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Enamor: Infatuated or in love with. To
be smitten or besotted, literally ensorcelled by.


CHAPTER ONE

 


Nixon

I stared up
at the ceiling and memorized each of
Trace's breaths, still debating what to do, how to return
everything to normal. It had happened so slowly, the downward
spiral into madness and now I knew more than anything that I
couldn't give her what she needed, not by myself. I could love her,
but eventually if she didn't have a life of her own, she'd resent
me, and I cared about her too much to put that type of weight on
her shoulders.

With a sigh, I rubbed my hands against my
face and turned on my side. Dark hair spilled around her pillow
like a crown encircling her head. Damn but she was beautiful. Every
day I spent with her was like another slam to the heart, I cared
too much for her and it terrified me. Terrified me that one day my
enemies would discover my weakness—my wife—and take her from
me.

"Nixon." She groaned and lifted her right
hand to cup my face. Blinking her eyes open she smiled. "Are you
having nightmares again?"

"No." I leaned in and kissed her nose,
needing to touch her, needing to be closer. The obsession I had
over her was ridiculous but telling myself that didn't really work,
it just was. Fighting it only made me tired; pushing her away had
only hurt us both in the end, which was why I was having such a
hard time right now.

"Do you need water or something?" She closed
her eyes briefly then opened them, probably trying not to fall back
to sleep. "What can I do?"

I licked my lips, my lip ring gave off a
metallic taste as I self-consciously licked against the dryness
again, damn why was I so nervous? She was my wife!

Her eyebrows arched as she pushed up to a
sitting position. "Okay, so now you're freaking me out, what's
going on?"

"Everything." I scooted up and wrapped my
arms around her body, her head fell against my chest. "I want you
to be normal."

"As opposed to crazy?"

"As opposed to getting shot at." I cursed the
fact that I couldn't say that in a calm voice, couldn't even think
about it without shaking with complete and utter rage. I'd like to
think I'd come a long way with my anger, but thinking about anyone
hurting Trace was my tipping point, it always would be.

"School." I cleared my throat. "It was what
your grandma wanted."

"This…" She pulled away to look at me. "The
reason you look like someone died is because you want me to go to
school?"

"We talked about it a few weeks ago but then
everything happened, and I just… I want to make sure you girls
actually do it. I need you to do it."

"So you can shoot things in my absence?" She
teased.

"Not funny and I only pull out my gun for
very serious reasons, violence shouldn't be the first answer."

"Whoa there, preacher, didn't you shoot Tex
in the shoulder a few weeks back? In the kitchen of all
places?"

"Entirely valid circumstances," I argued.
"And you know it."

"Normal would be punching him."

"I have rage issues," I defended. "So back to
the school topic…"

With a smirk, Trace fell back against my
chest and gave me a few pats. "I'll go to school… if."

"Oh wow, bargaining with the boss… tell me
how that goes." I scolded.

"Oh wow bossing your wife around, let me know
when you want to have sex again."

"I'm listening." I growled, irritated that
she bested me, again.

"I want to learn how to fight."

I took a deep breath. "That's it? Okay fine,
you can take a kickboxing class."

"Not kickboxing," she said proudly. "Israeli
hand-to-hand combat."

I clenched my jaw so tight it damn near
popped. "That's not my specialty…"

"I know that."

"That's Chase's and Tex's…"

"And Phoenix."

"Hell, no."

"Trust him."

"No."

"Nixon…" Trace tiled my chin towards her
face. "Think of it as a small step. Let him train me, I'll go to
school and you guys can build back up that fragile
relationship."

"He attacked you!" I roared pushing away from
her. "And now you want him to touch you? To teach you how to defend
against monsters like him? Sadistic freaks who think it's okay to
overpower a woman?" My chest heaved with exertion as I clenched my
fists and managed—only slightly—not to punch the hell out of the
headboard until my knuckles bled.

"See?" Trace didn't react, at least not
outwardly. "You're still upset, and I think I need this, Nixon… to
get over things, I think we all do."

"Not if I kill him."

"He's a boss now." Trace pointed out, slowly
drawing lazy circles on my chest with her fingers. "You can't."

I snapped my teeth. "Watch me." I was ready
to get in the car and freaking drive to Sergio's house, put a
bullet between his eyes and never look back, the rage was so
menacing, so dark, it was hard to stay calm, hard to even think
about him touching her, using the same tactics he'd used before. I
closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose against the
memories, against the trauma.

"Nixon." Trace gripped my hands in hers. "You
trust me, now it's time to trust him, time to forgive. You say you
forgave him, but right now says something else, you say you want me
to be happy, let me be happy. Let me do this, let me heal, let me
stop being afraid, let him stop torturing himself. Let us
live."

I groaned, touching my forehead to hers. "I'm
dangerously close to tying you to the bed right now so you can't
tell anyone this plan."

"Please." She snorted. "Like I'd stay tied,
you always give up once you can't take it anymore."

"I'm immobile," I taunted. "Like a stone or a
statue or a—"

Her hands moved down my naked torso, she
tucked her thumbs into my boxers and tilted her head. "Oh yeah,
just like stone, Nixon."

"I've created a monster."

"Yup."

"I don't like this plan."

"So… make the call, boss." She kissed my
mouth, hard, her lips pressing against mine, as her tongue slipped
past my lip ring, flicking it once, twice.

Groaning, I pulled back. "Damn it, you know I
love that."

"So?"

"Fine." My heart hammered against my chest.
"But if anything goes wrong, and I do mean anything, you tell me,
you run out of the workout room and tell me."

"Then you have a deal." She held out her
hand. I stared at it and smirked patronizingly. "What?"

"Sorry sweetheart, that's not how we seal the
deal in the bedroom. At least not in my house."

"Oh, your house?"

"My house." I bit down on my lower lip then
kissed her neck. "My wife." I grabbed her shoulders and ran my
hands lightly down her arms, my hands rested on her hips. "Mine,
mine, mine, just in case you were wondering. This." I tugged her
body against mine. "All mine, so sweetheart, don't you think we can
do better…" I trialed open mouth kisses down her collarbone until I
met her breasts. "Than a hand shake?"

"Y-yes."

"Yes what?" I teased.

"Yes sir." She smacked me on the shoulder
then stopped talking all together as I showed her exactly why it
was important to seal the deal my way—not hers.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Trace

I was nervous. Not like,
first-day-of-school nervous where you imagine yourself
completely naked and people pointing and laughing, but throw-up
nervous. As in, I really shouldn't have tried so hard to convince
Nixon to let me do this when I wasn't even sure I wanted me to do
this.

I clenched then unclenched my fists as I
waited in the gym. The old clock on the wall mocked me as I leaned
against the wall. A practice mat was set out on the middle of the
floor. Pretty sure my butt was going to be spending a lot of time
on that particular mat in a few minutes.

Nixon refused to tell me about his
conversation with Phoenix but I couldn't imagine it being a
pleasant one. Nixon had truly come a long way with the whole anger
thing but when it came to Phoenix, he still lost all control.

My answer came a minute later when Phoenix
pushed open the door to the workout room and briefly glanced in my
direction. He set down his water bottle and a white towel then
faced me.

A swollen lip and the beginning of a bruised
cheek was the only evidence I had that he'd talked to Nixon, or
better yet, that Nixon's fist had talked to Phoenix's face. I still
wasn't sure if it was because Phoenix had originally said no and
Nixon had convinced him, or because he'd said yes and Nixon was
threatening him.

Phoenix took a deep breath and walked to the
middle of the mat. He hadn't always been a monster to me. In the
beginning he'd been one of untouchable Elect, perfect, good
looking, funny and then after my attack he'd morphed into this
monster. I think even in my dreams I imagined him as this sinister
beast. Not the broken man in front of me with shadows under his
eyes and secrets behind his lips.

No the man I was looking at, wasn't the same
man. Which was why I could do this, which was why I needed to do
this as much for me as for him.

"Should we start?" He asked softly.

I licked my lips and nodded, meeting him in
the middle of the floor, my fists were still clenched at my
sides.

Phoenix sighed heavily then looked directly
at me, his eyes finally meeting mine in such a piercing gaze I
wanted to run out of the room. So much pain was hidden behind those
eyes, why had I never seen it before? Had he truly been that good
at putting on masks? At covering what he really was? Raw—every
emotion was readable on his face, this was killing him, ripping him
to shreds. I almost backed out right then and there but again, we
needed this, to heal, to make things better.

"Krav Maga," he spoke with authority,
"is basically hand-to-hand combat, it's deflection, it's attacking
with so much thought it seems almost thoughtless. Whether you're
pushing away a gun, a knife, or just gouging someone's eyes out in
order to run, the point is never to engage long enough to get hurt,
but long enough to be able to escape, do you understand?"

I swallowed and nodded. My throat was already
dry, my heartbeat picked up as he took a step forward. "The proper
stance is similar to a boxing stance, feet shoulder width apart,
and your dominant leg first."

I bit my lip and looked down at my left foot
then my right. "How do I know which is dominate?"

"Which foot do you lead with while
snowboarding?" he asked.

I shrugged. "Never been."

Without any warning he pushed me roughly
against the shoulders. I staggered back on my right foot.

He nodded his approval. "Right foot in front,
left foot towards the back but not far enough to look like your
about to kick someone's ass."

I positioned myself somewhat to the side.

He shook his head. "No, you look like you're
about to punch me, all you need to do is wind up your arm and
you've just given yourself away, space your legs a little closer
together." His hand moved to my hip adjusting my stance and then
moved to my hands. "Keep your hands loose, no clenching, you
haven't been attacked yet, you have no idea if you need to throw a
punch or a kick."

"Right." Information swirled around my head
as I tried to keep my focus on him and not the fear that was
already starting to course through me at the fact that he'd just
touched my hips, and then my hands. I was seriously losing it.

"Hit me," he ordered.

"Um?" I licked my lips. "Is this part of the
training?"

"Hit me."

"Phoenix."

"Hit me dammit or I'm going to hit you, do
you want to be hit first?"

I hit him.

Not hard.

It was more of a light slap across the cheek.
He cursed and staggered to the left rubbing his cheek. "You slapped
me."

"You said to hit you!"

"Hit." He nodded slowly, fighting a grin.
"Not slap."

"I was confused." I chewed my lower lip and
put my hands on my hips. "Plus aren't they interchangeable?"

His eyebrows shot up. "Hit me again and I'll
tell you."

"In the face?"

"Would you rather hit me in the balls?"

"Am I supposed to answer that?"

He looked away from me and then down at the
floor. "Make a fist, hit me, however Nixon trained you, however
Frank taught you, hit me that way, in the face, right now."

"But—"

He moved so fast I didn't have time to
prepare. One minute he was in front of me, the next minute I was on
my back and he was standing over me.

"That," he said offering me his hand, "is how
fast an attack happens. I think we're both aware that hesitation
gets you nowhere. When I say hit, I mean hit, you don't hesitate.
When you're in a situation, you act out of impulse out of necessity
out of habit, not out of hesitation, got it?"

"Yeah." I rubbed my hands together. "Got
it."

"Hit me."

Yeah, I officially hated training.

"Fine." I answered raising my fist.

In an instant he'd deflected my fist and
reached for my throat softly pushing me back. "What did I do just
now?"

He could have hurt me, could have bruised my
trachea, instead it had been done so softly it almost tickled.
"When I went to hit you, you saw it coming, I think you used my
momentum to push me to the side and counter attacked."

His grin was so beautiful I think my mouth
dropped open.

Let it be known that I'd never, in my entire
life, seen a real honest to God smile from Phoenix. Sure, I'd seen
him laugh but it had always been sinister, even when I first met
him there was darkness lurking.

This was sunlight.

I actually looked away like a total coward,
not sure I wanted to see the light, not sure I was ready to feel
the humanity I knew he possessed again.

"Well done." He clapped twice. "So most
attackers go for easy, they grab a girl's hoodie or her
ponytail."

"Or her book bag." I added, not recalling for
a moment that was exactly what he'd done to me.

His smile fell.

His entire demeanor darkened.

I took a step back.

He took another step forward.

Hot and cold washed over me, should I run?
Was that too far? Had I pushed him? Woken the beast? I was just
getting ready to bolt when he whispered, "Right, or a book bag,
purse, anything that can tug the person' body close enough to where
you have leverage."

I gave a quick nod.

"So, the minute that happens, you need a
plan. Already you're stuck against the person's body, and a guy can
easily overpower you, so the idea is to give yourself some time to
use his body weight against him or surprise him. Depending on the
situation."

I gulped and then nodded slowly. "I'm ready.
Show me."

His eyes widened a bit before he took another
step forward. "Just tell me, tell me…" his voice cracked. "…if I
scare you, say…" He closed his eyes again. "Saying stop would bring
back too much, can we think of a word that isn't…" he didn't finish
just stared at the ground, his face pale.

"Moo." I nodded. "I'll say moo if I'm
freaked."

A smile broke out on his face. "You're going
to moo?"

"Like a total cow."

He barked out a laugh and nodded his head.
"Alright, if you moo I'll back off, just make it loud."

"It's really the only way to Moo, Phoenix." I
winked and then got in the ready position.


CHAPTER THREE

 


Nixon

"Wow. All you need
is a set of binoculars and a creepy van
and you'd be a relative stalker. Hitting up the local playground
later?" Chase slapped me hard on the back and laughed.

"Hilarious." I didn't turn around, didn't
acknowledge his teasing, just watched the screen in front of me and
winced every damn time Phoenix put his hands on her.

I was in the security room, doing my job,
which was to protect Trace. She'd see me if I looked through the
window outside, so this was the next best thing. Watching their
training like live TV. "How'd you find me?"

Chase sat down in the chair next to me and
leaned back. "Easy, I saw Phoenix in the gym with Trace and put two
and two together. She'd see you through the window so—"

"Sometimes it terrifies me how much we think
alike."

Chase cursed. "Don't I know it."

"Are we starting a spy club?" Tex's booming
voice sounded behind me. I groaned into my hands ignoring the hard
slap on my back.

"Nixon's monitoring." Chase answered for me,
nodding reassuringly.

Tex scratched his head. "Don't you have, oh,
I don't know… a family to protect? People to kill? Torture?
Threaten?" He put his feet on the table in front of me and leaned
back in his chair like Chase did.

"It's Saturday." I said gruffly.

"Right." Chase nodded. "I forgot we don't
kill things on Saturday, it's why I set that bad ass spider free
this morning… no blood on God's day, oh wait, no that's
Sunday…"

"Where's Mil?" I changed the subject.
"Shouldn't you go check on her or something?"

Chase chuckled. "Because she's five and in
need of a babysitter?"

"Shopping." Tex licked his lips and watched
the screen in front of me. "She and Mo wanted to make appetizers
for New Year's."

"Shit." I jumped out of my seat. "Today's New
Year's Eve?"

"Calendar app." Chase shook his head. "On
your phone, use it, set an alarm or something."

I sat back down and groaned. Trace had begged
me to get sparklers for tonight and I'd totally forgotten.

"I need a favor."

Both guys stood abruptly and ran to the
door.

"Not that kind of favor you bastards." I
rolled my eyes. "I need sparklers for tonight, and some
fireworks."

"Aren't those illegal?" Tex tapped his chin.
"I mean I think the city of Chicago has this weird thing about
fireworks within its limits and we did have a drought."

Chase put an arm around Tex's shoulders and
nodded solemnly. "One should never take chances with fire
safety."

"Agreed." Tex grinned.

I looked back at the screen to make sure
Trace was okay and then back at them. "Fireworks, consider it your
job."

"It'll cost you." Tex exhaled loudly.

"Extortion." I cursed. "Nice."

"Let's say we get these fireworks." Chase
crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. "What will you do for
us?"

"I won't kill you," I answered honestly.
"Happy New Year."

"You know I'm really glad he's taking those
anger management classes," Tex said to Chase. "Vast improvement
since last Christmas when he tried to set the tree on fire because
you looked at Trace cross eyed."

Chase grimaced. "To be fair I was trying to
lighten the mood."

"Yeah this isn't memory lane and I'm not the
ghost of Christmas past," I said gruffly. "Fireworks…" I cleared my
throat and looked heavenward. "Please?"

"Say with a cherry on top," Tex whispered.
"Say it, say it, say it."

Chase clapped.

I leaned forward to bang my head against the
desk and grumbled, "With a cherry on top."

They laughed and walked out of the room while
I lifted my head to the screen again. Phoenix had Trace in a type
of headlock. I almost bolted out the door when she stepped on his
foot, elbowed him in the ribs and twisted out of the hold.

Furious, I knew I couldn't do anything except
watch, and trust both of them, something that was getting harder
and harder every damn time he put his hands on her body.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Trace

I was just about to
Moo when Phoenix released me, his breathing labored, he took
a step back and nodded. "Good job."

"Thanks." I huffed, sweat was starting to
fall down my temples. I was desperately trying to get my shaking
under control, but it was harder than I thought it would be.

"Are you okay?" Phoenix glanced briefly at my
hands, his eyes narrowing. "If I pushed you too hard—"

"Totally fine!" I said in a high pitched lame
voice. "I'm just tired and I didn't expect the fighting to be
so…"

"Personal." Phoenix nodded curtly. "It's
always personal, Trace. Just like killing, whenever your body is in
contact with someone else's, whether it's negative or positive, an
exchange takes place, it either drains you or inspires you, the
choice is always yours."

My mouth would have dropped open in shock had
the gym door not burst open with a loud thud. "You guys finished?"
Nixon's eyes searched wildly over my body, from head to toe his
eyes memorized every single inch of me, probably trying to find a
hair out of place so he could put a gun to Phoenix's head.

"Yup!" I jogged over to him and threw my arms
around his neck, kissing his cheek. "And I did good!"

Nixon's jaw flexed as his arms braced me,
holding me so tight I almost let out a little squeak. "Of course
you did."

"Same time tomorrow?" Phoenix called over his
shoulder as he made his way to the door.

"Yup." I licked my lips, not breaking eye
contact with Nixon. "That'll be great, thanks Phoenix."

"Yeah." The door slammed shut behind him,
leaving me and Nixon staring at one another.

"Tell me the truth." His teeth ground
together, his face was pale as if he was three seconds away from
either passing out or all the blood had rushed to his hands so he
could pummel Phoenix. "Did he hurt you? Scare you? Make you feel
anything less than secure?"

"No, no, and no." I sighed against Nixon's
chest, my cheek finding comfort in his soft black vintage t-shirt.
"I was a bit scared once, but it was weird, like he could sense it,
he stepped back, he never took anything further than I wanted and
well we came up with a type of safe word."

Nixon's grip on my body loosened. "A safe
word?"

"Yeah." I grinned up at him. "Moo."

His stern expression turned into a smile, and
then a full out laugh as he tugged me tighter against him and
kissed my forehead. "Leave it to you to Moo when you're getting
attacked."

"What?" I pulled away and swatted him
playfully. "I was being clever."

"Right." His crystal blue eyes narrowed.
"That's the word I was thinking… clever."

"Liar." I pointed at him. "Hey want me to
show you what I learned today?"

After a severely long patronizing look Nixon
took a stance in front of me, one that said, I'd like to see you
try.

I walked up to him and shrugged, then ran my
tongue along the bottom part of his lip. With a groan he lifted me
into his arms—that's when I struck. I kicked the inside of his knee
causing him to fumble since he wasn't expecting it and then elbowed
him in the ribs followed by a front push kick to his thigh, he
stumbled down a bit and then looked up at me. "That was
cheating."

"That," I said, dusting my hands together,
"was winning, but I understand how you'd be confused, since it's so
rare that it happens to you."

"Run."

"Nixon—"

"Run."

I turned, but not fast enough, he tackled me
to the ground, rolling me onto my back then straddled me with his
hips, pushing me against the mat. "I think I won."

I wiggled beneath him a bit then threw my
head back and let out a tiny moan. His mouth dropped open as he
lost complete control and started kissing down my neck.

"No," I whispered wiggling again as he
started reaching for my t-shirt. "I think I did."

"We both win." He said gruffly, peeling my t
shirt off then following with his. "It's a tie, now keep moving
exactly like that." The cold lip ring had me almost screaming as it
came into contact with my bare stomach.

"This thing on?" Someone came on over the
intercom. "As much as I love a free show and all that, we're out of
popcorn and somehow this feels like I just caught my parents having
sex, so if you could please bring this to the bedroom we'd all be
really thankful."

Tex.

I felt myself blush.

"Cameras." Nixon cursed and moved away from
me then gave the middle finger to the camera on the side of the
wall. "Sorry, I forgot I left Tex in there."

I tugged the back of Nixon's neck and kissed
him hard across the mouth then glanced at the camera. "Don't like
what you see, Tex? Close your eyes."

"Sorry Trace. Continue." Tex said over the
intercom.

"Your eyes better be covered, bastard."

Tex's deep laughter boomed over the intercom.
"I did one better, I turned off the monitor, now if only we could
turn down the sound. Real world problems and all that…"

"Just leave, Tex!" Nixon roared when I
started peeling off his jeans as fast as my hands would let me.

"Hey did she hurt you?" Tex asked. "I heard
you yell?"

"Tex! I will shoot you!" Nixon yelled and
then hissed when I tugged on his lip with my teeth scratching down
his chest. "Damn, that feels good."

"You felt me caressing the screen?" Tex
asked.

"Tex!" This time I yelled. "Go away!"

"Fine, fine." The buzz of the intercom turned
off but I was too distracted to ask if he was still there,
watching. Who cared? I was with my husband and I wanted
him—desperately.

"We really doing this here?" Nixon mumbled
against my lips, his tongue diving in before I could even answer
yes or no.

Apparently we were, because he was already
pushing me against one of the walls and stripping down my yoga
shorts until I was in nothing but my sports bra and under armor.
"I'm sweaty."

"Good." Nixon licked down my neck and then
moved his tongue towards the indentation of my hips, I lurched
forward, catching myself with his head. "I like a little salt."

With a groan I gripped him by the hair
tilting his head up so I could stare into his eyes, those same
crystal eyes that held me captive the very first day at Elite, the
same eyes that used to cause fear, were now the object of absolute
undying, unrelenting love.

Slowly, Nixon rose to his feet, pushing me
back against the wall, his hands on either side of my face as his
forehead touched mine. "I love you. More than anything in this
godforsaken world—I love you."

It transported me back—back to our first time
back to the moment I gave him not just my heart but my soul. At the
time I wasn't even nervous, the idea to be nervous hadn't even
crossed my mind. All I knew was that he'd looked so lost, so
desperate, I wanted the darkness to go away so bad and I wanted to
be the one to make it go away. I wanted to be his savior—for once
in my life I wanted to do the rescuing. So when his hands moved to
my hips, when he gently pushed me back onto the bed, when he didn't
use any words, but his hands to convey the absolute horror of our
situation, the danger, the fear. I let him, without hesitation. I
opened up my body, my heart, my soul to everything that was in him,
knowing it was possible that it would be the last time. Of course,
I didn't know Nixon would fake his own death—I didn't think him
that crazy, but something was wrong.

My body shuddered as his fingertips had
caressed my bare skin, danced along my collarbone, then moved down
to remove the rest of my clothing.

Every inch of me wanted to feel every inch of
him, I almost cried out before we'd even started—knowing I would be
a wreck when we were done, unable to pull myself away from him,
even if he pushed me away, even if it's what was best.

"I love you," he'd whispered in my ear, over
and over again as his mouth unlocked every secret I'd kept, touched
places I'd never touched. "I love you," he whispered with
conviction when he made me his, when the pieces of the puzzle that
was our relationship finally settled into place, when the
sensations of having a man who loved me so desperately, washed over
me, moved within me, against me, and then with me again. I squeezed
my eyes shut then opened them, hands gripping his shoulders as I
let go—and gave him everything.

I watched as he opened his eyes, locked them
with mine, and took all.

In hindsight, it was stupid to think that I
could ever erase the marks he'd made on me—but when death surrounds
you, something desperate claws within to be released. I thought I
was going to go crazy and there was Chase. The guy who really
didn't deserve the hell and torture I put him through.

"Be present." Nixon kissed my mouth, his
breath hot on my neck. "Be here, with me now, not in the past, not
in the future. Here." He lifted me against the wall, his hips
rocking into mine. "Be here, Trace."

I sighed, running my hands through his dark
hair. "For you…" I hooked my feet behind his back. "I'm always
present." I felt my eyes well with tears. "Right here,
forever."

"I'm never leaving you, Trace." He vowed his
eyes darting back and forth between my lips and my gaze. "Ever.
We're forever… you and me. Not being with you would be absolute
death. I love you." He shuddered. "I love you so damn much."

Our mouths met in the same frenzy as before,
only this time, I ignored the fact that I was sweaty, that we were
in a gym, that I'd just learned how to fight from the one guy that
tried to take the fight out of me. Nixon slid off the under armor
as I fumbled with the rest of his jeans, sliding them as far as I
needed before he slammed me back against the wall and reminded me
again and again how much he really did love me.


CHAPTER FIVE

 


Nixon

I always thought
I would die alone—I mean, Mafia boss
doesn't really scream marriage with kids, but that's what I wanted
with Trace, she made me crave normal, she made me believe it was
possible. She inspired me to pull away from the blood and darkness
to want something more for myself, for my family. I leaned my head
against hers, my breathing ragged as her body was still wrapped
tightly around mine.

I didn't want to move.

Wasn't sure it was even possible.

Funny, I'd always been a really careful type
of person, every decision I made was made with strategy, with
thought, with absolute control over every single player in the
game.

And I'd totally dropped the ball. I would
have laughed but I wasn't sure if Trace was going to be freaked out
and slap me or just shrug. I never knew with Trace, she was about
as unpredictable as a bomb. So when I looked at her flushed face,
and finally pulled my body away from the warmth of hers. I wasn't
sure what to say.

"Nixon?"

"Shit." I buttoned my jeans and helped her
set herself to rights. "Trace, I swear we'll be more careful next
time, I think I was too upset with Phoenix and then I lost control
and—"

"Careful?" She squinted. "You didn't hurt me,
plus I'm pretty sure I can kick your ass now."

"No, not that." I sucked in my lip ring
waiting for her to put two and two together. Then again, it was
Trace, innocent, I-grew-up-on-a-farm, Trace. I'd have to spell it
out for her, fantastic. "We um… just had unprotected sex and I know
we're a forever thing but you know…" I swallowed, shit was I
sweating? "Sometimes accidents happen and," I rubbed my forehead,
while Trace gave me a blank-as-hell look. "And kids are probably a
long way off, and I don't want you to freak out. Just don't cry. It
will be fine. I mean, it's probably—"

Trace burst out laughing. "Wow I can't wait
to sit in on that particular conversation when we have kids, you uh
see son when you love a girl and…" She covered her mouth, laughing
even harder.

I about choked on my tongue. "Kids?"

"Right." She nodded slowly. "Usually the
product of too much hot and crazy sex with your Mafia boss husband
who can't seem to keep it in his pants long enough to protect his
wife from what I'm only assuming is pregnancy." She winked. "Good
talk, Nixon, and if I'm pregnant I probably will cry, but it will
be the good kind. I promise. Now stop being so still. It's freaking
me out."

"You don't mind?" I blurted.

"Having the best sex in the world? With you?"
She looked around. "Trick question, right?"

"No." I couldn't help but puff up my chest a
bit. "I mean bringing a kid into all of this."

Trace cupped my cheek with her hand. "The way
I figure… we get a do over… your parents messed you up so badly,
why not start a new legacy? One we control — turn the bad into
good. Besides, I would love to have little boys that look exactly
like their dad running around the house tying Tex's shoelaces
together. Priceless."

I barked out a hoarse laugh and jerked her
against my chest. "Have I told you I loved you today?"

"Say it again."

"I love you…" I whispered in her hair.
"Today, yesterday, tomorrow, forever. I can't wait… to start a
family with you and that's the truth."

"Well that's a relief." Trace sighed. "You
know all things considering."

I wrapped my arm around her and led her to
the door.

"Oh and we should probably go to the security
room, make sure there isn't a tape Tex or Chase can use as
bribery."

"Another reason I love you." I pushed the
door open. "You think like a boss."

"Can't help it. I'm sleeping with him."

"Yes." I growled. "You are."


CHAPTER SIX

 


Trace

I trained with
Phoenix for five days, each day was
more grueling than the next, by the time day six came around I was
sore everywhere and he was relentless in pushing my every limit,
hitting my every nerve.

Yawning, I waited for him to arrive at the
gym. Normally he was right on time, but he was already five minutes
late.

The lights went off.

I looked around, blinking as my eyes adjusted
to the darkness. It was really early in the morning so it wasn't
necessarily sunlight flickering in the window.

"Concentrate," Phoenix said softly. "I'm
going to attack you from behind, this is the only warning you'll
get."

My mouth went completely dry and then watered
as I tried to swallow, tried to gain my bearings. Suddenly his arms
were around me, and I freaked like lost my mind. I screamed and
just slumped against him.

"What the hell are you doing?" He pulled me
tighter against his chest.

"I'm… I don't know, I'm scared."

"No." He said quietly. "Fear causes your
senses to be heightened, your smell, taste, sight, use the fear,
rather than let it cripple you, what are you going to do, how are
you going to save yourself? You have five seconds to make it to the
door before you die. What. Do. You. Do?"

With a roar all the training came back
slamming into my brain as I flipped him over me, hitting him in the
chin, the nose, and then pulling a knee to his ribs as I ran
towards the door like a woman insane.

When I reached the door, the lights flickered
on.

"Told you she could do it." Phoenix said from
the ground as Nixon stood on the opposite end of the room, arms
crossed, gaze murderous.

"I did," I huffed. "I did it."

Nixon's nostrils flared as he moved toward
Phoenix.

"No!" I yelled, then ran, not thinking about
anything but making sure Nixon didn't do something he would regret.
I moved in front of Phoenix just as Nixon's fist came back. He
paused mid-air, his jaw cracking.

"Move, Trace."

"No." I reached behind me to help Phoenix up.
"He didn't do anything wrong. He's training me, and he's doing a
good job. I trust him."

Phoenix collapsed out of my hands slumping to
the floor in a heap. I turned around thinking maybe he was bleeding
or something but he was just staring at the ground, his eyes
watery.

Nixon looked between us then with a quick nod
stormed out of the room.

It was quiet, except for my heart slamming
against my chest and Phoenix's heavy breathing.

Not knowing what else to do I sat down next
to him.

We sat in silence for five minutes.

"You should have let him hit me."

"That wouldn't have made you feel better,
Phoenix."

"Yeah," he whispered hoarsely. "I know."

More silence. What was I supposed to do? How
do you comfort someone you aren't even sure you aren't still pissed
at? Or scared of?

"I have nightmares." Phoenix finally said.
"Of that afternoon, almost every night. It's like this horror movie
on repeat and the part that really sucks is every time, every damn
time, I scream at myself to make a different choice. I watch myself
hurt—" His voice cracked. "I watch myself hurt you, I watch myself
turn into this monster and every time I can't help but think, if
only I could stop it this time, it will be okay. If only I could
stop—" Phoenix shuddered, closing his eyes as he rocked back and
forth. "I hate the dreams, Trace, but not as much as I hate
myself."

Slowly, I inched my hand across the mat until
my fingers collided with his. It's funny, I thought his hand would
be cold, lifeless, I thought his touch would scare me.

Instead, his fingers were warm, his hand
rough but strong. He gripped my fingers so tightly I almost winced,
he gripped them like I was the only thing keeping him above the
water.

"Trace—"

"Phoenix," I interrupted. "Maybe we should
just start over, I don't know this guy, this one you are right now.
I never had the privilege of meeting him." I elbowed him in the
ribs. "And the thing is, he's kind of great."

"Yeah?" He licked his lips and glanced up at
me through long eyelashes. "You really think so?"

"I know so."

He lunged for me, enveloping me in such a
tight hug it stole my breath away. "I would like that, a lot."

I hugged him back just as tight. "Me
too."


CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Nixon

"Dude, turn up the
sound." Chase moved around me and started playing with the
monitor.

"Stop." I smacked his hand. "They need
privacy."

Tex and Chase just stared like I'd lost my
mind.

"Did you hear that?" Tex tilted his head
while the gum dropped completely out of Chase's mouth. "Privacy?
Did he say privacy?"

Chase still wasn't speaking. I could tell he
was fighting a losing war in his head. He'd been just as pissed if
not more when everything happened with Phoenix and then marrying
Mil had helped alter his view a bit of what had happened to Phoenix
as a kid to make him the way he was, but I think, just like me, he
had this uncontrollable rage, this need to shoot the guy for
everything he put us through.

"Chase?" Tex nudged him. "You alright?"

"I'm thinking about it," Chase finally
answered, stretching his arms above his head and letting loose a
string of curse words. "Trusting him is hard, Nixon."

"So is dying," I said honestly. "Our lives
are hard. Everything about what we do is hard, Chase."

We all fell silent.

Tex was the next to speak. "I know you guys
know this, but Phoenix basically saved us all, he's proven again
and again we can trust him and the guy just hugged Trace like she
was on her death bed. I know we've forgiven him, I know it's water
under the bridge, I know it still sucks, for everyone, just because
the pain is still there doesn't mean we can't move away from it,
learn from it."

I smirked. "When did you get so smart?"

"I married your sister." Tex winked. "Oh and
I'm kind of the Cappo so yeah there's that too."

"There he is." Chase coughed.

"Did I pass?" Another voice interrupted. I
nearly fell out of my chair trying to stand to my feet while Chase
and Tex moved out of the way.

Phoenix was leaning against the door, his
face impassive as if he knew the whole time we'd been spying on
him.

"Yeah, Nixon." Chase turned to me. "Did he
pass?"

Tex grinned, facing me too, the bastard.

I rose from my seat and shrugged. "It was
never a test."

Phoenix nodded once. "She knows the basics so
we'll probably only train three times a week now to get her to pro
level."

"Pro level?" Chase asked.

Phoenix smiled. "Yeah Chase, pro as in, good
enough to kick your sorry ass."

Tex held up his hand for a high five from
Phoenix while Chase scowled. "You aren't supposed to make her
better than me."

"Like that's hard." I laughed.

Chase lunged for me, I ducked just as he
tried to punch me in the jaw, then grabbed him by the waist pushing
him against the wall.

Tex swore then jumped in followed by
Phoenix.

"What the hell!" I yelled. "No biting!" I
elbowed Chase in the chin while Phoenix pulled Tex away from
Chase.

"Boys." Trace said from the door. "They never
change."

"We have fun parts." Tex felt the need to
point out. "Like you really want us to change, that."

I let out a low growl. "Talk about parts
again in front of my wife and you'll be the recipient of shiny new
ones, capiche?"

Tex grinned, lifting his hands into the air
while I approached Trace and kissed her across the forehead. "You
sure you're okay?"

"Sure I am." She grinned then peered around
me. "I'm going to be able to kick Chase's ass finally!"

"A little too early to celebrate." Chase said
from behind me. "But dance if you must."

She wiggled a bit in front of me. Rolling my
eyes I lifted her into my arms and helped her wrap her legs around
me. "How about we take that dance elsewhere."

"Yes." Chase coughed. "For the love of God,
take it elsewhere."

"Like he should talk," Tex murmured. "Oh and
PS you made our lamp fall down last night."

"Earthquake." Chase called. "They happen in
Chicago."

Phoenix was standing silently by the door,
his look pensive. "She hurt you or something?" I kept my voice
light, but I could tell it wasn't helping his mood. Instead he
shoved away from the wall, his expression indifferent.

"Phoenix?"

"Just tired," he finally said, pulling his
phone from his pocket, when he looked at the screen he paled.

"What?" I still had Trace in my arms, but I
was ready to jump into action if I needed to. "What's wrong?"

"Oh nothing…" His eyes flashed. "Just
babysitting duty."

"You got a kid we don't know about?" Tex
teased.

Phoenix blushed. "Yeah, something like that.
I'll catch you guys later, and Trace…" he paused in the doorway.
"Good job today."

"Thanks." She beamed.

Phoenix nodded to us and walked briskly out
of the room.

"So." Chase coughed. "Not weird at all,
what's stuck up his ass?"

"Sure as hell isn't a woman," Tex commented.
"The guys like a monk these days, won't drink, rarely swears, and
I'm pretty sure he actually said a prayer before eating
yesterday."

"Someone should." I rolled my eyes. "Bye
guys, I've got official…" I hefted Trace higher. "Business to
attend to."

"Nice." Chase laughed. "Good wording, that's
not suggestive at all, be careful we don't need any kids up in
here."

Trace sighed and looked directly into my
eyes. It felt like we were sharing a giant secret, one that
probably would happen sometime in the near future and for once it
didn't scare me, but it sure as hell made me walk a lot faster down
the hall towards our bedroom. After all, what kind of boss would I
be if I wasn't thorough? What kind of husband… if I wasn't seeking
to constantly please my wife.

I slammed the door behind me and dropped
Trace to the floor.

"So about those kids…" She teased then lifted
her shirt over her head.

"Keep talking." I commanded, not caring that
the guys knew exactly what was going on… as far as I was concerned
it was none of their business and she? She was finally, finally,
all mine.
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