
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    To the women who have never had someone growl enough to make their panties wet. And to the ones who have: cheers.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Warning: This is an age-gap romance with some triggers of sexual abuse and is intended for mature audiences of 18+.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     June Acre 
 
      
 
      
 
    Being known as "The Leave it to Beaver" family in our town had become tiresome by junior high and laughable by high school. I was called "June Cleaver" regularly. And no one knew.  
 
    I had apple cheeks and sparkly eyes of blue. My hair is a platinum bob that touches my collarbones and shows off my cute features. I looked soft and sweet and I honestly am. Or was. I think the sweetness is wearing off as I grow.  
 
    But no one knows the Acres. 
 
    Sally Acre owns the largest house-cleaning business in our small, coastal town. She started when my twin, Addison, and I were thirteen months old and she couldn't handle staying home with us anymore. She said, "being a stay-at-home mom is the hardest job in the world, and my busy brain and itching hands aren't meant for it". So she started by strapping Addie and me into our double stroller and cleaning the houses on our street. Then the next street. And a street across town caught wind of her magical ability with a microfiber rag and homemade organic cleaner that smells like citrus and vanilla.  
 
    By the time we were two and a half years old she put us into daycare because her cleaning business took off so much, the money more than covered the cost and then some. When she got her first Wildwood mansion gig, was when she really started making deep money. Because it was the Bishop's house. The mob boss himself had called her from a business card he received and asked her to come over for an interview.  
 
    She'd never been interviewed to clean a house before and the whole scenario was a little like being noticed by a celebrity. Dad had scrunched up his narrow face and told her she should steer clear of the Bishops but by that time she was growing a backbone with dad and he was going away more and more for work.  
 
    Two guards escorted her to the large Bishop house, the one tucked away in the forest, the one not many had seen but everyone had speculated about.  
 
    Was it brick? 
 
    Filled with marble and grand staircases? 
 
    Did it have bullet-proof windows and intricate black iron filigree work? 
 
    Quinton Bishop, then the underboss for the Bishop mafia, had been young but acted beyond his years. He already had a son my age that he'd had when he was seventeen with his high school sweetheart and even in his early twenties back then he commanded a room.  
 
    My mom describes sitting in his office like a scene from The Godfather. With less smoking and more sunlight.  
 
    He hired her, but she had to sign a waiver saying that no one else could come clean in her place. By that time she had six employees working for her and he was careful about who he let into his house.  
 
    When word spread that she cleaned the Bishop underboss's house, she suddenly became the A-list cleaner for our town; and my mother, Sally Acre, with her long blonde hair she mostly wore in a low bun and her penchant for hard work all day then retiring the evening with a spicy romance novel and a mug of sleepy-time tea, had created an empire. Addie and I watched over the years with wonder.  
 
    I was never embarrassed that my mom cleaned houses. I don't think that ever once crossed my mind.  I was awed. She had been bored, hated being at the mercy of her barely-there husband and his bank account, and did something about it. She made as much as our businessman father.  
 
    I suspected she made more than him, which had soured his soul after some time. When Addie and I were twelve, that souring became more potent. He would make comments about her figure.  
 
    "Remember when you were slender and your hips swayed, Sally? Now you waddle more than sway," he would joke.  
 
    But her red cheeks and forced laughter never landed in the pool of authenticity.  
 
    "I always loved that you were short and petite, Sally. I guess years have taken a toll on your dimpled thighs and waist," he'd say with a sad sigh. As though he mourned who she used to be and there was nothing they could do about it.  
 
    Addie and I would stay silent but when alone we talked about someday telling him to be quiet. Tell him that hurting mom's feelings wasn't the sort of thing a husband should do. But we didn't know how to have a voice at that tender, vulnerable age yet.  
 
    And before we even learned or grew into that stronger voice, our father found new marks with his cutting words.  
 
    I was short and had bloomed quite early in the chest area. My stomach wasn't table-flat but I wasn't overweight. I was curvy.  
 
    "June-bug, you should take up a sport that teaches you to use your core. Someone as short as you can't afford anything extra on the legs and stomach." 
 
    I think by using a sweet nickname for me he thought he could soften the blow to my fragile fifteen-year-old sensibilities. Oh, my heart. I had learned how it could wound before a boy had even had a chance. I learned it in my yellow kitchen and carried it in my pockets and backpack through my teenage years.  
 
    Addie was luckier because she took up dance at a young age. She was four inches taller than me, (we were not identical, though our faces looked strikingly similar), and could handle a little extra if she'd had it. But the years of dance kept her svelte and fit.  
 
    I did not envy her. 
 
    Yes, I did.  
 
    But I never acted as though I envied her. She envied my breasts and I envied her waiflike air, the way she could float where I walked with a purpose.  
 
    Still, dad found his mark with her as well. Her feet were too big. Her hair was too thin and lank. Mine was thick and full of bounce, on the other hand.  
 
    And in the heart of hearing what was wrong with us, Addie and I made it our mission to tell each other what we loved about each other. And we did the same for mom.  
 
    We had formed a little unit, the three of us. And maybe our home life wasn't the perfect family unit like other people seemed to see by peering inside from the street, but what we had, us Acre girls was beautiful.  
 
    But we had secrets, as any normal, suburban American woman would.  
 
    When Addie and I were fourteen she hid from me that she stopped eating. As a dancer, a serious dancer, she had to be disciplined and there was a kind of chaotic intensity inside of that world I didn't understand. When I caught her moving her food around her plate in endless circles and pulling inside of herself more, I called her out when we were alone. She cried. It was a restless relief as she sagged against me and I cradled her thin dancer body, telling her she was beautiful and her beautiful body needed food.  
 
    But I know she hides things from me still.  
 
    Just like I have been hiding something since I was fifteen from her.  
 
    I have feelings for someone, someone I shouldn't have feelings for. Every time I see him there is a twirling low in my stomach. When he talks to me, which is rarely, I have an overwhelming urge to curl up in his lap and burrow into his intensity. His muscles. His darkness. But I can't.  
 
    Quinton Bishop is seventeen years older than me. He has a son my age, a son who is dating one of my closest friends. He's the Bishop family mafia boss, his son is about to be the underboss. He's unflinching, rigid, handsome as freaking hell with black hair, dark eyes, and shoulders that look wide enough to hold all the responsibilities he surely has. He was the first man that helped me understand what a jawline could do to a girl's heart.  
 
    But my heart picked up some extra beats for Quinton Bishop not only because of his handsome looks. When I was fifteen I was helping my mom clean his house because she was running short on time, and she'd gotten him to waive the privacy clause for Addie and myself when she needed extra help. That week dad had come home from one of his business trips and she'd found something in his suitcase that made her believe he was cheating. I had no idea what. Panties, condoms, something. But Addie and I didn't doubt he had cheated. And women just know.  
 
    That week she was sad. Sad actually seems like an offensive try at what she was, but I remember our house was covered in cloying brokenness. I hated my dad at that moment. I told Addie I wanted him to leave and never come back.  
 
    Mom and I were cleaning and when Mr. Bishop asked her how she was doing, she erupted in tears unable to hold in what she had been holding for days. I watched in horror and a little fear but instead of shrinking back from a silly woman's tears, the mafia boss had slid his cellphone into the pocket of his black suit pants and he laid a large hand on her shoulder, guiding her to the kitchen.  
 
    He made my mom tea. Quinton Bishop, the mafia boss who probably had killed people, showed emotion rarely on his granite face, and had a thick, white scar on his hand which I could only imagine had been from a foe's knife...he put the kettle on and made my mom a soothing drink when she cried in front of him. I don't know if she told him what was going on; I didn't listen to their conversation, but when I looked into the soft scene Quinton had looked up, his eyes connecting with mine, and the smallest smile pulled up one corner of his full lips that normally didn't move. And then he winked at me.  
 
    My heart stalled then picked up those extra beats.  
 
    He became this complicated, dangerous, handsome creature to me. Like a character in a book that was incredibly interesting. People are single-layered characters in your life until something happens to reveal more layers and make them more dimensional to you. He'd become complicated, fascinating. Still dangerous but with a softness and I was drawn to both.  
 
    I don't know what happened to his wife, but she left a long time ago. Or she died. Maybe he even killed her. No one knew and everyone had an opinion, but still. I was drawn to him.  
 
    That was my secret. I was fantasizing about a man who was entirely inappropriate for me, but there were times it felt overwhelming and had been getting worse over the last three years. I was eighteen now; my body and heart felt like something had sprung open inside of me like wings unfurling and there was this frenzied, feminine energy I was a little afraid of. And so I worked to find a perfectly acceptable guy my age. Because that was all I could do.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     Quinton Bishop  
 
      
 
      
 
    "We have our men looking for him but he's been silent and out of sight." 
 
    I nodded my head slowly thinking. James Cortez, my ally, sometimes nemesis, sat across from me in my office talking about his search for Chris Willy.  
 
    James had a daughter, fifteen years old, who had been raped by the fucker when she was nine. He'd sent her off to a mountain landscape girls' school hundreds of miles away. Hundreds of miles between her and this life, between her and her past. It's what I would have done.  
 
    And I would have been on the lookout for the guy from the moment I found out he touched my daughter. He'd been brought in for questioning by the police a year before for the disappearance of another little girl in our town, Annabelle Bloom, but nothing was found.  No evidence.  
 
    And then Cortez's daughter had been playing with friends at the park and decided to walk home by herself.  
 
    Three hours later and she was found curled up on the sidewalk, eyes closed tightly, hair matted to one side of her face, where a bleeding wound had grabbed and held onto some silky blonde strands as it crusted over.  
 
    A stranger called the police. Cortez and his sons drove to the station. Days later when she was able to talk to an officer and describe who had taken her, they had the perfect drawing of Chris Willy. But he was gone in the wind and justice had yet to be found for little Eloise Cortez.  
 
    And now, as Chris's name has floated in and around my town again, through drugs being peddled in my territory, Cortez is all in.  
 
    I've known James Cortez since we were kids. We were the heirs to our mafia thrones in neighboring towns. We've held a tenuous alliance over the years with the Cortez clan. They had crossed lines in our town and we had done the same to them. There had been feuds, deaths, reconciliations through deals made in one of our offices and with the help of a couple of fingers of whiskey or scotch.  
 
    One of his men recently went rogue, shooting up our side of town when we had a major drug drop at the club. And he dealt with the snake. Appropriately. I'd suggested years ago a more permanent alliance between our families with a marriage. His daughter and my son. Elloise is fifteen to Kane's eighteen, the perfect match.  
 
    He'd refused and I sensed it had to do with her damaged past. Being raped at age nine wouldn't create an easy transition from childhood to womanhood if she were bartered off. Still, as we were the bosses in our family hierarchies, it was something I was willing to bring up and push again.  
 
    Kane was seeing a girl from his school, which was unlike him. She seemed interesting. Intelligent and aware if not a little damaged herself. Her brother was connected to Chris Willy, and if nothing else, having her with Kane kept her close should we need her. And besides, I had never seen my son make a connection with a girl before. Since his mother exited the picture when he was a child, he watched me carefully. Collin brought out a human side to Kane I had been wondering about the last couple of years. As parents sometimes we look up and suddenly our children are the blueprints of our worst selves. How do we fix the generational flaws in our shadows? But she injected him with humanity I hadn't taken the time to do myself. I also didn't make connections.  
 
    I kept my dalliances with women away from our house, having never brought one home. I fucked, I didn't date. I was the blueprint for how Kane dealt with women, which wasn't healthy, but that wasn't my top priority.  
 
    I focused back on James. "I know this got personal for you, but don't let it take over. He hasn't even been seen. No accounts of visual for Chris." 
 
    "I know what I'm doing, Quinton," James nearly growled at me. "But his name wouldn't pop out of nowhere." 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. "Could be a red herring from Max Spencer." 
 
    "His sister knows nothing?" 
 
    "No. But I'm keeping an eye on her. He'll contact her again. He can't help it." 
 
    Collin Spencer had been helpful, an open book, since we dragged her into one of our interrogation rooms at the club to ask about her brother. He'd set her up at one of the drug drop locations we had been monitoring. He'd abused her growing up, for God knew how long, and then lead her like a lamb to slaughter for my crew to pick up. There was something twisted with him. And he'd let the twisted limbs of his black soul twine into hers. You could sense the darkness hovering inside of her. I'd seen it in her eyes when I'd sat down across from her in that interrogation room. 
 
    When she found out about his connection to Chris and Chris's monstrous capabilities, I think a part of her broke.  
 
    Kane had her at our house, which was fine with me. I rarely went there, it was large and protected. She needed it.  
 
    "I have intel that there may be something going down at our Harvest Festival here in a few weeks." 
 
    "Drugs?" 
 
    "I think something bigger," I responded with a shadow in my voice.  
 
    "Trafficking?"  
 
    I nodded once.  
 
    "Some shady shit has been going down around us. You hear about the three high school girls who went missing a few towns over?" 
 
    "I did," I said with that low shadow still there. Drugs, weapons, money laundering, insider trading...all things we did well and did without remorse. Killing people who deserve it? Traitors, people in our way, revenge, abusers. All these things barely make me flinch. But human trafficking is shit I don't go near. It pays well, with high risk and ultimately high cost. I may not have much in the way of a soul left, but I sure as hell believe if someone is willing to take and sell another human being, they don't fall into the same category as me with little soul left. They sold it.  
 
    "I need to get back. Open lines, Bishop. You hear anything," he trails off as he stands up, buttoning his suit jacket.  
 
    I stand with him and escort him to the door. "Our alliance is in place, James. Anything I hear is yours concerning Willy and Spencer." 
 
    Once he's gone I sit down in my leather chair and lean back, running my hands over my face. I feel older than my thirty-five years. I've always felt older. My whole life I ran ahead of my years, never feeling like I sat still at an age. Being ten years old did not bring back memories of being ten. It brings back memories of my dad asking one of his men to show me how you get information out of someone. Of being kissed on the cheek by my mother as a consolation for the bruise on the other cheek from my father. I tasted whiskey when I was eleven and had sex for the first time when I was fourteen. The years never could catch me as I ran ahead.  
 
    I picked up my phone and push Kane's name.  
 
    "Yeah," his voice is like mine. Deep and unaffected.  
 
    "Checking in." 
 
    There's a pause. "You're checking in more lately. Everything okay?" 
 
    I almost laugh. I stop because I honestly cannot remember the last time I laughed. He asked me a few weeks ago, months? I wasn't sure about the timing, but he asked me if I had cancer or was dying because I had started taking more of an interest in his life. I just looked up and suddenly he was eighteen and I realized that he, too, ran ahead of his years. He was more like thirty-five and I had this desire to stop time for a moment.  
 
    Stop. 
 
    Sit.  
 
    Be. 
 
    But that wasn't the nature of our world.  
 
    "Everything is good. Just checking in. I'm your dad." 
 
    "Okay," he said, unconvinced. "Well, everything is good. Collin is out with her friends doing some harvest festival planning or whatever." 
 
    The mention of the Harvest Festival brought me back to real life. Where time isn't our friend. "Alright. I won't be home tonight." 
 
    "I know," he says it without anger, without vitriol. It's just a fact.  
 
    "Okay. Get some rest." And then I hang up.  
 
    I decide I need to look into the surrounding missing girls' cases more. Grim answers my call and he agrees to get a few of our men into the weeds on it; when we hang up I pour myself a small glass of whiskey.  
 
    No more drugs were being sold on our turf, but if there was a possibility that human trafficking was edging towards our area, it wasn't something we could sit on. Being proactive in these situations was better than being reactive. I take a sip of my whiskey and let out a long breath. I prefer scotch, but one of our partners got me this special batch. It wasn't bad.  
 
    It was going to be another long night and then I'd retire in my upstairs apartment.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
    "Are we doing a kissing booth this year?" 
 
    I inwardly groaned at the idea. The quintessential, high school, Netflix rom-com games seemed to pop up in just about every conversation when talking about planning for the Harvest Festival.  
 
    "No," Addison and I said at the same time then laughed. 
 
    Collin's eyebrows raised at our enthusiastic replies. "Got it," she said, going back to the planning map in front of us. "I think that we have two apple-themed food trucks next to each other and need to spread them out." 
 
    "Oh, this year the coffee shop is coming with a coffee truck!" June's excitement is cute. 
 
    "I always said that elephant ears would be eighty times better with a cup of good coffee to go with," I replied. My phone buzzed and when I look down I see that it was from Garret. 
 
      
 
    Garret: hey babe- wings and movie at my place tonight? 
 
      
 
    Garret and I had been dating for a bit now and I couldn't deny I liked him. He was handsome and charming, athletic. Something was missing though. Still, his idea for a date sounded relaxed and fun.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: sounds good-be there around 7 
 
    Garret: <kiss> 
 
      
 
    He was a fairly good kisser. But sometimes, after we'd kissed for a while, I would imagine would it would be like to be...really kissed. Like, hard and intense. I probably read too many romance novels, frankly.  
 
    "Guys, I hate to break it to you but..." Collin's voice permeates my thoughts and brings me back to the table where Addison, June, Collin, and I are sitting around the large matt where we were tasked with organizing where all of the festival booths and trucks would be.  
 
    "What?" Addison asked with near-panic in her voice. She had joined the committee for this festival when she was a freshman to help her resume. Other than dance, this was the big thing that she did.  
 
    Collin's face scrunched up in a really cute way. "Based on these reports, the kissing booth over the last couple of years brought in more money than all of the dessert booths combined." 
 
    I groaned. Addison groaned. June laughed and Collin's face lit up mischievously.  
 
    "Seriously. This is like a book-turned-movie," June added with a big smile as she took a sip from her boba tea. 
 
    "Except life isn't a rom-com and whoever ends up behind that booth will have to kiss so many gross people," Addison said. "I am not volunteering," she added quickly. 
 
    "I would, but pretty sure Kane would kill someone," Collin said with a dimpled smile.  
 
    "Kane would one-hundred percent go on a mafia-killing-spree," June said with a laugh. 
 
    "Hey, let's have mom do it!" Addison said suddenly and all eyes swung to her, then slid to her sister who was frowning around the straw of her boba tea now. 
 
    "And your dad..." Collin said, trailing off. 
 
    Addison shook her head, her long golden hair brushing the tabletop. "He's probably off in Charleston with his long-legged girlfriend." 
 
    "Shit, I'm sorry," I said. I wasn't extremely close with my parents, but if I found out that one of them was cheating it would mess me up. And to cheat on Sally? That woman was a saint. She was kind, hardworking, and beautiful in a natural and almost ageless way.  
 
    "It's fine," June said, her cute features settling into stone. "And no, we are not having mom sit behind a booth to kiss guys so that she can have more nightmares to deal with," she said pointedly at Addison who just shrugged and then smirked back at her twin. 
 
    "Okay then. I'll put June and Natalie down for the kissing booth," she started writing with the dry erase marker on the mat.  
 
    June and my eyes widened and both of us shouted various disagreements as we reached over to try and swipe the marker from Addie's hand.  
 
    Collin laughed and cheered Addie on.  
 
    We spent another hour going over the different placements of the booths and once Collin was in the car I leaned over and squeezed her arm.  
 
    "You hear from Max?" 
 
    "No. I almost blocked him but Kane's dad wants any texts that could lead them to him. And that guy Chris." 
 
    "I had a run-in with Chris once," I said as I drove us to Kane's house. 
 
    "Really? When?" 
 
    "I think I was like twelve. Which would have made him, what...fifteen?" I furrowed my brow thinking back. "He said I was a thin little ugly thing with mosquito bites for boobs." Even now I can remember the feeling of shame washing over me at the older boy's words.  
 
    "Ohmygod, that's sick and terrible. He was such an ass," Collin said. "And the joke is on him because look at you now. You're a knockout." 
 
    I laughed shaking my head. "I mean, he wasn't wrong about the boobs. These ladies never did really grow," I said shimmying my chest. 
 
    Collin laughed. "Uh girl, same. Nothing going on up here," Collin poked her similarly flat chest and laughed again. "I think most guys might not care. Or maybe they just care about getting laid regardless," she said shaking her head.  
 
    "Honestly, yeah. And so far no complaints from Garret over here." 
 
    Collin raised one of her perfectly sculpted eyebrows at me. "There some action you're not telling me about?" 
 
    "Mmm not yet," I replied. "We'll see though. I could really use a kickass sexual experience before my twenties. Or maybe I'll have to wait until college." 
 
    Collin nodded her head. She couldn't talk because her only experience was with the current mafia prince she was dating. Kane Bishop took her virginity and from what she had told me, it sounded like Kane knew what he was doing, and thank God one of us had good sex. So far my sexual experiences ranged from "Oh, that was so awkward and fumbling" to "Okay, that wasn't the worst." 
 
    "Maybe Garret is fire in bed," Collin said with a smile. "Is he a virgin?" 
 
    "No." I turned down the lane that would bring us back to the Bishop's house. They owned a huge property that was mostly forest and you wouldn't know there was even a house back here if you hadn't been told. The long drive was lined with bushes of flowering Virginia Sweetspires and small golden garden lights.  
 
    I've picked Collin up and dropped her off here a few times since she moved in with Kane and his dad. She was under the Bishop's protection as long as her psychopathic brother was out there and her parents kind of disappeared having taken jobs in Arizona. They were crappy parents. I was thankful Kane was kind of a brutish asshole who almost forced Collin to live with him until they figured things out. 
 
    "Man-whore like Kane or more of a normal high school guy who wants to bone everything in a skirt but only actually has boned a couple?" 
 
    I laughed. Kane really had been a man-whore. Before Collin and it better-effing stay that way because I don't care how scary he is, I'll hurt him if he resumes his whorish ways while dating her.  
 
    "No, more the normal high school guy thing. Few girls and he doesn't push me or pressure me. It's nice." 
 
    We're at Kane's house and I pull up to the circular drive. 
 
    "Thanks for the ride," Collin smiled and then hopped away up to the sprawling, modern mansion.  
 
    I get another text and before I drive off I read it.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: plans tonight? 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip. Since Caleb and I had that weird...standoffish fight at the coffee shop I've been avoiding him.  
 
    You're different. 
 
    I remembered the way his voice lowered at those words. And his large hand grabbed my chin, his eyes on my lips, both of us breathing heavily.  
 
    It had been the closest to out of control Caleb and I had ever been. The closest to....whatever we were. 
 
    I'm supposed to be your friend. 
 
    What had he meant? I'd spent nights in bed wondering what he had meant behind those words, those roughly spoken, intense words. His eyes had taken on a different look I rarely saw in him.  
 
    And because I have no idea what any of it means, I have mostly avoided him with carefully constructed maneuvers.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: busy night-late planning Harvest Festival with the girls. You? 
 
      
 
    I drove home, turning up my music, and realize as my neighborhood approached that I was supposed to go to Garret's house.  
 
    I turned my small car around and switched directions to his house. God, where was my brain? 
 
    By the time I made it to Garret's house, smiling up at his warm eyes, feeling him encompass me in his strong arms, I'd shaken things with Caleb.  
 
    Halfway through the movie, Garret kissed my cheek and I turned to him to give him my lips. We kissed which turned to light making out on the couch in his basement. His hands didn't wander over my body more than down my sides and my back and I had an unreasonable and random desire to shove him back and straddle him to see what he would do.  
 
    But I held myself back and enjoyed the soft kissing with Garret. He was a very good guy, a sweet guy. 
 
    I was lucky.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     June  
 
      
 
      
 
    I needed tea. Strong tea. I liked the occasional coffee or classic espresso, but Addie and I went with our dad to London a couple of years ago and I had fallen in love with a well-brewed cup of tea; something that we didn't do exceptionally here in the states. I dropped my calculus book and when I straightened after picking it up, Caleb was there at my locker, causing me to jump. 
 
    "Jeeze! Warn a girl before you poltergeist your way next to her." 
 
    Caleb smiled. "Ahh, I've been training you all these years with my horror and slasher movies to be prepared for anything. See how helpful I am?" 
 
    "Yeah. I am super prepared for a man to start chasing me with a chainsaw. Thank you for that," I respond in a droll tone.  
 
    "You are welcome." 
 
    I rolled my eyes at him.  
 
    "Hey, how was planning the Harvest Fest late into the night last night? Addie going crazy and keeping you girls locked away with maps and instructions all night?" 
 
    I laughed because that actually would be Addie in a few weeks' time. She loved being organized and she was generally pretty relaxed...until about two days before a large event and then she would lose a little bit of her decorum. Same thing with one of her dance recitals. Totally smooth sailing up until right before and then she went a little stringy with anxiety.  
 
    "Nah, wasn't that bad. We wrapped up around six-thirty," I told him with a smile.  
 
    "Really?" His face was furrowed and his voice held a note of frustration. 
 
    "What's wrong?" 
 
    He shook his head and gave me a tight smile. "Nothing. Plans tonight?" 
 
    "My mom asked me to clean the Bishop's house for her tonight, actually. I'd invite you but they have a strict contract with bringing anyone else along." 
 
    "I love you like a sister, June, but I don't really want to come to help you clean a big ass house. Even if it is the mafia boss's house. Hidden deep in the forest. Probably with secret doors and shit. Dammit, now I want to come," he said with a thoughtful look on his face.  
 
    Caleb Hayes had been one of our best friends since elementary school. He'd always been a nerd. Tall, legs and arms he hadn't grown into, glasses and brown hair that he'd never known how to tame. But now? The guy found his sexy gene somewhere in the middle of our junior year because he had filled out his chest and shoulders to catch up with those legs and arms, he ditched the glasses which showed off his deep, warm brown eyes and he knew the magic of a brush and styling pomade. He was incredibly handsome. He was the kind of handsome you just knew would get better and better with age.  
 
    Collin and I have been waiting for him and Natalie to get together for a year and a half now, and with her dating Garret and Caleb's obvious jealousy over that...our friend group could get a little tense sometimes now. We had to run interference or straight-up call Caleb out on his assery lately.  
 
    I knew Natalie liked him. And I knew that he liked her. They were both just real idiots. Mostly Caleb, though. I hadn't met Garret yet but Natalie seemed to like him and Caleb wasn't taking the bait so she moved on. Good for her. She's beautiful, funny, and a little scary in a "don't mess with her or her friends" kind of way that only made her more interesting.  
 
    "Maybe Collin can get us an invite to the Bishop's house sometime. Because now I'm just really curious" 
 
    "Maybe, "I said. "Wanna do a movie night Friday? And not a slasher or horror movie," I added.  
 
    "But-" 
 
    "No." 
 
    He sighed. "Fine. But no rom-com shit. Okay? I don't really want to watch a whole thing about love and happiness." 
 
    His words pinned my heart. As we walked side-by-side down the squeaky high school hallways, the bustling noise and lingering smell of lemon cleaner and air conditioning, I was hurting for my friend. I wound my arm through his as we walked and he looked down at me with a question in his eyes. I just smiled up at him and told him he could pick out the food.  
 
    After school, I drove myself to the Bishop's house. Caleb was not wrong for being interested in coming here. Every single time I drove down the long, winding driveway, feeling like I was disappearing from society into these trees, I felt a softness. I felt like I was disappearing. I wondered if Quinton felt calm here. I wondered if he ever felt peace. He leads a very dangerous, risky life, especially in his seat of power. He never seemed anxious, out of sorts, on the edge of anything.  
 
    I always felt on the edge. Of everything.  
 
    A happy and unhappy family. 
 
    Girlhood and womanhood.  
 
    Being overwhelmed and underwhelmed.   
 
    I wasn't even sure what I wanted to do with my life. Caleb wanted to go into tech. Collin wanted to be a doctor. Addie wanted to dance. Natalie and I were...we were the odd ones out. I could see Natalie going into law or something. She fought for people, stood up for herself, and liked justice.  
 
    Me? I liked reading. Writing. Rowing. I liked clothes. I liked kids. But I wasn't really great at anything. Like Natalie, I can see her being a lawyer. Or a CEO of a company. You look at me and think: Oh June? She wears cute clothes and is sweet and I see her reading a lot.  
 
    Nothing pointing to what I could really sink my teeth into. It felt both overwhelming and underwhelming at the same time.  
 
    Once I parked my car in the back, I made my way up the wooden steps inside the back entrance of the house. When I stepped into the house, I pulled in a deep breath. It always smelled like leather, books, wood, and vanilla. The vanilla was because of me. I had told mom to order a few of those fancy Bluetooth scent diffusers where you could control the scent with your phone. I got a wooded vanilla scent for all of them and it was the perfect pairing with the surrounding forest. When I had asked Mr. Bishop if I could add the app to his phone so he could control it he had looked at me, tilted his head, and then told my mom and me to just control it. Then he'd walked away answering his cell phone. He either didn't like words or he was careful with them.  
 
    No one was home, which was nice. I liked cleaning when no one was there. I put in my Bluetooth headphones and set my music on, then got to work.  
 
    I cleaned the kitchen first then spent a half-hour dusting the downstairs before I polished the wood and then vacuumed. Windows would be in a few days. My mom cleaned the Bishop's house twice weekly because it was so big, but mostly because this house had so many windows, which required a lot more TLC than most houses.  
 
    Once I was done I was putting everything away when I heard a door open and then close. The footsteps on the kitchen wood flooring let me know it was Mr. Bishop because of the clipping of dress shoes.  
 
    My body felt like it had to brace itself. I didn't interact with him very often but every time was one of those other times I felt on the edge of both under and overwhelmed.  
 
    He was looking through mail when he walked into the foyer where I was wrapping the vacuum cable up. He stopped and looked at me, his dark eyes taking me in before he went back to the pile of mail in his hand. Effectively dismissing me.  
 
    "Your mom okay?" His low voice surprised me and I looked up to see him looking back at me. God, his eyes were piercing. Dark.  
 
    "Oh yeah. She just got hung up so she asked me to come to help out." 
 
    He nodded his head, then turned into his downstairs office, answering a call on his cellphone as he closed the door. I exhaled.  
 
    He barely even saw me.  
 
    My silly and girly feelings for him needed to end. It was normal to have a crush on someone unattainable. We all did it. Older teachers who sounded wise and had nice hair and eyes, the occasional friend's dad who showed us what "broad-shouldered" really meant, or our town's mafia king with insane black eyes and chiseled jaw and overall demeanor that spoke of something big and dark and alluring.  
 
    Okay, it was time for me to leave. I put everything away and drove myself home. But when I got home the scene was one that made me wish I'd had more alone time to sit in the wooded solarium of the Bishop's house.  
 
    "You can be mad, Sally. Hell, I expect it. But you can't fucking tell me you're surprised," I heard my dad nearly yelling.  
 
    I walked into the kitchen cautiously, wondering where Addison was, remembering that she was at dance practice.  
 
    Mom was sitting at the kitchen table, four crumpled tissues in front of her, and dad was leaning back against the counter, hands raised in gesture as he talked.  
 
    "I'm mad, Charles. I'm mad and I'm not surprised. But you cannot expect me to turn the other way while you sleep with other women!" 
 
    "You should sleep with other men," he said. She pulls her shoulders back as though he slapped her and I press my back against the other side of the wall so that they can't see me "Seriously, Sal. It's how it can be now. We stay married but it's open and that way we don't have expectations and don't get hurt." 
 
    "No expectations and therefore no hurting each other? Are you serious, Charles?" She laughed a bitter laugh and my heart is thumping, it's sinking.  
 
    Dad sighed loudly. "I need to pack. Just think about it, Sal. This could be good for everyone." 
 
    And with that he left the kitchen, rounding the doorframe to get to the stairs.  
 
    "Marriage is not meant to be easy or convenient!" she yelled from the kitchen after him.  
 
    Once I was sure he was upstairs I gently tiptoed into the kitchen to find my mom slumped over the kitchen table, her forehead buried in her arms, her shoulders shaking with silent tears.  
 
    I laid a soft hand on her shoulder and she jerked upright upon seeing me, shock filled her eyes and then her face crumpled.  
 
    My mom didn't show much in front of us. She did a good job of hiding how much pain my dad put her through, especially over the last few years, but right now I watched her lose that battle of control.  
 
    "Oh momma," I said gently, kneeling down in front of her and wrapping my arms around her waist. A waist that was still slender, unlike what dad had said before. She did have bigger hips, but she had twins. Her waist still pulled in and frankly, her figure was more buxom than he made it sound. He was crazy.  
 
    She laid her cheek on top of my head and cried softly. We stayed that way for a few minutes and when she pulled back she ran a hand down one of my cheeks. "How about we go out for pizza tonight?" 
 
    I smiled at her. "Yeah," I said. "I'll call Addie and go get ready."  
 
    She gave me a shaky, but brave, smile and stood up.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
     Martin met with one of the major MC's a few towns over. The Pagan Soldiers were a motorcycle club, a gang really, that we had dealings with over the last decade. Their current president is Granger Silver, a real mean motherfucker when he wanted to be. Motorcycle clubs weren't so different than mafias with their hierarchy, their risk factors, their illicit dealings, and the way that they handle problems; outside of the law. We looked more put-together. With our fancy houses, cars, suits and Italian leather shoes. They looked meaner. But we met with each other because looks can be deceiving and just like our tenuous peace with other mafia families like the Cortez's, it was more advantageous to find peace than war with each other. We could cause each other a fuck of a lot of issues.  
 
    Each president had a different set of rules for the gang. Granger didn't like trafficking people. Wasn't in his personal code and therefore it wasn't in his code for his gang.  
 
    After I got off the phone with Martin who had talked to them and then set up a meeting with Granger, I looked around my home office. The built-in bookshelves held books I had never read. Not that I didn't like reading. Hell, if I'd had the time I would lock the doors and sit with a book as my only company.  
 
    Fuck, that sounded good. A glass of scotch, a book, and no one needing anything from me for twenty-four hours. 
 
    My own son didn't even really need me anymore. Kane. I pulled in a deep breath and got up from my desk to see if he was home. When I walked into the kitchen there was a plate of cookies with a note. 
 
      
 
    Made some cookies and had extra. Enjoy 
 
    -June Acre (Sally's daughter)  
 
      
 
    I frowned at the plate that held six, overly large chocolate chip cookies. I picked one up and absently took a bite as I pulled out my phone to text Kane. The cookie was incredible. I didn't eat sweets often. As I got older I had to be more diligent with working out and eating healthy. I no longer had the metabolism of a twenty-something guy who could eat half of the grocery store and burn the calories with one workout. Still, this cookie was ridiculously large, so I put it back on the plate after a couple of bites.  
 
    Kane texted me back. I pulled my car keys out of my pocket and left to meet my son for dinner. Probably the second time we've done it in a year. I wouldn't be getting any awards for father of the year. I could probably get a few for most absent. But lately, I'd been feeling it. Feeling the distance between Kane and myself. We'd never be the great American family, but there was this nagging inside of me pushing me to seek him out more. I wanted to connect with him. He was a man now. Really, it felt like he had been for a long time. He followed suit with how I seemed to cut off emotion. He looked a helluva lot like me. Though, he had his mother's blue eyes.  
 
    Thinking of her always brought forward emotions I'd rather leave buried. Her blue eyes, defiant nature, and long blonde hair that she spent hours curling and styling. How my father thought we'd make a good match is beyond me, even to this day. She came from another mafia family up the coast and she understood her duty. Our marriage was mostly one of convenience and creating a solid alliance. But still, from the moment we took our vows, she tested my patience with her bratty nature, her cutting words, and her willingness to flirt with just about everything male that moved effectively disrespecting me any chance she got.  
 
    No matter, she was gone and Kane had mostly taken after me.  
 
    Would she have done a better job at connecting with Kane? She hadn't really taken to being a mother, to begin with, but still.  
 
    I pulled into the parking lot of the restaurant and when I opened the door, the smell of fresh mozzarella, spicy and tangy red sauce, and bread baking hit me. It was a comforting smell, one that reminded me of meetings with my dad and uncles. Of being small and not having weight on my small shoulders. 
 
    I was greeted by a woman in her early forties named Sheryl, who smiled at me and led me to a table. One that could see the entire room.  
 
    She leaned over the table and asked how I was doing. I think Martin had a crush on her younger sister years back. She hadn't aged very well, the lines in her face deep grooves that spoke of too much sun and not enough protection. Her makeup was thick and oily. Her cleavage was bursting over the bright red neckline of her top and the dark, freckled skin there was slightly wrinkled with that same sun damage.  
 
    "Doing fine, Sheryl. How are you? And Nick?" 
 
    She waved a too-tan paper mache hand in the air. "Oh, he's Nick. Good for nothing and forgot how to be a husband two decades ago," she laughed.  
 
    I picked up the menu to signal the end of the conversation. "Leave him," I said and she laughed too loudly. I hadn't been kidding.  
 
    As she was about to open her mouth Kane walked in, not even needing to look around for me. People knew where to seat us at restaurants and where not to. He headed my way and I was grateful for the interruption.  
 
    "Hey," he said. He nodded at Sheryl who gave him a big smile before sitting next to me.  
 
    "Hey, Bishop jr. You keep getting more handsome like your daddy," she said making me slightly cringe inside.  
 
    Kane kept a straight face. Barely. "Guess we can thank God for his strong genes." 
 
    She laughed. She laughed far too much. And she placed her hand on my shoulder.  
 
    I do not kill innocent people.  
 
    I do not kill innocent people.  
 
    I looked at the menu even though we always got the same thing.  
 
    "Medium pie, bacon, ricotta, spinach," I said. "Scotch for me, scotch for Kane," I ordered. 
 
    She didn't flinch at the order of alcohol for my underaged son.  
 
    "Right up!"  
 
    And she flitted off.  
 
    "She hit on you again?" 
 
    "Every fucking time," I said shaking my head as I took a sip of water. "How's school?" 
 
    "Fine. How's business?" 
 
    "Fine. Have a trafficking problem." 
 
    "Drugs again?" 
 
    "Human." 
 
    "Fuck," he replied. He adopted my ideas on selling people. Even if I had been okay with it, I know my son. Better than he knows. He wouldn't be okay with it and I know that I would admire that in him. "Cortez know?" 
 
    I nodded my head and waited to answer as Sheryl set two glasses of gilt-colored liquor in front of us.  
 
    "Need anything else, boys?" 
 
    "We're good, Sheryl." 
 
    "Alrighty. You just holler," she said as she hesitated, her hip pressed against the edge of the table. Neither Kane nor I said anything as we watched her and waited. She finally took the heavy silence and walked away with a smile. 
 
    "You should date," Kane said and I flicked my eyes up to his. 
 
    "No thanks," I said. 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    I took a sip of my drink. Not great but it wasn't bottom shelf. "I can barely find time to go to dinner with my only son. Why would I add the minefield that is a relationship to that?" 
 
    Kane laughed. I tilted my head as I watched his face, usually so stern like my own, break form as he shook his head and smiled. "It's nice to see you smile," I said.  
 
    "I kind of like the minefield that is the relationship I'm in. Who knew?" he replied before drinking his own glass of scotch.  
 
    "Collin seems good. Nice." 
 
    "She is. She challenges me. In a good way." 
 
    I nodded my head, wondering what that was like. I looked up when I saw people being led to a table a few over from us. It was Sally and her twin daughters. June and...I didn't remember the other one's name. She never came around to the house to help Sally as June did. June was shorter than her sister and was curvier. Her sister looked like she floated and would fly away with the slightest brush of wind. They both got their mom's pretty blue eyes and sweet, small facial features. I'd always thought Sally was an attractive woman and her daughters had been lucky to take on most of her features. Their father, on the other hand, I would never see other than a thin-faced weasel.  
 
    It was June who saw me first and I watched as her pale cheeks filled with a slight pink color as she raised a tentative hand in a wave.  
 
    I lifted my chin and smiled at her causing her cheeks to pinken even more. I almost laughed. It was sweet. Sweetness surprised me sometimes.  
 
    When her mom turned around to see who she had been waving to I saw Sally's face. It was puffy and mottled, the pale skin reddened in splotches indicating that she had recently been crying.  
 
    She was out with her daughters and no husband with them. Charles Acre was an asshole. I'd seen him at one of the hotels in town going in with Terri Lorraine, a thirty-something blonde with three kids and no husband. She owned a laundromat called Coin-n-Spin, and she did cocaine enough to look like she did cocaine.  
 
    That was who Sally had caught him with a few years back. I remember her crying while she was wiping down my bookshelves in my home office and at first, the crying annoyed me, but then she turned and jumped when she saw me, a look of fear crossing her small features at being caught crying at work. I'd made her tea because infidelity was one thing I abhorred. Where was the loyalty? It wasn't always the easiest thing in the world, but fuck if it wasn't one of the most important.  
 
    I watched June get up to use the restroom and I followed, telling Kane I'd be right back. That allowed him to pull out his cellphone, something I didn't allow when he and I grabbed what little time together we could.  
 
    June was almost to the women's restroom, which was tucked in a hallway in the back when I reached out and grabbed her arm. She startled and looked up at me with wide, blue eyes. I towered over her. She must be five foot one inch and her rich, caramel-colored dress accentuated her figure making her blue eyes pop. That pink color on her cheekbones bloomed again.  
 
    "What's wrong with your mom?" My tone left no room for dismissal.  
 
    She furrowed her brow. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "Your mom, June. She's obviously been crying. Is it your dad?" 
 
    She looked away, and though we couldn't see our tables from here, it was like she was looking to make sure no one saw us talking. When she looked back at me she nodded her head. "Yeah. He cheated again and wants an open marriage," she said softly.  
 
    Her voice was so fucking sweet and to hear her say those words with such sadness cut me. Was I getting soft?  
 
    She cleared her throat and I realized my hand was still holding her arm, just above her elbow. My hand looked huge around her arm and I could easily leave a mark if I weren't careful. I let go and stepped back, giving her a little more space. And so that I wouldn't picture leaving a mark on her soft, snowy skin.  
 
    "She gonna kick him out?" 
 
    June tilted her head and looked up at me. Really looked at me. Her lips were puckered in thought and I imagined red raspberries when I saw their shape in that gesture. I quickly looked back up at her eyes waiting for her answer.  
 
    "Do you like my mom?" She asked suddenly, shocking the hell out of me. 
 
    "Of course, I like your mom, June," I responded, keeping my tone indifferent.   
 
    She shook her head, her thick hair swishing against her collarbones. "No, I mean like her." 
 
    I smirked down at this sweet, innocent girl and couldn't help myself. I lowered my voice and leaned my head down just the slightest toward her. "Why, you hoping I'll be your new daddy?" 
 
    Her eyes widened, the pink on her cheeks turned darker and she bit her bottom, raspberry lip. And fuck, I shouldn't have said that.  
 
    "Uh," she tucked some of that thick hair behind one of her ears. "I just...you're really nice to her. And you seem mad that my dad cheated." 
 
    "She's like family. I've known her a long time and your dad is an asswipe. I would apologize since you're his daughter but I've also known Charles a long time, longer than your mom, and he shouldn't be treating her the way he is." 
 
    "No, you're right. He is an asswipe," she said with a little smile. Hearing her call her dad an asswipe with those raspberry lips, after I'd made her blush like a sweet virgin almost made me laugh. Almost made me want to put my hand back on her arm.  
 
    "No, I'm not interested in your mom like that. But if she kicked your dad's ass out and put herself on the market I'm sure a better man than your dad would jump on that fast." 
 
    She smiled a look of relief on her pretty face. So she didn't want the mafia boss interested in her mom. I couldn't say I blamed her. She reached out a tiny hand and laid it on my arm as she looked up at me in...something. I would say admiration, but I wasn't sure if that fits the look on her open face.  
 
    "Thank you. Your care is appreciated." And just as quickly as she had touched me, she pulled her hand back, almost like my arm had burned her. "I need to get back," she said then smiled up at me again before disappearing into the women's restroom.  
 
    I looked down at where she had touched me and shook my head. I went back to Kane to find our pizza was waiting on the table. I served both of us a piece of the deep dish, Chicago-style pizza and we talked a little more about business, Collin, and the Harvest Festival which reminded me to check in on all of the vendors who would be participating. If anyone was going to be there who had red flags when we did a check, I'd put men on it.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting through dinner with Quinton Bishop in my line of sight the other night had been tiresome. I felt aware of everything I did, even the small things. We shared a pizza between the three of us and as Addie and I talked with mom, trying to cheer her up and steering clear of the obvious topic of dad, I had to keep my eyes from wandering over to the Bishop's table.  
 
    We talked about Addie going with that dance group, the Harvest Festival, and school.  
 
    "Mom, we were thinking you could help out with one of the booths," Addie looked at me with a raise in her eyebrows.  
 
    "Oh yeah? I guess doing something like that would be nice to get my mind off of things," she said a little absently. The "things" she was referring to put my teeth on edge. I wanted to yell at dad. Hell, I had even been entertaining the thought of telling him to leave and not come back myself.  
 
    "So, yeah. I'll just put you down for one of the booths and let you know which one when the festival comes," Addie said with a bright smile.  
 
    Her bright smile was too bright.  
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    I gave her a look that said we would talk about that later.  
 
    I set my piece of pizza down and slid a piece of my hair behind my ear as Addie and mom talked about what they needed to get her before she left for the tour. She'd be leaving right after the last night of the Harvest Festival. I looked over at the Bishop's table when I saw them getting up to leave. As they were walking out Quinton looked at me and gave me a small nod. I blushed again.  
 
    I have never blushed so damn much in my life.  
 
    "Any more thought on school next year, June?" 
 
    My mom's question pulled a sigh out of me. "Honestly, no. I have those three schools to choose from, but I don't know what I'd major in." 
 
    "Well, you know the first year-" 
 
    "I know, mom- the first year I can get core classes under my belt and then figure out what I want to do. But that is really expensive exploration." 
 
    "Money isn't really an issue, honey." 
 
    "Mom," I said in a warning voice.  
 
    "No," she said cutting me off. She leveled us both with a stern look. "No matter what happens, we will figure it out." 
 
    "But if dad," Addie started saying but the look in mom's eyes stopped her words.  
 
    Mom flagged down Sheryl.  
 
    "Ready for the check, Sheryl." 
 
    She wiggled her eyebrows at my mom. "Hottie Bishop paid for you ladies." She leaned down conspiratorially. "I would pay him back some other way," she said with a waggle of one of her dark eyebrows. My mom looked at her with an open mouth; Addie and I stayed silent. Once Sheryl sashayed away we all looked at each other before bursting out laughing.  
 
    "Well, when the mafia boss pays for your dinner you know that you're winning the divorce," Addie says and then clamps a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide.  
 
    Her words sat on the table between us three and I daren't make a move.  
 
    Suddenly mom raises a hand to her own mouth and her shoulders start shaking. Addie and I look at each other in fear then back at her. But what I thought were tears was deep laughter that our mom was trying to hold inside of herself. Her eyes were watery with the effort and she leaned forward as she released her mouth and gasped for breath.  
 
    "Sorry," she said, gathering herself. She shook her head with a tired, but honest smile. "I don't know what is going to happen with your dad. But I promise you that both of you are my priority." 
 
    "Mom, we love you," I said, laying my hand over hers. Her hands had lines from years of hard work cleaning, but they were still delicate. Addie echoed my words and we both got up to walk around and wrap our arms around her. We sat there hugging, so many words and sentiments, so much sadness and fortitude filling the space. 
 
    "Well. I say we go home and watch a movie," she said. So, we get into sweatpants, fluffy socks, and sweatshirts to lay on the couch together in a tangled mess of limbs and uncertainty.  
 
    That night around eight I knew that sleep would be elusive so I threw on my tennis shoes, some leggings, and a long-sleeved workout shirt. I told Addie I'd be back and she knew looking at my outfit what I needed without having to ask. 
 
    The Harbor Pointe Lookout had three large sheds where you could pay monthly to store a small boat. Dad had bought me an Adirondack guide rowboat when I turned fifteen. We didn't have a row team in our high school-the private school did. I always envied that. But I had gotten into rowing when one of my mom's clients had an old rowboat and said she could take it if she wanted. I had fallen in love with it, with the push and pull of the lapping water. It felt so solitary but not in a lonely way. It felt like the kind of thing that was meant to be done alone and therefore the alone-ness, the silence, the air of being just with yourself felt like peace.  
 
    My arm and back muscles had groaned and ached for weeks when I first started. My hands blistered and bled. I had terrible techniques and then learned slowly through videos and following crew groups on social media.  
 
    And then it became mine. I got good at it.  
 
    And now, when I needed to not feel like I was on the edge of something when I needed peace, I went to push my key into the lock of the second shed at Harbor Pointe, I hoisted my boat out onto the slip and I pushed out.  
 
    I used to row to the rhythm of my dad's criticisms. Pushing my body to its limits, the push and pull of water against my ores and the boat were the cadence of relief.  
 
    My thighs were too thick for how short I was.  
 
    I should consider wearing my hair longer.  
 
    My face was so cute and one day I'd grow out of a baby-face phase.  
 
    Longer hems would hide the skin dimples in my legs.  
 
    These were the things that had been spoken about me from him. They'd settled into my body like living creatures, unsure how to make a home inside of me.  
 
    Was I not pretty?  
 
    Was I not enough? 
 
    But tonight was not a night of exorcising painful words. Tonight I exorcised the looks my dad gave my mom.  
 
    Disdain. 
 
    Disappointment. 
 
    And a look I knew well. Feeling like he was on the edge of something. Maybe I learned it from him.  
 
    The night, autumn air was stiff but clean. The coastal waters filtered our air through  salt and water leaving behind a brine most days. But when tides and seasons shifted there was always this space of time where the air felt lighter, softer than usual.  
 
    I was glad for my warmer clothes as the wind bit at me and as I shot the boat through the waters. It was calm because it was late. Fewer people were on the water. The calmer waters allowed my speed to be increased, and the resistance in my rowing movements was gentler.  
 
    I rowed and rowed until I came to a dock on the other side of a mile stretch. I lightly tethered my boat to one of the rusting metal cleats and lay back looking up at the stars. They lay themselves up there like they were pressing themselves against a glass floor, looking down at us eagerly. If stars had souls and minds, I imagine their insights into what they saw below, pressed up against that glass would be so full. How much happiness, how much sadness, how much anxiety and insecurity would fill out the piechart to what they witnessed below? 
 
    I stayed there a while until the air got a little rowdier, indicating a possible storm off in the distance; something I did not want to get caught in, so I turned myself around and rowed back the mile that I had come. Once I slid my boat up onto land I put my hands on my hips, the blood pumping through my body hard, my whole body tired. It felt amazing.  
 
    The sound of something caught me in mid-pull as I was about to drag my boat back to the shed.  
 
    I straightened and looked around, seeing nothing. I pulled out my phone. It was ten, and I knew that Addie would be about to text me to check-in. She knew how long I was usually out.  
 
    The air was still, and the darkness was quiet. 
 
    I put the boat back and locked it up but something made me pause. I turned and though I couldn't see anything, the hairs on my arms raised. I pulled out my phone and dialed Addie, putting her on speakerphone.  
 
    "Hey-was about to call you," she said a little distracted. 
 
    "Yeah, just wanted to call and let you know I'm leaving now," I responded. I looked around my surroundings, my pulse beating faster with fear.  
 
    "Okay. Want some tea when you get home?" 
 
    "Yeah, thanks," I said. My car was in sight. "Did you finish that report on WWI?" I needed to keep her on the phone.  
 
    "Almost," she sighed. "History is not my strong suit." 
 
    I laughed. "I am with you on that." I unlocked my car door, closed myself inside, and locked it immediately. I turned on the car and put the car in drive. I breathed. "Well, I should be home in five." We hung up and as I was pulling out of the parking lot something caught my eye. The bright cherry of a burning cigarette burned. Someone was in the parking lot standing close to the path I had just hurried up less than thirty seconds ago. I couldn't see a face, only the brim of a light grey baseball hat, a shadowed face, burning cigarette. And then a large, pale hand raised in the air, waving at me. The movement, so eerie and off-putting almost made me jump even as I was now safe. 
 
    I quickly drove out of there and didn't look back. My adrenaline was pumping hard and I breathed in and out.  
 
    Never before had I been afraid of being alone at night- at least not on the water. Water was safe to me. I'd been afraid, very afraid before, but never here. But that figure, that feeling, the burning cherry of the cigarette, and that knowing wave...it had been just scary enough to make me pause before I hopped into my boat at night alone again. 
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I don't think your friends like me much," Garret said with hesitancy in his voice. He wasn't one to usually shy away from people, though this was definitely outside of his normal. We were hanging out with the "Norms", as I liked to call my favorite friends. It had been a long week and I was ready to relax with my people, especially since news broke, and had been spreading through town, about June and Addie's dad. They found out a few days ago and texting to check on them daily had barely been enough. I needed to see their faces.   
 
    "They don't know you. They're protective of me and they are going to feel you out. So this is your chance to wow them," I responded.  
 
    "Alright then, let's do this," he said with a smile. I led him up the front steps of Caleb's house and walked in. "I'll warn you, though. I am a charming son of a bitch," he said making me laugh.   
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    Caleb's mom came out of the kitchen with her laptop in her hands, her brown hair twisted up in a messy kind of twist that looked charming on her.  
 
    "Nat! Hey, honey." She pulled me into a one-arm hug. I cannot deny that I loved Caleb's mom. She looked at me like I was made of yellow flowers and sunshine whenever I came over. She had three sons and I think the femininity that I and the others added when we came over was a relief for her womanly heart. "Hey, I'm Caleb's mom Pamela." She reached out a hand and took Garret's hand in a shake.  
 
    "I'm Garret. I'm here with Natalie," he said with a polished smile.  
 
    "Welcome. They are all downstairs," she said with a smile. "I'm finishing up some work but you come on up if you need anything, hon." 
 
    I smiled and took the basement stairs down to find June, Addison, and Collin all talking animatedly on the huge sectional couch. I didn't see Caleb and I purposely came a little later than the time we planned so that Garret and I wouldn't be caught here with only him.  
 
    "Hey-oh!" I greeted, once we had descended.  
 
    Three heads turned and smiled at us. "Hey!" 
 
    "Garret!" Collin said with a wave. She at least knew him from school. 
 
    "Caleb tried to push another Grudge movie on us," Addie said rolling her eyes.  
 
    I laughed and nodded Garret over. He gave that same, polished smile to them as I introduced them.  
 
    "What did I miss?" 
 
    "Addison is leaving us," Collin said with a frown. 
 
    "What?" I looked over at Addison, who was wearing a leotard with leggings and a skirt, clearly having come straight from dance. Her hair was in a low, tight bun.  
 
    "I got into a three-week dance group that travels with The Nutcracker down the coast. I applied for it over the summer and I just got word that one of the dancers got hurt and I was the first on the list to take her place." 
 
    "Holy crap, that's amazing!" I said and leaned over to hug her. She was an incredible dancer and she deserved it. I pulled back. "We're going to have to adopt June while you're gone. I heard twins whither without each other," I joked.  
 
    June laughed and threw a piece of cheese at me. "I may take you up on that," she said. "Hey, Garret. It's nice to finally meet you." She made a show of looking him up and down. "Yep, he does have dreamy eyes," she said and winked.  
 
    Garret laughed and turned to me. "She's my favorite so far."  
 
    We laughed and got settled on the couch, Garret on the far end with me and the girls taking up most of the rest of the couch.  
 
    Just then Caleb walked in carrying boxes of Thai food. "Alright, food is here, friends. Do not spill or my mom will kill you. Actually, she'll kill me. She loves you, girls." 
 
    When he looked up and saw Garret I watched him pause, and make a quick decision and I held my breath. But then he straightened after putting the food on the coffee table and came over to us.  
 
    He offered his hand to Garret in a shake. "I'm Caleb. Natalie's most logical friend," he said with a smirk.  
 
    Garret laughed as he shook his hand, and the girls yelled behind him at his jab. "Thanks for having me, man." 
 
    "Yeah, nice to have some testosterone with these chicks." 
 
    June screwed up her cute face and Addie and I groaned.  
 
    "Sorry, sorry. Ladies," Caleb corrected with a wink at me. His deep brown eyes caught mine, and it was the first time I had felt okay around him. I gave him a smile and his eyes deepened as he looked over my face. But then he pulled his eyes away and he passed out plates and silverware. We got food, settled in, and then watched a dramedy.  
 
    About halfway through the movie I got up to use the restroom and made my way upstairs. I peeked in the kitchen and saw Caleb's mom, with earbuds in, doing some work on her laptop. She worked in tech, which is where I think Caleb got his love for it.  
 
    I walked through the living room and down the long hallway to the bathroom. After I was finished, washed my hands, and finger-combed my hair in the mirror I left the bathroom. But when I opened the door Caleb was leaning against the wall directly across from the door, his arms crossed over his broad chest, his head tipped up and eyes leveled at me. My heart skipped. 
 
    "All yours," I said about to walk past him but he stepped in my way. I looked up at him in alarm. "What?" 
 
    "You lied to me," he said.  
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "A few days ago you said you were doing Harvest Fest stuff with the girls late into the night." 
 
    "You corroborating my stories now, Caleb?" I asked, annoyance flaring inside of me.  
 
    He stepped closer to me, invading my space and my heart rate picked up. "Why did you lie?"  
 
    I sighed. "I just...I don't know," I said.  
 
    His eyes roved over my face. He was looking at me more intensely lately. Like his eyes were capturing my details, taking them in and keeping them. "You scared to hang out with me, Nat?" His voice was low, and it was doing something to my stomach.  
 
    "No," I said quickly, shaking my head. "I just didn't want to fight." I looked down at my hands which had linked together, wringing with nerves. Why did he make me so nervous lately? I was not a naturally nervous person. 
 
    He tipped my chin up so that I was looking up into his eyes again. "You're one of my best friends, Nat. I don't want to fight either." 
 
    His fingers on my chin were searing me. One little touch and my body felt it all over. "Okay," I said on a near-whisper. Garret. Garret. I cleared my throat and pulled back from Caleb. "Good. I hate fighting with you," I said.  
 
    He dropped his hand and a look of disappointment flashed across his features, but it was quickly replaced with a small smile. "See you back down there," he said before he walked into the bathroom and closed the door.  
 
    I let out a long breath. What the hell?  
 
    We finished the movie and I couldn't tell anyone who asked much about the rest of the story or the characters. We chatted and laughed and I was halfway there in that room. Caleb would catch my eyes every now and then and his deep brown eyes would pin me down. It felt like a weight every time he looked at me.  
 
    Finally, I got up and yawned. We said our goodbyes and Garret drove me home. When he leaned over to kiss me I leaned into him, my hands running over his shoulders and down his back. He pulled back and gave me a lazy smile. "See you Monday, beautiful. I'm gone this weekend for a travel game." 
 
    "Oh yeah," I said. I smiled at him. "Thanks for coming tonight." 
 
    "I liked them. They're cool and chill," he said. "I'll text you," he said then gave me a sweet kiss before I closed the door and walked into my very large, very quiet house. Mom and dad were out of town for the next two weeks. I couldn't remember why this time. My phone buzzed.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: He didn't even hold your hand. Shame. 
 
      
 
    My heart raced. A few freaking words. That's all it took and my heart was off. What the hell? I didn't respond to his text because I didn't trust myself.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    Almost two weeks passed since Cortez and I had met. Granger Silver was due to my club tomorrow and frankly, I was surprised he was willing to come to me. The man had an ego the size of his powerful bike's CC power, but something had been in his voice when I'd called him to follow up on Martin's investigation.  
 
    I was leaning over the railing of the skywalk that I had built around the club. From here I could look down onto the main club floor, the one open to the public. I didn't make it over here very often but most of the time, during busy hours, I had a couple of men patrolling up here. The people below were dancing, writhing, sweating, and smiling. I watched a man in his thirties slide his hands tentatively over the back of a girl who looked no older than the required twenty-one years. He had a beanie on his head and sweat was sliding down his cheeks. I could tell in the way he moved that he was unsure but hopeful.  
 
    When she looked back over her shoulder at him and gave him an encouraging smile, he moved those hands to her hips and swayed with her body to the music.  
 
    Owning a club was a window into some of the most awkward social situations in human nature. No one was there looking for love. And the few that were learned the lesson. This was a place to grab and go. Take and give for a little while. Then go back to the stark light of day, to reality.  
 
    I know some of my men found women here. Or men. I didn't typically dip into this pool myself, but I'd caught women turning heads as I walked through the crowd to check in at the bar weekly. I made sure to talk with our bartenders, our bouncers, and our DJs. I had heard the whispers as I walked around pointing me out, sometimes daring each other to come to talk to me. A few bold women, sometimes men, did on occasion.  
 
    I didn't crave it, though. I didn't want attention or to be chased. I craved other things.  
 
    Power. 
 
    Dominance. 
 
    Obedience.  
 
    My club was a place where people could search out their own desires for the night. The second-through fourth levels of the club were exclusive and for members only where they really could get particular about their desires.  
 
    I'd used those rooms before, quenching my thirst with one of the women I knew that could satisfy me.  
 
    And my apartment on the fifth floor was off-limits. To everyone. I had a man come to design and decorate it once and when that was done, no one else stepped foot in there except for me and the cleaners we had hired for the rest of the club. That kind of control made me breathe easier when I walked through the door. It was mine. No one could reach me, no one could intrude. If a woman suggested coming up to spend the night I didn't even give her a response.  
 
    Grim walked over, his large figure imposing and intense. I kept my eyes on the dancing bodies below us.  
 
    "Quiet out. Deal is going down in an hour and I've doubled-up on the lookout." 
 
    Since our last deal drop ended in gunshots and slight mayhem, I had put Grim up to the task of ensuring that nothing got near us this time.  
 
    "Good." 
 
    "Nicole is here," he said.  
 
    I had already seen her. She was sitting at the bar, in a cocktail dress and high heels both in a dark grey color, red hair curled down her back. She was one of the women I took to the second or third floor sometimes. The last time must have been over a month ago. I hadn't fucked someone in a while. She had a smoky voice and a pretty complexion but honestly, she wasn't doing it for me tonight. I could tell by the way she sipped her cocktail and looked around I could tell she wasn't on the prowl for anyone to pick her up. She was looking, hoping, for me 
 
    "Want me to get her, bring her up to one of the rooms?" 
 
    "No," I said before turning away and walking down the floating hallway back to my office. I probably needed to get some tension out but right now I had enough to deal with, enough on my mind.  
 
    My cell phone rang in my pocket and looking at the screen I brought it up to my ear.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Cops are here to talk to you, boss," one of the bouncers said.  
 
    I sighed. "Alright. Bring them up." 
 
    There would be two of them. They would probably have questions about one of the storefronts on Main street or a high school party outfitted with designer drugs and try to trace it back here. One cop would be older and one would be younger. One would be nicer and one would be meaner.  
 
    I walked into my office, pulled out two bottles of cold water from the refrigerator in the corner, and placed them in front of the two chairs opposite me. I unbuttoned my suit jacket as I sat down in my leather chair and looked around. The space was dark-black board and batten, gold sconces, cognac leather, actual cognac and whiskey, my favorite scotch, and one of my men's favorite vodka on a gold and wood drink cart.  
 
    When the door opened and one of my men escorted two men inside I held back a smile. One looked to be greying into his fifties and the other looked like he just graduated from the academy. The former I knew well.  
 
    "Gentlemen," I greeted.  
 
    The older one smiled and took a seat. Officer Carey Landlow. He and I had been around the block, dancing around our respective fields. His: upholding the law. Mine: breaking and evading the consequences of the law. He'd been young on the job when my father was the Boss. When my father died, Landlow had come to his funeral and he'd laid black flowers on the casket.  
 
    Black flowers in our world were a warning or a curse. Death was coming, it was meant as a threat, or given after death as a token to the grim reaper in thanks for taking their sorry soul.  
 
    Landlow and my father were no friends and while most would think we are natural enemies, there was in fact a kind of equilibrium of peace more often than not. But my father had fucked up. He'd fucked Landlow's wife, in fact. Took her to an early grave. She put herself there when she couldn't handle the fallout of having an affair with the mafia boss.  
 
    And now Landlow and I had no love lost between us as I was the son of the man who Landlow considered to have killed his wife.  
 
    I didn't fight it. I didn't really care. So whenever he came sniffing around I gave him just enough to send him on his way and piss him off because it wasn't enough.  
 
    "Bishop. Nice to see you again," he lied under his grey mustache.  
 
    I smiled, my eyes on him unwavering.  
 
    "This is one of our newest. Adam Macey." 
 
    I slid my eyes over to the rookie and watched him take the other seat in front of me. He was indeed young, probably twenty-five or so. Had brown hair, strong features with a strong jaw, and intense eyes that looked green, but it was hard to tell in this dim lighting.  
 
    "Officer Macey. Welcome to our friendly town police force. I'm sure you'll be utterly bored with how little crime we have," I said with a quirk on my lips. 
 
    "Oh, I don't know about that," Landlow said in a false chipper voice. "Plenty of things to investigate, stones to turn over, businesses to look into," he matched my tone and I almost enjoyed our banter.  
 
    "Well, I look forward to working with you, Mr. Bishop." Officer Macey's voice held a bass that I could respect. A man's handshake, his shoes, and the scale of his voice were three things my father taught me to take note of.  
 
    "I like new police relationships as much as the next businessman," I said, my face giving them nothing of what I really thought of the police. "Now, how can I help our local heroes today?" 
 
    Landlow slides a picture across my mahogany desk. In front of me is a girl, a teenager, with long, wavy blonde hair. She's smiling as most teenagers do. Without a reason not to.  
 
    I looked back up at him. He'd been watching me to see if I forgot to hide any recognition or reaction.  
 
    "Do I need to repeat my question, detective?"  
 
    "Know her?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "You hear things around town. Things that sometimes hit your ears before ours," Landlow said.  
 
    "Feeling left out, Landlow?" I taunted him.  
 
    "I would feel mighty left out if you'd heard where this girl went and then didn't bother to call me up, yeah." 
 
    My eyebrows furrow, just the slightest. "Is she missing?" 
 
    "Yeah, she's missing. Her name is Mariel Brown. Sixteen years old. Been missing for a week now and her parents mentioned the Bishop family." 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I tilt my head and look over Landlow then slide my eyes back over to the young one. "Would you mention a family rumored to be heavily tied to crime when your kid goes missing and the police department has no leads to go on in desperation?"  
 
    Macey kept his eyes level with mine, his face stayed calm. I'll give him that. But then he nodded once. "Gotta cover all bases," he replied.  
 
    I looked back to Landlow and slid the picture across the desk to him. "I don't know her. I don't deal in flesh. I understand scared parents grabbing at low-hanging fruit but that fruit isn't here. If I hear anything, your ears will be the first I whisper into," I said.  
 
    Landlow sighed and pushed himself up. The young one followed his lead.  
 
    "You've got my number, Bishop. Don't do anything stupid." He walked to the door and then turned back with another taunting smile. "Or do. Would be fun as hell to bust your ass. The highlight of my career." 
 
    He walked out the door and one of my men escorted him to the elevator and out of the building.  
 
    I tapped my fingers on my desk thinking. Then I picked up my phone.  
 
    "Martin, you in the building?"  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
    Garret's house is unsurprising in its grandeur. His dad is in international finance, running in the same circles as my dad. When you grow up with the elite class and spend evenings dotted throughout the year going to the mansion and estate house parties, houses quickly become less interesting.  When Collin had first joined our group it was refreshing watching someone look around one of these places with awe.  
 
    Oh yeah. 
 
    This isn't really normal. 
 
    To have house cleaners multiple times a week, a room dedicated to expensive red wines, pool houses getting redecorated every two seasons, and six empty guest rooms that rarely see guests except for when a raging high school party is thrown and people take their public makeout session more private.  
 
    We have six guest bedrooms in my house and since my parents don't have families here in the states, they are never used. When I was little, I once rotated sleeping in the different guest rooms to make a game of mom and dad not being able to find me. They actually never came looking. 
 
    When Garret asked me to come to his house for dinner with his family I had been a little taken aback. Dinner with the family. Kind of a big deal.  
 
    As I'm led into the house by Garret, him talking about football and the upcoming game this weekend, I'm struck by the dining room. I look around at the long, modern wood dining table that seats fourteen people. The chairs are cream upholstery that looks like a son of a bitch to clean should anyone spill on them. When I look up and see matching cream curtains that are thick, draping to the ground, and opulent, I quickly look up at the chandelier and almost laugh at the modern silver light fixture. This looks almost exactly like my dining room. Or rather, my mother's. I wonder if they used the same decorator. I can imagine their decorators flipping through Pinterest, pinning "rich dining room decor" and their boards would look the same.  
 
    "Natalie?" 
 
    Garret's voice brought me back from my rich kid musings. "Sorry, what?" 
 
    He laughed and pulled out a chair for me. "Parents should be here in a minute. Are you coming to the game this weekend?" 
 
    I smiled. I hated football. "Yep! And the after-party.  June, Addie, and Caleb are coming with Collin and me." 
 
    His face lit up. "Nice! I really liked them." 
 
    I believed him. He was a genuinely happy guy who liked people. Unlike a surly friend of mine who kept pissing me off and then throwing me off with full looks and random touches.  
 
    "Oh hello, you must be Natalie," a voice, soft and proper pulled my attention to a tall woman with brown hair pulled into an elegant chignon. She was wearing the exact kind of outfit my mother would wear: Cream linen pants with pleats and a black, wool sweater that looked incredibly chic.  
 
    I had picked out a ruby red shift dress that was elegant but not overstated and could be paired with black leather Chelsea boots and look both my age and appropriate for meeting Garret's high-class mother.  
 
    "Hi, Mrs. Farrell. It is so nice to meet you," I said standing up and giving her a slight nod.  
 
    "Sit down, sit down. David should be here any minute, but you know how those men are with after-hours calls," she said with a wave of her hand as she took a seat at the head of the table.  
 
    "I do. My mother chewed my father out a few times when I was younger," I joked.  
 
    She laughed appropriately then looked at Garret. "Honey, how was practice?" 
 
    "Good. Some of the guys and I grabbed some food after so I'm not starving, but I wanted you to meet Natalie," he said. His dimples matched his mom's.  
 
    Her smile turned a little tight. "You didn't mention you'd be going out with them and getting food. I would have picked a different night to meet your lovely girlfriend," she said as she unfolded a linen napkin to put on her lap. Also, cream-colored.  
 
    I bet their bedroom was cream. Just like my parents.  
 
    "No bother," she shook it off and swung her attention back to me. "Natalie, I understand your father is in the same business as Garret's father. I'm sure they know each other." 
 
    "I'm sure. My dad is in finance, stocks, and trade. I don't really talk to him about the ins and outs of what he does, to be honest." 
 
    She laughed again. An elegant laugh. I want to see this woman drunk. Really let her laughs go off-script. I have had that exact thought about my own mother multiple times. "Yes, best to leave them to their work and allow them to talk amongst themselves about things that bore us. And you? What are you doing once you graduate?" 
 
    "I got into Brown, and I have an interest in social justice, maybe law. Not sure yet." 
 
    "Brown. That is really wonderful." She turned her eyes to Garret and smiled brightly. "You got yourself a smart one," she said. 
 
    "Did I hear Brown?" Garret's father swooped into the room with an air of busyness and being boisterous. "Please do not get up. Natalie, it is a pleasure to finally meet you. I hear your father and I run in the same world and you're off to Brown next year. Good pick, son." He gave Garret a wink and I suddenly felt like a show pony.  
 
    I actually hadn't decided on Brown yet; I figured that was the safest answer tonight. I wasn't here to make waves. I wasn't even really here to impress.  
 
    Both of those thoughts niggled at my mind. I felt completely neutral about meeting them. Like me or don't like me: didn't matter.  
 
    I could offer to open my mouth so they could inspect my teeth.  
 
    I'm not sure if I'd get another careful, elegant laugh from his mom or if it would fall flat. I decided not to test it.  
 
    Then the conversation took to each class Garret is in and what he's studying in each one. It was kind of how I would imagine sitting at the Kennedy dinner table would have been. I was a little nervous they would start asking trivia questions. 
 
    When his mom asked me if I was reading anything interesting I told her I was reading a retelling of Hades and Persephone. And she sounded amazed by it. Because mythology is a classy subject in the Humanities to study. Except, when she asked if the author portrayed the social caste system well during that time or if it was a commentary on our social construct now, I replied, "Well, there's a lot of sex in it with some dubious consent, so I imagine it really hit the mark with the ancient God construct." 
 
    To which her eyes widened, her dimples deepened and her elegant laugh came out more strained. Garret's eyes also widened and at that moment they looked like carbon copies of each other.  
 
    Maybe it was all the cream-colored things, the identical houses, and the actual social constructs of our elite world. The business and scholastic endeavors, the holding up a trophy case of achievement and worth. But I felt so small and trapped at that table.  
 
    Once dinner was over and Garret invited me to watch a movie with him, I was exhausted. I gave him an excuse about having a headache and gracefully thanked his mom for her wonderful hospitality, told her I loved her house, which she melted over, and then made a swift exit.  
 
    I was home, kicking off my boots and sinking into one of the overstuffed chairs in my room mom had paid thousands of dollars for when I saw a buzz flitting around all of the social media platforms. It was as if a shudder had pulsed through each public platform.  
 
    Local Girl Missing. Sixteen-year-old Mariel Brown.  
 
    There was a smiling picture of her everywhere. Mostly the same picture, tan face, white sparkling teeth, long wavy blonde hair.  
 
    The Browns. I couldn't recall her or knowing them. I wondered if she had been at June, Addie, and Caleb's high school. When I clicked on an article, sure enough, she went to their school.  
 
    I texted them in our group text. 
 
      
 
    Natalie: Mariel Brown? Do you guys know her? 
 
    June: Yeah. We're all a little shaken. She was a sophomore 
 
    Addie: She played soccer so the girls' soccer team is taking it pretty hard.  
 
    Caleb: One of my buddies actually went out with her for a few weeks last year. Didn't know her personally, but it's pretty crazy. 
 
    Natalie: I'm so sorry. That's really scary 
 
      
 
    We talked back and forth with theories. Just like everyone in town was doing. Did she run away? Did she get taken? Drug overdose and lying somewhere not found yet? 
 
    I was ready for bed, a textbook in hand and Instagram open when I scroll to a new post on Caleb's feed. It's a picture of him and a girl, a girl I didn't recognize. She was cute. Blonde hair, brown eyes, cute features. She was laughing as she looked at him and he was looking directly into the camera with a half-smirk on his face.  
 
    He looked cocky. Taunting. 
 
    I felt angry. Annoyed. My heart thumped and I think it was with hurt.  
 
    His cut jaw looked harder somehow with his eyes that seemed to be saying something to me. 
 
    Did he post this for me to see? 
 
    My phone pinged with another group message but when I clicked over to it, it wasn't our group text.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: How was dinner with the boyfriend's parents? Pick out grandbaby 
 
     names yet? 
 
      
 
    I made a small growling sound in my throat.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: Funny. How was your date? Thought you didn't have a thing for blondes 
 
    Caleb: Jealous, Nat? I sense a hint of jealousy. 
 
    Natalie: Hardly. Just would be nice to know if you have a new girl in your life since we keep each other in the loop 
 
    Caleb: You want me to keep you in the loop? 
 
      
 
    I frown as we are texting back and forth. We're on the verge of fighting and honestly? All of this is his fault. Another text came through. 
 
      
 
    Caleb: She's probably a solid 7/10 on the kissing scale. Might bring her around to the next movie night 
 
      
 
    I threw my phone onto the bed and glared at my textbook. I feel...I pulled in a breath and closed my eyes. I feel frustrated and stuck. Why do I feel stuck? Another text and I consider just sending Caleb a picture of my middle finger.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: Where is Gare-bare on the kissing scale? If he's not at least a 6 I say dump him. 
 
      
 
    Where would I put Garret on the kissing scale? I've had some good kisses in my life but if I were to really measure them, I don't think I've ever been blown away.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: Careful. Maybe blondie has rated you below a 6 and you just don't know it 
 
    Caleb: <laughing emoji>  
 
    Caleb: I hope you spend too much time wondering where I land on the kissing scale. Night 
 
      
 
    I let out a little frustrated scream and throw my phone again. I have a feeling that I am going to have a difficult night falling asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     I was back at the Bishop's house today because mom had something that she needed to get done. She didn't tell me what was going on; she wouldn't really talk to Addie and me about anything going on with her and dad. All we knew was that he left a few days ago and hadn't been back yet.  
 
    And mom tucked herself inside their bedroom at the end of each day and we could hear her crying.  
 
    When she asked if I would do windows at the Bishop's after school I was happy to help. And to be back here in this space that felt calm and cool, and soothing was welcomed.  
 
    Mariel's missing had become the topic at school. It had become the thing we discussed in a warning for all girls around her age. If she had been taken, if something nefarious had happened, then the level of caution needed to be raised and heeded. We were a small town, one that could easily forget that we still held our own demons. It was easy to fall into that false sense of safety created by knowing our neighbors, leaving doors unlocked, and knowing the grocery store owner by name. That doesn't necessarily make people less evil, it just makes it more shocking when we find out that they are. The other night when I had felt someone watching me while I was on the water alone, and then when I saw that someone had been there...when they waved at me, I felt like a cold hand had run down my back. Even now thinking about it made me pause.  
 
    I slid the small ladder over to one of the back walls of the house.  
 
    The back of the house was mostly made of windows which made for a striking view of the forest. Cleaning them was a more prominent part of keeping the house looking pristine than most houses because of this incredible feature.  
 
    I had my earbuds in, listening to music and methodically cleaning the windows. The beat of the music was pulsing and I was bouncing to it lightly when I felt a hand on my lower back. The sudden touch startled me so that I dropped the squeegee and I let out a little yelp as I tried to grab it before it hit the ground and also hold onto the ladder to no avail. My balance was interrupted and then I was falling. I squeezed my eyes shut and braced for the impact of hardwood under my form but arms wrapped around me and pulled me into a solid body instead.  
 
    I instinctively wrapped an arm around someone's neck and after a beat, I opened my eyes to see a scowling Quinton Bishop looking down at me.  
 
    Quinton Bishop was holding me in his arms, the side of my body pressed against his chest and I was clinging to him like a  koala. My heart was not calming down from the almost fall because now it was elevated with being this close to him. Feeling him holding me, smelling his crisp, manly scent mixed with cedar. One of his arms was under my legs and to make things more awkward, I was wearing a skirt, so the sensation of the material of his suit jacket against my bare skin was awakening.   
 
    "I...sorry, you scared me," I said, a lump in my throat.  
 
    "I gathered," his deep voice slid over my overly heated body.  
 
    His dark eyes looked over me and once he was satisfied I wasn't hurt he set me down gently. His hands stayed on my overly sensitive sides until I smiled feebly up at him. When he pulled his large hands away from my body I was both relieved and disappointed.  
 
    "I'm good," I said. I tucked some of my hair that had escaped my ponytail behind my ear awkwardly and smiled up at him feeling a blush cover my cheeks.  
 
    "So are you my new housekeeper?" 
 
    As he asked the question, looking down at me my memory replayed his question at the pizza place the other day.  
 
    Why, you hoping I'll be your new daddy? 
 
    It brought more heat to my cheeks, the way he'd whispered that darkly, like a secret between us. At the taboo nickname. The way his dark eyes seemed to hold all kinds of taboo things that I wanted to know about.  
 
    "June?" 
 
    I shook my head and focused on him. "My mom is just going through some stuff. So I'm helping lift the weight where I can," I tell him.  
 
    "Good girl," he responds and I swear I feel a rush of something low in my belly.  
 
    God. Could he not? Daddy and good girl. Maybe he just oozes so much sexual prowess and power he has no idea there is a line that he's blurring. And my body loves it.  
 
    "I just got started so I'll be here for a bit," I said. "But do you need anything other than windows?" 
 
    "No," he said stepping away, allowing more breathing room between us. I actually do feel like I can pull in more air with the extra space. And now the air isn't saturated with his scent. "I won't get in your way." And then he walked off to his office, leaving me in a puddle of angst.  
 
    I got back to cleaning after wiping up the mess from dropping the window wiper on the floor. I'm about finished with the back wall, still needing to make it to the solarium, the kitchen, and then the front of the house when I hear something in the distance behind my music. I turned my head and saw Quinton standing and looking at me like he'd asked me a question. Just seeing him staring intently at me puts my heart back into that racing patter. And now his eyes are narrowed at me. 
 
    I pulled out my earbud and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    "I asked if you drove here. I didn't see your car," he said. His voice is always so smooth, and solid. 
 
    "Oh, Addie needed it for practice. We share a car. She's going to either pick me up or I can walk home. It's only like a twenty-minute walk," I said.  
 
    His brows lower in a look of anger and it's a little scary. He ditched the suit jacket and he's in a black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He has tattoos thickly running up from both of his wrists disappearing up under the material. I had never seen his tattoos before and it's another thing to add to the hotness factor about him. His dark hair is ruffled with a piece falling over his forehead and it's just...so sexy. He had to have so many women warming his bed that it was ridiculous. Feeling my body up against his body an hour ago had been so amazing and terrible. Now I knew what he felt like.  
 
    "You're not fucking walking home, June," he said and the vehemence in which he said it made my eyebrows jump.  
 
    "Oh, no it's really not a big deal. I've done it many times," I said.  
 
    He took a step forward and that same dark look covered his features. "A teenage girl is missing. A pretty, blonde, sixteen-year-old girl just like you. You're not walking home. You come to my office when you're finished and I'll take you home." 
 
    He'd called me pretty.  
 
    "June," his voice was hard, commanding.  
 
    "Yeah, okay. Fine, I'll come to find you if Addie can't get me," I said. "But I mean, it's not really a big deal," I add, almost under my breath. I hated being a burden. I hated being seen as a kid. Especially by him. 
 
    He sighed and took another step toward me. "It actually is a big fucking deal. No one knows what happened to that girl and," he gestures at me, his eyes looking me up and down, "you're the perfect size to kidnap. And if she was kidnapped and they have a type...you get me?" His voice was now frustratingly chiding and it was raising my defenses.  
 
    "Stop patronizing me; I'm not a child," I said. I'm not sure where my gumption was coming from other than the fact that I didn't want him looking at me like I was, in fact, so helpless.  
 
    He tilted his head, his eyes flashing. "You are a child," he said simply. 
 
    "Oh yeah? Do you treat Kane this way? We're the same age." 
 
    His eyes looked over me again, just a sweep up and down, and then landed on my face again. "Still," he said. "A psycho kidnapper won't discriminate a few years from a distance in the dark. Come find me," he said in a clipped tone and walked away again.  
 
    I blew out a breath and after a minute of regrouping, I got back to work. I texted Addie hoping to God she could pick me up so that I didn't have to follow through and knock on his office door to have him drive me home. Being in a car with him? God.  
 
    I was finished with the windows downstairs and since it took a couple of hours to do all of the downstairs I decided to come back this weekend to finish up the upstairs. When Addie texted me back that her practice was running late I cursed.  
 
    Dammit. I put everything away and then walked my ass over to his office. I stopped in front of the thick wood door which was halfway open. I breathed in and out and then knocked on the door. I imagined walking into a mafia boss's office without waiting to get verbal permission was a big no-no.  
 
    "Come in," his deep voice called out.  
 
    When I walked in, the smell of polished wood filled my nose. He was sitting at a large desk looking at something on his computer, a strong hand propped under his jaw, that lock of hair falling over into his eyes. When he looked up at me, his face remained careful and emotionless.  
 
    "I'm finished," I said softly. "And my sister is caught up with something so she can't get me." 
 
    He nodded his head and then clicked something on his computer before standing up and stretching out his arms wide, letting his bones and muscles breathe. He was like an unfurling large cat. "Alright, let's head out." 
 
    "Really, I can-" 
 
    But when his head turned to me, his dark eyes catching mine in a warning I stopped the words from coming out of my mouth.  
 
    "Good girl," he said. Then gestured to the open door. 
 
    I let out a long breath. Those words. I wasn't a damn child. On the other hand, those two words did something to me that didn't feel childlike at all.  
 
    I was sitting in his SUV, the leather cool against my bare legs and he waited for the garage door to open. He looked over at me, his eyes touching my legs briefly before he looked forward again, his brow furrowed.  
 
    "Your dad really is an asswipe if he lets you leave the house wearing that when it's this cold out," he said gruffly.  
 
    I felt my lips lift in a little smile. "It's not that cold. And I'm eighteen years old; I can firmly say that dressing myself without parental concern has been solid for a while now. And my dad isn't home anymore," I said as an afterthought.  
 
    "Eighteen doesn't make you all grown up," he replied. His voice seemed to be more intense than usual. Like he was frustrated.  
 
    "It literally makes me an adult. And other things make me older too." 
 
    "What other things?"  
 
    I shook my head and looked out the side window. "Nothing." 
 
    "June. What other fucking things?" 
 
    I looked back at him, surprised at the fervor in his voice. "Just saying that age doesn't always translate to experience," I said.  
 
    "What kind of experience? If you mean sexual, then that explains the fucking skirt in forty-five-degree weather." 
 
    Ohmygod. My mouth dropped open. Did he really just... 
 
    "Did you really just say that?" I sputtered. "You want to know what my sexual experience level is? Because you basically just called me a slut."  
 
    He sighed, his hand on the wheel tightening. "No," he growled. He shook his head once, "I just..." he looked over at me, seeing my face which I knew was flushed he groaned lightly then looked back at the road. "Your dad is a shit dad. You shouldn't be picking up things where he should be, you shouldn't be walking fucking home alone at night, you shouldn't be wearing fucking short skirts in this weather." 
 
    I watched his profile as he spoke. He was angry. I didn't fully understand why but it seemed like he was mostly pissed at my dad.  
 
    "Do you and my dad have a history? You seem awfully invested in his parenting skills. I have a friend whose dad runs in and out with a coke addiction and money issues. Want me to give you her number so that you can yell at her too?" 
 
    His jaw ticks. There's silence in the car for a few moments before I hear him laugh softly.  
 
    "What?" I asked with a little piss in my voice.  
 
    "You got some hellcat in you, June. Didn't see that coming." He swung his dark gaze back to me, lips tipped in a smile and it felt like a punch. Seeing him smile was a drug. It was a drug and I was experiencing it and already wanting another hit. I smiled softly and when he turned his attention back to the road I felt a little giddy that he may have just started not seeing me as a child. For a moment at least. And I had made him smile. The mafia king.  
 
    We pulled up to my house and I realized he didn't ask for my address.  
 
    "You know where I live?" 
 
    "I know a lot of things," he said easily, casually.  
 
    Mafia. Probably knows where everyone lives who has ever stepped inside of his house. Made sense. 
 
    "Well, thanks for the ride," I said, my shyness coming back. I didn't know how to act around him. He was so intimidating, sensual, and scary but also I wanted to snuggle up to him because I felt safe around him. Safe but also on edge. 
 
    "I wasn't calling you a slut," he said, his voice coming out lower, not softer, but lower in volume. "You're a sweet girl." 
 
    "I'm not a girl and I'm not so sweet," I said with an edge.  
 
    He tilted his head considering me. I noticed him doing that when he was filtering through his thoughts. Maybe wondering what the hell I was saying or thinking. "No? You're not a sweet, innocent girl, June?"  
 
    The way he asked it was taunting, a little dangerous. It poked at my ribs and made me want to squirm in my seat. I bit my bottom lip and watched his dark eyes track the movement before moving back up to my eyes. "You keep making me sound like a little girl who wears bows and butterflies in her hair. I like more grown-up things now." I leaned in, my heart racing at my boldness. "More experienced things." 
 
    "Is that so?" he asked his voice liquid heat. "You better be careful, little girl. You're playing with fire you don't know how to handle," the words were almost growled and I felt them caress me.  
 
    I leaned forward a little further caught up in his magnetic pull. "You're really good at making assumptions." 
 
    "Like?" But before I can answer he leans back away from me and with a twist of his lips nods his head toward my house. "Go hop on into your house now, June." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him but open the car door and hop down onto the black asphalt of our driveway. "Before you warn me not to play with fire you should ask if maybe I have a little pyromaniac in me, Quinton." I shrugged my shoulders with an innocent air. "Cover all your bases." I point a glare at him and before the door is fully closed I hear his deep timbre of laughter ring out. I can't see him or hear him through the thick metal doors or the dark-tinted windows, but I can feel him watching me as I actually do hop sarcastically up the driveway and then through the front door.  
 
    Once the door is closed at my back, I lean against it and let out a deep breath. That had been the most time I had ever spent inside of Quinton Bishop's orbit and it had been as wild and heady as I could possibly imagine.  
 
    His calling me a little girl was another thing that was putting me on the edge. On one side it was patronizing and I wanted him to see me as a woman. And on the other side, the darker side, it was sexy, imagining him calling me that in a different setting, in a different tone with a different agenda.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    Fuck me. What the hell was that? I drove myself home, the hum of the road under my tires a soundtrack for my thoughts.  
 
    When I'd first walked into the house and saw June up on that ladder I'd halted. She was leaning over, that window-washing tool in her hand, the shirt she was wearing riding up to reveal a good two inches of her pale waist, and her skirt lifted up in the back showing off the backs of her thighs. My mind eagerly painted in between the lines of what was hiding under her clothes and I could imagine her ass... 
 
    I had shaken myself. She was a fucking teenager. What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
     That night when I had talked to her at the restaurant I had gone to bed exhausted, an image creeping into my mind unbidden: her straddling my lap, me pulling her hips down and growling against the skin of her neck to show daddy what she needed. I'd shot up in bed, a raging hard-on kicking my ass and my inner self verbally kicking my ass. Where in the hell had that come from? 
 
    I'd pushed it from my mind, hadn't responded to my body begging me to beat one out to that fantasy, and mentally patted myself on my own damn back for being such a good guy for it.  
 
    And then I walk into my house and find her up there, showing off way too much skin, bringing those images back  and I wanted to yell at her to leave. Especially now that I have a perfect picture of her in that skirt, too accessible for her to straddle my lap and I'm a fucking creep. I needed to keep my distance. 
 
    Then I'd gone and scared the shit out of her, making her fall and suddenly not only was I not keeping my distance...but I was fucking holding her. All that sweet softness pressed against me, her bare legs burning through my suit jacket sleeve. It took everything in me to not toss her to the ground like a hot potato. 
 
    Or throw her over my shoulder and take her to my room and find out just how soft she really is.  
 
    She was sweet. Smelled sweet, like vanilla and something citrus. But then she'd given me some of her bite, a little sass came out. It came out more in my car and, goddamn, I could just imagine her dancing the line of sweet and spicy in the bedroom.  
 
    I groaned. I needed to not think of June Acre and bedroom in the same thought.  
 
    I needed to fuck a woman.  
 
    My phone rang and I picked it up. "Yeah." 
 
    "MC Granger will be here in an hour, boss. Need anything?" 
 
    Fuck. Granger Silver was coming to talk to me about human trafficking going on around us.  
 
    "No. I'm on my way in now. And Grim-reserve one of the rooms for me. Third floor. Room 301." 
 
    "Got it, boss." 
 
    I made my way to the club, turning the silence and my thoughts off with some classical music. 
 
    I made the rounds of the club. One of our bartenders, a thirty-one-year-old guy named Chase, slid me a scotch. He had been working here for two years and not once had I seen him work up the courage to make a move on Priest. I'd seen Chase serve thousands of people. Watched him dance the line perfectly between professional and interested in people, understanding how to work his handsome face and status as the man behind giving the people the good stuff on their night out. I watched him pull professional  above personal just enough to keep him employed. But when I watched him serve Priest everything shifted. Less professional, more edge and openness.  
 
    Priest didn't hide what he was into, but we didn't make it a habit in our crew to talk about our hopes and dreams, which included our sexual preferences. I hadn't seen him around with anyone in a long time. His last relationship ended with the guy leaving town and not looking back. Priest didn't talk about it, but we saw it cut him up as much as Priest could be cut up on the outside looking in. But again, we didn't make it a habit to talk about that shit. 
 
    Thank god for that because apparently, my thirty-five-year-old ass was preferring an eighteen-year-old. Which I was exorcising from my body and mind tonight. I'd find a pretty, age-appropriate, woman to sink my dick into and take out my frustration on.  
 
    "You seem stiff," Martin said as he sat next to me.  
 
    I shook my head. "Just need to let off some steam," I said. 
 
    "Of the pussy-type?" he asked, waggling his eyebrows and I didn't answer him. 
 
    By the time Granger Silver was walking into the conference room, flanked by two of his biker men, I was fully on business.  
 
    Granger Silver was my size, around six foot three, broad and built. I got my muscles at the gym with a bag, learned to fight in a box and in the street, and eventually at home took on my old man when I was big enough.  Kane took after me in his pursuits there. Except, I've never given him a reason to bring his fists home. I let my dad take that gene to his grave.  
 
    Granger got his size in the wild. He had a beard and his hair was unruly, hanging to his chin. He didn't look dirty or disheveled, more savage. I respected him. He respected me.  
 
    "Silver, welcome." 
 
    "Bishop," he replied, taking a seat across from me, his men across from Martin and Grim.  
 
    "How's Gayle?" 
 
    "She jumped on another fucker's bike." 
 
    "Sorry to hear that. She had gumption." 
 
    He chuckled. "Yeah, little too much of it she was spreading around. How's your kid?" 
 
    "Good. He's finishing up his senior year." 
 
    "Ah, an underboss is underfoot then," he said leaning back in the chair.  
 
    "You come across any trafficking rings, Silver?" 
 
    Business. 
 
    He leaned forward, arms on the table and blue eyes piercing mine. "Yeah. Yeah, there's been a fucking reprisal of some nasty shit in the surrounding area. Figured you reached out asking' cus you have a problem here too." 
 
    "Not sure yet. We've got a missing sixteen-year-old girl and some shady people running around." 
 
    "Sixteen. Yeah," he nodded his head. "Blonde hair, blue eyes?" 
 
    "Actually, yeah."  
 
    He nodded his head again. "There have been pockets over the last eight months of teen girls going missing. Fourteen to eighteen is the pattern. Also blonde hair and blue eyes. It's the same circle popping up, takin', then closing down and movin' on. We've found that they're moving in a circular pattern. Move north, west, south, and then east." 
 
    "Where did you just come from?" Martin asked it before I could. 
 
    "Vincennes," he replied.  
 
    "Fits the pattern," Martin said. "Do the names Chris Willy or Max Spencer mean anything to you?" 
 
    Granger pulled in a long breath, tattooed hand running over his short beard. "Not sure." He turned to one of his men, a redheaded guy with a long orange-red goatee, and said something under his breath. The guy pulled out his phone and handed it to me. "Swipe over. These are the missing girls in over nine different counties so far.  
 
    I held it out so that Martin and Grim could see as I swiped through. There were over thirty pictures. It was like seeing the same profile on thirty slightly different faces.  
 
    "Goddamn," Martin said in a low voice. "How the fuck have over thirty teenage girls gone missing and it's not national news?" 
 
    "Feds are in now and it's been local news now I suspect it will be national in a matter of days. We have a brother crew riding down further south to see if there are any similar cases, see if this originated up here or came up." 
 
    "Any leads at all?" I finished swiping through and slid the phone back over to redhead.  
 
    "There is an underground circle, they're kind of a band of black market capitalism that moves. They stay in place for a bit, get their word out through the dark web, sell what they're selling and then move on. Called The Waking Host. Don't have any direct ties to them yet but every time we come to a county behind some girls gone missing, that circle has been there. Too coincidental for me."  
 
    Grim looked at me. I didn't look back but I knew he would and I could feel his eyes. Martin stiffened next to me.  
 
    "You've heard of them," Granger said. "What do you know?" 
 
    "We've dealt with them before," I said carefully. "They've been here. Dealt some of our product, paid good money." 
 
    "Recently?" 
 
    I shook my head. "No. Six, seven years ago." 
 
    "That it? Nothing noteworthy?" Granger watches me then slides his eyes over Grim who is pulled tight.  
 
    "They came, paid us good money, then left. Didn't even leave a trace," I said.  
 
    Granger leaned over, his eyes going fierce, their color solid and unwavering. I knew what was about to come out of his mouth and I needed to be careful. "I'm here. Sittin' at your fuckin' table you asked me to sit at. Share the shit that we've found with you. And my understandin' is that you hate skin trading as much as I do. Now I see your man tensin' over there when I bring up The Waking Host and you say nothin'." He sat back, slowly. Arms crossed over his broad chest and kept his eyes on me.  
 
    I watch him. He watches me.  
 
    "It's where I came from," Grim adds. Martin shoots him a look and I just shake my head discreetly to stop Martin. "The Waking Host was my job before I landed here. They came here, underground, I was the courier. Got the product from someone with Bishop and brought it to our ring. There were some things I needed to outrun. Bishop offered me a place to land. When The Waking Host packed up and left I stayed behind." 
 
    Granger has his head tilted and is considering Grim's words. "What did you outrun?"  
 
    I waited. Martin waited. Grim gently put both of his arms on the top of the table and spoke in a low, reverent voice.  
 
    "My son, four years old, was taken and killed. Never could pin it on anyone. He was living with his mom, I wasn't with her anymore, I sent money to them which is how they had to have found him. But it happened when I asked some questions of the higher-ups that they didn't like." He leaned back. "Can't prove that's why either, but I know." I knew what it cost for him to leave those words on that table. To speak the words. 
 
    "Who were the leaders?" 
 
    Grim shook his head. "They're good at not having an identity. They thrive off of it. But even back then, it was a growing operation. Black market drugs, funds, organs sure. Never dealt in skin that I saw." 
 
    "You're good at finding identity when it wants to stay hidden," Granger said. There was a little edge to his voice, though not out of control. More like a warning.  
 
    "We are. But our specialty really lies inside the boundaries of our territory, Granger. You know that. They haven't been back for years." 
 
    "That you know," Granger argued.  
 
    I leaned forward slowly. "I know. Because this is our territory. And like I said, we're an expert in it." 
 
    "I just thought of something," Martin jumped in. "Seven years ago was when that girl went missing." 
 
    I looked down thinking then turned to look at Martin. "Yeah, it was. She wasn't a teenager though but...she would be now." I said. Coincidence? 
 
    "That is one hell of a coincidence if they were in town and our most famous and unsolved missing person was the same year. Not sure about month or timing," Martin said.  
 
    "Look into it," I said. He nodded his head. 
 
    "This girl goes missing, that means they're here?" 
 
    "A girl goes missing, it means they've been here," Granger replied to Martin in a low, intense voice. "And it means they'll be looking for three to five more that fit that profile." 
 
    We will have to take inventory of our town. Put guys out, looking. "Grim," I said and before I made an order he was nodding his head. "Yeah, I know where we were before." 
 
    "We can stay in town. Normally I wouldn't give one fuck if the mafia boss invited us to or not, but I happen to like you, Bishop. So I won't overstay our welcome."  
 
    "I appreciate that. But it sounds like we can use the help. Just don't cause trouble, Granger. We're a small, civilized town," I said as a warning that held a hell of a lot of meaning. He caught it and dipped his head in understanding. "We find places tonight and tomorrow your man can take us to where they were when they came here before." 
 
    Grim nodded his head. Granger and his men stood, and we did as well, shaking hands. "Come to the club for drinks on me some night." 
 
    "Appreciate that, Bishop." He turned to the door and then turned back with a cocky smile on his face. "Got any good pussy in this town?" 
 
    Martin laughed while I stayed nonplussed. "Plenty. The ground floor has people out hunting every night here," I said with a smirk. He winked and left with his men. 
 
    And then I remembered my plan to do some hunting of my own.  
 
    "You trust him?" 
 
    "No," I replied to Martin. "You doing better? Less pissed off?" 
 
    "Fuck you," he said in response.  
 
    "I'll take that as a no." 
 
    "I'm fine." 
 
    "You're angry, about 2 seconds away from losing your shit in just about every meeting that doesn't sit right with you. You think Kane is out to get your family, but I can tell you right now he isn't. He's being a Bishop. So carrying whatever the fuck chip you have on your shoulder since Bryce got his hand caught in the cookie jar...that's not on Kane. That's not even on you. Let it go. Not to mention, your son was shot not too long ago. You've got a lot of shit, Martin. But let it go. You're going to get yourself in trouble." 
 
    "Stacey is back in town," Martin said.  
 
    "Shit," I replied, his words like a wall. "Leo know?" 
 
    "No. And he won't." 
 
    "Good," I said. Martin's ex wasn't one for commitment, or even really anything other than the occasional boomerang fling. When she found out she was pregnant with Leo's older brother, Bryce,  she did right by the baby. Quit smoking, and drinking, and even stayed put the entire pregnancy. Martin fucking loved her. Would have hung the moon for that woman. She stayed put for a year, and got pregnant again with Leo. She was a caged animal. We could all see it, something restless inside of her. But two days after Leo was born, she discharged herself from the hospital and ran. Martin got back to the hospital from getting them both food and was left alone with a new, pink baby and a toddler. And he didn't even hesitate. Unlike my father, Martin's father, my uncle, was tough but kind. He and Martin's mom helped out. I already had a newborn myself so we figured shit out together.  
 
    We had always been close, but raising babies before we knew what the fuck a playmat was together was one hell of a bonding experience. 
 
    And Stacey came back into town about every couple of years. The last time I saw her, she looked more worn-in, her skin was weathered and her eyes were more empty than the time before that. She was still pretty, in a hollowed-out kind of way. And I know my cousin still harbored a deep love for that woman. Sometimes things were beyond our understanding when it came to that kind of emotion. Right or wrong; it just was.  
 
    "You need anything?" 
 
    He pulled in a tired breath and shook his head. "No. I'll be good." 
 
    And I knew he was lying. He knew I knew. Because for almost twenty years, we had both been a part of the same story where Stacey was concerned: me a side character but Martin... 
 
    She came back, their sparks flew, they collapsed together in passion, he felt good while it lasted, and then she bounced. Every damn time. And then he was a lesser, smaller version of himself afterward. He didn't voice it but I know he wondered what he could be to make her stay. What version of himself he could become to be enough.  
 
    You can't be enough for those people. Because they aren't enough for themselves and they're flitting around the world trying to live through their wounds, which only makes the wounds bigger. And worse, wounds the ones they should love.  
 
    I wrapped my hand around the back of Martin's neck and squeezed then released him.  
 
    I turned and walked down the long hallway toward the elevators. Martin had his blonde problems and I had mine. Once I made it down to the third floor the doors opened. I needed to get a certain, happy little blonde out of my head tonight.  
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    The stands have erupted in our school colors, laughter, and overwhelming busyness. The crisp air is cut by the smell of chemical popcorn and poorly hidden weed that is weaker the farther you get from the parking lot.  
 
    When we play the local high school in football, the "norm" team, it marked one of the biggest games of the year. Our team is good. We have money and we throw it at recruiting players on all of our sports teams, but the Norm school? They hold their weight. There is a pride that they carry in not buying talent, but breeding it. Their signs make this clear whenever we come up against each other.  
 
    Every year it really is a good game, never an obvious winner before they throw the first ball. I'm not really into football, but the heightened excitement and the crowd mentality can be heady and draw in even the most apathetic purveyor of the sport.  
 
    Garret is number eighteen. He wouldn't let me kiss him before the game because of superstition. Told me to save it for when they won.  
 
    Thinking of kissing made me think of Caleb and his kissing scale. God, how old are we? I shook out the thoughts.  
 
    June, Addie, Collin, Kane, and his cousin Leo are sitting with me all in our respective team colors and Caleb is joining us soon. I know that he is bringing that girl with him and I have mentally prepared myself.  
 
    However, when he shows up with the blonde next to him something inside of me cringes.  
 
    "Ladies, this is Izzy. Izzy, that's Collin, Addie, June, and Natalie." His brown eyes are shining, and his high cheekbones are a little red from the cold but the cool hair has given his face an overall cool and pale look which accentuates his eyes, making them amber. Like a hot vampire in one of those cult-favorite books. It's annoying. I wave and smile at the blonde named Izzy who waves enthusiastically at us.  
 
    "Hi, guys! I've heard so much about you. Caleb having girl best friends is kind of funny but lucky for me," she says genuinely. Dammit, she's adorable and nice. A little loud, but still nice. 
 
    Collin reaches over and gives her a handshake. "Welcome, Izzy. This is Kane and his cousin Leo Bishop." Leo winks at her and Kane just gives her a singular, unsmiling nod. That beast of a man somehow falling for one of my best friends is still wild to me.  
 
    Izzy's big, brown eyes widened in recognition as she takes a seat next to me.  
 
    "Hey," I say with a small smile. I have to tell myself to not stoop low and be petty. Do not be a passive-aggressive bitch. I have it in me, I really do. That dark side of me, as I call her affectionately. She can come swooping in and take over my body with relish and a crown if I'm not careful. "I'm Natalie. Nice to meet you," I say.  
 
    She leans closer to me. "So, that's Kane and Leo Bishop as in..." 
 
    I lean in and lower my voice to match her. "As in our residential Mafia princes. Yes. They have guns and cannolis." 
 
    She took on a look of surprise that covers her face but when she sees that I'm being facetious she laughs loudly. "Caleb said I'd like you." 
 
    Double dammit. "I'm sure I'll like you too. Though, if you picked Caleb I'm going to have to allow the jury to do their due diligence." I winked at her making her laugh and look over to see Caleb staring at me intently. My smile freezes and my heart pounds. He raises his eyebrows in question and when Izzy knocks into his side with her elbow our eye contact breaks.  
 
    I took a deep breath and focused on the field.  
 
    After I'd had dinner with Garret's parents, he invited me over for a weekly dinner with them which had been surprising and a little unwanted. Did I want to dedicate one evening a week to Garret's parents? It seemed so formal, so...I kind of felt like Garret was gently courting me instead of dating me in this century.  
 
    What girl would complain about that? In an age where there is absolutely a romanticization of the Jane Austin era and characters, to have a high school guy want you to be around his parents, taking it slow physically and treating you like a lady, well that was the dream. I knew that was the dream for a lot of girls. But for me...I wanted something I wasn't sure I was ready to really name. I wasn't sure if I was interested in looking too closely at it because if I did then I had a feeling after close inspection I would pull away and know that Garret Farrell did not tick those boxes.  
 
    "So how long have you known Caleb?" 
 
    Izzy's question was innocent. Even her open face was. But something in the tone seemed a little off.  
 
    "Couple of years. Collin used to go to school with him and June and Addie. When she first came to Wildwood, I latched onto Collin because she was so easy, down-to-earth." 
 
    "Not a trust-fund baby," Izzy added.  
 
    I nodded my head slowly. Her comment irked me. "Yeah." I looked over Izzy's face and there was no evil undercurrent in her features. She just looked really interested in what I was saying. "Anyways," I said dismissing my musings. "we've all been hanging out for a couple of years now. Usually, Netflix nights with delicious, terrible food and Caleb tries to get us to watch horrible slasher movies and laughs when we jump or hide behind each other." 
 
    Izzy laughed. "That sounds like fun. Maybe I can get an invite to the next one," she said with a hopeful look.  
 
    I smiled. Because she just seemed like a sweet, open kind of girl. I looked over inconspicuously at Caleb who was talking to June on the other side of him. He laughed at something June said and my heart tugged. I felt like I hadn't had that part of Caleb in a while, ever since I started seeing Garret.  
 
    The football players are on the field, about to start and I see number eighteen. I smiled and cheered him on, trying to jump into the role of supportive, cheerleading girlfriend.  
 
    "Is that your boyfriend? Number eighteen?" Izzy asked. 
 
    "Yeah. Garret." 
 
    "Oh cute! How long have you guys been together?" 
 
    "Couple of months," I said. "He's sweet." 
 
    "Oh come on, he's more than that, Nat," Caleb interjected. He was smirking at me. "She already met the parents and they just loved her." His tone was joking but also had an undercurrent of sarcasm that I picked up on easily.  
 
    Izzy, apparently, didn't. She clapped her hands in excitement. "Oh, that's so cute! So you guys are pretty serious?" 
 
    Caleb tilted his head and raised his eyebrows with a too-wide smile that made me want to punch him. "Yeah, Nat. You guys pretty serious?" 
 
    "Oh," I shook my head, "two months does not make serious and we're seniors in high school. Not going there," I said looking back at the football field to watch the quarterback for the other team get tackled before he threw the ball. Wildwood threw out cheers and jeers.  
 
    "Well, you never know. You could be high school sweethearts," Izzy whispers in my ear making me jump. She laughed. "Sorry, didn't mean to scare you." 
 
    I laughed uneasily. "I mean, maybe!" I tried to interject some false cheer into my response. False cheer helped me beat back that aggressive dark bitch inside of me.  
 
    "You could be the exception for high school sweethearts. How cute would that be? I bet his parents loved you too." 
 
    I just smiled and nodded my head. Why the hell was she pushing this so much? I put my attention on the game and wished that I was sitting next to Collin and June and Addie. How did I get stuck here? Maybe at half-time, we could move seats around.  
 
    Caleb wrapped an arm around Izzy and she smiled up at him adoringly, snuggling into his side.  
 
    I almost rolled my eyes.  
 
    Probably wouldn't be a good idea.  
 
    Why did I feel like I was stuck inside of a cliched high school moment?  
 
    I got up to use the restroom. The line wasn't terrible, but as I pressed my back against the building waiting in line, June came up to me.  
 
    "Hey," she said softly. She was sporting her school's maroon and white colors and her thick platinum hair was pulled back in a half-up, half-down hairstyle. She was the epitome of adorable.  
 
    "Hey," I smiled at her. "Trying to beat the half-time line too?" 
 
    "Yeah. For the record, Collin and I think that Caleb is a complete idiot. And I'm worried that Izzy is an actual idiot." 
 
    I laughed. I threw my head back and really laughed. And it wasn't fair to Izzy, it really wasn't, but one of my best friends was taking care of my heart in her sweet and protective way and it felt nice.  
 
    She laughed with me.  
 
    "No, seriously. When you left she asked me if I had a soulmate like you clearly do." June's eyes were wide and she was smiling as if trying to hold in a laugh.  
 
    "Yeah, I think she just really is into girly romance. She's one of those hopeless romantics," I said.  
 
    "Bleh. I am so glad that we are not those people." 
 
    "Should we be? Maybe we'd be all bright and shiny if we were." 
 
    June linked her arm with mine. I was a good six inches taller than her. "Maybe we don't want to be bright and shiny. Maybe we want to be dark and twisty. Maybe we like fire." Her voice was strong, intentional, and I looked down at my sweet friend shocked.  
 
    "Yeah," I agreed. "Maybe we do." I looked down at June again who had an intense look on her face. "Is there a dark creature in your life?" 
 
    She looked up at me as though she had been caught, quickly trying to cover the expression.  
 
    "Is that a yes? You have to tell me. You're obligated as you know my secret." 
 
    She rolled her eyes and sighed. "No, there is no one. I wish there were. But what if..." her face pinched in a worried look. "What if I like something I'm not supposed to?" 
 
    "What do you mean? Are you into girls, because it's 2022 and I'm sure the people most important in your life just want you to be happy?" 
 
    She smiled. "No. I feel like that would be easier." 
 
    I frowned and faced her. "If you're into hot, morally corrupt mafia guys, Collin already paved the way for you." 
 
    She laughed. "True." 
 
    "Ohmygod, do you like someone like Leo? Have you ever really talked to Leo?" I was racking my brain trying to figure out if she'd ever conversed with him before. 
 
    She shook her head. "No, there's no one specific. I just...like I said. I don't think we're conventional girls that want the guy that looks good on paper with a pedigree and sweet romance." She shrugged her small shoulders. "I think I'd like something more... dangerous." 
 
    I nodded. "Yeah, I get that."  
 
    Maybe we do. Maybe we liked things that didn't quite fit in with Jane Austin and the happily ever after trope.  
 
    I wanted one of my best friends, who was acting like a jackass. And for some reason, that didn't push me away from my feelings for him. Before I was drawn to him, attracted to him for a multitude of reasons, there was just a spark.  
 
    But now? God, every time he bit out at me, and I bit back I left our interactions buzzing and wanting more.  
 
    I used the restroom and thought about what June had said. I thought about that, about Caleb and his perky, happy girlfriend. And about how I would rate Garret a 5/10 in kissing because of chemistry but I'd rate Caleb much higher just when we fight. Something might be wrong with me.  
 
    "Want to share some popcorn?" June asked  
 
    "Yep," I said.  
 
    And then I spent the rest of the game sitting next to Collin and June and we had a great time.  
 
    Later, after Wildwood won, we all went together to one of Joseph Forbis's famous mansion parties. I hadn't been to one in a while. All were welcome, even the losing team. The booze ran heavy, the music pumped hard, celebrations were highlighted and woes were left behind.  
 
    Garret was high on his win, jacking around with his friends with me at his side and I was bored. God, I was bored. He had kissed me, a closed-mouth, hard press of his lips against mine in what I could only call a celebratory football kiss and I hated it. I felt nothing.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and was about to text June to see if she wanted to leave when an idea hit me.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: After game celebration kissing. Solid 8/10  
 
      
 
    I sent it off to Caleb. Was I poking him? Yes. Yes, I was. He texted back almost immediately.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: 8/10? Come on. He won the rival game of the year.  
 
    Caleb: 1. it should be at least a 9.5/10  
 
    Caleb: 2. you shouldn't be able to text me about it. The kiss should have been so hot he'd be keeping you busy. 
 
      
 
    I frowned.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: We're at a party celebrating with friends. 8/10 is all he had time for 
 
    Caleb: Nah. I call bullshit. I bet it was a 4/10. You're now standing next to him while he jocks around with his friends. And you're bored as fuck.  
 
      
 
    I look up sharply and find Caleb staring at me with what is becoming one of his looks lately: a taunting smirk pulled up one half of his mouth on his handsome face and it's making me so angry, that I reach up and flip him off. He throws his head back and laughs, the perfect column of his throat with his adam's apple bobbing making me want to bite it.  
 
    God, I was messed up. I needed help.  
 
    He looked back at me, his white teeth flashing with a confident smile, and winked. I rolled my eyes and turned away from him, going back to Garret and his friends.  
 
    Who is talking about...I try to pick up pieces of their conversation. 
 
    What are they talking about? 
 
    The game. Dammit. This is boring.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: I love when you get angry. Your annoyed face is cute, but your angry, pissed-off face is glorious. 
 
    Natalie: Go back to your cute-as-a-button, 7/10 kissing girlfriend, asshat 
 
    Caleb: Not my girlfriend and you don't have to tell me twice. Off to a makeout session. See ya, Nat 
 
      
 
    I refused to turn back around to see if he really leaves with one of his cheeky-ass grins. I just stand there, ignored by Garret, uninterested in him and his friends, my blood boiling and everything inside of me buzzing. I leave to grab a drink and find Collin plastered to Kane's front as he kisses the bejesus out of her in the kitchen, and I shake my head. She looks like she could literally climb him any minute without a care to the world.  
 
    When I got back to the football group, a drink in hand, Garret looked down at me and smiled and I decide to try something. So I lean in, he's only a couple of inches taller than me, and kiss him, sliding the tip of my tongue along the seam of his lips to see what he does. But after  he kisses me back rather blandly, he pulls away laughing. "Whoa sweetie, let's wait to do that alone." A peck to my cheek. An arm slung around my shoulder.  
 
    I wiggled out from under him. "I'm going to head out." I turned and started for the door without waiting for a reaction from Garret.  
 
    "Hey," Garret reached out, touching my arm lightly. I turned to look up at him. "You okay?" 
 
    I smiled at him. "Honestly, this isn't really my scene. I'm really proud of you for winning today. And no, this isn't me being dramatic and storming off because I'm mad at you," I added that because high school drama can be so tiresome and I don't want to be associated with it. "I just want some quiet and to get home." 
 
    "I get you," he said. His dimpled smile is sweet and when he leans down to kiss me I lean in for the kiss. But this time he kisses me harder, the taste of alcohol clear on his tongue as it slides into my mouth. I kiss him back, pressing up against him and it feels really good. But then he's pulling away way too soon. His smile is dazed and he's clearly past tipsy.  
 
    "Go, have fun with your friends," I said and give him a smile before leaving.  
 
    I stop to grab a couple of chocolate candy bars that my mother would throw in the trash and give me a long lecture for eating and then I lay on my bed watching a documentary I was halfway through.  
 
    My phone buzzed and I grabbed at it blindly while keeping my eyes on the show.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: I hope you got your celebratory 9.5 kiss.  
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes and set the phone down without responding. I was not in the mood to read about him and Izzy having amazing chemistry. But then he sent another text.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: It should be the kind of kiss that makes you feel overtaken.  
 
    Caleb: He should feel the need to find some privacy to do with you what he really wants 
 
    Caleb: which should be to slide your sweatshirt off of you and unbutton those jeans that look like they were painted on to see what you're wearing underneath them because he's been dying to find out.  
 
      
 
    I sit up, my eyes wide as I look down at his texts. His very personal texts.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: and then the kiss should be the kind where your legs end up wrapped around his waist and you both are just that side of out of your minds enough to make a frenzied decision.  
 
    Caleb: it is the kiss that should end the question of whether or not you have chemistry 
 
    Caleb: and it answers the question of how much you want to risk together.   
 
    Caleb: I hope you got that kind of kiss. Goodnight Nat.  
 
      
 
    I breathe out heavily, unwilling to put the phone down as I read and reread the texts. What is he doing? Is this what he hopes Garret will do or what he wants? A guy doesn't text that to his friend if he doesn't think about putting himself in the other person's shoes, right? I was more than confused. I was beyond confused. And now a little turned on because regardless of his intentions, I am now thinking of that kiss being, not with Garret, but with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    The Harvest Festival was only a week and a half away. I just left Addie to finish off  more planning with some of the people on the committee that she was on and I was about to drive home. As I approached my car I slowed down. Something was on it. I looked around cautiously. It wasn't dark out yet; the sun was slipping and leaving longer shadows, promising darkness soon.  
 
    I walk slower. My mind goes back to the other night; a person in the shadows, the red cherry of a burning cigarette, the hand waving to me.  
 
    On the hood of my car is a stuffed animal. It's a white teddy bear, one you might win in one of those claw machines or at a festival. The weight of it in my hands is solid but the stitching of the mouth is crooked, eerie. A black upside-down "Y" that ran a little off-center creating a joker-Esque smile. I looked around quickly and got into my car, feeling something off, the air was disturbed around this space and I suddenly felt very alone and also not at the same time. When my car doors locked and the engine came to life, I drove out of there a little too quickly, but everything inside of me told me to.  
 
    Once I got home I walked into the house to find my mom had dragged a stationary bike to our living room that had been sitting in our garage for a few years. She was currently sitting on it, pedaling, sweat sliding down her temples as she watched something on the television.  
 
    "Hey Honey," she called, out of breath.  
 
    "Hey, jumping on the workout train?" I set my bag down next to the stairs and kicked off my shoes.  
 
    "Oh, you know. Trying to get out some stress. Might as well get healthier doing it." 
 
    I nodded my head. I wasn't against her working out. I wasn't against her trying to be healthy or getting her stress out in a healthy way. But what I was against was her listening to my dad's words that were wrapped in shame. I know the feeling because they have a way of burrowing inside underneath skin, muscle, and tissue. Or fat. And they live there. And grow over time and over slanted looks or comments he would cut us with. He wasn't outright verbally abusive, which I think makes it that much more confusing.  
 
    "Well good," I said, knowing that she needed support right now. Not criticism. I sat on the couch which was in front of the bike she was slowing down on. The news was playing and my eyes immediately widened, my mind sharpened, as they covered Mariel Brown and the report of her missing.  
 
      
 
    The sixteen-year-old high school student is still missing with no leads as of now. It has been over two weeks since the teenager mysteriously didn't show up for her job after school and her parents are offering a small reward for any information on her disappearance. Young women are reminded to walk around with caution and never alone, especially at night.  
 
      
 
    I felt the dip of the couch as mom sat on the edge of it. Her white t-shirt was see-through where she had sweat on her upper back, and I had an overwhelming urge to run a comforting hand over her shoulders. To let her know that she was good. That she was enough.  
 
    "You don't walk alone, ever, right? Especially with what is going on?" Her voice is pointed, the teeth of a protective momma bear sharp and ready.  
 
    "I have taken precautions since the news broke," I told her in half-truth. Because that one night I went out to row on my own still pulsated in my brain. Even driving from the school home tonight and the white teddy bear... 
 
    I almost said something about the teddy bear. But decided not to. It was a stuffed animal. And I felt this need to protect my mom. Sometimes we protect our parents. We shield them from things we don't want them to have to wade through or worry about.  
 
    We keep darkness that has permeated our own little selves away from them to contain it. 
 
     "And Addie is getting a ride home with someone from the Harvest Festival Committee in a bit. We'll be careful," I promised her.  
 
    And then I remember Quinton Bishop getting frustrated with my willingness to walk home alone from his house. Which made me think of being inside of his expensive car, so close to him, and feeling his authority and gruffness in such a combined space. I replayed that on a loop in my mind. Because it felt like such an interesting fine line....being on the edge of both danger and protection. What is that? It's confusing but exciting.  
 
    He is the leader of the Bishop Mafia. The power in his fingertips is something I don't know that I can comprehend. And that is both terrifying and exhilarating.  
 
    "Okay. Just do not go anywhere alone. I'm going to remind Addie as well. If you have separate places to be and I don't need my car, one of you take your car and one of you take mine. Got it?" 
 
    I nodded my head because I could tell she was a little freaked out. "Got it. I'll text Addie now to see if she's close to coming home." 
 
    "Good. I already texted her and she's on her way, though," her smile is soft but unapologetic.  
 
    "Oh, so we have you set up to do one of the booths at the Harvest Festival if you're still okay to help? It's just one of the nights." 
 
    "Of course, honey. I am happy to help." 
 
    "Is..." I looked around uncomfortably, not really sure what to and not to say to mom.  
 
    But she's my mom. And she reads Addie and I like a book that she wrote herself. Her eyes turned a little sad as she looks at me and her hand finds mine on the couch.  
 
    "He's moving out, honey. I wasn't going to say anything until I had both you and Addie home, but it's official as of this morning." 
 
    I swallowed a lump in my throat. I knew it was coming. Addie and I both did. We both understood it. We both even wanted it for mom. She deserved fucking better. But It wasn't so simple, so easy as just being okay with our cheating, asshole of a dad moving out of our house. Because it's still our dad. And once something like this happens, the reel of the good times starts playing in my head.  
 
    Pancakes on Saturdays.  
 
    Him dancing with mom and us in the kitchen when we were younger.  
 
    Movie nights with stove-popped popcorn and apples and cheese, all of us sprawled out on the couch together.  
 
    But those things faded and he became a little less visible in our house over the years. He became less visible and yet louder as his words got meaner.  
 
    But the reel plays in my mind. And he's my dad, leaving us for another woman. It will be okay and we are going to make it. Mom will probably be better off, even.  
 
    The front door opened just as I leaned in to lay my head on mom's shoulder. Addie walked in, dropped her bag next to mine at the bottom of the stairs, took us in, and sat on the other side of mom, laying her head on her other shoulder.  
 
    We could do this often, not talk but understand the words.  
 
    Behind mom's back, Addie grabbed my hand and squeezed.  
 
    "Let's go get mani-pedis this weekend," my mom said. There was a thickness in her voice, though she tried to inject a bouncing sound of happiness.  We could hear it and my heart was breaking for her. But I didn't know what she needed right now so I just went along with it.  
 
    "Yeah, that sounds good," I said cheerfully. Addie agreed her own happy smile on her face. Later that night when Addie and I were getting ready for bed in our adjoining bathroom I looked up at her in the mirror while she was putting moisturizer on her face.  
 
    "Do you think the kissing booth idea for mom is...too much?" I asked.  
 
    She gave me a look; one that said I was being silly. "It's about as distracting as something can get without being tied to commitment and I think she needs it." 
 
    She had a point.  
 
    "She's so pretty," I said wistfully. "I wish she knew that." Addie made an odd face that I catch in the mirror. "What? You don't think mom is pretty?" 
 
    "Are you kidding? She's gorgeous. I just hope she finds that out on her own. Not because some fucking asshole tells her. Because men seem to be willing to show a woman that she's captivating until he doesn't think so anymore. And if we put all of our hopes in his words and actions, the moment he stops?" She snaps her fingers, the bright popping sound filling the bathroom. "We stop knowing that regardless of what he believes about us, we are beautiful and captivating." 
 
    Addie's feminism can come out strong sometimes. I liked that side of her because she became fierce. I like seeing that in my dancing, sweet other half.   
 
    "Still," I say, a sad smile on my face, "it's nice to hear." 
 
    "I'm not denying that," she responds. "I just want her to find out on her own that she's amazing and beautiful and not wait around for some asshat to tell her." 
 
    "God, are we already talking about mom dating?" 
 
    Addie's eyes widened in the mirror at that and then we burst out laughing. "Shit, our mom is probably going to date," she gets out between laughs.  
 
    "Good for her." 
 
    "Hell yeah, good for her. I hope he's gorgeous and sexy as hell." She snaps her fingers again. "We should hook her up with that mafia boss guy. Bishop. Damn, he is yummy," she said shaking her head.  
 
    The mention of him rattles my heartbeat. The thought of him dating mom? Makes me want to yell a little. He said he wasn't interested in her, but...if it came down to it, I could be okay with them dating right? She's far more appropriate for him than me.  
 
    As I pulled the covers up to my chin a little while later I think about that some more. He really seemed concerned for her. A little angry for her. Protective. He said he wasn't interested. Maybe he was sparing her daughter's feelings as I am going through some major family crisis right now.  
 
    But then I remember how he had looked when he'd asked me: 
 
    You're not a sweet, innocent girl, June? 
 
    Because when he had asked that, what I had really wanted to do was not be innocent. And show him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    My apartment is blessedly quiet, and cool, with the perfect lighting with my open living room overlooking the small downtown area and its lights. When I look down at it, a glass of scotch in my hand, the smell of sex on my skin, I find a modicum of peace. It's a small frame of time, but it's mine and mine alone.  
 
    The brunette I found at the bar was eager, probably in her late thirties, fitting for me. When I brought her up to the third floor and showed her to the room I had reserved, she had looked at me with that glimmer in her eyes, the kind that lets you know she's down for anything. Which is exactly what I needed. Her body had been nice. I didn't have a particular type. Women's bodies were pretty much just spectacular. I cared more about the dirty things a woman did with that body, would let me do with that body. I did, however, have a particular type when it came to sex.  
 
    I liked it rough, intense, and a controlled release with an uncomplicated afterward. I didn't ask for her name, because I didn't need it. When she asked me for mine I knew she already knew it but I told her to call me "Sir" and forget about my name, to which she complied. Rather nicely.  
 
    But afterward, when she asked if we could exchange numbers and do it again, I had no problem telling her that doing that again and exchanging numbers wasn't my thing. A botoxed pout on her face made me roll my eyes when I turned my back.  
 
    And as I rode the elevator up to my private floor into my penthouse, I caught myself smiling at the reminder of June Acre rolling her eyes.  
 
    Because she was a child.  
 
    A fucking teenager.  
 
    That's what teenagers did.  
 
    My glass was empty so I walked it into the kitchen. Then I grabbed my laptop and pulled up some records from a long time ago. From when an underground group had paid us to provide product for their underground ring.  
 
    We kept coded records of everything. Once I found the key for the people and the code next to who we used to run the product, I looked up who had been responsible on our side for the drop.  
 
    Joey Faudree, Ansel Treyborn, and David Krauwski were the three people who had taken our product to the designated drop for this underground group. I texted the three names over to Grim, Priest, and Martin. Then gave Grim and Priest the directions to locate them and bring them in if found.  
 
    My phone rang then and I almost ignored it but when I saw who was calling, I knew that I shouldn't. 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Joey Faudree was a senior at Wildwood High school. I remember because he was one of my first recruits back then," Martin's voice sounded a little slurred. He'd been drinking. But he was alert enough to remember the name of one of his first recruits so I wouldn't mention it.  
 
    "Remember anything about him?" 
 
    "Rich, cocky, wanted nothing to do with his fuck of a dad who did something I can't remember. But it was messy and the kid, Joey, wanted to run product as a side business for himself." 
 
    "We don't usually let people with prestigious parents near our business," I reminded him.  
 
    "They weren't. In fact, I think that was it; his dad was crooked in his own job. Embezzlement or something. Never got caught. Mom found out and left, though." 
 
    "Dad still around?" 
 
    "Shit if I know. We'll look into both the kid and him." 
 
    "How long did he run for us?" 
 
    "Honestly, I think it was just for the summer." 
 
    "Okay. You doing okay?" 
 
    "I'm fucking peachy," he said, his voice still slurred, happiness to his tone I hadn't heard in a while.  
 
    "Leo good?" 
 
    "Yeah, he's going to help me and Grim and Priest with this one." 
 
    "Good. I'm having Granger come back in a couple of days for another meeting. See if their eyes and ears in town have picked anything up. Tell Leo to come. Be good for him to meet the MCs." 
 
    "Good idea. He's ready for more," Martin said, his voice sobering up a little.  
 
    I knew Leo was good with his devotion to our family business. And he took it seriously. But he needed more exposure and more guidance and I was beginning to get a little afraid that Martin was slipping. My younger cousin was becoming bitter, a little unpredictable. I was having a couple of my men keeping an eye on him, inconspicuously. Especially with Stacey in town.  
 
    Martin was already on some thin ice lately, but adding in the tumultuous world that Stacey brought along with her whenever she rode through town... 
 
    Sometimes, I dreamed of ending it.  
 
    Her. 
 
    Her hold on Martin. 
 
    Martin has always been the kind of guy that made a room feel lighter. He laughed a lot. Made people feel seen if he wanted them to be seen. Leo was a hell of a lot like him. Unlike me, Martin went away to college for a couple of years before he settled into the family business. He got an associate's degree in something that will get him nowhere in life. But I recognized it for what it was: he needed out for a while. Just to leave our town, our family, our world. He took Bryce and Leo, his parents paid for childcare for him, and he took two years' worth of classes. I didn't see him much. We checked in. I made sure to get Kane and his cousins together. Kane's mom never took much to mothering and she had kind of checked out herself. By then she was on so much vodka and painkillers it took a crew to get her dressed and smiling by my side at prestigious events.  
 
    While my father raged and pointed fingers about a Bishop gallivanting around and side-stepping the family business, not becoming my number two, I always knew different. I knew Martin would come back and that he needed to do this, to get away. I knew that he had something inside of him that he needed to shake off. He never got over Stacey leaving and I think sitting still in one place was driving him insane. My father didn't see those things. My uncle, thank God, did.  
 
    I never put pressure on Martin.  
 
    But after two years, he walked into the club, sat next to me at the bar and ordered a whiskey, and asked when the next patrol was- grunt work- and that was that.  
 
    But I swear that every fucking time Stacey showed up, it set him back. That demon took over his bones and filled him with some kind of phantom longing he didn't think he could get here. And it made me want to get rid of her.  
 
    Lure her to the pond at the far back of our wooded property. Hold her under until I saw her unflinching, lifeless face underwater. That bluish film and milkiness of the skin under a thin layer of water that makes everything look bigger, bloated. Her blonde hair floating around her. I've pictured it.  
 
    I've pictured the silence after.  
 
    "He and Kane have a lot to learn still. We'll want them to learn more of the ropes at more meetings." 
 
    "Understood." 
 
    "I'm out. See you tomorrow. Call if you think of anything else," I said. Then I hung up and made my way to my bedroom. After a shower, scrubbing the brunette off of me, and then brushing my teeth,  I fell into the bed exhausted. And thought about bright blue eyes, on a wide, innocent face. The face I had used the brunette to fucking forget about.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting my nails and toenails done wasn't something I did very often. It took too much time. I got itchy sitting somewhere for so long not doing anything.  But June and Addie's mom was losing her husband because he was a cheating asshole and they wanted to cheer her up. When she told them to invite me I had felt both flattered and like it would be a good idea to support her.  
 
    I was pretty sure if my mom lost my dad in a cheating scandal she would get botox. Maybe new jewelry would be charged to his card. Both. Both of those things would happen.  
 
    My nails were done and the lady was painting my toes the matching dark red as I scrolled through my email and then Instagram. When I came to a picture of Caleb taking a selfie with him and Izzy kissing I almost groaned out loud. He wasn't usually so cavalier about girls. He wasn't usually so bold and out front with his personal life. It seemed like he was bragging about her, showing her off. He seemed happy. But what had his texts the other night been about? It had felt...personal. Like he had been saying that's what he wanted to do to me.  
 
    Maybe I was just hoping.  
 
    I needed to let that go and move on. I needed to let him enjoy being happy. Izzy was sweet. A little much in the energy department, but she seemed genuinely interested in Caleb. I looked at the picture again, allowing myself to feel tortured just a little more. But then I read his caption.  
 
      
 
    "When your day is a 7" 
 
      
 
    You've got to be kidding me. I almost threw my phone. He was fucking taunting me, wasn't he? Did he want me to feel small? What the hell was his problem? I screenshot the picture and then sent it to him.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: what the hell is the matter with you? 
 
    Caleb: according to that picture, doesn't look like much 
 
    Natalie: 7? Does Izzy know you rated her 7? 
 
    Caleb: 7 is a great rating.  
 
    Natalie: I don't know what is wrong with you, but you're being an asshole. ever since I started dating Garret you've been a dick and now posting pictures like this? 
 
    Caleb: why does my posting pictures like this bother you, Nat?  
 
    Natalie: why does my dating Garret bother you, Caleb? 
 
      
 
    I stare down at my phone, but before he types an answer the lady doing my toenails pats my foot and tells me to go sit with my feet under the table with the little fans. The spacers are pushed between my toes, stretching my toes uncomfortably and as I walk I feel my phone buzz in my hand. Once I'm seated I read what Caleb said in response.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: it doesn't. maybe you're imagining things and you're acting jealous.  
 
      
 
    Fuck him. I was done giving him the pleasure of my rising to his taunts. Actually, fuck me for rising to his taunts in the first place. So I wouldn't. Not anymore.  
 
    He could enjoy this game solo going forward because I wasn't playing anymore. He didn't want me last time I checked. He didn't want me when it was on the table. So he didn't get to pass on me and then decide to punish me for moving on.  
 
    "You done? Let me see," Addie said, sitting down next to me. "Ohhh I like. Bold and sexy." 
 
    I looked at her fingers and toes. The ballerina pink fit her perfectly. "Yours is very cute," I said in reply.  
 
    Sally had gone for a classy nude color. She looked tired, her eyes were puffy and her hair was in a messy bun at the back of her head. She was one of those moms who didn't look like a "mom". If you didn't know her and you saw her out somewhere you'd think she was an attractive woman. Some women you look at and immediately think, "she's a mom," but not Sally. She had beautiful blonde hair that was thick and shining when it wasn't twisted into what looked like an intense ball. She had hips and curves in the way I wished I did. I was basically a stick. People, when being nice, described me as "willowy". Which meant, twig. I was tall, with barely any curves. But I liked to think that what I lacked in the body vavavoom department I made up for in my striking personality. I also had a nice face. And some perverts who had a thing for Asian girls say that I look exotic.  
 
    But Sally right now looks...well, wrecked. And for good reason. I wanted to find that no-good Charles and shove a fist up his ass so far I could grab his throat to keep him from screaming while crushing his windpipe.  
 
    June got a lighter, brighter red to hers. Like cherries. It was perfect for her.  
 
    "Are you interested in anyone?" I asked June in wild curiosity. Because she had gone on a few dates with guys throughout the two years I'd been her friend but nothing much transpired. She wasn't one to talk a lot of boy talk. Actually, none of us really were. We weren't really the boy-crazy kind of girls. But June was pretty in the way that was classic. I imagine she'd be cast in a Jane Austin film quite well. She was alluring and interesting, sweet and innocent. I've watched guys flirt with her when we've been out but she doesn't really reciprocate other than being incredibly kind. But there is also something guarded there.  
 
    But once I asked her that question point-blank I watch her alabaster skin brighten to a red hue that has my eyebrows shooting up. "Do tell," I say.  
 
    She looks around before answering me but her mom and Addie are up at the front. "I'm...I have feelings for someone. A stupid crush. But it's nothing serious or even real." 
 
    I frowned. "Why not real?" 
 
    She seemed to struggle with the words for a minute. "Do you ever meet someone that just makes you feel different, in the best and most tumultuous way? But maybe they're not really meant for you. Like, they're this creature put in front of you to make you dig deep inside of yourself and really, really feel, but that's all it will ever be. A passive feeling. An awakening. Not doing or having. But finding truth about yourself." 
 
    As she talks my mind wanders to Caleb. My heart feels a massive pang because as she talks about whatever mystery guy is making her feel this way, I know exactly what she's talking about.  
 
    "Yeah," I respond softly. "It feels like too much and not enough at the same time." 
 
    "Exactly," she says on top of a sigh.  
 
    My mind takes me back to that night. The one where Caleb had a chance to have me.  
 
      
 
    Around a year ago 
 
      
 
      
 
    We had just finished a dramedy that Caleb had been forced into watching by June, Collin, and myself. It was one of those nights when summer came knocking on the door like an ex wanting another chance. It wasn't exactly warm, but it wasn't cold. Summer and winter had been mixed up in a bowl and spread out over the world.  
 
    Collin and June left because they had homework they needed to finish but Caleb and I wanted round two of junk food and relaxing so I stayed behind. His mom always stocked my favorite iced coffee drinks with way too much sugar and milk, which my mother locked away from me. 
 
    "You guys are going to ruin me with these movies." 
 
    "Oh please," I said. "it was a good movie. It was well-written, not cheesy and unrealistic like the romcoms you hate." 
 
    He laughed. The column of his throat was long and thick, his adam's apple bobbing with the laugh. It was attractive and I think that's the first time I have ever considered a neck attractive.  
 
    "It was not realistic! No guy is going to do that," he said shaking his head.  
 
    "Do what?" 
 
    "Dump a super hot girlfriend for the best friend. Guys are always going to go for the hottest girl he can get." 
 
    I tipped my head to look at him. He'd gone from cute and nerdy to hot and nerdy over time. I didn't know him personally long ago, but he had changed in the time I knew him.  
 
    "That's a pretty sad way to look at things," I said. "What if, like in the movie, he and his best girlfriend have more in common, more chemistry? Like, yeah, his girlfriend was hot and had the hot body and high school popularity credentials, but they didn't click." 
 
    He gave me a look that said I was a cute, silly girl. "Nat, guys in high school don't care about 'clicking'. They care about a hot ass and they think with their dicks." 
 
    I threw a pillow at him. "Gross, dude." 
 
    He laughed again and threw it back. "What?! I am just being incredibly honest." 
 
    I took a drink of my sugary coffee drink. "So you don't think it's realistic that the guy will choose his friend? Ever?" 
 
    It must have been the way that I asked it or the fact that it was just him and me right now in a basement. We weren't alone just him and me very often. It added an aura of scandal. Maybe it was the way I had started looking at him differently lately combined with the fact that he and I had always had a flirtatious banter. It was probably all of it.  
 
    He looked at me when I asked that, inside of that all of that, and our eyes weren't laughing. It was tension. "Have you ever seen yourself with one of your friends?" 
 
    His question... was loaded, full, complicated, and held a spark. 
 
    "Maybe," I said. Directly indirectly. "Maybe people change and evolve and friendship turns to something more, becomes more charged over time. And they want more than friendship." 
 
    I think we were both breathing heavily because my heart was pounding, filling my head with that thump thump thump sound and I could see his chest visibly rise and fall more. I don't know how much time passed between my words and his response but it was enough to be significant. To mean something. 
 
    He finally looked away and took a sip of his own soda with a shrug. "I don't know. Even then, I say not worth it. Could ruin something you already know is good for something that could possibly be good. Or more likely terrible based on the odds of high school dating." 
 
    He smiled at me, the look not reaching his eyes and that was it. It was decided, by him. And I had followed suit.  
 
      
 
      
 
    I came back to the now. Smiled at June and shook Caleb out of my head. "I think those kinds of one-sided feelings are there for a reason, but mostly they're just roadblocks. And crippling. Better to figure out a way to get over them and move on. I'd rather be fiercely wanted, no other option on the table, you know?" 
 
    June gave me a sad smile, a cute dimple poking into her cheek. "Yeah," she said softly.  
 
    I looked down at my phone. At Caleb's last text. And this time it would be me who decided. And he could follow suit. 
 
      
 
    Natalie: you're probably right. Consider me bowed out of your love life. As long as you're happy I'm happy 
 
      
 
      
 
    And then I put my phone away. Those were the words I wished Caleb had said to me when I started dating Garret.  
 
    Or other words entirely, but he closed that door a year ago. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    After our pampering morning to cheer up mom, today was a double-duty day for me since mom had someone call off with helping her clean houses. I took on cleaning for an elderly lady who lived about three minutes down the road from us; she'd been one of my mom's first cleaning clients. And then after her house, which was fairly small and didn't take too long, I would do the light-duty on the Bishop's house. The light-duty involved vacuuming and dusting. Making sure the kitchen wasn't a mess. But honestly, since Collin had basically moved in with them she kept things pretty neat and tidy.  
 
    The Uber dropped me at the circular drive and as I made my way inside the Bishop's house I heard Collin laughing in the kitchen. She was standing at the kitchen island, her curly hair piled on top of her head as she mixed something in a bowl and had a big smile on her face. Kane was leaning back while sitting on one of the barstools, arms crossed over his broad chest saying something to her.  
 
    He was so much like his dad. A little less broad, his muscles more a high school or even college student's size. He always seemed bigger than the other high school guys. But still, Quinton was bigger, his size probably solidified over years.  
 
    "Hey guys," I said with a  smile on my face. I didn't know Kane very well, and even though Collin was one of my best friends he intimidated me a little. Maybe because he did remind me so much of his dad. The man I had an inappropriate crush on.  
 
    Collin's eyes lit up when she saw me. "June! Ohmygosh. Kane doesn't' believe that apple pie is better with sharp cheddar cheese. So I am proving him wrong," she said with a smile thrown at him.  
 
    He just shook his head at her and then looked at me. "You cleaning for your mom?" 
 
    "Yeah. She had someone call off so I'm filling in." 
 
    "Cool. Come have pie and cheese with us when you're done," he said. Then he looked back at Collin. "See? That sounds fucking weird and gross." 
 
    She just laughed. "Yeah, sit with me and eat pie when you're done," she said to me ignoring him.  
 
    "Deal," I agreed.  
 
    Cleaning to the music in my ears was a welcome distraction to things right now. My dad came by to take Addie and me out to dinner the other night and to say that it was awkward would be an understatement. We ate and made delicate small talk. It was all so fragile which made me want to scream because what he did was anything but fragile. 
 
    He bulldozed mom. She's been a faithful, kind, hard-working partner to him. She'd held up her end of the bargain and her vows. And he hadn't. But there we were trying to be gentle around him. The bulldozer.  
 
    He was my dad and I loved him, but I didn't like him right now. Going out with him felt like a betrayal to mom.  
 
    She had been on that bike every single night. Sweating and pedaling, working through all of it and I could see it on her face. The determination to not fully break apart. It was honestly....beautiful. To watch someone be broken and see that they had to sit in that brokenness, to really feel it, but then pick themselves up, brush off the glass and tilt their head up? It was admirable. I hoped she wasn't just doing it for us. I hoped that she was finding peace and strength for herself too.  
 
    I was dusting the banister, halfway up the stairs when I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. I looked down and gasped when I saw Quinton Bishop standing at the bottom of the stairs looking up at me. A very angry Quinton Bishop. He still had his expensive suit on, arms crossed over his chest, his appearance rich and impeccable and his full lips were in a tight, unforgiving line as he looked up at me.  
 
    I had the higher ground and somehow I felt, still, much smaller. I pulled out my earbuds and was about to ask him why he was looking at me like that when he beat me to it.  
 
    "You didn't drive again," he said. "So I am assuming someone dropped you off and someone will be picking you up." 
 
    "Oh," I said, a soft sound of surprise. He was on that again. Maybe he was afraid that I would expect and ask him to drive me home again. Which I would not. I have my pride in a healthy amount. 
 
    "June," his voice came out a low command and it did something to me. Maybe something was wrong with me but when he said my name like that I was a tangle of different things: fear, anxiety, excitement, hope.  
 
    "I Ubered here and I was going to Uber home," I said. "I wasn't planning on walking, don't worry." But then he was walking up the steps and my heartbeat which was already erratic stumbled and then picked up speed. "And," I continued, my voice sounding odd to my ears, "I don't need you to drive me. I know you're busy so don't worry about that."  
 
     He was on the step below me which did not leave a lot of room. He was so much taller than me that even below me he was towering over me and his eyes were dark, challenging. Where Kane had intense blue eyes, his dad's were obsidian.  
 
    "Fucking Ubering isn't safe either, June. Do you check to make sure that they're a legitimate driver? And even then, kidnappers and rapists have legitimate jobs."  
 
    His voice was so low and deep. The timbre of it rattled me. 
 
    "I..." 
 
    I had an overwhelming urge to burrow into him. I have no idea where that came from but he was so big and intense and he was scary, yes, but also somehow safe.  
 
    "You what? Answer me, June."  
 
    His command snapped me out of my thoughts and I narrowed my eyes up at him. "Stop treating me like a child. I know how to Uber. In fact, I'm surprised you even know what Uber is and how it works with your age." My eyes immediately widened at the words that had just come out of my mouth.  
 
    His own black eyes widened briefly before they settled into an almost amused look, his head tilting as though he were a big cat looking at a toy. It put me back on edge instead of on the defensive.  
 
    "There's that hellcat again," he said, his voice softer, low, and intimate.  
 
    I think my heart was audible at this point to him. I could feel him looking at me like his eyes were touching me physically.  
 
    But the intensity of the moment was broken by the ringing of his cell phone. The sound seemed to break a barrier and he stepped down away from me, his eyes breaking their gaze and moving to his phone as he turned and walked away, down the stairs and into his office, his voice smooth and direct to whoever was on the receiving end. 
 
    I put a hand to my heart.  
 
    "June, come get pie!" Collin poked her head around the corner of a doorway and smiled at me. "You okay?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm good. Almost fell down the steps but I caught myself." 
 
    "Oh, thank goodness," she said in clear relief. "Well, come on then." 
 
    I made one more swipe of the banister and then made my way to the kitchen. Sitting with Collin and Kane in a house that we clean wasn't awkward. I felt normal, welcome, and at peace oddly. Except for those moments with Quinton where the intensity was so damn high that I could barely breathe. Even then, it wasn't uncomfortable. It was exciting. Digging something out of me.  
 
    We were laughing, well, Collin and I were laughing. Kane wasn't much for the merriment, but it was so easy to see his infatuation with Collin. When she sat on a stool to eat her piece of pie he reached over and pulled her stool closer to him without a word. She blushed and it was soft and possessive in the best way.  
 
    I craved that. To be wanted that much.  
 
    I'd actually been asked out the day before the big rival football game. A guy named Preston Johns. We were in two classes together and he was really attractive with caramel skin, dark eyes, and average height. He was intelligent, and academic, as the two classes we shared were honors and he was up for being in the top three percent of our graduating class. I hadn't talked with him enough to know his life plans but he was the kind of guy who had them. Law school, business, and medical school were probably all on the table. Though, that's fairly cliche of me to assume that a smart high school guy would pursue one of those avenues. He wasn't shy, but he wasn't incredibly outgoing either, somewhere in the middle where he kind of just existed comfortably. I liked that about him. If I went out with someone, something I did rarely, I liked when they were in the middle. That seemed safer somehow.  
 
    So my infatuation with Quinton was like I had said to Natalie, an awakening of sorts.  
 
    As I was packing my bookbag after the bell rang he walked over and asked if I was going to the game and if I was going with anyone. I'd told him that I was with friends.  
 
    "Oh," he'd said. "I was going to see if you would go with me." 
 
    "Like a date?" I'd asked. I was completely thrown. He hadn't shown interest in me before. We had talked amicably but nothing more.  
 
    "Yeah. But since you're going with friends and I don't want to get in the way of that, maybe if I ask you on a date some other time you'd consider it?" 
 
    And I had thought it both odd and cute that he hadn't just asked me to go on a different date at that time. Like he was building up to it. It was coming.  
 
    And I had liked it, liked being wanted. I liked being warned. Usually. But he wasn't the one I wanted. 
 
    Because I was drawn to a man who nearly doubled my size, was too old for me by most people's standards, ran the mafia, wore freaking cufflinks for God's sake, treated me like a child, and yet... 
 
    And yet, when he looked at me when he had that angry glint in his dark eyes or that low grumbly tone like an angry or bothered predator, I wanted to lean in. I wanted to reach out and touch him and just know what it would be like to feel danger. To be in danger but held inside of danger's arms.  
 
    I'd felt it before, but it hadn't been in my control. I hadn't been safe.  
 
    Kane was talking about something boxing-related, a match he had coming up this weekend when his dad walked into the kitchen. His suit jacket was gone, leaving him in a stark white button-up shirt, the sleeves rolled up. His tattoos peeking out. I wondered if he knew how attractive that look was.  
 
    "Kane," Quinton said in a direct, clipped tone. "I need you to go to the club with Leo." 
 
    Kane nodded his head and without question, he wrapped a hand around the back of Collin's neck and pulled her in for a deep, quick kiss.  
 
    "Be careful," I heard Collin say softly. And then Kane walked into the garage.  
 
    "Do you want some pie, Mr. Bishop?" 
 
    He shook his head, no expression on his face. "Collin, could you give June and me a minute please?" He said 'please' but I did not think this man considered politeness often or even necessary.  
 
    "I have tons of homework to finish. I'll see you later, June-bug." 
 
    The nickname was horrifying. I bit my lip and closed my eyes as she left the kitchen. When I opened my eyes again Quinton was staring at me, the ghost of a smile on his angular face. The kitchen island was between us, and yet I felt closer than we were.  
 
    "I'm going to drive you home. And we are going to make an agreement." 
 
    "What kind of agreement?" 
 
    So many things flashed through my mind.  
 
    Agree to let him do things to me. 
 
    Agree to be a good girl. 
 
    Shit. I bit my lip.  
 
    He took a step around the island toward me. I watched him carefully, my eyes unable to move from him.  
 
    "The kind of agreement where you promise to stay out of danger." 
 
    "I don't walk toward danger," I responded.  
 
    His eyes flashed. "You won't be walking anywhere." He was now only a couple of feet away from me and my entire body felt it. Did he? He had to. There was something...concrete between us.  
 
    "You can't just tell me what to do. You don't have that authority in my life."  
 
    He was now standing about as close as he could get without actually touching me. My head had to tip back, way back, to see him as he was over a foot taller than me.  
 
    "Authority can be taken, June," he said, his voice so low it almost could be categorized as a whisper, but it wasn't soft. It was hard, hair-raising, and intended to land unbalanced.  
 
    I knew that authority could be taken.  
 
    And yet...with him. That didn't scare me. It excited me. 
 
    "Are you threatening me?"  
 
    His mouth quirked up in a half-smile, his eyes boring into mine. "Call it whatever you want. Give it a name. I don't really give a fuck. But I'm not taking it back." 
 
    He wrapped a hand around my upper arm, gently but firmly, and turned me around toward the door Kane had walked through to the garage moments before. I felt overly charged, excited and scared, and angry. He deposited me next to his black SUV and walked around to the driver's side. "I will give you three seconds to get into the car before I walk over there unhappily and put you in myself, June." 
 
    I pulled in a deep breath and held myself back from asking if he was going to spank me, also. I wasn't sure I could handle much more tension, especially sexual as I was afraid it was only on my side. So, I got into the car and closed the door, and before I could fasten my seatbelt he was reaching over me, pulling the belt over across my chest and clicking it into the safety latch. I caught my breath and just as quickly as he had done that he was sitting in his seat, car on and backing out.  
 
    "I don't need you to babysit me," I said through gritted teeth. Because that? That was him treating me like a damn child. Yeah, this sexual tension was because I was insanely drawn to him and his intensity and anger, his protectiveness was being read by my lust-addled brain as something more.  
 
    He huffed out a breath without looking at me. "You might need me to because apparently you don't know how to fucking take care of yourself and need a man to do it." 
 
    "That's a bit sexist, don't you think?" 
 
    "I think you can once again call it whatever the fuck you want, June. If it keeps you out of the hands of a sex ring or rapist then I will gladly be the villain in your story." 
 
    I decided to keep silent. Because right now my body was warring with wanting to fight with him and climb over the seat to crawl into his lap.  
 
    Both of those were wrong moves.  
 
    Definitely need some space from this man.  
 
    He keeps the silence just as well as I do but what I had hoped would be blessed relief was now a full balloon of quiet. And that in itself was a different kind of loud.  
 
    But before long we were in front of my house again. Deja-vu rang loudly in my mind as I looked up to the porch, the light on in the living room and knowing that my mom would probably be on the stationary bike, pedaling away and watching the news or some true-crime movie.  
 
    "Thanks, for-" 
 
    But he cut me off as he turned to me. "You don't know me very well, June. But I am strong-willed, and unwavering when it comes to something that I believe in. Your mom has been a part of my household for a long time and you have been too. That little girl with bright hair and large eyes." His eyes ran over my face and I couldn't tell what was behind the look, but there was something restrained, cut off, closed behind his careful mask. "You will always be that little girl to me and keeping you safe is important. Agree that you won't use a driving service or walk anywhere. Not until they or I catch the fuckers who took that girl." 
 
    His words were a blow to my thumping heart. He would always see me as a little girl. His actions towards me were protective because he saw me as that innocent little girl and it made me want to cry.  
 
    But I wouldn't give him that picture to add to his already childlike idea of me.  
 
    I nodded my head, keeping my bottom lip between my teeth harshly to distract me from my overwhelming disappointment. 
 
    He reached over the console of the car and one of his thumbs brushed over my cheek. His skin on mine was shocking. The gesture was soft, touching, but still...and then the touch was over just as quickly as it had begun.  
 
    "Get inside, June," he said gruffly, his hands firmly on the steering wheel and eyes forward like he was trying not to look at me. 
 
    I reached for the door handle and got out of the car, closing it behind me softly, not wanting to alert him to my emotional turmoil. Once I was inside my house, safely out of any kind of visual of Quinton Bishop, I closed my eyes and let the pain slide over me.  
 
    It was silly.  
 
    He was thirty-five years old and a man. A strong, intense, boss and an alpha male.  
 
    "June? Is that you, honey?" my mom yelled from the living room.  
 
    Deep breath in and out. I opened my eyes and put a smile on my lips. "Yeah," I called back then made my way in to say hi to her.  
 
    Still...the way he had looked at me, smirked down at me, the way his eyes ran over my face, and the way my body felt so full when he was in my space; were all things that didn't seem to point to him thinking of me as a child.  
 
    His thumb running over my cheek wasn't just a man protecting a little girl. He kept secrets behind his stone-lined face. Secrets I wanted.    
 
    He had just built a wall between us, and not just for me. But also for him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    Joey Faudree was sitting in our interrogation room. He was wearing a worn army jacket with one of those tight winter hats over his head that made him look like he worked in a coffee shop and refused to conform to society. He would be in his twenties now.  
 
    I walked into the small room on the other side of the two-way glass and found Martin, and to my displeasure, Stacey with him. She was in a chic, black sheath dress and black high heels. The woman always did know how to dress rich but simple. I hadn't had to interact with her yet. It was inevitable every time she was in town, but I felt her desire to avoid me as much as I wanted to avoid her. I wondered, sometimes, if she felt shame. And if she felt that shame deeper when she saw me. Good. I hope it became a living, feral thing whenever I was around. I hoped it ate her from the inside out until she was nothing.  
 
    "Stacey," I said nodding to her.  
 
    "Quinton," she said. "Still wearing the three-piece suit, I see." 
 
    "Still a succubus, I see," I responded with a tilt of my head.  
 
    Her eyes hardened.  
 
    Martin's swung to me in anger and warning.  
 
    I turned to look through the glass and decided to move on.  
 
    "Where did you find him?" 
 
    "He's renting a shitty house on the east side with two other guys," Martin said. "Do you remember him?" 
 
    I shook my head. I wouldn't have had much contact with product runners back then. I barely do now. That's my men's job.  
 
    "He say anything yet?" 
 
    "Oh yeah. He's actually quite the songbird," Martin said with a smile. "Grim is about to go in there and show him some pictures." 
 
    "Grim recognize him?" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "Good." Not that I was worried our record-keeping was flawed-the business my great grandfather had built and passed down would never be flawed when it came to records of who worked for us, even if they did just one run. Everything could be used to protect ourselves or hurt someone else. Information was one of our greatest weapons and shields.  
 
    "What did you learn about him? And where are Kane and Leo?" 
 
    "So we learned, big cousin, that this Joey kid had been introduced to running product by a man named Gary Carr." 
 
    "Doesn't ring a bell," I said. "Did he work for us?" 
 
    "He did not," Martin said, and his voice was light, bouncing. "So Gary Carr was basically a no-good drunk who was dating a woman and crashing at her house, then he married her." 
 
    "Martin," I warned.  
 
    Stacey's hand was wrapped around his bicep in a comfort. I contained myself, holding back from ripping her grip from him.  
 
    "Right right, I'm getting to it. So he became the proud stepdad of a surly teenager named..." he paused and raised his eyebrows like we were playing a game. I glared. "Chris Willy." 
 
    "Shit. So Chris Willy's good-for-nothing stepdad encouraged Joey Faudree to run product for us." 
 
    "Yes. Joey did some driving for the company Gary worked out, which is how they connect. Gary then gave Joey the dark web details to reach out to us for recruitment." 
 
    I nodded my head following. "And Joey Faudree then is connected to Chris there, but what else?" 
 
    "So Joey, after running product for about six months as a senior in high school, Wildwood no less, was approached by Gary. Gary claimed he should get a cut of anything Joey made since he helped hook him up to the gig. Bullshit, sure, but remember he's a no-good fucktart. When Joey said no, Gary threatened to turn him in. Joey didn't have the cash to give him so Gare-bear made him a deal. Take pictures of little girls and get them to Chris, his shitty stepson, and when he made a drop for the underground ring coming into town? He was to ping the location and send it to Chris." 
 
    I frowned putting the pieces together.  
 
    "So he's connected to Chris. Chris and his stepdad, are we thinking that they helped with the underground ring that was grabbing and selling kids?" 
 
    "That's our best guess at the moment." 
 
    "How involved did Faudree get?" 
 
    "Honestly, not sure." 
 
    "And Gary Carr is?" 
 
    "Being picked up by Priest, Kane, and Leo," Martin said, his smile wide now.  
 
    It was good to see him smile like this. He loved problem-solving and finding where the pieces came together. If he hadn't grown up in a mafia family I swear the fucker would have been a detective with how this shit gets his blood pumping. But we need people who think like the police in our business. We need to solve problems just like this and also know how the police would be able to catch us so that we didn't make those mistakes. 
 
    "Any connections to Max Spencer?" 
 
    Martin shook his head. "None that we've found so far. Other than Chris and Max hanging out." 
 
    "There's got to be something there," I said, thinking out loud.   
 
    "What do you want to do once Gary gets here?" 
 
    I looked through the two-way glass at the guy sitting slumped in the chair. How a person sits in a chair tells you a lot about their status in the world. This guy didn't offer much to society, didn't add much value, and he sat like it. I wondered how Gary Carr would sit.  
 
    "We'll take our turn with Gary. But then once we get what we want, or don't get what we want, we bring in our friend Officer Landlow. 
 
    "Seriously?" 
 
    "We've done nothing wrong. And I would put money on Gary having possession of something that he shouldn't. Stick the detective on him with these connections without giving away any of our business and he'll find a cause to keep him. Let the police do the digging while we work in the background. I still have some favors to cash in at the force if we need to be privy to anything that they find." 
 
    "Plus, giving them Gary will add to that favor bank," Martin said nodding his head. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    "Think Gary is a child-toucher?" 
 
    "Yeah," I said grimly. "Probably. Or his finances will tell us he just benefits from the fuckers who are." 
 
    "You want some time with him?" 
 
    I smiled. "Yeah." 
 
    It had been a while since I got my hands bloody. It had been a while since I had stooped low to look into the eyes of scum like Gary Carr with the hope that they saw the retribution in my eyes, felt it in my fists and tools.  
 
    I knew how to draw out someone's pain, to feel it coursing underneath their skin like a living thing. I knew how to bring it to life and there was such a deep and dark part of me that fucking loved it.  
 
    I didn't give into it often, not when I delegated that kind of thing to other men and had the business to run. But there were times when the animal inside of me needed to be let out and let out to play.  
 
    Lately, I had been carrying extra weight, extra darkness, and I would take Gary Carr and allow myself to unload that for tonight.  
 
    After I had dropped June off... 
 
    No. I would not mix my thoughts about June into tonight's black fuckery. I would deal with those thoughts later. After I got bloody and after I washed the blood from my hands and body and mind. She was too good and pure to allow the blending of these things and I needed the separation.  
 
    Martin let me know that they had found him, and he would be here in ten minutes.  
 
    I went to my quiet office to pour myself a finger of scotch, went to take off my suit jacket, and remembered that I had already taken it off at home and had left the house without it. I rarely walked into this club without a suit jacket on. I sometimes walked out without one on, but I liked the presence of entering my business in a certain way.  
 
    I drank the scotch slowly, allowing my mind to filter and slow, and then stop. I could do this easily; empty my mind so that white noise took the space of my thoughts. I learned how to do that when my dad took his fists to my body, hiding the bruises when I was younger and then not bothering to hide them when I got older. My face took a few raw beatings from the bastard over the years but when I learned to hit back I did.  
 
    And he would laugh. And take it. And tell me I was finally being a fucking man.  
 
    I would never do that to Kane because we have enough thick, viscous blood running through our Bishop veins, he didn't need that added poison. You don't have to leave marks behind to be a man, to be the Alpha.  
 
    And therein lies the challenge for men. Being a man without making victims of innocent people in the process.  
 
    Unless you're in the bedroom and you have a woman there looking up at you with big, round blue eyes asking to play with the beast. Leaving behind a different kind of mark on her snow-white skin... 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I couldn't think about her, about that right now.  
 
    I shouldn't ever. But especially not right now.  
 
    My phone alerted me to Kane, Priest, and Leo bringing in Gary Carr. I set down my scotch glass and made my way to the room with no windows, no two-way glass, sound-proofed and designed to keep someone in, or out until desired.  
 
    "He is pleading the fifth," Priest said when I found them standing outside of that reinforced room. 
 
    "Too bad we aren't the law," I said. 
 
    "Too bad for him," Leo agreed. Leo had the same look his father did. A light bounced in his body when closing in on something. 
 
    "Where was he living and what was his situation?" 
 
    "Run-down ranch on Bilford ave. Had four guard dogs chained up outside." Kane's voice was like mine. Sometimes I had to stop and look at him, see how much he was like me; his voice, his facial expressions, the way he held his shoulders as though there was so much there but he could take on more.  
 
    Interesting. Guard dogs.  
 
    "Anyone living with him?" 
 
    "We did a sweep, but he had a security system so it was quick, messy, will need to go back. Got two different laptops, though." 
 
    "A security system and guard dogs? What the fuck is he guarding?" Martin voiced my own questions.  
 
    What indeed.  
 
    "You want us to knock in thirty?" Martin knew my methods. He knew how I worked and how I broke, how I could break.  
 
    I nodded my head and then told them to do the background check on him. We'd hack into his accounts, look into his files, find what the police would find but before them.  
 
    When I walked inside of the room the man sitting in the chair, hands held in zip-ties, wasn't surprising. He was of average height, with light brown hair that was starting to recede deeply leaving a thin hairline that looked like a tide pulling back. His eyes were glassy, set into a face that looked like it had expanded over years of harsh treatment with deep lines and uneven skin. His cheeks dipped into jowls that reminded me of an ugly hound dog.  
 
    He had a fairly normal build but his beer gut was bulbous and hung over his waist in a way that made me want to cut into it. Hitting bone was satisfying. Cutting into fat and a body that was neglected held its own fulfillment.  
 
    "I'm not fucking tellin' you anything." He spat the words as if they would hold any kind of weight. 
 
    "That's fine," I said easily.  
 
    "You think you're so tough, the mafia in town, thinkin' you can do whatever you want and scare anyone you want. You ain't shit." 
 
    I rolled my neck and pulled in a breath. When my fist landed on his right cheek, the smashing of skin, fat, tissue, and bone sunk into my knuckles. He made a ridiculous sound, one that I wouldn't have wanted near my own vocal cords because it was pathetic. 
 
    "Fuck you!"  
 
    His voice was even pathetic. It ranged somewhere in the tone of whining and throwing a tantrum but trying to be bold. And failing.  
 
    Boldness is not derived, no matter the volume, from cowardice.  
 
    By the third hit to his gut, which reverberated through my arm and body in a beautiful jolt, he was heaving in breaths, and heaving them back out painfully.  
 
    He wasn't big enough to handle my wrath.  
 
    He wasn't strong enough to meet my brand of justice.  
 
    "I don't fucking know where Chris is," he got out between hits.  
 
    His voice was no longer boasting a false bravado and it made me smile at him.  
 
    "You like kids, don't you Gary? Maybe it rubbed off on Chris."  
 
    Another punch, his nose gave under the pressure. His blood poured in a weeping release.  
 
    "Or do you just like making money off of kids?"  
 
    Punch to the rib. Left side.  
 
    "I'm confused though. Maybe it started with kids and then you knew you could make money selling anyone. Moving on to teenage girls. Maybe you like teenage girls?" 
 
    Punch to the right side.  
 
    My fist felt nothing but glory.  
 
    He wasn't answering me at this point. His mind disassociated and I understood that. Good job, I wanted to whisper to his mind. Go somewhere else. The monster will be here when you come back.  
 
    He rocked in and out of being present and not. I wanted to pull out the blade I brought with me but to hand him over to Landlow would mean being more careful than that. My body was finding release and exhaustion. Time has passed without my realizing it.  
 
    And then there was a knock on the steel door.  
 
    My time was up.  
 
    When I pulled back and looked at the mess of him I let out a long, deep breath.  
 
    I felt good.  
 
    I felt more.  
 
    When I opened the door and found Martin leaning against the wall across from the door he looked around me at the mess that was Gary Carr and smiled.  
 
    "Anything?" 
 
    "No," I said.  
 
    "Feel good?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Good. Go do your thing. I have the guys on his records and we will have an update for you soon. You still want us to call your detective friend?" 
 
    "Leave him in there tonight and call them tomorrow." 
 
    "Got it. " 
 
    "And clean him up." 
 
    "You got it. We found him like this and thought it best to pass him along to our friendly police department because he wandered into our club, got into a fight, and he was saying some suspicious shit." 
 
    I nodded. He knew what to do. I was about to walk up to my apartment when Grim turned the corner down the hall.  
 
    "Got word, Boss," his voice called out over the distance. "Another girl missing. Same as the last. seventeen years old, blonde, a freshman in high school." 
 
    Two.  
 
    I looked at Martin and we talked without words. He nodded once and entered the secure room I had just exited.  
 
    I needed a shower.  
 
    And a drink.  
 
    And to not think about another sweet blonde in high school that was starting to burrow her way inside of my head.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
    My mom asked if we could have dinner tonight which is never a good thing. She really only bothered to initiate time with me when she wanted to tell me what she was disappointed in either about me or her life. She was one of those people who liked being the victim. She thrived there. A puddle of mud was her version of a happy place.  
 
    After my girl time with Addie, June, and their mom, I ran some errands. Not real errands because rich people didn't do that. But these were fake errands where I bought easily hide-able snacks for my room that my mom wouldn't find. I got some new lipstick to go along with the pampering theme of the day and also because I was feeling like trying a new shade that had a little more berry in the color to liven up my face.  
 
    It was a frivolous pursuit and I was perfectly okay with that because I was feeling a little heavy. I was feeling all kinds of feelings that I wasn't truly ready to sit down with and look at.  
 
    I knew that there was a lot to unpack and frankly, my weathered heart mostly just wanted to burrow into a soft and safe place for a while.  
 
    And this matte lipstick in Divine Wine was soft and safe.  
 
    Maybe I should do something with my blonde ends. Dye them a lavender. Really freak my mom out and give her something to be disappointed in.  
 
    I pulled up to my house and parked not wanting to go to my room, close myself away, and be forced to a quiet space of reflection. I had a few books to read that had come in the mail the other day, books my mom would absolutely not approve of my reading which made me want to read them all the more. There were insane sex scenes in them. Smut. They were straight-up smut and frankly, it was fun and discouraging at the same time reading about women getting some freakishly good sex.  
 
    So far sex for me had been subpar.  
 
    If I were rating it on Caleb's kissing scale? I haven't been introduced to sex over a 3/10 yet. I haven't had a lot of sex, and I know that guys in high school aren't going to be the best at it yet, but still.  
 
    Sometimes a girl just wants a guy to know how to own sex and take her for a fucking ride.  
 
    Yeah. I think some popcorn and some sex reading was going to be my day until dinner with my mom.  
 
    When I went to the back of the car to grab my contraband food, I barely had time to let out a gasp when a large hand wrapped around my waist and another covered my mouth.  
 
    I was being kidnapped. Like that girl in June and Addie's school.  
 
    My body was wrenched around and my spiraling thoughts halted immediately when I looked up into Caleb's amber eyes.  
 
    I tried to yell at him, but the words were muffled by his large hand.  
 
    He pulled his hand away. "Didn't want you to scream." 
 
    "What the actual fuck is wrong with you, Caleb?" 
 
    "As long as I'm happy you're happy?" 
 
    I frowned up at him. I shook my head about to ask him what he meant when the hand he had around my waist slid to my hip, his grip tightening there.  
 
    "What-" 
 
    "You're bowing out of my love life, Nat?" His voice was low, lower than I think I've ever heard it. It was like a warning sound, a warning snarl. 
 
    "Caleb," I started but he cut me off again and pressed me against the car using his body; his very strong, big body. My hands instinctively reached up, bracing on his chest and I could feel his lean muscles, his rapid heartbeat that was mimicking my own.  
 
    I had never touched Caleb like this. Nudges, high fives, arms slung over shoulders, maybe accidental touches that meant nothing and held no deeper intention.  
 
    His fingers on my chin during the movie night at his house had been searing and the first time I had felt that kind of touch from him.  
 
    But this was more. It was fully him, against me. Holding my body to the side of my car- trapping me and everything felt overwhelming... on a precipice of falling.  
 
    He raised his other hand and loosely wrapped it around the side of my throat, the feeling possessive. 
 
    I recently started seeing this side of Caleb and it was intoxicating- like I couldn't take my eyes off of him; I couldn't form full thoughts to turn into sentences. 
 
    "You're bowing out of my love life," he repeated, then he closed his eyes like he was in pain and pressed his forehead against mine.  
 
    He had my hip in a firm grip, my neck was held in his other hand and his breath was breathing into me as we both were panting for air. 
 
    "Caleb," I tried again, my voice barely coming out. My words brushed his lips.  
 
    "No," he said on a raspy breath. His breath smelled like mint. "You don't get to bow out of my love life, Nat." 
 
    "What do you want from me?" I pleaded with him. I couldn't see his eyes because his forehead was against mine, our lips millimeters apart. But I could feel him; his turmoil, anger, frustration.  
 
    "Fuck," he murmured.  
 
    And then his mouth is on mine. The moment his mouth takes mine, both of his hands take a darker possession of me. My hip is in his bruising grip and his other hand squeezes around the side of my throat as his thumb tips my chin up to give him better access. 
 
    When his tongue runs over the seam of my lips and I open for him we both press sounds into each other; his a low groan, mine a soft moan. My hands slide over his chest and strong shoulders to his back pulling him harder against me and it feels as though our bodies are vying to get closer as if we could right now. He has me fully pulled into him, my front flush against his front, and I can feel exactly what this is doing to him.  
 
    God, I want to reach down and touch him. I have never been more curious than I am right now to feel how hard, how big he is. Instead, I lift my hips up against him which drags out another low growl from him.  
 
    His lips rip away from mine and I almost sigh at the loss of his mouth but then he's running his open lips over my jaw and down my throat. When the tip of his tongue lightly flicks over my pulse my hands tighten in his hair, pulling him closer as my hips move harder against him.  
 
    "Fuck, I've wanted to kiss you forever," he says against my throat as I tip my head back allowing him more skin to burn with his lips.  
 
    I'm so ready to start ripping his clothes off but then my brain barely registers the sound of a car pulling up our long drive. When the car door opens and my mom's voice rings through the air as she's talking on the phone to someone Caleb and I both freeze. Our bodies are melded together and we're both breathing so erratically that it's hard to hear her words over the sound and our own heartbeats and adrenaline.  
 
     My car is hidden from the view of where she parked because of a wall of hedges but I feel exposed, out in the open. And suddenly everything is sharp and angular.  
 
    I look up at Caleb and he's looking down at me.  
 
    Questions. 
 
    Uncertainty.  
 
    Lust.  
 
    Need.  
 
    "I...have to go to dinner with my mom," I say, my voice coming out barely a whisper.  
 
    He nods his head, his eyes focused on my lips.  
 
    "Okay," he whispers back. His voice, like mine, barely finds purchase in this world. It's as though our sound had been stripped through the intensity of what just happened.  
 
    He backs up slowly and releases me. I swear I have to press my body back hard against my car so that I don't bonelessly melt to the ground. His eyes are on mine and they're intense. We hear footsteps and he quickly retreats to his car, turning his head to look at me one more time before he ducks inside the driver's side and drives away.  
 
    Ohmygod.  
 
    Kissing Caleb Hayes was a 10/10.  
 
    "Natalie? Hon?" 
 
    My mom's voice breaks me out of my trance immediately and I clear my throat. "Yeah. Yeah, I'm here." 
 
    "What are you doing standing in the driveway?" She looks at me oddly and I realize I am still plastered to my car. "And like that...against your car? Are you okay?" 
 
    "Oh yeah. You scared me and with the disappearing girl and all you know." 
 
    "God, yeah. Horrid business. Alright, I was thinking Le'Moo for dinner. Yes? Keep it gluten-free." 
 
    She walked up to our steep front steps, her arm out daintily that way a woman in high society would with her Prada bag on her arm, and is saying something to me I cannot hear or don't care to. So I just agree and follow her inside.  
 
    And try not to think about how Caleb just kissed me better than any sex I had ever had.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     June  
 
      
 
      
 
    I feel uniquely on edge tonight. After my interaction with Quinton, his ensuring I understood that he looked at me like a child, I wanted to let off some steam. Let loose. I rarely did and I rarely had the mind to.   
 
    So I called Natalie and Caleb and Collin and we decided to whip out our fake IDs which we had only used twice.  
 
    Well, I had only used it twice. I know Caleb had used his more often. I wasn't sure what he did with his other than buy alcohol, but I also had a feeling Caleb hid things from us. 
 
    "The Club has 'Tourist Night' where tourists get a free drink," Addie said. With our IDs placing us in different states that actually would work.  
 
    But at the mention of the club that Quinton Bishop owned, something inside of me dipped.  
 
    Good idea or bad? 
 
    Bad. 
 
    Very bad. 
 
    And yet... 
 
    "I'm in," I said. We texted the group the information.  
 
    "You think Caleb will bring Izzy?" 
 
    "Honestly? I have no idea. She's...super happy," I said with a smile I was trying to suppress. 
 
    "She's a ditz," Addie said and I threw one of my high heels at her which she dodged with a laugh. "What? Calling it as I see it. Caleb is a freaking idiot. Natalie is perfect for him and he's just traipsing around this cute, sweet, but not very bright chick as if that's a good idea." 
 
    I did not disagree with her.  
 
    I held up a dress. "Too...." 
 
    Addie looked at the emerald satin dress that I had bought with her for homecoming last year and ended up not wearing. It was simple, ruched on the sides with spaghetti straps and it fell just above my knees. Which meant it was intended to be much shorter as I was below average height. I had put it on last year and then taken it off. 
 
    I still heard the reverberating words from dad when I showed mom.  
 
    "A dress like that is meant for a girl with legs she wants to show off." 
 
    "Hell yes," Addie said. "That dress looked so good on you. Why didn't you wear it last year?" 
 
    Because my father gave me body image issues. As if we don't get that enough from society. And certain popular female figures in popular culture.  
 
    "Decided on a different color," I said instead.  
 
    When I slipped it on, I threw my hair up in a twisted chignon, letting pieces fall to frame my face and put on simple jewelry. My black pumps were a gift from my mom last year, designer shoes that I had worn once. The arch was incredibly high but they were beautiful. Classy and sexy. This is what I hoped I accomplished with this look tonight. My legs weren't long and I did have hips and thighs, already had some cellulite, but it was very little and truly...most girls I knew did too. Smooth, non-dimpled skin had to be the minority in a less than 3 percent group of women.  
 
    Still, I heard his words in my mind. And words had a way of doing sneaky things in our minds. We heard them rattle around and find new lips. I heard the words spoken by my father in Quinton's voice. Maybe that's when words became insecurity; when the original owner was no longer the voice but instead it was our own or someone else's.   
 
    Would Quinton think I had non-sexy legs?  
 
    I looked at myself again and shook my head. Nope. I looked fine.  
 
    "Ready?" Addie asked. She was in a light pink cocktail dress that fit her slender frame perfectly and made her golden hair shine.  
 
    "You look ethereal," I said with a smile.  
 
    "And you look like a bombshell," she said with a mischievous glint.   
 
    I checked my wallet for my fake ID and then we got into our car to pick up Natalie and Collin. Caleb was coming on his own, with or without Izzy; we weren't sure. When we pulled up to Natalie's house, she and Collin were sitting on the front porch under the large, swinging lanterns that were lighting up the darkness. Natalie looked beautiful in a black cocktail dress and Collin was rocking a red maxi dress.  
 
    "Hey hey!" Natalie chirped as she hopped into the back with Collin. 
 
    "Hey! You ladies ready to give our fake ID's a workout?" 
 
    "They better work," Natalie said. "I've only used mine that once with you guys. And I need a night out after my night out with my mother." 
 
    "Well, they worked like a charm then," Addie said. "Why did your mom want a night out with you?" 
 
    "She is angry with my father for canceling their yearly vacation to Paris. He has business. Dinner with me to grouse about it was her idea of therapy." 
 
    "Sounds like your mom could use actual therapy," Collin said with a small smile. 
 
    "Amen," Natalie said with a high five to Collin. 
 
    I was driving, therefore I wasn't going to drink. I wanted a night to breathe and dance. But I didn't need any of my brain not functioning for it.  
 
    "Does Kane know you're going to his club? With a fake ID?" 
 
    Collin smiled and shook her head. "No. Just said I was going out for a girl night." 
 
    "How badly would he react if he found out?" 
 
    "Throw me over his shoulder and carry me out of there," Collin said and I almost groaned. That sounded hot.  
 
    I remember watching an old western when I was younger with my mom and the hero marched into a saloon, threw a woman over his shoulder, and as she was yelling at him, pummeling his back, he spanked her. She acted outraged, but there was something about that, that hit me. I probably didn't know it then, but I loved it. I thought about that scene a lot after I had seen it. It felt like a little, dirty secret, and at that age, I'm not sure what I believed about what was right or wrong but I knew it felt exciting. I would lay in bed and think about it, about being thrown over a big man's shoulder, treated small and like I needed protecting. Making me feel pretty and that wanted.  
 
    I parked us a little way down as the parking lot was full, and then we made our way to the entrance. There was a small line, one guy sitting on a stool checking IDs and slapping stamps on hands, and a much larger guy standing inside the opening of the double doors.  
 
    I was nervous. I knew one of the keys was to not be and act nonchalant but thinking about it too hard made that a difficult feat. And then we were through the doors, walking into the loud club, our expensive IDs having given us their magic one more time.  
 
    The inside of the club I had never seen before and as I looked around I was amazed. Besides the loud, thumping music of some EDM songs, the space was dark and lit by various purple and pink lights. There were three insanely huge crystal chandeliers mounted on the ceiling at varying heights, the colored lights bouncing off of the crystals in an ethereal way, making the room look like it in itself was dancing.  
 
    It was amazing.  
 
    And then the bodies of people dancing on the floor, the people around the tall tables drinking colorful cocktails and amber liquids, the laughing you could barely hear as a humming track underneath the music, the smell of a crowd and some kind of sweet and warm freshener...all of it was a near sensory overload, but in an incredibly stimulating way.  
 
    People were dressed similarly to us and also dressed down in skintight jeans and halter tops, or jeans and plain t-shirts for the guys.  
 
    Natalie pulled Addie, Collin, and me onto the dance floor, all of our faces were wide and excited, smiling, and then we were dancing with each other and laughing.  
 
    After a few songs, I was already winded, and sweating. Natalie went to the bar and flashed her hand then ordered a round of drinks for all of us. When the really good-looking bartender brought them over on a tray for us he winked and we laughed. The drink was a pale pink color and we all lifted our glasses to cheer our night out. Our faked freedom.  
 
    I didn't drink any of the pink concoction, instead, I set it on the white marble table and watching my friends partake. I didn't really like the feeling of alcohol and had no issues leaving it on the table, but I was glad that they could let loose and enjoy themselves.  
 
    The music still pumped, but it turned a little softer.  
 
    "Where is Caleb?" I yelled over the still too-loud music.  
 
    "He had something to do," Natalie said. Her face was saying something, though I wasn't sure what.  
 
    "Let's get another freaking round!" Addie said and if the flush on her cheekbones was any indication, she was already tipsy. I laughed.  
 
    "I need to use the restroom," I said, or shouted, over the music.  
 
    Addie went up to the bar to order them all another round and I circled the place about one and a half times before I found the long hallway lit sporadically by smaller chandeliers and low floor lights. The line was ridiculous and I leaned back against the black wall for the wait.  
 
    This was fun and exciting, but the most exciting part of this was knowing that there was a high chance that he was here. Somewhere in this building. Quinton Bishop had no idea that I was here, pretending to be of legal age, partaking in one of his more...above-board businesses, and doing the grown-up things he claimed I was too young for. As I stood there waiting to use the restroom I wondered what he might be doing. Sitting in a glossy and dark office. Interrogating someone for doing something to piss him and his family off. Or worse than interrogating. I was under no illusions about what he did, though the details weren't something I was privy to.  
 
    After a good amount of time, I finally walked out of the restroom and came face-to-face with a guy who looked like a bouncer. He was tall, large, had multiple scars on his face and down one side of his throat. When I smiled timidly up at him and then took a step to the side to go around him, he stepped in my way. I looked up and his emotionless dark eyes stayed on my face and I felt a prick of fear.  
 
    I tried again, stepping to the other side but he met my step with one of his own and halted me.  
 
    "Excuse me," I said, my voice coming out small. 
 
    "You're going to need to come with me," he said. His voice was high and scratchy. I wondered if it had to do with the deep scars on his throat.  
 
    "I'm sorry?" 
 
    "You're going to need to come with me," he repeated.  
 
    Oh god. They found out we were using fake IDs.  
 
    "We can just leave, honestly. No trouble." 
 
    But one of his large hands wrapped around my upper arm and he turned me around, ushering me down the long hallway, the other direction from where I had come. The dance floor and my friends were getting further and further away.  
 
    "Seriously, we don't want trouble. We can just get out of here," I said. 
 
    He didn't answer me; just remained a huge, bulldozing usher and then we were in an elevator and he punched in a code and my mind started running.  
 
    Wait. 
 
    "Wait," I said. "Where are we going?" I looked at the top of the elevator to see the numbers moving from 1 to 2. He didn't answer still.  
 
    3. 
 
    Was I in serious trouble?  
 
    4. 
 
    Were my friends being taken somewhere too? Could I reach into my purse and text them?  
 
    5. 
 
    I watched the bulldozer as I slid a hand inside of my purse but before I could grab it the elevator dinged, making me jump and his hand was around my upper arm again, pulling me out of the elevator and down a low-lit grey hallway. We passed a few doors until we were at the very end of the passage, a large black door with a gold handle and I frowned. Bulldozer man knocked sharply and then opened the door pushing me inside.  
 
    My eyes took in the large office with its cognac-colored leather, black walls, and low lighting. As I was getting my bearings, a voice from the corner spoke in a low, commanding voice.  
 
    "Turo. Thank you, you can leave." 
 
    My head swiveled to where I saw Quinton Bishop standing at a drink cart, pouring something into a short, round glass. 
 
    The door clicked shut.  
 
    My heart was pounding now. 
 
     I had enjoyed the idea of doing something against the rules, and him being somewhere near but this was too concentrated. This was dangerous, almost like a zinging, exposed nerve.  
 
    He tilted his head to look at me, eyes rolling up and down my body, a flash of something lit his dark eyes and as he brought the glass to his lips and took a drink I felt it across the room. 
 
    "I...just..." I was looking for words. Where were they? Come on, brain.  
 
    "You...just...what?" he asked sardonically, mimicking my stutter. 
 
    "Was out with friends." 
 
    He nodded his head slowly, with a look on his face that I was getting used to. It was calculating, intense, careful, sinister.  
 
    I felt the need to protect myself, defend myself. So I crossed my arms over my chest and tilted my chin up.  
 
    He smiled so slightly. And it was both beautiful and terrifying.  
 
    The silence was beginning to build an excruciating intensity.  
 
    "What do you want? Want me to apologize? I'm sorry that we used fake IDs to get into your club. We weren't trying to get anyone in trouble." As I talked he took a couple of slow steps toward me and I pulled in a deep breath, pushing on. "We just wanted to get out and have fun. We're eighteen years old. I'm an adult. You can turn me in if you want, Quinton, but we didn't hurt anyone and that seems a bit dramatic." 
 
    He was now only a couple of feet away from me and I had to tip my head back and up to look into his eyes. His brow was quirked and when he took another sip of his drink, my eyes followed first the golden liquid swirling with the movement and then watched as his throat swallowed. When he lowered the glass, he reached over to set it on a side table then brought his attention back to me and stepped further into my space causing me to take a step back which brought me against the closed door.  
 
    "Quinton," he said like he was tasting the word in his mouth along with his alcohol. "I can't decide if I like you using my name or not," he said with another tilt of his head. Another calculation. "But since you're so grown up, June, I'll let it slide." He raised one of his hands and tipped my chin up and I think my heart was about to come out of my chest. "You're dressed like you're a grown-up. You're ordering drinks like you're a grown-up. You're speaking to me like you're a grown-up. What other grown-up things do you do, June?" 
 
    I couldn't answer him because there were things I wanted to say, things I wanted to do but I was on that edge.  
 
    Between girl and woman.  
 
    Between fear and desire.  
 
    Between passive and active.  
 
    He took that one last step which brought his body to mine, just the slightest. My chest was touching his in the softest way but it was burning. My nipples peaked painfully and my breathing was causing them to brush against the front of his shirt in a barely-there-movement.  
 
    The hand that was holding my chin slid down the side of my neck to circle loosely around my throat, the action so erotic and shocking that I couldn't hold in the breath I expelled between my lips.  
 
    He leaned down and he was so close that I could see there were flecks of lighter brown in his dark eyes. "Answer me, June," he said, his voice so low, a murmured whisper against my lips. "What other grown-up things do you do?" 
 
    His breath smelled like smooth alcohol. It was warm and both comforting and rousing as it brushed against my now open lips. "I..." I got out in a whisper, but I had to swallow. I wanted those lips against mine; I wanted to taste that warm, smooth liquor passed from his mouth to mine.  
 
    God, I wanted so many things.  
 
    So, without further thought, I jumped off that edge.  
 
    My hands found his chest at the same moment I leaned forward and placed my lips against his, the barest touch, but when I felt him blow out a harsh breath against me and his hand tightened just the slightest around my throat I closed my eyes and leaned up and in further.  
 
    There was a beat where neither of us moved.  
 
    Neither of us breathed.  
 
    I was about to pull back, but then he let out a low groan and shoved his body forward, pressing me back against the door as his other hand grabbed my hip and his mouth took mine.  
 
    He took. Captured.  
 
    And then he plundered.  
 
    His hand around my neck squeezed, and coaxed me to tilt my head further as he slanted his mouth over mine and before I knew it, his tongue was plunging into my mouth. He didn't even give me the option to let him; he just charged forward and took.  
 
    I gasped into his mouth and then moaned at the taste of him.  
 
    God, it was a warm, rolling kind of taste. The taste of him, liquor, heat.  
 
    He nipped at my bottom lip then ran the tip of his tongue over the offense as his hand holding my hip pulled me up and into him further as his own hips grated against me. Heat spread throughout my body, my lower belly filling with the sensation, making me want to grab him and take and give everything.  
 
    He was hard. And from what I could tell, large.  
 
    I rolled my hips back in response which made him groan. The sound was perfect. Sexy. Man and beast and I wanted to do anything to hear it again.  
 
    All thoughts of fear or insecurity were officially gone as my body took over.  
 
    I licked my tongue along his bottom lip, then sucked on it, bringing out a harsh breath from him, another rush of that warm fire.  
 
    And then he shoved one of his long thighs between my legs at the same time that his hand on my hip bunched up the material of my dress to pull it up and out of his way. Which was amazing. 
 
    Because then my hot core was pressing down against his thigh in the most delicious friction making me throw my head back and moan. I had no cares about the noises I was making as his hand guided my hip to gyrate against his thigh, and his open mouth was running down my throat, kissing, sucking, and biting the skin.  
 
    I was wet. I knew that my thong was soaked and as I writhed against his leg between my thighs all I could think of was needing more. Needing harder and faster and more intense.  
 
    I'd never been this out of control, this worked up this quickly. I felt like my body would disolve in moments, or explode without warning.  
 
    My hands clenched his shoulders, dug in, and found an anchor as I moved my body harder, more rolling of my hips.   
 
    "That's it, sweetheart. Fuck my leg," he growled against my neck. His words caused another flood of heat and wetness to saturate my panties. They were useless at this point. "You going to come for me?" 
 
    His mouth was running over the exposed skin on my chest as I moved against him, chasing that high and when I didn't answer him he nipped the middle of my throat with his teeth in warning. I gasped. "Answer me, June. Are you going to come for me like a good girl?" 
 
    "Yes," I gasped. God, his words. I was close. So fucking close. My core felt that rolling and filling sensation. I was going to explode and I was going to do it with barely any stimulation other than his thigh rubbing against me. My clit was throbbing, begging for that release.  
 
    When I felt his fingers find my nipple through my dress and pinch, then roll the aching peak, the shock of it went straight to my pussy and I cried out as that rolling and filling burst over the edge. 
 
    "Ohmygod."  
 
    My orgasm detonated deep inside of me and pulsed outward throughout my entire body. My hands were grasping his shirt and my hips were pinned, frozen, between the door and his hard thigh, my pussy throbbing against him, my voice coming out in a soft moan.  
 
    "Fuck, that's it, sweetheart. Just like that," he said, his mouth now skating over my open lips, his breathy and deep words making my core clench again.  
 
    How long could an orgasm last just from leg friction?  
 
    I felt tumultuous in the best way.  
 
    His fingers that had pinched my nipple were running over the peak lightly, like a soothing gesture and he was kissing me softly as his hand on my hip slid up and down my side in that same soothing motion.  
 
    When I opened my eyes he pulled back and looked down at me, his eyes pools of obsidian with those chips of gold and they were blazing.  
 
    God, just that look alone could get me wet.  
 
    "I love how you come, sweetheart," he praised me, and everything inside of me ignited and melted. He leaned in and took my lips again, the kiss slower, gentle but still deep. I sank into it and slid my hands from where I was still clutching his shirt up to his shoulders and gave him my mouth.  
 
    I wanted, inside that moment, to give him all of me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    June Acre was looking up at me with wide, amazed eyes, her lips slightly parted and swollen because mine had just been on them. Devouring them.  
 
    I had just pressed June Acre against the door in my office and made her orgasm against my leg and as I looked down at her flushed face, her glassy eyes, and watched her come back down to earth I had to think quickly.  
 
    Because it had been fucking glorious.  
 
    When Priest had told me that they suspected a group of girls was using fake IDs and he sent the camera frame to my phone, I had seen a small group of young women around a high-top toasting drinks. I pulled the camera up on my larger monitor and sat back bemused when I saw a laughing June Acre. She had a drink in front of her, which looked untouched, but I immediately messaged Turo, my right hand other than Martin. The instructions were clear: find her, bring her up to my office and try to determine whether she was drunk or not. But I hadn't needed him to text me "No," because upon seeing him gently push her into my office and watching her take in her surroundings, it was clear she had her senses.  
 
    Seeing June in that emerald, silky dress....so simple and elegant, in its own way sexy, had been a kick to the gut. She had already been affecting me over the last couple of months, sneaking into my thoughts, my fantasies, my house. I'd fucking fantasized about her while jacking off. And I saw her face when I fucked that woman the other night. But seeing her walk into my office looking like she was older than her eighteen years, in sexy high heels and light but classy makeup, my mind had almost blanked. My will certainly waned. Then gave out.  
 
    When she had called me by my first name, it had sounded foreign, forbidden on her tongue. And then I thought about her tongue and wondered what it tasted like.  
 
    Heat and sweetness.  
 
    She smelled like those purple flowers that fill out our spring and summers here.  
 
    She felt like fucking sin.  
 
    Forbidden fruit.  
 
    And when I watched her pause, then let go of any qualms she was mentally running through, I had taken a deep breath. When she had reached up and placed her lips, so softly, against mine?  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I had lost it.  
 
    I needed to be close, closer, to her. To feel her pressed against me. She was short and had great curves. I didn't have a particular type when it came to women. Again, women's bodies were amazing and I didn't  care big or small, curvy or slender, tall or short. But damn it, when her little, curvy body gave against mine, I wanted to feel it. Take it. Meld it into mine.  
 
    I'd needed to hear and watch her come. I was beyond curious about what that would look and sound like.  
 
    Resplendent.  
 
    Watching her break apart, and just from rubbing her panty-covered pussy against my thigh, I swear I almost came inside my pants as if I were the teenager and not her.  
 
    What was I thinking? 
 
    What the fuck was I thinking? 
 
    But as I stared down at her I didn't care, because all I could think about was wishing that there was a bed in my office so that I could lay her out on it, take off all of her clothes and just look at her. Then touch and kiss, bite and lick. Leave marks using my mouth, teeth, and hands. I'd lay her out on the bed and take my time then fuck the ever-living hell out of her until she came apart all over my cock, underneath me so that I could watch her again, watch her skin take on that hue of pleasure.  
 
    I wondered if she was a virgin.  
 
    I didn't typically gravitate towards virgins because they required time and gentleness. But the idea of taking her for the first time, being the first and only man to go there, see her impaled on a cock....that was a fucking heady fantasy that was beginning to form.  
 
    I ran my thumb over her swollen bottom lip. Her bottom lip was pouty while her top one was thin. It was beautiful, especially after my mouth has conquered it.  
 
    "I shouldn't be touching you," I said. My voice came out gruff, almost angry.  
 
    But she just blinked her big blue eyes up at me and frowned slightly. "I want you to touch me," she said softly. 
 
    Fuck. Me. 
 
    I watched my thumb trace along her cheek and jaw then down the column of her throat. My tan hand circling her pale throat had been an image I would forever have burned into my mind. It was perfect. I would hire a photographer to photograph a black and white of that: my hand wrapped around her delicate throat, her mouth slightly open in ecstasy.  
 
    I looked back into her eyes. "You need to think very carefully about this, June. And," I pressed the tips of my fingers against her mouth which had opened to let out words. "no, you aren't going to answer me now. Or tonight. Because you're going to think about what this means, what you want. What you don't want." 
 
    I tipped my head, my eyes trained on hers, watching for any sign of anxiety, fear, trepidation, and seeing only curiosity and excitement.  
 
    I continued. "Think about this, June. Because the next time I touch you, I won't stop." Her eyes widened slightly. I stepped into her, molding her soft body against mine, feeling and hearing the hitch in her breath. "The next time I touch you I am going to touch every inch of your naked skin and I am going to own your body. I am going to fuck you until you scream my name and forget yours." 
 
    Her chest was rising and falling rapidly at that, her breath coming out in shorter bursts, her eyes dilating with lust.  
 
    "Do you understand?" 
 
    "Yes," she let out against my fingers, her hot breath a reminder of how she had breathed into me just moments ago. And I had wanted her breath, her life-source, her air.  
 
    I lowered my hand and stepped away from her, a clear look of disappointment in her eyes which made my mouth slide up on one side in a small smile. "I'm going to call Turo back and he's going to take you to your car. You haven't had anything to drink tonight, right?" 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    "Good girl. You're going to drive home, and you're going to get into your girly bed and think about this. And you're never going to use a fake ID to get into this club again. Because if you do..." My eyes darkened and I pinned her with a look, "there are rooms on other floors in this building where I can take you and punish you." 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up at that and I wanted to laugh like the demon I was. Because frankly, I did want to take her to one of those rooms.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    And maybe not ever.  
 
    Maybe she'd go home to her, what I imagined was, a frilly canopy bed, and she'd think about things and not want to go any further.  
 
    Which would be for the best. 
 
    And a damn, fucking shame.  
 
    I called Turo back and gave him instructions.  
 
    "My friends," she said suddenly. 
 
    "They've been driven home by my men already. I got confirmation all are safe." 
 
    "Oh," she said in surprise. Then she smiled softly at me. "Thank you." 
 
    I nodded once. Turo knocked on my office door and I pulled her away from it. I straightened her dress and pulled her into me, dipping my head to kiss her gently where her neck met her shoulder, inhaling her scent, the soft gasp and clutch of her small hands in my shirt were perfect, and then I opened the door and turned her to my man waiting in the hallway for her.  
 
    She was outside of my office now, but she looked back at me with a tentative look in her eyes. 
 
    "Think about it, June," I said again.  
 
    She nodded her head and gave me the sweetest smile that almost had me sending Turo off again so that I could throw her over my shoulder and take her to the nearest bed. But I resisted and gave Turo my nod and he was off. With her.  
 
    When I closed the door and sat behind the desk, I let out a long breath.  
 
    Fuck, that had to be the hardest I've been in a long fucking time. I was still hard.  
 
    I would have to take care of that later.  
 
    For now, I had business to attend to and two police officers on their way to talk to me about another missing girl. I swear if they ask me if I have anything to do with this one too, I'm going to reach into my third drawer and put a bullet in him.  
 
    Once they were sitting in front of me again, Landlow and Macey, I offered them a drink like always, and like always they declined.  
 
    "I heard another girl went missing so I imagine that's what brings you here," I said.  
 
    Landlow nodded his head slowly, Macey as the new shiny one stays silent and gauged the situation. I stayed silent. What would Landlow bring to the table?  
 
    Accusations? 
 
    Information? 
 
    More black flowers like he gave to my father? 
 
    Finally, Landlow talked. "Seventeen, blonde, looks a lot like Mariel Brown, and goes to the same high school. Name is Lottie Evans." 
 
    "How long?" 
 
    "She's been gone now for forty-eight hours. Parents last saw her the morning she left for school and she didn't return home after LGBTQ club." 
 
    Martin was in the doorway joining the meeting. "Missing girl into girls?" 
 
    I glared at him. He raised his eyebrows innocently.  
 
    "Martin," Landlow said. "Nice to see you again." 
 
    Martin laughed. "Liar." He dragged over one of the other leather chairs to join us. "Alright, so what is it this time? Here to accuse us of something again? Ask us to join the police force because we do your jobs better than you?" Martin smiled. Teasing cops was one of his drugs. It was going to get him killed one day.  
 
    Landlow just laughed low and shook his head. "Nah. But we did have some questions about a couple of men you know. Gary Carr is the first, and you reported him as starting an altercation here at the club." 
 
    I nodded my head. "Yeah. He was here. We reported it." 
 
    "Got any camera footage of the altercation?" 
 
    "Looked, couldn't find it on any of our cameras," Martin said.  
 
    "Shame," Landlow said. 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "Well, you reported him, and then there was an anonymous tip placed about him holding a large amount of drugs." 
 
    "I heard he dabbled in dealing back in the day," I said. "Never saw evidence of it myself." I shrugged.  
 
    "Well, when we did a search, which we had a warrant to because the guy tested positive for coke and heroin, we didn't find any." 
 
    "Bad tip. Happens a lot." 
 
    "Or bad police work," Martin offered. 
 
    "For upstanding citizens of our small town you don't seem to have much respect for us," Macey said. That was probably only the third time I'd heard the kid talk.  
 
    Martin smiled a wide smile and I inwardly groaned. "Well now, baby blue, you and I can grab a beer sometime after your shift and we can talk about why that fucking is. My treat." 
 
    Macey wisely didn't rise to the bait. He did smile at Martin while keeping his eyes flat.  
 
    "So why are you here, Landlow?" 
 
    "Because Gary started spouting stuff about Joey Faudree and how Joey worked for you guys and would know about missing girls. Seemed to think he is involved somehow. And if he worked for you, that's an interesting connection." 
 
    I knew I would have to play this carefully. Joey didn't fucking have our backs so I couldn't count on that loyalty. Gary was as greasy as it gets. We were on some precarious ground here. I'd have to bank on Joey being scared shitless of us if he talked.  
 
    "Joey worked some side shifts for the club, cleaning once upon a time. Nothing that would tie him and us to sex trafficking. I'm sure he cleared that up when you talked with him, or will when you do." 
 
    "Well, maybe that would have been helpful except he's dead. Gunshot to the head." 
 
    Interesting.  
 
    Wasn't us. I didn't order it. Martin didn't because he would have run it by me.  
 
    "Lot of young lives being ruined in Wildwood, officers. How can we help?" I leaned my arms on my desk ready for this meeting to be over with. Because Martin had been right: they hadn't done very good police work. If they had, they would have found Gary Carr's financial records of value. Incredibly suspicious value. "If you thought Gary Carr could be dealing, why didn't you check his bank accounts?" 
 
    "Didn't get an electronic or bank warrant," Macey said.  
 
    Ah.  
 
    I nodded and looked back at the older cop. "Again, how can we help you?" 
 
    "I hear there is an MC here by the name of Granger Silver. I'd like to talk with him. And you." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because he and his gang have been following missing girls all over the coast and he's here. Which means there is more information out there about what is going on." 
 
    "Alright," I said. "I'll set it up." 
 
    "Thank you," he replied. And I knew that cost him to say. He didn't sound like he meant it, but it was the polite thing to say to a mafia boss whose father you worked most of your young career to chase and bring down only to be stuck asking favors of said boss's son.  
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
    Landlow got up slowly like he was unraveling his older bones and allowing them time to wake up. "Nope. Think that about covers it. You don't remember Joey doing anything suspicious when he...cleaned for you?" 
 
    "I don't even remember interacting with him. But you know who Gary Carr's stepson was, yeah?" 
 
    Please fucking tell me they at least figured out how to read a family tree. 
 
    "Chris Willy. A lot of coincidences going on." 
 
    "It's a small town. If we didn't have coincidences it would mean no one left their house for a month of Sundays," Martin said with a snort.  
 
    "Well, thank you for your time. Always a pleasure." 
 
    "Liar," Martin said again. I swear.  
 
    Once they both left Martin turned to me. "They don't know Carr has some suspicious funds." 
 
    "Looks that way." 
 
    "They're untraceable. But that's actually good. Means he got it from people who know what they're doing. There's an operation and this isn't just some one-man show picking off teenage girls with the same physical blueprint." 
 
    "I need to get to bed," I said. I got up and walked to the door. I'd sleep in my apartment here tonight. "Stacey still in town?" 
 
    Martin's entire demeanor changed. "Yeah. She'll be here for a few weeks. Or she'll leave tomorrow. Who knows?" He shrugged and I saw the heaviness in that movement. I'd offered to off her before but that was the one and only time Martin had thrown a punch at me as an adult.  
 
    "Let me know if you need to get a drink." 
 
    "Will do. Sleep tight. Don't let the bedbugs bite." 
 
    Once I was inside my quiet apartment and I stripped down to shower, my mind went over the meeting. We learned nothing new.  
 
    And then I thought about what had happened just before that meeting. Immediately I got hard.  
 
    As I stood under the hot spray of the shower I thought of June's face when she'd come. It was like watching a flower open. I wanted to see that again. That perfect look of awe and rapture. I wrapped my hand around my cock and stroked myself thinking of what it would be like if I snuck into her house, crept into her room, and slid my hand over her mouth so that she wouldn't scream once she slid from deep sleep to consciousness.  
 
    Once she realized it was me, I'd find out what she wears to bed.  
 
    Panties and a tank top would be my guess.  
 
    And I'd slip the straps of her tank top down her shoulders to release her pretty tits.  
 
    My hand moved faster on my cock as I played out the fantasy.  
 
    Of sucking her nipples into my mouth.  
 
    Wrapping a hand around her throat and telling her to be a good girl and stay quiet while I slide my cock deep inside of her.  
 
    Watching her struggle to follow that command and also wishing like hell I could hear her scream for me.  
 
    Then watching as her lips parted on the crescendo of her release like just a while ago.  
 
    Fuck yes.  
 
    I came with a jerk and hung my head under the hot spray of water as I came down from my own release.  
 
    I really wanted to see June Acre fall apart again.  
 
    I hoped like fuck she wanted to be taken apart by me. Because if she didn't...I'd have a hell of a time keeping my hands and mouth off of her. I'd tasted her. And now I wanted so much more than a taste.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three days ago we had gone out to the club, drank a drink and a half, danced, then we'd been escorted out of the club and home by two men who looked like a cross between secret service and hitmen. It was either them or they threatened to call the police but when I hesitated to get into their large SUV, the large bald one grabbed my phone, clicked something into it, and handed it back to me. He had sent our coordinates and the license plate of their car to my mom.  
 
    Kidnapping us would be dumb. Still, doable.  
 
    However, having the cops called on us our senior year wasn't really something that any of us wanted to wade through.  
 
    Telling my mom I had texted her our coordinates to keep us as safe as possible while we were downtown and during a time when teenage girls went missing seemed to suffice for her confusion and curiosity.  
 
    It had probably been good that our evening had ended before it got out of hand. Not that it was crazy, but it easily could have become so. When I had texted Caleb asking what our kiss meant, he hadn't texted me back until hours later. Which wasn't like him. He'd texted in our group text that he would be there with us that night at the club. But to me? Nothing.  
 
    And then when we were a drink into our night, toasting and laughing above the noise of the music my phone buzzed.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: I don't know.  
 
      
 
    And that had been it.  
 
    He didn't know. He came to my house after provoking me on a social media platform and kissed me. After texting me those confusing texts after the football game.  
 
    Kissed the hell out of me. And then silence. Until I had to ask him what it had meant and that was it?  
 
    How many times was I going to say this: 
 
    Fuck him.  
 
    So I could have easily ordered another drink and then another. And then danced with guys, anyone, who could make me feel something other than wanting to shove a particular face into something concrete.  
 
    Being home meant that I wouldn't have to regret any of that in the morning. A much smarter outcome of the evening.  
 
    Still, it had been an excellent two hours with the girls. Caleb did text me the next morning asking if we could talk and when I saw that text? That was worse than the silence. Worse than his proactively pursuing me and then passively answering what it meant. So this time I ignored him.  
 
    Tonight I was going to a college mixer for one of the schools I got into. I had six options for college and I had really only narrowed the options down to four. This was one of the four.  
 
    Anyone who got in was invited to a party at Woodshire Manor, which was a huge, old mansion built in the 1800s and protected heavily by the American Historical Society. It was used for events, high teas, prestigious flower expos (which is a thing. Imagine $5,000 orchids you have to bid on), and things like tonight. I imagine the dean of admissions will be there and there will be punch, and weird appetizers, live music of some kind. It's a time to meet professors and network and it's a time for the college to impress us. No matter how fancy the school is these days, they can't bank on their prestige and name to collect the brightest and shiniest. They also have to peacock and show themselves off.  
 
    Woodshire Manor was about forty-five minutes away and I convinced my mom to let me go without her. Originally, she had wanted to go and shmooze some people and I suspected she wanted to alert people of my plans to go the law route when she really feared that I would do something crazy like sociology and human rights.  
 
    I pulled up to the manor, gave over my car to the valet in his navy blazer and striped tie, and made my way inside.  
 
    Fancy appetizers, check. A drink station with both alcoholic and nonalcoholic drinks, check. Live band, but not a string quartet like I guessed. Tons of faculty who looked bored and ready to jump ship at the first sign of people no longer showing up and therefore putting in enough face-time.  
 
    I knew exactly how to dress for these kinds of events. Designer but you almost couldn't tell unless you knew designer.  
 
    Why did that nude shift dress cost $7600? Literally because of the name.  
 
    My navy and green plaid dress was fitted at the top with a wide black leather belt and then flared out into a cocktail skirt. My nude patent flats cost more than an entire closet full of sketchers, and they weren't even that comfortable.  
 
    "Hello," a voice greeted me and I looked up at a man with a head full of thick grey hair, blue eyes, and still sharp features. He was trying to read my hastily-written nametag.  
 
    "Natalie," I helped him.  
 
    He held out his hand and smiled. "Ah. Natalie. I'm Dr. Freemon." 
 
    "Nice to meet you," I shook his hand and smiled at him.  
 
    "I'm the chair of arts and crafts," he said. I gave him a puzzled look, and he laughed. "English Literature." 
 
    "Oh! Very neat," I said. I could tell he's told that joke multiple times tonight. Based on his rudy cheekbones and slightly sluggish eyes it was possible that he had imbibed a little too much.  
 
    "Ah, I can tell you don't lean towards the arts," he said holding up a finger. 
 
    I just shrugged my shoulders. "Guilty." 
 
    "Let me guess," he said, taking a step back and looking me up and down. I didn't really appreciate it and wondered exactly when he had started drinking. This thing had only been in swing for forty-five minutes. "I would say you are pre-med. Or science! You guys love science, yes?" 
 
    Oh god. Racism already. "Yep. Love it. Can't get enough beakers and gamma rays," I said and he laughed too loudly, his body bowing to the action as if it too was giving in to the humor.  
 
    I looked around desperately for an out and found nothing, no one. Everyone was otherwise engaged and I didn't see anyone I knew. I had heard there would be people from Wildwood here and I actually had seen a couple of people that I recognized, but right now I was just caught with this man. He reached out a hand and placed it heavily on my shoulder.  
 
    "I like it. I like it. You should test out the literature world sometime with wit like that, young lady! We could always use more Asian influence in our world." 
 
    That was on the border of racism...but he also wasn't wrong. Still, I smiled tightly at him and looked around for one last fleeting hope about to point to no one and pretend I know them to get away. But when a tall man shaped like a praying mantis moves and my eyes find Caleb talking to a female professor my heart starts beating stupidly fast. What was he doing here? There is no way Caleb, the center of my emotional and physical turmoil is at this boring college mixer. 
 
    I pull out my phone and shoot him a text. 
 
      
 
    Natalie: Sure we can talk. You free? 
 
      
 
    I hit send and wait. I look back at the grey-haired, drunk, racist professor who is talking about something to do with a tiger and I smile then look back at Caleb who is frowning down at his phone. He says something to the female professor he's talking with and texts.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: I can't now. At a thing. Tonight? 
 
    Natalie: What kind of thing? 
 
      
 
    I look back to see the racist professor looking at me with an expression as if he's waiting for me to answer a question. "Oh, you know what? I need to check in real quick. I'll be a few minutes, and it was nice to meet you!?" I smile and wave my phone at him as I back away and keep my eyes on Caleb as he types out a response.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: boring college thing. Pretty high-brow and pretentious. Maybe I'll see Garret 
 
      
 
    I frown and glare at him across the room.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: you know, for someone wearing a brown tweed blazer, you're bold with your insults 
 
      
 
    He frowns and looks up and around until....there it is. Our eyes connect.  
 
    But when his eyes light on me they turn angry, frustrated. I raise my eyebrows at him and he shakes his head with a small smile. And then he tilts his head toward the hallway.  
 
    Once I push my way through the various pockets of people and find myself in the sconce-lit hallway, I look around until I see Caleb leaning back against one of the wood-paneled walls, his eyes already on me like he was tracking me.  
 
    "Didn't even know you applied here," I said once I was in front of him.  
 
    He looked around and shrugged. "Figured I could get a few courses in groundskeeping under my belt," he joked then looked back at me.  
 
    "Hmm. Funny." I crossed my arms over my chest and went to my brain to find words.  
 
    But he beat me to it. "Did you break up with Garret?" 
 
    His question was so blunt, so startling that I almost stepped back. "Uh...I," I stuttered trying to understand.  
 
    He pushed off of the wall, his wide shoulders stretching the preppy blazer in a hot, nerdy way, and he walked toward me. "Simple question, simple answer, Nat." 
 
    "No," I said and raised my chin.  
 
    "No?"  
 
    "No. Because you have been acting insane," I said and shifted one of my legs back when he got close enough to feel his body heat. "Fist you taunt me, then you kiss me, then you say you don't know what it means." 
 
    And then his hand is wrapped around my wrist and he's pulling me down the long hallway. I have no choice but to stumble after him.  
 
    "Caleb! What the hell?" 
 
    His head is swerving left and right as he's marching down the hallway until he finds a door, tests the handle, and then pushes me through inside.  
 
    It's a library with various table lamps lit providing a golden glow among the mahogany built-in bookshelves. I bet all of these books are so boring, that a true bookworm would cry. But before I can make out any of the titles Caleb spins me around and grabs my chin. "Why him, Nat? Do you really like him that much?" 
 
    I look at him wide-eyed because he's acting insane again. And also because he's touching me and his eyes are that deep amber color and I'm remembering what it had felt like when he had kissed me days ago.  
 
    He backs me up and I reach up to grab his shoulders for balance. "Is Garret the kind of guy you want to chase around and give your time to, Nat?" 
 
    "Caleb," I say, trying to stop him. Trying to just find...fucking words.  
 
    My back is against a wall or shelf. Probably shelf. Probably old-looking books about the science of making airplanes fly.  
 
    The hand he has holding my chin tips up my head further as his other hand clasps around my waist. He's looking over my face, with an almost angry look. "Can he kiss you right, Nat?" he asks in a low whisper, one that reaches my ears and low stomach. His eyes are on my mouth, watching...waiting.  
 
    "No," I say in a pained whisper back. Easy answer. His kisses suck especially compared to Caleb's.  
 
    At my one, soft word his eyes spear up to mine, pinning me there like he's pinning my body, and then his mouth is crashing down against mine.  
 
    I give in instantly because I have been wanting him to kiss me again since he had. Since before he had. And my body wanted to see if I had over-hyped it before or if it really was that good.  
 
    But as his mouth slants over mine more fully, his tongue sweeping into my mouth to take the kiss deeper, I know that I hadn't over-hyped his kiss by even half of a point.  
 
    This was what we read about in books. That's what I'm thinking right now. I am one of those women who gets kissed aggressively, hotly, perfectly, with her back against something, and everything inside of me is both screaming in excitement and terrified it will end.  
 
    He sucks on my bottom lip and then lightly bites it, making me gasp, my hands grab onto his shoulders, fingers digging into the thick material of his blazer, seeking what was underneath.  
 
    His mouth breaks away from mine to kiss down my neck, his breathing as heavy as my own. Just the sound of him needing to suck in air as violently as I am is a turn-on. He needs to refill his lungs so that he can continue breathing and can continue kissing me. And as his lips move over my neck and behind my ear then back down to that soft spot where my heartbeat is so strong, I'm pressing against him; then he's sucking on the skin there and I know it's going to leave a mark.  
 
    It's going to leave a mark. 
 
    Suddenly I push at his shoulders, detaching his lips from my skin and he looks down at me with hooded eyes, a question.  
 
    When I don't say anything at first, my chest rising and falling rapidly, I lift my hand to my neck where his lips had taken their liberty.  
 
    Realization dawns in his eyes and what had been amber liquid turns molten. He leans forward, caging me in with both hands braced on the shelves behind me.  
 
    "Scared your boyfriend will see my mark, Nat?" I don't have a chance to answer him because then he's running his lips over my jaw, so softly that it causes me to physically shiver. "What would you say if I told you that I want him to see it? Hmm?" His lips find my ear and his voice lowers. "I was a coward before when I didn't make you mine, Natalie." His teeth nibble at my ear and I can't help the soft breath that escapes my mouth. One of his hands lands gently on my thigh and squeezes just above my knee. His hand feels hot and taboo and as it moves up my thigh slowly, sliding inside where it's much more sensitive, I am bouncing between how wrong this is to Garret and how much I don't want Caleb to stop. His hand is now high on the inside of my thigh.   
 
    Much more forbidden.  
 
    "Tell me to stop, Natalie. Tell me you want him and you don't want me and you want me to stop." His voice is a low murmur against my neck, and it's reverberating through my chest, heart, and core. When I don't say anything he runs his hand up further, under my dress, and up...up...up until he finds the leg of my panties.  
 
    I can't even remember which panties I wore tonight.  
 
    When he runs his fingertips, lightly, so so lightly over the material that covers my pussy I bite my lip and toss my head back against the shelf.  
 
    I don't want him to stop. I want him to touch me again and again and without the panties. Without anything.  
 
    He lightly bites my neck where he had sucked the skin just moments ago as his fingers tease me over the material and I can't stand it. I need more.  
 
    "Tell me to stop," he says again, his mouth stopping its kissing and biting, hovering over my skin in a tantalizing promise. "Or I won't." A tantalizing threat. "I'll slide these to the side," he says against my neck, "and I'll find out just how much you do want this."  
 
     I can't speak. Words won't form because all I can think about is not making any sudden movements so that this can play out. What will he do? His hot breath is puffing out against my neck and I can hear my heartbeat and a ticking clock somewhere.  
 
    And then his fingers move, sliding inside of the leg of my panties and the feeling of his fingers against my slickness is so stark, so anticipated that my knees buckle and I gasp. He groans.  
 
    And then the door opens.  
 
    We freeze. It's my mother pulling up into the drive all over again. Caleb pulls back to look into my eyes, saying something with their depth, their intensity. And then he turns around holding a book he had plucked from the shelf next to me.  
 
    "The History and Social Influence of the Potato. Been looking for this," Caleb said wagging the book in the air at whoever had walked in. I can't see them because Caleb is making sure to keep me behind him.  
 
    "I don't think you can take books from here. They're just for browsing and show," a female voice said.  
 
    "Ah," Caleb replied, and I can't see his face but I'm trying not to laugh. "That's a damn shame. Guess I'll have to wait for my library to get this page-turner." 
 
    Silence and then the door closes leaving us alone again, still, neither of us moving. Then I burst out laughing, leaning my forehead against his back. I hear him laugh and then turn back to me, his face filled with a smile, genuine happiness I hadn't seen him wear in a while. But it slides, like a shifting thing and he's back to his intensity with just a shadow of mirth. He reaches up to cup my face. The gentleness of it is lovely, soothing.  
 
    "I broke up with Izzy," he says.  
 
    My eyebrows shoot up. "You did?" 
 
    "And you didn't break up with Garret," he adds with a note of sadness. His hand dropped from my cheek. 
 
    "You haven't been upfront with me, Caleb. You're...pissed at me half of the time and I don't even know what I did other than date a guy you don't really like, then you kiss me, and then say you don't know what it means...and don't talk to me..." I'm rambling and ranting and when I pause for breath I look up at him. "What does it mean?" 
 
    He opens his mouth to answer when both of our phones go off loudly making me jump and him curse. But it's the alert for something and when I pull out my phone I read it.  
 
      
 
    It's an Amber Alert: 17 yo f Lottie Evans. Blonde. Last seen over 48 hours ago at local high school. Call authorities with any information  
 
      
 
    "Shit," I said. Two girls go missing from our high school.  
 
    "We better get you home," Caleb says with a sigh.  
 
    "I drove so..." 
 
    He looks over my face. Searching. "I'll follow you home. Make sure you get there safe." 
 
    I nod my head because I'm not in the mood to argue with him. It's only when I'm in my car that I realize he still hasn't answered me. 
 
    What does it mean? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    Sweat poured down my skin, the feeling grimy and visceral. There was something about a strong body producing the effects of hard work, making the canvas of my body dirty that was satisfying. Being thirty-five meant working out more. I was in good shape, my muscles thick and corded, and my metabolism hadn't slowed down too much, but it was the cardio that kept me feeling strong, alert. I wove around the curve of the path to the beach, my feet finding purchase in the sand a harder medium to work against.  
 
    The classical music in my ears was calming, a contrast to the metal I sometimes chose when I needed to feel more. But right now I was feeling plenty.  
 
    I thought about June's pretty face when I made her come the other night. About how I wanted to take off her dress, look at all of her skin and curves and watch her blue eyes as I made her come with my mouth and my fingers.  
 
    I thought of how she helped her mom. She respected her mom and I could tell from the few times we had mentioned her dad, that she tried to respect him but she didn't. She was sweetness. But I had felt her gravitate toward me for a while now. Probably longer than I realized. I had felt her look at me over the years, sneaking curious glances. That was normal. Being curious about the mafia boss in town. Even being curious about an older man. But her curiosity turned sharper over time like she wasn't just curious but wanted to touch, to feel, even if it meant being burned. She liked the monster inside of me and I could see that. She shouldn't. I smiled even now thinking of little June Acre calling to my beast and allowing him to come out for her. What would she do? Would she run in fear? Flinch?  
 
    Lift that cute chin and give me that hellcat?  
 
    I cannot deny that she is one hell of an intrigue. Not just sexy and pretty. But a fucking mystery I wanted to unwrap and sink my teeth into.  
 
    If she decided I got to touch her? I'd do more than that. I would take and keep.  
 
    And I'd find a way to tell her mom because I respected Sally Acre. I could imagine that Sally Acre would have a few thoughts and words about me being with her daughter. I could handle that.  
 
    But could June? 
 
    I was passing a parking lot that butted up to the beach when I saw a silver Mercedes pull in. I stopped and kept my distance. The passenger door flung open and a disgruntled blonde woman threw herself out of the car and stomped a few feet away. Seconds later the driver's side opened and an equally disgruntled Charles Acre followed after her, hands waving in frustration. Her arms were folded over her chest, and one foot popped in a stance of anger.  
 
    I watched the scene unfold. A lover's quarrel.  
 
    One that would not land well with my family.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and videoed the scene for a few moments, their voices carried but the words were indistinguishable.  
 
    I stopped recording and pulled in a breath. I fucking hated drama.  
 
    My phone buzzed. 
 
    "Yeah," I answered, my eyes still on the arguing couple.  
 
    "Gary definitely ordered the hit on Joey. There was a seven thousand dollar withdrawal that is traced to Lenny." 
 
    I let out a harsh breath of laughter. "Fucking Lenny. Seven grand? His prices went up," I said.  
 
    "Sure fucking did," Grim said. "Too bad Gary didn't find the file he wanted to stay hidden." 
 
    "It's a fucking shame," I said. "I've been thinking. Chris-no real evidence that he's a pedophile. The evidence we thought we had is wrong. What if he used Joey to get him hooked up with the underground black market so that he could pitch them the skin business? And what if he used Annabell Bloom as his first product?" 
 
    "Yeah. That would actually make sense. And Max?" 
 
    "Max could be in on the business as well as a pedophile. Gary probably is riding the coattails of Chris's entrepreneurship." 
 
    Charles pulled the blonde into his arms and she reluctantly allowed her body to fall into his. It was the kind of embrace of familiarity. I narrowed my eyes at them as I talked.  
 
    "Hey, Charles Acre. Can you look into him?" 
 
    "Charles Acre. Your cleaner's husband? You think he's part of this?" 
 
    No, I didn't. "I don't know. But I want a workup on him." 
 
    "Got it. Anything else?" 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to ask him for something else but I held back. "No. Tell Martin to meet me at the club in an hour." 
 
    I disconnected the call and tilted my head as Charles kissed the woman he left his wife for. He had downgraded by so many levels it was like the man was blind. And stupid.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    I think that I've been in a loop. That night in Quinton's office is playing over and over in my brain regardless of the world around me.  
 
    In Geometry class I thought about how he had told me I looked and acted like an adult. The way he had asked me what other adult things I did.  
 
    In Chemistry, I thought about the heat that came off of his body, like he had a higher body temperature than most people and it had both singed and soothed.  
 
    When I was driving Addie and myself home from school and she was talking about leaving for the dance company tour after the Harvest Festival, I was catching snippets and doing an excellent job interjecting the appropriate social cues that I was listening to her. But I was thinking about how he told me that he shouldn't be touching me. And I told him I wanted him to.  
 
     Now I was with Addie and Natalie at the town center where the Harvest Festival was set up every year. It took over the large park and the pumpkin patch field that Pickett Farms owned and allowed us to use while selling their pumpkins, apples, and tickets for hayrides.  
 
    Right now the rides were being set up, the clinking and tinkling and wrenching sounds of metal and people yelling surrounding us. The food carts would start showing up tomorrow morning along with the animals and games for tomorrow evening's opening.  
 
    The first day of the Harvest Festival always had a countdown to the lighting of the country's second-largest Ferris wheel, which lit up in orange and green lights, and then a race through the corn maze where participants had to sign up weeks in advance and follow the year's themed dress code.  
 
    This year it was voted that those racing would be dressed as fantasy characters from various books. We always signed up. It costs $25 to do it, the money goes towards the local children's hospital and the prize is a special black card that gets you one free drink a day for a year from our local coffee shop that we frequented far too often.  
 
    Collin found out this year that the cute, two-story coffee shop we go to with the double-decker porch and the chic decor is one of the Bishop's many businesses. I had a hard time putting our sweet, cute coffee shop in the same business bucket with the power of the Bishops and with things like their club. Regardless, I never ran the maze race to win; it was mostly to have fun, be involved in our small town, and do something with my friends and this year's choice for costume theme was exciting. I was an avid reader, as was Addie, and we had our favorite fantasy characters ready to go.  
 
    "I'm here! I'm here, girls."  
 
    Mom was jogging across the parking lot to the picnic table where we were sitting and talking. We were getting her set up with the booth that she would be helping with.  
 
    When she stopped in front of us, hands on her hips and a smile on her lips...I was actually amazed that she wasn't out of breath. But she had been on that stationary bike every single night since dad walked out.  
 
    And other than that awkward night out to dinner with him, we hadn't seen him. He texted daily, but that was it and it was the perfunctory checking in. I knew he felt guilty for not being around, which I understood.  
 
    But frankly, if you're going to do something worth feeling guilty about, deal with it. Deal with the guilt head-on and either fix it or atone for it.  
 
    Even more, frankly, I didn't want him and mom back together. He wasn't good for her. Her heart was broken by him but after this huge heartbreak... 
 
    Is it possible to be broken little by little  over time enough that when they throw the final hammer to the glass, the shattering is initially ear-splitting and shocking, but then once the noise has settled the damage is actually not what is the most prevalent? Because when I look at her I don't see the damage. I see a woman finally healing.  
 
    The crashing, the pain, the broken glass...sometimes people don't realize the violence it takes to become fiercely gentle. And that is my mom.  
 
    "Hey, mom! So, we have you down for this booth here," Addie says pointing to the laminated map on the picnic table and we all hold our breaths, looking between her and the map.  
 
    Her and the map. 
 
    Her.... 
 
    And the.... 
 
    "Wait," her face scrunches up in confusion. "I thought I was doing one of those like game booths? Why does that say, 'kissing booth'? Ohmygod. You're having me do a kissing booth, aren't you?!" 
 
    Addie, Natalie, and I all look at each other quickly then back at her when I jump in. "It's going to be fine! The other booth was already covered and this is what we need." 
 
    She turned her blue, narrow gaze to me and I bit back a tentative smile. "You need a middle-aged woman going through a mid-life crisis to sit in a kissing booth that people will use tickets for to kiss? Are you out of your mind? No one wants me to kiss them! They will be wasting a ticket!" 
 
    "Mom! You're a hot woman. There are plenty of people who would want you to kiss them!" 
 
    She opened her mouth to argue and Natalie, thank God, jumped in.  
 
    "Uh, Miss Acre...you're a MILF. One hundred percent. I do not think you need to worry at all about that." 
 
    "Well," she falters, shifting her weight to her other foot. "I appreciate that, honey. But don't you have a twenty-something, pretty thing that would bring in more people?" 
 
    We all laugh and she looks at us astounded. "Mom, seriously. You're going to do great and you're going to have fun and people are going to have fun with the chance to kiss Sally Acre. New woman on the scene," I said.  
 
    "I am not on any scene," she scoffs.  
 
    "She will be after this," Natalie mumbles under her breath for only us to hear. 
 
    "Please momma, we need you," Addie decided to go with the begging. She was good at it too.  
 
    Mom looked at her, rolled her eyes, and groaned. "Fine." She threw up her hands. "Fine! You girls are sneaky and crazy and do NOT think I don't see this for what it really is." 
 
    "An adventure?" I say with a smile and she just shakes her head and grumbles.  
 
    Addie and I share a look and both bite back smiles, hoping that this ends well and not in flaming chaos.  
 
    We showed her to her booth space and the booth itself was decorated to match the fantasy-world theme, like a magical forest. I wasn't sure who did it, but art and theater students from both high schools volunteered to outfit a lot of the booths depending on the year's theme.  
 
    I hadn't actually seen this one yet and it was so beautiful. They had taken a wooden pergola, put thatches of thick, greenery at the top over the entire thing, and wound vines down around the four posts. There were various-sized ferns hung up with what looked like string lights drooping out of the baskets, and there were six hanging lights that looked like jellyfish tentacles. It was getting dark so we flipped on the switch.  
 
    And when it lit up... 
 
    It was like the perfect little world for a fairy.  
 
    "Holy crap that's gorgeous. Can we take this home when we're done?" My mom asked and we all nodded our heads in agreement.  
 
    "To hell with needing romance. Just hang out in this thing and you're basically absorbing it by osmosis," Natalie said.  
 
    "Perfect," Addie said with her hands clasped together. "Romance will not be in short supply here." 
 
    I looked over and mom was back to rolling her eyes.  
 
    "Alright, let's take a lap around to see how things are coming along and then head home?" Addie suggested. We pulled ourselves away from the beauty that was the kissing booth and walked around to see many of the booths already up with multiple people working on decorating and getting things ready.  
 
    "Are you going to tell us what is going on with you?" Addie asked Natalie as we meandered through the rows of booths.  
 
    She groaned. "I'll tell you later. I'm just...processing it right now. But, I broke up with Garret," she said.  
 
    "Ohmygosh," Addie and I both said in unison.  
 
    "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Was he a dipshit?" 
 
    She laughed and shook her head. "I'm fine. He wasn't a dipshit. He seemed pretty sad that I ended things but I needed to. It just wasn't going anywhere," she said.  
 
    "If you need a stationary bike, we have one in our living room you're welcome to use anytime," mom offered with a soft smile.  
 
    Natalie smiled and we wrapped our arms around her.  
 
    I wondered if Caleb knew. Or if he had anything to do with her ending things.  
 
    We stopped at a game where you shoot high-powered water guns at moving targets to win stuffed animals of various sizes. I was actually quite good at this game. And a good shot. Dad had taken me shooting many times over the years and I loved it. The feeling of a solid gun in my hand, the aim, the held breath, and the release with the trigger. I always outshot him and when he praised me for it I felt like I had a gift. Honestly, it really wasn't a gift. I just knew how to be patient, line up the sight, and pull smoothly. We hadn't gone in a long time. But the Glock was still tucked in our gun safe. I should go to the range soon, get some thoughts, and confusion out.  
 
    One of the men stacking the stuffed animals caught my attention. Or, rather, what he was holding did.  
 
    "Excuse me," I said, stepping forward.  
 
    He looked over at me. "Yeah?" 
 
    "That-" I pointed to what was in his hands. "Can I see that? I'll give it right back." 
 
    He looked down at it then up at me and walked over handing it to me over the table between us.  
 
    It was the same exact white teddy bear I had found on the hood of my car a few weeks back. Even the mouth was just the slightest bit crooked. What had I done with that thing? 
 
    I handed it back to him. "Thanks. Uh...do you know where you get these?" 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders. "I think they order them in bulk. Cheap as shit, honestly." 
 
    I smiled at him and turned to catch up with the others. It was weird. Why had someone left that on our car? And who had? 
 
    "Hey, don't you have to be at the Bishop's tomorrow morning to clean?" Addie asked me, bringing me out of my thoughts. I looked up at her and realized just the mention of the Bishops had made my heart race.  
 
    And now I was thinking about his hand on my throat.  
 
    "June," Addie's voice grabbed me and I shook my head.  
 
    "Yes, yes. Sorry. Lots of thoughts running around in my head." 
 
    "Tell me about it," she said shaking her head. "So much to make sure we get done before tomorrow's opening. Oh! But could you grab the golf cart?" 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Kane said we could use their golf cart to drive around the fair in. Could you get it when you're there tomorrow?" 
 
    "How would you suggest I get the golf cart? Drive it home?" 
 
    "No, just drive it to the fair. It'll take you fifteen minutes." 
 
    I pulled in a deep breath and then let it out. "Fine," I agreed. I had a feeling if Quinton found out I was driving around town in a golf cart he would, for some reason, flip his shit. The thought made the corner of my mouth lift.  
 
    The moon was sliding its way into the sky as the last vestiges of sunlight made their way off of the scene and lights started twinkling all around us. It was pretty. The different fantasy-themed booths and decor around the festival were magical and fun, creating a whole world that would make this year's festival special.  
 
    When we got home I went to my closet, looked around on the ground, and when I found what I was looking for, I sat on my bed looking down at it.  
 
    For some reason, this teddy bear gave me an eerie feeling.  
 
    The next morning I woke up with a headache. I hadn't slept well and at one point I had woken up from what I assumed was a bad dream, but couldn't remember it. I got dressed in leggings and a crop top, something I probably shouldn't wear according to my dad because my waist wasn't pencil-thin. But it was comfortable, and I was learning to ignore his voice. And cleaning made me hot and sweaty so it was a good alternative.  
 
    "Hey June," Kane called when I walked into the kitchen. "Collin is already at the festival helping your sister." He was drinking some kind of shake and he looked sweaty.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm meeting them there after this. I'm actually taking your golf cart over there but is it okay if I leave my car here and come back to get it?" 
 
    "Fine by me." 
 
    "Hey, how is Collin doing with her brother and everything?" She wouldn't talk about it. Ever since things came out about her brother, and ever since she had to face what he had done to her, something closed off inside of her.  
 
    I understood that. I hadn't broached the subject of Max Spencer with Collin, or anyone. Frankly, I had avoided it and maybe that made me a shit friend.  
 
    Kane's eyes took on a bereaved look, something I'd never seen from him but then he quickly shuttered it. The famous Bishop straight-face was back.  "I don't know. She won't talk about it. If I ever fucking find him..." his words trailed off and he just shook his head. Took another drink from his shake.  
 
    "Just...time. I guess," I said. Because I was sure it would take more than time to help heal Collin.  
 
    I was dusting off Quinton's bookshelves in his office. He had an interesting collection. Really a mixture of just about everything. It looked like he had a penchant for presidential biographies and Roosevelt in particular. I picked one up and flipped through it. I put it back and then I climbed the ladder to get to the top of the bookshelves.  
 
    My phone buzzed in my back pocket and when it kept buzzing I realized someone was calling me. I pulled it out and looked at it. It was a blocked number and I frowned. I rarely got calls so I answered.  
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    "Try not to fall off of this ladder, Sweetheart."  
 
    Quinton's voice low in my ear almost does make me fall off of the fricking ladder. I grab on to steady myself and look around.  
 
    "Do you have cameras in here?"  
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "That's...good to know," I said looking around, more self-conscious. Had he ever watched me before? 
 
    "Are you wondering if I've ever watched you before, June?" His mind-reading question made me bite my lip. He was bold and didn't hold anything back. It was exciting and scary.  
 
    "Yes," I admitted.  
 
    He laughed softly, the sound a low reverberation in my ear and I closed my eyes wondering what it would be like to feel his mouth press there and laugh in person. I hadn't heard him laugh very much. It was kind of beautiful and made of sin.  
 
    "Hmm. I have to say I like your outfit. But I hate the idea of anyone else seeing you in it." 
 
    Where was the damn camera?  
 
    "Well, you don't really get a say in what I wear," I said still trying to inconspicuously find where he was watching me from.   
 
    "If I put my hands on you, I do. Let me make something very clear, sweetheart," his voice got lower, the sound a gravelly murmur like whispered secrets. "You're young and innocent and if you decide you want me to touch you, to take you, then not only will I not stop," he pauses and my breath holds, waiting for what he's about to say. "I will possess you. And what is mine, I become very...." he drew out the word, looking carefully for another, "protective of." 
 
    Ohmygod. That sounded both terrifying and sexy. Like my feminist side is raising her eyebrow, but my other feminine side...is ready to step out of her panties. What is wrong with me? 
 
    "Well," I have to clear my throat because the word gets stuck, and then I see it- a small black camera very well hidden between a book and a vase on a shelf near his desk. I look directly at it and smile. "I haven't decided yet," I said. But I had. Of course, I had.  
 
    I can practically feel him looking at me, as though I'm not staring at a lens, but at him looking at me in that way of his. Intense dark eyes, head tilted. Cat and mouse.  
 
    "Is the door closed?" 
 
    His question takes me off-guard and I look over at the office door and then back to the camera.  
 
    "Yes," I reply. 
 
    "Slide your hand inside of your leggings," he commanded.  
 
    His words immediately make my body jolt, the sound sexy, the command unflinching.  
 
    "What?" I ask in a breathless whisper. 
 
    "You heard me. Take your hand, and touch your sweet, little pussy for me. Like I know you do when you're alone in your cute, innocent bed at night. What do you think of when you do that, June?" 
 
    I'm breathing deeper, heavier, his words hypnotic. "I...that's personal," I stammer, my face heating. I can't tell him that I think of him when I touch myself at night. That's beyond embarrassing.  
 
    "It's very personal," he hums low in agreement. "As is what I want you to do for me. Be a good girl and slide down those leggings." 
 
    Be a good girl.  
 
    That's what does it. Those words. They're the ones that make me want to do anything he says.  
 
    I reach down, keeping my eyes on the camera, my heart thumping hard against my chest, and I do as he says, peeling the elastic band down until the waist hugs my legs mid-thigh. What was I doing? I was already so turned on. 
 
    "Touch yourself, June. I want to see what you do when you're alone. Show me," his voice is a whisper in my ear and I close my eyes imagining he's here, behind me, and saying these things to me. My hand finds the waist of my panties, toying with the fabric for a moment of shy indecision and then my fingers make the decision to delve inside, to my hot center. God, I'm already wet for him. I open my mouth in a soft gasp.  
 
    "That's it, June," he encourages low, the words a sinful taste of darkness as my fingers slide between my pussy lips. "Good girl," he praises. Those two words act as invisible hands pushing me further as I slide two fingers inside of me making me moan, my hips arching. "Fuck, sweetheart. Such a good girl. Showing me how you play with yourself. Rub that sweet clit, sweetheart." 
 
    "Ohhh..."I let out softly into the phone, almost forgetting that he's not here. I circle my clit, as I balance on the ladder, the wetness there lubricating the tantalizing touch that's zinging through my body. God, I'm so turned on. I'm going to come fast, doing this with him listening, telling me what to do.  
 
    "That's it," he repeats. "I'm there kissing your neck, sliding my fingers deep inside of your tight pussy. Fuck my fingers, baby." 
 
    I slide two fingers inside of me again, pretending that it's him, letting his words paint a new reality right now. Him behind me, his large body covering me as his hot mouth moves over my neck, biting the skin there, his hand working my pussy for him while my hips move against his in tandem, needing more.  
 
    "What do you think about when you touch yourself, June," he whispers. 
 
    "You," I let out a gasp, my thumb circling my clit as I finger myself. "I want you deep inside of me," I say.  
 
    I think I hear him curse faintly, but I'm not sure. His voice is still commanding, in control. "Fuck your fingers, sweetheart. I'm there fucking you with my fingers, whispering how sexy you are, how fucking hard you make me." 
 
    I'm close. Too close too fast. This is insane.  
 
    "Ohmygod I'm gonna come," I say in a rush, my eyes squeeze shut tightly and I bite my lip as my movements pause, allowing the crash of sensation to overtake my body on the sound of a soft moan. 
 
    "Good girl. Good fucking girl," he growls into my ear.  
 
    I'm panting. I open my eyes to an empty room, my phone pressed to my ear, my leggings down to my hips. 
 
    Reality sinks in. My heart is pounding, my core is pulsing, my thoughts are muddled but clearing to what I know is going to be embarrassment in a few moments.  
 
    "Take your time, Sweetheart. Big decision for a little girl," He says as if he hadn't just dominated my body without even being in the same room as me. And then he hangs up.  
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the camera and try not to smile. I pull up my leggings and hold in a laugh. 
 
    My heart is still racing. My body tingling. I'm a little embarrassed but mostly amazed at my body's response to him. There's something about Quinton Bishop that has let me out of my self-created little world of safety. I put my phone back into my back pocket and let out a shaky sigh. I was going to let him touch me. Because the alternative was to not and the idea of that was far more awful than the scariness of the unknown and the slight fear I felt when I thought about his hands on me.  
 
    Because when I thought about his hands on me... 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    After I hung up with June I watched her for a few more minutes using the app. I had been alerted while looking through this file Priest gave me, that there was activity in my home office and when I looked and saw little June Acre cleaning, my interest piqued. And when I saw her vacuuming, moving around in those tight pants and that shirt that didn't quite cover her, I ground my teeth. First, my body stirred to life at the sight and then I thought about other guys seeing her wearing that and I was pissed. Even the idea of Kane seeing her made me mad.  
 
    I don't care, normally. I don't do attachments. I don't do relationships. Women can, and should, dress however the fuck they want. The women I slept with, I didn't care what they wore. It was an arrangement between us.  
 
    But looking at June.  
 
    Now having touched her. 
 
    Kissed her. 
 
    Felt her body pressed to mine. 
 
    Heard her come undone against me.  
 
    Smelled her. 
 
    It wasn't and wouldn't be an arrangement if she said yes to me. I shouldn't look at her or touch her or want to care about any of that. I should walk away.  
 
    A better man would. 
 
    I'd never given someone that much younger than me a second glance.  
 
    But June's nose scrunched up when she was unsure about something. Her bright hair looked soft and thick and I wanted to both run my hands through it and grab it forcefully. Her blue eyes held hope, softness, joy. They were things I didn't come across in my world very often. She wasn't brazen or trying to seduce the world. And she wasn't silly or look at the world as though it was just brightness. She was trying to find her place in it and watched it with wonder, and also with an interest in its darkness. It was a seduction in its own way.  
 
    And she tasted like...cliches. Like bubblegum and sugar and warmth and it was fucking annoying that my mind even went there but here I was.  
 
    Watching her clean, I wished that I was there and knew that if I were, I would get her to say yes to me. I wouldn't wait for it. I wouldn't wait for her to come to me with her answer; I'd drag it from her because I knew what she wanted. And after that...making her come over the phone, watching her body respond to my commands so fucking deliciously...fuck. I was hard, had been since she answered the phone and now my cock was straining. I don't lose control. I take it. I keep it. I walk away with it. I'd almost lost it on the phone with her just now when she admitted she thinks of me when she masturbates. Just that image alone was enough to make me nearly jump in my car and finish what I started with her.  
 
    I could pull her off of that ladder, carry her to my bed and fuck her until she screamed my name.  
 
    No, I wouldn't even make it out of my office. I'd fuck her on my desk and then I'd remember her naked and moaning underneath me every time I did work thereafter.  
 
    I groaned. I needed to focus.  
 
    I finally closed the app and went back to the file I was looking at and what was in front of me was worth more than the emergency cash I kept in my safe here. Which was a fucking lot.  
 
    Priest and Grim had gone to Joey's place and found a file, hidden inside of a waterproof bag taped under the cheap composite backing of his bathroom sink.  
 
    I was looking at a familiar face in old, slightly granular pictures. A blonde girl that wasn't really ever known well around this town until she went missing about seven or so years back. And then she was so well known by our town that anyone who saw a picture of her, and they did if they walked around town, they'd know her. Annabelle Bloom. I could conjure up the bright pink flyers with her smiling face on them, stapled to telephone poles, old phone booths, and grocery store billboards.  
 
    But what was interesting was that in these pictures, she wasn't alone.  
 
    In one, she was sitting at a picnic table talking to a man who you could only see the back of. But if you flipped a through a few of them, the photographer had moved around so that her back was to the camera and the face we saw in this one was none other than Chris Willy.  
 
    And then there was another one of her sitting in his lap, crying; of him wiping tears from her chubby cheeks.  
 
    And then another of him helping her into a car. The date was typed onto the back. I couldn't remember exactly when she went missing but this had to be around that time. Pretty damn close.  
 
    There was another piece of interesting evidence inside the file. A printed snapshot of texts between Joey and Gary Carr. The threats Gary gave him, the assignment to take pictures of Annabell. And then a really interesting picture that I was now holding between my index finger and my thumb. This one was taken from outside of a window, definitely not ordered by Gary. Because it was of Gary inside this window, setting up what looked like a video camera on a tripod that was pointing at a naked girl that looked to be around ten to twelve years old sitting on a bed.  
 
    Gary Carr.  
 
    You sick fuck.  
 
    I sat back and let out a breath.  
 
    This was proof Chris had lied. He'd talked with her. Touched her. Gotten her into a car.  
 
    And Joey had these.  
 
    Fucking of course, the kid is dead.  
 
    Chris probably killed him or had him killed. Maybe Gary based on this last damning photo. 
 
    My phone rang.  
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Gary Carr was just booked," the voice on the other end wasn't one of my men. I didn't answer the voice, just listened. "Someone gave the judge a nudge. Gave us the electronic warrant we needed and found some interesting funds. Nothing tying him to drugs but enough to red flag the IRS which in conjunction with what is going on, allowed us forty-eight hours with him." 
 
    "You any good at interrogating?" I finally spoke.  
 
    Landlow's chuckle was soft. "I don't like having to say thank you too many times to the same person in such a short period of time," he said.  
 
    "I get that." 
 
    "I don't like your under-the-table methods, Bishop." 
 
    "I get that, too." 
 
    Silence on the line.  
 
    Then a sigh. "Just, don't do anything fucking stupid." 
 
    "Is that advice? Trying to keep me out of the slammer?" 
 
    "Trying to keep my paperwork to a minimum," he retorted.  
 
    "I also get that," I said.  
 
    "Don't fuck up my investigation," he warned.  
 
    "I feel like I've only helped it, Landlow." 
 
    "So far. The line doesn't mean much to you or your men, though." 
 
    "Anything else I can do?" 
 
    "Yeah. If you find any other connections between Chris and Gary. Let me know." 
 
    I looked at the photo still in my hand. 
 
    "Will I get another thank you if I do?" 
 
    "Just don't be a fuck. And I'll see you later with Granger." 
 
    The call ended.  
 
    I pulled up the file on my laptop and clicked "play". There Joey Faudree sat with Grim across from him.  
 
    "I just wanted to make some extra cash, you know?" 
 
    "Sure," Grim's response to the kid was understanding. Almost kind. He knew how to do this.  
 
    "I didn't see much though. I got my two assignments to bring product and there isn't much to tell. I saw you the first time and no one the second time." 
 
    "Alright," Grim said. "Tell me about what exactly Gary Carr wanted from you." 
 
    Joey sighed. "Well, he wanted money, as I said earlier. But I didn't have it. So he said I could make it different ways." 
 
    "And those ways? Did you steal from the Bishops?" 
 
    "Fuck no," Joey said vehemently. "I'm not fucking stupid. I had to take pictures of little girls. With blonde hair. Around like eight to ten years old." 
 
    "You took sick pictures of little girls, Joey?" 
 
    He shook his head hard. "No, man. Just like...normal pictures. And then he had me send them to Chris. And then Gary told me to send Chris the location of the underground black market. They sold all kinds of shit. Wasn't here for long, but I did those two runs and sent Chris the spot. But if he was a pedo he hid it." 
 
    "Was Chris a pedophile?" 
 
    "I guess I wouldn't put major money against it but I don't think so. But again, if so he hid it." 
 
    Grim tilted his head. "How?" 
 
    "He had a girlfriend. Older. Kind of unreliable like him." 
 
    "A lot of pedophiles have girlfriends or wives of appropriate age. In fact, most do." 
 
    "Yeah, I get that, man. But I'm telling you. He wasn't into them. Even when I saw him with a little girl it was...I don't know man. It seemed less like a personal preference and more like," 
 
    "A business transaction?" 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders again. "Yeah? I don't know. I didn't ask questions. And after the location drop and knowing what kind of shit this other group was into? I was done." 
 
    "He raped a twelve-year-old girl the town over," Grim said.  
 
    "You talkin' bout that Cortez girl?" Joey shook his head. "That wasn't Chris. Chris kidnapped her, yeah. Got her in the car after drugging her soda. But he wasn't the one who raped her. That was Max." 
 
    Fuck. Grim's eyes shot to the camera for a split second. Then back to Joey. "You know Max Spencer?" 
 
    "Everyone our age knew Max. He was..." Joey's voice drifted. "There was something severe about him. Something fucked up. Like not the right things were operating inside of him." 
 
    This just got a little more interesting. I leaned forward. 
 
    "You know where Max is? Talked to him lately?" 
 
    "Heard he was back in town for a minute, setting some ring up, then left. He's a ringer." 
 
    "He travels around setting up underground drug rings?" 
 
    "Listen, I'm not in that world anymore. Once I dropped the pin years ago for that underground black market ring, and that girl went missing, I was out. I don't know what Max or Chris are up to or Gary. But they're not just into drugs. And we all have something in common; we left town and came back. I came back because my rich dad is dying. They came back for business." He held up his hands and shook his head. "But like I said. I dropped that location pin for Chris years ago and that was it." 
 
    "Nothing came of it?" 
 
    He shrugged. "Not that I knew. And then that girl went missing," he repeated. "Gary found me after school and told me to get rid of pictures and texts. And then nothing. Freaked me out. I stopped running shit, left town for a few years. Got myself some...collateral before I left though. Insurance." The file.  
 
    "Do you think Chris did it? Or Max, maybe both?" 
 
    "Fuck yeah. Wouldn't you?" 
 
    Grim didn't answer him. 
 
    "Who was your contact from the Bishops for the runs?" 
 
    "Never knew. Was through a dark website. Was usually Alfie117 for normal runs. That was the handle. The second time I went underground, though, it was Qbishop813. 
 
    Grim's eyes briefly lifted to the camera then went back to Joey.  
 
    I sat back, paused the video, and let out a long breath.  
 
    Gary was smart. He never was in possession of pictures of the girls. Always had them go from one guy to Chris.  
 
    And then the handle Qbishop813? Was that supposed to be me? I'd never had a handle for the web. I'd never needed to. Max had tried to set up Leo a few months ago. It would make sense that they were trying to set us up. Or maybe it was just to look like it was in line with working with our business. 
 
    My phone buzzed.  
 
    "Silver doesn't want to come up to the conference room," Priest's voice says through the phone. I nearly roll my eyes. MC dealings can be so cumbersome.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "He wants to meet down at the first level." 
 
    "Get any reading as to why?" 
 
    "Nope. He's got three of his men with him. They're not causing trouble. Just sitting in the corner section." 
 
    I looked at my watch. "Fine. I'll be down. Bring Landlow when he gets here." 
 
    "Okay. He's here. Just walked in." 
 
    I pulled up my app on my phone to check in again. June wasn't in the office anymore. There was a time-stamped alert that someone had left the house about twenty minutes ago. I pulled up the feed for the driveway to make sure she didn't fucking uber or walk. When I saw a golf cart drive down the paved way and zoomed in to see a head of bright blonde hair, I actually did roll my eyes.  
 
      
 
    Quinton: I'm not sure if driving a golf cart home is a bratty "fuck you" to me, June, but it's not cute. 
 
      
 
    I put my phone back into my pocket and made my way down to the club. Before I exited the elevator my phone pinged with a text.  
 
      
 
      
 
    June: Not that it's any of your business, but I'm taking the cart to the festival. Calm down, daddy 
 
      
 
    I growled under my breath.  
 
      
 
    Quinton: Call me daddy again, June. 
 
    June: You going to punish me? 
 
      
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I smiled.  
 
      
 
    Quinton: Yes. 
 
      
 
    And sweet Jesus, did I want to punish her. Make her cry out, maybe even cry a little, scream for me. I had a side of me that I wanted her to see so that she could fully make a decision on whether or not she could really handle me. Give it all to her. She was curious about our dark corners of the world and I knew a lot about those corners. Ruled some of them. Some of that darkness lived in me. And showing her that would make her run, or make her stay. And if she saw it and stayed? God help me, but I wouldn't let her go. 
 
    I came to the corner section, elevated above the rest, with three tables, plush seating, corded off, and considered the VIP section of the first floor.  
 
    Though anyone who isn't just anyone knows this is hardly the VIP. VIP extends to the floors above us.  
 
    Granger Silver was sitting his tall ass on one of the velvet booth seats, his hands wrapped around what looked like water in front of him on the table.  
 
    "Silver," I said as a way of greeting. I then found my seat across from him, signaling Priest to have my back, eyes on the room for me.  
 
    "Thanks for coming down. I don't like offices or conference rooms. Like things a little more open," he said with a smile. 
 
    "Sure. How's your stay in our little town?" 
 
    He leaned back, resting an arm along the back of the booth. "It's sweet here. Quaint. Don't hate it." 
 
    "Well, I'm sure the mayor would love that review." 
 
    "Gentlemen," Landlow said taking a seat next to me, keeping a seat between us. Smart.  
 
    "You must be the sheriff," Silver said, offering him one of his massive hands in a handshake.  
 
    Landlow took it, and it looked like the man tried to out-stiff his handshake which just looked painful.  
 
    "Senior Officer Landlow. We don't have a Sheriff's department here," he corrected. 
 
    I looked at him. "Senior Officer? Never knew your title. Not detective?" 
 
    He shook his head slowly. "We're just called Senior Officers when we move to cases." 
 
    "Huh," I said. "Good to know." 
 
    "Where's your delight of a cousin?" 
 
    "Cleaning for me," I said with a smile. 
 
    "Nice of him," he replied. 
 
    "And where's your puppy?" 
 
    "Paperwork." He didn't falter and I was about to say something about trying not to add to that paperwork when Granger cut in.  
 
    "Right. So, you two best friends can catch up later. This is what I want to talk about," Granger said, slapping a piece of paper onto the table. I looked it over.  
 
    "What about it? Want a date?" 
 
    He swung his eyes to me and smiled. "Would love one, Bishop. But I'm afraid you'd fall in love with me and I'm not lookin' for a commitment right now." 
 
    "Mmm. Damn." 
 
    "I'm sorry. Can you tell us why the Harvest Festival is what you wanted to talk about?" Landlow interrupted.  
 
    "Right," Granger said. "So this is the kind of thing we look for when we think this sex ring is in town. A large community event. We asked around and most people confirmed that this festival is one of your largest events of the year." 
 
    I nodded my head. "Makes sense. A large event, bringing people in. People from out of town, therefore if girls go missing, harder to pinpoint people who stick out and aren't from here." 
 
    "Yeah. That's about the gist of it." 
 
    "Mariel Brown was kidnapped before the festival and Lottie Evans," Landlow said.  
 
    "Yeah, but how long have you had people in town getting ready for the festival and setting things up?" 
 
    "About two and a half weeks," Landlow answered with a nod of his head.  
 
    "Do they take girls at these large events?" I asked.  
 
    "Sometimes. Not always. They pick their girls before. They're all likely picked out. Got the first two. Two or three more to go." 
 
    Landlow pulled out his phone and put it on the table between us all. "This is Gary's financials. Dirt poor for the last few years then suddenly he gets an influx of $35,000. Any ideas on the money side of things?" 
 
    Granger nodded his head. "Yeah, in two towns we were able to trace some groundwork to two guys. Low-lifes, nothing much going for them, and they were offered $5,000 each to find a selection of girls that fit their profiles and send pictures with names. But, one man in Tere Lawrence we found, stroke of dumb ass luck, he was killed before we could talk to him. However, when we dug into him, he got a sum of," he tapped the table next to Landlow's phone, "$35,000. This is only the second time I've seen that amount. What we can figure is that this group goes to the town, finds these local asswipes, and offers them $5,000 to find a selection. Then they pick from the selection and have someone do the harder work of stalking them. Maybe the $35,000 is for stalking and the actual kidnapping," he offered. 
 
    "That would make sense. It wouldn't make sense to have all your eggs in one basket, so to speak," I said.  
 
    Granger nodded his head, making a sound of agreement. 
 
    "How much do they typically get for these runs?" 
 
    Granger leaned forward. "The skin market, for a girl under twenty you're looking at $45,000 to $65,000 each. A virgin can be upwards of $100,000." 
 
    "Fucking hell. What is wrong with the world," Landlow said under his breath.  
 
    "Kids under ten-" 
 
    Landlow looked up sharply and cut Granger's words off. Landlow could be cunning, a fucking nuisance, but I never saw him strike like a viper. "Listen, I've seen enough dirty and shitty in this world and I've had to knock on the devil's fucking door with my rubber boot. I do not need to hear, right now, about tiny, little kids being taken and sold for sex. Not right now. Right now I need us to focus on this carnival of shit so that we can stop it in our town. And maybe the next." 
 
    Granger raised his eyebrow at me and I nodded once. The man probably had seen a lot. He'd chased my father for years. Was my father's door the one he was talking about? I'd once referred to my father as the devil too. 
 
    Landlow turned to me. "What would you do? With an investment like this?" 
 
    I shrugged a shoulder. "I wouldn't trust a man like Gary Carr with it. I'd pay him to do the work, but have at least three trained men on the sidelines ready. It's smart though. Their men would be noticed. A local wouldn't. Worth it to spend the money if it means less of a footprint." 
 
    Landlow nodded his head. He swiped on his phone and pushed it toward Granger. "That's Chris Willy and Max Spencer. They've been tied to some trouble not so far from this nature in our town." 
 
    "They showed me pictures of them and they don't look familiar," Granger said. "If they have anything to do with operations on the inner side of this thing, they won't be at the town it's happening in at the time. Likely, they've been to the town before. So it's all on a cadence. Inner people stake out a town, do some recon, report back, move on to the next site while the middle management will come in, hire the locals and see it all through then hit the town following after the upper management." 
 
    I nodded in agreement. "The timing would always just be perfect that you'd miss them." And miss both Max and Chris they had. They'd just been in town, fitting in nicely with this timeline. But we thought the drugs were the problem. A red herring.  
 
    Landlow pulled his phone back as it started ringing. He signaled he was going to take it off to the side.  
 
    "Is there an MO for marking the girls?" I asked. 
 
    "Yeah. Lot of the parents found stuffed animals they had never seen before in the girl's cars. Or in their rooms. No pattern with the stuffed animals. Some nice, some shitty, some had cameras. Imagine that they gave the directive to the asswipes they were paying $5,000 to get any kind of stuffed animal and put it on their car, doorstep, bike."  
 
    Landlow came back, a purposeful step in his walk. "Carr's financials weren't the only thing our electronic warrant got us," he leaned his hands down onto the table and looked me in the eye. "We have the locations. First two: the address of Mariel Brown's boyfriend's house. Last place she actually was before she was taken. Second address: the school. Parking lot F, where Lottie Evans's car was parked and she went missing. Third location: The Harvest Festival with directions to an alleyway between booths. Don't have an exact spot or time/date, but we know we need to go. Sounds like Gary was our $35,000 kidnap guys." 
 
    "You up for that date to the festival?" Granger asked me.  
 
    I pulled in a breath. Usually, I didn't do this kind of shit. This wasn't my mess. "Let me call my brother. We'll meet you there." 
 
    "I'll buy you an apple slushie," Granger said with a wink.  
 
    I pointed at him. "If you don't fill half of it with bourbon, deal is off." 
 
    Granger laughed and circled his finger in the air putting his men into motion.  
 
    "Do not get in the way. I have my men and women on this," Landlow said. "I just want your eyes and ears and you call me with suspicious activity. Yeah?" 
 
    "Got it," Granger said with a salute. I just nodded my head once.  
 
    I took off my suit jacket and tossed it to Priest. "Get the truck. Get Grim and find out where the fuck Martin is. Have him meet us at the festival." 
 
    I went up to my office real quick to grab my Glock and sent a text.  
 
      
 
    Quinton: Are you at the festival? 
 
    June: yes 
 
    Quinton: Leave now. 
 
    June: um...no?     
 
      
 
    I growled out a sound as I made my way out of the building, threw the door back to push my way outside, and got into the SUV where Priest was behind the wheel waiting. Grim looked at me in the rearview mirror.  
 
    "Martin will meet us there," Grim said.  
 
    I nodded my head.  
 
      
 
    Quinton: Just fucking listen. It's not safe 
 
      
 
    We drove the ten minutes it took to get to the festival and I told Priest to park on the south side behind the alley that was closest to where Landlow had shown us the marked location was. June didn't text me back. Fucking teenagers. Once I made sure she was safe, she wasn't going to be safe from me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June   
 
      
 
      
 
    Quinton's texts both put me on edge and also slightly excited me. I wasn't sure what had prompted them, other than the fact that he was over-protective. He wouldn't let me Uber for god sake.  
 
    "Ready?" 
 
    I twisted the strap around my arm to make sure my wing was on securely and nodded. Addie was dressed as a pirate queen from one of her favorite fantasy books. Collin was dressed as a character from a Snow White retelling, a shiny armor with a broadsword, her hair in a thick braid down her back and she looked badass, even though she was tiny. Kane had looked at her like he wanted to throw her over his shoulder and take her somewhere private. Natalie was a gothic fairy, and she looked stunning and intense with a pleated skirt, thigh-high socks with garters, a long-sleeved shirt with black lace sleeves, and black-webbed wings. And I was dressed as a fey queen from one of my favorite fantasy series with a midnight blue lace dress that was slit up the sides all the way to my hips, a crisscrossed bodice, and long lace sleeves. My hair was in a thick braided crown and I had smokey eyes with dark red lipstick. I hoped that the smokey eye and lips would last through the maze run and not end up all over my face from the exertion and adrenaline.  
 
    "Ready. Try not to lose us this time, Nat." 
 
    Natalie winked and fluttered her tattered black wing at us.  
 
    We all lifted our pumpkin slushies in a toast and laughed with the high of tonight. The cool autumn night, the smell of fall, and the taste of it running through our veins with the rush of adrenaline of dressing up as beautiful, strong heroines.  
 
    I thought about Quinton again. How stoic, grumpy, unmoving he can be. How commanding, authoritative, stone-like he is. His nostrils flare just the slightest when he's abruptly angry.  
 
    I smile to myself and quickly pull out my phone before the horn sounds to send us along on the race.  
 
      
 
    June: if you want me to leave so badly, maybe you should come and find me <wink> 
 
      
 
    The horn blasted, making Collin and I jump and laugh then run. Natalie, of course, lead the charge, her webbed wings fluttering ahead of us. It was already dark, so the maze was lit by strung-up cafe lights, and hanging lanterns that looked like they had real flames flickering in them. There were also piles of jack-o-lanterns at various places around the man-made hallways built into the corn. Spiderwebs draped over a lot of the corn with sparkling lights and spiders. One of the large webs had plastic dragons and wyverns, basilisk, and the Kraken.  
 
    I felt a hand reach for mine and looked to see Addie smiling, out of breath as we tried to keep up with Natalie and Collin.  
 
    "This is so amazing!" 
 
    There was an entire wall that looked like the mouth of a cave with glittering jewels and chunks of gold with glowing eyes I imagined was a dragon's. We were passing by, our mouths open in awe when a growl and a burst of smoke came out making us jump back and scream and then laugh.  
 
    "Come on!" Collin yelled ahead of us, so I picked up the skirt of my dress and we moved forward. 
 
    There was a wall of weapons that you'd find in fantasy books, blood dripping off of some of the daggers and swords. I had a small knife strapped to my thigh like my character, but it was more for decoration.  
 
    We rounded a corner and came to an abrupt stop when the lane we were running down brought us to a large pit. It looked dug out of the ground, with smoke coming from the dirt, a bridge that we could only see partly as it disappeared into the smoke somewhere. Three other labyrinths dumped people out to this pit and there were six crossovers of cafe lights above us with skeletons wearing armor hanging. One looked charred from fighting a dragon. There was suddenly a boat that floated by the mouth of the bridge, though we couldn't see any water. The man in it had a brown cloak on and scars over his face. He was pushing the boat along with the ore and telling us to cross the River Styx at our peril.  
 
    "Only one can cross at a time. Only those willing to brave the other side can go." 
 
    There was a sign next to the bridge that said the same thing he was shouting in an eerie voice in a color mimicking blood.  
 
    "Well, I guess it's one at a time," Natalie said, then hopped up and onto the bridge. She disappeared into the foggy night air after three steps.  
 
    "See you on the other side," Collin waved her sword at us and followed. 
 
    "Well, this is creepy but see you in like a minute," Addie said, putting a hand on her pirate hat to keep it put as she crossed.  
 
    A figure stepped up onto the bridge at the same time as me to get on. That awkward dance when two people attempt the same thing at the same time ensued. I gave him a half-smile. He was a little older than me, tall, and had bright blue eyes. He cocked a smile down at me and gestured for me to go ahead of him.  
 
    "Beauty first," he said.  
 
    "Thanks," I replied with a laugh then stepped up onto the bridge. I looked over the railing and still couldn't see the ground but there was thick fog and a sound of crickets and owls with gently lapping water being broadcasted from somewhere. The overall effect was exactly what they were going for and as I crossed the bridge, I felt alone. I felt the fear slither along my arms and felt a sizzle of something inside of me. I shook my head at the feeling. Then the sound of footsteps behind me made me pick up my pace remembering I wasn't alone.  
 
    Suddenly a hand reached up and over the side of the bridge where there was space in the lats and I tripped, the sound of cackling laughter slightly easing my racing heart but then someone walked through the fog and it was the guy who had let me go first. His ice-blue eyes lit on me on the ground and there was something off about it. I quickly got up and righted myself but his hand shot out grabbing my arm before I could take another step.  
 
    "Hey-" I started but he jerked me up against him and covered my mouth with his hand. My eyes went wide.  
 
    "Hey. Don't struggle. You're coming with me," he whispered. His voice was higher-pitched than you would expect to come out of him, almost like a whine.  
 
    I shook my head and tried to pull away from him but his grip tightened as he pushed me forward to the end of the bridge. He had at least sixty pounds on me and I knew I needed to think fast and carefully. But my head was starting to feel thicker. Addie, Nat, and Collin would be at the end of the bridge. But when we broke through the thick cloud that was hovering over the steps and walked down from the bridge we came to a black wall that was covered in starlight. It went up up up and there were white mountains painted in the background of the heavenly nighttime scene.  
 
    I frantically looked around seeing nothing, no one. Where was everyone? Why was my head feeling like soft, fluffy cotton? 
 
    "They have conveniently been whisked away to other parts of the maze," I jumped at his whisper against my ear. His breath was humid and smelled like beer and I tried again to jerk away from him. "Did you like my present, June? Innocent-looking June needed a white teddy bear," he whispered as he pushed me forward. But we didn't go toward the opening in the mountainous scape, instead, he pulled me off to the side where there was a small opening in the stalks of corn.  
 
    He pushed me through and then stopped to pull out his cellphone. He sent a text and then looked at me. "We're going to have to wait here for a minute, June." 
 
    I... 
 
    He watched me carefully. I blinked slowly. He smiled. "There it is. You're starting to feel off, yeah? Pumpkin slushies are so delicious and innocent unless there's been a sedative slipped into them. Not much, don't panic. Just enough to make you pliable and it will wear off soon. Short drug life. Kind of perfect," he said.  
 
    His voice really was annoying. I was blinking slower. I stumbled and he caught me. He smelled like toothpaste. 
 
    "Okay, that should be good. Come with me and don't struggle." 
 
    Then we were walking and walking and I felt drunk. I let out a little giggle and he laughed and I thought how silly his laugh is and not deep and sexy. I wanted to laugh with a man who smelled like warm whiskey or was it scotch, and his voice was so low I swear he was pulled from...I couldn't finish my thought.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
     Reading June's text made me both hard and angry. That was a dangerous position she just put me in and she didn't even know it.  
 
    The sound of the festival in full swing was loud. Layers of sound when I shut things off were still near-stifling, but people were laughing, a child was screaming, someone was asking what size for something they were ordering, there was music and the sound of a food truck's cooling system roaring to life.  
 
    "I have four men at the two entrances," Landlow said. Young Officer Macey was next to him, his hand on a radio, finger ready to talk or listen.  
 
    "Granger, you know what to look for," I said nodding my head to tell him to run off with his men and do what they do. "Call Landlow and me if you find something. The fuck is Martin?" I asked looking around and seeing Sally Acre at a booth. I stalked over to where she stood uncomfortably and she smiled at me tentatively.  
 
    "Hey Mr. Bishop," she said in a meek tone. "Are you...here for the," she paused, her cheeks taking on a blush I understood well having seen it mimicked on her daughter many times now. She waved a hand in the air and she could barely keep eye contact with me. She cleared her throat. "Do you want a kiss?" 
 
    My eyebrows rose. I wasn't surprised often, but that was unexpected. Why the hell was Sally asking me if I wanted a kiss? She still wasn't making eye contact with me and I stepped back, looked up at the sparkly banner over the booth she was standing inside of and I smiled. I stepped back and smiled gently at her.   
 
    "No. I'm helping officer Landlow with something," I said and she visibly relaxed, her blue eyes finally meeting mine. "Sally, have you seen your daughters?" 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. "Addie and June? Well, they're doing the maze race. June dropped off the golf cart here and they went to get some food about twenty minutes ago then were going to the race." 
 
    I looked around, taking everything in. I spotted Stacey walking by, her green long-sleeved shirt and black puffy vest with expensive jeans a much more casual outfit for her, and her yellow-blonde hair pulled into a tight bun on top of her head in a way that pulled her face, making her look more angular.  
 
    And then Martin was by my side.  
 
    "Are they in trouble?" Sally's voice pulled my attention to her before I could snap at Martin.  
 
    "Just making sure June was able to get the golf cart," I said with a reassuring voice. I then turned and pulled Martin away from the booth. "We'll talk later about where you've been but right now we're looking for any suspicious activity for these traders." 
 
    "Priest filled me in," was his grave response. I could see on his face he knew he fucked up. Stacey coming into town was one of the things that did that to him. Made him lose his head. I was ready for her to leave. She was only going to fuck him up from the inside out. 
 
    I looked around again. "We need to get to the maze race, wherever the fuck that is," I said and then my eyes landed on the golf cart that June had taken from my house here. Not so much the cart, but what was in it. A stuffed animal. A white teddy bear and everything in me went still.  
 
    "Fuck," I said under my breath. "We need to find them now," I said. "Call Granger and tell him I found a teddy bear," I said as I started moving.  
 
    "What the hell does that mean?" Martin called after me. 
 
    "He'll know. Direct him to Sally's booth and the golf cart," I said.  
 
    The sound of a horn blasted and a wave of shrieks then laughter drew my attention to what looked like the opening of a maze set inside of a glittering waterfall.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and called Priest. "The maze. They're inside. Need every single possible way in and out of that thing. Find a worker and get them to help you. Grab Grim. Martin called Granger and his men,  and Martin and I will be inside in a minute. Call me if you find June or Addie Acre," I said, my brain going into business mode.  
 
    I hung up the phone before I got an answer and then I saw Landlow walking toward me talking into his radio. "Yeah, we have a report of one of the maze workers found unconscious near one of the emergency exits," Landlow's voice said.  
 
    "Let's go," I said. I turned to Martin pointing at him. "You go in the front and see if they backtrack," I said. He nodded his head.  
 
    Landlow and I made our way around the maze. The thing was huge, as we had to make a wide berth far around the entire thing, jogging for at least five minutes. Five minutes that felt like more.  
 
    If they fucking touched June... 
 
    "Here's where they found him," Landlow said. The man was fit in his age because he kept up with me and wasn't out of breath.  
 
    We walked into a crack in the wall of corn and looked around. My hand was on my Glock and Landlow had his service weapon out. We walked around a few corners.  
 
    "I need to get back out there and talk to the worker. Macey is at the end of the maze with three of my officers and they are stopping anyone that comes out. You good?" 
 
    I nodded my head and continued through the dark maze as he exited. This fucking place. I saw flashes of light randomly, heard the eerie backdrop of owls and some music that sounded like a movie soundtrack. There was a large mountain landscape painting as a doorway with sparkling lights as stars. What the hell was the theme of this place? Why were there dragons everywhere?  
 
    I looked off to the side and saw a break in the wall of hay and corn, turning my head both ways to get a good look around first, I then moved through it into a small hallway that wasn't meant for the patrons and around a corner and through a black curtain. I paused, listening hard. My mind was sharp, trained for this. Trained to kill the motherfucker who thought it would be okay to kidnap young women. Trained to torture the one who thought it would be okay to kidnap June.   
 
    "Smell...like toothpaste..." I heard a soft voice slur.  
 
    "Okay, that should be good. Come with me and don't struggle." 
 
    I wasn't sure who it was talking; the female voice sounded soft and slow. But the man's voice was certainly saying shit that was red flag material. I waited. There were shuffling feet and a giggle and a laugh from the man. He didn't sound big. Or like he'd hit puberty fully yet. I slid the black curtain to the side slightly and saw two figures moving slowly toward me.  
 
    I waited.  
 
    All I could see was a dark head bent as he whispered something indiscernable to someone I couldn't see. This was going to have to be an act now, ask forgiveness later if this was an innocent situation.  
 
    Once they were right next to me I pulled the curtain back, took the gun in my hand, and cracked it down on the dark head bending down to pull a stumbling body up. He had been about to hoist someone over his shoulder but my hard, swift hit to the back of his head stopped him cold. He slumped forward with a grunt and I shoved my arm between the two people to catch whoever he was clearly taking.  
 
     The other body buckled at the knees, their head lolled back and I swear to fucking God if I wasn't staring down at June's pretty face. I was one lucky sonofabitch. 
 
    Her eyes blinked open and they were trying to focus. "Hey sweetheart," I said, in a low voice.  
 
    "You found me. Guess you win," she said with a slow smile, and damn me to hell if that didn't make my cock twitch. I was a fucking bastard.  
 
    She laughed softly and her knees buckled again so I threw her over my shoulder realizing that she was wearing...wings? And her blue dress was slit up to her hips, the material swooping and parting to show off her soft, creamy thighs, which was fucking sexy but not something I wanted other people to see.  
 
    I looked down at the guy laying face down and grabbed my cell phone.  
 
    "Priest. Found June. Found one of the guys. He's face down in the dirt next to me. I need to get June somewhere safe. I'll send you the directions. Do not tell Landlow or his people. Do not finish him; I want him back at the club, tied up, ready to answer some fucking questions. And tell Granger." 
 
    I hung up. Then I sent Martin a quick text. 
 
    I heard June ask something, her words mumbled against my back and I slapped her ass as I walked us out the way I came making her squeal and giggle.  
 
    I was going to get her to the club where I could take care of her. And fucking ream her ass for not listening and being a brat.  
 
    I smiled as I walked to the SUV sliding her body into the back and getting into the driver's seat. I was going to enjoy it.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
     What looked like a circle about twice the size of a hula-hoop was hanging at the mouth of a long tunnel. It was covered in lights and growing vines but the illumination coming from the sparkling globes cascaded only a couple of feet into what looked like and sounded like a very long, dark tunnel. I hesitated for a moment before jumping through the hoop.  
 
    I had made it through most of the maze. We must have been going for about forty minutes now and we had been separated a while ago. I really wanted to make it to the end and win that freaking gift card. And also grab the glory. Winning and glory really could keep life interesting.  
 
    The tunnel was lingering and twisting and I finally saw a flickering at the end of it. There were voices and running footsteps behind me so I picked up my pace. As I got closer I realized the flickering was fire but when I eventually came to the mouth of the tunnel I was grateful to see the fire was actually set off a bit so that no one would get hurt; it was a large bonfire with a massive blow-up dragon laying next to it and what looked like large boulders set into a cave entrance as if the dragon had lit the fire and then gone to sleep. A woman with long grey hair dressed as a witch beckoned me and the people who just tumbled out of the tunnel behind me forward, and I raced on, into the cave.  
 
    Once inside I stopped and looked up. It looked as though hundreds of glowing flowers were growing all over the ceiling of the cave and the stalactites were dripping down with crystals giving the whole cave an ethereal glow. I smiled but raced on. I would need to come back through here when we weren't racing. This entire maze was incredible. 
 
    But then I was running out of the other end of the cave and toward the sign that was waving high in the sky saying that I was at the finish line. The black ribbon was still across the arch meaning no one had won yet. Footsteps and harsh breath were behind me so I picked up my pace, pushing myself harder. I knew I was sweating relentlessly at this point but I pressed on, forward, a few more steps... 
 
    And I was through the black ribbon, the first one on the other side, a group of variously dressed characters of whimsy cheering me on. 
 
    Ohmygod I won!  
 
    I looked behind me and saw two guys and Collin not far behind me. She ran up to me and wrapped her arms around me, her own breathing matching mine: heavy and running out.  
 
    "You won! Holy crap, Nat!" Her voice was stilted as she tried to pull air into her lungs, her hand was pressed to her stomach as her body was fighting through finding some kind of regulation much like my own.  
 
    We laughed breathlessly and the high of the race, the win, the glory was wild. I smiled big and swung her little body around before we both collapsed to the cold ground, which felt like relief against my hot skin.  
 
    Addie made it out about five minutes later. She, with her lithe dancer's body, looked to be in far better shape than us. 
 
    "Where's June?" Collin asked.  
 
    Addie looked around, out of breath. "I don't know. I lost her when they basically rushed me into the mountain area after the bridge." Her pirate hat was askew and I reached over to fix it.  
 
    "Okay, we will just wait for her." 
 
    But then someone walked over to us, a really large, bald dude who we knew from the club. We knew who he was because he had put us in a large black SUV and driven us all home the other night. I had been a little more than tipsy and Addie and Collin a little worse off than myself.  We all stopped what we were doing or saying and looked up at him.  
 
    "Addison Acre?" he asked gruffly. 
 
    Addie looked at him with surprise. "Uh, yeah?" 
 
    "Your sister June is okay. But we took her to the club." 
 
    She stared shocked. We all tried to process the words. 
 
    "I'm sorry, what?" 
 
    "June. She was being targeted by the men kidnapping girls around town-" 
 
    "What!?" she shrieked interrupting him and he closed his eyes, impatience a flicker across his face. When he opened them again he speared her with his eyes.  
 
    "She was being targeted by the people kidnapping girls. We're working with the police but since we don't know who the fuckers are and they haven't been caught, we took her to the most secure place in town until we talk to your mom and figure out what to do. She's safe. She's not being held against her will. She's being taken care of." 
 
    All of us looked like fish. Mouths open. Gaping. Silent. Nothing was computing.  
 
    Until all of it was.  
 
    "Holy shit!" "Fuck." Collin and I jumped to our feet, my heart now beating hard for a completely different reason.  
 
    "Take me to her now!" she yelled.  
 
    But the man just crossed his arms over his gargantuan chest and shook his head. "Go to your mom. She's being read in. She will need you home with her. Don't come to the club, you'll be dragged back home if you do. Got it?" 
 
    Addie shook her head, her eyes dazed. He walked away and she gasped. "Ohmygod." 
 
    Collin and I looked at each other. Addie would go into shock in a minute.  
 
    "What do you need?" I asked looking back at her. I couldn't believe this. June was being targeted? And she was saved. Thank God she was saved.  
 
    "I..." she looked around, her mind reeling. "I need to go to mom. I need to take her home. And talk to June." 
 
    "We'll come with you," I said. She nodded her head and I could tell she was numb.  
 
    Just then someone walked over to us, a woman dressed as a fairy. "Hello, our queen! Congrats on winning!" She placed a sparkling crown on my head and I smiled the best fake smile I could muster.  
 
    "Thanks. We had an emergency come up. Can I get my card later?" 
 
    "What's your race number? We have your registration from the race and we can mail you your gift card!" She was way too fucking cheery. Like a fairy.  
 
    And then we were off to find Sally. When we found her at the kissing booth, someone else was stepping in while she was off to the side outside of the beautiful booth, looking up at a very tall, very intense-looking man who...honestly from here looked like a motorcycle god. He had both of his large hands bracing her shoulders gently, while one of her hands was on his arm for support, her face in shock.  
 
    Addie ran up to them. "Mom!" 
 
    Sally turned, breaking away from the large man, and opened her arms, both the Acre's colliding in a rush of emotions.  
 
    Collin and I hung back to let them have a moment. I noticed Martin Bishop talking to that tall guy and someone else so I walked over to them.  
 
    "Hey. We're June's friends. Any other news?" 
 
    Martin looked at me briefly assessing me. I'd only ever interacted with his son Leo before. They looked similar. Leo was more classically handsome and had a more symmetrical face, but Martin had that tough Bishop air that seemed to be oddly captivating.  
 
    "We got a tip about traffickers being in town and behind the girls missing. Got another tip that they would be here at the festival and we were looking for suspicious people. Found a suspicious guy who had drugged your friend and we got her just in time." Martin's voice was clipped, deep, perfunctory.  
 
    "Holy hell," I said shaking my head. Collin cursed next to me and said something about calling Kane as she walked off to the side.  
 
    A blonde woman walked up to us and put her arm through Martin Bishop's arm. I vaguely recognized her. I'd seen her in town before. She was pretty, if not a little worn. She had one striking feature, light grey eyes that even in this setting I could see shining. They looked like Leo's eyes.  
 
    I watched them for a moment. The light touch, the familiarity, the look passed between Martin and this woman. Could this be Leo's mom? She saw me looking and gave me a tentative smile which I returned then turned my attention away. 
 
    I watched Sally wiping tears from her face and Addie hugging her again.  
 
    I texted Caleb because he needed to know.  
 
    We hadn't really talked since he had me pinned against the books at the college night which was over a week ago now.  
 
    He'd texted asking the group of us if we wanted to do a Netflix night soon. We'd all texted about the maze race but he couldn't make it. I had almost texted him five or a hundred times but my pride...my pride wouldn't let me ask him again. What did it mean? What was going on with him? Why did kissing him feel like falling off of something and landing somewhere safe? 
 
      
 
    Natalie: First of all, June is fine, but she was targeted by the people kidnapping those girls from our high school. She was saved at the festival just in time. 
 
      
 
    I looked over to see Collin speaking on her phone and then she hung up as she walked over to me. "Kane is on his way to the club to deal with...all of this." 
 
    I nodded my head.  
 
    The somber feeling that was blanketing us felt thick. It was like our world inside of the frenzied one of the festival was the silencer on a gun.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: Fuck. Holy fuck. She's okay? What can I do? Where are you guys? 
 
    Natalie: We're still at the festival but I'm about to go home.  
 
    Caleb: Are your parents home? 
 
      
 
    Shit. They weren't. Mom was on a girl trip in Atlanta with college friends and dad was...somewhere for work.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: No. the good news is: I'm not blonde so the chances of me being kidnapped are incredibly low 
 
    Caleb: Funny. I'm coming over. Don't say no.  
 
    Natalie: Wasn't going to 
 
    Caleb: Good. 
 
      
 
    I felt something lighten in my chest at his text.  
 
    "I'm going to get home," Collin said next to me. "I'll drive-" 
 
    "Kane asked me to get you home, Collin," the big bald guy again. He seemed to be a professional scary chauffeur. Collin just shook her head and smiled as if she was used to this.  
 
    "I'll text you. We'll all text. And then meet immediately once all of this is over," she said, giving me a big hug.  
 
    I hugged her back and then Mr. huge bald guy walked me to my car before he took Collin home.  
 
    I had just closed the front door when the doorbell rang making me jump. I peeked out the side window and saw Caleb's light brown head bent toward the ground, his arms outstretched and bracing him against the doorframe. When I opened the door he looked up, took in my outfit which I had forgotten about, and then gave me a slow smile as his eyes roamed from my feet to my head. He was in a cream long-sleeved henley and black sweatpants.  
 
    "So, hot gothic... schoolgirl angel?" 
 
    "Fairy," I corrected.  
 
    He nodded his head slowly, still letting his eyes take me in, the heat in them was scorching. The skirt and garters with knee-high socks weren't exactly PG-rated. "Can't say I don't like it," he said.  
 
    I smiled, a slight blush warming my cheeks as I opened the door wider for him to step through. He'd been in my house a few times but we mostly stuck to "the norm's" houses 
 
    "And for the record, your hair has blonde on the ends so there is a fifteen percent chance you could have been kidnapped. Which is why I came," he said flashing me a smile.  
 
    I laughed and lead him into the kitchen to find us some snacks. They would be crap snacks, but at least we'd have food. I pulled out some salt-free, oil-free popcorn. Yikes. And some flavored carbonated water then nodded my head to the side. "Wanna watch a movie? I have a tv in my room and I need to get changed," I said. Then I realized how that sounded.  
 
    He must have too because the smile he gave me was slow, his eyes still hot and making me want to run away or grab him and kiss him. "Lead the way, Tinkerbell." 
 
    I flipped him off and walked up the curving staircase then down the hall to the fourth door on the right, which was mine. I turned to face him. "Before we enter you should know something." 
 
    "You're secretly harboring the lost boys in there. Which would make me seriously jealous, by the way," he teased.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. "No. I did not decorate my room. My mother did. And she's about as cliche as it gets as a rich housewife." 
 
    "Got it." 
 
    I opened my door and I heard him laugh to which I responded by shooting him a dark look.  
 
    "Sorry. Just a lot of pink." 
 
    I set down the snacks at the small table by the sofa and grabbed some clothes from my dresser before disappearing inside my bathroom to change. When I came out in a long-sleeved shirt and shorts, Caleb was sitting on the sofa, his eyes on the bathroom like he was waiting for me to exit.  
 
    He smiled. "Kind of miss the skirt and garters." 
 
    "Well, I missed being comfortable," I said then sat on the couch next to him. And then it was awkward. There was...so much. So much said and unsaid and questions and sexual tension.  
 
    "Thanks for coming over," I said.  
 
    "Is June okay?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I haven't seen her or talked to her yet. She was basically hoarded away by the Bishops to keep her safe until they find the creeps doing this." 
 
    "Damn," he said impressed. "If I were being targeted by someone I would definitely want the Bishops to hoard me away." 
 
    "Agreed." 
 
    Silence again.  
 
    "I broke up with Garret," I blurted. I was looking down at my hands, my red painted nails gleaming in the lamplight that was next to me. The silence turned thick and when I looked up at him he was holding me with his eyes. His big, warm eyes, a large hand stopped in his hair, mid-motion, and there was something so soothing and yet electric in that look.  
 
    "About fucking time," he finally said before he reached over and pulled me into his lap, his lips taking mine in a gentle, but intense kiss.  
 
    This wasn't like the crashing of our lips from before. This was more settled, more exploring. His hands were circling my waist and I was sitting sideways on his lap, my arm going around his shoulders as I tilted my chin to kiss him back.  
 
    He smelled like soap and his clothes felt crisp, smelled crisp like he'd come from a shower and the laundry room. Caleb's lips were kissing mine as if he was asking me something, not taking. Not like before.  
 
    I pulled back and turned, sliding my leg over his lap so that I was straddling him. His groan at the new contact made me shiver.  As I settled over him, feeling a very prominent bulge there, his sweatpants hiding nothing, I looked into his heated stare. His large hands were on my hips, my hands on his shoulders and we held a silence between us that was full of aching and wanting. While we hadn't been heatedly making out, we were both still breathing heavier than normal. I licked my lips. I needed to get this out.  
 
    "I've had some bad sex. Like really bad. I'm not ready for sex yet because I don't want to rush this and I'm afraid that if we rush into sex and it's not great then everything will be ruined. When you kiss me..." I shook my head sighing, closing my eyes briefly before opening them to look back at him. "God, it's so much, and I love it. I've never been kissed like that. So can we just...stay in that space for a while?" 
 
    His smile is slow, burning, perfect. His eyes are that golden amber as he looks at me and he reaches out to tip my chin up.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm good with that." He leaned forward and kisses the corner of my mouth, then the other, and pulls back. "I fucking love kissing you, Nat. So if kissing is where you want to stay with me, I'm good with that. No promises I won't come in my pants with you straddling me, though. I'm hard as hell and have imagined this with you for a long time. And now I have that naughty schoolgirl fairy picture in my head." 
 
    I laughed then smiled slowly at him, his words drawing a rush of heat through my body. "Deal," I said on a breath right before his fingers holding my chin pinched slightly, and pull me down for his mouth to take mine again.  
 
    When his tongue lightly teased the seam of my lips and I opened to welcome his tongue into my mouth he groaned as his hands clasped my waist, holding me down against him. He tasted warm and I licked along with his tongue rocking my hips against his slowly.  
 
    God, it felt good.  
 
    He groaned again, pressing his erection up against me where I was quickly getting wet. I moaned at the friction, wanting more. My fingers dug into his shoulders as I rolled my hips against him and his hands tightened on my waist.  
 
    I pulled back, letting out a gasp as our hips are finding a rhythm that is absolutely already messing with my thoughts on the no-sex rule. His mouth finds that path along the column of my neck that I love so much, all the way up to just below my ear where he sucks then bites my ear lightly making me gasp again.  
 
    "The no-sex thing is going to be really hard," I say on a breathy exhale. 
 
    "No it's good," he says as his teeth lightly graze the skin along the side of my neck. "We can work each other up so much that by the time we do have sex, we both basically combust. Won't even have the option of it being bad." 
 
    I laughed. Or tried to, but it comes out choppy and on a moan as his erection rubs against my slick little bundle of nerves.  
 
    "Like that?" he asked before he rocks up against me again. 
 
    "God yes," I responded.  
 
    Kissing Caleb Hayes is nothing short of erotic pages coming to life. I want nothing more than to rip his clothes off and attack him to see if the rest of this could be just as mind-blowing.  
 
    But I wasn't lying when I said I was scared that it would let me down. Kissing with other guys I'd slept with had been great too. 
 
    Nothing like this. This was like swallowing a bomb and feeling it ignite and explode inside of me. Caleb's mouth grabbed mine again, not wasting any time before his tongue was inside, tasting me and exploring. This was turning more into one of those other intense, consuming kisses.  
 
    I threaded my fingers through his thick hair and was struck by how soft it was.   
 
    I was thinking about how good his body felt underneath mine when suddenly I was being lifted, Caleb's mouth never leaving mine, and then I was on my back, his body over me, his hips cradled between my thighs.  
 
    He broke the kiss and nipped at my bottom lip.  
 
    "Sorry," he got out on a low gasp. "I need more of this," he said before his hips started thrusting against me, making me cry out at the delicious new angle and friction. There were four layers between us, thin layers but layers nonetheless, and yet I felt the hard press of his hard cock against my slick folds. I could almost imagine it sliding deep inside of me. I wrapped my legs around his waist and pressed up wanting more.  
 
    "Baby, you're gonna make me come," he got out on a ragged groan.  
 
    That made me moan against his neck, pushing me closer to the edge. I wanted to explode. I was about to explode.  
 
    I ran my tongue over the salty skin just below his jaw and then sucked there, wondering if I would leave a mark on him this time. He had left one on me when we'd been in that old library at the mansion. I'd looked at it in the mirror that night, running my fingers over it lightly, loving that he had given it to me, but also warring with feeling guilty that I had let another guy do that to me while dating Garret. It's what pushed me to finally end things with him.  
 
    He'd been upset, a little confused. I'd apologized and told him that there was someone else, someone from my past that I wasn't over yet and hadn't let go of. I wasn't sure if that helped or hurt, but I wanted him to know.  
 
    Suddenly Caleb's hand slid down my side, his hand gripping my hip tightly before venturing lower and lower until his fingers were running over the crotch of my shorts. I gasped against his neck.  
 
    "I need you to come, Nat," he ground out, his fingers touching me with a little more pressure. His fingers were separated from my skin by my clothes and I wanted that barrier gone. But I was already so close, my body just about there. "Come for me, baby. I want to hear you." His hips were still grinding into me, but now his thumb pressed exactly where I needed sending shocks throughout my system, that exciting crashing taking over my body completely.  
 
    "Oh god, yes..." I called out softly, my head pulling back and my body going tight as tiny pinpricks of pleasure followed that intense explosion.  
 
    Caleb stilled as he groaned above me, his own body finding release. My legs which were wrapped around his waist still could feel how tightly strung his entire body was for those few moments of his complete bliss until he let go and collapsed on top of me. He made sure to drop most of his weight onto his hands braced on either side of my head before he rolled over, pulling me with him so that we were both on our sides, facing each other.  
 
    "Look at me," he said softly, his words coming on short puffs of breath. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see his amber ones and there was a question there. He cupped my cheek, running his thumb over my cheekbone lightly.  
 
    "That was a ten out of ten," I said with a small tilt to my lips.  
 
    He threw his head back and laughed the sound filling our small, intimate space. And even after such an intense moment between us, the humor was perfect. Because it was us. He looked back at me and leaned in to kiss my cheek.  
 
    "Definitely a ten out of ten."  
 
    "Do not put that on Instagram," I teased. 
 
    "I don't know. I feel like the world should know." 
 
    I shook my head and smiled sleepily. I was suddenly exhausted. It had been one hell of a night.  
 
    "I'm going to clean up and then we're going to bed. I'm going to stay the night, and we're going to sleep. Not sure where you land on cuddling but I'm about a seven out of ten on the pro cuddling scale." 
 
    I laughed as he untangled himself from me to go to the bathroom.  
 
    I still wanted to stick to the slow-go with the sex. But damn. If that had been any indication of what it would be like...then I need not worry about it being a letdown.  
 
    I got up and made my way to my bed, crawling under the covers. I heard Caleb turn out lights and pad his way over. The bed dipped and he was there next to me. He wrapped an arm around my waist and snuggled up against my back.  
 
    "For what it's worth," he whispered against my ear, "I've only had mediocre sex. And after that?" He made a whistling sound. "I am not worried at all." I smiled and bit my lip. He kissed the back of my neck. "Night Nat." 
 
    "Night, Caleb. I'm glad you're here." 
 
    "Me too." 
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    My head still felt incredibly full but like it was emptying. Getting smaller. But with that came a pulsing in my temples that made me squint my eyes closed. And things smelled different. Normally, I smelled soft vanilla but right now I smelled...clean. I couldn't really pull out a particular scent but it smelled really clean. Had my mom super cleaned my room? We had a rule she wasn't allowed to clean our rooms or really anything in the house as she did that all day, but maybe with the stress... 
 
    The stress. Missing girls. The maze. That man with the ice-blue eyes and the oddly high voice. My drugged pumpkin slushie.  
 
    My eyes shot open and I looked around, the sudden movement making my temples pulse.  
 
    Where was I? 
 
    The walls were stark white. The bed I was on was crisp white and clean. It felt incredible. But I got up and my bare feet touched warm wood. Heated floors? I walked around, my head clearing more and more. There was some black and white photography on the walls that was striking. Half of a man's face, the photo so clear and focused that you could see his freckles, and the flecks in his eyes, but his expression was hard to tell with the picture being cut off down the line of his straight nose. Though it felt like longing. There was a low light on casting a soft glow so that I wasn't in the dark.  
 
    He didn't take me, did he? Someone saved me. 
 
    "You found me. Guess you win." 
 
    Ohmygod Quinton had found me. And saved me. Did he kill that guy? I would not in any way be surprised if he had. Where was he? I frowned looking around. This wasn't his bedroom. So where the hell was I? 
 
    "Not really sure what the theme was but I gathered something to do with fantasy novels," Quinton's deep timbre made me spin around to where he was leaning against the doorway, arms crossed over his chest, shirt sleeves pushed up in that aggravated way of his. His face showed me nothing, as usual. "I took off the wings so I could lay you down." 
 
    I looked back at my shoulders and sure enough, my wings were gone. I reached up to touch my hair which still had the braided crown but wisps were falling down around my face and I didn't even want to know what my makeup looked like.  
 
    "Where are we?" I asked. 
 
    "My apartment." He said it without inflection.  
 
    "Your...you have an apartment?" I furrowed my brows looking around again. "But why?" 
 
    He didn't answer me, just kept looking at me with his intense eyes. He looked angry.  
 
    "Addie, my mom-" I suddenly thought of everyone that would be looking for me. 
 
    "We talked to them. Told them what was going on." 
 
    "What is going on? How did you find me and what is..." I gestured around us, "this? What am I doing here?" 
 
    He didn't answer at first. At first, he tipped his head, still watching me in that predatory way. I was about to ask again or throw something at him but then he finally answered.  
 
    "I found you." 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. "That's it?" 
 
    "That's all you get for now," he replied. He was angry. 
 
    "Why are you mad?" 
 
    Then he pushed off of the doorframe, straightening his impressive height, and walked toward me. Stalked toward me.  
 
    My heart kicked into gear.  
 
    "Because you didn't listen, June. I'm mad because you choose sass over your safety on a regular basis and this time it almost got you fucking taken. By really fucking bad men." He didn't stop his stride and suddenly he was in front of me and in one fluid motion he slid a large hand around my waist while the other one went around my throat in a loose manacle, tipping my head back to look up at him. His eyes looked more wild than usual, less controlled as they roved over my face.  "Because I almost lost you," he added before his lips descended on mine.  
 
    And I was wrenched against his long, hard body, all of my soft curves molded against his hard angles. His mouth didn't waste time by asking politely to open. His tongue entered, plundered, took. His hand on my waist slid down to my ass and squeezed while pulling me up into him making me moan into his mouth. He pulled back and bit my lower lip hard, making me gasp before he lightly and so slowly licked it better.  
 
    He was so stony, stoic, so when he burst out of that statuesque form in this way it caught me up in a wildness that overtook my brain. It was like he was willing to step out of that unflinching mindset for this.  
 
    Passion. Intensity. Lust.  
 
    He became that to touch me.  
 
    Suddenly he pulled back, black eyes looking down at me.  
 
    "I told you last time to think about this," he said, "that I wouldn't stop if I touched you again." 
 
    Yes. Yes, touch me and don't stop. My mind screamed. 
 
    His hand that was wrapped around my throat grabbed my chin and almost violently, though not scaring me, brought my head back even further. "Time's up, sweetheart. I decided for you. I'm taking you," he nearly growled the words before he took my mouth again in a wild, voracious kiss as he lifted me up easily and walked us backward. The backs of my legs hit the bed and when he pulled back this time, he set his hands on my waist and lifted me up again into the air, and threw me on the bed.  
 
    He threw me on the bed. I think that's been on my bucket list without even realizing it: to be thrown on a bed by a massive, sexy man. 
 
    Then he followed me, crawling up the bed, his eyes burning a path to mine, daring me to break our eye contact.  
 
    Daring me to stop him. 
 
    Daring me to do anything but let him take me.  
 
    And God help me, but I wanted everything this man was about to give me and wouldn't have stopped him if he paid me.  
 
    I was no longer on that edge. 
 
    Because I was just grabbed by Quinton and he jumped off of it with me in his arms. 
 
    His hands slid up the slits of my dress over my legs, my thighs, up to where the slits lead to my hips.  
 
    "The next time you wear a dress like this in public I'm next to you," he growled. He undid the belt at my waist and pulled the fabric apart, revealing my skin underneath.  
 
    I was wearing a barely-there nude thong and no bra because the dress wouldn't allow it. When he saw that he cursed for a breath, his eyes taking me in.  
 
    His sexy hand ran over the smooth material of my thong, up to and over my stomach, between my breasts, and back around my neck leaving behind a trail of heat and goosebumps. His hands are sexy. I didn't know that was possible until his veined, tanned one was running over my skin like he owned it. There was a thick, white scar on the back, standing out prominently against the tan pigment of his skin. I wondered how he got it.  
 
    I was soaked. I didn't even need to rub my thighs together to know that my thong was going to show him exactly what he did to my body.  
 
    "Are you a virgin, sweetheart?" 
 
    His question made me blush but I shook my head. He tilted his head looking down at me, that look of anger flashing in his eyes. "No? Conversation for another time. How experienced are you, June?"  
 
    I immediately thought back to our conversation in his car when he drove me home and I was talking about experiences making someone older.  
 
    "One guy, only once," I finally said, then bit my bottom lip, wondering if he would find me too inexperienced, too....immature now. 
 
    But he smiled devilishly. That smile... it was wicked with sharp white teeth, dark intentions, unsettled promises and it went straight to my core. "Only once? Then let me show you what pleasure really is, sweetheart," he cooed down at me as his hand ran fingertips around my breast then circled around my nipple lightly squeezing, making me bite my lip harder. "I'll show you what falling apart feels like." His fingers roll my nipple, squeezing harder pulling a gasp from me. He leans down to take my ear between his lips "And then what falling back together feels like," he whispers hotly against me, making me arch up wanting more of his words, his touch, anything. Everything.  
 
    He runs his lips down my throat, over my collarbone biting me there hard, the pain zinging through my body but leaving behind a trail of absolute fire. His mouth was running over my chest to one of my breasts, his tongue lightly licking around the tight bud. I'd never felt that before, had always wondered and it tugged deep inside of me making me pant out breaths. He was pulling one of my peaks into his mouth, rolling his tongue around it then sucking hard; I had never felt my whole body pull directly from my nipple before but as he palmed my breast and licked and sucked I wondered if I could get off just from this.  
 
    "Love your tits, sweetheart," he murmured as he moved to the other one to give it the same ministrations. "Going to fuck them some other time," he said and that made my eyebrows jump up because I hadn't even thought of that but then his mouth was moving between my breasts, down my sternum and ribs to my belly button where he dipped the tip of his tongue inside then moved further until he was off of the bed kneeling between my legs and his hands reached up to hook into the sides of my thong pulling it down fast, hard, leaving me completely bare to him.  
 
    He grasped my thighs and pulled, a whoosh of air leaving my mouth as I was pulled to the edge of the bed. 
 
    He pressed my thighs apart further for him and ran the pad of his thumb lightly...so lightly over my sex but I felt it like electricity and my hips bucked up against my will at the touch.  
 
    "You're soaked, June," he said, his voice gravel. "Has anyone ever tongue-fucked you?" 
 
    I shook my head, unable to answer, my chest near-heaving with what he was doing to my body. One of his hands slides up my outer thigh and slaps the side of my ass making me gasp. 
 
    "Words, June," he admonished. 
 
    "No," I said on a breathy escape of air.  
 
    "Good," he said then dove in. That's the only way I can describe it because one moment I was watching his eyes devour me and then all I saw was his dark head dip down and then it was his mouth devouring me.  
 
    The first swipe of his hot tongue up my sex made me cry out, my hands fisting in the sheets trying to find solidity because all I felt right now was fluid. I was liquid. I was melting and becoming less set. 
 
    He hummed deep in his throat as he worked his tongue through my wet slit, touching and tasting everywhere except where I really needed him. I lifted my hips up, trying to cajole his mouth where I needed him. 
 
    But he knew. Where I wasn't experienced he was. He knew exactly what my body wanted and needed; he was evading it because when he pulled back and I looked down at him he smirked up at me darkly. 
 
    "What do you want, June?" 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. "More," I said softly. 
 
    "More what, sweetheart?" 
 
    His warm hands slid up the insides of my thighs until his thumbs were spreading me apart obscenely, the cool air rushing over my most intimate pieces. I opened my mouth with a silent gasp.  
 
    "Touch me," I said, needing him.  
 
    His eyes were on mine, unwavering as he ran the tip of his finger over me lightly. Too lightly.  
 
    "Is this how your touch yourself?" his question was dark and immediately made me blush.  
 
    "No," I rushed to answer before he spanks me again. Though, I think I'd like it if he did.  
 
    "Show me how," he commanded.  
 
    Oh god. One of the most self-intimate things a person can do and Quinton Bishop is asking me to do it in front of him. This isn't like before in his library when he told me what to do on the phone and watched me through a camera.  
 
    He keeps his eyes on me as he dips low, running the tip of his tongue lightly up my slit making me jolt against him and let out a whimper. 
 
    "I'll make you come, little June," he says as he breathes hot air over my wet, exposed skin, "if you tell me or show me exactly what you need." 
 
    My eyes take in his serious, deadly serious ones, not playing and not humoring me. If I want this devil between my legs to take me to Heaven, I needed to let go and show him I could give up a piece of myself.  
 
    I slowly reach a hand down, sliding it down my stomach and over my most intimate place, taking my index and middle fingers through my sex, finding myself wetter than I have ever been in my life, and rub it over the sensitive nub of my clit. The moment I start rubbing my clit I close my eyes and arch my back, a soft moan escaping my parted lips.  
 
    I've touched myself so many times. So many dark nights and dark fantasies whispered through my mind as I found release but nothing could compare to having this man spread me open and watch me do it to myself. For myself. For him.  
 
    "That's it, sweetheart. Rub your little pussy for me. Make yourself feel good," he says, in his low voice, the words sliding over and christening what my hand is doing to myself.  
 
    And then I feel his tongue join my fingers.  
 
    "Ohmygod," I can't stop the words from tumbling out of my mouth. 
 
    His tongue dips to touch my clit the moment my fingers move out of its way, teasing and tasting, and then he's pushing his tongue inside of me.  
 
    This is what being tongue-fucked is. 
 
    This is it.  
 
    My other hand grasps his head, strands of his hair becoming the anchor for my fingers and my sanity.  
 
    While his tongue delves deep inside of me, I continue rubbing my clit with my fingers, harder and faster, knowing I'm going to come quicker than the average night under my sheets alone.  
 
    He hums deep against me as I move my hips up against his mouth, uninhibited as I just need that one thing.  
 
    On the edge....a few more strokes of his tongue...a few more circles with my fingers...so so close. 
 
    "Come for me, June," he growls before his mouth pushes my fingers aside and sucks my clit into his mouth making me cry out my absolute sudden release, my hips bucking up, my hand pulling his hair and shoving his face into me, my entire body unable to control the rolling orgasm that flies through me. 
 
    "Ohmygod ohmygod..." my voice is strained and my neck feels like it's going to be sore from the muscles I just had to tighten to let my body fly like that.  
 
    Then he's climbing back up my body and looking down at me, one of his large hands cupping my cheek as I slowly fall back down from my orgasm.  
 
    "You good? Because I'm not fucking done and as I said, I'm not stopping," he said, his black and gold-flecked eyes are pinning me to the bed, like his body over mine and I cannot imagine more after that...but I definitely want it.  
 
    "Don't stop," I say, softly but boldly. And his eyes ignite.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    Watching little June Acre fall apart underneath me was an impossibility until this moment. Watching her rub herself, her sweet body humming and blushing from the pleasure and the stretching of her limits was perfect. I plan to fully make her push her limits.  
 
    She tasted creamy and like a woman should. I could imagine needing to bury my head between her curvy thighs after a hard fucking day, just to hear her moan as a medicinal painkiller to my life. And now as I looked down at her, her face and body flushed from the orgasm we both gave her, I wanted to ruin her. I had particular needs in the bedroom and I wouldn't scare her too much yet, but I knew by the end of tonight she'd have some of my marks on her porcelain skin.  
 
    I wasn't done with her. She'd had sex once. One fucking time. Which meant it wasn't good because you don't stop having sex and only do it once if it's good. I wanted to find the idiot who had messed up sex so badly that she'd only tried it once but the look on her face, the flush of her skin, and her blue shining eyes were all for me.  
 
    She may not be a virgin but she was about as close as it gets in the runner-up category and I fucking loved that.  
 
    I told her I wasn't stopping. I warned her. I wasn't done until I was buried deep inside that tight cunt, making her cry out and come apart on my cock. I figured I'd better remind her of that but when she tilted her head up at me and said the words, "Don't stop," I almost ripped my pants down and buried myself inside of her without a second thought.  
 
    I liked rough and intense, but I wouldn't be careless.  
 
    I was a beast but I wasn't a mindless animal.  
 
    So I grasped a fistful of the hair that was wildly tumbling out of that pretty golden braid and angled her head up sharply. "I'm not a gentleman, June. I want to fucking bite and bruise and leave my mark all over your pretty little body but I'm going to hold back the first time I take you." I lean down and bite at her collarbone to punctuate my words making her gasp. "If you want me to stop now is the time," I say in a warning.  
 
    Warning her what is inside of me. 
 
    Warning her that she could run away now. 
 
    Warning her not to try because I swear to God I'd chase her.  
 
    "No, please don't stop," she begged.  
 
    She fucking begged.  
 
    And that was the tether. Snapped.  
 
    I pulled back and stood up, my eyes never leaving hers as I kicked off my shoes and unbuttoned my shirt, sliding it off my shoulders. She propped herself up on her elbows watching me, her eyes eating up the skin I was uncovering. She'd never seen me in less than pants and a button-up shirt. My arms and chest were covered in black and grey tattoos, carefully designed and crafted over years and hours. Her eyebrows were up as she took them in and I watched in pleasure as her eyes dilated just the slightest. I undid my pants, shoving them down my legs, my black boxer briefs following to the floor, my hard cock springing free.  
 
    Her eyes did widen as she took me in. 
 
    I wrapped a hand around my length, sliding it up and down a couple of times and then I was back on the bed covering her body with mine, my eyes having never left hers once that entire time. 
 
    "You've only had sex once so this is going to stretch you," I warned. "I promise the pain is so fucking good if you let it be but tell me if it's too much."  I still kept my eyes on hers as I reached over to pull out a condom from the nightstand. Tonight I'd use protection. Then I'd find out if she was on birth control and get her on it if not because I wanted nothing between us.  
 
    She nodded her head eagerly and ran her hands over my chest, down my abs, and around to my ass, squeezing tentatively. I watched her eyes take me in as she explored and it was so cute and sweet and I didn't have time for it right now. She could explore later. We'd do a helluva lot of exploring later.  
 
    I slid my hand back into her hair, fisting it again, and pulled to elongate her neck as my mouth took in the skin there, biting at the column of creamy flesh and sucking. I wanted her to taste the beast, but not be too scared.  
 
    She slid her hands up my back and pressed her body up against me.  
 
    All of her smooth skin was under and around me and it was fucking heaven. Feeling the absence of clothing between you and another person when you've wanted and craved them is like a relief. That first kiss of skin on skin is like breathing and right now as her body molded up into mine I felt completely flushed with oxygen.  
 
    "You're so fucking pretty, sweetheart," I growled against her throat, then bit her ear making her let out a little whimper.  
 
    My cock nestled between her legs, her slickness running over my length and when she wrapped her legs around my waist to pull me further against her I groaned into her ear, rewarding her with a pump of my hips, rocking us together. That insane pressure building inside of us was dangerous, and the sliding of our bodies, her slick pussy against my hard cock, was both edging on the pressure and scratching a little itch. It's friction but it's empty. It's pleasure but it's teasing pain.  
 
    My hands run down her skin, memorizing their first real blazing trail over what she's offering to me. They find the dip in her waist, mold around the curves of her hips and over the outsides of her thighs all while my teeth graze along her neck, shoulders, her collarbone. Her hands slip up my back and over my shoulders into my hair and she's lifting her hips up against me, begging me without words.  
 
    One of these nights I was going to tease her until she actually begged me to fuck her. But for tonight those sweet words would wait because I couldn't. 
 
    I fist my cock in my hand, put the condom on, and then braced my other hand on the bed next to her head, lining myself up to her entrance. I look down at her, pausing, and everything stills.  
 
    "Look at me," I say roughly.  
 
    Her eyes shoot up to mine, the blue a pooling warmth that is open and excited, a slight hue of fear mixed in and I want to suck all of those feelings inside of me and savor them. And then I grasp her hip hard as I slide the head of my cock inside of her, testing out her resistance.  
 
    She's tight. Fucking tight.  
 
    I watch her mouth open in a silent gasp, and her eyes widen.  
 
    "Don't look away, sweetheart," I say, the words coming out nearly feral as I'm trying to hold myself back from ripping into her small body.  
 
    But then my little innocent girl digs her heels into my ass, her hands finding purchase on my back and she pulls.  
 
    "More," she begs. "Please, I want all of you," she says and I throw back my head squeezing my eyes shut at the sound of her voice, of her begging, of her sweet fucking need. Then I look back at her and lean down to place my lips against hers holding her eyes, her mouth for a beat.  
 
    Then I shove my cock all the way deep inside of her wrenching a wild moan from her, catching it with my mouth as I slam my lips down on hers. 
 
    Jesus Christ.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    My grip on her hip is going to leave a bruise. I love that.  
 
    I devour her mouth as I start thrusting my hips, pumping my cock in and out of her slick and tight heat slowly. I've never felt anything so tight on my cock and I have to tell my body to calm the fuck down so that I don't blow my load before she comes.  
 
    I want to watch where our bodies are connected, but I know if I look I'll explode at the erotic sight, so I keep kissing her, her little mewls of pleasure being swallowed by me.  
 
    "Fuck, such a good girl taking all of me," I groan, still trying to hold back; both from bursting too soon and from going completely raging animal on her little body. 
 
    Her little nails dig down my back in a ripping pain and it heightens my pleasure. I smile against her mouth and pull back looking down at her with what I know must be a crazy smile. My little girl likes it rough, likes giving pain.  
 
    I bite her shoulder hard, breaking the delicate skin and she bucks up against me crying out so loud my ears ring and her pussy tightens impossibly around me.  
 
    And she loves receiving pain.  
 
    Fuck, she's perfect.  
 
    "Come apart, sweetheart," I tell her, watching her face as the feelings are rolling over her mouth and eyes, the way her cheeks pink and gleam. I reach down and find her little nub of nerves, rolling it between my thumb and finger. 
 
    I start fucking her harder, faster, the pull of her body on mine indescribable.   
 
    "Ohmygod!" she cries out, her eyes flying open at the new sensations.  
 
    "Fuck that's it, June. Come for me." 
 
    I pick up the pace because I know she's close and I'm about to explode. I need her to come either first or with me.  
 
    "I'm...I'm gonna come," she pants out and the words are so fucking sweet so I pull them inside of me to relish them but then she throws back her head and screams my name.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    And that's it.  
 
    I'm falling over the edge with her, my own orgasm raging through my body as we both go taught, our grips on each other tightening painfully, the echoing sound of her screaming my name which is perfect, and my own beast roaring through the pleasure-pain.  
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    She's a panting, sweet little sticky mess underneath me and once I can relax from that insane orgasm that just took over my body I lay down next to her, pulling her to her side facing me and cup her cheeks, kissing her deep, languid. Pulling her back together.  
 
    She opens her eyes and then I watch her raspberry lips lift in a fully satisfied smile that makes the beast in me want to beat his fucking chest.  
 
    "Good fucking girl," I growl before kissing her lightly. Her cheeks blush at my words and I know for a fact she likes a few things. Dominance, playing, being rough, praise. 
 
    Those happen to be things I excel at.  
 
    She looks at me with that shyness back in place and I love it. I hope she never loses all of that. "You good?" 
 
    She nods her head smiling wider. "Yeah," she says. "You?" 
 
    I almost laugh. The absurdity of her asking me that is stark against this moment. I run my fingertips over her shoulder and across her collarbone, watching the skin shiver and pebble in the wake of my touch. "Yeah, I'm good. You're going to be sore," I tell her.  
 
    "Good sore," she says. Her voice is soft and stretched out like a tired yawn. "Like when I row." 
 
    I raise my eyebrows at that. "You row?" 
 
    "Mhmm," she says sleepily.  
 
    "I'm going to clean you up then you can sleep," I say, getting to my feet and then leaning down to pick her up, holding her against my chest to carry her into the bathroom.  
 
    The hot shower feels healing, a luxury. Washing her silky skin, knowing she's safe in my space with me, seeing my marks on her creamy skin...all of it is the perfect aftercare for both of us. After I clean her up gently I put one of my t-shirts on her and tell her to get back into bed.  
 
    I still had some work to do and knowing that she was sleeping in my bed, in nothing but my t-shirt wearing my body wash scent, safe and just behind the wall of my living room, was exactly what I needed.  
 
    "Who the fuck is he?" I ask when Priest answers my call.  
 
    "Name is Raymond Golantz. They actually brought him in because he's not from here. Probably since we took away their errand boy, Gary." 
 
    "I need to check on something then I'll be down," I say.  
 
    I go back into the room to find June sleeping soundly. I pull back the white covers and slide the shirt up. There's a slight bruise forming on her hip from my hand. Pulling the neck away from her shows me my bite mark on her shoulder, small punctures where I actually broke the skin. I'd need to put some ointment on that when I got back. And then I breathe deeply at the sight. It may be fucked up, but having my mark on her feels like something. I needed it.  
 
    I slide my hand over her cheek and brush my thumb over her raspberry lips.  
 
    "June," I say, not wanting to wake her but needing to so that I can go deal with this. 
 
    She blinks open her eyes slowly and after settling into the waking world smiles up at me. Fuck me, but I want to tell Priest and Martin to deal with it while I go round two with her. Instead, I hold myself back.  
 
    "I have to go down to the office to deal with some shit. Don't know how long I'll be. You do not leave this apartment. Got it? You need something you call me. You can call your mom and sister and friends, that's fine, but you don't leave. And no one comes here. Not until we figure out safety measures for you. Clear?" 
 
    I knew she liked to play with her safety and I was ready for what came next.  
 
    She sits up and sighs. "Quinton, you cannot keep me-" 
 
    Before she can finish that sentence I press her back down to the bed, my hand on her throat, my eyes blazing into her hers and I do nothing short of growling my words at her.  
 
    "I fucking can keep you here. You don't fully understand the world of skin trading but let me enlighten you. They find a certain type, they mark them like they did with that teddy bear you found," her eyes widen underneath me, her pulse quickens. "then they send someone in to get you. And once they get you, you're in and you don't get out. You die a slave to the whims of whoever pays the highest price for you. And you were fucking one minute from that, June. One. Minute." My eyes are glaring at her wide, innocent ones. "Now I may not seem like a religious man, but I believe in God because I've had too many fucking close calls to not be humble enough to lay that at someone's feet and I swear to him that if something happens to you I will burn down the fucking world until you are safe or there is retribution." My hand loosens, and I don't move my face away from hers. I close the distance between us and fist her hair to pull her in for a violent kiss that she will feel after I leave her here to go burn the fucking world down like I said. Her little hands grapple for my shoulders and she moans into my mouth which I cannot take right now so I wrench myself away and fix her with my anger again. 
 
    "Do not. Fucking. Go anywhere." I punctuate. "Yeah?" 
 
    She nods her head, the fear I meant to put into her settled over her skin like a net and I pull out my phone not taking my eyes from her wide blue ones. "Grim. Send someone up to the apartment to stay outside the front door until I get back." And when her eyes narrow on me I smile wickedly at her.  
 
    "Don't trust me?" she asks, her eyes still narrowed. 
 
    "Nope," I respond, then lean down to give her a hard, quick kiss before walking out the door. Leaving her behind is rough but necessary. 
 
    And then I'm standing behind the two-way glass looking at the incredibly bloody mess that is Raymond Golantz.  
 
    He had his hands cuffed to the chair and rope around his upper arms and legs. Smart to not take chances. Granger walks in.  
 
    "He's with The Waking Host and he's willing to offer a deal." 
 
    Martin laughs. "What is with everyone thinking we're the fucking police?" 
 
    I shrug. "Sure. Tell him we'll make a deal," I said, slight amusement in my tone.  
 
    "He means with the police. He knows you won't give him shit." 
 
    "Smart," I said. Too much to hope the people-selling, black-market cult has dumb people. That would be too easy.  
 
    I leave the small room and then enter where Raymond is sitting. When he looks up at me, his face is mottled and swelling but the ice blue eyes are stark and prominent.  
 
    "So Raymond, I hear you want to talk to the police and make a deal," I say leaning back against the door. Trying not to think of him touching June. 
 
    "You're obviously the leader here," he says. "You should know that talking to you or the police...well, I'm better off with them." 
 
    "True. So is The Waking Host a black market, or an upscale skin-trading ring? Usually, those two don't mix, so forgive us for our confusion." 
 
    He smiles up at me, white teeth flashing against red bleeding lips. "We're not anything you need to concern yourselves with." 
 
    "So  you would have sold June to the highest bidder. Hoping that she was a virgin for a higher price, obviously, and then made your way to another town, where you find a few local idiots to take some cash to find you more blonde girls to sell and...do you also deal in drugs? It's just all a little messy." 
 
    He laughs, the sound annoying because his voice isn't as deep as you'd expect. "You think you understand the value of a girl? Of a virgin or their body?" he laughs again shaking his head and leaning forward baring his teeth. "You know nothing. Simple people with their ideas of worth. You all know nothing." 
 
    Interesting. I tilt my head looking over him. Consider his words.  
 
    I nod my head. "Good talk. I'll check in later, make sure they're treating you alright." 
 
    And then I leave with something vital in my pocket. I text everyone to meet in my office and then make a call. 
 
    "Landlow. Come down to the club. A suspicious guy was following women around and we have him."  
 
    I then pulled up my camera app and clicked on the live feed. The guy Priest had sent to guard my apartment was standing there exactly as he should. I clicked to the other feed of my bedroom and saw a pile of June curled up and sleeping. I couldn't see her details but seeing her mess of blonde hair and arm poking out from under the comforter draped over her body is enough. For now. 
 
    The first person to meet me in my office is Martin and he has the look on his face that says he's ready to talk.  
 
    "Stacey and I are trying it out," he said.  
 
    I knew better than to question him. I knew better than to argue. Even with what I knew about Stacey. 
 
    "Okay," I replied. I sat behind my desk and gestured to the drink cart. He poured us each a dose of scotch.  
 
    "You can think what you want and yes, she's flaky but you know how I feel about her." He takes a swig of his drink. 
 
    I look over my cousin, at his strong build just a little smaller than my own, at his eyes that have held lust for many women, but only love for the one who hurts him over and over. He's kept mostly to himself all these years, raising Bryce and Leo and doing a fucking good job at being a dad, my number two, regardless of what happened with Bryce. He sleeps with his share of women when he's going through phases but he's not a dog about it. He's respectful, for the most part, and like me keeps his heart out of the mix but is upfront about that. And he's always kept his heart on hold. For her.  
 
    She wasn't as pretty as she used to be; time had taken its toll. And she was transient. She didn't like to stay put. If he didn't have the family business I could see him picking up and finding that lifestyle with her. But still, when she was in town he laughed. Really laughed and his eyes looked more real. She also lit up around him and anyone could see she cared for him. 
 
    She just couldn't stay put. Not even for him.  
 
    And I was beginning to wonder if she really did care for him. Was it an act? Did she come back every couple of years chasing memories of feeling loved and adored? That was different than loving and adoring someone. And she was a shit mom.  
 
    Though a part of me admired that when she came into town she didn't seek out the boys. She didn't take the entitlement of being a mom whenever she felt like it. It was all or nothing. I could respect her for that one thing. 
 
    "I think you love her and I think that I hope you take your fill while she's here and if anyone judges you for that they can answer to me," I finally respond. 
 
    Our eyes hold.  
 
    "Thank you, Quin," he said softly, gruffly.  
 
    We understand the loss of a woman. Both of us. Mine had not been the romance to write down, but Kane's mother had been the one to grab something inside of me. Once. Long ago. I hadn't been one to really look at girls more than fleetingly, physically. My father certainly never taught me how to treat a woman and hadn't shown me a love of any kind. My own mother didn't stick around, not that I blamed her.  It seemed to be generational or familial. Maybe the Bishop men pushed the women we loved away.  
 
    When she left me... 
 
    I had paused for a moment. Left with a young child, a business that held no grace, in a world more often cruel than not. I had left Kane with Martin and his boys for two days and for those two days I raged. But I dropped that rage there at that cabin that I hadn't been back to since. I didn't sell it. Because I wanted to own my rage still, but at a distance. And then I moved on.  
 
    Maybe one day Martin would leave his sorrow somewhere. My cousin wasn't one to languish in anger; not like me. Maybe he'd find a mountain to walk up to and throw his grief at, raise his fist and then turn around and walk away from it forever. Or maybe he would find his happiness.  
 
    The door opened and Granger Silver walked in with a perturbed-looking Landlow.  
 
    "Are you fucking kidding me, Bishop?" 
 
    I let the sip of scotch I had just taken, slide down my throat and gently placed the glass on my desk.  
 
    "I'm not really known for my jokes," I say. 
 
    "He's not. That's more my thing," Martin confirmed.  
 
    "Motorcycle Mike over here just showed me the suspicious man you found in your club and he looks like he got in a fight with a lawn mower." 
 
    Martin pointed at him with a grin. "That was funny. See? Even you're funnier than my cousin." 
 
    "Suspicious men preying on women in my club get...special treatment. Book me for it," I challenged. 
 
    "I should. I fuckin' should," he said and there was a sliver of me that wondered if I would actually push him over the edge one of these days and he'd be able to do to me what he never could with my father.  
 
    "We have a more interesting problem. Because we got him to talk some." I kept my eyes on Landlow. Watched him narrow his eyes, then let out a breath. He didn't know exactly who the bloody mess in there was. But he was putting it together.  
 
    "Fuck," he said. 
 
    Martin shot me a side look. Because we fucking did not get him to talk. 
 
    "Confirmed he's with The Waking Host." 
 
    Landlow sat down in a chair, officially interested. "Alright. What else?" 
 
    "Tried to get him to tell us who and where they sold the girls to, price, the layout of their operations," I said.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    I shrugged. "Would only talk to you. Wants a deal." 
 
    "Christ," he said running a hand through his hair. "He's from the festival, isn't he?" 
 
    I stayed silent. Martin cleaned dirt from under his fingernails nonchalantly. 
 
    "That's not the interesting problem," I added leaning forward. "I don't think they're kidnapping blonde girls and selling them in the skin trade." 
 
    Granger and Martin both looked at me perplexed. 
 
    "I think they're keeping them. Somewhere. I think they're collecting a particular kind of girl and grooming them." 
 
    Granger frowned, his silver eyebrows dipping over his hooded eyes. "Grooming them for what, then, if not the sex trade?" 
 
    "Their cult. I think they have a white supremist cult." 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
    I blinked my eyes open and for the second time, I am disoriented and confused as to where I am. I'm wrapped in a thick, fluffy white comforter that is not mine, and when I stretch I let out a little groan because I am sore. My eyes widen and my mind fills with pictures.  
 
    Quinton Bishop saving me.  
 
    Then Quinton Bishop doing exactly what he promised he would do the next time I was in his hands: he didn't stop.  
 
    Don't look away, sweetheart. 
 
    Those words from his sinful lips before he crashed fully into me. Ohmygod, my body had never felt so beautifully stretched and so full before.  
 
    That one time I'd had sex? It has lasted probably two minutes. If I'm being generous. The guy was fumbling and unsure, but excited. Too excited. I wasn't and I wasn't ready. Once he finished, not once caring about my own pleasure, he looked at me with a cocky grin and asked if it was good. Now, looking back and knowing him, I think it was meant as a cruel question. And I'd just smiled tightly at him in response. I remember feeling scared and sweaty whenever I saw him after that. He'd smile at me like we shared a secret.  
 
    But last night? Holy mother...Quinton had made sure I found release, a huge, shaking release before he even got himself naked. And when he got naked...good glory that man's body was just that: a man's body. I had no idea he was covered in ink and that surprise made my belly flutter at the memory. I wanted to explore them all. I wanted to explore all of him but he hadn't given me time last night.  
 
    I sat up and sighed, feeling sated and sleepy but not wanting to stay in bed so I got up and went into the bathroom. I was wearing a huge shirt and nothing else. I didn't want to put my dress back on but I felt weird wearing nothing on the bottom, exposed and a little insecure. I rooted around in his black, smooth dresser until I found some sweatpants. I had to roll the bottoms quite a bit but they fit.  
 
    When I had lifted the shirt to pull on the sweats my hands ran over a purpling bruise on my hip. I lightly touched it. 
 
    I want to fucking bite and bruise and leave my mark all over your pretty little body.  
 
    I smiled.  
 
    I had no idea. No idea that sex could be like that. I mean, I knew it could be rough and intense but I had never really thought past the experience I'd had.  
 
    His hands and mouth had been intentional like they knew exactly what they wanted but more importantly what my body wanted. His eyes had been unwavering and so hungry as he made sure we rarely lost eye contact while he brought us together. Crashed us together. I think I liked the pain. The roughness. I liked when he told me I was a good girl.  
 
    I blushed at the memory of him saying that, at the way my body felt like it was blushing on the inside even now.  
 
    I found the kitchen and looked at the clock. It was 3 a.m.  
 
    I wondered where he was.  
 
    I wondered if he had punished that guy with the ice blue eyes. Or killed him. I found a small bowl with neon green apples.  
 
    I bit into a green apple, its taste sour but clean. How did I feel about that? The man I slept with, had fantasized about for years, killing someone? 
 
    I saw my phone and a note on the black countertop and I grabbed both. 
 
    Snacks in the fridge. Get sleep. Don't fucking leave. 
 
    I shook my head and smiled. He was so demanding. It was hot.  
 
    I pulled up my phone and found texts and calls from the people I would expect. I scrolled through them all trying to think of how to respond, my eyes catching on the ones from my mom and Addie.  
 
    Just then the door opened and my body went on alert and I froze. When I saw Quinton walk in, ruffled clothes, hair all askew, I just watched him silently. He hadn't seen me yet so watching him like this was perfect.  
 
    He pulled out his phone and frowned down at it, punched something out with quick, sure fingers, I assume a text, and then slid it back into his pocket. He ran a veined hand through his hair, pushing it off of his forehead, that white scar a slash against his skin. Then he looked toward the kitchen where I stood unmoving and silent. His eyes collided with mine and neither of us moved.  
 
    One. 
 
    Two. 
 
    Three- and then he was moving toward me, features on his face razor, eyes burning. I had no time to say anything before his hand was fisted in my still drying hair, the other around my waist and his lips were on mine, taking, opening, plundering.  
 
    I immediately pressed into him, my hands finding balance with his shoulders, though he had me so tightly in his grasp I wouldn't have fallen.  
 
    He bit my lip then sucked it before sliding his tongue along mine, the take and pull and give making my body pool with heat again. I moaned softly at his possessive kiss, and hold, the hardness of him pressing into my soft belly and reminding me what his body could do to mine.  
 
    But then he pulled back and pressed his forehead against mine and I didn't dare move or speak because something told me he needed silence. He needed to just hold, touch and pray against me.  
 
    When he finally pulled back and looked down into my face, his hand moved, thumb running over my cheek.  
 
    "You good?" his question was spoken in his usual deep, gruff voice. But it was a soft question.  
 
    I smiled and nodded. "Yeah, I'm good." 
 
    "It's late," he said, his eyes roving over my face. "Let's get to bed and then I'm taking you to your house to talk with your mom about what we do." 
 
    I frowned then. Reality hit.  
 
    "What do we do? You can't really hide me here," I said. 
 
    "Not tonight, June. We'll talk with your mom tomorrow. Because she's your mom and she gets a say. I've made sure she is aware of everything going on every step of the way and I have someone at her house, keeping guard." 
 
    That warmed my heart. He was protecting me and my family. I liked that. Then a thought hit me. I had slept with Quinton Bishop. Mafia king. My mom's employer. A man seventeen years older than me. And he was holding me now in his apartment while I was wearing his clothes with his marks on my body.  
 
    I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear. "Um, so what do we tell her...you know," I looked at his chest, a button on his shirt was pearly and shiny and suddenly interesting. 
 
    I felt him tip up my chin but I kept my gaze down.  
 
    "Look at me," he commanded me.  
 
    And when I did his dark eyes were burning but there was a softness there too.  
 
    "I have to make sure I respect your mom by keeping you safe and letting her make some decisions regarding your safety. But the rest? As far as I'm concerned that's up to you." 
 
    "Me?" I let out an embarrassing squeak.  
 
    "Yeah. I don't do relationships and attachments," he started and my heart plummeted. Of course, he didn't. Of course, this was just sex and maybe just a one-time thing. "Hey, look at me," he commanded more roughly, his hand squeezing my chin. "normally," he punctuated, a continuation of his sentence. "But this with you?" he shook his head, eyes roaming my face, "I don't fucking care what you tell people if you want to or not. But I'm keeping you. No one else, just you. All the fucking strings attached." 
 
    My mouth opened in shock. He was keeping me. He would let me decide if I wanted to tell people. Did I want to tell people? What would they think?  
 
    "Yeah?" he prompted, his thumb running over my bottom lip. The word wasn't a question, more of a punctuation. Putting us on the same page.  
 
    And then I smiled. A real, big smile. I felt a little silly and giddy but I couldn't hold it back. I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my cheek against his chest and sighed. "Yeah," I responded.  
 
    I felt him kiss the top of my head. "Okay. Bed. Now." 
 
    And then he scooped me up making me squeal and carried me to his big, fluffy bed where he tucked me in and then got himself ready before slipping under the covers with me.  
 
    He pulled me against his chest and then reached down finding his sweatpants on me, pulled them down and off and dropped them onto the floor, then pulled off the t-shirt. And I let him. A doll being undressed.  
 
    "No sex." he said. "You're going to be too sore, sweetheart. But I want you naked." And then I was fully tucked into bed, head on his chest, his arm around me, warm and safe and content. 
 
    I was in bed with Quinton Bishop, his arms around me, his skin warm against mine and he had just told me he wanted to be exclusive with me. Attachments and all.  
 
    I smiled and burrowed in. Because I may be in peril, but I had never felt safer.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
    Waking up next to Caleb had been interesting. Other than girly sleepovers I'd never slept with someone in my bed before. And never a guy. Certainly never a guy I cared for and wanted to jump. And now I am having my first experience with that "morning wood" we hear so much about.  
 
    When I was aware of my surroundings and then aware of what was pressed against my butt, my sleepy eyes widened, suddenly fully awake. I tried not to move. But the trying made me want to move and I wiggled a little and then I heard him groan behind me.  
 
    "If you keep moving, I am going to be in a very tough spot," he grumbled.  
 
    "Would you say...a hard spot?" I joked to which he just grunted in response. 
 
    "We need to get going. Addie is meeting us for breakfast to fill us in." 
 
    Another groan and I look back to see him burying his face between pillows. I laugh and pull away but his arm tightens around me dragging me fully against him. 
 
    "You're only making this harder on yourself," I tease. 
 
    "You're funny, Nat. Such a funny girl." 
 
    "I know. Now let me up so that I can get ready. I need to shower and girls take longer getting pretty than boys." I finally pull away and when I look down at him he's looking at me, eyes open and considering. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Nothing. Just thinking about you in the shower now," he says with a roguish grin and I grab one of the pillows to throw it at him.  
 
    After my shower and doing the necessary steps to look presentable, Caleb showers. And when he walks out wearing nothing but a towel low on his hips I can't help but ogle. I've seen him in a swimsuit. I know what Caleb looks like. But a swimsuit and walking out of a steamy bathroom in just a low-slung towel are completely different things.  
 
    "You keep staring at me like that and I am going to break your no-sex rule, Nat," he warns.  
 
    I give him a half-smile, willing my cheeks not to blush. I hate blushing. It feels like involuntary weakness.  
 
    Once we're in Caleb's car his phone rings and he answers it. I can't tell who he's talking to but I suspect it's his mom. They go back and forth on something.  
 
    "Okay, bad news," he says. "I need to go home and help out my mom with some things with my brothers. I can drop you off at the coffee shop and you can let me know when you're done and I'll come to grab you and take you home." 
 
    "Just drop me off and I can have Addie bring me home or I can Uber. Seriously, not a big deal." 
 
    "Yeah, with all the crap happening in our town, you're not Ubering anywhere. Text me and I'll come to get you." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Fine." I smile thinking about him being protective of me. "And also, thank you." 
 
    I wasn't really used to someone caring for me. My own parents weren't bothered much by the girls being kidnapped in our town and hadn't made any extra precautionary changes.   
 
    And then finally we are sitting inside of our local coffee shop, drinking hot drinks to keep us warm because today decided to bring freezing temperatures with it. Addie bustles in wearing a flowy dress, the longest scarf I have ever seen as she unwraps and unwraps and unwraps it.  
 
    "Jesus, did you get that from Mary Poppins?" I ask.  
 
    "Funny. You're funny," she says and sticks out her tongue.  
 
    I laugh at her words echoing Caleb's.  
 
    "So what the hell is going on?" 
 
    Addie lets out a deep sigh. "They will only tell us as much as they think we should know because...investigation and all of that, but June was one of the targets for a group that has been traveling around the coast kidnapping girls. Same type as her. High school, blonde, blue-eyed." 
 
    "Damn, that's insane." 
 
    "I know. I still am in shock. But somehow her pumpkin slushie was drugged and one of them was following her through the maze, made sure to separate us I think, and took her. And I guess the police and the Bishops and some...I don't know, huge motorcycle guys that have been tracking these people all over the different towns had a tip or something. So they were at the festival. And Mr. Bishop found this white teddy bear that she had gotten on the golf cart which tipped him off and since she fit the profile..." Addie shook her head. Her face was pale, paler than usual and her eyes were a little wide and crazed.  
 
    I grabbed her hands. "Hey, she was saved. She's safe." 
 
    "Yeah," she said nodding her head up and down. A bobblehead. "It's just so much. June and Lottie and..everything." 
 
    "Did you know Lottie Evans well?" I asked. We hadn't really talked about the other girls and Addie or June hadn't brought them up so I didn't think that they knew them personally. 
 
    Addie's slender shoulders lifted up and down in a tired shrug. "I knew her." 
 
    "I'm so sorry," I whispered. And Lottie was gone. Taken.  
 
    "It's just so surreal. And Lottie was going to be eighteen next month. She was going to Stanford. She was just...she had a lot ahead." 
 
    We sat in silence for a bit. I held her hand in mine. She had her eyes closed and I noticed the lavender tiredness under her eyes.  
 
    "Do you need a caramel latte?" 
 
    "A double," She said with a smile. I nodded and got up to get it for her. I took the time waiting for the drink and another one for myself to think. So much was happening. I haven't even talked with June yet.  
 
    Once Addie had her double caramel latte there was a refreshed energy in her.  
 
    "Where is she now? Is she home?" 
 
    "So that's the thing; she's at the Bishop's club. Apparently, they have an apartment there or something and Quinton Bishop took her there, put security outside the apartment, and doubled down on the club security. I honestly kind of hope they keep her there until these fucking assholes are caught," Addie said with a vehemence you didn't see often with her.  
 
    "I mean, not a bad plan. Being hidden by the mafia." 
 
    "Definitely not," Addie agreed. "And I'm leaving today for the company ballet tour for a few weeks. They arranged it so that I'm leaving a week early and getting me out of town." 
 
    "Oh my gosh," I said. "I mean yeah, smart." I smiled sadly at her. "I'm going to freaking miss you." 
 
    "Me too," she replied.  
 
    "Hi!"  
 
    I looked up at the intruding, chipper voice in surprise. When I saw that the owner of that chipper voice was Izzy, I was even more surprised. I was thrown.  
 
    "Oh, Izzy-" I said, looking around. "Hey, how are you?"  
 
    She smiled sadly at Addie. "I heard about your sister. So sorry," she said as she leaned down and hugged Addie. Addie looked over her shoulder at me with wide eyes.  
 
    "Thanks, Izzy. Appreciate it," she said with a little smile.  
 
    "So what are you doing here?" I asked, trying to keep my voice normal. Did she know Caleb and I...did she know Caleb liked me? 
 
    "Getting my morning jolt of caffeine and then going to see if Caleb can take me and pick me up from band practice," she said. 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    "Did, uh." How delicate should I be here? "Caleb mentioned you guys broke up?" I said. I asked.  
 
    I hoped. 
 
    Her cheeks bloomed in slight color. "Oh! Well, kind of," she said.  
 
    Addie looked at me with an eyebrow raised.  
 
    "Kind of?" I asked. 
 
    She sat down in the seat next to me and in her very open, very bubbly way extended herself into our space. "You know how guys are. So fickle. He said we should slow down, take a break. But I mean, we're still talking and that doesn't mean I can't be friends with you guys! Especially since he and I aren't like broken up, broken up, you know?" 
 
    My heart was pounding.  
 
    "Oh good," Addie said half-heartedly, trying to be sweet. 
 
    "Well, he's running errands for his mom and then he and I are hanging out," I said, testing something.  
 
    Her eyes flashed. But it was brief, so brief I barely caught it. "Well, I figured he would want to take me to and from practice with everything going on. Especially since I happen to fit the profile of what these crazies are kidnapping," she said with a tone-deaf laugh and smile.  
 
    "You have brown eyes," I said. 
 
    Her eyes flashed again, and again it was brief.  
 
    "Well, that's hard to tell from a distance. And it's just not safe. Caleb would want me safe," she said nodding her head as though she were trying to convince herself of that. 
 
    "Great, well I'll text him for you," I said and her eyes looked panicked for a moment.  
 
    "No! That's okay, I will reach out to him." She turned to Addie with soft eyes. "I hope June is okay and please let me know if you need anything. Let's all get together and do one of your Netflix nights soon!"  
 
    Addie and I both nodded our heads dumbly as she got up and waved excitedly as she left.  
 
    I had texted Caleb. I didn't actually let him know about Izzy. I'd bring that up later. He let me know he'd be by in a few minutes. 
 
    "So, she's crazy," Addie said once Izzy was gone.  
 
    "Ohmygosh," I said leaning forward. "I mean, Caleb told me they broke up. He broke up with her. She was acting..." 
 
    "Like a crazy ex-girlfriend," Addie finished with a snort.  
 
    When Caleb came in a few minutes later he sat down next to me and put his arm around my shoulder, then pulled me toward him to kiss my temple.  
 
    Addie's eyes were wide, eyebrows shot up, cup paused halfway to her mouth. I tried for words.  
 
    "So..." 
 
    "So, Nat and I are a thing," Caleb said easily, without pause. I looked up at him, my own look of surprise on my face. "I finally stopped being an ass, made my move, she reciprocated, and here we are. No sex, because she's not ready, but the making out is fucking out of this world," he said. Again, it was all said nonchalantly like it was the easiest thing in the world for him to report. No deliberation is needed.  
 
    When he saw my look of surprise he rolled his eyes. "Come on. Everyone knew it was coming. I was being a dick because I was jealous of you dating Derrick," 
 
    "Garret," I corrected.  
 
    "Whatever. And so this is not a plot twist. Anyone reading our book would have seen this coming like thirty chapters ago." 
 
    Addie started laughing and I just shook my head. Addie gave me a wide-eyed look. I shook my head. We dropped the Izzy thing for now. I'd bring it up later. Izzy was harmless and I think she just really wasn't ready to face the breakup. 
 
    "Well, I am beyond relieved you finally got together. He's right. We saw it coming and were rooting for you guys behind your backs." 
 
    I finally laughed then. Of course, they were.  
 
    "I need to use the restroom. Be right back," Addie said and left me alone with the guy who took over a year to admit his feelings for me, but now it just falls out of him with ease. 
 
    "Okay," I said turning to face him fully. "So we're together?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    Yeah. Just. Yeah.  
 
    "I don't recall you asking or having that conversation." 
 
    He sighed and slid his hands up to cup my face. "Natalie, will you be mine?" 
 
    "You're being glib." 
 
    "Yes, I am." 
 
    "Unlike me, you are not funny. This isn't a joke." 
 
    And then he turned serious. His pretty amber eyes glowed as he looked at me. "This isn't a joke. At all. We're together because I finally worked up the courage to risk this with you. With one of my best friends. And that risk means I'm in. Fully. We're young and about to go to college and we have no idea what is ahead, but I'm not worried about that. I'm here, you're here now. And fuck, if kissing and touching you isn't one of the greatest things I have ever experienced, Nat. Okay?" 
 
    I nodded my head, my tough little heart melting. "Sounds good to me." 
 
    "Good. Now, when can we ditch blondie-pants so that I can get you alone and...bend the no-sex rules with you?" 
 
    "Bend how?" I asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    "Not telling. That would ruin the seduction." 
 
    "Boundaries!" I say, throwing a crumpled-up napkin at him.  
 
    "Hey! I get it. No sex. I will not push sex, not until you're ready. But I really want to hear you orgasm again, Nat. I loved the hell out of that. I want it as my ringtone." 
 
    "There's something wrong with you," I say, taking a big gulp of my drink, trying to calm my nerves that are being rattled by his sex talk. He just leans in, kissing my temple softly again and I melt against him.  
 
    "Okay. One makeout session at my house and then we go to Kane's house to fill Collin in," I concede.  
 
    "Deal. You didn't put a time limit on the makeout session so I can deal with that," he said.  
 
    We wait for Addie to get back and tell her to give June a hug for us as she was going to see her shortly before Addie left town and June was sequestered away again. And then Caleb was driving us back to my empty house to make it not so empty for a while. Crazy ex-girlfriend talk could wait.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    "You ready?" I looked over at June, her hair pulled into a thick, messy bun at the back of her head, wearing one of my hooded sweatshirts and a pair of my shorts which looked like those cropped pants women wore.  
 
    "Yeah." She moved to open the door then turned back to me. "Wait, on a scale of one to ten, how freaked out is my mom?" 
 
    "Ten," I said. I wasn't going to sugarcoat anything for her. "This is some serious shit, June. I'm not pulling punches with you or your mom. Also, your dad is here." 
 
    Her eyes flashed and she nodded her head. "Kay. Ready." 
 
    I waited for her to round the SUV and then walked up to her front porch with her. Two of my men were here, stationed in their vehicles and Granger Silver had his large ass parked on one of the rockers on the front porch. June pulled back when she saw him and then looked at me. "Granger, this is June. June, Granger. He's helping." 
 
    "Hey," she said softly.  
 
    He nodded his head and smiled. "Hey, honey. Your mom is excited to see you." 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at him. "Need some sweet tea?" I asked and he flashed me his full, white teeth.  
 
    "If you're offering."  
 
    She opened the door and Sally jumped off of the couch and ran toward her pulling her into a mom hug. I hung back and nodded to Charles, the fuckwit of a dad and husband, who barely nodded at me.  
 
    I'd known him since we were kids. He went to the local high school, I went to Wildwood. But we played each other in sports. And he played just about anything female that moved. Not that I could blame him. Most guys with a pulse did that in high school.  
 
    It was continuing the cycle after he was married to a good woman I didn't like.  
 
    It was seeing him with a certain blonde at the beach that made my blood boil. 
 
    Granger came in quietly behind me and we let June hug her mom, sister, and dad. Charles pulled back from hugging her and looked over her.  
 
    "So glad you're safe, pumpkin. What are you wearing?" His face took on a look of disgust.  
 
    She ran her fingers over the thighs of the shorts. "Oh, I didn't really have anything so Qui-Mr. Bishop let me borrow some of his things." 
 
    I caught her quick change in addressing me. It didn't bother me. I hadn't been lying when I told her how she handled us was in her court. I didn't give a fuck, as long as she knew I wanted her.  
 
    I hadn't wanted a woman in a long time. And I probably shouldn't want this one. But I did. So I was keeping her.  
 
    Sally looked up at me and her eyes were watery. "Thank you, Mr. Bishop," she said then walked over and wrapped her arms around me. I'd hugged Sally Acre once and it was the first time she found out Charles had cheated on her. I wasn't much for physical touch but she'd needed it back then and she needed it now. Over her head, I saw Charles narrow his eyes on her hugging me. If that was jealousy he could take it and shove it up his tiny dick hole. There was a small pleasure in knowing that June was not only wearing my clothes but not wearing anything under them. And I'd touched almost every inch of that last night. Okay, no small pleasure. Big fucking pleasure.  
 
    "Okay," I said. "Here's the deal: We have a basic understanding of what is going on, enough to know that June is a target with the intention of kidnapping her. She fits the profile that these men are going for, which is a blonde teenager with blue eyes. One of them was caught, but he's going to be low on the totem pole so there are others out there." 
 
    "Great, so what the hell do you suggest we do?" Charles asks. His tone is less than friendly and not only because one of his precious daughters is being targeted for a sex ring. 
 
    Granger stepped forward, arms crossed over his chest, head tipped up.  
 
    "June can't stay here," 
 
    "Great, I'll take her to Charleston," Charles said. Sally stiffened visibly.  
 
    "Nah, chief," Granger said with a smile. "She's going to stay in the apartment at the club." 
 
    "Now wait a damn minute," Charles exploded, stepping forward. Granger's body got tight next to mine but I knew he relished this weasel standing up to him. It was a sport for a man like Granger. I knew. Because I also found pleasure in the act of showing a man what a real man is. A man like Charles Acre.  
 
    "You can't just whisk June away to a dangerous club-" 
 
    This time I stepped forward. "The apartment at the club is under twenty-four-hour surveillance. My men patrol the building twenty-four hours. The apartment itself is mostly unknown to most and I won't even tell you where it is. It has held me inside of it, the decorator when it was first built, one cleaner, and now June. That's it. In eight years." 
 
    He barked out a humorless laugh.  
 
    "Charles," Sally warned.  
 
    He cut her a look then looked back at me. "You want me to entrust my teenage daughter into the hands of criminals? They, and you, are basically animals dressed in suits." 
 
    And then I smiled. A slow smile. And I took another step forward, my eyes only on this asswipe in front of me. "These criminals know how to spot a suspicious person a hundred yards away. We know what colors are most commonly worn by different kinds of crime. We know the body language of someone not fully in their right mind. We know how to smell another animal because you're right, Charles. We are basically animals in suits. But you fucking want animals in suits who know how to spot and hunt other animals to be the ones on your side in this. You think you can protect your precious daughter in Charleston, South Carolina? You could try. But I'd fight you for the honor to actually be a man and prove I know what it takes to take care of a woman." 
 
    Charles's face was red. My blood was hot. My heart was pumping and that smile had slipped from my face somewhere in between my words. I wanted him to come closer, come touch this animal. See what kind of animal I really am.  
 
    Sally, June, and Addie stood still. Charles finally backed down knowing what fight he shouldn't pick. Smart.  
 
    I turned to Sally and to June. "Officer Landlow is working closely with us and Granger to find these guys. It's ultimately up to you both how you want this to play out but getting both girls out of this house is the best bet. And I'd keep a few men patrolling the house here for you, Sally." 
 
    She nodded her head slowly, thinking. Breathing. She turned to June. "I think you should stay at the apartmen-" 
 
    "Seriously, Sally?" Charles bellowed. "You're going to be an idiot-" 
 
    Granger stepped one booted foot forward. "You might want to calm down there, chief. And don't talk to a lady that way." 
 
    Charles scoffed. "You are giving me lessons on manners?" 
 
    "I don't see the humor in that. No one obviously did before now." 
 
    "Stay out of this. This is my wife and daughter." 
 
    "Your daughter. Your ex-wife. A house you left vacant, from my understanding, too often and too easily." 
 
    Sally bit back a smile and I could see her eyes light up. Interesting. Charles had a look of murder on his face. But he had no ground here.  
 
    "Fine," he threw up his hands. "Just call me when you catch these guys or if you need me," he said, walking out of the house. "I'll call you, pumpkin," he called to June as he walked out the front door. 
 
    "It feels fuckin' lighter than air in here now," Granger said with a toothy grin.  
 
    I shook my head and focused on Sally and June. "You good with staying at the apartment until this gets settled?" 
 
    "Yeah," she said easily. "But I have school, and I want to hang out with my friends and my mom. Addie will be gone on her dance tour so she'll be safe." 
 
    "School, friends, mom all good. We'll figure it out but if it's not at the apartment, then one of my or Granger's guys will escort you. No exceptions," I said when I saw her about to argue. Her eyes narrowed and eyes flashed and I fucking loved it.  
 
    Then I remembered she had nothing on under my clothes and I loved that too.  
 
    "I'm going to grab some things," June said. Addie went with her and I walked over to Sally.  
 
    "She's your kid. I want you to feel like you have a say in this," I said, though it was hard to say because I wanted June at the apartment. And not just to keep her safe.  
 
    Sally smiled at me softly. "Quinton, you and I have known each other for a long time. At least, I've worked for you for a long time. I know what kind of man you are and I trust you. Plus," she shrugged. "you saved her life. This isn't a difficult decision." 
 
    I wondered if she would have made that decision and said those words if she knew what I had done to her daughter last night. And would be doing to her again soon.  
 
    I nodded my head and turned to Granger. "You wanna take a shift guarding Sally?" 
 
    "Oh, I don't need that," she said shaking her head.  
 
    "Hell yeah," he said and gave her a wolfish smile to which she blushed.  
 
    After goodbyes, June was in the truck with me again and she was looking out the window. I knew a lot of shit was going through her brain and I wasn't one to intrude there so I gave her her silence.  
 
    When we got back into the apartment she looked at me. "I'd like to go row. Would one of your guys be willing to take me?" 
 
    She was so fucking sweet. I closed the distance between us and cupped her apple cheek in my hand. "They do what I say because it's their job. So if you want to go row, then yeah. I've got some business to deal with but I'll be back later." 
 
    She nods her head and doesn't say anything. I sigh and pull her into me. "What's on your mind," I say into her hair.  
 
    She mumbles something into my chest which I cannot understand so I pull her head back gently and raise my eyebrows. "Come again?" 
 
    "I don't know how this works. Will you come back here or go to your house? I don't want to...I guess create expectations because we don't have any yet." 
 
    Fuck that.  
 
    My hand fists in her hair and I lean down closer to her. "You're insecure. I see that and that's okay. But I thought I made myself clear earlier. This isn't a fling for me. And it better fucking not be for you. I'm frankly too old to be called your boyfriend but if you want to call me that to create some solid ground in that pretty brain of yours then fine by me. I have work to do. You go row and do whatever else you want and then we are both here tonight. And if you're not too sore I'm going to make you scream my name again. If you're too sore I'll still make you scream my name, just not with my cock." I lean down, kiss her hard then look back into her wide eyes. "Set expectations. Because I'm setting them." 
 
    Her dazed, flushed smile is sweet. I like that. "Okay. I'm going to go get dressed." 
 
    "Okay, sweetheart." 
 
    Once she's dressed, one of my guys is ready to take her to Priest who will take her where she keeps her boat. I had no idea she rowed, but I'd like to watch it sometime.  
 
    Right now though, I was meeting with Landlow, Granger, and our new friend Raymond Golantz.  
 
    "So you target girls, kidnap them, then sell them to who?"  
 
    I tilted my head watching from the other side of the two-way glass. We were at the police station. Hated this place. Martin was next to me and Granger on my other side. Landlow and Macey were questioning Raymond after a deal was written up and signed by the judge.  
 
    "We don't," Raymond said.  
 
    "Which part?" 
 
    "Sell them," he replied.  
 
    Here it was.  
 
    "Then what the hell do you do with them?" 
 
    "Collect them," he said simply. 
 
    Something rolled down my spine. 
 
    "Like dolls?" Macey asked.  
 
    Raymond swung his eyes to the younger officer. "Kind of, not really."  
 
    "So here's the thing. We're going to need more if you want that deal to mean anything. Or else we've got you for drugging and attempted kidnapping and can rip up that sheet," Landlow said calmly.  
 
    Raymond sighed. Deeply. This was going to cost him. Anyone could see that. Especially if he was involved in what I think he is.  
 
    "Look," he said, putting his cuffed hands on the table to brace himself. Brace his words. I was braced over here waiting to hear what he was about to say. "The Waking Host is...a group. And we follow some codes and rules. We have a leadership committee that created the codes and rules and they believe the perfect race begins with the perfect mating pair. I'm not part of that upper leadership, but I help them...acquire the other half of their perfect pair." 
 
    Damn. 
 
    "Jesus, you were right," Martin said.  
 
    "So you're an elitist cult," Landlow said.  
 
    "Like I said. We're a group of people," 
 
    "A cult," Landlow cut in.  
 
    Raymond glared at him. "And we believe that there are certain breeding standards that should take root. And as we move around towns finding the perfect mates for our leadership, growing our group of people," 
 
    "Growing your elitist cult," Landlow said again and I almost smiled.  
 
    "We promote people to leadership as it grows," he growled trying to hold back frustration.  
 
    "How many leaders are there?" 
 
    "Right now about thirty." 
 
    "Is Chris Willy a leader?" 
 
    "Yeah. He's one of the founders." 
 
    "Is that your goal? To become a leader?" 
 
    "It's everyone's goal. To become a leader. You get a house, a cush job within our group, a beautiful blonde wife. I'm four levels down." 
 
    "What about Gary Carr?" 
 
    "Five levels down." 
 
    "Do you know a Max Spencer?" 
 
    Raymond's eyebrows move up at the name. I narrow my eyes and wait for his response.  
 
    "He's a leader, yeah." 
 
    Fuck.  
 
    "Just a leader? He another founder?" 
 
    He took a breath and held it inside of himself. "He's one of the founders." The way he responded to Max's name, the careful words he chose...there was something else there. 
 
    "Fuck," Martin breathed out my own thought.  
 
    "This is fucked," Granger said shaking his head.  
 
    "Are there women leaders?" 
 
    "Yeah, there are five." 
 
    "And what is their goal? Pair up with a blonde man?" 
 
    "The five female leaders have been part of our group for years, building it from the ground up. Two of them have mates, three don't. They do some scouting, raising money, living the good life at the top." 
 
    "Where is your base?" 
 
    "We have six of them. Each group of people," 
 
    "Cult," Landlow cut in and this time I did smile.  
 
    Raymond almost growled again in frustration. "Each group has 5-6 leaders and once they get that, a new group is created in a new town." 
 
    "Still waiting for a location." 
 
    "Afraid I can't give that to you. I've given you plenty." 
 
    Landlow stared at him then looked at us. "I'll take all of this to the judge and she will decide if this is enough to save your ass. If not, I'd get those locations on the tip of that elitist cult tongue of yours because you'll need those." 
 
    "And you'll protect me?" 
 
    Landlow looked down at him, his face almost showing disgust. "Yeah." 
 
    Landlow enters the small room that we're in leaving Macey to deal with Raymond.  
 
    "How the fuck did you know?" Martin asks me.  
 
    "It was the way he talked about the value of a girl. The value of a virgin. 'Simple people and their ideas of worth,' is what he said," I shook my head. "He was talking like a man who believes in something. Like we were the others outside of a world we couldn't understand." 
 
    "Not gonna lie. I should probably partner with you crazy sonsofbitches more often," Landlow said. 
 
    That was the closest to a compliment I think I had ever heard from the officer.   
 
    "Fine, I'll get a beer with you, Landlow," Martin said dramatically.  
 
    "No." 
 
    "Ouch." Martin held a dramatic hand to his chest and Landlow ignored him. 
 
    "So what next?" Granger had his wide stance, arms crossed over his chest.  
 
    "Well, we just learned a fuck of a lot there. Chris, Gary, Max," Landlow said, rubbing his chin.  
 
    I couldn't tell Kane about Max. Collin did not need to know that shit. She was already working through her own trauma and finding out some of the other fucked up shit her brother did...I wasn't entirely certain the girl could take this right now.  
 
    "Martin, don't tell Leo about Max." 
 
    He looked at me puzzled then put it together. He was always a quick man. "Got it." 
 
    Between business at the club and being here for a couple of hours, it was already dinnertime so I told the guys I was heading back to check on June.  
 
    Before I got into my SUV Martin stopped me.  
 
    "Hold up." 
 
    I turned to him. I did not feel like talking about Stacey so I would shut that down right away. "You and June Acre. That a good idea?" 
 
    Of course, he figured it out. He could read me, read situations involving me like we were brothers, just like I could him. "I don't remember asking for your opinion." 
 
    "Fuck, Quin," he said exasperated. "Listen, I'm not judging. Girl is of legal age, she looks like a sweet doll and I get the appeal," he held up his hands in defense when I got a look daring him to continue that train of thought. "But, Charles and you were never besties and it may look bad for her if an eighteen-year-old is dating the thirty-something mafia boss." 
 
    "You care how a relationship looks to others?" 
 
    He sighed again. "No." 
 
    "Good. I don't either. If she does then she can end it. And until then, yeah...June and me." 
 
    He nodded his head and looked over my face, reading me. "Okay, big cousin. I'm butting out and I've got your back." 
 
     I nodded my head. "Now I'm going to go check on her." 
 
    He smiled slowly. "Mhmm. You do that." 
 
    I fought the childish urge to flip him off and drove myself to my apartment where I knew I'd find sweet June Acre. And I fucking liked that. I also had just lied to Martin because if June wanted to end this, it wasn't as simple as me letting her. She'd have to fucking fight me on that and it would not be a fair fight. I'd make sure of it.  
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    Rowing had been the expression my body needed to get this tension out. The smooth and hard pull against my muscles, the frigid ocean air and mist covering my body in a baptism of salt and water, the newness that came with giving away energy to bring something stronger inside of my body. I'd needed this.  
 
    My beanie was thick and protected my head and ears from the cold. My waterproof jacket mostly protected me from the freezing mist. But the cold blast in my cheeks was welcome and healing.  
 
    I didn't want to be on this kind of adventure.  
 
    Being bedded by Quinton Bishop was enough of an adventure. A really good adventure. I smiled at the memory of him telling me I could call him my boyfriend.  
 
    But he was right. He was too old for that. And I liked that. I liked that he saved me and was protecting me and had stood up to my weak father for me. And then he had told me he'd be my boyfriend if I wanted. And that I was his. That he was coming home to me.  
 
    This wasn't love. It was too soon for that.  
 
    But it felt a heck of a lot like something adjacent to that. I felt really full. Like I could lay down and bask in all of this fullness he suddenly brought into my life for a good long while and that would be enough of an adventure for me for now. 
 
    There was a darker side to all of this I needed to consider.  
 
    I liked that he would kill for me. Maybe I had some violence inside of me.  
 
    Maybe I needed therapy.  
 
    I smiled again and rowed hard the last few yards until I was pulling back into my shift next to the dock. Once I was out of the boat, I was about to reach down to grab it when that big tall guy, Priest, though there was no way that was his actual name, reached down and grabbed it for me. He just plucked it out of the water. A toy boat in a bathtub.  
 
    "Thanks, Priest," I said softly.  
 
    "You're welcome," he said.  
 
    I showed him where I stored it and then locked it up. It was when we were inside the warm truck that I looked over and decided to try something.  
 
    "Quinton and I are a couple," I said. There. The words were out. To someone. Not sure if they were the right ones or if 'couple' was the right term. But I needed to try something and get things out of my head. And he had said that I could drive who we told-if we told anyone.  
 
    I waited and watched Priest who simply nodded his head. "Alright," he said. Not bothered. Not excited either, but nothing crazy came from him in a look or words.  
 
    "Is that weird?" 
 
    I poked. Because I wanted the truth.  
 
    This was a test after all. Might as well really test it.  
 
    He stayed silent for a few minutes and I thought he wasn't going to answer me.  
 
    "I'm a thirty-seven-year-old huge-ass man who resembles Mr. Clean and I work for the Bishop Mafia. And I'm gay. I have feelings for a twenty-four-year-old bartender who is taking community classes in criminal justice and I think he reciprocates those feelings for me. Is that weird?" 
 
    "No," I said easily.  
 
    He looked at me, a softness in his usually hard face. "Then no. You and Quinton are not weird. He deserves a sweetness like you." 
 
    I smiled. I had an overwhelming urge to hug this big guy. And then I chuckled. "You really do look like Mr. Clean," I said. "I always found him kind of hot, actually." 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. Then we were at the club and he walked me inside and dropped me off at the apartment. I thanked him and hoped he was going to go flirt with his twenty-four-year-old bartender who was majoring in criminal justice.  
 
    When I entered the apartment and found Quinton Bishop cooking, I smiled wide.  
 
    He looked up and nodded for me to have a seat at the bar.  
 
    "Pasta bolognese." 
 
    I groaned. "That smells amazing and will go straight to my thighs," I said. I reached into my bag to grab my cell phone and when I straightened up, there was a pissed-looking Quinton staring at me three inches from my face and I let out a little yelp. "Holy hell. What the hell?" I asked, my heart racing.  
 
    "What the hell was that?" he growled. 
 
    "What the hell was what?" 
 
    "That comment about your thighs?" 
 
    Oh. Oh. "Nothing," I said shrugging. "Just, you know. Pasta. Thighs. Buddha belly." 
 
    "Look, I am well-versed in the societal pressures we put on women and your bodies but I hate that shit. You're sexy as fuck and I like your thighs. Don't talk shit about yourself, yeah?" 
 
    "Okay," I said, trying to hold back a smile. This guy. "My dad said things to me. About my weight and my shape and how guys wouldn't want me." 
 
    Quinton rolled his eyes. He actually rolled his eyes and I loved it. "Your dad is good for nothing. Especially when it comes to women. Your mom is a good woman and she deserves a fuck of a lot better." 
 
    I would not argue with him there. 
 
    "He was really mean to my mom. Addie and I...it was the soundtrack in the background growing up. People thought we were the Cleavers, a perfect little family with the pretty blonde twins and the dad who made good money and took care of his family. But," I shrugged. Quinton listened. "I just always felt a kind of...unworthiness I guess. Because of him." 
 
    He reached over, gripped my chin, and pinned my eyes with his. "You're beautiful. I like your thighs and belly. I like your whole fucking body. You girls and your mom didn't deserve that. Fuck him." 
 
    Yeah. I smiled. Fuck him. 
 
    "Well, it smells amazing. Thank you for making dinner," I said.  
 
    He handed me a wide, shallow bowl that looked like it came from Pottery Barn with the pasta and then put his own bowl in front of himself and sat down. It was delicious. I giggled as I took my second bite.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "It's just a little cliche, you know? Mafia boss. Italian food." 
 
    "There are all different cuisines of mafia, June." 
 
    "Well, yeah." 
 
    "I'll take you to have some South American mafia with the Cortez family sometime." 
 
    "Ohmygod, seriously?" I'd heard of them. All of us had. One of the sons was my age and I'd seen him from a distance at games.  
 
    "Sure," he said.  
 
    "I like Priest," I said.  
 
    He raised a dark eyebrow. "Oh yeah?" 
 
    I wondered if he knew about him. How he felt about it. If he felt anything about it. "Yeah. We had a good time together." 
 
    "Good. He's a good man. I trust him with my life and yours." 
 
    "Not afraid he'll hit on me?" 
 
    "Any of my men ever fucking hit on you, you tell me," he said, eyes flashing. "But Priest won't," he said on a softer note. "You're not his type." 
 
    He did know. And he didn't care. He cooked, he cared about his men, didn't care which way they swung, wanted me and all the attachments...Quinton Bishop was more than just a sexual fantasy. He was heading straight into dream guy territory. 
 
    "I told him you and I are together," I said and Quinton simply took a sip of his scotch, kept his eyes on me, then set the glass down carefully.  
 
    "And?" 
 
    "And...what?" 
 
    "Did you get what you needed testing out telling someone about us?" 
 
    "How did you know that's what I was doing?" Seriously. How? 
 
    "Because you're curious and naive but also like danger. You want people to know but are unsure and you're curious what it would feel like for someone to know so you chose someone neutral." 
 
    "I see why they made you boss," I joked.  
 
    "I can be bossy," he said with a smirk. 
 
    "I know. It's both infuriating and sexy." 
 
    His eyebrow raised again. "Oh yeah? How sexy?" 
 
    I bit my bottom lip. "I can show you later," I offered and I think my voice came out a little softer, meeker. I was still figuring out how to be boldly sexual.  
 
    He leaned forward and slid his thumb over my bottom lip. "Yeah, you show me later. And I'll show you how sexy I find you." 
 
    Butterflies and liquid heat.  
 
    I helped him clean up dinner and once the last dish was dry he pulled me to him and kissed me, long, deep, languid. I melted into him.  
 
    I was still sore so he wouldn't fuck me, but he did make me scream his name as he promised. 
 
    I'd never had oral sex before, but having Quinton Bishop kneel between my legs was dangerously close to becoming a new favorite hobby.   
 
    Later when I was brushing my teeth I got a text and looked down at it frowning.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: Little June Acre, slipped through my fingers. I wonder where did she go?  
 
    Unknown: Will she fall down 
 
    Unknown: And break her crown 
 
    Unknown: No one will ever know. 
 
      
 
    My heart pounded in my chest. What the hell was this? 
 
      
 
    Unknown: I got a taste for you years ago. You remember. And if you don't want your sister to be hurt, then when Chris reaches out to you you'll do what he says and get no one else involved 
 
    Unknown: No cops, no handsome mafia boss. No one.  
 
    Unknown: See you soon, little June.  
 
      
 
    Chris Willy was going to reach out to me and he'd want me to go with him willingly to this unknown person. But I knew who he was. Because he had gotten a taste of me years ago.  
 
    Addie was in danger.  
 
    I looked in the mirror at my pale reflection. Life had drained from my face and there was darkness settling deep inside of me. I couldn't tell anyone. Addie was in danger.  
 
    I let out a breath, closed my eyes, and shook my head. Bed. Just go to bed. I'd figure it out if Chris reached out to me.  
 
    When I had a knee on the bed Quinton's voice brought me back to the here and now. "Strip," he said.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I told you. I want you naked when you're in bed with me," he said.  
 
    I smiled, blushing, and took off the tank top and shorts, and then the panties I was wearing. Then I got into bed where he hauled me against him, our warm, naked skin molding together. "See? Sexy bossy," I said.  
 
    He kissed the back of my neck. "Sleep, sweetheart." 
 
    The lights turned out, but my mind turned on.  
 
    I knew without a doubt that Chris would reach out to me. This was deeper than I knew and though Quinton hadn't told me anything of what he learned today, or even if that guy with the ice blue eyes was still alive, I knew something had settled inside of him. That he was carrying the weight of whatever was going on. And I was a part of it. More than I thought.  
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    "He's in Wyoming," Martin said as he shuffled through the stack of papers in front of him.  
 
    "Visiting his daughter?" I asked. I'd waited until June fell asleep, her soft breaths even. Then I'd slipped out of bed, my eyes taking in her naked form, and I'd made sure to leave her a note in case she woke up.  
 
    "Yeah. Didn't really get the details, but I told him the bullet points of what was going on. He was fucking pissed." 
 
    I nodded my head.  
 
    James Cortez had been a difficult man to get ahold of the last couple of weeks, but I'd been in contact with him as promised. When we'd found out it had been Chris Willy who had taken Eloise but Max Spencer the one who actually raped her, I knew he needed to know. The retribution tag he had out for his daughter I understood well and it was only fair that he knew there was another half to that tag. A bigger one. 
 
    "They have to have...upwards of a hundred girls just hidden away places," Martin said as he read through the information Granger had let us read through. He and his men, and sometimes the local law enforcement in towns where The Waking Host had been, had collected what they could.  
 
    All those blonde-haired and blue-eyed girls were taken and living somewhere else. It was every parent's nightmare.  
 
    I looked through pictures of the missing girls. It was odd how similar on paper someone could look to another. Age fifteen to nineteen, fair-skinned, blonde hair, blue eyes, innocent look. That was June. If I were to read that on a piece of paper I would picture her. And sitting here looking at all of these girls, they also could be attributed to that description and yet they all looked so different.  
 
    It could have been June.  
 
    I'm not sure when it happened when it started happening, but June had become something to me. I hadn't wanted anyone to become my someone ever again. And it wasn't just because of the fear of losing them like I'd lost Kane's mom. It was less damaging than that, less complicated. I just didn't want to expend the energy on someone being something. Meaning something.  
 
    When you welcome meaning into your life you're taking on a kind of responsibility. Collateral. I know a lot of people love the feeling of falling in love, of finding meaning in someone else, or whatever that someone brings into their life. I've known some people to be addicted to falling in love. But where are the books and quotes and songs about the responsibility that comes with it? The product of love comes with a heavy price tag.  
 
    You have to show up and choose it. Every damn day. Say 'yes' every fucking morning the sun comes up. Passivity isn't an option.  
 
    I had liked not having to choose that every day with a person. Learn all their damn flaws, big and small over years, and still decide to be there and be their person.  
 
    And now with June, I wanted to not be passive. I knew I would be sometimes because it's what I have known for fifteen years, but that's me and that's my flaw. I wanted this. I wanted to show up.  
 
    It was a frustrating realization, in all honesty. Because it made me feel excited but also a spear of fear happened to accompany that happiness. I wasn't immune to fear as it was a fair tool to use in gauging situations, especially in my world. But I was immune to giving it too much of my attention.  
 
    Martin's phone buzzed and I watched him look at it, frown then turn it over, facedown.  
 
    "Everything good?" 
 
    "Want to go downstairs and get a drink?" 
 
    "We can have a drink up here," I said.  
 
    "Yeah, but downstairs we can breathe in the noise. The silence is kind of stifling up here." 
 
    I understood that. Martin had always liked a little more noise, movement, and excitement than I did.  
 
    Once we were sitting at the bar, at the farthest end so that we could see the dancefloor, which had filled up at the late hour, Martin's glass was clasped between his hands and he was looking into it for answers.  
 
    "What's going on, Martin?" 
 
    I watched him close his eyes tightly, then open them and look up at me. There was something there and the way that he was looking at me had me thinking it was going to be something I didn't like. But what came out of his mouth was not what I was expecting.  
 
    "I think Stacey is seeing someone else." 
 
    Fuck. I took a sip of the club soda in my glass. I had shit to do and didn't want my mind dulled.  
 
    "Sorry," I said. "Has she ever cheated before?" I couldn't remember. She came and left, leaving a fucking gaping hole, but cheating wasn't her usual thing. Though, I knew it to be a fact that it was because of what I had seen at the beach. She and Charles Acre, fighting like quarreling lovers then hugging. His face buried against her shoulder; her arms wrapped around him.  
 
    Martin shook his head. "I've never caught her cheating." 
 
    He took another pull of his drink. 
 
    "Every fucking time, you know? And I knew it was coming. You knew it was coming. Fuck, I bet you even know it was coming," he said louder at the bartender who shook his head with a half-smile. "And I feel like a weak-ass idiot for hoping. Like, I want to wipe out the word 'hope' from my existence and just feel nothing when I see her." 
 
    "But she hasn't left yet?" 
 
    "No. But it's coming. And if she is letting someone else dip their dick in her, I'm out anyways." 
 
    I tapped my finger on the marble bar top, sighed, and then looked at him. "Listen, you have the kind of feelings for Stacey that don't shake. They took root a long time ago and it's not something that you can just stop feeling. But she comes back into your life, gives you some attention, and then leaves every time and I don't know. I don't know what healthy looks like, but this can't be it." 
 
    I was ready for his fist if that's what he needed to give me. I was ready to show him the video I took if he needed that. He looked at me, eyes feeling something I couldn't understand but that I could sit  through with him.  
 
    "Maybe she'll leave and she won't come back," he said. Hope or fear? Maybe both laced his words.  
 
    "Maybe." 
 
    "She hasn't even seen Leo." 
 
    "Was the sex at least good?" 
 
    Martin snorted. "Yeah. Always is." 
 
    "Why do you think she's cheating?" I asked curiously. 
 
    He shrugged. "Being weird. Sometimes super lovey and over-affectionate like she's making up for something. Short and dodgy with words the next minute. We got in a fight so she left and was acting weird so I followed her." 
 
    I paused with my drink halfway to my mouth. 
 
    "Saw her sitting at a picnic table on her phone, laptop out using the Ice-Dairy's wifi to do some shit. Couldn't see what it was. But a guy sat with her for a few minutes and then left. It was all really weird." Another drink. "She came back and was that overly affectionate, overcompensating woman again. I swear, I smelled it on her." 
 
    I frowned. "So, do you think she's here, doing you and some other dude, getting some cash doing...whatever the hell it is she does for cash and then bouncing?"  
 
    "She does shady stocks. That's how she makes money." 
 
    I nodded my head. Made sense. She was always good with the web and money. Smart woman, really.  
 
    "Maybe what you feel are the good sex and the nostalgia," I said simply. 
 
    He laughed. "Maybe. But sex is sex. Could get good sex from someone else." 
 
    "You're right," I said thoughtfully. I'd had good sex. Amazing sex. But when there was a connection, something deeper, everything felt...more. But I wasn't about to talk about how my body had fucking sang when I was deep inside of June Acre with my cousin. 
 
    "Gentlemen," Granger walked up to us, beer in hand, a grin on his face, his long body the kind of thing that made people take a second look.  
 
    "Motorcycle Mike," Martin said with a wide smile. "I think I like Landlow's nickname for you." 
 
    "Fuck that," Granger said, shaking his head. "My guys are asking if we should head out of town, move on to the next one." 
 
    "Up to you," I said.  
 
    "You think they've moved on?" 
 
    "They'd be idiots to stay here where there are spotlights every which way now," I said.  
 
    "Agreed." He brought his beer to his lips and looked around at the dancing bodies. "Think I'll stay another couple of days to be safe. Send my men ahead. Need me for anything you call." 
 
    I nodded my head in thanks and watched him walk around the thickening dance crowd.  
 
    "He is not the worst," Martin said in his way of a compliment.  
 
    I grunted and hid a smile in my glass as I took a sip of my drink. My phone buzzed and when I looked down I saw two things. 
 
    It was already 1 am.  
 
    And June had sent me a text. A picture text. Of her bending over wearing nothing but panties that showed off her perfect peachy ass and fuck, it went straight to my cock.  
 
    "Gotta go." I stood up and laid a hand on Martin's shoulder. "Don't know if you want to hear this so feel free to go deaf. She doesn't add anything to your life. She comes, takes, leaves, and you are left with a little less. You deserve more." I squeezed his shoulder and then left him to his thoughts and the noise of the club to soothe him.  
 
    By the time I nodded to my man standing guard outside the apartment and let myself inside, my cock was straining against my pants and all I could think about was fucking my little June until she was begging me to stop.  
 
    When I walked into the bedroom and saw her laying on the bed reading, wearing the cheeky panties with her full ass on display and nothing else, I let out a growl which had her sharply looking up with a look of shock from the sudden interruption. Then her face bloomed with something else. Feminine excitement, seduction, a little blushing shyness.  
 
    "You send me a picture like that and you better be ready to be fucked, sweetheart," I growled, leaning against the dresser, arms folded over my chest as I watched her. I had planned to give her another day for her body to rest. She'd been tight and I'd been rough. But now... 
 
    "Maybe that was my goal," she said, lifting her chin, her blue eyes holding mine boldly.  
 
    I smiled slowly. "Get up on all fours," I said.  
 
    Her eyebrows shot up and she didn't immediately move.  
 
    I pushed off of the dresser and walked toward her. "On. All. Fours." I leaned down, bracing myself with both hands on the edge of the bed, my face inches from hers. "I've broken you in and now I'll do a little more breaking." 
 
    An edge of fear danced across her delicate features and it made me smile. Not the kind of smile that comforts. And I wasn't about to comfort her. "Are you scared, little June?" 
 
    She bit her bottom lip and nodded her head slowly, then shook it. I tilted my head. "Yes? No?" 
 
    "Both?" she said softly. "Scared and excited." 
 
    Then I did smile fully. "Good." I leaned forward and grabbed her mouth with mine, taking her bottom lip so that I could bite it instead of her. When I pulled back her eyes were closed and her breath was coming out in shorter pants. "Get up on all fours, turn around, and don't disobey me." 
 
    She did as I said, up and turning so that her ass was facing me. I went to my bedside table and grabbed a soft black rope and when she saw it her eyes widened. "What's that for?" 
 
    I pulled her up her back against my chest, sliding my hands slowly up her body, nearly groaning when I palmed her full tits, as they bounced freely. I pushed her back down onto her hands and then hooked her panties on my fingers sliding them down over her ass and legs leaving her completely naked. I could see her glistening already for me, and I couldn't resist running my fingers over her wetness, making her gasp.  
 
    I leaned over her back, pressing my mouth against her ear.  
 
    "Were you thinking of me, June? Did your little pussy get wet while I was away?" 
 
    "Yes," she said with a breathy gasp.  
 
    I bit her ear and slid those fingers slowly inside of her, stretching her, making her open her raspberry lips on a moan.  
 
    "You're so tight, sweetheart. Such a pretty little pussy, tight and wet and ready for my cock," I whispered against her ear, working my fingers in and out of her slowly. She rocked her hips and I stopped what I was doing, pulling them out and laying my hand on her round ass. "No coming until I say you can. And if you disobey I will make sure I pull you to the edge and make you sit there, no falling over and no release. Yeah?" 
 
    She nodded her head and my hand slapped her ass making her jump and gasp. "Words, June."  
 
    She panted out a few breaths and didn't respond so I spanked her again and she gasped again. "Yes sir," she quickly said and her words went straight to my fucking cock.  
 
    Fuck. She'd called me 'Sir' and we hadn't even talked about that. I groaned into her ear, lightly nipping and licking, running my hand soothingly over her ass. "Good girl," I said. "I'm going to tie your hands together. I want you to tell me if you need to stop but I want to show you what it can be like to be worshipped and fucked by me." I took the rope and slid one of the loops over her pale wrist, then wrapped it around her other wrist binding them together. It was tight enough that her struggling would keep it in place, but not so tight that she would lose circulation. But it would leave a mark. Which I was excited to unwrap and see later.  
 
    Her nipples were pink points of excitement and I reached down to pinch one, then roll it between my fingers making her moan.  
 
    I stepped back. She was on all fours, legs spread wide in complete submission with her ass and wet, pink pussy bared to me. She was leaning forward on her bound hands almost like she was bent in worship of her own.  
 
    I undressed and she tilted her head to look back at me, watching me shed my layers and I loved the lust that took over her pretty eyes. They ate me up like I was about to eat her up.  
 
    "You're so pretty, sweetheart," I told her and she blushed. "All mine to touch, lick, bite, fuck." 
 
    She bit her lip again. So pretty.  
 
    I ran my large hand over her ass softly, the marks from my spanks showing up already. My fingers found her puckered hole and lightly rimmed it making her squirm. "Not yet, but I'll take this," I promised darkly. "So many fucking filthy things I am going to do with you, June."  
 
    "I want you to," she said boldly.  
 
    "Yeah?" I asked as I teased that hole with the pad of my thumb, lightly pressing in as a little test. She held herself still, I could hear her intake of breath and then hold it. "You going to let me do what I want to you? Let the big bad mafia wolf ruin your sweet little body, June?"  I asked as my fingers found her wet heat again, playing in her folds, enjoying how soaked she was.  
 
    "God yes," she let out alongside a breath, her hips were so close to moving against me; I could feel her wanting to push me where she really needed me. "I want..." she paused and I watched her face, her sweet apple cheeks taking on a red hue, "I want you to take me how you need." 
 
    I closed my eyes, taking in her words as I pushed those two fingers deep inside of her pussy again making her cry out. She was so tight, milking my fingers. My cock immediately jumped, remembering what it had been like to be sheathed inside of her.  
 
    I pulled them out and got onto the bed covering her back with my naked body, letting her feel my hard cock slide against her slick heat, my mouth on the back of her neck. "What I need is to fuck you hard. Leave my mark on your body. Make you scream my name." I bit the back of her neck lightly, the skin salty and soft in my mouth. My tongue lavished the skin there in devotion. "I'll need to tie you up and hurt you sometimes too," I said. I felt her body still under mine. "But I'll take away the pain with so much pleasure. Your body will learn to beg for both. You'll be weak for me but become stronger through the pain and the pleasure. I want to draw out your darkest pleasure with my darkest needs." I ran my tongue along her neck and grabbed her jaw pulling her face to the side so that I could kiss the corner of her mouth. "Is that what you want, June?" I slid the fingers that were wet with her juices along the seam of her lips letting it coat her thin skin there. "Are you willing to do that with me?" I asked darkly.  
 
    I waited. I ran the tips of my fingers lightly down the column of her pale throat, finding her erratic pulse and pressing in there to capture the rat tat tat tat of her heart, her fear, her excitement. "Tell me," I commanded.  
 
    "Yes, sir," she said, and fuck me but I almost came just from those sweet fucking words.  
 
    My cock nuzzled against her pussy in need. "Fuck, sweetheart," I let out against her throat. My fingers went back to her weeping pussy and slid through her wetness then inside hard. She gasped but held her hips still even as I felt her tighten under me. "Mmmm good girl."  
 
    I pumped my fingers inside of her hard, faster than before and she was mewling, trying so hard to hold herself still, and then I moved down the bed until my mouth was there with my fingers, licking and sucking her sweet cunt making her cry out. "You can move, sugar. Fuck my face and my fingers. I want you to come," I said and she let out a sound of relief as she started rocking her hips in tandem with my fingers and my tongue. Never get enough of her taste. Fucking, never enough.  
 
    I made sure to work her up but not over that edge for a bit, knowing where to touch and lick and suck and where not to. She was getting frustrated and I smiled against her. "Something wrong, June?" 
 
    "I need...please," she said breathlessly.  
 
    "Need what?" 
 
    "Just..." she rocked her hips harder, chasing that release. "Make me come and then fuck me hard please," she moaned.  
 
    I almost laughed in surprise at her begging words but my cock was not laughing. He was in agreement with her. So I pulled her clit into my mouth, biting then sucking, making her buck and cry out and finally, finally fall over that edge, her head thrown back, back tight and I reared up, not wasting any time as I lined the head of my cock up with her entrance and almost pushed in. I was bare. My hand was wrapped around my cock I wanted nothing more than to shove inside of her without protection, which I never did.  
 
    "Tell me you're on birth control," I growled. "I need to come inside you, June." 
 
    "Yes, please fuck me," she begged in a rush of words and pleasure and need.  
 
    "Fuck, thank fuck," I said as I slammed inside of her.  
 
    "Oh god!" she cried out at my thick cock spreading her tight pussy.  
 
    "Fuck you feel good, baby. Nothing between us," I said as I thrust deep inside of her harder. "I'm not holding back," I warned, my voice was a low growl.  
 
    "Don't," she panted. "Don't hold back." 
 
    Done. I grabbed her hips bruisingly and fucked into her tight walls with abandon. I knew I was hitting that spot deep inside of her as she made a guttural grunt, unable to hide what I was doing to her body. I reached around and grabbed one of her breasts squeezing hard as I pumped my hips into her. Her nipple was a pebbled stone and I couldn't help but roll it between my fingers. "You like when I'm rough with you, June?" 
 
    "Yes," she responded without pause.  
 
    I slid one of my hands holding her hip to the side of her ass and brought it down hard, watching the skin immediately turn pink. Watching her snowy white skin change under my hand made my cock even harder inside of her. I needed more. Needed deeper. "You take me bare, I fill you up with my cum, this is it," I growled, watching my cock coated in her juices slide in and out of her tight cunt. Fuck, that sight was sweet. 
 
    I sat back a little and put one arm around her waist while wrapping my hand around her throat and I pulled her up so that her back was flush against my chest and she was sitting down on my lap, hands tied in front of her, seating me inside of her deeper.  
 
    "Ohhh...." she let out a whimper. Soft sweet music.  
 
    I held her throat tightly, as my other hand gripped her hip and I slammed up into her.  
 
    I groaned at the new position, the deeper and tighter feel of her. I knew I was causing a little pain with each thrust this deep but I watched her body closely. She was loving it.  
 
    "That's it, sweetheart, take my cock. Such a good girl," I growled into her ear.  
 
    "Ohmygod, I'm going to...." she bit her lip her eyes squeezing shut. "Can I come, sir?" 
 
    Jesus. Fuck. Yes.  
 
    "Yes. Come on my cock, baby. Hard. And say my fucking name when you do," I commanded darkly.  
 
    She nodded her head, her mouth open in silent gasps as I fucked her, her whole body pulling tight against mine, my cock ready to burst, waiting for her.  
 
    "Ohmygod Quinton-" she suddenly cried out and her rapture was perfect.  
 
    I watched her as I fucked her harder, feeling my cock tighten as I got closer. I placed my mouth at her ear and whispered low, "You're going to take my cum like a good little girl, yeah?" 
 
    "Yes," she nodded her head. "Fill me up, Sir." 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I threw back my head and groaned as my cock exploded with her, my hot cum spilling violently inside of her sweet pussy, pulsing so hard at the feeling of nothing between us, only her sweet and wet heat and my cum. Her mouth was chanting my name, the perfect anthem of sound as our bodies collided in that release; my heart was slamming against my chest and her slick back, her pulse under my hand around her throat was impossibly fast.  
 
    Her muscles gave out so my arm caught her, then gently laid her down. Once I had the rope unraveled from her wrists I set it down and then went to the bathroom running the sink until it was warm. I came back, my eyes taking in her rumpled, messy body in the middle of the bed, my heart clenching at the perfect sight.  
 
    I spread her legs to clean her up, both of our releases having run down her creamy thighs and I loved it. I reached down to run my fingers through our combined messes, sliding them over her swollen pussy and making her moan softly. Coming inside of her had been heaven. Knowing that my seed was deep inside of her was a heady thing. I'd not wanted to mark a woman that way in a long time but looking down at her sleepy, sated form, knowing a part of me was inside of her brought out that most basic primal animal in me.  
 
    She was on birth control, which was good. But when she was ready, the realization hit me hard-I wanted to fill her up and get her pregnant. I wanted to see her grow and carry my child.  
 
    Jesus Christ. I ran a hand down my face. What had I gotten myself into?  
 
    After I cleaned her up and then cleaned myself up, I got her some water and pulled her into me under the covers. I kissed her wrists where there were slight red marks from the rope knowing I'd need to get some oil for her skin.  
 
    She looked up at me with a soft smile. 
 
    "Where did you learn to be submissive, June?" I asked.  
 
    I felt her blush. I didn't even need to look down at her to know she was blushing. I tipped her chin up towards me and held her eyes.  
 
    "No shame, sweetheart." 
 
    She smiled sheepishly, her mind warring with what to tell me. "I read a lot," she finally said.  
 
    I raised my eyebrows. "You read about submissive/dominant relationships?" 
 
    "Well, I like the occasional romance novel and it's a common theme. Especially after Fifty Shades," she said with a big smile.  
 
    I smiled down at her. Her big blue eyes, her soft apple cheeks stained with innocence and curiosity. She was shy and bold in the best ways and it felt like she was made for me.  
 
    "And how did you know I wanted that?" I was curious. So damn curious, because from the moment she called me 'Sir' my body roared to life. I'd known what I like sexually for a long time and had many partners fulfill it, but never before have I held it back and had someone as sweet and innocent as June bring it out all on her own.  
 
    "You're just...dominant. It's who you are. I knew if I tested it out and you responded...how you did, then I was right and I think," she bit her lip, her eyes looking at my chest. "I think I like that. Want it." 
 
    I tipped her chin up again and kissed her softly. "Well, I'm not letting you go now. So that's on you, little June," I said in both warning and promise and she smiled.  
 
    "Good. I don't want you to let me go," she said.  
 
    We talked about our days, and she asked about the man with ice blue eyes. She wanted to know if I had killed him. I watched her face very carefully.  
 
    "Would you be mad if I had?" 
 
    "No," she said. Her eyes held mine and I saw the truth there. She wouldn't be mad.  
 
    I knew to keep a lot of my work life separate from her, but there would always be a grey area between her knowing and not knowing. Talking about it and not talking about it. Some people could handle it and some couldn't.  
 
    I hadn't told her yet about what we learned. I hadn't been sure how much she could handle and it was part of my job, my life, to decide what to tell people in my life but not in the business.  
 
    "Do you want to know what is going on with all of this?" 
 
    Her eyes lit up a little. It was interesting. She nodded her head eagerly. Dark little vixen. 
 
    "Alright. Let's get some food. I'll tell you what's going on and then I'm going to fuck you again." 
 
    When her eyes lit up even brighter  at that I swear I thanked God for this little creature because she was the perfect mixture of innocence and burning, dark curiosity.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie 
 
      
 
      
 
     "So, it's a sex ring, white, elitist cult?" I asked, my jaw dropped, much like Collin's and Caleb's, as we sat around the large leather couch in Quinton Bishop's hidden apartment. June invited us over and of course, we jumped at the chance to see the inner sanctum of this place. And to hear what was going on. 
 
    "Yeah," June said.  
 
    "Holy shit," Caleb said. "Are you..." 
 
    "Yeah, how are you?" I asked.  
 
    "I'm safe. I'm grateful I'm not in some closet or warehouse or whatever being put in a white dress and groomed with a flower wreath in my hair." 
 
    "That's what they do?" Collin asked in horror. 
 
    June laughed. "No idea. That's just what I'm picturing." 
 
    "And they have no idea where this cult is?" Caleb asked. 
 
    "I don't think so."  
 
    "So Mariel and Lottie are somewhere right now with these...elitist cult people," Collin said shaking her head.  
 
    We all sat there, the silence such a pregnant thing full of shock and amazement.  
 
    "Also, I've had amazing, life-altering sex with Quinton Bishop three times now." 
 
    All of us leaned forward. All of our eyebrows shot up. All of our mouths could have caught so many fucking flies.  
 
    "And we're together. Like, it's not just sex. He's keeping me and I want him to." 
 
    "I'm sorry, I need...something. Alcohol. Drugs. A pillow," my words were tangling in my mind. "So much information," I whispered. 
 
    "So much information," Collin echoed.  
 
    "What is happening?" Caleb asked, even his deep voice coming out as a near-whisper.  
 
    June bit her lip and smiled, her eyes darting between the three of us.  
 
    "You're sleeping with Mr. Bishop?" Collin finally asked shaking her head.  
 
    "Mhmm," June said sweetly, taking a drink of her soda.  
 
    "Is it...I mean, it's good, right? Like really good?" I guessed. It had to be. The man was a dangerous sexual fantasy in a suit.  
 
    June sighed, a mischievous smile on her face. "It's not good. It's insane and indescribable. I've never orgasmed like that in my life." 
 
    "Okay!" Caleb held up his hands. "Okay. Nope. Enough." 
 
    All three of us girls fell over in laughter. Pizza was ordered, secrets were spilled, and shrill screams were heard around the world when Caleb and I told them that we were together.  
 
    We didn't even watch a movie as we had planned. There was too much to talk about and speculate about.  
 
    I wondered if Collin's brother had anything to do with the cult, and I could see the question on her pretty face when June told us what she knew. I watched her carefully because she'd been off lately. She hadn't been herself; pulling in, becoming quieter.  
 
    But June hadn't mentioned him and I wasn't going to bring it up.  
 
    It was nearly midnight when we decided to leave. "So, you're like dating the mafia king?" 
 
    "Yeah," June said.  
 
    "What does that mean?" 
 
    "No idea," she responded. But she looked happy.  
 
    I was a little skeptical, nervous and protective, but that was my nature and clearly, he was protective of her as well.   
 
    "Just, be careful, okay? I feel...I don't know. I feel like we're leaving you with a viper," I admitted.  
 
    She frowned, her delicate face set on a look of hurt. "I know this is weird. It's still surreal to me. But he wouldn't hurt me." 
 
    It's not so much him, but his world. But I didn't get into that with her right now. "I believe you," I said softly. I pulled her in for a hug. My sweet friend who had almost been taken by an elitist cult and was now sleeping with the king of our town mafia.  
 
    Once we were in Caleb's car I let out a long breath. 
 
    "So that was a lot," he said.  
 
    "It was a lot," I agreed.  
 
    "Are your parents home?" 
 
    "No. New York." 
 
    "Okay. I'm gonna stop by my place real quick and grab some stuff." 
 
    I looked over at him. "You don't have to, you know. I'm fine being home alone. Have done it hundreds of times." 
 
    He gave me a look. "Nat, I one-hundred percent believe that if someone broke into your house you would make them regret it. I am coming over for purely selfish reasons." 
 
    "Oh yeah?" 
 
    "Mhmm," he nodded his head as he pulled up to his house and put his cark in park. He leaned over the console and wrapped his hand around the back of my neck pulling me in so that his words skated across my lips. "I have a new favorite hobby and it has to do with your body and seeing what sounds I can get out of you." 
 
    "Ohmygod," I said laughing.  
 
    "Exactly. Especially like hearing that one," he said and winked before he kissed me quickly and then ran inside to grab some things.  
 
    I was glad we were holding off on sex. But when Caleb had gone to the bathroom earlier, Collin and I doubled down with June and asked for a few details.  
 
    And it sounded...hot. Like, I wanted to find out how it would feel to have Caleb fully take me. But I was still scared that my expectations wouldn't be met. Maybe my expectations were too high. I should stop reading books because that can ruin a girl. Probably like how porn can ruin a person. Sex is not like that.  
 
    My phone buzzed and I looked down, my bubble of happiness popping instantly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy: Hey! Is Caleb with you?  
 
      
 
    I frowned down at the text. I hadn't brought up the weird encounter we'd had with Izzy with Caleb yet. She hadn't done anything else and it seemed like a case of her having a difficult time letting go. 
 
      
 
    Natalie: Yeah. Can I ask why? 
 
      
 
    The populating blue dots appeared. I watched them. Then they disappeared. She didn't answer me.  
 
    Then Caleb was back in the car. 
 
    "So, Izzy has been reaching out to me," I said looking at him, watching him. 
 
    He frowned. "Seriously? What's she been saying?" 
 
    I showed him my phone and then told him about the other day at the coffee shop. His face did not look surprised, it looked...frustrated.  
 
    "What is going on, Caleb?" 
 
    "Just, nothing. She's going through something. And I'm avoiding her and she's been reaching out to me but I've been ignoring her." 
 
    "Is she okay?" I kind of care but also kind of didn't. It was a weird situation. 
 
    He shook his head. "Can we not talk about it right now? She's just..." he shook his head again clearly beyond frustrated. "I don't want to deal with it right now," he finished. 
 
    "Okay," I said gently. I could recognize the need to let something lay for a while. I moved on to something else to distract him and the relief on his face and on his shoulders was clear.  
 
    Once we got to my house I was laughing about something Caleb had said and didn't notice the figure sitting on my front porch steps. I felt Caleb stiffen next to me and looked up at him.  
 
    "What-" 
 
    "Seriously?" An angry voice rang out into the cold night. My head swiveled to the front steps and when I saw Izzy standing there, the glow of our front porch lights haloed behind her I stopped walking.  
 
    "Izzy? What are you doing here?" Caleb asked. His voice was hard, not curious or shocked, more frustrated and like he was at the end of some rope.  
 
    She walked down the two steps to the sidewalk and he wrapped an arm around me. What was going on? 
 
    "You just...break up with me. And when I ask, no when I beg you to tell me why and you just give me a cryptic answer, you know that I have to find out. Right? You have to know I'm going to find an answer." 
 
    She sounded a little crazy. Her voice was more shrill than I remembered it and her hair was disheveled, her eyes a little wide in a way that made me want to ask if she was okay.  
 
    "Caleb, what is going on?" I finally asked, in a calm voice.  
 
    His hand squeezed my shoulder and he leaned down. "Stay behind me," he said. I frowned.  
 
    "What did you just say to her?" she almost yelled. "Are you telling her I'm crazy?! Because I'm not!" She swung her wide eyes to me and the force of her words and her incredibly intense facial expression almost felt like a physical blow. "I'm not crazy! We had sex and he told me he loved me and I love him! And then you come along and show him a small amount of fucking attention and then he just dumped me! Doesn't love me anymore!" 
 
    "Jesus, Izzy. We did not sleep together and I never told you that I love you," He said softly, both hands up like he was approaching a feral animal.  
 
    Ohmygod.  
 
    "Oh just making shit up now?" she said,  mock surprise. "Shocker! What if I got pregnant? Huh? What then, Caleb?" 
 
    "Then I would ask who the father is because you and I never had sex," he said, still calm, but about to lose it. "Izzy, you need to go home. You need to talk to your mom. You need help," he said those words softer and suddenly her face crumpled.  
 
    To my surprise and horror, she actually crumpled to the ground, the sound of sobbing slicing up into the air and my mind was a whirlwind of confusion and so many questions. So many thoughts. Caleb pulled in a breath and let go of me, the absence of his solid form and heat intense.   
 
    I watched Caleb lean down and whisper something to her, she nodded her head. He looked up at me, a look I couldn't decipher. I couldn't really decipher anything right now. He called someone, his words low and I couldn't hear them. But I looked at her as she looked up at him with wide, sad eyes.  
 
    "Hey, go inside, Nat. I'm going to stay out here until her mom comes to get her." 
 
    "Uh, okay. Are you sure?" I asked. 
 
    He didn't look at me, just looked at Izzy and was talking to her, her head bobbing up and down, tears running down her cheeks, cutting lines through her makeup.  
 
    I waited a few more moments then went inside. I sat on the couch in the living room and waited. The moments were heavy and I was bursting with unanswered questions, fears, and uncertainties.  
 
    Had he slept with Izzy and then thrown her away? The Caleb I knew wouldn't do that. But the Caleb I knew and the one of late were vastly different. He'd been acting jealous and intense. Would he have done something so callous? 
 
    Finally, the front door opened and I looked up. Caleb saw me, walked over, and sat down next to me. The look in his eyes I could not read and I was almost scared to ask him any questions. 
 
    "Natalie..." he trailed off shaking his head.  
 
    "Did you sleep with her?" 
 
    "No," he shook his head, a look coming over his face, "but even if I had, would you have a right to be angry?" 
 
    Anger shot through me. I stood up suddenly, my face feeling hot. My body felt overwhelmed. "You were a jealous asshole when I was dating Garret, Caleb. You were a fucking..." I grabbed at my hair trying to find words. "You treated me like I was personally hurting you when really, really, I was moving on from you." I started pacing, the words and anger all coming together in my mind and out of my mouth. "I showed interest in you a while ago and you closed that door. Fine. Totally fine, Caleb. I didn't think you reciprocated or didn't want to risk our friendship," I waved a hand through the air, "I understood. But then I start dating someone who was nice and treated me nice and you come out of the woodwork all," I shook my hands dramatically. I was feeling wildly dramatic, "assholery-like and then you go and get a girlfriend. Izzy. And she's cute and really bouncy and frankly, kind of reminds me of a human Teletubbie, but did I make fun of her or treat you terribly because of it?" I pin him with a look. "No! No, I did not. You taunted me. You used her to taunt me. And then you kiss me and it's the best fucking kiss of my fucking life and then she shows up at the coffee shop and texts me, now she's here at my house and saying these things and what do I do with all of that? Huh?" At this point, my voice is carrying through the room at a high volume. Yelling. I'm yelling.  
 
    He stands up and I realize that I can't do this right now. So before he can say anything I stop him.  
 
    "Just, go. I need to think. I need...I don't know. I need space and to breathe." 
 
    "Nat-" 
 
    I look up at him, imploring. "Please, Caleb. It's a lot. All of this and not just you and me and Izzy. But everything. I need to breathe. Alone." 
 
    His brown eyes take me in. They're heavy, filled with the words I just threw at him. They're sad and I think, maybe, they're sad because he knows I'm right. Or maybe he's just a complete idiot asshole and I've missed the mark completely with him.  
 
    He steps forward and I'm so scared he's going to kiss me because if he does... 
 
    He reaches his large hand out and cups my cheek gently.  
 
    Please don't kiss me. Please don't kiss me.  
 
    Please kiss me. Tell me what I need to hear.  
 
    The war inside of me is a clashing thing I cannot hear around.  
 
    His thumb sweeps over my cheek and I cannot open my eyes.  
 
    "I'll give you some space." 
 
    And then I hear him walking away. I keep my eyes closed until the front door is closed. And then I open them and let out the longest breath I think I've been holding for a while.  
 
    I had uncorked what had been bottled for a long time. What I had not been willing to say to Caleb until just now. Because truthfully, he had been an ass, and maybe he had treated Izzy poorly as a result of his own selfish reasons. I didn't want a guy like that.  
 
    And realizing that, just saying those words in my head hurt. It hurt like hell.  
 
    So I did what any sad, hurting woman does when the person she cares for hurts her. I grab some of my emergency chocolate behind my books in my room and I turn on the shower to scalding, put on some music, and let the water and notes and words slide over my body in cleansing.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     June  
 
      
 
      
 
    Priest was going to drive me to school. I pushed Quinton a little on this, but even I knew he wouldn't budge. And I understood. That morning as I was about to leave, Quinton pulled me into him, kissed me senselessly, and then spanked my ass as a goodbye. I could get used to that kind of goodbye.  
 
    Last night we had laid on the couch and half-watched a movie. We kept talking over it, finding easy conversation, and learning about each other. He laughed when I told him a story about the tip of my nose turning orange when I was two years old from eating too many carrots. My mom had freaked out. He had curled his hand around the back of my neck and pulled me in for a kiss when I talked a little more about my dad's words. He smiled when I talked about Addie being my best friend.  
 
    He didn't have a favorite color and he loved fresh seafood. He touched on his first marriage; had loved her, the only woman he's ever loved, but she wasn't cut out for his life and so she left. Neither he nor Kane had seen her since. He told me he liked good scotch, which I knew. He ran and boxed. He told me he wanted to see me row which made me smile.  
 
    And I found myself wondering somewhere in between the conversation and watching the movie, between his hands rubbing my back and our sharing of words if he could ever love again. If he could love me one day.  
 
    After having told my friends about him and me, I was feeling good. Now, for telling my mom and Addie.  
 
    The guard was walking me from the apartment down to the parking lot where Priest was waiting. He was quiet, stoic, exactly like most of the Bishop's men.  
 
    I hadn't told Quinton about the texts yet. I hadn't received anything from Chris and I knew that I would; it was a lurking thing in the back of my mind, but I didn't want to deal with it yet. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe the texts hadn't come from him.  
 
    "Hey, little Acre," a voice called. I looked up and saw Martin and Leo Bishop standing next to Priest. 
 
    "I feel like this is overkill," I said. 
 
    Leo winked at me. He had always been a flirt. I hadn't interacted with him much, but he had a wide and deep reputation. He'd also been shot at a beach party a few months back and though Collin wouldn't talk about it, it had something to do with her brother. Which did not surprise me. I had been standing there, so close to him when it happened. Suddenly, our languid town had become exciting and interesting; material for a solid soap opera.  
 
    "I'm off to Wildwood, little Acre. My big mafia dad is going with you and Priest," Leo said. He was one of that larger-than-life kind of guys. Kane was big and scary. Leo was the one that ate life up and laughed about it.  
 
    "Wonderful," I said with a smile.  
 
    Leo saluted me and got into his fancy car driving off, the sound of intense bass pressing against the confines of his car as he drove away.  
 
    A blonde woman, I'd seen her around town, walked out of the back of the club and came over to us. She had on a black trenchcoat and skinny jeans, black heels, her hair pulled into a low bun. She was pretty, but she looked a little like she needed a few years of sleep to take away the circles under her eyes. Martin watched her carefully, and Priest nodded for me to get into the back of the SUV. I watched Martin and the blonde. She was saying something and he was looking off somewhere else. Her hands framed his face and brought his attention back to her and I watched as she leaned up on her tiptoes and brought her mouth to his. A moment of pause and then his large hands were on her waist pulling her into him.  
 
    There was passion there and I sighed in understanding. I leaned my forehead against the cool glass of the SUV watching them. 
 
    "Rude to watch," Priest said.  
 
    I smiled up at his reflection in the rearview mirror and laughed. "Yeah, true. Who is that woman?" 
 
    He sighed. "Stacey." Okay. I raised my eyebrows and he shook his head. "On again, off again with Martin," he said. "Leo's mom." 
 
    "Seriously?" I asked. I could see it.  
 
    "Word of advice, don't talk to Martin about her. Or to Leo. Don't even think Leo knows she's in town. That's usually how it goes. Ever since Bryce..." his words trailed off and he stopped.  
 
    Bryce Bishop. No one talked about him. It was an unwritten rule. He disappeared years ago. "That's sad," I said softly. That was shitty.  
 
    The blonde, Stacey, kissed him again and then walked away as Martin got into the front seat of the car.  
 
    "Let's roll," he said.  
 
    "Why do I need two of you?" I asked.  
 
    "Because my big bad cousin is worried about you," Martin said with a smile. "And he doesn't worry. So when we see him worry we double-down on security." 
 
    I nodded my head. Impressive. 
 
    They dropped me off at school. I went through the day, missing Addie, talking with Caleb who asked me if I had talked with Natalie and I told him their relationship was theirs and to keep me out of it. Though, them already fighting so much had to be a bad omen. Or maybe just them. They did fight real pretty.  
 
    Preston found me at lunch and sat with me, which I was thankful for. Caleb would have been my buffer, which I needed. By now everyone knew what had happened and the questions were becoming overwhelming. But as I was walking into the cafeteria I had seen Caleb and Izzy in the hallway parallel to the cafeteria and it looked like they were arguing. I hoped that she wasn't what was causing trouble between him and Natalie but I had a feeling that is exactly what it was. Izzy was a little...off. So, when Preston sat down across from me I felt relief that only deepened when he didn't say anything about me being nearly kidnapped. When he asked if I would go to a movie with him I smiled and gently turned him down because I had someone. A man. I smiled a little too much and randomly throughout the day. My mind played loops of our short time together, but the short time had been concentrated, potent.  
 
    And when one of those loops inevitably took me to a moment of sexual passion I squeezed my thighs together at the low, delicious dip inside of me. 
 
    When he had taken me the other night bareback... it was another way he lost that marble control with me and it made me feel owned and wanted. Maybe someday more.  
 
    When school was over I got a text.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: Priest and I will meet you in the side parking lot. Not as busy and can control the crowd 
 
      
 
    The unknown number made me think of the last unknown text I had received so I was skeptical. Could this be Chris? Could he be ambushing me? 
 
    I walked to the side lot, and as the text said, there were not a lot of people around. I saw the dark SUV with Priest in the front and to my surprise, the blonde woman, Stacey, was leaning against the passenger side of the vehicle.  
 
    I walked over and smiled. "Stacey, right?" I said in greeting. 
 
    "Yep, that's me," she said with a smile.  
 
    Her smile was kind of transforming. Her tired face lightened and years melted off.  
 
    "Bishop boys wanted you picked up all safe and sound," she said.  
 
    I reached for the door handle but before I got it opened the screeching sound of tires jerked my attention to another SUV.  
 
    Something covered my face and a feminine voice spoke just behind me, against my ear. 
 
    "The Bishops can't always protect you, honey." 
 
    Then blackness.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
     Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    "You just love our little, quaint town, Silver?" I asked as I went to check over the club and the bar for the night. I saw Granger sitting at the bar with a beer, talking to the bartender.  
 
    "Unfinished business and I have my guys ahead at the next town scouting," he said.  
 
    "Unfinished business have anything to do with Sally Acre?"  
 
    I had seen the way he looked at her at the festival. I had especially seen and felt the way he wanted to boot Charles six different ways when we were in their house talking over June.  
 
    Granger turned to look at me as I took a seat next to him. "Man never kisses and tells, Bishop." 
 
    I wouldn't touch that right now.  
 
    "Somethin's been bothering me," Granger said.  
 
    I motioned for  Chase to get me a scotch. He had it in front of me in less than thirty seconds.  
 
    "Yeah, what's that?" 
 
    One of my men slid a closed folder in front of me and I nodded to him before he turned and walked away. I opened it and started reading realizing what it was then looked back at Granger.  
 
    "Who gave that Joey kid the directions for the second drop at the black underground market?" 
 
    I remembered the handle. The one that looked like it had been me. "Could have been anyone. Probably Chris or Max trying to make it seem like one of us," I said.  
 
    Granger nodded his head and then motioned toward the file. "That this case?" 
 
    I opened it again as something niggled in my mind. "Actually," I said shaking my head as I read through the statement. I put it between us so that Granger could look at it.  
 
    "Bank statements? For Charles Acre. Why you lookin' into that fuckwit?" 
 
    "I caught him and Stacey, Martin's ex, together. Saw them fighting then hugging the other day. It didn't settle right with me," I said. I pointed to one of the withdrawals in the statement. 
 
    Granger raised his eyebrows then looked at me. "That's a specific number that rings a fucking specific bell," he said. His brows furrowed. "What the fuck is Charles doing if he's caught up in this fucking mess and targeting his own daughter?" 
 
    I shook my head slowly thinking. I called Martin and he came down from the office.  
 
    "I need to show you something and you can be pissed later but right now we need to piece together some shit," I said.  
 
    "Okay," he said warily.  
 
    I showed him and Granger the video of Stacey and Charles together.  
 
    "The fuck? When did you take this? I knew she was fucking another guy," Martin said. 
 
    "Again, get pissed later but look at this withdrawal from Charles's bank account," I slid the sheet over to him.  
 
    He looked, and frowned, his mind working. 
 
    "Remember the interview with Joey? He had said he didn't think Chris was a pedophile because he had a girlfriend. An older one. Unreliable." 
 
    Martin's face shifted as his eyes caught mine, his mind putting pieces together like mine was.  
 
    "You thought she was stepping out, saw her on her computer that she didn't want you to see, what if she was dating Chris, has been so transient and in and out of town for years because she's been working with him and this business? Chris is not only one of the leaders, but one of the founders." 
 
    Martin slowly shook his head. "No way," he said. "I mean, that's a leap," his voice was shaking, words not matching. 
 
    "Who is this Stacey chick?" 
 
    "Martin's ex," I said and Granger nearly rolled his eyes at me.  
 
    "I fucking picked that up, Bishop. I'm asking for a picture." 
 
    Martin sighed and pulled out his phone. Granger's face took it in and when his eyes hit mine I knew. 
 
    "What?" Martin demanded. He demanded in the tone of someone who knew a fact but needed to hear it out loud to believe it.  
 
    "I've seen her. Not here, but a few towns back. Never could pin her to anything but she could be a black widow," he said. 
 
    "A woman who preys on men who are dying for their money?" Martin asked.  
 
    "Well yeah, but in this case, a black widow is a woman in an operation like this that finds a man with money, latches onto him to get money for the operation," Granger explained. 
 
    We all looked at the bank statement.  
 
    "Thirty-five thousand dollars were withdrawn from Charles Acre's bank account and him running around with Stacey is not a good look. Add in Granger recognizing her from one of the towns hit by these girls going missing and Joey mentioning Chris seeing someone older than him and unreliable," I said and let all of it settle. "The handle. Qbishop813," I added as it popped into my head. "That could have been her luring Joey as me. Or not, but fits." 
 
    "Queen Bishop," Martin said softly, his voice almost numb. We looked at him and his eyes were far-off. "That's what I called her in the early days. When she was pregnant with Leo. I called her Queen Bishop. And 8/13 is Leo's birthday." 
 
    I nodded my head. Granger raised his eyebrows at us. "Know where she is?" 
 
    "Boss, problem," Grim walked up to us, his face matching his name.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    "June is gone." 
 
    Everything stopped. The noise in the club faded, and the only thing I could see was Grim's face as everything else blurred.  
 
    "The fuck you say?" I said low, stepping toward Grim. To Grim's credit, he didn't flinch and he stayed calm.  
 
    "Priest was found knocked out in his SUV at the school. I checked on June's tracker when they weren't back from school for a while and noticed he hadn't moved from the parking lot and she was on the other side of town." 
 
    I was going to kill someone. My beast was not going to discriminate on who really soon. "She's still being tracked?" 
 
    "They threw out her phone but either the one in her backpack or the one in her shoe is still there and they didn't catch it." 
 
    I looked at Granger and Martin. They both nodded their heads and we moved out.  
 
    June has been taken. Under my fucking watch. Sweet, innocent, hellcat, little June. My June. Mine.  
 
    I didn't spare Martin a glance as I growled, "If Stacey has one fingerprint on this like you and I already both know in our guts, do not expect me to have mercy on her," I said. I swung my body into the driver's seat not trusting anyone else to get us to her fast enough.  
 
    "Quinton," Martin's voice barely permeated the rage filtering through me.  
 
    I didn't look at him as I put the SUV in drive and barely waited for Granger and Grim to shut the door before peeling out of the lot. "What," I barked out.  
 
    He laid a hand on my arm. "If she has half of a fingerprint on this," he said, his voice low and calm. My eyes caught his. "No fucking mercy," he said.  
 
    I nodded once. My heart was pounding.  
 
    Grim threw the coordinates to the GPS in the truck and we were flying.  
 
    "Call Landlow," I said as I pressed the pedal harder. I didn't care who got to June first. Someone just needed to get my girl back.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat on the top deck looking out over the beach, the ocean an angry maelstrom of winter and cold winds knocking the waves around. I felt like those waves. It was cold up here but the coffee shop kept it open for the view. I was wearing a thick fleece and two layers underneath with a hat as I sipped my hot coffee.  
 
    "Natalie?"  
 
    The tentative voice made me turn and when I saw Izzy looking at me with a wary smile I actually let out a groan. I turned away from her and looked back at the view hoping my audible response to her presence and the lack of invitation to chat would be enough to tell her to back off.  
 
    But I wasn't that lucky. 
 
    She sat across from me. I blinked my eyes slowly closed and opened them to look into hers. She looked different.  
 
    "Not really in the mood, Izzy," I said, my hands wrapping more firmly around the hot cup.  
 
    "Look, I know I seemed a little...crazy the other night," she said and I tilted my head. "I just was angry and hurt and confused," she said.  
 
    "Okay," I said emotionless.  
 
    "I really like Caleb. And I thought he liked me too, you know? And I mean, he does. I know that now.  I gave him my virginity so I thought he knew I was serious, but then he dumped me for you, a fantasy, and it hurt." 
 
    Her words hit me in the gut. Hard.  
 
    I wasn't sure that I could trust her.  
 
    I also wasn't sure that I could trust Caleb.  
 
    "I'm sorry he hurt you," I said softly, not knowing what else to say. I was tired.  
 
    "I think he really liked you," she said slowly. "Like, you were this fantasy to him. But then we got together and we were really good. And he was able to realize that you were just that, a fantasy. I was the real deal. Like, you were this forbidden thing that made you more...tantalizing. Then he broke up with me when he took his shot with you and then realized that it really was just hyped-up fantasy and not better than me." 
 
    Was she being serious right now? Her words made me want to throw my coffee in her stupid, cute face. I honestly think that she is so naive that she thinks I want to hear this.  
 
    I leaned forward. "What the hell is wrong with you?" I asked in a low, dangerous voice.  
 
    She rocked back at my words. At my anger. "I..." 
 
    "You come here and find me, to what-tell me that Caleb thought I was better than I really am, found that out, and now needs to realize you're the better option?" I looked at her in wonder. "I repeat: what the hell is wrong with you?" 
 
    Her shock wears off and she shakes her head, her little nose red from the cold and her eyes angry. She really does look off. I narrow my eyes looking her over. "I'm just coming here out of courtesy. Because I think Caleb and I are getting back together and you're important to him. And I don't like drama and was hoping we could put this behind us and be friends. Or at least friendly." Her eyes were shining. And then I see it. An eerie feeling starts filling me.  
 
    I smile slowly at her. And nod my head. "You're right, Izzy. Caleb and I are good friends and I wouldn't want to create any drama. I think it's really mature of you to seek me out and try to be friends." 
 
    Her eyes light up unnaturally. "Really?" She clapped her hands together like a kid. "I really want that. And I like June and Addie and Collin. I just want to be a part of you guys, you know?" 
 
    "Yeah, I get that." I nod to the sun setting behind her. "Sunset is pretty tonight. Want to get a picture?" 
 
    She looked behind her at the orange ball falling slowly asleep into the ocean then turned back to me and smiled. "Yeah, I'd love that," she said.  
 
    I moved to her side of the table, held up my phone, and took a selfie of us. She squeezed my shoulders in a friendly hug, then laid her head on my shoulder with a sigh.  
 
    This was a lot. I lightly patted her head then extricated myself from her then found my seat again. She had a dopey smile on her face.  
 
    "Okay, well I need to get home. Promised my mom. But I'm glad we had this talk, Izzy," I said.  
 
    "Ohmygosh me too," she responded with those bright eyes. "I really like you guys. Friends are important. And Caleb is great and I don't want to let him go, you know? Gotta take my shot," she said and I nodded smiling.  
 
    "Yeah, gotta take that shot." I stood up. "Well, I'll see you later." 
 
    "Can we go get our nails done some time? Or watch a movie with everyone? Or would it be too soon to hang out with Caleb after he hurt you?" Her face is in genuine concern.  
 
    It's wild.  
 
    "Oh, yeah. Let's figure something out in a few days," I said. "We can, uh, take it slow. With the Caleb thing being so fresh," I explained and that genuine look on her face turned from concern to deep concern. 
 
    "Oh, of course. Of course," she said nodding her head.  
 
    I waved and walked down the steps leading to my car in the parking lot. Once I was inside the safety of my car I sent the picture of Izzy and me off in a text.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: Got another surprise stalking visit 
 
      
 
    I drove to my house and saw a reply once I parked in the garage and got out.  
 
      
 
    Caleb: I'm so sorry. I want to explain, Nat 
 
    Natalie: Tell me, why the hell are her eyes blue? 
 
      
 
    I pursed my lips thinking. Her erratic behavior, her need, wild and desperate need, for friends. Her odd obsession with Caleb. When I had noticed something different about her I couldn't put a finger on it but then when her eyes lit up I realized what it was. Her eyes were no longer brown. They were an unnatural blue. Definitely contacts. But why? A lot of people I suppose did that but this was different. And I remembered the other day when she mentioned being targeted by the kidnappers and I said she had brown eyes and she had frowned like that offended her.  
 
    It hadn't relieved her. 
 
    It had offended her. 
 
      
 
    Caleb: Yeah, I need to explain some things, though why her eyes are blue is a bit of a mystery 
 
    Natalie: Something is wrong with her, Caleb. Unstable 
 
    Caleb: Yeah. I know. Can we talk? 
 
    Caleb: I need to see you.  
 
      
 
    I thought for a moment. I pulled out the fudge chocolate brownie ice cream I had bought that morning and dug in with a spoon looking down at his texts.  
 
      
 
    Natalie: Ok. Come over. I will give you 30 minutes and if I don't like it, I'm kicking you out to resume my space 
 
    Caleb: If in 30 minutes I cannot convince you, you won't have to kick me out. I'll kick myself out 
 
    Natalie: Ok.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    Dammit to hell.  
 
    Kidnapped again.  
 
    Though, technically I wasn't fully kidnapped the first time. Ice-blue eye guy only got me a few yards and then I was saved. So I guess this is more like one and a half kidnappings.  
 
    I looked around the back of the SUV and it could have been one of the Bishop's. It looked the same. Except, Stacey was driving and now I knew that she was crooked, but I didn't understand.  There was a man in the seat next to her that I had never seen before and when he looked back and saw that I was awake I glared at him.  
 
    I knew this was bad; I did. But I think something inside of me broke a little. I couldn't care. I mean, I did. But so much had been brimming and swirling around inside of me.  
 
    I had felt like I was swinging on the precipice for so long now, this stress pulling and pushing me all over the place and now this was where I was.  
 
    In the back of an SUV kidnapped. It was almost a relief. Because I wasn't waiting to be kidnapped again. I wasn't on the edge of being kidnapped. I wasn't on the edge of being in danger. I just was now. I fell over that edge. There is odd freedom to that.  
 
    The guy whispered something and Stacey looked back at me.  
 
    "Hey, welcome back." 
 
    Her voice was pleasant. That was annoying.   
 
    "There's some water in the cooler under the seat." 
 
    "I think I will pass on that," I said. My eyes found the clock and I took in the time.  
 
    "Well, up to you, but you'll be thirsty." 
 
    "I will take thirsty over possibly being drugged again," I said.  
 
    "Okay," she said easily. 
 
    "Are you working with Chris?" 
 
    "Chris and I...yes. We work together," she said.  
 
    "Does Martin know?" 
 
    She pauses. I watch her think then flick her eyes up into the rearview mirror, her eyes connecting with mine. "He does not," she said softly.  
 
    Almost remorsefully. I frowned, watching her.  
 
    "Got her phone but didn't find anything in her backpack or on her," the guy said. I looked around and realized my phone wasn't there. Did they dump it? They probably thought the Bishops were tracking it. Suddenly the car pulled over and stopped. Stacey got out, opened the back door, and as I scooted away from her, she reached in and pulled out my backpack, and tossed it on the ground.  
 
    "Give me your shoes," she said holding her hand out to me. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "Shoes. Now." Her voice was no longer remorseful, no longer thoughtful. She was in charge.  
 
    I sighed and took off my oxford shoes, one of my favorite pairs, and handed them to her. "Are you taking these so I won't run?" I could run in just my socks.  
 
    "Trackers. The Bishops love to track things they care about." 
 
    "I do not think they're tracking me," I mumbled as I watched her.  
 
    She smiled at me and tilted her head. "You'd be surprised. Especially when it comes to Quinton Bishop." 
 
    "Why are you doing this? Are you part of the white supremacist cult?" 
 
    Her blue eyes flashed at that and she leaned in. I made myself hold still at the sudden move.  
 
    "You know nothing about what we are. What we are is beyond something you can understand. At least right now," she said. Her voice carried a conviction that was palpable. It was a vibrating thing and I was both intrigued and terrified.  
 
    "Then tell me," I said. "Explain. Explain how you can betray them like this and steal women. How you can value the life of a young woman so little." 
 
    She leans in, putting half her body through the door of the car. "It is your value that we set remarkably high, June. That's why you are chosen. You'll see." 
 
    Then the door is shut, the slamming of the conversation, of freedom.  
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to calm myself.  
 
    What if Quinton had been tracking me? I'd be angry. But if it saved me, I couldn't be too angry.  
 
    "I dated your dad," Stacey's voice floats from the front of the car and I look up to see her staring straight ahead at the road.   
 
    "You knew him a long time ago?" 
 
    "Actually, yes. Small town and all that," she said easily, her head turning to look out her side window as she made a left turn. "But no. More recently. I connected with him on social media. He's kind of a manwhore," she said and I watched her cheeks pull up in a smile. My heart pounded as she talked. While her words sound light, lilting, they land like a blow on me. "He was easy. Connected with him, flirted with him, some dirty texting and pictures to get him really hooked then by the time I came into town he was eating out of the palm of my hand." She laughed. "Men are easy. You hear that, from the mouth of manipulative women, but you don't really know the truth of it until you see it for yourself. A little skin, attention, praising them for their amazingness that no one seems to see anymore. And, " she lifts a delicate hand in the air, snapping her fingers, "he will give you thirty-five thousand dollars to invest into stocks and bonds and get your portfolio thicker for your business. Your dad, all he needed, was to hear that he was smart and handsome. That he was an incredible man that no one really appreciated. That was it."  
 
    I sat there silent, trying to take in her words. She seduced my dad. It made sense. He wasn't faithful to my mom and the attention of a pretty woman would speak volumes to him. I had watched him with other women before.  
 
    A memory flirts with my mind. I was probably ten years old and Addie was at dance practice so Dad took me to get ice cream until we had to pick her up. The woman at the counter, who looked like she was probably in her twenties, had been really nice. And he had been really nice to her. But I remember thinking that he laughed really loudly at what she was saying. He didn't usually laugh much and not especially loudly so the sound had struck me. I sat at the table, licking my bubblegum ice cream with the square pieces of pink bubblegum I collected into a separate bowl and I watched them. He leaned forward and she leaned forward, they exchanged words and smiles and I remember thinking that it was odd he acted that way with this woman and not with mom. Shouldn't a husband act that way with his wife? At ten years old that was what love to me was. A simplistic view, and a naive understanding, but still.  
 
    "Why did you seduce him for money?" A sickening thought blasted through me. "Is he part of this? Does he know?" 
 
    "No, he doesn't know. He was just a means to an end. Part of what we do," she said easily. Everything she said was so easy. Slippery words from a lying mouth.  
 
    "You con men out of money for your group?" I was careful to stay away from the word, 'cult' as I was sure that's what set her off earlier.  
 
    "There are five of us," she explained as she made another turn. "You'll learn all about us later, but there are five women in leadership. We find men, seduce them, get them to give us money and then we use it for the project of finding and collecting the perfect women in that town." 
 
    And my dad gave her thirty-five thousand dollars.  
 
    It wouldn't matter that he would find out that she didn't invest it as he thought. She'd be gone, in the wind by then.  
 
    A thought hits me.  
 
    "You weren't planning on ever coming back after this, were you?" 
 
    "No reason to," she said. But there was a sadness in her voice. Even the guy next to her heard it. I saw him look at her briefly before looking away. He had blonde hair that brushed his chin, wavy and thick. I couldn't see his eyes but I would bet that they were blue.  
 
    "Not even Leo?" 
 
    Her face showed nothing and she didn't answer me. I didn't know the state of Leo's relationship with her. Maybe he hadn't seen her in years or even less frequently than that. Maybe it would be no great loss to him.  
 
    But to a mother.  
 
    That was different.  
 
    "So you're not going to sell me. You didn't sell Mariel or Lottie. Then what do you do with us?" I asked. Then I had a moment of panic. Would they kill me? If they weren't selling the girls they took and they were a cult, would they take us and...sacrifice us?  
 
    "You'll see," she said softly.  
 
    And then we were pulling up to a warehouse. I look back at the clock. We'd been driving for fifteen minutes so I knew we were on the outskirts of our town, just on the outside of it. They'd dumped my backpack and shoes about halfway through the drive, so a few miles back, and there had been minimal turns.  
 
    The guy was out of the SUV pulling me out roughly, one hand holding a gun, while Stacey talked on the phone, walking ahead of us. He shoved me through the open metal doorway and going from cold, outside to the dim, barely lit warehouse threw my senses off. I blinked once, twice, and waited for my eyes to adjust. When they did I stared, open-mouthed at what I saw. 
 
    The warehouse was dim, but it had been fully furnished. Like the inside of an open-plan house. I took in the low beams that held crystal chandeliers, the kitchen that stood in the corner with warm-wood cabinets, and a matching large island. There was a wall of bookshelves with books and a plug-in fireplace with green and blue Moroccan rugs and stuffed chairs with a matching couch.  
 
    Then to the other side, there was a king-sized four-poster bed with blue bedding, a large crystal chandelier hanging over it, and gauzy curtains pulled delicately to the posters that could be closed. 
 
    This looked like a showroom for house design. It was oddly cozy and rich. There had to be heating because the biting cold from outside did not match the warmth in here. 
 
    The blonde man sat me on one of the island stools and told me to put my hands together which I did because he was holding that gun. He zip-tied my wrists together and then walked around to the stainless steel refrigerator. 
 
    I sat there, still in awe, as he pulled out the makings of a sandwich. I watched this oddly domestic scene inside of a domestic dwelling and tried to catch up.  
 
    Stacey came inside and I watched her walk over and take an apple from a tiered, black-wire basket holding peaches, apples, and bananas.  
 
    "Hungry?" she asked. 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    "What is this place?" 
 
    She looked around, taking it in herself as she bit into her apple.  
 
    "We have these set up in various counties along the coast. This one was just refurbished a couple of months ago. We bring girls here to get them acclimated before we settle them into one of our communities." 
 
    I looked around again. There was a small space in the corner with a white door and I wondered if that was a bathroom.  
 
    "Acclimated, how?" 
 
    Stacey leaned her forearms on the island and looked over my face. "We train you," she said easily. "to be a perfect wife for one of the men in our communities." 
 
    I stared at her. So, this was a Stepford wife situation?  
 
    "Where are the communities?" 
 
    "All over," she said with a shrug of her shoulders. 
 
    "How long will I be here?" 
 
    She took another bite of her apple and I waited while she chewed. I looked at the guy who was leaning back against the counter silently eating the sandwich he had made.  
 
    "For however long it takes," she said.  
 
    "Is Chris coming here?" 
 
    She shook her head. "No, he's not here. But there is someone interested in you. Someone in leadership that has yet to take a wife and you know him," she said, her head tilted, her blue, tired eyes peering into mine. 
 
    Max Spencer. I knew without having to ask. I wouldn't ask. I didn't want to speak or hear his name.  
 
    "Not curious?"  
 
    I looked around again, ignoring her question. "So, I'm going to live here and then you're going to...train me to be a Stepford wife, and then take me to one of your communities where I will then become that wife and do what?" 
 
    She smiled slowly at me. "Live," she said easily. "With your community. Become a part of it. Be a good wife, then a mother if that happens for you." 
 
    "None of the other girls run?" 
 
    "Oh," she said waving her hand in the air nonchalantly. "We've had a few of them try over the years. But really, no. We create the perfect world for you. Why would you want to? We treat you like a queen, June. We get you the best of everything; clothing, food, hygiene. Your husband has been trained too, to treat you like the queen that you are. You'll have a beautiful house, and be provided for, we can even find you a job within the community if you want." 
 
    "You're creating a blonde-haired, blue-eyed Utopia," I say in slight awe.  
 
    "Exactly," she responds, her eyes lighting up.  
 
    "I don't want that," I say firmly. My wrists are bound too tightly and the plastic has already left behind red marks.  
 
    Her eyes go from lighting up to sad with my words, then shift to placating. "You will, June. You'll learn to love it and be grateful." She turned to the guy then. "I have to go check in on some things. Chris wants you to stay here and guard her. You know the drill," she said.  
 
    "Got it," he nodded his head then popped the rest of the sandwich into his mouth.  
 
    She gave him a hard look for a second, as though she was ensuring her directive landed correctly and he smiled at her. "I won't touch. Promise," he said, holding up his hands.  
 
    "Better not, Clive," she warned.  
 
    She looked back at me and smiled. "I'll be back later, June. Clive will not do anything to you unless you try to run. But this place is under surveillance and running would be very stupid. I'll bring dinner and then we can watch a movie together." 
 
    I stared at her in awe. Like this was a sleepover. She was crazy.  
 
    The moment the door closed behind her, there was a little ding that sounded. Security. My heart fell. Clive looked at me, and his eyes, which were blue like I guessed, roved over me making me pull back. I was not safe with this man. 
 
    He leaned forward, leaning his arms on the island much like Stacey had just done. "I won't touch. But I do not mind looking. You are a pretty little thing," he said with a leer. "One of these days I'll make it to the top and get one just like you." 
 
    I glared at him, my heart racing then turned my face away.  
 
    It was very possible that I was not going to make it out of here. I realized this and I contemplated it as my mind raced over all of the information Stacey had given me. My thoughts were wild feet running over the hills and dips of the words she had spoken so comfortably.  
 
    What if they never found me? 
 
    I would become the blonde bride of a man I didn't want. 
 
    And I was pretty sure it was going to be Max Spencer. If I saw him again, and I knew that I would, I knew a part of me that I had worked so hard to protect, fix, and put back together would break.  
 
    I didn't want to break apart again. Not after I finally felt like pieces of me had slid back together at the touch of a different man. What if I had a taste of pleasure and peace and now it was all gone forever? What if I never felt whole again? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    "You better tell me something good, Landlow," I growled when he and two other cops met us where the tracker had led us. Abandoned on the side of the road were June's backpack and her shoes. I was holding one of the cognac-colored leather shoes in my large hand looking down at it. I had placed a tracker underneath the padded sole of her shoe a few days ago and I was glad I had. Though this was not where June was, it was somewhere she had been. I looked at Landlow's lined face and waited.  
 
    "We got a report of suspicious activity at the high school and were there when you called," he said, his cop eyes looking around, taking in every detail of where we stood.  
 
    The sidewalk was well taken care of in front of a small blue house. An older woman walked out the front door of her house, the wreath clanging as she shut it behind her and she wrapped a warm blanket around her shoulders. The sun was starting to lower, leaving behind streaks of blue and orange and the temperature was dropping into the forties as we stood there.  
 
    "Ma'am," Landlow said, walking to meet her halfway up her walkway. She looked around Landlow to look at the overwhelming sight of Martin, Granger, and myself standing together on her property. Landlow gently laid a hand on her shoulder, and her attention was brought back to him. They spoke, words I could not hear and was bursting out of myself to hear, but I knew the wisdom of hanging back.  
 
    "Stacey isn't answering her phone," Martin said looking down at his phone in his hand. The glow of the screen lit up his face which was veiled in emotion I knew well. The first shadow of beytayal.  
 
    I wasn't sure how to sort my mess of feelings right now because mostly what I felt was rage. I was angry with fucking Stacey for being a conniving snake. I was angry with Martin for allowing her back into his life and mine and by extension June's. I was even angry with June and there was no real evidence to say she was reckless that led her to being taken. But I was fucking angry.  
 
    She was...sweet, the perfect dose of good that I hadn't known I needed in my life. And while I wasn't willing to consider defeat right now, not really, there was a possibility that I had gotten a taste of that, and then it would be gone. And now I would be living my life knowing what it had been like to be the monster who had been given something lovely and delicate and tasked with taking care of her.  
 
    And I had failed.  
 
    She liked yellow roses and had always wanted a huge dog. Rowing had become a sort of therapy for her, and from the sounds of it, the therapy was needed from her fucking dad. She'd been told she wasn't enough, body-shamed from her own father and she had needed to find ways to heal herself from that. I'd fucking heal her from the sickness her shit father gave her. I loved her hips and her thighs and her beautiful breasts. She was petite and full of curves. But truly, what was gorgeous, was the way her body responded to me. The way she responded to me made me lose control, which I didn't normally do but was realizing I loved.  
 
    Landlow walked back and I watched as the older woman, her short, curled hair gleaming silver in the moonlight watched us.  
 
    "She didn't see anything but she's going to let us look at her video feed from her doorbell camera." 
 
    I nodded my head.  
 
    "There's something else, Bishop," Landlow said in a low voice. "Gary Carr was released on bail about four hours ago." 
 
    I tilted my head and looked at Landlow. His thick, greying hair, his mustache that fit him perfectly, and the lines on his face I knew my father had a hand in putting there over years. I knew it wasn't Landlow's call. The police search, chase and catch the bad guys. They don't get a say in keeping them.  
 
    "You posted men to follow him?" 
 
    "You know the law," he said in answer. And I looked into his eyes. "But," he let out a sigh, running a hand down his weathered face, "you aren't bound by laws and paperwork," he said, not looking into my eyes. I almost smiled but there was too much shit right now.  
 
    I turned to Granger who was a few feet behind me but listening. "I'll put my men on it. I have two still here on call," he said as he walked away, his phone already to his ear.  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    "We put out an alert. She's eighteen years old but in our state amber alerts can go up to age nineteen. She's only been missing for a couple of hours, but because of the circumstances I got it worked around," Landlow said.  
 
    "Good," I said. And I knew that I should thank him but gratefulness was not even on the periphery of the emotions I was feeling right now.  
 
    Landlow nodded his head back toward the older woman. "She's willing to let us see her camera, and I asked for permission for you too. Want your eyes," he said.  
 
    Martin and I followed him. The woman looked over Martin and then me briefly, a look of tentative reserve covering her features, which I understood. I must look like a demon with the emotions rolling through me right now.  
 
    She showed us to a panel secured to her hallway wall that lead to the kitchen. The house was small, but immaculate and smelled like pine sol and warmth.  
 
    "It's here. I'm not too good with these things and have to admit that I've never had to use it, so you may have to figure it out." She didn't look at me as she spoke, instead, keeping her eyes on the white panel.  
 
    "What's your name?" I asked. 
 
    She turned her head toward me with a look of surprise. Maybe fear as well. I was used to both.  
 
    "Janine Arnett," she said. "I moved here when my husband died a couple of years ago and have never had trouble, but my son installed this thing with its high tech shenanigans and," she paused, her brown eyes looking over my face, taking in my rumpled suit, then back up to my eyes. "I hope it helps. Take your time." 
 
    I nodded to her and I watched her turn toward the kitchen leaving us behind with her high-tech shenanigans.  
 
    "Alrighty, simple enough," Martin said as he worked through the video footage. "Here," he said.  
 
    Landlow and I leaned in as we watched the very clear picture of a black SUV, the same make and model as our fleet, stop in front of Janine's house, and then the driver's door opened.  
 
    The moment I saw Stacey's blonde head on the camera was the moment I knew for sure that I would kill her. Martin gave away nothing as he watched the scene inside of the six-by-five-inch screen. I watched his eyes, the skin around them didn't move, his mouth didn't twitch. But his shoulders were held tighter, a shock and what I imagined would be sadness, punching through his bones there.  
 
    We couldn't tell if there was anyone else in the vehicle. But when Stacey threw a backpack to the ground, my jaw tightened. Then shoes were dropped, the ones I had put a tracker inside of, the ones I had seen June put on her small feet and had found lying neglected on the side of the road minutes ago.  She knew how we worked. She knew the Bishops and our need to keep and protect what was ours  and the measures we would take. But then she also should know what we would do to get something back when it was taken from us.  
 
    She'd seen my response to someone who had betrayed us before. She'd been there when Bryce Bishop, her own fucking son, answered for his crimes.  
 
    She had to know that there was a ticking clock on her freedom.  
 
    "Bishop," Granger called up to me as we were walking down the front porch. "Gary just made a mistake. A big one." 
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
      Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched Caleb walk into the foyer, his body tight, his face unreadable. I shut the front door and leaned back against it, so many thoughts and emotions pressing against my skin. I didn't know what to think or believe. I was frustrated, angry, hurt, confused. And a little scared of Izzy, to be honest.  
 
    Caleb looked at me, and we both let silence fill the space between us. But it wasn't just silence filling in the emptiness; there was anger, worry, lack of trust, unanswered questions, lust, and unfinished business.  
 
    "I didn't sleep with her. There are many things I want to say, but I need you to know first that I didn't sleep with Izzy." 
 
    I nodded my head. I still wasn't sure what to think or believe, but I kept that inside and I kept my thoughts silent for now.  
 
    He pulled in a breath, pulled out his phone, and flipped through it, finding something, then he looked back at me.  
 
    "Izzy is in one of my classes. We flirted, I...was looking for something to take my mind off of you dating Garret."  
 
    When I opened my mouth he held up a hand. "Please let me get all of this out before you say anything. You yelled, and I deserved that, but I need to tell you the whole story."  
 
    I closed my mouth and nodded slowly.  
 
    "Thank you," he said. He gathered words. "So, I asked Izzy out on a date. And in the middle of that date, I felt...like I was lying to her and I felt...God, I felt so many things. But I told her I had feelings for you but that you were dating someone else and that, though I thought Izzy was cool, I couldn't really authentically date her." He took a breath and ran a hand through his hair. "So, she told me that she was still getting over someone too. That she had been dating a guy and he'd dumped her and she still had feelings for him. We connected over that. And we thought, why not just hang out with each other, be each other's sounding board, and do stuff with each other to fill that gap? But we were hanging out and she had the idea of making her ex and you jealous. Post some things on social media, bring each other to things where you and her ex could see Izzy and I together, that kind of thing. It was, admittedly, immature and really dumb. I was hesitant about it but when you responded like you were actually jealous?" he shook his head again and let out a low laugh, "it felt good. Fucking good. That may make me a complete jackass but it's true. There's something about watching someone you want being rattled by not having you themselves," he said, his eyes unfocused as he described how I'd felt myself at times in the past months.  
 
    "When she came to the football game I watched how you responded to her and me and the only way I can describe how that felt is that it felt like a high. Watching the girl I have had feelings for since I met her struggle with the girl I was seeing. Struggle to watch me date someone else. Even though it was fake." He closed his eyes and as his words painted the picture of his games and manipulation part of me wanted to scream at him. Part of me wanted to hug him. Hit him. "I never felt anything for her," he said softly then opened his eyes to look at me. "but then she started getting...weird."  
 
    I frowned. "Weird how?" 
 
    He handed me his phone and I took it, then hastily leaned back against the door like I was scrambling away from a threat. When I looked at what he had pulled up it was his text conversations with Izzy. There were so many from her that it was wild. He stopped responding at one point and her texts got intense, escalated, all caps and even a couple of pictures of herself barely clothed. I had begun to wonder if she was desperate for attention and looking through these texts as they got more and more intense, I wasn't far off the mark.  
 
    "I had to block her," he said as I scrolled through them. "She started getting clingy with me. Calling and texting me all of the time. I figured at first, I'd become one of her good friends. But I could tell it was more than that pretty quickly. She showed up at my house and waited for me outside of all of my classes. Once when we took one of those Instagram pictures together she actually kissed me and I tried to play it off like a joke but I realized she was starting to have feelings for me and I didn't want to lead her on so I told her it was over. I told her right after I kissed you the first time. When you texted and said you were bowing out of my love life? All of it felt so fucking stupid and I just wanted to uncomplicate everything and be honest with you. I couldn't hold it in anymore so I drove over to your house and I needed to touch you, feel you." He took a step toward me. The air buzzed as though it moved with him. "That was one of the most potent kisses I have ever had, Nat. It felt right. When you texted to ask what it meant I said I didn't know, it was because I needed to end things with her. I needed to uncomplicate things first. So I went to Izzy's house and told her then that it was all over. She acted fine like it was no big deal. Even said she was happy for me and wished you and me good luck." His brown eyes held mine. "Then she started getting weird again. I got a note in my locker at school, unsigned, that said I was a horrible person who played with people's feelings." He shrugged a broad shoulder. "I knew it was Izzy and honestly, she wasn't wrong. But when I went to her house to apologize to her, because I felt I owed her that, and you, her mom told me some things about Izzy." He took another step toward me. "The guy she had been dating who broke up with her, the one who she was using me to get over like I was you, he had been a teacher at our school. He broke it off, and...well, she went a little crazy. She had a breakdown last summer, tried to kill herself. Her parents admitted her and she spent some time away to get better. They thought she was," he shrugged, shook his head, a look of sadness on his handsome face, "better. But then she got attached to me. At some point, it was no longer pretend to her and I had no idea. I never would have," he closed his eyes, pulled in a breath, and ran a hand down his face. "God, I wouldn't have done so many things if I could go back." He opened his eyes to look at me and took another step. Then another until he was only a couple feet from me. I could feel him there, his body taking up space that my body occupied.  
 
    His eyes looked over my face, trying to read me.  
 
    "Sounds like she hadn't been up front with you about everything," I said softly. "I know you wouldn't have done any of that if you had known." 
 
    He shook his head, his eyes haunted. "I shouldn't have regardless, Nat. I was an ass, in so many fucking ways." 
 
    "Yeah, you were," I said. "I wanted you...I," I swallowed hard. "I needed to move on and Garret wanted me. I liked him. He was honestly a nice, attractive guy. And you treated me like I had personally offended you," I said.  
 
    He closed the distance between us, placing one hand on the door next to my head, the other cradled the side of my cheek, his large palm warm against my skin. I closed my eyes and leaned into the touch.  
 
    "I was a coward. I was angry with myself, not you. Not even with Garret. He just liked an amazing girl and took his shot. Did what I didn't think that I should because I didn't want to risk our friendship." I opened my eyes to see his deep amber ones looking down at me deeply. "I should have staked my claim on you a long time ago," he said. His voice was a near-whisper and low, the words pressing into me.  
 
    I smiled at him. "Stake your claim on me? Like a wolf?" 
 
    He didn't smile, though. He just shook his head, his eyes running over my face, landing on my lips. "Laugh, make jokes, I don't really care. But yeah, Nat. I should have staked my claim. You're mine and I've felt it for a long time. It's not an excuse for being a prick, but that's why I was being a prick."  
 
    I sobered at his words, at how close his face was getting to mine, at how hard my heart was beating at both his proximity and the meaning of what he was saying. "You're mine," he whispered before his lips took mine. I barely had time to pull in a breath before he pressed himself fully against me, his chest to mine, his hand sliding from cradling my cheek to gripping some of my hair and pulling to angle my head. His tongue asked for entry and I gave it without much coaxing.  
 
    The kiss was deep and slow.  
 
    But I wanted fast and reckless.  
 
    I ran my hands up his chest and around his shoulders, digging my nails in as I pulled him against me, pressing my body up to mold into his roughly. I nipped at his lip, making him groan and I pulled back to look up at him.  
 
    "You really were a fucking asshole," I said.  
 
    "I know," he breathed out harshly, at the same time he ground his hips against mine.  
 
    I let out a moan at the friction.  
 
    "I shouldn't kiss you or want this with how angry I am with you," I said at the same time I leaned up and kissed his neck, my hands running down his back, then back up under his shirt to feel his warmth and still pulling him into me, my nails digging into his skin.  
 
    "I know," he repeated both the words and the movement of grinding himself against me. He reached down, lifting one of my legs to wrap around his hip, my skirt rolling up to my waist, the new angle pressing against my sensitive core perfectly. I bit his neck and moaned. "I deserve for you to hit me," he said as he ground against me, his voice strained, "but until you do or push me away I'm going to keep making you moan." 
 
    His words made a rush of wetness pool inside of me and I felt completely charged, outside of myself, like a raging hormonal, needy sex fiend.  
 
    "God, Caleb," I got out. I pulled back and reached between us, dragging up his shirt over and off of his body. "I'm still so freaking pissed at you," I said in a rush of breath. I needed more of him. Fewer clothes. I needed to get all of this tension out and the best way, the way my body wanted, was this with him, right now. "I need..." I couldn't finish my thought, or my words as his fingers were suddenly sliding between the cotton of my underwear and my slick, needy skin. I let out a gasp at the contact and lifted my hips wanting so much fucking more.  
 
    "I know, baby," he said. Then he slid two fingers deep inside of me making me cry out as his mouth came down to bite at my neck, his tongue laving over the skin there, his fingers pumping in and out of me.  
 
    I hadn't been this wanton, this frantic ever. Horny, yes. But this...on-fire, never. Like if he stopped touching me, if my naked body didn't feel his soon I would cry.  
 
    His thumb brushed over my clit making me gasp and curse.  
 
    "I'm going to fuck you, Natalie," he said. It was a warning, not a request or a question and I felt my entire body flush because it was so hot.  
 
    I suddenly didn't feel his fingers inside of me, and the solid contact of his body against mine was gone and I was about to yell at him, but then his shoulder pressed against my middle and I was thrown over his shoulder and then we were moving up the stairs.  
 
    I was breathless. I was a heroine in one of my books.  
 
    He shoved my bedroom door open and marched to my bed where he leaned down and dumped me. My corner lamp was on, casting a soft glow in the room and I was thankful that I could see his face because when he looked down at me,  his eyes were dark and full of promise and that alone made me shiver, made the lust in me expand. As he unzipped his jeans and shoved them down his legs, took off his boxers, fisting his hard cock and then reached down to rip my skirt and underwear down my hips and legs, I was biting my bottom lip and reaching for him in anticipation.   
 
    I helped him by pulling off my shirt as he got onto the bed, spreading my thighs apart as he climbed over my body and he licked up my throat to my ear, biting and sucking it into his mouth, his harsh panting breaths the loudest thing besides my pounding heart. His hand was back on my pussy, the contact electric making me mewl out.  
 
    "You're soaked for me. You want me to fuck you, don't you?" 
 
    "Yes," I gasped, lifting my hips up wanting his fingers back inside of me.  
 
    He rubbed his fingers around my clit in a circular motion as his lips ran down my throat and further along my chest, moving the lace bra out of his way so that he could take one of my nipples into his mouth in a hard suck.  
 
    "Oh god," I moaned.  
 
    The fever inside of me came to a boiling point and my body gave in to the overwhelming feelings as I crested that peak making my hands clasp to his bare shoulders in a biting grip as I came hard. My mouth was open in a silent scream, my eyes closed tight and when I opened them I was looking up into Caleb's warm amber eyes that were holding me captive with his lust, his need. I felt the head of his cock at my entrance, his hand was wrapped around my hip and he was rubbing his hard length through my soaked and sensitive folds.  
 
    "Fuck me," I said in a rush of breath and his eyes flared a moment on the pause between us before he thrust forward, sheathing himself fully inside of me. I cried out, my fingers once again digging into his bare shoulders. I would no doubt find my mark on him when we were done here. 
 
    "Fuck," he grunted as he stilled, his cock rooted deep inside of me. Our breaths mingled as we both lay still, his cock stretching me, my body rejoicing at the feeling of being full, of being touched so deeply by him. "I need to move, but I'm afraid I won't last," he said, closing his eyes with a look of pain.  
 
    "It's okay," I said. I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him inside of me deeper making him groan.  
 
    "You're killing me, Nat." 
 
    "Good," I said when his eyes opened to look down into mine. "Take me," I told him. 
 
    And that was all the permission he needed as he leaned down and took my mouth in a searing kiss, his hips pushing down, sliding his cock deep and then back out. When he plunged forward again I lifted my own hips to meet his thrust, both of us making unintelligible noises as we kissed sloppily, our bodies moving in an unbalanced but pleasured rhythm.  
 
    We weren't practiced. We weren't even really in sync with each other and we weren't experts, but it felt amazing. His body pressing down on mine, him stretching me and deep inside of me, all of the emotions that felt so out-of-control being released in this way.  
 
    He reached down and rubbed his thumb over my clit as he pumped inside of me and the added friction on that sensitive nub made me cry out into his mouth.  
 
    "That's it, baby. I'm going to come so hard inside of you," he got out in an overworked voice. He rubbed faster, fucked me faster, and then he squeezed his eyes shut tightly, his neck straining as he let out a loud groan. Just laying underneath him and watching him fall apart on top of me, inside of me was enough to make me tighten around his cock in a new flush of pleasure. I moaned his name encouraging his fall and he stilled as he released deep inside of me. I loved watching him lose that control. I didn't come with him, but I still felt the rolling looseness from my orgasm moments before.  
 
    There was a high in feeling perfectly unbalanced and then suddenly free.  
 
    Everything slowed down and I felt languid and heavy.  
 
    Caleb collapsed to the bed next to me breathing hard.  
 
    "Christ, Natalie," he barely got out from his heavy breathing.  
 
    "Yeah," I said, running a hand through my hair, looking up at the ceiling.  
 
    He laid a heavy arm over my middle and pulled me closer to him, then laid a soft kiss on my bare shoulder. When I looked over at him I think the look in his eyes at that moment was actually what did it. What made me release everything.  
 
    It was honest, vulnerable, promising.  
 
    "I'm not angry with you anymore," I said with a soft smile.  
 
    His mouth quirked up. "The sex was that good?" 
 
    I laughed. "No." His eyebrows went up. "I mean, yes it was good! God," I ran a hand over my face and then looked back at him. "You know how I said I've only had bad sex? That was not bad sex. That was the heroine in a book getting insanely good sex, sex." 
 
    His smile got bigger. "That was wet-dream material sex," he said.  
 
    "Oh yeah?" 
 
    "Oh yeah," he said pulling me until I rolled to face him, his hand resting on the dip of my waist. "You don't have to not be angry with me anymore, Nat. I have a lot of making up to do," he said.  
 
    "I don't believe in that," I said shaking my head. "Once you offer forgiveness, the debt is paid. No need to make anything up to me. No score kept." 
 
    "That is really wise and healthy for an eighteen-year-old," he said with a grin, then sobered. "And I am not sure I deserve it," he said with a frown. "I not only played a game, I also hurt Izzy." 
 
    I ran my fingertips along his jaw slowly. "You didn't know, Caleb." I frowned. "But, still. She's acting a little..." 
 
    "Like she's about to have another break?" he finished for me. "Yeah," he said with a deep sigh. "It was kind of hard to tell in the picture you sent me but her eyes were blue?" 
 
    I had forgotten that weird part of this single-white-female-like situation. "God, yeah. It was really weird. And she was..." I looked off remembering the conversation with her. "she just wasn't with the reality of right now. It was important to her that we were friends and that we liked her. She was almost manic about it. And she thought that you and she were getting back together. And the other day when she interrupted us at the coffee shop she had this strange reaction when she mentioned being kidnapped by those psychos who are targeting June. When I said she wouldn't be because she had brown eyes, she looked hurt and angry. Like..."  
 
    "Like she was missing out," he said. "Her mom said that she struggles with severe feelings of being left out, that any way that she can feel part of something she will jump at, and jump into. Often too fully and too deep. Her mom talked about even as an eight-year-old she would come on too strong to friends in their neighborhood, want to be their friend so badly that they would all eventually not come over anymore, and make up excuses for not being able to play with her. One of the things that her mom said I guess, broke the camel's back, was the teacher she'd had the affair with had removed her from his class and the club that he was in charge of." 
 
    "God, what happened to the teacher? Do you know him?" 
 
    "It had to be Mr. Jenson. He was in his twenties, and didn't come back after the end of last year. He was kind of odd, kind of had a desperate need to be a part of the students. He was kind of like that guy that never left high school," Caleb said. "It's sad, though. I don't know if he got into trouble, or what happened to him." 
 
    "So do you think Izzy is wearing blue contacts so that she can, what? Be more attractive to kidnapping cult-leaders? That's just crazy," I said.  
 
    He let out a sigh, his hand running up and down my bare side. "I don't know. I should probably tell her mom, though." 
 
    "You should definitely tell her mom," I agreed. "Her mom doesn't hate you? No offense," I said quickly, "but I imagine like most moms she's protective of her daughter." 
 
    He laughed, then sobered.  "I was honest with her and I think she appreciated that. She's more worried about Izzy. Worried that Izzy is transferring her attachment from Mr. Jenson to me and that it has started the cycle all over again." 
 
    "Her poor parents. I hope they get her the help she needs."  
 
    "Thank you for forgiving me," he said softly. 
 
    "Thank you for owning up to being an asshole," I replied with a smile.  
 
    He smiled and leaned in to kiss me.  
 
    "Want to take a shower with me?" I asked. I had never taken a shower with a guy before and I felt a giddy sensation fill me at doing something like that with him.  
 
    "Hell yes," he said with conviction before jumping off the bed and then leaning down to pull me up making me laugh at his enthusiasm.  
 
    We showered, enjoying the intimacy, kissing and washing, laughing and talking. And then Caleb took me back to bed and pulled me into him so that we could sleep. I hadn't realized how exhausted I was until I laid my head down on my pillow and allowed my bones to still and relax.  
 
    I was at ease, though. Falling asleep next to Caleb, having talked and laughed and it felt like we were getting back to ourselves after what had felt like far too much time not being in that space with each other. This felt like peace.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    Clive was sitting on one of the plush couches watching something on his phone. He'd walked me over to one of the armchairs and told me not to try anything. He was like an unremarkable side character in a thriller.   
 
    I wanted to pull my legs up underneath me, pull myself in for a small comfort, but with my hands bound I had very little control over my movements and balance.  
 
    "I have to use the bathroom," I said.  
 
    Clive looked up at me, a flick of his attention. "Then go use it," he said, his attention now back on his phone.  
 
    I got up and walked over the rich-looking rugs, my eyes taking in the intricate swirls of emerald and navy when I heard his voice call from the couch. "There are no windows, though. So any cute escape plans you had can rest," he said with humor in his voice.  
 
    I had been hoping there would be windows. It had been a very thin hope.  
 
    I very slowly and with much struggle was able to get my pants and underwear down so that I could pee. My wrists, at the exertion, were rubbing to rawness now. I sat for a moment on the toilet, a feeling of complete desolation taking over me. I hadn't allowed that to hit me from the moment I was taken until right now. How would anyone find me?  
 
    And once I was at one of the communities, married off and put into this role of the perfect wife, what then? 
 
    I got up and struggled to get my pants and underwear back into place. The mirror showed my face pale, my makeup blotchy and uneven making me look worn and used. I brought my bound wrists up to try and wipe the eyeliner smear from under my right eye, but the skin was dry and the black bruising color was embedded into the skin. I rubbed harder, the burn feeling good, something else to feel and focus on. I rubbed more and then at the other smear under my left eye. Now I looked like an emotional mess with red eyes and puffy skin.  
 
    Wherever they took me I would find a way out. I had never thought of myself as a scrappy person; I'd always been more soft and sweet, curious. I liked fantasy novels and daydreaming. I had entertained a fantasy about Quinton Bishop for a few years now and I've been drawn to his darkness. I was drawn to that world and maybe it was this part of me that had broken a long time ago. My curiosity grew from that broken place like a twisted, dark flower. But I liked it. I liked the taste I had gotten with Quinton and even now as I stood in front of this mirror feeling a mixture of helpless but also like I could fight through this, I felt a semblance of control slip into place.  
 
    I left the bathroom and sat back in the armchair. Clive's attention came to me and he looked at my face. "You crying?" 
 
    "No," I said. 
 
    "It's fine if you are," he said shrugging. "All the girls do." 
 
    I leaned forward, making sure my eyes drilled into his. "Thank you for permission to feel, Clive. That is such a relief that I am allowed to give into an emotion in this stressful situation. I hope every girl has thanked you appropriately." 
 
    He leaned forward, a sneer on his face. He wasn't ugly. He wasn't handsome either. He was bland.  
 
    "You have a tongue on you, little girl," he said in a voice that was meant to be menacing. "Too bad I'm not allowed to train it," he smiled, showing straight white teeth with a small gap between the top two. He leaned back and went back to his phone, that smiled still ghosting his face as he dismissed me.  
 
    I fell asleep at some point. The adrenaline wore off, the stress had settled in. But I was abruptly shocked out of my sleep when the metal door we had come through was banged open with an air-splitting bang and deep yelling filled the space.  
 
    My mind tried to fill in and understand what my eyes were reporting.  
 
    There was a huge man, shouting something in a baritone voice, the sound of it wild and full, filling up this large space.  
 
    Clive was on the ground, facedown unmoving and I wasn't sure if he was alive but I hadn't heard a gunshot. A cop I recognized with grey hair and a grey mustache had his gun pulled and trained on Clive, saying something as he walked over and leaned down to put his hands in handcuffs.  
 
    The huge man then turned and saw me, his face was serious but his eyes lit up when he took in my rumpled appearance in the chair. I had figured out a way to curl up at some point but now I couldn't move. My hands were tingling, but mostly numb, and my legs were stuck underneath me.  
 
    And then I saw him. The king of our town's mafia. He was sliding his cell phone into his pocket, his other hand holding a gun, his dark eyes finding me like I was the only thing he could possibly see.  
 
    Quinton didn't blink, didn't look away as he ran toward me. I'd never seen him be anything other than calm and collected. Seeing him run in a rumpled button-up shirt and his suit pants toward me was both perfect and hot and god, it was an overwhelming relief.  
 
    He was kneeling on the ground in front of me, hands cupping my face, even with the gun still in his right hand but I didn't care. I didn't care that the hard angles pressed into my cheekbone. He was here.  
 
    "You're safe," he whispered, his lips running over my eyes, nose, my cheeks. He pulled back to look over me, assessing me for damage and when he saw my bound hands he reached to his ankle to pull out a knife. I had no idea he kept a knife strapped to him, but it didn't surprise me.  
 
    A quick twist with the blade and the zip tie was cut off. I sagged forward in relief. My forehead found his shoulder and I wrapped my arms around his neck.  
 
    "You're okay," he said. "You're going to be okay. I'm going to fucking kill them all, sweetheart. I swear." 
 
    I nodded my head because all I wanted was to get out of here, to be outside of this warehouse and inside of the freedom of the cold night air. I wanted to be in his SUV and then in his apartment and then tucked into his bed with him.  
 
    He scooped me up gently and walked me out of the warehouse. The cold air bit but it felt like a baptism of holiness over my heated and hopeless skin. I closed my eyes taking in the deepest breath I could.  
 
    Once I was inside of the SUV I heard the doors lock after Quinton said something about me holding tight for a minute. Priest was in the front and when he turned around I saw sadness, remorse.  
 
    "June, I'm so sorry," his low, soft voice said.  
 
    "Stop," I shook my head. "It wasn't your fault. And I'm okay. They didn't do anything to me." 
 
    His eyes held mine. We didn't say anything else. He nodded his head then turned back and I was honestly grateful for that because I didn't have the energy to make him feel better right now. I couldn't breathe. I didn't want to be in this small space just yet but when I tried to click the button to roll down the window it wouldn't budge and I realized child lock was probably on. "I need air. I need to roll down the window," I said to him. My voice was shaking and I was crying and I couldn't stop it and then when he gave me control over the window and the kiss of the freezing wind touched my face.  
 
    And it touched the tears on my cheeks in a sweetness that stopped them. I breathed in, holding the air inside of my expanded lungs until I felt like I had absorbed freedom inside of me. Then I let it out slowly.  
 
    Again. And again.  
 
    And then I was curled up in the backseat, my head on Quinton's lap, his hand running through my hair as Priest drove us back to the apartment.  
 
    I would not let Chris Willy or Max Spencer touch me. Never again. Never again would they find me weak.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    The moment we saw Gary Carr walk onto the property of the warehouse, Martin cut him off and took him to the ground. It hadn't been hard. The fucker was out of shape, slow, dumb. Granger's men had easily tracked him and we were able to intercept him before he went inside the warehouse.  
 
    The warehouse itself was a few miles outside of our town, a place I had passed before without thought. It was about ten thousand square feet, and I couldn't begin to guess what was inside of it or if June would be there, but we didn't want Gary alerting anyone inside.  
 
    He was now hog-tied in the back of one of our SUVs. I'd take care of him later.  
 
    Landlow showed up with Macey and another cop but when he asked if we found Gary, Martin had lied easily, saying Granger's men tracked him here, he did something in his car and then left. I was fairly certain he didn't fully believe Martin, and he had no reason to trust him, but for now, he knew that we needed to get a look inside of this warehouse.  
 
    I got a call from Grim as Granger and Landlow made their way inside and he told me that Stacey was seen walking out of Charles Acre's hotel room ten minutes ago. So she wasn't here.  
 
    But the moment I walked inside of the warehouse, set up like a fucking upscale home with interior design, my eyes only had one target: June.  
 
    Seeing her curled up in a stuffed chair like a little kitten kicked something inside of me. I promised myself as I ate the distance between us in a jog that she would never again be taken. She might be a target for some sick fucks, but she would never again actually be in the hands of someone who wanted to hurt her. Or take her away from me.  
 
    I didn't think I fully knew what love was but as I knelt in front of her, and cut her loose from her binds, the voice in my head told me this was it. Or as close as I would come to it.  
 
    I would protect her with my life.  
 
    I would give her everything she wanted and needed.  
 
    I would always find her. 
 
    I would not let her leave. And she was mine.  
 
    When I felt her arms around me in a release of pain and stress, her body sagging into mine I chanted words in my head.  
 
    She's safe.  
 
    She's mine. 
 
    She's mine.  
 
    "You're okay," I said into her hair. "You're going to be okay. I'm going to fucking kill them all, sweetheart. I swear." 
 
    I got her into the back of my SUV and told Priest to lock the doors while I talked with Landlow. 
 
    Landlow was marching the man who had been holding her in there to his cop car.  
 
    "A word," I said.  
 
    Landlow passed him off to Macey who took him the rest of the way and Landlow followed me off to the side where his men and mine couldn't hear us.  
 
    "Stacey Carles," I said testing the name out loud and watching Landlow's face. No sign of recognition.  
 
    "She part of this?" he asked. He shook his head, hand running over his hair. "She's one of yours, isn't she? Blonde, about five-eight?" 
 
    He was a cop, through and through and he was worth his pension.  
 
    "She turned. Not sure when but I've got a feeling it was a long time ago. I got word from one of my men that they've got eyes on her." My eyes settled on his face and I watched him carefully. This was a new space for me, sharing intel and offering something to the police in hopes of something in return without evidence that I would get what I want. What I need.  
 
    "And?" he prompts.  
 
    "And we've got eyes on her," I said.  
 
    His eyes looked over my face and he nodded slowly when what I was saying sunk in. "You want us to stay out of your way with with Stacey," he guessed.  
 
    I nodded my head.  
 
    "Risky move even bringing me information about her," Landlow said carefully. "I'm guessing you want to deal with her...how you deal with her and you want me and my people out of it." 
 
    "You're a good guesser," I replied.  
 
    "And in return?" 
 
    "I'll give you Gary Carr," I said.  
 
    He frowned. "We've got nothing on Gary Carr. Circumstantial at best him coming here." 
 
    "My men found something," I said. 
 
    "Will it put him away?" 
 
    "He won't get bail," I replied.  
 
    I watched him war with himself. With his code, his morals, and the law. He should hate me. He sure as fuck hated my father and for good reason. But this was different than drugs and violence. I'd watched him throughout this investigation and when I wondered why Carey Landlow would even bother with us, I looked into him myself. Did some digging. Found some shit. This was much deeper than drugs and regular crime for him.  
 
    "You got a deal," he said. "And you'll deal with her?" 
 
    "You won't even have to put it in the paperwork that she was involved and she will get what she deserves." 
 
    I watch the range of good cop emotions flit through his eyes in mere seconds.  
 
    "I don't want to know anymore," he said.  
 
    "You've got a deal, Officer." 
 
    He looked off to the side, taking a moment to let it sink in what he was doing. What he wasn't doing. The oath he wasn't withholding.  
 
    Probably the personal oath he was fulfilling.  
 
    He looked back at me and nodded his head then turned to walk away. 
 
    "Carey," I called after him.  
 
    He stopped and turned to look back at me.  
 
    "For what it's worth, my father was the devil to me too, sometimes." 
 
    There was enough distance and darkness between us that I couldn't read too much in his eyes but I could see his body tighten and release. He didn't say anything, just nodded again and turned around continuing on his way.  
 
    I walked to Martin's SUV and told him the plan. Gary Carr was going to be the property of our local police here once what we found was revealed.  
 
    "Can I get a couple of hits in before we hand him over?" he asked a slight frown on his face as he looked back to the trunk where Gary was bound and gagged.  
 
    "Sure. Just don't do anything lasting," I said and then walked back to my SUV. To my girl.  
 
    With every step I took towards her, words chanted through me.  
 
    She's safe. 
 
    She's mine. 
 
    I'm not letting her go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
    One month later 
 
      
 
    Weeks pass quickly and slowly. If I sit and think about being held in that warehouse, the moments of feeling lost forever it feels like I could turn my head and look at the moment just passing by. And then there are times when I'm laughing with my friends or eating dinner with Quinton and it's all so far away. A different time or phase.  
 
    That night when Quinton lead me into the apartment, he'd wordlessly slid me into the hot shower and washed me slowly. I remember closing my eyes and concentrating on the feeling of his hands and the hot water running over me. The sudsy, slippery feel of the soap on my skin. I had leaned my head back against the tiled wall and I smiled.  
 
    It was ridiculous, really, but all I could think was that I was safe and happy and home. And Quinton Bishop was washing my naked body reverently like I was this precious creature that needed to be taken care of and he did so without pause, without preamble. I had been seen as easy prey for someone to take and use and keep.  
 
    It was evil.  
 
    I didn't want it.  
 
    But as Quinton cleansed me I looked down at his dark, wet head and knew. 
 
    I wanted him to take me.  
 
    Use me.  
 
    Keep me.  
 
    When he looked up at me, our wet eyes meeting inside of our cocoon of safety, heat, steam, he cupped my face gently, so gently, and kissed me.  
 
    He towel-dried me and picked me up to carry me to his large bed, laying me down naked and pink and new.  
 
    He covered my body with his. His weight was a blanket; heavy and protective. His lips were worshipping as they took my skin in song, and made me sing. His hands caressed me in strokes of preservation, and when we came together our eyes held and we breathed.  
 
    We fell over that edge.  
 
    A new edge.  
 
    I loved him. I had probably been slowly falling in love with him for years. I both wanted to tell him and I didn't. I couldn't fully name what each side of that pendulum meant and before I could try, he braced himself over me after softly and silently cuddling for a while and looked down at me.  
 
    "You may not be ready for this, and that's fine. But I'm keeping you." His words rumbled out of his chest and over me, a baptism of beauty and purity with a tinge of danger. He ran his thumb over my bottom lip, his eyes never leaving mine. "I don't know what the next stage of your life looks like, but I'm telling you right now that I'm in it. I won't hold you back from whatever you want or need to pursue, but I'm not letting you start that journey without me in it. Whatever the hell that looks like." 
 
    I didn't feel overwhelmed. I didn't feel that familiar feeling of being on the edge and therefore dangling and unready. I felt so still, so at peace.  
 
    "I'm supposed to go to college," I said softly. 
 
    He nodded. "Then go. And I'll be here. We'll visit and I'll send one of my men to protect you. You can say no, but I'll do it anyway and you won't even know who it is," he said it so easily, without apology.  
 
    "Did you track me?" I asked mostly out of curiosity.  
 
    "Yes," he admitted without pause.  
 
    I raised an eyebrow. "Not even sorry about the invasion of privacy?" 
 
    He had leaned down, only two inches between his mouth and mine, his nose almost brushing against my nose, his eyes married to my eyes.  
 
    "If you're going to play in the dark with me you better get some things in your head permanently," he said in a low voice. "It's not for the weak. The dark is designed by and for those who want to hide evil and dance with demons. And I have learned to protect myself, and the people I love. I have learned to dance that dance well and you might not like some of the steps, little June, but it is what it is. So no, I am not sorry for doing what I need to do to keep you safe from the darkness. I will not ask permission and I will not ask for forgiveness. Not on this." 
 
    My eyes almost welled because honestly, I loved that. I was happy with that. It made me feel like I could play in the shadows of my curiosity with a safety net.  
 
    I reached up a hand and laid it along the side of his face. He leaned into the touch and I smiled. "Okay," I said. "And I don't want to go to college," I added. "I'm not sure what I want to do yet, but I want to stay here." 
 
    His eyes roved over my face once. "Then you're moving in with me," he said. 
 
    I laughed. "I don't know how Kane will feel about that," I said.  
 
    "First of all, don't give a fuck. Secondly, we can live here, although I'd rather give you something better than a one-bedroom apartment inside my club. So we'll live here until I build or find us something." 
 
    "I'm good with wherever," I replied softly. And then I added, almost shyly, "And I'm glad you're keeping me." 
 
    His smile at that, slow and deep gave me shivers. The good kind.  
 
    And then he didn't make love to me that time. That time he picked me up so that he could bend me over and he fucked me, taking me in total ownership.  
 
      
 
    I look back on that night as the weeks pass and I know it was the other side of something. I was in. With him. He was in with me and we were keeping each other.  
 
    Thanksgiving came and we had a big day with Quinton and myself, Kane and Collin, Leo, Martin, Natalie, and Grim.  
 
    I loved sitting at the large table with the forest looking in the windows at us eating and laughing, sharing in community, and giving each other our time. I had asked Quinton and Martin not to tell anyone that I had been kidnapped. Something about it felt incredibly vulnerable and fragile in a way I didn't want to be anymore. The idea of having that conversation with people who cared for me over and over was torture. I was already being hidden away, protected at all costs, hidden in the tall tower away from the dragons.  
 
    Mom had gone to visit Addie for Thanksgiving, hurt and angry about my relationship with Quinton. I told her a few days after they rescued me and she was having a hard time with it. Which I understood.  
 
    Leo placed his long around my shoulders while I was cutting pie to serve out to people and when Quinton walked in, he took one look at Leo, lifted his head and said, "You have one second to take your hand off of her. I have absolutely no problems beating the shit out of you." 
 
    I shook my head and tried not to laugh.  
 
    Leo released me, raised both hands in the air, and backed out of the kitchen slowly and dramatically.  
 
    "That was a bit much," I said, chiding him.  
 
    Quint rounded the island, and wrapped a hand around my waist while turning me and pinning me against it.  
 
    "All Bishops are extremely territorial. He knew better," he said before devouring my mouth with a kiss that was not meant for public display, but getting lost in him was easy, fast, perfect.  
 
    "Let's go to my room. Dessert is better in my bed," he said against my neck.  
 
    "Oh, should we invite everyone for dessert in your bed then?" I asked breathlessly. 
 
    He growled and slid his hand up the skirt of my dress to clamp around my thigh roughly.  
 
    "I don't fucking share." 
 
    His words were delicious. "We have guests," I tried again. 
 
    "Don't fucking care," he replied.  
 
    "Can we get some pie or are you going to start doing it on the island?" Martin's voice interrupted us and I pulled back with a gasp, my cheeks flaming.  
 
    "Get pie. I'm taking June to my room," Quinton said making my eyes go round. I turned to tell him that wasn't happening but I was over his shoulder and his long strides overpower my objections which become half-hearted by the time I'm being undressed and his mouth is on me making me moan instead of yell at him.  
 
    After our shower a couple of hours later I checked my phone while wrapped in a large towel. Mom sent me a text and she was checking in. No matter how thrown and angry she might be, she was my mom. We would be okay. But there was another text that made my heart pound.  
 
      
 
    Unknown: Happy Thanksgiving little Junebug. Can't wait for our future Thanksgivings together. You in our kitchen, me picking up where we left off. 
 
    Unknown: Might not want to tell anyone about me or these texts. Wouldn't want Addie to have an accident during one of her Nutcracker performances 
 
    Unknown: Sweet dreams. Soon.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Natalie  
 
      
 
      
 
     Laughing. I remember laughing with Caleb at The Ice House, throwing a french fry at him for a horrible joke he made. And those soft moments between conversation and laughing where everything is new and still a wonder. I would look up and catch him looking at me as though he were a third party watching something lovely through a window or screen. He was looking at me like he was reminding himself I was there with him and we were together.  
 
    I remember that.  
 
    As I lay on the ground and look up at the black sky dotted with rips of white light. The stars were blurring, moving, shivering above me.  
 
    That wasn't good.  
 
    I felt so much pain. Bursting and then pulsing and spreading. Now I felt nothing but the kiss of the wintry wind.  
 
    Brumous.  
 
    I remember reading that in one of my books. I imagined that kind of weather, windy and cold, a soft and dry winter storm whipping around the crags of a rocky foundation. It made me think of Wuthering Heights. Of Ireland in winter and great romances being broadcasted to the brumous air in a moment of romantic tempest.  
 
    No one was coming. My parents were still out of town. I wasn't even sure where this time but they were gone. I might die because of that. I'd laugh at the hilarity and sadness of them neglecting me all these years finally leading to my death, but I couldn't get anything out of my mouth.  
 
    When Caleb asked if I wanted him to stay with me tonight I had said no. Because I quite liked the space you can put between you and another person in order to miss them. That seems silly now. But, hindsight and all that.  
 
    He kissed me tenderly, slowly. We'd had sex only four times. That wasn't enough.  
 
    And then I waved him goodbye as he waited for me to get inside. There was an electronic reminder on our fancy, expensive refrigerator that talks to us when we are out of something or when my mother sends it a note from her phone. It reminded me to put out the trash cans.  
 
    I didn't see Izzy until I heard her voice.  
 
    "You took him," she'd said softly. Plaintively.  
 
    I'd whirled around, the black and evergreen rolling trash can released from my hand and tilting back to its solid position on the asphalt.  
 
    "Izzy," I'd said in surprise. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I thought we were friends and that you knew that I loved Caleb," she said.  
 
    I shook my head slowly, wishing that I had my phone, wishing that Caleb were here and feeling suddenly out-of-sorts. Tilted.  
 
    "Izzy, Caleb and I have liked each other for a while. He didn't mean to hurt you," I explained gently. I knew, somehow, she needed gentle. "I don't want to hurt you either." 
 
    She was crying. I took a step forward and she shook her head letting out a pained sound as she brought a gun forward in front of her body making everything inside of me ring.  
 
    "Izzy," I said, my eyes on the silver, glinting metal in her hands. I remember so many thoughts flying through my head. 
 
    "I just wanted him. And to be your friend. And to be wanted. Just to be wanted," she said her eyes watering, unnatural blue messes.  
 
    "I know," I said with my hands up in front of me. "That's what we all want, Izzy." 
 
    "But you took him," she said, suddenly twisting her face from sadness to fury. "He was mine. He wanted me. I bet you didn't even like me, you and your snooty friends. You don't want me either," she said. The gun was waving with her words and she was taking steps toward me.  
 
    "We like you," I said. "I remember thinking at the football game I had wished you were unlikable which would make my feelings for Caleb easier. But you were likable." 
 
    "Yeah?" she asked, shifting from angry to sad and unsure. I could work with that. Keep her there.  
 
    "Yeah, Izzy. We like you. Caleb is even sorry for hurting you and wants to be your friend." 
 
    Wrong thing to say because she jumped forward with three fast steps making me let out a gasp and step back against the trash can. "If you liked me so damn much you wouldn't have taken him then!" she yelled.  
 
    Her voice was loud, cutting.  
 
    And then I was shoved back by a bullet.  
 
    A punch to my abdomen.  
 
    I didn't even make a sound, I don't think. Maybe I did.  
 
    But then I crumpled to the ground.  
 
    Izzy looked down at me with wide eyes. She didn't look right with her fake blue eyes. I wanted to tell her that her brown eyes were so pretty. Why would she change them? 
 
    "I have to be wanted. By someone. By someone. Wanted," she said, pleaded, shook her head, and then left.  
 
    I'm not sure how much time passed. But I was dying. I understand why poets and songwriters talk about the stars like diamonds so often. It's overused and a cliche but really, laying here and looking up that is exactly what they are. A whole table of clear diamonds was toppled over by the hand of God and spread across the velvet sky. I didn't know much about God. Had it been by design? An accidental shove of the table with a lovely result?  
 
    I might meet God.  
 
    I did get out a laugh then. A bubbling, hoarse thing.  
 
    What a big thought. What a wondrous thought.  
 
    It didn't even occur to me in this flash of my life, an entire life lived without giving the idea of a God much thought, that there isn't one. Maybe this was death. We didn't wonder anymore when at its door. We didn't have to wonder.   
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
    Unknown: Twinkle twinkle little star, how I wonder... 
 
    Unknown: Where. You. Are 
 
    Unknown: Close. I was so close to having you, little June bug.  
 
    Unknown: Chris will reach out and you will answer him. Same rules apply. Tell no one or Addie dies.  
 
      
 
    The text had come in while I was finishing homework. After Natalie had been shot, things blurred. All of it. Even him. Even me being in perpetual danger. She was on a ventilator, in a coma and the doctors weren't hopeful. I felt...nothing. Everything felt fake, like this wasn't real, one of my best friends wasn't going to die. She wasn't shot. This was not reality. My mind did that. Pushed it aside. It knew the trick well.  
 
    Everything felt off.  
 
    Quinton was off too.  
 
     He was usually stoic and bossy, sometimes grumpy and bossy, and had a hint of flirty and bossy with me. I liked all of that. When I asked him what happened to Stacey he paused and then said simply, "She's alive." 
 
    But the way he'd said it had been twenty shades of black.  
 
    I was trying not to act off but when I got the text the other night I put it in the back of my mind and tried, even, to delete it. Our minds aren't very good at that in these cases though. It would come back in the quiet or the in-betweens. I was waiting for hot water in the kettle, which Quinton bought for me when I told him I drank tea when the text came back to the front of my mind. In the shower. Between texting my mom and texting Addie.  
 
    The text at Thanksgiving I had hoped would disappear. And he threatened Addie. And also, I had locked it away in my mind because there were other things locked in the same box in my mind. Or closet. From years ago. Accessing those things was...a darkness I hadn't been prepared to revisit.  
 
    And now I sat on the couch with chamomile, legs curled up, mind running backward in time nine years ago.  
 
    When things started coming out about Collin's brother a few months back, I fought every urge to sit down with my memories. And I think that was the biggest reason I hadn't asked Collin more about Max. She didn't talk about it. Natalie had tried and she had even asked Kane. So had I. But I had asked more out of  a selfish curiosity.  
 
    I wasn't a good friend. Not really. 
 
    I wanted to know. 
 
    Had it been innocent at first? Or seemed it at least? Dressed up in playthings, plastic dolls, and joking words.  
 
    Look what Barbie and Ken are doing. 
 
    Let me show you. 
 
    Lay down. 
 
    No, it's fine, June. They're just body parts. Barbie has them. 
 
    Just relax.  
 
    He was a kid too so it wasn't wrong, right? But I hid it. I was ashamed.  
 
    And when he pushed me in a closet and did those things to me when I was fourteen and he was seventeen it had felt a world away from barbies and dress-up.  
 
    It had felt like being told I could no longer identify as a child. That was it.  
 
    Max Spencer.  
 
    I hated him.  
 
    God, I hated him.  
 
    I hated Barbies. And I hated the song "Barbie Girl" by Aqua. When other kids sang it or danced to it I cringed. I felt that dark closet close in. 
 
    I hated Chris Willy because whenever they were together it was like two lions looking for prey. I didn't know to put it that way back then but now looking back, that's exactly what it was. Chris didn't look at me the same way Max did. But there was something so gross inside of him. A different kind of evil. 
 
    Chris and Max.  
 
    I hated how Max smiled at me. Like we shared a secret. A secret I hadn't wanted any part of and I felt dirty for knowing. 
 
    And Chris would laugh because he knew the secret too. He knew.   
 
      
 
    Unknown: heard you were waiting for a text from me. I'll see you tomorrow at the dock. Alone  
 
    Unknown: delete this text. Addie's being watched so don't do anything fucking stupid 
 
      
 
    Quinton came home, walking in and looking...just looking like he would rip the world apart with a nod of his head, with the fire in his eyes. When he looked at me and tilted his head I gave him a meek smile.  
 
    "What's going on, June?" 
 
    "Hmm? Nothing," I shook my head, giving him another fake smile.  
 
    He walked from the door, the fifteen steps it took to get to me on the couch and he sat next to me. "Something isn't right," he stated.  
 
    And the stress of his mind-reading skills, of my traumatic memories and the recent trauma, of Max and Chris and not understanding any of this...all of it swirled together in a cesspool of anxiety.  
 
    "Nothing is wrong! Stop trying to get in my head. I just need space," I snapped. And my breathing started coming heavy.  
 
    Everything. Was. Colliding.  
 
    Max. 
 
    Chris. 
 
    Natalie. 
 
    Her bandaged head, the bruises underneath her eyes.  
 
    The closet. 
 
    Quinton's eyes flashed. Heavy anger filled his dark eyes, his black eyebrows furrowing and I think it was pointed at me, something I had never experienced from him.  
 
    But good.  
 
    Push him away. Piss him off. Make him give me space.  
 
    No one can know. 
 
    "Space?" he asked in careful rage.  
 
    Don't do anything fucking stupid. 
 
    Addie's being watched. 
 
    Natalie is going to die. 
 
    Alone. 
 
    Just relax. 
 
    Just like Barbie and Ken.  
 
    Just relax.  
 
    I'm a Barbie girl, in a Barbie world... 
 
    Ohmygod I can't breathe. I cannot breathe. There's something on my chest. I'm too hot. This couch is too hot. I stand up and put the tea on the ground and open my mouth trying to get air.  
 
    "What the fuck," I hear Quinton say, but his voice is distant. It's not....near me or in front of me. It's like I'm in a closet.  
 
    In that closet. 
 
    It smelled like winter coats and boots. Like snow had gathered in frozen bunches on the material and melted and then the old, dilapidated water from the snowflakes had died inside of the closet and I remember he smelled like skin and unwashed hair.  
 
    My eyes are closed tightly and I'm rocking myself. Rocking myself.  
 
    Rocking myself. 
 
    "It's okay. You're okay. Sweetheart. Come back here." 
 
    Rocking myself.  
 
    "Fucking come back, June." 
 
    No. 
 
    But it's not his voice. It's deeper, smooth like alcohol, sinful in a good way that makes me want to loosen and breathe and smile.  
 
    I open my eyes and I'm in Quinton's room, he's holding me on his bed, his arms around me, his dark eyes looking at me with pooling concern, looking over my face trying to find something.  
 
    "What the hell, June?" 
 
    I shake my head, breathing out. I can breathe and it's clean crisp air. No dead snowflakes.  
 
    "What happened?" 
 
    "You had a panic attack." 
 
    "Oh," I said. I had those when I was younger.  
 
    After it happened.  
 
    But it hadn't happened in a long time. Not since I got therapy. I'd told my mom a boy had touched me and I couldn't talk about it with her and I hadn't even wanted to tell her that much but I was having panic attacks. I didn't tell anyone else. And the only person who knew was the therapist.  
 
    I felt Quintin tip up my chin, his eyes so intense, and yet I felt completely safe in their snare.  
 
    "I have to tell you something," I said softly.  
 
    He nodded his head without speaking.  
 
    "First," I started, paused, and gathered my courage. "is Max Spencer a part of any of this?" He'd kept most of the details from me and I had been fine with that blanket of ignorance.  
 
    He pulled back a little, his eyes sharpening. They ran over my face, my eyes, read me, settled on something and I saw the moment he had an inkling. "What happened, June?" 
 
    Courage. "My first, my only time having sex, wasn't by choice. And it was with Max Spencer." 
 
    His face, already sharp angles turned granite. His hold on me was tight, and yet he tightened still further while holding me softly. My stone fortress.  
 
    "Why are you asking if he's a part of this, June?" His voice always that low timbre held a note of danger that I knew he would use to protect me, and use against anyone who hurt me.  
 
    "Can you get my phone for me?" 
 
    I showed him the texts. I should have hid them from him, protected Addie, but I knew if I did, there was so much less I could control, and when Quinton did find out that I hid it from him? God, I couldn't imagine the wrath. 
 
    So we made a plan.  
 
    He called his guys and laid it out for them while I curled up with my head in his lap, looking up at him. He'd look down at me every now and then, and I felt it. More than like and more than lust.  
 
    He showered with me. He laid me on the bed and he made love to me. I think it was his apology for the brokenness that wasn't even his fault. His big body moved over mine gently, strong, slowly. His hands clasped mine on the bed, our fingers perfect little pieces together and when I came, I opened my eyes to see him over me, watching me with his obsidian attention. I wrapped my legs around his waist tighter and lifted my hips in invitation for him to finish and when he shook his head, telling me this was just for me I shook my head in response and told him I needed him to come inside of me. I needed him.  
 
    He had closed his eyes, his strong neck straining from holding back and he leaned down to take my mouth in a benediction, a prayer, his tongue promising redemption and healing with soft strokes, his hands holding mine in preparation for a new beginning as he fell apart inside of me.  
 
    And we fell asleep tangled in what we promised each other without words.  
 
    He'd be my safety and retribution.  
 
    I'd be his.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    We brought Stacey to the room at the club with limited access, soundproofed, and where she had once stood beside Martin in goodbye to Bryce.  
 
    I questioned her. I'd questioned people I knew before. Many times. But this was different. Stacey had hurt June. She had joined a cult, become one of its leaders, and helped kidnap young women into that cult. She had some fucked up relationship with Chris Willy, and from the sounds of it, the relationship had been going on for years. She'd dragged Martin along her sick ride.  
 
    She wasn't just an enemy sitting tied to a metal chair in front of me. She was the source of so much fucking pain.  
 
    And she'd pay.  
 
    "I'm going to kill Chris. And then Max Spencer. And then I am going to dismantle everything you spent years and your fucking soul to build. I don't care how long it takes me," I say as I crouch in front of her. I reach up and gently slide a piece of sweaty, blonde hair off of her forehead. "I hope you know how useless your life has been," I say, my eyes hard where my voice is soft. Hers are watery, scared. her mouth gagged with a rag. "None of what you spent your soul doing will be left behind. And you'll die knowing that." 
 
    I stand up and walk away from her, hands in my pockets, her voice muffled cries behind me.  
 
      
 
    Priest and Grim are in the SUV one street over. Turo and another one of my men a street over the other direction. Kane is with Leo watching in case they need to step in. I came two hours early and I'm ready.  
 
    When I watched June have that panic attack, watched her fall apart, and then when she told me what had happened to her the rage inside of me moved. 
 
    That was the secret about me, about men like me. We always had a quiet rage inside of us. It was almost gentle, the rage. Just like a gentle spring rain was still wet, still a storm...it was just calm. That was me on the inside.  
 
    So it was always there but sometimes it moved, sparked, became windy and harder, and sometimes, sometimes...it became something others needed to seek shelter from.  
 
    We'd woken up after I made love to her, my girl, the girl I wanted to worship and show how precious she was, and I didn't want to leave the apartment with her. But we needed to do this. End this. At least part of it and send a message. She wanted to go to her house and hug her mom first and I said no because that sounded like she was trying to say goodbye just in case. But I think she needed a safe space to gather herself inside. I understood that. And then we came here, the meeting place with Chris. Max wouldn't show his cowardly fucking face.  
 
    And when she gave the signal we were going to close in on him and take him. There were five of us. I was inside this fucking boat shed, tactical gear on, eyes, ears, gun ready.  
 
    I was so fucking glad she told me. Because this girl, I could see her hiding it from me to save her sister as if we couldn't protect Addie. As if I and my men weren't prepared for things just like this. For fighting monsters like Chris Willy and Max Spencer.  
 
    Kane and Leo are watching Addie Acre now, eyes on her. They couldn't grab her, because if Chris and Max weren't bluffing, then taking Addie before this meeting would alert them to June having told us.  
 
    I looked at my watch.  
 
    And then I looked up to see a bright, blonde head bobbing as a figure made its way from a car to the dock. She looked around unsure, eyes everywhere. She checked her phone, looked around again, and clutched her purse to her. We put a tracking device in her shoe, her phone, and her purse. I would have fucking put a dental on her if we had time.  
 
    He was here.  
 
    I could feel it. 
 
    I wanted to see this fucker. I'd only seen pictures. Heard about him for months. Created mental images of the monstrous things he has done. And now he was part of something evil that pertained to June. That was unforgivable. 
 
    I was thinking of the ways I would torture him when a figure came into view. Average height, he had a hip rotator walk where his toes pointed outward just the slightest. Light hair that was thin, the high sun bouncing off of skin you could see through the strands. I couldn't see his face from here, but he was carrying a little more weight than he was in the pictures I had seen of him.  
 
    I had my Glock in my hand, no safety, ready.  
 
    June put up a hand gesturing for him not to get closer. He raised both hands up in the air.  
 
    We didn't wire her in case he had a wire detector. Couldn't risk it.  
 
    Her face didn't look scared, though. She looked resolute.  
 
    She was surprising, my June. Innocent-looking with those big blue eyes. Sweet. Kind. But she had that hellcat in her. She had that interest in the darkness and now I knew why.  
 
    Now I understood her love of the darkness. It doesn't just develop for people like her; it happens because of other fucked up people who play with darkness. She'd been dragged into that darkness without her consent and now when she peeked into dark corners, when her eyes lit with intrigue and curiosity it was because it was on her terms. I was the monster she chose. That fucking made me happier than I knew I could be.  
 
    She should give the signal now.  
 
    I waited.  
 
    Why wasn't she giving the signal?  
 
    Fuck that. I wasn't waiting. I lifted my walkie-talkie and clicked the push-to-talk button. There was the crinkling sound.  
 
    And then there was a gunshot.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June  
 
      
 
      
 
    Shooting someone is not what I thought. I mean, I thought that I would be shocked at how crazy it felt, but really... 
 
    Really, I just stared at the body on the ground, the red spot spreading so quickly, and thought how easy it was.  
 
    It wasn't much different than shooting at the range. But then maybe that was because I think I left my conscience behind on the couch when I had that panic attack last night. It's like I stepped out of the morality of killing Chris Willy as I stepped out of a shadow.  
 
    Peter Pan's shadow. That came and went.  
 
    Maybe my morality for the guys who gave me a taste for darkness was like that.  
 
    It just...slipped away.  
 
    I didn't really feel...anything.  
 
    Oh god, was I a psychopath? This meant I was a psychopath, right? 
 
    I couldn't stop staring at Chris's unmoving body on the ground and then arms were around me, the gun taken from my hands, strong hands were cupping my face and my gaze was wrenched up.  
 
    Up into dark eyes with flecks of gold.  
 
    He didn't say anything, just looked at me, eyes roving over my face gauging and checking.  
 
    Was he checking to see if I was a psychopath too?  
 
    I had wanted to hug my mom, that was true, but really I'd wanted to get the gun from the safe. I had planned on shooting Chris Willy, a proxy for Max Spencer, the moment after I came when Quinton made love to me last night. And I had felt so at peace about it. Honestly, it had been an amazing orgasm. An amazing release. The climax with a side of murder.  
 
    "June," Quinton's voice finally came out of his mouth. He had a sexy mouth, full, strong, unyielding.  
 
    "I..." I looked back at Chris and then up at Quinton. "Am I fucked up?" 
 
    "No," he said, shaking his head. "No. Come on, sweetheart. Let's go. The police are going to come and I need you over here for what we need to do." 
 
    They'd staged it. Like Chris lured me here with the texts, I'd come without telling anyone but visited my mom and grabbed the gun just in case. Thank goodness they hadn't come into the house with me. Mom had just thought one of Quinton's guys was escorting me to row. We hadn't wanted to worry her with our original plan and that worked into this cover-up too.  
 
    And then he pulled a gun on me, which he did have, and the police found it, and I shot first.  
 
    And then I called Quinton, and he made sure to log that on my phone.  
 
    He knew how to do this.  
 
    Chris Willy was dead.  
 
    I was taken to the station and looked over by medical professionals, and questioned and then a fancy lawyer from Quinton's side came and I was back in Quinton's apartment now. Hours and hours later.  
 
    Chris Willy was dead.  
 
    "Sweetheart, you have to talk about it. What's going on up there?" 
 
    I looked at Quinton and I started laughing.  
 
    Laughing. 
 
    Because this was all so crazy and so much and at what point do we get a lifetime movie written about us? Right? 
 
    "Am I a psychopath?" I finally got out the words.  
 
    Quinton let out a sigh and shook his head. "No, baby." He pulled me into his lap. "You were raped. And you were tormented. And you were traumatized and this is your trauma coming out. Shooting Chris, disassociating was your brain's way of protecting you."  
 
    I nodded along with his words. I liked them. They made sense. "How do you know?" 
 
    His eyes caught mine. "Because I have had fucked up trauma too. And it's given me my own monster that I keep in a closet sometimes. But he comes out when I need."  He rubbed his thumb over my bottom lip. "And you needed your monster today." 
 
    And then I started crying. Hard. At everything. All of it. The little girl in me, the closet, the hate for Barbies, the near-kidnapping, my taking a life. I cried for my monster. I cried for all of it.  
 
    And Quinton held me.  
 
    And I held him.  
 
    I think our monsters could get along together.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Quinton  
 
      
 
      
 
    Gary Carr had enough evidence stacked against him to keep him behind bars without parole for a long time. Videos that he created and accepted, photos, evidence that he was involved with Annabell Bloom all those years ago. I knew that would grab enough of Landlow's attention to ensure the bastard didn't see the outside of a cell ever again. 
 
    When I had done my own digging into Landlow, knowing there was something else buried inside of the man's need to find the bottom of this case, I hadn't been fully prepared. Annabell Bloom was his great-niece. That was something that hadn't been broadcasted all those years. I wondered if she was still alive. I knew he wondered the same thing. But being alive and in that life? I'd, personally, rather she died than endure that fucked up life. Whether he was seeking retribution or to hopefully save her, didn't matter.  
 
    I threw the heavy bundle onto the ground by dropping my shoulder and letting it slide off of where I had been carrying it. The loud thump and the muffled moan made me smile.  
 
    I looked around the lake, the nighttime bringing a softness to what I was doing. Trees hid me. Canopies of leafy shields enclosed the world around us.  
 
    I unzipped the bag and looked down into the eyes of someone who knows she was going to die.  
 
    I think about ripping off the duct tape around her mouth. No one will hear us out here. This is my property and we are deep into it. But hearing her plead, hearing her voice disintegrate into the world isn't what I need.  
 
    "I'm not sorry for you. I am sorry that you had to fuck so much up in our lives. You're worthless. the only good you ever did was give birth to your two boys and then have the sense to not try and be a mother to them."  
 
    Her eyes were weeping.  
 
    And I felt none of their sacrifice.  
 
    I picked her up into my arms, bridal style, and walked into the lake slowly until the water climbed up up up. It was covering her body in my arms, the coolness a shock, especially this time of year. Her eyes were pleading where her words could not.  
 
    "Shhh," I said. And then I lowered her into the water.  
 
    So many times I imagined this. Her face was so pale and bloated by the distortion of the water enclosed around her; small, bubbles escaped her body racing to the surface in a plight for air and life. Like she needed. But I wouldn't give that to her. Because I needed to end this. Her. Punish her for what she had done.  
 
    I'd relished telling her that June had killed Chris. Her lover. Her partner. That was small torture and now I was here, taking the rest of her life and fucking loving it.  
 
    Her blue eyes blinked slowly under the water. Thank God for the full moon so that I could see better. I knew God didn't want me to kill Stacey. And he hadn't hung the moon for me to get my sick enjoyment of doing it. But I thanked him nonetheless.  
 
    And as Stacey struggled less and less I thanked him for June.  
 
    After I got rid of Stacey's body I drove back to the apartment and called June.  
 
    "Hey, sweetheart." 
 
    "Hey," she said softly. 
 
    "What are you wearing?" 
 
    A pause, a smile I could hear. "Panties and one of your shirts," her voice was coy, ready.  
 
    I growled low into the phone. "Good girl. Let's get those panties nice and soaked for me so that when I get home I can slide right inside that sweet little pussy and fuck you hard. Yeah?" 
 
    Her sweet voice lets out a little gasp and I fucking love it. She's mine. That voice, that body, that mind, all of it.  
 
    "Yes sir," she says, her voice breathy, turned on. It makes me groan, my cock stiff in my pants.  
 
    I couldn't wait to get home to her. But for the ten-minute drive, I was going to enjoy making her moan and come for me.  
 
    My girl. Mine.  
 
      
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    June 12 Years Later 
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched from the other side of the two-way glass, my head tilted. He looked smaller. Thinner. Could shoulders get less broad over time? His curly brown hair was now less defined, more wavy, and frizzy. Could be the crazy humidity this time of year, but it looked far more unkempt. I couldn't see his eyes but I knew what they looked like. I hated them. 
 
    Dark eyes looked up and though they couldn't see me I know they were imagining me. The gold flecks in them would be lit up. Quinton loved this part. The cat-and-mouse game of conversation with a monster he has been chasing.  
 
    And he's been chasing Max Spencer for over twelve years.  
 
    We both have.  
 
    Quinton got up from his chair and left the room. A moment later the door opened to where I stood with Kane and Leo.  
 
    Quinton walked over to me and pulled my chin up, his gaze catching mine. "You good?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm good." 
 
    His eyes looked over my face. Twelve years later was a long time. Quinton and I had been married for nine of those. We were celebrating ten years here in a few months. Greece. I told him that was far too cliche for a mafia boss and then he had spanked me and made me beg him to fuck me. Which I did.  
 
    He nodded at me and I walked out of the small room.  
 
    "Don't shoot him," Leo called after me. I flipped him off and he laughed.  
 
    When I walked into the room that held Max Spencer I felt light. Airy.  
 
    When Max saw me and recognized me, I felt giddy.  
 
    "Little June Acre," he said.  
 
    His voice was deeper than I remembered. But then we were kids back then.  
 
    "Max Spencer. How's it going?" 
 
    I leaned against the wall, arms over my chest, head tilted. I picked up some things from Quinton over the years.  
 
    "Great," he said, making a show of looking me up and down slowly. "Looking good, Junebug." The nickname almost made me flinch. Almost.  "Hey, how's Collin?" 
 
    At the mention of his sister, something inside of me ticked. I could practically feel the burn from the other side of the glass coming from Kane.  
 
    "Haven't heard from or seen her since she ran away from here twelve years ago," I said with a shrug. 
 
    And I wasn't lying. She had, just one morning, up and left. Kane didn't talk about it. He went through a pretty rough period.  
 
    "I'll tell you what," he said, tipping his head back. "I'll give you whatever you want if you do something for me." 
 
    "And what's that?"  
 
    When he smiled at me slowly, I felt positively monstrous.  
 
    "Bring me Collin. I'd love to have a family reunion." 
 
    That burning on the other side of the glass turned inferno. My eyes flicked up then settled back on Max's gloating face.  
 
    "Anything else?" 
 
    "I wouldn't say no to a kiss from you, little June," he said in a low tone.  
 
    I walked forward slowly then quickly kicked my heeled boot up under the front of his chair making him fall backward with a wild clatter and then I was on him, knife slicing through his cheek, blood rushing and pooling and dripping. I leaned down and kissed it. Then pulled back and smiled down at him, his blood on my lips.  
 
    "Deal." 
 
    Yes. I felt positively monstrous with Max Spencer in the room.  
 
    I left the room and was putting my knife back in my pocket as I walked back to where Quinton, Kane, and Leo were, and when I looked up all three men were staring at me. All had their arms crossed over their chests. I rolled my eyes at the Bishop boys.  
 
    "What? He deserved it," I said.  
 
    Quinton smirked, still the most handsome devil I'd ever seen even at forty-seven years old. Moreso, even. The man aged well. He pulled me into him and kissed my bloody lips. His monster saying hi to mine.  
 
    I sobered up and looked over at Kane who was leaning back, head resting against the black-painted wall, eyes on the real monster tied up in the other room. I could only guess what was rolling around inside of him right now.  
 
    "We need to call Caleb," I said softly and Quinton nodded his head, his eyes on Kane like mine. 
 
    "Already called him. And he read Natalie into it all." 
 
    "Good," I said softly.  
 
    Natalie had almost died that night twelve years ago. We thought she had. I will never forget Caleb's face when her mom called him to come say goodbye at the hospital. 
 
    But miracles do happen.  
 
    "Kane," Quinton said. Finally breaking the silent understanding that was sitting there like a cement block. 
 
    He nodded his head. "Yeah, I know." 
 
    "We'll have to find her. Bring her in." 
 
    He shook his head, tongue poking in his cheek.  
 
    "Kane, it's the only way," Quinton said. 
 
    Kane finally looked at us. "I Know. But we don't need to find Collin. I know where she is. I'll go." 
 
    And then he walked out of the room, leaving us behind as he stalked off into the night to go get the girl who won his heart, then ripped it out when she left him twelve years ago without a single word.  
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Somewhere Miles away 
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched Max growl into the phone, and clip the call to an end, throwing it onto the couch. He was a volatile man at the best of times. Unpredictable, hot and cold, a little crazy. I had been involved with him for years.  
 
    Years of watching him obsess over me, and then that girl he talked about bringing into the cult and then me again. He took lovers like a man who didn't care about the rights or values of women.  
 
    Her certainly didn't care about my value.  
 
    Even when he cooed at me, his dick inside of me and his eyes glassy in his own ecstacy, not caring about my pleasure. He said I was his pretty girl. His pretty little bird.  
 
    But he was always itchy. Always looking for the next girl.  
 
    Didn't even matter how old we were. In fact, younger than eighteen and somewhere around ten years old seemed to be his preference.  
 
    He was the kind of sick that made me want to rip out his throat. I imagined slicing his carotid artery so many times. Watching the blood pour from him would be a blessing. I would bathe in it happily.  
 
    But for now I was stuck.  
 
    I was a chosen, a blonde perfect little creature to lifted to the high life. I was a leader now. Max wouldn't be my partner because he had chosen someone else. June was her name. I didn't know her, but she and I came from the same town.  
 
    I would get to choose my own partner now.  
 
    But what I really wanted? 
 
    Freedom.  
 
    I was planning it. I had been for years.  
 
    I'd played the docile, sweet and groomed good girl for them for years. I let Max fuck me whenever he wanted until I became a leader a few weeks ago. Now no one could touch me.  
 
    But I would find my freedom and I would get my vengeance.  
 
    I was called Louise. Had been called Louise for years now. I hadn't heard anyone say my real name in so long that sometimes I said it out loud when I was alone just to remember what the letters sounded like. I think my name sounded like a song. Like musical notes put together in lyrical intonation. I missed hearing it.  
 
    Annabell.   
 
    

  

  
   
 
   
    Sally Acre  
 
      
 
      
 
    Getting over Charles isn't difficult. The man had been making me feel small, insignificant, ugly, and less-than for years.  
 
    The first time I remember one of his remarks being shocking and cutting was when we had been married for about three years. The girls were two months old and as most people could imagine I was an exhausted mother of newborn twins without an understanding of what being rested felt like or feeling like I had things under control.  
 
    When Charles got home from work, I had just settled both twins down to sleep, hopefully for at least a few hours. I walked into the kitchen looking like the mess I felt.  
 
    "Want to order pizza for dinner?" I had asked. Because I was barely alive. Because breastfeeding was sucking me dry. Because I just couldn't...give...anymore.  
 
    "I mean, you think you need pizza?" His voice came out derisive. I looked at him in shock. He laughed shaking his head. "I'm just saying. You still have a lot of baby weight to lose. Pizza won't help that, Sal." 
 
    And I had been appalled. He had apologized. And then the comments had continued through the years. He'd also resented my business, calling it a cute endeavor for my bored housewife self at first. Then alluding to being embarrassed I was cleaning houses. When the money started coming in thicker than his paycheck he somehow made fun of that. It was toilet money. People were willing to pay big bucks so that someone else could clean their shit.  
 
    When he made remarks about the girls? That's when I fought back. I started holding my tongue for myself but for Addie and June, I let him have it.  
 
    So no, it wasn't difficult to get over Charles Acre. It was the cracking fully of what we had built that was hard. No matter how broken it already was, we were now severing all strings that were barely holding it all together. And it was sad.  
 
    I had started believing somewhere along the way that I was the woman behind his derision, his sneers, his jabs.  
 
    Hips too big. Stretch marks on my hips and thighs ugly. Smile too quick and silly.  
 
    The kissing booth was silly and honestly terrifying. Men of all shapes, sizes, and ages handed me tickets for my lips to touch theirs. And no one made snide remarks. Some made lewd comments or waggled their eyebrows in response which made me blush. Someone called me a MILF which I laughed at. Someone else said that Charles was an idiot, to which I just smiled and nodded.  
 
    It was all silly. 
 
    Except for one man. He was large. Larger than any man I had ever touched or been touched by. He was gruff, intense, chiseled, and dangerous.  
 
    Granger Silver.  
 
    When a large hand handed me a ticket and I looked up into bright blue eyes in the face of a rugged man with scruff along his cutting jawline, lines carried from his eyes in small spiderwebs of years, I almost let out an embarrassing sound of surprise and...awe. 
 
    He was like a mythical creature; the opposite of any man I had given my attention or time to before. He was rough, scruffy, huge, not sleek, and put-together. I had opened my mouth and then closed it like a fish out of water.  
 
    He had smiled at that and my heart, God...my heart had stuttered.  
 
    "I only bothered to buy tickets for this. To get a kiss from the pretty blonde-haired, blue-eyed woman behind this booth. So, I am collecting." 
 
    His voice was so low and gruff that it scraped along my nerves in the most ticklish and pleasant drug.  
 
    "Oh," I said. "Then why did you come to the festival?" 
 
    He tilted his head, his deep eyes roving over my face, the intensity almost too much. I could barely stand still under the scrutiny.  
 
    "Here for business. But saw you across the way and I liked the way your cheeks blushed the sweetest pink when that guy with the dumb golf polo kissed you and said something to you. Couldn't hear what he said but your nose scrunched up, your eyes sparkled, and your cheeks turned rose-colored. Want to see if I can do better than him." 
 
    "Oh," I said again, dumbly. I shook my head. He made me nervous and I was sure that pink color was taking over my cheeks that he had just been talking about. "Well, I guess you'd better get your kiss," I said softly, barely able to look him in the eye. I felt like a teenager. What was this?" 
 
    He leaned forward slowly, his large hand cupping my cheek and making me suck in a breath at the contact. No one else had touched me other than with their lips and briefly at that. When he didn't immediately kiss me I looked up into his eyes and they were trained on me so intently that I felt hypnotized.  
 
    "What did he say to make you blush, blondie?" 
 
    I bit my lip. "He uh, he said he'd buy another ticket just to kiss me again," I told him.  
 
    "Hmm," his voice hummed low in his throat. Then he leaned down his hand that was cupping my cheek pulling me into him as he took my mouth in a kiss.  
 
    But it wasn't a brief thing. Not like the other guys before him who had handed me tickets and kissed me softly, quickly.  
 
    No. 
 
    He slide his hand up into my hair, the feeling of his thick fingers tangling into the strands making me tingle all over and then he tilted my head so that he could slant his mouth over mine to take the kiss further, deeper. His tongue lightly slid along the seam of my lips and when I felt that sensual move I gasped and pulled back. My eyes were wide, my face fully flushed and his sky blue eyes laughed down into mine.  
 
    "Yeah, I can see why he wanted to do that again," he said, his voice a low timbre that rumbled through my body. "Well, I have a job to get back to, so I won't be able to give you tickets for another one of those, but I'll get another." 
 
    "Another?" I could barely register his words. I was too busy feeling the reverberations of what his hand and mouth had done to me for just a few moments.  
 
    He leaned over the separating bar on the booth between us. "Yeah," he said, voice low enough for only me to hear. "I'm going to find another way and reason to take that pretty mouth and see that pink on those cheeks. Maybe make you pink other places. Not many people catch my attention, but you've caught mine, blondie." He stepped back, his mouth in a cocky smirk as he backed away uncaring about the people walking all around him. He was a mountain-they would move for him. "See you around, sugar," he said with a wink before walking away.  
 
    I had stared after him for minutes. Unsure what exactly had just happened but feeling like something otherworldly had. It was this damn, romantic booth with the twinkle lights and beautiful greenery and flowers.  
 
    I'd learned later that his name was Granger Silver. Like a man from a damn motorcycle romance novel. And he was working with our police and Quinton Bishop on whatever was going on with the missing girls in our town.  
 
    When one of Quinton's men told me what had happened with June I had nearly collapsed in terror. They were targeting my girl? My sweet, innocent girl. Quinton had taken her somewhere safe where they would never find her, where they could never get to her and I was both grateful and desperate to see her. I wanted her safe. I wanted her in my arms. I wanted to make sure Addie was okay.  
 
    I remember hearing June's voice on the phone after and knowing in my bones I would do anything it took to keep her safe.  
 
    The next morning I had finished working out and took a steaming cup of coffee to go sit on the front porch. When I had stepped onto the worn wood, I'd turned and there, sitting in one of my rocking chairs was the large man from the kissing booth the night before.  
 
    I screamed and dropped my mug, coffee, and shattered ceramic flying over the painted sage-green boards.  
 
    He was out of the chair and bending down to pull me away from the broken cup and steaming coffee faster than any man his size had the right to move.  
 
    "Whoa there, sugar. Just me," he said in his deep drawl.  
 
    I pulled my arm out of his firm grip. "Just you?" I said, the adrenaline still rippling through my body. "I don't know who you are! That isn't comforting!" 
 
    "Granger Silver," he said with a cheeky grin. God, he had a dimple. Of course, he did. "Call me Silver. Or Granger. Or honey," he said his hand reaching out for my arm again. "Wouldn't mind hearin' those sweet pink lips calling me 'honey'".  
 
    I pulled my arm out of his grasp again. "Well, I don't even know you. I doubt I'll be calling you 'honey' anytime soon." I stepped out of his reach and the move only made him smile wider. Like he was enjoying this. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "Well, I'm part of your security," he said.  
 
    "My what?" 
 
    "Your girl was almost taken, yeah? The fuckers who tried to take her know where you live and they're not going to be going away anytime soon. So you'll have security around the clock." 
 
    I shook my head, still trying to take it all in. "But I don't even know you," I said.  
 
    He stepped closer, his leather boot deftly avoiding the broken mug. "You want to get to know me better, blondie?" his voice was teasing, a foreplay to something more salacious and it registered low inside of me. Low in a place that hadn't really been ignited in a long freaking time. "Because I am not opposed to that." 
 
    I stepped back abruptly and almost collided into the other rocking chair on the porch but caught myself before I fell into it. "I do not," I said.  
 
    He tilted his head, in the same way he had the night before as his eyes assessed me. "No? Well, that's a shame. But I'll still be protecting you. And enjoyin' the hell out of it." He took another two steps toward me which put him a mere two feet from where I was pressed against the arm of my rocking chair. I looked up at him trying to keep my breathing normal, my heart from beating too loudly, too intensely.  
 
    "Okay, well thank you. For that." 
 
    "You're welcome," he said. "They'll be here with your daughter soon." His blue eyes slid over my body, taking in my tight tank top and light grey leggings, the glint in his eyes making something inside of me pulse. Then his eyes found mine again. "Go change. I'll watch," he said. 
 
    "What?" I asked on a woosh of breath at his words. He'd watch me get changed?  
 
    His mouth quirked in a teasing smile. "I'll watch out for their arrival. Unless," he drawled, pressing himself closer to me, his eyes roving over me again, "you're offering for me to watch somethint else." 
 
    "Um, no," I said a little shakily. God. I was a mess. He was making me a mess. I was really hot, a buzzing and burning eating me up inside. "I'll just...go up and change. You stay here."  
 
    But he didn't move and I'd have to brush against him to get to the front door.  
 
    "Uh, can you step back?" 
 
    "No," he said simply. 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. "No?" 
 
    "No," he repeated.  
 
    "But, I need to get past you to go change," I said, feeling like I was explaining something to a toddler.  
 
    "Mmm I know, sugar." 
 
    I pulled in a deep breath. "This is inappropriate," I said.  
 
    He chuckled. "I have a feeling you could use a little inappropriate, sugar." 
 
    I frowned and tilted my head up defiantly. I shifted and slide myself to the side as much as I could and then around him, almost accomplishing getting past him without touching him, but my breasts lightly grazed his arm and I bit my lip at the tantalizing touch.  
 
    My eyes were closed and heat bloomed on my cheeks.  
 
    I heard him chuckle again then his voice called after me as I slipped inside the front door. "I'm looking forward to protecting you. And collecting that second kiss, blondie." 
 
    Granger Silver was not going to be an easy man to ignore. Especially if he was going to be assigned to protecting me as he said. Could I apply for a different...motorcycle man to do the job? Or one of Quinton's men? I did not need a man like Granger Silver in my life right now.  
 
    And as I changed, the tingling in my body humming brightly both agreeing and disagreeing with that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    More to come! Book 3 of The Bishop Mafia out in a few months and will be about Leo Bishop. Lookout for a short novella about Sally Acre and Granger Silver along the way as well!  
 
    Leo Bishop is five years post graduation at Wildwood and ready to be the number two to Kane bishop in their family mafia. A tragedy struck not long after Chris Willy was killed which left Leo reeling and wanting revenge. More trouble finds the Bishops in their east coast town. And at the center an unexpected turn of events in the form of a girl that had been a mere shadow in Leo's past.  
 
    Heidi Dove had been a soft-spoken, nerdy girl at Wildwood Prep. She'd be remembered for one thing: being caught as the girl who had a quiet crush on Leo Bishop and then made fun of relentlessly for it. Even Leo himself had thrown unkind jabs at her, leaving her humiliated. 
 
    Now, five years later, and she was a well-known romance novelist and she caught the mafia prince's attention. But this time, she wouldn't be the laughing stock. She was determined to walk away with her head held high and Leo the one humiliated.  
 
    But what if she couldn't handle the heat he unexpectedly threw her way?  
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