isla grabs Nia’s hands firmly.

      “No matter what you talk about or tell Dr. Petti, no one will ever hurt you again. I promise.”

      DAMN. FUCKING. RIGHT. Not on my watch. Not ever.

      Nia dives into Isla’s chest and Isla cradles her, rocking her gently back and forth.

      “You’re such a strong princess,” she coos, rocking her on her knee. She glances up at me quickly and cocks her head to the steaks. I nod and keep an eye on them for her.

      “Guess what?” Isla chirps in that same cheery voice I heard when we had a strictly doctor/patient relationship.

      “I’m gonna see a doctor just like Dr. Petti, but for adults like me.”

      “Yes?” Nia looks at her with so much admiration it knocks the wind out of me.

      “Yep!” Isla pokes Nia’s nose and puts some distance between them. “I have to talk about the bad guys, too. We can do it together.”

      Isla’s fist reaches out.

      “Deal?”

      “Deal!”

      “Now I gotta finish dinner. I’m so hungry. All I’ve had to eat today is apples and coffee. My stomach is yelling at me.”

      Nia frowns at her, displeased. “Eat.”

      Isla laughs. “I want to, kiddo.”

      I smile at Isla. “I like when you eat, Isla Grace.”

      “Your intentions aren’t pure,” she mutters, shining like the sun with happiness.

      “Definitely not.”

      She snorts and kicks me away from her steaks. “Set the table, crazy boy.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I do as she says.
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        * * *

      

      Isla is propped up on the counter with her Kindle in hand, completely engrossed in what she’s reading. Nia’s in bed. Her bed. Hopefully she stays there without Isla by her side, ‘cause Isla sure as hell isn’t sleeping there tonight.

      Not gonna happen.

      She’s with me.

      I don’t think Isla even notices me approaching her. She’s in a whole ‘nother world with this book she’s reading. Smiling, I creep up on her and snatch the Kindle from her hand. She flies off the counter and sprints at me.

      “Give it back! Oh my God, Seven!” she shrieks.

      The terror in her tone intrigues me. What the hell is she reading?

      I lift the Kindle above my head where she can’t reach, and like a toddler, she just starts jumping up and down frantically for it.

      “Seven!” she screeches.

      Still above her reach, I lift it over my eyes.

      His hands slide down the sides of my body, gently scraping my soft skin with calloused fingers. I revel in the feel of his hands on my skin.

      “Isla Grace,” I laugh. “You read smut?”

      “Shut up!” Her hands fly over her beet-red face. “You’re a jerk. Give it back.”

      As funny (and unexpected) as this is, she sounds so embarrassed that she’s ready to start crying. I walk over and wrap my arms around her.

      “It’s just funny, angel. I’m not judging you.”

      “Shut up,” she grumbles, staying stiff in my hold. “You’re an asshole. I hate you.”

      This is hysterical. This has made my entire fuckin’ week.

      “Okay, up you go for that.”

      “Seven!” she screeches when I haul her tiny body over my shoulder. “Set me down, you brute! Oh my gosh, this is a nightmare.”

      This is a dream, actually… I’m dying laughing the whole way to my bedroom, where I throw her on the bed.

      “Seven…” She’s laughing a bit now, but her cheeks are still red. I slide in next to her, pin her hands to her chest with mine, and grab the Kindle.

      “Seven, stop!”

      She wiggles on the bed, but she ain’t gettin’ out of my hold. This is all too funny.

      “His hands slide under my slip of a dress, making a moan slip out of my lips in a desperate plea. He’s so powerful. I shouldn’t be here. He’s dangerous and wrong and does bad things, but I think that’s part of the reason I’m falling for him.”

      “Stop! Seven!”

      Isla fights harder. Her leg slips between us and crashes down on my dick.

      “Jesus, Isla!” I groan, releasing her.

      She jumps on me and snatches the Kindle, cradling it to her chest protectively.

      “Stay away from me!”

      “Does Danny know the dirty shit you read?” I tease, sitting up on the bed.

      “Yes, and he doesn’t judge.”

      “I’m not judging.”

      “You’re laughing at me!”

      “With you, honey.”

      “I’m not laughing,” she mutters, glaring at me. “I love my books. It’s not about the…” Her cheeks heat, and she stammers for a moment. “You know…”

      “You can read about people fucking but can’t even say the word,” I laugh.

      She bites her lip. “There’s emotion in the books. The… sex is just their love or pleasure being expressed.”

      “You want pleasure, angel?”

      “Stop,” she whispers half-heartedly as I crawl across the bed toward her. “S-Seven,” she stammers.

      I pluck the Kindle from her hands and kiss her, running my hands down her sides the same exact way her smutty book said.

      “You’re making me crazy!” she groans, pulling away.

      “Oh, like you riled me up by joining as a mob doc.”

      “Ha ha,” she deadpans.

      She fidgets in her lap, not looking at me, trembling slightly.

      “If I touch your pussy, are you gonna be wet, angel?”

      “Oh my God!” she gasps, curling over. “Pl-please don’t say stuff like that.”

      “Why? Does it make your blood hot?”

      I move the hair out of her face, feeling sweat beading there.

      “Seven…”

      I slide my hand up the bottom of her dress until I’m a few inches from her wet heat.

      “Do you want to be touched there, Isla Grace?”

      I kiss the top of her head and cup her pussy. She jolts.

      “Oh my gosh, Seven. Please do something or go away,” she pleads, sounding on the verge of tears.

      Frowning, I turn her and inspect her face. She looks nearly pained.

      “Have you ever had sex, Isla?”

      Her cheeks heat. “I guess. If a stupid drunk night I regret as a teen counts.”

      My mouth falls open. “But since then…”

      “Nothing,” she admits, looking away. “I just work.”

      “Alright, honey. Come here.”

      I slip my hand through hers and lead her to the headboard. There’s no stopping this. I realize that now. The pull between us is too strong.

      When she’s comfortable on my bed, I sit between her slightly spread thighs, taking in the pained arousal on her face. She’s squirming when I finally slide a finger inside her wet heat.

      “Killing me here, woman,” I growl.

      She’s soaked through the fabric of her lace panties.

      “Jesus, angel.”

      Her eyes are closed tight.

      “Look at me, angel. Look at me as I get you off.”

      When she opens her eyes again, they are dilated with lust. My dick bobs, begging for attention.

      When I press down on her clit, she screeches and arches her back off the bed. I use my large, rough hand to press her hips back down. She bites down on her lower lip. She’s gonna scream. I already know. I smirk a little, imaging how loud she’ll get when I sink my cock in her for the first time.

      I move her panties to the side and rub harder, up and down, up and down. Her legs start to quiver.

      “Hey, you okay?”

      “Hmm….” she murmurs.

      I chuckle and pull my hand away. She shoots up, but I smile gently at her and push down on her lower abdomen. She frowns, but obeys the silent order.

      “Good girl. Is this too fast?”

      “No, just… do your thing so I can focus.”

      I laugh. “You’re never what I expect.”

      She chuckles. I give her a tender look.

      “I wanna be inside you, Isla.” I place my hands on either side of her face, caging her in. “But I don’t wanna move too fast and I don’t want you to regret this.”

      “You’re pretty amazing. You know that?”

      “You’re doped up on happy hormones, Isla.”

      She gives me a lopsided smile. “I know what I’m talking about.”

      “It’s hormones,” I grunt.

      Her hand comes up and cups my face. “I talked to your boss about what we discussed the other night.”

      Fuckkkk.

      “He’s looking into it.”

      “Isla…” I whisper.

      “I know you’re scared,” she whispers in that angelic voice of hers. “But it’s good. We’ll all be getting help. Think how much better we all can be.”

      “You’re gonna be the death of me. Both of you.”

      “I think not. I think we’re making you better.” She pokes my nose. “Now, what were you saying about being inside me?”

      Her eyelids flutter seductively. I lean down and nip her nose, pressing my hips against hers.

      “I want to be inside you, honey,” I murmur.

      “I want you there, too,” she whispers.

      “You sure? There’s no going back.”

      Her hand tightens on my cheek.

      “I want you, Seven.”

      My hands slide across the back of her neck as I pull the tie on her satin, halter top dress.

      “You’re special to me, Isla,” I confess, running my lips down her exposed breasts.

      “Seven…” she breathes. “Don’t hurt me.”

      “I won’t, hun. I won’t.”

      I pull the dress down her legs. With her stomach bared to me, I see the wound Stephan gave her. It’s swollen red and yellow, but not nearly as bad as it was before. Around it, the skin is reddened in streaks and I can see areas where it is beginning to scar. I trace it lightly with my fingertips.

      “It’s hideous.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “It’s not.”

      “It’s okay. I know it is.”

      Growling, I move to hover over her face. “It is not. It’s your story and your story is beautiful.”

      I trace the healing wound lightly.

      “You saved my daughter with this. It’s beautiful and shows your strength and depth of character. Perfect.”

      Her eyes water, and with that, I nod and push back to seated, slowly removing my shirt, followed by my pants, boxers, and socks.

      “Oh God,” she groans on a whimper when she sees me. “You’re so hot.”

      “Thanks.” I smirk.

      My smile falls when I glance down at her slender neck.

      “Don’t go there, Seven. Don’t go there.”

      “I hurt you.”

      “It was an accident. What’s your full name?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your full name. I don’t know it. And why are you named after a number?”

      My smile is faint. “Seven Jones. Boring as fuck. And my mom sucked. She had ten kids; One, Two, Three, Four, Five, Six, Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten. My brothers and sisters. Delilah was Ten and the only one who I grew up with. I don’t know what she did with the rest of them or if their fathers took them or what, but I never really thought about it because I had Ten. Delilah. I got her name legally changed as soon as I could.”

      Isla’s mouth is open. “You’re joking?!”

      “Nope.”

      “That’s disgusting! Fucking bitch.”

      I chuckle. “I don’t wanna talk about my mom.”

      “Right. Me either.”

      I run my finger through her wet slit before slipping a condom on my hardened length. When she’s panting and we’re protected from having a Nia number two, I lean over her and look in her eyes.

      “You sure you want me, honey?”

      She cups my face with one hand gently, giving me a shy nod. I suckle the soft skin of her neck where I once hurt her and slide inside her.

      She squeezes the life out of my cock, and listening to her soft mewling sounds of pleasure, I know I never wanna share this with anyone else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Isla

      

        

      
        Three Months Later

      

      

      “Dad!” Nia calls over happily. Her friends from her days on the street are with her: Carly, Alex, Carl, and Jonny. Seven, Danny, and I took them to the spray-ground to play. Alex, Marley’s daughter, is a little old to be here, but despite her cold exterior, I think she needs time with the kids she grew up loving and protecting on the cold streets. So, she came.

      Seven looks over at Nia. She’s in a purple crown ruffled swimsuit, splashing around in the water, giggling. The sight makes me, Seven, Danny, and all the other kids smile.

      “Silly girl,” Seven calls over, making Nia laugh before she goes back to her friends.

      “She’s really cute, Seven,” Danny says, smiling.

      “She’s amazing,” Seven agrees.

      Nia’s time with Dr. Petti has been going really well, but it’s also been extremely challenging for Nia. Her vocabulary is still limited, so we don’t know what all she’s been through, but obviously abuse. Working through her past has given Nia nightmares and moments where she just spaces out like we all don’t exist, but we help her. We work through it together. It helps that Seven and I are each dealing with our own trauma at the same time, so Nia feels like she can relate to us, and that gets her through it.

      “How are you and Frank?” I grin at Danny.

      “Good,” he says quickly. Too quickly.

      “Danny…” I draw out in warning. “What are you hiding from me?”

      His cheeks turn red. “I wanted to wait…”

      He looks down at his lap and bites his lip.

      “I proposed, Isla, and… Frank said yes.”

      “WHAT?!” I scream, bursting to my feet while ignoring Seven mumble, “Jesus, Isla.”

      “DAN PORTER, YOU ARE GETTING MARRIED!”

      “Isla,” he whispers, embarrassed and teary eyed.

      “AHHH! OH MY GOD! AHHH! YESSSS!”

      I launch at him, nearly knocking him off the pool chair. He laughs a little nervously and wraps me in a hug.

      “I know, bug.”

      “You did it!” I cry.

      “I did it,” he confirms, voice heavy with emotion.

      “Ahh, can we still do our plans?” I whisper in his ear.

      “Oh, hell yeah,” he scoffs, scooting me back. “Trevor’s hearing from us for sure.”“Yes!” I laugh, hugging him again. I can tell he’s uncomfortable, but I just want to wrap him in a million hugs. I’m so proud of him!

      “Isla,” Seven laughs, “give the guy some space. He can’t breathe.”

      “He’s getting married, Seven!” I tell him like he didn’t just hear as I hop off Danny’s lap to stand in front of Seven. When I’m close, Seven grabs my waist and yanks me onto his lap.

      “I heard him. The whole town has now heard, actually.”

      Danny laughs.

      I swat his chest. “Jerk!”

      Everyone laughs as all the kids approach to see what’s wrong.

      “Miss Isla is a psycho,” is what Seven says, earning another hard smack. He winks at me. His face is filled with a lightness that wasn’t there before he met me.

      It makes me smile.

      He’s perfect. Better than any book boyfriend. I frankly don’t care if he carries a sword and works for the mob at this point, even though that probably makes me a terrible person. Because when it comes down to it, he would use and has used that sword to slay my demons, and when he comes home, the gun is gone, the sword is put away and they’re replaced with movie nights and princess books.
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        * * *

      

      “Before I take a look at your son, I have to ask you something.”

      “Yes,” he grinds out, impatient.

      “What happened to… Ben’s son, Sean?” I whisper. My stomach churns at the sound of his name, still.

      Boss stops and his eyebrows raise.

      “After a lot of research, I found out that Sean’s deceased mother had a sister in Connecticut that she kept Slice away from. She’s a normal woman. Two dogs. A steady husband. A house. The works. He went there.”

      “Oh, thank God! I can’t believe I’m just asking. I just—”

      “You’ve been recovering. Don’t feel guilty. That’s ridiculous.”

      “Alright. Let’s do it!”

      “This is my son” he tells me, side-eyeing me. “Be careful.”

      “I will. I promise. I’ll take good care of him. Don’t be nervous.”

      He glares at me. “I’m not fuckin’ nervous.”

      He’s nervous. I smile, but let it go since, you know, he’s still a mafia boss and I don’t wanna piss him off.

      I push the door to the “exam room” open and am met with the most intense little eyes.

      “Hey, Isla,” Lacey greets, bobbing her son up and down on her lap.

      “Hey, Lace! Is this little guy ready to get checked out?”

      Lacey looks less nervous than Adam does. He’s in the corner, pacing back and forth, scowling at me like I’m about to torture his boy. Lacey winks at me and mouths, “Ignore him.” It takes everything in me not to laugh.

      I have Lacey set him up on the table and begin, starting with the heart and lungs, moving onto the eyes, then ears and mouth and running down the list. Wulfric is still as a board, watching me with beady eyes the whole time. I treat him like the baby he is, though, soothing and cooing at him as I poke and prod. I ask the parents about his sleep, speech, and activity as I run through my tests.

      “Healthy as a horse,” I announce when I’m done, removing my gloves. “I need to check his immunizations and see if he’s up to date, but he looks good. You guys have a strong little boy on your hands.”

      I smile at Wulfric Ruston, wondering what his future holds.

      “Perfect,” Adam barks and storms out of the room without a word. I’m a little shell-shocked, but Lacey bursts out giggling.

      “What?” I ask as Lacey scoops up Wulf.

      “He was so nervous. We haven’t been consistent with little Wulf’s appointments ‘cause of… yeah, and Adam was so nervous, more than me, that we caused some kind of damage. He was a jerk just now because he was embarrassed and intensely relieved.”

      “He’s an interesting man. Not what I would have expected.”

      “You’re telling me,” Lacey whispers. “Well, thank you. Is it okay if you do the follow-up?”

      “For sure! Anytime. I literally worked thirty-eight hours this week. I feel like all I have is free time.”

      Lacey snorts. “Okay, crazy lady.”

      We smile at each other as she moves toward the door.

      “Sorry that I haven’t really contacted you since that day. I’ve been busy with Sage and, yeah, she needs me, but we’ll catch up soon.”

      “Do not even worry about it! Is she okay?”

      Lacey looks to her feet. “She will be. Sage has… she’s had it rough. But she’s strong.”

      “Well if there’s anything I can do…”

      “I’ll definitely let you know.”

      “Thanks, Lacey.”

      “No, thank you, Isla.”

      With an awkward wave, Lacey leaves and I gather my things.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      I think Isla’s more nervous than Danny is. No, she’s definitely more nervous. Dan’s actually pretty calm, given the fact that he’s about to get married.

      “Your suit fits okay,” Isla fusses. “I mean it’s— it’s not too tight or anything.”

      She’s fidgeting with his collar frantically.

      “Isla, bug,” he laughs. “Calm down. Frank’s not gonna run away if I don’t look right.”

      She pauses, tears in her eyes. Danny’s clearly a much better person than me, ‘cause I’m finding this amusing, whereas he softens.

      “Isla, I’m happy.”

      She nods. “Th-this is such a big deal. We’ve been planning this for so long. I don’t want anything to go wrong.”

      He smiles at her and lightly bops her chin. “If it does, I still have Frank.”

      Isla’s eyes go gooey. “Awww! Ahh, you two are so cute.”

      She glances over at me. “What?” I ask defensively. I’ll never be as emotional as them, and it makes me nervous. I don’t want her to feel like I don’t care, I just… that’s not me.

      “Nothing. Just admiring you. Is that okay, Mr. Defensive?”

      I soften at her tone. “Yeah, it’s okay.”

      “Good. Now, let me go grab you some water, Danny, before you go! You need to be hydrated!”

      Before either of us can argue, Isla’s gone. Danny laughs and smiles at her before turning to me with a stern look.

      “Are you serious about her, Seven? Isla’s starting to feel things for you. If you’re not feeling them back, you have to leave,” he rushes out.

      My heart starts to pound in my chest.

      “I think I hear her coming back. Just know that—”

      “Seven!” Isla’s panicked scream rings out from down the hall. Danny’s wide eyes meet mine, and we run.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Danny

      

      

      Seven’s way ahead of me with his hand on his belt. Isla. Isla. Isla.

      “Seven! Sev—”

      Her words are cut off by something. We both push harder. Isla. Isla. Isla.

      The person who saw me when I had no one.

      “Isla!” Seven roars, tearing down the hall.

      Where’s Frank?

      “Isla,” he calls again, then screams. “Isla!”

      I catch up behind him and see the man from my nightmares standing in front of me.

      Trevor fucking Porter. I growl.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      I glance at the corner of the room and see Isla laid out on the tile, her freshly curled hair spread out over her face, her body crumpled in a ball, and her beautiful dress hiked up around her knees. Seven is seething, but can’t go to her with Trevor hovering.

      “You wanna send me the fucking shit you did and think I wouldn’t show up, you piece of shit?”

      Seven growls and takes a step closer, pulling out a dagger I didn’t know he had stashed in his shoe. Before I can respond and laugh at the memory of Isla and I mailing Trevor our wedding announcement in a box full of dick-shaped confetti, Seven has Trevor in a chokehold.

      “Here’s what’s gonna happen,” Seven growls low in his chest. “You’re gonna leave here. Not just this wedding. This town. And never come back or I’ll kill you. Slowly. And I’ll fucking love it.”

      “The hell are you associating with, faggot?” Trevor snaps at me… and just like that, the memories return.

      “You like boys, you fucking piece of shit,” the monster seethes, storming over to me.

      I fucking hate him. I hate people. Maybe I’m not gay. Maybe I just hate humanity.

      “Get the hell away from me!” I scream, skidding backward.

      “Oh no, you don’t, faggot. No, you don’t.”

      His fist comes down on my face in ruthless punches, one, two… I jam my knee into his dick and run down to the creek, muttering to myself and pacing the grass. I’m gonna end it all just to spite Trevor. I’m about to take the knife I snuck with me and slit my wrists right here, when a beautiful little girl in tattered clothes comes running down, calling for me in a sing-song voice.

      I hate her. I hate everyone.

      But she looks too much like an angel to make her see my life blood pouring from my mangled wrists, so I decide to hold off on my suicide for a later date.

      When I meet her, that day never comes. She still doesn’t know she saved my life that day.

      “Check on her. Danny!” Seven’s voice cuts through my memory. I jolt and sprint over to Isla as Seven struggles with Trevor.

      “Isla, bug…” I slide to my knees and move her hair from her face.

      “You fucking piece of shit!” I roar, storming toward Trevor in a blind rage at the sight of Isla’s black eye. He punched her!

      “You fucking piece of shit.”

      “Danny?” Frank slowly comes out in the hall.

      BANG!

      … It all happens too fast to know what hit who.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a heavy weight on me when I come back from the black.

      “Wake up, Danny. Come on. Fuck, please wake up.”

      “Erghhh,” I groan, holding my head.

      “Thank God. Dan, you need to come back. You passed out. Isla’s in a coma.”

      Seven’s voice cracks.

      “She needs you. I need you. Come on.”

      I jolt up, ignoring the way my head spins.

      Seven is in front of me, looking exhausted.

      “Isla… what?” I try to make sense of everything.

      “Isla was shot,” Seven croaks. “He… shot her. I ran to take care of her. Trevor cocked you with his gun hard enough that you passed out. Frank jumped on his back and stopped him from shooting you, too.”

      “Where’s Frank? Isla…”

      “Is in a coma,” Seven says, choking back tears. “Frank’s with her. Everyone's with her. I came to you ‘cause you’re her best hope of waking up,” he whispers.

      Tears roll down his cheeks. I can’t believe this is the same man who so easily held a dagger to Trevor’s throat earlier.

      I push myself up from whatever bed I’m lying in and yank cords away from my body.

      “Where is she?”

      “Come on.”

      Seven drags his large body down the hall and expects me to follow. I feel like I’ve been dragged through the mud. I don’t understand. I was getting married…?

      “Here.” Seven opens the door. “Talk to her. I-I read that coma patients can still…” His eyes well up and he looks away, gritting his jaw. “Go.”

      I slowly enter. He runs off. The room is full of people: Nia, Lacey, her husband, and a few other men and women I haven’t met.

      And then I see her.

      Isla Grace. She’s got a respirator on and she’s not moving. She’s not moving. No. No. No. No. No.

      I can’t move. I can’t breathe.

      Trevor did this. Trevor…

      “Babe,” Frank sobs, wrapping me up from behind. I wanna push him off me and tell him to fuck off! But that’s what Trevor wants. He wants me to turn mean and cold again.

      Moments before the bullet rang out come back to me. Moments I didn’t register because I heard Frank come out in the hall.

      “SHE started this! That two-timing whore!”

      I grab Frank’s hands and revel in his comfort before pulling away and walking over to Isla. My entire body is shaking.

      “Isla, bu…” No. No. No. “You have to wake up. We need you.”

      I start to cry. Frank is in the corner, hand over his mouth, unsure what to do because he knows Isla will always come first. There’s no Danny without Isla Grace. There’s just not.

      Lacey comes over and takes my hand. She’s stoic, but I see the pain there.

      I think I’m gonna fall apart, until I see Nia huddled in the corner by the wall. Seven fucking left her here. An older girl, probably eleven or so, is sitting next to her, trying to coax Nia out of whatever state of shock she’s in. There’s also a very skinny woman with stringy black hair with her, too. But Nia’s not there. She’s vacant.

      “Isla! You have to come back. DO YOU HEAR ME? You have to come back to me! I need you. I need you. I need you, bug.”

      My legs give out from under me and I rock back and forth. I feel Frank’s arms around me, but I can’t focus.

      Isla. Isla. Isla.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      “Dan…ny…” a voice croaks. I only look up past the pain ‘cause I know that voice and Isla would kill me if I ignored her.

      “Hi, Nia,” I whisper, trying not to cry.

      “Dead?” Her brown eyes are blank.

      “No,” I whisper, really not sure, but unable to fathom a reality without Isla Grace. “No way, kid. She’s just… sick.”

      Nia goes even blanker, like she can read right through the lie.

      “Where’s Seven?” a girl with green-tinted hair asks.

      “He ran,” I whisper blankly.

      Adam, Lacey’s husband, who I’ve just gotten to know, comes out of the shadows.

      “He’s with Trevor, I’m sure.”

      His voice is cold and unfeeling.

      “He’s alive?” I whisper as Nia slips her little fingers in my hand and holds on tight.

      “Yes. For now.”

      “Adam,” Lacey whispers. “Kids.”

      He doesn’t seem to care. He’s completely dark. His gaze keeps flickering over to Isla.

      “Can I— can I have a minute with her?” My voice cracks. “Please.”

      “Of course,” Lacey whispers, lightly touching my shoulder.

      Nia lets out the smallest of cries. It makes me feel awful for making her leave. The older girl—I think someone said her name was Alex—comes over and helps Nia walk away while the black-haired girl seems tense and ready to attack anyone who comes near Alex or Nia.

      Once everyone is gone, I go over to my girl, curl up next to her, and cry.

      God, please don’t take her. This is my girl. My sister. My bug.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven

      

      

      He. Is. Gonna. Meet. The. Fucking. Monster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Adam

      

      

      
        
        Seven Hours Later

      

      

      This is a mess. A real nightmare. There is something special about that young woman. I understand what Seven sees in her. She’s a light. She brings healing and happiness everywhere she goes, and I fear who Seven will become if she passes.

      I’m not looking forward to going to the cells where Trevor Porter is being held. I understand the need for violence as much as the next mafia boss, but I’m scared to see what my underboss is capable of.

      I make my way down and take a deep breath before crossing the threshold where Trevor and Seven are.

      “WHY HER!?” Seven roars, voice breaking. “Why her? Why fucking her?”

      Sliceeeeee. I hear a weapon, probably a sword, break through skin. Moans echo throughout the stone room.

      “Seven.”

      Stoically, I glance up at Trevor. All I see is red. It’s fitting. ‘Cause I know that’s how Seven feels. Red. Red. Red.

      I’ve been there. Oh, have I been there.

      “It’s done, Seven. He’s gonna bleed out.”

      “It’s too soon,” he growls at me with dark eyes.

      “I know,” I tell him softly. “Let him bleed out. I have a job for you. It’ll… help.”

      “It won’t bring her back. It was him!” He swings his sword impressively over his head and slams it down into Trevor’s thigh.

      “Seven…”

      His head falls. “Why her?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper.

      My brain flashes back to sad, steel grey eyes. I remember when my wife was just as broken as Isla is now. I remember walking in on her slicing her skin open, people torturing her, imprisoning her. I remember getting her back from the men who almost broke her.

      Lacey’s endured a lot more than people know, and I’ve never felt greater pain than when she suffered. That’s why I feel for Seven.

      “Do this job, Seven.”

      “Fine. What do I do?”

      I lead him away so he can do a job where he can swing his sword and kill some bastards like ourselves, because I don’t know what else to do. As strong of men as we are, nothing can render a man helpless like the love of a good woman.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Seven

      

      

      Nia’s curled up asleep by Isla’s side, snoring softly. I’m in the corner of the room. I’ve killed a total of ten people since Isla was shot.

      Ten.

      All slaughtered in the worst way possible. Isla uses her life to heal. I kill.

      I should have never fucking been with her!

      Boss is trying to help. I know that, as much sympathy as he’s capable of feeling, he does. But it doesn’t help. None of it does.

      Beep.

      Beep.

      Beep.

      Beep.

      The steady rhythm of the machines keeping her alive blare like a siren in the cold, sterile hospital room, reminding me that Isla Grace may never come back from this. After everything she’s been through, she may not come back from this.

      I cough to hide the tears rising up as I stare at her clear, pale skin and tangled sunshine golden hair.

      A throat clearing has me turning around. In the doorway is a handsome man in a fancy suit, wearing a Rolex watch with the faintest bit of grey touching the tips of his hair. He’s holding a bouquet of flowers that’s worth more than anything I’ve ever gotten her. Of course. I just… failed her all the way around. I hate myself. I fucking hate myself. I failed her like I’m failing Nia and I failed my brothers in the military.

      “What?” I bark.

      “You must be him,” the man says, entering the room. He has a presence, I’ll give him that. It takes a lot to garner my respect, but he automatically commands it.

      It makes me defensive.

      Isla is my girlfriend. Mine!

      “Must be.”

      He pulls up the side chair and takes a seat. I notice he’s avoiding looking at Isla. That chips away at some of my rage and weighs it down with sadness.

      “You’re the guy she changed her life for.”

      My entire body jolts. “I…”

      I glance at the bed. Beep. Beep. Beep.

      I don’t know if I can live through this pain. I don’t respond to him. I focus on my daughter. She needs me. Child. Our love and passion for children is what bonded Isla and I.

      Focus.

      I hear the man suck in a pained breath. He looked at her. A tear rolls from my eye into my beard. I clench my hands and stare at Nia to keep from running.

      Nia. Nia. Nia.

      “She was my best doctor.”

      Please stop talking…

      “And I didn’t even notice how incredible she is… until it was too late. All this work and money and none of it means anything.”

      He stands. I take that time to look up at him. There are tears rolling down his cheeks that he doesn’t wipe away, because he keeps staring at the angel lying in a hospital bed with pain in his eyes.

      “Who are you?” I murmur, losing my hate.

      “No one that matters.”

      “All the same…”

      “Thomas Williams, Isla’s… boss.”

      I nod. He gives me a clipped nod back and strolls out of the room at an almost desperate pace.

      I slide my chair forward and squeeze Isla’s leg with my blood-crusted fingernails, placing my head on her shin.

      “Come back to me, angel. Please come back.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nia

      

      

      
        
        Days Later

      

      

      “What the hell do you mean she’s pregnant?” Daddy yells. I hate when he yells. I flinch and tuck tighter into his chest, since he’s holding me. His whole body is shaking and his heart is beating like mine.

      Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick.

      Princess. Princess. Princess. Princess.

      “When we were running tests…”

      “She’s in a coma!” he screams. It’s like Old Daddy used to scream, and it scares me. “I used protection!”

      What if New Daddy becomes like Old Daddy?

      Isla, come back. Why would she leave me? I thought she loved me? I thought I was special to her?

      I want to cry, but instead I stare. I feel my heart become colder as I study everyone in the room.

      Daddy’s scared even though he’s acting mad.

      Danny’s sad. He’s crying and crying, big fat tears.

      Frank’s sad for Danny.

      Lacey’s sad for everybody.

      New friend Sage is trying to help, but her eyes hold a deeper sad, like me.

      Miss Isla made everyone happy. Will we never be happy ever again now? I love her. She can’t go.

      What would she want me to do right now?

      “I know, sir. I understand how hard this is.”

      “Do you?” Danny says. “Do you know?”

      He starts crying.

      “All Isla wanted was to be a mom and she’s not here to…” He can’t finish. “She has to wake up. She can’t have a baby and…”

      This time, Frank grabs him and pulls him close as he cries.

      I look at Isla.

      Beep. Beep. Beep. Beep. All the big lines and ropes around her. She’s still the prettiest girl in the world. Even sick.

      “I can’t…” Daddy cries. “I can’t…”

      He’s breaking. He needs me.

      “Dad,” I croak. Tick. Tick. Tick. His heart. Like mine. It hurts the same.

      He looks at me like he forgot about me. I’m a little sad about it, but it’s okay. He’s sad like me. I forget about people, too, sometimes, when I’m sad.

      “Hi, sweetie,” he whispers, softly kissing my curly hair. “How are you holding up?”

      “Okay.”

      His smile is sad. “You don’t have to lie.”

      “Yes.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      I wipe his tears with my thumbs. “Yes.”

      “You’re such a good girl.”

      His head falls to my shoulder with a loud noise I don’t understand.

      “Let me take her,” Lacey whispers.

      I feel Daddy nod yes.

      No. Don’t make me leave. Don’t make me leave Isla. But those words are too much. And I don’t know how to say them.
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        Two Years Later

      

      

      It’s been one year, two months, and twenty-three days since Isla’s death.

      Officially.

      Danny and I would have kept her on life support forever, holding onto the hope that she’d come back to us.

      But she never did, and according to her living will, she did not want to stay a vegetable for more than nine months. We gave it an extra week. Both of us in denial. Danny came to my apartment hysterically crying one day and said it was time.

      “How can we not follow her wishes, Seven? How can we do that?”

      Nia fiddled with a rock on the table and stared blankly into space. She resembled the lost little girl I’d adopted and not the full-of-life princess that Isla and I were beginning to nurture.

      I wanted to fall apart that day. Danny, Nia, and I spent every day in the hospital with Isla. Every single one of them since she fell into a coma. Me, Danny, and Nia. A lot of the time, Lacey and Sage, too. I tried to make it good for Nia. We packed “picnics” and read books to Isla. Nia even did her best piecing together words in hopes that it’d bring Isla to life. The longer it didn’t, the more afraid I became that Nia would never speak again and would lose all the progress she’d made.

      Only Danny and I were there for Isla’s final moments. I cried. And cried. I thanked her for bringing light into my dark world. I promised to forever seek help for my PTSD and to never give up on Nia’s speech. Then I did the right thing and gave the last moments to Danny. I wasn’t sure he’d survive saying goodbye to her. He was pale and barely breathing. As much pain as I felt, I couldn’t imagine being Danny. I couldn’t even begin to compare the two of us. Danny knew everything there is to know about Isla Grace. I was just beginning to uncover her magic.

      The only, and I do mean only, reason I survived that day and the preceding months is because of my daughters.

      Daughters.

      Nia and Grace Jones.

      Grace Jones. Born exactly two and a half months before Isla left us. That was harder than her death for both me and Danny. Isla would have given anything to meet her daughter. I’ve never been a person to believe in heaven and hell and an all-knowing God. With a piece of shit mom, the death of my sister, my time in the war camps, and with the mafia, I learned fast that there’s no way there could be a God out there.

      But with Grace’s birth, I knew there had to be. There had to be a heaven where Isla could meet her—our—baby girl.

      Pregnancies in coma patients are rare, but if anyone was going to produce a healthy baby in a coma, it’d be Isla Grace. She always was a miracle worker when it came to children. Our baby girl was born 6 pounds, 11 ounces with speckles of blonde hair and big, hazel eyes just like her mother. She doesn’t look anything like me, thank God. Boss and Lacey were there for her birth. He put all business aside to be there and had Frances deal with whatever couldn’t be avoided. Lacey teared up and I think Boss did, too. I wanted a black hole to suck me up. I wanted to say fuck the mafia, fuck my stupid life, fuck it all. I wanted to slit my throat with my own sword, but I had Nia. I’d never abandon my child, even if I was being an admittedly horrible father at the time. Marley helped me a ton during that time.

      That all changed when I held Grace for the first time and saw the look of love on Nia’s face.

      We bonded again immediately. Grace brought that same sense of unity and light to our quiet family that her mom did.

      So, we took it one day at a time. Slowly, so slowly, we worked on being everything Isla would have wanted us to be. Because that’s all we had left.

      I worked on my PTSD. I saw a therapist four times a week, initially. Now I’m down to two. It’s one of the hardest things I’ve ever done, but as my therapist quickly pointed out, I could lose it on my kids one day if the trigger was strong enough.

      That smacked me in the face like a bomb and I silently thanked Isla for once again seeing things I couldn’t.

      I never left the mafia. I didn’t lie when I told Isla it was too late for me. It is. I like what I do. I like seeing blood run down my hands. I like doing illegal shit that makes me tons of money, and mostly, I like the camaraderie and order of it all. I need that. I’ll never leave. I belong to the Mafioso. I always will. But I’m a single father as well and I’ll always be that. My life consists of blood, diapers, swords, dolls, rare steaks, princess books… and it’s the happiest life I could ever make for myself.

      Nia suffered the loss of Isla immensely. Even though Isla was in our life for a short time, she made an impact. A huge one. One that will reverberate through the decades. I was terrified that Nia would stop talking since her voice failed to wake Isla, and she was too young to understand that wasn’t her fault or anything she did wrong.

      But Nia did the opposite.

      She threw herself full force into Dr. Petti’s lessons. She dove head first into speech therapy. She stared at books and struggled ‘til her eyes were tired with exhaustion. She forced me to push her to learn new things and talk. It’s what I always wanted, but it made my heart ache knowing why she was doing it. A year after Isla’s death, I found a small stash of books hidden in a box under Nia’s bed. They were all princess themed. The books she’d peel out when I left her at night.

      I cried all night that night. I broke laws left and right the next day with Frances by my side.

      Danny. He’ll never be the same, but he’s doing his best. He never broke his engagement to Frank, though I know it was hard for him not to. He did it for Isla and because Frank has been everything a partner should be. They haven’t gotten married, but Frank has made it more than clear that he’s willing to wait for whenever Danny is ready, even if he never is.

      Danny’s about thirty pounds lighter. He works at a new clinic now as a psych nurse. That job has been good for him. He likes bringing light to the mentally ill. It forces him to be the goof Isla knew and not the dark, angry man I know he can be. A piece of himself is missing, though, and that piece will always belong to Isla Grace. His sister. His bug, as they would say.

      “Dad!” Grace comes running into the house, her little yellow dress tangled around her knees. “Dad, you have to come!”

      Her words are a little muffled from her young age. Whereas Nia is quiet, Grace could talk by the time she was like, ten months old or something crazy.

      “What is it, Grace?”

      She grabs my hands and tugs, leaving me no choice but to follow. She pulls me out into the backyard. I got a new place for the three of us when Grace turned one.

      She pulls me out to the large oak tree surrounded by bright yellow grass.

      “We have to help him, Daddy!”

      “Who?” I ask quickly, suddenly alert.

      “Look!”

      She points to the bottom of the tree by the trunk. There’s a little bird fluttering his wing and failing to fly.

      A bird, Grace? Really? I sigh.

      Grace definitely got Isla’s heart and my grit, that’s for sure.

      I’m leaning down to scoop him up when Grace leaps forward onto my arm, crashing all her weight upon it to stop me.

      “No!” she cries. “You can’t touch him! His mommy won’t love him anymore. Bird mommies are strict.”

      She turns to the bird.

      “Flufferson, it’s okay,” she coos. “We’ll help you.”

      I smile at her. Flufferson? She named the bird Flufferson.

      I forgot to mention that she’s as weird as Isla was with her wild imagination and crazy emotions.

      “We need to go to the bird store.”

      She juts her lower lip out and places her hands on her hips while giving me a firm, “I won’t take no for an answer” sort of look.

      … and there’s me in her.

      “Grace, we are not going to the bird store right now. I’m tired.”

      She bats her eyelashes. “Pleaseeeeee.”

      There it is. The word. Her mom knew how to use it, too.

      “Fine,” I grumble. “Go get Nia.”

      “Yay!” Her hands wrap around my legs in a tight hold. I place my hand on her head, cherishing her youth and innocence. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you, too, angel. Now go get your sister.”

      And she skips off to bring light to someone else's world, leaving me with… Flufferson.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ten Years Later

      

      

      My heart is beating out of its chest.

      I know we’re in a secured location off the island of Hawaii. I know I pulled every card I had to get men here and bodyguards for Nia and Grace.

      But that isn’t stopping my heart from pounding. Thump. Thump. Thump.

      We’re at Danny’s wedding, twelve years later. He came to me a year ago and asked if I’d hate him if he got married. He explained how he and Isla had been planning his marriage for years. Back then, it was to spite his father, but it grew into Isla’s desire for him to find love, and Frank is his true love. Frank stuck by Danny as he dealt with alcohol dependence and weight loss and weight gain and anger and depression. He stuck by him through it at all, all these years, and Danny was as ready to get married as he’d ever be. It was kind of him to come to me, even though I truly had no say. I said I was fine with it, but if he expected Nia and Grace—his nieces, fuck blood—to be there, then there had to be guards.

      He agreed.

      And here we are.

      “Grace!” I yell. “What did I say about staying by my side?”

      Sweat beads down my forehead.

      “Seven!” I keep hearing Isla’s desperate scream in my head. Over and over and over. Nia sees it in my eyes and that kills me. Her brown eyes bore into me. She stays right by my side, occasionally taking my hand in hers and squeezing with the same hand that has her princess tattoo in cursive across her wrist, in honor of Isla and who Isla believed she could be. Nia went alone and got it on her sixteenth birthday. How she pulled that off with the legal tattoo age being eighteen plus, I don’t know. She didn’t say a word about it, but I saw and just hugged her. That was it. I love Grace and Nia equally, but Nia will always hold a special place in my heart.

      “Dad, I’m right here,” Grace says, fiddling with her gold hair in the mirror.

      “Not close enough,” I grumble.

      She shoots me a radiating smile. “How will you deal when Nia goes to college, Dad?”

      “I’ll die,” I deadpan. Really, the truth is, I’m okay with it. It’s not Danny’s wedding.

      She giggles and comes over, wrapping me in a hug.

      “I’m leaving for vet school in a few years, too.”

      “Grace, Dad needs us today, okay?” Nia says in that unique, raspy voice of hers.

      Grace’s eyebrows furrow and her eyes sadden. I don’t like that look on her.

      “Mom?” she whispers.

      “Yeah, kiddo. Mom.”

      “She’d be proud, right, Dad?” Grace whispers, staring at her feet. Nia’s gaze swings to her. “I’m gonna be a vet, a doctor for animals. Nia’s gonna be a speech therapist to help people who have trouble with words like her. She’d be proud of us?”

      Sensing Nia’s eyes on me, too, I crouch down and take in my teenage daughters. In the midst of my own pain, I didn’t think how today would affect them. Nia’s been especially quiet, which is her go-to when she’s hurting. She reverts back to silence. Grace has been hyper-focused on stupid shit. I should have noticed when she nearly started crying about her hair looking bad. Neither of my daughters are vain, despite their beauty, so I should have seen it. I feel terrible. They’re kids.

      “Your mother,” I say, lumping Nia in because Isla was a maternal figure for Nia, “would have been so proud. Nia…” I turn to her. “You helping others talk would have made Isla cry like a baby. You know it.”

      Nia’s eyes barely fill with tears, but even the little bit welling up, she shoves away. I see the pain there, though, as she nods.

      “Grace…” I turn to her. “I know you never got to meet your mama.”

      I squeeze her hand as her lower lip quivers. Another trait of Isla’s.

      “But she would love you. God,” I choke, “she would have just…” I take a deep breath and cup her face. “She would have been proud. A vet? That’s amazing. But more than what you two do, she would have been proud of who you are. She’s watching now, probably crying, and her heart is full of love for you two. Never forget that.”

      “Is that why you do bad things but you’re still nice, too? ‘Cause of Mom?”

      They vaguely know what I do. I couldn’t hide it all.

      “Yeah, angel. ‘Cause of Mom. Now, let’s go see Uncle Dan get married.”

      “Let’s do it,” Grace tries to cheer.

      Nia nods. She needs a minute. I get it.

      “Come on, girls.”
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        * * *

      

      “Do you, Dan Porter, take Frank Wilson to be your lawfully wedded husband to have and to hold…”

      Boss looks at me for the umpteenth time tonight. Lacey, too. They’re worried. But I have both of my girls by my side. We’re all huddled close, supporting Dan. I may have proverbial blood on my hands, but right now, I have my girls and that’s what I’m choosing to focus on.

      Right as Dan is about to say I do, his eyes full of tears and Frank holding onto him for support, a giant red and yellow bug lands on his face. He frowns and swats it away, but it comes back. He freezes.

      “Bug,” he whispers. “Isla?”

      His voice cracks. Frank’s eyes well up.

      Danny lifts his hand. It’s shaking so hard it looks like he’s having a seizure. The bug lands on his finger and starts flapping its wings. Nia chokes. I never hear her cry, but she chokes and I grab her and pull her close, squeezing the life out of her to keep us together.

      Danny cries and smiles and laughs and sobs.

      “You suck, Isla Grace. Only you would come back as a bug.”

      The bug lands in his hair and flutters around.

      “Gross, Isla,” he mutters, but his tears are gone and that dries mine, too. Nia laughs. Grace looks confused, but I take her hand anyway and look up at the sky.

      “Thank you, Isla Grace,” I whisper.

      The sun seems to shine a little brighter as Danny says, “I do,” surrounded by people who care about him: mafia, kids, civilians, bugs, and all.

      Just one fucked bunch with the common thread of a beating heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            If You Loved This Story…

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If Seven’s story made you feel, if it made you laugh and cry and warmed your heart while breaking it, and you loved every minute, please pop on over to Amazon and/or Goodreads and tell me who or what you related to and what parts you loved.

      

        

      
        You can also help spread the love by telling your friends or buying them an e-book and having it sent directly to their Kindle!
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      Hi, thank you for reading! I am a writer, psych major, and yogi who enjoys weight lifting, dance, car rides, reading, and all things Halloween. I have a love of giving struggling, complicated characters happy endings. I currently live in Dallas, TX, but will probably move again... we’ll see!

      Everything about weird, sexy, and emotional writing makes me happy.

      I’m very active on social media and love to chat!

      Anyway, thank you guys so much! I really hope you loved their story. Please let me know your favorite parts and what you thought!

      Here are my social media links, where we can chat and you can get updates on my upcoming book! I loveee hearing from you guys, so let’s chat!

      

      
        
        Facebook

        Private Facebook Group

        Goodreads

        Pinterest

        Website/Newsletter

        Instagram

        Amazon

      

        

      
        xx- Bry <3

      

      

      
        
        THANK YOU SO MUCH FOR READING!
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