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Intro

I published the original six years ago. It was my first attempt at self-publishing, and to be honest, the editing was rough—but readers fell in love with the story anyway. I always promised myself that one day I’d go back to answer the lingering questions and fix the errors.

My writing has evolved over the years; my words flow better now, and I’ve learned how to show you the world rather than just tell you about it. Despite the changes, this remains one of my favorite books. I haven’t changed the soul of the story, but I have given it the upgrade it deserves


Prologue

Demarco

2:17 a.m.

I hadn't slept.

Not that night. Not most nights.

But when I did...

Sleep and I had an arrangement. I closed my eyes, and my brain shut off like a machine that had been unplugged. No dreams. No nightmares. No images at all. Just darkness until morning.

I used to think that was normal.

Then I started reading.

The laptop glowed on my desk. It was the only light in the office besides the city glittering beyond the windows. Tampa never slept, which was convenient.

My search history was a graveyard of questions I had suddenly felt the need to answer.

Why don't I dream?

Can psychopaths dream?

Why can't I remember dreams?

Do people without empathy dream differently?

Can trauma stop dreams?

I clicked through article after article. Sleep studies. REM cycles. Psychological evaluations. The words blurred together after a while—clinical terms that described me without ever explaining me.

Dreams are simply memories organized during sleep.

I typed the sentence into a blank document, then stared at it.

If that was true, and I had no dreams, did that mean my brain no longer filed memories correctly? Or did it mean I didn't have enough memories worth organizing? That there was nothing inside me worth processing?

I opened another folder on my laptop.

Psychological Evaluations.

Years of reports.

MRI scans.

Personality disorder assessments.

Letters from therapists my grandmother had forced me to see back when she still believed I could be fixed.

Conduct disorder.

Antisocial personality disorder.

Emotionally detached.

Psychopathic tendencies.

Different doctors.

Different wording.

Same conclusion.

Defective.

None of them had ever explained why I wasn't interested in fixing it.

I didn't lose sleep over it.

I lost patience.

There was a difference.

Because if I couldn't understand myself, that felt like weakness.

And weakness was unacceptable.

Knock.

I didn't look up. I already knew who it was.

My cousin Paolo entered without permission, the sound of the club spilling into my office.

"Busy?"

"Obviously."

Paolo dropped into the chair across from my desk without being invited. He had that look on his face.

"Cedrick's downstairs. The kid who owes us a hundred grand."

"Kill him. Sell his organs."

"Normally I would." Paolo shrugged. "Only problem is... he says he has something worth more."

I finally looked up.

"What?"

Paolo slid a file across the desk.

"His sister."

I frowned.

"What about her?"

"She's a CPA. Apparently she's willing to work off his debt."

I looked right back at my laptop.

"No."

Paolo blinked.

"No?"

"I don't trade women."

The words came out flat. There was no moral outrage behind them. Women were liabilities. Emotional. Unpredictable. I didn't need the complications.

"She's supposedly good at what she does," Paolo said. "And she's offering. We need someone."

I considered it.

I did need someone to fix the books. My current accountants were incompetent, and I was tired of firing people.

If she was as good as Paolo claimed, I didn't care what she looked like.

"Bring him up."

Cedrick walked into my office like a man already dead.

His hands were shaking.

His eyes darted around the room.

I didn't let him speak.

Babbling from weak men annoyed me.

"Bring your sister," I said. "Tomorrow."

He nearly collapsed with relief.

"Thank you. Thank you. You won't regret this. I promise. She's incredible—"

"Get out."

He got out.

The Next Morning

I didn't expect much.

I'd seen plenty of desperate siblings over the years. Brothers. Sisters. Cousins. Friends.

Most of them ended up dead—or worse—when they couldn't pay me back.

I expected the sister to be like the rest.

Scared.

Crying.

Begging for mercy.

A knock sounded at my office door.

"They’re here," Paolo said.

"Send them in."

I glanced back at the financial report on my screen.

I heard two sets of footsteps.

"Mr. Russo?"

Her voice was…

Calm.

Educated sounding.

I looked up.

Everything stopped.

She didn't cower.

She didn't cry.

She didn't beg.

She stood in front of my desk with her spine straight, her chin lifted, and her dark eyes fixed on mine.

Like she was looking straight through me. Her brother was in the room, but I only saw her.

And for the first time in my life...

I felt something.

Not anger.

Not annoyance.

Not hunger.

Something else.

Something that made my chest tighten, my hands go still, and my mind go completely blank.

I didn't have a name for it.

I didn't know what it meant.

I didn't know why she was the one making me feel it.

But I knew I wanted to keep feeling whatever it was.


Prologue

Nova

“Mama, Mama, please help me! Make him stop!” I cried hysterically, begging as my mother stood idly by while Robert manhandled me. The pain from the beating I’d received made my vision fuzzy, but I saw her clear as day. She was standing close enough to reach out and still my stepfather's meaty hand if she wanted to. Instead, she did nothing; she stood with a smirk on her face, appearing to enjoy the pain he was causing me.

I was only ten years old. Why did Mamma hate me so much? I wondered for the millionth time. My six-year-old brother, Cedrick, peeked from behind her, tears running down his cheeks and guilt blanketing his face. He should’ve felt guilty; he was the one who’d broken the glass pitcher of lemonade while trying to get it out of the refrigerator.

I’d arrived home just in time for his daddy, Robert, to blame it on me. Robert was the man my mother had married shortly after my father left, the one who helped turn my mother into a real-life monster. It was nothing new—I got blamed for everything. Cedrick hadn’t said a word in my defense, but could I really fault him? He was only six and didn’t know all punishments weren’t equal. Maybe if he’d known the consequences of his silence, he would have admitted the truth. They loved him. He wouldn’t have been beaten or locked away in a dark room for days without water or food.

“Shut your black ass up,” Robert snarled before he reared back and slammed his fist into the back of my head, causing immediate dizziness. The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. Still, I fought him, scratching at his arms and using my little legs to push against the basement door so he couldn’t open it. I’d rather take a beating than go down there. I hated the dark—even more than I hated Robert and Mamma.

After two or three minutes of fighting, I grew weaker. Robert finally pried the door open. As a punishment for fighting back, he didn’t carry me down the stairs like he usually did. Instead, he dropped me on the first step and used his foot to kick me in the small of my back like I was a pile of garbage. I rolled violently down all twelve steps. When I hit the bottom, the pain was so absolute that I thought I’d rather be dead.

“Maybe if I leave your ugly black ass down there long enough, you'll learn to stop acting like an animal!” he yelled, slamming the door.

It was a struggle to breathe, but I managed to sit up. “Help me,” I whispered into the dark. I knew no one would come, but I still tried. Minutes—maybe seconds—passed before everything went black.

“Ahhh” A strangled scream tore from my throat as my eyes snapped open. I bolted upright, my nightshirt clinging to my back like a second, freezing skin. My ribs ached with the force of my heart hammering against them, trying to escape.

I fumbled for the edge of the nightstand, my hands shaking so violently I nearly knocked the lamp over, grabbing my phone. Checking the time through tear-blurred vision, I saw it was six in the morning, which meant I’d slept a little more than three hours before the past caught up with me again. Every night since my mamma had died, memories of that spiteful bitch and what she had done to me haunted my dreams.

After my dad had left her, she had turned into a monster. First came the drinking, then she started beating me for any reason she could think of. She treated me as if she was angry that I even existed. Then Robert came along, she got pregnant with Cedrick, and I became invisible—which suited me fine. Invisible was better than the beatings. For a while, I was content, but then life got worse. Instead of only my mamma making my young life hell, she had Robert and Cedrick to help her.

Wiping away the tears, I took a deep breath. When would the pain stop? When you're dead, a morbid voice answered. Pushing the covers from my naked body, I stood and made my way to the bathroom. I splashed cold water on my face, then leaned over the sink to stare at my red, swollen, and empty eyes in the mirror.

Darkness weighed down my shoulders. I was tired of carrying all the sins other people had visited upon me. It was at that very moment I realized something had to change, for better or worse. If only I had known it had to get worse before it got better.


Nova

Three months, fourteen days, and twelve hours, give or take; that was how long I’d worked for DeMarco. In all that time, he’d done nothing more than scowl at me and bark work-related orders my way. Although, sometimes I’d catch him staring at me with curiosity, like I was a puzzle he was trying to figure out. There had never been any looks of interest or lust, and definitely no signs of wanting in his dark eyes. Which was why I was so fucking perplexed by his current proposal.

“Repeat that?”

I’d just worked twelve hours straight after only three hours of sleep the night before. I was almost positive exhaustion had me hearing things.

DeMarco leaned forward, clasping his hands on his desk. “I. Want. To. Fuck. You.”

He enunciated every syllable, putting emphasis on the words fuck and you in that deep baritone of his. His eyes never left mine as he spoke. It was as if he was trying to mesmerize me into saying yes without asking questions.

That was what I’d thought he said.

My mouth fell open. “Are you serious?”

I had to wonder if he was playing some kind of sick joke on me. But that wasn’t likely; men like DeMarco didn’t exactly play jokes on people.

“Yes.” He loosened his tie. His suit jacket had already been removed.

Even after he gave me a very clear yes, I still doubted him, even though his eyes and his energy said he was serious.

A proposition for sex wasn’t what I had expected to hear from him when he told me to wait in his office until he returned. I hadn’t known what to expect. I hadn’t let myself imagine, either. I had waited, sat there for two hours, aggravated because I’d missed my doctor’s appointment.

“You owe me money, correct?” he asked, reminding me of the predicament I’d gotten myself into all because of my younger brother, Cedrick.

I should have been angrier and more appalled about the situation, but I was too tired and emotionally drained. I was numb. After years of abuse and disappointment, I’d gotten used to things not going my way. For twenty-five years, that had been the case. I thought it would change after I left my mamma’s house, but it hadn’t.

I’d just become even more bitter and angry about it. Those two emotions ruled my life, and I was terrified that one day that inner darkness would swallow me alive. So, I learned to push it deep down inside of me. I forced myself to forget about the bad. After years of doing that, I became numb. Numb, perpetually angry, and jaded. Those words described me best.

“Yes,” I answered begrudgingly.

I left out the fact that I didn’t actually owe him anything. Cedrick did. It should have been Cedrick standing there trying to save his own life, but no. It was me, yet again, sacrificing myself to make sure the people around me were happy—or in this case, alive. It wasn’t the least bit surprising. Cedrick was selfish and self-serving, and he had always been. That was how our mother had raised him.

“Do you need this job to pay back said money?” DeMarco asked.

A mocking smile with undertones of danger played on his lips. His gaze blatantly roamed my body. Inwardly I shivered, but outwardly, my appearance remained passive.

He was correct. I needed the job and I needed his money. Neither of those things stopped my palm from itching to connect with his smug face. However, I knew better. Hitting men like DeMarco meant you had a death wish. I was tired of living my fucked-up life, not tired of living. God knew I wanted to hit him, though, but instead of losing my mind and giving in to insanity, I closed my eyes and counted until my temper calmed.

I deadpanned my answer. “Yes, I need this job.”

“So, your decision should be easy. You owe me money. Fucking me will end with you owing me less money and you get to keep your job. You obviously don’t have a boyfriend or a husband, so what is the problem?”

My head snapped back as if he’d hit me. “What do you mean by obviously?”

I was offended even though I didn’t have a boyfriend or a husband. I’d never had either, but not because I couldn’t get one. I didn’t have a desire for one.

He laughed, causing me to narrow my eyes in his direction. “You’re pretty touchy for such a tough girl.” He was mocking me.

I recalled him calling me a tough girl the day Cedrick had dragged me into his office—right after he told me keeping my brother alive would cost me two years of my life. I guess he expected me to cry.

“What I meant was, working five twelve-to-fourteen-hour days doesn’t exactly leave time for you to have a man in your life,” he clarified.

I cut my eyes at him. “I guess.”

I couldn’t argue with that, so I let it go. Besides, the only thing that really needed to be discussed was whether I was willing to do what he wanted to hurry along my sentence. Since fucking him would put me closer to the end of our arrangement, he was right—it wasn’t a hard decision. If I were being honest, I low-key wanted to do it. I was bored, I was lonely, and in need of human connection. Solitude and self-isolation were weighing on me. Fucking him would keep me from having to go to a club or bar and finding some random guy.

He interrupted just as I was getting ready to agree to his deal. “Or are you fucking someone?” He sneered, baring his teeth.

I didn’t think of his anger as odd then, but I’d think back to the moment and remember it later.

I gave him a blank stare. “No. When do you want to do it?”

My hope was that he’d say right then, so I could get it over with, even though I wasn’t as comfortable with the idea of fucking him as I wanted to be.

What if I didn’t do it right? It wasn’t like I had much experience. I was sort of a late bloomer when it came to the whole sex thing. Since my opinion of the male species wasn’t very favorable after dealing with my stepdad and having my father walk out, leaving me with my mamma, I chose not to waste my time with them.

Instead, I’d focused on my education. I knew it was the only way I’d be able to escape my drunk-ass mamma, her abusive husband, and my spoiled rotten brother. I’d kept my head in my books, graduated high school at seventeen, and started college on an academic scholarship that same year. Men and sex weren’t even an afterthought back then.

My disinterest was so strong that at one time I even thought I might be asexual, until I Googled what that meant. I definitely didn’t have a lack of sexual interest. I masturbated too much for that to be true. I couldn’t even go to sleep without an orgasm. I also got turned on by the different men who approached me, but I never acted on it. Choosing to have sex with someone would mean trusting them. I didn’t trust anyone, not even long enough for them to get me off. I knew eventually I would lose my virginity, though. I liked the feeling of my stomach tightening and my pussy clenching as I orgasmed too much not to want to have sex—eventually.

I was twenty-one before I finally found out what it felt like, and that was only after my roommate had told me how great sex with someone else was.

She claimed it was euphoric. “You’ll forget all your problems, for a short while at least,” she’d said.

I wanted to feel what she described, but then again, I just wanted to feel anything. Even if it was just pain from having my pussy stretched.

So, I picked someone randomly and did it. I enjoyed it somewhat, and the guy I lost it to came back every night after until we graduated, so it couldn’t have been that bad, right?

No need to over-analyze. It was just sex, right?

But what if…

More doubts popped into my head. Would he renege? What if he was lying? Could I ask him to sign a contract? I fuck you once and you count it as six months’ worth of payments. Sign here, here, and here…

What a silly thought, Nova. He wasn’t the contract type. I had to take my chances. When I thought about it, that was all I was doing when I agreed to work as his accountant for two years to pay off my brother’s debt.

He could make me work for him as long as he wanted. It wasn’t like I could go to the police, nor did I have money to run. I was stuck in limbo for two years. All I could do was bide my time and see what happened.

DeMarco snapped his fingers, drawing me out of my thoughts and bringing my attention back to him. I avoided making direct eye contact until he spoke. “Listen to me, Nova. Don’t do that to yourself. Don’t think. Thinking isn’t good for people like you. You over-analyze shit. Fucking is simple. Do what I say, and you’ll be fine. I’ll make you feel good.” He used the same tone I’d heard parents use to explain something to a simple-minded child.

Even though those had been my exact thoughts seconds ago, I wanted to tell him he didn’t need to talk to me like I was a fucking child. I wanted to ask him what he meant by "people like me." But what good would arguing do? Instead, I nodded slowly in agreement because he was right. I was overthinking.

“Are you sure? I need to hear you say the word, Nova.”

“Yes,” I answered, and immediately felt the temperature in the room elevate from warm to stifling. Or maybe that was my imagination.

Then he smiled at me, looking like the fucking devil, and I thought maybe it wasn’t.

My hands shook.

“So…” he drawled.

His voice had dropped an octave; sin flashed in his eyes, then they dropped to my tits. “Now that we’re in agreement…”

I sat stock-still as he scanned me. I did the same to him, and it was as if I was seeing him for the first time. In the three months that I’d been working for him, I’d never paid attention to his physical being. I had no reason to. I was there to do a job he forced me into. Never mind the fact that white men had never had any appeal to me.

He was big. Even sitting behind his desk, his height and girth couldn’t be denied. His upper body was cut to precision. I assumed he spent a lot of time in the gym—when he wasn’t ruining people’s lives, that is. He looked to be in his thirties, with natural golden skin. His dark, almost black hair was shaved close to his scalp, and his lips were fuller than most white men’s, but not as full as mine.

His prominent cheekbones and square jawline put me in mind of the guys who blew up buildings and took hostages in those 80s action movies. He definitely looked the part of the bad guy that he was. He was not what I’d call handsome, but he was far from ugly. His face was complex. I wasn’t exactly attracted to him, nor was I repulsed by him. I was turned on by him, though. The feeling of power pouring off him was like an aphrodisiac.

At that moment, all I could think about was cumming, and I wanted him to make me cum.

He stood, grabbing my attention. I watched him roll up the sleeves of his expensive white dress shirt, like he was really about to put in work.

My breath caught in my throat.

“Take off your clothes. Get on the desk and spread your legs,” he demanded with a low growl.

That growl liquefied my insides.

Something had to be wrong with me. In mere minutes, I went from feeling bribed, angry, and obligated to horny and wanting. My panties were soaked. But I still didn’t make a move to do what he told me.

I began yet again to consider what I was about to do.

What if someone found out?

So what? You’re a grown-ass woman, who's gonna check you? You know you want to, my conscience goaded me.

I really did want to. So I pushed myself up from the chair; the slight wobble of my legs was the only indication that I was nervous. I took a few long breaths to stabilize myself mentally, then reached behind me for my skirt’s zipper. It was skin-tight black leather that stopped mid-thigh. It fit my curves like a glove, showed off my big, toned legs, and made me feel sexy.

I had DeMarco’s rapt attention as I pushed the skirt down my thighs. He didn’t even blink, like he refused to miss a moment of it. I wouldn’t dwell on why that pleased me.

Next came my blouse. I could never button the first three buttons of it, so it was easy to just pull it over my head. I dropped it to the floor.

Our eyes connected. His gave me pause. The icy blue orbs were hard and devoid of emotion as his gaze trailed down my size-sixteen frame. I wasn’t a traditional beauty, but I knew I had appeal. I possessed a thick but curved waist, a slightly rounded belly, wide hips, large triple-D breasts, and a perfectly round ass, and it was all wrapped in flawless milk-chocolate skin. I was usually secure with myself, but with his eyes fixed on me, I felt insecurity creep in. It made me think that maybe I should have been self-conscious standing nearly naked in front of a man like him. I’d seen the women who left the club with him. They were all beautiful, with European features and big fake tits, and they were white. I was none of those things.

I wasn’t perfect. I was cute. I had stretch marks and cellulite. Men like him like perfect.

However, I wasn’t self-conscious as I unhooked my bra and let it fall to the ground. I could feel his cold, blue eyes get warmer every second they remained on my body.

“Damn,” I heard him whisper under his breath.

I figured his response was either because he liked what he saw or he got off on making people do as he demanded. It was probably a little of both. Men like him loved the power they possessed, and they loved to wield it.

Despite his reaction, I hesitated again when I hooked my fingers into the sides of my underwear to pull them off. Once they were gone, I’d be completely naked and exposed.

Fuck it. I started rolling them down my hips.

He stopped me.

“No! Leave them on and the shoes.” The tone of his voice was dangerous, promising, and sexy as fuck all at once.

I trailed my tongue across my dry lips. The movement caught his attention, and I watched his eyes darken even more.

My heart raced and my adrenaline spiked. It took everything in me not to run from the room. He’d probably like that. I got the feeling he’d have fun chasing me. Him the predator. Me, his prey. He already looked ready to eat me alive. His body was coiled with tension, like he would pounce any second. I moved my hands from my lacy panties and then made fists at my side to keep them from shaking.

Involuntarily, my gaze drifted from his eyes down to the monster straining against his zipper as I waited for what would come next.

“Damn,” slipped from my lips.

He chuckled smugly.

I groaned, snatched my eyes away from his crotch, and returned them to his face. I found a cocky grin, which, seconds later, morphed into a frown. He looked right through me for a second or two, then he scowled so severely his eyebrows nearly connected in the middle. It looked as if he was mentally warring with himself. I wondered what was behind his internal battle, but I wouldn’t ask.

I cleared my throat. His scowl dropped, his face went passive, then he gave me his full attention. His blue eyes clashed with mine as we stood there in silence. In those short moments, I could read him. He was worried. We were about to blur the lines, and there would be consequences for doing so.

He stared at me for so long I thought he had come to his senses and changed his mind. I hated to admit it, but I felt disappointed.

I sighed. Looked like I’d have to go in search of a random hookup later. I was too keyed up not to.

“I changed my mind.” He confirmed my thoughts; I made a move to cover myself.

“Instead of on my desk, I now want you to turn around and bend over the chair, arch your back, and spread your legs,” he said in an authoritative voice that sent chills creeping up my spine. “I just want to look at you for a while.”

Without hesitation, and with entirely too much eagerness, I did as I was told, all the while feeling dirty and liking it. That moment had to be the most stimulated I’d ever felt in my life.

When he pressed his warm palm firmly against my ass, my soul nearly jumped from my body. I hadn’t even heard him move.

“Your skin feels just as soft as it looks,” he whispered so low I barely heard him, “and you smell so fucking sweet.”

He pressed his nose to the curve of my neck and audibly inhaled my scent before he gripped a handful of my wild curls and violently snatched my head back, causing me to whimper. My back bowed. It surprised me that I liked the slight explosion of pain in my scalp. That, combined with the feel of his hard dick pressed against my ass, had me ready to be fucked. I pushed back, rubbing my ass into him without shame.

“I knew it.” His breathing had become labored. Using surprisingly soft caresses, he ran his hands down my body.

I stuttered when I asked, “Knew what?”

“That it would feel like this.” He groaned, and it sounded as if he was hurting. When he leaned in and trailed his tongue from the middle of my back up to my exposed neck, my knees nearly buckled.

“After I fuck you, I want you to use that pretty mouth of yours to clean my dick,” he said with his lips pressed against my ear.

Oh my God! My pussy gushed, so much I could feel the juices run down my thighs.

I shouldn’t have been so turned on by what was happening, but I was. I wondered why for a few seconds before I concluded that I didn’t fucking care why. My body needed what he was offering and I was going to enjoy it. He let my hair go; my head lulled forward. My chest heaved up and down in anticipation. I remained in the position he’d put me in, eagerly awaiting his next instructions.

“Come here, Nova.”

I turned to find him seated behind his desk again. I made my way over to him. Without giving him my direct attention, my eyes focused on the spot on the wall behind his head. I didn’t want him to see the lust in my eyes that shouldn’t have been there.

When I reached the edge of his desk, he reached for me. “Right here, little one.”

He roped one arm around my waist. He manhandled me. Pulled me between his spread legs. I felt high. I couldn’t make my hands stop shaking.

He trailed his hand up then down my belly. “So soft.”

My body was on fire, burning me from the inside out.

When he leaned forward and sucked my cold, pebbled nipple into his hot mouth, it felt so good I whimpered and arched into him. I had to fist my hands at my side to keep myself from grabbing his head. He pulled away just as I was losing the battle to pull him closer.

“You want me, Nova?”

“Yes,” It’s humiliating how fast I answered. But why lie?

He groaned deep at my response. “Unzip my pants and pull out my dick. Show me.”

Without hesitation, I followed his directives, pulling him out. I marveled at the fact that his dick felt just as solid and heavy as it looked. He hissed when I wrapped my cold hand around him; it jerked and precum oozed out.

“I want to suck it.”

“No!” he shouted when I tried to kneel before him. Breathing heavy, he panted out between clenched teeth, “If you wrap those pretty, plump lips around my dick right now, I’ll lose it.”

I fought against the urge to pout. I enjoyed sucking dick. It was the most pleasurable part of sex for me—having that much control over a man, making his knees weak. Fine! I managed to give his dick three strokes before he knocked my hand away. He pushed his chair further back from the desk.

“Ride me!” was the next order he gave. I hesitated, chewing at my bottom lip, suddenly nervous again. His eyes flickered, then grew even darker than before as he watched me, waiting to see if I’d disobey him. Seconds passed.

Was this really about to happen?

“Do it now, Nova,” he growled. At that moment I realized he did a lot of growling and it made my pussy thump every time.

To help me along, he gripped my waist and pulled me forward. That gave me the motivation to straddle him. With my legs on either side of him, I lowered myself onto his dick. I went slow; it had been years since I had sex and he was big—really freaking big. I was not even halfway down it and felt like he was stretching me to my limit.

“Ride me. Hard and fast or I’ll take over.” Impatience had bled into his tone.

That made me slightly afraid that he would do exactly what he threatened and I wouldn’t be able to handle it. I tried, though. I rocked, then rolled my hips downward, then up.

He moaned and threw his head back against the leather headrest. “Fuck, baby. Not enough and too slow.”

“Ah!” I couldn’t keep myself from crying out when he gripped my waist and slammed me down so that I was fully seated on his lap. My wet walls quivered around his dick. The feeling of pain wrapped in pleasure caused my eyes to roll back into my head and shut. He palmed my right breast roughly. My eyes flew back open. “You’re so beautiful,” he drawled before he leaned in and flicked his tongue over my nipple. When his hot mouth closed around it, the sensation caused me to inhale sharply.

He gripped my ass, digging his fingers into soft, pliant flesh. My head fell to rest on his shoulder. He smelled so good—like sandalwood and expensive cigars. It was heady as fuck.

He held me still so he could pump in and out of me at his pace. Damn, I liked his rhythm much better. So much better; every upward stroke connected with my clit and hit my spot. I was so close to cumming, and it was coming faster than ever. I dug my nails into his shoulders and braced myself for it. I was so ready; my body needed it. I was soaring high, then…

Bang, bang, bang. I crashed. Someone knocked at the door in rapid succession, ruining everything. It was like a bucket of cold water had been splashed on me. My arousal waned and suddenly I remembered that we were in his office in the back of his club. I shouldn’t be doing this here, or at all. I panicked, tried to get up.

DeMarco wrapped his arm around me, holding me in place. Seconds later, there was another knock. Again, I tried to break free. I dug my nails into his bicep; his already iron-clad grip tightened. “Please,” I begged. I knew his office door was not locked.

He shook his head. His dick throbbed inside me, making my want to leave his lap less urgent, though it didn’t disappear.

“Let me go,” I tried again. I just knew whomever was knocking would open the door and we’d be caught. The thought mortified me.

“Get the fuck away from my door!” he roared. I jumped at the unexpected outburst. His grip tightened even more, until it was almost painful.

He stared at the door menacingly for a few seconds before turning his angry gaze on me.

“Nova, I said ride me. I don’t give a fuck if somebody does walk in. If you stop, you’ll fucking regret it,” he threatened in a tone that brokered no argument. But I was about to argue, because he had a lot of fucking nerve to be talking to me like I was a child for a third time that night. Plus, his dick was still inside me after I’d already asked him to let me go. “Who the fuck—” was all I got out before I was being lifted and slammed against the wall of his office. His right hand wrapped around my throat. My heart banged against my ribcage, but not because of fear—I was not scared; I was turned on. I wanted him to squeeze harder. It was wrong. But you like it, my conscience put her two cents in.

“Shut the fuck up. I told you to ride me.” A long, deep stroke punctuated every word of his reprimand. “I’m going to make sure next time you listen.”

Too caught up in the way he was making me feel, the promise of "next time" didn’t exactly register.

“Whatever you want, DeMarco, just don’t stop fucking me.” My thoughts seeped out from between my lips. He sped up and I exploded, dripping all over him and biting into his shoulder to keep from praising his name; I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“I can feel you cumming on my dick, Nova. Fuck, you feel so fucking good. I knew you would.”

His grip tightened. He pushed himself deeper. The pressure on my neck forced me to breathe through my nose. His body stiffened. I felt him explode inside me. Even after he stopped cumming, he held me there against the wall, kissing every inch of my face—but my lips—until his breathing returned to normal. Only then did he back off, letting my legs go. I slid down the wall like a ragdoll. Boneless. My vision was blurred and my heartbeat so fast trying to catch my own breath was a challenge; I felt like I'd run a marathon. Exhausted, all I wanted to do was curl up and sleep.

“Nova,” he sang my name from above. I opened my eyes just enough to see and looked up at him. He was stroking his still-hard dick.

“I’m not done with you yet. Suck it.”

Shamelessly, I licked my lips in anticipation, rose to my knees, and steadied myself with my hands on his thighs. His left hand gripped my locks as his right hand guided his dick past my lips. The mixture of our juices was an interesting taste; I didn't like it, didn't hate it, but I could get used to it.

He used his grip on my hair to position my head to his liking; he held it there and used his hips to thrust in and out of my mouth. Twirling my tongue on his shaft caused a moan to erupt from his stomach. “Fuck,” he cursed. I sucked him into the back of my throat, fastened my lips tighter around him; his grip on my hair became painful.

“Yes, that’s it. Suck it.”

Together we found a rhythm that had him hissing above me, “Oh shit.” His entire body shuddered as he came for a second time that night. I swallowed every drop he gave me, then licked him clean, like he’d said he wanted earlier. Only then did he let my hair go. When his dick slid from between my lips, I sat back on my heels. My pussy was throbbing; the need to cum had me thinking about touching myself, but how would that look? Instead, I did nothing; I waited.

He stared down at me. There was a look of amazement on his face that made me blush. He opened his mouth to speak just as his phone rang. His ringtone was a heavy metal song; a man with a deep voice screamed something about killing. He turned his back on me to answer and spoke rapidly into the phone, sounding like his normal abrasive self, so unaffected by what we’d just done. That fucked up my after-sex euphoria. He was fully dressed; I was nearly naked. I suddenly felt the need to cover myself, but I stayed right where he left me. I was still turned on and hoping he’d want to do what he’d just done to me again. I wondered briefly what had suddenly come over me; I had never been so unrestrained. I liked it. What did that say about me? Then I considered maybe I was overthinking again.

For a full minute, he talked without acknowledging me, so I figured I was dismissed. I crawled to my clothes, too afraid my legs would give out if I stood right away. First, I pulled on my shirt, not bothering with my bra. When the tingle left my legs, I stood and pulled on my skirt; my lace panties were uncomfortably wet. I groaned. I’d been so reckless, fucking him without a condom. I thanked God for my Depo shot and prayed that he didn’t have anything.

Deciding to leave while he finished his conversation, I crept quietly toward the door so as not to disturb him. When I opened it, the music from inside the club flooded the small space. I told myself not to look back, but I couldn’t help it; I glanced over my shoulder. He was still on the phone, but he was watching me with a look I couldn’t decipher in his eyes, but it made my stomach muscles tighten and I could almost feel him inside me again, stroking me. My body trembled. What the fuck had he done to me? I looked away.

I felt the heat of his stare on me as I closed the door. I turned to make my way down the hallway to the exit and came face-to-face with DeMarco’s cousin, Paolo. He eyed me suspiciously, like he always did, and like usual, I ignored him.

I squeezed past him and speed-walked to the employee exit. I wondered if he was the one who had knocked. Had he been standing there the entire time? Had he heard us? I could still feel his beady little eyes on me when I pushed the exit door. My nerves had me on edge, so I damn near ran to my car. I got in, put the key in the ignition, and without thought, I plugged my dead phone into the charger. But instead of driving away, I just sat there in a haze.

What in the fuck did I just do? Or better yet, what had I just let him do to me? It wasn’t supposed to feel that way.

Even as I questioned myself and warning signals in my head flashed “danger,” I had the urge to go back in and ask him to fuck me again.

Now I understood what my roommate in college had been talking about; my body was still tingly in the places he’d touched me. That hadn’t happened with the guy in college. I had enjoyed it, but there were no lingering aftereffects like I had experienced with DeMarco. I frowned. I definitely wasn’t doing that again.


Demarco

Two hours after she’d gone, I was still in my office where she left me—an hour past the three-in-the-morning closing time. I was stuck, unable to do much of anything but think of her. How she felt. How she sounded. How she'd dripped all over me when she came. Those memories, combined with the smell of her and our sex in the air, kept my dick hard enough to cut diamonds.

I felt so off-balance.

Thinking about her was becoming a habit of mine. A habit I was not quite sure I wanted to break, or could break. Already, she had me losing perspective, wanting things I had never wanted before, like kids and a family. And for the hundredth time since I’d met her, I wondered what it was about her that affected me so fucking much?

Men like me didn’t usually notice women like her, but when she’d walked into my office trailing behind her brother with her head held high and back straight, my reaction to her had been visceral. That had never happened before. The feelings she elicited from me caught me off-guard. It was like lightning had struck me dead center in my chest. I was Frankenstein’s monster come to life.

Maybe it was the fact that she didn’t have the fear-of-death look her brother had worn. He’d been scared shitless. Nova, however, looked bored. She seemed so unbothered by it all. The threat of her brother losing his life. By me. Not many people looked me in the eyes without flinching. She stood with her nose in the air, back straight. I’d never seen a woman remain so calm while her world crumbled around her. It was impressive.

I’d examined her from head to toe that day, trying to figure out why the urge to touch her was riding me. I didn’t even want to fuck her. Just touch her. Sure, she was cute with a lush body built to be fucked hard and fast, but she was quite plain when compared to the women I usually dealt with. Her regal and unflappable demeanor and dark, beautiful skin were the only things that stood out about her. Her naiveté was obvious also. Her brother was playing her.

I figured her nonchalant attitude was an act or a coping mechanism, but then, every day after that night, she’d shown up to work with indifference wafting off her like an expensive perfume. Even when I raged, which was my misguided attempt to engage her, she didn’t react. That caused me to lash out at her even more. And still nothing. It was not fear that kept her from fighting back. She was not afraid of me. She should have been. I was a bad man. Maybe if she would have acknowledged that, she wouldn’t have captured my attention.

But then her brother would have been dead. She was the only reason he was still alive. I didn’t make deals or exchanges for my money, but I knew if I killed him, I would lose my chance to find out why she was affecting me. I watched her. At first, I only saw what was on the surface. She was smart and insightful. She listened and only spoke when it was useful. If I criticized her for a mistake, she fixed it without complaint and never made it again.

I waited. Eventually, I saw cracks in her well-built façade. After a couple of months and a few glimpses of who she really was, I concluded that the reason I’d been so obsessed with her was because she was the first woman I wanted to protect. The first woman I wanted to know instead of just fuck. What made her tick? I wanted to see her open, raw, and emotional. I wanted her composure to slip. I wanted to know I caused it all, and most of all, I wanted her to see me for who I truly was and not turn away.

That last part caused me to gnash my teeth. Why did I care? I barely tolerated other humans, but somehow, she’d gotten under my skin and changed that. My emotions before her had always been singular. My wants, my needs, my likes. Regret, fear, love, guilt, or sympathy for others were pretty much foreign to me. I wasn’t totally uncaring. I had feelings and people I cared about. I’d just never been motivated to care about what others outside of them thought or how they felt—not before her.

I’d always been that way. Since I was a child, I’ve thrived on danger. I liked to create chaos, then watch the world implode around me. I destroyed things, pretty things like Nova. I took, and I ruined, and I manipulated. At times I felt evil; deep-rooted and wholly so.

My grandmother was the first person to notice my behavior, but she never disciplined me for the things I did. I figured it was out of guilt. Her son, my father, had killed my mother then himself in a fit of rage when I was four. It all happened in front of me. I probably should have been given counseling after, but she was a devout Catholic, so she chose religion over science. She had the priest pray for me, then she’d pay to fix the things I’d broken.

The worst incident happened when I took a carving knife to school and tried to stab my ninth-grade algebra teacher for calling me stupid because I wouldn’t participate in his remedial class. I wasn’t stupid. I already knew everything he was trying to teach me. I was bored. The look Grandmother gave me when she came to pick me up made me think I’d finally pushed her too far and she would send me away. Instead, she threatened to sue the school if they reported me, then paid a small fortune to get me into another one. There were no consequences for me, like always. I continued to cause havoc, unchecked.

It was years later when she finally said enough was enough, but by then, it was too late. At eighteen, the therapist she’d sent me to—Mrs. Jordan—diagnosed me with conduct disorder. I wasn’t yet a sociopath but could very well become one. She told my grandmother this, and that was a truth my grandmother didn’t want to hear. She fired Mrs. Jordan and told me it was all a lie. I knew the therapist wasn’t lying. I carried no illusions about who I was. Everyone in our family knew what I was as well. They were just too afraid to speak up in fear of reprisal from my grandmother. Her fortune paid for their lifestyles; they wouldn’t risk it.

When I was twenty, she died, and my Uncle Vinny, the black sheep of the family, showed up after the funeral. He took me under his wing. He told me I’d have to fend for myself because even though my grandmother had left her fortune to me, it would be tied up for years by our greedy, bickering relatives. He was right. He taught me how to use my ruthlessness and lack of empathy to my advantage. Because of that, I’d built an empire of my own.

Shaking the thoughts of the past away, my mind drifted right back to Nova.

I hadn’t been prepared for her to acquiesce to my offer. Neither was I ready for her pussy to fit my cock so marvelously. Now that I got to feel how responsive her body was to my touch, I wanted more. How far would I go to get what I wanted? I didn’t have to think about it that hard. I’d go very fucking far. That was why I should have avoided her. But the thought of not touching her again, of not being inside her, physically hurt.

I closed my eyes. The memory of her soft body pressing against mine while she came undone was so vivid. I loved that my name had sounded like a prayer on her lips. My entire body shuddered. The need to cum was so strong it made me ache. My head pounded and my stomach clenched.

“Take it deeper and watch your fucking teeth,” I barked and grabbed a handful of blonde hair. I pushed the owner's head further down on my dick until I hit the back of her throat; my hips surged forward. She gagged. I liked it when they gagged. I imagined Nova’s orgasm face. She was breathtakingly beautiful when she came for me. Fuck!

It was her name I whispered when I exploded in one of the random club server’s mouths. I held her head there until my dick started to deflate; only then did I untangle my fingers from her hair.

“Go,” I ordered.

Without hesitation, she got up from under my desk and scurried to the door. I made a mental note never to call her again. Too much teeth.

After tucking my dick back in my pants and zipping them up, I picked up the phone to call my investigator, David Rosen. I didn’t care that it was four in the morning.

“Hello,” he answered groggily.

“Find out any and everything you can that you haven’t already told me about Nova Covington and her brother. I want a file by noon today.”

I hung up knowing he would do what I ordered. I needed leverage, and he’d find it for me.


Nova

The days after the office incident with DeMarco, he went back to being his obnoxious self. He said nothing to me about what had happened between us, and I was too afraid to bring it up. I almost started to think I’d imagined the entire thing. That was until the third day, when I felt his eyes on me. His gaze was even more heated than it had been before.

He sat behind his desk as usual. I could tell he was trying to get my attention, but I refused to acknowledge him or even think too long about what we’d done—not while he was so close. At home, I couldn’t stop thinking about him, though; how he felt. I would masturbate to the memories. I spent long nights touching myself, imagining it was him. Then I’d get up the next day and pretend none of it happened. It was easy; I was used to pretending. I’d complete my work and leave.

The fourth day, he went back to being the old DeMarco again. He even left the club with some big-titted redhead. I’d watched him on the club’s security feeds as he left, his big hands cupping what little bit of ass she had. I decided to leave earlier than my usual time that day. I hated to admit that I was angry at the fact that I seemed a lot easier to forget than he was. I packed up my laptop, grabbed my purse, and left just as the club workers were making their way in. As usual, they stared. Everybody knew I was the girl working to save her brother’s life. I hated the scrutiny—the pitying looks on their faces.

The alert on my phone sounded just as I took a seat inside my car. I checked my messages to distract myself from thoughts of why DeMarco leaving with another woman niggled at my nerves. It was a text from Dixon, my brother’s closest friend and my niece’s godfather. I already had a good idea of what he wanted and felt annoyed.

I hadn’t heard from Dixon since we’d graduated from college. Right after my brother went ghost on me, Dixon had called out of the blue to tell me my five-year-old niece needed things. Even though her mother refused to let me see her because of Cedrick’s refusal to be a good father, I still sent money and clothes monthly. I didn’t want her to go without what she needed just because my brother hadn’t been raised worth a shit. The problem was, now, it seemed to be expected of me.

I received monthly calls telling me she needed one thing or another. Her mother had even asked me to help pay their electric bill a few times. I pushed the resentment I felt down deep where all my other unwanted feelings go. Dwelling on it solved nothing. I dialed Dixon. It was after nine in the evening, so I wasn’t expecting him to answer. When I got his voicemail, I left a message.

"Hey, Dixon, I got your text and can meet you tomorrow at about three at the usual place, after I pick up everything from the list you emailed me."

I hung up, then dialed Paolo’s number. I didn't expect him to answer either, but he was the club manager, and I was told to report to him with any issues. When his voicemail picked up, I let him know I’d be taking the next day off. That would give me time to run errands and get my thoughts and emotions in check. I cranked my car and pulled out of the parking lot. I sighed as I turned the corner and pushed thoughts of DeMarco to the back of my mind.

By the time I made it home, all I wanted to do was take a shower and go to bed. After handling my hygiene, I popped an Ambien and climbed into bed.


Nova

Noise from my living room awoke me, forcing me to pry my tired eyes apart. I felt irked to my soul because I knew it could only be my brother. This motherfucker finally decided to show his face.

All the anger I’d been suppressing for three months blossomed squarely in the middle of my chest, making it hard to breathe as I got out of bed. The fact that he’d disappeared right after guilting me into working for DeMarco Russo had me beyond pissed. He could have at least stuck around to make sure I was okay. The only reason I knew he was still alive was because he sent me a text every so often. Selfish motherfucker didn’t even have the decency to call.

I stomped into the living room, ready to go the fuck off.

"It’s about time you brought your ass—" I paused mid-sentence.

Instead of finding my brother standing in the middle of my living room, drinking my good wine straight from the bottle, it was the devil in a suit and tie.

"DeMarco?"

I almost thought I was dreaming. Maybe I shouldn’t have pictured him earlier when I played in my pussy. But I knew I wasn’t dreaming; all of it felt too real. I got right back into "go the fuck off" mode, I just had a different target.

"What the fuck are you doing in my house?" I yelled, so loud I caused my own head to swim.

DeMarco’s only reaction was a slow turn of his head in my direction and the slight rise of his naturally arched eyebrow.

"I came to see you; you don’t look happy to see me," he taunted.

"Are you serious right now? It is three-thirty in the morning, not to mention this is my fucking house. How’d you get in?"

"I said I came to see you," he repeated before calmly turning, placing the wine bottle on the table, and sitting down on my leather sofa like he was supposed to be there or had been invited. "Come sit with me."

My mouth fell open at his audacity. I was not about to do any such thing. I made my way from behind the sofa and came to a stop right in front of him, crossing my arms over my chest. I shook my head at his relaxed demeanor.

"You’ve got to go," I said.

He cocked his head and watched me for a few seconds before speaking. "So, I’m not welcome here, Nova?" The hard tone in his voice conveyed that he was daring me to say he wasn’t.

Too bad for him, I wasn’t motivated to play nice by his tone. He’d get the truth. Fuck the consequences.

"Nah, you’re not welcome. Like I said before, you gotta go. It is one thing to have you bossing me around at your place of business—you own that, and I work for you—but this is my sanctuary. I don’t want you here."

He didn’t react to my anger. Instead, he lazily trailed his eyes down from my face to my naked thighs. I was wearing a long T-shirt, but the way he was staring at me made me feel naked. It also made me remember his touch and how good it felt to have him stroking long and deep inside. My pussy clenched. I closed my eyes, blocking out his face. Taking a deep breath to calm my nerves, I fought against the sexual haze trying to fog my mind.

When I composed myself, I opened them to find him staring at me with a knowing smile on his face. He licked his lips slowly and deliberately, then smirked. He knew what I’d been thinking and that it was having an effect on me. My sudden attraction to him bothered me so much; it was unhealthy. I knew it, but the danger he exuded did something to me.

I was annoyed, turned on, and mad at myself for being turned on. He was the cause of all these feelings, and I wanted him gone. Then I’d do like I had done several times before and relieve the stress he’d caused by playing in my pussy thinking of him. It was a vicious cycle that made me wonder what the fuck was wrong with me.

He drummed his thigh with the fingers of his right hand. "I think I’ll stay a bit longer," he declared. His eyes shifted away from me and drifted around my townhouse. "This is a nice place; I like it. I like how all the different reds and browns come together. That mask on your wall, is it Igbo?"

He was playing mind games. He didn’t give a fuck about how I’d decorated.

"Why are you here?" I asked, switching tactics.

I had a feeling if I didn’t let him get whatever he needed off his chest, he wouldn’t be leaving anytime soon. I took a seat in the armchair directly across from him.

"Why didn’t you come to work today?" He feigned indifference, but his eyes told a different story. There was a storm brewing in them.

"Paolo said it was okay if I took the day off," I responded right away, not wanting to give him any reason to stay longer, while also wondering why he showed up at my house in the middle of the night to ask me that bullshit. He could have asked me that at work or in a text—or not at all.

"I didn’t ask you that. I asked why."

It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him to mind his own business.

"I had errands to run, and our original agreement stated I work Tuesday through Saturday and have five days of my choice off each year. That’s one down, four to go. Is that all you want to know?" I answered, not bothering to hide the attitude in my tone.

"Are you fucking your brother’s friend, Dixon?" he asked, never taking his eyes from me.

I was taken aback by his question. Was that jealousy I heard? Nah, I immediately dismissed the thought.

"Did you seriously just ask me that? That’s none of your business." He had no right to be questioning me about anything, let alone who I was fucking. I shook my head, got up, and moved toward the door. "Okay, goodnight, DeMarco. Thank you for stopping by. It was nice having you," I said sarcastically.

"Shut the door, Nova." It was an order.

"I don’t take orders in my own house."

"Answer the question, Nova."

"No."

He pressed his lips together and grunted out a chuckle. "I don’t scare you, do I?" he asked.

"No," I answered truthfully. All he could do was threaten me with death. Death didn’t scare me. I had very little to live for.

"I could change that," he responded evenly, but his tone chilled me. "I know where your niece lives."

He had my attention. I closed the door. I stood next to it and waited for him to continue.

"I thought about the day your brother brought you into my office… You looked like you wanted to kill him yourself. You didn’t even flinch when I threatened to kill him. I don’t think you like him very much. So, I figured there had to be a more important reason you allowed yourself to be involved in his fuck-up. I had you checked out. You have no one. No friends, and no family, besides your brother, and you can’t even trust him. So, I knew to dig deeper. And when I did, I found your estranged niece. You’re a very smart woman, Nova—book smart—but gullible. Let me guess, your fuck-up of a brother told you I threatened to hurt Leyani?"

I was struck frozen by the fact he was able to read me so well in his office that day. We were there less than twenty minutes, and I usually hid my emotions well.

When Cedrick came to me and told me he’d gambled away a hundred grand and needed my help, I did indeed think about killing him myself. I’d considered picking up the big kitchen knife that lay next to me on the counter and plunging it into his heart. I’d have been justified in doing so.

Him, his mother, and father had already taken enough from me. They’d ruined my childhood and stole from me. When I was eighteen, my real father had died and left me a half-million-dollar insurance policy. Somehow, my mother had gotten hold of it, opened a bank account in my name, and used my money so that they could live lavishly while I struggled my way through college. I was barely surviving, and they were living in a mini-mansion, driving foreign cars.

I didn’t find out what she’d done until after she died of breast cancer, and by then, it was too late. Everything was gone. Her husband had the nerve to be angry when he found out I had filed a fraud claim with the insurance company against him. He really thought they deserved my father’s money. The investigation was still ongoing. I always thought Cedrick had known what they were doing, though he denied it. So, I had no qualms about flat-out telling him I wouldn’t help, not even if I could. I made good money as an accountant, but I didn’t have a hundred thousand dollars I could just give to him.

The next day he showed up again with a sob story about the Russos threatening Leyani, my niece.

I knew I had to help but didn’t know how. The only thing I owned of value was my townhouse, and it would take weeks, if not months, to withdraw the equity on it, and it still wouldn’t be enough. That was when he’d come up with the idea that I should work off his debt because he didn’t have any viable skills. The fucking nerve, right? I wasn’t going to do it. I already knew what type of family the Russos were. They stayed in the news; allegedly, they committed lots of crimes. I wasn’t getting involved with that.

He convinced me it was the only way; his time was up. Like a fool, I agreed to do what needed to be done, but only to keep Leyani safe. She was the only part of my bloodline that deserved nothing but happiness. For her, I’d signed my life away for two years—and I had a feeling DeMarco was about to tell me I didn’t have to.

"Ahh, you catch on quick, little one. I can see by the look in your eyes you’re realizing your brother played you."

I never suspected my brother would lie to me about something like that, but then why wouldn’t he? Our momma and his daddy had raised him to only think about himself. He was her perfect little son who could do no wrong, but who was always doing wrong. I could really see myself hating him, but how would that help me? Dwelling on it wouldn’t change it or make it better. But one thing for sure: he’d burned his last bridge with me. After his debt was paid, he was dead to me.

I pushed the feelings of bitterness, hate, and resentment to the side and moved on. Clearing my throat, I shifted my eyes away from DeMarco—who was looking at me like I was pitiful—to a spot on the wall behind his head.

"Does that mean you’ll let me out of our arrangement because he lied?"

The question was rhetorical. I already knew the answer.

He outright laughed at me. "I would if I could, but—"

I cut him off. "No, you wouldn’t. Don’t lie. You aren’t the type who does things out of the kindness of his heart."

He nodded. "You’re right. But I do have a deal for you."

"A deal? What kind of deal?" My throat was so tight it was a wonder words came out at all.

"One that’ll benefit us both."

"Yeah, right!" I didn’t bother hiding the aggravation in my voice. "Now that you know that I’ll do anything for my niece, you have the upper hand. Any deal that you offer me will not benefit us both. Just spit it out so I can go back to bed."

He nodded. "I like that about you, Nova. No need for sweet words or sugarcoating. I’ve never been good at that either. Let’s get straight to the point then." He relaxed his back against the sofa and drummed the fingers of his right hand on his huge thigh. "I want to continue fucking you until you’re no longer under my employ. One year and three months, and we're even."

My blood pressure spiked. I felt excited and horrified all in the same moment; then suddenly, a switch flipped in my head.

"That’s the entire remainder of our agreement. You never planned to let me go after the two years, did you?"

He didn’t try to deny it.

"No, not while you are valuable to me; you had to have known this. I’m a businessman after all, and you’re damn good at what you do. You’ve only been working for three months, and you’ve found years’ worth of discrepancies that will save me hundreds of thousands."

You’re a fucking liar, that’s what you are, I thought.

The excitement I felt at the thought of fucking him waned with each word spoken, replaced by resentment and anger. I wanted to laugh or cry or lash out. I didn’t know which—maybe all three, because that’s what crazy people did, wasn’t it? I felt on the brink of losing my fucking mind. I knew that whole "you’re free in two years" story was bullshit, but I figured I’d deal with that lie when the time came. I knew Cedrick knew it was bullshit, too. But like always, Cedrick didn’t care as long as his ass was out of the fire. Hearing the truth that early in the game affected me more than I wanted it to. The numbness I was used to ebbed away, and panic set in.

I needed to sit down before I fell. I returned to the side chair across from him on wobbly legs. He was watching me. He wanted a reaction. He was probably getting off on me freaking out, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. I dug my nails into my palms and hid them at my sides so he couldn’t see them until I felt calm enough to speak.

I ran the numbers in my head. Fifteen months. Four hundred and fifty-odd days of opening my legs to a man I wanted to erase. It was a high-interest loan on my soul, and DeMarco was the ultimate shark.

"I figured as much, but how do I know you’re telling the truth this time?" I put much emphasis on the word truth because he seemed to have his own morally corrupt version of it. I was surprised by how calm I sounded as rage threatened to choke me.

"You have my word. My word is the one thing I don’t go back on—when I mean it," he added as an afterthought.

I laughed cynically. "I guess I have no choice."

"You always have a choice, Nova."

"Do I?" I snapped.

"Yes. Stop pretending you don’t. You could say no."

"Then I work for you forever."

"No. Until you’re no longer needed."

He made it sound so simple, but it was not. Not with men like him.

"What if I just leave?"

He shrugged his wide shoulders and shook his head. "Not a good idea. You don’t want me to come looking for you. If I couldn’t find you, I know exactly where your niece is," he replied in a tone that chilled my blood.

"You would hurt a little girl? Why not just kill my brother? It was his debt."

"Me killing your brother won’t be a punishment as far as you’re concerned. Your contempt for him is written all over your face every time I mention him. What did he do to you, Nova? Why do you hate him so much?" He tilted his head and examined my face while waiting for me to answer.

"That would be none of your business. And you didn’t answer my question about my niece."

"No, I don’t hurt children. I’m not a monster. And even then, monsters have morals, Nova," he said this, but his face was a mask of menacing contradiction. He could lie about what he was, but he couldn’t hide what he was. "But there are things far worse than death that can happen to a little girl, and I know people who can make those things happen."

Morbid curiosity had me wanting to ask him what things, but I didn't. I didn’t need any more nightmares.

"I see." I averted my gaze. He was still staring at me like he could read my thoughts, and I was afraid he might be able to. If he could, he would definitely have killed me on the spot. I was already plotting how to ruin him.

I counted to ten in my head, clenched, then unclenched my fist. Then I counted to twenty when ten wasn’t e-fucking-nough. I was furious. I wanted to see him bleed. No—correction: I wanted to make him bleed. But I knew that it wasn’t possible for me to do it physically. However, I had access to all his money. I’d have to carefully plan his demise.

"I have a question."

"Go ahead." He nodded.

"Why me? There are women—a lot of women—who work for you. Who come to the club. Women who would give their left arm to have you popping up in their house in the middle of the night on some crazy stalker shit. Why not them?" I left out the fact that I would have been one of those women, after the first time, before he threatened my niece.

"I’ll ignore the slight. I don’t consider my behavior stalker-ish or crazy. You act as if—"

I interrupted him before he finished. "Nobody crazy considers themselves crazy," I pointed out.

"Whatever you say, Nova. Just know—I’m interested, and I have my reasons."

"Let me guess. Reasons you don’t care to share?"

"No, not right now," he replied with finality.

"Okay, I guess it really doesn’t matter." No need to press him; I figured the truth would eventually come out, and I already had my own idea why. The smell of a domineering, narcissistic asshole wafted off him so strongly it was overbearing. Forcing a woman who showed no interest in him into fucking him was totally his style. If I had fallen at his feet and begged for his cock that first day after I clocked in, we wouldn’t have been here. The situation was cliché—he was cliché—so fucking cliché he could be the brooding hero in a cheesy grocery store romance novel. Gag me with a spoon.

"Okay, we have a deal."

My body in exchange for my freedom. Ain't that fucking something?

Standing, I pulled my shirt over my head, exposing myself to him. Clenching my fists at my sides, I closed my eyes and squeezed them tight, attempting to work up enough nerve to do what I needed.

"You want to do it now. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?" I choked out.

He didn’t respond right away; his gaze was locked on my breasts. I reached up and cupped them, pinched my nipples, then moaned real pretty-like for him. I would be the best whore I could be until I figured out how I could get out of the mess my brother had gotten me into or my one year and three months was up—whichever came first. His eyes became ablaze with fire; he rose from his seat on my sofa slowly, as if in a trance.

"Damn, your skin is so fucking beautiful." He reached out but drew his hand back short of touching me. "But I see malice in your eyes."

"What does that mean, Mr. Russo?" I batted my eyelashes at him.

"My name is DeMarco, and you very well know what that means. You’re plotting in that cute little head of yours, lil' one. I think tonight would probably be my last one breathing if I took you up on your very, very tempting offer." He licked his lips before dragging his eyes away from my tits.

I was plotting, but he was half wrong. He had nothing to worry about at that moment. Raising my arms out to the sides of my body, I cocked my head and threw a fake, sugary-sweet smile his way.

"Are you insinuating I’d kill you? Do I look like a killer, Mr. Russo?"

He scowled. "It is DeMarco. And you look like a fucking angel, but there’s nothing angelic about you. And anybody can be pushed to kill, little one."

He stepped back, putting more space between us. Placing his hands in his pants pockets, he ran his tongue across his teeth.

"Am I making you nervous, Mr. Russo?" I took a step forward, invading his space.

Suddenly, a serious look morphed his features; it made him look even more evil than usual.

"You’re playing games, Nova. That’s not wise. But I’ll indulge you for now. And to answer your question… Fuck, yes. I don’t know what to make of you, and that makes me very fucking nervous."

"Ask me what you want to know, Mr. Russo, and I’ll tell you."

"As tempting as that sounds," he turned and walked over to the door, "I think we both need sleep. You’ll see things differently tomorrow—at least, I hope you will."

"Tomorrow I’ll still be indebted to you and pissed off about it."

He opened the door after buttoning his expensive suit jacket.

"Don’t think of it like that. Relax and enjoy it. Like you did the first time. Did you not enjoy me, Nova?" he asked as he eye-fucked me, grinning wolfishly. He waited for a beat for me to answer, and when he realized I wasn’t going to, he said, "I know you enjoyed it, Nova. I sure as fuck did."

"If you say so."

"I know so, and you will again." He licked his lips and my clit thumped. It bothered me so much that him doing something so simple could get under my skin.

I sighed. Why did my body respond to him even as I stood there furious?

He was about to close the door when I thought of something. "Aye, how’d you get in?"

He looked over his shoulder. "I had copies made of your keys. Don’t change the locks," he warned before the door closed.

I held on to as much calm as I could until I was sure he was gone and wasn’t coming back, then I picked up the lamp that sat next to my sofa and chucked it against the wall. I felt slightly better after doing so, so I picked up his empty wine bottle and threw it, too.


Nova

“You’re late,” he said as soon as I walked into my office.

His gruff baritone grated on my nerves. I checked my cellphone for the time. After showing up at my house and waking me up in the middle of the night, you’d think he’d understand why I was six minutes late.

I was too tired to verbally spar with him, and he was obviously baiting me. So, I bit my tongue to keep from responding and got ready to work. I pulled out my chair, sat down, and then rolled my eyes at the fact that the inner office door was open. I didn’t bother asking him to close it.

I carried on with my business like he wasn’t watching me. For two hours straight, I ignored his heavy gaze bearing down on me as I worked. It was usually easy to lose myself in numbers, but not today. The entire time, he watched me, causing a jittery feeling to churn in my gut until I couldn’t take it anymore.

“What?” I snapped, whipping my head in his direction.

He was grinning like he’d won some kind of game.

“Why is annoying me funny to you? Seriously, what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing is wrong with me, Nova. Did you plan on spending the entire morning without speaking to me?”

“Do I have to speak to you now? I never have before. Is that part of our ‘deal’?”

“Should I make it part of the deal?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. This is your world; you can do what you want. But since we’re on the subject… what are the rules to this game you’re playing with me?”

There were always rules with men like him.

He raised one finger. “One rule.” There was wickedness in his blue eyes, so I braced myself for whatever he was about to throw my way.

“Your body now belongs to me. Every lush inch of you, I get to fuck and taste—anywhere, anytime. And you’ll take me: hard, fast, slow, however I want it. ‘No’ is not an option.”

Damn. Each of his words sent a jolt of electricity to my clit. I was ready to pull my clothes off and lay prostrate at his feet. I fought the urge to do just that as his heated gaze journeyed from my eyes down to my breasts. My nipples hardened, becoming too sensitive. The fabric of my bra against them was suddenly uncomfortable. When he licked his lips like he could already taste me on them, I swallowed hard. Oh, how I wanted him to taste me.

I cleared my throat, disguising a moan.

“I’m going to lunch.” I stood and picked up my purse, ready to head toward the door. I needed to get away from him immediately, before I begged him like a bitch in heat to fuck me.

He’s evil, I yelled at myself mentally. You’re not supposed to want this man.

My brain understood that, but my pussy didn’t seem to comprehend. She wanted him so fucking badly that it was unnatural.

“Nova!”

He yelled my name, stilling my steps.

“What?” I whispered breathlessly, my back to him.

“Come here.”

“No. Can I please go to lunch?” I whined. My tone annoyed me; it sounded weak. I had never been weak—not until him.

“Nova.” I heard the threat in the way he said my name, but I didn’t move. So, he came to me.

His musky cologne invaded my senses. Goosebumps exploded all over my skin. He pushed me forward roughly, trapping me with his body weight. My breasts flattened against the wall.

“I have another rule, one I just came up with.” He breathed hard against my neck, pressing his thick cock into the globes of my ass. He tugged at my skirt. “No running from me.”

He kissed down the length of my neck—feathery kisses that caused me to shiver.

“I’m not,” I panted.

“You are, and I’ve already warned you; it is not wise, Nova.”

“I’m not,” I repeated, even as the need to get as far away from him as I could battled with my want to stay.

He inched my skirt up my thighs until it was around my waist. He hissed when his warm hand connected with my bare ass.

“Where are your panties?”

“In my purse.”

I left out the fact that I’d stopped in the bathroom to take them off. They’d become uncomfortably wet on the drive to work because of the anticipation of seeing him.

“Hmmm... thank you for the easier access.” He hummed against my shoulder while his fingers crawled up my inner thigh. I spread my legs further apart without a second thought. He used two thick fingers to separate my labia, stroking my clit with his thumb. My knees nearly buckled. If not for him holding me up, I’d surely have fallen.

“There are three fundamental things you must learn about me if this is to work.” He circled my clit with his thumb.

I hissed.

“One.” He plunged a thick finger inside me.

I whimpered.

“I don’t like to be ignored, Nova. Especially not by you. Two: I don’t like to be disobeyed. Especially by you. Don’t tell me no again.” He added another finger, and I wished for something bigger, more filling. Shamelessly, I was prepared to beg for it. “And three: I don’t share. I don’t want to see you and Dixon in the same vicinity for as long as you’re mine. I’ll buy everything your niece needs and have it delivered myself.”

A third digit joined the other two, stretching me. He used them to fuck me—in and out, lazily, languidly. It felt so good, but it was not the right rhythm to make me cum, and I really wanted to cum. Popping my hips, I tried to fuck myself on his fingers. He wouldn’t let me. He was showing me that he was in control of my pleasure. He used his free hand to press against my belly so I couldn’t move. I was near delirious with the need to cum when he asked, “Do you understand, Nova?”

I nodded. At that moment, I would have agreed to anything he said, as long as he didn’t stop.

“I need you to tell me you understand, Nova. Use your words, baby.” He was panting.

Without hesitation, I gave him the verbal "yes" he wanted. He sped up. With three fingers, he fucked me almost as well as he’d done with his dick.

"I’m about to cum—don’t stop," I groaned.

He must have been waiting for those words. As soon as they left my mouth, cruelly and without warning, he pulled his fingers from inside me. I whimpered as he roughly spun me to face him.

“Why did you—” I began to whine, but my mind went blank.

He made a show of licking my juices from each of his fingers, lazily and languidly. Watching him made the lust-induced haze thicker, but I was just lucid enough to understand his goal: to teach me a lesson. I should have been mad at him for teasing me, but all my common sense was being overridden by my primal need.

Okay. I learned my lesson. Fuck me, I thought.

A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth. “You can go to lunch now.”

It was the way he said “go” that let me know he was serious about leaving me on the edge. The fact that I wanted to beg him not to caused a feeling like panic to take me by the throat.

Don’t do it. Have some dignity, Nova.

I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek. He turned, took a few steps, then stopped. Bending, he picked up my purse from the floor where I'd dropped it. He pulled out the lace underwear I’d taken off, brought them to his nose, and inhaled.

My resolve weakened.

“One hour, Nova. I expect you back here in one hour.” Then he walked into his office, disappearing from my view.

I forced myself to move. I fixed my skirt, grabbed my purse, and, just like that first night, I damn near ran from his club. But this time, there was no Paolo to watch me go. When I got in my car, food was the last thing on my mind. I drove home and headed straight to the shower to wash his scent off me. Feelings of humiliation and anger swirled in my stomach, mixed with need and lust. After nearly scrubbing myself raw, I turned off the hot water. The cold shock made me jump but calmed me down.

What was it about him? My lack of experience? The danger? I didn’t know, but I knew I wasn’t going to survive the game he was playing if I kept letting him penetrate my walls, both literally and figuratively. Penetration through penetration. I laughed at my own joke as I got out of the shower and dried off. After tying my hair up, I pulled on a nightshirt. There was no way I was going back to that office. Fuck DeMarco and his consequences. He could kiss my whole Black ass.

I dragged myself to the kitchen in search of food. I hated the fact that I was still slightly turned on. I should have been disgusted by what he was forcing me to do, but my body hummed at the mere thought of it.

I needed something to do with my hands, so instead of making a sandwich, I cooked the steak, shrimp, and potatoes I’d planned to eat for dinner. I wanted to eat my feelings away. In the end, I barely ate any of it. I was too distracted. The more I tried to push DeMarco out of my mind, the more I thought of him.

Deciding to watch TV, I wrapped my plate and set it in the microwave for later. Then I went to the living room and lay on the couch. I turned the TV to Insecure; I had the whole second season to catch up on. If Issa and the crew couldn’t take my mind off the devil, I was truly doomed.

The TV ended up watching me. I woke up to the phone ringing. The number was blocked. I didn’t answer blocked numbers, so I ignored it. Remembering I had a book I wanted to read on my Kindle, I turned off the TV and got up just as my phone rang again. Blocked number again. I answered out of simple curiosity.

“Hey, sis.”

The sound of Cedrick’s voice caused my eye to twitch. My attitude ratcheted from zero to a hundred in a heartbeat.

“Hey, sis,” I mocked him.

“Here you go.”

“Yeah, exactly, here I go. Three fucking months, Cedrick. I haven’t heard from you.”

“Stop tripping. I texted you.”

“Okay, so why are you calling me instead of texting now?” I replied facetiously. He took my tone as serious and answered me.

“I need a few dollars, Nova. Two thousand would help a lot. I’m doing bad.”

“Money, Cedrick? You’re asking me for money you know I don’t have? And I can’t make any because I'm stuck working off your debt for half my old salary like a fucking slave!” I yelled into the phone.

I was hell-hot. This bitch... he had a lot of nerve calling me, asking for anything. Selfish until the bitter fucking end.

He laughed. “If fucking the man who was going to kill me qualifies as working like a slave, then yes.”

“How do you know about that?” I didn’t bother denying it. Maybe he’d feel guilty about getting me into this situation.

“I know people, Nova. You know this,” he bragged. “And I’ve been told that you’ve become the head man’s favorite new fuck toy. Ask him to give it to you.” He had the unmitigated gall to say that.

“I’m not asking him for shit for you.”

I wondered if Paolo had told him. He was the only one who could have known, unless DeMarco had told someone, and I doubted he would. Why would he want anybody to know he was fucking me? I didn’t have time to chastise myself for that insecure thought because Cedrick went off.

“You’re fucking selfish and predictable. I remember Momma used to say you would end up being some white man’s bed wench. I guess she was right.”

The anger I felt when he mentioned our momma and one of her many insults caused my entire body to heat up. She started taunting me about "acting white" when I was fifteen because I got good grades. She said I would end up a white man’s whore because "no Black man wants a fat, dark-skinned know-it-all." Cedrick and his daddy had agreed and called me "bed wench" up until the summer I moved away.

“I should have let him kill your useless ass. And fuck your dead-ass momma.” The words exploded from my mouth before I could censor them, and I meant every one. If he were dead, I’d only have myself to worry about.

“I didn't mean that, Nova. But I really need this money.” He tried to back-pedal, not sounding a bit sincere. He sounded spoiled and entitled.

“Fuck you. I don't have money to give you, and if I did, I still wouldn't give it to you.”

I hung up before he could respond. Later, I found myself pacing my bedroom, not even sure at what point I’d left the living room. It took everything in me not to freak out and destroy something. Cedrick drove me fucking nuts. I should have cut him off a long time ago, but then who would I have? I had no real friends, no family; I couldn’t even spend time with my niece. My life was pathetic.

Plopping down on the side of my bed, I started reciting multiplication tables to calm myself. It didn’t work right away. Nearly an hour passed, and my anger just wouldn’t subside. I knew I’d feel better if I broke something. My anger had always made me destructive. The alarm on my phone went off, distracting me. It was ten o’clock—time for bed.

I debated whether I should take one of the sleeping pills the doctor prescribed. I didn’t want to; when I took them, I couldn’t wake up from the nightmares, and when I did wake up, I felt like shit all day. But if I didn't, I'd stay up all night ruminating about my fucked-up life. I’d only get a couple of hours of sleep, and that wouldn’t do at all. Twelve-hour days with only three hours of sleep were catching up to me.

Fuck it. Nightmares it is.

I went into the bathroom and popped two pills. I avoided looking in the mirror, afraid I’d look into my own pitiful eyes and cry. The way I was feeling, I might never stop if I started.

Dragging myself back to bed, I pulled off my clothes and got under the covers naked. I thought about praying, but what the fuck for? I knew if there was a God, He wasn’t listening to my prayers. So, I stared at the ceiling until my eyes drifted shut.


Nova

“Wake up, Nova.”

Hearing DeMarco’s voice so close to my ear caused me to sit up so fast my head swam. Coming face-to-face with him left me confused. Why was he here, in my room? Then, my memories pushed through the sleep haze. I remembered arguing with Cedrick and taking an Ambien. I’d been having the stairs nightmare again. DeMarco had awakened me just before Robert kicked me down them; then, he’d crawled into my bed and held me until I fell back asleep. I hadn’t dreamt at all after that.

Should I thank him?

When I looked up at him to say the words, he was staring at me hard, like he was trying to look into my soul. I diverted my eyes from his, concentrating instead on his clothes. He was dressed in a new black suit. I knew it was new because I’d never seen him wear it before. I questioned why I even knew that, but I didn’t want to dwell on the reason. So, I focused on the way he looked in the suit: perfect. But that wouldn’t do either. Don’t think. Stop wondering. I wish he’d stop looking at me.

“You smell like me,” I said, only because I couldn’t think of anything else to say and I couldn’t take the silence anymore.

He nodded stiffly. “I know.”

There was something in his tone I couldn’t grasp, so I left it alone. “What time is it?”

“Eleven-thirty,” he answered, a pained expression crossing his face.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I haven't slept more than three hours in years. I slept a full eight last night, lying next to you.”

“Oh.” I kept the fact that it was also my first time sleeping more than a few hours in years to myself. “Thank you for being there for me,” I whispered.

He nodded stiffly again, pivoted on his heels, and headed toward the door. He stopped right outside the threshold and spoke without looking my way.

“I ordered coffee, fruit, and bagels; it’s all on the table. Eat, shower, get dressed, and I'll see you in the office.” He paused to look at his watch. “In three hours—and no more than three hours, Nova. And we'll talk about the extended lunch break you took yesterday when you get there.”

Then he was gone. Why was he being nice to me?

I’d planned to ask him when I arrived at work, but he wasn't there and didn't show up all day. It was after seven p.m. when I decided to go get something to eat. I was not surprised when my car wouldn’t start; that’s just how my luck was set up. I got out and opened the hood. Immediately, it was obvious my engine had been tampered with. All the spark plug wires were cut, there was sugar in my radiator, and my battery was gone.

I slammed the hood and beat the top of it, not stopping until my hands hurt.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

Immediately, I knew Cedrick was behind this bullshit. It was his brand of petty. He acted like a jilted bitch whenever he was mad.

“I hate him!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, then calmed myself down enough to call his regular number, even though I knew he wouldn’t answer. I left a message.

“I’m going to kill your bitch ass myself next time I see you. After all I’ve done for you, this is what you do? I fucking hate you.” Hanging up, I didn’t give myself time to feel sorry for myself. I called a tow truck.

Fuck it, I might as well go back to work.

My day got worse after that. The mechanic I had my 2014 Dodge Charger towed to called to tell me it would cost nearly three grand to repair. I didn’t have that type of money, not after a nearly fifty-thousand-dollar pay cut. I was barely able to pay the mortgage on my townhome, the bills, and my student loans while paying off Cedrick’s debt, because DeMarco paid way less than any private firm in the area. This can’t be life. I decided to go home.

I was waiting at the exit for an Uber when I overheard Paolo say a few of the girls had called off for the night. Inferno, DeMarco’s aptly named club, catered to a highbrow clientele. It had been a secret sex club for the rich before DeMarco took over, and he had retained their clientele. I knew the girls who worked tables made anywhere from four hundred to five hundred a night. I needed that money, and it wasn't like I was going to go home and sleep anyway. I figured I might as well try asking Paolo to give me a chance, even if he turned me down. I canceled my Uber and made my way over to where Paolo was standing at the bar, going over paperwork. Something in the back of my mind told me that I was making a mistake—that I should consider how DeMarco would react—but I ignored it. Why would he care?

“I heard you need extra girls tonight, and I was wondering if I could maybe help?” I asked nervously.

Paolo turned to face me. His beady eyes immediately trailed from the top of my head to the tips of my toes, leaving behind a feeling of sliminess.

“Pull up your shirt.”

I figured he asked because I was wearing an oversized blouse that hid my figure, so I did what he asked without hesitation—though I didn’t feel good about it.

He licked his lips. “Nice tits, nearly flat stomach, flawless skin. Okay. I didn’t get it at first—all those months of him always watching you—but I understand why now. And also why he’s fucking you.”

So, he was listening. “Wait, what? Watching me?”

He studied my face for a while without answering.

“What?” I snapped.

He smirked. “You really are as clueless as you look. That’s fucking adorable,” he chuckled. “Jessi!” he screamed. A bubbly blonde who had been stacking the bar bounced over to him before I could question him further. “Take her to storage and help her find something to wear.”

“Yes, sir!” The blonde saluted with a big smile that I could tell was genuine. I wondered what it was like to be that happy. Would I ever be?

“Follow me.” She sauntered off toward the back, expecting me to follow.

Thirty minutes later, I walked out of the storage room where I’d changed. My size sixteen frame was literally stuffed into one of the club’s size twelve uniforms. It didn’t look bad; it was just uncomfortable.

Jessi popped up out of nowhere. “So, I’m going to show you how everything works before the crowd comes in, then you’re on your own. Friday nights are busy, and I won’t have time to hold your hand.”

I followed her around the club, getting familiar with everything while managing to avoid all the personal questions she asked me. I didn’t see us being friends; she’d get on my nerves with her cheerfulness. I tried not to wonder where DeMarco was.

She showed me how to work the register. I stood next to her, barely listening, thinking about the fact that I'd slept in the same bed as DeMarco.

DeMarco. DeMarco. Fucking DeMarco.

He was all I thought about.

“Do you understand?” she asked.

I nodded, though I didn’t. I’d figure it out. Why wouldn’t DeMarco leave my mind, and what had Paolo meant by saying he’d been watching me?

Jessi nudged me, her hip against mine, breaking me out of my thoughts. “Showtime, girly.”

I looked up from the bar to find people flooding into the club. I reconsidered what I was about to do. I was not exactly shy, but I had never been a "people person" either. However, I needed the money. I was an attractive woman with tits and ass, so I was more than sure I’d be okay. I took a deep breath, then took a step toward the tables I’d been assigned.

What could go wrong?


DeMarco

I stopped walking mid-stride. “What the fuck?”

I hadn’t been in the club all day because I’d been putting out fires all over the city. Someone was trying to fuck me over. Two of the warehouses where I stored guns had been broken into. Everything had been taken, and four of my men were nowhere to be found. There were only two scenarios I could come up with that would explain why they were missing: they were either dead, or they had stolen from me—and that meant they would end up dead.

As if that wasn’t enough, my Uncle Vinny had been blowing up my phone trying to find out what was going on. I’d told him years ago I no longer needed or wanted his help as far as my business was concerned. We did things differently. He was reckless and bound to end up in prison. That wasn’t how I planned to live my life: locked away like a fucking animal.

Since I felt on the verge of snapping and killing anybody I even suspected of having anything to do with my troubles, I planned to stay away from people. If not for a 911 text from Paolo, I would have never made it to Inferno that night. The last thing I expected to see when I walked into that motherfucker was Nova, sauntering across the floor in unbelievably high heels with a tray of drinks in hand.

The tight spandex shorts and flimsy racerback T-shirt all female servers were required to wear looked indecent on most, but on her, they were downright sinful. Her tits were nearly spilling out the top and sides of the shirt. Her ass cheeks peeked from the bottom of the shorts and jiggled with every step she took. It was mesmerizing. I was not the only one who noticed how sexy she looked. There were multiple eyes on her, and like always, she didn’t notice.

That was the sexiest thing about Nova. Most women would use the type of attention she received to their advantage; she didn’t even know she had the option. Her innocence was ball-tighteningly sexy. She bent over the bar and reached for a bottle. My dick thickened. I imagined myself sliding her shorts to the side and fucking her from behind, hard, in front of everyone—to show the men who watched her that she was mine. They couldn’t touch her.

She left the bar and sauntered over to a table of young Black men. She leaned over, ran her tongue seductively across her lips, then threw her head back and laughed at whatever they had said. Then she smiled—a genuine fucking smile. The fact that she was smiling at them when she’d never smiled at me like that, or at all, turned the blood in my veins cold. I didn’t understand the tangle of emotions I felt, but instinctually, I knew they’d go away once she was hidden away again, kept only for my viewing pleasure.

I started in her direction. A hand on my shoulder from behind stilled me. I knew who it was without turning. The cheap cologne he’d been wearing since I was a kid burned my nostrils.

“Do I need to make you move your hand?” I snapped.

He chuckled like I was a joke, not knowing how badly it made me want to snap his fucking neck. It would be easy. I’d done the math before; it only took about thirty pounds of targeted pressure to crush a man’s windpipe, but for a snake like him, I wanted the crack of bone. It would take more—a sudden, violent twist, maybe five hundred pounds of torque—to see his head loll at an angle his designer suit wasn't meant to hold. I would enjoy it. He thought he was untouchable because of my uncle, but one of these days, he was going to push me too far, and he would be "touched."

“Your uncle is waiting for you in VIP,” he said.

I drew my attention away from Nova and focused on Tonio, my uncle’s number-one goon. He was wearing that same distasteful look he always wore in my presence. I sneered back at him before glancing over his shoulder to find that my uncle and cousin were watching me from the VIP area. I guessed my uncle was what Paolo’s text had been about. I nodded in their direction.

What the fuck do they want?

“Move.” I shoved past Tonio after a brief glimpse in Nova’s direction. I’d have to deal with her later. I pushed thoughts of her to the back of my mind; I didn’t need the distraction.

Making my way over to my uncle caused my already tense neck to tighten even more in annoyance. I respected him, but he had a way of pissing me the fuck off like no other. He took liberties most who dealt with me never would. He expected my undying loyalty for making me the man I was. It was all bullshit. I would be who I am with or without him.

By the time I pushed through the crowd and made it upstairs, he was sitting on the black leather circular sofa that took up half the VIP room, a drink in one hand and one of my servers on his lap. I recognized her as the blonde I'd allowed to suck my dick the other night. The music was off, so I guessed this was supposed to be some type of meeting.

“Uncle,” I said when I reached him. “What are you doing here, and who are your guests?” I knew exactly who they were, and I didn’t like them. I didn’t bother to hide the contempt in my voice.

An indignant scowl contorted Vinny’s face—one similar to my own. He violently pushed the girl from his lap and stood, not caring that she nearly fell into the glass table. His actions caused his companions to cackle like fucking idiots and her to run out of the room crying.

“Can I speak to you privately for a second?” he snapped.

I recognized the words as an order, not a question. He walked off toward the hall that led to my office, expecting me to follow. I was tempted not to—I don’t take orders well—but I wouldn’t embarrass him any further. He stopped and waited for me just outside the room. I took my time making my way over, feeling his eyes on me.

When I was a few steps away, he reached out to grab my shirt. If I were anybody else, he’d have me jacked up against the wall with his finger in my face, but he knew better and snatched his hand back quickly.

He settled for wagging his finger at me. “Don’t fucking embarrass me like that again,” he said through gritted teeth, his thin lips pressed into a hard line. “That’s the head of the Moreno Cartel and his son. Do you know how fucking powerful they are? And you just walked your ass in here and looked at them like they were shit on the bottom of your shoes.”

“Uncle, as far as I’m concerned, they are. You’re the one who’s had a hard-on for them all these years.”

He scoffed, his face turning bright red. “For good reason. We could be richer than God if we get into business with them.”

Or we could end up dead, floating at the bottom of a river as soon as they don’t need us anymore, which was more likely to happen. But my uncle wasn’t trying to hear that, so I didn’t waste my breath.

“I don’t care about doing business with them, but if it’ll get you off my back, I’ll listen to what he has to say and take it into consideration.” I lied about the last part. I had no intention of doing business with them.

I half-listened to Vinny and the Morenos talking. Right off the bat, I could tell the elder Moreno was full of shit. His promises of unimagined riches weren’t guaranteed, but he made them sound as if they were. Vinny and Paolo believed every word he was spitting. I saw the dollar signs in their eyes. Fucking idiots. Dealing with drugs and sex trafficking left too many loose ends, too many variables. All that extra unknown guaranteed trouble. I’d stick to guns and guns only. They were the American way and easy to get rid of. My head had already been hurting when I walked into the room, and the longer they talked, the harder it pounded. I’d rather be anywhere else. Just when I was about to snap, I heard my name. I finally gave the conversation my full attention.

“DeMarco will be my number two,” Vinny said, involving me in something I hadn’t agreed to.

What the fuck?

I was about to object when Paolo sounded off. “But Papa,” Paolo whined child-like.

I felt embarrassed for him. He was a grown-ass man, for God’s sake, but I also wondered why Vinny didn’t let his one and only son have a chance. He obviously wanted in on their deal more than I did. Vinny silenced him with a strong wave of his hand. He didn’t even give him the courtesy of eye contact when he signaled for him to shut the fuck up. That was reckless. A smart man would know that if he kept treating his own son like a lackey and disrespecting him in front of people, it would breed resentment. That was the way to make a powerful enemy—one that could end your life. You trusted blood; you trusted them not to stab you in the back until they did.

“We need drinks to celebrate, some of the good stuff. Make it happen, Paolo.” He dismissed him altogether. Instead of standing up for himself, Paolo hopped to it like a good little lapdog. It was shameful.

“Pussy,” I mumbled under my breath, not giving a fuck if he heard me or not.

His head whipped in my direction. A brief look of disdain morphed features that were similar to my own. All the men in my family looked alike. I gave him a “hey, it’s true” shrug and raised an eyebrow—a challenge for him to prove me wrong. He averted his gaze and scurried off to do his daddy’s bidding like the coward he was.

I tuned out my uncle’s incessant ass-kissing. My thoughts immediately drifted to Nova and the night before. I’d gone to her house after the club closed to find out why she hadn’t returned to work—only to find her whimpering in bed, fighting her demons. She’d only calmed when I slid into bed next to her. She’d felt so good, her naked body pressed against mine. The way she curled into me had me wishing for things I didn't exactly know if I wanted.

Lies. You want them; you just know you don’t deserve them, my conscience taunted. It was right. I didn't deserve them, but I had already put plans in motion to get them—and her.

“Marco.” Paolo called my name, breaking me away from my thoughts. I gave him my full attention. “What’s the new girl’s name?” he asked. “Nova,” he said before I had time to answer. He snapped his fingers as if suddenly remembering. “That’s her name. I'll get her and Jessi to bring up a few bottles. You don’t mind, do you, cousin?” Paolo asked.

“No. Not at all. You do that.”

He ignored the edge to my voice like the idiot he was. He strutted over to the bar with purpose, picked up the phone, and made a big show of dialing the bar downstairs even though the one in the VIP room was fully stocked. “Have Jessi and the new girl bring two bottles of Highland Park eighteen-year whiskey.”

The younger Moreno whistled his approval. Paolo hung up the phone with a self-satisfied smirk on his face. I shook my head. Whatever game he was playing would not end in his favor.

“If you like my choice of liquor,” Paolo said to the son, “I have a feeling you'll love the new waitress I’ve called up for you.” He put emphasis on "you" and grinned my way for a second before he gave his attention back to the boy.

“Oh yeah? You think you know my type?” The boy rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

“Oh yeah,” Paolo replied. “Remember the strip club? The Black chick you liked? They share a lot in common in terms of hair and skin tone, but this one? Imagine bigger tits and back-length hair. If I fucked Black bitches, I'd be all over her.”

Out of my peripheral vision, I saw Nova walk in. She stilled, and her eyes grew stormy after hearing the words "Black bitch." It was a brief show of emotion, but I saw it. I also physically felt the shift when she locked them down. Her face went placid. Paolo saw it, too. He grinned, and I wondered how far he would take whatever game he was playing—and how far Nova would allow herself to be pushed. This should be interesting to watch.

Again, Paolo made a big show, ushering her into the room by her waist. She allowed him to, with a smile on her face that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Interestingly enough, she avoided peering my way. She observed everybody else in the room cautiously, sizing them up. Jessi, being the pro that she is, noticed something was off and removed the bottles Nova carried from her hands. She poured drinks, distracting the older Moreno and my uncle's attention, but the younger one only had eyes for Nova.

She smiled at him, and I had to swallow a threat born from pure jealousy. It soured in my stomach. There was a time I could remain unaffected by anything; now, all I seemed to be was affected, and she was the cause. Paolo saw the momentary lapse and sent a devious smirk in my direction. Nova also noticed, and her smile faltered—only for a second. Her mask quickly slid back into place.

“You like her?” Paolo asked the boy. His left hand rested on the small of her back, just above her ass. His other gripped her arm tightly, like he was expecting her to run away.

“Oh yeah, I definitely like her,” the boy said, running his sleazy eyes up from her exposed thighs and stopping at her tits.

I gritted my teeth. Paolo slid another glance my way before encouraging her to interact with the boy. I stared at him, unmoving, though the urge to pick up something and bludgeon him with it caused my palms to itch.

“Why don’t you be nice to the man and go sit in his lap? Serve him a few drinks. I’m sure he’ll be more than generous.” He said all of that to her, but his eyes were on me.


Nova

Sit on his lap?

The fuck I would. I was incensed at even the suggestion. I’d signed up to serve drinks and flirt a little, not to give motherfuckers lap dances or more. The guy ogling me was definitely expecting more than lap sitting. He was gawking at me like I was already naked, with my pussy spread open for him.

What does he think this is? A strip club? A whorehouse? I thought.

I became less indignant when, out of my peripheral vision, I caught a glimpse of Jessi removing her top. The man I recognized as Paolo’s dad and DeMarco’s uncle directed her to do a little topless dance for him and his companion—some fat Italian/Mexican-looking guy with a stereotypical amount of jewelry on. Men like them expected women to follow their orders, no questions asked. I cringed at the thought. I should have taken my ass home.

The younger man—the one who was expecting a lap dance I had no intention of giving him—reached out and took hold of my hand to focus my attention on him and away from the debauchery happening less than five feet away.

“Come here. I don’t bite. Unless you want me to,” he grinned up at me from his seat on the sofa. He was cute, maybe twenty or twenty-one; his round face looked innocent, but there was a hard edge to his brown eyes. He’d seen and done bad things. He patted his lap, and I wanted to roll my eyes so badly. He was not the least bit persuasive and very trite. I diverted my gaze. Could I say no, thank you? Does forced whoring work that way?

Paolo stood beside me, leering, waiting to see what I’d do—or maybe he was waiting to see what DeMarco would do. His eyes volleyed between the two of us. It didn’t take long for me to put two and two together and figure out that there was something deeper going on between him and his cousin, and I’d been shoved in the middle.

Why wasn’t DeMarco saying anything? His earlier declaration echoed in my head.

“I don’t share.” Wasn’t that what he’d said? I glanced at him for the first time since I’d entered the room. He luxuriated in the leather high-back chair he was sitting in—like a king on his throne, unmoving and unaffected by us peasants. Impassive.

He didn't even look at me. He didn't care.

His words earlier were probably just something he said in the heat of the moment. Or maybe he was over me, and the redhead was who he wanted now. The thought bothered me more than I wanted it to.

Paolo tapped me on my ass. “Sit down…”

The two simple words were spat with a venomous threat behind them. Inwardly, I panicked. My mind drifted to the girl, Sara, who had limped down the stairs just before I’d been called up. Her arm and side had been bruised. Had they hit her? Would they hit me? The butterflies in my stomach took flight. Nervously, I combed through my messy hair.

This would be a good time for DeMarco to chime in. I glanced at him again. He still wouldn't look at me. My anger rose to a level I wasn’t familiar with. It was not directed at Paolo, but at DeMarco for not stopping his cousin.

“Be nice to me. It’s worth it,” the man encouraged.

“Nice, huh? Okay.” Instead of sitting in his lap traditionally, I made my way over to the couch and straddled him, placing one thick thigh on either side of his legs. His dick was meaty and already hard. I pressed my cloth-covered pussy against the bulge just as his hands found my waist.

“Hi. What’s your name, and how nice do you want me to be?” I flirted.

“Angelo,” he smirked. “Real, real nice.” His tone was surprisingly like honey: thick and sweet. Up close, I realized he had the nicest lips I’d ever seen on a man—full, the bottom one more so than the top, and perfectly heart-shaped. His expensive cologne tickled my senses. I stroked the soft brown hair at the nape of his neck. Somehow, my pussy remained dry.

“Angelo, I’m going to need to see some ID before we discuss anything further,” I teased. He didn’t even look old enough to be in a club.

One of his warm hands crept up under my shirt, stopping at the small of my back. “I’m old enough for whatever you want to do.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“Yeah…” he drawled.

“Tell me bluntly, and I just might do it. Whisper it in my ear, baby. Or better, tell me what you can do with those lips of yours.” I was laying it on thick, trying to get a reaction from DeMarco. I purposely shifted my weight so my heat was pressed against his cock.

He groaned. His hand on my back started a slow stroke, moving softly against my skin.

“How about we get up out of here and I can show you?” he whispered against my lips.

“Nova. Get up.”

“What?” I answered DeMarco absentmindedly, distracted by Angelo’s hand caressing my skin.

“Nova!”

This time, when my name was called, the deathly impatient tone tore my attention away from Angelo. His hands stilled.

“Get up,” DeMarco repeated his earlier directive.

I chanced a glance over my shoulder. The rage on his face contorted his features, making him look volatile—like death itself. His icy glare held mine. Everything in me screamed to do as he said, and I would have if thoughts of the threats he’d made, the demands he’d given, and the liberties he’d taken weren't running through my head. They made me want to be anything but cooperative with him.

So, I ignored my instincts and stayed put. The thought of pissing him off further was my only motivation. He was the reason I was there being pawed in the first place. He could have dismissed me the moment his dimwitted cousin called me, but he didn’t. I was in the position he put me in.

“Is there a problem?” Angelo questioned.

I watched DeMarco slowly ascend from his seat at the same time Angelo’s hands made their way from my back to my ass. He cupped my cheeks. Before I could even register the feel of them, I was moving. DeMarco lifted me like I weighed nothing. Everyone in the room paused as if a button on a remote had been pushed. Then the world sped up. Everybody was yelling at once, trying to figure out what was happening—except Paolo. He watched as it all unfolded, perched on a stool at the bar with a sly grin on his face.

I don’t know what type of bad blood was between him and DeMarco, but I recognized the look in his eyes. I’d seen it in my own mother’s eyes directed at me many times. Scorn. Hate. Malice.

Demarco

I have no illusion about who I am. I’ve hurt and killed people. I’ve lied; I’ve stolen. But never in my life have I been in a place where I wanted to bring a slow, torturous death to someone because of my emotions—emotions I didn’t even know I was capable of having until her. Watching her enjoy that boy’s hands on her caused something in me to snap.

She didn’t know it, but she’d fucked us both. I had made a fatal mistake. I had just told the two most dangerous cartels in the city that she was the only thing on this earth I give a fuck about. She didn’t just get her pussy wet and piss me off; she had signed her own death warrant. And now, I was the only monster standing between her and the ones who are going to come for her. Now I had a reason to tether her to me until I killed every man in that room—my uncle and cousin included. They were all now a threat to both of us.

After carrying her from the VIP room to my office, I dropped her unceremoniously to the floor, causing her to yelp in pain.

“What in the fuck was that?” I exploded. The pent-up rage caused my voice to reverberate off the walls.

She chuckled at me from her spot on the floor.

“Why are you mad? You could have stopped whatever it was before it began. Or would you have let me fuck him to please your uncle? Now that I think about it, I wouldn’t have minded at all.” She spread her legs, taunting me. “See how wet he has my pussy?”

Cocking my head to the right, I tried to make sense of the entity in front of me. Did she not understand that I was dangerous? That I’d killed people with no remorse? Why would she antagonize me? I knew that’s what she was doing as soon as she climbed into the boy’s lap. Knowing that made me no less angry. She had let another man touch her, and not just that—she’d enjoyed it.


Nova

DeMarco leaned back against his desk, lording over me. His rigid posture was meant to intimidate, and it was doing its job. My heart was beating a mile a minute.

“What did I tell you, Nova? What was my first rule?” His voice rumbled just before he rushed me. He snatched me up from the floor, his thick digits closing around my throat before I could react. Slamming my back against the same wall he’d fucked me against just nights before, his eyes bore into mine. They were blazing with jealousy.

His jealousy was obviously worse for me than his anger. When he was angry, his grip had been sexual—just enough to send me over the edge. At this moment, I could barely breathe.

“I told you your body belongs to me. I told you I don’t share,” he said, giving me a look that Satan would envy.

This was not how I’d imagined dying. My adrenaline kicked in at that thought. I tried fighting him, but digging my fingernails into his hand didn’t even cause him to flinch. His grip only tightened until I couldn’t breathe at all. In a last-ditch effort to save my life, I reached out and managed to punch him in the side of the head with as much strength as I could muster.

He stumbled back, letting me go. Sliding down the wall, I choked and gasped for air; swallowing burned my throat. While I tried to regain my composure, he stood over me, glaring down. It took reminding myself that he was a cold-blooded killer to keep myself from jumping up and attacking him.

“What in the hell is wrong with you?” I meant to yell, but I could only manage a hoarse whisper.

Instead of responding, he took one menacing step in my direction. I had to fight the urge to cower away.

“Get up.” Grabbing my arm, he pulled me into a standing position. His face softened once we were eye to eye. “I’m sorry.”

Men like DeMarco didn’t apologize. I knew he was sincere.

“I shouldn’t have ever put my hands on you in that way. It’s just—” Leaving the rest of whatever he was about to say hanging in the air, he backed away. His eyes narrowed. “What the fuck am I doing?” he asked himself.

He dropped his head and ran his hands through his hair. Finally, he looked at me, cocking his head to the left, and just stared for a monotonous moment. I watched him so intently, wondering what in the hell was going on with him, that I was startled when he finally spoke. I jumped and squeaked.

“What the fuck are you doing to me?” It was an accusation, not a question.

I didn’t know what to say, so I just stood there in silence, watching him watch me. I flinched when he reached for me. He pulled his hand back short of actually touching me. Dropping his head again, he sighed. “Go home, Nova.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I immediately headed for the door. My hand was on the knob when he grabbed me. I was so frigging scared my heart rate climbed dangerously. He pulled me to him, spun me, and pressed his forehead to mine.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered against my lips.

The moment was so intimate that I became even more confused—not just by him, but by my body’s reaction to him. His touch was still electrifying, even after he’d damn near choked me unconscious. I was ashamed and angry at myself. I wanted out of his presence but resisted the urge to pull away. I was not in the mood to set him off again. I remained there, in his space, until he let me go.

Backing up, he turned his back to me. “Go home, Nova,” he repeated. This time, when I went to leave, he didn’t stop me.

I predicted Paolo would be standing outside the office, and he didn’t disappoint. When I opened the door, there he was with a pleased smile on his smug rat face. I wanted to spit on him. He’d orchestrated the entire situation that got me choked just to involve me in their spat. He blocked me from leaving.

“Move!” I pushed past him.

Grasping my wrist, he pulled me back to his side. We stood so close I could smell stale cigarettes and cheap perfume on his silk button-up. Up close, he looked a lot like DeMarco, but in a cliché "mob lackey from the movies" type of way. I glared at him, yanking my arm from his grip. We faced off.

He chuckled. “I knew from the moment I saw the way he looked at you, you would be it.”

Curious, I asked him what he meant.

“His downfall. That pussy God gave you between those thick thighs will inevitably be lethal.”

I didn’t exactly know what he was accusing me of, but I knew it was meant to be offensive.

“Fuck you!” I yelled in his face before I shoved him aside and ran from the club for the third time, not looking back.


DeMarco

I had watched her sleep twice before, so I knew she was pretending when I walked into her bedroom. It was nearly eight o’clock in the morning; only five hours had passed since the incident at the club. I had wanted to go to her immediately, but after getting into it with Paolo, I had to stop by my hotel to wash his blood off me and change my clothes.

My cousin was playing with fire because of a petty feud between us that wasn’t even real; he had conjured it in his own mind. I didn’t want his place at his father’s side, but telling him that had been pointless. He took a swing at me after claiming I’d embarrassed him. I put him on his ass and put a gun to his head. His father stepping between us was the only reason he hadn’t met his death in my office.

While Vinny tried to convince me to calm down, a voice in the back of my head was urging me to just kill them both and end whatever had been put into motion before it started. But I knew I had to be smarter than just outright killing them. The boy and his father would be harder to get to, and if my uncle and cousin turned up missing before I killed the Morenos, they'd know I was coming for them. A war would break out. That was something I couldn’t afford now that I had plans to change my life.

But none of that mattered at the moment. I pushed my worries to the back of my mind. Making sure Nova was safe was my only concern.

“Nova, I need to talk to you.”

Turning over onto her back, she threw her hand over her eyes.

“First, I want to make a promise to you. I will never raise my hand to you again. How I responded was uncalled for.”

She remained silent.

“You asked me: why you?”

She grunted.

“It’s because it’s you. There is no explanation; no words describe why. It’s just a feeling. What happened last night has never happened before. If you were any other woman, I wouldn’t have cared if you fucked him right there in front of everybody. But there’s something about you that drives me to react without thought. That's not me.”

That got her attention. She turned over and faced me, finding my eyes and holding my gaze.

“Is this your way of saying you like me? Is that what bribing me into fucking you was about—you like me?”

She wasn’t getting it, and I realized if I wanted her to understand me, I would have to state my intentions plainly.

“No, Nova. I don't just like you. I want you; I crave you. I plan to possess you. I want to be the reason you cry and laugh. I want to wake up in your pussy and fuck you until the rage that is always inside me subsides. I want you to tell me who hurt you so I can make them bleed.”

I watched her squirm.


Nova

Whoa. My gut clenched at how desperate he sounded. He didn’t say anything else; I knew he was waiting for me to speak. I frowned. I had no idea how to respond to what he’d just said to me, but the pressure building up in my chest warranted that I say something.

“Um—” I started, then stopped. Was I really about to thank him for his words? Should what he said be considered a compliment? I took it as one. I had never had a chance to become fully cognizant of my own self-worth, so nearly everything was a compliment to me.

Did he mean what he said? What if he did? What if he meant every word? The thought was scary—he was everything no woman should want—but also endearing to someone like me who had been raised in such a cold, abusive, and unloving environment. My thoughts continued to run rampant until he spoke.

“Look, Nova.” He walked over from where he stood at the door and kneeled next to my bed so we were eye to eye. “I can tell by the look on your face that you’re overthinking again, so I’ll make it simple. I more than like you. I know I went about all of this the wrong way, but this is the only way I know. I don’t process emotions the way other people do. I’m violent and volatile. I take what I want. I’m difficult, and I don’t apologize. But I apologize to you. I’m trying to be normal... for you.”

My eyebrows rose. Normal? Bribery, threats, sexual coercion, and breaking and entering were normal to him?

I waited for him to say more, but I guess the conversation was closed. He stood, walked over to my closet, pulled out my duffel bag, and threw it on the bed.

“Put the clothes you need into that. I’ll buy you new things as you need them. Be ready to go in thirty minutes.” He turned toward the door.

I finally found my voice. “Wait. What? Where am I going?”

“Home with me. You’re moving in. I need to have you close to keep you safe.”

“Safe from what? Nothing that transpired last night should have put my life in danger.”

“Let’s go, Nova,” he barked, ignoring my question. Frustration contorted his face.

“I’m not going anywhere with you.”

His eyes narrowed. “Get up, get dressed, and get packed, Nova. I’ve indulged you more in the past twenty-four hours than I ever have anyone. Don’t test my patience.”

I chuckled and raised my chin. I was feeling emboldened by his earlier confession. “I said I’m not going anywhere.”

“You say that as if you have a choice.”

I opened my mouth to speak. Raising his hand, he cut me off.

“Nova, I don’t think you understand. I’m an actual bad man. If I say you’re moving in with me—you’re moving in with me. I’m not asking you. And there will be consequences if you continue to push me, and you'll still be moving in with me.”

“Whatever.” I rolled my eyes. “You’ve lost your power, bad guy.”

He raised an eyebrow in question. “Is that so?”

“Yes. You’ve given me the upper hand. You like fucking me and you like me, so I know you’re not going to hurt or kill me. I also know you won’t hurt my niece since you know that’ll hurt me, and I don't care what you do to my brother.” I waved my hand back and forth in the space between us. “What’s left as leverage to make me do what you say?”

“What's left? I have options, Nova.” Something dark glinted in his eyes. “Did you know Inferno was a sex club just a few years back? I frequented it often. There was this one chick, Eve. Gorgeous face, body built to perfection, with beautiful dark skin like yours, just a couple of shades lighter. She used to dance at the club. I saw her a couple of times; it was mesmerizing the way she moved. She glowed. We had an acquaintance in common—Michael, a PI who worked for my family a few times. I asked him about her, just out of curiosity, when she stopped showing up at the club. He told me that she crossed paths with this professor who took an unhealthy liking to her. You know, like the one I have for you?” He bit his lower lip seductively as he leaned in.

“One night, the professor took her and then locked her in a room he had built in his house. Now they’re married with a little boy.” He grinned like a fiend. “I don't have a room, Nova, but I do have a sex dungeon under the club. With chains hanging from the ceiling, restraints on the bed and chairs. Leftover whips and handcuffs. Thinking of you tied to a bed while I fuck you hard and nasty makes my blood boil. Please, give me an excuse.”

He eyed me coolly before turning and striding out of the room. “Thirty minutes, Nova. That's all you have,” he threw over his shoulder before turning the corner.

My mouth fell open. I didn’t know if his story was true or not, but the weight of his threat was motivation enough to make me get up and do as he'd said. I believed he was crazy enough to lock me up, though I didn’t believe he actually had a dungeon. But going with him of my own volition was a safer bet than not. Besides, I figured I’d be with him a week or two at best, then he'd get tired of me and we’d go back to me being his accountant and him fucking random chicks from the club.

I packed, then got dressed. When I left the room, I was wearing biker shorts, a simple white T-shirt without a bra, and Nike slides. My duffel bag was slung over my shoulder. I found DeMarco in my fridge throwing out my food. He looked so out of place in my small kitchen in his expensive three-piece suit. The diamonds on his Rolex sparkled under the cheap neon lights hanging over his head. Cleaning out my refrigerator was so beneath him.

“What are you doing?”

He paused long enough to eye me over the open fridge door. “Go change, Nova.”

I looked down at my clothes then back at him. “What’s wrong with what I have on?”

“My men are waiting outside to take us to my place. All three are loyal and reliable, and I trust them with my life and yours. I’d hate to put a bullet in any one of their heads if they looked at you for too long or inappropriately—and they will look if you’re dressed like that.”

I scoffed. “Are you serious?”

“Deadly.” His hard gaze confirmed his words.

I couldn’t believe this was what I had to deal with now. Frigging caveman antics.

“As a matter of fact, I’ll help you change.” His tone and the look in his eye implied he was going to do more than help me change.

“No. I got it.” I turned and left the living room before he could come my way.

For a moment, as I made my way back to my bedroom to change, I contemplated climbing out the window and running, but I instinctually knew he’d come after me. And what if I really was in danger? I was safer with him than alone, right?

I went to my drawer, pulled out a pair of thick grey joggers, and threw them on over my shorts. Then I grabbed a bra and put that on. It was nearly nine in the morning; I didn't plan on going into work, so the bra and pants would go as soon as we hit wherever he was taking me.

I made my way back out to DeMarco. This time he was on my sofa watching TV. He turned and studied me for a moment, in that way he does before he says something I’m not going to like.

“What did my cousin say to you last night?”

I debated whether to tell him the truth, knowing it would piss him off. But why did I care if he was angry at Paolo? “He said I’d be your downfall.”

He looked thoughtful for a beat. “He was right. But not in the way he meant it. Let’s go, Nova.”

He pushed himself up from the sofa, walked over, and grabbed my duffel bag, then my hand. He interlaced our fingers and dragged me toward the door. When he opened it, two men the size of mountains in suits stood sentry outside. Neither looked in my direction; as a matter of fact, they seemed to be doing everything to keep from looking at me. I wondered if they had heard what he said or if he had warned them.

He spoke to the one on his right, who had blond hair and looked to be my age or younger. “Send someone to empty her trash and finish cleaning out her refrigerator. Have the power and water turned off. And bring her car to my place.”

I cut in. “My car’s in the shop.”

Blondie paused and waited for new directions.

“Why?” DeMarco glanced down at me with hard eyes. “It was perfectly fine a few days ago.”

I dropped my head. “I had a few issues arise.” I don’t know why I avoided telling him what Cedrick had done.

He nodded. “Do everything else. I’ll take care of her car personally.”

“Will do, boss.” Blondie pulled out his phone and walked away to do his boss's bidding, while the other—a redhead with one of those retro hillbilly beards that seemed to be popular these days—followed us to the elevator.

When we exited my building, another mountain of a man, also blond, was standing at a huge, Hummer-sized SUV. He opened the door for us as soon as we exited the building, his hand remaining on the gun at his hip.

I went to object when DeMarco actually lifted me off my feet to help me into the car. But I bit my tongue, thinking he wouldn’t take kindly to me rejecting his help in front of his men. My only objective was to do what he said for now. With the threat of my niece being hurt gone, I was feeling a lot more cooperative—especially since I had a feeling I had caused the need for all that was happening. What’s-his-name had not looked happy about having me snatched out of his lap.

When I was situated, he slid in next to me. His big body and energy ate up all the available space and invaded mine. He pulled out his cell and started texting. I turned mine on for the first time in hours, and the notifications immediately sounded off. I checked the texts first.

Bedwench. Whore. Slut.

Insulting text after text from my own brother came in. I wanted to cry. If I kept reading, I would. Glutton for punishment, I kept scrolling. Suddenly, my phone was snatched from my hand. DeMarco glared at it like the words were meant to hurt him as he scrolled through each text.

“Who sent these to you?”

“My brother,” I whispered.

“That son of a bitch,” he cursed, before opening the car window. He chucked my phone out of it.

“Aye!” I objected. “I needed that. That’s the only way I can contact my niece.”

“I’ll buy you another.” He shifted to look at me. “And fix your face. Your brother’s a fucking cockroach. Don’t cry over someone who needs you just so they can live.”

I lifted my hands and rubbed my temples. I still wanted to cry, but I knew he was right.

“Thank you. For that.”
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I lifted my hand to trace the contour of her cheek with my thumb. “He’s not worth your tears, Nova.”

I would deal with her brother later. I couldn’t understand why he would send her such texts after everything she’d done for him. But then, he had committed greater sins against her than a few texts—sins she didn’t even know about yet. I dreaded the time when I’d have to tell her about them.

“I know.”

My gaze fell to her plump lips. They were begging to be kissed, so I did.

I leaned in and pressed my lips to hers, softly. I intended it to be a quick kiss of comfort, but I was surprised when she immediately kissed me back, deepening it. Her mouth tasted of spearmint toothpaste and those weird mint chocolates she kept in her nightstand.

I pulled her onto me, lifting her so she straddled my lap. I regretted making her change; too much fabric separated us now. Her kisses were hard, like she intuitively knew what I liked. I hated having to stop her, but I tapped her on the thigh because we were less than five miles from my home and we needed supplies. There was very little, if anything, in my house since I was never there. If I wasn’t at the club, I utilized hotels.

She pulled away, her eyes hazy and half-mast. She was definitely turned on.

“I need you to stop looking at me like that before I fuck you in this car.” I ran my hand up her warm back to focus her attention. “We need groceries. Where do you prefer to shop, Nova?”

She looked at me like I’d grown an extra head. “You don’t have someone who does that for you?”

“Do I look like a man who has others do for him?”

“Yes. Your hundred-dollar haircuts and expensive suits and shoes scream spoiled rich boy.”

“So that’s what you thi—”

“Walmart,” she cut me off.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I said so.”

She hissed her teeth. “See? Exactly what I thought.” She tried to climb off my lap, but I held her in place.

“Stay put.”

“Whatever.” She turned and stared out the window.

I had no idea why she was mad, and I wasn't going to try to figure it out, either. I directed my driver to take us to Whole Foods. There was a Bed Bath & Beyond in the same strip mall.
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It was weird walking around the grocery store with DeMarco’s huge ass; he drew stares and appreciative glances from everyone we passed. What surprised me, though, was the fact that no matter how many women tried to get his attention, his gaze never strayed from me.

The guy at the seafood counter looked shook, like he was afraid that if he got our order wrong, DeMarco would shoot him. Then again, I couldn't blame the guy. DeMarco was scary-looking on his own, but being flanked by two men the same size as him had to be unnerving.

DeMarco didn’t shop like normal people. He just threw different stuff into the cart that he thought he or I might like. We ended up spending over four hundred bucks on groceries. Inside Bed Bath & Beyond, he loaded the cart with over a thousand dollars’ worth of bath towels, sheets, and other household items.

“You’re spending a lot of unnecessary money, DeMarco. We could always just pick up sheets and towels from my house.”

“Are they from Walmart?”

“Yes.”

He frowned and gave me that same "no thank you, I’m above that" look he’d given me earlier.

“Then, no.”

My mouth fell open. Well, fuck you, too. I hadn’t been broke when I bought things at Walmart; I was just frugal. It allowed me to save.

He walked off, paused, then turned and doubled back like he’d forgotten something. “Thank you for offering. That was nice of you,” he said in a lowered tone. He gave me a smile that looked more like a grimace, then walked off again.

How frigging strange. DeMarco didn't say "thank you." He wasn't soft-spoken; he didn't use gentle tones. I glanced back at the two tanks following us, and they had confused looks on their faces as well. I shrugged. I was not about to try to figure out a man as complicated as DeMarco.

I decided to keep my mouth closed about the money; it was his to spend as he saw fit. I followed him to the bath aisle. He was picking through the most expensive towels they had—ninety dollars each and called "Turkish bath sheets" instead of just towels. He threw six into the cart, and my earlier promise to keep my mouth shut flew out the window. I called him crazy and ostentatious, but then he pressed one against my cheek. It was like touching a cloud. I actually moaned.

“You get what you pay for, Nova. I work seven days a week. We can buy the best.” He took my hand in his after throwing a few more towels in the cart.

My eyebrows rose at his use of "we." And what was with this hand-holding thing he was suddenly doing? Very frigging strange, indeed.

After shopping, we drove for about ten minutes to what looked like a gated community. The driver dialed a code, and we passed through large iron gates. We drove for about two miles, and I waited to see other houses, but there were none. Finally, we pulled up to a cube-shaped structure that resembled an apartment complex. It was an architectural marvel made of glass and steel.

“You live here?”

“Yes.” He looked at me like I was a nut for asking.

“Who designed this? It’s beautiful.” I’d never seen anything like it in the Tampa area. It had to be custom.

“I did. Drew the plans myself.”

I gawked at his back as he got out. He walked around the car and, for the fourth time, lifted me instead of helping me out like a normal man. And again, he interlaced our fingers.

I was awed by the inside. It was so sleek, modern, and huge. Everything was open. From the door, you could see the industrial-sized kitchen with stainless steel everything, the living room, and the dining room. It smelled and looked new—unlived in. The only furniture was a huge bed upstairs; the living and dining areas were empty. His men brought everything in and then left. It surprised the hell out of me when DeMarco told me to take a seat at the kitchen island and then proceeded to put everything away himself. I was taken aback by the fact that he didn’t live in a mini-mansion with a full staff.

I yawned before he was done.

“Are you sleepy?” He looked back at me after placing cereal in the cabinet.

“Yes.” The effect of the sleeping pill I’d taken hours earlier seemed to be finally hitting, probably because my adrenaline was waning.

“Follow me.”

He led me up the stairs by the hand. That’s when I realized there was only one room.

“Where am I sleeping?”

“In the bed.”

“Where are you sleeping?”

“In the bed.”

“Oh. Okay.” I had expected separate rooms.

“Give me ten minutes. I need a shower, then we can lie down.”

“We can lie down?” As in, him and me? In the same bed? “What about work?”

“I’m not going in today. You only go in with me, and that won’t be anytime soon. Look around and get acquainted with your space.” He lifted my hand and kissed my fingertips.

I wanted to ask him what was with the sudden odd behavior. DeMarco was not the "kiss your fingertips, hold hands, put away groceries" type. Or maybe he was; I didn’t know the man. While he showered, I did exactly as he said. I looked around. I opened drawers and searched them. He had his things hidden away in a walk-in closet the size of an apartment—at least a hundred suits, hundreds of shirts, and hundreds of shoes, all neatly color-coordinated. Even his drawers were folded.

Another door led to his office area. A huge oak desk, like the one at the club, took up most of the space. I walked over and sat in his desk chair. It had to have been custom-made for him; it was massive. I lifted his laptop screen, and it came alive.

The first thing I saw was porn. Three tabs were open—Black girls, all my size or bigger, masturbating. Wow. I went to close the laptop, but a tab titled "How to date with pictures" caught my attention. I clicked it.

Really? WikiHow?

There was another tab: "How to make a woman like you."

OMG. I squealed. This nut had been researching how to act normal. How fucking adorable. Next to his laptop were notes:

Hold her hand.

Tell her she’s pretty.

Help her with chores.

Don’t just tell her; show her she matters to you.

Wait for sex.

Send her flowers.

Be affectionate.

That explained the odd behavior. It made me wonder how he treated women before me. If he needed notes, it couldn’t have been well. But then, I suspected I was the only one he had ever had to put in effort for. The caveman, chest-thumping "we fuck now" thing probably worked for him usually.

I made it halfway through the list before he called my name. Startled, I shut the laptop with a little too much force and hurried back into the room. I lost my breath when I entered. Standing before me in all his naked glory was the manifestation of a Viking warrior. His body was perfection personified. His large dick lay lazily against his thigh, and he made it jump when he caught me looking.

I quickly glanced away.

“Don’t act shy now. You didn’t when it was in you.”

I cut my eyes at him. He laughed.

“Get comfortable and come to bed before I change my mind about just sleeping.” He winked.

My pussy tingled, but I was too tired for sex. I needed to take advantage of that. Doing as he said, I took off my joggers and bra. I felt awkward as I made my way to the bed. I had never slept with a man—the night DeMarco climbed in with me didn’t count; I was barely aware. I came to a stop and looked down at the crisp white sheets.

“Get in, little one.” He pulled back the sheets. His dick was fully erect now. I licked my lips without meaning to.

“Stop looking at me like that, Nova, baby. I want to fuck you so bad right now, but I’m restraining myself.”

He reached out, grabbed my wrist, and dragged me into the bed. He didn’t let me lie how I wanted, with my back to him. He situated me so I lay halfway on him and half on the bed. He gave me a chaste kiss on the forehead. I hated to admit it, but I liked how he felt familiar. I felt safe. I buried my head in the crook of his neck, and with his arms wrapped around me, I felt protected.

“Alexa, lights off.”

The room went pitch black. Not long after, his breathing grew steady. He was asleep, but my mind was racing. I lay there in the dark, thinking about the last week. My eyes finally grew heavy. The idea that DeMarco was the reason I was actually falling asleep was one I refused to let attach to my brain. I pushed it out and let sleep take me.

When I woke up, it was well after three in the afternoon. I felt rested. No nightmares. DeMarco was still asleep, lightly snoring. I pulled myself out of his death grip and went to the ensuite. On one side of the double sink, he’d already set up my hygiene products. I brushed my teeth and tied my hair up.

My stomach growled, so I padded downstairs barefoot. I started cooking chicken breasts stuffed with cream cheese, broccoli, and parmesan, plus homemade biscuits. Cooking distracted me from everything.

“It smells good in here,” his voice boomed.

I jumped and dropped my spoon. I swung around to face him. He was still naked, his dick fully erect and pointing directly at me.

“How do you move so quietly? You’re the size of a bear.”

“In my business, stealth is a virtue.”

“I could see how that would be beneficial. Creeping up in silence and slitting your enemy's throat?” I was joking.

“Yes. Exactly.” He was dead serious.

“Are you going to put on any clothes?”

“No.”

“Fine.” I cleared my throat. I needed a distraction. I bent over to pick up the spoon. When I came back up, he was directly behind me. His dick pressed into my back; he made sure of it by grinding into me. His arm snaked around my neck, and he buried his face in my hair.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

“I woke up hungry.” His voice was a low growl.

“Then move and let me cook.”

He spun me to face him. “Not for food. I want to eat your pussy. I dreamt about it.”

In one swift motion, he lifted me and placed me onto the counter, knocking everything to the floor. Dishes crashed and food splattered.

“I'll clean it up,” he said without looking at the mess. He snatched my shirt over my head and removed my shorts. His callused fingers found my thighs and squeezed. He roughly spread my legs, got down on his knees, and just stared.

“DeMarco,” I moaned.

“Tell me what you need.”

“Lick it.”

He spread me open and took a long swipe with his tongue. I rose on my elbows to watch him. He sucked one lip, then the other. He twirled his tongue over my clit. My mouth dropped open when he sucked my clit between his lips, then curled his tongue inside me. I couldn't breathe. My legs shook. I came so hard my head swam.

He gave me one last languid lick, then grinned. “Your turn. Get on your knees.”

Without hesitation, I slid off the counter and returned the favor.

...

Later, after dinner, DeMarco got chatty. Smoke drifted from his cigar.

“Tell me, Nova, why are you at odds with your brother? I called about your car—the damage was purposeful. Cedrick’s handiwork, correct?”

I sighed. “Yes. He wanted money. Typical behavior for him.”

“It has to be more than that. How did it start?”

“It's a long story.”

“I have time, Nova. So do you.”

I told him about my childhood and how abusive my parents were. “Cedrick learned to hate me from them.”

“And so you let them break you, even though you seem twice as intelligent and twice as strong as them.”

“Do I seem broken to you?”

He walked to the pantry and came back with a huge bottle of vodka. He poured me a glass. “I might have misspoken when I said broken. I can see the cracks in you. You hide them well, but I know you’re constantly hurting. You have some of the saddest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

He was right. To deflect, I brought up the WikiHow. “Were you acting strange because the internet told you to?”

He looked embarrassed. “So you saw my laptop? I told you I’m not normal. I’m trying.”

“It’s weird. Stop being the internet version of normal. Be you.”

He chuckled. “Are you sure you want that?”

“Scary you is better than weird hand-holding you.”

“Why is my showing you affection scary?”

“Because.”

Because brooding, forceful DeMarco was easier to feel nothing for. I changed the subject and suggested we play twenty-one questions.

“Okay. You go first,” DeMarco urged.

I should have known to just walk away then…
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“Are you and your uncle mob-affiliated?”

“No. I know people in the mob, but we aren’t affiliated.” I was referring to Atticus, my friend. He’d been a real-life mobster for ten years before he gave it all up for his woman. “I’m only a second-generation criminal. My uncle was the first. My grandmother was from old Sicilian money, but they are one hundred percent legit. My family still owns the textile company her father’s father built.”

She gave me a skeptical look. “The news says you and your family are.”

“Don’t believe everything you hear on the news, Lil' one. If the news was all true, you’d have two kids out of wedlock by now.”

She frowned but nodded. “Touché.”

“My turn,” I said, a little too excitedly. I wished I’d known about her game three months earlier; it would have saved me a lot of time.

She wet her lips nervously. “Go ahead.”

“Have you ever fucked your brother’s friend, Dixon?”

She swallowed hard. “Why does it matter?”

“I know you have.”

“How do you know that?”

“He looks at you like I do.”

Her eyebrow rose. “And how’s that?”

“Like he remembers what you taste like and misses it.”

Her mouth formed a little "O" before she cleared her throat and looked away. If her skin were lighter, I’m sure she’d be bright red. “Wow.”

“Did my response make your pussy wet?” I already knew the answer; her nipples were suddenly straining against the fabric of her T-shirt, and her brown eyes had darkened. But I expected her to lie. Imagine my surprise when she turned her head, looked me directly in the eyes, and answered.

“Yes.” She licked her plump lips.

She got the response she was looking for—my dick hardened—but I ignored it. I chuckled. “You’re trying to distract me.” I waited for her to deny it. When she didn’t, I pressed forward. “Answer my original question. Did you fuck Dixon?”

“Yes. Lost my virginity to him in college.”

I officially hated Dixon. I should have killed him the day I saw them together. “He’s the only man besides me that you’ve been with?” The thought pleased me as much as knowing she’d let Dixon have her angered me.

“I’ve had one-night stands before.”

It took every ounce of my willpower to keep my voice even when I asked her, “How many?”

“Body count is a very personal question, but in the spirit of the game...” She paused and considered it. “I’d say ten.”

I dug my nails into my hands under the table to keep from reacting on instinct. The thought of that many men touching her made me want to break something.

Holding my gaze, she tilted her head. “Look at your face. You’re a whole fucking caveman.” She drummed her chest with her fist. “Oog booga, my pussy.” She shook her head and snorted. “How many women have you been with, DeMarco? One hundred? A few hundred? A thousand?”

“That’s different.”

“How so?”

“Women are—” I couldn’t think of a reason why it was different. It just fucking was when it came to her. With other women I’d fucked, it hadn’t mattered how many were before me.

“You can’t think of a reason. Women are exactly like men; we should be able to enjoy sex and have as many sexual partners as we want, and it should come without stigmas.”

“So, are you saying 'ten' to prove a point, or have ten men really been inside you?” I sneered.

“I’m lying,” she shrugged.

“I’m not sure I believe you.”

She laughed. “What do you want to do, swab my mouth and pussy for DNA samples? Or would you like for me to describe how each one of them tasted?”

“Watch yourself, Nova. Don’t push me again. Remember what happened last time you did.”

She opened her mouth to reply but paused. A thoughtful look came to her face. “Wait. How do you know how Dixon looks at me?” She tilted her head and waited for me to answer. I took a long pull from my cigar to calm my nerves. She wasn’t going to like what I had to say.

“I followed you,” I said, before putting my cigar in the ashtray.

“When?” she nearly shouted.

“The day you didn’t come into work. And other times I won't mention unless you ask.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to.”

“No.” She shook her head. “I need you to tell me more than that. Have you followed me before?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you do that? You had no reason to. I was sticking to my part of the agreement.”

“Because I wanted to know about you.”

“And you couldn’t have asked?”

“Would you have told me?”

“No.”

“I know. That’s why I followed you. You’ve regarded me with nothing more than disdain since you came to work for me.”

She laughed. “Aww. The bad guy has feelings. I can’t believe you expected different from me after you forced me to work for you to pay off my brother’s debts.”

“I didn’t force you,” I bit back at her. “You and he came to me.”

“Because you threatened my niece.”

I shook my head. “We’ve already discussed this. Your brother lied to you. You should have asked questions before putting your life on the line for him.”

“You knew what he was doing, but you didn’t tell me,” she accused. She was only partly correct.

“I didn’t find out until months later, Nova.”

“Did you ever plan on doing anything bad to my niece?”

“No. I don’t hurt women or children.” That was the truth.

“What about the threat you made at my house? 'I know people,' you said.”

“I lied.”

She scoffed. “Why would you lie about something like that?”

“I’m a bad man, Nova. I constantly tell you this. I wanted you, and I did what I had to do to get you.”

She snorted. “Why are you like this?”

“My childhood diagnosis was that I have detachment issues and a conduct disorder stemming from the fact that I was born to parents who were forced to marry to keep their trust funds. They hated each other and didn’t want me, so they left me to be raised by nannies. I received very little affection or attention. As a result, I didn’t cry, or play with other kids or toys. I barely spoke as a child. My grandmother told the priest that she had to pray for me every Sunday—that I was born without a conscience and lost my soul when I watched my father beat my mother to death with his bare hands, then blow his own brains out.”

Her mouth fell open.

“Damn, Marco. It was a rhetorical question. I don’t know how to process what you just said. Should I hug you or something? Wow.”

“Process it on your own time. It’s my turn to ask you a question.”

Her mouth dropped open again. “Really? You just unloaded some very deep shit on me. You can’t at least give me time to think about how to respond?”

I sighed. “I don’t want nor need your pity, or even a response to what I told you. I’m just as much a product of my environment as you are. Neither one of us can change what happened to us or the people we’ve become because of it. Why dwell? Take my advice, Nova. Let go of shit you can’t change. Now, it’s my turn.”

She gave me one of her exasperated looks but said, “Okay, go ahead.”

“Do you want to fuck Dixon again?” The thought of him touching her made my neck tight.

She threw her hands up and shook her head. “You’re obsessed. Are all the questions going to be about me fucking Dixon?”

I sneered. “Depends on how you answer.”

“No, I don’t want to fuck Dixon.”

“Why not?”

“It’s my turn,” she said.

“Okay, go ahead.”

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“What is it?”

“Something I’m not going to tell you until the time is right.”

“That’s not how the game works.”

“I just changed the rules. You got the only answer I’m going to give you right now. It’s my turn.”

“Save it if it’s about Dixon. I don’t want to fuck him; don’t plan to fuck him again.”

“My question has nothing to do with Dixon and everything to do with you and me. Were you jealous when I left the club with the redhead?”

She looked away. “Why would you ask me that?”

“Because after I came back from dropping her off, you were gone, and I watched you on the camera in my office watching me. You looked sad.” I hated seeing that look on her face and knowing I put it there. I didn’t want to be like the other people in her life.

“You have cameras inside your office? How often did you watch me?”

“Of course. And a lot. Now answer my question.”

“First, answer mine,” she rebutted.

I was willing to allow her to avoid the question for now, as long as she answered eventually. “What is it, Nova?”

“What do you want from me?”

I answered her without hesitation. “I want you to see me, know me, and want me without caveat or restraint.”

She didn’t seem shocked at all by my answer.

“And you think I can give that to you?”

“I know you can. You love your brother just as much as you hate him. You were willing to give your life for a niece you barely know. Your mother treated you like shit, but I bet you never said one word that could be considered disrespectful to her in response, and you still had love for her. You love fiercely and fearlessly. The only problem is the people you love don’t love you back the same. They don’t protect you. They take from you and use you. They need you for their survival. They’ll take from you until they bleed you dry, and you’ll let them.”

“And you’re different?” She sounded breathless.

“Very much so.” I needed her to need me. To complete me. To give my life purpose.

“I’m afraid to ask you to elaborate.”

“I figured as much. When you’re ready, you should ask me, and I’ll tell you. And I didn’t fuck her, by the way.”

“Who?” She looked confused.

“The redhead.”

“Why not?”

“She wasn’t you.”

“Anybody ever told you you’re really frigging intense, very blunt, and overshare? That’s rhetorical; I know they have. I have to pee.”

She got up and tried to walk past me. I caught her around the waist. “You haven’t answered my question yet. Were you jealous?”

“Very much so.” Then she pulled herself from my arms and walked out of the kitchen without looking back.

I let her run, because eventually, I knew I’d catch her.


Nova

When I woke up, my head was pounding; I had drunk way too much. Fuck, I groaned. I sat up in bed. My head swam and I wanted to lie back down, but I needed to ask DeMarco about the new cellphone he’d promised.

I went searching for him and found him outside on his back patio. He was on the phone. After hanging up, he turned and scanned me from head to toe.

“You look like shit.”

I couldn’t even respond in kind because he looked perfect, as usual. He was fully dressed in another tailored suit—this one black with pinstripes and a silver shirt underneath.

I gave him a steady glare. “Don’t be an ass.”

He chuckled. “What can I do for you, Nova?”

“I need to go pick up a new phone and handle some personal business.” I left out the part about stopping by my OBGYN for another Depo shot. I was two weeks past due but not really worried. It took months of being off it for most women to even have a period, let alone get pregnant.

“You’re going like that?” He motioned toward my T-shirt and biker shorts.

“Of course not. I just needed to tell you so you can give me my keys. Then I’ll shower, change, and be on my way.” I’d seen my car sitting in the garage on the security footage the night before.

“I’ll drive you. After you get dressed.”

“No. I’ll drive myself. You go on about your day.” I’d spent all night talking to him. I’d gone to bed thinking about him, slept wrapped in his arms, and I’d dreamt about him. I needed time away from him.

He gave me a look that said I was fraying his nerves. “Since you seem not to understand the danger you’re in, let me explain it to you.” He spoke to me as if I were slow.

“I do know—” He had the nerve to raise his hand and cut me off.

“Let me finish,” he said.

My anger spiked, but I remained quiet.

“My uncle now knows he can use you as leverage against me in the deal he wants to make with the boy you dry-humped and his father. My cousin would hurt you just to hurt me. I have enemies, and now they know I care for you, so they're your enemies, too. That means you don’t go anywhere without me or one of the three men you’ve met at your side. Your little lap dance created a shitstorm, and I need time to handle it.”

My anger dissipated. Look what being petty got you.

“How long do I have to live like this?”

“Until it’s handled.” The hard edge in his voice made me not want to think about what he meant by "handled."

“Okay, DeMarco,” I gave in. “When are we leaving?”

“As soon as you get dressed.”

“I’ll do that now.”

I went to walk away. He grasped me by my wrist, running his thumb along the sensitive skin underneath. My stomach fluttered.

“Come here first.” He bit his lower lip seductively.

He wound his hand around my wrist, easily pulling me into him. He leaned down, pulling my bottom lip into his mouth, sucking it before he kissed me. It was a dizzying kiss that had the blood rushing through my veins. He slid his hand up underneath my T-shirt and palmed my breast. I moaned into his mouth.

He pulled back and let me go. “Now you can go get dressed, Nova.”

He walked around me and sauntered back into the house, leaving me in a haze. It took me a few seconds to shake it off, but when I did, my first thought was, Don’t get used to this, Nova. I was starting to like DeMarco. He made me feel wanted, and the things he said to me—about me—always left me feeling a hundred feet tall. But I had enough sense to know it wouldn’t last, and when it ended, I wanted to be able to return to my normal life without residuals of him clinging to me.

I made my way back into the house, and he was nowhere to be seen. I went upstairs and took a shower, lotioned my body, and threw on a wife-beater, deconstructed jeans, and Converses. I spritzed myself with my favorite perfume before I went in search of DeMarco.

He was in the kitchen on the phone, speaking Italian, so I couldn’t understand anything he said. Whomever he was talking to said something that made him smile—a genuine smile, not a grimace. It made me wonder if there was more to DeMarco than met the eye.

“Atticus, I’ll call you back,” he said in English when he saw me.

My eyebrows rose. Did DeMarco have a friend? When he hung up, I couldn’t help myself; I asked, “Who’s Atticus?”

“A friend,” he responded dryly.

“You have friends? Like, living, breathing ones? Let me find out you have a personality you didn’t download from the internet,” I teased.

He scowled at me before he grabbed my hand and damn near dragged me out to the car where the three "mountains" awaited us. I still hadn’t learned their names and didn’t think I ever would if DeMarco had anything to say about it. They seemed scared to even look at me for too long. The young blond drove that day; the other two followed.

We only managed to make it to the cellphone store before DeMarco was called about an issue at his club, and we had to go there. He lectured me like I was a child when we arrived.

“Nova, stay by my side until we get to my office, then I want you to stay there.”

I rolled my eyes. That’s basically what I always did—stayed in the office—so there was really no need for him to say it.

When we entered the club, I was surprised to see Paolo there. I thought DeMarco would have definitely gotten rid of him after the stunt he’d pulled, but there he was at his usual place at the bar, ordering people around. It was around eleven a.m., so that meant inventory was being checked. I realized he wasn’t there to actually manage the club; it was a façade for anyone who looked too closely. I figured whatever side hustle they had going on was what kept Paolo showing up—and maybe all the free pussy. He was nowhere near as good-looking as his cousin or even his father. Short, squat, and beady-eyed with greasy black hair. I was almost positive the only time he got any was when the girls who worked for the club needed to keep their jobs. Yuck.

Paolo noticed us and turned our way. That’s when I saw that both of his eyes were black. I snickered. His hard gaze transfixed on me and stayed there as I made my way through the club. He was trying to be intimidating but wasn't doing a very good job of it. DeMarco sped up. He had my hand in a stranglehold; his grip was almost unbearable, and he didn’t let go until we were in his office behind closed doors.

I heard him mumble something under his breath about "slimy motherfuckers" before he kissed me on the forehead and left without even saying goodbye. After locking me in his office, I watched him on the security camera literally disappear. One moment he was in the hallway, and the next he wasn’t. I made a mental note to ask him how he did it.

I needed a distraction. I made my way to my desk and pulled up some files I’d been going through days earlier. I got lost in the work. Three hours passed, and DeMarco still hadn’t returned. My stomach was burning; it was so empty since I hadn’t eaten breakfast.

DeMarco told me to stay in the office, but I didn’t think he’d mind the minute or so it would take for me to step outside to get Uber Eats. I placed my order and waited until the app alerted me that my food was arriving.

I left the office, and the club itself was eerily quiet. While I made my way down the hall, I tried to figure out where exactly DeMarco had disappeared to but didn't invest too much time in it. My hunger overrode my curiosity.

The sun burned my eyes when I pushed open the door. When they adjusted, imagine my surprise when the first thing I saw was Dixon. He stepped out of his car, and I met him halfway across the parking lot.

“What are you doing here?” I didn’t bother hiding the annoyance in my tone.

Dixon smiled, putting all thirty-two of his pearly white teeth on display. Standing at six-foot-two and one hundred eighty pounds, he was arrogantly attractive, with his perfectly cut hair and flawless pecan skin. It was very superficial of me, but I felt a low-key sense of pride when he approached me during college, especially after he had pretty much ignored me in high school.

He was fine and had been a football star at the time. I was insecure, horny, and antisocial; I knew him through my brother, so dealing with him was easier than meeting someone new. I enjoyed fucking him until he busted his femur in a car accident just before the NFL draft. He couldn't blame his ruined dreams on anyone but himself; he had caused the accident by drunk driving after a frat party. After that, he lost his appeal. I got tired of hearing him whine about what could have been. I stopped calling him and answering his calls.

As a greeting, he grabbed me by my hips and pressed himself into me. I stepped out of his embrace and nervously glanced back over my shoulder at the door. I really didn’t need DeMarco catching me outside, and least of all catching me outside with Dixon.

The Uber driver pulled up just in time to keep me from having to explain my behavior.

“Are you Nova?” the driver asked.

“Yes,” I answered. I took my food from his hands and thanked him. Then I gave my attention back to Dixon. I licked my dry lips. His eyes followed the motion of my tongue with interest. I rolled my eyes. He winked. He was so obnoxious; he thought because we’d had sex before, I was just supposed to drop my drawers whenever he came around.

“Why are you here?” I asked again. I placed my food between us so he couldn’t walk up on me.

“I came to check on you. I’ve been calling and texting you for days and getting no answer.”

My eyebrows rose at that lie. He’d never checked up on me before, but I didn’t call him on it.

“How’s Leyani?” I directed the subject to where I already knew it was going.

“She’s good, but…”

I knew there was a “but.” He had the nerve to look shy about asking me for money when he had no qualms about taking it before. I wondered why he was trying to play me.

“Veronica lost her job and she's about to be evicted. I gave her eight hundred of the sixteen hundred needed, but that was all I could give. You know how it is,” he shrugged.

I wanted to ask where in the hell she lived in the Tampa Bay area that she had to pay sixteen hundred dollars for rent. Instead, I sighed. I didn’t know how true his sob story was, but if there was a possibility that my niece could end up homeless and I could prevent it, I would. “I don’t have my checkbook or debit card. You’ll have to come back tomorrow.” I assumed DeMarco would have me return to work the next day, and I’d give it to him at that time.

He shook his head frantically. “Tomorrow is too late. Do you have Cash App?”

I bit my tongue, handed him my food to hold, then pulled out my phone and went to the Play Store to download it. I gave him my phone to type in his tag, then I sent him the money.

“Thank you.” He handed me my food back, then leaned down to, I assume, give me a kiss. I stepped back, and at the same time, I heard the club’s heavy metal front door bang against the brick building. The sound reverberated through the empty parking lot. My stomach dropped. Dixon stilled. I knew DeMarco was headed our way. I heard two, maybe three sets of footsteps. That meant his guards were with him.

“Just go.” I stepped further away from Dixon. I didn’t have to tell him twice. He half-walked, half-jogged to his car. Yeah, I’m okay, Dixon. Go ahead, don’t stay and try to defend me, I thought bitterly. He didn’t even look back as he drove away. But why would he? He’d gotten what he came for.

I ran my tongue across my teeth and braced myself for the confrontation I knew was coming. DeMarco spun me around before I could even attempt to face him on my own. Anger radiated from him, and the tick in his jaw was going wild. I slid my gaze from him to the bodyguards, who actually looked scared for me.

“What the fuck is he doing here?” His gaze dropped down to the bag I was holding. Before I could speak, he incorrectly answered his own question. “He brought you food?” He said it like it was the most offensive thing to happen in the history of the world. Before I could tell him no, he snatched the bag from my hands and flung it into the parking lot.

It took everything in me not to slap the fire out of him. “What the heck, Marco? I ordered that food.” I shoved my phone in his face to show him—forgetting the Cash App was open. I knew I had made a terrible mistake when his face morphed. Now he wasn’t just mad; he was seething.

“You gave him fucking money?” He snatched the new phone he’d just given me hours earlier and that went sailing through the air, too.

I shoved him—or at least attempted to. He didn’t budge. “I didn’t fucking give him money. I gave my niece money!” I spat back at him.

At that moment I was so pissed off and hungry, anger had me thinking that I could probably whoop his big ass—though I’d never been in a fight in my life. I was ready to try.

He laughed un-humorously in my face. “You’re a fucking idiot. You keep letting people use you, Nova.”

Oh, no he didn’t. I became so enraged I thought I would black out. I got right up in his face. “Fuck you!” I screeched.

He moved fast. He grabbed my face with his meaty hands and held me in place. He then leaned down so that we were eye to eye. “You curse me over him?” he hissed.

I was so done. I knocked his hand away. My heart hammered. I was about to explode. I wasn’t too angry to realize that going off on someone like DeMarco might be dangerous for my health, so I did try to calm down, but it didn’t work.

DeMarco

“No. I cursed you because you called me out of my name and threw my fucking food away without letting me explain,” she spat, glaring up at me.

“What is there to explain?” I was beyond reason. Anger had my hands shaking. I’d left a meeting with my uncle and Nova was nowhere to be found, and Paolo had disappeared. I had immediately assumed the worst. I thought he’d taken her. I saw red. I was ready to start a war over her, only to check the security camera and find her outside having a lunch date with her brother’s fucking lackey. It didn’t matter what she said.

She turned to walk away. Did she really think I would allow her to leave, to go be with him? My jaw clenched at the thought. I grabbed her wrist and yanked her back. She stumbled, righted herself, then snatched away, turned, and shoved her finger into my chest.

“Don’t fucking touch me, you asshole.”

“Watch your fucking mouth. Be careful how you talk to me, Nova.”

“You gonna make me watch my mouth, DeMarco? No! Not even my motherfucking mamma could control my mouth.” She mocked me. “I bet you never said a disrespectful thing. The fuck I didn’t. That bitch was a bitch, and I told her every time I got the chance. I’m not the fucking coward you try to make me out to be. Yeah, sometimes I care too fucking much, or give too much, or get used. But if I said 'fuck everybody' and didn't hold on to what little bit of fucking humanity I have left after my own family tried to break me, I’d be running around shanking motherfuckers like you. Now leave me the fuck alone!”

She attempted to walk away again. I bent and scooped her up, throwing her over my shoulder.

“Put me down, DeMarco!” she screamed at the top of her lungs, beating at my back. I barely felt it. It was time to teach Nova a lesson.

“Go find out where that motherfucker is staying and bring him to me.” I barked the order to the three men following us, not caring which one followed my instructions as long as the job got done. Dixon would lose his life over eight hundred dollars.

It took at least a minute to make it to the hallway that led to my office and the other rooms. Nova fought me the entire time. I stopped and pushed the panel to a hidden hallway that led to the room Nova needed to see the most.

“Help me! Help me!” she shouted. She was wasting her breath.

“Guard this door like your life depends on it,” I yelled to my two remaining guards. I carried her over the threshold, then pushed the door back into place. When she gasped and stilled in my arms, I knew she realized where we were.

“This man has a dungeon,” I heard her mumble under her breath. Then she said, “You wouldn’t dare.”

The tremble in her voice made me smile. I dropped her on the king-sized bed that occupied most of the room. Everything had been recently cleaned, because I really had considered locking her down there if she hadn’t agreed to my deal. I had been tormenting myself for months trying to find a way to have her and was willing to go to any lengths. Atticus’s wife, Grace, was the reason I hadn’t. She told me to just ask her out like a normal person, but I wasn’t normal, and Nova wasn’t interested, so I came up with something less severe.

She immediately scrambled. I grabbed her by her ankle and pulled her back to the middle of the bed. She kicked out; her sneaker-clad foot came mere inches away from my face.

“Let me go, DeMarco!”

She fought me, swinging and kicking. She fought hard, too. I admit she was strong, but not strong enough. I was able to hold her prone with just one hand. I ignored her protests and picked up the leather restraint fastened to the right side of the bed and attached it to her ankle. I did the same to the one I’d been holding. She twisted and tried to sit up. I climbed onto the bed and restrained her by sitting on her thighs. Holding her hands above her head, I strapped one, leaving the other free.

“Get off me!” she bucked. When she realized I wasn’t budging, she smacked me, right across the cheek. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. I had never had a woman hit me so hard. I wasn’t mad, though; I admired her spirit, but all she had managed to do was add to her punishment. I decided to restrain the other arm, too. She continued to curse and rage even after she was cuffed. Ignoring her, I got up and went in search of shears. I knew they were in the room somewhere.

When I found them in the vanity, I made my way back over to the bed. She stilled, going quiet when I brought them from behind my back.

“DeMarco, I’m sorry. Just let me go.” Her voice was calm, but a storm raged in her eyes.

I chuckled. “I tried to be different because of you, Nova. For you, I read fluffy think-pieces on love. I acted like a jealous, lovesick boy in front of some very dangerous men because of you. And in return, you do what? You taunt me. You let other men touch you. You put yourself in danger. You hit me… Did his lips touch you, Nova?”

If she said yes, I’d make her scrub her face until my rage subsided.

“No.”

“Did he kiss you?” I repeated.

“I said no.” Then she pouted prettily to cover up shouting at me.

“From this moment forth, I advise you to be quiet unless it’s something I want to hear, Nova. I’m about to work out some of my anger on this beautiful body of yours, and yelling at and cursing me will only prolong your punishment.” I skimmed her thigh with my finger and watched her squirm. She tucked her lips and glared at me.

I went to my knees and cut right up the middle of her shirt. She remained stock-still except for her breathing. Her chest rose, then crashed. I clipped right through her bra, too. Her breasts sprung free. My mouth watered, but I resisted. Next, I cut her jeans right up the seam so all I had to do was pull to remove them. I continued cutting until she lay naked, her clothes in tatters underneath her. She was breathing heavy—too heavy.

“Is your cunt wet, Nova? Are you enjoying this?”

She was. Lust swirled in her eyes.

“No.”

“Yes, it is.” I leaned forward, barely touching her. My fingers met smooth, hot skin. “Aw, it’s okay. Don’t tell me. I’ll check for myself.”


Nova

I couldn't believe he had a real frigging dungeon and I was trapped in it. I won’t lie and say that when I realized where I was, I wasn’t scared. I was, and had been since the parking lot. The look on his face when he found me outside with Dixon had been terrifying. Fear of what he was about to do caused me to have a flashback to the night in the club when he choked me.

My frantic heart hadn’t stopped banging against my ribs until he started cutting my clothes. I watched him as he made a show of getting undressed. First, he popped the button on his jacket, took it off, and laid it neatly across the ornate chair that occupied the space in front of a vanity. Next, he tugged his shirt from his pants and took his time unfastening each button. I couldn’t pull my eyes away no matter how much I wanted to, so I focused on the anger I was trying to hold onto instead of his body or the ache he created between my thighs.

“You’re going to learn to listen, Nova.” He taunted me with the smuggest smile on his face.

He slid out of his shirt and dropped it to the floor. Next were his pants. He wore no underwear to mention. I couldn’t help it; my eyes immediately dropped to his dick. It bounced with each step he took as he made his way over to me.

“Those who don’t listen must feel, Nova.” He chuckled darkly. “When I usually say those words, it means a brutal death is imminent for the person I’m speaking to. You’ll experience death differently. La petite mort—over and over again, until your body is trained to only respond to me.”


Demarco

Her eyes flickered with a dark, undeniable lust that no amount of defiance could mask. Despite the heavy leather anchoring her limbs, she held her body rigid, her lips pulled into a thin, bloodless line as if she could anchor her soul against the onslaught of her own traitorous nerves. She was pretending—a beautiful, futile performance—but the air between us told a different story. The heavy, musky scent of her arousal filled my lungs, a sweet pheromonal perfume that signaled her body’s surrender even as her mind fought to remain aloof. I knew exactly how affected she was; I could feel the heat radiating off her skin in waves.

When I finally leaned down, the scruff of my jaw grazing her softness, and took her right nipple into my mouth, the performance shattered. She squirmed, a desperate, serpentine movement that strained the bolts of the bedframe. I drew her deep, my tongue swirling in a deliberate, agonizingly slow rhythm. When my teeth grazed the pebbled skin of her peak, she hissed, a sharp intake of air that was half-sob and half-growl as she jerked against her restraints. The metallic rattle of the cuffs provided the only percussion to her frantic breathing.

I migrated to the left, repeating the torture with clinical precision, my hands finally finding the velvet warmth of her inner thighs. I kneaded the soft flesh, my fingers dancing dangerously close to the damp heat of her center but never crossing the border. I was a cartographer mapping out her undoing, staying just far enough away to make the lack of contact a physical agony. She sucked in a jagged breath, her back arching off the mattress until her spine was a bow about to snap.

“Please,” she moaned, the word breaking against the silence of the dungeon like a prayer. “Touch my clit. DeMarco, please.”

I paused, my lips hovering just an inch above her pulsing heat, feeling the tremors racking her frame. I let her wait, let the silence stretch until her hips were bucking in a mindless search for friction.

“Since you begged so nicely,”


Nova

Reaching down to spread my legs as far as the restraints would allow, he placed his head between my thighs. His tongue lapped at my clit. I was on the verge of climaxing when he removed his mouth.

“Not yet,” he snickered.

I was damn near delirious as he made his way back up my body, trailing my flesh with his tongue before stopping at my breast. This time, the tip of his tongue encircled one of my hard nipples. Without taking it into his mouth, he moved to show my other nipple the same type of care. Then he kissed his way back down my body and ate my pussy until just before I came—then he’d stop and make his way back up.

It went on like that for what seemed like hours: him teasing and denying me. When he finally settled between my thighs, I was so crazed with need I would have told him anything he wanted to hear just to have him fuck me.

“From this day forward, know that you’re mine, Nova.” He plunged into me, pumping hard, causing the headboard to bang against the wall and branding me with each stroke. I hated that I didn’t want him to stop, ever. Gripping my hips, he rolled his and got deeper.

“Mine,” he growled, and all I could do was lie there and take it. “Nobody will make you cum harder than me, Nova. No one will protect you like me, Nova.” He punctuated each word with a stroke. I was holding on by a thin string. When I came, I felt it everywhere; I soared, then floated through my orgasm.


Nova

I woke up to bright, warm light streaming over my face. I had to blink a few times before I could fully open my eyes. I was exhausted, but memories of what had happened flooded my mind. Panicked, I moved my arms, then my legs. I’d been untied. Relieved, I sat up, but immediately wanted to lie right back down. My mind was hazy, and my body felt tender everywhere. I reached over and clicked off the lamp, letting my head hit the pillow, but a crinkling sound kept me from closing my eyes. I sat back up and grabbed the paper from under my head.

I’ll be back. — DeMarco.

What the heck did that mean—he’d be back? I suddenly had enough energy to push myself off the bed. I padded over to the door naked. There was no handle or knob, so I pushed. Nothing; it didn’t budge.

I knew good and well this man hadn’t locked me in a fucking sex dungeon. I started banging on the door as soon as I realized he had. I banged for more than five minutes with no response.

That was when I started searching the room for a way out. I found no escape. "Frustrated beyond reason" was an understatement; I felt unadulterated rage. Every negative emotion I had been concealing for months rushed to the forefront. I freaked out and tore through the room, breaking whatever I could. My final act of rage was turning over the vanity. The five-foot mirror attached to it shattered when it hit the ground, scattering broken glass everywhere.

Afterward, I stood in the middle of the room looking at the destruction I'd caused. I could breathe a little better, but my thoughts were racing. I kept thinking of the story he'd told me about the girl locked in the room and wondered if that would be my fate. I thought about the fact that part of me had started to accept the situation he'd pulled me into—the stupid, pathetic part of me.

Pacing from one end of the room to the other, I made a decision right then and there: I would get DeMarco his money. I would sell everything I owned. I had my condo, and I could cash out my 401k and get a small loan. I would get out from under DeMarco before I did something stupid, like fall in love.

I wish I had made that decision in the beginning, but the thought of being left with nothing had scared me. But at least I wouldn’t have been in a fucking dungeon. The weight of reality hit me, and I was suddenly very tired again. I turned out all the lights, made my way over to the bed, and lay down. Naked and afraid, I cried myself back to sleep.

DeMarco

I’d left Nova sleeping in the sex room to go confirm if what I’d seen on the surveillance cameras was true. It was. Dixon had been waiting outside for hours for her to come out. That made me very fucking suspicious, and I grew even more so when none of my men could find him. His daughter and his wife were missing, too. What was he up to?

After seeing that Nova hadn’t looked the least bit welcoming during his visit, I immediately regretted breaking her phone and throwing away her food. I was constantly letting my emotions get the best of me when it involved her. I didn’t need the internet to tell me that I needed to apologize and make it up to her. I wanted her to wake up with both food and a phone waiting for her, so I’d sent one of my men to get both.

As soon as I received the phone, I powered it on to redownload the tracking app. She immediately started receiving calls and text alerts. I didn’t bother checking any of them; I already knew who she talked to. I made it a habit of checking her phone whenever I could. A new notification for a text came through as soon as I finished setting up the device. It was from her homeowners' association president, making her aware that her townhouse had been broken into.

I gathered my men and headed over. The safest place for Nova was in the dungeon, where only I had access, and besides my guards, no one knew she was there.

Her home reeked of urine. Her furniture had been slashed and all her art had been destroyed. Painted in her own lipstick on the walls were the words "Bedwench" and "Whore."

While my men questioned the neighbors, I pulled up the surveillance from the cameras I had installed in her house. I watched a man in his late forties or early fifties ram his way through her door. Without pause or hesitation, he started tearing her place apart. He looked so much like her brother that I knew it had to be her stepfather. I couldn’t fathom why her family treated her so badly. Or maybe she had a side I didn't see and they had their reasons—though I doubted it.

My thoughts were interrupted by one of my men entering the room. I nodded in Titus's direction.

“Boss, none of the neighbors saw anything. But this is a working-class neighborhood; most people would have been at work when this happened.”

“Have you found Dixon or her brother?”

“No, sir. And we don’t know where they may be hiding, since we’ve pretty much searched the entire city.”

“Call Rosen and have him take over where you all left off. Tell him I said to find them, whatever it costs. Then have this place cleaned. Throw out everything. I want it emptied and spotless.”

After giving out a few more orders, I headed back to the club. Nova and I had a lot to discuss.


Nova

I woke up and knew he was in the room. I could smell him; he had been smoking cigars again. As soon as my eyes fluttered open, he spoke from somewhere across the space.

“Why, Nova?”

“Because you locked me in a fucking dungeon.”

He chuckled. “And I said I was coming back.”

“You left a very vague note.”

“Hmm,” he hummed. “Come here, Nova.” His voice was low, but it carried across the room. “Please,” he added as an afterthought.

“Why did you leave me?” I asked before even attempting to get out of bed.

“Someone broke into your house.”

Automatically, I assumed it was Cedrick. “My brother?” I asked.

“No.”

“Then who?”

“That’s something you’ll have to tell me. I have something you need to see and some things I need to tell you.” The nervousness in his voice erased my anger and put me on edge.

The light clicked on. The room was still a mess, but the vanity was now upright, and he sat at it with an empty chair by his side. The severe look on his face made me worry. What was he about to tell me?

I got out of bed and padded over to him naked. The cold tile against my feet and the cool AC on my skin aided in clearing the sleep haze. I sat down facing him. What had happened to my house, and why? If my brother hadn't done it, that left someone he knew.

He ran his hand down his mouth. He was stalling. If whatever he was hiding gave him hesitation, it was a doozy. I prepared myself—but not for what he was about to tell me.

“First, who is this man?” He took his phone and held it up for me to see. My stepfather's face was clear as day.

“That’s Robert, Cedrick’s father. How did you get a picture of him inside my house?”

“From the camera I installed. After you left,” he threw out quickly. It made me think he was lying.

“After I left? Why would—” He cut me off with an annoyed wave of his hand.

“That doesn’t matter right this moment. Why would he do this?” He scrolled to a picture of my living room; it was wrecked. I snatched the phone from his hand and scrolled through the other pictures. Each was worse than the last. There were holes in my walls. Writing on the walls. My expensive furniture was ruined. I wanted to cry; everything I had worked for was gone.

“Why would he do that?”

“That’s what I need to know, Nova.”

“I don’t fucking know. He always hated me, but this is extreme.” I laughed; it just slipped out. There wasn’t a thing funny about what I was going through. I had the worst family in the fucking world.

“There’s more. It may be able to tell us why.”


DeMarco

I knew eventually I’d have to tell her about her niece.

Atticus and Grace had told me I should never have hidden what my investigator found. But at the time, I needed to keep it a secret as a means to an end. If I had told her, I would have lost my leverage. Did I regret not telling her right away? No.

“You don’t have a niece.”

“What does that mean? Of course I have a niece.”

“You don’t.”

“Explain?” She folded her arms.

“When was the last time you saw her, Nova?”

“Why?”

“Please, just answer.” I attempted to sound contrite. I had practiced it in the car on the way over.

“Why are you saying please? It’s weird. Why are you trying to sound calm? What did you do?” She was starting to panic and didn’t even know what had happened yet. “Oh my God. What did you do to her? Did you do something to her because of Dixon?” She jumped up and glared at me accusingly.

Her accusation nagged at me. Did she really think I would hurt a child? I lacked conventional morals, but I had never hurt a woman or a child.

“I didn’t do anything to anyone. Calm the fuck down and answer me.” I was trying to be patient with her, but she was really pushing it.

“At the hospital when she was born!” she yelled back, then lowered her tone when I narrowed my eyes at her. “Her mother and Cedrick got into a huge fight that day and we had to leave. I talk to her on the phone and her mother sends me pics.”

Gullible and naive. I wanted to ask her how she had let herself be taken advantage of with such a flimsy story. But that would only make her angrier than she already was. Instead, I picked up the envelope I’d been holding and handed it to her.


Nova

There were pictures of my niece, her mother Veronica, and Dixon playing at a park. Nothing seemed odd; Dixon was her godfather.

“What am I missing?”

“Look at the copy of the birth certificate in the envelope.”

I placed the picture on the vanity and pulled out the birth certificate.

Mother: Veronica Jordan. Father: Dixon Jordan.

The room started to spin. “What does this mean?”

“Your brother has no children.”

“Why would he lie about something like that?”

“You’d have to ask him.”

My gut twisted because I knew he was telling the truth, but I needed to hear Cedrick say it. “Give me your phone.”

“I replaced yours.” He handed me one identical to the one he’d broken.

I stood and walked off but backtracked to pick up one of the pictures of Leyani from the file. I examined it, trying to see my brother or myself in her face. I saw neither of us. She was the color of coffee with too much milk, with green eyes like her mother, but her face was Dixon’s. I wondered how I’d never seen it before.

Maybe I hadn’t wanted to.

On the other side of the room, I dialed my brother's number. He answered on the first ring like he’d been expecting my call.

“Where are you, Nova? I've been trying to call you for days.”

“Is Leyani your daughter?”

“Fuck,” he cursed. He didn’t even try to deny it. “I’m sorry, Nova. I needed money and I knew that you wouldn’t give it to me, so I told you Dixon's daughter was mine.”

So, it was official. I had absolutely nobody. My eyes watered, but I refused to let him hear me crying.

“And all the stuff I gave you?”

“I took it back, or sold it, or Dixon kept it.”

I was starting to wonder if my brother was a fucking crackhead or something.

“It just went on so long I couldn’t tell you the truth,” he added.

“For four fucking years,” I snapped.

“Sis, I’m sorry for the shit I did to you, but we can talk about Leyani later. Pops is looking for you. I know we don’t have the best relationship, but I don’t want to see you hurt.”

“Why is he looking for me?” I hadn’t talked to him since my mother’s funeral.

“The insurance company and the bank determined that your father’s checks had been cashed and deposited fraudulently. Dad has a warrant out for his arrest for committing fraud. He wants you to cash the reissued check and give him the money so he can leave the country.”

“I don’t have any checks, Cedrick. And if I did, I wouldn't be giving him anything.”

“He does. He had Dixon’s wife call the insurance company and change all your information to a PO box, and she received the phone calls from them. They ran into trouble when they tried to open an online bank account in your name. That’s when he freaked out. I know you think I fucked up your car, but it was him.”

I hadn’t kept up with the insurance claim because I didn't really think it would turn into anything. I wanted to laugh. I would have had enough money to pay DeMarco if I had just kept up with the claims adjuster. It suddenly felt like a band was wrapped around my head. I wanted to cry and yell, but I couldn't find the energy.

“Why are you telling me all of this now, Cedrick?” I knew there had to be an ulterior motive.

While I waited for Cedrick to come up with a lie, I cut my eyes toward DeMarco. He was going through his briefcase, casually thumbing through files like my world wasn’t crashing and burning around me. He knew. I knew he knew. What kind of man would use some shit like that to his advantage? A bad one. He’d been telling me that’s what he was for the past few days, and though I believed him, I hadn't heeded his warning.

I tuned back into the conversation with my brother just in time to hear him ask me for five thousand dollars. I hung up.

Furious, with nobody else to take it out on, I swung around to face DeMarco. He was waiting for me, his face a neutral mask. He knew what was coming.

“You knew. This whole time, you knew?”

“Yes,” he replied.

My grip on my cell tightened. It took everything in me not to throw it at him. “You’re a fucked-up motherfucker.” I started pacing. “After all the 'I like you' bullshit and claims of wanting me... how could you not say anything?”

His face remained placid.

“Look at you. You aren't even ashamed.”

“I told you that I would do anything to have you. I used your fake niece for a chance with you. That sounds like I want you an awful lot.”

“What kind of fucked-up logic—”

“And no, I’m not ashamed. And don’t play innocent, Nova. You’re quite the little sneak yourself.”

“What does that even mean, DeMarco?”

He pulled a file folder from the briefcase sitting in his lap and slammed it on top of the vanity.

“What are those?”

“Files a friend of mine at the FBI came across and confiscated for me before anyone of importance saw them. Fake files. Very fake ones. How did the FBI get them, Nova?” He narrowed his eyes and cocked his head. He was accusing me, not asking me.

I cursed mentally. I hadn’t thought that idea through; now it seemed foolish. But after he’d showed up in the middle of the night making threats, I’d wanted to hurt him. The club's books I had access to turned out to be one hundred percent legit, so I’d made up some numbers and sent them in. I figured while he was being investigated, they would shut down his club, and that would give me enough time to figure out how to get him out of my life.

“I have no idea what you are talking about, DeMarco,” I lied.

He gave me a “yeah, right” look. “You’re not very good at playing stupid, Nova.” He didn’t even sound mad, though the room was thick with tension. “You could have caused me a lot of trouble, when all I have done was let you continue believing a lie that you desperately wanted to believe.”

“Why would I want to believe a lie like that?”

“Because you want love. You’re desperate for it. So desperate you took what your lying-ass brother and his friends said at face value. You trust no one else, but you trusted him?” He laughed.

He thought he knew me. How? I barely knew myself. I was too angry to argue with him on top of trying to process what I had just found out.

“I guess we're at an impasse,” I offered diplomatically.

“No.” He tapped the file folder. “These make us even.” He picked the file up, dropped it in the trash beside him, pulled a lighter from his briefcase, and set them on fire. With my thoughts racing, I stood frozen, watching the flames dance until DeMarco spoke.

“Now tell me. What did your brother say?”


Nova

“You won’t be going anywhere until all threats against you have been dealt with, Nova.”

“You know damn well that’s not what this conversation is about.”

Almost a week had passed since I’d found out about the insurance check, my brother’s betrayal, and DeMarco’s manipulation. Finding out I didn’t actually have a niece had staggered me. How fucked up of a person do you have to be to lie about something like that just to get a few extra hundred dollars a month? I’d spent the day after crying for so long and so hard that I got sick. After spending an entire morning with my head in the toilet, I told myself I wasn’t going to even think about it anymore.

Like always, I swallowed those feelings and pushed them deep down. Besides, I couldn’t lie around wallowing. I had business that needed to be handled before my stepfather successfully stole from me again. To make sure I had no problems, I’d physically gone into a local branch of the insurance company to inform them of what was going on and have them cancel the check that had been sent out. I would have my father’s money wired directly into my bank account in five to seven business days. Everything should have been all sunshine and rainbows. My problems were solved, right? No. Now DeMarco was telling me I couldn’t just give him the hundred thousand Cedrick owed him, and I was stuck being his sex slave or whatever I was to him.

“It’s not fair,” I whined, not meaning to, but damn.

We had been arguing for more than an hour. Or more like I’d been yelling at DeMarco while he remained his stoic, impassive self.

“What happens when I’m safe again, DeMarco?”

He sighed. “I can’t see beyond right now, Nova. Right now, you're not safe, so that means you stay. Get into bed.”

I rolled my eyes at his vague answer and remained sitting at the recently purchased vanity with my arms folded across my chest, glaring a hole into the side of his face. He kept adding stuff to his house that he thought I would like or need in an effort to make me feel more comfortable. I was already comfortable; his house and everything he bought was gorgeous. I just didn’t want to live in it with his manipulative ass. Why did every person in my life have to be selfish and self-serving?

“No. I want to leave. You can't keep me here. I have money now; I can move. Leave the state. No more threat.”

“That might work for your brother and his father, but not with the people I deal with. They will find you. And yes, I can. I can physically keep you here.” There was a threat hidden under his calmly spoken words. He was lying in bed with his arm thrown over his eyes so I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were narrowed and dark because that’s what they always did when he made a threat.

“Our agreement still stands, and my rules remain, Nova.”

“You're really going to force me to stay here so you have in-house pussy?”

“Why are you trying my patience?” he rebutted.

"I’ll just lie there and stare off into space when you want to fuck. Like a blow-up doll," I threatened.

He snorted. "No, you won't. You couldn't even if you tried. Whether you want to admit it or not, your body is mine. It responds just like I want it to—to everything I do to it.”

"Cocky asshole," I mumbled under my breath.

He chuckled. "Just take the money, DeMarco. That's what started this whole mess."

"That's what you think. That minuscule amount of money means nothing to me."

I scoffed. "One hundred thousand dollars is minuscule? Then give me a hundred thousand."

He dropped his arm and reached for something on the nightstand. It ended up being his cellphone. He swiped the screen a few times. Then, about fifteen seconds later, my phone notification went off.

“Done.”

“What’s done?”

“I gave you a hundred thousand to show you how much I don't care about that money. Having you here means more to me.”

I picked up my phone and my mouth fell open, because right there in plain sight was a notification for a pending hundred-thousand-dollar deposit into my Wells Fargo account.

"Now get into bed. I allowed you to sleep alone for four days because you were rightfully angry, but I no longer care. I can’t sleep without you and I’m tired."

My cheeks warmed at the part about not being able to sleep without me, and I hated it, but I couldn’t stop liking this man. Like, liking liking him. He was slowly seeping into my pores and I didn’t know how to bleach him out. His fierceness and protectiveness where I was concerned had made me come to value him; I’d never had that before. His heavy-handedness was getting on my nerves, though.

"Why would you give me this type of money? Take it back!" I shrieked. No matter how much I thought I deserved to keep it for putting up with his bullshit, I didn’t need anything further attaching me to DeMarco.

"Get the fuck into bed!" he roared.

I jumped but didn't scurry to bed like he wanted me to. I guess he was finally fed up. I watched his shoulders rise and fall in an exaggerated sigh before he threw back the covers. I stood to leave the room. The next part happened so fast I didn’t have time to even scream, let alone run.

He scooped me up off my feet into a bear hug. I tried to struggle, but he was too strong. “I warned you,” he hissed. He flicked his tongue out like a snake, licking my lips.

Desperate, I sank my teeth into his cheek and held on while he carried me across the room. I was sick to death of him manhandling me. Instead of being angry or releasing me, he reached up and squeezed my jaw with enough pressure to make me let go. He directed my head so I was looking at him face-on. He had an amused smirk on his lips.

“So, you’re ready to introduce new and interesting things into our sex life?” he teased, his hard dick pressed against my soft belly. I knew where we were headed.

I tried to sound strong when I told him, “No. I’m not fucking you tonight, DeMarco.”

He chuckled ominously. “Rule Number One, Nova. You can’t say no. I’ll let it slide this time and you don’t have to fuck me, baby. I’ll do all the work.”

He leaned in, ran his teeth across my collarbone, and made his way up to the hollow of my neck. He sank his teeth into my flesh ever so slightly—enough to leave a mark—then he lapped and sucked at the spot until every nerve ending in my body stood at attention. The sensation was too much. It felt like electricity was flowing throughout my body.

“Put me down, DeMarco,” I managed to hiss out.

“My pleasure.” He dropped me onto the bed.

I scrambled to get back up, but he was too fast. He pushed me back onto the mattress and straddled my legs, using his weight to restrain me. He captured my gaze and studied my face.

“Why are you so ready to leave me? This isn’t an ideal situation, but you’re not lonely or scared anymore. You think you’ll find another man who'll want you more than I do? Protect you better than I do?”

“No.” I couldn’t lie; I actually didn’t. “I’m scared.”

“Of what?”

“Nothing, DeMarco.” I wasn’t ready to be that vulnerable with him.

“Let’s see if I can suck the truth out of you.”

He dropped to his knees, hooked my thighs under his arms, and pulled me to the edge of the bed. The panties I was wearing weren’t much of a deterrent; he nosed those to the side and latched onto my clit. He sucked my pussy so long I was sure I’d be dehydrated the next day, but I was proud of myself. I didn’t tell him anything—but to be honest, that had more to do with the fact that I couldn’t do much more than moan and whimper than it had to do with me being strong.


Nova

“Aunt Nova.” My heart started to ache as soon as her soft little voice reached my ear.

“Hey, Leyani.” I tried to sound happy to hear from her, but I wasn’t. Hearing her voice reminded me that Cedrick was now my only family.

“Can you come get me, Aunty?” she whined, and I realized she was crying.

“What’s wrong, Leyani? Where’s your mother?”

She hiccupped before answering. “She left me in the house and said she’d be back, but it’s light outside and I’m hungry and I’m scared now. Please come get me.”

I was already searching for my car keys. DeMarco probably wouldn’t be happy with my decision to go to Leyani, but he’d have to live with it. The least I could do was order her something to eat and sit with her until her momma came back. It wasn’t her fault the adults in her life were pieces of shit.

I tried to get Leyani to stay on the phone, but as soon as I said I was coming, she hung up. I thought about calling DeMarco as I got dressed, but then he would probably insist I didn’t go, or want to come with me and make a bad situation worse. I even thought about calling the police, but I didn’t want a child taken away from her mom because of me.

I found my car keys in DeMarco’s desk drawer while searching for the file he’d shown me. Veronica’s address was in there. After finding the file in the next drawer, I made my way back downstairs with my purse swung over my shoulder. I knew I’d have to be stealthy about leaving. I chose the back door and headed down the side of the driveway to avoid Blondie Number One. DeMarco claimed no one knew where he lived, so security was lax, with just one guy left behind to babysit me. He had been taking the other two with him lately, so all I had to do was avoid the one.

When I arrived at the garage, I got in my car, started it up, and backed out. Blondie was nowhere in sight. It was a fifteen-minute drive to where Veronica lived. The entire way there, something bothered me about the situation. Why would a mother leave a five-year-old in the house by herself? What number had Leyani been calling me from? Where was Dixon? A multitude of other questions and warnings flowed through my mind, niggling at me, but I kept driving.

The GPS directed me to a high-rise in downtown Tampa, and I understood why the rent was so high; it overlooked the beautiful Tampa skyline and was minutes away from everything. I got out of my car and headed for the entrance when I realized I hadn't gotten a unit or apartment number. I pulled my phone from my jeans pocket and tried to dial Leyani back, hoping she would answer and tell me her apartment number.

"Please state your name. Google Voice will try to connect you."

That set off all kinds of warnings. Before I could backtrack to my car, I was suddenly hit from behind—hard. So hard my head swam and nausea hit. My scream got caught in my throat when a fist connected with my face. I stumbled and went down to one knee. My heart pounded so fast I imagined whoever was attacking me could hear it.

“This is not what Robert told us to do! Get her in the car and don’t hit her again. How in the fuck is she going to sign the papers if she’s dead?” I recognized Veronica’s voice.

“Fuck him and her,” Dixon barked, and I guess to spite her, he hit me again.

My ears rang. My head hurt so bad I thought I would pass out, but I managed not to. Dixon leaned down and whispered in my ear, “Not so fucking high and mighty now. You should have stuck by me when I got hurt.” Spittle flew from his mouth, wetting the side of my face. Then he roughly snatched my arms above my head and started dragging me. Gravel dug into my skin.

I was confused, and not just because of the head trauma. Dixon and I had never been more than what we were. He’d show up late at night and be gone by morning. He was fucking other girls. I didn’t even remember a time spent with him outside of my dorm room. I’d never get to ask him why he was so bitter, though. He went to pick me up just as a suppressed pop, pop sounded from behind us. I fell back to the ground. Pain exploded in my right hip and arm. The metallic smell of blood invaded my senses; the smell was so thick I swear I could taste it.

“Help me,” I tried to cry out, but speaking made my head pound. Then there was another pop and a whimper.

I was lifted from the ground. I knew it was DeMarco immediately; I could smell him. I clung to him as he cradled and carried me. I kept my head buried in his chest. I didn’t need to see it to know Veronica and Dixon were dead. My heart hurt for Leyani—she was losing both parents—but I wasn’t sad they were gone. I heard DeMarco shouting orders, heard a woman scream and beg, and then I was being placed inside a cool car. I sank into the plush seats. I hurt so bad. I didn’t realize I was crying until DeMarco shushed me and wiped the tears away.

“It’s okay. You’re safe,” he cooed. It was strange hearing his voice so low and soothing and full of worry. I felt the need to apologize. I’d been giving him hell and ignoring every one of his warnings, and he still had to come save me.

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. I love you. I’ll protect you.” His voice was filled with raspy emotion.

I’m not sure if I imagined or actually heard the "I love you," because everything was fading to black. Then he said it again. Those words coming from his lips sounded like a benediction because now I knew he’d keep me safe; he’d protect me. I didn’t have time to even consider saying them back, because seconds later, everything was black.


DeMarco

“Hey,” she said when she finally opened her eyes for me.

It had been hours since we’d arrived at Atticus’s compound. I was sitting next to her bed, scrolling through her phone, trying to figure out what could have motivated her to leave my place and endanger herself. I was extremely angry with her, but I had never left her side.

“This doesn’t look like a hospital,” she grimaced. She looked terrible. Her entire face was swollen, her right eye blackened. She had a concussion and bruised ribs.

“It’s a friend’s place. He has a doctor on call. You’ll meet him and his wife later.”

“Fancy friend.”

“Yeah.” I couldn’t hide the aggravation in my tone.

“So, you’re mad? Don’t answer that. I know you’re mad.”

“Let’s not talk about this right now.”

She reached for my hand, and I snatched it away.

“Wow, that’s different.” She looked hurt.

“Why did you try to leave me?” I had planned to wait to question her, but I couldn’t help myself. The first chance she got, she’d run. That hurt.

She recoiled back into her pillows, shaking her head. “I wasn’t leaving you,” she vehemently denied. “My nie—I mean, Leyani called me and asked me to come because she was scared and hungry.”

The unfamiliar heaviness in my chest eased away. She hadn’t been running from me.

“Why didn’t you call me?”

She dropped her head. “I knew you would have told me not to go.”

I exploded. All my pent-up anger rushed out. “You’re damn right I would have told you not to go! Look at your fucking face, Nova. They could have fucking killed you.”

Something had made me check her GPS when Gunter didn’t answer my call. Finding her in the middle of being beaten and dragged toward a running car had filled me with so much rage I’d stumbled getting to her. Watching the life leave Dixon’s eyes was the only thing that had calmed me.

I still didn’t know where Gunter was. That was five of my men in total missing. Instead of dealing with that, I was chasing Nova, trying to keep her alive while she fought me.

“I was just trying to help.”

“And where did it get you?”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Fuck you, DeMarco.”

“Fuck me?” I pushed up from my seat to put some space between us. The urge to shake some sense into her was too strong. “I’m trying to protect you and you say 'fuck me'? This is the second time you’ve endangered yourself, Nova. There won’t be a third time. Even if I have to lock your hardheaded ass in that fucking dungeon permanently. Stop being so fucking gullible.”

“You’re right, and I’m sorry.” She stared at me, years of pain and tears clouding her eyes.

I hadn’t been expecting her to agree. I felt a weight in my chest, knowing I was the one who made her cry. I went to her and climbed into the bed. She clung to me as I pulled her close.

“I’m fuck—I’m sorry. I love you. It’s just... I want you to be safe. Stop putting yourself in a position to be hurt.”

She cried harder.

“Fuck, what did I do?” I was confused.

“You said you love me.”

“I do. I don’t understand why that would make you cry. I thought women wanted to hear that.”

“It’s a girl thing.” Her tears were already drying up. She chewed her lip, clearly holding onto a question.

“What is it?”

She pressed her face into my shirt, hiding. “I don’t believe you love me. I think you like manipulating me and—”

“Don’t try to tell me how I feel,” I growled, cutting her off. Realizing what I’d done, I sighed and scrubbed my face with my hands. Anger had to stop being my first reaction; it was getting me nowhere with her. “Don’t be mad. I just don’t understand how or why. Nobody else does... why you?”

“I can only tell you what I feel, not make you understand it.”

“How do you know you love me, then? What is it you feel?” she asked, as if she needed a definitive answer or it was invalid.

“I Googled it.”

She laughed, and I didn’t understand why. We Google everything else—why not love?

“Tell me some of the things the internet told you, weirdo.”

I pulled out my phone, went to my bookmarks, and pulled up the page. I read her the list:

"You can't stop staring at them." "You feel like you're high." "You always think about them." "You want them to be happy." "You're trying new things for them."

“And this is how you feel about me?” she asked.

“Yes. I’ve told you some of these things.”

“Hmm,” she hummed and buried her face deeper into my side.

“Oh, they also said I shouldn’t force you to say it back, but you should say something nice since you’ve been pissing me off continually.” I didn’t need her to tell me how she felt; I could live without ever hearing the words as long as she was by my side. But I knew she needed them because she had been deprived of them for so long.

“Let me think.” She tapped my bicep, and my dick twitched. I had to mentally convey to it that she was in no condition to be fucked.

A minute passed. She was dozing, but I wasn’t ready for her to sleep again. I needed to hear her voice until the fear that had my body coiled disappeared. She could have been gone forever. I doubted her stepfather would have let her go even after getting the money. For that, he would die slowly and torturously.

“Where’s my coerced nicety, Nova?”

I looked down at her, waiting. She lifted her head, caught my gaze, and held it. She tilted her head and smiled.

“You’re constantly in my inappropriate thoughts.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm, but I smiled anyway. Hell, that was good enough. It was a start.


Nova

DeMarco leaned against the sink with his legs crossed at the ankles, watching me intensely. After I stopped crying like a big baby, he helped me into the bathtub. The warm water soothed my muscles. He’d changed out of his suit and only wore boxers now. My eyes raked over his body. I knew my impure thoughts had to be visible on my face because I watched his dick grow.

His voice was hoarse when he spoke. “If you don’t stop looking at me like that...”

“Like what?”

“Like you need me to fuck you.”

I bit my bottom lip. That was exactly what I needed, but I knew I was too sore to enjoy it. He came and kneeled next to the tub. I became even more turned on now that he was closer and I could smell him. I was coming to love the scent of him.

“Since I can’t fuck you, I’ll wash your hair for you instead. We didn’t exactly give you a thorough bath.” He tugged at one of my coils.

I shook my head. “No, it’s okay. I don’t have the energy to twist it so it won’t dry into a tangled mess.” Which was code for: White man, are you crazy? I’m not letting you play in my head.

“Let me do it for you.”

I chuckled. “No, thanks.”

“I know how.”

I cut my eyes at him. “And how do you know how?”

He opened his mouth to tell me, but I held my hand up to cut him off. “Never mind. The internet?”

“Yes. I wanted to know more about Black women’s hair, so I looked it up. Watched a few YouTube videos.” He stood and walked out of the room. I wondered what he was doing until he came back with my brand of shampoo and conditioner.

My eyebrows rose. “I had it brought from your house.” He came over and sat on the edge of the tub.

I halfway didn’t think he was serious about washing my hair, but he was. And he did. He surprised me by cleaning my thick bush of hair correctly, sectioning it and cleaning each section individually. He conditioned all the way to the ends of my strands, too. I sighed softly when he massaged my scalp with his fingertips.

“That feels so good,” I moaned and shivered.

He lowered his head and pressed a kiss to the pulse in my neck. I reached up, gripped his hair, and pulled him closer. He twirled his tongue against the same spot, then whispered, “I think that’s enough for now,” and pulled back.

I bit my inner cheek to keep from protesting. I was in no condition for sex and was grateful for him understanding that. He helped me out of the tub and dried my body from head to toe, being gentler than I thought he was capable of. The sexual tension between us was palpable. My heart was beating like crazy, then sped up to breakneck speed when, suddenly, he pushed me against the wall.

He leaned his whole body into me, wrapping his hand around my neck. He pressed his lips to my ear. “Tell me you’ll stay when all this is over. No more lies or manipulation.”

There was so much desperation in his voice, and suddenly I wasn’t scared anymore. I was tired of fighting my feelings, which were growing more dire every day. I took a deep breath. “I’ll stay.”

He leaned back and studied my eyes. Then he leaned in and pressed a sweet kiss against my lips but quickly pulled away before I could deepen it.

Then he pulled me over to the vanity and sat me down. He added cocoa butter and leave-in conditioner to my hair, parted it, and had the nerve to two-strand twist it. I watched him in the mirror the whole time thinking, He really does love me. The words ran through my mind like a mantra, and for the first time in a long time, I was happy.


DeMarco

We had been staying on Atticus’s compound for two weeks when I finally told him my news.

“You’re out?” Atticus asked me from behind the large desk. He had a smug grin on his naturally tanned face. He had told me one day I would give it all up for that special someone, like he had.

“I’m out.”

Paolo had been correct when he said Nova would be my downfall. And she was. I just wasn’t falling at his hands like he would like, or anyone else’s. I was removing myself. The lifestyle was getting too dangerous. I had more enemies than I could kill without risking myself and Nova.

“I need you to facilitate it.” I knew that though Atticus had given up his spot at the top of his family, his word still held power within our circle. “Tell my uncle he can have everything. The club, the gun operation—all of it.”

I wasn’t in the right state of mind to deal with him. My uncle still didn’t know I knew he was responsible for my recent misfortunes. I finally got my day with his right hand, Tonio. He’d squealed like the pig he was when I twisted a knife in his gut. He told me my uncle had been trying to force my hand; if I lost everything, he thought I would have to call him for help.

It was foolish.

I had amassed a fortune over the years with no one to spend it on. I had money—lots of it. I didn’t need to be doing any of the things I was doing. I did it because it was the only thing that excited me... until Nova.

Atticus raised an eyebrow, and Grace chuckled from her corner of the office. I cut my eyes over to where she sat on the sofa, pretending to read from her tablet, one hand on her rounded belly. They were on their fourth child, not including the one from his wife, Victoria. Whenever he had a meeting, you would find Grace right at his side with a couple of guns at hers. He said she heard and saw things he didn’t, which kept him alive. I always thought it asinine until I met Nova and realized it really wasn't. He just wanted his wife at his side, just as I wanted Nova by my side at all times.

Atticus leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers over his chest while he observed me. “Why should I involve myself?” He was fucking with me. I knew he was going to do it.

“Because you told me not to kill them. Now you get to act as the middleman. In two weeks at your anniversary party—since your wife invited them.” I got up and buttoned my jacket as he eyed me.

“I told you killing them would have a greater effect on you than you anticipate, not 'to not kill them.'”

That’s when Grace chimed in. “He wouldn’t lose a wink of sleep and you know it. To have a guilty conscience, Atticus, would mean you’d have to have a conscience to begin with—and we know Marco doesn’t have one.”

I frowned and gave Grace a sidelong glance. I had a conscience; I just knew killing Paolo and his father would leave no lasting negative effects on me. However, she had no right to judge me; she had blood on her hands, too, as did her husband. I was about to ask her if her conscience allowed her to sleep at night when I remembered who I was. I schooled my facial expression. She was trying to bait me. Ever since Nova had told her how our relationship started, she’d been walking around with her ass on her shoulders when it was none of her business. I turned my attention back to her husband.

Atticus’s shoulders were coiled and his body rigid. He was prepared for me to step out of line with his wife. He had nothing to worry about. Grace didn’t move me to react; she was easy to ignore. “Even more reason for you to wield the power you possess and make them go away,” I joked, attempting to cut the tension. It was time to make my exit, though. I was missing Nova.

“What about her brother?” Grace asked just before I walked out.

“What about him?” I challenged.

“Are you going to tell her about him?”

“Are you going to tell her?”

She sneered at me but shook her head. “It’s not my place. But secrets and lies kill relationships.”

“Your relationship survived them—a lot of them,” I bit back.

“You asked for that,” Atticus chimed in when she looked to him to defend her.

She threw up her hands. “Fine. I’ll mind my business from now on.”

Atticus grunted. We both knew she wouldn’t.

I guess Grace called herself protecting Nova. After she’d been beaten, I took her to the one place where I knew she’d be safe while I cleaned up the mess her brother and stepfather had created. We had two bodies to bury; hopefully, there would be a third soon. Her stepfather was in hiding and her brother couldn’t tell me where he was. I still had my men looking for him.

Grace had taken a liking to her and was putting her nose where it didn’t belong. I wasn’t listening because, quite frankly, Grace was a hypocrite. She had secrets—one big one in particular that had turned into an even bigger lie that she was still telling. And Atticus had secrets upon secrets he would never tell her. I didn’t need her relationship advice. I had already learned the one crucial thing I needed to know about relationships from them: never give her the chance to run. Grace had run from Atticus and didn’t stop running until he gave her no choice but to stay.

I would never give Nova a choice. She was mine, and I held on to what was mine.


Nova

I had never had puke come out of my nose before. It burned like hell. When I finally stopped dry heaving, I looked up from the toilet and found DeMarco right at my side. He refused to leave, and I’d told him not to touch me, so he was standing a few inches away with his arms folded across his chest—half scowling, half smiling. He looked downright evil and sneaky.

“I’m okay, DeMarco. You can go. It’s probably just stress.”

“No, it’s not.”

Okay, Dr. Russo, what’s your fucking theory? I snapped internally. He was annoying me by buzzing around.

“You’re pregnant.”

I scowled up at him. “I’m not pregnant.”

“You are.”

“I’m on Depo,” I denied.

“You missed your appointment the day I had you stay in the office, and then again the day your house got broken into.”

“I took Plan B. Twice.”

“You’re over one hundred seventy pounds.”

“Okay, I know my fucking weight,” I hissed.

“Calm down, tough girl. That wasn’t a dig. One Plan B pill only works for women under one hundred seventy pounds.” He pulled his phone out of his basketball shorts, Googled it, and showed me.

He was right.

I slapped his phone away, and he laughed.

“You sneaky motherfucker. You got me pregnant on purpose?” I stabbed my finger in his direction.

“Yes.” His body language said he felt good about what he’d done.

I glared at him. “What happened to 'no more lies and manipulations'?” If I didn’t feel like I was about to throw up again, I’d get up and knock that smug expression off his face.

“The pregnancy scheme started and ended before I promised you that,” he shrugged. “Besides, you’re not exactly innocent. Atticus got a call from an IRS friend on my behalf.”

I threw my hands up. “You waited to tell me that you found that out until this moment, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay. We’re even.”

He’s such an asshole. I wasn't even all that mad about being pregnant; I wanted children. I just wanted him to feel bad about getting me pregnant without my permission, but he didn’t even have the decency to pretend.

Suddenly, I knew exactly how to get him back. I lifted my head from the toilet and called out to Grace.

“Why would you do that?” he scowled.

“I’m telling her what you did to me.”

Grace was only thirteen years older than me but treated me like she did her children. I took advantage of it all the time. She’d been giving him hell since we’d been staying with them, and he respected Atticus too much to tell her to shut up. So, I let her be my "anger proxy." I was too dick-addicted to be mad at him for long myself.

He shook his head. “You’re not a child, Nova.”

I snorted. “You have a lot of nerve to say that to me when you constantly treat me like one by making decisions for me.”

We could hear Grace’s heels tapping up the marble staircase since we were in the room right next to it.

DeMarco straightened up. “Okay. What do you want, Nova?”

“Nothing.” I smiled wickedly and prepared to snitch.


DeMarco

I spent the morning reading a blog post Atticus’s wife had bookmarked on her laptop. I disliked Grace—she was sneaky and selfish—but I wanted Nova to be more like her. Fierce. Self-assured. Violent.

I focused back on the screen: “Healing Your Partner’s Inner Child Through Positive Affirmations.” It sounded like a load of horseshit. But Nova’s eyes were still sad. Even with my child growing inside her, there was a distance in her that Atticus said I couldn't bridge with money or sex.

I grabbed a stack of sticky notes off his desk. If this was what it took, fine. I wrote until the pen ran dry, then I went looking for Nova.

I found her in the kitchen. She looked up from the sink. “What?”

I simply wrapped my hand around her wrist and hauled her toward our guest suite.

“DeMarco, what now?” she huffed, stumbling slightly as I navigated the marble stairs. “I was just about to make tea.”

“It’ll still be there when you’re done,” I said, not slowing.

I pushed the door open and led her inside. I’d plastered them everywhere—on the headboard, the vanity mirror, even the bathroom door. Neon yellow squares filled with my handwriting.

Nova stilled. Her mouth fell open as she scanned the room. She walked over to the vanity, her fingers trembling as she touched a note stuck to the glass.

“Read it,” I commanded, standing behind her. I wrapped an arm around her waist, locking her against me.

She cleared her throat; her voice was small. “‘You are the only thing on this earth that matters to me.’” She moved to the next one. “‘Your past does not define your worth. I am your shield.’”

I leaned down, my lips grazing the shell of her ear. I could feel her pulse jumping—that frantic, beautiful rhythm I lived for. I reached past her and snatched a note off the mirror, holding it in front of her face.

“This one,” I said. “Read it.”

“‘I will spend every breath ensuring you never feel alone again,’” she whispered. A single tear tracked down her cheek, landing on my forearm. She turned in my arms, her eyes hazy with that raw vulnerability that usually made me want to devour her. “DeMarco... you wrote these for me?”

“I did.” I cupped her face, my thumb wiping away the salt of her tear.

Then my eyes dropped to the bruise still fading along her cheek—an ugly reminder that she could be dead now because of her own faults. My jaw tightened. I stepped back, adjusting my cuff and glancing at my Rolex as if I hadn’t just stood there holding her together.

“I need you to be better, Nova.”

Her expression shifted instantly.

“There are only so many times I’m going to clean up after you,” I continued. “Getting snatched in parking lots. Falling for whatever bullshit your crackhead brother feeds you—”

Her eyes flared.

“—I’m not always going to be there to pull the trigger,” I finished. “You need to learn how to do it yourself. Start acting like you belong to me; that makes you even more valuable.”

The soft light in her eyes died instantly, replaced by a flare of irritation.

“And there he is,” she snapped, snatching a pillow and throwing it at my head. “I knew the 'sensitive' version of you had a shelf life of about five minutes, you arrogant asshole. You get on my nerves!” she yelled before storming out of the room.

My eyes drifted around the room. Every note. Every word. All of it was for her. All of it was wasted if she stayed weak.

My jaw flexed. She’d learn. One way or another.


Nova — Epilogue

DeMarco had been drilling into my head that I was in danger. He had been telling me that one day someone might try to hurt us. I thought he was being paranoid. Dixon was dead, and my stepfather was running. I had never done anything to his uncle, Vinny, or his cousin to make them want to hurt me. I remained skeptical right up until the morning they came for us.

Grace had dropped her kids off at school and daycare. She was sitting across from me at the breakfast table, eating the omelet I’d made her and telling me her and Atticus’s relationship story—which was fucking bonkers. I couldn’t believe a woman as strong as Grace had been made to live with and fuck a man in the same house he lived in with his wife. It made me look at Atticus differently. He didn’t seem like the caveman type; he was a lot friendlier and more personable than DeMarco, but I could tell he was just as dangerous. His whole aura radiated "Boss," but sometimes I could see the country boy in him peek through.

He was a whole vibe with his long, lean but muscular frame, shiny dark hair, and swag. He and Grace made no sense. She was the sexy schoolteacher type, with big hair and beautiful brown skin. She was the mothering type, always with an easy smile for you. I could see her with some Black businessman, raising little athletes—not with an ex-mobster. But then, maybe Atticus was best for her. I could tell something bad had happened to her. Sometimes I’d catch her staring off into nothingness, looking lost. He was the only one who knew just how to bring her back. I admired their relationship.

“I ran a seco—” she was saying when we heard the rat-tat-tat of gunfire in the distance.

I yelped, then froze in my seat. She dropped the spoon she had been using to shovel food into her mouth and jumped into action during the second rapid succession of gunshots. She called my name. I wanted to respond, but I couldn’t. I was too scared. I had a man and friends now; I didn’t want to die.

She came over and shook me violently. “Get in the pantry, open the door on the side, then follow the stairs down.” I heard her but still couldn’t move. She snapped in my face. “There’s a room. Once you’re in, the door will lock behind you. Stay until me, Atticus, DeMarco, or Tank come for you.”

Tank was Atticus’s huge African bodyguard.

“Go!” she yelled in my face, breaking me from my haze.

“What about you?” I asked.

She pulled two pistols from under the table, checked the magazines, then clicked the safeties off. “I’m good.”

My eyes widened. “The fuck! You’re not planning on going out there?”

“Have to. If we can hear the gunshots this close, that means most of our guards are dead. That leaves us in the house to fend off whoever it is until reinforcements come.”

I looked down at her belly. “You’re not going out there.” It wasn’t a question. I’d drag her ass down the steps myself before allowing her to risk her and her baby’s lives.

Just as I was about to tell her that very thing, Atticus and DeMarco rushed into the kitchen. Atticus scowled when he saw us standing there.

“What’s going on?” Grace asked, her voice loud.

“DeMarco’s uncle didn’t take the news that DeMarco is out well.”

She frowned. “I thought you were supposed to do that at the party.”

“And fuck up our annive—” He paused as if just realizing people were shooting around us. “Why are you two not in the safe room?” Atticus looked about ready to shoot Grace when he looked down and saw the guns in her hands. “Where in the fuck did you think you were going with those?”

“I was going to find you,” she sassed. Her frown deepened as if he should have already known that answer.

“You’re out of your motherfucking mind!” he roared. The bass in his voice surprised me—more hood than mob boss.

DeMarco took his place at my side and scrolled through his phone as they argued. I was burning a hole in the side of his face with my eyes. How in the hell was he so calm? Who was he texting?

Atticus yelled for Grace to leave, and her response was, “Only if you come with us.”

He gave her an icy glare, one that asked if she was out of her mind. There was a standoff. She didn’t move, even after we heard more suppressed gunfire, this time louder. Even I knew that meant they were closer. My bladder burned, and the sudden urge to pee hit me.

“Get the fuck downstairs, Grace,” Atticus demanded.

It was too late. Two men came through the back door. I screamed and damn near died on the spot. Grace reacted before even the men did. She turned, aimed, and fired two perfect shots. One to the first guy’s head, one to the other guy's chest. I was in awe of her.

Atticus lowered his gun, cursed, then literally picked her up and started carrying her downstairs. Nobody had to tell me to follow. DeMarco finally pulled his attention away from his phone and grabbed my elbow. He gave me a serious look, one that dared me to challenge him, and I understood why—I was constantly challenging him. Not this time. I was going to do exactly what he said and let him do what he did: protect me.

“You have to stay in that room, Nova. Don’t come up no matter what you hear. If anything happens to me, Grace will take care of you.”

He looked too fucking calm about the entire thing. Then a shadow crossed his eyes, and I knew he was worried, too. It just wasn’t his nature to freak out like I was. He brought my hand to his lips, then shoved me toward the door before looking back at his phone. My heart physically hurt at the thought of something happening to him. I shouldered away my tears before heading toward the steps. I didn’t want to leave him; however, I knew the longer I stayed, the more of a distraction I became.

I couldn’t leave without telling him how I felt, though. “I love you, DeMarco.”

He turned back and looked at me. His eyes fell to my stomach. “I know.” He smirked.

I couldn’t help it; I rolled my eyes. I was aiming for a sentimental movie moment and he had to be a jackass.

“Now get the fuck downstairs, Nova,” he demanded.

I made my way downstairs as Atticus was coming up two at a time. “Don’t let Grace’s crazy ass leave that room. No matter what,” he said to me.

I nodded. “Okay. I promise.”

The room we were locked in spanned the entire house. There were bedrooms and bathrooms, a living room, and a kitchen. Everything was sleek and modern—black furniture, custom art, stainless steel appliances—which I only got a glimpse of. Grace was steaming as she pulled me into a room filled with cameras.

“I could have helped,” she growled.

She thought Atticus should have let her eight-months-pregnant ass play shoot-’em-up with him? Really? Besides, he didn’t look like he needed the help. I saw him, Tank, and DeMarco on the cameras, laying men down without much effort. They looked like they’d done this before. They were in the front yard on the well-manicured lawn. Grace and Atticus’s house was a literal compound, surrounded by a ten-foot brick wall. People had to drive about five minutes up the driveway and through twenty guards to get to it, which was why I was surprised to see about twenty or so men surrounding the place.

I knew they weren’t Atticus’s men. He had roughnecks and ex-prison buddies on his payroll; they were brute, violent, diverse, and chaotic. The men I saw on camera were professionals moving in tandem, and all were white. Atticus kept stealing my attention. He moved like an athlete, a warrior, or some graceful shit.

It was the most inappropriate time to ask, but I did anyway. Grace was pacing, avoiding looking at the cameras, when I blurted it out. “Is Atticus Black?” He reminded me so much of the Black boys I’d grown up with.

She looked up and frowned at me. “He’s mixed-race. His mom was Black and white; his dad was white.”

That made sense. He had too much "something" I couldn’t name just to be a white boy. I’d thought that for weeks, ever since I had heard him and Grace having sex once—purely by accident. And the whole “You gonna make me bust in this pussy” vernacular screamed more urban, less mafia.

She laughed at my expression. “He’s a code-switcher extraordinaire. His racist Italian granddaddy made him hide who he was so he could be who he wanted him to be. We’re from a town that was seventy-two percent Black. You were either Black, a hillbilly, or KKK. Atticus’s daddy was a hillbilly and KKK, but Atticus spent just as much time with me and my granny as he did with his daddy, so you never know which side of him you’ll get.”

We’d only pulled our attention away from the cameras for a minute when both of us realized at the same time that the gunshots had stopped. Our eyes flew back to the screens. We had to search for DeMarco and Atticus to find them in the camera feed. They were out by the pool. Men surrounded them—obvious allies. Then my eyes zoomed in on the person DeMarco seemed to be yelling at.

“That’s DeMarco’s uncle. But who is the guy next to him?” I asked.

Grace leaned onto the cabinet that housed the cameras, then cursed. “I knew they’d find a reason to come after us. That’s Atticus's ex-wife’s lover standing next to the uncle. Let’s go.” Grace grabbed my hand and one of her guns.

“But Atticus said—”

“Shut up, Nova. We need to get out there before that greasy motherfucker opens his mouth and my fucking world implodes.”

I had so many questions but knew it wasn’t the right time. I allowed her to pull me to the door and waited as she entered the code. She moved fast as hell for a pregnant woman. I was still recovering from my beating and had to hobble and jog to keep up with her. We burst out of the back door just in time to hear the tall, well-built blond curse. He then spat at Atticus's feet.

“I fucked both your wives so many times I’ve tattooed my name on their pussy right beside yours,” he bragged foolishly.

Atticus had a gun to his head. There was an explosion seconds after the words left his mouth, then blood was everywhere, and suddenly the guy’s head was missing. Grace stopped in her tracks, then bent at the knees and screamed out, which drew everyone’s attention to us. I went to her, but Atticus was on us before I could ask her what was wrong.

“I’m sorry,” she apologized over and over again to him when he lifted her. The coldness in his eyes gave me shivers. I felt scared for Grace, but I didn’t think he would hurt her. He carried her back to the house while she continued babbling.


Nova — Epilogue

DeMarco had told me he was a bad man; he told me he wanted me to see him—really see him underneath the surface—and I thought I had until that very moment. With only his eyes, he needlessly warned me not to look away. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t have even if I wanted to. He had told me what he was, and now he was showing me who he was and what he was capable of.

He was a killer, and I knew it, but it’s different seeing it. Trembling, I stood on the other side of the Olympic-sized swimming pool and watched, unblinkingly, as his uncle clawed at his arms and hands. He fought to stay afloat, fought to stay above the surface. He fought despite knowing he had no chance of getting out of that pool alive. He had already been shot twice—that’s how he ended up in the water. A bullet to each knee. DeMarco had been toying with him ever since. Right after Atticus scooped a crying Grace up in his arms and carried her toward the house, DeMarco pushed him under the water, then pulled him up by his thinning hair more times than I could count.

It was cruel, and Marco was enjoying it. Though callous indifference masked his face, his eyes shone bright—as bright as they did right before he found his release inside of me. He was a monster, and I could feel myself being tainted by him because I wasn’t afraid or disgusted by what I saw. I didn’t care that he hurt people or would hurt people. Maybe it would be different if any of the people he’d killed weren’t blights on society. Maybe it was different because I finally decided to be selfish. I had a right to be; I was finally going to put my needs ahead of everyone else’s, and I needed him. I didn’t feel hollow or scared anymore by his side.

When DeMarco’s uncle no longer struggled and started floating to the bottom of the pool, DeMarco stood and casually straightened his suit jacket despite it being soaking wet. Then, and only then, did his eyes find mine. He stared until a moment of awareness passed between us. Nothing had changed.

He made his way to my side, stopping right in front of me. His face and suit were covered in blood; he smelled of gunpowder, death, and cigars. I wanted to touch him but knew he was keeping his distance for that reason. His eyes were still shining bright; adrenaline had the vein in his neck pulsing rapidly. He looked high.

“Go back into the house, Nova. I’ll come find you when I’m done here. We’re going home tonight. You’re safe from everybody but me now.” He bit into his bottom lip and gave me a lustful look, promising he was going to do dirty, nasty things to me, and wickedly, I looked forward to them. Then he turned and started yelling out orders.


DeMarco — Epilogue

One month later

I clicked on the light as soon as Nova’s stepfather, Robert, opened the front door of her childhood home. It was a dilapidated piece of shit, but it would serve its purpose.

“Nova, I cam—” He trailed off when he saw me sitting there in the corner in the shadows. He was an idiot. I’d texted him from Nova’s old phone pretending to be her and said I would split the money she’d received with him. I couldn’t believe he actually came.

I wished I could have taken a picture of the wide-eyed, shocked expression on his face to show Nova, but I knew she would find no joy in it like I did. He threw his hands up and started backing out the door.

I waved him back in with my gun. “Close the door and come in, Robert. Have a seat.” I pointed to the chair that sat directly across from me.

I tilted my head and studied him. He was a large man—six-foot-two, two hundred and forty pounds—in his early fifties. Despite his age, he was still in good shape, with muscle everywhere. I could only imagine how strong he had been back when he was beating Nova. Anger heated the blood in my veins, but I kept my tone calm.

“You’re trembling, Robert. It's okay. Sit down. I’m not going to kill you.” And I wasn’t. He needed something more poetic as justice for what he’d done to Nova.

He sat momentarily but jumped up when I stood.

“Sit your ass down.” I clicked off the safety on my gun and pointed it at his head. His knees visibly shook as he took his seat.

I continued. “Nova told me about one particular memory she has of you beating her and using your foot to kick her down a flight of stairs. Did you know she has recurring nightmares about it? And that’s on the nights when she can go to sleep at all.”

“She was hardheaded. Her momma told me to straighten her out.”

“And you did that by beating and putting your feet on a little girl?” I sneered.

“I was only—”

“Shhhhh.” I pointed the gun at him. His mouth snapped shut immediately. “I don’t want to hear your excuses for the inexcusable. Was what you did to Nova right or wrong?”

“Wrong,” his voice trembled.

“Did you deserve the money you and her mother stole from her—the money you had her beaten over?”

“No.” He shook his head. “And I’m sorry for that.”

I chuckled. “You’re not sorry. You came here today expecting her to give you more money.” I started circling him. “You poisoned her brother against her. You stole from her. You tried to break her. All of that set her on a path to meet me—a very bad man. So, something good did come out of it, because I’ll never let anyone hurt her again.”

“Please don’t—”

“Didn’t I tell you to shut the fuck up?” I tucked my hand into my jacket and came out with brass knuckles. “Stand up!”

He did so immediately. I backhanded him with the gun, and before he could fall, I reared back and caught him with a body blow that caused him to spit up blood. He yelled like a bitch before collapsing to the floor. On his hands and knees, he started crawling toward the door. I called out to my men.

They appeared from the kitchen where they’d been waiting. They dragged him back to where I stood. He struggled uselessly as they duct-taped his mouth, shutting out his pleas. Next, they taped his arms behind his back.

“Throw him down the stairs repeatedly until every fucking bone in his body is broken. Then bury him in the backyard.”

Hopefully, he’d still be breathing when they did.


Nova – Epilogue

6 Months Later

“Members of the Esposito crime family have been murdered all over the US and Europe,” I heard the newscaster start the evening news as I was making my way down the steps.

DeMarco shut off the TV when he heard me. He was trying to protect me from what was going on when he and Atticus disappeared for days at a time, but Grace had already told me. Atticus was trying to wipe out his and his ex-wife’s entire bloodline. He had stepped away from his family legacy and obligations to live a new, normal life, but people from his old one couldn’t seem to let go of the past. Grace wouldn’t tell me about the guy who had been killed that night, but I had a feeling he was the reason Atticus was so bloodthirsty.

“I’m ready.” I was dressed comfortably in a loose-fitting maxi dress with Converses on my swollen feet.

DeMarco turned and eyed me appreciatively, his gaze stopping at my hips. He licked his lips. I could see his cock go from lazy to fully alert in his cargo shorts. It was still strange not seeing him in a suit every day. I preferred the suits; that meant he was going out and wasn’t home all day annoying me. I shook my head.

“No, DeMarco. No sex. You told me you had a surprise for me, and I want it.”

He pushed himself off the sofa and came to stand in front of me. Wickedness shone bright in his eyes. “What is my number two rule, Nova?”

I rolled my eyes. “I can never say no,” I deadpanned.

“Then take off your panties and bend over the sofa,” he growled. His voice was as deep and dark as his eyes. My nipples pebbled, but no—I wanted my surprise.

“Are you trying to piss me off?” We had agreed his rules only worked if I had some of my own. DeMarco was a control freak, so of course, he didn’t really agree to that.

He backed up and grunted. “It was worth a try,” he mumbled, before lifting my hand to kiss the knuckle my engagement ring was on. Then, bending, he kissed my huge, round belly.

I was two months away from giving birth to my baby girl, and I was excited and scared. I didn’t know what type of mother I would be since I had such a terrible one. But DeMarco claimed we could Google how to be good parents. I just shook my head. The man was a whole fool.

We got in the car, and he drove me about twenty minutes away from our new house. We pulled up in front of a rehabilitation hospital. I turned in my seat to look at him. “What are we doing here?”

“I told you I didn’t kill your brother.”

He had, but I hadn’t believed him. Cedrick had disappeared off the face of the earth right after Dixon and his wife were killed. DeMarco nodded toward the hospital. I turned to find Cedrick walking out of the double doors, looking healthier than I’d seen him in years. I felt bad for doubting DeMarco.

“So, he was a crackhead,” slipped out before I could censor my words.

“Close enough. Meth and cocaine,” DeMarco answered.

Everything made sense now.

“You brought him here?”

He nodded. “So, are you getting out or what?”

I looked back at Cedrick, who was looking at me expectantly, then back to DeMarco. My decision was easy. “No. I’m not ready to forgive him.”

Knowing that Leyani was now staying with her grandmother—Dixon’s mother—made the distance between me and Cedrick feel even wider. He hadn’t just stolen my money; he had stolen a piece of my heart by letting me believe that little girl was my blood. Every hug, every "Auntie Nova," and every plan I’d made for her future had been built on a foundation of his greed. His lies had hurt more than just my bank account; they had cost me the only family I thought I had left.

Without questioning or judging me, DeMarco nodded and started the car. I didn’t even look back as we drove away. Cedrick had spent my entire life hurting me; forgiveness wouldn’t come easy, if at all.
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