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    "We're all a little weird, and life's a little weird. And when we find someone whose weirdness is compatible with ours, we join up with them and fall in mutual weirdness and call it love." 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three years ago 
 
    A slight vibration shook the smoky, mirrored walls surrounding me while I stared at the closed elevator doors. My gaze darted up as the lights embedded in the shiny gold ceiling flickered. After another brief dimming, they held steady when we stopped at one of the floors on our way down. People got on, people got off, but I couldn’t care less. Normally, I’d study every person that breeched my personal space. 
 
    Looking for my enemies everywhere I went. 
 
    Today, I stared at the display above the door, watching as the pale blue digital numbers counted down from thirty-eight. My mind was dazed, and my thoughts floated like poisonous bubbles inside the razor-sharp confines of my skull. 
 
    One of those bubbles burst, releasing toxic memories when the elevator stopped at floor twenty-four.  
 
    Gracie was twenty-four when she was murdered. 
 
    Sweat prickled on my palms as I struggled to suppress memories of a life that no longer existed. 
 
    Of a man I no longer was. 
 
    A happy guy back then, someone who greeted every day with a smile. Why wouldn’t I? Married to my beautiful high school sweetheart and owner of our own successful police dog training business—our lives had been complete. I’d been so fucking happy, so secure in the knowledge that I’d have kids and grow old with the love of my life. We’d even talked about starting a family, and she’d thrown away her birth control pills the month before she’d been killed. 
 
    One of the thoughts that tortured me was wondering if she’d been pregnant when she died. What if a tiny, perfectly innocent soul had been stamped out that terrible day? 
 
    Usually, I was good at not thinking about my personal history. 
 
    Usually, I could live in the now, with no regard for the past or fears about the future. 
 
    But today, on the anniversary of her death, my sweet Gracie haunted me. 
 
    The events of the past week—the senseless murder of a child I’d loved—shattered my normally strong mental walls. Jason, the treasured and only grandchild of the heads of the infamous Cordova Cartel, had been adored every day of his all-too-short life. Such a good kid, he always smiled and laughed. He made even the most hardened of men fall in love. You couldn’t help it; the kid was love. Jason would hug you and for a moment, with his little arms wrapped around your neck, all would be right in the world.  
 
    He’d been a beautiful, caring little boy—his only crime was being born to a greedy cunt of a mother. 
 
    Flashes of sorrow laden images from Jason’s memorial service a few days ago hit me, mixed with heart-wrenching memories of burying Gracie’s charred remains in a closed casket funeral. 
 
    While Gracie’s funeral had been soaked with rain, Jason’s burial took place on a bright sunny day.  
 
    Regardless of weather, the pain and grief had been the same. 
 
    Jason’s father Fernando had screamed in mortal agony as the first shovel of dirt hit the coffin, the terrible sound enough to drive most people to their knees. 
 
    I could sympathize with the horrified misery that comes from putting someone you love in the ground. 
 
    When the hauntingly familiar plink of earth falling onto hollow wood reached my ears, I’d nearly thrown up. 
 
    My twisted mind focused on what it must be like to be them. 
 
    To wonder if they were still aware. 
 
    Paralyzed, trapped in a rotting corpse, being buried alive and sealed away from those they loved. 
 
    In the dark. 
 
    All alone in the suffocating dark. 
 
    Unable to stop the shovelfuls of dirt cutting them off from the world of the living forever. 
 
    Trapped in the unbreathing dark. 
 
    A shudder whipped down my spine, and I tried to think about something—anything—else. These dark torments had been haunting me for days. They robbed me of any sleep or sanity. I felt fragile, brittle, and on edge—a dangerous combination for a man of my profession. One wrong move, one mistake caused by my inattention, and the people I cared for and guarded could be dead. 
 
    I had to get a hold of myself. 
 
    I had to find control. 
 
    I had to stop thinking about Gracie before I drove myself crazy. 
 
    I vividly recalled the way her dark blonde hair gleamed in the sunlight coming off the lake at my parent’s house. Each individual strand glowed with glints of gold, framing her heart-shaped face. She’d been seventeen years old, dressed in a cherry red bikini that showed off her curvy frame. That memory was shortly after we had sex for the first time, so we were still going at it like rabbits. Which reminded me of making love to her in a sleeping bag on one of our endless camping trips in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. I’d proposed to her beneath those brilliant stars. 
 
    My wife loved the outdoors. Gracie connected to nature in a way few people could understand, and that link gave her an incredible gift with animals. When we trained police dogs for the Detroit police department together, I always marveled at her ability to communicate with our pack. Hell, with any animal. They instinctively understood that she had a good, pure heart. 
 
    After she’d been murdered… 
 
    My gut clenched and my heart gave a hard thump. The agony of that thought still caused me physical pain three years later. 
 
    The elevator vibrated again, strong enough to pull me from my thoughts. 
 
    The lights flickered overhead then went out, and my heart gave a hard lurch right before the small space plunged into darkness. 
 
    Pure panic washed through me, robbing me of my breath as I stumbled back. My hand hit a wall, and my imagination insisted I was trapped inside a coffin. Alone and surrounded by the stinking corpses of those I’d once loved. Blackness closed in, slowly choking me as I clawed at the roof of my casket like a crazed animal. 
 
    “Hey!” A woman’s voice, husky and beautiful, pulled me out of my waking nightmare. “Sir? Are you okay? Sir? ¿Hablas español?” 
 
    I tried to answer her, but the unrelenting black and the walls behind me furthered the illusion—trapped in a coffin, swaddled in wet cotton, drowning with weights strapped to my body. The air was thick—so fucking thick—and I couldn’t catch my breath. I swear, my heart felt like it was going to pound its way out of my chest, and I thought for sure I was about to die. 
 
    Then a miracle happened. A wet, cool nose nudged my hand. A dog’s nose. An unexpected sensation, it made my panicking mind slow down and process my environment. The blessed, solid weight of a good-sized dog leaned against my leg, and I let out a shuddering breath. A wet tongue licked my wrist, further pulling me out of my fucked-up head. 
 
    “Vali,” the woman in the elevator with me hissed, “Get back over here. Sir, please don’t be afraid. I know he looks scary—” 
 
    My voice sounded like I’d been gargling glass, but I managed a shaky laugh. “I have no idea what he looks like. I’m not a bat. I can’t see in the dark.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought you saw us when we got on. We…kinda stand out.” Her voice broke at the end before she quickly added, “Because of his size and his bright red service vest. Plus, he’s half lab, half pit bull, so some people tend to be a little intimidated when they see him. He’s all black except for a big white blaze on his chest. And he’s big, but I promise he’s a marshmallow. He’s the kind of dog that just loves everyone. I mean, I guess he intimidates people because he has an overbite and his teeth stick out sometimes. Wonder if I should get him dog braces? Do they make dog braces?” She gave a short, forced laugh, then said in a higher pitched voice, “Uh, I think I’m babbling, which I normally don’t do, so I’ll shut up now, but I promise he won’t hurt you. Please, don’t be afraid of him. It breaks his heart when people are scared. He’s got a gentle soul.” 
 
    The dog at my feet lightly butted my hand with his head, and I scratched behind his ears with trembling fingers. I didn’t want to admit it, but I was extremely grateful I wasn’t alone. If this mystery woman and her dog hadn’t been with me, I might have had a panic induced stroke. I had to get ahold of this shit. Take some damn pills and pass out for a few days to give my brain a fucking break.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” I growled as suspicion crept into my exhausted mind. “Why do you care?” 
 
    She sucked in a quick breath, one that somehow conveyed a sense of hurt. “I’m sorry…I just wanted to help.” 
 
    Guess her dog wasn’t the only gentle soul. Shit, I was acting like a complete asshole to some random lady trapped in an elevator with me. If Gracie was here right now, she’d cuff me on the back of the head for scaring the woman. It wasn’t the mystery woman’s fault fate stuck her with me in a broken elevator. 
 
    “Hey,” she asked in a tense voice, “Do you have a phone?” 
 
    Once again, the paranoia that came from feeling vulnerable reared its head. “Why?” 
 
    She gave a soft, nervous laugh. “I wanted to see if the cell towers were down, or if we could get a message out to someone that we’re stuck in here. The battery on my phone is dead, otherwise I would have used the flashlight during your panic attack.” 
 
    “I wasn’t having a panic attack.” 
 
    She cleared her throat. “Of course.” 
 
    Anger, and a big dose of denial, made me growl. “I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Look, it’s nothing to be ashamed of.” Her lush voice took on a soothing tone that made my bones want to melt. “I used to have them all the time. That’s how I recognized the sound.” 
 
    “The sound?” 
 
    “Yeah, the sound of your breathing. There’s…how to describe it? There’s a certain pitch to your gasps, a feeling of desperation like you just can’t get enough air in your lungs. Like you’re drowning. It’s a terrible feeling. I hate it.” The sound of a dog’s tag jingling along with a dog’s panting filled the small space. “Vali here has been specially trained to help me through my panic attacks. Honestly, if you’re claustrophobic, or afraid of the dark, or whatever, you couldn’t have asked for a better pair to be trapped with.” 
 
    She was right, but I hated how her words exposed my weakness. “Yeah, well, I’m fine.” 
 
    “Okay.” Her doubt came through loud and clear by her tone.  
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you aren’t.” 
 
    I stewed in silence for a moment, but the longer I sat in the all too quiet dark, the more I swore I could smell the mineral scent of dirt surrounding me.  
 
    “So, do you have a phone?” 
 
    I felt my pocket and wanted to thump my head against the wall. “No. I must have left it up in my office.” 
 
    “Oh, you work here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What do you do?” 
 
    “My job is boring. I’d rather not talk about it.” 
 
    “Okayyyy,” she said slowly, obviously confused by my abrupt answer. 
 
    Things went still again, and my skin began to prickle as the sound of my heartbeat seemed to pound louder and louder.  
 
    When she spoke, I eagerly grasped onto the sound of her voice as tangible proof that I wasn’t alone in the eternal dark. “Do you think it’s another haboob blackout?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Haboob,” she said slowly as if speaking to a child. “You know, those big dust storms we’ve been having? I live up north of Carefree, so they haven’t hit us, but I saw it on the news last week. A big one wiped out the power grid in Phoenix for over six hours. Man, it would suck to be stuck in here for that long.” 
 
    I slowly slid down the wall until I sat. Vaguely, I remembered the city being coated in a cloud of dust, but I’d been barely aware of anything outside of helping the Cordova family with their grief. From the moment we found Fernando’s son’s abused body, nothing else really mattered. I frowned as I realized how disconnected I’d been. Just going through the motions while wrapped up in my own head. I’m lucky as fuck none of my enemies used the opportunity to come after me, ‘cause I would have been a pathetically easy hit. 
 
    “You still there?” 
 
    I cleared my throat as some of the cobwebs seemed to lift from my brain. “Yeah, I’m here. Could be another haboob, you might be right.” 
 
    She sighed. “Then we might be here awhile. Glad I went to the bathroom before I got on the elevator.” 
 
    The corner of my mouth quirked up in a smile. “I wish I had. Hopefully we won’t be here long enough for it to become an issue.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I have extra diapers for Vali. You can borrow one.” 
 
    “You have diapers for your dog?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, then sighed. “I do. I also have emergency food for both myself and Vali, two bottles of water, a bowl, and three doses of my meds, just in case I get stuck somewhere. Oh, and a multipurpose tool, a compass, and some pepper spray.” 
 
    “Please don’t use the pepper spray in here. That would suck.” 
 
    Her soft, purring laugh stroked over me, and I froze at the surprisingly pleasant sensation. “See, my mind likes to think of worst-case scenarios for whenever I’m out in public.” 
 
    Eager to keep her talking, to experience more of her lovely voice, I said, “Worst case scenarios?” 
 
    “Yeah, like…what if the zombie apocalypse happens while I’m in town? What if a meteor strikes? What if a nuclear bomb goes off?” 
 
    “You really think about that stuff?” 
 
    “I have iodine tablets in my purse.” 
 
    “Wow. Really?” 
 
    She laughed softly, and it wasn’t a happy sound. “No on the iodine tablets. Yes on everything else. I’m a freak.” 
 
    The self-deprecating tone of her lovely voice caught my attention. “Yeah, well, you’re a freak who won’t pee their pants, even if you have to borrow a dog diaper to do it. That makes you a winner in my book.” 
 
    When she burst out laughing, my heart seemed to momentarily hitch in my chest. It was the most beautiful, entrancing, joyous laugh I’d ever heard in my life. And it was completely genuine. Working for the Cordova Cartel, I’ve been around some of the most striking women in the world, all set on seducing their way into a high-ranking member’s bed. I’ve been stalked by plenty of females who thought I was their meal ticket, and a few had sexy voices to go with their perfect bodies.  
 
    None of them had ever affected me like this. 
 
    “Thanks, I think.” She giggled again. “That’s probably the weirdest compliment I’ve ever gotten.” 
 
    “I only speak the truth.” 
 
    A rattling sound came from across the elevator, and she made a noise of disgust. “Emergency phone isn’t working. Crap, I hope we’re not here too long.” 
 
    The sound of cloth shifting reached my ears and something brushed my side. 
 
    “That was just me,” she said quickly. “No reason to go all Bruce Lee on me. Just copping a squat next to you.” 
 
    To my surprise, the dog decided to drape himself over both of our laps.  
 
    At first, I tensed. I hadn’t let a dog close to me like this in years.  
 
    I couldn’t.  
 
    My wife had been trapped and then burned to death behind the locked and chained doors of our kennels, along with all of our dogs, including the puppies. I couldn’t look at a dog without being swamped with regret and shame that I hadn’t been there to save them, along with a healthy dose of heartache. I loved my dogs like family, so knowing how they’d suffered…it tore my soul to shreds. 
 
    If only I’d skipped the Detroit Tigers baseball game with my dad… If only I’d paid more attention to the world around me… If only I’d taken the threats against me seriously… 
 
    If only… 
 
    We sat in silence, and I waited for the air to get heavy, for it to press down on me the way it usually did when I thought about the past…but nothing happened. 
 
    My body simply couldn’t panic with the warm weight of the dog on my lap and the woman against my arm.  
 
    Her sigh seemed to fill the air as she spoke from right next to me. “So, what’s your name?” 
 
    My first instinct was to give her my usual alias, the fake one that I gave strangers. 
 
    I was Leo Brass’ second in command. His number one man. His fixer. 
 
    My enemies were legion, and nowhere was safe. 
 
    Not even inside a dark box in the heart of the Cordova territory. 
 
    With a stranger whose velvety voice sounded like sin and salvation. 
 
    And yet, even as my lips moved to form the shape of one of my aliases, I said, “My name’s Mark.” 
 
    “Well, nice to meet you, Mark.” I grunted as she jabbed my chest. “Sorry, I’m trying to shake your hand. Automatic response.” 
 
    I grasped her roving hand before she could move it away. Her skin was soft—so very, very soft—and I found myself taking my time as I slowly slid our fingers together, relishing the feminine feel of her small bones. No wedding ring, and her palm was slightly roughened by callouses. Despite her diminutive size, her handshake was firm and decisive. I caught the faint aroma of strawberries and vanilla. When I brought my hand back to my nose, eager for a better sniff, the scent intensified. It was a young, feminine smell and I wondered how old the woman was. She didn’t have the voice of a child, but there was still a hint of youthful sweetness to it.   
 
    Growing up, I was a huge fan of Sherlock Holmes. My dad and grandpa both loved his books, and I was fascinated by all that could be learned by simply paying attention to the world around you. Sherlock wasn’t a superhero; he didn’t use magic to solve crimes. He used logic and a careful attention to detail to see what others missed. As a child, I’d tried to emulate his technique, but as an adult, I’d somewhat perfected it. 
 
    Not saying I’m a genius like Holmes, but I am observant. I know how to read people. 
 
    But this woman…I was having a hard time getting a feel for her. There was something both bold and shy about her, strong yet fragile. A dichotomy that caught the attention of someone like me. She was different, and I was driven to understand her better. To know what mental box to put her in. 
 
    Glad she couldn’t see me smelling my hand in the dark like a creep, I said, “And what’s your name?” 
 
    “Layla.” 
 
    “Pretty name.” 
 
    “Thank you. I was named after the song.” 
 
    “I’m not familiar with it. How does it go?” 
 
    When she began to softly sing, every hair on my body stood at attention. Something akin to an electrical shock zipped through my nervous system, lighting me up inside. Her voice was phenomenal. I’ve been to both rock concerts and operas featuring the most exquisite singers in the world, yet this mystery woman’s voice ranked at the top. As she sang a song about a man completely in love with a woman named Layla, I held my breath. 
 
    She ended with a nervous giggle. “That song. You know it?” 
 
    It took me a moment to find my voice. “Yeah, I know it. Are you a professional singer? Your voice is amazing.” 
 
    “Uh, no.” 
 
    “Then you must slay it at karaoke night.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t go out to bars much. I’m not big on crowds.” 
 
    Layla shifted slightly away from me, and I let my leg lean more firmly against her, silently asking her to stay where she was. 
 
    “So…” Her voice came out forced and high pitched. “What do you do for a living?” 
 
    Kill people. 
 
    “I work for the Cordova Corporation.” 
 
    “Really? I just dropped off a sculpture for Mrs. Cordova.” She added in a softer voice, “Poor woman. She has to be suffering so badly right now after the loss of her grandson and daughter-in-law.” 
 
    Pain pierced me and tears burned behind my eyelids, along with anger. No one outside of a small circle of people knew how the boy had actually died. The public story was a tragic car accident. The truth was the money hungry mother had her son kidnapped for ransom—except the kidnappers fucked up and accidentally killed the boy.  
 
    It hadn’t been an easy death.   
 
    She sucked in a sharp breath. “Crap, do you know the family?” 
 
    I could barely force the word out as I grunted, “Yeah.” 
 
    “Oh…” Her small hand rested on my shoulder as she gave it a gentle rub. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have… I’m sorry.” 
 
    Vali made a low whine as he leaned up and licked my chin. The familiar sensation of a dog’s caring had my throat growing tight as I fought off a wave of memories. I’d fucking loved my dogs like the children I’d never had a chance to have, and I missed the hell out of them. Long, gentle fingers began to rub my back as Vali cuddled close, and the sensations allowed me to get a grip on myself.  
 
    I never lost control, yet here I was, slipping again and again in front of a stranger. 
 
    I stroked the dog’s big head then let out a thick breath. “You said you were dropping off a sculpture. Are you an artist?” 
 
    She started to remove her hand from my back, but I reached over and held her arm in place, silently asking her not to move. “Yes. I do sculptures of mostly dragons and mythical creatures.” 
 
    “No shit. Dragons?” 
 
    “Yep. I’d show you a picture, but… You know, my phone is dead. Most of my dragons are original, but I do commission pieces as well. Last week, I finished up a five-foot tall dragon for a local pediatric orthodontist’s waiting room. It is super awesome, an exact replica of the blue dragon from an old 80s D&D manual.”  She quickly added, “D&D stands for Dungeons and Dragons. Sorry, I forget not everyone is as big of a nerd as I am.”  
 
    Growing up, I’d been a big time Dungeons and Dragons player with my cousins, and I may have been a bit overly excited as I said, “I don’t think that makes you a nerd at all. In fact, I think that’s pretty awesome.” 
 
    I swore I could practically feel her glow with happiness. “Thanks. That’s not usually the reaction I get when I tell people about my work.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, don’t tell anyone, but I was a huge tabletop games fan when I was younger. Every summer, I’d stay at my grandparent’s farm for a month in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan with three of my cousins. There wasn’t much to do up there, but they did have a big collection of my uncle’s table games stuff from the 80s. We had some pretty epic campaigns. I think I still have my WarCraft miniatures that we painted when I was fourteen.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” she said in an awed whisper. “You are kind of a nerd.” 
 
    “That information is top secret. You’re one of only a handful of people on this Earth that know I’m a closet dork.” 
 
    Her laughter made me grin. “Closet dork. I like that. Hopefully someday you’ll be brave enough to let your dork flag fly.” 
 
    I did a slow blink, processing her words. I’d never thought about it that way. In the past, I’d always kept my love of all things fantasy and roleplay a secret. I mean, sure anyone who’d been over to my house knew I was a fan of fantasy novels. My stocked library would attest to that, but it wasn’t like I was going to Comic-Cons, though I had been tempted. 
 
    Wanting to turn the conversation away from me, I asked, “I take it you’re comfortable with your dorkiness?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She giggled. “Maybe I can convince you to come over to the dorkside.” 
 
    “Oh no, Star Wars puns.” 
 
    More giggles, and she shifted so her weight leaned into me. Vali must have laid down at her side, because she suddenly pressed even closer. Her scent reached me, my craving for strawberry shortcake growing stronger by the second. I shifted slightly so she had room to breathe as she fussed at Vali for squishing her. 
 
    “Do you still play?” she asked as she settled her shoulder against mine.  
 
    “D&D? Sadly, no. My cousins and I… Well, I don’t really have time for it now.” I resisted telling her that I rarely spoke to my extended family anymore. Not all of them approved of my path of vengeance. “What about you? Do you play?” 
 
    “No, I do MMOs, not tabletop.” 
 
    “MMO? What’s that?” 
 
    Her voice was delicate as she asked, “How old are you?” 
 
    My head jerked back, and I stared into the darkness of where I thought her face would be. “I’m not old.” 
 
    “Ohhh, now you’ve got me curious. How old? Come on, don’t be shy. Tell me.” 
 
    Honest to god, she was a siren, her enchanting voice reaching right through my defenses.  
 
    Once again, I told her the truth. “Twenty-eight.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s not so old.” 
 
    “How old are you?” 
 
    “Twenty-two, but I’m a mature twenty-two.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t calling yourself mature actually make you immature?” 
 
    Her elbow bumped into my side. “Shut up.” 
 
    “Real mature.” 
 
    It had been what felt like forever since I’d been so relaxed with anyone, man or woman. As a member of the Cordova Cartel, I suspected anyone and everyone around me. My only friends were other members of the Cartel, and they weren’t exactly the kind of men that would sit around playing videogames.  
 
    “Now, tell me, what’s an MMO?” 
 
    “It’s an online game played in real time by real people all over the world. The abbreviation stands for Massively Multiplayer Online.” 
 
    “Sounds interesting.” 
 
    “Oh, it really is,” she said in an excited voice. 
 
    She went into a long, enthusiastic explanation of this online game called Horse Lords that she played. It was fantasy based and had evidently been around for years. The more she described the complex structure of Horse Lords, and the fact that it was a massive online game where she played with real people in tournaments for real money, the more interested I became.  
 
    “So, what server do you play on? Maybe you could show me the ropes,” I asked as she moved around next to me. 
 
    “Oh no, I’m not playing with you.” 
 
    Offended, I glared into the dark in her general direction. “Why not?” 
 
    “Because, it takes dedication to get good enough to game at my level.” She giggled and I couldn’t help but smile. “That sounded really snobby. What I’m trying to say is it takes a lot of time and effort to teach someone Horse Lords. I don’t want to waste my time with someone who may figure out two weeks from now that gaming isn’t for them after I spent twenty hours explaining everything to them. Gaming is my fun time, my down time, not my holding newbie’s hands time.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    “Mint?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Would you like a mint?” 
 
    Now that she mentioned it, my mouth was suddenly feeling as dry as the desert. “Please.” 
 
    “Here, um—I’m holding it out.” 
 
    Instead of taking it from her hand with my own, I leaned forward and found her wrist, holding it steady as I slowly, gently took the mint from between her fingers with my mouth. She froze, and a slight tremble went through her as I gave her fingertip a fleeting lick. The soft, breathy gasp that escaped her was one of the most erotic things I’d ever heard. 
 
    A bright light flashed, and we both cried out, shielding our faces as the overhead lights blazed to life. The harsh shrill of the phone ringing echoed in the enclosed space, and I fumbled for the emergency phone with bleary eyes. After being in the dark for so long, I was as blind as a mole. 
 
    “Hello,” I growled out as I finally got the receiver to my ear. 
 
    “Mr. Magnus? This is Andrew. We’re working on getting you out of there right now, but it will be a few minutes. Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. What happened?” 
 
    “A dust storm knocked out the power, and our generators failed.” 
 
    “They failed?” I growled out. “Why did they fail?” 
 
    “We’re looking into that right now, sir. Mr. Brass thinks they were sabotaged. The building has been secured, but Mr. Brass has requested that you help in the search.” 
 
    My mind raced as I went through hundreds of scenarios, each worse than the one before. “Of course.” 
 
    I hung up the phone, then turned to get my first look at Layla and I froze. 
 
    I swear, I just stood there, literally struck dumb by how beautiful she was.  
 
    She was stunning. Striking in a way that caught your eye and held your gaze. The kind of woman men fought wars over. I forgot everything as I took in her delicate features, her impossibly wide light brown eyes, the dark sweep of her long chocolate brown hair against her golden skin. Though I could only see half her profile, she had the bone structure of a goddess, and I just stared as my brain tried to take her in. A flush hit her tanned cheek as she ducked her head, her hair sliding forward to hide half her face. Her glorious eyes were locked on the floor now, and she nervously clutched Vali’s leash in both hands. 
 
    A woman as beautiful as her should have been oozing confidence, but Layla looked like my inspection made her physically uncomfortable. Her body curved in on itself, her shoulders rounding and her height decreasing as she seemed to somehow grow smaller. She turned subtly away from me until I could only see a sliver of her face and the lovely curve of her jaw. 
 
    She wasn’t dressed to impress, either. Her loose, pale pink shirt hung past her upper thighs, hiding her shape. A pair of leggings with unicorns all over them—they looked like they could have belonged to a twelve-year old—graced her curvy legs, and a pair of white sneakers with sparkly pink laces adorned her small feet. Her t-shirt had a saying printed on it, along with the picture of what looked like a surprised cartoon cougar.  
 
    An unexpected snort escaped me as I read her shirt aloud. “Stop making me laugh, I might puma pants? Really, Layla?” 
 
    She shrugged, but some of the stiffness went out of her frame. “What? It’s funny. You’re laughing.” 
 
    “Indeed, I am.” Squatting down, I held out my hand to Vali, tearing my gaze from his arresting mistress. “You’re right, he’s a big boy. He’s got to be what, close to a hundred pounds? That’s big for a lab or a pit bull. And you’re right, his overbite does make him show a hint of fang.” 
 
    With my attention diverted away from her, she relaxed more and smiled down at her dog, her hair still hiding half her face. “Yeah, he’s some kind of mutant. The organization I got him from uses shelter dogs, so your guess is as good as mine about what kind of dog he is. He’s a little overweight, but you should have seen pictures of him when he was rescued as a puppy from a junkyard. He was just skin and bones, so I may give him an extra treat, or twenty, a day.” 
 
    Vali gave me a wide, doggy smile, and I could see how someone might be intimidated by him. His teeth seemed bigger than normal, and I swore his canines looked like they belonged on a sabretooth tiger, not a dog. Combined with his almost all black coloring, and his size, I could see how people would be freaked out. But those kind of people never looked past the physical to the dog within. There was nothing but pure love and happiness shining from this dog’s eyes. He was chubby, though, there was no getting around it. A marshmallow inside and out. 
 
    “What a good boy,” I murmured as I scratched beneath his collar. This earned a grunting growl of pleasure from the dog, who then began to loudly groan in earnest as I used both hands. 
 
    “Vali.” Layla tossed her head back and laughed. “What are you doing? Stop that. I’m sorry, those are his happy noises. He’s a weirdo.” 
 
    I looked up with a smile that fell from my face. With her hair out of the way, I could see that a dark red blotch marred her cheekbone and shadowed her delicate jaw, like someone had hit her hard enough to leave a bad bruise that she’d tried to cover up with makeup.  
 
    Someone had hurt her. 
 
    Standing abruptly, I crowded her as I tried to get a better look at her face. 
 
    “Mark!” she yelled as she tried to push me back. “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    I went to hold her still so I could see her cheek better, but Vali was suddenly between us, herding me back with a growl. 
 
    The playful, loving dog from earlier was gone, and a working guard dog stood in his place. 
 
    Realizing I’d overstepped my bounds, I held my hands out to show I meant no harm. “Shit. I’m sorry. Layla, you have a mark on your face. I was trying to get a better look at it to see what happened. I was worried that you might have hit yourself in the dark and not noticed.” 
 
    Wrapping her arms around herself, she took a step back, huddled in the corner as her hair once again covered her face. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Right away, all my internal alarms went off at the pain radiating in her voice. “Who hurt you?” 
 
    Her shoulders caved in, and she leaned forward so she could hide behind the curtain of her dark hair. “I said I’m fine. Leave it alone.” 
 
    Attempting to keep my tone soothing, I tried again. “Layla, if someone hurt you, please let me know. I can help.” 
 
    “There is nothing wrong with me,” she practically growled out as Vali pressed himself into her side. 
 
    “Layla, please, I saw the bruise. I swear to you that you don’t have to be afraid. If someone is hitting you—they have no right, do you understand? No one has a right to lay their hands on you in anger. I don’t care if it’s a boyfriend—” 
 
    She quickly muttered, “It was hot in here. I got sweaty, and my makeup smeared. I’m not hurt; it’s a birthmark.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Embarrassed anger filled her voice, turning it from velvet to broken glass. “It’s a birthmark. A big port-wine stain that goes from my jaw to my forehead, okay? I wear makeup to cover it up, but I must have sweated some of it off. It’s not contagious or anything.” 
 
    “I would never think that.” I winced, knowing I’d fucked up bigtime. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass you.” 
 
    Ignoring me, she turned to face the doors and picked up a white backpack with small stuffed animals hanging from the zippers. 
 
    Vali moved between us, and I tried again. “Layla, please, I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she clipped, still not looking at me. 
 
    Feeling like an asshole, I tried to mend the breech. “I really am sorry. It’s barely noticeable.” 
 
    The harsh laughter that burst out of her startled me before she turned then pulled her hair back, revealing her face to me. “Right, hardly noticeable. I have a huge red mark that goes from my forehead down half of my face, then down my back. It is a deep red and purple color that stands out like a disgusting beacon. I constantly look like I’m walking around with a giant scab on my face. I’m ugly.” 
 
    The self-hatred, the disgust, in her voice tore at me as I stared at her in shock. How could such a beautiful woman think that about herself? Studying her up close I could see more hints now of where the birthmark was, and she was right, it was big, but it didn’t detract from her attractiveness one bit. She was still so exquisite that she took my breath away and made my cock thicken in interest. 
 
    Figured. My stupid dick had been practically dormant, but it decided now is the time to wake up. 
 
    I reached out to touch her, but she jerked back, distrust clear on her face. 
 
    “Stop,” I said, and to my surprise she did. “I’m not going to hurt you. I would never knowingly hurt you. I may stick my foot in my mouth, but I truly didn’t know. I thought you were injured, and the idea of anyone messing with someone as sweet as you makes me want to kil—kick someone’s ass. Anyone that ever told you that you were ugly was fucking blind. You are beautiful.” 
 
    “You don’t have to lie to me.” 
 
    “Look at me, Layla. Do I look like I’m lying to you?” 
 
    I held her eyes as she searched my face, willing her to see that I meant it. Whatever she saw there had her shuffling her feet a little bit as she looked down and let her hair slide forward. It was such a young, almost childlike gesture, and it made her appear all the more vulnerable. Everything inside of me called out to protect her, and the strength of my feelings for this stranger scared me.  
 
    “You think this mask you see is beautiful, but it’s not real.” 
 
    “No, I think you’re beautiful.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t, you just think you do. It’s all a big lie.” She took a shaky breath. “Look, I’m sorry I yelled at you. I—I have some…issues.” She gestured to the hidden side of her face. “With this. There was…my birth mother…Well, let’s just say I tend to assume the worst about people seeing me without my armor. That’s what my therapist calls my makeup—armor.” 
 
    Her breathing had begun to pick up, and Vali gave her a look that was at once alert and concerned. I stood there, helpless for a moment, torn about what to do. When she trembled, it broke my indecision. I slowly gave her a hug, giving her ample opportunity to stop me. Instead of pushing me away, she cuddled into my embrace like we’d done it a million times. The top of her head came up just under my chin, and I was surprised at how small she felt. She had curves, but most of her body was petite.  
 
    And soft.  
 
    Forcing my thoughts onto a different tract, trying to ignore how full her breasts were, I racked my brain for something to say to make her feel better. 
 
    We both startled when the elevator began to move. She didn’t say anything as she stepped out of my arms, dabbing at her face with the edge of her t-shirt, momentarily revealing a slice of her pale, slightly pudgy stomach. There was something so fucking sexy about the soft curve of a woman’s belly, that little pooch that so many women claimed to hate, but I loved. Though thin was in, my tastes had always run toward women who didn’t have hip bones sticking out sharp enough to cut me. My gaze fixated on that glimpse of skin before she dropped her shirt back in place. 
 
    The doors to the first floor slid open, and Layla took two quick steps back, slamming into my chest with a choked off gasp. 
 
    “Layla, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Agoraphobic…” she whispered. “I’m agoraphobic. Too many people. I can’t—I can’t breathe.” 
 
    Shit, of course. She’d mentioned something about it when I was freaking out in the elevator, convinced I was being buried alive. And Vali wore a red service dog vest with all the right patches to show he’d been certified. He gave a worried whine and blocked off the doorway with his body. 
 
    Outside of the elevator, a large group of people milled about near the closed front doors, including several of the building’s security guys. Two stationed just outside the elevator started to immediately press their way in, and Layla let out a frightened whimper. Vali didn’t react, but he did move to stand directly in front of Layla in a way that let anyone with half a brain in their head know to approach with caution. Our security guards weren’t stupid, so when they saw the massive black dog, they both froze with one foot inside the elevator. 
 
    They gave Layla and Vali a suspicious look. She practically crawled inside my arms as the sound of the lobby crashed over us in a wave. 
 
    Her breathing began to pick up, and Vali gave out a soft whine as I yelled, “Back the fuck up. You’re crowding her.” 
 
    “Please,” Layla whispered. “Please, if you get me out of here…if you get me out of here, I’ll teach you how to play Horse Lords. Please…help me. Please.” 
 
    Her normally husky voice was a shade of itself, the whisper of a terrified child. It pulled directly at my gut, summoning a fierce need to keep this woman safe. To protect her from anything that made her this scared. She was as tormented by her fears as I was by mine, and now it was my turn to be strong for her. 
 
    “I’ll hold you to that,” I muttered while tucking her into my side. I maneuvered Vali, so he stood next to her. “Just follow me.” 
 
    I stepped forward, but she was a dead weight at my back. When I turned around, I found her completely hidden by her long, dark hair, her entire body curved into herself as if she expected a blow. Arms crossed over her midsection, protecting her vital organs, head tucked into her chest to guard her throat. Vali stood between us, but he wasn’t looking at me. He studied his mistress.  
 
    When he did glance at me, his worried look clearly said, “Do something, human. Fix this.” 
 
    One of my men started to approach us, but I held up my hand. “Clear a path to the doors for me.” 
 
    “Sir, it’s packed with people out here—” 
 
    “I said clear a path!” 
 
    Normally, I never raised my voice or showed much emotion, so my volume had the intended effect.  We left the elevator, approaching the big group of people all trying to get out six blocked doors. A ragged trail opened before us as my men pushed people back, providing us a narrow pathway across the massive glass and stone foyer of the Cordova building. Clearly unhappy people dressed in everything from doctor’s scrubs to ten-thousand-dollar suits milled about. They gave us cutting looks as we plowed our way through, my security not giving a shit who stood in our way.  
 
    A few times we were bumped hard enough to ricochet off the people next to us, but I managed to keep us on our feet. 
 
    Despite the interruptions, we made good time to the front doors despite the mass of surly people.  
 
    I was grateful for that, because Layla wasn’t doing so well. 
 
    Pressed so close to me that she reminded me of a baby bear clinging to a tree, I practically carried her as she trembled. Her heart thumped so hard against her ribs, I feared she might pass out. The complaints rose in volume behind us as a door opened and we were ushered through, out into the fragrant night air.  
 
    I swear, it was like stepping into a different world. 
 
    Yeah, car horns blared as traffic inched down the street, and there were people everywhere despite the late hour, but it was sure as fuck better than inside the Cordova Building. Soon enough, I’d have to head back in and help Leo organize that mess, but right then, I relished being someplace that didn’t stink like four-hundred people locked inside a building that hadn’t had air conditioning for a few hours.  
 
    The sun had set long ago, and streetlights illuminated the massive cement planters filled with bright pink flowering shrubs that lined the sidewalks.  
 
    I looked down, expecting to see Layla’s dark eyes staring up into my own, but all I saw was her curtain of hair.  
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    No response, and she continued to cling onto me so tightly, I couldn’t have pried her off if I tried. 
 
    I brushed her hair back and lifted her chin so I could get her to meet my gaze. 
 
    Jesus, she had pretty much checked out of reality. When she said she was agoraphobic, I didn’t know it made her go into a fugue state. Her blank gaze reminded me of the thousand yard stare dead people get. That empty look chilled me and I swallowed hard, trying to figure out how I could bring the life back to her eyes. 
 
    Vali nudged at her hand, and her fingers twitched as she continued to stare back at me. More makeup had smeared off her cheek, but I purposely kept my gaze off her birthmark. She was obviously extremely sensitive about it, and I didn’t want to do anything to cause her anymore distress. 
 
    She needed me in a way I couldn’t help but respond to. 
 
    I took an experimental step forward, and she willingly followed me as I walked us over to a set of benches beneath a row of enormous palm trees. In the indirect, golden glow of the garden lights, I slowly brushed Layla’s silky hair back from her face, but she kept her eyes focused firmly on her lap. Vali nudged his way under her arm then nuzzled his face against her belly. Her hand twitched, then she buried it in his fur and held on tight. 
 
    Taking that as a good sign, I said, “We’re outside now. No one is around us. Just you, me, and Vali. You’re safe. I’ve got you.” 
 
    Moving slowly, I cupped her cheek and rubbed my thumb slowly over her lips. “Layla, baby girl, come back to me.” 
 
    She didn’t say anything, and Vali began to lick her hand. 
 
    Taking a cue from him, I took her other hand in my own and began to gently press my nails into her palm. It wasn’t the first time I’ve dealt with someone in shock. It happened quite frequently with those who had to deal with my boss. Leo could be a scary fucker—he was a scary fucker—so having people lose their shit while dealing with him was a fairly common occurrence. 
 
    Only I was never as gentle with our business associates as I was with Layla. I talked to her in a low, easy voice, discussing some of my happiest memories. Things I hadn’t allowed myself to think about in years. A bittersweet ache filled my heart as I reminisced about my grandparent’s farm, my first horse. The first dog I’d ever trained. 
 
    I held her hand in one of my own, and I scratched Vali with the other. “I used to train dogs with Gracie my…my late wife. She passed away three years ago. After she was gone, I-I couldn’t do it without her. I couldn’t stay in Michigan anymore. Came out here for a fresh start, a chance to find peace.” 
 
    Saying those words aloud had me struggling, but I was happily surprised when Layla said in a rough voice, “I’m so sorry for your pain.” 
 
    “You’re back.” 
 
    She winced, and said in an embarrassed voice, “Yeah. I’m back. How long was I…gone for?” 
 
    “Not long. What’s the last thing you remember?” 
 
    “We were in the elevator, and then those creepy guys in dark suits were there…” She shivered. “Did I talk?” 
 
    “No, you didn’t say anything.” 
 
    Her hands relaxed in mine. “Good, good.” 
 
    “Well, you did say one thing. You promised to teach me how to play your game.” 
 
    A hint of a tired smile curved her lush mouth. “I said that?” 
 
    “Yep. You told me, if I got you out of there, you’d teach me to play Horse Lords. And I’m gonna hold you to it.” 
 
    “You really, really want to learn? It’s not easy, and you’re going to have to spend a lot of time doing mindless grinding.” 
 
    “Sounds fun.” 
 
    Releasing my hands, much to my dismay, she groaned. “Are you really sure you want to learn how to play? It’s a time commitment, and it’s hard. To get to my level will take you time and effort. Also, I play to win. I won’t coddle you or hold your hand through your questing. I have better things to do than play in the doodlebug fields with you.” 
 
    “Doodle Bug Fields?” 
 
    She gave me a smile that was pure evil. “You’re going to hate the Doodle Bug Fields. It’s newbie hell, but the best xp while you level up through the first tier.” 
 
    “First tier? What does that mean?” 
 
    She held up her hand as Vali lay down at our feet with a quiet huff. “Dude, it’s super complicated. It’s not an easy game to play, or master, but it’s hella-fun. You have to be smart, and you have to be able to think on your feet to enjoy it. Not everyone can hack it.” 
 
    I had to admit, I was more than a little intrigued. It had been a long time since I’d done anything fun for myself, and I was competitive. Maybe trying an online video game might not be a bad idea. It might help me relax and get out of my head a little bit. Plus…I could spend time with Layla online. I’ll admit it, fucked up quirks and all, I liked her.  
 
    And it didn’t hurt that she was so beautiful that she took my breath away.  
 
    In another life, I would have dedicated myself to sweeping her off her feet. 
 
    To finding out if her lips were as sweet as they looked. 
 
    Regret filled me as I pulled back a little, restraining my emotions. 
 
    “How far away do you live from here?” 
 
    “Not too far. About an hour and a half north, depending on traffic.” 
 
    I studied her in the dim lighting, not liking the dark circles beneath her eyes or how exhausted she appeared. “I’ll take you home.” 
 
    Right away, she shook her head. “No, you don’t have to. My car is right here, and I feel fine. Really, I’m okay. I don’t want to inconvenience you, and I can call my parents—” 
 
    I put my hand over her mouth, cutting off her protests. “I’m taking you. It’s almost midnight. If you call them now, I’m pretty sure most parents would flip out. I know mine would.” 
 
    Her lips moved in a distracting manner against my hand as she no doubt protested, but I shook my head. 
 
    “I’m taking you.” 
 
    She moved my hand, revealing a small smile. “You’re really bossy.” 
 
    “I’ve been told that before.” 
 
    “I believe it. Listen, I appreciate the offer, but I’m okay to drive. Besides, how are you going to get home after dropping me off?” 
 
    “I’ll have someone come pick me up. Where are you parked at?” 
 
    When I stood, she tilted her head so her hair slid slightly to the side, revealing a shadow of the side of her face discolored by the birthmark. “You’re really not going to let this go, are you?” 
 
    I held out my hand, a sense of almost relief filling me as she took it and stood. “Nope.” 
 
    “Fine, come on.” 
 
    While we walked to a nearby parking garage, I was well aware of the way Layla kept sneaking peeks up at me. I had yet to release her hand, and I told myself this was just because I was concerned about her. The episode seemed to have drained her, and I was glad I’d taken the initiative to see her home safely. It had been a long time since I’d allowed myself to give a shit about anyone outside of the cartel, but Layla needed me. 
 
    And I was the kind of man who liked to be needed. 
 
    It wasn’t long after Layla programed her address into the GPS that she fell asleep in the passenger seat. The SUV was a nice one, a baby blue Mercedes that was a few years old, and smelled of her strawberries and vanilla perfume. It was clean but lived in with little bits of her life strewn about. A partially opened bag with workout clothes sat open in the backseat next to Vali. He was strapped into some kind of doggy seatbelt, and also slept as we drove north.  
 
    Thank God the roads were pretty empty this time of night, because my attention wasn’t on the lane in front of me. While Layla slept, I took the opportunity to study her, to drink in her beauty. Just looking at her made me feel good, like a little sniff of cocaine lighting up my brain. I even allowed myself to reach out and slowly sift my fingers through her silky hair, torturing myself. 
 
    When the GPS announced that we approached our destination, I frowned. 
 
    The street was long, with the houses well-spaced out on good-sized lots that had to be at least an acre each. Most of the homes were nice, with tall adobe walls blocking off big backyards. Layla’s sprawling ranch style home was well kept, and I couldn’t help but smile at the large dragon statue that stood next to the stone pathway leading from the driveway to the house. It was really cool, done in a combination of wood and what looked like bronze with bright turquoise blue glass accents.  
 
    I’d never seen anything like it, so I took a moment to admire what had to be Layla’s creation. When she talked about sculpting dragons, I imagined something…smaller. This art piece had to be at least six feet tall. Next to it, a giant silver windmill made out of hundreds of different spoons spun. The way the dragon and the wind sculpture were situated, it almost appeared the dragon blew on the spoons the way a kid would blow a dandelion. 
 
    As I scanned her yard, taking in the flowering desert plants and mature palm trees, my gaze reached her neighbor’s house and I frowned. 
 
    Though it was just as big as Layla’s place, it was nowhere near as well kept. At one point, it had probably been a nice home, but neglect had hit it hard. A few windows were boarded up, and the paint on the front door had peeled off in the desert heat. Dry grass and weeds grew between the slabs of concrete that made up the driveway, and various pieces of decaying furniture sat piled up by the side of the house. The place looked like a drug addict’s crash pad, and I did not like the idea of Layla living next to a trap house. 
 
    After I turned off the SUV, I texted my guy that had followed us to wait at the curb for me. 
 
    Vali began to stir in the backseat while I gently shook Layla’s arm. 
 
    “Hey, sweetheart, we’re home.” 
 
    She roused slowly, turning her head and looking at me with confusion. Damn, she was adorable. Her eyes grew wide with fright for a moment as she stared at me, then she relaxed with a small smile. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep.” 
 
    Her voice, rougher since her nap, seemed to rub over my dick like a soft, feminine hand. 
 
    Trying to ignore the way my hardon was being pinched by my pants, I smiled at her. “No worries.” 
 
    She sat up and stretched, her surprisingly full breasts pressing against her shirt. “Oh man, I’m tired. Guess you made the right call about driving me home, huh? I probably would’ve pulled over and slept on the side of the road.” 
 
    “Never fucking do that. Do you know how unsafe that is? How easy it would be for someone to catch you unaware and hurt you? If you ever—ever—need a ride, you call me right away, understood?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at me. “Yes, Daddy.” 
 
    My dick twitched as a whole bunch of really fucking dirty fantasies exploded in my head—all revolving around this gorgeous creature calling me Daddy with her sultry fucking voice.   
 
    In another life, I might have pursued something more than friendship with Layla. 
 
    In another life, I might have tried to be the kind of man she needed. 
 
    But, in this fucked up world, being loved by me was poison. 
 
    So, while most of me wanted to tell her that next time she called me Daddy, she’d find herself on her back with her legs in the air, I resisted as she gathered up her bag. 
 
    We got out of the car together. When she rounded the hood, I handed her the keys. Following her to the front door, I smiled as I spotted more dragon sculptures hidden in the landscaping. 
 
    By the time we reached her Spanish tile front steps, Layla was yawning again. 
 
    Vali wandered off, leaving Layla and me alone. 
 
    Well, alone other than my ride waiting out in the street. 
 
    “So,” she said with a nervous giggle. “That was a hell of a day.”  
 
    Rubbing the back of my neck, I felt something inside of me waking up—something that responded to her shy smile, to the way she looked at me from beneath her lashes. “Yeah, it really was, but I’m glad it was you I got stuck on an elevator with.” 
 
    “Me to. Maybe—uh, maybe you’d like to meet up for coffee or something?” 
 
    The cool night air blew across my face. The scents of cedar and creosote filled me as I fucking wished with all my heart the world was different. 
 
    That I was different. 
 
    That I could accept a date with a pretty girl without worrying that I’d be responsible for her death. 
 
    But I couldn’t. I was tainted, the world I lived in deadly, and being with me would expose Layla to people that would happily destroy her fragile spirit. She had enough shit to deal with without me adding assassination attempts to it. No, she needed a nice, quiet guy who’d live to make her happy, give her pretty babies with big brown eyes, and wake up every day knowing what a lucky fucking bastard he was. 
 
    She deserved the best, and it wasn’t me. 
 
    “Thanks, but I’ve got a lot going on these next few weeks. Still, I meant what I said earlier. You ever need me, in any way, and I’ll be there, okay? And if I can’t, I’ll find someone who can.” 
 
    She smiled, but I could tell I’d hurt her feelings. “Yeah, sure. Well, I better get inside. Goodnight, Mark. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Night, Layla.”  
 
    She lifted her fingers to her lips and whistled. A second later, Vali bound out of the darkness, and she gave him a quick rub down before standing. She wouldn’t meet my gaze, and it physically hurt to let her turn away and go into her house. As the door shut, she never looked back. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 2 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next day 
 
    When I got the notification that someone named ‘LordDragus31’ wanted to chat with me in game, I ignored it. Being a well-known female player on my server—with a reputation for having a sexy voice—led to more than my fair share of fuckbois who wanted me to talk dirty to them. Yuck. Even yuckier, most of them were angry young teenagers with more hormones than brains who thought I should be flattered they were hitting on me. They seemed to feel that I should be honored to talk dirty to them so they could whack off to images of my in-game character.  
 
    I mean, she was a sexy bitch. Slayla, my video game alter-ego, was a tall-curvy, kick ass elf healer who was one of the top ranked player killers on the game. She was beautiful, confident, and always knew what to say. In short, she was everything I wished I was. Yes, my therapist had a thing or two to say about how much time I spent ‘being’ Slayla, but I didn’t care. Gaming got me through some dark times, and it was one of the few things I loved doing with other people. Almost all my hobbies were solo activities that I could do from my house. While gaming was also an indoor activity, at least I was interacting with real people. People pretending to be elves, trolls, and werewolves but, still…people. 
 
    I laughed as one of my guildmates, the guys that I regularly gamed with, made a joke on the video chat channel we all used. 
 
    My chat invite notification pinged again, and I frowned as I read the name. 
 
    ElevatorGuy. 
 
    My heart beat faster as I excused myself from the public chatroom and opened up a private one with ElevatorGuy. 
 
    It couldn’t be Mark. It had to be some weird coincidence. He’d made it pretty clear last night that he didn’t want to hang out with me. My last breakup had been brutal, and Mark had been the only guy in months to interest me. I normally wasn’t bold enough to make the first move, but something about him had just…clicked with me. Or at least I thought it had. When he touched me, my whole world shifted. 
 
    I sighed and twirled in my chair, remembering how good it had felt to be in his arms. 
 
    He was hot…sooooo hot, and charming, and amazing. He had absolutely no reason at all to be interested in someone as nerdy as me. Sure, he’d said he wanted to game with me, but he was probably just humoring the freaky girl who’d had a complete mental meltdown on him. Guys don’t find crazy girls attractive, trust me on that. Two of the guys I dated ghosted on me after I had little…episodes around them. 
 
    Who could blame them? I was a freak who couldn’t even go to a crowded restaurant without having a crying fit in the corner. No one could date me and have a normal life. I would never have a normal life. I’d always be the special girl that got private classes because I couldn’t handle large groups of people, the one who went grocery shopping at two in the morning to avoid crowds. The one who managed to graduate with an associate degree in art without ever stepping foot in a classroom. I was the girl you could never take to a concert or a football game, the one you’d have to marry in a private ceremony because a full-on wedding might trigger me.  
 
    I’d never have kids. Who wanted a mom who wouldn’t be able to attend their school events or take them to the park on a busy day? No matter how much I personally wanted children, I couldn’t subject an innocent child to my inner demons. 
 
    Hell, my face would probably scare my own baby. It would be cruel to give birth to a child who’d be rightly ashamed to be seen with me. I’d have to be extra vigilant about wearing makeup around their friends, so they didn’t get bullied because their mom looked like something from a horror movie.  
 
    Bullied like I’d been.  
 
    The thought depressed me, and I had to fight back tears. I was so tired of being alone. So tired of being trapped by my own mind. Some days I hated being alive and secretly wished I wasn’t. Sometimes being alive hurts. 
 
    The ping of a message dinged again, pulling me out of my morose thoughts. 
 
    When I connected to the chat, I got a blank screen with a generic ‘newbie’ avatar. “Who is this?” 
 
    After a few seconds of silence, a familiar male voice said, “Hello? Can you hear me?” 
 
    I activated my video chat and waved with a big smile. “I can hear you! Press the little icon that looks like a green camera in the top left corner.” 
 
    A second later, his image appeared on the screen, and I let out a silent gasp. 
 
    Yep, it was Mark, and he was even hotter in a pale blue tank top than he was in a suit. His dark brown hair was damp, making it appear black, and he wore a white towel around his neck. He had lots of thick, dark chest hair that peeked out of the neck of his shirt, and his shoulders were magnificently formed with defined muscle, I wanted to lick him. He had the kind of body my anatomy sculpting class would have drooled over. 
 
    My nipples grew stiff as I imagined what Mark would look like naked, casually posed before a classroom of artists trying to capture his grandeur. 
 
    I bet he was hung like a horse. 
 
    “Uh, Layla?” A confused expression deepened the lines around his pale blue eyes. “Is that you?” 
 
    For a second, I was puzzled, then I remembered I always wore my avatar in chat. Right then, he saw me through the video chat’s filter, which changed my image to that of my in-game character. It was actually kind of cool, and I loved ‘looking’ like Slayla as I talked with people. The character matched my every move and made it really appear like Slayla was real. I felt braver as her, able to talk with anyone and everyone. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s me,” I said in a high-pitched voice, then cleared my throat. “This is my character, Slayla.” 
 
    “Wow.” He gave a slow blink then said in a growly tone, “Video games have changed a lot since I last played.” 
 
    “What? On your Atari?” 
 
    “Hey, I’m not that old.”  
 
    “How old are you again?” 
 
    The side of his mouth quirked. “Older than you.” 
 
    “Well, duh, the gray hair told me that.” 
 
    His eyebrows flew up. “What? I don’t have gray hair.” 
 
    “Relax.” I grinned at his offended expression. “I was just kidding. I’m sure it’ll be at least another year before you really start getting some silver in your hair. Right now, you just have a few hints at the temples.” 
 
    “Smartass. Let me guess, you’re…twenty-two years old.” 
 
    I gaped at him. “How did you know that?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You told me on the elevator.” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” I was glad my avatar didn’t blush like I did in real life. “I kinda forgot. Hey, thanks again for—” 
 
    He held up both his hands, his biceps bunching in that distracting way again. “Don’t mention it, seriously. You helped me. I helped you. That’s what friends do, right?” 
 
    “Right.”  
 
    He slowly shook his head, but his cold silvery blue eyes warmed as he stared at what I assumed was my character’s image on the screen. “Amazing. She—you—it almost looks like a real person.” 
 
    “Cool isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s freaking uncanny.” His gaze roamed his screen and he frowned, then looked down at something to his right, then back at the screen, then to the right again. “Gotta say,” he almost muttered to himself, “That’s some sweet ass gear you have. End game stuff, right? Is it wrong to say that your cartoon has really impressive cleavage?” 
 
    I gaped at him for a moment, then smiled. “Yeah, this is endgame gear. And it’s called an avatar, not a cartoon. How did you know that about my gear?” 
 
    He gave me a grin that might be described as cheerful, something that looked odd on his almost scary looking face. While ruggedly handsome, Mark had the male version of resting bitch face—resting serial killer face. Never thought I’d be attracted to a scary guy, but there was no doubt about the erect state of my nipples. Damn he was sexy. 
 
    “I’ve been researching the game.” 
 
    “You’ve been researching it,” I said in a slightly flabbergasted voice. “Why?” 
 
    He lowered his head slightly but raised his eyes to the camera as he said, “Well, I met this really interesting woman yesterday. It wasn’t the greatest of circumstances, but I still had one of the best conversations I’ve had in a long time. She was definitely one of the coolest chicks I’ve ever met.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but giggle and hide my face behind my hands, “Stop.” 
 
    “I’m serious! She makes the most amazing art, and she’s incredibly brave. I admire her.” 
 
    “You’re making me really uncomfortable.” 
 
    “Fine, I’ll stop, but it’s all true.” He toweled his face off as he smiled. “Sorry I’m all sweaty. I just got done with a run. So, mentor of mine, where should we start? Character creation? What class do you think I should start out with? More than one? Maybe play a couple to get a feel for it? You’re a healer, so you’ll always need a tank at your side. Maybe I’ll roll a Steel Berserker. I kinda like the Viking feel of the character, but it’s a human class, so I’ll start out in the human newbie land, right? But your main is obviously an elf.” 
 
    As he talked, he continued to dry his face, then the back of his neck, his powerful biceps flexing like pure arm porn. 
 
    “Layla?” he asked, dropping the towel onto the floor next to him. “You okay?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sorry.” I cleared my throat and forced myself to focus on something other than Mark’s ridiculously good-looking body. “Right, first thing we need to do is create a character, then change your chat avatar. We need to do that ASAP.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Because you’re so sexy, you could get me pregnant just by looking at me. 
 
    “Just being safe. You have no idea the kind of weirdos that exist online.” I gave a mock shiver that wasn’t entirely fake. “There are some real psychos out there and the Internet is a strange place.” 
 
    Instantly, the brightness left his eyes, replaced by something cold and scary. “Is someone bothering you? Tell me, and I’ll take care of it.” 
 
    My heart glowed with happiness at the protective growl in his voice. “Easy, Daddy Bear, I’m okay. Nothing a little ‘block’ button can’t take care of. That’s the nice thing about gaming online. If I don’t want to see someone, poof! With a click of a button they no longer exist.” 
 
    His intensity didn’t ease up. If anything, it got worse. Which I of course found attractive. Having someone take care of me, stand up for me, protect me was kind of a ‘thing’ with me. My therapist said it was because I associated love with safety. That I yearned for a strong male figure in my life to take care of me in a way my birth father had before he passed. I didn’t totally agree with her, but I had to admit the men I’d been attracted to in the past had been protective. Some might even say over-protective to the point of being abusive, but I craved the illusion of safety having a strong man in my life gave me.  
 
    I sat back in my computer chair, trying to hide my smile. “Seriously, it’s okay. I’m not dumb. I know how to protect myself in cyberspace.” 
 
    The tension slowly left his body as he nodded. “Fine, but if someone bothers you, I want you to tell me, baby bear. Promise me you will.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “If someone gives me more shit than I can handle, I’ll let you know, Daddy Bear.” 
 
    “Promise.” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    His voice lowered slightly, that subtle growl that came out sometimes shivering along my nerves. “Now, you ready to kick some ass, Slayla?” 
 
    Laughing, I settled into my comfy chair, pausing to lean down and pet Vali. “Whoa, whoa. Slow down, cowboy. The only ass you’re going to be kicking is doodle bugs for the first couple levels.” 
 
    He groaned, and I swear if it was possible for a badass to pout, he was pouting. “Can’t you just power level me? You know, like, fast forward me through all the crap. I was reading online that you can get a high-level friend to help basically slam you through to the final tier.”  
 
    “Nope. That ‘crap’ is stuff you have to learn on your own, but I will keep other players from killing you while you lay waste to the bug population.” 
 
    “Fine,” he grumbled. “Let’s go kill some doodle bugs.” 
 
      
 
    One Year Later 
 
    I tried to keep the disappointment off my face as Mark said, “I’m sorry, but I’m going to have to cancel our plans. I have a work thing I have to do overseas. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “That’s okay,” I said with a note of false cheeriness in my voice. “I understand.” 
 
    And I did, to a point. I knew Mark worked hard, and that his job was very demanding. He’d disappear for weeks at a time, with only an email and phone call here and there to let me know he was alive. His job with the Cordova Corporation paid really well, so I understood why he worked the crazy hours that he did. It certainly afforded him a plush lifestyle. A couple times, when we’d talked, he’d been in some beautiful exotic location. Like the time we’d chatted when he was in Paris. He took me for a walk through the city, via his phone’s video camera, and I swear it felt like I was there with him. 
 
    I could see the regret in his eyes, so I tried to let my disappointment go. “Maybe we can try to meet up again when you get back?” 
 
    “Sure thing, baby bear.” 
 
      
 
    Two Years Later 
 
      
 
    My voice cracked as I said, “Let me guess, you’re canceling on me again?” 
 
    Mark rubbed his dark, silver flecked beard, something he’d grown after I mentioned I found beards sexy on men. “I’m sorry, Layla, I—” 
 
    “I know, I know. You have to do your job.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said in a tired voice, the lines around his pale eyes deeper than usual. “I’ll make it up to you, I’ll—” 
 
    Unable to stand anymore of his feeble excuses, I said, “Right. I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    After I took off my headphones and closed the chat program, I sat back in my computer chair and stared at the fairy lights strung around my computer room walls. Tears trailed down my cheeks, and I brushed them aside with a weary sigh. I should be used to the disappointment of Mark canceling on me by now, but each time it was a blow to my soul.  
 
    The worst thing in the world had to be loving someone and not having them love you back. 
 
     I’d gone through it with my mother and now with Mark. I believed he had feelings for me, that he cared about me, but for some reason he refused to act on them. We were both single, and my agoraphobia was improving by leaps and bounds. I could now go to the store at seven o’clock at night. True, it wasn’t as busy as say a Saturday morning, but there were more people there than during my old shopping time of 2 am. And I was trying to make eye contact with people, and not walk around with my shoulders hunched as if I expected a blow. At least not all the time. 
 
    I was getting better, and it frustrated me that the one man I wanted to see my improvement, that I wanted to be proud of me, kept blowing me off. Hell, did he even want to be my friend? With the way he avoided being with me physically, it made me wonder. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he had some kind of secret life that he tried to hide from me. Like a wife and kids tucked away in the suburbs. Joy, his once temporary roommate and now my friend, said that Mark didn’t have a woman or many friends in his life. And that he didn’t even really date or seem interested in anyone, male or female, outside of me. He worked, he gamed with me, and that was about it. 
 
    After what had happened to his wife, I didn’t blame him for avoiding relationships. 
 
    I’d done a little bit—okay, a lot— of snooping into his past. It didn’t take me long to find what I looked for. After all, Gracie’s death had been big news in Detroit when it happened. Gracie was a former small-town prom queen to Mark’s prom king, a drop-dead gorgeous blonde with a smile that seemed to light up a room. She married her high school sweetheart, and together they ran one of the best police dog training programs in Michigan. Her tragic, terrible, ‘accidental’ death of being burned alive was covered by the news for weeks. 
 
    Except some people didn’t think it was an accident. 
 
    Some people thought she’d been murdered as revenge for their kennel’s role in the arrest, and eventual conviction and jailing of the very corrupt Governor of Michigan and most of her staff. 
 
    Mark and his wife Gracie had been doing a demonstration with their dogs for a group of kids at the state fair. It was something they did every year, both to help the dogs they were training learn to deal with the distraction of a crowd and to foster good will with the community. Unfortunately for them, the Governor and her entourage had decided to walk by while they were in the middle of a demonstration. More than one of their dogs alerted on the Governor, and after a brief tussle in which a police dog almost got shot, it was discovered that the good Governor was carrying a large amount of cocaine in her purse, hidden in an elaborate jeweled makeup compact.  
 
    The whole thing went down in front of a news crew that just happened to be livestreaming the dog demonstration at the time. 
 
    The Governor was arrested and the FBI swooped in. Ten days later, Gracie was somehow trapped in the kennels as a mysterious electrical fire burned it to nothing but ashes. Gracie, along with all their dogs, perished. That same day, almost everyone that had been involved in the Governor’s arrest was either killed or someone they loved was murdered. It was rumored that the Governor’s husband had big-time mafia ties to the Toscano mafia, and the mafia was making it known that they didn’t like people fucking with their operation. According to a couple conspiracy theory websites, losing a Governor that the mafia owned was a big blow to their organization. It made them look weak, like they couldn’t protect their people. If they wanted to keep their place in the criminal world, they had to do a show of force. 
 
    So, the Toscano mafia sent a deadly message about what happens when you fuck with them. 
 
    In all, seven police officers, two sheriffs, and twenty-eight civilians all died on that bloody day. The only reason Mark escaped was because he was at a last-minute ballgame with his dad, who’d won the tickets on the radio.  
 
    I could not imagine the agony Mark went through that day. Tears burned my eyes as my heart ached for the pain Mark endured. I’d found a picture of him in an old online article, and the sight of him bent over at the waist, clearly sobbing on his wife’s closed coffin, had destroyed me. 
 
    So yeah, I understood his reluctance to love someone new. 
 
    And I was empathetic to his feelings, up to a point. 
 
    Three years is a long, long time to wait for a man to see you as something more than a friend. 
 
    Part of me wanted to cut him out of my life. He kept sending me mixed signals, and it drove me bonkers. One minute he’d be looking at me—well, at my video image—like he couldn’t get enough of me. The next, he’d be closed off and distant, then a day later, he’d be back to his usual, charming self. Plus, he told me all the time how beautiful I was, would sincerely compliment me on my clothing and hair. He flirted with me in a sensual way that left me with uncomfortably wet panties more than once. 
 
    At least, I think he flirted with me.  
 
    I could be just deluding myself, wanting to see something that obviously wasn’t there. 
 
    Spinning my chair around with my foot, I watched the fairy lights on my ceiling blur into golden trails of light.  
 
    Without a doubt, he was my best friend, and I liked to think that I was his. The days that he was home from work, he talked to me every chance he got, and he always seemed to be genuinely interested in what I had to say. Next to my parents, he was my biggest cheerleader, encouraging me when I needed it and always believing in me. It was Mark who introduced me to a famous Hollywood star who commissioned a dragon from me—a dragon that ended up being used in a bunch of photos of him when he won the sexiest man alive award from that popular magazine.  
 
    My inbox exploded the next day with orders, and I now found myself very, very wealthy. 
 
    Tapping my foot on the edge of my desk, I sent myself slowly spinning again. 
 
    I was overwhelmed by the response at first, but Mark was the one who got me a virtual assistant to help me with my work and guard me against assholes. Delores, my assistant, was amazing and, even though we’d never met, I considered her a great friend. Sure, she was forty years older than me, but she had a dry sense of humor that I adored. And she could be quite the pit bull for an old lady. She kept me safe and looked out for my best interest in the business world, which made her invaluable to me.  
 
    Back when I struggled with my newfound fame and wealth, Mark was the one who suggested I do some good with it. Give back to the world. With his and Delores’ help, I became heavily involved with a non-profit named A Kid’s Best Friend which supplied service dogs to foster kids in need. 
 
    I know how incredibly lucky I had been to be adopted by people affluent enough to afford a service dog. It’s all too easy for me to imagine what my life would have been like if I’d been thrown into the foster system at ten years old after being taken away from my mother. Sometimes, I think it was only because my case was so high profile and got so much media attention that I was placed with Pat and Jan, who I considered my mom and dad. They may not have been responsible for my DNA, but they’d been the best parents any kid could ask for. Even though they got me when I was a super messed up, they’d gone above and beyond to make sure I knew I was loved. 
 
    And my parents adored Mark.  
 
    They visited often enough that they’d seen me chatting with Mark. He’d even met with them once without telling me. That still hurt. He could make time to meet my mom and dad, but not me. My mother thought he was devastatingly handsome in a wicked way, while my dad was a little more standoffish. At least at first. After they had coffee together, my dad liked Mark enough to invite him to play fantasy football with him—a big thing in my dad’s world. 
 
    I let my foot drag along the floor, slowing my chair to a stop. My gaze drifted over my shelves of Japanese anime stuffed animals and I played with the teddy bear charm necklace I almost always wore. Mark had it specially made for me this last Christmas, and I knew that the two carat chocolate diamonds making up the circles of its head and body were real. It was an expensive gift to give a friend and had raised my hopes that he thought of me as ‘more.’  
 
    That wasn’t all he’d bought me. Over the course of our friendship, Mark had given me over two dozen stuffed animals from my favorite adult animated cartoon. They were next to impossible to get, sold out everywhere that Christmas season. Somehow, though, Mark had managed to not only get me the complete collection, he also got one of the illustrators of the series the stuffed animals were from to sign a collector’s edition book for me. It was an amazing gift, but Mark always spoiled me with presents. 
 
    He never judged me for my admittedly uber girly and childish tastes. While some people might have turned their nose up at my love of anime and comics, Mark embraced my interests and started reading some of the same series I did. He didn’t even care that I wore a lot of pink and had an obsession with anything that sparkled. In fact, he’d bought me the amazing crystal lamp that sat in the corner of my office. It spun, glittered like a million diamonds, and changed color. 
 
    It was awesome. 
 
    When I was feeling down, or being grumpy, or just plain depressed he’d always find some way to make me smile. It could be as simple as a bag of cotton candy that he knew I loved, or as elaborate as the diamond teddy bear charm that he’d given me. I know it had to cost bank, but he’d shrugged it off, said it reminded him of his baby bear, and I not-so-secretly loved it. 
 
    Toying with the charm, I sighed. 
 
    Maybe he just needs a little more time. 
 
    But how long was I willing to wait? 
 
      
 
    Two months later 
 
    Okay, I was going to do it. 
 
    Right after this shot. 
 
    Little liquid courage never hurt anyone. 
 
    The mango flavored vodka—not my first choice, but all I had in the house—slid down my throat like fire, and I swallowed hard as saliva filled my mouth. 
 
    Slamming the shot glass on my computer desk, I glanced at the little icon in the corner of a big old grizzly bear. 
 
    That was the image I’d chosen for Mark’s chat avatar. 
 
    Because he was my Daddy Bear. 
 
    It was about time he admitted it. 
 
    I’d had a long talk with Hannah and Joy, two amazing women who were friends with both myself and Mark. They told me I needed to lay it on the line with him. To go after what I wanted. 
 
    I’d given him eight weeks to fix things between us, eight weeks to take the initiative and invite me for once. I stupidly believed that, because Mark was so dominant, he needed to be the one to make the first move. So, I’d dropped hints that all he had to do was ask me, that I wanted to go to various places, but didn’t want to go alone. Not once did he suggest he could take me anywhere. I knew I was being obvious about hinting for a date, but either he was oblivious or he pretended not to notice. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I tried to push back the hollow, empty feeling that overcame me when I thought too much about Mark. 
 
    I ached for him. Ached for his touch, ached to be held in his arms, ached for a kiss. I was a healthy young woman who hadn’t been laid in far too long, and I had needs just like anyone else. Needs Mark was probably getting filled elsewhere. I wasn’t stupid—a man as sexual and commanding as Mark had to attract women everywhere he went. He just had this…aura about him.  
 
    I burped, grimacing at the taste of alcohol fumes. 
 
    I tried to date other men a couple times in the beginning of our…whatever the hell was going on between us. Mark acted jealous, not that he had much to be jealous of. Neither relationship ended up working out, and I found myself once again alone. When each relationship crashed and burned, Mark would be there for me. He’d dote on me and spoil me with compliments, make me feel pampered and cherished, before vanishing once again for whatever business came up. 
 
    Hot, cold. 
 
    On, off. 
 
    I was tired of riding the merry-go-round of his emotions. 
 
    For once, I would confront him and find out if there was any hope for us. 
 
    My heart ached as I imagined how good of a life we could have together. How nice it would be just to feel his hand in mine. What it would be like to submit to my Daddy Bear. A wash of heat went through me that had nothing to do with the booze in my belly. No, this heat was desire so thick, I found myself masturbating at least twice a day to rid myself of my tension.  
 
    Dreaming of Mark doing all kinds of wonderfully naughty things to me. 
 
    I stood up and moved over to my bookshelf, running my fingers along the brightly colored spines of various anime and graphic novels.  
 
    My fingernails, painted a sparkly pink with blue polka dots, paused on the title The Lord and His Mercy. It was an amazing steampunk graphic novel about a dominant old-fashioned English Lord—who solved crimes using his amazing inventions—and his assistant, Mercy, who was also his sub. Actually, she was his little girl—and I don’t mean that in a familial way. Mercy, a fully-grown adult woman, liked to play the role of a naïve young lady. She dressed up in uber frilly Victorian costumes, always paired with a latex corset, and looked like a doll with her big eyes and rosebud mouth. The effect was extremely erotic to me, as was the dynamic between the Lord and Mercy.  
 
    Out in the world, they were partners fighting crime, but behind closed doors, he demanded her complete submission and obedience. He’d dress her in these amazing fetish outfits, somehow made all the more obscene by her sweet, innocent looks. Images from the novel flashed through my mind—clamps on rosy pink nipples, a thick cock stretching her lush, little mouth. 
 
    It was one of the hottest things I’d ever read, and the illustrations were both graphic and painfully erotic. 
 
    A week ago, I’d sent Mark a copy and suggested he read it while he was in Miami. 
 
    I told him it was one of my favorite series. 
 
    Today, he finally returned home, and I was awaiting his call. 
 
    The butterflies in my stomach furiously beat their wings as I heard the familiar chime alerting me that ‘Daddy Bear’—as I’d labeled him on my computer—wanted to chat. 
 
    This was it. There could be no misunderstanding the message I sent when I recommended The Lord and His Mercy to Mark. It was pretty much BDSM fetish porn with a really good plot. For sure not something you’d send someone who you considered just a friend. I’d hinted my interest in BDSM to him before, in a joking manner, and he’d hinted back that he was into it. At least, I think he did. Once again, it was hard to say what was real and what my heart hoped to hear with Mark. 
 
    For better or worse, at least I’d finally know if I had a chance. 
 
    My heart began to pound, and I tried to remember the advice Hannah and Joy had given me. Be direct, tell him how I felt, and put it out there. I deserved better than being strung along. I deserved to know where I stood with Mark. All their guidance, which had sounded so good a few minutes ago as I mentally replayed it, suddenly seemed to be nothing but nonsense. 
 
    A small part of me, the part that hated confrontation, told me not to answer his call. Maybe I could pretend that I had no idea about the email with the book. I must have been hacked. 
 
    The alcohol I’d consumed warmed my blood as I snorted. 
 
    Yeah, someone hacked my email in order to send him high end smut. 
 
    Right. 
 
    The chime came again, and I took another step closer. 
 
    I was doing it. I was going after what I wanted. I was being brave and strong. 
 
    I was going to puke. 
 
    Taking a seat in my wide, comfy white leather computer chair, I opened the video chat with Mark and pasted on a fake smile. 
 
    “Hi, how was your trip?” 
 
    Leaning forward on his elbows, his normally silvery blue eyes had darkened to a color closer to denim. “Terrible.” 
 
    Alarmed, I scanned his face and body, looking for signs of injury. He’d come back from his business trips hurt more than once, but I didn’t see anything wrong with him this time. I guess being a bodyguard was dangerous profession, especially when the company you work for is rumored to have cartel ties. Then again, every business in the world was rumored to have organized crime ties, so I wasn’t surprised. Everyone knew the crime lords had just as much power as the politicians, more in some cases.  
 
    He wore a pale blue button-down shirt that stretched tight over his broad shoulders, the sleeves rolled up revealing his thick forearms dusted with dark hair. The silver in his beard glinted as he said nothing, just tilting his head slightly as he stared at me. But his pale eyes weren’t cold, no, they scorched me to the soul as he stared and held my gaze, making me freeze in space. 
 
    I know some people might laugh, but I swore I could feel Mark’s strength through the screen of my computer. It wrapped around me like beloved arms, holding me tight, making me his. He did this sometimes, stared at me like he wanted to consume me, and it always left me breathless. 
 
    But…as usual…all he did was stare. 
 
    It took a lot, but I managed to break the hold of his gaze, focusing on the background of his living room as I said, “Have any fun in Miami?” 
 
    “Layla,” he said in a low growl and I tensed. “Why did you send me that book?” 
 
    “I…I thought you would like it.” 
 
    All my intentions of being brave and bold flew out the window as I all but quivered in my computer chair. 
 
    I darted a glance at his face, and my heart fell at his tortured expression.  
 
    “Layla, that’s not appropriate.” 
 
    Out of all his possible responses, it never occurred to me that he’d say that. “What?” 
 
    “You, sending me something like that. It’s not appropriate.” 
 
    “But…I thought…we’ve talked about that kind of thing in the past.” 
 
    His lips thinned, and his bearded jaw shifted into a familiar position of irritation. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t send me anything else like that book. We’re just friends.” 
 
    There it was. The final bullet to my heart. 
 
    A phrase I’d heard over and over again. 
 
    Guys liked me, were attracted to the fake-pretty package I presented to the world. When I wore my makeup, I knew people found me attractive. Pretty enough that they could ignore my little eccentricities. Guys usually split once they realized my small ‘quirks’ were actually pretty big, and that my beauty was just a mask. Literally. Then I became an object of pity—the nice girl they saw as a sister, not the hot bitch they’d initially wanted to fuck.  
 
    I saw that pity in Mark’s expressive eyes, and my world crashed and burned. 
 
    The man I’d idolized, the man I’d convinced myself was worth taking a chance on, had flat out rejected me. 
 
    My stupid mouth opened without my permission, and I practically whimpered, “But I thought you liked me.” 
 
    “I do like you. You’re my best friend.” Looking down at his folded hands, he said gently, “But there will never be anything more than friendship between us, Layla. And you need to stop trying to meet with me. I can’t be seen with you.” 
 
    “I-I…” To my horror, tears spilled down my cheeks, and Mark made a pained noise. “I have to go.” 
 
    After quickly disconnecting and ripping off my mic and headphones, I flew to the nearest bathroom and was sick. My stomach heaved as the pain of his rejection tore at me, reopening old wounds. Vali, my sweet amazing guy, whined as he licked my arm where it was wrapped around the rim of the toilet. After cleaning up and rinsing the vile taste of booze and stomach acid out of my mouth, I stumbled into my bedroom and grabbed one of my pillows. Throwing myself on the bed, I let the sobs I’d been holding back burst free. 
 
    I can’t be seen with you. 
 
    His words haunted me, and my self-loathing used them as a way to sneak back into my mind. To escape the mental box, I’d locked it away in with the help of my therapist. I have some major issues with men and my birthmark. My first boyfriend wouldn’t leave the house with me unless I wore makeup. My second lost his erection if the lights weren’t off and he had to see the way my birthmark spread down my back. My third never even saw me without my makeup over the six months we dated. He had no idea I even had a birthmark until he stopped by unannounced one day.  
 
    The grimace of revolted disgust on his face when he got a good look at the monster under the mask still haunts me. 
 
    I understood Mark’s aversion. I was ugly, and he’d seen me without my makeup, so he knew just how hideous I really was. He knew that walking down the street with me would make him part of the freak show, that people would point and stare everywhere we went. I couldn’t blame him for not wanting to subject himself to the harassment I’d endured.  
 
    Kids could be very cruel. Once, when I was thirteen, a group of girls had thrown mud at me, claiming to give me a facial to get rid of my port-wine stain. There’d been a stone in one of the clumps of dirt that had cut my head open. When I’d been transported to the hospital, I had to endure the humiliation of explaining to a nurse that the mark on my face wasn’t an injury, just part of my face. 
 
    While kids could be cruel, adults could be worse. Either out of ignorance or malice, I’d had more than one asshole stare and whisper about me, obviously pointing while making disgusted faces. Things got better once I started wearing makeup to cover it, but I’ll never forget what it feels like to be gawked at like an animal in a zoo. Or a monster in a cage. 
 
    Stupid me thought Mark might be different. That he really did mean it when he said I was beautiful. That he did think I was smart, funny, and charming. And when he looked at me without my makeup on during our video chats, I thought for sure I’d seen no judgement on his face. No hidden revulsion in his expression. Now I knew he lied, and it hurt. I trusted him with my heart, and knowing how fragile it was, he crushed it anyway. 
 
    Curling up around Vali, I cried myself to sleep, vowing to myself that I’d never speak to Mark again.  
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six weeks later 
 
    Leo took a seat next to me on the massive dark brown couch in his den. Exhaustion deepened the lines in his forehead. “Caroline was asking about you again. She was disappointed you didn’t return her calls.” 
 
    “She’s called one of my burner phones over a hundred times this week.” I groaned and rubbed the back of my stiff neck. “And I still have no idea how she got my number.” 
 
    Caroline was the spoiled daughter of the very powerful and corrupt mayor of Phoenix, Sean Murphy. She was beautiful, arrogant, and fucking crazy. And she seemed to be fixated on me for some reason. I knew her reputation for being a girlfriend from hell, and I wanted no part of her drama. No matter how good looking she might be, in a blonde cheerleader way, I kept our interactions strictly professional, much to her disappointment.  
 
    It would be a lot easier to avoid her if Diego wasn’t interested in her half-sister, Selena. He allegedly dated Selena in high school, but she wanted absolutely nothing to do with him now. I didn’t know the backstory on them, but what I did know was I saw Caroline, along with Selena, at nearly every public function Diego attended. Since Leo had asked me to take over Diego’s protection detail for a couple months, I was stuck dealing with her wandering hands and coy looks. 
 
    Her determination to get me in her bed amused Leo at first, but over time, he found her almost as irritating as I did. “Maybe I should have a word with Diego.” 
 
    I snorted. “Like that’s going to do any good? The only thing he thinks about anymore is Selena. Don’t worry, I can handle Caroline. I ignore her, she goes away. Simple.” 
 
    Leo grimaced. “I don’t think it’ll be that easy. There’s something about her…” His dark gaze grew distant as his thoughts turned inward. “Like recognizes like. Caroline, despite her rather convincing act, isn’t the flighty socialite she pretends to be. There’s something fucked up going inside her head. The way she keeps popping up at places she thinks you’re going to be is starting to make the back of my neck itch. What if she shows up at the charity ball next week for the new sculpture garden at the hospital? What if your…baby bear is there? She’s got more than a few pieces in the hospital’s sculpture garden.” 
 
    “Layla won’t be there.” 
 
    “Really? Would be a great place for Layla to try and get new, rich sponsors for the service dogs for foster kids program she volunteers with.” 
 
    “How do you know about that?” 
 
    His lips firmed, and he gave me a look like he thought I was a dipshit.  
 
    Right, because Leo knows everything about everyone. 
 
    I frowned and rubbed my face, cursing the day Leo had decided he liked Layla. His curiosity had been piqued when I asked for a full background check on her after our time together in the elevator. Initially, he’d assumed my interest in her was because I suspected Layla of being involved with the power outage situation. Due to that, when the report came in, he read it first, looking for anything suspicious.  
 
    What he found was bad. 
 
    So bad he at first refused to give me her file. He knew by this point that my curiosity wasn’t professional. He also knew what my reaction would be when I found out the truth. Before he would reveal anything to me, he got me too drunk to stand. 
 
    Once I finally got my hands on the report and learned about her past, I understood why. 
 
    While it didn’t contain all the details, the report gave a clinical account of a sweet little girl who’d been abused, neglected, and almost burned to death. At the age of nine, Layla was removed from her mother’s tender care—so malnourished she was the size of your average six-year-old. 
 
    When Layla was five, her long-distance trucker father died in an accident, and Layla’s mother Marci—a beautiful woman by all accounts—moved them to a remote cabin in Montana. Everyone thought Marci had gone there to start a new life with her young daughter. What no one back home knew was Marci did indeed start a new life—one without her daughter. Layla was locked inside that isolated four-room cabin, with bars on its windows and spotty electricity, for almost five years. During that time, Layla’s mother would come by once or twice a week with supplies and would only occasionally spend the night.  
 
    Other than that…Layla was alone. 
 
    And Layla’s mother made sure she’d never try to escape. She convinced the little girl terrible things would happen if she ever left the cabin. Horrible threats that she backed up by hurting her own child. Marci played mind games with the little girl until she didn’t know up from down. One day, she’d left the door open on purpose to see what Layla would do. When the little girl wandered out, Layla’s mother shot her in the leg with a pellet gun, but she’d convinced Layla it was an assassin sent to kill her. From then on, Marci set bear traps in front of the door and under the windows to ‘Keep the bad guys from getting in and killing Layla.’ Meanwhile, she constantly tore down the little girl’s self-esteem, calling her an ugly monster that no one could ever love. 
 
    Throughout all of it, Layla’s mother lived a separate life in a nearby town. She worked at the local bank and was engaged to a doctor who had a huge house on a lake and spoiled the hell out of her. He’d been told that Layla died in the same accident that claimed her father. Imagine his surprise when the police showed up at his door to arrest his fiancée on a huge list of abuse charges.  
 
    A lightning strike is what ended up saving Layla, though it very nearly killed her as well. It started a fire and the forest rangers went out to check all the cabins in the path of the blaze. When they found Layla, she’d been nearly catatonic with fear, certain they were the bad guys her mother had always warned her about. She honestly believed that her rescuers were the ones that were going to torture, rape, and kill her, even as the forest fire glowed bright on the nearby horizon.  
 
    To say that Layla had some issues resulting from her childhood trauma was an understatement.  
 
    Weirdly, it seemed like Leo admired Layla because of everything she’d been through. He displayed almost a paternal pride in her. By being a survivor, even damaged, she’d proven a strength of spirit that few possessed. Most people thought Leo was a pure sociopath, but that wasn’t true. He could feel compassion and empathy, he just usually didn’t. It was a rare person to stir those sensations in him, but Layla was just one of those women that men like myself and Leo were drawn to protect. We were surrounded by so much filth that we recognized what a fragile gift a loving spirit was in this world.  
 
    And Layla had so much love to give despite—or maybe because of—her past. She wanted to help others dealing with their mental demons and didn’t let her agoraphobia stop her. She volunteered at the same pediatric hospital where a lot of her art was displayed, working with the kids on various art projects. She was also very involved in a program that gave service dogs to foster kids called A Kid’s Best Friend, something she was extremely passionate about. Layla credited a huge part of her recovery to the unconditional love and support she got from Vali. With as impassioned as she was about the project, I shouldn’t be surprised that she’d be willing to battle her personal demons in order to get more donors for her chosen charity. 
 
    Still, it fucking stung that she hadn’t even mentioned going to me. Not that she was talking to me much. In fact, she was downright avoiding me, and I didn’t fucking like it one bit. 
 
    “Layla didn’t say anything about going to the ball to me.” 
 
    “Why would she? According to Hannah, Layla’s done with you.” 
 
    As if having Leo looking out for Layla wasn’t bad enough, his wife Hannah and her best-friend Joy had also fallen in love with my baby bear. Not that I could blame them. Once Layla opened up and got to know someone, they soon realized what a treasure she was. Her voice alone could slay a man, and I missed it desperately. 
 
     “She’s not done with me.” 
 
    “From what she told Hannah, she is, and I don’t fucking blame her. You shot her down, hard.” Leo gave me a disgusted look. “Told her you only saw her as a friend. I still can’t believe you’re pulling this ‘just friends’ bullshit with her.” 
 
    “I’m not trying to play games with her.” I swallowed back the familiar feelings of guilt and the bitter taste of shame. “You know why I can’t be with her. You know how much I’d fuck up her life. She deserves someone who is only going to bring her happiness, not more troubles. She’s too fragile for our world.” 
 
    “You’re so full of shit. She manages her agoraphobia like a fucking warrior. She fights, every day, against her irrational fears. You give into them. You can spout off all you want about how you just want to keep her safe, but the truth is you fear that you won’t be able to keep her safe. That she’ll die like Gracie.” 
 
    I was up in an instant, my fist flying at Leo’s jaw as I snarled at him, “Don’t you fucking say her name!” 
 
    Before I could make contact, that scary-fast bastard had my shirt and tossed me over the back of the couch. I hit the bookshelf with a loud grunt, my back absorbing the blow and knocking the wind from me. A second later, something crashed to the floor, and Leo roared with anger. 
 
    “You stupid fuck! You broke the frame for the ultrasound!” 
 
    The next instant, Leo was on me, punching me across the jaw while I jabbed him in the kidney. “Fuck you!” 
 
    We went at it, cursing and flipping each other, getting in kicks and blows. My adrenaline was roaring, so when a bucket of ice-cold water poured over my head, my body realized it before my brain. The shock had me sucking in a huge breath as my nervous system was stunned by the ice now sliding down the collar of my shirt. Leo was similarly drenched, the ice water mixing with the blood dripping from his nose. 
 
    A moment later, an empty blue bucket bonked comically off of Leo’s head as Hannah snarled, “You almost woke up the baby, you idiots!” 
 
    Instantly contrite, Leo held up his hands and walked toward his fuming wife. Despite having an eight-month-old little girl, Hannah’s body was still slender, and she looked positively fragile compared to her hulking, Neanderthal husband. Her long black hair was back in a ponytail, and Honey—their tan and white pit bull—sat at her side. Her normally pretty face was pulled into a scowl as she held her sweatshirt-clad arm out and pointed at us. 
 
    “No, stop right there. You’re covered in blood and dripping all over the carpets. Do you know how sick our maid is of cleaning blood out of these oriental carpets? I mean, seriously, Leo, can’t you fight outside where at least we can hose down the concrete instead of scrubbing wool?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Leo said in a warm, rumbly voice. 
 
    Hannah visibly softened, but she tried to hold onto her frown as she turned to me. “And you. Don’t think I didn’t hear what you two were yelling about. I hate to break it to you, Mark, but Layla is tired of waiting around for you to pull your head out of your ass. She’s going to the charity ball, and we’re going to help her find a guy.” 
 
    “No one,” I growled as I poked at my ribs, wondering if Leo broke one, “is setting Layla up with anyone.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, we are.” Hannah smirked at me as Honey gave us all a huff and left the room. “Layla is tired of being alone. Is tired of setting her hopes on a guy who will never, ever give her what she needs. She wants a family, Mark. She wants someone to go to bed with at night and wake up next to in the morning. She deserves all that and more. Can you honestly ever picture yourself giving her the life she deserves?” 
 
    The thing was, I could picture myself having that life with Layla. She was my best friend, my confidant, the one person I wanted to talk to first thing in the morning and last thing I thought about at night. I loved her, but I couldn’t have her getting wrapped up in my world. 
 
    I held Hannah’s gaze, letting her know how serious I was. “Being with me would get her killed, Hannah. You know this.” 
 
    She flapped her hands at me and made a disgusted face. “She could die slipping in the tub tomorrow morning. Don’t give me that bull. You don’t really want her. You like stringing her along, you like the fact that she’s completely head over heels for you, but you don’t want to deal with the actual work of a relationship. I get it. And, you know what? Layla’s starting to get it as well. She’s done with your shit, Mark. A guy can only stand a girl up so many times before her self-confidence can’t take it anymore.” She took a step closer and threw up her hands in disgust. “You don’t get it, do you? When you stand her up, when you blow her off at the last minute, when you pretend not to get it when she’s flirting with you—all of those things are blows to her already fragile ego. You know what her mother did to her. You—” 
 
    “Wait.” I glared at her, trying to ignore the taste of blood from my split lip. “How do you know about what her mother did?” 
 
    Her lip curled up as she gave me an annoyed glare. “You do know who I’m married to, right?” 
 
    I frowned at Leo. “You told her?” 
 
    “No,” he said with pride. “She was sneaky and found the information on her own.” 
 
    Giving me a smug smirk, she explained, “I asked Mrs. Cordova.” 
 
    The weight of the world suddenly felt like it pressed down on my shoulders. “Mrs. Cordova knows about Layla?” 
 
    Hannah snorted then walked over to a box of tissues on a side table before glaring at the broken picture frame on the floor. “Who did this!? I swear, Leo, if you don’t start fighting with your men outside, you’re sleeping on the couch!” 
 
    “Hannah,” I barked, earning a warning glare from Leo and a growl from Honey. “What does Mrs. Cordova know about my involvement with Layla?” 
 
    “Everything.” Hannah huffed as she tapped something into her phone. “And she’s known for a long time. She had a background check done on Layla when she first started buying pieces of Layla’s art years ago. You know that crazy old woman has a soft spot for survivors.” 
 
    “Yes, I know all of that. But does she know about my…feelings for Layla?” 
 
    “Oh, you’re finally admitting you have feelings for Layla. How grown up of you.” Leo moved his wife away from the pile of broken glass, despite her protests that she could clean it up. “She is aware. I mean come on, Mark. Everyone knows that the only things you do for fun are kill people and play video games with Layla. Besides, you’re not exactly subtle with your stalking.” 
 
    “I don’t stalk her.” 
 
    She gave me a look so dry, I found it hard to swallow. “Really? What about the cameras?” 
 
    “Only on the outside of her property,” I said defensively.  
 
    Leo chuckled while Hannah shook her head in mock disappointment. “Am I supposed to believe that none of them are looking inside the house?” 
 
    I couldn’t say anything because, yes, a few of them could see inside of her house.  
 
    And, yes, I could see into her house if she had her all curtains open, which she rarely did. Layla liked having sheer, feminine lace curtains on her windows. They softened the harsh desert sun and gave the house a whimsical feel. I’d fantasized about fucking her in her bedroom with the delicate, floral shadows cast by the sunlit lace chasing over her body. 
 
    What Hannah didn’t know was that I sometimes watched Layla through the video camera attached to her laptop. 
 
    Especially when she was masturbating to kinky BDSM porn. 
 
    I stretched my arms behind my back and tried to get my cramping side muscles to relax. “Back to the question at hand—what’s up with Mrs. Cordova’s sudden interest in Hannah?” 
 
    Tugging her husband down onto the couch so she could clean up his face, she said, “With Joy being seven months pregnant and not working, she spends a lot of her day sitting down. Since she gets bored easily, she started playing that computer game you and Layla are obsessed with. Horse Lords or whatever.” 
 
    “They play together?” 
 
    “A lot,” Hannah said with a significant look. “Since you’re out of the picture, Layla has the time to teach Joy the game. And Joy, who is ultra-competitive at any game she plays, got hooked. Layla even does video chats with Joy and me…without the filter and without makeup.” 
 
    Happiness surged through me for a brief moment. I was so proud of my girl; she’d come so far from when we’d met three years ago. It wasn’t just my ego when I say I helped her get there. Not only did I try to build up her self-esteem every time we talked, I set her up with a new therapist—one of the best in the world for Layla’s type of issues. Of course, I couldn’t let Layla know that, so I’d arranged for her current therapist to get a new job on the west coast that she couldn’t refuse then moved my therapist in. 
 
    While her new therapist wouldn’t give me any information from their sessions, I could see the results for myself. Layla was finally rising above her past, and I couldn’t be happier. She worked so hard to overcome her mental demons, and her self-image was one of the hardest hurdles for her to get past. Despite everything I said and did, I knew deep down she still believed she was the definition of ugly. That her birthmark made her a monster. For her to show Joy and Hannah… 
 
    “She really talked to you without her makeup on?” 
 
    “Yep.” Hannah gave me a significant look. “She even wore her hair back in a ponytail.” 
 
    “No shit.” I sat back, a little stunned.  
 
    Usually, Layla used a filter on her video camera that made the birthmark disappear. In the online world—hell, even in the real world—very few people knew about the purplish red stain that covered half her face. This was a big deal for Layla, a huge step in her struggle to love who she was. It took her two years to finally feel safe enough to show me her birthmark without any makeup masking her face. 
 
    I had to admit, the first time I saw it fully, I was shocked, but I think I managed to hide my surprise. It had taken an enormous amount of strength and trust for Layla to show me her true self. When she was a teenager, she’d been bullied ruthlessly about how she looked for the one semester she’d attended a public high school. She’d hidden the bullying from her parents, afraid she’d disappoint them. After all, she’d been the one who begged to attend a public high school in her quest to be ‘more normal.’ Her parents had been against it, but she’d insisted and, in an effort to give her a feeling of control over her life, they relented. 
 
    Layla never went into detail, but I knew the bullying had been bad.  
 
    Bad enough that, if she’d given me some names, there would be a few less bitches and dickbags polluting the earth with their presence. 
 
    Hannah released a watery sigh, her gaze focused on the windows. “It took Layla a great deal of courage to show us. I swear, that woman has no idea how unbelievably gorgeous she is. But she thinks you’re secretly disgusted by how she looks. That you won’t go out with her in public because you’re embarrassed to be seen with her.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? I’m not embarrassed to be seen with her. Why would she even think that?” 
 
    “Because you totally said as much?” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about? I would never say that to her.” 
 
     “Layla thinks the reason you keep ditching her is because she’s not good enough for you. She thinks she’s too ugly to ever hope to catch the eye of ‘a guy as great as Mark.’” Hannah gave me a dismissive look that let me know she didn’t agree with Layla’s opinion. “And when you gave her that ‘we’re just friends’ crock of shit…well, I’m sure you can figure out why she thinks you’re ashamed of her.” 
 
    Frustrated, I grasped a handful of my hair, gritting my teeth as I hit a sore spot on my scalp that Leo had bashed into the floor during our scuffle. “You know that’s not how I feel.” 
 
    Her mouth softened, the lines around the corners of her eyes disappearing. “I do know, Mark. And I know you need her just as much as she needs you, but you’re really messing things up for yourself. You could be so happy together if you just stop being stupid and gave things a chance.” 
 
    For one brief moment, I allowed myself to think about giving in, to be the selfish fuck I was instead of the good man I’d once been. 
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    I just fucking couldn’t do that to Layla. 
 
    I loved her too much to put her in harm’s way. 
 
    The thought of living through losing another woman I loved was enough to break me. 
 
    Shaking my head, I looked away while Leo finished cleaning the blood off his knuckles. “I can’t.” 
 
    “Well then, you should have no problem when Layla starts dating whatever lucky guy ends up capturing her heart at the charity ball. Mrs. Cordova says there will be plenty of great guys just dying for a chance to win Layla’s regard.” 
 
     “Hannah…” I tried to keep the bite out of my voice as I gripped the bloodied tissue in my fist. “Please tell me Mrs. Cordova isn’t playing matchmaker.” 
 
    “She’s not,” Hannah assured me with a small smirk. “At least, not with you. She’s decided you’re unworthy of Layla. That you don’t deserve her regard, and it’s best for you both to move on.” 
 
    “What?!” I roared as Leo jumped up from the couch, putting himself in my face. 
 
    “Do not yell at my wife,” he snarled, the inner psycho he kept barely leashed staring at me. 
 
    Flipping her dark ponytail over her shoulder, Hannah lifted her pointed chin. “You’ve had your chance. You’ve had three years to make a move. Three years to stop stringing her along. Three years to stop secretly scaring off any guy who showed interest in her out of nothing but petty jealousy. You can’t have her, so you don’t want anyone else to have her, either.” 
 
    “That’s not why I got rid of those guys,” I flat out lied. 
 
    What Hannah was saying was true, and the truth fucking hurt. 
 
    Seeing me all too clearly, Hannah put one hand on her hip. “You obviously don’t want her enough to deal with your own bullshit. Layla needs someone to be her champion, to protect her and love her. She needs someone to help her heal, to tell her every day that she’s beautiful, to make her believe in her own worth. She needs to know—without a doubt—that she’s loved. Layla needs a man who puts her before everything else because he realizes what an absolute treasure she is. If you don’t plan on being the man to give her what she needs, you have to clear the way for someone else. We have a few men in mind who would love the opportunity to sweep Layla off her feet and treat her like a queen.” 
 
    Unable to help myself, I yelled, “Stay out of her life! She doesn’t need anyone messing around in it.” 
 
     “Messing around with her life? You’re such a hypocrite,” Hannah shouted from behind her growling husband’s broad back. “You interfere with every aspect of her life. Don’t try that crap with me, Mark. You bought every house near hers and only rented them out to people you deemed ‘safe’ enough to live near her. You have cameras on her property, you hack into her computer, and you make sure every aspect of her life goes as smoothly as possible—all without her knowing a thing. So, don’t tell me about boundaries. At least we’re up front with her. At least we don’t lie to her about who we are.” 
 
    I threw my hands out in disbelief. “Really? You’re totally upfront with her about your life. Really. She knows that Joy is married to a cartel lord? She knows that your husband is the Cordova’s torture master? She knows that Joy shot a guy last year then laughed at his cries for mercy then shot him in the face after he tried to kidnap her? Or that many of your ‘friends’ are part of the biggest criminal dynasties in the world?” 
 
    She flushed and looked away, her hands falling to her sides. “Okay, maybe I’m not totally honest with her.” 
 
    “Yet you call me a hypocrite.” 
 
    Hannah opened her mouth, no doubt to argue with me some more, but Leo stopped her. “Love, go check on our daughter. I think I hear her fussing.” 
 
    “I have the baby monitor on my phone and—” He stopped her with a look, the kind shared between couples that says a million words. “Fine. I’ll go—” She made air quotes. “Check on Tiffany. But seriously, Mark, you love Layla. She loves you. She’s an amazing woman, and I just know you could make her incredibly happy. She needs you, and you would be so good together. Stop being such a doofus and do something before you lose her forever.” 
 
    After she left, and while the maid cleaned up the broken glass, Leo made us both a drink from the bar in the corner of the room. We sipped in silence until the maid closed the door, leaving us once again alone. It was getting late, but I lived a four-minute drive down the hill in my own house on Leo’s vast property, so I wasn’t worried about getting drunk and staggering back. Hell, I had a permanent guest room in the house that I could use if I got too fucked up. 
 
    Right then, getting fucked up sounded pretty good. 
 
    My chest felt like someone had kicked a hole in it, the guilt and sorrow I’d been trying to ignore pouring into the empty space left by Layla’s presence. 
 
    Fuck, I missed her. More than I ever thought I would. I thought I could handle her ignoring me, that I’d wait until her temper cooled then we’d go on just like we always had. Instead, I’d done what I’d been trying to do for years—make Layla strong enough to stand on her own two feet. I just didn’t realize I was making her strong enough to leave me. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I rubbed my chest, trying to make the hurt go away.  
 
    “Enough of this bullshit, Mark. What are you going to do about Layla?” Leo finally asked. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Could you really live with yourself if Mrs. Cordova manages to find a good man for Layla? Could you watch her fall in love with someone else?” 
 
    “Absofuckinglutely not.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. So, I ask again, what are you going to do about it?” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know,” I repeated, the weight of the world pressing down on my shoulders. 
 
    Leo took a long drink, then said in a cautious voice, “I have some ideas for her programming. I think I could fix most of the damage done. Or at least disable her triggers. I believe I can make her not just survive in our world but thrive in it. We could help her be the woman she would have been if fate hadn’t fucked her over.” 
 
    Right away, I stood up and growled. “No. I forbid it. You are not screwing around with her head.” 
 
    Leo’s voice was calm as he said, “Mark, I wouldn’t hurt her. I think I may know how to help her. How to heal her.” 
 
    “No, no way. I do not want you brainwashing Layla.” 
 
    He sighed. “It may not matter what you want. Someone else has their eye on Layla now. Someone that would have no problem accepting my help. What Hannah didn’t tell you is Diego has taken a shine to Layla.” 
 
    Diego was one of the heirs to the Cordova Empire and a man I considered a good friend. He was also a well-known lady’s man, though he’d slowed down in recent years after the death of his nephew. Taking care of Fernando, his sometimes suicidal twin brother, was like a full time job for Diego lately. To be honest, I didn’t think he was interested in women after the whole shit that went down with his ex-sister-in-law.  
 
    Not to say he was gay, but he certainly didn’t have a bevy of beautiful women at his beck and call like he used to. In fact, I’d had more than one conversation with him about finding a good woman to have at his side like Leo had Hannah, and Ramon had Joy. We could all see how much a loving wife changed them for the better. Anyone who went to bed alone at night would feel a twinge of jealousy. Would want that kind of life for himself.  
 
    If Diego was truly interested in Layla, he’d go all out to win her over. 
 
    Then Layla would end up getting brainwashed anyway and have an even bigger target on her back. 
 
    Diego used to have a hot temper and had made a number of powerful enemies that would love to get back at him by hurting the woman he loved most. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    If he got together with Layla, all the time I’d sacrificed in staying away from her to keep her safe would be for nothing. 
 
    His betrayal stabbed at my gut, but I tried to keep myself under control as I casually asked, “How does he know Layla?” 
 
    “Diego spends a lot of time at Ramon’s now that Joy is at home getting ready for their baby’s arrival. I guess she talks with Layla a lot throughout the day and with Diego there he chats with her as well. And he’s heard Layla sing a lullaby to Tiffany. Hard not to fall in love with a woman like that.” 
 
    Yeah, that would do it. Layla’s regular speaking voice was like that of a siren, gaining the full attention of any man around her, drawing them closer. Making them crave her presence. But her singing voice didn’t seduce, it demanded attention. If it wasn’t for her agoraphobia, I truly believe she’d be a famous singer by now. Her pure, crystalline voice had a way of seeping into your soul and warming you from the inside out. Dangerous men like myself and Diego, men who bathed in chaos and war on a daily basis, would do anything for the kind of peace her presence could bring in his life. 
 
    Especially if Layla sang a lullaby. I’d heard her sing to Leo and Hannah’s daughter more than a few times. Tiffany was a cranky baby when she was a newborn, and after a week of no sleep, her parents were desperate for something to sooth her. Layla and I were gaming late one night, when an exhausted Leo came over with a crying Tiffany. He’d looked rough, and slightly panicky—not a look I was used to seeing on my cold as ice boss. Layla, whose image was on one of the two massive screens I had set up in my living room for gaming, told me to rock Tiffany. A frowning Leo had reluctantly handed her over, and I gave Layla a puzzled look as she smiled on the big screen. 
 
    Then she began to sing an old Spanish lullaby to Tiffany. It was one her father used to sing to her, and as the first soft note fell from her full lips, the baby started to quiet. Hell, we were all quiet, and I was barely breathing as her voice spun through me like ribbons of gold. I know it sounds crazy, but there are some people that, when you hear them sing, it just does something to you. Touches your spirt and your heart. Any man who heard her sing would want to own all that beauty for himself. 
 
    And Diego could be very, very charming when he wanted to. 
 
    Feeling like a teenaged idiot, I asked, “Does Layla like Diego? I thought he was preoccupied with Selena Murphy.” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know,” Leo growled.  
 
    “Then why did you bring it up?” 
 
    “Because you’re my friend, and if you lose her, I know you’re going to hurt. And you will lose her. You’ve stood Layla up nine times. I know you don’t want to hear this, but you’ve broken her trust. Hannah and Joy are both protective over Layla, and they want her to have the kind of happiness they do. The other night, Layla got drunk and confessed that she thought she was a terrible person because she was so jealous over the relationship that Hannah has with me. That she wants to be someone’s princess, too. Or in this case, someone’s baby bear. But that’s no surprise to you, is it?”  
 
    No, it wasn’t. Even before Layla sent me that BDSM graphic novel, I knew her sexual tastes ran along the same lines as mine. I enjoyed kinky sex, and God knows I’ve always been dominant as fuck in bed. Layla’s tastes tended to land on the more submissive end of the scale. She wanted to be owned by a strong man, protected and cherished. Spanked and fucked. I think she was one of those women that would really enjoy roleplay as well. The costumes and ability to become someone else in her imagination would appeal to her. Hell, she spent her free time pretending to be an elf online for fun.  
 
    She was so perfect for me…yet completely hands off. 
 
    Trying to tamp down my endless sexual frustration when it came to Layla, I growled, “What’s your point?” 
 
    Leo looked like he wanted to throw his drink at my head. “My point, you obstinate fuck, is you better bring your A game to the charity ball, or you’re going to lose your secret obsession forever.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a really, really bad feeling about this,” I said to Joy, the bubbly, gorgeous blonde woman styling my hair. 
 
    I considered her in the mirror. Joy was shorter than me by a few inches with enormous breasts. At a little over seven months pregnant, Joy said she’d gone up three cup sizes since she gotten knocked up. As she liked to put it, her tits were out of control. Ramon, her husband, had no complaints. He seemed fascinated by her changing body, and I thought it was cute how often he pawed at her. 
 
    I’d met him earlier, briefly before he was banished from Hannah’s house, along with Leo. Joy said she needed her girl time, and if Ramon didn’t give it to her, she would cry. Evidently, one of her secret pregnancy superpowers was to cry on demand. It was a very effective tool to use against her protective husband.  
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Joy scolded as she played with the draping of the expensive peach colored designer gown Hannah had loaned me. “All the top donors for the hospital will be there. It’s the perfect place to schmooze big spenders and get them interested in your service dogs for foster kids’ charity. You could score some seriously major bucks tonight. Major. These people like to spend and you, my dear, are a sweet little walking tax write-off that the right rich person is searching for.” 
 
    “I know.” I sighed, having overthought tonight to the point of driving myself crazy. “I’m just nervous. And it feels tacky to hit people I don’t know up for money, even if it is for a good cause. But the charity needs it so bad. A Kid’s Best Friend has over five thousand requests for dogs from all over the USA. That’s a lot of kids in need. I can’t screw this up.” 
 
    “Don’t be nervous. I mean, I know it’s easy to say don’t be when I’ll be at home getting a foot rub and eating ice cream, but seriously—you have nothing to worry about. As far as asking for donations, that’s what this kind of event is for. They expect people to approach them and talk about their charity. These people have obscene amounts of money, and they’re always looking for a new tax write off.” 
 
    “I know it’s stupid, I just have these fears that I’m going to try to talk to someone and they’re going to curl their aristocratic upper lip at me and ask who let the peasants in.”  
 
    Joy giggled, her ample belly bouncing. “Please. You’re so damn beautiful, everyone is going to kiss your butt, wondering who the mystery woman with the Cordovas might be.” 
 
    I clenched my hands into fists in my lap, biting back the instant denial.  
 
    The image in the mirror before me was nothing but a pretty mask that hid the monster beneath. 
 
    My mother’s voice, dripping with venom, began to whisper insults before I managed to lock it away. 
 
    No, I needed to try to see myself clearly tonight.  
 
    I could do this. 
 
    I was more than my birthmark, and I had nothing to be ashamed of. 
 
    Using a trick my therapist taught me, I tried to look at my reflection with a kind heart. 
 
    To see the good instead of the bad. 
 
    The empire-waisted, peach velvet gown I wore had long, tight sleeves and a modest sweetheart neckline. A thick band of crystals surrounded my ribcage before the skirt flowed out to the floor. A long slit had been cut up the side, rising up to my upper thigh, so I’d have to watch myself tonight. Otherwise, I’d be flashing people my panties as I stood up and sat down. While the amount of revealed thigh was racy, the rest of the dress was relatively modest. Most importantly, it covered the port-wine stain on my back. I had to admit, the color looked good with my light tan, and it brought out the darker tones of my brown hair. Paired with a glossy pink lip color and shimmering gold shadow, I looked pretty. I just hoped I didn’t have an anxiety attack and sweat all the makeup off, which would ruin Hannah’s no doubt expensive as hell Dior dress. 
 
    The big bump of Joy’s baby belly grazed the back of my head as she fussed over me. “Are you sure you don’t want to sit down and rest for a minute or two?” 
 
    “Yessssss,” Joy groaned as she expertly arranged my long, dark curls over one shoulder in a twist secured by a floral, crystal-studded clip. “If Ramon had his way, I’d spend the rest of my pregnancy sitting on my ass like a chicken hatching an egg.” 
 
    “Now, that’s a visual I didn’t need.” Hannah’s familiar laugh came from the doorway. “Oh my God, Layla, Vali’s working vest matches your dress! It’s perfect” 
 
    I looked into the mirror, smiling at the sight of my friend wearing a long, strapless sparkling gold gown. She bore more than a passing resemblance to Audrey Hepburn and looked like a million bucks. Her dark hair was upswept, and she wore a seriously impressive diamond choker that glittered with her every move. Hannah radiated confidence and happiness as she glided across the room toward us, looking like a supermodel. When she reached our side, she smiled at me in the mirror and gave my arm a squeeze. Hannah was a touchy-feely person with her friends, and I relished every time she showed me her affection. 
 
    A warm glow hit my chest at the thought. 
 
    I have friends. 
 
    Like, ones I know in real life. 
 
    Me, the girl who’d never been able to connect with people because of my issues, finally had friends. Sure, it had only taken me a couple decades and a million hours of therapy, along with drugs, to help me reach this point. But I did it. I overcame my fears enough to make real-world friends. 
 
    I’d even…invited them over to my house. 
 
    Yes, I know, for most people this wouldn’t be a big deal. Regular people have friends over all the time, and probably they manage to do it without having a nervous breakdown. Most don’t spend six hours worrying whether or not they used the wrong kind of candle to make people feel welcome, or if the living room could really use a new coat of paint. But I’d managed to overcome my fears and invited them over for dinner two weeks ago, minus their husbands. Though both Ramon and Leo were super nice to me, they were also massive and intimidating as hell. 
 
    And, I’d done it without wearing any makeup. 
 
    That’s right, I’d found the courage to show them the real me. 
 
    To be honest, I thought once I opened the door and they saw my face in person, they’d freak. 
 
    Instead, they acted like it was no big deal. 
 
    I’d been so ready for some major reaction that I was shocked when they treated me the same as usual. Everyone I’ve ever known made a huge deal out of my face. It threw me off that the girls were as giggly and fun as ever, never staring or asking uncomfortable questions. They honestly didn’t seem bothered by it.  
 
    At my feet, Vali let out a low groan of pleasure as Hannah began to rub his white belly beneath the edges of his peach vest. Delores, my virtual personal assistant extraordinaire, had a friend of hers make it with all the appropriate service dog patches and emblems. There was even a matching, crystal studded collar and leash.  
 
    “He’s such a pretty boy, and he’s going to be such a good ambassador tonight. Yes, he is,” Hannah cooed as she carefully stood, smoothing her shiny gold dress back into place.  
 
    I smiled down at my number one guy, my heart swelling with love for my dog. “He’s the best.” 
 
    Joy slipped a diamond hair comb into the smoothed back side of my hair, pinning it away from the ‘good’ side of my face. She left the other side down so I could hide behind it. I was hoping I wouldn’t need to use my hair to hide behind tonight, but it was like a security blanket to me. Yes, I still hid behind my hair like a scared little girl when I had an anxiety attack. While I was pretty sure I would be able to get through the night without one, Hannah and her awesome husband Leo had assured me they’d be with me at all times, I was a big believer in better safe than sorry.  
 
    Hannah joined us at the mirror. She studied me with pursed lips as Joy and I waited for her approval. “Almost perfect,” she declared. 
 
    “Almost?” Joy arched a brow. “She is stunning. Mark is going…” 
 
    She trailed off and my stomach bottomed out.  
 
    I turned in my chair, looking up at Joy. “Mark is what? I thought you said Mark wasn’t going to be there!” 
 
    “Well…” Joy trailed off and cleared her throat. 
 
    Hannah and Joy exchanged a guilty look, and I began to wring my hands as my anxiety rose. “Is he going to be there?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Hannah admitted while Joy played with the hairbrush, refusing to meet my eyes. 
 
    “Oh my God,” I panted. “He’s going to be there.” 
 
    “Relax.” Hannah rubbed my velvet covered shoulder. “He might be. I’m not sure yet. But if he is, you’ll ignore him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re going as Diego’s date. It would be rude to flirt with another man while you’re on his arm.” 
 
    “But I’m not really his date,” I said quickly. “We’re just friends. Shoot, please tell me we’re just friends.” 
 
    “You are just friends,” Joy quickly assured me. “Diego’s not interested in you like that. He honestly enjoys your company and wanted to be there for you tonight.” 
 
    After a moment’s hesitation, Hannah said, “But, well, you see, ummm—Leo might have told Mark that Diego was interested in you. Soooooo…if Mark happens to show up tonight and sees you with Diego, maybe that’ll convince him to let go of his fear and man up.” 
 
    With a groan, I let my head fall into my hands. “You promised me you wouldn’t interfere! If Mark’s not ready for a relationship, I don’t want him forced into one with me just because you feel sorry for me! He rejected me, Hannah. He flat out told me we’ll never be anything more than friends.” 
 
    Joy sighed. “We aren’t doing this because we feel sorry for you. We’re doing this because we feel sorry for Mark. Well, feel sorry for and want to kick his ass for being an emotionally stunted moron. He wants you; he’s just too chicken shit to admit it.” 
 
    “His wife died,” I said instantly in his defense. “She was…well, it was an unpleasant death. I don’t blame him for still being screwed up about it. And I know he may never get over her…” My heart hurt to even say it, but I forced myself to continue. “Look, even if he does decide to date again, he isn’t going to date me. I know, I know, you say he’s totally interested in me but, ladies—let’s be honest. If he really did want to be with me, he’s the kind of man that would let nothing stand in his way. Not even himself.” 
 
    Neither woman had anything to say to that. 
 
    I blinked fast as I looked down at Vali, willing myself not to cry. His leash was bedazzled with crystals, and the sparkles grew slightly blurry as I sniffed back tears. It had been almost two months since the night Mark broke my heart, but it still hurt like a fresh wound. I never thought I’d be the type to pine away over a man, yet here I was, fighting back the never-ending ache in my chest and gut. 
 
    “Forget Mark,” Joy said suddenly. “Tonight isn’t about him. It’s about you. I am so fucking proud of you for taking this step that I can’t even stand it. You’ve worked so hard to get to this point, and I am amazed at your strength and determination.”  
 
    “Seriously,” Hannah said in a gentle tone as she rubbed my arm. “You are amazing. Leo, Diego, and I will all be at your side tonight, if you need us. We’ll make sure you and Vali are protected at all times. Anytime you need a breather, or if you want to leave, just let me know and we’re out the door, no questions asked. Okay?” 
 
    I gave her a watery smile, trying to swallow. “Thank you. That means a lot to me. You have no idea how much it helps to have someone I can trust with me. You’re a great friend.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Hannah croaked as her face grew blotchy. “Crap, now I’m going to cry and ruin my makeup.” 
 
    Fanning our faces, we laughed and fought back tears—the good kind. 
 
    “God, I hate being pregnant. I get so emotional.” Joy flopped back onto Hannah’s bed with an enormous grunt, then flailed her arms in our direction. “Help get these pillows behind my back so I can sit up.” 
 
    With a laugh, I stood and moved quickly to Joy’s side. Before I reached her, a chiming sound came from her purse, which she’d set on the moonlight-gray, marble-topped vanity in Hannah’s dressing room. The spacious room connected to the master bedroom. Yes, her house was so luxurious she had a walk-in closet and a dressing room branching off from the main sleeping area. I’d only caught a glimpse of the inside of her palatial home as Hannah and Joy hustled me deep into the house, eager to ‘play dress up’ as they put it. 
 
    “Layla,” Joy said, “Can you grab my phone please?” 
 
    I did as she’d asked while Hannah shoved some decorative pillows behind Joy’s back, lifting the woman until she sat partially upright. 
 
    “Whew,” Joy puffed as she held out her hand over her enormous belly. “Give me that, it’s probably Ramon.” 
 
    I handed the phone off. She was right, it was Ramon, and he was pissed.  
 
    “I know my heartrate is elevated,” Joy snapped into the phone as she looked at her smart watch. “But I’m fine. In fact, I’m sitting down right now. No, don’t you dare come in here! I need my girl time. Damnit, Ramon. No, don’t you try to pull the Master card, buddy. That may work in the bedroom, but your growly Dom voice will not make me—I heard that!” 
 
    Giggling, Hannah smiled at me and said in a low voice, “I give it two more minutes before Ramon bangs on the door.” 
 
    Glancing at the gold and diamond watch I’d been given by my adoptive parents for my eighteenth birthday, I raised my eyebrows. “But he’s not supposed to be here for another half hour.” 
 
    “Please, Ramon has been sitting downstairs with Leo since he supposedly dropped Joy off. He doesn’t trust her safety to anyone but himself right now.” 
 
    I sighed. “He’s very protective of her. That’s so romantic.” 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes at me. “Yeah, at first it seems like it, then you realize it’s also super annoying.” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, I know. I had an ex-boyfriend that…” I replied then quickly wished I hadn’t as both their gazes turned to me. “So, is Ramon on his way up?” 
 
    “You’re ex-boyfriend did what?” Joy said as she narrowed her eyes on me. “What ex? You’ve never mentioned an ex anything.” 
 
    I winced, then started to twist the leash in my hands. “Ex-boyfriend. He was…um, very controlling. And older than me.” I gave a dry laugh. “That seems to be my type, huh? Older, dominant guys. My therapist says I might have daddy issues.” 
 
    Hannah held up her hands. “No judgement here. You know Leo’s my Daddy Dom so I’m the last one to cast stones.” 
 
    Before I could reply, there was a knock at the bedroom door. 
 
    I glanced over at it, “Should I answer it?” 
 
    “If you don’t, he’ll just pick the lock,” Joy sighed. 
 
    I opened it, and sure enough, Ramon practically shoved me aside in an effort to get to his wife. 
 
    “Hey, Ramon,” I said to his back. “Nice to see you, too.” 
 
    Ramon raised a distracted hand. “Hey, Layla. You look nice.” 
 
    He then leaned down and began to scold a mutinous looking Joy who had a full-on pout going that would give any toddler a run for their money. 
 
    Giggling, Hannah pulled me over to the mirror and fiddled with her hair as she smiled at me. “We’re going to have so much fun tonight. I promise, you’re going to have a blast.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    If I didn’t get a grip, I was going to barf all over Hannah’s beautiful gold stiletto heels. 
 
    We were in the hallway of a luxurious hotel leading to what I assumed was the main ballroom area. The dull roar of hundreds of voices grew louder as we walked down the carpeted space with our bodyguards silently spread out around us. I was immensely grateful for both Diego’s firm grip on my arm, and the anti-anxiety medicine I’d taken earlier. It helped to slightly dull my mind and nerves, leaving me a little more relaxed and just less…caring about stuff. For most people, this would be a bad thing, but for my hyperactive anxiety, it was exactly what I needed. 
 
    Though I wondered if maybe I should’ve taken a double dose. 
 
    Diego put his hand over mine where it rested on his tuxedoed forearm. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time. 
 
    Diego’s full lips curved into a slight smile, and his dark eyes watched me carefully. He was a very handsome man with his long, midnight black hair pulled back into a braid and his cutting bone structure. Pair that with a solid jaw and a body that showed he worked out and you had just about the perfect man. Now put a tux on all that magnificence, and Diego was good looking enough to literally turn a woman’s head. While I admired his good looks, I didn’t get any tingle at all when he smiled at me, and his touch felt…about as non-sexual as one could get. We just had no chemistry together, and while that was disastrous for a romantic relationship, it made our friendship easy. 
 
    Since Diego was one of the heirs of the Cordova Empire, and had been raised in immense wealth, I had expected a suave, sophisticated man. Which he was, but he was also funny, smart, and very down to earth. Diego went out of his way to charm and relax me, keeping up a steady stream of small talk that helped me focus outward instead of inward. When you have a brain as messed up as mine, that’s a good thing. I had a tendency to overthink, which led to worrying, which sometimes leads to me trying to hide in the nearest women’s restroom. 
 
    So far, we’d managed to avoid that uncomfortable scenario, and I planned on keeping it that way. 
 
    I was going to do this. I was going to go to this elegant party, chit chat about some of my work in the sculpture garden, then swoop in for the financial kill. Together, Vali and I would convince these generous people that A Kid’s Best Friend was a wonderful charity, worthy of their investment. In order to bolster my courage, I allowed myself to daydream about how happy the kids would be when they got their service dogs—companions that could literally save their lives. Just the thought of being blind…or having epilepsy and being in the foster care system made my heart ache. 
 
    The murmuring hum of what sounded like a large crowd grew even louder. In many ways, it reminded me of the sound of a gymnasium full of kids. Less screaming and shrieking, but still the same sound that only a large group of people could make. I tried to keep from flashing back to my disastrous attempt at high school, to force my mind to think about anything but a gymnasium.  
 
    I wanted to forget the day that one of the girls I’d thought was my friend exposed me to the school for the monstrosity I really was. I should have known my supposed-friend was a fake, should have figured out that she wasn’t really cool with her ex-boyfriend trying to hook up with me. Unfortunately, I was so sheltered, I didn’t have the same social skills as other kids, so when she’d pretended to be my friend, I’d believed her.  
 
    Never in a million years did I think she’d hold me down with her popular girl squad and scrub at my face with a makeup wipe in the stands during a pep rally. Even in my worst dreams I couldn’t have imagined she’d point out to everyone that I was a freak. I could still feel the eyes of a thousand kids filling the bleachers, all watching me as I ran crying out of the gym. Of course the girl was punished, and the whole school had to attend an anti-bullying lecture, but the damage was done.  
 
    Everyone knew I was different, revolting, and those kids who had pretended to be my friend when I wore my makeup were some of the worst once my secret was exposed. The whispers, the exclusion, the taunts and shoving. They called me hamburger face, pretended I had a contagious disease, and would pinch and trip me when no adults were watching. Kids could be incredibly cruel. All too easily, I could remember the feeling of sitting alone at a cafeteria table while it felt like the entire lunchroom whispered about me, teachers included. I lasted a week at the school after that before the bullying got so bad, I had to quit and return to homeschooling. 
 
    My poor adoptive parents. I think the bullying hurt them even more than it hurt me. 
 
    “Layla?” Diego asked in his smooth, lightly accented voice. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath, forcing my mind back on the present. “What? Yes, I’m fine. Why?” 
 
    He made a show of prying my fingers off his arm with an exaggerated wince. “I think you cut off circulation to my hand.” 
 
    Flushing with embarrassment, I took a step away. “Sorry. I was, uh, spacing out. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 
 
    He smiled, his white teeth flashing in his tanned face. “You didn’t hurt me, chica. Takes more than your tiny muscles to wound a big stud like myself.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but giggle at his wiggling eyebrows and puffed up chest. 
 
    Taking his arm again, I glanced behind us to Leo and Hannah. The pair quietly talked as they walked together. They’d suggested we use the back entrance, so I didn’t have to walk through the gauntlet of media covering the event. As Diego’s arm-candy for the evening, I would’ve been mostly ignored, but Vali’s presence with his working vest would draw attention. I might be able to handle a crowded room under controlled conditions, but being on camera and giving an interview was way beyond my comfort zone. 
 
    Diego cleared his throat as he set his hand over mine. “I think you should know before we get there, Mark is here. And he’s pissed.” 
 
    I stopped walking, staring at my escort as Hannah sighed in displeasure. “Diego, I told you not to say anything! I didn’t want her any more worried than she already is.” 
 
    Diego lifted one brow in a look of perfect disdain. “And I told you I don’t want her to be blindsided by his appearance. Or by his attitude.” 
 
    “He won’t throw attitude with her.” Hannah glanced down the hallway. “Besides, he may be here, but he might just hide from her all night. He’s done it before.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Diego said quickly, grabbing my arm and hustling me down the hallway at a faster clip. 
 
    I tried to slow him down, but he ignored me, and I was going to trip in my sparkly crystal heels if I didn’t keep up with his pace. The last thing I wanted to do was fly face first into a room where Mark waited.  
 
    Oh my God, I was finally going to see Mark.  
 
    After I’d offered him my heart and he’d rejected it. 
 
    The sick ache of nausea slid through me again, and I took a few deep breaths to dispel it. 
 
    The kids, the kids. I had to focus on the kids. The ones lost in the foster care system, the ones with special needs who hadn’t been as lucky as I was to find a good family. Compared to the shit they were going through on a daily basis, my freakout over a guy seemed petty. Stupid even.  
 
    I could do this. 
 
    I could make a difference. 
 
    I had bigger priorities than my silly heart. 
 
    Vali rubbed against my bare leg as we walked, and I let my love for him bolster my courage. 
 
    When we made it into the vast, open space filled with people, my agoraphobia didn’t even make a blip on my internal mental radar.  
 
    The room had to be at least two stories high, and spectacular chandeliers that looked like a million bubbles glowed overhead. Venetian plaster with tasteful gold embellishments decorated the walls, while an amazing gold and black tile mosaic on the floors shone like a mirror.  
 
    Despite the opulence around me, my mind was focused on one thing. Mark. I scanned the multitude of faces, the noise of the music and voices an indistinct roar at the back of my mind. When I didn’t see him anywhere, I let out a breath I’d been holding. Then I noticed for the first time a circle of personal space had cleared around us in the packed room. 
 
    Blinking, I tried to take in the five-foot bubble that extended around us like an invisible force field. Well, maybe not invisible. The men, and a couple women, in dark suits that were part of our security detail stood in a rough circle around us, keeping the glittering throng back. People, of course, stopped to see what the fuss was about, and I moved closer to Diego’s side, practically clinging to him. 
 
    “Easy, baby bear,” Diego murmured, using Mark’s nickname for me as I gripped him tight. “No one is going to hurt you here.” 
 
    Hannah joined me on my other side, moving so she partially blocked out the crowd. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Love,” Leo murmured to his wife, “give her some space. If Layla needs us, she knows we’re right here.” 
 
    Hannah narrowed her eyes at her husband, then sighed and nodded. “Sorry, I can be a little…mothering at times.” 
 
    I gave her hand a squeeze then forced a smile. “You’re fine. So, um, what do we do now?” 
 
    “I see Mrs. Cordova on the other side of the room,” Hannah said as she stood up slightly on her toes. “We’ll slowly make our way over there. It’ll take a while because everyone and their brother are going to try to butt schmooze my husband and Diego.” 
 
    “Butt schmooze?” 
 
    “It’s a combination of kissing ass and kissing up.” 
 
    “Oh, uh, okay.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, they’ll kiss our asses as well.” 
 
    I jerked my head back a little. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Oh yeah.” She lowered her voice and said, “Welcome to the world of the uber rich, where everyone is judgy as hell and twice as fake. You’re with us, so to the ass kissers in the crowd—well, they’re going to wonder who you are and if your ass is worth kissing. To anyone watching, it’s obvious you’re friends with all three of us, which is rare. That alone will make the butt suckers pucker up to you.” 
 
    My stomach soured as I whispered, “Nice visual image, thanks.” 
 
    Hannah laughed then looped her arm through mine, whispering back, “Don’t worry, there are some really cool people here as well. I’m just jaded by this whole crowd. I deal with the high society set every day at work, and I rub elbows with some real catty bitches and douchy assholes. While some uber rich do charity events because it’s expected of them, due to their social station, many of the people here tonight genuinely want to help. Those are the people I’ll introduce you to.” 
 
    Like her husband, Hannah worked for the Cordova Corporation, but in their charity department instead of security. Yes, the Cordova Empire gave away so much money every year they had to have a full-time staff running an entire department dedicated to giving away money. It was really quite awesome, and I was super proud of Hannah for all the great work she did. She’d already made a hefty donation to A Kid’s Best Friend on behalf of the Cordova Corporation, but more importantly, she helped me tonight by lining up some big spenders. 
 
    I gave her hand a squeeze, trying to ignore everyone watching us. “Thank you, so much, for doing this.” 
 
    She squeezed my hand back, her kind smile lighting up her face. “Trust me, it’s my pleasure. I love helping people, and I never would’ve even considered that there were kids out there in foster care who really need service dogs, but who would never get one under normal circumstances. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. The world needs more people like you in it, Layla.” 
 
    Hannah was just one of those genuinely nice people, and her kind words along with Vali’s weight at my side, made me stand up a little straighter. “Stop, you’re going to make me cry.” 
 
    Hannah giggled then nodded to Leo who was watching us closely. “Come on, let’s go shake down some billionaires.” 
 
      
 
    A couple hours and glasses of champagne later, I was chatting with a very nice older woman covered in diamonds when I spotted Mark. 
 
    He was on the other side of the dance floor, near a long table holding ice sculptures and all kinds of delicate desserts. Dressed in a black tuxedo with an impeccably white shirt and black bowtie, he commanded the room with his presence. Or maybe he just commanded me. My words dried up in my mouth as I greedily drank in his silver-flecked beard, his full lips, and aristocratic profile. My heart began to race, and other parts of my body heated as I continued to stare. 
 
    I don’t know how long I would have stood there, stunned, if a woman hadn’t joined Mark and wrapped herself around him like a vine. 
 
    A gorgeous blonde with an impossibly perfect body wearing a glittering emerald green dress. She gazed up at Mark with open adoration, and the way she reached up to stroke his beard spoke of familiarity. Mark’s face was partially turned away from me, so I couldn’t see him clearly, but his gaze focused on the beautiful woman. She wrapped her hand around his neck as if to bring him down for a kiss, and the crowd shifted, blocking my view. Another shift and I got to see Mark’s back as he lifted his arms to embrace the woman. 
 
    “Layla?” Hannah gently squeezed my wrist. 
 
    Jerking around to look at her, I tried to pretend my heart wasn’t breaking as I said, “I have to use the lady’s room. Do you know where one is?” 
 
    “Of course.” Hannah’s worried gaze scanned my face before she whispered something to Leo. 
 
    Two guards followed us as we made our way through the throng with Hannah pulling me in her wake. Her dress sparkled like she’d been dipped in gold dust, and I forced myself to focus on the pretty shimmer instead of thinking about what I just saw. She didn’t let go of my wrist until we were in what looked like a lovely blue and apricot decorated parlor. Mirrors lined one wall, along with a long marble vanity and pretty pale wood stools. There were a few chairs in the corner of the room, grouped around a circular glass table. 
 
    The guards waited outside with instructions to let no one in. The moment we were alone, Hannah asked, “What happened? You looked like you were going to be sick. Are you okay?” 
 
    I started to talk, but to my embarrassment, my throat closed off as a few tears escaped. 
 
    “Layla!” Concern rang through her voice. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded vigorously, clutching some tissues she put into my hand. “Yes. I just…I saw Mark kissing someone.” 
 
    Hannah staggered back a step in her gold heels as if I’d struck her. “He what? No, you have to be wrong. I’m sure that wasn’t Mark.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I tried to stop the tears from falling. “It was him and some blonde. They were across the room by the ice sculptures. She…they kissed…” 
 
    “Like on the cheek?” 
 
    “Like on the lips, with tongue.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it was Mark?” 
 
    I nodded, the lump in my throat getting bigger by the second. “Trust me, it was Mark.” 
 
    Hannah chewed her lip, then stood up a little straighter. “Well, fuck him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Fuck him if he wants to be an asshole like that.” She grabbed a fresh tissue then carefully blotted my face. “Wow, this makeup is really good.” 
 
    I gave a dry laugh. “Yeah, it’s professional grade coverup. It will stand up to pretty much anything. I have to use a special makeup remover to get it off. The stuff I used to wear smudged too easily.” 
 
    The memory of Mark rubbing his thumb over my jaw in the elevator all those years ago came back to me, and I had to swallow down more tears. Vali butted his head against my leg, and I squatted down next to him, comforting us both as I petted him. Hannah texted someone, then knelt next to me, and we gave Vali love in silence for a few moments. 
 
    “Do you want to go back out there? We can go home if it’s too much.” 
 
    I was tempted to flee with my proverbial tail tucked between my legs, but I was also angry, and getting angrier by the second. He knew I was going to be here, and he’d brought a date. Then again, to be fair, I was technically there as Diego’s date, but that was different. For Mark to show up with a woman after canceling on me—yet again—was a very clear message. 
 
    I just couldn’t believe he’d be so cruel about it. True, he didn’t see me watching them, but he had to know I was there. After all, he was Leo’s right hand man. He knew his bosses every move. Hell, Mark saw me the moment I arrived. He might have even known I was watching him and decided to show me once and for all that—although he might act like my boyfriend online—in real life, he wasn’t interested. The tears threatened again, and I had to bite my lip to fight them back.  
 
    Vali whimpered a little as he licked my hand, and I sighed, letting some of my anger and hurt go. My sensitive boy picked up on my emotions, and he didn’t deserve to suffer because his owner was a basket case of emotions. Thank God for therapy, because I’d pretty much perfected the technique of getting myself back to an even keel. Of taking my bad feelings and compartmentalizing them away. Taking deep breaths, I held and counted to ten a couple times, my pulse slowing and my anxiety lowering. 
 
    Like I did a million times a day, I thanked God for Vali. 
 
    Which reminded me that I wasn’t just here for myself; I was here to do a job. 
 
    I knew what it was like to be a kid, alone and scared, wishing I had someone to love me, to look after me, to protect me. Vali did all that and more, and his love was unconditional. Pure, without the bullshit humans attached to the emotion. The day my first service dog came into my life marked a turning point for me—the moment my world went from darkness to light.  
 
    Standing, I firmed my spine and gave Hannah a forced smile. “How do I look?” 
 
    Hannah sighed and rolled her eyes. “Even after crying, you’re impossibly gorgeous. In fact, I think you’re even better looking than before. Crying brought some color to your cheeks and your eyes are sparkling instead of red and swollen. Ugh, it’s totally not fair. You’re one of the rare unicorn women who look pretty when you cry.” 
 
     Overwhelmed by her easy praise, I looked down at my dress, glad I hadn’t wrinkled the velvet while I knelt. “Well, as far as superpowers go, it’s a pretty sucky one. Leap tall buildings in a single bound? X-ray vision? Nah, I’d rather not get blotchy when I cry.” 
 
    Laughing, Hannah linked her hand through mine. “Ready? There are just two more people I want you to talk with. You’ve done amazing so far. Mrs. Vanderbeek was eating out of your hand, so don’t be surprised if you see a fat donation from her. I’ll introduce you to Dr. Mavis next. He’s a retired heart surgeon with a massive trust fund and an autistic son who has a therapy dog. Then there’s Mrs. Nalishi—she loves rescue dogs. She’ll like that A Kid’s Best Friend uses rescue dogs. Her sister actually runs a pit bull sanctuary down in Florida, so she’ll no doubt fawn all over Vali.” 
 
    “Wow, I’m impressed that you know all of this. Thank you so much for helping me.” 
 
    Nodding to our guards, Hannah looped her arm into mine as we walked back to the ballroom. “It’s my job. The big donor charity world is an odd place. Some people give because they want to help, some people give just to look good, and some people give because its expected of them due to their social station. I personally don’t give a rat’s patootie why they’re giving, so long as I can persuade them to give to organizations the Cordova Empire supports. It took me a while, but I’ve personally vetted each and every charity we endorse.” 
 
    Making our way into the main room, I lifted my chin and lengthened my spine, trying to walk with a confidence I didn’t feel. The bodyguards moved around us, but the room was more crowded now, and we didn’t have as big of a bubble as we used to. Voices, perfumes, and colognes all mixed together around me, and the room seemed hotter and brighter than before. 
 
    Diego stepped out of a throng of people, two thick men in black suits flanking his every move.  
 
    With his eyes locked on me, he purposely strode forward with an intent look on his face I couldn’t decipher. 
 
    Then, to my complete amazement, he placed one large hand on my lower back, and carefully grasped the back of my neck with the other. His grip was so firm, so commanding, that I simply followed his lead as he leaned me slightly back. Honest to God, I thought I was having an out of body experience as he laid a big, fat, no-tongue but a lot of soft lip, kiss on me. 
 
    It was the lamest kiss I’ve ever had in my life. 
 
    When Diego pulled back, he wasn’t looking at me with lust, but with a trace of amusement mixed with tension. 
 
    As I struggled to figure out what in the hell was going on, he whispered against my cheek, “Just go with it, little songbird, but don’t think this is me hitting on you.” 
 
    Confused, I whispered back, “Good, because kissing you is like kissing my pillow. Actually, maybe less fun.” 
 
    Diego let out a roaring laugh, his head falling back and some of the tension leaving his body. “Trust me, the feeling—” 
 
    Whatever he was about to say was lost because Mark, appearing out of nowhere, grabbed Diego’s shoulder and spun him around before socking him in the jaw. “Get your hands off her!” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Hannah hissed. 
 
    Diego, the crazy asshole, laughed again and launched himself at Mark. The two men rolled around on the floor together in their perfect tuxedos, surrounded by gaping spectators.  
 
    “Fuck you, Layla’s mine.” 
 
    “Over my dead fucking body. She’s mine!” Mark growled, looking utterly crazed as he threw a flurry of blows at Diego’s midsection.  
 
    As the crowd around us grew and pressed close, I began to pant, the feeling of violence saturating the air. My anxiety began to creep in, insisting I was in danger, urging me to flee. The fear grew, became more intense at the sight of someone’s blood splashing on the shiny floor.  
 
    Across the room, the blonde woman in green who’d been kissing Mark earlier stared daggers at me. Next to her stood a beautiful, regal looking woman who was an unusual mix of dark bronze skin and pale copper hair with clear blue eyes. She also watched me with a frozen expression that somehow still conveyed a sense of hurt and anger. My gaze went back to the blonde and I shuddered. I recognized the malice filled sneer twisting her beautiful face, had seen a version of it on my mother’s face a hundred times before.  
 
    I blindly reached in Hannah’s direction, clutching to her bicep as a whimper escaped me. 
 
    “Leo,” Hannah snapped over the sound of shouting while the bodyguards broke the fight up. “We have to leave. Now.” 
 
    I managed to roll my eyes in Leo’s direction. Whatever he saw in my expression had him swooping in and throwing a protective arm around my shoulder. He was a big, big man and I felt as if I was a terrified mouse hiding in the all-encompassing shadow of a mountain. 
 
    With Leo on one side, and Vali and Hannah on the other, I was practically carried out of the room and down a long hallway. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I kept whispering over and over.  
 
    “Hush,” Hannah crooned as she helped me into the waiting limo.  
 
    Leo sat across from us, his dark gaze glittering as he watched his wife hug me. “I’m going to kick Diego’s ass.” 
 
    “I’m afraid Mark’s one step ahead of you,” Hannah muttered. “Layla, are you okay?” 
 
    Shaking, I tried to respond, but I wasn’t quite there yet. Instead I gave her a small nod and attempted to regain my calm as Vali put his heavy head on my lap. The weight of Hannah’s tight hug and Vali’s body gave me an anchor to grab onto as I spun in the maelstrom of my anxiety. It was all too much. I was overwhelmed and going down fast. I hated what was about to come, hated that they were going to see me at my worst. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” I whispered over and over, apologizing for what I knew was coming. 
 
    Broken, adrift in my own mind, I was helpless as my demons swallowed me in bloody chunks. Curling into myself, I pulled all my hair forward and hid, starting the repetitive rocking that was the only thing that could soothe me. There, in the safety of my hair, I let out little moans as someone stroked my back. I have no idea how long I was in the limo, but when I finally started to come out of my panic attack, I realized we were no longer moving.  
 
    Instead, we were parked in front of Hannah and Leo’s amazing house that would have taken my breath away in normal circumstances.  
 
    Now, I barely noticed it as I found Hannah curled up in the seat next to me, watching me with a tear-stained face. 
 
    Clutching a handful of wrinkled tissues, she said, “Hey, sweetheart, you back with me?” 
 
    My voice was thick, and I had to clear my throat hard before I could respond. “Yes, I’m so sorry—” 
 
    Hannah held up both her hands, and her voice wavered as she quickly said, “Please, please stop saying that. You kept saying it over and over. You were breaking my heart.” 
 
    I hung my head, my hair obscuring my face. “Did-did I say anything else?” 
 
    She opened her mouth, but it took her a moment to speak. “I—you did.” 
 
    I hated to ask it, but I had to know. “What did I say?” 
 
    “Just…a lot of things that were no good. About your mom.” 
 
    Part of me, a sick part who thought I deserved to hurt, wanted to ask what I’d said, to see how deep my feeling of humiliation and embarrassment could go.  
 
    When I had a bad panic attack, I knew I sometimes talked about those terrible years in the cabin. Most of the time, I could pretend that part of my life didn’t exist, that it was the past and couldn’t hurt me. When my mind decided to break, it always seemed to want to relive those days. My therapist said it was my psyche’s way of trying to process the trauma, but I had no idea. I literally went blank during a severe panic attack, and never remembered anything after I came out of it.  
 
    When something triggered a memory of my mother’s abuse—like the way that blonde was staring at me with pure hatred combined with the sight of blood—I tended to talk as if she were there. At least, that’s what my parents and other people who’ve witnessed one of my episodes have told me. Which usually meant begging her for food, trying to get her to stop beating me, or pleading with her that I was cold—so very, very cold.  
 
    In the cabin in Minnesota, the heating had been on and off, but there was a fireplace I could use if I was desperate. I was scared to start a fire, because my mother said I’d be wickedly punished if I did. But during a long absence, she left me alone for close to two weeks, and there was no heat for a couple of those days. I’d almost froze to death before she finally arrived, too scared of her wrath to light a fire that would save my life. 
 
    I hated the cold, and my adoptive parents, bless them a million times over, moved us to Arizona when I was fourteen to help me cope. 
 
    Taking a deep breath of the nighttime desert air filtering in through the open door of the limo, I reminded myself that I was alive, and I was safe. The past couldn’t hurt me. I was far, far away from the endless woods and deathly silence. I was safe. 
 
    Outside the car door, I could see a portion of a familiar palatial house. We were parked in a circular drive, and a massive brass dolphin and mermaid fountain splashed merrily away nearby. I focused on the soothing sound of the splashing water, my mind feeling as if I was waking up from a deep, yet restless sleep. 
 
    “Nice fountain,” I croaked while giving Vali love.  
 
    “Thanks,” Hannah nervously wrung her hands together. “I hope you don’t mind, but I thought maybe you’d like to do a sleepover. I, well, I didn’t feel okay about leaving you alone tonight. Plus, I didn’t think you’d want the drama of Mark showing up in a pissy.” 
 
    I snorted, and my heart sank. “Like that would happen.” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll show up, trust me.” Hannah clapped her hands. “But you know what? We’re done talking about his dumb butt. Come on, I haven’t had a sleepover in like forever, not since Joy got preggo. You can borrow some of my pajamas, we’ll raid the kitchen, then we can watch some old movies. Sound good?” 
 
    “What about Vali?” 
 
    “He’s good around other dogs, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Honey, my pit bull, is a huge lovebug. She gets along with everyone. If you’re okay with it, you can just let Vali off the leash in the house. We have a couple dog doors, but the backyard is totally enclosed by an eleven-foot adobe wall and it’s patrolled. Nothing will hurt Vali or you while you’re here. I promise.” 
 
    Her smile slipped away by the time she finished her sentence, and it was easy to see she meant what she said.  
 
    “Thanks. I’ve never had a sleepover before. At a girl’s house, that is. Just a couple ex-boyfriends.”  
 
    Hannah smiled and sat up, smoothing down her gold dress. “Come on, I’ll show you to your guest room so you can shower. I’ll have the maid leave some pajamas on your bed for you.” 
 
    “Where’s Leo? Is he going to mind me staying over?” 
 
    “He…had to take care of some work stuff, so we can play our music as loud as we want and not use coasters in the media room. He hates that.” 
 
    Her mischievous smile made me laugh. “Won’t you get in trouble for not using coasters?” 
 
    “Oh, I will, but I love a good spanking from my Daddy.” 
 
    I could tell she was testing me when she shared that with me, so I merely smiled like it was no big deal. “I bet.” 
 
    Gathering up my dress, glad a quick glance didn’t show any damage, I followed Hannah out of the limo.  
 
    Hannah held onto my arm as she slipped off her heels with a groan. Vali sniffed around, his tail going a million miles an hour. I then used Hannah’s shoulder to steady myself as I took my shoes off, sighing in relief when my feet met the cool paved stones of the circular driveway. The soles of my feet ached as I stretched my toes out. 
 
    “Bliss,” Hannah sighed. “I swear, sometimes taking off my heels after a long night is better than sex.”  
 
    “Really?” Leo growled from behind us. 
 
    We both shrieked a little and jumped, while Vali gave a ‘what’s wrong, mom?’ bark. 
 
    While I soothed Vali, Hannah put her hands on her hips and glared at her husband. “Seriously? After the night we’ve had, you thought sneaking up on us was a good idea?” 
 
    Leo rolled his eyes as he reached out and pulled Hannah into his arms, giving her neck a nip that was definitely erotic. “If I didn’t sneak up on you, how would I know you find taking off your shoes more exciting than fucking?” 
 
    Clearing her throat with a giggle, she said, “You know I was joking.” 
 
    He bit her again, a little harder, then released her while giving me a small, rare smile. “Welcome to our home, Layla.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I fiddled with my dress. “It’s beautiful.” 
 
    “Come on, we’ll show you to your room, so you can get changed. Then I have something I want to discuss with you.” 
 
    Swallowing hard, I said, “Oh-okay.” 
 
    His dark gaze softened and his voice took on a soothing, almost purring tone. “Don’t worry, it’s nothing bad.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later, I was curled up in a big, fluffy gray beanbag the size of a sofa. 
 
    Vali, minus his vest because he wasn’t working, sprawled next to me on the beanbag, his soft snores filling the comfortable room. Hannah and Leo’s dog, Honey was upstairs in Tiffany’s room where she slept most nights. The two dogs had gotten along really well, and had played for a bit before they both crashed. 
 
    Hannah’s lounge was done in shades of soft purplish gray, white, and peach with silver accents. While it was nicely decorated, it didn’t have the designer feel of the rest of the house. The shelves were crammed with books, figurines, and the lower ones held baby toys. Another bin of toys sat across the room, along with a mountain of stuffed animals. 
 
    I wore a pair of Hannah’s loose brown pajama pants and a massive pink sleep shirt that she’d loaned me. After hours of wearing a dress tight enough to keep everything in place, my lungs sucked in big sighs of relief. As usual, after a panic attack, I was feeling both tired and slightly fragile. The load of adrenaline that accompanied an attack left my body a little battered. Mostly likely, I’d sleep like the dead tonight. I should probably tell Hannah that I would probably not wake up before noon. 
 
    Hannah wore a similar outfit to mine, but in a pale icy blue that went well with her creamy skin tone. Leo had also changed into deep brown pajama pants and a black t-shirt. It was odd seeing him without a suit, but, even wearing casual clothes, he still exuded a…masterful vibe. Not in a BDSM way—well, not only in a BDSM way. Something about him just spoke of power and control. When he focused his dark gaze on me, I grew still.  
 
    His deep voice was low and soothing as he said, “Layla, I think I can help you.” 
 
    Confused, I sat up a little higher in the beanbag, making Vali grumble in his sleep. “With what?” 
 
    “Your agoraphobia and other…issues. I believe I can help you with them.” 
 
    I glanced at Hannah, who considered her husband with an unreadable expression. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Hannah said that, among the various therapies you tried, you went to a hypnotist.” 
 
    “Well, yeah. I’ve tried pretty much everything.” Fearing their judgement, because some people thought hypnosis was bullshit, I quickly said, “But I only went a couple times. It didn’t work. Maybe I can’t be hypnotized.” 
 
    “Would you be open to trying again?” 
 
    “I guess? Why, did you have someone in mind?” 
 
    Leaning forward, he became more imposing, somehow. “Me.” 
 
    “You?” I squeaked. 
 
    Hannah threw an elbow into her husband’s ribs. “Stop it, you’re scaring her.” 
 
    “I wasn’t trying to intimidate her.” He frowned at his wife as she rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Darling, I love you to the moon and back, but you can be a little…intense at times. Dial it back.” 
 
    He sighed, then shot me a look that clearly said, ‘Do you see what I have to put up with?’  
 
    I tried to hide my smile. “No, you’re fine. I just had no idea you were a hypnotist.” 
 
    “The human mind has always fascinated me, but that isn’t important. What is important is that I really think I can help you, Layla.” 
 
    He seemed so sincere that I felt a tremble of hope. “How?” 
 
    “I could give you a six hour lecture every day for four years, and you’d still have questions. Let’s just say that I’m good at reaching your subconscious and removing your mental fingers from the various triggers that can send you into panic attacks.” 
 
    “Do you have a lot of experience?” 
 
    “He hypnotized me,” Hannah said in an odd, dry voice.  
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “And it helped?” 
 
    She slowly nodded, and her voice grew thick with emotion as she said, “Immensely. It changed my whole view on the world, of myself. Made me stronger. Happier.” 
 
    “It almost sounds too good to be true.” 
 
    “There’s no guarantee it will work.” Leo ran his fingers through Hannah’s hair as she cuddled into him. “I’m not saying I can cure your every ill, but I do think I can make a noticeable difference in how your mind views and handles trauma. I know hypnosis isn’t the most conventional form of treatment, but are you willing to let me try?” 
 
    “Leo, I have done everything you can possibly think of to try to fix myself, both conventional and unconventional. Acupuncture, crystals, salt room therapy, color therapy, music therapy, group, individual, and metaphysical therapy. Compared to the woman trying to talk me into buying a rose quartz egg to shove up my—err, place that the sun don’t shine to cleanse my chakra, you’re fine.” 
 
    Leo gave an unexpected laugh while Hannah snorted. “Then you’re willing to let me hypnotize you?” 
 
    I looked down at my hands and fiddled with my nails as I turned the idea over in my mind. “Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Excellent.” Leo texted something on his phone. “We’ll start in about an hour.” 
 
    “What? Can we do it tomorrow? I’m kinda wiped out from all the drama.” 
 
    A knock came from the door, and a moment later a tiny Hispanic woman wearing a pair of khaki pants and a pretty pale gold blouse came in holding a tray. 
 
    With big slashes of silver coloring her raven black hair, she had a kind face and a ready smile. “Mr. Brass, here is the hot chocolate you requested.” 
 
    “Thank you, Domini.” 
 
    She set the tray down on the pale wood table situated between the sofa and the beanbag chair. Steam curled from the big green earthenware mugs, and the scent of chocolate tickled my nose. Big, fat marshmallows floated on top, along with a dash of whipped cream and what looked like chocolate shavings.  
 
    Leo handed me a mug while Hannah grabbed one for herself. “Here, drink up. It’s better if we try this when you’re already nice and relaxed. Some studies have shown that the brain responds better to suggestion when the subject is tired. The hot chocolate will help.” 
 
    Shrugging, I took a big drink of the delicious beverage, the subtle hint of cinnamon coming through the sweetness of the chocolate. “Oh my God, this is so good.” 
 
    “Isn’t it to die for?” Hannah fished out a partially melted marshmallow and ate it. “Domini says they used to make it in her village in El Salvador when she was a little girl. It’s delish.” 
 
    We chatted for a little bit about Domini and a few of the other people that worked for Hannah and Leo. Hannah wasn’t born rich, so she still found it weird to have a staff, but she wasn’t complaining about it. Cleaning this place was a full-time job, and she’d rather spend her time at home with Tiffany. I understood her point of view. My adoptive parents had a maid that came in once a week to clean stuff, despite the fact that my mom Jan was a stay-at-home mom. She had to be.  
 
    I was a high-maintenance kid for the first few years that I’d lived with them. Hell, it took me a year to even start talking to them, but she never gave up. Jan dedicated herself to helping me heal, and I know that without her and her husband Pat’s endless love and patience I would have been lost. She’d been so proud of me when I’d video chatted with her briefly while getting ready tonight. Hell, she was almost giddy that I had friends.  
 
    Shit, I’d have to call her tomorrow. Should I tell her the truth about what happened, or should I omit a few things so she wouldn’t be disappointed in me? Hell, I was disappointed in me. I could only hope I didn’t make too big of a scene and scare away possible donors. 
 
    There was a lull in the conversation between Hannah and Leo, and I set my now empty mug on the table. 
 
    I grew sleepier by the second, and my whole body sinking into the beanbag. 
 
    Dimly, I was aware of Hannah’s whisper to Leo. “I’m staying.” 
 
    Leo said something, but I couldn’t make out his response. 
 
    Not that I really cared. 
 
    Vali snuggled into me, all warm breathing fur, and my whole body became deliciously floaty. 
 
    “Did you give her the D128?” Hannah’s low voice came from somewhere nearby. 
 
    “No, I’m not fully programming her. I’ll leave that to Mark. The cocktail flowing through her will open her mind to suggestion but nothing more.” 
 
    “He’s going to be pissed.” 
 
    “Too bad. This is more important than his feelings.” 
 
    “I totally agree.” 
 
    There was a sound like maybe kissing, then Leo said, “Quiet now, my love.” 
 
    Soft, lovely feelings of relaxation and contentment skittered along my body as I released a deep sigh. 
 
    “Layla.” Leo’s voice contained still, beautiful oceans of sound. “Can you hear me?” 
 
    It took some effort, but I managed to answer him. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. Are you comfortable?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “You’re relaxed, very relaxed. Your body is at complete rest, and everything is slowing down.” He paused for a moment, his words magical, as I went practically limp. “Good. You’re letting go, letting all the pain and negative feelings just evaporate out of you like sweat into the desert air. You are free of doubt and anxiety, closer and closer to sleep. Relaxed.” 
 
    My thoughts faded, and I slipped into the best sleep of my life with a smile. 
 
     


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Six hours after I’d been unceremoniously hauled out of the charity ball by my own men, I found myself sitting in my car on a tall hill overlooking Layla’s house in the pre-dawn darkness. 
 
    For the past three years, this was the closest I’d allowed myself to get to my girl. 
 
    This hill, a half mile away from the cheerful place she called home. 
 
    But, tonight, I would finally step foot on her land. 
 
    Breathe in the smell of her home. 
 
    Taste her, like I’ve been dying to do all these years. 
 
    Tonight, I would make her mine. 
 
    Absently rubbing my throbbing jaw, because Diego had gotten one hell of a punch in, I stared at her backyard with its tall privacy fence and small cactus garden. All her curtains were closed, and I saw no signs of movement from her workshop. To most people, the tall windows of the seven-hundred square foot workshop weren’t visible because of the privacy fence, but I could see over it from this spot on the hill. I’d spent many, many nights watching her create her dragons, in awe of her talent. 
 
    Memories of watching Layla work, often covered in sawdust flakes or splattered with paint and clay, washed over me. She was so beautiful and skilled, fucking perfect in every way that mattered. Tonight, she’d been magnificent as she worked the crowd. 
 
    With her otherworldly beauty, her shy demeanor, and her stunning voice, she’d enraptured everyone who talked to her. She was a siren, and I wasn’t the only one affected by her presence. I’d overheard more than one man at the event asking about her, and more than one rich dowager wondered if she could match Layla up with one of her grandsons. In a room full of beautiful and powerful people, she glittered like the brightest star in the sky. Thank God for the security detail. If they hadn’t been there, Layla would have been trampled by potential suitors. 
 
    I’d watched her, tracking her every move while avoiding Caroline. She’d cornered me when I first arrived, and in an effort to keep the peace, I’d been polite with her—up until the point when she tried to kiss me. After I’d turned Caroline away and told her we were never going to happen, she’d thrown a tantrum. 
 
    A very public, embarrassing tantrum.  
 
    Honestly, I’d meant to keep my distance from Layla. To torture myself and watch her from afar. I was going to leave her alone and cherish the glimpses of her I’d caught. She was a goddess, beauty incarnate, inside and out. 
 
    But Diego, that motherfucker, had kissed her and all my good intentions flew out the window. 
 
    Sitting on the hood of my matte black Range Rover, I listened to the tick of my engine as it cooled beneath me. Large two-story boulders hid me from the nearest road, and there was little traffic this far out. Layla lived way out in Carefree, a small artists town northeast of Phoenix, where life was quiet. The population wasn’t huge, and most of the people in her neighborhood were free spirits. The desert landscape, dotted with unique, massive boulders, hid world class art studios all over the place. I could easily see why Layla decided to put down roots here, even though her parents lived on the outskirts of Scottsdale almost an hour south.  
 
    A strong breeze gusted through the valley, moving the hair off my forehead, making my skin prickle.  
 
    Layla’s neighborhood was a grouping of ten homes down a long, curving street on big plots of land. Cream stucco on the outside, all the homes featured Spanish tile roofs, but some were single-story, and some were double. Mature trees and massive saguaro cactuses filled most yards, giving the large valley a surprising splash of green. Layla’s place stuck out because of the addition of the old mechanic’s garage she’d converted into a large art studio.  
 
    It was late, close to four-thirty in the morning, and I planned to let Layla sleep before we talked. I’d known her long enough to realize she got really, really cranky if she didn’t get enough shut-eye. Though she liked to tell me I growled a lot, she was the one who sounded like a pissed off baby bear if she was tired. I had to admit I found that grumpy scowl of hers sexy as hell.  
 
    My cock started to harden as I recalled how she’d looked tonight, how gracious and charming she’d been. Leo and Hannah had done a great job of keeping the wolves at bay, but I’d seen more than one man approach Layla with a gleam in his eye. They’d all been turned back by security, but I wouldn’t be surprised if Leo got a bunch of calls tomorrow asking about Layla. For some men, being denied something only made them want it more.  
 
    Unexpected movement in the shadows at the side of her house caught my attention, and I strained to see in the darkness. No streetlights lit her quiet neighborhood, and I couldn’t see the front of the house because of my angle. Large creosote bushes planted all along the outside of her fence also made it hard to know what was going on down there. Grabbing my night vision binoculars, I sought out where I thought I’d seen movement, then cursed. 
 
    Someone, probably a large man by his build, snuck around outside of Layla’s house. 
 
    A much smaller man—or maybe it was a woman dressed all in black joined him. They both stood there for a moment with their backs to me. I couldn’t even tell if they had hair or not because black masks covered every inch of their heads. They started to turn, and I focused the binoculars in closer, straining to see what they were doing. A brilliant flash of light filled my vision, searing my retinas and painfully blinding me. 
 
    I swore as I jerked the binoculars away from my face, the intense burst ruining my vision. As I blinked away tears, I tried to make sense of what my blurry sight showed me. The vivid gleam in the darkness seemed to be getting even brighter as I squinted at it. My mind finally clicked on what I saw as the first scent of smoke reached me on the strong breeze. 
 
    Layla’s house was on fire. 
 
    My phone rang—probably my security team letting me know that smoke detectors were going off in her home and that there was a fire. 
 
    I ignored the call, squinting as I drove down the hill. Rocks banged against the undercarriage as I eased my way down the empty creek bed. The gully wound down the hillside, taking me around boulders bigger than a house. All I could see in my mind’s eye was Layla screaming as she burned…just like Gracie. I felt like I might throw up, but I made myself drive faster, cursing as I hit a big rock that tore something in the suspension. The SUV shuddered, but I kept pushing it, ignoring the various warnings beeping from the dashboard. The smell of the fire dominated the air now, an impure odor filled with the acrid tang of burning plastics and manmade materials. I’ll never forget the smell of a housefire—that chemical stench would always remind me of the reek of the kennels after they’d burned.  
 
    The communications system on the Range Rover came to life as Leo shouted, “Mark, stop!” 
 
    “Layla’s house is on fire!” I screamed the words so loudly, my vocal cords strained. 
 
    “Mark, Layla is here.” 
 
    “She’s going to burn.” I wrenched the wheel to the side, trying to get my crippled SUV up the embankment, the damaged engine screaming. “Leo, she’s going to burn!” 
 
    “Mark—man, Layla is here, at my house! She’s not at her home. She’s okay. She’s safe.” 
 
    I topped the rise, my mind not hearing a word Leo said as I caught sight of her home completely engulfed in flames. “Oh God…Layla! I’m coming!” 
 
    “Get her over here! I know she’ll be groggy, but I need her. He’s not listening to me,” Leo roared in the background. “Quick, run.” 
 
    I was opening the door to my SUV, searching for a way to enter Layla’s home and save her, when her thick with sleep voice wrapped around my burning insanity like an icy blanket. “What’s going on Leo? What’s wrong? Who is this?” 
 
    The sleepy, caressing purr of her voice, even heavy with worry, reached me when nothing else would. 
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    Something exploded in her studio—probably the propane tank—and my ears rang as the shockwave hit me.  
 
    She was saying something, but I couldn’t make it out. “Layla? Is that you? Are you okay?” 
 
    The ringing subsided as I got back in my SUV and closed the door, ignoring the steam pouring from the hood as I strained to hear her. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I’m okay. What’s going on? What was that explosion? Mark, please answer me!” 
 
    I slumped back against my seat, the relief pouring through me an indescribable feeling. 
 
    She was alive. 
 
    I had a second chance. 
 
    Sirens blared in the distance, and I could hear Hannah and Layla talking in the background as Leo said, “Stay where you are. I have your GPS signal on the banks of the arroyo behind Layla’s property. Some of our men should be there soon to get you.” 
 
    Dazed, I stared at her burning house. “She’s safe.” 
 
    Leo’s voice lowered as he replied, “Yeah, my brother. She’s safe. Did you see what happened?” 
 
    “I saw two people creeping around her house. I only spotted them for a minute before they lit some kind of incendiary device, and I got blinded by my night vision binoculars.” 
 
    “Shit,” Leo muttered. “Our cameras didn’t catch much, either. The car they used was stolen, and they wore full-face masks. Whoever it was, they moved like an efficient unit. Like professionals.” 
 
    In the distance, firetrucks arrived at Layla’s house, but I already knew it would be a total loss.  
 
    A black SUV rolled to a stop on the small bridge that spanned the dry creek bed. 
 
    “Mateo and Benson just pulled up.” 
 
    “I see ‘em.”  
 
    “I’ve got shit to handle,” Leo said in a distracted voice. “I’ll see you when you get here.” 
 
    After he hung up, I waved to Mateo, who’d stepped out of the passenger side. Then I grabbed a few things from my fucked-up Land Rover and made my way across the rocky terrain. Smoke began to sting my eyes as the wind shifted, and I felt like I moved through a fog. As I climbed into the car, I ignored the guys questioning looks as they took in my torn tux and bruised up face. So full of relief I was almost giddy with it, I closed my eyes and thanked God over and over again for sparing Layla’s life. 
 
      
 
    The second we arrived at Leo’s place, I burst from the SUV and stormed into the house, blowing past the housekeeper. She called my name, but I ignored her. My heart slammed against my ribs as the morning sunlight streamed in behind me from the open doorway. “Where’s Layla?” 
 
    “Mark.” Leo, holding a mug of coffee, appeared from one of the many halls branching off from the two-story foyer. “She’s sleeping.” 
 
    “Sleeping?” 
 
    “We gave her a pill to help her relax. The news of her house catching fire was most…upsetting.” 
 
    “Glad to see you didn’t barbeque yourself,” Diego’s voice came from my left. 
 
    Looking a little worse for the wear, with a giant black eye and bruised cheek, he joined us. Diego had changed into jeans and a button-down black shirt at some point, and he also held a mug of coffee. The small, thick, silver and turquoise hoops he wore in his ears gleamed as he tilted his head, stretching out his neck with a grimace. As I took in his fucked up face in the bright morning light, I let out an internal sigh at his swelling eye. Mrs. Cordova would give us both a ton of shit about our public scuffle. She hated when we marked up each other’s faces, claiming it made us look like common thugs.  
 
    The knowledge that a massive ass chewing loomed in my near future did not improve my mood. 
 
    Leo lifted his chin, and we followed him into his study. Even in the blazing early morning sun, the dark wood of the bookshelves dominating three walls seemed to absorb the light. Two big black couches sat situated around a red and black Navajo rug, and a large black and white portrait of Hannah from their wedding hung over one of the couches. In it, she peered up shyly through her lashes, but her smile sparkled brighter than the diamond choker around her throat. 
 
    As I settled into the couch, I shifted, trying to ease the various aches and pains shooting through me. At almost thirty-one, I discovered that my body didn’t bounce back quite as quickly as it used to. After my mad drive down the creek bed, my back was pissed. The pain helped clear way some of my exhaustion, and I unbuttoned the collar of my shirt as I watched Leo. 
 
    Standing before the windows, he looked out over his massive landscaped backyard for a moment before he turned to face me. “Layla’s in danger. We believe someone is trying to kill her.” 
 
    I exploded from the couch. “What?” 
 
    Diego gave me a sympathetic look, then he took a seat across from where I stood, setting his coffee mug down on a nearby table. “You were right, someone tried to burn her house down. It looks like someone also disabled the alarm and broke in. After they found the house empty, we think they made an impromptu decision to burn the place down. Out of anger, as a warning, as a way to intimidate—we don’t know.” 
 
    “Until we do,” Leo said in a dark voice, “Layla is in danger.” 
 
    “Motherfucker!” I gripped my hands into fists, reigning in my temper. “When I find out who did it, I’ll rip their skin off an inch at a time then throw them into a vat of bleach to drown. I’m gonna cut off their limbs one by one. I’m gonna feed them to the pigs. I’m going to destroy them!” 
 
    Leo gripped my shoulders, but my anger burned so fierce, I shook with the need to do violence. “Control, Mark. You can’t lose it, not with Layla upstairs. Control.” 
 
    Control. 
 
    I needed to maintain control. 
 
    For Layla. 
 
    If I lost control, bad things happened. 
 
    When Leo found me, after I’d managed to kill two members of the Toscano mafia who murdered my wife, I’d been a complete mess. Psychotic, on a break with reality that allowed me to become a remorseless killer. For a year, I lived my life with complete reckless abandon. Revenge and hatred offered toxic fuel, and I’d gorged on the bitter poison until I became mad with it. I’d slaughtered those first two men by sheer luck more than skill, and I probably would be dead if it wasn’t for Leo. Lucky for me, the Toscano mafia was enemies with the Cordova cartel, so the Cordovas had a vested interest in seeing me exact my bloody revenge. 
 
    At first, I was just a tool for Leo, but we soon became friends. The old me would never have anything in common with a cartel’s torture master, but the new me found Leo’s brand of brutal justice to be something that spoke to my twisted soul. I could appreciate his role in the world, his drive to make those that wronged him suffer. Some people deserved to hurt before they died, and Leo made sure they received their punishment in spades. He taught me how to draw a man’s death out until it stretched for days, and I’d used the unique skillset he’d given me to get my pound of flesh from the Toscano mafia. In my grief, my thirst for vengeance had been legendary. During that bloody year, I gained a reputation in the criminal world as a man you did not want to fuck with. After my retribution was complete, and I sat upon a proverbial mountain of the bodies of the dead, Leo made me an offer that I couldn’t refuse. 
 
    The world of the crime lords is an odd one. While the Cordova cartel couldn’t go directly after the Toscano mafia, and vice versa, they could chip away at each other in other, underhanded ways—such as supporting my personal vendetta to take the Toscano mafia down. In public, the Cordova family pretended they had no knowledge of what I was doing. In private, Leo tutored me on the finer points of being a responsible monster. 
 
    Lesson number one, the most important of them all, was control. 
 
    Control of my mind. Control of my body. Control of my emotions. 
 
    Like Leo, I’d become a man capable of terrible things. A savage who’d destroy everything in his path. If I lost my control at the wrong time, I could hurt innocent people, something I avoided at all costs. Even monsters can have a conscience.  
 
    While I never attained the level of control that Leo had over his emotions, I was strong enough to beat my anger back and slow my breathing. 
 
    Leo studied my face, then gave my shoulders a hard squeeze.  
 
    He murmured, “Well done.” 
 
    His praise, rarely given, strengthened and focused me. “Do we know anything?”  
 
    “It has to be somehow related to the ball.” Diego leaned forward, his long black braid falling over his shoulder.  
 
    “Right now, we don’t know that for sure. We’ve got a team on it, but you know this shit takes time.” Leo took a sip from his mug with a grimace. “Fucking hate cold coffee.” 
 
    Clenching my hands into fists so hard my nails dug into my palms, I growled, “Do we have any idea who it could have been?” 
 
    “No.” Leo grimaced after another drink from his mug. “I want to say it’s a result of her association with us, but I never discount anything. She plays in those online tournaments, right? Didn’t you guys win a decent amount together last year doing that North American Gaming Championship? What was it, ten thousand each?” 
 
    Layla and I had indeed won ten thousand dollars, along with the rest of our team of five, at a gaming conference. We’d all played from home, with livestreams set up so the viewers could see our reactions as we gamed. What if someone had a grudge against our team for winning? What if it was one of the little psychopathic shits who hated female gamers? The ones who blamed all their troubles on the fact that women didn’t want to fuck them? There were some scary, entitled kids out there who were one heartbeat away from a total breakdown. What if one of those little fuckers targeted Layla? 
 
    I shook my head. “If someone was after Layla because of her gaming, it wouldn’t necessarily be about the money. A lot of people have their whole identity, their whole lives wrapped up in these games. Winning and losing is everything to them, regardless of the purse size. And the vast majority of professional gamers are men—insecure men who do not like losing to a woman. Plus, Layla is well known on Horse Lords, and she’s been targeted by incels before.” 
 
    Diego groaned and tipped his head back, his throat moving as he said, “Incels…those little bastards scare the hell out of me. They have literally nothing to lose, nothing to live for—at least in their minds—but their fucked up sense of pride. Everything that has ever gone wrong in their lives is someone else’s fault. Seems like the only time they leave their basements is to kill a bunch of people.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I took a seat again, my energy waning as the sun rose higher in the sky. “She got in some kind of…I don’t know, a troll debate with a popular incel guy a few months ago about women gamers. His name was KillAllChads or some shit. I didn’t pay much attention, because a quick background check showed him as being harmless. One of those Internet warriors who spends all his time telling people they’re wrong while living the life of a middle-class loser.” 
 
    Leo gave his head a small shake. “For someone who is agoraphobic, she sure has a lot of potential enemies.” 
 
    “Speaking of being agoraphobic, it’ll make it easier to guard her,” Diego said with a wry smile. 
 
    Closing my eyes, I sucked in a long breath and let it out slowly, telling myself I couldn’t punch Diego in his face—again. “Do not fucking joke about that, got me?” 
 
    Lifting his hands, Diego said, “Sorry, mi hombre. No offense was meant. You’re right, it was in poor taste.” 
 
    Leo shook his head. “This whole situation is going to fuck with her mind. One of the measures her birth mother used to control her was the threat of assassins. That she couldn’t leave the cabin, or they would kill her. Now, she’s facing an echo of the same situation, but this time it’s real.” 
 
    “I know.” My heart hurt as I grit my teeth in helpless anger. “This is why I’ve left her alone all these years. I’m fucking cursed. I knew I’d end up hurting her. Everything I touch dies.” 
 
    “Jesus Christ, not you, too.” Diego gave me a dark look. “I hear enough about being cursed from Fernando. This organization doesn’t have enough room for two hopeless martyrs. Neither of you are responsible for other peoples’ fucked up actions. Both of you would have done anything, sacrificed everything, to keep your loved ones safe. You know, you fucking know, deep in your heart that this is not your fault, but your ego and self-hatred have you blinded to the truth. Are you that much of an emotional masochist that you have to sabotage any chance of being happy? Will you ever get over punishing yourself for something that wasn’t your fault? And how narcissistic do you have to be, to make someone else’s death all about you? Fuck, you two are fucking exhausting to be around.” 
 
    Before I could go off on Diego—because most of what he said was true, and the truth fucking hurts—Leo met my gaze and held it. “I’m assigning you as head of her security detail while we try to find out who burned her house down and why. You’ll have a team at your disposal, whatever you need.” 
 
    My mind began to automatically plan, years of experience as Leo’s right-hand man coming into play. “Should I take her to the safehouse in Canada?” 
 
    Leo quickly shook his head. “No. She’ll stay here at your house for the time being. Give her a few days to adjust and give us time to evaluate the situation before we make any moves. Trust me, nobody is going to hurt her while she’s here.” 
 
    I rubbed my face, my eyes aching with the need to sleep. “Good point.” 
 
    “You look like shit. When’s the last time you slept?” 
 
    I glanced at my watch. “Two days?” 
 
    Leo grimaced. “You need to go to bed.” 
 
    “I can sleep when I’m dead.” 
 
    Cracking his neck, Leo stretched his arms over his head. “Layla is upstairs. She’ll be knocked out for at least another four hours. Someone should be there when she wakes up.” 
 
    “I should help—” 
 
    “Mark,” Leo looked me straight in the eye. “I promise you, we’ve got this. Trust me to take care of your woman like you take care of mine.” 
 
    That settled me, and I nodded. 
 
    I kind of wanted to argue that I should stay there, the need to deny myself the pleasure of her company an ingrained part of my mind. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    She was already in danger. 
 
    There was nothing holding me back from making her mine. 
 
    My baby bear. 
 
    My woman. 
 
    My life. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Your usual room.” 
 
    On nights when Leo was out of town, and I wasn’t with him, I’d stay in Leo’s house with Hannah, staying in a guest room just down the hall from their bedroom. Knowing that Layla was up there waiting for me made anticipation tighten my gut. I’d wanted this for so fucking long. 
 
    The corner of Diego’s mouth quirked up as I turned and left, my legs feeling like lead even as my heart thundered in my chest. 
 
    I reached the white door to the guest bedroom, and I was once again wide awake, an adrenaline surge clearing my muggy thoughts. Turning the handle of the door, I quickly stepped into the room, hoping Vali’s bark didn’t wake Layla up. The dog came up to me, and I crouched down, holding out my hand. “Hey, Vali, hey buddy, it’s me.” 
 
    Vali obviously recognized either my scent or my voice—god knows, he’d heard it enough—and he gave a whine as he nudged my hand with his head. 
 
    Scratching him, I said in a soft whisper, “I know, buddy. I’m also worried about her, but she’ll be okay. We’ll both make sure of it.” 
 
    My knees popped as I stood, and I pressed a fist into my lower back with a groan. 
 
    There was enough light seeping in around the edges of the curtains to show me the large sleigh bed across the room, the native American blanket tucked around a small lump with a mass of gorgeous dark hair.  
 
    I paused, looking down at my blood, dirt, and ash covered clothes, then at my filthy hands. 
 
    There was no way I could touch her like this. 
 
    She deserved nothing but the best. Since she was going to be stuck with me, I would try to make her life nothing but happiness. First, we just had to get through this rough patch. 
 
    I laughed to myself as I took a quick shower in the spacious bathroom attached to the guest room.  
 
    Yeah, someone breaking into her house then burning it down was just a little glitch. 
 
    No big deal. 
 
    The hot water eased my muscles, but it also slowed my thoughts. I was so fucking tired, but I managed to remove every trace of blood from my body. After getting out, I grabbed a tube of healing salve from the bathroom cabinet and tended to the worst of the cuts and scrapes. By the time I was done brushing my teeth, I was almost stumbling as I made my way through the room to the bed. 
 
    Karma could be a real bitch sometimes. Here I was, finally going to bed with the woman I’d been obsessing over for years, and I was so fucking tired I could barely keep my eyes open. I donned a pair of thin sleep shorts I kept in the almost empty dresser, then joined Layla and Vali on the bed. The dog sprawled out at Layla’s feet, and I gave him another rub down before sliding under the soft sheet. 
 
    Heaven. 
 
    Moving slowly so I didn’t disturb her, I laid on my back and gently pulled Layla over, so her head rested on my shoulder, curled up on her side. She wore a t-shirt, but her legs were bare as she shifted against me. With a grumble, she threw her arm over my stomach, and a leg over my thigh, clinging to me in her sleep. 
 
    Happiness burst through my heart as I held her close, reveling in the way she held me so tight. 
 
    My baby bear. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    My legs were pinned to the bed, and I tried to move Vali off my feet. He loved sleeping at the end of the bed at night, and often ended up slouched all over me despite the fact that I had a big queen-sized bed. While I enjoyed his snuggles, I didn’t like it as much when his fat butt made my feet fall asleep. 
 
    Barely awake, I grumbled as the weight on my legs wouldn’t budge. 
 
    Using more force, I freed one leg, only to realize that it wasn’t Vali’s body pinning me down. 
 
    It was a big, heavy male leg. 
 
    A furry one at that.  
 
    Thick, muscled arms tightened around me, and I was hauled back to a broad chest, the scent of a yummy men’s cologne mixing with male musk. 
 
    Forcing my eyes open, I took in the unfamiliar room around me and sucked in a sharp breath, trying to figure out where the heck I was. 
 
    Sapphire blue sheets, pale tan walls, Native American art and sunlight streaming in around the edges of unfamiliar bronze curtains. 
 
    My memories from the night before crashed over me, and I moaned. 
 
    My house, my studio…it is all gone. 
 
    At my whimper, a man’s achingly familiar voice said, “Hush, baby bear. I’ve got you.” 
 
    Disbelief filled me as I sat up. I found a shirtless Mark watched me with bloodshot eyes.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” 
 
    Mark looped his arm around my hip, holding me to him when I tried to scoot away. I quickly became aware the pink pajama t-shirt had ridden up enough so his hand landed on my bare thigh. For a moment, my mind blanked, electric tingles racing over me as my hormones went crazy. I’d fantasized about this moment, dreamed about it. He was finally in bed with me, and I wanted nothing more than to kick him out of it—no matter what my body wanted.  
 
    “Where else would I be?” He reached up to brush my hair out of my face. 
 
    Automatically, I ducked forward, letting my hair fall forward to obscure the side with the birthmark. “Stop that. Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be with that blonde you were kissing last night?” 
 
    “Blonde?” He frowned, his dark brows lower as lines formed around his silvery blue eyes. “What blonde? I haven’t kissed anyone.” 
 
    “I saw you,” I hissed, my heart hurting. “She was all over you, and you kissed her. Sparkly green dress, big boobs, ring any bells?” 
 
    “Caroline.” Mark’s grip on my hip tightened further. “She’s a pain in my ass, but I promise you, I didn’t kiss her.” 
 
    “I saw you.” 
 
    “Baby bear, there is only one woman I want to kiss, and it’s not that crazy bitch.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that.” 
 
    He pulled me closer to him by my hip as he rose up onto his elbow. The thick, defined muscles of his chest flexed beneath the mat of dark hair, and I was momentarily distracted by how painfully tight my nipples had become. Mark was just so…virile. Manly. I’d forgotten how big he was compared to me, and I felt like a little baby bear as he sat up all the way and hauled me onto his lap, caging me in his arms. 
 
    “Where is Vali?” 
 
    “Hannah grabbed him a few minutes ago so he could use the bathroom and probably eat. Their cook spoils the hell out of Honey, makes her meals from scratch every day. Don’t worry, Leo and Hannah will take good care of him.” 
 
    I gave a few futile struggles, but he was just so friggin strong.  
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    “Never. You’re mine now, Layla. For better or worse, you’re stuck with me.” 
 
    I froze in the motion of pushing against his chest, my fingers slightly caressing as I absorbed the feeling of his warmth. “What?” 
 
    His pale blue eyes bore into mine as he said, “I tried to stay away, tried to keep you safe, but I realize now that you’re safer with me than alone.” 
 
    “You’re not making any sense.” 
 
    He briefly closed his eyes, then held me as I tried to wiggle away. “The Cordova Empire is powerful, very powerful, and they have equally powerful enemies. I’m Leo’s righthand man, and I’ve made more than a few adversaries of my own as a result. I didn’t want the violence that I see every day spilling over onto you the way it did with…with Gracie.” 
 
    We shifted, and I froze when I felt something long, very thick, and hard pressing up against my ass. 
 
    “Ignore that,” Mark growled, sending shivers down my spine. 
 
    “I cannot ignore your penis poking at my butt.” I squeaked, “Let me go.” 
 
    “Layla.” I stilled at the tone of his voice. “Listen to me. We belong together.” 
 
    “Oh, now we belong together?” I seethed. “For three years, I’ve waited for you. For three years, I’ve been patient, given you time, tried to pretend that someday you’d see me as more than a friend. Three years, Mark. I practically begged you to go out with me, but you canceled every single time. Now that my life is completely screwed up, you decide that I’m good enough for you? Well, you’re not good enough for me!” 
 
    He made a pained sound, but he nodded. “You’re right. I’m not good enough for you, but I swear to God I’m going to do everything in my power to make you happy.” 
 
    Tears burned my nose as I shoved at his furry chest. “Let me go!” 
 
    “Never.” 
 
    He took that moment to kiss me, and I completely lost all sense of reality. 
 
    The firm warmth of his lips, the scruff of his beard, his scent and taste all overwhelmed me. My brain shorted out, went into a full reboot, and my body was left running the show. With a sob stuck in my throat, I wrapped my arms around his neck. His hands soon gripped me with a desperation that was almost painful. He was so much bigger than me, so much stronger, and the fact that he was so commanding was a complete turn on. I loved how he could cocoon me with his body as his lips caressed mine, loved the way he made me feel safe. 
 
    I needed him, desperately, and tears dripped down my cheeks, turning our kiss salty. 
 
    Mark began to kiss away my tears, which only made me cry more. 
 
    “My house…” I whispered against his lips, everything I’d been trying to avoid thinking about rushing to fill my mind. “My house is gone.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered back. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “What…what happened? Was it the gas line? Did it start in my workshop?” 
 
    He stilled, then he gently cupped my face. “Layla, there is no easy way to say this. Someone deliberately set your house on fire.” 
 
    I jerked back, rubbing away the last of my tears. “Someone set fire to my house? But…but that doesn’t make any sense. Why would someone do that?” 
 
    He looked away then ran a hand through his messy, dark brown hair. “We don’t know, but we’ll find out. I promise.” 
 
    “Is-is someone trying to hurt me?” My heart sped up, and I began to tremble as my fear grew stronger.  
 
    “We think that’s a possibility.” 
 
    Flashbacks of my mother’s stories about people trying to kill me flashed through my mind. For a moment, I was almost pulled into the past, but I fought it off. 
 
    Reaching out, I wrapped my arms around Mark’s broad chest—well, as much as I could while sitting on his lap—and hung on tight, using him to ground myself. 
 
    I swear, he was magic. As I breathed in his scent and listened to his heart, my body calmed, helping my mind to stop its downward descent. My muscles relaxed, and I felt like I melted into Mark. I knew, on some deep level, that he was a powerful man, and he would die to protect me.  Being held in his arms, the peace that I found there, was such a novel sensation that I didn’t do or say anything for a while, instead silently absorbing his endless strength.  
 
    No matter what was, or wasn’t going on between us, I knew he’d never let anything hurt me. When we gamed together, he was my perfect partner because he always made sure I was protected. And he took care of me the best he could from a distance, sending me presents that made me happy, arranging care for my mother at the best hospital when she had her cancer scare. If what he said was true, if he was only staying away from me to try to shield me from the violence in his life, could I really blame him? 
 
    Adrenaline raced through me as I wiped at my eyes. “Oh shit! I need to call my parents! They have to be freaking out by now.” 
 
    “I already took care of it. They know you’re here, with me, and they’ll be stopping by later today to see you.” 
 
    “They know I’m here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The lines around his eyes deepened as he gave me a small smile. “Jan seemed pretty excited that you spent the night.” 
 
    My mom was one of Mark’s biggest fans, and he knew it. “Yeah, well I need to call her and let her know that we’re nothing but friends.” 
 
    “Layla,” he groaned. 
 
    “No.” A well of unexpected strength swelled inside of me as I held up my hand, stopping him from speaking. “You hurt me, Mark. I laid myself out on the line for you, and you told me we’d never be anything more than friends. You had six weeks to apologize, yet you didn’t.” 
 
    “You blocked me on everything!”  
 
    Normally a man as big as Mark shouting at me would have made me back down, but with him, I felt safe enough to stand up for myself. “You know where I live. If you wanted to talk that badly, you would’ve shown up.” 
 
    He grew silent, his eyelids lowering as he let out a rough sigh. “You’re right.” 
 
    I tried to wiggle free. “You need to let me go, Mark.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I can’t do that.” 
 
    There was an almost scary note to his voice that had me freezing. “What?” 
 
    Holding my chin gently, he looked me right in the eyes as he said, “When I tell you that you’re mine now, I mean it. I tried, so fucking hard—to do the right thing, to give you a safe and normal life, the kind of life you deserve. But you had to go and throw yourself into the lion’s den, covered in blood.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you had just stayed home, none of this would have happened.” 
 
    Suddenly, I was so mad, I swear steam must have been curling out of my ears. 
 
    I pulled a few of his chest hairs, right by his nipple, and it had the intended affect. He yelped in surprise and loosened his arms enough for me to wiggle out. I rolled off the bed, then tugged at the hem of my t-shirt which had ridden up, revealing my white silky panties with pink hearts. Mark sat up right away, his perfect torso flexing and threatening to steal my wits. The thick hair on his chest grew lighter and narrowed as it descended down into his sleep shorts.  
 
    Now, normally I’m a pretty calm person. I don’t like fights and avoid agitating people. But the day after a panic attack usually leaves me feeling emotionally raw and unusually aggressive. My mom would say I was like a trapped wolverine, pissed off and ready to maul anyone that got near me.  
 
    “So you’re saying this is my fault, because I left my house?” I asked in a deadly voice. 
 
    He must have realized that he’d fucked up, because he got this weary look that would have been funny in different circumstances. 
 
    “Well….” 
 
    “I can’t believe you!” I yelled, throwing my arms over my head. “This is my fault?” 
 
    Lightning quick, he was sitting on the side of the bed. He snagged me around the waist before he pulled me back to him. His warmth, his thick muscles and deliciously furry body pressed tight against mine. 
 
    “No, no, none of this is your fault. I’m a dickhead. Sorry, baby bear,” he murmured as he tugged at my pajama shirt. “Are there pink hearts on your panties?” 
 
    I struggled against him, trying to ignore the way his rough hand on my upper thigh made my body come to life. “Stop trying to see my panties, you perv! We’re having a discussion here.” 
 
    “Mmmm,” he let out a carnal growl that had my belly going all quivery. “Cute.” 
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    His big hand cupped my bottom and my nipples grew painfully hard as he gazed slightly up at me. There was such a big size difference between us that, even with Mark sitting and me standing, our heads were almost even. I’d never seen him this close before, and I couldn’t stop myself from drinking him in. I noticed frosty glints of almost white in his blue eyes, and as I watched his pupils dilated. 
 
    His voice was a whisper as he said, “If I stroke my finger between your legs, baby bear, will your panties be wet?” 
 
    My body throbbed in response to the thought of his big hands touching me there. “That’s none of your business.” 
 
    His gaze lowered, his dark lashes sweeping down as he stared at my chest. “Did I ever tell you that your nipples drive me fucking crazy?” 
 
    “Uh, what?” 
 
    His hand flexed on my ass as he leaned forward slightly so his mouth was about an inch away from my breast. 
 
    “Sometimes during our video chats, you don’t wear a bra with your old, thin t-shirts. Sometimes it’s cold, or you’re excited, and your nipples get hard.” He let out a rough sigh that seemed to spread over me like a touch. “I’ve wondered what they look like, what color they are, if you’re sensitive or if you need a rough touch. I’ve wanted to put clamps on them, to attach bells and listen to them chime as I fuck you up against a wall. Those perfect fucking tits of yours shaking while I pound into you.” 
 
    I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t function. All I could do was struggle to breathe as my desire surged at his dirty talk. When he dropped his hands to the edges of my t-shirt, I held my breath. 
 
    “Can I see them?” 
 
    I nodded slowly, feeling as if I was having an out of body experience. 
 
    Mark, my Mark, was touching me. 
 
    My hands flexed before I slowly placed them on his broad shoulders, the velvety feel of his smooth skin an erotic treat for my senses. 
 
    Tears burned my nose as I took in the reverent way he looked at my body, like it was the most perfect thing he’d ever seen. 
 
    Slowly, ever so slowly, he lifted the sides of my t-shirt, rolling it up and revealing me. At the sight of my panties his nostrils flared, and he pulled me a little closer. Near enough to feel his thick erection pressing against my thigh. I squeezed my legs together, hoping to ease the ach that was building in my core. When my breasts came into sight, Mark let out a pained moan. 
 
    “So fucking beautiful. Lovely dark areola with a cherry red nipple on a creamy breast.” He looked up at me, then said, “Open your mouth.” 
 
    I was going to ask him why, but the second I parted my lips, he shoved my wadded-up shirt between my teeth. 
 
    “Bite down. Good girl. If you want me to stop at any point, you let go of the shirt. Understood?” 
 
    A shudder of pure pleasure raced through me at the commanding tone of his voice. My anger quickly turned to passion, and I tried to hold onto it, I really did. But when he leaned forward and brushed his lips ever so gently against my straining nipple, I folded like a house of cards. It was the single most exquisite sensation I’d ever felt. I’d fantasized about Mark a million times, had worn out vibrators in his honor, but even my most vivid fantasies failed to capture the overwhelming pleasure of his touch. We had an explosive chemistry together, one strong enough to enslave me. 
 
    Biting down onto the material of the shirt, I tried to arch my back, but he pulled away. 
 
    “Uh uh, greedy girl. I’m in control here. Understood?” 
 
    My eyes almost closed of their own volition at the rough, commanding tone he used. I’d wanted this for so, so long.  
 
    He gave my behind a light swat. “Do you understand? I expect a response.” 
 
    Through the t-shirt wadded in my mouth I mumbled, “Yes.” 
 
    “Yes what?” 
 
    Moisture flooded my pussy as I garbled out the words that had always held the most delicious of taboo thrills for me. “Yes, Daddy Bear.” 
 
    I swear his entire body seemed to swell, and his cock certainly jerked against my thigh. “Good girl. Now hush and be quiet while Daddy Bear plays with his baby bear.” 
 
    Cupping my breasts in his hands, he let out a long sigh of satisfaction. I stared down at him, drinking in the pleasure on his face, my heart surging because I put that look there. I kinda expected him to ravage me. Instead, he was so gentle it was torture, just the way he liked it. 
 
    Mark had told me once that he was more of a sensual Dominant than anything else. We’d been drinking to celebrate an online tournament we’d just won, and each of us had been a little tipsy. We ended up talking about sex, and somehow the conversation had led to Mark confessing how he loved to take control in the bedroom, but that he was more of a sensual Dom than a sadist. He liked to torment his submissives with pleasure, to make them cum until they cried. 
 
    At the time, I’d scoffed at his words, but as he gently caressed my breasts with the tips of his fingers, avoiding my nipples, I believed him. 
 
    Sweet merciful Mary, did I believe him. 
 
    My whole breast throbbed, and my nipples tightened so much they hurt. But he hadn’t bit them, or put them in clamps, or used any form of pain. No, he’d teased the tips of my breasts into aching peaks with nothing but his fingertips. 
 
    He’d come closer, and closer, then back away to trace a spiraling circle outward from the straining nub.  
 
    At first, I moaned, then I began to beg into the now wet wad of cloth in my mouth. Being gagged was somehow freeing, and I barely thought about the odd noises I made. My panties were soaking wet and my pussy pulsed with the need for release. 
 
    “Shhhh,” Mark whispered right before he wrapped his lips around my nipple. 
 
    Pleasure, glittering and bright, seemed to radiate from my nipple down to my clit, making it pulse with desire. 
 
    Suckling on my breast, he then switched to light, stinging bites that drove me crazy. Without thinking, I straddled his lap, holding his head to me. The feeling of his erection pressing against my core had me moaning anew as I shamelessly rubbed myself up and down his shaft. He felt enormous against me, and his sucks on my breast increased until I was tight, so tight, with the need to climax. 
 
    “No,” he snapped, flipping us so I was on my back on the bed with my legs hanging off the edge. “The first time you cum is going to be in my mouth.” 
 
    With that, he pulled my panties down then stared at my pussy with a look of fierce concentration. “You don’t shave.” 
 
    I would have told him that I was well-trimmed, but it was hard to speak with my mouth stuffed full of cotton. 
 
    Not that it would have mattered what I said, because an instant later, he stroked his dick between my legs. 
 
    And what a nice dick it was. 
 
    Thick, so very thick, but not super veiny. The head was a darker red than the shaft, and the skin looked tight, like he was so hard it hurt. Precum leaked from the tip as he let out a long groan, squeezing the base with a delicious grunt.  
 
    “You have a gorgeous pussy, Layla. And so fucking wet. I’ve never seen a woman as wet as you before.” 
 
    Self-consciousness threatened to overcome my desire, but Mark didn’t let that happen. 
 
    Holding his dick in one hand, he growled, “Spread your legs wide for Daddy Bear. He’s hungry and wants to eat.” 
 
    I let my thighs fall further apart, and he bit his full lower lip. 
 
    “Yeah, show me what’s mine. That juicy pussy, that big clit, all of it belongs to me.” 
 
    With a possessive growl, he gave me a long, slow lick from the entrance of my sheath all the way to my distended clit. I cried out, plunging my fingers into his thick hair as he repeated the motion, again and again. Every once in a while, he’d pause and wiggle his tongue over my clit, drawing me closer to the edge before dipping back down to lick up my arousal.  
 
    He flipped my legs over his shoulders, and I could feel one of his hands jerking as he worked his cock. The thought of him getting off while eating me out had me grinding my pussy against his face, crying out in pleasure when he finally began to suckle my sensitive nub. His beard scraped against me in a most delicious way, chills making my legs shake. He must have felt my encroaching orgasm, because he slipped two fingers inside of me and began to stroke. 
 
    My toes curled, my legs tried to straighten, and my whole body arched up off the bed at the sensation. 
 
    Heat flashed through me, and my pussy gripped down tightly on his fingers. 
 
    Screaming into the gag, I blanked out, my mind nothing but glittering, fire bursts of white light. 
 
    Mark let out a low moan as he opened his mouth wide and suckled on as much of my pussy as he could fit. 
 
    His body shuddered between my legs, and another pulse of satisfaction washed through me at the thought of him cumming. 
 
    Licking me softly, almost soothingly, Mark finally lifted his head and smiled back at me, his beard wet with my release. 
 
    “You taste like candy. Tangy and sweet.” 
 
    I would have blushed, if I’d had the energy. Instead, I was a sweaty, sprawled out mess with that damned t-shirt still clenched between my teeth. When he stood between my thighs, I stared at the sight of his still hard dick, covered in cum. With his broad shoulders, trim waist, and thick thighs he was the epitome of masculine beauty to me. Rugged, hard, with hints of silver hair through his chest hair, the sight made me want to wiggle with pleasure. My mind was hazy, my thoughts peaceful, and even though I knew I had a world of troubles to stress about, I was a freaking Jedi at ignoring bad stuff. 
 
    Reaching out, I lazily beckoned him forward. “Come here.” 
 
    He did as I asked, grunting when I gently grasped his still hard dick. While he wasn’t quite as solid as he’d been a few minutes ago, he was still thick enough to more than fill my hand. I rubbed his release up and down his shaft, watching him to see what kind of touch got the best response. With my lovers in the past, I’ve always hesitated, afraid I wouldn’t be able to please them, that they found me lacking. I didn’t have that problem with Mark. 
 
    He looked at me like I was some kind of sex goddess come to earth as I played with him. His eyes flicked between me and my hand while I worked him. I loved being like this, loved him standing over me in such a commanding position. With my free hand, I indulged myself with stroking the solid, dark hair covered muscles of his thighs. My body hummed in response, the tension slowly building in my belly again as I listened to Mark’s growls of pleasure. 
 
    Knocks came from the bedroom door just as I shifted to take him into my mouth. 
 
    Pausing, I looked up at him. 
 
    “Keep going,” he growled. “Wrap those pretty lips around my dick. Jesus, baby girl, you have a mouth made for fucking. And you like it, don’t you? Pleasing your Daddy Bear makes you hot, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I squeezed my thighs together, the wetness of my release making them slippery. Delicious shivers raced down my spine, and my belly clenched tight. It wasn’t just his words that got to me, but the dark, almost decadent tone of voice he used.  
 
    The knocking came again, louder this time. Mark roared, “Go the fuck away.” 
 
    As the handle rattled, Mark cursed and blocked my body with his own as the door opened. 
 
    I reached around his hips, hoping to shield his erection from the view of whoever entered.  
 
    Vali bounded through the door first, his mouth stretched in a wide doggy grin as he leapt over to me with his tongue hanging out. A second later, a mostly fawn pit bull with a cream belly followed him, her tongue also lolling out as she ran over to Mark. With two big pit bulls barreling down on us, I didn’t know if I should hunch down to absorb the blow of Vali’s lunge, or protect Mark’s man bits from being accidentally clawed off by what had to be Honey’s paws. 
 
    The decision was taken away from me as Honey leapt up and Mark caught her perfectly, completely naked without a scratch while Vali leaned up on the bed and licked my shoulder. 
 
    Leo cleared his throat, and I looked over at him.  
 
    He lifted his brows and looked downward, to where I was still trying in vain to shield Mark’s substantial endowments behind my small hands. 
 
    “Your parents are here,” Leo said in a dry voice as he purposely looked at the ceiling. “Pat and Jan are rather upset. They’d like to see you as soon as possible. Preferably without Mark’s dick in your hand.” 
 
    The spell Mark had woven around me that blocked out the real world shattered. 
 
    Shifting out of my grip, Mark moved behind me as Leo looked up at the ceiling and asked, “How are you feeling this morning, Layla?” 
 
    Choking back my embarrassment, I cleared my throat and squeaked, “Good. You know, other than my house burning down.” 
 
    “Can we continue this conversation after she’s dressed?” Mark asked in a dry voice. 
 
    Leo nodded and turned to leave, until I said, “Wait! My house…is anything left?” 
 
    He slowly shook his head. “I’m afraid there isn’t much. Some of the interior closets were only a little damaged, but your workshop and most of your house was destroyed. Living so far from the firehouse, even with your alarm system alerting them almost instantly, it took them fifteen minutes to get there.” 
 
    My lower lip quivered as Vali leaned against my leg. “Right. Okay, thank you.” 
 
    Leo and Mark, now wearing his sleep shorts, exchanged some words while I stared at the wall and absently patted Vali’s head. 
 
    My workshop…gone. 
 
    My study…gone. 
 
    All the things Mark had bought me, all the cool stuff I’d collected…ashes. 
 
    I closed my eyes and hugged myself, letting my hair fall forward to obscure my face. 
 
    Before I could sink too deep into my depression, strong arms wrapped around me, binding me to the earth. 
 
    “Layla,” he whispered as he kissed my forehead. “Look at me, baby bear.” 
 
    I shook my head, tears falling down my cheeks. Vali nudged my hand, and I stroked him, loving his weight against me. Sandwiched between my men, I managed to draw a full breath, calming myself a little bit. 
 
    He held me tighter, enveloping me in his embrace. “Believe me—please, believe me—when I say it is absolutely fucking unfair that you lost your possessions. But it was just stuff. You and Vali are alive, you’re okay, and things can be replaced. I know, sometimes items are more than objects—they’re memories, but you’re alive to make more memories. New ones. Better ones. I swear, baby bear, I’m gonna make the most beautiful memories with you. I’m going to fill your life with nothing but sunshine.” 
 
    While I was still sad, I had to admit his comforting words really helped.  
 
    After my tears slowed and I finally opened my eyes, he placed a gentle kiss on my lips. “Better?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “Hannah sent some clothes over with Leo. She figured you’d want to be dressed when you talk with Pat and Jan.” He paused for a moment, conflict filling his eyes before he said, “It would be better if you didn’t mention that your house fire might be arson.” 
 
    “What? Why would I lie to them?” 
 
    “I didn’t say lie, I said don’t mention it.”  
 
    “Mark, stop playing word games. What’s going on?” 
 
    He took a step away from me, then handed me a lovely baby blue cotton dress covered in yellow flowers. It was flowy and had a hippy feel to it with its handkerchief hem, but the fabric felt expensive. Considering the dress probably cost bank, I resisted the urge to throw it at Mark’s head. With a huff I changed, grumbling to myself the whole time. Vali pressed his nose into the sensitive skin behind my knee, and I patted the bed, watching as he turned in a few circles before laying down with a quiet huff. Honey joined him a second later, flopping into his side with a grunt. Vali was a social dog, and I was happy to see he had a friend. When I turned around again, I found Mark studying me with an intense look that was more than a little disconcerting.  
 
    Rubbing his fingers through the thick, dark hair on the back of his head, Mark said, “The Cordova’s security division is working with the police, but the official story is that it was simply an accidental gas fire caused by a malfunctioning piece of welding equipment.” 
 
    “But you said it was arson.” 
 
    “It is, but your parents can’t know that.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “It’s for their safety, Layla, and your own. If we want to catch who did it, the task will be much easier if they don’t know we’re onto them. Plus, the less your parents know, the safer they are. I can’t imagine Pat letting something like this slide. As a member of Scottsdale’s city council, he’s a powerful man in his own right. He has friends in high places, but he’s also popular with his constituents. Pat has common sense and empathy, something you don’t often see in politicians. He’s helped lots of people. If he wants to make a stink, the public will listen. With as much as he loves you, and how protective he is of you, he could easily raise hell and attract the wrong kind of attention.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, he is protective of me. He’s going to want me at home where he can watch over me. I know my dad, and he is not going to like this setup. I mean, I know I’m almost twenty-six, but he still acts like I’m thirteen sometimes.” 
 
    “Then we need to convince him.” 
 
    Setting a pair of white flip flops with pale yellow beaded flowers on the floor, he then surprised me and knelt before me, the dogs leaning over the edge of the bed so they could try to sniff him. 
 
    Ignoring the dogs, he wrapped his hands around my hips, gripping my upper buttocks. “I know this whole situation is frustrating as hell, and there is a lot I can’t tell you, but I swear to you, everything I do is to keep you safe.” 
 
    Looking down at him, I let out a long breath and some of the tension went out of my shoulders. “I believe you, but I’m still really mad at you, Mark. I’ll let it go for right now, while I deal with…everything, but you’re not out of the doghouse.” 
 
    He closed his eyes as I ran my fingertips down his cheek, his body leaning into mine. “Thank you.” 
 
    “I mean it, I’m still mad.” 
 
    He took my fingertips in his big hand then kissed them. “I know.” 
 
    “And this doesn’t mean I forgive you for being an asshole.” 
 
    Another kiss, this time to my inner wrist. “I know.” 
 
    “And I reserve the right to punch you in the face.” 
 
    “I deserve it.” 
 
    “You lost my trust. It’s not going to be easy for you to earn that back.” 
 
    He bowed his head, remorse heavy in his voice as he said, “I know.” 
 
    When he stood, I had to keep my hands fisted at my side to resist touching him. 
 
    He was just so…tempting. 
 
    Giving my butt a swat, he said, “Go into the bathroom and get changed before I say fuck the world and throw you back in bed.” 
 
    Giving him a scowl, while trying to hide a smile, I did as he asked, going to the door he’d pointed at. 
 
    Once in the beige, gold, and green bathroom, I sagged against the wall, the silence pressing down on me. 
 
    Turning my head, I glanced at the mirror, then at my smeared makeup. The stuff was awesome, and stayed on forever, but I guess multiple bouts of crying and sleep had proven too much for it. While enough coverup remained to mostly hide the reddish purple, irregular blotch, a few places peeked through the tan base here and there. As I stared at my reflection, I waited for the usual torrent of self-disgust that would torture me about the port-wine stain, but right then, it didn’t seem like that big of a deal. 
 
    I mean, compared to people being out to kill me and my house burning down, my birthmark was honestly the least of my worries. 
 
    I pondered that idea for a moment, turning it around as I accepted the truth of the statement. Seriously, as screwed up as my life was with real problems, something as superficial as a mark on my face didn’t send me into the downward spiral it usually did. Even the idea that Leo had seen it a few minutes ago didn’t leave me feeling ashamed. Bracing my hands on the sink, I looked at myself—really looked at myself—and didn’t hate the face staring back at me. 
 
    Wow, maybe Leo was a great hypnotist. He’d told me how he intended to work on my self-image, to try and help me get rid of some of my triggers. At the time, I’d thought he was crazy, but I honestly wasn’t disgusted by the sight of my face. I have no idea if Leo’s session actually worked, but even if it was a placebo effect, I was grateful for this newfound sense of loving myself. A feeling like I’d forgiven myself for being different from anyone else. It was a weird, complicated thought, but at the same time, it felt like my truth. 
 
    Shaking myself out of my unexpected revelation, I got busy cleaning up, eager to see my parents. 
 
    Vali joined me at some point, so I talked to him a little bit as I cleaned up. 
 
    I even sprayed myself with some men’s deodorant that would evidently make me as noble as a majestic eagle swooping over a mountain lake. It didn’t smell bad, and I grabbed one of the toothbrushes, giving my teeth a quick scrub with some toothpaste I found in another drawer. 
 
    The short sleeved, pale blue dress Hannah leant me was cute, but a little tight in the bust and hips. Hannah had the body of a runway model, while I had the curves of someone who loved cheeseburgers. Thankfully the fabric was stretchy, and there was a built-in bra, so it held my chest in place without too much jiggle. I would just have to avoid doing jumping jacks. 
 
    After twisting my long hair over my shoulder, I fiddled with the layers until it hung artfully in my face. 
 
    Okay, so it was more like finger combing a rat’s nest of tangles, but it was the best I could do. 
 
    I gathered up my pajama shirt, then left the bathroom. I found Mark dressed in a pair of black slacks and a cream button-down shirt, looking at his phone. He must have used another bathroom because his hair was freshly comb and styled with gel.  
 
    When he glanced up, a crooked smile curved half his mouth. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks.”  
 
    After sliding his phone in his pocket, he said, “Toss that on the bed. The maids will take care of it.” 
 
    I did as he said, but I ignored his hand when he held it out to me. 
 
    “Layla…” 
 
    Feeling more than a little petty, I shook my head. “I told you, I haven’t forgiven you for being an asshole.” 
 
    “I know, baby bear.” He pulled me into his arms, and I tried to keep from melting into him. “But can you pretend not to hate me, at least while we talk to your parents?” 
 
    “Fine. But no funny stuff?” 
 
    “Funny stuff?” 
 
    “No kissing and keep your hands to yourself.” 
 
    “Impossible.” He nipped my chin, making me laugh and dodge his lips. “I can’t be near you without wanting to touch you. You don’t understand how deeply I’m into you. How much I crave you.” 
 
    I wanted to retort that he couldn’t ‘crave’ me all that much if he’d avoided me for three years, but that was a circular argument I didn’t have time for. My parents must be getting impatient waiting for me. While I’m sure Hannah was a marvelous hostess, Leo could be a little…off-putting. While he’d always been nice to me, I could easily imagine how intimidating he could be. 
 
    Slipping my hand into Mark’s, I said, “Let’s go.” 
 
    He led me through the palatial home, the interior silent other than the jingle of Vali and Honey’s dog tags.  
 
    I barely paid attention to where we were going, more focused on the feeling of Mark’s hand in my own than anything else. When we reached what looked like a stylish, modern parlor done in shades of pale lemon and lavender, I almost got swept off my feet by a tiny redheaded tornado. 
 
    “Layla!” my mom practically screamed in my ear as she flung her arms around me. “Thank God you’re all right.” 
 
    “Sweetheart.” My dad, much bigger than my diminutive mom and myself, enveloped both of us in one of his massive hugs. 
 
    At barely five-foot, my mom looked like a pixie compared to my over six-foot tall dad. As they released me, I gave them a watery smile. My usually perfectly dressed mom was completely disheveled this morning in what looked like a pair of yoga pants and a sleep shirt. My dad wasn’t much better, his normally carefully styled silver hair sticking up in clumps. His ordinarily smooth shaved face sported a thick silver and black shadow. When he leaned down to pet Vali, I noticed he wore his favorite beat-up sheepskin slippers. 
 
    “Dad? Are you wearing pajamas?” 
 
    My dad looked down at himself then grimaced. “Yes. We got the call that your house was on fire while we were still in bed.” 
 
    My mom began to cry, and I held her close as my dad turned around and rubbed at his face. 
 
    “We thought you were dead!” my mom wailed as she clutched me. “We thought you were dead…I love you so much, honey. So, so much.” 
 
    That made me start crying. When a pair of strong arms wrapped around us, it wasn’t my dad this time, it was Mark. His scent, somehow mixed with my own from our time together, washed over me, enveloping me in delicious safety. 
 
    “She’s okay,” he said in a low, thick voice. “She was here with me all night.” 
 
    My mom’s sobs petered off and she hiccupped. “She was with you? I thought she was spending the night with Hannah and Mr. Brass?” 
 
    “Leo,” my dad reminded her. “He said we could call him Leo, sweetie.” 
 
    Once again, my mom released me, but Mark still held me close. As my parents looked at us together, the sorrow left their faces, replaced by bright, goofy smiles. Inwardly, I groaned as they exchanged a look, their smiles getting bigger.  
 
    When I say my parents loved Mark, I wasn’t kidding. My interest in him as more than a friend was obvious to anyone who spent any time around me, and they’d been pestering me forever to get together with Mark. After the first few times Mark had stood me up, I let them believe that the reason we never met was my decision. It was easier on my ego that way. Nobody wants their parents to think they’re losers. 
 
    They knew ‘something’ had happened between Mark, and I a few weeks ago, but they didn’t know what. They’d tried to get me to talk about it, but I said that people grow apart, and I didn’t want to discuss it. At the top of my voice. Dad stopped badgering me after that, but my mom still kept up a not so subtle stream of hints that life was too short to hold a grudge. See, my mom and dad were blissfully happy together, and she wanted that same happiness for me.  
 
    So, despite her tears, when she smiled at Mark, it was full of genuine warmth. “Mark! It’s such a pleasure to see you!” 
 
    Looping an arm around my mom’s tiny waist, my dad held out his other hand to Mark. “Thank you for taking care of our girl.” 
 
    Mark gripped my dad’s hand, his voice serious as he said, “I will always be here for Layla.” 
 
    “You’re a good man,” my dad said with open admiration. “Glad she was here with you.” 
 
    If I didn’t know better, I’d swear the red color on Mark’s face was a blush.  
 
    My mom began to sniff, and in an effort to distract her I said, “Mind if Vali and I crash with you guys for a little bit while I get everything sorted?” 
 
    “You’re staying with me,” Mark growled in my ear then said louder, “She’s staying with me.” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder at him as my mom rejoined my dad, I glared. “I am not staying with you.” 
 
    Mark leaned close enough that his breath tickled my ear. “If you stay with them, you’ll be putting them in danger.” 
 
    I wanted to kick myself in the ass for having forgotten that small fact.  
 
    “Layla’s staying with me,” Mark announced again, with more authority this time. 
 
    I felt like I was thirteen and had gotten busted making out with my boyfriend when my parents looked at us. 
 
    “Are you sure?” The lines around my mom’s eyes deepened with worry. “You know we have plenty of room, and you’re always welcome.” 
 
    Knowing I had to protect them from the truth, I smiled. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Don’t you think you’re moving kind of fast?” My mom cast a worried glance in Mark’s direction. 
 
    “Mom, we’ve known each other for three years.” 
 
    Mark rubbed his fingertips on my hip, his grip possessive as he said, “I assure you, I can provide Layla with everything she needs to feel safe and happy.” 
 
    “Still,” my mom fretted. “I’d feel better if she was at home with us.” 
 
    Sensing Mark’s growing tension, I tried to diffuse the situation. “Mom, I want to stay with Mark. Besides, it’s only temporary.” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Mark whispered as my dad watched us closely. 
 
    “Mark,” my dad said with an expression on his face that I couldn’t quite figure out. “Can I have a word with you? Alone, please?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    I placed a kiss on Layla’s forehead before extending my arm to Pat. “Why don’t we talk on the patio.” 
 
    Taking him out one of the French doors on the opposite side of the room, I led Pat over to a grouping of pale cream outdoor furniture surrounding an unlit, tiled firepit.  
 
    He moved a few steps so he could have a clear view of the big windows then said, “Have you found anything out about the men who burned my daughter’s house down?” 
 
    I tried to keep my expression neutral. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    His dark, bloodshot eyes were fierce as they met mine. “Don’t bullshit me. I know people, too. I may not be a Cordova, but I am on the Scottsdale City Council. I’m aware of the power players in this town. My sources tell me that the Cordova Cart—Corporation has leant its considerable assets to the investigation. That seemed odd to me for a house fire, so after a few phone calls, I learned that it wasn’t an accident with her welder, but arson. Possibly attempted murder.” His voice shook as he said, “Someone tried to kill Layla, didn’t they?” 
 
    There was no use lying to Pat. He knew, and if I tried to bullshit him, I’d lose whatever respect we’d built between us over the years. In a lot of ways, he reminded me of my dad. They were both fiercely protective of their children. While Pat might not be Layla’s biological father, he was—as Layla often called him—the father of her heart.  
 
    Conscious of Leo probably listening in on our conversation via his surveillance system, or at least recording it, I carefully said, “We’re not sure, but it is looking that way.” 
 
    “Why? Why would anyone target her? She’s the nicest person on this godforsaken planet.” 
 
    “We don’t know, but we’re looking into it. I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you anything more than that.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to argue with me, but he blew out a harsh breath. “And you think you can keep her safe?” 
 
    “I know it.” 
 
    Abruptly his shoulders dropped. “You have no idea how happy I am that Layla was with you last night. I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but for these past few weeks she’s been struggling. Are you serious about her?” 
 
    “I’d ask her to marry me today, if I thought she’d say yes.” 
 
    His bushy salt and pepper eyebrows flew up. “Just like that? One night together, and suddenly you want to marry her?” 
 
    “No, my feelings for her didn’t happen overnight. We’ve been friends, best friends, for three years now. After the loss of my wife…I needed some time to get my head back on straight. When Layla and I met, neither of us were in the right space to have a relationship. Both of us had a lot of growing to do.” 
 
    “Is that why you kept standing her up?” 
 
    “That’s between Layla and me, but she knows my reasons why.” 
 
    “And she’s forgiven you?” 
 
    “Kind of…” I rubbed at my beard. “She’s a little mad at me still, but I’m working on making things right. I swear to you, I will devote my life to making your daughter happy.” 
 
    Some of the worry left his face, and the vein in his temple stopped throbbing. “I believe you, but give her a little time before you put a ring on her finger. At least wait until you’ve found whoever burned her house down.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea who might have some kind of a grudge against her?” 
 
    “No. Like I said, she’s the nicest girl. She’d literally give someone the shirt off her back, and she avoids confrontation.” 
 
    I snorted. “Not with me.” 
 
    Pat gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I know it sounds screwy, but that’s a good thing. She feels safe enough to stand up to you.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” 
 
    Scuffing his slipper on the copper stained concrete of the patio, Pat said, “You’re prepared to handle her…special needs?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Then you have my blessing…for having her stay with you. Not that other thing.” His thin lips quirked, and his dark eyes sparkled.  
 
    “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    An hour and a lot of hugs later, I drove Layla down the winding road from the top of the massive hill where Leo’s home sat to my more modest home cut into the hillside. 
 
    Well, modest by Cordova standards. 
 
    My place sprawled over three thousand square feet and boasted an amazing infinity pool in the sloping backyard. The house itself was two stories of poured concrete, situated so only the first story was visible from the road. The cream walls and dark brown roof blended into the side of the tall hill. Large saguaro cactuses surrounded by massive flowering shrubs and trees softened the hillside, making the house blend in. The only things that made my home stand out were the massive, bulletproof windows that reflected the desert landscape. 
 
    I took the driveway that curved around the side of the house, leading to the garage on the lower level. 
 
    After I let Vali out of the backseat, Layla stood at the entrance to the garage, gazing out at the landscape. Vali joined her and she gave him the command that let him know he was off duty. She said he’d mainly stick to her side anyways, but he knew he was okay to explore and roam. True to her prediction, he began to sniff everything, but stayed within eyesight of his mistress. 
 
    “You’re pretty isolated out here,” she said as she stared into the desert valley. 
 
    Detecting a hint of apprehension in her voice, I left Vali to enthusiastically sniff around the garage as I joined her. “Kind of, but not really. See that dark roof in the distance, just over the crest of that hill? That’s Joy and Ramon’s place. You can’t see it from here, but Diego is building a house about a half mile away. That large grouping of boulders with the huge cactus at the base? Fernando owns that property. Plus, even though it’s hidden from our view, you know Hannah and Leo are literally right above us.” 
 
    “True.” A hot breeze blew into the garage, stirring her long hair around her face. “Fernando…that’s Diego’s twin, right? I haven’t met him yet.” 
 
    I hesitated, wanting to warn her about Fernando without betraying my loyalty to him. “You probably won’t meet him. Fernando is…different from Diego. He lost his son three years ago, and it changed him. He spends a lot of time away from people right now—does a lot of extended solo camping trips to remote locations all over the place. His family is worried about him, but I’m just glad he’s finally finding peace.” 
 
    She turned away from the outdoors and looked up at me, her large brown eyes filled with empathy. “Poor man. To lose your wife and your child in one fell swoop to a drunk driver. How tragic.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, looking away from her as she repeated the lie the Cordova’s told the outside world. To everyone else, Fernando’s beautiful ex-supermodel wife and son died in a terrible car accident. Ironic, considering Fernando used to be one of the world’s top racecar drivers, but those close to the family knew the truth. That the bitch of a woman sold Jason to a rival cartel to be used as extortion, except they’d fucked up and killed the poor kid instead of holding him hostage. 
 
    A shudder rippled down my spine as my thoughts turned dark.  
 
    “Hey,” Layla said with a soft nudge of her elbow. “Are you going to show me the rest of the prison—I mean, my new temporary home?” 
 
    “It’s not a prison.” 
 
    “Whatever you say, warden.” 
 
    Just like that, she brought me out of my downward spiral, and I gave her pert butt a tap. “Stop being so sassy, or I’ll have to flip that pretty skirt over your head and turn your bottom pink.” 
 
    “Promises, promises.” 
 
    I would have taken her banter with me as flirting, but I could practically feel the pain and worry radiating from her. Layla was good at putting on a brave face and a strong front, but if I pushed too hard, she would crack. Vali joined us as I slipped my hand into Layla’s then took her inside.  
 
    We went through the main floor rather quickly. I was eager to get her upstairs, and not just because my bedroom was up there. While I fully intended to spend the rest of my life between Layla’s shapely legs pleasuring her, she needed a different kind of care from me right then.  
 
    After we took the wide tiled steps up to the second floor, she came to a complete stop as she looked through the doorway to one of the guest rooms my sister had decorated. 
 
    Cringing as I took in the floral, ultra-feminine space crammed with ruffles, antiques, and dried flowers, I quickly said, “We can change anything you want in the house. Especially this room.” 
 
    Layla slowly turned to me, her soft brown eyes wide. “Why would you want to change this? It’s perfect.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I mean…just look at it.” Taking a step forward, she ran her fingertips over a pink velvet couch next to the doorway. “The rest of your house is awesome, but super masculine and…clean. I was worried that you’d faint if I tried to put some pink throw pillows onto the sofa. But this room…it’s like you looked into my imagination and made it real.” 
 
    “You like this?” 
 
    She wandered over to the center and turned in a slow circle. “I love it, but I have to say, this room doesn’t seem very you.” 
 
    “My sister Carley decorated my guest rooms,” I grumbled. “She’s diabolical.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I sat on the edge of the bed, the soft mattress making me sink into it as a lace throw pillow tumbled into my side. “Carley can give a sad puppy dog look that would make Satan himself give her whatever she wanted. It’s her superpower. So, when she came to visit with her family and complained about the guest rooms lack of character, I told her to fix it if she didn’t like it. Stupid me even gave her my credit card. Two days later, I wake up to…this. My brother-in-law, the asshole, encouraged her to get as girly as she wanted because he sure as fuck wasn’t living in a gypsy flower shop back home.” 
 
    Giggling, Layla wandered over to the window and ran the ends of the white tassels decorating the edges of the curtains through her fingers. “Is it bad that I love it? That I think she has amazing taste?” 
 
    “I shouldn’t be surprised. I have seen your office. And if you recall, I bought you those pink unicorn satin sheets you loved so much.” 
 
    The smile fell off her face as she whispered, “Do you remember where you got those? I’d like to get a new set, since I’m pretty sure I had those sheets on my bed. According to my insurance rep, my bedroom was a total loss, so it’s probably safe to say my sheets are toast. As soon…as soon as the fire marshal says its safe, I can go see.” 
 
    She didn’t resist me when I pulled her into my arms, letting her snuggle onto my lap.  
 
    As I stroked her hair and let her cry, my mind drifted to my late wife. While Gracie and Layla were similar in many ways, they were also very different. Gracie had been fiercely independent. When she was upset, she needed space, not to be held. Layla needed me in a way Gracie never did, and I decided that it wasn’t good or bad, just different. By being with Layla, I wasn’t trying to replace my time with Gracie, or to duplicate it. What Gracie and I had was amazing, but it was the past. I knew that no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t relive it or change it, so it was time to focus on the here and now. On Layla. 
 
    “Shhh, baby bear,” I murmured as I held her. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just stuff,” she hiccupped out. “But it was my stuff. My memories. Things I’ve collected that meant something to me. All the wonderful treasures you gave me.” 
 
    I suddenly realized there was a way I could possibly make her feel a little better. “Stand up. I have something to show you.” 
 
    She wiggled off my lap, grabbing a few tissues from a decorative box carved out of mother of pearl.  
 
    “Pretty,” she said as she wiped at her face.  
 
    “I’ll let Carley know you like it,” I took her hand, rubbing my thumb over her smooth skin. “Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    I found myself admiring Mark’s tight bubble butt as he led me down the hallway past a few more uber girly guest rooms to a closed door.  
 
    He opened it then led me into a massive bedroom with floor to ceiling windows looking out over the desert landscape. A large bed sat against the far wall with a stunning wrought iron headboard and posts. The wide mattress was covered with a thick white down comforter that looked very inviting. Red, navy, and gold pillows decorated the bed, and a large Navajo blanket hung on the wall above. A big, comfy looking dog bed sat in a corner of the room. 
 
    “Does Honey sleep in here with you?” I asked while pointing at the floor. “That dog bed looks big enough to fit a small adult.” 
 
    “No, Honey stays with Tiffany at night. I got that for Vali. He sleeps with you at night, right? I figured he might want a comfortable place to rest if we’re…using the bed.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to yell at him for presuming that I’d share a bed with him or find it sweet that he was looking out for my Vali. 
 
    Mark motioned me over. “Come here.” Pausing with his hand on the handle of the door, he took a quick breath then said, “Okay, don’t get freaked out.” 
 
    I jerked back a little. “Are you going to show me your sex room?” 
 
    That got a slow blink out of him, then a grin, his teeth white against the darkness of his silvery beard. “Not quite, but I like where your mind is going with this. Feel free to redecorate any one of those floral nightmare guest rooms into a sex dungeon, please. This is a storage room.” 
 
    Feeling like a dork, I laughed. “Sorry, sorry. I read too many BDSM books.” 
 
    He winked at me, then hesitated again. “Before I let you in, I should probably give you an explanation of what’s inside.” 
 
    “Oh God, please tell me it’s not full of dead women, like Bluebeard. Man, that was one screwed up fairytale. Like who sits around and thinks, ‘You know what would make a great story for kids? A serial killer!’ That’s just wrong.” 
 
    “What?” He opened his mouth, then closed it and shook his head. “No, no dead women. Jesus, what kind of guy do you think I am?” 
 
    “I was kidding. Go on.” 
 
    After rubbing the back of his neck, he gave me some side-eye then said, “I think about you, a lot. Even when we’re not talking, and I’m running around the world doing some bullshit for the Cordovas, I think about you. You are constantly on my mind. I’ll be walking down the streets of Venice and I’ll see some glass that I know you’d love so I’ll stop and get it. Or I’ll be in Japan and notice that one of your favorite artists is doing a signing and I get excited, because you’d love a copy. I like buying these things for you because I know you’ll appreciate them, and they make you happy. It was a way for me to share my world with you. To always make you a part of it even if we weren’t physically together.” 
 
    I stroked his arm, enjoying the feeling of the big muscles of his bicep beneath his soft shirt. “I loved it whenever you sent me something, because I knew it meant I was on your mind.” 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Yeah, well I’ve only sent you a small portion of the things I’ve gotten you over the last few years.” 
 
    When he opened the door and turned on the lights, I gasped. 
 
    “Holey moley, batman,” I whispered as I took in the boxes stacked up to the ceiling, filling the enormous walk-in closet. “What is all this stuff?” 
 
    “I told you, I thought about you a lot.” 
 
    I slowly turned, my neck going back as I took in box after box.  
 
    There had to be hundreds. 
 
    “This is all for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I curiously picked up a box wrapped in pale blue paper with golden pineapples embellished on it. “What is all this stuff?” 
 
    “Why don’t you start opening and find out? After all, everything in here belongs to you. I just haven’t given it to you yet.” 
 
    For a second, I just stood there, stunned while Vali sniffed around my feet. “This is crazy.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Maybe, but I told you, Layla. I like making you happy.” 
 
    I had to blink back tears as I said, “But you didn’t need to buy me all of this to make me happy.” 
 
    He joined me by a stack, his blue eyes gentle while he stroked my cheek. “I know that, baby bear. But I like spoiling my girl.” 
 
    Turning into his caress, I closed my eyes and leaned into him. “You make it so hard to be mad at you, even though I have every right to be.” 
 
    I slid my hands around his trim waist, resting my head on his hard chest. When he wrapped me up in his arms, I let out a sigh of pure contentment. No matter how conflicted my mind might be, my body was one hundred percent team Mark. Shivers raced down my spine as he traced his fingers down the back of my arm. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Vali wander back into the master bedroom. Poor guy was probably tuckered out from playing with Honey. Knowing my dog, he’d probably go claim that big dog bed and sleep for four hours. He was a big fan of naps and took them whenever he could.  
 
    “I really, really like having you in my house,” Mark murmured as he rubbed his lips against the top of my head. “You and Vali both. You bring it to life. You bring me to life.” 
 
    I turned in his arms, looking up at him in the warm lighting, and my breath caught as I took him in. After everything that happened, I still found myself feeling a sense of wonder that I could actually touch Mark. For years, I’d hoped and prayed for this moment. Now that I was finally there, I felt a bit overwhelmed. Tears prickled at my eyes as his smile turned to a frown. 
 
    “Layla, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” I ducked my head, resting my cheek on his thick chest.  
 
    “Baby bear,” he purred as he stroked my hair. “Please tell me what’s wrong. How can I fix it if I don’t know?” 
 
    Sucking in a watery breath, I slowly let it out, getting myself under control. “You must think I’m a big crybaby. That I’m weak.” 
 
    His arms tightened around me, and I relaxed into his embrace. “No, I think you’ve gone through a lot. Tears are a way for your body to deal with the stress. Everyone cries, Layla. It’s a natural reaction. It doesn’t make you weak or stupid. It makes you human.” 
 
    “You always know how to make me feel better.”  
 
    Pushing out of his arms, I blew out a breath and took a step deeper into the room, wanting to see what was on the shelves at the back wall that I could just barely glimpse.  
 
    “Wait,” Mark said from behind me, “hold on.” 
 
    But I’d already spied a gleam of shiny, shiny red. It caught my attention as surely as a matador’s cape caught a bull’s. The material flashed in the golden lights like it was wet as I rounded a stack of boxes, then gasped. This space must have been a massive closet at some point, because there were long silver clothing rods on the back wall, filled with what looked like a hundred different pieces of fetish gear. 
 
    My heart thumped in my ears as I slowly walked forward, and my mind spun as I took in various outfits. Everything from black leather to pink lace caught my eye, but it was a set of outfits at the very end that had my knees going weak. My hands shook as I moved a red latex dress with the breasts cut out to the side and took in a frilly, fancy, Victorian inspired piece of lingerie that I’d obsessed over. It was an exact replica of the dress Mercy had worn while she worked undercover as a brothel madam in the second issue of My Lord and His Mercy. 
 
    The gleaming white corset was decorated with embroidered purple roses which led down to a full purple velvet skirt. Well, half skirt. The front was raised high enough to show a pair of sparkly purple panties. Purple silk garter straps hung down, and I’d bet somewhere around here there was a set of white, thigh high fishnet stockings.  
 
    Slowly I ran my fingers over the velvet of the skirt, completely in awe. “Where…? How…? Is this for me?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said from right behind me, startling me. “I told you I think about you a lot.” 
 
    I slid the dress down the rod, admiring the back and the way the train was decorated with sparkling crystals. “Where did you find this?” 
 
    “I have my sources.” 
 
    Looking over my shoulder, I smiled from ear to ear up at him, no doubt looking goofy as hell but not caring one bit. “Thank you, thank you so much! I love it.” 
 
    A strange look came over his handsome face a moment before he kissed me. 
 
    The rough scratch of his beard against my mouth contrasted deliciously with the smooth, firm touch of his lips. I moaned as he nibbled and nipped, my body responding eagerly to his presence. Threading my fingers through his impossibly thick hair, I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him back, squeaking when he placed both his hands beneath my butt and lifted me up. 
 
    I wrapped my legs around his waist as best I could, hanging on as he continued to walk and kiss me. 
 
    Normally, I’d be impressed by his ability to multi-task, but I was too busy squirming as his fingers groped my ass beneath my dress.  
 
    My breath left me in a whoosh as we fell onto the bed together, our bodies intertwining like we couldn’t get close enough. His tongue slicked against mine, the soft sounds of pleasure that he made feeding my own desire. I loved knowing he was so into me, loved the fact that he clearly worshiped me. I felt safe with him, cherished and worshiped. It was a heady, amazing sensation made all the better by the undercurrent of deep affection in his every touch. 
 
    While he wasn’t gentle as he stripped me out of my dress, he did pause to touch every bit of skin as it was revealed. His hands were so big, it felt like he could touch all of me, and my body hummed with need. When I lay before him in just my panties, he fisted his erection through his pants and growled.  
 
    “So fucking beautiful, you make my cock ache.” 
 
    Giving him a small smile, I slowly slid my hand down my body, reveling in this newfound feeling of power. I’d never realized before how intoxicating it could be to hold a powerful man in thrall with arousal. Cupping my breasts, I slowly rubbed my thumbs over my hard nipples, the sensation sending a rush of warmth through my pussy. 
 
    “Get naked.” 
 
    His lips quirked even as he quickly stripped out of his clothes. “Your wish is my command.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    Standing before me, bare and proud—with good reason—he nodded. “Absolutely.” 
 
    Fire danced through my blood as I took in every inch of his powerful body. From his broad shoulders, down to his thick thighs and equally thick cock, he was one hundred percent Alpha male. Scars covered him, but the white and pink slashes, blotches, and circles in no way detracted from his raw beauty. And his giant dick was the stuff porno directors dreamed of. 
 
    Thick, he was so thick, I could practically feel the burn of him stretching me. While my past lovers had been normal in size, my sex toys were a little on the larger side. I loved the feeling of being filled to the point where it hurt.  
 
    My body craved his touch, and while the greedy girl in me wanted him inside of me now, I didn’t want to rush this. 
 
    For all the desire and need that clouded my mind, I was still aware that this was Mark, my Mark. The man I’d pined for. Now, finally, I would have him.  
 
    “Take my panties off with your teeth.” 
 
    Normally, I’d have been mortified to say something so kinky, but my shame seemed to have left the building. 
 
    “My pleasure.” Mark took one of my legs in his hand and began kissing the top of my foot, then my ankle, his beard teasing my skin. “You’re so fucking soft. I just want to rub my body all over you.” 
 
    My giggle turned into a sigh as he licked the back of my knee, sending shivers down my spine. “Yes, please.” 
 
    His soft chuckle whispered over my skin, and I fisted the sheets as he nuzzled the skin where my pelvis and inner thigh met. His beard scratched at my panties, and my hips jerked up, wanting his mouth on me so bad. Opening my legs wider, I rubbed myself against him again, gasping when he bit my labia through my panties. 
 
    “Yes,” I hissed when he did it again. “More.” 
 
    This time he held my thighs down, then bit me right on my clit. 
 
    “Fuck!” I yelled trying to both pull away and grind myself on his face. 
 
    A sharp slap hit my thigh, sending more bright sparks of pleasure racing through me. “Hold still, little girl.” 
 
    A pulse of pure need went through me as he began to rub his tongue against my panties. 
 
    “Yes, Daddy Bear.” 
 
    Looking up for a moment, he flashed a wolfish smile that had my heart racing. He hooked the edge of my panties with one finger, pulling the wet fabric to the side. Not wasting any time, he wrapped his lips around my clit and gently sucked. 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed.  
 
    He nipped my clit, harder this time, making me twist and turn. My empty body ached to be filled, and my legs began to twitch as he went back to rhythmically sucking my clit. He wasn’t teasing or messing around. He seemed determined to make me cum as quickly as possible. He’d bite, then suck, repeating the pattern until I chanted his name in a broken cry. Then he surprised me, rubbing my back entrance with his thumb, pressing on that forbidden area. 
 
    I went off with a shriek, my body seizing up tight, my legs clamping around his head as he sank his thumb in my bottom. 
 
    Dirty, kinky, filthy. Those words rolled around in my head in a delicious erotic storm as I went sightless, loving the extra thrill of the forbidden as he gently lapped at my now throbbing sex.  
 
    Legs shaking, my body slicked with sweat, I closed my eyes as he moved. His broad body covered mine. I felt trapped by him in the best of ways, completely safe and enveloped by his powerful frame. With what little control I had, I looped my arms around his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. The wetness on his beard startled me for a moment, and I felt another dirty girl flash of pleasure knowing I tasted my release on his lips. 
 
    Reaching between us, I grabbed his cock and rubbed the head between my super sensitive pussy lips, jerking when he ground into my clit.  
 
    “Put me in,” he groaned against my mouth. 
 
    Holding the thick crest of his shaft against my entrance, I moved my hand and held on as he began to push into me. 
 
    A choked cry left me as the fat head of his shaft penetrated me, forcing my body to accept him.  
 
    He reared back, bracing himself with his hands so he could look between our bodies to where he pushed into me. The lovely burn continued as he fed me more and more of his dick, to the point that I worried he might be too much. Willing myself to relax, I wiggled and helped him fit the last two inches into my resisting body. 
 
    “Don’t cum, don’t cum, don’t cum,” he whispered to himself, making me giggle. 
 
    With a groan, Mark gave me a mock glare. “Don’t do that either, not if you want me to last. You have the fucking best pussy in the entire universe. So fucking hot and tight.” 
 
    I didn’t bother to answer him as he began to pull out. I could feel my body clutching at him, desperate to keep him inside of me. Wrapping my legs around his hips, I chased after his dick, wanting him back inside of me. I needed that connection, needed him to make me feel whole. He responded by gripping my ass and surging forward then grinding. I swear to you, stars exploded in my brain as he hit something inside of me that sent shards of pleasurable pain racing along my nerves.  
 
    My clit ached, the rub of his shaft along that sensitive nub sending even more blood rushing to my sex. He rocked in and out of me, the muscles along his abs flexing deliciously. I held my arms up, and he answered my silent plea, once again covering me completely with his body. Burying his face in my neck, he began to do a sensual assault on me that left me teetering on the edge of orgasm.  
 
    “Come on, baby bear, cum for me.” 
 
    He did this grinding circling thing with his pelvis which reduced me to nothing but one giant nerve. My back would have probably arched off the bed if he wasn’t pinning me down with his mass. I screamed into his shoulder as everything grew impossibly tight inside of me. Time seemed to stand still before the first wave hit. I was aware of everything, his smell, his taste, the way his body felt over mine, everything. It was a wonderful sensation, almost as good as the orgasm about to sweep me away. 
 
    “Mark,” I managed to whisper before it hit. “So good.” 
 
    “That’s it,” he urged as he began to thrust hard into me. “Cum on me. Cum on my cock. Squeeze me tight.” 
 
    I lost myself as the contractions hit hard, my legs shaking and my breath leaving me in a choked scream as he began to grow even bigger within me.  
 
    “Fuck yeah,” he growled right before he went still then trembled hard. “Oh fuck yesssss.” 
 
    The hot splashes of his release filled me, and he throbbed deep inside of me. My pussy continued to ripple around him as I had the longest orgasm of my life. I know my body pretty well—I masturbate myself to sleep most nights—but I had no idea sex could be like this. 
 
    My mind was officially blown as he finally collapsed, pulling out of me with a reluctant groan then flopping onto his back beside me. 
 
    I reached out, our hands entwining as we both panted like we’d just run a half-marathon. 
 
    “That…was amazing,” I managed to say through slightly numb lips. 
 
    Turning his head to the side so he could look at me, Mark’s pale blue eyes were practically glowing. “Worth the wait?” 
 
    His words were meant in jest, but the sent a cold chill through me. “No.” 
 
    Taken aback, he pushed up on one elbow. “No?” 
 
    “No, we should have done this much sooner.” 
 
    He gathered me against his sweaty chest and ignored my attempts to push away. “I’m sorry, you’re right. I should have never let you go after the first day I met you.” 
 
    With a sigh, I laid my head down as he rolled us so I was sprawled on top of him. “No, I wasn’t ready for you yet.” 
 
    He traced his fingertips up and down my back, occasionally brushing over my upper butt as well. “I could have helped you. I could have—” 
 
    I placed my fingertips on his lips.  
 
    “You did help me. Whenever I needed someone to talk to, whenever I needed cheering up, whenever I needed something to help get me through the day, you were there. You were the one who helped me get my new doc. You were the one who first talked about changing my meds, and you were the one who spent endless hours of his own time trying to help me heal. I don’t think you understand how much you meant to me back then, Mark. For you, it may have just been playing a video game, but for me, you were my lifeline. I was going through a really dark time because of some cyber bullying. Your friendship helped so much.”  
 
    “I didn’t know that—about the bullying.” 
 
    “Before you started playing Horse Lords, there was a guy in my guild that I just didn’t get along with. Even though I could never prove it, I swear he was using cheats and hacks. I got pissed and went on my stealth elf. I recorded him gaming and doing some shit that was totally illegal. He used a third-party script to hack into the gold system of the game. I showed it to my guild leader, who forwarded it to the admins, and he got banned for life.” I sighed, running my fingertips through his chest hair, playing with the occasional silver strand. “After that, he started harassing me.” 
 
    “Harassing you how?” 
 
    “He’d keep creating new accounts, with new passwords using stolen credit cards. Harassed me on every chat group I belonged to, tried to hack into my computer. You know, the usual douche stuff.” 
 
    “Wow…that’s crazy.”  
 
    “I know. Eventually he went away, but for a while there I could only play on private servers. It was a pain, but I used the time to do a lot of life skill grinding.” 
 
    “This guy…what can you tell me about him?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Not much. I ignored him as much as I could. Nothing pisses people off more than being ignored.” 
 
    He swept my hair off my shoulder, the air cool on my back. “Still, I’d like you to write down everything you know about him.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “What if he’s the kind of guy who holds a grudge?” 
 
    I leaned up, bracing my forearms on his chest so I could look down at him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What if he’s the kind of guy who’d been biding his time? What if he managed to hack his way through the security I have around you?” 
 
    I leaned up further, snapping my fingers to get his attention off my breasts and on my face. “Security that you have around me? What security?” 
 
    His face went into that emotionless robot mask I hated. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “Mark…” I growled. “What security?” 
 
    “Really, it’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    I sat up all the way, straddling his stomach as I glared. “Tell me.” 
 
    He sighed, then ran his hands up and down my sides, his gaze sliding down to my breasts. The view must have been a good one, because his erection began to prod my bottom. I ignored it and crossed my arms over my breasts, hiding them from his view. 
 
    “Mark, tell me.” 
 
    Right away he loosened his grip, but he didn’t release me. “You saved me too, Layla. I was going through some bad shit when we met. That day on the elevator? I was fucking close to losing my mind. So many horrendous things had happened in my life, so much loss, and betrayal, and sorrow. I was beginning to think that maybe death would be better than the endless suffering I was drowning in. But then I met you and you gave me a reason to keep going. I treasured our time together. You were my light that chased back the darkness. You gave me hope. No matter how many obstacles you faced, or how shitty things got for you, you kept on fighting without losing your humanity. You’re the strongest woman I know. Not many people could endure what you have and still have a gentle and compassionate soul.” 
 
    He was so sweet, so sincere that I almost kissed him, but I held strong. “Security?” 
 
    With a sigh, he threw his arms over his head, making his whole torso flex in a distracting manner. “Even though I couldn’t be with you, I wanted you to be safe. This world is so fucked up, it killed me to think that you were out there, alone and unprotected.” 
 
    Jeeze, getting an answer out of him was like trying to turn a lump of coal into a diamond. “Annnnddd?” 
 
    “And I had a few of the tech guys at work set up some security on your system.” 
 
    “Wait, you had guys hack into my home computer? What the hell, Mark! That’s messed up.” 
 
    Pissed now, I tried to roll off him, but he merely followed me so I landed on my back with him hovering over me.  
 
    “Please try to understand. If you knew the things I know, had experienced the things I’ve gone through, you’d understand my worry.” 
 
    “I had a good security system on my computer!” 
 
    “Layla,” he chided softly, “you really didn’t. I mean, it would have stopped amateur hackers, but a semi-decent one could have blown through your firewalls like they were paper. I had to protect you.” 
 
    I pushed at his chest, but he didn’t budge. “That’s a total invasion of privacy.” 
 
    “I swear they didn’t look at your private files. They only made sure your system was protected.” 
 
    “Get off of me.” 
 
    “Layla—” 
 
    “Get off!” 
 
    This time when I shoved him, he moved. I then rolled out of bed, looking for my dress. “I can’t believe you did that!” 
 
    I tried to stand, but he looped an arm around my waist and dragged me back into bed with him. “Wouldn’t you have done the same thing?” 
 
    “I would have never betrayed your trust like that,” I growled while Vali came up to the bed to see what was going on. 
 
    “If you knew I could be in danger, and you could prevent it, wouldn’t you do it?” 
 
    “No,” I said obstinately as I wiggled away again, scooting over so I could pet Vali.  
 
    “I don’t believe that.” 
 
    Glaring at him over my shoulder, I grabbed a throw pillow and covered my nakedness with it as I rounded on him. “I would have talked to you about it first. I wouldn’t have been all sneaky and gone behind your back. Friends don’t do that to each other.” 
 
    His broad shoulders drooped a little bit, and he nodded. “You’re right.” 
 
    “What else? If you hacked into my system behind my back, what else did you do?”  
 
    The corner of his mouth twitched. “A few things.” 
 
    “What else?” I growled. 
 
    “Everything I did was to keep you safe.” 
 
    To both our shock, I wacked him as hard as I could with the pillow I’d been holding against me. “You dick!” 
 
    Taking the pillow from me, he pounced on me, forcing me onto my stomach while he planted himself on my back. Our size difference allowed him to easily subdue me, but I hissed and spat while he held me down. My anger boiled over, and it seemed like every ounce of repressed anger and frustration I’ve ever experienced came rushing back. I called him every name in the book as I tried to buck him off me, my blood boiling hot.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he kept repeating as I raged. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I probably would’ve kept fighting until I passed out, if it wasn’t for Vali’s barks. They snapped me out of my anger like a light switch flicking, and I went limp beneath Mark as I looked over at my very worried dog. His teeth were bared, and I was afraid he’d attack Mark in my defense if I didn’t calm the hell down.  
 
    Wiggling a hand up, I moved my hair from my face and noticed for the first time that I’d scratched Mark so hard in my rage that his forearm bled. 
 
    “Oh my God.” I gasped as I hesitantly touched the thick muscles of his forearm. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Gathering me into his arms, Mark sat cross-legged on the bed. He held me close as he rocked me. With the anger gone from my system like it had never existed, I felt numb and hollowed out. I’ve only lost my temper like that a few times in my life. Each time, it scared the hell out of me, reminding me of my mother when she flipped out.  
 
    I’d hurt him, just like she used to hurt me.  
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I moaned as a sick feeling spread through me. “I don’t want to be her, not ever.” 
 
    “Baby bear.” Mark forced me to look at him. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t want to be like my mother. Her rage was incandescent, like a volcano erupting. Once she got angry, she’d destroy the world until her fury left her. I promised-I promised myself I’d never be like her…” I looked over at his arm, the scratches hidden because of our position and began to cry again. “But I got so angry, and I hurt you. I never want to hurt you. I lo..” I swallowed hard. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    During my speech, he’d kept his gaze locked with mine, and I felt such shame that my temper had snapped on him. “You’re being too hard on yourself. I’m okay, I promise.” 
 
    “You don’t understand—that’s not me. I hate feeling this angry. It’s like I can’t think past my fury.” I gave a slightly hysterical laugh. “It’s funny, because Leo tried to get me in touch with my aggressive side last night. To help me learn how to stand up for myself.” I shuddered. “Man, if this is the way I react to hypnosis, maybe I shouldn’t try that again.” 
 
    Mark moved me off his lap so fast, I would have fallen if we weren’t on his bed. “What did you say about hypnosis?” 
 
    “Um…” My palms grew sweaty with anxiety as he gave me a furious look. “He…Hannah…” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Mark took a deep breath and whispered, “Layla, did Leo hypnotize you?” 
 
    I managed to whisper, “Yes.” 
 
    Mark threw his head back and roared. “I’m going to fucking kill him!” 
 
    Like a shot, he was out of bed. He threw on his clothes so fast, it was a blur. Vali gave a worried bark from his dog bed on the other side of the room. 
 
    “Mark, wait! What’s going on? Where are you going?” 
 
    “To have a talk with Leo,” he snarled. “Stay here. I swear, Layla, if you’re not here when I get back, I will hunt you down until the end of my days.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    The door to the bedroom slammed behind him, leaving me in the rumpled bed, confused, sad, and worried that Mark was about to do something really, really bad. 
 
    I’d noticed a phone in my earlier perusal of the room and dove for it.  
 
    Dialing Hannah’s cell phone, I worriedly twisted my fingers in the disheveled comforter. 
 
    She answered on the third ring. “Hey, what’s up?” 
 
    “Hannah, it’s Layla,” I said quickly. “I think Mark is going to try beat up Leo.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I explained the situation to her, and she groaned. “Shit, shit, shit. Thanks for telling me. I’m sending a message to Leo right now.” 
 
    Relief spread through me. “Thank you. Why is he so mad that Leo hypnotized me?” 
 
    “Uh, well, Mark’s one of those guys who doesn’t believe in it.” I picked up on something strange in her voice, but before I could question her, she said, “Gotta go!” 
 
    She hung up, leaving me looking at Vali, who rested with his head on the edge of the bed. Patting the mattress next to me, I eagerly accepted his kisses and cuddles, my mind and body both exhausted. Rolling over to my side, I got beneath the blankets then curved around Vali like the big spoon as he laid down next to me.  
 
    I don’t know what Mark’s stance was on having dog hair on his bed, but right then, I didn’t care. 
 
    So many worries clamored for my attention that my brain didn’t know what to focus on first. Instead, I used a trick I’d learned years ago. I began to imagine my safe space. It was a beautiful, massive marble patio coming off a castle turret. Behind me, gauzy peach curtains covered in gold spangles billowed in the breeze. Overhead stretched the most beautiful sunset. The balcony looked over a lush jungle, and in the distance, massive waterfalls crashed and churned. I’d imagined the place so many times that I swore I could smell the exotic scents of tropical flowers surrounding me. 
 
    Safe in my dream haven, my overwhelmed mind relaxed, allowing me to drift off into the healing sleep I desperately needed.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three security guards waited for me as the elevator opened to the VIP floor of the Cordova building downtown.  
 
    I tried to ignore them, but Mateo, a man I’d known for years and considered a friend, stepped forward first. “Mrs. Cordova would like to speak with you.” 
 
    He could have told me the pope wanted a word, and I would have walked right past him in my search for Leo, but I couldn’t ignore the summons of Mrs. Cordova. In the hour it had taken me to drive here, my anger had calmed down slightly, but I was still pissed. I’d trusted Leo to not program Layla without talking to me first, and he’d betrayed my trust. My anger sparked again, but I knew I couldn’t confront Leo until after I’d spoken with Mrs. Cordova. Old school crime lords like the Cordovas were big on showing respect, and I had no urge to see if Mrs. Cordova really did keep a large jar holding the balls of those who’d offended her in her safe. 
 
    While her husband was the official head of the Cordova Cartel, Mrs. Cordova was no slouch. Third generation cartel, Mrs. Cordova had been born and bred to be a crime lord. She was ruthless, terrifying, and she demanded complete loyalty.  
 
    But she was also devoted to her family and took excellent care of her people. There was a reason the waiting list to work for the Cordova Empire was ten miles long, and it wasn’t just the money and power. Everyone knew that the Cordovas cared about the people that worked for them and kept them safe. 
 
    In today’s world, safety was worth more than money.  
 
    I clenched my teeth and nodded at the few people we passed, ignoring the curious looks we were getting. No doubt they wondered what kind of shit storm I’d just come from that made me look like a beaten-up homeless guy. The Cordova Empire offices had a very strict dress code. Mr. and Mrs. Cordova believed in looking professional at all points in time. She said it helped ease civilian’s minds about the corporation. Plus, people treated you better when it was obvious you had money. 
 
    Sad but true. 
 
    Normally, I kept myself pristine. Not a hair out of place, not a stain on my suit. My hair color might change, depending on if I needed to disguise myself for a job, but it was always well cut. Presentation was a big part of my job, and I took it seriously. At least, I usually did. Right then, I wore an old heavy metal t-shirt gone threadbare in places, a pair of dark blue dress slacks, and sneakers without socks. In my haste to kill Leo for fucking with Layla’s mind, I hadn’t given a shit about what I wore. While my temper had cooled somewhat—I was no longer in a blind rage—my sense of betrayal had grown.  
 
    How fucking dare he?  
 
    We soon arrived at the foyer that led to the inner sanctum of the Cordova Empire.  
 
    The wide, circular space held an incredible floor mosaic depicting an Aztec pattern, and the South American artwork and furniture screamed money. Big money. Armed guards ringed the room, a pair guarding each of the six doors surrounding us, and a couple gave me weary looks as their hands crept just a little closer to their guns. A few appeared unnerved as I glared at them, and more than one paled.  
 
    “Mrs. Cordova is ready for you now,” came a familiar female voice from my left. 
 
    Daniella was Mrs. Cordova’s personal secretary, and a brass balls bitch who looked like a sweet, elderly black librarian. She favored muted cardigans and sensible shoes, and even had one of those pearl chains to hold her glasses around her neck. It would be easy to dismiss her as harmless, if you didn’t know she was an assassin for the Cordova Cartel before she retired to work as Mrs. Cordova’s righthand woman. 
 
    Her sister, the equally intimidating Delores, was Hannah’s virtual PA and friend.  
 
    Daniella’s lightly wrinkled face was bland as usual as I angrily stomped past her and into the office of Mrs. Cordova. 
 
    Tall, sophisticated, and oozing power, Mrs. Cordova glanced up at me from behind her large desk. The light coming in from the vast window behind her made the thick silver streaks in her elegantly styled black hair shine. Her dark, knowing gaze did a quick sweep, and her red-painted lips thinned in disapproval. As usual, she’d dressed to the nines in a cream and black suit, making me more than aware that my own personal appearance was lacking. Standing before her, I felt like a dirty-faced little kid being called to the principal’s office for some bullshit I pulled on the playground. 
 
    It was crazy how she could do that, how her mere presence could affect me.  
 
    Her cultured voice, still holding a trace of an El Salvadorian accent, filled the room. “So, my lovely daughter-in-law Hannah called me to warn me you were going to kill her husband.” 
 
    I wondered how Hannah knew I was looking for Leo, then I realized Layla probably called her. “This is between Leo and me.” 
 
    She arched one curved, black brow. “You’re mad that he hypnotized Layla, correct?” 
 
    “He had no right!” 
 
    “Lower your voice,” she snapped. “I’m not your mother, so do not yell at me like a child having a tantrum.” 
 
    Her words sliced at me, and I strained for control as I pushed back my anger. “Yes, Mrs. Cordova.” 
 
    “Better.” 
 
    I took a deep breath and tried to keep my tone even. “He had no right to hypnotize her.” 
 
    “He had every right. She asked for his help.” 
 
    “She had no idea what he was really going to do.” 
 
    Mrs. Cordova leaned forward, the fat ruby and gold pendant around her neck swinging gently. “No, you have no idea what he was really going to do. Leo didn’t program Layla.” 
 
    “But…” I found my mouth suddenly dry as I tried to swallow beneath her cold, irritated gaze. “He hypnotized her.” 
 
    “He did. Conventional hypnotism with a little help. He said she was very responsive to it as well.” 
 
    “He didn’t drug her?” 
 
    “No. Well, I believe he gave her a sedative, but that was more to relax her than anything else.” She leaned back in her tall black leather chair, her nearly black eyes focused on me. “Besides, you know I have final say on who is worthy of being programed.” 
 
    I blinked, thrown off by her statement. “Worthy?” 
 
    “Yes, worthy. You may see the programming as some great evil, but that is only your own fear talking. For the past two years, you’ve spent a great deal of time with Hannah and Joy, you’ve seen the results of their programming. Have either of them suffered from it? Become mindless robots? Or…sheep as Fernando likes to say? No, they haven’t. Instead, they’ve blossomed, become strong, independent women who can handle anything our world can throw at them.” 
 
    “That’s different. Layla’s different.” 
 
    “Yes, she is.” Mrs. Cordova lifted her chin. “I think she would benefit greatly from Leo’s help.” 
 
    My temper slipped, “I don’t. His little session already fucked her up.” 
 
    “What do you mean.” 
 
    I explained about Layla’s anger, how she said Leo had hypnotized her to be more aggressive.  
 
     “You’re wrong, but I know you’re so set on being angry and hurt that you won’t listen to me.” Giving me a look that clearly conveyed she thought I was a dumbass, she pressed a button on her phone and said, “Send Leo in, please.” 
 
    Adrenaline surged through me as Leo, wearing a dark brown suit and gold tie, casually strolled into the office with a laptop under his arm. 
 
    I leapt to my feet, intent on getting my pound of flesh, when Mrs. Cordova’s voice stopped me. 
 
    “Mark,” her cold tone drew my instant attention. “I’d highly suggest you sit down and listen to what he has to say. You are trying my patience.” 
 
    I was going to argue with her, then I saw the taser in her hand pointed in my direction. 
 
    Since Mrs. Cordova never bluffed, I sat my ass back down on the couch. 
 
    Being tasered fucking hurt like a bitch and left me feeling out of sorts for days afterwards. 
 
    Plus, it would be hard to beat Leo’s ass if I couldn’t feel my arms. 
 
    “Excellent,” she said in a dry voice as she neatly placed the taser on the desk next to her. “Now, Leo, please show Mark the recording from last night. Mark, hold all comments until the end of the video.” 
 
    The urge to punch Leo was still strong, but I managed to contain myself as he set the laptop on the table in front of me.  
 
    After fiddling with it for a minute, he pulled up a video that was taken at his house, I assumed from last night. On it, I listened to their conversation, to Layla asking Leo for help, and my heart fucking hurt as I saw the pain I’d caused her. Sure, it pissed me right the fuck off when Hannah said Layla should forget about me and move on, but I understood why.  
 
    When Layla drank the hot chocolate on the screen, I gritted out, “What was in the mug?” 
 
    “Just something to relax her,” Leo said in a bland voice. 
 
    I wanted to question him further but managed to bite my tongue. When Leo began to hypnotize Layla, my stomach clenched. Nausea churned in my gut, but the more I listened, the more I realized I was wrong. He wasn’t hypnotizing her; he was asking her questions. They seemed random to me, but I know in Leo’s brilliant—if twisted—mind he had some reason for the way he did things. He asked her about her childhood, her art, and about what made her happy. When she responded that I made her happy, my chest felt like I’d been kicked. And when Leo asked her how she felt about me, she replied without hesitation that she loved me. 
 
    After Leo was done questioning her, he began to tell her that she was beautiful, that she was strong, and smart, brave and compassionate. He said again and again that her birthmark wasn’t ugly, that it was uniquely attractive, not something to be embarrassed by. He assured her that I could be trusted, that I really was attracted to her. My anger lifted further as he tried to repair some of the damage done to her by the past, to ease the stress of her memories. The video abruptly ended when one of Leo’s men interrupted them to say he needed to speak with Leo right away. 
 
    Sitting, looking down at my hands, I tried to process what I’d seen.  
 
    “Mark,” Leo said in a low voice, “I promise you, I didn’t do anything to hurt her.” 
 
    I let out a sigh, the weight of the world sitting on my back. “I know you didn’t, but I’m still fucking pissed because you did it behind my back.” 
 
    “In Leo’s defense,” Mrs. Cordova said as she wrote something down on a piece of paper before her, “you made it abundantly clear to everyone that you didn’t want Layla. And she made the choice of her own freewill for Leo to hypnotize her.” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Don’t.” She held up her hand, the black pen gleaming between her fingers. “I don’t want to hear whatever excuse you have, however valid it may be. I like you, Mark. You’ve been loyal to our family and a good friend to my sons, but that does not mean I will suffer through your bullshit. You screwed up with Layla, but you have a chance to make it right. Do you love her?” 
 
    “With everything I have.” 
 
    “Do you plan to keep her in your life?” 
 
    “Forever.” 
 
    She studied me for a long moment, her face a cold mask. “Then you need to protect her. Right now, she’s a liability. Her mental issues make her weak, vulnerable to our enemies. Yes, she’s safe at your house, but you cannot keep her there forever. It’s not fair to Layla or you. At some point, she’ll want to go out into the world. If an attempt on her life was made in a public place, I fear she would freeze and become an easy target.” She set her pen down slowly as she said, “I saw her last night. While you and my son acted like common thugs and made a spectacle of yourselves like a couple of idiots, I kept my eye on Layla. I saw a glimpse of what happens to her when one of her panic attacks hit. It was…distressing. I do not like seeing such a sweet young woman brought low by the demons of her past. More importantly, in her current state, she is a liability to the safety of my family. A weakness that could get us all killed. I cannot allow that.” 
 
    Suddenly fearful for Layla’s life, I stood. “Then I’ll quit. I’ll take her away, so she won’t endanger your family. Please, she never hurt anyone—” 
 
    Leo let out a heavy sigh while Mrs. Cordova rolled her eyes. “Sit down, Mark. I’m not going to kill the poor girl. I want to help her, and I really think we can do it. Leo and I have discussed her situation, and I believe programming could be the tool she needs. We have a unique opportunity here to really make a difference in her life. To let her be the woman she was meant to be. I want to help her, not hurt her. Let us help her.” 
 
    While she made it sound like an offer, I knew what she was really making it an order.  
 
    The programming was going to happen—the only thing I could do now was try and advocate for Layla as much as possible. 
 
    “I want to be involved in every step of the process.” 
 
    “Of course,” Mrs. Cordova said, the deep lines around her mouth lightening.  
 
    “And I want final say on how she’s programmed.” 
 
    “No,” Leo said. “I get final say.” 
 
    “Unacceptable.” 
 
    Looking hurt, an expression I’d rarely seen on Leo’s harsh face, he said, “You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “I do trust you. Hell, I’d let you program me, but this is Layla. I don’t trust anyone with her but myself.” 
 
    “Stubborn males,” Mrs. Cordova muttered. “Gentlemen, I have some pressing matters to attend to. Now that we’ve hashed this out, do I still have to worry about you killing my son, Mark?” 
 
    Feeling oddly chastised, I said, “No, Mrs. Cordova.” 
 
    “Good. Then, if you’ll see yourselves out? I have some calls to make.” 
 
    Dismissed, I stood and followed Leo out of the room after he’d gathered his laptop. 
 
    We were quiet on the walk back to his office, and I had to resist the need to fidget with my clothes as we once again walked through the corporate floor of the Cordova Empire.  
 
    Once his door was closed, I took a seat in my usual cowhide chair situated across from his desk. What was once a barren, functional space now had pictures of Leo’s family filling the shelves, and I took a moment to look at a picture of a smiling Leo holding his daughter. A pang of longing went through me, and I wondered how soon I could talk Layla into having a baby. Yeah, I was getting ahead of myself, but I wanted her bound to me every way possible.  
 
    And if—God forbid—anything ever happened to me, I don’t want her to be alone like I was after I lost my wife. If we’d had a child to bind me to the world, my life might have ended up differently. We’d wanted kids, but it was never the right time, and we were young and in love. We thought we had all the time in the world. 
 
    How very fucking wrong we were. 
 
    Leaning against the edge of his desk, Leo asked me, “I’d like to get this done as soon as possible. We have no idea when, or even if, her enemies will strike again, but if they do, I want Layla to be as prepared as possible. That means training her to fight back and informing her of certain…realities of her new life. You cannot hide who we are and what we do from her. Trust me, I made that mistake with Hannah, and it almost resulted in her death.” 
 
    For a moment, I stared out the window of his office, taking in the downtown Phoenix skyline fading back into the distant mountains. “No, I plan on being honest with her, but I have a feeling she already has an idea. She hasn’t come right out and said it, but she’s dropped little hints here and there about my job. As curious as she is, I bet she researched the Cordova Empire and my role in it. No doubt she came across the various conspiracy websites detailing some of our darker side.” 
 
    “Fucking social media,” Leo grumbled. “It was a lot easier to keep shit secret before camera phones, I’ll fucking tell you that.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, yeah, old man.” 
 
    He gave me a silent snarl, but his attention was on his phone. “I know you probably want some alone time with Layla, but I feel it’s best if we do her programming tonight. Bring her up to my house for dinner. We’ll do it there.” 
 
    “Don’t you need time to assimilate her DNA for the serum?” 
 
    He gave me a dry look. “I’ve had her DNA for three years.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I knew from the moment I saw you together, that night you were trapped in the elevator, that you’d never let her go. I’ve had her serum processed and waiting for you to pull your head out of your ass for years.” 
 
    “How could you possibly know how I felt about her? Three years ago, I just wanted to be her friend.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I saw you hold her the first night you met her on our security cameras. Now, you haven’t been a monk since your wife’s death, but you haven’t romanced a woman. You’ve fucked. But the way you cared for Layla, the look on your face…I knew this day would come. I just didn’t expect it to take this long.” 
 
    I slowly shook my head. “You’re one scary bastard.” 
 
    He flashed me a grin that was almost a snarl. “Thanks.” 
 
    Clasping my hands together, I looked down and rubbed my thumb over the space where my wedding ring used to sit. For a long time after I finally took it off, a dent had remained, the skin pale and untouched by sunlight. It used to comfort me to see the proof that I’d once been happy, once been loved. When I looked down at that tanned space on my finger now, I envisioned a new ring there. Not better, just different.  
 
    “What time do you want us there?” 
 
    “Let’s say seven. We’ll give her a micro-dose of the D128 instead of the usual amount. It won’t affect the programming, and I don’t want Layla heavily under its influence until things have calmed down. She’ll experience heightened arousal, but only enough to lower her inhibitions and help her accept her programming.” He moved over to my side and placed his hand on my shoulder. “You’re doing the right thing.” 
 
    “I sure fucking hope so.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sitting next to Mark at the big round kitchen table, I stared at him, hoping my irritation would somehow make him burst into flames. 
 
    After Mark had come home from wherever he’d run off to, he’d pretended nothing was wrong. Oh, he’d apologized for running out on me, but he wouldn’t talk about what had made him so angry. He kept dodging my questions, and I finally gave up when he picked me up, put me on the counter, then stripped me down and ate me to orgasm twice. Then, while I was still dazed, he’d announced that we were having dinner with Hannah and Leo and had taken off to shower. 
 
    His behavior was weird, and it hadn’t improved since we arrived. I’d only seen Mark nervous a couple times, and this was one of them. He kept fidgeting with things, shifting in his chair and avoiding my eyes. And he’d straightened his pristine navy-blue button-down shirt at least fifteen times. 
 
    Yes, I’d counted. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I forced my attention off Mark and onto Hannah. 
 
    She looked lovely tonight, wearing a pale champagne blouse and jeans. Casual yet classy. I wore a similar outfit, but my shirt was pink with a faint iridescent sheen. After Mark had left, Hannah came down to his house with a huge pile of boxes. Evidently Joy had done some online shopping for me and ordered me enough clothes and girly crap to see me through the next six months. Hannah said Joy was bored out of her mind now that her doctor had put her on bedrest, and she had nothing better to do than shop.  
 
    Joy, bless her, had also included the brand of coverup makeup I wore, so I once again had my mask safely in place. 
 
    Mark had frowned at me while I touched up my makeup, then casually suggested that I didn’t need to wear it around Hannah and Leo.  
 
    I’d snapped at him about minding his own business, and he’d left the bathroom after that. 
 
    My emotions whirled around in my head, and I barely tasted the delicious lemon and seafood pasta dish before me. We were in Hannah and Leo’s massive kitchen instead of the formal dining room, though this space was as well decorated as the rest of the house. The walls were a pale blue, and orange, yellow, and black Spanish tilework decorated the space beneath the pale wood cabinets. The table we sat at was big enough to fit eight people, and a lovely display of fresh purple, yellow, and red daisies decorated the center.  
 
    Setting down her cool, modern wine glass, Hannah smiled at me. “I totally forgot to tell you. Delores called me in a complete tizzy earlier. She said Dr. Mavis from last night contacted A Kid’s Best Friend and donated enough money for twenty new dogs!” 
 
    I sat up straight, my pulse racing with excitement. “Shut up. Really?” 
 
    “Yes! And that’s not all, Mrs. Pelter also contacted them, and she’s going to sponsor another twenty dogs.” 
 
    “Oh my God,” I slouched back into my chair, overwhelmed. “That’s…that’s a miracle.” 
 
    “One you made happen,” Hannah said, smiling brightly at me. “Well, you and Vali.” 
 
    We both turned to look at my good boy laying down with Honey on a big dog bed in the corner. They were so stinking cute together. Vali always had lots of energy, and in Honey he’d found a playmate who liked to run just as much as he did. Both dogs were dead to the world, and I think Honey snored softly. 
 
    “He’s the best.” I gave a happy sigh, some of the burden lifting from my shoulders. “And now forty kids are going to get dogs of their own. Can you just imagine!” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Mark said in a low voice, and I forgot to be mad at him for a moment. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He leaned in to kiss me, but I turned and gave him my cheek. 
 
    Instead of being mad, he huffed his laughter against my skin, then held my chin and stole the kiss he wanted. 
 
    “More wine?” Hannah asked as the maid came up behind me with the bottle. 
 
    I examined my almost empty glass, then nodded. “Please.” 
 
    After the day I’d had—speaking with insurance adjusters, and the police, and a hundred different people—I was stressed. Thankfully, Hannah had hung out with me while I dealt with all the bullshit that came with my house burning down. It was a big, fat, complicated mess, and I was so grateful I had Hannah to help steer me through it. Well, Hannah and Delores. My virtual PA was the bomb, contacting my clients who waited for pieces and explaining the situation for me as well as canceling and refunding orders.  
 
    I’d be out of commission until I could get a new studio set up. 
 
    Just the thought of all my work destroyed made my throat tight, and I forced myself to take a few big gulps of wine. Yes, dealing with problems by trying to drink them away was never a good idea, but I needed a break from my constant worries. It seemed like the only time I wasn’t stressing out about my situation was when I was asleep or having sex with Mark. And I have to admit, having my world rocked by Mark was far more pleasant than sleeping. 
 
    “I’m stuffed,” Hannah groaned as she held Leo’s hand. “I need a couch to lie down on.” 
 
    The way Leo gazed at his wife with such adoration made my belly warm. “Want to go hang out in the sunroom?” 
 
    “Sure.” She glanced over at me. “Do you like board games?” 
 
    “I love all games.” 
 
    “Awesome! Joy doesn’t, and Leo cheats, so I hardly ever get to play anymore.” 
 
    “I do not cheat,” Leo grumbled as we all stood. 
 
    “You totally do,” Hannah snarked as we followed them through the house.  
 
    When we reached the big, long room I let out a little gasp. “Wow.” 
 
    It was like standing in a giant bubble attached to the side of the house. The walls were solid glass, not a seam anywhere, and they curved up to the house at our back. It was almost like being on a big patio covered by a forcefield. Amazed, I took a step closer to the window walls, then ran my fingers lightly over the surface, trying to find a seam. 
 
    “This is remarkable,” I murmured as I squatted down, trying to figure out how it was all put together. 
 
    “Thanks,” Leo said as he joined me, looking out into the vast backyard, and the valley beyond. 
 
    Leo’s house was situated on the top of the biggest hill, and it’s view of the nighttime desert scape was breathtaking.  
 
    “How is this made?” 
 
    “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.” 
 
    For a second I had a mini-heart attack as I thought for sure he meant it, then he winked, and I let out a weak laugh. 
 
    “Stop being a psycho,” Hannah said as she joined us, then grabbed my hand. “Come on, you can pick out what we get to play. Since Mark is totally in luuuvvvv with you, we can make him play, too. Normally, he blows me off, but all you have to do is bat those gorgeous long lashes of yours in his direction, and he’ll fold.” 
 
    “Brat,” Mark said with a grin. “Don’t listen to her, Layla. She forces me to play all the time.” 
 
    I laughed as she dragged me over to a set of cabinets built into the wall next to a big white U-shaped couch and low, brownstone coffee table.  
 
    Flinging open the doors, she said, “What do you feel like playing? Something classic? Something new?” 
 
    Staring at the shelf after shelf filled with boxes, I shook my head in awe. “Wow.” 
 
    Mark joined us, placing his hands on my hips as he said over my shoulder, “Awesome, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I knew you secretly liked to play games with me!” Hannah said triumphantly. “Layla, when I was pregnant with Tiffany, Leo was super overprotective. I know, hard to imagine. Anyways, being locked up in the castle like some damsel in distress—” 
 
    Leo snorted as he handed me a fresh glass of white wine. “You weren’t exactly chained to the wall.” 
 
    Taking a drink from her own glass, Hannah glowered at her husband over the rim. “Please, you would have left me chained to the bed, if you thought you could get away with it.” 
 
    “As I recall,” Leo said with a purr in his voice. “You’ve begged me to chain you to our bed many, many times.” 
 
    Snorting into her wineglass, Hannah said, “Leo, stop. If Layla blushes any harder, she’s going to pass out. Even her ears are red.” 
 
    Hiding my flaming face behind my hands, I muttered, “I’m fine, carry on.” 
 
    Mark’s broad chest pressed against me as he reached up and grabbed a white box with colorful letters on the side. “Let’s play Life.” 
 
    “You always want to play Life,” Hannah groused.  
 
    Wine glass in hand, I followed them to the low coffee table with a big smile on my face. After one game, exhaustion hit me. I laid down on the couch as Hannah and Mark played some complicated card game. Mark was leaned back against the sofa I was sprawled on, and I drifted off while playing with his thick hair. 
 
      
 
    The remnants of an erotic dream still haunted my mind as I stretched out, my bare legs sliding against some soft, but crisp sheets. A pleasant and familiar masculine scent reached me as I slowly opened my eyes, my mouth as dry as the desert. Staring at the ceiling of Mark’s bedroom, I tried to swallow, and my throat clicked. Sitting up, I spied a nearly full glass of water, along with two pills. 
 
    Taking an eager gulp, I nearly drained the glass, the water seeming to revive me.  
 
    As I paused between gulps, I figured that I was so thirsty because of how much I drank last night. Between Hannah and myself, we’d put away almost two bottles of wine. I vaguely remembered playing a game, then stretching out on a couch, but things got muzzy after that. I’d probably passed out, something that usually happened if I had a lot to drink.  
 
    God, I hope I didn’t do or say anything embarrassing. 
 
    The bed shifted right before warm, smooth lips brushed over my shoulder, along with the scratch of a trimmed beard. “Morning. Can I have a drink?” 
 
    I took another sip, swishing it around in my mouth then swallowing before I handed it to Mark. “Here you go, and thanks for thinking of it.” 
 
    “No problem. Figured you might need it after boozing it up with Hannah last night.” 
 
    I took the now empty glass back with a groan of embarrassment. “Did I pass out? I remember playing Life…then sitting on the couch and…nothing.” 
 
    He pulled me so I was on my back, then he leaned over me on one arm. “You’re fine. You fell asleep and Hannah passed out about three minutes later. You party animals lasted about an hour before you both crashed.” 
 
    I giggled. “What can I say? We’re two wild and crazy chicks.” 
 
    Smiling down at me, he stroked my cheek, and I turned into his touch with a happy sigh. “I’m glad she has a friend in you. Being Leo’s wife can be…isolating and Hannah’s a very social woman. With Joy laid up and Hannah’s work schedule ramping up along with Tiffany—well, she hasn’t had a lot of time to unwind.” 
 
    “You really care about her, don’t you?” 
 
    He lifted one bare shoulder, the muscle shifting nicely. “She’s my friend, of course I care about her. I admit, at first she was just a pain in my ass, but I’ve grown fond of her.” 
 
    “You’re such a good guy.” I cuddled into him further, loving the feel of him against me. 
 
    While I wore a pair of panties, he was completely bare—something I discovered when the sheet moved between us, and his hard, hot length pressed against my hip. A little tingle started in my core and seemed to slowly spread outward, gaining strength as it hit my pussy and nipples. I became aware of his heat, of the brush of his body hair against my suddenly sensitive skin.  
 
    He studied me as he continued to trace my features with his fingertips. His touch was incredibly gentle, yet I felt it all the way to the depths of my soul. There was a reverence in his every move that I couldn’t deny, and I luxuriated in his careful attention. The tingles in my core deepened, the waves of arousal growing stronger with each slow pulse of my heart.  
 
    “I have the day off,” he said as he continued to stare at me, his gaze focused on my throat now.  
 
    “Do you?” I all but purred as my back arched up slightly.  
 
    “Yep.” His fingers inched lower and his hips flexed.  
 
    I shivered beneath his touch. “Any plans?” 
 
    “I want to try something with you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    He removed his hand, and I wanted to pout at the loss of his loving touch. “I want you to go into the storage room and pick out an outfit. Put it on, and when you come out, we’ll play however you’re dressed.” 
 
    I swear it was like someone threw a match on my gasoline-soaked hormones. “Play?” 
 
    He leaned forward, brushing his lips over mine as he said, “Roleplay, BDSM, whatever you want. You put on a soft, lacy, romantic bit of nothing, and I’ll know you want me to worship you. If you pick a costume, we’ll role play whatever you’re in the mood for. I want you to have whatever it is you desire, whenever you desire it.” 
 
    My mind spun through the hundreds of outfits I’d briefly glimpsed. “Okay.” 
 
    Rolling back, he all but pushed me out of the bed with an eager grin. “Get to it. My balls are already so fucking tight they ache.” 
 
    I clambered out of his big bed, ignoring his wolf whistle as I hurried across the room. 
 
    Once I was in the storage space, I knew right away what I was going to wear. I’d seen it yesterday, and Mark’s comment about his balls hurting made me think of it right away. It only took me a few minutes of swishing through the rack to spot the bright white satiny material. Pulling the costume down, I smiled at the ultimate classic—the naughty nurse’s uniform. 
 
    Skintight, made of some kind of satiny spandex, it had the breasts cut out, with red crosses held over the nipples by thin strings. The short skirt would reveal the thigh highs that came with outfit, along with a cute little nurses cap. There were no panties, but there was a garter belt that had a red cross done in lace over the pubic bone area. 
 
    A hint of embarrassment wafted through me at the thought of wearing such a naughty outfit, but I brushed it away. 
 
    Dressing quickly, I gave the white platform shoes that were in a box on the floor a glance, then dismissed them. I could barely walk in regular heels, let alone seven-inch platforms. Smoothing the white satin over the curve of my belly I moved to the mirror I’d glimpsed behind a stack of boxes. When I saw my reflection, I gasped. 
 
    I looked sexy as fuck. 
 
    I mean like, I looked obscenely sexy. 
 
    An unusual feeling of power and desire fired my blood as I turned this way and that in the mirror. Distantly, I noted that my birthmark showed, but I just didn’t really care. I looked beautiful in this costume and knew Mark would lose his mind. Tucking my hair up into the little nurse’s cap, I then adjusted the red crosses that barely hid my painfully erect nipples and groaned. Shit, I was so turned on, and I hadn’t even seen Mark’s reaction to my outfit yet. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, I bit my lower lip. Should I come out of the closet in character? Mark said he wanted to roleplay, and he knew I was good at it. What can I say? I enjoyed pretending to be Slayla, living in a world where dragons and unicorns were real and I was an elf. How hard would it be to pretend to be a sexy nurse?  
 
    Rubbing my white stocking-covered feet on the carpet, I adjusted the clasps of the garters and gave myself one last look. 
 
    I should’ve been more nervous as I approached the door, but anticipation buzzed across my nerves as the cool metal of the doorknob met my fingertips. 
 
    Stepping out into the bedroom, I lifted my chin and said, “Sir, I heard that you’re feeling pain in your testicles. Is this correct?” 
 
    Mark stared at me with such hunger, my pussy practically quivered.  
 
    When he didn’t say anything, just continued to devour me with his gaze, I cleared my throat. “Sir, I’m very busy today. If you aren’t having any issues, then I should see to my other patients.” 
 
    His gaze snapped to mine, and a slow, dirty smile curved the edges of his firm lips.  
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    My hormones raged as he lay back in the bed, crossing his arms behind his head. The sheet pooled low on his waist, revealing his very healthy happy trail. His erection tented the fabric below, and I wanted nothing more than to slide all that thickness inside of me. I was greedy for him, aching for him. 
 
    “Forgive me, nurse. I am having some pain.” 
 
    “Well then, let’s take a look at your problem.” 
 
    Striding over to his side, I began to neatly, clinically pull the sheet down, then fold it at his knees, ignoring his jutting cock. 
 
    Instead, I ran my fingertips over his sensitive balls while saying, “Spread your legs, Sir. I need a better look.” 
 
    He quickly did so, and I had to hide my smile, trying to stay in character. “Oh my! They are swollen.” 
 
    Cupping his testicles gently, I used my fingertips to massage him, making him groan. “Are they tender?” 
 
    When I looked up, I found Mark watching me closely. “Very.” 
 
    Pre-cum leaked from the tip of his erection as I gave him a gentle squeeze. “Too much pressure isn’t good for your testicles. These seem really full. We’ll have to drain them.” 
 
    A smile tried to form on Mark’s lips, but he managed to fight it back. “And how will you do that?” 
 
    I gave him a wink that made him smile. “Why, Sir, I am the head nurse.” 
 
    Still massaging his balls, I used my other hand to hold his substantial cock in place as it throbbed in my grip. He was so aroused, and it made me terribly excited to know I was doing this to him, that I was the one in control of his pleasure. Or at least I had the momentary illusion of control.  
 
    Mark’s hand gripped my hair as he thrust up into my mouth. “Then get to work. Drain me, nurse.” 
 
    I moaned as my pussy continued to throb, arousal coating my inner thighs. Sucking down as much of his shaft as I could, I titled my ass in the air, silently begging for his touch. My clit pulsed, and I let out another needy sound, totally unashamed. In the past, I’d always been hesitant with my partners, always holding back. With Mark, I felt free to be as kinky, as needy, as slutty as I wanted. It was utterly empowering. 
 
    Gripping my ass, he squeezed hard. “It looks like you need some attention as well, nurse. Does your sweet little pussy hurt?” 
 
    I nodded as best I could while continuing to work his shaft. The taste of him, the feel of having a part of him inside of me, drove me crazy with desire. I was swiftly falling down into the abyss of craving, where my thinking mind went to sleep, and I was nothing but animal instincts and pleasure. 
 
    “Then climb on my face while you drain me.” 
 
    When I didn’t move quick enough for him, he grabbed me, managing to position me as he wanted while I continued to suck on him like he was my favorite treat. And he was. Each little spurt of his precum was delicious in a musky-male way. When he leaned up and sucked my clit into his mouth, I screamed around his dick. 
 
    “Sensitive,” I gasped as I ripped my mouth from his cock. “Careful.” 
 
    “I see that,” he murmured from between my legs. “You’re so swollen, baby girl. Let me take care of you.” 
 
    Fluttering his tongue, he thrust his hips up, reminding me of the giant dick straining toward me. Grasping it again, I sucked him deep and laid my cheek on his belly, the overwhelming sensation of his talented tongue fluttering my clit completely divine. I continued to barely lick and suck him, splaying my legs as wide over his face as I could, my core shaking. He grabbed my thighs and held me tight, then sucked my clit again. 
 
    I cried out around his erection, my pussy spasming hard as my climax hit me almost too quick. It was good, so good, and I rubbed myself all over his tongue, more shudders of pleasure made me gasp and mewl. His dick throbbed against my tongue, and as I fondled his balls, he growled. 
 
    “Fuck no, I’m filling up that pussy. Ride me, nurse.” 
 
    My legs were boneless, but when he gave my ass a swift slap I jerked up. “Ow!” 
 
    “Ride me.” 
 
    Turning around, I began to unbutton the dress, but he stopped me. “Leave it on. I don’t want you to get fired for fornicating with the patients.” 
 
    Licking my lips, swollen from sucking on him, I nodded. “You’re right. We’ll have to be quick before the shift supervisor walks the halls.” 
 
    I squatted over him and grasped his shaft, positioning it at my entrance. 
 
    “Oh fucckkk,” Mark moaned. “Your cunt is steaming hot.” 
 
    I took that to be a good thing, but really didn’t care as I sank down, my back instantly arching at the feeling of being so deliciously full.  
 
    “Baby,” Mark groaned. “Fuck yeah.” 
 
    My breath came out in pants as I slid down further. My hands landed on his furry chest, balancing myself. Getting up onto the balls of my feet, I gave a little bounce, making us both groan. Shifting so his shaft rubbed against my hard clit, I began to move up and down, the lovely burn of being overly full of dick searing through me. 
 
    “Look at me,” Mark commanded, and I obeyed. 
 
    My heart seemed to grow wings and take flight in my chest as he said, “I love you.” 
 
    An orgasm I didn’t even know was coming struck me out of nowhere as his words resounded like a bell through my soul. I cried out, grinding myself down on him as ripple after ripple of pure bliss washed through me. I felt so connected to him, so deeply in love with this man who drove me crazy. 
 
    “Mark,” I cried out as the orgasm seemed to stretch on forever, encouraged by his thrusting cock. 
 
    He’d taken over now, holding my hips as he worked himself in and out of me, “Shit, you’re so wet. So slick and tight and…fuck…I’m gonna cum.” 
 
    I clenched around him at the thought of the pleasure he must be feeling, of how naughty and erotic it looked as he fucked me. “Yes, inside me.” 
 
    The desire for his cum overcame me, and I rode him as hard as he fucked, our bodies slapping together as I leaned down and bit his nipple.  
 
    He responded with a choked growl, then slammed into me harder, bouncing me on his dick. I lay down completely, submitting to his thrusts as he took me, loving every second of it. I felt like a little doll splayed over his chest, a naughty fuck toy. When I began to grind back, he groaned, then encouraged me to fuck myself harder. 
 
    “Come on,” he smacked my ass. “Drench my cock again.” 
 
    I did as he ordered, my pussy going up in flames as I came for what felt like the hundredth time. My mind filled with bright sparks as the world faded away. 
 
    Mark growled out a string of curse words as he finally stopped fighting his orgasm and pumped me full of his release. He was so big that the twitch of his cock inside of me was easily felt, and I let out little whimpers each time he flexed inside my overly sensitive sex. I felt drunk as I finally relaxed, my body shivering while what felt like orgasmic aftershocks rattled through me.  
 
    I fell forward in a lump, his heart racing against my cheek. 
 
    This was quickly becoming my favorite position. 
 
    “I came so hard. I think you broke my dick,” Mark said in a deep, gritty voice. 
 
    I laughed, then felt the odd sensation of his cum leaking out of me. 
 
    His cum. 
 
    Something about that niggled my mind, and I froze, then pushed myself up so I could look down at a sweaty, smiling Mark. 
 
    “My pills!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My birth control pills. I’ve missed a day…or two. Shit!” 
 
    An almost smug look came over Mark’s handsome face. “Good.” 
 
    “Good, what do you mean good?” 
 
    “I mean that someday I would love to have a little baby boy or girl with your big brown eyes.” 
 
    My insides turned to mush, but I shook my head. “I’m not ready to have a baby yet. I’m…I’m not mother material.” 
 
    He frowned, the softness fading from his eyes. “What are you talking about? You’d make an amazing mother.” 
 
    “Really? An amazing mother who can’t leave the house for fear of freaking out? A loving mother who can’t go to dance recitals, can’t attend their graduation, who won’t be at their own daughter’s wedding?” 
 
    His lips twitched, but his voice was soothing as he said, “I think you’re getting a little ahead of yourself there. Let’s focus on the moment, okay?” 
 
    The familiar phrase had me relaxing a bit. In the past, when I’d had a rough day, he’d talk me down, making me aware that I was blowing things out of proportion. I loved that about him, loved the way he took care of me. The way he made my crazy world seem a little less scary. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Good girl,” sitting up a little, he smoothed my hair back with a gentle touch. “You did great at the charity ball.” 
 
    “Mark, they had to carry me out of there while I had a meltdown.” 
 
    He winced a little. “That was my fault. If I hadn’t acted like a jealous asshole, you would have been fine. I watched you, Layla, all night long. You were wonderful. Everyone was eating out of the palm of your hand. And you were having fun.” 
 
    Thinking back, I nodded. “I was, wasn’t I?” 
 
    “You were. I know what your fake smile looks like. You were enjoying yourself in a big-crowded room full of judgmental strangers. You faced your fears and won. You should be proud of yourself. I know I was.” 
 
    A happy little flame of warmth danced around my heart. “Thank you.” 
 
    “My point is, I think you’ve been selling yourself short. I think you can handle more than you think you can. You keep…” He let out a huff of air. “You keep holding yourself back. Handicapping yourself. Thinking that you can’t do it before you even make an attempt.” 
 
    That happy flame became a burning ember of anger as I slowly said, “Excuse me? Are you saying you think I’m not trying hard enough?” 
 
    “No, no. Nothing like that. What I am saying is that our brains like to protect our bodies—it’s kind of their number one job—and our minds can make situations they perceive as being threatening so scary that the dumb body will do what the smart brain wants and stay safe. The problem is, the brain doesn’t always see reality. Sometimes it likes to make things worse than they are in an effort to trick the stupid body into not going into dangerous situations.” 
 
    I pondered his words for a moment, then nodded. “Okay, I can see that point of view. And I agree, my fear of public places isn’t rational. My brain does make up danger where there isn’t any.” 
 
    “Would you like to try an experiment?” 
 
    “Um, maybe? What kind of experiment?” 
 
    “I’ll have a prescription for your birth control pills sent to the pharmacy. You’re not ready for a baby yet, and while I can’t wait to see you pregnant with my child, I respect your wishes.” He cupped my neck, rubbing his thumb over the pulse. “But can I ask one thing? Before you take the pill again, can you look up what the affects might be on a baby, just in case my boys can swim?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, his joking helping me deal with this heavy conversation. “It would be just my luck if you were as fertile as Zeus. And how are you going to get a prescription in my name sent to a pharmacy?” 
 
    “It took my parents eleven years of trying to have me, so I wouldn’t count on it.” The silver in his hair glinted as he ran a hand through it, then stretched out. “The Cordova Empire invests and donates heavily in the medical field. They don’t mind doing the occasional favor.” 
 
    “Suuureee.” 
 
    He ignored my sarcastic smirk. “We’ll go to the pharmacy, then if you’re up for it, maybe we can take a walk in a nearby park.” 
 
    “A pharmacy at three in the afternoon…it’ll be pretty busy. And a park is also going to be busy on a beautiful day like today. On the weather yesterday, they said the high was only going to be eighty degrees today. That’s practically sweater weather.” My nerves danced around in my belly as I imagined what it would be like to go to such an…exposed place. “Is it safe?” 
 
    Moving us so we both sat up, he cupped my face with both hands and stared at me in a weird, intense way. “Layla, I’m telling you, I know you can do this.” 
 
    “I mean…what if the people that burned down my house are still after me?” 
 
    The words tasted like ashes coming out of my mouth, and I waited for the familiar panic to set in, but my pulse—while slightly elevated—stayed steady.  
 
    “I swear to you, nothing will happen while I’m at your side. We’ll have two guards following us everywhere we go, from a discrete position.” 
 
    “Wow.” I pulled the sheets up higher, feeling more than a little worried. “What if they get hurt protecting me?” 
 
    “So sweet,” Mark murmured before tracing his finger along the edge of the sheet. “They’ll be fine. Even if someone is after you, they won’t expect you to show up in the middle of suburbia.” 
 
    “Right, right.” I chewed my lip a little, then glanced over at Vali who’d wandered back into the room from wherever he’d been. “I still don’t know if this is a good idea…” 
 
    “Do you trust me?” 
 
    I looked away from my dog to Mark. “Of course.” 
 
    And I did. I knew, inside and out, Mark would keep me safe. While he was sweet and caring with me, I’d seen the scary side of him a couple times over the years. Once, he’d forgotten to hang up with me on his phone as we video chatted at work. He’d placed the phone on his desk, and I’d heard him ream some guy up one side and down the other for leaving his guard post unattended to go take a shit. I’d hung up after a few seconds, embarrassed for the stranger that was getting his ass chewed to pieces by a really pissed off Mark. 
 
    If I’d been on the receiving end of his cold, savage snarl, I would’ve peed my pants.  
 
    Vali jumped up when Mark patted the mattress, and as I watched him cuddle Vali, I giggled.  
 
    “I just realized something.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Mark asked as Vali wiggled between us, luxuriating in having four hands petting him at once. 
 
    Over my dog’s happy grunts, I smiled at Mark. “You and Vali are kinda alike.” 
 
    He paused his scratching and looked at me, cocking his head slightly to the side just like Vali.  
 
    I burst into giggles. “That head tilt you just did, Vali does the same thing.” 
 
    “Brat,” he began to tickle me, and I squealed as I thrashed beneath him. 
 
    Vali began to bounce around on the bed, barking, and Mark eased off. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said with a smile to Vali, who tried to lick my face. “Too rough, I get it. Don’t worry, boy, I’m not hurting her. See?” 
 
    I pushed Vali away and sat up again, then tackled Mark. He probably could have withstood my attack, but he fell back in the bed with me on top of him again. As I looked down at my man, my heart swelled with love and happiness. I’d wanted this for so long, and it was hard to believe I was finally with Mark. Slowly inching my fingers through his chest hair, I leaned forward and gently licked his nipple. 
 
    Clearing his throat, he said, “I need to call in your prescription.” 
 
    “It can wait.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    The jingle of Vali’s tags seemed loud as we walked into the large convenience store housing the pharmacy.  
 
    People milled about, mostly older men and women, along with a few mothers and their kids. It was ten o’clock on a weekday morning, and the sun shined bright outside. People glanced at us as we entered, most doing a double take. I don’t know if it was me, Mark, or Vali that caught their attention, but pretty much everyone paused what they were doing to watch us pass. 
 
    Mark slipped his hand into mine, and I looked over at him, deciding that he was probably the reason the women stared. 
 
    His thick, muscled, hairy calves exposed by his shorts flexed with every step he took, and his broad shoulders stretched his pale gray t-shirt that brought out the silver in his eyes. His arms were pure visual porn, all ropy with muscle and tendons, while his ass filled out his black shorts nicely. With his beard freshly trimmed and his sharp bone structure, he made my body tingle.  
 
    And his smell…God, he smelled good. I don’t know what it was about his cologne today, but I couldn’t seem to get enough of it. Every chance I got, I would brush my nose over his shoulder, taking in a deep inhalation. I would’ve loved to bury my face in his neck, but I wore flats, so he was too tall for me to reach. 
 
    I wore another Joy selected outfit, this time a pale-yellow sundress embroidered with pink flowers along the hem and sweetheart neckline. It flared out around my waist and draped down to my knees, making me feel kind of like a 1950s pinup girl. A pair of sparkling pink floral ballet flats complimented the dress. My hair was wrapped up in a French twist and I felt rather pretty. With Mark next to me, my self-confidence grew as we walked to the back of the store, so I stopped hunching my shoulders. For the first time in my life, I held my head high. 
 
    We reached the pharmacy counter at the back and settled into line behind an elderly woman and a young mother with a toddler in her arms. 
 
    When the little boy, who was probably around three years old, saw Vali, he went ballistic. 
 
    “Doggy!” he shrieked, and I swear my teeth vibrated at the high pitch he’d managed. 
 
    His mother turned around, rubbing her ear as she grimaced at us. “Yes, honey, that’s a doggy.” 
 
    “I pet doggy?” he asked in the sweetest voice. 
 
    “Oh,” the mother began, “I’m sure he’s busy, honey. See that vest he’s wearing? It means he’s on the job.” 
 
    “I pet doggy?” the little boy asked again, turning on the waterworks with a pout that would have broken the Grinch’s heart. 
 
    The woman’s gaze met mine, and I gave her a friendly smile. “It’s okay with me and Vali, if he wants. If it’s all right with you, I’ll help him pet Vali.” 
 
    The mother clearly was uncertain, but she relaxed when Vali simply sat next to me, panting happily. 
 
    “He’s okay with kids?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Vali doesn’t have a mean bone in his entire body.” 
 
    The mother shifted, and the old lady at the counter continued to talk to the bored looking pharmacist. “All right. Jamie, you have to be slow and gentle, remember?” 
 
    The boy nodded as his mother slowly let him down, and he practically sprinted over to me in his little space-themed t-shirt and shorts.  
 
    I held out my hand, and he took it with a smile. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” he mimicked back. 
 
    Holding his hand in my own, moving slow for the mother’s sake, I helped him pet Vali’s big head a couple times, judging if he’d be okay on his own or not. When I saw how gentle he was, I let Jamie’s hand go, and he rubbed Vali’s head until my dog groaned in pleasure. Jamie jumped back at that, and his mother and I laughed. 
 
    “It’s okay, that’s his happy noise. You know how kitties purr?” 
 
    Jamie nodded. “We has kitties.” 
 
    “Well, dogs can’t purr, so sometimes they growl to show how happy they are.” 
 
    “Why he has jacket?” 
 
    “Vali is a special working dog; his job is to help keep me safe.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because, sometimes, I find big groups of people I don’t know really scary. Vali helps remind me that I’m okay.” 
 
    Jamie seemed to think about this for a second. “Vali keep you safe.” 
 
    “Yes, he keeps me safe.” 
 
    “Jamie,” the mother said, now with a prescription bag in her hand. “Time to go.” 
 
    Right away, Jamie wrapped his arms around Vali. “I love you, Vali.” 
 
    My heart melted as his mom and I exchanged an ‘awww’ look. 
 
    “Thank you for letting him pet the dog,” she said as she took Jamie’s reluctant hand. “Have a nice day!” 
 
    After grabbing my prescription, we made our way out of the store. Mark said, “You know, you’re really good at that.” 
 
    “At what?” 
 
    “At explaining Vali and his job in a way that makes it not scary and relatable.” 
 
    I shrugged as the doors slid open, letting us out into the parking lot. “If people are curious, I’m more than happy to explain how he helps me. I always think that maybe the next time they see a service animal, they’ll be a little more understanding and accommodating.” 
 
    “You’re really good at it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    We stopped at the back of the dark blue Jaguar SUV. Mark opened the trunk, then picked Vali up and put him inside after turning on the air conditioning. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I barely heard him, instead staring at him as he slid on his sunglasses. Something about hiding his eyes made him look intimidating. I liked it. Call me screwed up, but I loved the fact that Mark looked like he could kick anyone’s ass. On a primal, cavewoman level, I found it very, very arousing.  
 
    This big, hulking man who intimidated the world loved me. 
 
    Moving a step closer, I went on my tiptoes and threw my arms around his neck. “I love you.” 
 
    He made a happy, rumbling sound in his chest as he laced his fingers together on my lower back. “I love you, too. Are you ready to try the park?” 
 
    For a moment, I blinked at him. “Yeah…yeah I think I am.” 
 
    He quirked his head to the side in that Vali-like move again. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I did a little mental inventory and found no signs of distress or panic.  
 
    Weird. 
 
    Normally, I’d be a ball of nerves, especially considering my childhood nightmare of someone trying to kill me had come true. 
 
    I mean, I was still freaked out about it, but I wasn’t debilitated by my fear. 
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    “Hmmm?” I rubbed my fingers through the short hair at the back of his head. “Oh, sorry. I was just realizing that not once back there did I go through my usual self-doubt/fear cycle that I normally have to fight off.” 
 
    His grip tightened. “Really?” 
 
    “Yeah…” I smiled up at him. “Being with you, it makes me brave. I know that no one will hurt me while you’re at my side. You’ll keep me safe.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” His phone did an odd triple chirp. “One second.” 
 
    He read the text on his screen, and his smile faded to a frown. “That was Leo. The fire marshal gave the all-clear to view your house if you want. There’s no rush. If you don’t feel up to it, we can wait. We have a recovery and cleanup crew there who’ll start sifting through the wreckage. They’ll save everything they can.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I let out a deep sigh. “No, I’d rather get it over with. Not knowing is the worst. Also, please thank the Cordova family for me. I really appreciate their help.” 
 
    He looked up at me, and I tried to read his expression, but his darn mirrored sunglasses kept his eyes from me. “I will, but I know they’re happy to help. You sure you’re ready for this?” 
 
    “Will you be there with me?” 
 
    “Every step of the way.” 
 
    “Then yes.” 
 
    “Baby bear,” he murmured, cupping my face with his big hand as he gave me a small, heartfelt smile that warmed someplace in my body other than my heart. 
 
    A little flutter went through me, and I welcomed it, letting the desire settle in my core. Maybe it was avoidance, and maybe it wasn’t healthy, but I’d rather feel desire than sorrow. Desire felt good, a respite from the constant worry that plagued my life. Mark’s dick must be magical, because while I was sad about losing my home, I wasn’t devastated. Things could be replaced, and as terrible as it was, the fire seemed to light a proverbial flame under his ass. 
 
    That made me grin and Mark said, “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Nothing, I was just thinking about how, if my house hadn’t caught fire, we’d never be together.” 
 
    He shifted, moving us into the shadow of the Jaguar and out of the hot sun. “I’m sorry. I—” 
 
    “No.” I stroked his beard, wanting to take the worry lines away from the sides of his mouth. “No, I’m not saying that to make you feel bad. I’m just…looking on the bright side of things in a very dark way. I’m just so glad we’re finally together.” 
 
    He leaned down, rubbed his nose along mine, and that flame in my belly flickered again. “Me too.” 
 
    I leaned up on my tiptoes. He obligingly lowered his head, the scruff of his beard brushing my jaw as I slowly kissed one side of his mouth then the other. His smell was getting to me again, as was his heat. I loved the contrast of his soft shirt over hard muscle, and ran my hands over his shoulders, pausing to finger the various dents.  
 
    “You keep touching me like that, and you’ll be forcing me to drive with a raging hard-on.” 
 
    “Ohhhhh,” I purred, feeling bold and wicked in the bright morning sun. “That sounds dangerous. Is there anything I can do to help you out with that?” 
 
    His jaw clenched for a moment, and when he spoke his voice was deep and husky. “I believe there might be.” 
 
    Vali gave an impatient, short bark—his way of telling me he had to use the bathroom. 
 
    “Damn, Vali has to use the restroom.” 
 
    Mark slowly licked his lower lip. “I’m gonna have one of my guys take Vali for a walk.” 
 
    “You are?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmmm,” he practically growled, his presence seeming to intensify somehow. With one hand, he pulled his phone out, hit a button, then said, “Mateo, need you to come walk Vali for fifteen minutes or so. I have something I need to discuss with Layla—in private.” 
 
    I could clearly hear Mateo giving Mark shit about being sure he didn’t need five minutes, insinuating that Mark was a minute man in bed. Instead of getting pissed, a smile ghosted over Mark’s lips. Ahhh, male bonding at its finest.  
 
    Why guys liked it when their friends gave them shit was a mystery to me, but such was male bonding. 
 
    Not responding to the taunts, Mark said, “I want Gill to keep an eye on us from a discrete distance.” 
 
    He hung up before Mateo could respond, his gaze hot and filled with need. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Always,” I replied without hesitation, loving how his hands tightened on my waist, pulling me impossibly closer. 
 
    A handsome Hispanic man in his late thirties strolled up to us, easily blending in with the rest of the morning crowd. He was attractive, but not overly so. Just an everyday, average guy who was in good shape, but still had a bit of a gut. Wearing a pair of sunglasses similar to Mark’s, he smiled brightly at us as he approached from a couple aisles over. 
 
    “Hey, hombre, fancy seeing you here. Ms. Layla, you are too gorgeous for words. An honor to meet you. What’s a beautiful girl like you doing with a chump like this?” 
 
    “Ignore him,” Mark muttered as he released me. He got Vali out of the car. “Make yourself useful.” 
 
    “Sure thing, boss.” He opened his mouth to say something else, then glanced at me and closed it. “Come on, Vali, let’s go see if those pretty senoritas drinking coffee in the park like dogs.” 
 
    “Do not use Vali to pick up women.” Mark frowned while I giggled. 
 
    Mateo just smiled. “Clocks ticking, boss.” 
 
    I let out a little squeak as Mark opened the back door to the Jaguar then tossed me inside.  
 
    A second after I landed, he joined me, then crowded me for a moment as he laid the seats back. 
 
    Watching him, I lifted a brow as I looked at the now nice sized, carpeted space. “Well then.” 
 
    “We don’t have a lot of time,” Mark muttered as he gently moved me back into the bed area of the SUV. “Those assholes will be back in five—maybe ten—minutes tops.” 
 
    I giggled as he ruffled my skirt up, covering my face. “You think?” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Why would they—? Ohhhh.” 
 
    My head tilted back as his mouth sucked on the fabric of my panties.  
 
    With the cloth of my skirt covering my face, I couldn’t see what he was doing, but it was extremely erotic. Not wasting any time, Mark pulled aside my wet panties, revealing my throbbing sex. He blew on my sensitive lips, and I spread my legs wide for him. 
 
    “Good girl,” he growled. “Keep your hands up and your legs spread. This is my pussy to play with, however I want.” 
 
    “What,” I managed to pant out as he began to pet my clit with his thumb. “What if someone sees us?” 
 
    “Dirty girl,” Mark said with a slight laugh in his voice. “You like that thought, don’t you?” 
 
    “No,” I lied.  
 
    I did like the thought—kind of. I liked it because I knew we were being guarded, so no one would accidentally stumble on us that shouldn’t. Last thing I wanted to do was traumatize some senior citizen. But we were still in public, so the thrill of doing the forbidden was there.  
 
    To my surprise and pleasure, he gave my pussy a sharp slap that had me squirming. “Don’t lie to me, not when I’m feeling like this.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “Like I need the world to know you belong to me.” 
 
    “I do belong to you.” 
 
    He rewarded me by giving my pussy another slap. “Yes, you do.” 
 
    The spanks on my over-sensitive flesh were amazingly pleasurable. I never thought I’d get off on pain, but my body seemed to have other ideas. It embraced the sting, changed it to pleasure and made me focus more on the physical than the mental. When he slapped me a third time, my thighs quivered as my empty pussy ached. 
 
    “Mark, please…” 
 
    “Your pussy is so pink now.” He moved and held my thighs apart with his big hands. “Try to be quiet.” 
 
    His tongue swept through my lips, flat and broad as he licked upward. It was a good thing he held onto my thighs, because they tried to clamp shut when he bit my clit. I hovered on the edge of orgasm just from that sharp nip, my breathing ragged as a high-pitched moan of need escaped me. 
 
    “Mark, please!” 
 
    “What did I tell you about being loud?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    The bright light coming into the car through the overhead skylights momentarily blinded me as Mark said, “Open your mouth.” 
 
    I did as he’d asked. A moment later, my panties were stuffed in. 
 
    Blinking up at him, I moaned anew when I saw that his shorts and underwear were pulled off, but he still wore his t-shirt.  
 
    The thick, twitching length of his erection called to me, and I spread my legs wide for him. 
 
    Looking into my eyes, Mark began to push into me. I almost cried at how good it felt. 
 
    “There we go,” he whispered. “Fuck, your little pussy is so tight. Didn’t have a chance to open you up with my fingers. Shit.” 
 
    The tortured pleasure in his gaze melted me, so he was only halfway in when I began to climax. 
 
    “Oh shit, oh shit,” Mark grunted as he thrust deep. “So fucking good.” 
 
    I moaned my agreement into my panties, my nails digging into his shoulders as he began to thrust, slow and deep. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered against my neck.  
 
    Coasting high on boatloads of endorphins, I mumbled my reply into my underwear as he slowly rocked. 
 
    He made me feel each and every inch of him as he plunged in and out, hitting the sweet spot inside of me just right with the thick head of his shaft. I clenched around him, the sensations so painfully good my body began to tighten again. He didn’t speed up or slow down, just fucked me through an orgasm that left me spent. 
 
    Shifting, he jerked down the bodice of my dress, latching onto my nipple before beginning to bite. 
 
    That roused me from my post-orgasmic stupor—each bite sent a bolt of electricity right to my already ultra-sensitive pussy. 
 
    Deep, almost whining groans escaped me as he sped up his strokes, biting harder as I clutched his hair in my hands, urging him on.  
 
    His grunts filled the small interior of the SUV as he began to bite the flesh of my breast, my stinging nipples still sending shocks of pleasure to my pussy. I began to rock my hips into him, wanting more, deeper, faster. He obliged my unspoken requests, pulling the panties from my mouth so he could kiss me while he tried to pound me through the floor. 
 
    Grasping onto his broad back, I bit into his shoulder as I came again, my clit throbbing as my whole body exploded. 
 
    Seconds later, Mark joined me, his deep, booming yell almost hurting my ears. “Fuck!” 
 
    I trembled as he held me tight, rocking his hips just the littlest bit as he emptied himself deep inside of me. 
 
    My legs shook, and I weakly wrapped my arms around Mark’s heaving shoulders. 
 
    “Wow,” I managed to get out in a strained whisper. “That was awesome.” 
 
    Mark began to laugh, right before someone tapped on the side of the SUV’s rear window and yelled, “If this Jag’s a rockin,’ don’t come a knockin.’”  
 
    Mark jerked his head up, then glared outside. “I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    Frantically scrambling to get my dress back in place, I gave my soggy underwear a dubious look. “Guess I’m going commando.” 
 
    Mark chuckled as he grabbed some napkins from the glovebox, then cleaned me and himself with them as best he could before tucking his still impressive dick back into his shorts. “Sorry about that.” 
 
    “Like I’m mad at you?” I scoffed as he helped me into the backseat.  
 
    Opening the door, he let Vali in, while Mateo gave us an angelic grin. 
 
    “Hola.” 
 
    Mark pushed out of the SUV and slammed the door closed, but I laughed softly. I tried to fix my hair as Vali cuddled into me and Mark reamed the guy a new asshole.  
 
      
 
    My good mood lasted until we pulled up to what remained of my house, the area circled by yellow caution tape. One half of the house still stood, kinda, while the rest had been burned to ashes. Piles of unidentifiable rubble dotted the landscape, and the air stunk of smoke—not the good kind, not like wood of burning campfires. This smoke smelled of plastic and chemicals, irritating the nose and eyes. 
 
    Vali let out a whine then sneezed. Mark turned to a sober Mateo, who’d appeared at our side. “Take Vali back to the Jag, please. Set him up with the food and water I brought for him in the back compartment. Keep him comfortable.” 
 
    “You got it, boss,” Mateo said as he lowered his sunglasses and gave me a sympathetic look. “Sorry ‘bout your loss, Layla. Looks like it was a beautiful home.” 
 
    His kind words and sympathetic gaze had me bursting into tears, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Awww, baby bear,” Mark murmured as he held me close, letting me cry into his shirt. “It’s going to be okay.” 
 
    “My…my house,” I cried, holding him tighter, almost climbing him. “It’s gone.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” he agreed with a heavy sigh. 
 
    I took a couple deep breaths, mumbling a thanks when a concerned looking Mateo handed me some tissues. He had a small tattoo of a teardrop on one cheekbone, and I wondered if he got it in jail or just as a memorial to someone. Holding my gaze, he winked then gave me a friendly smile. 
 
    “I’m gonna sit in the Jag with Vali, watch some Youtube videos of hot bitches. You take your time, Ms Layla. We’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mateo.” 
 
    “No problem. Boss’ll take care of you, don’t you worry.” 
 
    I tightened my hold on Mark as I said with absolute conviction, “I know.” 
 
    Mark smoothed his hand up and down my back while I turned and surveyed the yard again. My eyes skipped back and forth over the damage, something bugging me as I stared at what remained of my front porch. The frame of the doorway still stood, but beyond that lay destruction.  
 
    It took me a second, but I finally figured out what bugged me. “My dragon sculpture! It’s gone! Oh my God, someone took it!” 
 
    “No,” Mark said quickly. “It’s safe. I had some guys come by yesterday. The restoration team put it into storage for you. It has some smoke damage, but they’re cleaning it off. We were able to retrieve almost all of your yard art.” 
 
    I gave him a watery smile, dabbing at my eyes with the tissue. “Thank you for doing all of this, and thank you for saving my art. That dragon was one of the first big pieces I made. It has a lot of meaning to me. And I spent years combing yard and estate sales to find all those serving spoons for the wind spinner. That makes me feel so much better. To have saved something when I was sure there wouldn’t be anything left.” 
 
    “They’re safe. Come on, the workers are around back. We can see if they managed to salvage anything else.” 
 
    My backyard looked like a crime scene as men and women in white, baggy pants wearing gloves combed through the wreckage. My studio had fared a little better than my house, and I was happy to see that most of my metal sculptures had survived, along with some of my wood working tools. They were able to retrieve a surprising amount of items from inside my home as well, and my heart gave a little cheer as they showed me some of the art glass that I’d inherited from my adopted grandmother when she passed. Sooty, but salvageable with a good cleaning. 
 
    After a couple hours of going through stuff, I took off the coverup the cleanup crew had given me to wear. It kept the soot off my clothes, but didn’t offer much circulation. The brisk breeze dried the sweat on my skin as I stretched out, raising my arms over my head. 
 
    Mark stepped up quickly behind me, lowering my arms to my sides and holding them there. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I asked as I looked up over my shoulder at him.  
 
    He scowled at someone behind me, but when I glanced over, everyone busily looked everywhere but at us. “What is your problem?” 
 
    “Did you forget? You’re not wearing panties.” 
 
    I flushed and turned so I curved into his tall frame. “Oh shit. Did I give anyone a free show?” 
 
    “No, but from now on, you’re only wearing pants.” 
 
    I grinned but shook my head. “Sorry. You may get to tell me what to wear in the bedroom, but not outside of it.” 
 
    I could tell he didn’t agree with me, but my stomach growled loudly enough to distract both of us. 
 
    “Hungry?” Mark asked with a laugh. 
 
    Rubbing my rumbling belly, I frowned up at him. “Breakfast was hours ago.” 
 
    “Do you want to grab something on the way home or eat at our house?” 
 
    My belly did a little flip at ‘our house.’ 
 
    “You mean your house?” 
 
    His lips quirked, and he raised his glasses, so they rested on top of his head. “Our house.” 
 
    I searched his face and tried to figure out if he joked, but he seemed serious. “Um, I don’t recall you asking me to move in with you.” 
 
    He gave me an innocent look that was so full of shit. “Really? Thought we talked about it. I was going to let you pick one of the guest rooms for your new study, and I thought I showed you the plans for your new studio. You know, the one with the thirty-foot ceilings and massive sliding doors, so you can finally work on the big pieces you’ve been dreaming about? It’ll be next to the pool, so when you’re wiped out from welding all day, you can just strip off your clothes and jump in.” 
 
    I smiled, swaying side-to-side a little in his arms. “Nope, don’t remember any of that.” 
 
    “Think harder. I must have told you how much I love you, and how I’m never going to let you go. Any of that ring a bell?” 
 
    “It might.” 
 
    “And I know we talked about how happy Honey would be if Vali moved in, and how I can’t live without you.” 
 
    All glowy inside, I slowly nodded, “I think I remember something about that.” 
 
     “And do you remember telling me how you can’t live without me, and how you can’t wait to make me a Daddy Bear for real, right?” 
 
    “No, that I don’t remember.” 
 
    He released a put-out sigh. “Can’t blame a guy for trying.” 
 
    “You’re so bad.” 
 
    My stomach growled again. 
 
    “Uh oh,” Mark said as he laughed. “We better get that beast fed before you get hangry.” 
 
    “I don’t get hangry.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “See? Hangry. Did you want to eat at home, grab something on the way back, or go out to eat? No pressure. If you want to just go home, I’m fine with that.” 
 
    I thought about it, doing a quick bit of soul searching and finding myself still good. Weird. I had triggers all over the place—strangers, my burned down house, everyone staring at us all the time—but I didn’t feel any unease.  
 
    Well, I mean, I felt a little bit, but nothing like the usual tidal wave of fear and self-hatred. Satisfaction filled me as I stood a little straighter, proud of my progress. It took me a lot of hard work and therapy, but I’d finally managed to put some of my past behind me. That’s not to say I felt miraculously cured or anything, but right at that moment, I was okay. I would acknowledge and accept it for the gift it was instead of trying to find something wrong with being happy. 
 
    And my therapist thought I didn’t pay attention during our sessions.  
 
    Feeling brave, I said, “I want to go to Smartman’s Parlor.” 
 
    “Smartman’s? The kid’s ice cream parlor? The one with all the video games?” 
 
    “Yes. They serve food, too.” 
 
    “Okay…but why there?” 
 
    “Because I’ve always wanted to go. Growing up, I’d see the ad on TV all the time for the parlor. They made it look so amazing, like so much fun. I wanted to go so bad, but I knew I’d never be able to handle it. After a while, I’d change the channel when the commercials came on, because they reminded me of all the fun and friends I’d never have.” Mark made a sympathetic noise. I lowered my hands to his chest, stroking the carved valley between his pectoral muscles. “But I think, with you by my side, I could do it.” 
 
    “Then Smartman’s Parlor it is.” 
 
      
 
    People stared at me as I shoved a slice of dripping with cheese pizza in my mouth. 
 
    Hell, even Mark gawked at me with his lips slightly parted and his eyes wide. 
 
    “I have never,” he said in an almost awed voice, “ever seen anyone eat pizza as fast as you.” 
 
    I washed down my giant bite with a big drink of soda. “I’m hungry. And, when you fold the slice in half, you can eat it a lot faster.” 
 
    Chewing slowly, he shook his head at me. “We need to enter you into some pizza eating contests. Where did you learn to eat like that?” 
 
    Feeling a little self-conscious, I looked down at my plate.  
 
    “I had some…food issues…after I was adopted. One of the first meals I had after I was rescued was pizza. The firemen had some in their truck, and it was the best thing I’d ever tasted. You have to understand, I’d only been fed sparingly, with the minimum effort on my mother’s part. Lots of oatmeal made with well water. Ugh. If I never smell well water again I’ll die a happy woman.” I took another giant bite, closing my eyes in bliss as the tangy tomato sauce hit my tongue. “When I eat a pizza it takes me back to that day.” 
 
    Understanding filled his face, and he reached out, holding my hand tight. “You okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I really am.”  
 
    I took a deep breath, thankful because I still had control over myself.  
 
    I cleared my throat, wanting to lighten the mood. “So, how’s your dumpster fire of a pizza?” 
 
    He studied me for a second, then gave me a slightly forced, teasing smile. “Delicious. How is your boring cheese?” 
 
    While I’d ordered my favorite—a double cheese pizza—Mark had ordered one with literally every topping they carried on it. Mushrooms, olives, all kinds of meats and veggies piled high. Add extra cheese and it was a monstrosity of a messy pizza. Most people would’ve been covered in sauce and grease marks by then, but Mark had managed to devour two slices without even a dot of pizza sauce.  
 
    Ignoring the grease stain on the waist of my dress, I smiled. “My pizza is super awesome. Thank you.”  
 
    “Vali’s a happy boy right now,” Mark said with a smile as he glanced under the table. 
 
    To my surprise and delight, the staff supplied Vali with his own personal pizza. It was really just a circle of bread with a little bit of cheese and different kinds of meat, but Vali had scarfed it down. He was still a little tense from all the noise and people, but the food had calmed him considerably.  
 
    At first, I’d been scared, my heart racing as we walked through the front doors into chaos. The lights, noises, and screaming kids everywhere—part of me had been sure I would lose it. Though I kept waiting and waiting for the uncontrollable terror and panic, it never came. The longer we were there, the more relaxed I became until my smile felt genuine. The lights, the sounds, the kids laughing everywhere…I loved it.  Everyone was super accommodating to us, and the staff went out of their way to be nice to Vali. I’d learned the restaurant chain prided themselves on being inclusive, and they’d all had training on how to work with service animals and their owners. They even had a quiet section that was closed off from the rest of the chaos for people who needed some silence. It made me feel really good to know that there were more and more people every day educating themselves on how to make everyone feel welcome. 
 
    At my grin, Mark said, “He’s not the only one who seems to be enjoying himself. Is this place everything you thought it would be?” 
 
    “It’s amazing.” I sighed.  
 
    He chuckled then glanced around with a clearly dubious crinkle to his eyes. “If you say so.” 
 
    “Okay, so, honestly, this place is a breeding ground for germs. I think I saw that kid sneeze on the controller for the one video game and keep right on playing. My shoes stick to the floor in some places, and it smells weirdly like ice cream, pizza, and diapers combined with baby powder, but look how happy everyone is. All these families just enjoying being with each other. I love it.” 
 
    He kept his gaze on me, the warmth filling his eyes making a new wave of happiness flow through me. “I’m glad you’re having a good time, baby bear.” 
 
    Sucking down the last of my drink, I released his hand and stood. “I need to use the restroom. When I get back, do you want to play some air hockey?” 
 
    “Sure. You any good?” 
 
    I pretended to buff my nails on my dress. “Well, I don’t want to brag or anything, but we did have an air hockey table in our game room while I was growing up. And I may have played a couple thousand games with my dad. He’s super competitive.” 
 
    He sat back in his chair, lacing his fingers over his trim stomach with a smug look. “What a coincidence. We also happened to have an air hockey table in our basement when I was a kid, and my dad is also super competitive.” 
 
    Placing both hands on the table, I leaned forward, so we were almost face to face. “Well, then, it looks like we have an epic tournament ahead of us. As you likely realize, any actual tournament needs a prize.” 
 
    Mark gave me a smirk that was so sexy, my panties would have caught fire—if I was wearing any. 
 
    “Winner gets to pick out the next outfit.” 
 
    I grinned. “You’re on.” 
 
    He leaned forward as if to kiss me, but then a child shrieked like a wounded dolphin caught in a giant mousetrap nearby.  
 
    We both winced, so I pretended to plug my ears as I mock-yelled, “Be right back.” 
 
    “Sorry, can’t hear you. Gone deaf. Try again tomorrow,” Mark said.  
 
    We both winced as the child screamed again in either joy or abject terror. 
 
    Vali rose to follow me, but I pointed at Mark. “Vali, stay. Mark, I don’t like to bring him into public bathrooms, not if I can help it. They’re so nasty, and I hate to think of those germs crawling around in his fur. And I have a feeling this place’s bathrooms will be someplace I don’t want Vali standing on” 
 
    Mark nodded and patted his knee. Vali gave me a longing look, but he laid his head down on Mark’s thigh. Right away, Mark began to massage Vali’s head, and my dog closed his eyes in bliss. From behind me, a group of people started to sing Happy Birthday, and I had to dodge a group of employees carrying a cake lit up with sparklers.  
 
    As I wound my way through tables, pausing now and again to stand still as a hyped-up kid darted past me to the game area, I felt a little uneasy. Not enough to have me make a run for the front door, but so loud my ears began to hurt.  
 
    I wondered how the employees hadn’t gone deaf after working here for more than a week. 
 
    The corridor leading to the bathrooms was a long one, and by the time I reached the end near a pair of emergency doors, my head rang.  
 
    As the bathroom door swung open, the scent of cleaning chemicals nearly overwhelmed me. I wrinkled my nose as I went into the big, white room with bright orange and blue stalls.  
 
    It was somewhat clean, with only a few pieces of toilet paper on the ground here and there. After taking care of business, I washed my hands at the sink, dousing them with soap. The handle to the bathroom door had been mysteriously sticky, and I didn’t want to think about what I’d touched. 
 
    Another one of the stalls opened, and I glanced up, unaware I wasn’t the only one in there.  
 
    A second later, a woman in black leggings and a long black t-shirt joined me at the bank of sinks. A pretty brunette, she wore oddly oversized glasses and sported a sparkling diamond bracelet with stones the size of my pinkie. After turning on the water, I caught her staring at me in the mirror. A quick glance at myself showed my makeup intact, and I didn’t have any pizza sauce on my face or anything like that. 
 
    “All you had to do was stay away. I thought you’d get the hint after I burned your house down. You disappeared and I was sure you were smart enough to leave Mark alone. But no, you had to push me. Had to touch what’s mine.” 
 
    Stunned, all I could do was stare at her before managing to stutter, “Wha-what did you say?” 
 
    “Poor Mark. You may have fooled him, but I know what you really look like. You’re hideous. I can’t believe a freak like you thought you should even breathe the same air as a man as amazing as Mark.” 
 
    My wet hand flew to my birthmark marred face, and I glanced into the mirror to verify it was covered.  
 
    That was a mistake. 
 
    In the moment I looked away, the crazy woman stuck me in the arm with something. 
 
    It burned going through my veins, and I opened my mouth to scream, but she grabbed me in a surprisingly strong grip. The bathroom door opened, and a man with an impassive face entered. He wore jean shorts and a white t-shirt, details I noticed in panicked hyper-focus. The guy glanced at me, and I waited for him to help, but instead he turned his attention to the woman. 
 
    “Where’s the alarm?” she asked in a tight voice as she held her hand over my mouth. 
 
    I don’t know what was in the syringe, but my strength poured out of me. It left me limp against her as I struggled to keep my eyes open. 
 
    I slumped over, and my last thought as the world went dark was of Mark. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    I gently shook the cup full of brass colored game tokens sitting on the table as I waited for Layla to return. My mind was on our upcoming game when a shrill, pulsing alarm split the air. A moment later, I flinched as automatic sprinklers popped out of the ceiling and sprayed the crowd. 
 
    Chaos erupted, parents scooping up their screaming kids and sprinting for the doors. I had to pick Vali up to keep him from getting trampled, but then I attempted to shove my way against the flow of the crowd. We fought to get to the bathrooms at the back of the restaurant. Layla was probably freaking out and I had to get to my girl. 
 
    I almost lost my grip on Vali more than once because of assholes shoving their way past me, but I finally made it to the hallway with the bathrooms. A few employees milled about, but no one stopped me when I went into the bathroom to look for her. The space was empty, and I felt a little niggle of panic. A search of the stalls showed no Layla…but then I spotted one of her sparkling shoes far beneath the sink. 
 
    Picking it up, I stared at it then ran out the nearest set of doors, my heart pounding. 
 
    Behind the big building was relatively empty, the a few people in the parking lot all texting or talking on their phones.  
 
    I didn’t see any signs of Layla. 
 
    My phone rang, and I grabbed it, hoping it was her.  
 
    “Layla?” 
 
    Mateo answered, “No, boss it’s me. Where are you?” 
 
    “At the back of the restaurant. Where are you?” 
 
    “Out front with Gill.” 
 
    “Do you see Layla anywhere?” 
 
    “No but hold on a second. It’s a fucking madhouse out here. Let me climb up on this truck bed real quick.” Someone yelling at Mateo in the background. “I’m looking for my wife, I can’t find her… yeah, I won’t scratch the paint—fucking rednecks. Boss, I’m not seeing her or the dog.” 
 
    Fear crept through my gut, leaving a metallic taste in my mouth. “I’ve got Vali, but I can’t find Layla.” 
 
    “Where did you see her last?” 
 
    “She went to the bathroom, then the fire alarm and sprinklers went off.” I gripped her shoe as I set Vali down. “I found one of her shoes in the bathroom.” 
 
    Mateo was quiet for a moment, then said in a serious voice, “Boss, I’m really not seeing her. Neither is Gill.” 
 
    “Fuck.” I tried to keep my shit together, but I was one second from losing it. “Where is she?” 
 
    “You look around back there, ask anyone if they’ve seen her. I’m gonna start talking to people up front. I’m texting the rest of our guys to do the same. We’ll find her.” 
 
    Holding Vali’s leash with a shaking hand, I made my way over to the people nearby and asked if anyone had seen her. They all said no, and by the time I made it to a cluster of employees in their red, white and blue uniforms, I was sweating bullets. The feeling that something was very fucking wrong grew until it was a monster rampaging through my mind. 
 
    “Hey,” I asked one of the three kids in their late teens texting on their phones. “Did any of you happen to see a woman with dark hair in a yellow dress come through here? Maybe missing a shoe?” 
 
    All three boys looked up with oddly guilty and embarrassed expressions.  
 
    “Have you?” 
 
    One of them, a blond with big teeth, hesitantly said, “Yeah, we saw her.” 
 
    Relief filled me, and I nearly dropped Vali’s leash. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She was put in a car and left.” 
 
    My ears rang as I stared at the kid. “She what?” 
 
    Looking really nervous, the kid licked his lip and glanced at his phone. “She left.” 
 
    One of his buddies with cornrow braids said, “Yo, they put her in a car and left.” 
 
    “What car? Who put her there?” 
 
    The blond shrugged. “I don’t know, man. I wasn’t really paying attention. Our boss was yelling at us, trying to figure out where the fire was.” 
 
    Another one, this one with black hair and slightly harder eyes, lifted his chin. “She was carried out of here by some big dude, bigger than you, and another woman. I only noticed ‘cause he was flashing her business to the world with the way he was holdin’ her. She wasn’t wearing no drawers.” 
 
    “He was carrying her?” 
 
    “Yeah. Her eyes were closed and shit. I thought she fainted.” 
 
    “And you didn’t stop them?” 
 
    “Why would I?” He lifted his chin higher, but his fear was obvious. “There was another chick with them, and they got into a nice ass Mercedes. I didn’t think nothin’ of it.” 
 
    Pointing my finger at them, I growled, “Don’t go anywhere.” 
 
    I grabbed my phone and dialed it. 
 
    Leo answered on the second ring, “Hey Mark. How—?” 
 
    “They have Layla!” I snarled into the phone. “Someone kidnapped Layla.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    I gave him a rundown, pausing only to direct Mateo to question the boys some more while I told Leo the situation. 
 
    “A man and a woman?” 
 
    “Driving an expensive Mercedes.” 
 
    He said, “I’m on it. We’ll find her Mark, I swear it.” 
 
    Then he hung up. 
 
    Vali whined, so I squatted down, wrapping my arms around the big dog. I pretended to give him comfort when, really, he was the only thing keeping me from losing my mind. 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, I paced the long floor of our command center, my eyes glued to my phone. 
 
    I called in every favor, every debt, every marker I could think of in an effort to find Layla. 
 
    Someone somewhere had to know where she was. 
 
    Everyone from bikers in Phoenix to the Russian mafia were out looking for her. Mrs. Cordova had personally taken over the search, and I was grateful. Not only did she have the experience and instincts needed to find Layla, I knew she would never give up. Layla’s kidnapping brought back bad memories for all of us of what had happened with Jason. 
 
    That’s why it surprised me to see Diego and his twin brother Fernando both there, each offering their help and support. I thought there was no way in hell Fernando could handle such a similar situation, but he was. At least somewhat. He might be pale and withdrawn, but he was focused as he looked through videos captured on various cameras throughout the city, trying to find the Mercedes that took Layla. 
 
    So far, we weren’t having any luck. Whoever took her made sure the cameras of the restaurant were shut down, and they even managed to shut off a few city cameras. The first was easy, because the restaurant had shit cyber security, but the second one would take real skill.  
 
    Which meant professionals had taken my woman. 
 
    But why? 
 
    So far, we’d heard nothing. No ransom calls, no taunts, nothing to tell us the motivations of the people that kidnapped her. We were able to get a surprising amount of details from the teenagers who’d seen her abducted, but not enough to help us narrow down who had her.  
 
    I paused, my mind fighting to show me horrible images of all the bad things that could happen to Layla in seven hours. 
 
    All the ways they could break her forever. 
 
    Sweat trickled down my back as I fought back tears of frustration and rage.  
 
    “Excuse me, Mrs. Cordova?” Daniella said from the doorway of the room. “You have someone here to see you. Someone who says she has information on Layla, but that she’ll only talk to you.” 
 
    The door opened, and I frowned as Selena Murphy strode in. With her curly bronze hair tugged back in a fat ponytail, wearing a pair of black slacks and a stylish blue shirt that made her dark tan skin glow, she surveyed the room. Her pale blue gaze caught for a moment on Diego, who stood there frozen in shock, before she found Mrs. Cordova. 
 
    Lifting her chin, Selena said, “I’d like to have a word with you—alone. I have information about Layla.” 
 
    “What do you know?” I said as I started across the room toward her. “Tell me, now! Where is Layla? Is she even alive? What the fuck did you do to her, you bitch?” 
 
    Diego stopped me before I reached her, and Mrs. Cordova snapped, “Mark, either control yourself or leave.” 
 
    “Mark,” Selena said quickly. “She’s okay. I didn’t have anything to do with her kidnapping, I swear it. My sister Caroline was behind it. She’s not right in the head—none of them are, but she really isn’t—and she’s obsessed with you.” 
 
    “Caroline?” Closing my eyes, I strained for control. “I’m going to kill that psycho cunt.” 
 
    “Mark—” Mrs. Cordova never took her eyes off Selena, “Either control your tongue or you leave. This is a conversation between Ms. Murphy and myself.” 
 
    Leo joined me on my other side, putting his hand on my shoulder, “Easy. Don’t fuck this up. You need to be here. Nothing matters but Layla.” 
 
    He was right.  
 
    Shaking them off, I nodded to Mrs. Cordova. “Forgive me.” 
 
    She’d already dismissed me. Her dark eyes narrowed on Selena who glared right back.  
 
    I had no idea what their personal history might entail, but there clearly wasn’t any love lost between the two women.  
 
    Taking a step closer to the desk where Mrs. Cordova sat, Selena surprised me by not backing down. “I said I’d like to have a word with you alone, please.” 
 
    Motioning to the room, Mrs. Cordova said, “Everyone but family—out. Except you, Mark. You may stay.” 
 
    She probably only allowed me because she knew she’d have to drag me out of there.  
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    For the first time, Selena’s proud look fell the slightest bit. “I know where Layla is being held, and I’ll help you rescue her, but I want something in return.” 
 
    Diego and Leo maintained their grip on me, reminding me to keep my mouth shut, but it was fucking hard. 
 
    “Did Sean Murphy have anything to do with Layla’s abduction?” 
 
    At the mention of her father’s name, Selena’s expression turned stony. “He is a bastard without measure, an immoral psychopath and self-absorbed narcissist, but he didn’t have anything to do with Layla’s kidnapping. That was all Caroline. He probably still doesn’t know she has Layla stashed out at one of his secret homes. He both indulges and ignores Caroline, using her when he sees fit, but otherwise not giving a shit about anyone but himself.” 
 
    “Will she hurt Layla?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so. She’s never gone this far before, at least that I know of. Usually, she just fixates on a guy and manipulates her way into his bed. Doesn’t matter if he’s rich, poor, married or single—if she sees someone she wants, she won’t rest until she has him. I think my father admires that, in his sick-messed up way, because he’s the same. Once he sets his sights on something, he’ll stop at nothing to get it.” 
 
    “Perhaps I should call him,” Mrs. Cordova mused. “We’re business associates, after all. If his daughter has slipped her leash and taken Layla without his knowledge, he could get her back.” 
 
    “You don’t want to do that.” 
 
    “Why? I wouldn’t owe your father any favors. In fact, he would owe me for the insult of Caroline kidnapping one of my people.” 
 
    “Because he’s a racist, two-faced asshole whose plotting your downfall with his racist, asshole friends. You don’t want to be indebted to that man and his twisted buddies for anything.” She tilted her head slightly. “But you already know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Mrs. Cordova’s brows rose, and she shrugged. “What would I owe you for helping me secure Layla? Let me guess. Money—lots and lots of money. Greed runs deep in your blood.” 
 
    “You arrogant bitch,” Selena growled, stunning everyone in the room. “I never wanted anyone’s money. My father is holding my three-year-old daughter Cameron hostage in the same place where Layla is being held. I want her back!” Her voice echoed as she screamed the last part, but then she looked up at the ceiling and visibly composed herself. “You get my daughter, and I’ll help you get Layla.” 
 
    “You have a daughter?” Diego asked in a shocked whisper. “Who’s the father?” 
 
    Once again, the imperial queen came out in Selena’s posture as she lowered her head to look at him. “Yes, I do, and who Cameron’s father is is none of your business. Now, Mrs. Cordova, do we have a deal?” 
 
    “Why would your father hold your daughter hostage?” Mrs. Cordova asked in a suspicious voice. “Every time I’ve seen you at an event together, you are the perfect, happy family. No mention of this mysterious child of yours. Didn’t I just see you in a commercial last week for your father’s upcoming campaign? And I know I’ve seen your picture on billboards posing with the happy Murphy Clan. You don’t seem very forced. From what I remember, you’re a proud woman who does what she wants.” 
 
    Selena’s eyes narrowed, but her voice was soft as she said, “I’ve discovered that I can, and will do anything to protect my child. I’ll even pretend to like my family and swallow my pride until I choke on it.” 
 
    “You expect me to believe that Sean Murphy, who is big on family and bloodlines, would ignore his own grandchild? That he’d let a possible cute baby photo-op go to waste? Surely an adorable granddaughter would be just the kind of image boost he needed.”  
 
    “My father literally cannot stand the sight of my daughter. He looks at Cameron like she’s a piece of shit on the bottom of his shoe. It’s bad enough that I’m the product of an affair my father had with his family’s dark skinned Dominican maid when he was a teenager. At least I can ‘pass’ as white, with my hair and eyes.” She pulled out her phone and swiped the screen, then slowly moved in a circle, showing a picture of an adorable toddler girl with cinnamon tinted black skin, blue eyes, and curly black hair. “As you can see, my daughter’s father was dark skinned so, other than her blue eyes, Cameron takes after her Nigerian dad. You will never see my father’s racist ass acknowledge that he has a ‘half-breed’ grandchild. It would hurt him with his base, his fellow pieces of racist trash. They’d kick him out of the good old boys club.” 
 
     “I don’t understand.” Mrs. Cordova sat back down, her expression troubled. “How did this happen? I thought you had moved out to North Carolina the day you graduated high school.” 
 
    “I did. I got the hell out of here and didn’t look back. I had a good life on the East Coast, a great one working as an EMT, away from all the drama and vile bullshit of my father’s world. Daddy dearest was equally happy to have me gone. I was an embarrassment to the family, never doing what I was told, always asking questions no one wanted to answer. I was literally the black sheep in their perfect white family. He liked to pretend I didn’t exist, and I had no problem with that.” 
 
    “What changed?” Diego asked, earning a stern look from his mother.  
 
    “Why, he decided to run for Governor of Arizona, of course.” She tapped her lip, a mock thoughtful expression furrowing her brow. “How could I, a man who has voted against the Hispanic and African American community at every turn, still get their vote? Oh, I know, I’ll start parading my illegitimate daughter around. You know, the one that looks so much like her dirty mother who abandoned her at birth.” She gave a harsh, mocking laugh. “Great plan, except I didn’t want to have anything to do with him, and he had no leverage over me. I never wanted or used any of his money or connections. Everything I got, I earned for myself. I thought I was safe. I thought I would be  able to spend the rest of my life forgetting about him. I was wrong.” 
 
    Diego released my shoulder and moved closer to Selena. He tossed his long braid over his shoulder as he said, “So he took your daughter.” 
 
    She turned, not giving up her space as she met his gaze and nodded. “When he first called me, I hung up on him. Then I changed my number. When his goons showed up at my house, I refused to answer the door, so he took my daughter. She was sixteen months old, and my father had his men steal her away from me in the dead of night. Except my partner Jayden, Cameron’s father, woke up and tried to stop them. If it had been a fair fight, he would have killed them, but all Jayden had to defend himself was a baseball bat. See, Jayden didn’t grow up in the same world that I did. He was a kind, gentle man who didn’t see the need to have a gun in the house. We were both EMTs, so he’d seen more than his fair share of kids accidentally shooting themselves or someone else with an unsecured firearm. He wanted Cameron to be safe.” She dashed away a tear, then took a deep breath. “Now I only see my daughter once a week, if I’m good. There have been months where I’d been kept away as punishment for not playing my role well enough. She’s almost three years old, and she barely knows me.” 
 
    Diego tried to hug her, but she pushed him away. “Do not touch me.” 
 
    “Selena…” Diego helplessly held out his hands. “Why didn’t you come to me? I told you I would always be here for you. I would have helped you get your daughter back in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Because you’ve proven, when under pressure, your word isn’t worth shit.” She turned back to Mrs. Cordova as Diego staggered slightly, like she’d slapped him. “Your mother, on the other hand, always keeps her word. Do we have a deal, Mrs. Cordova? Layla and Cameron are being held in the same place. I’ll help you get in if you help me get my child out.” 
 
    “And what will you do once you have your daughter?” Mrs. Cordova asked. “Your father is a very powerful man. Not as powerful as me, but he could certainly cause problems.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Cameron safe.” 
 
    “You are not the same girl I remember,” Mrs. Cordova said softly. “Perhaps I misjudged you.” 
 
    “Mrs. Cordova, no offense, but I really don’t give a shit how you feel about me. All I want to know is if you’ll help me rescue my daughter and free Layla.” 
 
    “I will, with one condition.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “After we rescue your daughter, you will allow Diego to be responsible for your safety. You will do whatever he says and go wherever we send you.” 
 
    Selena’s eyes went wide. She glanced at Diego then back to Mrs. Cordova. “No way.” 
 
    Mrs. Cordova held up her hand, her red nails gleaming. “Do not dismiss my offer so easily. I’m giving you a chance, a real chance, to keep Cameron safe and happy. Living a life on the run is no way to raise a child, I can promise you that. Give Cameron an opportunity to have a normal life, Selena. Do the right thing for your daughter.” 
 
    “Low blow,” Selena said in a furious voice before she paused, then said, “If at any moment I think Cameron is in danger, I reserve the right to run.” 
 
    “Of course.” The thick silver streaks in Mrs. Cordova’s dark hair gleamed as she leaned back in her chair and gave Selena a sweeping glance. “I would expect nothing less from a loving mother. Do you accept my offer?” 
 
    “I do.” Reaching into her pocket, Selena took out a thumb drive. “Here is everything I have. The guard schedules, the security measures, everything I could see. I’ve drawn up plans of the place using an online drafting tool, so they’re pretty close to scale. I’ve included some ideas on how to cut power, the best directions and times to approach from, and a couple scenarios we might want to consider.” 
 
    “You’ve done your homework,” Mrs. Cordova said in an oddly approving voice. 
 
    “No,” Selena snapped, “I have spent every moment of every day for almost the last two years trying to get my daughter back. There hasn’t been an hour that I haven’t agonized to hold her, to feel her in my arms, to get her away from those people. What kind of life is that for a baby, raised by the kind of monsters that would keep a mother from her child? People who call her nigger under their breath, people who treat her like a dog? She must be so sad and lonely all the time.” 
 
    Tears rolled down her cheeks, and Diego tried to approach her, but she whirled on him. “I told you to stay the fuck away from me.” 
 
    “That shit is over,” Diego said in a calm, even voice. “You’re mine to protect now, Selena. You and Cameron both.” 
 
    “Diego,” Mrs. Cordova snapped. “Now is not the time. Priorities.” 
 
    Hands twitching at his sides, Diego nodded stiffly while Selena glared at him. 
 
    “Mark,” Mrs. Cordova stood and handed me the thumb drive. “Go get our girl.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
    Layla 
 
      
 
      
 
    Tied to a chair, I watched yet another episode of some vapid reality show that Caroline had left on the big screen TV for me. 
 
    Near the door, the man who’d helped her abduct me kept his attention on his phone, his big legs kicked out in front of him. I’d tried talking to him, repeatedly, but he pretended I didn’t exist. I thought about screaming, or making some annoying sound so he’d acknowledge me, but I was also kinda glad he ignored me. I could think of several types of attention that he could give me that I didn’t want. 
 
    When I’d woken up, I found myself duct taped to a big wooden chair with a thick black cushion. It must have been taken from another room in the house, because the room that I was in was all pinks and baby blues, ultra-feminine and girly. Something I normally would have liked, if I wasn’t tied to a chair, being held prisoner by a crazy woman and a mute. 
 
    The door to the room opened and Caroline breezed in with a plastic grocery shopping bag. 
 
    When she saw me, she smiled brightly. “Oh, good! You’re awake! I thought I might have used too much medicine on you. Glad to see you’re back with us.” 
 
    With her wig off, she was the perfect Barbie Doll with a killer figure and gorgeous face. I recognized her as the woman I’d seen Mark with at the charity ball and wondered what the fuck was going on. I watched her wearily as she strolled over to the coffee table near the big canopy bed. Her hips wiggled with each step, and I caught the mute guard watching her every move while still ignoring me. Trying to figure out their relationship, I didn’t notice Caroline had made her way over to me until I felt something wet and cool touching my face. 
 
    Jerking away, I screamed, “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    “Oh calm down. Greg, hold her still.” 
 
    I wanted to scream again, but Greg got me in a headlock, choking me in the process. 
 
    “You have to make things difficult,” Caroline scolded while Greg kept me pinned and struggling to breathe. “I’m just taking off your makeup. Once Mark sees what you’ve been hiding, what you really look like, he’ll dump you in an instant. You must have thought you were so clever, wearing this shit to cover up what a freak you are. Poor Mark, he was so easily fooled.” 
 
    My vision was going spotty by this point, but thankfully Greg released me from his punishing grip. I gasped in air in hard, painful heaves. 
 
    “There!” Caroline said brightly. “Much better.” 
 
    My throat hurt, but I tried once again to reason with her. “Caroline, you need to let me go.” 
 
    Holding up her phone, she squinted at me. “Stay still.” 
 
    “Caroli—” 
 
    “I said stay still!” she screamed, a wild light in her eyes. “Greg!” 
 
    Before he could touch me, I quickly froze. “I’ll stay still.” 
 
    With Greg looming behind me, I didn’t twitch a muscle as Caroline took a series of pictures of my face. The whole time she degraded me like the meanest of mean girls, told Greg how ugly I was, and marveled that I’d managed to hide my gruesome face from poor Mark. Tears filled my eyes, which she further mocked, reminding me chillingly of my mother. But when Caroline started to tell me all about the wonderful life she would have with Mark, sorrow turned to anger and I wanted to slap the shit out of her. A possessive, raw rage that filled me at the thought of this crazy bitch touching my man. 
 
    With a content smile, she pressed a few things on her phone then said in a peppy voice, “There, sent!” 
 
    My rage took over, and I wanted to hurt her. “You know, it doesn’t matter what you do. He’ll never fuck you. Crazy and desperate isn’t his type.” 
 
    Caroline’s head jerked up, and the cheerful mask she’d been wearing slipped away. 
 
    “What did you say?” she hissed like a pissed off snake. “Half your face looks like you’ve been dragged across the pavement. You look like you stepped out of a horror movie.” 
 
    I bared my teeth at her. My rational mind broke beneath the stress, allowing the crazy I kept carefully hidden within myself to surface. The part of my psyche I’d inherited from my mother. 
 
    An evil, dark side that liked to hurt people with words. 
 
    “I may be ugly, but I know what it feels like to have Mark cum inside me—something you’ll never experience.” 
 
    “You cunt!” Caroline screamed as she lunged at me, but Greg caught her about the waist. 
 
    He whispered something in her ear, and her rage turned to demented giggles. 
 
    “Fine, you have been good lately. Only leaving me one mess to clean up. You can have her.” 
 
    I felt ill as they both turned on me. “Wait, what are you doing?” 
 
    Greg said nothing as he began to strip. His overweight, pasty skin seemed to glow in the bright lights of Caroline’s room. While Mark was big and took care of himself, this guy was just big. When he got down to his underwear, I began to shake, helpless in a way that threatened to rob me of my sanity. 
 
    “No, no, no, no,” I moaned. “Please, no.” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Caroline hissed as she moved just behind Greg, like a shadow or a little demon on his back. “Greg loves unwilling women. It’s his thing. And one of my things is watching him rape mouthy bitches who don’t know when to shut up.” 
 
    Tears began to pour down my cheeks as Greg paused before me, rubbing his erection through his underwear. 
 
    I struggled against my bonds. Caroline turned on this bright, peppy teen pop music and began to dance around Greg and me while he crouched before me, studying me. I stared back through my tears, terrified as I begged him not to touch me. He simply glowered back with this weird, cold distance in his gaze like I wasn’t even real. Like he wasn’t real.  
 
    Oh God, please let this not be real. 
 
    Caroline began to sing along with the chorus as Greg placed his hands on my thighs, not moving them. Just laying them there. It was an intensely threatening move somehow, making me feel his touch, knowing I couldn’t get away. Knowing what was coming. 
 
    His lower jaw dropped open a little as his touch began to inch closer to the edge of my skirt almost touching my pussy, and I wanted to throw up as I began to scream for him to stop, to please stop. 
 
    I was so focused on Greg that, at first, I was utterly and completely thrown by the feeling of warm water raining down on me. 
 
    Warm, red water. 
 
    It misted everything in my vision momentarily, and Greg and I shared a confused look right before his head exploded, and I passed out. 
 
      
 
    Seven weeks later 
 
    Joy shifted so she could hold her tiny nursing daughter in place as she adjusted the pillows surrounding her. While she said she was a hot mess, I thought she looked incredibly beautiful. Her blonde hair was up in a loose bun, and she wore velvety green lounge pants and a plain yellow nursing tank. She also glowed with happiness and good health. Despite her complaints about lack of sleep and Renee, her daughter, wanting to breastfeed eight hundred times a day, she obviously loved her life. 
 
    I envied her, deeply. 
 
    I was not loving my life.  
 
    In fact, I was miserable. 
 
    Something my friends had noticed. 
 
    Hannah came back into the living room of her house, carrying a tray filled with snacks and bottles of water. Evidently, nursing made Joy ravenous for food, and a hungry Joy wasn’t something anyone wanted to endure. After handing Joy a cookie, Hannah sat next to me on the sofa. Her long, embroidered turquoise silk skirt pooled around her. 
 
    “Still no dick?” she guessed. 
 
    “Still no dick,” I confirmed with a sigh, taking two cookies for myself. 
 
    Fuck it. I had to find my happiness somewhere. 
 
    Hannah watched me as I chowed down the first one. “This has got to stop.” 
 
    “I know,” I groaned. “It’s driving me crazy. I want Mark so bad, but we reach a certain point and…my mind just gets in the way and my desire dies. Every time this happens, it’s a blow to Mark, I can tell. It’s eating away at him too, but he won’t admit it. He says he understands, and I know he does, but at the same time, I think he feels like I don’t want him anymore. He’s stopped trying to be intimate with me.” 
 
    “Does he still kiss you?” 
 
    “Yes, but he ends it quickly. Like—I don’t know. Like he wants to stop it before I do.” I suddenly grabbed one of the pillows off the couch next to me and squeezed it as hard as I could. “It makes me so mad! I just want to tie him down and make him fuck me sometimes. To force us both to get past the bullshit cluttering up my brain.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you?” Joy asked as she gently stroked her baby’s head. “Ramon loves it when I take control every once in a while.” 
 
    “But Mark’s so dominant…” I had to admit, now that I was thinking about it, I found the idea kind of…sexy. “He’d never go for it.” 
 
    “Leo’s as dominant as they come, no pun intended.” We all giggled, and Hannah continued. “Anyways, he’ll let me take charge every once in a while, and he gets off on it big time.” 
 
    I looked at my friends, so grateful that they were in my life. Hell, they felt more like the sisters I’d never had rather than just friends. It was so nice to be able to share my burdens with two amazing women who always had my back. 
 
    Running my hand through my hair, I let out a frustrated huff. “He’s afraid that I’ll go into a fugue state if he pushes too hard. That I’ll relive that…stuff.” Both women made sympathetic noises but didn’t say anything. “And he’s got me afraid that it will happen. What if I tie him up and freak out, leaving him helpless while I check out of reality?” 
 
    “Do you really think that will happen?” Hannah asked as she traced her fingers along the back of the couch. “Did you get any feelings like a panic attack?” 
 
    “No, I just…I can’t orgasm. Not that Mark hasn’t been trying! We’ll be having a good time, getting hot and heavy, but I can’t get over the hump, so to speak. God, this is so embarrassing.” 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed,” Joy said in a firm voice. “You’ve been through a trauma. Your brain has proven that it is very good at trying to keep you safe.” 
 
    “I know, but it’s so frustrating. My therapist said relaxing would help, but I’ve blown sex so out of proportion in my head, it’s become a trigger. I want to climax, I want to fuck, I want to feel that connection with Mark again.” 
 
    Joy cleared her throat and gave Hannah a look, who cleared her throat in return and gave her friend a different, but just as meaningful look.  
 
    They both nodded, and when they turned to me, I narrowed my eyes. “What was that about?” 
 
    “What would you say…” Hannah leaned forward, the diamond pendant at her throat sparkling in the sunlight. “If I told you I had a way for you to overcome your body’s issues?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “An aphrodisiac,” Joy said as she rocked her daughter on her shoulder. “An honest to god, totally works, where have you been all my life aphrodisiac.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes then flopped back in the couch. “I wish. You know it’s all bullshit, that there is no such thing.” 
 
    “Oh,” Joy said with a mysterious smile, almost feline smile. “But there is.” 
 
    “She’s telling the truth,” Hannah confirmed with a dirty grin of her own. “There is one, and it’s legit.” 
 
    “No way. If that was true, it would be all over the news, sold out in every store on Earth.” 
 
    Hannah nodded. “That’s true, because if it was public knowledge, it would be the biggest thing since sliced bread. But it’s not public knowledge. It’s a Cordova secret.” 
 
    Over the past few weeks, I’d learned more than a few Cordova secrets, things the outside world had no clue about. Sensitive knowledge that I was trusted with. It made me feel good to be included on the inner workings of their world, even if it was a criminal world. They didn’t hide who they were from me anymore, and I valued their faith in me.  
 
    “What is it? Ground-up insect bits of some exotic bug that only exists in one tiny forest in the Amazon?” 
 
    “No.” Hannah smiled and took a sip of her tea before placing the mug back on the tray. “The ingredients are nothing as exciting as that. D128, that’s what they call the aphrodisiac, is legit science. It’s more along the lines of cutting-edge DNA research that is not public knowledge than ground-up bug.” 
 
    “Is it safe?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Joy said. “Both Hannah and I have taken it.” 
 
    “Really?” I sat up on the couch with my legs crossed. “What’s it like?” 
 
    “Amazing,” Joy said in a dreamy sigh. “I can’t take it until I’m done breastfeeding, but as soon as Renee’s off the boob, Mama’s getting her some D128 dick for sure.” 
 
    Hannah must have seen my confused look because she added, “It’s like…you’re super horny, super excited, and sex is the best thing since sliced bread. You crave dick.” 
 
    I frowned. “What do you mean crave it? Like, if I took it and was at a club, I’d just start jumping random guys and screwing them?” 
 
    “No, no. Nothing like that. It’s not a date rape drug, it’s an arousal drug. You have to be aroused naturally in order for it to work. And it doesn’t manufacture arousal, only enhances what you’re already feeling.” 
 
    I must have gone as pale as I felt at the word ‘rape,’ because Hannah quickly pulled me into a one-armed hug. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she said as she gave me a squeeze. “What I’m trying to say is this is simply a boost for couples in bed, not a replacement. It’s like…have you ever had drunk sex?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, it’s kind of like that.” 
 
    “But without the confused, drunk feeling,” Joy added. “You’re aware of everything. In fact, I’d say you’re really aware of everything. It’s super intense. Every touch, every kiss, feels a thousand times better.” 
 
    “And the orgasms,” Hannah said with awe in her voice. “Out of this world intense.” 
 
    “I want an orgasm,” I whined. “So bad. I can’t even get there by myself.” 
 
    “Ohhh, that sucks,” Hannah said while Joy added, “Fuck that shit. Get the D128 and go get your freak on with your man. That’s my advice.” 
 
    Hannah rolled her eyes at Joy. “What she said, but less crass.” 
 
    “You love it when I’m crassy,” Joy said with a grin. 
 
    Ignoring our friend, Hannah turned to me and placed her hand on my knee. “Seriously, if you want it, I’ll arrange to get you some. Just add it to your favorite beverage of choice—the exact, recommended dose only—and in a few hours, jump your man.” 
 
    “What if it doesn’t work?” 
 
    “It’ll work,” Joy as she wiggled her eyebrows at me. 
 
    Hannah patted my knee again. “If it doesn’t, no big deal. Since Mark is tied up, you can still play with him. Give him a couple rock his world orgasms. Then you try again later.” 
 
    “What if…what if Mark gets tired of my…issues in bed?” 
 
    “Girl, you could put on a chastity belt for the next ninety-years and never worry about your man. Mark would still worship the air you breathe and the ground you walk on,” Joy said with a laugh. “That boy is whiiipppeed.” 
 
    Shaking her head at her friend, Hannah said, “What Joy means is you don’t have to worry about Mark ever leaving you. He loves you.” 
 
    “I haven’t met his family,” I blurted out, another worry of mine that had been bothering me. “I casually mentioned maybe inviting them out, but he blew me off.” 
 
    “He’s being careful with you,” Hannah gave a knowing sigh. “Leo gets the same way whenever I’ve been threatened. He wants to put me in a box and keep me safe from the world.” 
 
    “Ramon as well.” Joy trailed her fingers down her sleeping daughter’s back. “Though I can kind of understand it now. I’d do anything to keep my baby girl safe.” 
 
    “Same,” Hannah said. “So, while it is annoying as all hell when they get over-protective, just ride it out.” 
 
    “Ride it out,” I repeated. “Maybe I should ride him out until his balls are drained dry. He’ll be too tired to stop me from going to the mall then.” 
 
    Hannah and Joy burst out into laughter, making baby Renee let out a whimper.  
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” Hannah said in a low voice while Joy gently hushed her daughter. “Men usually get pretty docile after they’ve had a good milking.” 
 
    We all giggled some more. When the laughter had passed, I sighed. “I’d like to at least try it. How long will it take to get some?” 
 
    Grabbing her phone off the table, Hannah began to tap away. “I can get it to you by tomorrow night.” 
 
    A warm tingle raced through my core, and I took that as a hopeful sign. “Excellent.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sun was about to set as I strolled down the warm, wide paving stones leading to the pool area. Layla’s note on the kitchen counter asked me to put on my swimsuit and join her for a dip. She said she’d bought something new for the private deck area and wanted to show it to me. I liked that, little by little, she was redecorating our house to her tastes.  
 
    The lights along the paved path leading down the back of the hill already glowed, spreading their golden illumination on the blooming desert plants lining the way. 
 
    “Layla?” I called out as I got closer, waiting for her voice but getting nothing but silence in response. 
 
    When I reached the wrought iron gate leading to the pool, the water lay perfectly still and calm, no wet footprints marring the cement. 
 
    “Layla?” I called again, a little worried because she wasn’t where she said she’d be. 
 
    In the weeks since her kidnapping, I’ve struggled with my feelings of failure and self-loathing because I let her down. I’d promised to keep her safe, yet she was still taken. My friends had tried to reason with me, to make me see that none of this shit was my fault, but it was. If I hadn’t claimed Layla, Caroline and Greg would never have gotten their hands on her. 
 
    For the first two weeks after the kidnapping, Layla had horrific nightmares about being raped and murdered. Sometimes, she’d talk about it in her sleep, begging them to leave her alone. Each word would hit me like a blow, and my self-loathing would make me feel unworthy to even touch her. And it didn’t help that Layla no longer responded to me like she used to. The chemistry was still there between us, but something blocked her. Her therapist said to give her time, so that was what I was trying to do. Give her time. 
 
    Even if it killed me, I would give her the space she needed to heal. 
 
    Her voice floated out on the evening breeze, “Back here.” 
 
    A small pool house sat to the side, with a deck circled by one-way glass on the other side, overlooking the valley.  
 
    As I rounded the building, I stumbled to a halt, almost dropping the towel I carried. 
 
    Normally the small patio featured a sofa, two chairs, and a low mahogany deck table arranged in the space.  Now, I spotted a BDSM X-shaped bondage frame surrounded by hundreds of candles. 
 
    Rubbing my eyes, I took a step closer, fingering some of the silver o-rings that lined the edge of the frame.  
 
    “Hey,” came Layla’s husky voice from behind me. “Glad you could make it.” 
 
    I turned, ready to ask her what the heck was going on, but nearly swallowed my tongue instead. 
 
    Layla stood there like a wet fetish dream, dressed from head to toe in a black latex catsuit with the nipples and crotch cutout.  
 
    The slick, shiny material hugged her every curve, covering her completely, yet revealing everything. It was so erotic, my dick began to leak precum and I groaned. She adjusted her stance the tiniest bit, exposing how wet she was already. Lust had her sex nicely swollen and her cheeks pink, while her nipples stood out, tight and red, from the unrelieved black of her outfit. She also wore a pair of kick ass boots laced all the way up to her knees.  
 
    Working those boots, she strolled over to me, her expression almost predatory and sexy as fuck. She’d done some kind of makeup that made her look sultry and exotic. Her birthmark wasn’t covered up with foundation, but it in no way detracted from her beauty. Her lips were a deep, sexy red that made me ache to slide my dick between them. 
 
    “I want you, on that cross, now.” 
 
    I had to fight back a smile at her cute, sweet bossy tone. “Do you now?” 
 
    Pressing her hands against my bare chest, she brushed her latex clad pelvis over my dick. “Please?” 
 
    Shit, she could have asked me to cut off my arm at this point, and I would have done it.  
 
    Still, I had to make sure she was in the right head space for this.  
 
    I didn’t want to inadvertently mentally or physically hurt her. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    She dug her nails into my chest. “Get on the cross, now.” 
 
    “Yes, Ma’am.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes at me but smiled when I stood before the cross. “How do you want me?” 
 
    “Naked.” 
 
    As I began to pull my swim trunks down, she reached between her legs and played with her clit, showing me how hard it was.  
 
    “Good,” she said in a heavy breath. “Now I want you with your back to the cross, arms above your head.” 
 
    I watched her as she strapped me in, securing my wrists over my head and my ankles to the smooth, heavy wood. 
 
    She paused to give my hard dick a few strokes and I had to bite my cheek to hold back my cum. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked as I gave my hands an experimental tug.  
 
    The restraints were loose enough that I could break free if I wanted. 
 
    Which I totally did not. 
 
    It was incredibly arousing to watch Layla as she took charge, an odd sense of pride mixing with my desire.  
 
    Maybe this taking back of control of her sexuality was what she needed to work shit out in her head. 
 
    I was more than willing to do everything and anything she wanted. 
 
    Fuck, I wanted to fall down to my knees and worship her, she looked that hot. 
 
    But it was Layla that ended up doing the worshiping. 
 
    She started at my bicep, kissing and licking along my skin, touching every part of me. The soft moans she made while she played with me had my dick throbbing. I swear I could smell her pussy, the sweet tang of her cunt teasing my senses. I wanted a taste, wanted to suck on her clit, wanted to make her cum. 
 
    “We’ll get there,” she murmured as she flicked her tongue over one of my nipples. “After you’ve cum the first time?” 
 
    “The first time?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmmm.” She gave a little shiver as she said, “I’m going to suck and fuck every little bit of cum out of your body that I can.” 
 
    “Christ,” I hissed as my hips thrust up, seeking relief for my aching dick.  
 
    Then she went to her knees, and I lost it. 
 
    Her hot, perfect, sucking mouth closed oh so gently around my shaft—just enough to give me a hint of what she could offer. 
 
    “Suck,” I growled. 
 
    All I got was a fluttering tease of her tongue in return. 
 
    Growling, I thrust my hips up again, but she pulled back, then gripped the base of my shaft hard enough that I saw stars. 
 
    “Hold still,” she mock-scolded. “Let me lick you.” 
 
    “Fucking…fuck…” I could barely speak as she stroked me in her tight fist.  
 
    She giggled a little, then I was treated to the sight of her big, dark eyes looking up at me as she took me deep.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she began to work me with both her hand and mouth, making my dick throb until it hurt with the need to cum. 
 
    Pulling back, she let a long strand of spit stretch between my dick and her lips, an obscene display that almost pushed me over the edge. 
 
    “Look how hard you are,” she said with a little moan as she licked just the tip of my dick. “You need to cum, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes!” I yelled, not caring who heard as my voice echoed through the canyon. 
 
    She stood and moved up, so her feet were on the little raised wood steps next to mine. That gave her enough height that she could press her pelvis against me and trap my dick between her legs. The wet, inferno like heat of her cunt glided over me as she rocked back and forth, not putting me in, teasing me instead. 
 
    Teasing us both. 
 
    “Yes,” she moaned. She slid her body up and down with a rock of her hips, my cock hugged by the lips of her cunt. “So good.” 
 
    “Put me in,” I groaned as she continued to dip and glide. 
 
    “I want you to cum on my ass and my pussy,” she shivered, and rubbed her nipples against my hairy chest. “Then I want you to lick it off.” 
 
    “Dirty girl,” I growled. “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes, please,” she whimpered, “Cum for me.” 
 
    “Ride it out.” 
 
    Even though I was the one restrained, it seemed like the flow of power between us shifted, because she eagerly followed my command. 
 
    “That’s it,” I praised her, delighting in how close she was to her climax. “Get my dick nice and wet. Grind your clit. Do it.” 
 
    Tilting her hips, she proceeded to rub her clit against my groin, positively soaking my cock. 
 
    A second later she stiffened, then clutched me tight and snapped her hips into me as her orgasm took her over. 
 
    Seeing, feeling, hearing her cum after so long set me off as well, and I bellowed as my cock jerked between her thighs, coating her with my release. 
 
    She leaned against me, panting, then startled when I wrapped my arms around her. “Hey! How did you get out?” 
 
    “Layla, you left like a four-inch gap around my wrists.” 
 
    She frowned up at me, her lips positively kissable. “I didn’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “Sorry, my arms were getting tingly. Undo my feet.” 
 
    “Bossy,” she muttered, but she did as I asked with a smile. 
 
    Once I was freed, I knelt before her, making her take a step back. 
 
    “Now then, I believe my little Mistress ordered me to clean her?” 
 
    She flushed, then gave me a shy look. Even dressed in fetish gear, she managed to somehow look sweet. It made my dick twitch with interest, but I still needed some recovery time. Layla, however, didn’t. I was determined to make her climax again, on my tongue this time. Prove to us both that I could please her. 
 
    Yes, it was a macho, sexist, dick thought, but no man worth his salt wants to think he’s not pleasing his partner. It’s a blow both to the ego and the heart. Makes him doubt he can give his woman what she needs. 
 
    Those thoughts vanished from my mind as Layla made a deep, purring noise in the back of her throat. “I did indeed. Get to work.” 
 
    Smiling to myself, I helped her stand a little wider, giving me better access. The concrete was hard on my knees, but the taste of our combined release coating her sex was nirvana. I licked and sucked, lapping at her until all I could taste once again was her sweet release. Her pussy was swollen, and it looked incredibly tender as I gently flicked the tip of her red clit with my tongue. 
 
    “Mmm-hmmm,” she gasped. “Like that.” 
 
    Giving the lady what she asked for, I strummed her clit with my tongue, then added two fingers just as she was about to go over. 
 
    The feeling of her tight channel gripping me had my dick full and ready to go, eager to replace my fingers. 
 
    But I wanted to work her up again. 
 
    Make her burn for me. 
 
    Glancing around the room, I spied the large couch swing that was as big as a full-size mattress.  
 
    Gathering a trembling Layla into my arms, I smiled as she mumbled incoherent compliments to me on my pussy eating skills. 
 
    Pride that I’d reduced her to this state fueled me as I spread her out for me on her back.  
 
    Fuck, she was divine. All that black latex lovingly clinging to her body, her nipples hard and begging for me. I hadn’t paid them much attention and I needed to make up for my slight.  
 
    I traced my fingers around the edges of the slick latex, marveling at the contrast between her white breast and the dark material. It made her nipple look like a cherry candy, just waiting for me.  
 
    Normally, she liked a hard suck, but today that sensation brought her nearly off the bed as she shrieked. 
 
    “Sensitive!” she gasped out. 
 
    Grinning, I nipped one, earning another yelp. “Are they now?” 
 
    “Sadist,” she grumped with a small smile. 
 
    “No, if I was a sadist, I’d do this.” 
 
    I slapped her breast, watching the nipple crinkle up further. 
 
    “But I’m not, so I’ll do this instead.” 
 
    I gently laved her nipple with my tongue, and she moaned deep in her throat. 
 
    “God, I love you.” 
 
    Laughing against her breast, I gathered her body to mine, wrapping her up in my embrace. “I love you so fucking much.” 
 
    She shifted so my thigh was pressed against her pussy, which rubbed her slickness all over my leg. “I want you inside of me, please.” 
 
    Her eyes were glazed, and her breath was coming in needy little pants. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Mark,” she whined, and I smacked her ass. 
 
    I growled out, “I said not yet, brat.” 
 
    As usual, she responded to my dominance by melting. “Yes, Daddy Bear.” 
 
    “So sweet.” I gave her a brief kiss on the lips. “You had your fun. Now, it’s my turn.” 
 
    “Goody.” She grinned, and I couldn’t help but give her my most sinister smile—which made her smirk wilt away. “Oh dear.” 
 
    “Flip over on your stomach, with your ass in the air.” 
 
    The daybed shook a little as she did what I asked, and the sight of her full ass covered by black latex, except for the cutout of her pubic area, had me ready to fuck. 
 
    Denying as much myself as her, I played with her ass, rubbing my fingers over the smooth, slick fabric. As I ran my hand down the crease, I grabbed both sides of the latex and pulled. The fabric parted as the seam going up the back ripped, revealing her gorgeous ass.  
 
    Looking over her shoulder with a grin, she wiggled at me. “Are you just going to stare at it, or do something?” 
 
    I smacked one cheek hard enough that the crack echoed. “You’ve been hanging around Hannah too much. You’re turning into a brat.” 
 
    “I’ve always been a brat. You know this.” 
 
    Smacking the other cheek, watching my handprint appear, I nodded. “Unfortunately, I do.” 
 
    “That hurts,” she whined, but arched her back for more. 
 
    “Hush. Daddy Bear wants to turn his baby’s ass pink.” 
 
    Her pussy contracted, and I lifted her hips, spreading her legs wider so I could see her body’s reaction. 
 
    Judge how much she could take. 
 
    What would make her drip. 
 
    I spanked her again, and again, alternating cheeks, keeping my taps light, but steadily growing heavier. With each smack, her pussy would clench down, and I used my free hand to stroke my cock as I spanked her. I was mesmerized by her body, by her response. I don’t know which of us was more surprised when she orgasmed the moment I spanked her clit rapidly. 
 
    “Oh shit,” she screamed, throwing her head back, all that dark hair streaming over her latex-clad body.  
 
    I grabbed her hips and shoved my way in her convulsing pussy, fighting the clinging muscles, then fighting myself as her cunt massaged me. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I choked out, my head falling back on my shoulders. “You feel amazing. Yeah, baby, keep on coming. Fuck yes. Grip that dick.” 
 
    Moving in slow, deep strokes, I fucked her deep into her extended climax, her body welcoming me and holding on tight. With each push of my hips, she shuddered, and a constant stream of praise and profanity poured from her lips. She loved me, she loved my cock, I was the best fuck ever…all things that only made it harder to hold back my own release. 
 
    Slamming her hips into mine, she grasped the back of the daybed and fucked me hard and fast. An icy hot shiver raced down my spine, then another as I watched the dirty image of her ass, clad in torn latex, moving and wiggling on my dick. Her moans only added to the erotic nature of the view, and my balls drew up tight. 
 
    “Gonna cum,” I gasped. 
 
    “Wait,” she pleaded, “little more.” 
 
    Still riding me like a pro, she gasped as I reached around and began to strum her clit. 
 
    That was all it took, and I groaned in relief as she began to cum again. 
 
    Pinning her beneath me, I let go, my release tearing through my body. My balls actually hurt from how hard I was cumming. She kept squeezing and moaning, milking me with her pussy while I jerked against her. It was like I couldn’t get deep enough inside of her as I came. 
 
    When the last spurt left me, I let out a groan that had a slight edge of a whimper to it. 
 
    I was drained. 
 
    My balls were completely empty, and I felt fucking incredible.  
 
    “Marry me,” I said as we both lay there, shivering and panting. 
 
    “Wha-what?” 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    She pushed herself up on a shaky arm, her dark eyes searching mine. “Really?” 
 
    I sat up as well, then reached out and gently cupped the back of her neck, her damp hair tickling my skin. “I love you, so much.” 
 
    “But-but you’ve never even introduced me to your family.” 
 
    I stared at her, feeling like shit as her eyes teared up. “Oh, baby bear, that has nothing to do with you and everything to do with me. I barely talk to my family anymore. After…after Gracie, I did some things. Things some people in my family didn’t agree with. I couldn’t face their self-righteous condemnation anymore, so I left. Cut myself off from everyone except my sister and a couple cousins. I talk to my mom and dad now and then, but not much, not if I can help it.” 
 
    “Mark,” Layla said as rubbed my arm. “I’m so sorry they’re assholes.” 
 
    “See, that’s the thing—they aren’t.” I sighed. “To be perfectly honest, I avoid them because seeing them hurts. I just use our fight as an excuse.” 
 
    I waited for her to judge me, to tell me I was a coward and a bad son, but my endlessly compassionate girl just nodded. “I can understand that, but I still think you should see them.” 
 
    Avoiding her empathetic gaze, I toyed with a strand of her hair, tucking it back behind her ear. “Maybe someday.” 
 
    “You want to go see them, don’t you?” 
 
    I wanted to deny it, to say I was fine, but honesty was a two-way street. If I expected Layla to be honest with me, I had to be truthful with her. Trust was a big thing with us, and I never wanted to lose hers. 
 
    “Do they want to see you?” 
 
    “My mom invites me home every time we talk, which isn’t often.” 
 
    “And your dad?” 
 
    “He asks me to come home for my mom’s sake.” 
 
    “So, he’s the one who didn’t like you getting revenge.” 
 
    “No. He didn’t understand, still doesn’t understand, how I could take anyone’s life. He’s lived his whole life peacefully, so he doesn’t get why I couldn’t do the same. Taking a life is a sin and all that bullshit.” 
 
    “What a dick,” Layla said, surprising me. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “What a dick,” she repeated. “It’s real easy to judge someone when you’ve lived a pampered, spoiled life where you never had to make a life or death decision. How dare he scorn you for doing the right thing. You put down killers, rabid dogs responsible for the deaths of dozens of innocent people. Monsters like that keep on killing until someone stops them. You stopped them. And if he can’t see that, then he needs to take off his blinders and really look at the world around him, because it’s men like you that keep people like him safe.” 
 
    I stared at her, processing what she said, still surprised as shit because she didn’t side with my dad.  
 
    “You don’t think he’s right?” 
 
    “Did you hear a word I just said? If your dad had his way, people like Greg would be merrily raping their way through the world while the good guys sat back with their thumbs up their asses. No, Greg deserved to die. I only wish Mrs. Cordova had gotten to torture him first. I think I would have watched. Might have helped with my nightmares.” She huffed, staring out into the desert night as she plucked at her outfit. “Okay, I am like…simmering in this thing. Can you help me out of it? I got it on but reaching the zipper to get it off would require me to be a contortionist.” 
 
    She stood, presenting her sweet ass, still pink from my spanks, to my face. 
 
    When I leaned forward and began to kiss and lick her rounded cheeks, she looked over her shoulder with a laugh. “Mark, knock it off. I’m sweating to death inside this thing. It does not breathe. Next time we play with latex outfits, I’m turning the air down in our room to like forty degrees.” 
 
    Laughing, I stood and helped her out of the clingy material. “That might cause shrinkage.” 
 
    The sigh she released as she peeled the outfit off her legs after taking her boots off made me laugh again. “Oh God, air. I need in that pool, like, yesterday.” 
 
    Before she could take off, I grabbed her hand. “You never answered my question.” 
 
    She pretended to think for a moment, then gave me her glorious smile. “Of course I’ll marry you. You’re never getting rid of me.” 
 
    “And you’re never getting rid of me.” 
 
    


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue 
 
    Mark 
 
      
 
    Two Years later 
 
      
 
    I stood at the edge of the frozen lake in my parent’s backyard, my gloved hands gripping the weathered, wooden railing. 
 
    The sun set over the tree-lined horizon, and the scent of pine hung heavy in the air. 
 
    We were supposed to get more snow tonight, and I knew Layla couldn’t wait. There was a dusting now, just enough to make the northern Michigan woods look picturesque. If the meteorologists were right, we were about to dumped on right in time for the holidays. The thought of getting snowed in with Layla was just about perfect. 
 
    Looking back at the massive lakeside home I’d grown up in, I smiled at the sight of friends and family milling about inside the giant family room. It was two stories high, with windows going all the way up overlooking lake. Tomorrow was Christmas eve, so my parents were hosting their annual neighborhood party tonight. Seeing all my family and old friends had been great—for the most part. There were a few judgmental bitches and nosy assholes, but only a few.   
 
    They all loved Layla. I mean, what wasn’t there to love? With Vali at her side, she charmed the pants off everyone she met with her beauty and humor. While she didn’t really need Vali anymore, she hadn’t had a panic attack since her programming, she still liked to bring him everywhere with us. Partly because Vali was a working dog and happiest doing his job, but mostly because he was a canine ambassador for A Kid’s Best Friend. 
 
    Layla’s hard work had paid off, and she’d raised enough money for the foundation to really get off the ground. Vali was part of those efforts, and he’d been part of a bestselling doggy charity calendar featuring working dogs and shirtless football stars. That had been Joy’s idea, and I can still remember being kicked out of the photoshoot, along with Leo and Ramon, for scaring the talent.  
 
    Not the dogs, the men. 
 
    The calendar had been a success, with lots of media coverage, and now people recognized Vali. Not everywhere, but enough that Layla was able to spread the word about her organization—both to those who wanted to donate, and those who needed it. Working with the Cordova Corporation’s charity division, she’d also become interested in a scholarship foundation that Joy was in charge of, plus Hannah’s various projects. Even Mrs. Cordova adored Layla and treated her more like a true daughter-in-law than her daughter-in-law’s friend.  
 
    “Hey, you,” came Layla’s husky voice. “What are you doing out here by yourself?” 
 
    “Had to step away for a second. Sorry to abandon you.” 
 
    I turned, smiling as she handed me a big, steaming mug of what smelled like hot chocolate with a dash of Irish cream and butterscotch schnapps. Dressed in a fluffy pink down parka and wearing a white hat with a sparkly pink pom-pom on top she was too cute for words. My adorable little snow bunny. 
 
    After taking a sip, I said, “I see my Uncle Dan is here with his Merry Merry Christmas Brew.” 
 
    She nodded with a small laugh. “He’s a character, but his hot chocolate is really good. I, of course, have the virgin version.” 
 
    I kissed her nose as she frowned down at her not so small second trimester baby bump pushing against her jacket. Despite our best efforts, it had taken nearly two years and some medical help for Layla to get pregnant. Her pregnancy was the final push to getting me to visit my family. While they’d come out to see us in Arizona plenty of times, I wanted my son to know where his dad came from. I wanted him to play with his cousins and to spend summers out on the lake like I had. 
 
    I took a sip, then sighed with contentment and lifted my arm. “Come here.” 
 
    She slid up next to me, wrapping one arm around my jacket-covered waist, her pink gloved hand resting on my hip. 
 
    Together we leaned against the railing and looked out over the lake, taking in the orange and purple sunset and how it glittered off the ice.  
 
    She shivered, and I pulled her tighter. “Cold?” 
 
    “A tad,” she huffed out, her breath misting. “It’s so pretty, I don’t want to miss it.” 
 
    I moved behind her, surrounding her with my body, trying to block the light breeze. “We can stay a little longer, but if your teeth start chattering, we’re going in.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about that happening. I’m still a furnace. The air actually feels nice right now. It was getting a little stuffy inside with all those people. You weren’t kidding when you said your parents know half the town. My mom and dad are completely enchanted with this place and your family. They’ve been so gracious and welcoming.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but grin as I cuddled her closer, one hand going to her bump. “Where are your parents?” 
 
    “Playing Euchre of course. I think your mom is regretting teaching my dad that card game. I know my mom is.” 
 
    I laughed and kissed the side of her hat covered head. “Pat sure is competitive.” 
 
    “So is your dad. They take their card games seriously, don’t they?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. Dad belongs to a group of around twenty guys who meet once a week to play card games. It’s penny bets, but don’t let that fool you—it’s all about the bragging rights. When I was growing up, I always knew if dad had won the card games that week, because he’d make sure to go into town to rub it in his buddies faces at their various jobs.” 
 
    She turned in my arms to look up at me, her port-wine stain on full display, making her all the more beautiful. “That’s hilarious.” 
 
    “On the weeks he lost, my mother would get pissed because he didn’t want to run any errands in town for her.” 
 
    We laughed again, then turned back to watch the bright red sliver of the sun sink behind the trees. 
 
    “How was your visit earlier?” Layla asked in a soft voice. 
 
    Spreading my hand wide over her belly, I cuddled her closer as she placed her hands on my arm. “Good. Rough…but good.” 
 
    I’d finally found the courage to visit Gracie’s grave. We’d been here for almost a week, but each day I’d avoided it for a million reasons. It wasn’t until I realized that I only had a few days left that I finally got the courage to go. I don’t know what I’d expected—that maybe her ghost would show up, mad because I’ve continued to live my life after she’d gone. But as I’d stood at her cold, quiet gravestone, I’d realized that she wasn’t here. There was no hint of her presence there, no whisper of her bright spirit.  
 
    While I sat on the frozen earth, I’d talked to her anyways, just in case she was listening. I told her about Layla and our baby, and I asked her to watch over us. For two hours, I’d poured my heart out to her gravestone. When I was finally done, my body was frozen, but my heart felt a thousand times lighter. I missed her—fuck, did I miss Gracie—but I liked to think that she still watched over me. Hell, maybe she’d sent me Layla, knowing how much we’d both needed each other. 
 
    “I love you so fucking much,” I said as I held Layla tight. “So much. Both you and our baby.” 
 
    “We love you, too,” she said as she laid her head on my bicep. “But I can’t feel my toes anymore.” 
 
    “Layla,” I scolded. I scooped her into my arms as it began to snow.  
 
    Smiling, she wrapped her arms around my neck while I walked us back up to the house. “I’m going to be too big to carry around soon.” 
 
    “Maybe, but then I’ll just buy a giant baby sling and cart you around in it.” 
 
    Laughing, she thumped my chest so I’d put her down. Setting her on her feet, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders as we made our way up the stone path. The snowflakes came down heavily enough that they caught in my lashes, and I had to blink them away.  
 
    “Hey, you two,” Jan yelled from the brightly lit doorway surrounded by twinkling Christmas lights leading to the kitchen, “Come on! The cookies are ready for decorating, and the football game is about to start.” 
 
    Pat, looking a little…intense…poked his head over her shoulder. “Mark! I need you, man. Your dad and Uncle Dan are trying to stick me with your Great Aunt Bea as a partner. That woman doesn’t even know what year it is. She’s gotta be at least a hundred and eight years old. You gotta help me.” 
 
    Grinning, Layla looked up at me. “You’re being summoned.” 
 
    “Do you think we could pretend not to hear him and go rent a hotel room in town? Playing cards with your dad and my dad is a nightmare.” 
 
    She gave a weary sigh. “No, if we took off, they’d come find us. My mom would probably try and stay in our room, but I can say I’m feeling tired and need you to rub my feet. You know, growing a grandbaby and all that should get them off your back.” 
 
    “I love you,” I said again, giving her a quick kiss. “You get me out of that game, and I’ll rub your feet then eat your pussy.” 
 
    I whispered the last part because we were getting close to the house, and Layla blushed. “As long as you promise to fuck me afterward, you’ve got a deal. Maybe you can put on your old football jersey, the one hanging up in your closet, and we can do a little roleplaying.” 
 
    My imagination flared to dirty life as a hundred different kinky scenes that we could do flashed through my head.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I pretty much pushed our way past Layla’s parents. “Layla’s feeling tired, and her feet are hurting. We’re going to bed.” 
 
    “But it’s only eight-thirty,” Layla’s mother protested. 
 
    Layla laughed as I pulled her behind me, “Super tired, night mom!” 
 
    As we took the stairs to my childhood bedroom, I smiled with every step. I anticipated a long, blissful night of loving my wife, my baby bear, my everything. 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for giving me a chance to entertain you! I really hope you enjoyed Mark and Layla’s story. You’ll be seeing a little more of them in Diego and Selena’s upcoming book which will probably be out early next year. As an indie author I rely on my readers to help spread the word about my books, so please consider leaving a review! 
 
    Ann 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    A small sneak peek from ‘Obsession’ book 1 in the Cordova Empire series 
 
    aka Hannah and Leo’s book 
 
   


 
  

 Prologue 
 
    Leo – Age Eighteen 
 
    Tucson, Arizona 
 
      
 
    There are few emotions that I experience with any intensity, and fewer still that are what ordinary people would consider “nice”, but of those occasional bouts of negative feelings I have to endure, sorrow is by far the worst. Once it sinks its poisoned claws into you, it debilitates your body, steals your will to function, drains your life, and leaves you hollowed out and blistered raw inside. The only thing I’ve found to combat the choking depression of sorrow is violence, but my grief at this point is so absolute I couldn’t fathom anything but pain. 
 
    Usually I’d be multi-tasking, touching base with the various members of the cartel I belonged to as we went about our daily business and shit like that. But with my mother dying in a room not too far from me in this barren medical wasteland, I could barely function enough to breathe. 
 
    My sweet, gentle, kind mother, who always smelled like cherries and vanilla, was pumped full of strangers’ blood in a vain attempt to keep her heart beating and replace the liters she’d lost as I’d held her in my arms, trying in vain to stop the bleeding as she clung to me with the last of her strength. 
 
    Guilt and sorrow battled for supremacy in my chest, my lungs tight with the need to cry out against the injustice of it all. 
 
    If it wasn’t for my mother’s unending patience and kindness, her generous nature, I may have grown up having no idea what it felt like to care for another person, to have any form of compassion. If that had happened, I’m sure I would have become a monstrosity in the truest sense of the word. Instead, I’ve managed to channel my taste for the high violence gives me into a profession that had, ever so briefly, given my mom the kind of life she’d always dreamed of. 
 
    Tears burned my nose, but I turned my head up to the ceiling and closed my eyes, willing them away. 
 
    My dad had died not long after I was born, and my difficulties with processing the world like everyone else would be a challenge to anyone, let alone a single mother with only a high school education. Still, she’d always been there for me, helping me understand people and their emotional motivations like an interpreter translating a foreign language. It was through her that I learned to mimic the unspoken rules of our society, how to blend in. At least as much as I could ever blend in. I’m one of those people you look at and just know something is wrong, different. Nothing overt, nothing you can put your finger on, but when people meet my gaze, some animal part of their brain screams that I’m dangerous. 
 
    And I am. I carried within me the ability to do great violence without balking. If I had any respect for authority, I might have gone into the military; they tried to recruit me, but I had other plans. In the rough neighborhood I’d grown up in, violence was a fact of life and boys aspired to work for the biggest drug cartels, not the government. It was survival of the fittest, and I was born a predator, so it didn’t take me long to move up through the ranks, even when I’d joined the Cordova cartel at the tender age of fifteen. 
 
    I’d grown up poor, but over the last few years had managed to move us into a decent house north of Tucson, the result of my working for the Cordova cartel as one of their enforcers. Turns out they had a use for a man of my talents, and while being sadistic would never serve me in the world occupied by offices and people standing in never-ending lines, it did allow me to flourish in the deep underbelly of society. The money was good, but the release of tension I felt after killing someone was even better, and because of my willingness to do gruesome work without a blink, for the first time in her life, my mom didn’t have to work two jobs to support us. 
 
    Unfortunately, my activities had blown back on me—and my mother had paid the price. Someone had done a drive-by on our house and she’d been standing directly in the line of fire, getting ready to go bowling with her girlfriends. 
 
    She’d been so excited to show off the two-carat diamond pendant I’d gotten her for her birthday, hadn’t been able to stop touching and admiring it. She had to have known my money wasn’t legal, but she allowed me to think she bought my lie about working as an errand boy for a local construction company the cartel owned. My mom was brutally practical, and I’m sure she knew better than anyone I wasn’t meant for the nine-to-five world. 
 
    A smile tugged at my lips as I remembered catching her standing in front of a mirror last night and touching the pendant with a soft, dreamy expression that took years off her lined face. At one time, Carla Brass had been a beautiful woman, but life had ground her down, aged her before her time. She deserved a break after all her hardship, and I felt a great sense of pride that I could take care of her, give her luxury and comfort. Her happiness was my happiness, and there was nothing I enjoyed more than the satisfaction of making her world a better place. I’d felt so full of gratitude that I could provide for her like that, ease her burden and give her the things she’d always wanted, but sacrificed when she’d decided to marry my dad after she got pregnant at eighteen. 
 
    Then the bullets had torn through the house, piercing her in the lung, stomach, and leg. 
 
    Blood…so much of it that I knew the chances of her making it were slim as I held her in my arms, screaming into the phone for the ambulance to hurry. 
 
    Now she was in critical condition and they were trying to stabilize her enough to do more surgery. 
 
    I knew, deep in my gut, she wasn’t going to make it—and the knowledge made me furious. 
 
    Acid boiled in my veins and adrenaline surged through me as I thought about the men who’d done this. 
 
    I would find them and they would pay. 
 
    A family entered the waiting room, an older man with graying black hair and his pale, sickly looking wife, along with their daughter, jerking me from my dark thoughts. They were a nondescript family, the mother’s blonde hair showing about an inch of brown and gray roots, the father’s clothing wrinkled and worn, but something about them caught my attention. They were clearly grieving as they sat in the uncomfortable chairs filling the waiting room, the woman’s loud weeping annoying me. 
 
    I almost looked away…until I noticed the girl. She was young, probably no more than ten or eleven, and she had the biggest, saddest golden-brown eyes I’d ever seen. Even rimmed with red they were beautiful, and filled with so much sorrow. I’ve never met someone with such expressive eyes, their rich amber depths revealing a wounded soul that was old beyond her years. 
 
    Something seized up in me, pierced through my grief and made me focus on her. Next to the girl, her parents clung to each other and wept, ignoring her pain in favor of their own. It made me furious that they were so selfish, that they could sit next to someone as young and innocent as that little girl and not even see her. Didn’t they realize how short life was? That she needed them? I was pretty much emotionally fucked, but even I felt a flicker of compassion for the hurting kid who looked like her world was shattering around her.  
 
    I watched them for a little while longer, waiting for either the father or mother to even acknowledge their kid, but they didn’t. She just sat there, staring down at her feet clad in a pair of red Chucks, her jean shorts loose and baggy, revealing pale, bony legs and knobby knees. As she looked up again to stare at the television, I noticed further how frail she was, her arms slender to the point I wondered if she was even eating. Dark circles shadowed her eyes and there was a look of such hopelessness on her narrow face that I couldn’t help but raise my hand and wave until I had her attention. 
 
    She sat up straighter and glanced over at her parents, who were still wrapped up in each other, then back to me before easing out of her chair and walking hesitantly across the empty room to sit next to me. 
 
    Her parents never looked up, so I ignored them and glanced over at her, hoping my tattoo and size didn’t freak her out. “What’s your name?” 
 
    When she licked her puffy, chapped lips, I noticed she had braces as she whispered in a light and melodious voice, “I’m Hannah.” 
 
    I held my hand out. “Hi. My name’s Leo.” 
 
    Looking at me from beneath her long lashes, she bit her lower lip, then tentatively took my hand in her own and said in the sweetest, softest murmur as she blushed bright red, “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Poor kid, she was going through that fucked-up, awkward stage of adolescence where your body seems to be growing out of sync. Her nose a little too big for her heart-shaped face, her chin too pointed, mouth too wide, and her mouth was puffed out by the braces she wore, giving her fish lips. 
 
    But there was something about her that made me take a second look. The more I studied her, the more I realized in a few years, she’d grow into her features and she’d be stunning, beautiful in an unusual way that wouldn’t just draw a man’s gaze, but hold it. I’d never seen a person with skin as pale as hers before, so milky smooth that I could faintly see the blue veins beneath if I stared hard enough. You don’t see a lot of pasty people in Arizona, and I watched with fascination as her cheeks flushed a deeper red all the way to her ears. 
 
    Looking away, she muttered, “What are you staring at?” 
 
    “You’re going to break hearts someday.” 
 
    Instead of smiling, like most girls would at a compliment, she jerked back and hissed, confusing me. “You don’t have to be mean. I know how I look. I’m plain, nothing special. My sister’s the pretty one…or at least she was. She was so beautiful. Now, after battling leukemia for so long, then slipping into a coma three weeks ago, she’s…she’s like a dried-out husk. I have nightmares about her turning to ash and just floating away.” 
 
    “That’s fucked-up.” 
 
    She gave a sharp laugh, and looked over to her parents before returning her gaze to mine. “Yeah, it is,” she whispered, so softly I could barely hear it and I knew this girl wasn’t used to swearing, “totally fucked-up.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here? Your sister?” 
 
    Nodding solemnly at me, she took in a shivery breath. “Yeah.” 
 
    I didn’t know how to comfort her, so I tried to make her understand that I knew how she felt. In a way. While she held no responsibility for her sister’s death, my mother’s blood was on my hands, even if I didn’t pull the trigger. Those bullets were meant for me and I failed to keep her safe. 
 
    “My mother’s dying in a room that smells like medicine and piss,” I blurted out. “It’s bullshit.” 
 
    She surprised me, anger burning on her innocent face as she whispered, “It is. I hate this place. My sister wanted to die at home, in her room so she could look out the window and see our tree house, but my parents made the doctors try everything to cure her, no matter what. She was in so much pain, crying all the time, trying to be brave. She wants to die, I heard her begging them to let her go to sleep and not wake up, but they won't. They say they believe in God, and pray to him all the time to cure Tiffany, but they don’t really believe in him. If they did, they’d know Tiffany is going to Heaven where it doesn’t hurt anymore. Where she can be happy. It’s…” She looked around then lowered her voice to barely a whisper again. “Everything is bullshit.” 
 
    Big tears rolled down her now blotchy cheeks, and I grabbed her some tissue from one of the boxes around the room. She gave me a watery smile then blew her nose. 
 
    When I looked over to where her parents had been sitting, the faded chairs were empty. “Where did they go?” 
 
    Her narrow shoulders rose to her ears as she shrugged, looking away when I sat next to her again. “Who knows?” 
 
    “Aren’t they worried about you being in here alone and talking to me?” 
 
    “No. I think…I think they’re mad I’m okay and Tiffany isn’t.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She held my gaze, something most people couldn’t do. “I don’t blame them for loving her more. I mean, I’m nobody and she’s amazing. Tiffany isn’t only my sister, she’s my best friend. Kind, sweet, and awesome. She was so funny, always pulling pranks and making our parents laugh. I know they ask themselves why God would take Tiffany and not me, I heard them talking when they thought I was in bed, and I wonder the same thing. If I could trade places with her in a heartbeat, I would.” 
 
    And people thought I was fucked-up. Anyone who could do this to their kid, mess with their head this badly, deserved nothing but contempt. She scuffed her feet on the floor and I reached out, taking her hand in mine, aware of how tiny the bones of her hand felt. Something, some unknown emotion, made me want to give her hope, needed to make her feel better. 
 
    “Do you believe in destiny?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know, fate.” 
 
    “No. Do you?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Think about it, from the moment of conception to right now, how many things had to go exactly right to bring you here? How many close calls did you survive? What were the chances that your parents would even meet? If you look at the big picture of your life, you can see the divine pattern. You’re here for a reason, a purpose, we all are, which means you’re special.” I inadvertently squeezed her fingers as the reality of what was happening down the hall hit me again. “My mom taught me that.” 
 
    Even though I must have hurt her fingers, she placed her other hand on top of my tanned one, tears spilling down her cheeks. “I’m sorry about your mother. She sounds really cool.” 
 
    “She’s the best.” 
 
    Movement through the glass windows by the door drew my attention and I stood right away, recognizing the pretty older doctor who’d been taking care of my mom. 
 
    She motioned to me when she reached the doorway and my heart sank. I knew by her face my mom didn’t make it. A high ringing filled my ears as everything inside of me screamed in agony, in denial. I didn’t need to hear the words to know she was gone. 
 
    I stared with unseeing eyes at a window, looking out into the dark night, the thoughts of how I was going to torture those responsible for her death soothing me. 
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