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Scandal: The Rise and Fall of the Birchmier Brothers
 
    
 
   “Willow?”
 
   Glancing up from the monstrous pile of papers on my desk, I can't help but be annoyed. Christian Birchmier, one of the heirs to his father's billion dollar entertainment company, looms over me. He's the one who gave me all the work, and now he's come to bother me?
 
   I nearly snap at him, but there's some odd emotion on his face that halts me. It seems calm on the surface, but all of his muscles are just a tiny bit too tight. Something's wrong.
 
   “Yes, Mr. Birchmier?” I smile, lifting my chin instinctively. I have made a point to always have him see me from my best angles, and never with my chin pressed into my neck. A powerful man like Christian wouldn't dare keep an ugly woman on staff in this city. There's simply too many models looking for a stable job to allow that.
 
   I am beyond lucky to have this position, even if I am just a personal assistant. I do everything I can to keep it. Hell, when he called me after our interview and told me I got the job, I sobbed into my pillow for nearly a half hour. It's like winning the lottery!
 
   “Can you come into my office for a second? We need to discuss something.” He slips back through his heavy wooden door, leaving it open for me to join him.
 
   Standing up from my desk, I pause for just a second. Deep breaths. In, out. In, out. I don't know what could possibly be wrong, but that look on his face seemed to spell disaster for someone. I need to stay calm or I could make things worse. Here's hoping I just made a mistake on a budget form.
 
   I step into his office and breathe in the sweet scent of the vanilla candle he burns every morning while he drinks his coffee. It's an odd ritual for a young man, but it's one I've come to enjoy.
 
   “Look,” he starts, leaning against his desk. His hair is brushed back and dyed black, probably recently too. In one of his hands is his electronic tablet, the one he takes with him everywhere he goes. The one time he left it in his office after going home he practically begged me to bring it to him. 
 
   He sighs, closing his eyes and bringing his fingers up to pinch his nose. A headache, no doubt. They're unfortunately common for him. “You know we have an image we need to keep up. We can't let our employees have public racy photos or talk about politics or drugs, things like that. It's just company policy.”
 
   I nod my head emphatically. Luckily, I have nothing like that out there, so it looks like this is about someone else. “I know that, Mr. Birchmier.”
 
   Christian holds out his tablet for me to see. The screen has a photo of some woman. Her tits are out and her vagina is stuff with some unknown man's cock.
 
   Oh shit, hang on! That's me!
 
   Was this taken on my birthday? I examine the photo and try to remember that night. I went home to celebrate with my friends and we all got way more drunk than we expected. I know I slept with someone that night, but I have no idea who.
 
   “Oh my god! How did you get this?”
 
   “It was emailed to me. It came with a threat. I either fire you, or the photos go public.”
 
   My head spins. I need to sit down but there's no chair near me, so I fall unceremoniously to the floor and let my head fall into my hands. “I'm going to throw up,” I groan.
 
   Christian kneels down next to me and places his hand on my back. The gesture seems hollow and distant, more of an insult than soothing. “I'm not going to let these photos get out, for a number of reasons. But that means...” He trails off.
 
   He only hired me three months ago, and we never really hit it off. He doesn't care at all what happens to me. 
 
   “So I'm fired.” The words feel like acid in my mouth. “Email me that photo.” I'm going to find out who that asshole is, and I'm going to make him regret ruining my life. I'll break his knees. I'll tie him to a car and sink it in the ocean. I'll-
 
   “I promise to write you a great recommendation, but I need you to leave immediately.”
 
   I stand ip, though I'm numb. I don't remember packing up my things in a box, and only really notice that I'm awake at all once I'm standing out on the cold New York street. With a sigh, I walk home.
 
    
 
   A week's worth of newspapers litter my kitchen table and desk. No one's hiring, and my bank account is already getting too small for my tastes. With a cup of coffee in my hand and tired eyes, I look out at the sunrise and let my mind wander.
 
   “Maybe it's time to just move back home.” Thinking about going three states away from the most exciting place in America sets my teeth on edge.
 
   Fuck this, I don't want to think about this right now. I put down my coffee and grab my bag of dirty laundry. Can't get a job without clean clothes anyway.
 
   Even though it's still early, New York is never quiet. On the street I brush past hundreds of people, each on heading to their jobs dressed in the best suits and dresses money can buy. They must look so odd next to me in my sweatpants and dirty t-shirt.
 
   The laundromat is a small one owned by a cute Japanese woman. She and her son work together to keep it open 24 hours. Someone already has two units in use, though no one is watching the clothes tumble in the drier. I take two of the units on the opposite wall and stuff all of my clothes into the machines without bothering to separate anything.
 
   I'm on my third game of sudoku on my phone when the driers on the other wall buzz and the door to the laundromat opens dramatically. In walks one of the handsomest men in the world. His blazer is tailored to fit him and show off his thin but manly waist. In fact, his jeans must be tailored too. His hair is slicked back, making it look wet and giving him a very classic appearance.
 
   Something about him seems familiar, but I can't quite tell what. His dark skin tells the story of weeks in the sun, or maybe hours in a tanning booth. 
 
   “Hello there,” he says, smiling at me. His teeth are so straight and so white. Maybe he's a male model? He must have noticed that I was staring, but he probably gets that all the time. Blushing, I look down and smile. “I've never seen you in here before, beautiful.”
 
   “I usually come in the afternoon.” I fiddle with my blonde hair while looking at the floor.
 
   “Ah. What prompted the change?” He folds his boxers in front of me, forcing me to blush an even hotter shade of red.
 
   “I was fired for the most idiotic reason in the world, and now I need to clean my interview clothes.”
 
   “That sucks! Who were you working for?” The man looks genuinely concerned. God, why does he look so familiar?
 
   “Birchmier and Sons. Mostly one of the sons. I've never met the other one, though.”
 
   Something changes in his face. “No way.” He shakes his head, and then lets out an incredulous laugh. “Would you believe me if I told you I was the other son?”
 
   I laugh, but the sound is uglier than I'd like. I'm being rude. “Why would a Birchmier son be doing his own laundry in a small laundromat like this?”
 
   Throwing down his boxers, he pulls out his wallet and flips his ID to me. “Probably because I was caught being inappropriate and was taken out of the will and my job.”
 
   There's his name, right there, on the laminated card. Jordan Birchmier, Jr. The son of Jordan Birchmier, the owner of Birchmier and Sons.
 
   “Holy shit,”
 
   “So, why were you fired?” He takes his ID back and goes back to folding. At least now I know why he looked so familiar.
 
   Do I really want to tell him why I was fired? Hell, I haven't told anyone, yet. I've just been stewing in my anger for days. “Because some prick sent him photos of me having drunken sex. He threatened your brother and got me fired!”
 
   Jordan reels back in horror. “That's awful! And Christian actually gave into that?”
 
   I nod, fighting back hot tears now.
 
   “What a pig.” Jordan comes and sits next to me. He doesn't touch me or hug me, he just sits down next to me as a sign of solidarity until I calm down and wipe away stubborn tears. 
 
   “What if I said I know how to get back at him?”
 
   My eyes flick up and lock onto his. They're the same bright blue color that Chrstian has, stunning and clear. Somehow, though, they look more innocent than Christian's eyes. “I'm not looking for revenge,” I say. It doesn't even sound honest to me.
 
   “Look, it's expensive living in this city. If you help me get revenge on my brother, I'll pay you 10 grand a month. That's enough to keep you in your apartment, right?”
 
   I eye him suspiciously. A stubborn strand of his black hair has come loose and lays against his forehead now. There has to be a catch. “I'm waiting to hear your plan before I promise anything.”
 
   Jordan sighs, then laughs. “Yeah, that's understandable. I don't want to discuss it here, though. I'll help you get home and we can discuss it in your apartment, if you'd like.”
 
   “Fine,” I reply. I don't know if I want him seeing where I live, but not having to walk home with my laundry sounds like a good deal. Plus, the idea of getting revenge on Christian is starting to excite me. Plus, being paid that much will let me devote my time to finding out who took that photo.
 
    
 
   The rest of the time at the laundromat and in the car was spent talking about ourselves. I learned that Jordan went into publishing after he was taken out of the will. I want to ask him what exactly he did, but he's kept my quiet as he dished about some of the most famous authors in the world.
 
   He asked questions about me, too. I told him about my parents, and how I come from a poor home. My mom had to go back to work to pay for college, which is why it was so important to keep my job at Birchmier and Sons. I want to pay her back.
 
   “I see,” Jordan says. “I think what I pay you will let you do that, especially if you find another job on top of it.” He grins at me after parking, as if we're old friends. I can't help but smile back. Jordan isn't like his brother. Where Christian is distant and a bit mean, Jordan is warm and kind.
 
   A wave of embarrassment hits me as I press my key into my door. “I know you must think I'm a slut for having drunk sex like that.” My hair slips over my shoulder and hides my face.
 
   “No way. You're a modern woman, and you have every right to have sex with whoever you want!”
 
   Hearing those words sends a surge of confidence through me. I look up at Jordan and feel my heart swell. Now, now, Willow, this is just a business arrangement. Jordan doesn't want to date me. 
 
   It would be nice to be friends with him, though.
 
   I stand up taller as we walk through my door and into my messy apartment. Knowing that at least one person doesn't think I'm a slut makes it so I don't even care how the main room looks. I think I really like Jordan, but I remind myself not to get my hopes up. “Would you like something to drink? Coffee, water?”
 
   “I won't be here too long, I have a meeting in an hour. Let's talk.”
 
   Jordan sits down at the kitchen table. I take a second to ball up all the newspapers and throw them away before sitting down next to him.
 
   “So... what did you do, anyway? To be taken out of the will, I mean.”
 
   An odd look washes over his face, but then it's gone so fast I'm not sure it wasn't just my imagination. “Ah, well. That's actually related to my plan.”
 
   “Oh,” I answer. I don't know if I like the sound of that.
 
   “See, I was young and I was in a serious relationship. I was engaged, in fact, to my high school sweetheart. I was also incredibly stupid and broke her heart. I fell in love with another woman, one that had no intention of staying with me. She was bright and beautiful and told me all the things an insecure young man wants to hear.” He pauses and picks at a scratch in my table. “I was caught with her on camera. Christian was the one who set up the camera and took it to my father. By that same night I was banished from the family and forced to remake myself from scratch.”
 
   We both sit in silence. I think I see what he's getting at.
 
   “I know it's a lot to ask. If you say no, I won't hold it against you.”
 
   Anger at the injustice of my situation already weighed heavily on me. Added the evil done to Jordan only made it worse. “No, I'll do it. What's the plan?” I'm willing to do anything, absolutely anything, to get revenge against Christian for treating people so coldly. Even if that means using my body as a weapon.
 
   “Well, Christian is having a Halloween party very soon. Hundreds of people will be invited, including one of my friends. She'll take you as her guest. From there it's up to you to seduce him.”
 
   “Why would he let me seduce him?” I ask. “I'm not very pretty, and even worse he hates my guts!”
 
   “First of all, Willow, you are gorgeous.” Jordan leans in and slides a hand on my thigh. It sends a hot sensation up my leg and to my crotch. My breathing becomes erratic. “Secondly, it's a costume party. Wear a mask and you'll just be another one of the women, especially since I know he'll be drunk.”
 
   I say nothing. I can't move my lips at all. His hand is still on my thigh.
 
   Jordan pulls back and takes his phone out of his pocket. “Take down this number. My friend's name is Julie. I'll call her and tell her what we're planning, and she'll pick you up at 10 on Saturday. Be ready for her.”
 
   He gives me the number before standing up and smoothing down his blazer. Taking my hand, he helps me out of my chair and bends over to kiss my hand. I can still feel the warmth of his soft lips on my skin well after he's left my apartment.
 
    
 
   I have always wanted to be beautiful. Like, truly beautiful. The kind of beautiful that the world revolves around. Instead, I ended up with a few too many freckles and hair that can't decide if it's blonde or brown. My nose is alright and I like my eyes, but my face is too round and I don't even want to talk about my hips and waist.
 
   Still, I do what I do what I can with what I learned from my mom. She's been talented with makeup and taught me since my first ballet recital how to accentuate the good and downplay the bad. A thin stroke of dark brown eyeliner, some small but thick fake eyelashes, the tiniest bit of blush and I look almost passable.
 
   The finishing touch, and the only thing anyone will even see tonight with my mask on, is bright red lipstick. I normally go for a more natural look, but tonight I don't want to be normal. Tonight I'm a femme fatale.
 
   My phone buzzes on my vanity. It's a text from Julie. 
 
   “Be there in 5.”
 
   I scramble to throw some money and other things in the special purse that showed up in my mailbox two days ago. At first I was confused, but then I found the hidden pocket in the bottom that housed a camera. Jordan must be some kind of genius.
 
   There's a buzz letting me know that Julie's at the door just as I slip on my rabbit mask and straighten my black dress. The little puff of a tail on my behind wiggles as I walk to greet her.
 
   “Oh, wow! Jordan said you were hot, but I didn't expect you to be this hot! Great costume.” Julie is a thin and petite Latina with golden skin. Her dark brown hair falls in ringlets which are tamed by a tiara on her head. She's wearing the classiest fairy costume I have ever seen.
 
   “Yours is way better! Where did you find that?”
 
   “Oh, I made it! I'm a fashion designer.”
 
   My eyebrows rise as far as they can go. “Oh!” That's all I can muster. The lives of billionaires are so full of interesting people. Even just a taste of it leaves me baffled.
 
   The party is only a few blocks away, which makes the drive in Julie's hot red convertible painfully short. I could get used to living a life of luxury like this, blasting pop music with wind blowing through my hair.
 
   When we arrive, all I can do is look up at the huge building in front of me. It's one of the most famous hotels in the entire city, lit up and thumping with music. Julie sees me staring at the tall building and chuckles. “Christian rents out the whole building every Halloween. He does it so we don't bother any real people with our antics. Come on, let's go inside.”
 
   I don't know what I was expecting before stepping into the lobby of the hotel. Maybe cheesy decorations and “spooky” music playing on repeat, a makeshift haunted room here or there. No, what I step into when I'm ushered through these big doors is a fantasy world full of twirling bright colors. Each person is wearing the classiest, showiest costume they could find. Sequins, feathers and confetti rest gently on each person. It's in their hair and on their skin and coating the floor.
 
   The loud music isn't crappy Halloween music, either. It's the kind of remixes and dance music that you expect to hear in a movie soundtrack, each tune upbeat and catchy. As Julie leads me through the crowd and into the main ballroom, I find my body moving to the beat naturally.
 
   There, below the hanging chandelier, are thousands of men and women dancing the demons out of their body. I recognize a few of the celebrities, the movie stars and the singers that litter every magazine and TV screen. For a moment I'm starstruck, but I'm pulled along too fast for it to really sink in.
 
   Julie grabs the nearest glass of champagne and hands it to me. “Drink up and have fun. Just because you're here for a reason doesn't mean you shouldn't enjoy it.”
 
   As she pounds her own glass, I watch her amazed at her grace even as she fills herself with alcohol. Everyone in this room with me is probably more drunk and more high than I've ever been. I tip my head back and drink my glass with resolve. I need to fit in.
 
   Before I know it I'm on the dance floor with my new friend, grinding against her body and the bodies of anyone else nearby. There's no harm in having some fun, right? 
 
   The song changes and I'm again pulled to another room. My head is starting to feel light, but it's pleasant enough. 
 
   “Come on, let's go find Christian,” Julie giggles. Then she gasps and pulls me into the corner, pressing my body against hers. Her soft breasts press against my own as she drapes her arms around me. Her eyes look wild as she watches someone pass by. Once whatever threat was once there is gone, she smiles and hugs me. “Sorry, just an ex boyfriend.”
 
   Through the lobby again, we head upstairs. We share an elevator ride with two men making out, the sound of their lips smacking together irritating me in my drunken haze. Once we're out of the elevator I grab another glass of champagne and drink it more slowly as I'm led around by my companion.
 
   “Miss Blanchard?”
 
   Julie whirls around, her dress fluttering dramatically behind her. “Yes?”
 
   “Mister Birchmier would like to see you. Alone.”
 
   She freezes, then looks to me for just a split second before she's gone. I'm left alone. 
 
   Without my guide, I gravitate to the wall where I can watch everyone else in peace. My head is spinning, but with a glass of water I'm feeling more like myself. The bright lights and music are still both infectious, but I stay glued to the wall. 
 
   A woman with a bottle of champagne pressed to her lips pushes past me, followed by three shirtless men. Another shirtless man carrying a shirtless woman over his shoulder crosses the floor going the other way. I'm surrounded by the weirdest people in the world, and it's beautiful.
 
   I look up at the huge clock hanging on the opposite wall. Julie's been gone a long time. Worried, I walk in the direction that she left, hoping to find her on her way back to me. I end up in a long hotel hallway. I'm about to turn back around when Julie bursts through one of the doors and runs straight into a bathroom. Her hair is tousled and her makeup messed up. Did she just have sex with Christian?
 
   A man steps out of the room behind her. Oh shit! It's Christian! I step back, almost to the end of the hallway, and try to look inconspicuous as he approaches. I know he won't know how I am with my makeup and rabbit mask.
 
   I feel a presence near me. Turning my head, I look up into Christian's eyes and gasp in surprise.
 
   “I didn't mean to scare you. You just looked lonely.” He bumps into me gently, smiling.
 
   “N-no,” the words stumble out of my mouth. He looks up and watches the group of dancing oddities in the other room for a second.
 
   “You know, I throw these parties every year. I never really take part in them.”
 
   “Oh?” I answer, feeling my normal sarcastic self bubbling forward. “Not a social butterfly?”
 
   Chuckling, he shakes his head. “No, not much of one at all. When you're the son of one of the richest men in the world, well, you're expected to entertain once in a while.”
 
   We both stand against the wall quietly. Maybe he does know who I am, but how could he possibly? And anyway, he's being too kind to know that I'm the slut he fired two weeks ago. How in the world am I going to seduce him?
 
   “Why don't you come somewhere quieter with me? You look like the kind of girl with a lot of secrets, and the best person to tell is always a stranger.” Christian takes a step back and holds out his hand. I look at it, then up at him, and feel my heart thumping against my chest. He's so smooth when he doesn't hate me!
 
   I take his hand and let him lead me into what I expect to be a hotel room but what looks more like a study. It's full of bookshelves and a single desk with a computer on it. In the center of the room is two couches, dark and velvet.
 
   Remembering the camera and my whole reason for even being here, I place my purse on a bookshelf and press down on the hidden pocket to start the camera. When I turn around, Christian is next to me. He grabs my arms and swings me away from the bookcase before slamming me against the wall and kissing me deeply.
 
   His fingers start to slip under my mask as he looks into my eyes. He tries to pull it up off of my face, but I push him away. “Leave it on,” I say.
 
   “Kinky. Alright, I'll try it.” He pulls me into another strong embrace, his soft lips pressing against mine. Sudden unexpected emotions force themselves upon me as I realize this feels right. Lust and even a bit of romance wash over me, but maybe that's just because of how drunk I am.
 
   Christian breaks the kiss and tips my head to the side, revealing my neck. His lips leave quick kisses on it before he bites down just hard enough to raise goosebumps on my skin.
 
   “Ahh,” I moan, gripping his suit. He bites me again, then pulls me over to the couch. He sits down and drapes his arms over the back.
 
   “I'd like you to choose what you do to me.”
 
   Being in charge makes this all much more scary. I think for a second, trying to keep in character. I take a deep breath before I bend down. My black dress hikes up over my thighs. If we weren't alone right now, I'd be giving someone a very lewd visual. The rabbit ears on my mask, heavy with plastic and fur, threaten to tip down and reveal my face.
 
   Christian leans back against his black couch, smiling in anticipation. He doesn't have a clue who I am. A look like that is reserved for a woman he doesn't despise. He closes his eyes, which makes him look so sweet and innocent. It's a strange visual in this situation. Gently, I slide my hand up his thigh, gripping at it. I want him to feel in every one of my movements how much I want him. These movements need to show him the need that burns deep within me.
 
   Taking the clasp of his buckle, I pull it loose and slide the thick leather out from under him. My dainty hands pull at his pants, unbuttoning the golden clasp and pulling down the zipper. Christian gives me a happy sigh.
 
   I toss back my hair before grabbing his pants. He lifts himself up so that I can easily pull them down. As soon as I see his glorious cock, my eyes widen and I hold my breath. It's so beautiful and so big. His thick manhood is already half-hard. 
 
   Licking my lips, I take his penis in my hand. I grip it tight. Merely holding this unbelievable prick forces a moan from my lips, a shiver running up my spine. The muscles in my lower abdomen begin to tickle and my nether region becomes hot and slick with my juices.
 
   My eyes flick up at him. I catch him watching me with a smirk on his face, but his arms stay put around the back of the couch. This man is worth billions of dollars, and still he lets me have control over his most precious asset. 
 
   “I'm going to suck your cock until you cum down my throat,” I tell him. I don't know where this sudden sluttiness is coming from, but it feels good. Christian just smiles wider and leans his head back again, waiting for me to make my move. 
 
   His cock is so smooth. It twitches in my hand, which instinctively begins to move up and down. His foreskin slides with my hand against his shaft. 
 
   After only a few minutes, precum begins to leak from his prick. My mouth salivates. I want to taste it so bad. I lean forward, a few strands of my golden hair slipping over my shoulder. With my tongue held out as if I were about to taste an ice cream, I press it against his velvety skin. 
 
   “Ah,” he sighs, his fingers scratching against the couch. I take that as a good sign. Opening my mouth as wide as it can go, I place it over his cock. I only take the tip of his prick into my mouth at first, so that I can swirl my tongue against it and tease him. His precum is salty and gooey, a naughty taste in my mouth. I take another inch. Looking up, I see that he's brought his hand to his mouth and is covering it an an attempt to keep himself quiet. I guess he doesn't want to be found with me!
 
   A quick movement and his whole member is deep down my throat. My gag reflex is going to kick in soon, but I hold myself down as long as I can. Christian's thighs quiver beneath me. The hand that isn't covering his mouth is gripping the couch tight as he writhes in ecstasy.
 
   With a few coughs and sputters, I lift my head and choke in some air. As soon as I'm composed, I go back to work, though. My head bobbing up and down, I tease this billionaire man as much as possible. He gasps and moans beneath his hand, his hips scooting down to get his cock closer to me.
 
   I pull my head up and look at him, waiting for him to notice that I've stopped sucking him off. “I am going to ride you until you come in me, now.” 
 
   He says nothing in return, only watching me with those cold blue eyes. Standing up, I kick off my shoes and hike up my dress, revealing no panties and a glistening cunt more than ready for that cock to enter it.
 
   Stepping up onto the couch, I grab Christian's shoulder. He cradles my back with surprising tenderness, not allowing me to fall as I position his prick at my entrance and lower myself onto him.
 
   “Sssshit,” I moan through clenched teeth. Once he's fully within me, I wrap my legs around him and place my arms around his neck. His large, strong hands grab the top of my dress and pull it down. Christian can't seem to get enough of looking at my tits.
 
   I don't move an inch, but his cock twitches inside of me. Even just that sends a wave of pleasure through my body. Even though I have ulterior motives, his cock still feels good inside of me. I rub my palm against the back of his neck, stroking it gently and running my fingers through his hair.
 
   Breathing in, I move my hips back. His cock moves with me, hitting me in just the right spot. Pulling myself forward again, I press my lips against him. I don't know why I did it. It just came naturally. I blush while I process the taste of champagne on his lips.
 
   Christian's dick twitches in me again. Wrapping his arms around me, he pushes my hips forward then pulls them back again. We move rhythmically with his cock buried deep within me. I get goosebumps when he hits that one super sensitive spot inside of me. I shudder and feel the tension inside of me building up.
 
   His fingernails scrape my skin as he frantically pushes me back and forth, grinding me onto him. He feels so big within me, his cock so deep that it brushes gently against my cervix with each wiggle. Christian forces my legs open wider and pushes his hips up, somehow getting even more of his huge manhood inside of me. I gasp and feel my nipples stiffen.
 
   Grabbing his shirt, I use it to help move me. I ride him hard and fast, pushing myself closer to orgasm. As I feel my own suddenly start to swell, his cock spasms within me and sudden shots of hot goo coat my insides. That feeling, that one sensation is what sends me over the edge. I scream as all of my muscles shake violently. 
 
   I let go of Christian's shirt and almost fall before he catches me. He pumps himself inside of me a few more times as I ride out a long and exquisite orgasm before he lays me down on the couch.
 
   Christian stands up and pulls his pants back up to his hips. Buttoning and zipping them, he looks down at my exposed body with a smile on his face.
 
   “Was it worth it?”
 
   I furrow my eyebrow and cock my head to the side. “Was what worth it?”
 
   He chuckles then walks over to the shelf where my camera is hidden. “Did you think I didn't know you were recording this? You thought you'd have blackmail against me, but now the tables have turned.”
 
   I push myself up, my face burning hot and bright red. “No! No, you've got it wrong, I was-”
 
   “Don't lie to me.” His face is suddenly angry, almost demonic with its fierceness. But then it melts back into his usual sarcastic look. “What was it for?”
 
   I sit in silence for a long time, not sure what to say. He waits patiently for a few moments before sighing and stuffing the small camera into his pocket. “You have to tell me or I'll release the video.” He cringes. “I don't want to threaten you like that again.”
 
   What an odd thing to say. “I was just trying to get revenge.”
 
   I was suddenly on the couch, with Christian upon me. “Who were you working with?!” He grabs me by my throat and I see pure hatred in his eyes, frightening rage that I don't think is meant for me.
 
   “I was working with your brother,” I choke out, trying to push him off of me. With the words out of the way, he relents and allows me to stand up again. He goes over to the desk and picks up that god damned tablet. The screen comes to life.
 
   “Yeah, I thought as much. You might want to see this.”
 
   I look again at that same photo, but this time there's more. There's a face.
 
   Jordan Birchmier's face.
 
  
 
  



Rich Roommate, Curvy Cutie
 
    
 
    
 
   I've always been awful with money. Even though I come from a very wealthy family, I always manage to be in debt. 
 
   I work an odd job, for a man who owns half the state—I stay with him, as a sort of servant, along with a boy. When my employer kicks the bucket, finally, he’ll name one of us his successor. I guess he’s an eccentric older guy who wants to pretend to mean something to some younger people. My boss threatens once in a while to cut me off. He always seems like he's joking, since he'll immediately give me whatever I need right after.
 
   Now that my room-mate, Jack, is working for him and is pretty much guaranteed to take over everything when my boss dies, my future monetary security is in jeopardy. It's not that Jack doesn't love me, he does, but he gets so irritated that I get everything handed to me while he has to work hard and prove to dad that he can succeed.
 
   But even though I can remember a time before this lavish lifestyle, I am still somehow bad with money. And right now, more than ever, that is clear to me. I always tell myself that next time I'll do better, next time I won't buy that $5,000 dress. But I always do. Somehow my dresses are always more expensive than the dresses my friends buy. Maybe it's because of my size. Being a size 20 makes it hard to find fashionable clothes for a reasonable price!
 
   And now I'm $93,000 in debt. It's an insane amount, and it's an amount I'd never be able to pay back on my own. It's not entirely my fault it's gone... I made a few mistakes, trying to start up online companies and paying shady contractors. And maybe there was some betting in there. And a lot of clothes. But come on, can you blame me?!
 
   I've been trying to think of a way to tell Randy, my boss, or to otherwise get the money. But I know I can't tell him. What if he kicks me straight out? I've really got to straighten my life out. I can't keep living like this!
 
   I've been pacing in my bedroom for a half hour now, knots of anxiety eating away at me. The plush carpet and the pink comforter on the bed are just annoying me in my fear. Fed up, I go to the bed and let myself fall onto it, my eyes closing. There's no hope. I'm going to have to ask my boss for the money. He's going to kill me.
 
   But then it hits me... I don't really need to ask for the money at all. I can just log onto his laptop and transfer the money from his bank account to mine. It's simple and of course I know his password! A girl’s got to have her talents, you know. 
 
   That's when I first learned he'll never notice if I just take a little bit more than he promised! This was the perfect plan. Why hadn't I thought of it sooner?!
 
   Randy is out at a meeting right now, and Jack is playing tennis, so I should have plenty of time to do what I need to do without getting caught. The maid is also out for the night and the only other person around is our gardener, and he's way out back dealing with our rose bushes. 
 
   I stand up and head out the door, down the hall to my boss’s room. The mansion is large, and so it takes a while to get there. The door creaks open, and slowly I creep in, looking for his black computer case. There it is, right by his bed as usual! I can't help but smile at how easy this is going to be. Picking up the case, I set it on his bed and unzip it.
 
   Inside is the brand new laptop he bought a month ago. Flicking the switch that allows the computer to open, I pull the screen up. Immediately, the operating system resumes from sleeping and asks me for his password. Typing it in quickly, I'm greeted with his desktop and a browser window already open. Easy as pie!
 
   I type in the web address for the bank, logging into his account. This is where it gets tricky though, I've never transferred money over before. Where is the button for that...
 
   “What's this?” I freeze. No, no, this isn't good. I whip my whole body around and find Jack standing in the doorway. His tall, thin body pushed against the door frame, his brown hair messy from tennis. “What are you doing on Randy’s computer, Alice?”
 
   I gulp and try to think of an excuse, but he's walking closer now and can probably see what website the computer is on. In stressful situations I tend to just break down into tears and I can feel them welling up already. I hear his gasp as his eyes finally fall on the screen. “Were you trying to steal money from him?!”
 
   There's no point in lying now. “Yes. Oh, please don't tell him, Jack! I'm so far in debt and if he found out what I was doing he'd have me thrown in jail!”
 
   Jack scoffs and rolls his eyes. “He lets you get away with murder. But he would be pretty pissed and might cut you off.” He turns to me with a horrible smirk on his face. “What are you gonna do to convince me I shouldn't tell him?”
 
   Bastard!
 
   “Anything you want! I just need the money and I promise after this it won't happen again! Jack, please!”
 
   “Anything?” The wicked smirk is turning more into a grin now, and my stomach is filling with worry again. He starts moving closer to me, backing me up towards the wall. He pins me there, and as I try to slide away from him, he grabs my wrist and holds it against the wall above my head. “Where do you think you're going? We're still negotiating, young lady.”
 
   “Wh... what are we negotiating?” His actions are freaking me out. Is he trying to intimidate me, or...
 
   And that's when I notice there's something hard pressing against my pelvis as he moves his body closer to mine. “You know, you've always been a larger girl. I've seen you go through so many shitty boyfriends, none of them loving you the way you should be. I've been here, wanting you but never able to have you.” He moves in closer now, whispering into my ear. “Now I get to have you.”
 
   I pull my head away from him in horror. “What are you saying? We can't!”
 
   I can feel the heat of his body as he presses it even harder into my own, his hard penis becoming very distracting. “No, Alice. You're going to do what I say. Unless of course you want the boss to know you were trying to steal from him.” I whimper at the threat. His free hand, the one that isn't pinning my wrist to the wall, is suddenly on my waist. It grabs at my curves, slowly moving up to my D cup breasts. “I've wanted to touch these for a long time, my dear.”
 
   All of a sudden his mouth is on my neck, his hand on my breast. He squeezes it, too hard at first, but soon it starts to feel good. I don't want it to, but it does. I wonder, for a second, if I could get away from Jack, but that won't do me any good. I have no choice but to submit to him.
 
   He pulls away from me suddenly, looking me in the eyes with fire and passion. "Stay there." Jack moves away, allow my hand to fall. He grabs Randy’s chair and pulls it over to where we were, sitting down. His bulge is even more obvious, lewdly pushing up against his pants. 
 
   "Take your shirt off, Alice," he commands. He knows this will make me uncomfortable, I've never even been in a bathing suit around him. Somehow, though, through my embarrassment and fear, I have a desire to obey him. Pulling my shirt over my head and exposing my bra-covered breasts, he takes one of my hands and pull me closer. He leans forward enough to trace my large nipples through the silky fabric, kneading them gently as he rubs his cock. My nipples are growing larger, and a tingling is going through my whole body with each touch. "Your bra, too."
 
   I reach my arms behind me and unclasp my bra, allowing it to fall to the side. Jack leans back against the chair and drinks in the sight of me, his dark brown eyes showing his approval. I have to admit, I'm getting hot from this attention. My panties are damp now, and as he leans forward again, I can't help but moan as he places his mouth over my nipple.
 
   My hand reaches up and holds his head there. It feels so good! With his tongue flicking my nipple and going in circles, causing it to raise even more. He switches to the other nipple, sending a shiver through my body. A strange feeling in my lower abdomen, a kind of tickling tingle, makes me moan again as my knees quiver.
 
   With his hand working my other breast, he continues to lick and suck, alternating which breast he's on. His teeth nibble, his tongue dances, and somehow this attention is bringing me close to an orgasm. But before I can cum, he pulls away.
 
   I can feel a heat in my face, and I know I want more of his attention, but he leans back again. "Now your pants, Alice."
 
   His commands, which would normally annoy me, are turning me on so bad. I hook my thumbs under my stretchy yoga pants, slipping them down my large hips and thighs. I hesitate for a moment, though. Jack has never seen me naked, and no one has in years. I know I'm fat, and most people find that gross. I don't want to be mocked by my competition, not when I'm suddenly feeling desire for him.
 
   He can see the fear in my eyes, and showing the first sign of tenderness since this started, Jack stands up and hugs me. "I truly do find you beautiful. Please, show me."
 
   I continue to pull my pants down, still anxious, still hating this, but loving it at the same time. I step out of my pants and stand completely nude in front of my brother. I watch him examine my body, walking around me. My mind is on my cellulite, my big butt, my huge stomach, but I know his is only thinking about how beautiful I am.
 
   "Bend over."
 
   I am close enough to the chair that I can use it to help balance me as I do as I'm told. My ass high in the air, my pussy clearly visible, I feel him draw closer to me. My clitoris is engorged, my body needing to be touched like never before. 
 
   "If you move, I'll punish you." His voice is deeper now. Sexier. The threat makes the tingling in my abdomen even worse. I feel Jack's fingers on my slit, massaging it slowly, moving up and down the lips. Suddenly, he forces two fingers into my hole. I can't help but gasp, but I stay still. I'm a good girl. I don't want to be punished.
 
   He presses against my inner thigh so that I can spread my legs. My vagina is always shaved, it's just how I prefer it. Though I can't see his face, I get the impression he's pleased with that. 
 
   His two probing fingers slide in and out of my cunt, his thumb moving in circles around my clitoris. It feels better than any time I've ever masturbated. Jack knows how to please a woman, that much is for sure.
 
   My eyes are closed, and I'm imagining it's his prick instead of his fingers inside of me, but I forget my orders and start to move with each of his thrusts.
 
   A sudden slap on my ass reminds me. The sting makes me pout, but it also feels good, sending an electric pulse too my pussy as he continues to fuck me with his fingers. 
 
   Jack stands up. I hear movement behind me an the unmistakable sound of his zipper moving down. With a thrill, I feel his hot cock head press against my slit, rubbing up and down, swirling around my clitoris. 
 
   "Fuck, your body is so hot," he moans, the friction between his penis and my slit clearly making him lose his head. I'm going crazy with desire. I know I need him inside of me soon. I move against him, my hips dancing. I can feel his cock swelling more and more. It twitches and pulsates. 
 
   Finally, he forcefully penetrates me, his hot prick piercing through my hole and overcoming me with pleasure. I've never imagined fucking him, but now I wonder how I could have not. I want Jack to fill me completely, to cum in me, to make me his. Who cares about the money or anything else? I want to be his whore, his slut, forever. 
 
   I thrust back, needing him deeper. He rides me hard, not able to control himself after teasing me for so long. He uses his hands to force my hips to slam down onto him as hard as I can. Each thrust causes the zipper of his pants to scratch the back of my thighs, but the pain only heightens the pleasure. He pulls and pushes me back and forth on his cock.
 
   I pull my hips forward, and he slams his cock back into me, deeper and harder with each thrust. A feeling of warmth is spreading throughout my body as I cry out, the head of his cock rubbing against my g spot. 
 
   I bend over, giving him better access to my cunt and a new angle for me. His hand falls against my round asscheek again, slapping it roughly and leaving a stinging red mark against the skin. Our grunts sound more like animals than humans, our fucking growing louder and wilder. 
 
   He uses his hands to spread my asscheeks, getting his cock somehow deeper in me than before. The forbidden pleasure we are enjoying is forcing me further and further towards the edge, building up extreme ecstasy that I never knew of. 
 
   My sopping wet pussy tightens and relaxes around Jack's cock. My room-mate's huge, hard cock. I try to put off orgasming. I want to wait until he cums in me. 
 
   I work my muscles to massage his prick inside of me. His grunts and groans tell me he is so close to cumming, and so I work faster, thrusting my hips back at him as fast as he's thrusting his cock deep inside of me. My toes are beginning to curl as I work up to the best orgasm of my life. I pull a hand up to my mouth so I can bite down on something. If I don't, I'll scream so loud that someone might call the police.
 
   Jack's cock pulsates again, the twitching telling me he is going to cum soon. And as I reach the top of my orgasm, he finally releases his sperm deep inside of me, forcing my explosive orgasm to shatter finally. I scream loudly anyway, the bliss making me uncontrollable. 
 
   As Jack cums he continues to thrust in me, prolonging me orgasm as long as possible. My knees now wobbly, he pops his cock out of my hole and I all but collapse to the ground.
 
   I feel his juices sliding out of me onto our father's hardwood floor. Jack crouches down and pulls my head up into a kiss that brings me out of my post orgasm dream state and back into reality. I return the kiss.
 
   He bites my bottom lip lightly before pulling away. “Alice, you are mine now. Do you understand?”
 
   I look up into his dark brown eyes, and over at our boss’s laptop. He shakes his head. “Don't worry. If you agree to be mine, I'll pay your debt off.” He holds out his hand and helps me up.
 
   “Then yes, Jack. I'm yours.”
 
   With me still nude and his juices now sliding down my leg, he pulls me into another kiss, more passionate and loving this time. I find myself wondering if I'm destined to be his slut forever. But really, would I mind if I was?
 
   If only I knew then that the situation would only become more complicated.
 
  
 
  



Maid Service
 
    
 
   My mother owns a maid service, now that the economy has taken a nose dive. We used to be well off, my college was paid for and frequent vacations were typical for me. When I turned 16, though, just 2 years ago, my dad lost a lot of clients and I started working for my mom to help pay for things around the house. 
 
   Now I use my money to pay for my small apartment and for college. I've cleaned the houses of soccer moms, who always have the most interesting things hiding in the back of their closets. And single dads, too, who hide their girly magazines under their beds like teenagers still. A job at a celebrity home here and there gives me plenty of gossip with my friends. Being a maid in California can be really interesting!
 
   I was 18 when I met Mr. Ampora. He and my dad had been friends for a while, and he knew we weren't doing so great, so he called my mom and scheduled a light cleaning while his regular help was on holiday. Since it was the week before Thanksgiving, the rest of the maids including my mother were all booked, so she called me one day.
 
   “Maria! I have an important job for you, are you free on Thursday?”
 
   I check my calendar, wiping my finger across the days. “Hmm... yeah, all I had was lunch with a friend. I can cancel that. What's the job?”
 
   “A rich man! He pays very well, Maria, so make sure you make his house spotless. He's friends with dad!” She sounds excited, but then my mom is always excited. It's infectious. 
 
    
 
   The maid uniform is actually embarrassing. My mom wanted us to just wear pants, anything comfortable, but my dad pointed out that sex sells. Now, we have these ridiculous French maid uniforms. I have to admit, it does work. The houses where the men pay us for our work pay way more now that we wear them.
 
   Still, I hate feeling like I could have my ass smacked while mopping the floors, and my boobs are almost too big to fit in the top so it shows off too much cleavage. Mother insists that I wear it, though, so I do. Especially for Mr. Ampora. If he pays well, maybe he'll pay even better if I dress the part.
 
   Pulling onto the street where Mr. Ampora lives, I check my makeup quickly. I prefer not to wear it at all, but a little bit of mascara and lip stain never hurt anyone. My brown hair waved down to the middle of my back when I let it down, but I have it up in a bun to keep it from bothering me while I work. I look a little bit tired, but my light brown skin hides it well. I am blessed with my mother's beauty. Even though I've had many boyfriends, I'm still a virgin.
 
   I dig out an apple from my purse. I always keep one on hand in case I get hungry while I'm out. Biting into it, I savor the sweet and slightly sour taste and examine Mr. Ampora's home. It's huge, as large as you'd expect from someone like him. My dad told me that when he bought the house, he complained it was too small. 
 
   On the front lawn is a dog trainer and a greyhound dog. The animal is learning how to dance on its hind legs, the trainer laughing a bit every time the hound failed. Driving up the driveway, I am met halfway by a man on a white horse, galloping along at the same speed as my car. I look out my window and notice the man's handsome face, perfectly framed by his short hair and hipster-style glasses. He's thin, but his body has a manly build. 
 
   He looked down at me and smiled.
 
   I pulled my car in next to a black 1967 Chevy Impala, marveling at the beauty of the classic car as I step out from my own. A gust of wind flips the back of my dress up, showing off my panties to the man on the horse. My face turns hot and red as I press the skirt down until the wind passes. I grab my tools from my trunk and turn to walk to the man on the horse.
 
   Leaping from the large animal, he holds out his hand to me and shakes mine. 
 
   “Hello, I'm Maria,” I say.  “Would you happen to know where Mr. Ampora is?”
 
   The man smiles, placing both hands in the pocket of his slacks. “I am Mr. Ampora. Please just call me Eric. Come with me, I'll show you around.”
 
   Eric takes the bucket from me, his fingers touching mine softly. “What did you say your name was again?”
 
   I gasp, embarrassed that I forgot to introduce myself. “I'm Maria! Sorry!”
 
   He laughs, the sound deep and manly. “That's alright. Come with me. Thank you again for coming on such short notice.”
 
   I follow him up to the door, which is taller than most, with panes of glass set in it etched with beautiful geometric designs. He drops his riding crop into a pot on the front porch and opens the door, stepping aside to allow me to go through first. He has good manners!
 
   The mud room is minimalist, with a bench that opens at the top where shoes are stored. Eric sits to remove his riding boots, then places them within the bench. There was a hint of a bell as a cat walks past us and out the front door before it finally slides shut. 
 
   Eric leads me through the living room, filled with cream colored chairs and a loveseat. Down a spiral staircase and then at the end of the hallway, we enter what must be the master bedroom.
 
   “This is my bedroom, Maria. I have cleaners throughout the rest of the house, but I do not trust them with my room even as much as I trust a stranger. I will be paying double your wage, since it is a large room, and you'll also be cleaning the bathroom. Take your time. I'll be back up to check on you in an hour.”
 
   I nodd with a smile, blushing at the handsome man who was treating me so well though I was so far below him in status. It is a nice change of pace, to be treated like a human. Before leaving, Eric turns and pointed to the bathroom door. “The cleaning supplies are in there.”
 
   Looking around the room, it is as elegant as something from a furniture catalog. The interior decorator of this mansion was definitely worth the money. There is a few pieces of ebony furniture, and large mirrors that looks like they dated back to the 1800s. The bed is large and looks fit for a king, with fluffy pillows and silk sheets. 
 
   Going into the bathroom, I immediately knew this would be the room that needed the most work. It smells faintly of mildew, and the bath tub needed a good scrub. Certainly not the worst I have seen, however. The supplies Eric had mentioned are sitting on the sink, a long slab of dark marble. 
 
   I clean the bathroom quickly, scrubbing the tub until I'm breathing heavily. I'm going to smell like bleach for the rest of the day, but I'm used to that by now. The enamel that was once gray with soap scum is now beautiful and white. While I look over the bathroom, wiping toothpaste off the sink and refilling the toilet paper, Eric was watching me. I didn't notice until he knocked on the door frame. 
 
   I jump and turn to see him holding a glass of water an a sandwich on a small place. “Sorry for scaring you,” he says, smiling. “I figured you would be hungry. How's the cleaning going?”
 
   “Well, I just finished the bathroom,” I say, wiping a hair out of my eyes before washing my hands. I don't know why, but part of me wants him to be proud of me.
 
   “I can see that. Did the tub give you a lot of trouble? My usual maid tends to neglect it.”
 
   I look at the now sparkling white tub, and back at Eric with a smile. “No, it's wasn't too bad. I've seen worse!”
 
   He turns and moves into his bedroom, and I follow him. He looks around, mentally taking note of everything he wants me to clean. 
 
   “Well, for my room, could you do me a favor?” He pauses, waiting for me to answer. I have a bite of sandwich in my mouth, so I nod. “Take a look in some of the drawers and see what you can organize? I can never find my socks and it's making my life more hectic than it needs to be. Will you do that for me, Maria?”
 
   I swallow and set down the last bit of sandwich. “Sure, if you don't mind the invasion of privacy.”
 
   Bringing his hand to his chin, he thinks for a moment. “Hmm. Yes, I think that'll be fine. Just don't reveal any of my secrets!” With a laugh and a wave, he leaves the room. I swoon a bit, suddenly taken by how handsome he is. 
 
   His bedroom isn't as bad as the bathroom by a long shot. I avoid the drawers until it's vacuumed and dusted, letters and bills in a neat pile on his desk. When I do finally open up a drawer, I find more mail. I sigh, noting that most of the letters are years old.
 
   The next drawer had old drawings, sketches of beautiful women, most not wearing any clothes at all. I blush and close that, going to the bedside table. My hand reaches for the nob to pull it open, but I hesitate. Eric didn't warn me away from any of the drawers, but bedside tables are always the most private. I take a deep breath and open it slowly.
 
   Inside of the small drawer is a pile of photos, strewn about haphazardly. The top few were normal, more of the beautiful women like the ones he sketched. They look like vacation photos, one with the Eiffel Tower in the background and the other posing with a group of Asian men. The deeper I go into the pile, though, the weirder the photos became. Now they were in the hotel, on beds and in strange positions. 
 
   In this one, the photographer is on the ground, looking up a woman's skirt. She's not wearing any panties. And in this, she's spread eagle and naked, her vagina on display for the camera. Something milky and white is leaking from her hole. I blush and go to the next one, with the woman now on her hands and knees, with a large dildo in her asshole and a smaller one in her cunt.
 
   I feel my whole body get warm, and my own vagina is especially hot. Wet too. Without even realizing, I slip a hand under my skirt and press my fingers against my clitoris. I close my eyes and let out a slow moan.
 
   This photo has a woman, bound and sitting on a chair. And in this, she has her ass in the air and her face smooshed on the floor. There are welts on her skin, one in the shape of a hand. The photographer is showing off his cock buried deep in her ass.
 
   I press my hand against my cunt harder now. I dig for another photo. It's the same woman as before, but now she is in a maid uniform. I reach for the next, turned on that she might have been his maid, but instead my hand finds something that feels like leather. Opening the drawer wider, I peer in and find sex toys.
 
   Whips, collars, ball gags and enough different kinds of dildos and vibrators to keep an orgy going for days. 
 
   The floor shift and I whip around. Behind me is Eric. My kneels feel weak, and even though I don't want to, I move my hand away from my cunt and shut the drawer. It's no use though. He found me.
 
   “I see you've found my toys,” he says. He doesn't seem angry or concerned, but amused. And from the way his pants are tenting, he's also turned on. He comes nearer to me and grabs my arm, pulling me close to him. His body is warm as he holds me close, his aftershave tickling my nose. “Now, I'm going to use them on you.”
 
   “N-no!” I cry, though it's not convincing. I want to be used by him, but then I don't, all at once. My heart is racing, as if I am a rabbit and this man is a wolf. He's had me in his sight all along. I was always meant to be his prey. “Please let me go!”
 
   Eric clucks his tongue. The hand that isn't holding my arm reaching around to the small of my back. It takes the zipper for my dress and slowly lowers it as I struggle to get away. Once open, he slips a hand through the slit and over my ass cheeks, grabbing one and squeezing it. Shocked, I whip my hand up to slap him, but he's too quick for me. With a strong shove, I am on the ground.
 
   Looking up at him in fear, I notice his face is flush. He's angry, and he's horny, and I resisted. I look down and see that my skirt is flipped up, revealing my panties. His eyes are right on my cunt. He licks his lips.
 
   “Look at you. You're wet, and you're trying to refuse me?” He moves over to the drawer and takes out a photo, then grabs my hair and tugs my head back. “Look at her,” he says, his voice low and dangerous. He shoves the photo in front of my face. It shows a woman bound by handcuffs, her cunt stuffed with a dildo and whip marks on her back.
 
   Suddenly he drops the photo and feels up my pussy, his hand presses hard against my slit. “You're so wet. You want to be used like a slut.”
 
   Still holding my hair, he tugs my dress off my shoulders. He pulls me up, and my dress falls to the floor. I'm covered with goosebumps as he reaches behind me and unclasps my bra, which is unceremoniously tossed to the side. 
 
   He steps back, finally letting go of my hair and admires my breasts. His hands knead my fleshy orbs before he bends over. Hot hot tongue flicks over one of my nipples, which causes me to moan. I try to push away from him, but his arm wraps around my back to stop me from moving. His other hand slips down to my pussy, spreading my lips apart and pressing against my clit, making me squirm and pant.
 
   Turning me around, he tugs both of my arms behind me and, removing his belt from his pants, ties them together tightly, then removes my panties. He rubs my ass cheek again. And then WHACK, he slaps my ass hard. WHACK, again, and tears sting my eyes. I try to pull away.
 
   “Please, stop hitting me!”
 
   He pulls me close, my ass rubbing against his erection. His hand rests on my stomach, then slowly slides down my pelvis and between my legs. He rubs my clitoris again, until I'm moaning and squirming against him.
 
   He slaps my pussy. My legs instinctively spread and my ass bucks back as I gasp in pain. His other hand spreads my cunt lips, and then he slaps me again, hitting me right on my sensitive nub. It's both painful and pleasurable. 
 
   I start to whimper and pout as a tear falls to my chin. He slaps my pussy again and again, until it's throbbing and red. My clit is so sensitive.
 
   One last slap against it, and finally I cry out, and orgasm making my knees weak. I almost fall to the floor, but Eric holds me up, pressing his erection between my ass cheeks as I squirm and twitch against him.
 
   Eric pulls me over to the bed, where he forces my torso down and smashes my face into the bed sheets. My ass is high in the air, but I am still to weak from orgasm to move. He goes to his drawer filled with toys and brings back to me a whip and a small vibrator.
 
   I feel the rubbery tip of the vibrator against my hole. I hear a click, and then buzzing as the little toy comes to life against my slick cunt. I know I'm dripping onto his bed sheets, soiling them with my juices. Eric rubs the toy against my slit to make it slick, and I buck my ass up in response. It feels soooo good. 
 
   The tip of the plaything nestles itself right up against my hole, which is still small and tight. It moves into me so slowly that I almost don't feel it at all, until I do. It slides into me, the buzzing making me twitch with pleasure.
 
   Eric then steps to the other side of the bed, in front of me, so that I can watch as he removes his pants and his underwear. For the first time, I see his penis. It's huge! Oh god, I don't think that thing will fit in me! 
 
   He wraps his hand around his cock, moving it up and down the shaft. Watching him jack off while a vibrator is in me is driving me wild. I moan and try to move towards him, but when he notices he drops his cock and picks up the whip.
 
   Moving behind me, I try to turn around. CRACK! The whip hits my flesh. A gasp catches in my throat and my eyes are wide as saucers. 
 
   “Did anyone tell you to move, whore?” Another crack against my ass, and I understand now. I'm to do nothing unless Eric tells me to. Tears stream down my face, but it's more from the pleasure than the pain. I try to keep from moving, even though I feel like I might scream if I don't. 
 
   Eric removes the vibrator from my cunt, and without any warning pounds his monster of a cock into me. Losing my virginity, I scream in pain, my hands gripping the bedsheets. I gnash my teeth and fall forward, my face once against smashed into the bed. His cock hits my cervix, and I see stars. “Oh god it hurts it hurts, no, no, no! YESSSSS!” I scream, my words turning to gibberish as Eric fucks me hard.
 
   He pulls out and then slams back into me, his cock again hitting my cervix. He moves hard and fast, occasionally slowing down so that he can slap my ass or spread my ass cheeks. 
 
   Mr. Ampora continues to pound my pussy, my juices collecting on his pubic hair and his balls slapping against my clit. The more he fucks me, the better it becomes for me. My moans are non-stop now, and my first real orgasm is building up. I can feel every muscle in my body tensing up in preparation for this huge release. 
 
   His cock buries itself in my womb, and with each thrust I hear Eric's manly grunt. He bends over and switches to short strokes while he manipulates my breasts, which are swinging below me freely. 
 
   Without notice, taking me completely by surprise, the flood gates open. My pussy spasms and my clitoris twitches as my orgasm courses through every muscle in my body. If Eric weren't holding me up so that he could push his cock deeper into me, I would have fallen from my weak knees.
 
   Eric's grunts were getting louder and more frequent, and I guessed that he was getting close. Without warning, he pulls me up by my hair and throws me to the ground, my ass up high and my face in the carpet. With a POP, his cock is in me again, drilling me hard and fast as he pushes himself closer and closer to release. With one large roar, his balls tighten up with one last slap against my clit, releasing his hot spunk into my womb. He keeps pumping me until he's spent, pulling his thick but flaccid cock from my slit.
 
   Pulling me up by my hair again, this time to my feet, he looks me straight in the eye. “I am going to give you enough money to pay for college and to keep you healthy and happy. You will work out, and you will come here when I tell you to. And if I do have you come here, you will come prepared to clean naked for me to watch. Is that understood?”
 
   I thought for a moment, still in a daze from my orgasm. He gave me a light slap in the face, and I nodded. “Yes. I can do that.”
 
   


 
  

After this page, there is a free novel included! If you want more hot sex, definitely keep reading.
 
    
 
   But wait! Don't click away yet!
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed this story, you might like this yummy novel:
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   Ryan
 
    
 
   I've got a past, but I don't know about any future.
 
   The only thing that I have to worry about is keeping my brothers safe, and making sure that my guys don't get their asses shot off.
 
   That is, until she walked in. She was built to break hearts, and with a hard edge that fits me just right.
 
   Now I've got a lot to worry about, and whether I like it or not, she's catapulted herself to the top of the list.
 
    
 
   Maguire
 
    
 
   Ryan Beauchamp is hot as hell, sure. That's not all he is.
 
   He's my ticket to the big leagues. He's my way in to the biggest gang there is. All he has to do is get their attention and get in with their leadership.
 
   Once his usefulness is spent, I can get rid of him, but until then I have to keep him on a tight leash.
 
   As time constraints get tighter, though, they pull that leash shorter and shorter, and now I don't know how long I can keep my control of the situation.
 
   Especially with a man as dangerously attractive as Ryan Beauchamp.
 
   I need to stay the hell away from him... but he makes me lose all control.
 
   BUY NOW or BORROW FOR FREE!
 
  
 
  



The Dark Alley
 
   BDSM Erotica 
 
   Dalia Daudelin
 
    
 
   The bar's air is cold even though the night is warm. It's also empty and quiet, with only the sound of glass clicking against glass as the barkeeper washes his dishes. He's preparing for a busy night in one of the most popular bars in town. There will be thousands of people the file in and out of here as they bar hop with friends, most of them authors who are here for the same conference I am. 
 
   For now, though, it's just me and him and the quiet hum from outside. The barkeep, a man who has worked here long enough to know me from past conferences, brings me the fruity strawberry drink I always start with. I give him a smile and he returns it before going back to cleaning.
 
   A gust of warm air pushes through the open door as a handsome older man walks in. He looks maybe 5 years older than me. Looking around for a moment, he considers each of the empty seats he might take. Out of all of them, he chooses the one to my right. As he walks by my eyes follow him, sizing him up. He's in shape. With red-blond hair and high cheekbones, he's definitely popular with women.
 
   Smelling of aftershave and smoke, he smiles at me as he sits. Placing his hands on the counter, I get a good look at them. His ring finger is empty but for a small white line where a ring once was. Divorced or just on a “business trip”? There's no real way for me to know, and it's none of my business.
 
   Ordering a beer, he's politely quiet for a moment. The barkeep looks to me as if to say he'll kick him out if I want. I shake my head and chuckle to myself. Once his drink arrives, he turns to me. “So, do you come here often?”
 
   How many times a night is this question asked by strange men looking to pick up strange women? There truly is nothing new under the sun.
 
   “I'm from out of town,” I reply, knowing that I look bored and hoping that he gets the message. I fidget with my own wedding ring. The diamond is small but that's how I asked for it to be made. I'm not the kind of woman that goes for flashy bling. “I'm here for the writing convention.”
 
   His eyebrows rise. “Well, shit, me too!” His voice has a twinge of Southern in the accent, but he's obviously been up North for most of his life. Taking a swig of his beer, the golden color slides down his throat easily. The silver on his temples betrays his age even though his arms are bulging and his face is toned. “What do you write? Let me guess, romance?”
 
   “Urban fantasy,” I answer, looking down demurely. If I weren't married, I'd probably be interested in this man. I'm not used to being hit on. I've been married for so long, and only recently lost some of my marriage weight. 
 
   My husband is an understanding and loving man, but I'm not sure he'd like to know that some strange and handsome gentleman is flirting with me while we're alone in a bar. This isn't something I'll be telling him about when I get home and he asks how my trip was.
 
   “I'm writing a science fiction novel right now. It's almost done, actually,” he responds. He runs his fingers through his hair, flashing me a smile. “This is my first time at a convention. My agent suggested I make it a priority.”
 
   “Haven't signed yet?”
 
   “Nah,” he answers, a little wistful in tone. “I've worked with the same company since I turned 18, working as an engineer. Two decades. But I've had this idea for a story in my head and I finally forced myself to write it.”
 
   “Well, my first year here was where I met my publisher. Maybe the same will happen for you.”
 
   He nods and takes another drink. “Thanks.”
 
   I sip on my fruity drink, feeling more relaxed now that I have more alcohol in me. I still try not to let my guard down, since I don't want to betray my husband. I hope that someone else, anyone else will come in and save me from being alone with this man. Twisting my golden hair nervously, I look around the room. I can probably just slip out when he's not looking.
 
   “Hey! Maybe you could come back to my room and check out my manuscript!” He puts his hand on my arm and leans in. The smell of his beer and his aftershave tickles at my nose and threatens to make me sneeze. My head swims a little bit from my drink.
 
   I giggle and push his hand away. “You haven't even told me what your book is about! You have to give me some kind of reason to want to read it.”
 
   He just moves in close again, his face serious. I have the urge to kiss him. That scares me.
 
   “I have a really nice hotel room, great view. Why don't you come and check it out?”
 
   I can feel the barkeep watching us. I don't want to be in this embarrassing situation anymore, so I smile politely and shake my head. “No, thank you,” I say. Pulling my small purse towards me, I stand up and turn to leave.
 
   The man grabs my arm before I can get away and pulls me in close. “Come on, it'll be fun! I'll buy you the best wine and a delicious dinner. We'll turn on some music, and...”
 
   “I said no,” I cut him off. I jerk my arm away from him and try once again to walk away. Again, he grabs me. I turn and at full force slap him so hard that his head turns to the side. He gasps, his eyes wide open and his mouth wider. He's still for a moment.
 
   I don't give him time to react. I run out of the bar and keep running until I reach the street corner. Pressing my shoulder against the light pole, I catch my breath and try not to cry. I hope I don't run into him at the convention!
 
   The night somehow is warmer now than before I went into the bar. The humidity makes my hair stick to my sweaty forehead as I continue my walk to my hotel. I've been to this same convention every year for 7 years and stayed in the same hotel each time. I know all the shortcuts and since I want to get to my room as fast as possible I take a back alley. A short cut.
 
   I don't notice the first few snaps of twigs and shuffling of paper behind me. In fact, I spend the first few minutes walking down the alley looking for cats or dogs that might need some food. I always pack a treat or two with me.
 
   When I do notice the sounds behind me, I just assume it's animals and keep walking. When they get louder, though, goosebumps raise on the back of my neck. I pause, but I don't turn around. The sounds echo off the brick walls around me. Irrationally, I think that if I don't see what's behind me then it can't hurt me. 
 
   I do start to walk faster, though, moving almost at a jog now. My high heels make this hard, though. Then I'm on my hands and knees, facing the ground. “Oof!” The air is knocked out of me after I trip on something. I try to scramble to my feet and keep moving away from whatever's behind me, but before I can someone grabs my arm and pulls me up. I'm now face to face with my stalker in the night.
 
   Scrunching my eyes closed, I flail my arms in a vain attempt to get away. “Let me go!” I cry. “I'll scream if you don't let me go!”
 
   He just laughs and pushes me up against the wall, the rough brick tugging at my clothes. The fabric tears and the rough edges of the bricks scratch against my skin, drawing blood. I can almost see his face, but before I can really get a good look he dips it beneath my chin. His teeth graze against my neck, his tongue gently caressing my skin.
 
   When he presses my shoulders back hard against the brick wall, I realize I'm stuck. I push my shoulders forward, trying to slip down and get loose. He holds me tight. I whimper and kick him hard in the shin. 
 
   “Ow!” His grip on me loosens and I try to slip away, but he grabs me again. This time he bites my neck hard. I breathe in a sharp gasp as my eyes roll up in pain. I look to the stars and stop trying to get away. One of his hands leaves my shoulder and presses against my breast. He kneads it slowly, digging his fingers into my skin and squeezing it before letting go. He pushes my breast up and then lets it flop down again. His bite finally loosens and becomes kisses.
 
   The kisses are light, almost romantic and definitely pleasurable. They feel better than I expected them to. Wincing, I notice that familiar tingle between my legs. I think of my husband. It makes my whole body ache with an unused sob.
 
   He bites my neck again, but this time it feels good. I gasp and try to push him away again, one last attempt to get away from my attacker. He holds me still, this time grabbing my hair roughly and growling.
 
   “Try to push me away again and I'll make you regret it.” The voice is familiar. My eyes widen. My assailant is the man from the bar!
 
   “Why are you doing this?! Please let me go, I'm a married woman!”
 
   He shakes me roughly. My head cracks against the wall. As if it were an accident, he stops shaking me and becomes more gentle. I know now that if I cooperate, I won't be hurt. But if I don't...
 
   His hands are both on my breasts now. My arms go limp and I look up to the sky again, trying to deny the pleasure I am feeling. I love my breasts being played with, the sensation of his fingers pressing against me through two layers of fabric. It's gentle and rough all at once. 
 
   Unbuttoning my top, he pops each button with ease. He pulls open the top of my dress and reveals my plain black bra, silky under the moonlight.
 
   I watch as his head dips down and he presses his face into my cleavage. He breathes in my aroma, his hands squeezing my breasts against his face. His mouth opens, and he licks the skin between my breasts as he looks up at me. The itch between my legs is getting worse. I squeeze my thighs together to give myself some release.
 
   I shudder. The man is handsome now that I can see who he is, even though he's in the grotesque position of taking advantage of me. His eyes stay locked on mine as his hand slips beneath my skirt. Fingers press up against my slit. I bite my lip and muffle a moan as they slide against my sensitive nub, sensitive from being away from my husband for days. I've been spoiled by daily sex by a man with a great libido.
 
   “You're starting to like this, aren't you?” The man asks. I shake my head no, my hair bouncing around me and covering my face. I really mean yes. He grabs me by my neck and presses me hard against the wall again. His face comes closer to mine, so close I can feel the heat of his breath against my mouth. It smells of his beer. “Tell me you like it.”
 
   Panic courses through my body. I open my mouth, but words fail me. I can say nothing. He shakes me again, and I open my mouth once more to tell him I like it. I really do like it, which makes the words even harder to say.
 
   “I-I-I-I...” I stammer. I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “I like what you're doing to me.” My words sound sincere, which makes me grit my teeth. I don't want him to know I'm actually enjoying this. Opening my eyes again I catch his sadistic grin before his hand slips back under my skirt.
 
   His fingers press against my nub, sending electricity coursing through my body. It makes my teeth chatter. Seeming to vibrate, the man uses his fingers like a tool against me, pushing me closer to an orgasmic edge.
 
   Then he pulls them away. He pulls my bra down, revealing my breasts. His mouth sucks in my right nipple while his hand works on the other one. Both are hard and sensitive. Instinctively, I bring my arms up around his waist. 
 
   “Ooh,” I moan, sticking my hips out. He grabs my waist and pulls me close. His mouth leaves my nipple and presses hard against my lips, leaving the taste of his bitter beer against my mouth. 
 
   His hands leave my body. Unbuttoning his pants, he lets them slip down a bit. Through the hole in his boxers he pulls out his cock. I can't see it, because I'm too busy kissing him. Still, I get the feeling it's big and very hard. 
 
   Grabbing my thigh, he pulls my leg up to his hips. I wrap it around him as he pulls my panties to the side and slides his cock against my slit. Up and down, the tip of his prick leaving a trail of precum on my already wet skin. His skin is hot, especially as he presses against my clitoris. I breathe in a sharp breath and grab his shirt tight. Cool beads of sweat run from my neck down my back.
 
   When he enters me, he does it slowly. Each inch of his cock slowly slides deep into me so that I can feel his every ridge and vein massaging my insides. I bite my lip and then a word comes out of my mouth, surprising even me. “Deeper!”
 
   He presses his hips closer to me, his hip bones grinding against my skin. My muscles are feeling tight. I could come just like this, with him just inside of me. 
 
   Drawing himself back, he looks into my eyes before slamming himself back into me. It hurts but it feels so good. I lean my head forward, resting it on his shoulder and then I moan. The sound is muffled against his skin, but it's still loud. It's full of passion and days of pent up desire.
 
   My thighs are both quaking now. He pulls back again, then slams his prick even deeper into me. He fucks me hard against the rough wall, pounding himself into me and treating me like a cheap whore. 
 
   He groans and grabs my hips, shifting my body so that I feel his cock in a whole new way. It feels bigger now, and more exciting. “Faster!” I cry, digging my nails into his back and looking up to the sky. He leans in to suck on my neck, leaving marks that will be hard to hide. 
 
   Spreading my ass cheeks wide, I feel the warm air rush against my anus. He keeps fucking me, faster now. My breasts bounce more as he picks up speed. I'm starting to feel my orgasm rushing to the surface, and any shame I was feeling before is now long gone.
 
   I'm trying to be quiet but it's not as easy as it seems. I have to clamp my hand over my mouth to muffle my moans and shrieks as I finally start to orgasm. My knees and thighs shake hard, but the strange man holds me up as he keeps fucking me as hard as I need to be fucked.
 
   Then I feel it. His cock spasms and the man lets loose a load of hot sperm deep into me. I haven't had someone cum in me in years, and the sensation is so good that my first orgasm rolls immediately into a second one. I have to use both hands to hold onto the man as I shake and thrash through an orgasm, which means my screams are now loud. I'm sure anyone staying in the hotel can hear me.
 
   He keeps fucking me until his cock is flaccid, and then he pulls away from me. Before I can even say anything he's gone, lost in the night. I take a few moments to collect myself as a tickling feeling starts to grow in my stomach. I know that as soon as I get back to my room, my clothes will be off and my hands will be put to good use.
 
   I stumble through the front door of the hotel and immediately into a thankfully empty elevator. Third floor. Through the open door and into the loving arms of my husband, who presses me up against the wall. 
 
   He kisses me hard and squeezes my ass cheeks. I kiss him back, my passion overwhelming me. Even though I just came, I am so horny that I cannot control myself. I rub his cock through his pants. 
 
   Pulling away, he smiles. It's a naughty smile. “Hang on a second,” he says. “I have to put this back on.” He reaches his hand into his pocket and puts his wedding ring back onto it. It looks like it belongs there, and it does. 
 
   Grabbing me, he brings me in for another kiss. He still tastes like beer. Like a good wife, I thank him for playing that little game with me, and we spend the rest of the night and most of the next day in bed together.
 
  
 
  



Her Forgotten Toy Box
 
   Erotic Romance 
 
   Dalia Daudelin
 
    
 
   With angry power, I slide my fingers under the metal handle and throw open my garage door. It's a beautiful May day, but I'm still too pissed off to be willing to enjoy it. I need to get that rotten, no-good, cheating asshole's crap out of my garage.
 
   I kicked him out three days ago, and believe me, he deserved it. Sleeping with my best friend is bad enough, but sleeping with my sister is even worse! I get some pleasure knowing that neither of them will take him in, but his stuff is still all over my house. One of my pillows still smells like him. My fridge is still filled with food only he likes. It's time to clean house and forget he ever existed.
 
   The garage is filled nearly to the brim. The guy I hired to help can tell how pissed off I am and is wisely keeping his space, waiting for me to bark orders at him. I take a second to look at the mess of power tools and car parts that my ex swore he'd use some day and never did. Some of this junk should go to a second hand store, but most of it is getting thrown out.
 
   “Put these over to the side, and these too. I'm giving them away.” I point to the power tools that were never even touched in the 5 years I was with my ex, as well as some tires that are obviously still good. “This whole box, this table and these chairs can be thrown away.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Ros says. I watch as he starts dragging the chairs out to the dumpster. He's only a few inches taller than I am, so he's a short man. Still, his body is strong from years of hard labor. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up, revealing tattoos on his muscled arms. There's not even a hint of muffin top visible from his tucked in shirt. 
 
   I start going through boxes as he gets the heavier things, setting things aside as he needs them. He works faster than I do, though, so eventually he's looking through boxes with me.
 
   “This box has broken plates in it,” he says in his New Jersey accent. “What do you want me to do with it?”
 
   “Toss it, of course.” Going through everything in the garage has calmed me down. Getting rid of years of memories has turned out to be like a quiet meditation. With each box we throw out, I accept that I'll be alone for a little while. And I can handle that, I'm strong enough for that. The house being empty is scary sometimes, but it's necessary. 
 
   Digging through a box, I find an old photo of my ex and I. For a moment, just the briefest second, I want to cry. We look so happy. Look at how his arm is around my waist, the way he's looking at me. As the sadness fades, though, I realize I need some real closure. I take that photo and stick it in my back pocket. I'll just burn this once we're done going through the garage.
 
   For another hour, it's just more hard work. Ros takes away a refrigerator I didn't even know we had in here, and dozens of boxes filled with old clothes and trinkets that my ex and I packed up when we moved out of our first apartment. 
 
   “Ms. Novello, do you mind if I take a break? I'm a bit hungry.”
 
   I turn away from the box I'm picking through and look at Ros. “You can call me Fate. And sure, go ahead. I'm going to keep going through all of this.”
 
   I watch Ros walk out of the garage, my eyes fixated on his ass. Even through the jeans I can tell it is all muscle. Ros hops into his truck and I turn back to my work.
 
   This box is full of rags. This one is full of sports memorabilia, I should give that away. That one has my old stuffed animals, definitely trash.
 
   I wipe sweat off my forehead and lift up my head, pressing my hand to my neck to massage it. It's noon and the day is really starting to heat up. Pushing through my aches and pains, I open the next box and look inside.
 
   On top of everything else is a whip. “What the...” I say, my eyebrows furrowing. I pull the whip out and look at it. It's faux leather and shiny. I vaguely remember buying this years ago, but have no idea why.
 
   When I look down, the memory floods back. Inside the huge box is nothing but sex toys. A dildo here, a vibrator there. Oh and a butt plug and nipple clamps. I feel my face get beat red as I look over my shoulder to make sure Ros isn't anywhere nearby. How embarrassing!
 
   Hundreds of sex toys. I need to hide this. I throw the whip back on top and loosely shut the flaps of the cardboard box. Bending down, I slide my fingers underneath it and pick it up. It's heavy, but I can do this.
 
   No I can't. My foot drags against a drill as I try to move toward my door and I come crashing down, and so does the box. It falls on one of its sides and spills out. To make matters worse, Ros is done with his lunch and saw me fall.
 
   He runs in. “Fate, are you okay?!”
 
   I groan, pushing myself up off the floor and brushing off my knee. “Probably just a bit bruised.”
 
   “Oh, good. Uh,” he trails off. I look up at him and follow his line of sight. Shit!
 
   “It's not what it looks like!” I yell, scrambling to put the sex toys back into the box. “I was going to start a sex toy shop before I met my ex! Look, they're all still in their packaging.”
 
   Ros laughs, bending down to help me pick up the sex toys and put them into the box. At first I'm annoyed that he's laughing at me, but then I can't help but find it funny too. After all these years, to find this today, I guess it is pretty funny. 
 
   Picking up the toys, we start to actually look at them.
 
   “Oh my god, this butt plug has sparkles.”
 
   “This dildo has a suction cup, what the hell!”
 
   “The packaging says this is the strongest vibrator in the world.”
 
   “Holy shit, this dildo is 14 inches long.”
 
   After looking at all these toys, I feel my nethers tingling. I remind myself that it could be a long time before I have sex again, which makes me want to cry. That was the best part of being with my ex.
 
   Well, at least I have these toys if I get really desperate.
 
   I find myself staring off into space, my eyes out of focus. When I force them back into focus, I realize I've been staring at Ros's crotch the whole time. I blush, looking away before it registers that he has a hard on. A wicked idea grows in my mind.
 
   “Hey, Ros,” I begin, not sure how to broach the subject. Better to just be blunt. “How about we give some of these a try?”
 
   Ros looks at me, then to the dildo box in his hand. He thinks for a few moments. I start to worry that he has a girlfriend or a wife, even though he doesn't have a ring on his finger. Maybe he thinks I'm some kind of whore now. I shouldn't have asked, I shouldn't have-
 
   “Sure,” he replies, standing up. “Which toys are you interested in?”
 
   A grin grows on my face. Looking down at the pile of sex toys, I think. “Well, I've never really tried anything other than a simple vibrator. Let's both look for some fun stuff.”
 
   We pick through the toys. I pick up a feather, that whip, and some hand cuffs. I also pick up a small vibrator and a medium sized dildo. I know the largest ones won't fit me and the smaller ones won't satisfy me.
 
   Looking to Ros, I see he has nipple clamps and a butt plug in his hands. “These look good?” 
 
   I think for a second. The butt plug is kind of scary, but right now I'm willing to try anything. I nod. “Come on, I'll show you to my room.” I hand some of the toys I chose to him, since he's stronger than me. 
 
   My room is bright and sunny. I've already cleaned it out of everything that reminds me of my ex, so that it could be a safe haven in my house. I draw the curtains closed on my large windows and direct Ros to set the toys down on the bedside table.
 
   I know that if I do this wrong, things will get awkward. I take the handcuffs and slap one of the bracelets around my wrist. I hold out my hand. “Here. Put me where you want me.”
 
   Ros's eyebrows raise. He looks me up and down. Taking the handcuffs, he leads me over to the bed. He locks me up to the bar at the end of my bed, which forces me to bend over. Being in this position is making me so wet.
 
   “Lube?” 
 
   I nod to the bedside table. “In the top drawer.”
 
   He opens it and picks up the small bottle. In his other hand is the butt plug. He comes over to me, and for a second I consider calling the whole thing off. There's no way that thing can fit in my butt! 
 
   Ros reaches around me, and with one hand he deftly unbuttons my jeans. Slowly, he pulls them down, revealing inch my inch my butt. His hand rubs my butt cheeks as he groans. “You've got a nice ass,” he compliments.
 
   My jeans fall to the ground and all I have left covering my bottom half is a thong. He starts to pull that down, too, letting it fall on top of my jeans. “Spread your legs.”
 
   I slip my foot out of my jeans and do as I'm told, giving in to the domination. I'm terrified. My pussy and ass are both quite visible to this stranger. Still, I feel like a slut, and I love it.
 
   The click of the lube cap opening sends a pulse through my pussy. I brace myself for the violation that's coming. I try to relax my asshole. The cold plastic presses against my tight sphincter as Ros pushes it in. “Ah, it hurts,” I say through clenched teeth. Ros keeps pushing that big toy into me. It slowly slides another centimeter in, then another. Ros pushes harder now, before pulling out a bit. He's fucking me with the butt plug, in and out. It's a strange sensation, not necessarily a bad one, but definitely odd. 
 
   Finally, with one more push, the whole plug is in. I feel overwhelmingly full. I try to adjust, to get used to the feeling, but I know I won't. Not this time, at least.
 
   I watch Ros walk back over to the table. He picks up the nipple clamps and brings them over to me. As he lifts up my tank top, I can't help but moan from the plug inside of me. It's really starting to feel good. His hand brushes against my tits as he pulls up my bra and kneels down next to me.
 
   “Have you done this before?” I ask.
 
   Ros nods. “My ex girlfriend was a sub. She loved this kind of thing. I'm going to make you love it, too.”
 
   My pussy pulsed at his voice. What was a normal voice before is now a low growl and very sexy to me.
 
   I cry out in sudden pain. My first nipple clamp is now on, and it HURTS. “Ow, ow, ow,” I whine. My other hand tries to remove it, but Ros slaps it away.
 
   “Leave it alone. You need this whole experience.”
 
   By now the pain is subsiding, so I listen to him. The other clamp goes on, and it somehow hurts much less. I try to take deep breaths, in through my nose and out through my mouth like we learn in yoga. It helps a little, and I start to relax again. 
 
   Ros's hand presses against my back, pushing my head down lower and my ass up higher. “Stay like that,” he commands. His hands rub my ass cheeks again, and then his fingers flick down to my slit. He plays with my labia, separating my pussy lips and pressing a finger against my clit. His hand is warm and my clit is hard. “Such a wet cunt! You need this bad, don't you?”
 
   I stay silent, embarrassed.
 
   “Tell me how bad you need it.”
 
   I stumble on some words, trying to think of what to say. “I- um. Uh, er...”
 
   Ros goes to the bedside table and slides it over to me, and then behind me so I can no longer see what's on it. I hear something slide against the wood, and then searing pain on my ass cheeks. He whipped me!
 
   “Ow, what the hell!”
 
   “Tell me how bad you need this.”
 
   I try to think fast. “Ooh, Ros... I need you to punish me. Please, baby...”
 
   Another lashing hard against my flesh, and tears sting my eyes. “That's for not sounding convincing.”
 
   I hear a click and then buzzing behind me, and then I feel the vibrator being presses against my cunt. The quick movements feel glorious and nearly drown out the pain. I wiggle my ass, trying to get a better angle.
 
   He pulls the vibrator away. I hear the click of lube and then pressure on my cunt. The dildo is being forced inside of me. Slowly, he fucks me with it, pushing it all the way into me. It slurps into my messy wet cunt, and then slides easily out. 
 
   “Fuck! Oh my god,” I yell. The dildo is ribbed. It presses against every sensitive part of my cunt. Ros fucks me harder with it, and then presses the buzzing vibrator against my clit, too. My climax is building. “I'm gonna cum! I'm gonna cum!” The combination of the pressure in my ass from the plug and the fucking I'm getting, I quickly crash into an orgasm.
 
   My eyes squeeze shut. I lose the ability to breathe. My sight goes black, and my pussy spasms. I feel myself cum, my juices spilling over the dildo as Ros fucks me even harder with it. My knees give out. I collapse onto the floor.
 
   As I regain my ability to function, I find my hand unlocked from the handcuffs and Ros standing in front of me. His cock is still rock hard. The dildo is on the floor next to me, and I pick it up. “How about I give you a show while you take care of that problem of yours?”
 
   I sit on my bed, making sure not to sit too hard where I was whipped. I scoot back until I can get my feet up with me, and spread my legs wide as I lean back. My cunt is on full display.
 
   Ros pulls his cock free from his pants. Oh, he's big. If the situation were different, I'd let him stuff me full with that monster and fuck my brains out. 
 
   With my butt plug still in me, I slide the still wet dildo up and down my cunt, circling the tip around my clit. While I do this, I remove my nipple clamps and lick two of my fingers, working them in circles around my sore nubs. Ros watches me, his cock hard in his hand.
 
   Precum slides down his veiny dick, glistening a bit in the light. I slide the dildo down to my hole and slip it in, pushing it all the way up into me. “Mm, this feels so good,” I moan, pulling the faux dick out and then pushing it back into me. The ribbing presses against my walls. “I love being stuffed by this cock.”
 
   Ros's hand is moving faster now. I watch him, taking great pleasure in this hunk of a man masturbating for me. Pumping the dildo in and out of my pussy, I can feel my sticky juices sliding down onto my bed sheets. I spread my legs farther.
 
   “I want you to cum on me, Ros,” I beg. “Come closer. Cum on me.”
 
   He moves closer, his eyes focused on my cunt as the dildo fucks me faster and harder. I can feel another orgasm coming, and I can tell his is too. He's groaning and moving his hips with each stroke of his hand. I pump my fake cock into me, in and out, and my orgasm hits me hard. At the same time, Ros lets out a loud bellow and long streams of his hot white cum hits my stomach. 2, 3, 4 streaks of jizz decorate my skin now.
 
   I dip my finger into the cum and taste it. It's bitter and a bit salty, but it tastes nice. I stand up and decide to take a shower. “I think we've done enough for today, Ros. I'll call you and schedule another pickup sometime next week.”
 
   Ros nods as he pulls his pants back up. “Sounds good to me.”
 
  
 
  



RUTHLESS
 
   Bad Boy Romance Novel
 
   Ivanna Roze
 
    
 
   Here's a hot taste of the sexy fun in this bad boy novel!
 
    
 
   Her breasts spilled out of the top, her bra pushed roughly up to reveal them. Wesley's hungry mouth took a plump nipple between the teeth and bit down, eliciting a moan. This was a mistake, Minami thought. The best mistake she'd ever made.
 
   His hands started to explore lower, his fingers dancing on her belly, lower, his palm pressing into her mound. He hiked up the dress with those dancing fingers until his fingers danced on her panties, touching and rubbing and caressing the right part of her until it drove her crazy.
 
   He took her hand and guided it right where he wanted it, right on his hard cock. It seemed almost too big for her, feeling too big even to wrap her hand all the way around it. He removed his hand from her and helped her to unzip the fly on his jeans.
 
   His cock was hard, and far too big for her. How on earth could anything that size fit inside of her?
 
   "Suck it," she heard Wesley growl. She looked up at him, and then slowly moved to her knees. She took a moment to look at it, and then experimentally kissed the tip.
 
   He took a fistful of her hair, the feeling of his fist pulling at the roots a heady shot of pain that went right to her pussy in spite of herself. He used that grip to show her exactly what he wanted her to do, like she was just a puppet, a fuck-toy. As if her ability to move herself was a mistake.
 
   Minami should have hated it, but she didn't. It was as if she was feeling normal for the first time. As if finally someone had understood her. She didn't want to be responsible for her family's future. She didn't want to have to have some guy ignore her, or worse, worry about her every whim. What she wanted, what she needed, and what Wesley understood about her, was that all she wanted was to be useful.
 
   His cock probing her throat? That was useful. That was what she could do. She took him as deep as she could, enjoying the soft groan and the whispered 'oh fuck' from above her.
 
   She gulped in air when he pulled her off his cock, and then as soon as she had her lungs full again he was pushing her back on, stretching her mouth to the breaking point, and shoving that incredible cock down her throat, thrusting in and out of her mouth.
 
   "Oh, Jesus, your mouth is good."
 
   Minami didn't want to admit how much she enjoyed the compliment. She was a good girl, she wasn't some kind of slut who just wanted to be—but she was, a voice inside her said. The voice that was causing the tingling all over her body. Minami's hand started circling around her clit, the shocks of pleasure starting to build along with the pleasure of Wesley's cock shoved down her throat.
 
   He came without warning, his cock pressed right into the back of her mouth, deep enough to bypass her swallowing completely. She did her best to swallow it anyway and came up coughing, every inch of her skin swollen and sensitive and aroused.
 
   "God fucking damn it, girl," he growled.
 
   "Did I do okay?"
 
   "Fucking Christ," he said, and turned around, his cock still half-hard and hanging out of his pants. He opened the door to the fridge and pulled out a beer, opening it with a twist. "You always that good?"
 
   Minami didn't like how much she wanted to do it again.
 
   


 
  

One
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami Shimizu pulled her coat around her tighter and waited a minute longer before going back inside. Her father wouldn't stand for it if she were more than a few seconds, not now that Higa had arrived. Whether they took it badly or not, Father would see it as an insult to the guests, and one that could end very badly for both families.
 
   She turned back inside. They were still stuck in the same mentality they'd had back in Japan. There might have been some hope that an American wife would calm her father down, but it seems that her mother had only rubbed off on Minami, not changed Father one bit.
 
   She pulled the coat off and took off her shoes as she entered. Takuya was sitting on one side, with his parents on either side, and her parents were similarly flanking an empty space on the opposite sofa. She put herself in the space she knew was there specifically for her.
 
   She wondered if, perhaps, they could have done without all this ceremony, but when you were dealing with families with this much pride at stake, apparently you didn't. Minami wasn't even interested in the man, who looked small and sickly even by Higa standards, and both of his parents were willowy and growing willowier in their age.
 
   She didn't say anything, and no doubt she would have been punished if she had. They started the ceremonies off with what amounted to little speeches about how they were going to merge their two families and it would be to everyone's benefit—Minami wasn't past marriageable age yet, so the entire idea that an arranged marriage would be to her benefit rang untrue.
 
   But she wasn't in a position to refuse her father, so she'd at least go out on a date or two. When the time came to make apologies for her, he would do it if she made the effort, the same as he had the previous times.
 
   By the time they were finished talking the sun had already set and Higa was visibly agitated. As annoyed as she felt, it seemed. Finally they were allowed to leave. He opened her door for her, then took the seat beside hers. A driver in the front, another holdover from their previous life in Japan, looked into the mirror for direction.
 
   Takuya gave the directions to a place downtown that she hadn't been before. It might have been rude, she thought. Part of her knew that Father would want her to be on the lookout for things like disrespect to the Shimizu family. If the marriage went through, and the families merged, everyone knew that it would essentially be a favor to the Higa family.
 
   Their business would quintuple in size, while the Shimizus would gain a little bit of new territory. It was clear who was the real winner here, especially with the only son of the Higa marrying the only daughter of the Shimizu family. They drove a little way, and then Higa started giving turn-by-turn directions, finally leading them into an underground Parking structure underneath a tall building.
 
   She hadn't lived in America long, but it didn't seem like the usual place for a date. Higa stepped out of the car, opened the door for Minami again.
 
   "Where are we?"
 
   "My family's doing a little bit of business with the Americans while we're in town."
 
   "So you're taking me out to do business?"
 
   "No," Takuya said, his face splitting into a boyish grin that made him look like he might topple over with the weight of it. "We're here to watch."
 
   "Watch what?"
 
   "You'll see."
 
   Minami saw the crowd pressed together first. Then, she saw the stand where they were selling long-neck beer bottles. They almost certainly didn't have a liquor license, but it didn't seem to stop them.
 
   Takuya led her through the crowd, and all the way up to the front. She could see a roped-off section, currently empty. The concrete floor was bare and unchanged from the usual, except that the parking blocks had been removed seemingly especially for this occasion, leaving a large, flat empty space perhaps ten feet to a side.
 
   The first few rows of people actually had folding chairs set up. Higa took her to where one chair was left conspicuously empty. A big American smiled when they approached.
 
   "Higa-san! Glad you could make it!"
 
   "Mr. Bradley. I'm glad I could make it, as well."
 
   "Who's this?"
 
   "I brought a date," he said, still smiling broadly.
 
   "Oh yeah?" The American turned and made a face and waved his hand, and the seat beside the empty one opened up to become two empty seats. Higa motioned for her to take the seat that had just opened, from where a man who looked as if he could eat her whole in a single bite. She hesitated a moment, but when the big man raised his hands and told her to take it, she did.
 
   "What are we here to see? Takuya?"
 
   "Just wait up a minute, you'll see. But don't blink these move quick."
 
   A minute later, someone came into the circle. A woman in surprisingly little clothing, for the number of powerful-looking men who looked like they could and frequently did take what they wanted.
 
   "Next fight! In the red corner,"—she gestured broadly to one side of the ring, where a red wooden post was holding up the ropes—"Wesley Park!"
 
   A man stepped into the ring and waved vaguely. If anything he looked tired. Lazy, even. Not anything like she expected from a fighter, but clearly he was.
 
   "Blue corner! All the way from Fukuoka, Japan—Akira Fuji!" A big man came in. Japanese, tall by any standard, and built like a bull. He'd have had an impressive career in sumo, and perhaps he did have one, back in Japan. He raised his hand to the crowd, and she didn't miss the expression he gave to Higa—looking for approval, as if he wasn't sure that they would approve.
 
   "Goddamn," the American beside Higa said softly. "I just love this. What's the bet?"
 
   Higa's voice was more coy than it was confused. "What bet?"
 
   "Oh, come on, you don't watch these fights without betting, do you?"
 
   "Mr. Bradley, I am a 4th-degree black belt in Karate. Every fight is a learning experience for me. I value just watching these fights! To bet on them would be—"
 
   Mr. Bradley started to apologize if he'd been rude, and Takuya laughed. "The bet, you ask? What are my odds?"
 
   "Even, wouldn't you think?"
 
   "Not at all. Those two? My father's man will kill him! I'm sorry, you're going to have to find a new fighter after tonight."
 
   "We have several more than just him, as you know, but I think you'll be surprised."
 
   "Two to one, at least. My fighter is the favored one, and make no mistake."
 
   "Well, if you'd rather, I'm always amenable to taking more money."
 
   "One thousand."
 
   "Done."
 
   Minami shied away from them. Why on earth were they doing that with her here? And why did Higa think that it was remotely acceptable? She had tried to wait and see. Perhaps there was something to him, but perhaps there wasn't.
 
   As she thought it, the woman in the middle of the ring finished whatever preparations were necessary, looked from one fighter to the other, raised her hand, and shouted out loud enough to be heard at the back, over the murmur of the crowd. "Ready? Let's fight!"
 
   The men were moving the instant her hand dropped.
 
   


 
  

Two
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes sat in his corner and waited for the hand to drop. It was the same every time, and just like every other time, they'd thrown him in against some big son of a bitch as if that were going to make a difference.
 
   There was reason enough to wait just because the longer the fight lasted, the more speculation they'd get about him. The more interest there would be. Bare-knuckle like this, it was hard to keep fights going long enough to be good.
 
   Her hand dropped and he moved a little. Circling. Watching. Bare-knuckle fights ended in an instant. One punch could do it, but it wasn't too common. Not when both of them knew what they were doing. This guy looked like he knew what he was doing. He circled, too. Cautious, for a big guy. They made them different in Japan, he supposed.
 
   Most of the usual guys, the brawlers from around, if they were six-five and weighed two-hundred eighty at least, they'd just be bringing the fight in right away. Patience was always a virtue in these venues, and it was interesting to see a guy who knew it.
 
   Wes was the more patient one, though. The Japanese in the opposite corner tucked in one shoulder and started in with a hard dash. It might have caught Wes off-guard if it was the first time he'd seen someone try it. For an instant he considered the option of letting the guy catch his knee, but in that instant, the opportunity to do it had already passed.
 
   Wes let him sail by, the big man barely able to stop himself before he sailed right through the ropes. It wouldn't have meant an automatic disqualification, but the way that the guy looked at his boss—well, there was something there, Wes figured. Something more than a paycheck. Some of that Japanese respect.
 
   Wes decided to be magnanimous and didn't start kicking the big bastard while he was off-balance. Instead he waited a little longer. Waited to see what he had to worry about. There was always something, and as impressive as this guy's tackle definitely was, he wouldn't be here if there wasn't something to be afraid of. Anyone could dodge a tackle.
 
   Wes could dodge about anything, but he had to know about it first. You go in swinging, and things get a whole lot harder from there. Better to know what to expect first, and then take it on the chin if you have to, rather than run in blind.
 
   He dropped his hands. The hands were the first line of defense, but they weren't the important ones. His feet would get him out of most trouble. His eyes, though—those were the most important. If he could see it, he could deal with it.
 
   The big guy caught his balance in an instant and turned. He brought his shoulders in tight, and straight from the middle shot a hand out like a piston. Wes jumped back a step, feeling as if he'd been pushed by the sheer threat of being hit by that big meaty son of a bitch's hand.
 
   No way he would let himself get hit by that. His heart would stop right then and there, knowing these Karate-using types. Right then and there. He brought his hands back up. Maybe he didn't need them for defense, but maybe they would be useful. He could have his arm shattered instead of his rib-cage, and that was an acceptable trade.
 
   They circled a minute longer. The big Japanese took another shot. Practically the same. A straight shot from the shoulder, smooth and quick and perfect. Wes couldn't have improved on it if he'd had the guy in the gym for a week.
 
   But it was time to start testing out the attack; he couldn't play second fiddle forever. Another piston-fired arm shot out, only this time Wes stepped in, ducked his head under the powerful hit, and used his momentum to shoot one big meaty hand into the big guy's sides. The tender bit of a guy's ribs, right under the armpit.
 
   The big Japanese, Fuji, Wes thought, bent over in two a little, bringing his elbow down as if he could protect the spot in hindsight. Wes was back out of range again when a second thrust shot out, hard enough and aimed to crush his skull.
 
   Nothing to worry about. Not yet. As long as he kept himself from getting hit, this would be a cakewalk. But aside from breathing heavy, the guy looked like he wasn't even bruised. Wes slipped another punch, hit the ribs again. Then a third time. He stepped back, a hair's breadth away from a fist right in the nose. If he was lucky it would give him a flat play-doh face. If he wasn't, it was lights out and an unsung funeral, probably eternity in an unmarked grave under the bay.
 
   Wes took in a breath and started circling again. The guy was definitely breathing hard, now. He had the discipline to keep his hands up, but every few steps his hands fell as if to protect that same spot from getting hit again. Maybe he had a broken rib, or maybe it was just a bad bruise right on the bone, but either way—
 
   Wes shook the thought out of his head. Don't plan. React. Don't plan. React.
 
   A hand shot out hard. Wes slipped it just in time to see the elbow coming around behind it. He ducked his head further and slammed shoulder-first into the guy's waist. It wasn't enough to knock him down, though, especially since it had been mostly accidental. A heavy hand clubbed down on his back, sending Wes to the ground.
 
   He climbed to his feet as quick as he could. No more time to fuck around. Not when the guy could hit like that. This wasn't a play fight. Don't plan. React. The guy seemed to have fallen back into his rhythm. Wes slipped another palm thrust headed for his nose. He knew to expect the elbow, and ducked back under the thrusting arm.
 
   He brought a heavy fist around in a downward arc. Poor Fuji never saw it coming. He caught it right in the teeth, which hurt like a son of a bitch but in Wesley's experience it worked pretty well. He felt the guy slumping as he lost control of his not-inconsiderable weight. Easy. As long as you keep your eyes open and don't get caught by surprise, no problems at all.
 
   Wes stood up. Who was it that son of a bitch kept looking at? He looked over. Todd Bradley was sitting there beside some Japanese kid, probably only nineteen. He couldn't have weighed a hundred twenty soaking wet, but he was talking to Mr. Bradley, so he must have been somebody.
 
   Not that it mattered, because the girl sat beside him was pretty god damned good looking. She seemed to say something to the Ramen-sized guy beside her, and he blew her off. She said something again, still too quiet to hear, and he turned sharply and said something louder. It was in Japanese, but Wesley knew that kind of talk wherever he heard it, regardless of the language.
 
   The translation was pretty rough, but he guessed it fell somewhere on the range between 'shut up, bitch,' and 'fuck off' and that meant that the girl was his for the taking.
 
   He stepped back out through the ropes.
 
   "What did you say to her, man?"
 
   "That was a great fight, Mr. Park. I'm very impressed."
 
   "Thanks. But what did you say to the girl?"
 
   "Oh, that? Nothing. It's none of your business."
 
   "He told me that I should keep my mouth shut when I'm around men's business."
 
   "You should apologize," Wes said, letting a bit of an edge slip into his voice.
 
   "Or what?"
 
   "Or you won't like it."
 
   


 
  

Three
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami wasn't sure how she was going to manage it, not yet. But there was no doubt in her mind, not one bit, that she wanted to disappear right from that spot. She should have realized that things were going to go this way, but the temptation of having someone actually standing up for her—it was just too much.
 
   "I'm not going to apologize. Why don't you leave before you get yourself into trouble?"
 
   "Alright."
 
   The American grabbed her arm and pulled her up. His hand on her arm, where his skin touched hers, burned hot and drove all her attention to him.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "I'm taking my fee," the American growled, and started moving.
 
   Minami was trapped in her mind, unable to muster up the courage or conviction to fight back. What in the hell was going on here?
 
   She looked at the man who was taking her away, through the crowd. Minami could feel all eyes on the two of them. He was good-looking, with a typically American square jaw, and a beard that looked like he hadn't shaved in a day or two.
 
   His hair was cut short, but not very short. Probably the longest he could leave it, if he was doing these fights regularly. Long hair would get caught and pulled, she knew instinctively.
 
   But it was his eyes that drew her in the most. They burned hot and told her that if something happened right then and there, it wouldn't matter what it was, he would get revenge, and the person on the receiving end of that fury wasn't going to be walking normally for a while.
 
   Someone came up to meet them, a dark-skinned man, and he handed Wesley a shirt, which suddenly brought into focus that he hadn't been wearing one before, just a tight pair of blue-jeans that showed off how absurdly thick his thighs were.
 
   If Fuji had been built like a draft horse or a bull, Wesley Park was built like a thoroughbred racehorse. Thin at times, and not an ounce of fat on his frame, but wherever there needed to be muscle, he had it. As if he'd been purpose-built by God to do what he was doing right now.
 
   His looks left her feeling something that she hadn't felt during any of the times when she'd been forced to meet with the other families, none of the marriage meetings. She tried ignoring the tingle inside her as he walked her away through the parking structure. Higa wasn't anywhere to be seen behind them, apparently having either decided she wasn't worth the effort, or having been stopped by someone.
 
   Possibly it was both, but 4th-dan or not, she doubted that he would want to fight someone like the man who was practically dragging her out now. He pulled a set of keys out of the back pocket of his jeans, and jabbed a button. A car in front of them beeped and flashed its lights.
 
   The American opened the driver's side door, and waited, watching her. He must not have seen the confusion on her face, or if he had, then he must not have cared.
 
   "Get in."
 
   The tone of his voice made her hands start moving before she knew what was happening, and lit a fire inside her that she didn't want to admit was there.
 
   He waited a moment for her to slide inside, get herself buckled in before he started the car moving.
 
   Then they were driving, and he drove like he fought. Cautious, but when the time came, he took his chances and he could afford to be aggressive. When he pulled up into a spot, Minami suddenly jerked out of her reverie. Watching him drive had been nicer than watching him fight, but in both cases she had been mesmerized. The way that he moved was fluid, with no wasted movements. He didn't waste time fiddling with the shifter, or adjusting the temperature, or drumming his thumbs on the wheel.
 
   He gave the impression of moving very slowly, but every time that he did it, he was doing what needed doing at that exact instant. The only part of him that felt snappy, alive, were his eyes. Constantly scanning, darting around the road and the mirrors. As he undid his seat belt, he caught her looking.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Where are we?"
 
   "My place."
 
   "Oh." She should have refused, demanded to be taken home. But she didn't want to be rude. No, that wasn't accurate. She didn't want to be taken home, either.
 
   She followed him out of the car and into an elevator. The elevator went up a few floors, and then he guided her to a door, inserted the key, and opened it up.
 
   "You want something to drink?"
 
   "Not really."
 
   His mouth found hers in an instant, his hands wasting no time in beginning to explore her body. His fingers started at her sides, moving up and down between her ribs and her hips. She let his fingers dance across her body, enjoying the sensations he was giving her even as she knew that she shouldn't have been doing this.
 
   His lips moved down to her neck, biting softly and sucking and, she knew, leaving bruises where she couldn't afford to have any. His body pressed against hers, his hard lines contrasting with her soft curves like they were made for each other. One of his big hands found her breasts, through the dress that she'd worn just for the date tonight. He ripped it, fabric tearing and buttons popping off.
 
   Her breasts spilled out of the top, her bra pushed roughly up to reveal them. Wesley's hungry mouth took a plump nipple between the teeth and bit down, eliciting a moan. This was a mistake, Minami thought. The best mistake she'd ever made.
 
   His hands started to explore lower, his fingers dancing on her belly, lower, his palm pressing into her mound. He hiked up the dress with those dancing fingers until his fingers danced on her panties, touching and rubbing and caressing the right part of her until it drove her crazy.
 
   He took her hand and guided it right where he wanted it, right on his hard cock. It seemed almost too big for her, feeling too big even to wrap her hand all the way around it. He removed his hand from her and helped her to unzip the fly on his jeans.
 
   His cock was hard, and far too big for her. How on earth could anything that size fit inside of her?
 
   "Suck it," she heard Wesley growl. She looked up at him, and then slowly moved to her knees. She took a moment to look at it, and then experimentally kissed the tip.
 
   He took a fistful of her hair, the feeling of his fist pulling at the roots a heady shot of pain that went right to her pussy in spite of herself. He used that grip to show her exactly what he wanted her to do, like she was just a puppet, a fuck-toy. As if her ability to move herself was a mistake.
 
   Minami should have hated it, but she didn't. It was as if she was feeling normal for the first time. As if finally someone had understood her. She didn't want to be responsible for her family's future. She didn't want to have to have some guy ignore her, or worse, worry about her every whim. What she wanted, what she needed, and what Wesley understood about her, was that all she wanted was to be useful.
 
   His cock probing her throat? That was useful. That was what she could do. She took him as deep as she could, enjoying the soft groan and the whispered 'oh fuck' from above her.
 
   She gulped in air when he pulled her off his cock, and then as soon as she had her lungs full again he was pushing her back on, stretching her mouth to the breaking point, and shoving that incredible cock down her throat, thrusting in and out of her mouth.
 
   "Oh, Jesus, your mouth is good."
 
   Minami didn't want to admit how much she enjoyed the compliment. She was a good girl, she wasn't some kind of slut who just wanted to be—but she was, a voice inside her said. The voice that was causing the tingling all over her body. Minami's hand started circling around her clit, the shocks of pleasure starting to build along with the pleasure of Wesley's cock shoved down her throat.
 
   He came without warning, his cock pressed right into the back of her mouth, deep enough to bypass her swallowing completely. She did her best to swallow it anyway and came up coughing, every inch of her skin swollen and sensitive and aroused.
 
   "God fucking damn it, girl," he growled.
 
   "Did I do okay?"
 
   "Fucking Christ," he said, and turned around, his cock still half-hard and hanging out of his pants. He opened the door to the fridge and pulled out a beer, opening it with a twist. "You always that good?"
 
   Minami didn't like how much she wanted to do it again.
 
   


 
  

Four
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes finished the beer, barely tasting it any more. That was the problem with these light beers. Cheap, and they'd get you there, but in between there wouldn't be much to experience. Some people might have thought it was a bonus. Wesley wasn't one of them, but his budget didn't reflect his tastes. This was a rare indulgence, but a big fight was reason enough to celebrate.
 
   He looked at the girl beside him and felt the stirrings of arousal in his belly, already wanting to take what he hadn't needed before.
 
   "Come here," he growled. She did as she was told, sliding over across the couch. The girl was an odd one. He hadn't caught her name, and he wasn't sure he cared. He didn't have a lot of time for relationships, or inclination toward one, but the girl could suck the chrome off a door handle, and she fuckin' listened, which was unusual in itself.
 
   Wes pulled the little Japanese girl in close and used one hand to rub her breasts. She squirmed, but she didn't stop him, and that was good enough for him. He let his other hand lazily explore her body again.
 
   The Japanese had exactly the body he expected from some rich Jap asshole's arm-candy. Small, with just enough curve in the right places to make her an interesting accessory. He lifted her skirt up high enough that he could see a glimpse of her panties.
 
   His fingers teased up her thighs, towards her core. He could feel her legs tightening around his hands, but she still didn't try to stop him. Her hips moved down to meet his hands, but still he denied her. He skittered across and back down her other leg, to the knee.
 
   The hand on her breast, on the other hand, seemed to have other ideas. No teasing here. He pinched a nipple roughly, pulling an arch in her back and earning a gasp from her lips. Wes pulled her hair out of the way and started to kiss her neck again, her voice slowly rising in faint gasps.
 
   His fingers traced the line back up her thighs, testing and teasing and never quite touching the place where he knew she wanted him to be. Each time he pulled away, never letting her have the pleasure she wanted. It wasn't about her pleasure, though. She'd learn that soon enough, but until then he would continue to tempt her. Continue to tease her until she was going crazy with need. Then it would be about his pleasure, and whatever she got out of it was hers to keep.
 
   All of a sudden Wes rose to his feet, grabbing her and lifting her up. The girl in his arms was practically weightless—she didn't feel heavy in his arms at all. Then he moved her unceremoniously from the couch to the mattress on the floor in the corner and dropped her from waist-high. She let out a little yelp as she fell, one that gave him a little twinge of enjoyment.
 
   "Shhh," he said, putting one finger over his lips. She looked about ready to start rubbing herself right in front of him, her legs splayed out wide. She was trembling in uncertainty, and he had to admit, that was about where he wanted her. Unsure of where she stood, except that she was right where he wanted her whenever it was important.
 
   Wesley dropped to his knees, using one hand to push her back onto her back. She looked down her body at him as he freed his cock again, already hard and ready. Then he let her have the touching that she'd wanted so badly, his palm pressing into her mound, his fingers dancing through the sensitive folds of her pussy. He pushed her panties aside and let one finger explore.
 
   She was tight, the walls of her pussy already sucking and squeezing on just one finger. It would be incredible for him, he knew, once he was inside. But it would hurt, and it wouldn't just hurt her. He added another finger, scissoring and loosening as the woman beneath him writhed at the sensations inside her.
 
   His hand went down to her throat, constricting her breath until he could see that she was struggling to breathe, struggling even to think. Then he let up and she went still as she gasped in. He lined himself up with her and tweaked a rosy nipple between his fingers. She raised her hips to meet his thrust inside, sending himself to the hilt in one powerful thrust.
 
   She took in a sharp breath and closed her eyes as he lifted her hips up, send his cock even deeper inside her until he was sheathed inside her fully. Wesley liked the way she looked when she was getting fucked. She couldn't hide her pleasure worth a damn, but she so obviously wanted to. He used her hips as a grip and pulled himself out until only the head was still inside her, then pushed back inside with one hard, smooth motion until he was seated all the ay inside her once more, then enjoyed the gasp she let in as he hit the deepest places inside her.
 
   The feeling of her pussy squeezing down had him feeling as if he could let go any time, as if he were on the edge of oblivion the entire time. He pulled himself out once more, the walls of her pussy not wanting his cock to leave. She let out a whimper when he pushed back in, fast and hard. He did it again, slow out, enjoying the feeling of her body trying to tell him to stay deep inside.
 
   Then he forced himself back in, slamming his cock into her deepest places and forcing his pleasure on her. She couldn't hold back at all any more, her voice coming out hard and throaty.
 
   He started to speed up, pulling out faster and slamming in harder, every thrust bring him closer to the welcoming pleasurable abyss of orgasm. The girl beneath him let her voice out more as they moved, unable to prevent her pleasure from sounding out.
 
   He could feel her tightening around her as an orgasm took her, his own finish not long behind. He pushed into her harder, no longer bothering with anything but the deepest strokes, keeping his cock where it would be the most likely to leave an impression, where his body knew that it would be the most likely to plant seeds that grew.
 
   The girl below him clutched around his neck, her legs wrapping around behind him, matching each thrust with her own hips and her legs wrapped around him. As he felt orgasm overtake him, Wesley pushed himself in deep, pressing into what he knew was her womb, one last time and filled her with potent seed, enjoying the sensation that he was taking her in a way that she was never going to be able to ignore.
 
   It was perfectly fine, he knew. These rich women, they were all on birth control, but the primal need to impregnate a woman was one that he couldn't deny his body. He let himself move a little bit, as if to fuck the cum deeper into her, enjoying the heightened sensations of moving inside her after his orgasm.
 
   "We're going to do this again some time, don't you think?"
 
   "Yes. Definitely." The girl below him could barely speak, could barely do anything. Her breaths were coming in short, sharp bouts that would only slow down with time.
 
   "I didn't catch your name."
 
   "Minami," she answered. Wes rolled off of her and laid down.
 
   "Wesley."
 
   


 
  

Five
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami took a deep breath and looked out the taxi window. The house wasn't as impressive as the one back in Japan had been. She knew that Father hated it. It was too Western, not big enough. Not enough Japanese sensibilities in the place, and to be fair, there weren't any Japanese sensibilities at all. It was unusual to Minami when she moved to America. Then, to her immense surprise, Father's… business had expanded operations and he'd followed them here.
 
   She let out a breath. How was she going to get inside without alerting the entire house? Or, more specifically, without alerting her father? She tried to play it out in her mind. She could go in the front door. That seemed like a good option, but it left the risk open that she might be caught going up the stairs. Father might even be waiting for her right by the door, since Higa hadn't brought her home.
 
   No doubt the driver had come straight back, and without her, which would have left questions of what happened. She wondered how much he knew. Very probably nothing. Then again, knowing Father and the sort of people that he associated with, it was entirely possible that their driver was more than he appeared to be.
 
   It always seemed as if everyone in the house turned out to be not what they seemed. 'Well, he's only a low-level pick-pocket, but…' People who had done well for the family somehow, who had proved their loyalty. People who Father thought could help him more personally than they could by doing their jobs, if they could be called jobs.
 
   She could go in the back way, but it still left the problem of going up the stairs to her room. She knew which steps creaked, but she wasn't entirely confident in her knowledge. She might miss one, or put her weight down wrong, or any number of things. Climbing in the window—what was she, fourteen?
 
   No. No way in hell was she going to do that. She was a grown woman, and they had no right to judge her. She summoned up all of her confidence and all her certitude that her life was her own business. She wasn't a pawn in her family's maneuvering. She wasn't involved in any of that.
 
   Minami took a breath in and held it while she opened the door. She paid the driver in cash and slipped out. The weight of needing to get inside was heavier than she had imagined it to be in the taxi cab, but as it started to pull away, she could only feel that weight magnifying and multiplying. That wasn't an excuse for not getting inside, though. Maybe they weren't even waiting for her.
 
   Father's business wouldn't wait for anything, and if he were busy—
 
   She cut off the thought. It wasn't time for what-ifs. She needed to be confident and she needed to get inside, whether Father was there or not. She fished her key out of her clutch, and slipped her shoes off, holding them along with her purse and making her way up the gravel walkway. Her feet hurt on the stones, but not half as much as getting caught was going to hurt.
 
   Minami fit the key inside the lock and twisted, opening the door quietly and getting inside. The house was dark, but she didn't see or hear any signs of her father waiting for her, which was good. She took the distance to the steps with two long, loping steps, and then started up. Skip the third step, skip the sixth. Skip the eighth. The sound of the stairs below her were amplified a hundredfold by the need for silence, and by the night around her.
 
   Minami sucked in a breath. Nothing to worry about yet. She was alright. Everything was alright. No problems. The bedroom was just at the end of the hall, opposite her parents'. The others wouldn't sell her out, she knew. Not if she didn't get caught on her own. So she only had to worry about that single room, and she was in luck. The door was closed, which meant they wouldn't see her as she crept by. She'd just have to hope that nobody heard her, and she could manage that if she tried.
 
   She took the hallway slow. Toes down, then heel. Very slow. Even still, she heard every little sound, the noise of her toes lightly touching the bare wooden floor. She could almost hear the sound of her body's weight shifting from one leg to the other as she stepped, a psychosomatic noise that she couldn't justify beyond the terror.
 
   Minami let out a breath and pushed her door open just enough to go through, closed the door behind herself, flipped on the light, and screamed.
 
   "Welcome home," her father said in Japanese.
 
   She responded in kind. "Father. I didn't see you there. You scared me."
 
   "Where have you been?"
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "You don't come home with Majima, so what were we supposed to think? You're lost?"
 
   "I'm sorry, father. Higa, he—"
 
   "I understand if you don't approve of Higa, but do not imagine you can embarrass me like this, by leaving him behind. What sort of image do you think that puts on me? That my own daughter, my only child, can't even wait through a single evening?"
 
   "I'm sorry."
 
   "You should be," he growled. "I can't imagine what the word will be tomorrow. What rumors will start."
 
   Minami wanted her mother to come, to calm him down, but she knew that the time for that was passed. She had already tried to calm him down. She always did. This was after she'd tried, and that didn't bode well for whoever had been in the room when he'd become this upset.
 
   "Father, I'm—"
 
   "Enough."
 
   The coldness in his voice was enough to raise a fire inside Minami's chest. She wasn't going to be spoken to, not that way. Not after everything she'd put up with for her father. Not after everything that he'd put her through, her entire life. Not after he'd followed her halfway across the world when all she wanted was to get the hell away from him and his life, his people, and his work.
 
   "No." She pursed her lips. "It's not enough, but it never will be."
 
   The elder Shimizu stood and slapped her with a single swift and smooth motion. She bit back the desire to get her revenge, even ignored the surprise and upset. That was the last straw, the one thing that she wasn't going to sit around and wait to discuss with him. There was no room in her heart or time in her day for waiting for him to change.
 
   There was a long history in his business, and he knew all of it. That history had led them to this moment, to needing to marry his only daughter to keep the family going in some respect. That wasn't enough. That wasn't what she wanted, and it wasn't what she was going to have, and if that meant having to walk away then she would walk away.
 
   Minami grabbed the door and pulled it open, and used the long legs she'd gotten from her American mother to take the hallway at a run, going down the steps two-at-a-time. She was on the street before Father could rouse the whole household to go look for her, and she'd be in a cab before Majima could get the car ready to go look for her.
 
   


 
  

Six
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes knocked on the door and let out a loud breath when it didn't open right away.
 
   "I know you're in there," he said, loud enough that anyone who wanted to could have heard. Bradley wasn't at his apartment. The car wasn't there. He didn't sleep around, not like he had before. Not in years. Which meant he was at the office, even though it was hours late.
 
   Well, that's not totally accurate, because it wasn't strictly speaking an office. Not what most people would call an office, anyways. It was another apartment, on the other side of town, the kind of place where people didn't ask too many questions.
 
   Todd Wesley wanted himself to be bigger than he was, so he called it an office, because it was where he did his business. But in the end, he was a guy who bought his suits off the rack like everyone else.
 
   There was the risk that if Bradley took too long getting back to Wes, that it could be unpleasant, but it wasn't one that he was worried about. After all, any of the sorts of problems that these assholes could cause, he was prepared to deal with. Most of them already knew that, and they'd leave him alone. The ones who didn't would get a short, swift education.
 
   He knocked again and waited a minute. He'd already raised his hand to knock a third time when the door opened. Bradley looked tired, but he didn't look like he'd slept more than an instant.
 
   "Where's the girl?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Where's the girl?"
 
   Wes shrugged and gave a disinterested look. "She's wherever. I gave her money for cab fare, and she went home."
 
   "So she's home? You're sure?"
 
   "What's the big goddamn deal?"
 
   "You don't even know what the fuck you're doing, do you?"
 
   Wes shrugged. "I know you owe me a thousand bucks for that fight."
 
   "Do I?"
 
   "Technically fifteen, since I know you were betting on that fight, and I know that you promised me a fifty-percent cut of anything you won on me. You remember that, right?"
 
   "Sure, baby. I remember that."
 
   "But I'm feeling generous, so just give me the money you owe me."
 
   Todd Bradley's face twisted up in a way that let Wes know before he had a chance to hear it out of the man's mouth, that whatever he said next was going to be something Wesley didn't like. If it was someone else, he'd have popped the guy before hearing it, but Todd was an old friend, so he got a pass.
 
   "You took the girl, that's going a little far, man."
 
   "What, your Jap friend didn't like that I took his woman?"
 
   "I wish that was it, man. You fucked up."
 
   Wes shrugged and looked at him with the same dead eyes as before he'd said it. "What else is new?"
 
   "That girl's the daughter of some big shot back in Japan. The kind of guy who has little shits like you killed for looking at his daughter funny."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   "Yeah, that's what they tell me."
 
   "I didn't know you were so hip on the Japanese crime world."
 
   "I'm not. But Higa, he fuckin' flipped after you booked it. Started telling me all kinds of shit. I've been making calls almost nonstop for the past four hours, man. Higa's full of shit, but he wasn't kidding about these guys. They're fuckin' hard guys."
 
   "Well…" Wesley shrugged. That news wasn't going to change anything, and he'd been in scrapes before. This wasn't going to be that much worse than anything else he'd ever been in, not when it was all said and done. It never was, not really.
 
   "I don't think you're really taking this seriously."
 
   "Let me take care of that for you, Todd. I'm not."
 
   "Look. I'm not going to stop you fighting, but you need to learn your God damn lesson, you get me?"
 
   "Whatever you say, Bradley. I need the money, and you're my promoter. You owe me."
 
   "Look. I can't. Not right now."
 
   "Then put me in another fight, and make some fucking money this time."
 
   "It's not about that. I can't let them think I'm just going easy on you, man. You are in a colossal world of shit here, and I can't have my goddamn fingerprints on it, is that clear enough for you?"
 
   "Whatever. So you're not going to pay me?"
 
   Bradley let out a long breath. "I would, man. I know you need the money. I know. But I can't, not with you being this goddamn hot."
 
   Wes nodded and sucked on his gums while he thought about what to do next. The punch came out of nowhere, and surprising Wesley. He was the one who threw it. He could feel Bradley's soft face crunch under his already-bruised knuckles.
 
   Brad took the hit hard and stumbled back into the desk he'd set up in the center of the room. For an instant he looked angry, and then the anger was replaced with pee-your-pants fear in a flash.
 
   "I'm sorry, man, I can't do anything about it. I don't want to have some crazy fucker with a sword comin' by my apartment, fuckin' up Sheryl's face."
 
   "I understand, Todd, but I ain't going to let you off easy, either."
 
   "Just get it over with, then."
 
   Wes sucked in a breath. He didn't like hitting his friends. He sure as hell didn't like getting into fist fights when it wasn't for work. And he didn't like acting like some kind of mob enforcer. He could have done that work if he wanted it. He was fighting for scraps because he didn't.
 
   "Get me another fight, and this time don't bring some snot-nosed little fuck to the fight with you. You want to tell your Jappo friends you stood up to me? Fine. You called me a very naughty boy, and I won't do it again. Whatever you say."
 
   Todd let out an unsteady breath and rubbed his jaw where Wes had hit him.
 
   "I'm sorry, man. I know, and I'll have you a fight in a day or two. I'll give you a call as soon as shit cools off, okay?"
 
   "You had better."
 
   He took in a deep breath and started heading for the door. There was no reason to wait around, not when he'd already sent the message. Todd wasn't going to pay him, and he couldn't. Wes got it, even if he didn't like it. Sometimes you have to play patty-cake with the devil. Wasn't that exactly what the fuck he was doing here in the first place?
 
   He slid into the piece-of-shit Fiero that technically still spun the wheels when he pushed the gas, which meant it was good enough. A day or two. That wasn't fast enough. Not near fast enough. Bradley was a fuckin' stick in the mud. If he could have fought every night, then that would have been better.
 
   It would never be enough, of course. There wasn't going to be some kind of mystical 'enough' that made all the problems go away. But three-hundred-sixty-five-thousand a year would have gone a hell of a long way in getting him closer.
 
   He twisted the key and the car lit up, roared to life. He pulled out and got moving.
 
   He'd guessed that the guy beside Bradley at that fight was Yakuza, and he'd guessed that the girl was his girl. The only daughter of some big, kick-your-shit-in family, he hadn't guessed. But it wasn't going to be that much worse than any of the other mistakes he'd made yet.
 
   


 
  

Seven
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami was sitting on the floor outside his apartment when she finally saw Wes get back.
 
   "Twice in one night?" His words might have sounded annoyed if not for the joking in his tone. "My, you are busy."
 
   He already had the keys in his hand, and pushed them into the lock, then pushed open the door. She got up and headed inside, not waiting for permission. He wasn't the kind of person who was going to give it to her, anyways. She had seen a few of his type before, and she knew without needing to be told that if she was waiting for his permission then she was going to be sleeping in the hall.
 
   She slumped onto the couch and he sat down beside her, their bodies already molding together like they had before. She wanted to sleep, but her body was already reacting to his, already asking her to get into bed with him like a little girl asking her mom to let her go pet the goats at a petting zoo.
 
   Minami's head rolled back to allow Wesley's lips to explore her neck once more, the feeling of his mouth on her sensitive skin sending ripples of pleasure through her that she didn't want to fight against. Some part of her, part of the Japanese culture, told her that she shouldn't like it, but she wasn't only Japanese. She was an American just as much as she was any part Japanese, and the American part wanted him to keep going.
 
   It was the American part that leaned into him, that enjoyed the thought of him bruising her, of his lips leaving little marks that would infuriate her father if he saw them, and she knew he would. Maybe it would infuriate him enough to finally leave her the fuck alone.
 
   Minami's hand moved between between his legs, where his cock was already stirring to hardness after only a few moments of kissing. She traced the thick lines of his shaft through his jeans, pressed her palm against the head and then rubbing up and down the shaft.
 
   The feeling of his hips moving against her hand told her all she needed to know about how well she was doing, begged her to continue. She obliged, her other hand reaching down to work in tandem and the pair of them undoing the buckle of his belt, unbuttoning the fly on his jeans and undoing the zip to free him. Her hands wrapped around his hard flesh, the skin and flesh around the shaft soft wrapped around his hardness.
 
   She let her hands slowly rub up, and then slowly back down, just enough to give him pleasure without giving away too much. She enjoyed the way that his hips shifted in little micro-movements to reach out for pleasure.
 
   "Suck it."
 
   She smiled, not needing the instruction. She already knew what was happening, already knew where this was going to go. She slid to her knees on the floor, taking the head in her mouth and using her tongue as she went deeper, taking as much as she could into her small mouth. His hands moved to the back of her head, guiding her movements.
 
   It wasn't rough like the first time. He let her take her time, and she rewarded him by taking him deeper with each attempt until her nose was nestled in his pelvis, her throat pressed open for his cock. Each further inch brought with it soft groans and curses that sent shivers of pleasure down her spine.
 
   She pulled herself back off his cock, pushing her panties down her hips and standing to step out of them. She climbed up into his lap and lined herself up with his cock, settling down until she was pressed down all the way to the hilt, his hardness hitting a spot deep inside her that she hadn't even known existed before tonight.
 
   "Fuck, you're tight."
 
   She ground her hips into his, enjoying the delicious feeling of rubbing inside her, the way he scraped out her insides and kept pushing her closer and closer to the edge of orgasm. She moved faster, unable to refuse her desire any longer, not wanting to deny it. Her hips moved on their own, trying to plunge his cock deeper inside with every movement.
 
   Wes groaned underneath her, pulling a swollen nipple between his teeth and pinching the other between two calloused fingers. Minami cried out her pleasure in the haze of being fucked, as the last thrusts sent her spiraling into overdrive, driving her further and further into the pleasure that she couldn't deny or control.
 
   Her hips were moving entirely on their own, now, ratcheting the pleasure up a thousand miles beyond where she could cope with it or control it until it was too much for her to do anything but hold on tight and try not to fall off the surface of the earth.
 
   She could feel him under her, starting to lose control, could feel his hips moving up under her to meet when she ground forward again, pressed him deeper into her. A low, guttural groan tore from his throat, and then she could feel the warmth of his seed spreading inside her belly again, a feeling that she knew she was going to get addicted to before long. She rode out the new waves of pleasure that crashed over her, drawing a string of curses out of Wesley's lips as she ripped the cum out of him.
 
   Finally she collapsed on top of him, gasping for even a shred of breath, trapped between wanting more and needing to sleep. Wes wrapped his arms around her, the two of them still interlocked, and stood up, carried her over to the bed again.
 
   Minami braced for him to drop her again, prepared to drop, but he slid easily to his knees and laid her down gently on the bed.
 
   "Go to sleep, babe."
 
   His softening cock withdrew from her, leaving what she could only describe as a cock-shaped hole in her life, but he was right. She was exhausted, and it was several hours past her bed time. She curled up in the hollow he made in his chest, enjoying the feeling of his hot skin pressed against her, closed her eyes, and started to relax.
 
   She needed to figure out what she was going to do next. She had to deal with Father at some point, and that was going to be a hundred times less pleasant than anything she could possibly imagine, but that wasn't important right now. Right now, she only had to worry about what she was going to do in this man's arms, and what sort of trouble they could get up to in the morning.
 
   The world slowly faded away around her as sleep started to take her over, until the only thing that was left was the feeling of the two of them lying there on that mattress, his even, shallow breaths matching her own, and then even that wasn't there any more as the sleep finally overtook her.
 
   Whatever happened in the morning would happen. After the sex, of course. The sex first, and then whatever happened in the morning, she'd deal with it as it happened.
 
   


 
  

Eight
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes didn't hear them coming until it was already too late to stop anything. The sound of someone in the hall. Not just one someone. Several someones.
 
   He pushed himself up from the bed and turned to check on the girl beside him. She was still asleep, or she was trying to be. She rolled over, pulled what remained of his control of the blanket and wrapped it around herself. It was amazing how such a small woman apparently needed so much of a blanket.
 
   If he could avoid getting her mixed up in anything, that would be better. He grabbed a roll of quarters he kept by the door. He might have been able to protect the place better with a gun, but he didn't like them. Having them around just reminded him too much of parts of his old life that he didn't want to think about ever again, not if he didn't have to remember.
 
   He could hear their voices outside the door. They were arguing about who was going first. Go in hot or cold? They must have decided hot, because after one of them got the others to shut the hell up, it wasn't long before they busted through the door. It was inconsiderate, considering that they could have just as easily picked the lock, but now that they were in, there wasn't much room to argue.
 
   There were six of them, and they appeared to have been picked hastily, because these six were the ones who had been too smart or too new to have run afoul of him before. But if they were smart, then they wouldn't have been there right then, and they would've gone in quiet, because Wesley was completely prepared for them.
 
   He could feel the bones in his fingers protesting and threatening to break as he hit the first one straight in the nose. It exploded in a hot geyser of blood and he fell down on his hands and knees. From what Wes could see, they hadn't brought any weapons, which was good for everyone. If he had to deal with weapons, things would get ugly, and when they got ugly with Wes, people regretted it.
 
   He dipped and grabbed the guy around the throat with one arm and pulled him up, then dragged him forward and over his shoulder, tossing the big body into the next guy, who fell back into a third still trying to make it through the door.
 
   The fourth guy, though, stepped back and then leapt over the pile of bodies, and got a lucky punch through. Wes took a half-second to shake off the ringing in his head, but the damage was done. Pushed back, the others surged inside. With one exception, Wes noted with a grim pleasure.
 
   The next one to come in caught a counter-punch on the chin that folded him and left him in a crumpled heap on the floor.
 
   The attack, combined with being surrounded, opened his back up. The guy behind him caught him in a full nelson. Wes kicked out with his legs to send the guy who came after him back, and then flipped his weight forward and sent the guy grabbing him to the ground under him. He let out a loud "oof" as they landed on top of his unconscious friend, and then the grip on Wes was loosened and he was back up. Three left.
 
   One caught the back of his fist as he turned on the cheek.
 
   "Who the fuck's this bitch?" The sound of the voice surprised him, but Wes didn't have time to respond to it. He slipped another punch and responded with a hard, pointed elbow that caught the guy in the teeth and made him fall back an instant onto the back of the sofa, clutching at his mouth.
 
   "How the fuck should I know? Just get your ass over here."
 
   The guy who'd asked about Minami decided he was going to get smart, and picked her up in an easy motion, the blanket falling off as she was lifted up off the bed. Wes could see, dimly, that she was fighting to get free, but he could see that the big guy had a good grip on her.
 
   Wes brought a foot down, heavy and hard, on the face of the guy who had caught him up in the full nelson, connecting with a satisfying crunch, and the guy bunched up in pain, like everyone tends to do when they're hurt bad.
 
   That left three people, and one of them didn't look like he was in a fighting mood. He pulled his hand away from his mouth, his hand covered in blood that continued to spurt out of his cut-up lips.
 
   The other guy looked new. Not 'Wes hadn't seen him before' new, but 'oh, fuck, I made a mistake' new. To his credit, he kept his hands up. He must have hoped that on some level this would still be a fight, but he wasn't counting on the fact that Wes was more experienced in street fighting than all of the men the kid had come with, combined.
 
   "Get the hell out of here," Wes growled.
 
   The kid looked at the unconscious bodies of his comrades on the floor and then looked up at the guy who was picking his teeth out of his cheek. For a moment, the two of them stared at each other, and then the guy leaning back against Wesley's second-hand sofa shook his head and shouted, as best he could, "What the fuck are you waiting for? Kick his ass!"
 
   The kid looked from him to Wes, and then turned his ass around and ran. Wes stepped forward and hammered the talkative son of a bitch in the stomach. He bent over and didn't talk any more.
 
   "Stop that shit, or I break this bitch's neck."
 
   Wes let out a long breath, the first chance to catch his breath in the whole fight. Minami's head was twisted at an odd angle. Wes looked at him a minute.
 
   "What do you want exactly?"
 
   "I didn't sign up for this shit, man."
 
   "Then leave, dumb-ass."
 
   "And, what? Have that rat-bastard refuse to pay me? No. You take your beating like a man, or the girl's gonna get it."
 
   Wes weighed the options. The odds of her neck breaking weren't good. The guy wasn't one of the smarter ones. He probably thought they twisted off like a soda bottle, like on TV. Just another few inches, and snap, she's dead.
 
   But that wasn't how it worked. More likely she'd have a muscular strain, sure. She wouldn't like it, and she'd probably have to wear a neck brace a week or so. These guys couldn't have been sent to collect her, which meant that for the time being, whatever was happening, Wes wasn't getting the holy hell-storm that Todd had promised him.
 
   Which meant that these were the expendable ones. Still, Wes didn't like leaving a job half-done. He put his hands behind his head.
 
   "Fine. Come and take it, big boy."
 
   The guy dropped Minami in a pile on the floor, still too asleep to fall in any semblance of a comfortable posture.
 
   The big guy reared his fist back and brought it into Wesley's stomach hard. The guy could hit, Wes had to give him that. The big Japanese he'd fought earlier that day would have hit harder, but then again he had technique. He had skill. This guy was just swinging on hopes and dreams, and for that, he was doing a fine job.
 
   But that didn't mean he got away scot-free. Wesley brought his hands down on the guy's shoulders and pushed him back. He braced against it, which is what Wes counted on. He shifted his weight back, sudden and hard, and pulled the guy forward, then brought his knee up to meet the guy's teeth. He went down hard and in a pile.
 
   Wes turned to the guy by his sofa, the guy who seemed to be trying to pool all the blood drooling out of his mouth in one hand for some reason.
 
   "You gonna clean this mess up, or…?"
 
   


 
  

Nine
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   She couldn't avoid her father forever. Minami knew it, and in spite of all that she wasn't exactly looking forward to when she had to go home. It was going to be an ugly affair at best. But that didn't change her sitting in the cab the next morning, her throat just as bruised from where that gigantic oaf had gripped her than the kisses.
 
   She sucked in a breath. Her father hadn't sent those men. If they had, then she would've been unharmed. Even pampered, no doubt, because the first priority in Father's eyes was always the importance of family and loyalty. They'd have had the job of getting her first, getting her out, and then coming back.
 
   The second piece of evidence that her father wasn't involved was that they hadn't been carrying pipes or bats or knives. Something to prove they were serious. Which meant that it was likely Higa trying to cover up his mistake. By itself, that was laughable.
 
   It was clear that whether he'd come to the Shimizu chairman like a man, or he hadn't, there was no question that she wasn't still out with Higa. If he was going to try to reclaim her, or insist that he'd dealt with the situation, and only send around a few unarmed men, he still had a lot to learn about the Shimizu.
 
   She stepped out of the taxi again. He'd be busy, now. Or, more than likely, passed out. The work day in Father's line of work rarely started before 9 P.M., and he'd had a late night waiting up for her.
 
   The noise of the floors wasn't nearly so amplified in the light of day, but she skipped the noisy steps as much as she could anyways.
 
   Her parents' room was closed. She made her way into her own, checking carefully to make sure she wasn't in for another nasty surprise before stepping fully inside and dropping her clutch on the desk. It landed with a soft *thud.*
 
   She had slept, but it was fitful and brief, and in the end she was still exhausted. Minami took her dress off and threw it away. It was ruined before the fight had started, and now it looked like little more than rags. Oh, well. If she needed to replace it—and she didn't—she didn't lack for money now that her parents had moved into the area and insisted on her moving back in with them. 'For the family's image,' supposedly.
 
   Minami wondered what it said for their image that the Shimizu clan chairman hadn't been back in Japan for the better part of a month, and wasn't going back for another several days. And then it would be a short trip, because he insisted that he had to insert himself in his daughter's life.
 
   Minami sighed and laid her head down on her pillow, got good and comfortable in the bed, and drifted off to an uneasy sleep.
 
   She was awoken by the a knock at the door. She opened her eyes and slowly pushed herself up to open it, only to find that it was already open. Her father stood in one of his nicer suits and that usual stony expression on his face that never seemed to vary—except when he was angry.
 
   "Minami?"
 
   "Yes?"
 
   "We're going to go meet with Higa's parents. They're a small family, there shouldn't be much of an apology involved. Especially since, Majima tells me that he took you—to a parking lot?"
 
   "An underground fight."
 
   Her father had practiced, for years, the art of not responding to things. It was important not to overreact to any news when you work in the Yakuza. People take things much more harshly than they might in everyday life.
 
   For Minami, though, his faces were easy to read. Subtle, but she knew each one well. He pinched his lips together in a way that told her that he disapproved of the idea. He was likely reconsidering the entire idea of an apology, but he would still go through with it in either case.
 
   "Are you alright?"
 
   "I'm fine," she said, softly.
 
   Her father nodded gravely, and then turned and he was gone. Minami let out a breath. He'd calmed down more than she would have imagined. Whatever had happened, she wasn't going to question it, but that didn't mean that it wasn't going to come down on her head. She took a breath and laid back on her bed, now fully awake.
 
   It was constant uncertainty with her father, never knowing what was going to set him off, and never knowing what was going to set him right again. Everything was pride and honor and face with his life. With a family so large.
 
   It was doubly ironic that the Shimizu family was so large, when the head had only one child. The people around the house, of course, were not afraid to discuss the rumors that it wasn't for a lack of trying, but that the Chairman's second wife was infertile. They wouldn't have discussed it if they knew Minami was listening, but that was easy to avoid when she wanted to know the juiciest gossip.
 
   With Minami's 'real' mother being murdered when Minami was only a baby, she had been raised thinking of Aki as her mother. It was almost a surprise to learn the woman wasn't her mother, but then again it changed nothing. Aki was her mother, whether or not she gave birth to her.
 
   Minami pushed her blanket off and dressed slowly. Her door was closed, but it mattered surprisingly little. As many men as there were in the house, and as much as she couldn't have trusted them around any of her girlfriends, Minami was so far off-limits as to be in an entirely different galaxy. They wouldn't dream of trying to peep, because even if they caught an accidental glimpse, if they were caught doing it, the punishment would… well, it certainly wouldn't match the crime, that much was certain.
 
   Minami shrugged on a shirt and pair of shorts that showed off her long, slender legs. Comfort was king, particularly after such a long day. Tonight her father was going to speak to Higa, and that meant that there was a good chance he got the whole story. Which had further implications, she knew. There was no way that he was going to hear about the story and then not find out about Wesley.
 
   She realized at that moment she needed to make her decision between the two of them. It wasn't a hard decision to make.
 
   Wesley was a stranger. A stranger with a great cock, and the right know-how to use it. But whether or not she approved of the world her father came from, he was her father nonetheless.
 
   At least, it shouldn't have been a difficult choice. But then, how many more times would she be in this situation? Somewhere where some man takes her away because some arranged-marriage candidate brings her into some place she shouldn't ever have gone in the first place?
 
   She knew better than to think it would happen again. Her father would take precautions against that. No doubt he was fuming, right now, and the conversation would only go as well as they let it go, by letting him fume silently.
 
   If Higa spoke up, though, it wouldn't take long for his frustrations to become known, and then all bets were off. She almost couldn't help smiling a the thought of the noodle-thin twerp getting his just desserts.
 
   The smile faded when she thought of what would happen to Wes.
 
   


 
  

Ten
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   "I can't send any money this week."
 
   Wesley didn't like saying the words. When they answered 'we understand,' it was like he was being hit in the gut. Because as far as he could tell, she understood. She wasn't angry or upset or hurt by it. Nothing like that.
 
   She knew that it wasn't going to happen and understood that that happened sometimes. Wesley's head pounded in frustration. What was the God damned point if it didn't matter when he didn't come through?
 
   He already knew the answer, as he said his goodbyes and hung up the phone. It mattered. It was the difference between eating and starving. It was important that they had that money. They were just children. They needed the food.
 
   But they weren't angry, hurt, even disappointed. They understood. Wesley didn't deserve that kind of approval or appreciation.
 
   Why hadn't she screamed at him? Told him how he was a piece of shit for not coming through for people who were expecting him to make it work for them? But no. Instead, they understood.
 
   Wes stopped himself slipping the phone into his pocket and pulled up the dialer. He jabbed Todd Bradley's name on the contact list and pressed the little green phone icon.
 
   He picked up after 3 rings.
 
   "I need a fight."
 
   "I told you I'd call you if I had something."
 
   "Then make something."
 
   "Wes, I can't—"
 
   "Look, I'll fight anyone. I'll take anything. Half my usual fee, but I want to fight. Tonight."
 
   "I can get you a fight in two days, another big one like last night, and if you don't fuck up somehow, you'll be golden."
 
   "Okay, what about tonight?"
 
   "Are you that fuckin' impatient, Wes?"
 
   "I need the money, you know that."
 
   "Yeah, I know. Look, I can get something. It's not the usual place, and it's not the usual guys. I don't trust these guys, so… I dunno, bring a piece, and bring a friend."
 
   "I'm not worried," Wes said softly.
 
   "I'll make a call, let them know you're coming."
 
   "What time?"
 
   "Two."
 
   "Send me a location when you've cleared everything up."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Thanks, Todd."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   Wes hung up first and slipped the phone back into his pocket. Todd was right to worry about him, to think that this was too much. It was lucky that he'd only been fighting guys who Wes either outclassed or got lucky and didn't have to fight long.
 
   If the fights took more than a few hits, and he took more than a punch or two, then it wouldn't be a pace he could maintain. It wasn't as if he had much choice, but he would do what he had to do, regardless.
 
   Wes let out a long breath. He couldn't keep fighting like this. He couldn't keep fighting every night, knowing that if he got a broken nose, it wasn't going to matter. He would still call Bradley the next day, try to show up with a big white bandage holding his nose in place.
 
   It would paint a big goddamn target right on his face, which wouldn't be particularly helpful. How long could he keep it up? A month? A year? Not long. Not long enough to see the kids out of high school. Certainly not long enough to put them through college. Not long enough.
 
   But there were no alternatives for him. Nobody was lining up to make sure that he was doing fine, to make sure that everything wasn't going to shit. Would it matter if they did?
 
   The fact was that he needed a meal-ticket that wasn't a constant risk. He'd considered it before. There were plenty of places that he could go to get regular jobs. Even places that would hire an ex-con for legit work. It wasn't as if construction was bad work, or anything. But it wasn't enough money. Never enough money.
 
   The places he could make more were exactly the sort of people he'd come here trying to avoid. Falling back in with the same crowd he'd left New York to get away from was a one-way ticket back to New York, and as nice as it would be to see the girls, there was a reason he couldn't go back.
 
   Wes settled down into his sofa. His hands hurt, and the wooden floor was stained with that idiot fucking asshole's blood where he'd let himself bleed all over the damn place. Couldn't these thugs at least have the decency not to get their blood all over his stuff?
 
   He tried to gather up the energy to put everything back in order, but it was only a kind of halfway order anyways.
 
   The idea occurred to him a few minutes later, while he tried to calm his nerves. There was an alternative. Something that he could do to make money. Free money, not much work involved.
 
   Wes was no expert on the Yakuza, but Todd Bradley was a man with connections much higher up than either of them, and if he put out the call and got back that Shimizu wasn't to be fucked around with, that meant they weren't some hick, backwater family.
 
   Minami was every bit the rich girl he'd pegged her for, but it wasn't her boyfriend's money. It was her father's. He could exploit that relationship, if he tried. No problem. He tried to muster up some moral reservations, but the fact was that he didn't feel anything like that. There was no time for morals, not when it was about his family.
 
   The idea lit a fire under his ass, sent him shooting up from the couch. He wanted to make something happen, make sure that she was on the hook. He knew she was; she'd come back twice in one night, and that wasn't the sort of thing someone did lightly. Not where he came from, and that went double for the daughter of some big Yakuza family.
 
   She would come back eventually. Maybe even 'soon,' if he was lucky. Then it would be time to turn on the charm and see how much he could get out of her. With luck, he could do it without scamming her. He could talk to her about it, eventually. He'd tell her the truth.
 
   Not right away, though. He wasn't a god damned idiot. When it was time to tell the truth, he'd do it, but first he'd have to get closer to her. Women didn't always like a man to have that sort of history. Men didn't particularly like it in their women, either.
 
   Once she was on the hook, he'd be able to tell her, and she'd understand. Until then, he'd keep it from her as long as he had to. Because there wasn't any other option. He had a responsibility to those girls, and the fact that Minami might not approve didn't change the responsibility.
 
   Wes forced himself to sit, forced himself to be still for another few moments. He needed to calm down, needed to dissipate that nervous energy somehow. Once he was settled in, he could start to plan. Right now he wasn't useful to anyone.
 
   The relationship that was going to come was just like a fight. The first line of defense was his feet. Placement. Second were his hands. But master of everything was the ability to see things for what they were, and react appropriately. That meant being calm, and that meant being smart. It had worked for him in hundreds of fights, and it would work for him here.
 
   All he had to do was calm down and think.
 
   


 
  

Eleven
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami's breath went out of her lungs unsteadily. She didn't like feeling this way, and she sure as hell didn't like that Wesley Park, underground fist-fighter, was the one behind it.
 
   Father's business was Father's business. The sooner he realized it, the way that she had all those years ago, the sooner she could have her own life. The sooner she could get away from the world that she had no interest in remaining in.
 
   But that wasn't going to be an option, not if he had his way. Minami knew that it was only a matter of time before Wes was going to get the hammer of the Shimizu family dropped on him.
 
   When he did, it wasn't going to be a case where he might be totally fine. He was, for all intents and purposes, already dead at this point. He didn't know it yet, but Minami, she knew.
 
   That should have made it easier to leave him to his fate, and that was exactly what she'd intended to do. Return to her online life, her online friends, and get the hell away from the madness that she'd been thrust into completely against her will.
 
   But she couldn't get him out of her head. It wasn't the sex, though that had been more than a bit better than previous lovers. Something about having a man who knew what he wanted only served to draw sharp lines of contrast to the boys who had wanted to pander to her and complain about their stupid problems.
 
   She didn't have time for that sort of man. But with Wesley, she felt something else, as well. Something that almost bordered on… pity? As if seeing him crushed beneath the boot of the Shimizu clan was beneath him. Like a butterfly killed by getting hit by a car. Ruining something beautiful that never deserved it.
 
   'Never deserved it' seemed like an incredibly odd description for Wesley. He gave every impression of deserving the worst anyone could give him, and he didn't seem like the kind who cared much about what people did to him either, for that matter.
 
   But more than that, the thought kept ringing in her head that he was more than that. Was he a bare-knuckle fighter? Sure. Was he a thug? Almost certainly.
 
   But he wasn't afraid of the Shimizu. Whether it was through ignorance or arrogance didn't matter. Nobody could have looked at Takuya Higa and had any doubts about his underground affiliations. He wasn't big or imposing, but he dressed so much like a Yakuza that even the most oblivious could pick up on it without much trouble.
 
   Yet, even with that being the case, he'd dared Higa to try to stop him, and then he'd walked off with her. The entire situation almost felt magical, because it was so close to what she really wanted. Someone to take her away, not from a bad date, but from the world that she kept getting sucked up in.
 
   If it was only her, and she had to convince her father that she should be allowed to leave the world that he'd built up an empire in, then there was no way that it would happen.
 
   But if Wesley did it, if he really managed to get her out, then… she blinked the thought away. That sort of thinking was dangerous. Too dangerous. She could be in serious trouble, thinking things like that. Or she could get what she'd come all the way to America to get, once and for all.
 
   Peace.
 
   She picked up her wallet and slipped it into the pocket of her shorts, the pocket that was just barely large enough to contain it. Her phone stayed in her hand.
 
   She'd have to find a driver, and if Father was away 'smoothing things over' with the Higa family, then Majima was going to be out.
 
   The first person she came across bowed deep and greeted her reverently.
 
   "Young mistress!"
 
   "I need a ride," she said. Better to be up-front with it.
 
   "Yes, young mistress."
 
   He rose back up and she followed him into the garage. Three cars seemed like overkill, but they had four, just to be safe. She slipped into the back seat and he turned on the engine.
 
   "Where are you going?"
 
   She tried to figure where she could be gone a few hours, near his apartment. It would be better if she could have an excuse for having been gone, and it would be much better if her father didn't find out where she'd been. Not where she'd really been, anyways.
 
   "The library, please."
 
   "Yes, young mistress."
 
   He started driving. "Not the downtown one—just… I'll give you directions."
 
   He wasn't going to know the city's layout well. The man was a pickpocket first, a driver second. But with Majima out, she had to take who she could get.
 
   "Shall I wait for you here, young mistress?"
 
   "No, I'll be a few hours. I'll call Father to have Majima come and get me when I'm finished."
 
   He looked nervous at the idea of leaving her alone. Father wasn't the sort to forgive a mistake like that, but she had no patience for it.
 
   "I want to have time to myself. Father will understand."
 
   "Yes, young mistress."
 
   She watched the car pull away before heading for the door, stepping inside, and getting a sip of water from the fountain just inside.
 
   Satisfied that he was gone, she stepped back outside and started heading down the street. She had to get to Wesley's apartment, and she had to get there before more of Higa's boys came around. Or, worse, before her father rounded up enough men to make an attempt on the place, because then, it would be too late for Wesley to take her away from anything.
 
   She took the elevator up and stepped out. The floors no doubt all looked the same, but she was fairly certain that she was in the right place. Wes opened after a moment when she knocked.
 
   "Hello," she said, as he stood there, speechless.
 
   He stepped back away from the door and turned back. He hadn't, apparently, bothered to put on a shirt today, because he answered the door with all his muscles on display. His back stretched wide even as he walked, relaxed, away, drawing a sharp vee-shape to his slender waist.
 
   "Good morning," he called back.
 
   "It's afternoon."
 
   "That's fine," he said dimly. "Did you need something?"
 
   "I thought we could get something to eat."
 
   "Oh, yeah?"
 
   "If you're not interested—"
 
   "Well, I just had to pay the rent, so…"
 
   "It's my treat, then," she said, smiling. If it cost her a few dollars to get him to trust her, she would gladly pay that price to secure her future away from her father. She had a little money put away from the job she'd been told, point blank, to quit when Father decided to relocate to America.
 
   Minami hadn't needed it before now, so it had sat there in her bank account. Now it seemed to make good sense that she shouldn't spend Father's money. He'd know that she'd eaten with someone else when he saw the charges on the bill, and then it would be a hop, skip, and a jump to figuring her whole plan out.
 
   The longer that she could pretend that she had nothing to do with Wesley, the longer that she could avoid the consequences that were going to fall on his head, and the more likely that he'd be able to get her out. Until then, she'd keep him as quiet as she could keep him, because a secret weapon only worked when it was a secret.
 
   


 
  

Twelve
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes looked down at the girl laid beside him, pushed himself up, and checked the time on his phone. A little past one meant it was time to go. He rolled out of bed and rose to his feet, dressed, and headed out. For a moment he considered taking the roll of quarters, but the notion of breaking his fingers wasn't one that he was looking forward to, and if things turned ugly, he could probably manage unless they decided to pull a gun.
 
   If they did that, it didn't much matter what he brought with him, because guns weren't the sort of thing he was prepared to deal with.
 
   The drive out was easy, if not quick. Ten minutes outside of the city and somehow they'd managed to find a goddamn wheat field. He'd wonder if they even had those so close to the city if he hadn't just found it on his phone G.P.S.
 
   He pulled off next to the other cars and turned off the engine, looked in the mirror and got himself settled. Ten minutes to showtime, but there was no reason not to be early.
 
   The guy who waved him over was short and built like a goblin, with thin limbs and a pot-belly and a head that was nearly as wide as it was tall. Wes knew better than to make something out of it.
 
   "You! You Wes Park?"
 
   "You got it."
 
   "You ready to fight?"
 
   "Mr. Bradley said I would be, didn't he?"
 
   "Good. You'll be up first."
 
   "Perfect."
 
   "Five hundred for the fight, another five hundred if you win. That fair?"
 
   "Sure, I don't see why not."
 
   The man gestured with his head to follow, and started off. "So how's Todd doin' these days?"
 
   "Okay, I guess. I'm just a fighter."
 
   "Sure, sure, but the guy doesn't shut up, you let him get talking, right?"
 
   "Sure," Wes agreed, not wanting to get into it with the guy. If anyone he'd ever met had a problem of not shutting up, it was this gremlin of a man, but he wasn't about to say that to a guy who was going to hand him a fistful of cash.
 
   "Ring's right through here."
 
   Wes could already see the ring of cars that they'd circled, all the headlights pointed in. From outside the circle, he could just about see where there were already several dozen people carrying red plastic cups and lining the ring to get a good angle, a few even sat up on top of the hoods of the cars cross-legged.
 
   The ring itself was big, which favored him. Too tight, and it turns into a brawling match. Wes could win them, but it would cost him something. A big ring like this, he could afford to take his time.
 
   "You ready? We're about to announce the fight."
 
   "Ready enough, it's your show."
 
   "Okay, then." The gremlin raised his head and waited a moment, as if he were waiting for someone to notice him, which was going to be a lucky shot if anyone could see him through the crowd at all. Then he nodded, and a girl who wasn't exceptionally unattractive stepped out and announced him as an out-of-towner, which wasn't totally inaccurate.
 
   He stepped into the ring, stripping off his shirt and leaving it laying on one of the car hoods. He raised his hands as he entered, and then settled back and made what few mental preparations were still required.
 
   The problem came in when the others stepped in to meet him. The first guy was a gorilla. Probably three-hundred pounds, and fists the size of a cannonball. Then another. And they didn't look like they had much intention of fighting each other, particularly as they touched fists.
 
   Two-on-one weren't odds that he liked, particularly when they were this big. Maybe Todd had been right not to trust these guys.
 
   Wes took a breath and waited for the girl's hand to drop. The sound of the crowd around him fell away as her hand moved, and then they were away. Wes circled around. There had to be a way to win. Some kind of weakness.
 
   As big as they were, no doubt about it, they'd hit like a truck. How fast were they? How agile? How smart?
 
   He had been in worse scrapes than this, he reminded himself. Six on one last night, and they'd even tried ganging up on him. These guys weren't as green as those ones had been, but they made up for it with numbers. His body was still tender where they'd clobbered him, though, so maybe that wasn't painting such a great picture for him.
 
   The two big guys started to spread out almost immediately. If they caught him on both sides, the fight was over. He had plenty of space, and that was good, but with two of them it was a double-edged sword. They'd have plenty of room to flank around him.
 
   The only answer was to play it as a long fight. He wasn't going to knock the guys out fast, but he could do damage slowly. The one on the right stepped in a fraction of a second before the other, and Wes used that chance to rocket a fist into his ribs, and then lunged out of the way of a coconut-sized fist coming around straight for his head.
 
   He danced a few feet away and the dance began again. Closing in as he tried to circle around, tried to get close to one without getting close to the other. Another chance to hit again. Another chance to run away, and it started again.
 
   The third time he wasn't so lucky. He hit the guy's mouth, and he sprawled back to the ground satisfactorily, even if only for an instant. The feeling of the thick python-strong arms wrapping around his waist, on the other hand… that wasn't good. He kicked out with a booted foot and connected with bone on the one he'd knocked down, sending him back to the floor, and then tried to wriggle free of the big man's arms.
 
   The grip held tight, in spite of his twisting and jerking. Wes let his weight go limp and tried to slip that way, but the guy tightened and held him up as the other one on the ground started to get up.
 
   Wes rained down blows on the big guy's back, neck, and head, hoping to get him to loosen, but even as his fists pounded the grip just got tighter. The other rocked him with a hard punch that caught him on the point of his chin, and for an instant the world spun around him.
 
   Then the rain of blows started once more. The grip loosened, but not enough. Wes swayed back to avoid another punch aimed at his head and caught the guy's head in his hands and pulled him into a headbutt.
 
   The big bastard fell back onto his ass and clutched where his nose had busted open, and Wes turned his attention back to the guy who had apparently regained his composure and was trying to squeeze the life out of Wes from around the waist.
 
   Wes twisted and turned to face him, finally getting around, and put his knee in the guy's mouth. That got him to loosen up real good. Wes slipped the grip and stepped away. This was a job, and he didn't necessarily like seeing the other guy hurt. He had some semblance of sportsmanship, after all.
 
   But as he took two steps and lined up the kick, like he was going to do a football kickoff, he had to admit, he wasn't too upset about having to ruin this guy's night.
 
   


 
  

Thirteen
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami's eyes blinked open. The sound of birds chirping as she woke was still strange, even after she'd lived in America for years. The birds were so different from the ones in Japan, their song so strange. But she liked it, too, she had to admit. It seemed odd that such a small thing seemed so strange.
 
   Minami rolled over into the empty half of the bed where Wes had been sleeping. She'd felt him get up in the night, to use the lavatory she supposed, and gone back to sleep. He'd taken his sweet time with it, but that wasn't something she was going to criticize.
 
   But he hadn't come back at all. She pushed herself up further, to get a look around. The whole apartment was one large open wall, except for the little kitchen section that was separated by a half-wall. That had the sink and stove built into it.
 
   The place was empty. No sign of him. The bathroom door hung open a little way, the light inside turned off. Aside from the sound of birds singing, the place was silent. The realization made her feel strange. There was no television in the entire place, only a few books with spines spiderwebbed with cracks from reading dozens of times. No magazines, no newspapers. Minami stood up and grabbed her phone from the floor beside the bed, where she'd left it plugged into a wall charger.
 
   No calls. No messages. No texts. Where in the hell was he? She unplugged the phone. So what was she going to do? She certainly hadn't planned on staying the night, but then…
 
   Minami hoped that the man who drove her out wasn't going to be punished, but she suspected that hope was faint with her father being who he was. Oh, well. He wasn't a man near and dear to her heart, in either case. It was sad, for him, but she wasn't going to lose her mind over his problems. He was a Yakuza, after all, and more than likely deserved whatever was coming to him.
 
   What was she supposed to do with herself now? There wasn't much in the place. The whole apartment was surprisingly spartan, for someone who spent time with American gangs. What she had seen had been that they liked to flaunt their money, and they had a good deal of it. If he was the kind of man who Higa would know, even through an intermediary, then he could get money to furnish the place better.
 
   Yet, he had only the one sofa, and it looked rough. Cheap, and worse, old. There was a table, a couple of mismatched chairs. The walls were bare. There was no television, and there didn't seem to be enough in the place to make it look dirty or messy.
 
   She stood up. The kitchen was similarly sparse, but it saw use, and she could see where Wes had burned food on the stove eye. Looking at the clock on her phone and wondering how much longer he would be, Minami took in a deep breath.
 
   Where was he? How long would he be? It was presumptuous, even rude, to start fussing with someone else's things, but what else was she supposed to do?
 
   Finally, frowning, she turned and pulled a washcloth from the counter beside the sink and wet it, pulled out the iron heating element in the stove, and then the catch dish, and started rubbing the soot and burn marks off.
 
   The work gave her something to do, at least. Something that she could use to pass the time until she got some sort of better sense of where the hell Wesley had gone, and when he was going to be back. She found herself looking at the phone, waiting for him to call, even as her hands kept moving. She wanted Wes to call and explain where he'd gone. But he didn't, and she knew he wasn't going to. Did he even know her phone number?
 
   She replaced the dish, replaced the heating element, and moved on to the next one. It was obviously less-used, but it still had some caked-on muck.
 
   Minami put her body into cleaning, the frustration of not knowing what's going on starting to build up faster than she was able to dissipate it with working. Finally she set it down. Any more work and she was liable to throw the dish clear across the room.
 
   What was wrong with her? Why the hell was she cleaning some fucking stranger's stove-top? Why was she here?
 
   After a minute, she reached back in and kept going. She had started, and that meant she was going to finish, even if she couldn't understand herself what her reasons were. She rinsed it off and gave it an inspection. It might be that it was stained, and she'd done all that could be done. Which was a shame, all told, but she wasn't going to try to do the impossible.
 
   She fit the dish and heating iron back just in time to hear the door opening. Wes stepped through the door looking like he'd been flattened by a steam roller.
 
   "What are you doing?"
 
   "Nothing," Minami said, half-true. She wasn't doing anything, after all. She'd just finished.
 
   "Who said you could mess with my stuff?"
 
   Minami felt her jaw setting in frustration and forced herself to relax as best as she could.
 
   "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have touched your things."
 
   "You're right, you shouldn't have," he growled, moving in closer to her. "What are you here for? Looking for something?"
 
   "No." He didn't scare her, not the way that she thought he would. She was too angry to be afraid. Minami had seen her father angrier than this, and he was at least as scary as Wesley. After all, she had very real suspicions that she didn't have anything to worry about from him.
 
   On the other hand, she'd seen what happened to anyone else who disobeyed him. That was enough to make her wonder, even if she was his daughter, could she be absolutely certain that he wasn't going to do something like that to his own daughter?
 
   Underneath it all, she thought, trying to hide the grin it brought to her face, Wesley Park was a kitten compared to that life.
 
   Minami broke the silence between them. "Is everything alright?"
 
   "It's fine," he said, walking away. Wes slumped down into the sofa.
 
   "You look like a cat."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "I don't know. Figure it out yourself. I'm just telling you, you look just like a cat."
 
   "Thanks, I guess."
 
   Minami came out and joined him on the sofa, settling in and looking at him.
 
   "What do you do around here for fun?"
 
   "Fun?"
 
   Minami raised one eyebrow. "Yes, fun. Haven't you heard of it?"
 
   "Obviously I babysit Asian girls. Sometimes even some light kidnapping."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   "Yep. I kidnapped one girl the other day, and now she's sitting in my apartment asking all sorts of weird questions."
 
   "Must be a real hassle."
 
   "She's good for some things, though."
 
   "Oh yeah?" Minami could see from the way his face was set exactly what sort of things he was talking about, and she could feel her body flush with arousal.
 
   "You want to find out?"
 
   


 
  

Fourteen
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wesley could feel the arousal already growing in the pit of his stomach, masquerading as frustration. Replacing the annoyance he was already feeling. The fire was already lit inside him when he forced himself to sit up and forward.
 
   "You want to find out?"
 
   His body ached badly, but it didn't matter, not when he had Minami sitting right there, her plump breasts making a little stretch in the fabric of her shirt.
 
   "Let's say I do, and see where it goes."
 
   Wes could feel himself growing hard already, as he heard the words come out of her mouth. The look on her face told him that she knew exactly what she was doing, that she knew exactly the sort of effect she was having on him, the little minx.
 
   She didn't know exactly what he was going to do next, though, and that was part of the fun. He reached over and grabbed her by her hips, lifting her up and shifting his own weight until she was straddling him.
 
   The weight of her body on him was satisfying and enjoyable by itself, but when he pulled up on her shirt, pulled it over her head, and tossed it across the room into a pile, he had other, more enjoyable things to think about.
 
   Her dusky nipples were already starting to harden with arousal, right there ready and waiting for his mouth. He opened up and took one between his lips, tracing it with his tongue and feeling it crinkle under his ministrations.
 
   Minami pressed herself into him, trying to take more pleasure from his mouth than he could give. Her hips had already begun to rock against him, where she pressed herself against his hardness. Wes enjoyed the feeling for a long minute, her body rocking back and forth, up and down.
 
   Her nipple came out of his mouth with a soft pop, and then he pulled the other in. Her grinding was starting to have an edge to it as the pleasure of her rubbing started to build up in her body as an erotic energy that she couldn't control and didn't want to stop. He let her continue, even as he wanted to give her more pleasure still.
 
   Minami let out a soft mewling moan at the contact between them, and Wes thrust his hips up to meet her grind forward, eliciting a soft yelp of pleasure from her lips. Wes let his teeth meet the soft flesh of her neck, his hands replacing his mouth on her breasts, tweaking and teasing her swollen nipples.
 
   She let out another gasp. It was so cute, how she tried to stay quiet and simply could not, no matter what she tried. Wes pushed her back and off, eliciting a moan of disappointment. He pushed his weight up a bit, undid the fly on his jeans and pushed them a little way down his hips.
 
   "Suck my cock," he growled, enjoying her obedience as she slipped to the ground. Her mouth opened and took him inside, and all of a sudden he was experiencing heat and pleasure that threatened to overwhelm him from the moment that her lips wrapped around him.
 
   "Fuck."
 
   He could see in her expression that she enjoyed his saying that. He let her dictate the pace, forcing his hands away from her head even as they wanted to find their way back into her thick black hair and force her to take it deeper, force her to go faster.
 
   She rewarded him for his patience by using her tongue, shooting pleasure through his whole body as she swirled it around him, still in her mouth.
 
   "Jesus, fuck, girl!"
 
   He pulled her off. As much as he wanted to cum, and he wanted to cum inside her mouth, he wanted more than that, too, and it would be a shame to waste himself in her mouth when there were so much more inviting targets.
 
   "Is everything okay?"
 
   "Fucking Christ, Minami—get up here."
 
   She reached down to pull her panties off, and then moved back onto the couch, straddling his hips and lining her moist pussy up with his hard shaft, then settling her weight down until Wes was inside her all the way to the hilt.
 
   Wes let out a low groan as she pushed inside, the feeling of her squeezing down and clinging to him as she started to move no less than the first time they'd done it. It shot little wild thoughts through his head, pleasure that he couldn't stop or control, until he wasn't anything more than the feeling of a cock and the knowledge of what he was supposed to do with it.
 
   Wes shifted his hips and tipped her over even as she bounced on his cock, pushing her off to the side until she was on her back, the two of them still mated together. It was his turn, now.
 
   He pressed one desperate kiss to her lips before pulling back to put his hands around her throat, enjoying the way that her body pressed into his hand, looking forward to the high that the oxygen deprivation would give her even without knowing it.
 
   He plowed into her with a powerful thrust and put his weight down on his hands at the same instant, eliciting a choked moan from Minami's lips, even as she no doubt wanted to do anything else.
 
   Her body writhed under him as he fucked her, the feeling of their bodies connected too much for either of them to bear for long. Wes could feel the orgasm that was currently ripping through her in the way that she clung even tighter to his cock, as if it needed to memorize the exact shape of his head, as if it wanted to make sure that he couldn't pull out in time.
 
   He didn't have any intention of making that mistake, not when he didn't have to. He put more weight down on her throat, Minami's eyes starting to roll in her head at the pleasure, and pushed inside with one last, powerful thrust before he let himself cum.
 
   Shot after shot of potent cum shot out inside her as the two of them lost themselves together in orgasm. Wes lifted his hand from Minami's throat and pressed a kiss against her lips. She took his lips between her teeth, the pair of them still coming down from the incredible high of sex.
 
   "Jesus Christ, girl," he panted. "Your body was made for fucking."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   "Well if it weren't," Wes said, thrusting his still-hard cock inside her again for emphasis, "then you're a god damned quick learner."
 
   She moved her hips up to meet his next slow thrust, and a shock of arousal shot through Wes even as he could feel his cock starting to grow softer.
 
   "You promise?"
 
   "Jesus, Minami, you don't know what you're doing to me."
 
   "Or maybe I just had a good teacher."
 
   Wes closed his eyes and enjoyed the feeling of her around him for another long moment before pulling out, tracing a line of kisses between her jaw and her breast.
 
   "I certainly hope so."
 
   "I'd say he did alright," Minami answered, her hands tracing lines through Wes's hair.
 
   Wes could hardly remember what had him in such a bad mood before, and now that he was feeling a little better he sure as hell didn't want to go trying to figure it out.
 
   "How'd you sleep?"
 
   Minami's eyes drifted shut a second, post-sex tiredness threatening to overtake them both.
 
   "Fine. How'd you sleep?"
 
   "I didn't," he said, surprised that he told her the truth. Minami Shimizu was doing all sorts of things to him, and some of them she damn well shouldn't have.
 
   Or he shouldn't have let her.
 
   


 
  

Fifteen
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami sat in the car and tried not to think about what was going to happen next. There was a good deal of trouble that she was going to get in, and there was no doubt about that.
 
   Whether she called for Majima to get her or not, there was going to be trouble. Only, there wasn't. In fact, there wasn't much of anything happening, which was all that much more surprising. Her father didn't come to ask her where she'd been. Nobody came by to talk to her about anything, really.
 
   Even Mother didn't really say much, besides stopping in to say that they were going to a thing, and she was on her own for dinner. That suited Minami just fine. She'd grown up eating fish, but living in America and eating fish every night could get tiring quickly. Had gotten tiring.
 
   She thought for a minute about what to do, and then decided that she wasn't going to make any decisions at all, not really.
 
   "I want to go for a drive," she said, to the first person to show up. They told her the usual spiel, and then started to take her to the cars. There was some consternation when she said that, no, she'd like to drive herself. She wanted to go for a drive by herself.
 
   But they weren't going to tell her no, were they? Of course they weren't. As much trouble as they might get into for letting her go, they knew they'd get in at least as much trouble for arguing with the chairman's daughter.
 
   Minami slipped into the Bentley's front seat and turned on the engine. It had been a long time since she drove. Months. Now it was going to be doubly odd, because this car was worth more than everything she'd owned when she was here on her own, all of it put together.
 
   She slipped the clutch and let it out in gear, took the car slow up the driveway and into the street. Driving was comforting. She'd liked it, back when she had reason to do her own driving. Sometimes it would be nice just to go out at 2 A.M. and just let herself… drive.
 
   Look at the street-lights, watch the four other cars on the road whip by. It didn't matter how slow she went—and, for that matter, it didn't much matter how fast, because there wasn't anyone out watching, not most of the time anyways.
 
   Minami took in a deep breath and slipped the car into the next gear, let herself go on auto-pilot to Wesley's place. A car like this, it might not be smart to leave there, but she didn't have much other choice, and she wasn't planning on staying long.
 
   She left the car on the side of the road and went on up. Wes agreed to let her take him out, started to grab his car keys from the hook on the wall when she shook her head.
 
   "No, I'll drive."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "I've got a car waiting."
 
   "I see," he said, pulling a face.
 
   He followed her down and out the front. Minami blushed and hurried into the car when she saw the 'Fire Lane — No Parking' sign, but no ticket meant nobody had noticed yet.
 
   She slipped it back into gear and they were off.
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   "I don't know," she admitted. "I hadn't really thought about it."
 
   "Someplace Japanese?"
 
   She shot him a look. "I could eat that at home, if that was all I wanted."
 
   "No, then?"
 
   "Not a chance."
 
   "Hm."
 
   "Still open to suggestions," she said, turning the car at some arbitrary point to stop them getting out of town while they talked about dinner.
 
   He didn't have any, and neither did she, so they ended up stopping at someplace cheap. Wes wisecracked that it must have been her first time at a place like this—he didn't know about the year she'd spent here alone, and she wasn't going to tell him. No reason to.
 
   They ate, they went back, no problem. Minami didn't make the same mistake this time, instead slipping into one of the parking spots in the back of the building and hoping she didn't come back to find the car up on blocks with the wheels stolen.
 
   Then again, she supposed, it might come back on her but the guys who stole those wheels would be the ones who would really regret it, so maybe it would be fine.
 
   She let herself smile at that thought. They sure as hell wouldn't like it one bit. No, sir. She followed Wes up to the apartment, not sure what she was going to do if he wanted to go for a second try today. They'd been fucking like rabbits already, the past few days. How long could this keep on going? And for that matter, she needed to get the Bentley back to her father's house.
 
   Wes opened the door and stepped inside, and immediately got knocked to the floor. He let out a loud yelp as a bat came down hard on his arm, but he forced himself to turn over.
 
   Minami pressed herself back against the opposite wall of the hallway, unable to help or do anything, but unwilling to leave him alone to his fate.
 
   She didn't recognize the man who was holding the bat, or the one who had the thick metal rings around his hand who had caught Wes with the first blow, but she recognized Yakuza when she saw them. These weren't some local American street punks.
 
   Her father hadn't sent them, though, which was surprising by itself. The one with the knuckle dusters seemed to recognize her, and then abruptly stopped paying attention, his attention fully used on the man below him, who had caught the bat between his hands and was trying to yank it free, but couldn't get up.
 
   The heavy steel knuckles came down hard on Wesley's face, opening up a wicked cut above his eye that bled immediately down his face.
 
   Wes twisted the bat out of the Yakuza's hand, and then abruptly jabbed the handle into the guy's face, sending him stumbling backwards. Another hard punch to the face, though, and Wes's face was a mask of blood that she would only barely have recognized as human if she'd seen it on the street. He took the bat in his hands and arced it up, hard, cracking the dude on his skull.
 
   A cry of pain ripped from the Yakuza standing above him, the other one finally bringing himself back to bear as Wes pushed himself back up to his hands and knees. The guy dug the point of his shoe into Wesley's ribs and sent him flying a few inches into the wall.
 
   If she didn't stop them somehow, Minami thought, they were going to kill him. But in spite of that, she tried to find the words to speak, to tell them to stop, to tell them that he was under her personal protection.
 
   But the words wouldn't come. It would mean revealing her connection to the Yakuza, telling Wesley that she was from a world she hated, reviled, never wanted to be a part of. She had to tell him, had to eventually, but in the middle of a fist fight?
 
   Wes took the decision out of her hands when he rose to his knees and took a wide swing that cracked the guy on the side of his cheek, sending him sprawling back into the kitchen once more, and from the sound of things, he wasn't getting back up any time soon.
 
   The next hit, the one that Wesley sent for the guy with the steel knuckles, wasn't any prettier.
 
   


 
  

Sixteen
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes forced his eyes to stay open. He'd never taken a hit half that bad, not in years, and he would spit if he didn't have a concussion. Which meant that closing his eyes more than an instant, he probably wouldn't open them again.
 
   Minami had left. She should have left. But now it was God damn hard to keep his eyes open. He stood up to pace around the apartment, and then sat back down. He wasn't sure how far he'd be able to walk in this condition, and he didn't want to fall asleep on his God damned feet. There was water in the fridge, though. That could be useful to have.
 
   He pushed himself up on unsteady feet and used the back of the sofa as a support as long as he could, then let himself wobble his way to the far wall and around the corner into the kitchen. Which wasn't as bad as he'd expected it to be, but his knees threatened with almost every step to buckle out from under him.
 
   The fridge came open easy and he crouched down and took a bottle out, leaned his shoulder into the edge of the fridge as he twisted off the cap and took a sip. Cool, clear water was as much as he could as for right now. It went down cold all the way to his belly, and then he set the bottle on the counter and pushed himself back up.
 
   He closed the fridge and started the trip back. His knees already felt a little better. If he was lucky, he might even be able to walk again in another hour.
 
   More than that, it would be nice to be able to give the girls something, even if it was only a few hundred dollars. He had a plan, one that he was hoping would provide dividends as long as he could keep fighting. One that would multiply his money quickly and painlessly—or, without any added pain. But he had to keep some money, even after that gremlin of a man had paid him extra to avoid getting clobbered.
 
   Wes settled back into the sofa and took a long drink of water and tried to relax, without letting his eyes droop shut. They threatened to do it every few minutes, and then he'd lean forward on his elbows, or slap his face. Until then, it wasn't every five minutes, it was every ten. Then every twenty. Until he was feeling better, though it was still as dark as could be. He finished the bottle and went to get another, found that he could make the trip without holding the wall.
 
   Which meant he couldn't justify sitting around the apartment, not any more. He grabbed the keys from the hook on the wall and started down to the elevator. It dinged open, he slid inside, and pushed his back against the wall. Better safe than sorry. He pushed the button and the door closed with a loud scraping noise, and then the elevator started to hum as it went down.
 
   Wes made his way to the car and settled into the seat, turned the key and brought it to life, then turned on the radio. He wasn't going anywhere in the next few minutes. Even that short trip had taken more energy than it should have out of him. He could already feel the wooziness coming back, just a little, and that meant that he should definitely wait as long as he could justify before pulling out of that parking lot. That is, unless he had a God damned death wish.
 
   Wes took another deep drink from the water bottle and then set it into the passenger seat, too large to fit into the cup holders. Another sucked-in breath, and he put the car into gear and started the short trip to the Western Union.
 
   The drive was pretty painless, aside from going a few miles under the speed limit. He didn't realize he was doing it, and then would press the gas down harder, but then after another turn or two he'd look back down, and then… five under again.
 
   He pulled into the parking lot. Usually he had a better time to come here, but if he had to do it at 2 in the morning, then he'd do it at 2 in the morning. The lot was unlit, which was always worrying, particularly because there were two very visible lights in the middle of the lot that weren't working for some reason.
 
   But the yellow light of the Western Union sign shone above the light inside, which all acted like some sort of beacon of hope.
 
   Wes slipped out of the car and rubbed his face as near to where he'd been hit as he dared. It itched, the whole thing, but he couldn't touch it with even the lightest touch, or his face would explode in the worst sort of pain he'd ever felt, short of taking the hit itself.
 
   Wes wasn't going to the hospital for it. What were they going to do? Prescribe him some painkillers, and then send him home, all for the low cost of several hundred dollars. If he needed painkillers, Bradley had his hands in all sorts of pockets. Why on earth would Wes go to the doctor when he can get the stuff straight from the source?
 
   He almost didn't notice the guy walking up. The sound of the boots on the ground behind him blended in with all the other noises of the city, and he assumed that he was making it up.
 
   The noise of the knife clicking open confirmed it. For a minute Wes considered just doing what he was told. Getting hit in the face with steel knuckles hurt like a son of a bitch, but it probably wouldn't kill you unless they really tried hard.
 
   A knife, on the other hand, was different. It was damn hard not to seriously hurt a guy with a knife, even if you didn't necessarily want to. You could make little surface cuts if they were holding still and you were pretty careful, but the odds of avoiding the blade as well as he would have to do in order to get away… it was a gamble.
 
   But the day he'd had, first with those two God damned gorillas, and then with the Yakuza hitters, Wes realized, he wasn't in the mood to keep that trend going through to the next day.
 
   "Give me all your money."
 
   Wes raised his hands, knuckles all torn, up in the air and turned around. The kid couldn't have been twenty yet, and there he was, the knife extended between them. Smart kid. That knife would act as a shield, if he was quick. All he had to do was keep it between his body and the closest part of the other guy's, and eventually, the other guy would hit the knife, which was about as unpleasant as it sounded.
 
   Wes wasn't in any mood to deal with it, though, and he certainly wasn't in the mood to give up all of his money.
 
   "Go away, kid. Go home."
 
   "Give me the money. Now." The kid straightened his arm to press the point of the knife into Wesley's chest. "Bitch."
 
   Wes's hand moved quick as a rattlesnake and his fingers snapped around the kid's wrist and twisted. The knife dropped and Wes put his heel on it. Then Wes drove his other fist into the kid's ear. The kid rocked back, but Wes had his arm caught.
 
   "Go home."
 
   "Shit, man, I's just—"
 
   "Go home."
 
   Wes let his wrist go and the kid nearly fell back on his ass, scrambling with his hands to stop himself from falling even as his legs started churning to get him the hell out of there.
 
   If he stayed a second longer, who knew how bad things could've gotten?
 
   


 
  

Seventeen
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami didn't love sneaking out. It wasn't smart, and it had turned out bad the last several times she'd done it, but after three days she needed to at least see if Wesley was okay. Make sure he hadn't gone and died on that floor after she left.
 
   At least, that made for a convenient excuse. There was no way they were going to let her just go out, not after she'd lied about where she was going and when she'd be home at least twice that she could remember. They weren't exactly wrong, as much as she hated to admit it.
 
   That didn't change that she needed to make sure he was alright, though. They had to do what they had to do, and she had to do what she had to do, and it was just that simple.
 
   Minami called an Uber cab and had them take her straight there, and now she was standing outside again, all paid up and ready to go back inside in every sense other than how ready she was to see him again.
 
   Every time she saw Wes, things only got more complicated in her life, and as much as she knew that he was the only one who could stand up to her father enough to get herself free of the life he was leading, she couldn't help but be afraid of what was going to happen next. When was the other shoe going to drop, and things went from bad to worse?
 
   For him, maybe it already had. That beating wasn't the kind of thing that most people would easily recover from, never mind quickly. For all she knew he was in the hospital, where he belonged.
 
   As soon as the thought occurred to her, she dismissed it. Knowing that man even a little bit was enough to know that he wasn't remotely interested in going to a hospital. He seemed like the sort of person who would try to sleep off a broken leg.
 
   She pushed the front door open and started in. The place was as dingy as it had ever been. She hadn't stayed in a nice place when she was here on her own, but this place made it look like a palace by comparison. Still, everyone kept themselves to themselves, which she supposed was something. She jabbed the elevator button and it opened with a ding and a metallic grinding noise, and then closed again with the same noise when she pushed the button for Wesley's floor.
 
   He answered the door a few seconds after she knocked. He didn't look nearly as bad as she'd feared. Blood vessels had busted all around his nose right after, and his face was basically a large, spider-webbing bruise. He gave the faintest hint of a smile at seeing her, and then walked away from the door wordlessly, leaving it a little ways open.
 
   "To what do I owe the pleasure?"
 
   "Does it hurt?"
 
   "Does what hurt?"
 
   "Your face, it's—"
 
   "Oh, that? Not really."
 
   "So you wouldn't mind if I touched it?"
 
   "Try it."
 
   He turned and held still for her. Minami could feel her heart starting to race a little, at the 'I dare you' tone his voice had taken. Her hand moved slowly, moving in. She could hardly believe he was even thinking about letting her do this. And then, as she was about to push her finger home in the tender, bruised flesh of his cheek, his hand came up and wrapped around hers.
 
   "Don't."
 
   Minami dropped her hand.
 
   "I was thinking that we should go out. There's this place, I used to go. Before. Nice pace, I guess. You might like it, you might not, but I haven't been there in a while."
 
   "You sure it's not closed?"
 
   "Pretty sure. Come on."
 
   He took her down to the car. The elevator wasn't getting any better; if anything, the noise was getting worse, but she had her doubts that it was going to get fixed.
 
   Wes slipped into the driver's seat and reached across to open her door for her. Minami slipped in next to him and the car growled to life. He put the car in drive and started out. He didn't particularly want or need Minami's input, she knew, so she stayed quiet. It was easier that way.
 
   By the time they pulled into the place, it was starting to get dark by degrees, but the roadhouse was lit up like a Christmas tree. Wes put the car in park and pulled the hand brake, opened his door, and waited. Minami opened hers a minute later, and the second her latch came undone he pressed the lock button.
 
   She followed him inside, unsure what to expect. She'd been living in America for a couple years now, and she was pretty confident in her English, in her ability to deal with everyday affairs… but when it came to places like this, she was on her own. She'd only heard about these sorts of places in T.V. shows.
 
   They went inside and a woman in a t-shirt that was cut a little too low for modesty and thin enough to cling attractively to her curves took them to a table after a second.
 
   Wes thanked her and then immediately walked off toward the bar. Minami settled into her chair, looking around and taking in the sights.
 
   There was a band playing up on a raised stage, in front of a dance floor that only a few couples had decided was worth using. A long bar took over one side of the room, and a couple of people were playing darts near the back of the place.
 
   Wes came back holding a couple of bottles and glasses and set one down in front of her, poured out a large glass of amber-colored beer, and then set down his own glass and filled it with his own drink. It was dark, the color of coffee, and she could smell it from all the way across the table.
 
   "Is it how you remember it?"
 
   "More or less. The people are different, but that'll happen. See that guy over there?"
 
   He pointed at a guy standing at the bar, currently eating a peanut slowly.
 
   "Sure."
 
   "That's Sal, he owns the place."
 
   "Is the food here good?"
 
   "I don't know, it won't kill you—but 'good' might be a stretch. Get the steak, it's the only thing that the cooks here know how to make."
 
   Minami decided to take his advice rather than risk testing the odds of that being the case. The place was ramshackle and rowdy, but she had to admit that it had a certain charm. More than that, though, it absolutely fit Wes. He seemed more at home here than he ever did in that little studio apartment.
 
   She didn't realize that a smile had found its way onto her face until Wes asked her what she was thinking about.
 
   "Nothing, just… this place fits you real well, you know?"
 
   "I guess. It used to be, before, I could take this sort of place on. You know, I used to play a little."
 
   "Really. You, Wes Park, you played… what? Played with poor Asian girls' hearts?"
 
   "Guitar. Had a nice one, set up great. Played fantastically. Used to be, I'd play here, some nights."
 
   "Were you any good?"
 
   Wes took a deep drink. "No. But I tried."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   Wes took another, deeper drink. "Life happened. Not everyone can just keep things going the way they want, and that's what happened."
 
   


 
  

Eighteen
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Minami was quiet a while. Wes let her stay that way. It was easier than explaining what had happened, and it wasn't as if he was lying. That was exactly what had happened, but as with everything there really was more to it than just that. If all that had happened was a few late house payments or something, he wouldn't be fighting now. He'd still be up there. Sleep out of the Fiero or something.
 
   He'd never have sold that God damn guitar if he had another choice, but sometimes life hits you and you don't have another choice available to you, and that's just how it goes.
 
   Well, either way. Wes wasn't about to start complaining about his whole life story. He emptied the bottle into the glass, which was still cold. Minami took a drink from her own and made a face that told Wes immediately how much drinking she did.
 
   "Little much for you, huh?"
 
   "No, I'm fine," she lied. He could hear the lie right there in her voice, but he wasn't about to call her out on it. They both wanted to leave things out, but if all she wanted to play pretend about was her ability to handle alcohol, then who was he to judge?
 
   Nobody, that's who.
 
   He smiled at her and took another drink before making an exaggerated face mocking her own. The waitress came by after a second to take their order. Minami followed his advice—which was good, because as far as he was able to tell, the cooks here had never been able to cook worth a God damn unless it was a steak.
 
   Then they were passable at best, but people didn't come here for the food. The waitress left with her pad, and Wes stood up, pressed the chair back.
 
   "If you'll excuse me—" he started, and never finished. He walked in the direction of the lavatory, but fished his phone out of his pocket instead and leaned up against the wall to call Bradley.
 
   The line connected right before Wes gave up and started to call again.
 
   "Wes? Jesus, nobody's heard from you since after that goddamn mess out in the boonies, people were afraid you were dead, man."
 
   "Not yet, anyway," Wes said, keeping his voice extra smooth. He couldn't afford to let the very probably broken nose sound through the phone, or Todd wouldn't give him a fight in a million fucking years.
 
   "I'm looking for a fight, you know where I can find one?"
 
   "Wes, I think you need to slow down."
 
   "I did slow down. I took a good, solid three-day weekend, and now I'm looking for the next payout."
 
   "Wes, I'm being serious. As your friend here, you need to stop this crazy shit."
 
   "I need the money, and you have a big fight coming up, don't you?"
 
   "I have plenty of big fights coming up, and most of them, I already have booked."
 
   "Well, maybe one of your guys cancels."
 
   "They don't."
 
   "Supposing it happened, though—"
 
   "Wes, I know you're not trying to threaten my guys, right? Because you know that wouldn't exactly endear me to you. Right?"
 
   "I don't know what you're talkin' about, man. No threats, I'm just looking out for myself. If something opens up, you call me. I need the money, you know I can win it."
 
   "Look, maybe I can get you something. Come on in, and I'll take a look at you, and if you look like you can fight—"
 
   "I'm busy just now, Todd, or I would. I can come in tomorrow if I have to, if that would make you feel any better."
 
   "Fine. Tomorrow afternoon. Say six."
 
   "Good by me."
 
   "Good. And Wes—I'm serious now. Okay? Don't you come in here with a broken God damn nose and expect me to okay you to fight."
 
   "You worry too much, Todd. You think I'm crazy? If I had a broken nose, I would have to take a while, right? Not just three damn days."
 
   "It's good to hear you talking sense." Bradley paused a second. "Which means you're probably putting me on, but we'll see tomorrow."
 
   "Yes, we will. Have a good night."
 
   Wes slipped the phone back into his pocket and headed back to the table. Minami smiled up at him as he pulled into his feet, a few seconds before the waitress stepped out from behind the partition with their food in hand. She set it down on the table in front of them.
 
   "Anything else?"
 
   They both agreed that, no, they didn't need anything else. Wes ate slow. When he took too much in, or bit down too aggressively, it shot pain straight through him, like he was biting down on a nerve or something, and it was enough to drive him up a god damned wall, but he wasn't about to let it keep him hungry.
 
   The thoughts about the place, about how little it had changed in the years since he'd been in here, only contrasted with how much he had changed, how much he'd had to change in order to survive with the girls in his life. He couldn't live with them, but God damn it all that didn't mean he wasn't responsible for them, and with their mother being… well, who she was, he was about all they had in the world.
 
   So it wasn't like there was any choice about selling the guitar, or about the fights, or even about lying to Bradley. Wes took another bite, realizing after a minute that he hadn't touched his food for a while.
 
   Minami seemed trapped in her own thoughts. Whatever she was thinking about, thought, he could already see in her eyes that it was some heavy shit. The sort of thing Wes was the worst with.
 
   Finally he took the last bite of his food, pushed the plate back, and finished the drink. Minami watched him cautiously, not having said a word since he got back from the call.
 
   "Come on," he said, reaching a hand out across the table.
 
   Wes could feel the beer having gone to his head, leaving his cheeks a little hot and his head a little light. he was out with a pretty girl, what the hell else was he supposed to be doing? He took her to the dance floor.
 
   Minami's eyes were wide as saucers as he pulled her onto the floor, pulled her body in tight. She felt good against him, as good as she ever had, and that feeling was one that he wasn't ready to pass up again. The song wasn't necessarily appropriate, but then Wes wasn't much of a dancer either.
 
   So they swayed together on the floor. Wes looked up, saw someone eying him. A face that he recognized from a lifetime ago. He decided to ignore it. He wasn't that guy any more. He wasn't even Wes Park, bare-knuckle boxer, not right now. Right now he was just a guy, out with a girl. The thought was strangely liberating.
 
   He didn't need to be something else, didn't need to think about anything else. Not even the girls, not right now. Eventually, he'd have to think about them. He'd have to go in, see Bradley, and somehow convince him that his obviously-broken nose wasn't broken at all. But those things were for the future.
 
   He pressed his lips into Minami's. Right now, he was just out for drinks and dancing with a girl, and that was all he needed to be.
 
   


 
  

Nineteen
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   The weight of the phone in her purse was more than Minami wanted to deal with. She'd been overly conscious of it ever since she got the text from her father, when Wes went to use the facilities.
 
   She had more sense than to think that there was any chance of it ever ending, but somehow she had held out some glimmer hope that the meeting with Higa had dissuaded her father from continuing to pursue a Yakuza marriage for her. She was dangerously close, in fact, to considering it a relative victory.
 
   The text, telling her to keep her schedule open tomorrow, was enough to let her know that she was being hopelessly optimistic. That was a sign by itself that he'd found another candidate for her, someone else that she was going to have to blow off as best she could.
 
   The cab pulled up and she slipped inside. She should have told Wes. But then again, it would have meant explaining more than she was even remotely ready to discuss. He would have to understand where she'd come from, what sort of man Father was.
 
   He'd have to face the fact that she was who she was, and the kind of risks that he was taking by spending the sort of time with her that he'd been spending. She wasn't remotely ready to accept that, not when she had finally started to get him reeled in.
 
   So she hadn't told him, and she wasn't going to tell him. It wasn't exactly as if it was any of his business, in either case. After all, she was still her own woman, and neither of them had exactly gone out of their way to clarify their relationship.
 
   As far as Minami could tell, and as far as she was concerned, she was a convenience more than anything. A woman who kept the bed warm. He might have some sort of fond feeling for her, but it was the furthest thing imaginable from an exclusive relationship. He probably brought plenty of other women home with him before her, and probably brought others home when she wasn't around.
 
   That she hadn't seen any occurred to her, but it didn't much matter. When he clarified their relationship, then she would assume that it wasn't just catch-as-catch-can. Until then, he was the scoundrel between them. All she was doing was keeping her family from coming down on her hard. It was only because she allowed these little interferences that she had the freedom she had.
 
   She slipped into bed and tried to avoid thinking too much about what was going to happen the next day. Whatever he'd set up, it was just going to be another hassle, and she didn't want to have to deal with it, but that didn't change anything. That didn't mean that she had to mope over it, though.
 
   She dressed an hour before she was supposed to go downstairs, made sure her hair was straight and attractive, and went down to wait. The other man came alone, which was unusual. He was older than her, as well, but his hair still had all its color. Yakuza had their pride, but they wouldn't have dyed their hair to keep up appearances. The age added something of an air of authority, as far as Minami was able to tell.
 
   He was wearing traditional clothes; if he was going to wear traditional clothes, Minami would have rather known in advance, because now she looked the foolish one in her American clothes, no matter how nice.
 
   "This is Patriarch Kondo Inafune," her father said, gravely. The man in front of her set his hands on his knees and bowed his head. "Patriarch Inafune, this is my daughter, Minami."
 
   Minami bowed, as well. Inafune was more attractive than Higa had been. She couldn't see herself marrying him, no more than she could see herself marrying any Yakuza. But it didn't feel like it was an insult this time, at least. She straightened back up.
 
   "Nice to meet you," she said softly.
 
   "The pleasure is all mine." There was an air of quiet confidence in the man, one that might have been attractive if not for his profession. "Chairman, your daughter is very beautiful."
 
   Minami's father nodded his head solemnly. Minami wanted nothing more than to get this over with, but it continued. She spoke little. She had no special desire to get to know the man, but he seemed to take it better than she might have expected. He must have interpreted it as demure, she thought, rather than trying her best to distance herself. Or perhaps he didn't mind.
 
   Either way, when he left an hour later, it was with a promise of returning the day after next—when he'd take her out for real, to a proper dinner, and they could get to truly know each other before making any sort of promises.
 
   Minami wasn't exactly in a position to say no.
 
   


 
  

Twenty
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   "I need your help." Wes could see from the look in her eyes exactly how strange Minami thought that was, and she wasn't wrong to feel that way.
 
   "Really? You, Wes Park, need my help? With what, exactly?"
 
   "I have to convince my boss I'm good to fight."
 
   "Well, Wes—I hate to tell you this, but you almost certainly aren't okay to fight. Have you looked in a mirror lately? You look like a mess!"
 
   "That's not important. I need the money, so I need to fight. It's that simple."
 
   "You're going to get yourself killed. No."
 
   Wes's teeth ground together. "You're not my mother."
 
   Minami's expression turned from one of amused insistence to annoyance damn fast. "No, I'm not, but that doesn't mean I'm going to let you go out and kill yourself, for what? For money?"
 
   "It's not as if I'm asking your permission. If you don't do it, I'll find someone else."
 
   "And what exactly is it that you wanted me to do, anyways?"
 
   Wes pressed himself deeper into the couch. There was no way that he was going to fool anyone, not even now that his face had lightened to a comfortably warm brownish color from the horrible black it had been.
 
   Minami was probably right. She definitely only wanted what was best for him, but that wasn't exactly an incredible comfort when he needed cash fast. He had told himself that he'd ask her for money, but then the words wouldn't come out. So it was the fight after all.
 
   Maybe, eventually, it would come out why he needed so much money, and then he could try to get her to give him something. But now that he was right there, he couldn't just ask her to pay for his family problems.
 
   "I just need to look good enough. I can do the rest."
 
   "So, what? You need me to put on concealer or something? Is this a makeup thing?"
 
   "There's more, but not right now."
 
   "Oh?"
 
   "Yes, but don't worry about it yet."
 
   "Alright."
 
   That wasn't so hard, was it? He didn't say it out loud. No reason to pick a fight he didn't need to pick right now. Getting into an argument was the last thing he needed to do, particularly with how fucked up his face was already. What might normally only be a little slap in the face might cave his damn cheek in at this rate.
 
   "Alright, well, we're going to have to go buy something from the store."
 
   "Yeah, I know that. But I thought I'd leave it up to you. You're the expert. I entrust my future to you, master."
 
   She closed her eyes. "I should just fuck it up enough that you get caught out. It would serve you right."
 
   Wes thought Bradley would like that. Coming in with the makeup only half-done, so he could try to fuck with Wes as long as possible. He wouldn't like what happened after, when Wes figured out what had happened, but it would be damn funny to him for a few minutes. Then he'd learn why it wasn't that funny after all.
 
   "But you're not going to."
 
   "You won't know until I'm done, will you? And with a face like that, Wes Park, you won't enjoy the makeup going on."
 
   "No, I didn't figure I would. Like I told you, though—"
 
   "I know. You need the money, and they won't let you fight. I can hear."
 
   She pushed herself up and grabbed her purse from the coffee table. Wes stayed sitting for a minute, looking up at her with his tenderized face. "You know the God damnedest thing?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "He doesn't know about those guys your boyfriend sicced on me. He thinks I lost a fight before that. They had me two-to-one, and I'm pretty sure one of them is still in the hospital."
 
   She gave him a look that he could only describe as 'not amused' and turned to go.
 
   "Come on, we have to go to the store."
 
   "You can't do it on your own?"
 
   "I need your face to compare to."
 
   "Oh. Right."
 
   Wes pushed himself up and followed her out the door. He followed her down to his car and unlocked it for her. The nearest place was only on the corner, but it was a little windy to walk almost a half-mile each way.
 
   They should have something, he figured, and when he pulled in, she didn't argue, so he assumed he must have found someplace that would work. She pulled him inside and they headed together straight on back the right-side wall into the makeup section.
 
   Wes had never felt so lost before in his life, and he was only twenty feet from the door. So much crap on the walls he couldn't begin to identify. That was nail polish, he figured, and beyond that, he'd seen it before but couldn't hope to put a name on it, and the differences, if there were any…
 
   The only thing he had to go on was a bag of his sister's stuff, which she'd left completely unpacked on the bathroom counter every day, in spite of his insistence that she put it away. Well, with his insistence, she'd clean it all up, and the next day she'd just leave it out again.
 
   It hadn't been instructive of anything about makeup except that there was a damned lot of it, and that he didn't like or trust the stuff.
 
   Minami picked up a bottle of something that might have been nail polish and a puck-shaped thing, held them both up for him to see.
 
   "Liquid, or powder?"
 
   Wes tried to give her a look that communicated exactly how little he knew about what she'd just said. She might as well have been speaking Japanese, as far as he knew what she meant, or what the differences were.
 
   She seemed to figure it out on her own after a minute. "Right. Okay. Liquid it is."
 
   Minami put the puck of apparently powder-based concealer and then held the bottle up to his face. Her cute little teeth showed a little as she chewed on her lip. She turned and grabbed another, held it up to his face, and then held the first one up again.
 
   Wes let her do her thing. Obviously this was more complicated than he thought, but if she'd agreed to do it, then he'd just wait and she'd get it done. Probably.
 
   Finally she looked around, popped the plastic ring around the cap of one of them, and daubed out a little onto her finger. She wiped across his cheek, the tender skin protesting at the contact—contact she hadn't make a special effort to keep gentle, he noted.
 
   She frowned, and then popped the other open and made another swipe across his face. The first went back onto the rack. She seemed to think it wasn't that odd to open the stuff up, but it didn't stop her from smudging away the stripes on his cheek roughly.
 
   Then she handed him the makeup. He was loathe to spend any money he didn't have to, but he could afford a few dollars for concealer, especially if it got him into this damn fight. Not getting in, on the other hand?
 
   Well, he wasn't going to settle on that. If Minami thought he could cover up his nose, then she would get it done. And if she didn't, well… Wes wasn't going to think too much on that possibility either.
 
   Those girls couldn't afford for that to happen.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami sat back and examined her handiwork. He could do wit ha lot more work than this. Wes was a good-looking man, but with his severe features, they would look even more striking with just a bit of eyeliner, maybe some mascara to help his eyelashes—not that they needed it, the bastard.
 
   But if he wanted to cover up the horrible bruising on his face, then this would do it, at least for a few hours. He'd been surprisingly still through the whole thing. The way he'd acted the day before, she assumed that it hurt like a son of a bitch, but he hadn't flinched or reacted much at all.
 
   Then again that was exactly like him. No way he was going to let her see any sort of real reaction to anything. Everything was macho bullshit with him, and even when she was playing makeover, that was how it was going to keep being.
 
   "How do I look?"
 
   "Like you're going to be a supermodel," Minami answered.
 
   "Perfect." He was half-joking, but she could hear the growl of frustration in his voice, the only sign—if it even was a sign—that he'd suffered one bit of pain from the entire process.
 
   "Anything else?"
 
   "If everything goes alright, I'll tell you later."
 
   "I'm not going with you to see you get your ass kicked."
 
   "Well, good news, then, because there's nobody who's going to kick my ass in a fair fight."
 
   There was something charming about his confidence, but Minami still had her doubts, and they weren't going anywhere. If he was so sure that he was never going to lose, then why was it that this boss of his wouldn't just use him in every fight?
 
   He had to get tired out some time, and the beating he'd taken from Higa's goons was still fresh. She couldn't see him hurting, but she could see the ugly purple lump on his leg when he took off his pants at night. She could see the ugly brown spiderweb-bruise that crisscrossed his face, and as much as he was perfectly capable of pretending it didn't hurt, she wasn't an idiot. There was no way it wouldn't hurt.
 
   "You can't just keep putting yourself in a position to get hurt, Wes."
 
   "You're not my mother. I can do what I like."
 
   "Maybe I don't have to be your mother to worry about you."
 
   "Well, don't worry about me, how about that?"
 
   If only it were that simple. He was heading for disaster, and anyone could see it. Minami still held out some hope that he was going to pull her out of the Yakuza life. But how was he going to save anyone when he couldn't even save himself?
 
   Minami's phone buzzed. For a long moment, looking into Wesley's eyes, she wasn't going to reach for it. Finally, he turned away and pressed himself deeper into the corner of the sofa, and the moment was gone.
 
   She reached over and pulled the phone out, read the message.
 
   "I have to go."
 
   "That's fine. I have to go soon, too. I don't think it would be smart for you to come with me."
 
   "I'll give you a call, later."
 
   "Maybe I'll answer it," Wes answered.
 
   The man was absolutely incorrigible.
 
   She had to get home if she was going to be ready for dinner with Mr. Inafune. What was he going to be wearing? She should have asked. Her father should have asked, more accurately, but Father was anything but practical when it came to these matters.
 
   For that matter, he also never wore traditional clothes, so it might be that he never considered the question of whether to dress in Western or Japanese clothing, but it wasn't something that she could afford to ignore.
 
   After all, it might be a farce. There was no way that she was going to marry Inafune, no matter how good he looked or how well he treated her. But she at least had to keep up appearances, and there was no reason to disrespect the man, marriage or no.
 
   She pulled the car into the garage and nodded at Majima, cleaning the Mercedes beside her. He stopped to bow, only returning to his work as she stepped through the door into the main household. She had just about enough time to get showered and changed, if she was quick.
 
   If he was wearing traditional clothes the day before, it only made sense that she should err on the side of caution. And besides that, she had so few opportunities to wear her yukata, so it felt special to take it out.
 
   She tied the obi just in time to hear the knock at the door. Her mother stepped inside a moment later, turned her around and checked the bow, tied tight behind her.
 
   "Are you ready? You look great."
 
   "Do I?"
 
   "You look perfect." Mother turned her back around and pulled Minami into a tight hug. "You'll be fine."
 
   "Lead the way."
 
   Minami followed her mother down. It wasn't going to be so bad, she thought to herself. It certainly wasn't. He couldn't be as bad as Higa had been. He was younger than some of the patriarchs that she'd met with, who seemed to want a young wife as a status symbol because there was no chance of her providing them an heir.
 
   Not that any of it mattered, because even before she had met Wesley, she was never going to marry one of them. That was the reality. Minami wanted nothing more than to get away from the life, and she was going to—regardless of how many matchmaking meetings her father arranged.
 
   Minami let out a long breath when she saw him standing there, his thumbs tucked into his obi. She would have felt perfectly foolish if she were the only one wearing traditional clothing. She might have been under-dressed still, but the smile that came across his lips as he saw her told her that she hadn't done so wrong.
 
   The feeling of pride that swelled in her was hard to swallow. She shouldn't care much what he thought of her. She wasn't marrying him, and likely wasn't going to go on a second date. But even still, she couldn't deny the swell of pride in her chest that she'd chosen alright.
 
   He bowed as she approached, and she met him with a bow of her own, deep enough to be respectful.
 
   "Miss Shimizu."
 
   "Patriarch Inafune."
 
   "Are you ready to go?"
 
   "I am."
 
   He turned and started out the door, slipping on sandals just before he reached the door. She didn't have anything to match perfectly, but she had sandals of her own, for the rare occasions that she went out in traditional clothing. It would have looked awfully strange, after all, to wear western heels with a yukata.
 
   She followed a little ways behind her as they slipped into her father's Rolls Royce. Majima sat silently in the driver's seat, adjusting the mirror as they settled into their seats.
 
   "Patriarch Inafune?"
 
   He gave the name of a restaurant that Manami hadn't heard of. Clearly Japanese, however. She was already getting a sense for the man, and if Higa had been one extreme, Kondo was the exact opposite extreme. Japanese, almost militantly so. If she had to see him again, then it would be wise to always wear these clothes.
 
   They stepped inside the restaurant twenty minutes later, nobody particularly daring to look too closely at them. The severe expression on Inafune's face never slipped, except when he let his gaze slip over to Minami, where it softened only a bit before he looked straight ahead once more.
 
   Minami, on the other hand, didn't notice. She had something else to worry about. Or, perhaps more accurately, someone else. In the corner was a familiar face, the American 'Mr. Bradley' who had been so close to Higa. Higa sat across from him, visibly deep into his cups. Beside them, Wesley Park, his face looking quite unlike he'd had his nose badly broken, stared at her.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes swallowed down the Japanese liquor and didn't particularly listen to Bradley. He definitely didn't listen to Higa, who anyone could have seen silently fuming beside him. Anyone, it seemed, except for Bradley, who didn’t seem all that panicked about any of it. He should have paid more attention, because if he'd looked, he would have already figured out exactly what had happened, and if he really wanted Wes not to fight when he was hurt, one look at Higa's face would have told him that Wes wasn't as good as he looked.
 
   But apparently either Todd didn't mind as much as he put on, or he wasn't looking too close at Higa's expression. Nor, thankfully, was he looking too much at Wesley's.
 
   That was definitely not her father, Wes knew. She wasn't sitting there like she'd sit there with her father. That was another date. One that she hadn't thought to mention. Something primal inside him overtook the knowledge that she was the furthest thing from exclusive. He hadn't asked her to be, and she hadn't promised, but it did little to quell the anger burning in his chest.
 
   "Isn't that right, Wes?"
 
   Wes grunted his agreement, not taking his eyes off Minami. She peeked over her shoulder, and clearly saw Wes watching, because she immediately looked back at her date, as if she'd seen a ghost.
 
   Well, let her know. It wasn't exactly a secret, and he certainly wasn't going to keep it a secret. No, he wanted her to know. Wanted her to know exactly how he felt about it, too. When he was done with her, though, there wouldn't be any way that she didn't find out. 
 
   Bradley refilled Higa's cup with sake after he finished it. Wes finished his own cup in one long swallow that burned all the way down. Mr. Bradley filled it as well, then set the carafe back down in the middle of the table.
 
   Wes didn't taste the food as it went down, and he didn't hear the words as Todd said them. His ears heard, and his mouth tasted, but between the senses and his brain was the big, towering wall of fury. He masked it almost well enough to hide it, and the more he drank, the easier it got.
 
   Todd filled his cup again, and he drank it again. The alcohol was going straight to his head, but he wasn't about to stop drinking. Not when Minami was over there, laughing politely at some Jap's jokes. As if she were his woman, as if he had any right to her. The other guy was older than her, older than any of the men sitting at Wes's table. Not quite old enough to be her father, but close.
 
   He kept himself looking polite and respectful, distant even, but Wes wasn't fooled. He wasn't going out with her because he was her very good friend. That wasn't why she'd been out with Higa, and it wasn't why she was out with this asshole, either.
 
   The urge to get up and go over, to confront her right in the restaurant, was strong. He managed to stop himself by reminding himself, every couple of minutes, that he couldn't afford to blow off Bradley and Higa. They were arranging his fight, after all. If he managed to piss them off, then there was no money coming in, and he couldn't move on to the next part of his plan.
 
   So he sat still and waited for the anger to dissipate, and when it didn't, he just simmered in the fury until he was practically tunnel-visioned right across the room until the only thing he could see was their quiet, secluded table in the corner.
 
   He hadn't seen her, splayed out in that kimono—or whatever it was called—on her back, underneath him, had he? She was a Yakuza girl, who knew what sort of strange customs they had? Maybe they unwrapped their presents early in Japan.
 
   Wes's jaw was starting to hurt from his teeth clenching together. He loosened his fist by his side, forced himself to calm down. He couldn't afford to lose his cool. He took in a breath and turned toward Higa, whose cheeks had gone pink with drunkenness.
 
   He was talking about—who knew what. Mid-sentence, it was hard to say, and his accent was far too thick to make out what he was trying to say through his drunken haze, but he said it with gusto. Bradley laughed, and so Wesley laughed as well, a cruel and barking laugh that came out too loud and filled the place. In the corner of his eye, Wes could see Minami turn for a moment before turning back sharply.
 
   She wanted to pretend not to notice him, but anyone would have noticed that laugh. It hadn't been intentional, but knowing that he had forced her to feel uncomfortable, though not near as uncomfortable as he was angry, felt good.
 
   Higa raised his cup significantly. Wes raised his own, Higa said 'Kanpai' a little too loudly, and swallowed down his drink. Wes and Bradley repeated it after and drank down deep. He didn't need to speak Japanese to know it was supposed to mean 'cheers,' and know what to do. It was easy enough to copy the man, regardless of how much he'd had to drink.
 
   Bradley busied himself filling the cups, Higa returning the favor for Todd's own cup. Wes snorted out through his nose. It had already been a long meal, and it was only going to get longer. Minami was in for hell when she came to see him next. She wasn't going to like it one bit, what he had planned for her.
 
   Or maybe, he thought bitterly, maybe she would.
 
   He took another drink and tried to listen to the men beside him, talking glibly as if nothing strange were going on. Perhaps there wasn't, but that didn't change anything for Wes. He was furious, and no amount of drinking was going to change that. It might only make it worse.
 
   That was how he preferred it. By the time he made it back to the apartment, thoroughly sauced, he could feel the anger still burning, hotter than ever, deep in his chest. Minami was going to get a piece of his mind, and sooner rather than later.
 
   What the fuck did she think she was doing with some guy? Laughing, smiling—did she think that she could just go around with any guy who looked at her the right way? What was he? Some kind of fling?
 
   He sucked in breath through his nose and blew it out like a bull about to charge, slipped down into the couch and loosened up the top button on the only shirt he had that didn't look like he only fit in playing guitar in a roadhouse band or getting his ass kicked in parking garages.
 
   They were going to come to an understanding, Wes and her. She said she'd call him later. Well, when that happened… he closed his eyes, his heartbeat thumping in his ears, adrenaline tightening and curling in his stomach.
 
   The knock at the door woke him from his brief reverie, and he pushed himself up from the couch. He already knew who it was before he opened the door.
 
   Seeing Minami standing there in that black yukata, the leaf pattern printed onto it too stylish and refined for going out with someone else, was worse than he'd expected. He could already feel the anger, starting to dissipate with distance and tiredness, boiling over again, and now there was nobody to stop him.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami's questions about whether or not he had noticed her with Inafune were answered as soon as he opened the door. He grabbed her by the collar of her yukata and pulled her inside, the door shutting before he said anything.
 
   Wesley's face was a mask of fury, and she knew exactly why. Part of her was afraid, afraid of what was thinking about doing and what he was going to do. Another part, softly, enjoyed the knowledge that she'd pulled this feeling out of him, knowing that he wouldn't be nearly so upset if he didn't think about her in ways that he would likely never admit to her directly.
 
   Wes grabbed her under her knees and scooped her up, drawing a little 'oof' from Minami's lips as he hefted her weight in his arms and carried her over to the bed. He dropped her, but she was ready this time, even as she fell and landed on her ass.
 
   He pulled at her yukata, loosening the obi more through force of will and raw strength than with any sort of grace or forethought, until he had her breast free, and then he pulled it into his mouth, biting down an instant later and drawing a choking, pained gasp from her lips.
 
   "Ow—don't—"
 
   "Quiet," Wes growled, reaching up and putting a hand on her face and twisting her off to the side, as if he just wanted to show her that he was completely in control of her body, and he was going to do whatever he wanted. She was going to let him do it, too, she knew.
 
   He worked the fly on his pants, freeing his already-erect cock from his pants, and maneuvered himself around to put it into her mouth. She accepted it, part of her enjoying the roughness that he was treating her with. His hand reached into the top of her yukata, pinching the nipple he hadn't managed to expose yet until it hurt.
 
   Minami took his cock into her mouth and he started moving almost as soon as the head touched her tongue, his body trying to impress on her how much he was in control of the situation—he was going to take his pleasure, and she was going to accept it. She did, relaxing her mouth and letting him fuck her face, his hands continuing to rub her breasts, teased already to sensitivity.
 
   He pulled her off and Minami gasped for air. She could see, dimly, that he wanted to say something. He closed his mouth and forced hers back onto his cock, fucking into her throat. Minami tried to relax her throat, tried to let him do what he wanted, but it didn't stop her from making loud, embarrassing, lewd choking noises with each deep thrust.
 
   Finally he pulled out and moved himself back between her legs, apparently deciding that it would be more satisfying to take his pleasure straight from the source. He lined himself up briefly, and then with one long, swift thrust he was all the way inside her up to the hilt, her yukata splayed out on the bed beneath her.
 
   "Do you like that, you fucking whore?"
 
   The words burned in her ears, but Minami could feel her pussy twitch at the thought, all the same.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Yes, what?"
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   He took a hard grip on her shoulder and used his free hand to lift one of her legs up, pushing their bodies still closer together as he thrust in deep and hard. Minami failed to contain a moan, and as she groaned out the mounting pleasure that he was giving her, his hand came down in a heavy slap across her cheek.
 
   Minami's eyes drifted closed, her body moving on its own to meet Wes's thrusts. He groaned his pleasure, then leaned down and bit her neck, hard. She knew it would leave a tender mark, and she didn't care, not any more. He was taking what he wanted from her, and she wanted nothing more than to give it to him.
 
   Wes took hold of her ankle and placed it on his shoulder, her hips lifting off the bed and her back arching as he fucked deeper still, finding places inside her that even after all these times she hadn't realized had ever existed. Finding pleasures she didn't realize she'd wanted until she had them, and then she knew that she couldn't live without them again.
 
   His cock hit her deep inside, threatening that it was too big for her, that she was going to be sore in the morning, but it didn't matter. Tomorrow didn't matter, she was here today and every thrust was another one that she couldn't refuse or deny the pleasure of.
 
   He let her feel another stinging slap in the face, and her body started to feel strange, the pleasure starting to overwhelm her senses. Hot tears started to stream down her cheeks, which was strange because she wasn't upset. Her body was reacting all on its own, now, her hips rising to meet his with each powerful thrust even as she cried. A mix of sensations and emotions that she couldn't be going to understand surged through her body, sending her deeper and deeper into the rabbit hole of rapture that Wes had sent her on. She laid her head back and enjoyed it as orgasms started to roll over her in waves, unable to finish one before she could feel her body tightening around him again.
 
   Another hard slap came down, and the tears came faster, hotter, but she just wanted more, wanted him in a way that she couldn't explain. She didn't need to. Her body was doing everything she could have wanted, matching his pace perfectly, bringing her closer and closer to the edge with every almost-painful thrust.
 
   Wes was getting close, now. She could feel it in the way that his thrusts were coming hard and erratic, in the desperate way that he pulled her body onto him. In the way that he hunched over her, his body already starting to coil up before the pleasure of release.
 
   He pushed into her one last time before Minami felt him shudder, felt his cock jerk inside her, and then he came. A warm, pleasant sensation came over her, filled her, sent her spiraling out of control once more in one final, triumphant orgasm as her hands scrabbled to find any purchase on the rumpled bedsheets beneath her.
 
   Wes's breaths came in short, ragged pants, like an animal, and the way he'd fucked her, she thought, the comparison wasn't far off. Wes's lips found her neck, first kissing tenderly, and then testing with his teeth, and when she didn't protest, biting down harder before moving to repeat the process somewhere else.
 
   Minami's hand moved to the back of his head, tracing a line through his hair and tangling her fingers in it. As long as he wanted to, she was going to let him. Whatever it was, she wasn't going to deny Wes what he wanted. For a dull moment she thought that sounded remarkably like love, but then she shook her head. The thought itself was patently absurd.
 
   They weren't compatible, and there was no future for them. But then, maybe that was part of the allure. The knowledge that he could take what he wanted, give her what she wanted, and maybe that was all it would be, but at least it wasn't a lie. At least she wasn't fooling herself about what was happening.
 
   Only, she knew, that was exactly what she was doing. And she wasn't about to stop now.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes cradled his head in his hands, not quite daring to look out the window, if it could even be called that. More like a reminder of how shit the neighborhood was, with the tiny window only a cat could have gotten through still barred from the inside, with bars fitted into the concrete walls.
 
   It was more like a prison than anything else, but Wes couldn't shake the feeling that he had decided to keep it that way, as if it would somehow help alleviate his history and make it all go away.
 
   He let out a long breath. He shouldn't have kicked her out. Who knows if she has a ride home. It hadn't bothered him before, but something was different this time. Something about her had changed, and that worried him more than anything.
 
   He got up and slipped out the door, not before taking the keys off the wall. He'd made that mistake once, and with the two-hundred dollar charge for getting a locksmith out at 4 A.M. had taught him not to do it again.
 
   He slipped into the leather seats of the Fiero, cracked and kept badly. It was still comfortable, perhaps even softer than it had been when the seats had been brand new. He didn't spend more than an instant thinking about it before he put the keys into the ignition and started to drive.
 
   She didn't have a huge head-start. Five minutes, maybe. Sometimes Wes fucked up, and fucked up big. Sometimes he didn't realize his mistakes until the next morning, or until years later.
 
   New York had been a mistake like that, one that ate up five solid years of his life before he suddenly woke up one day in a room not much smaller than the one he was staying in now and suddenly realized, 'whoa, what the fuck am I doing?'
 
   Time served, at this point. He'd paid the price for that, and it had been a high enough price that he wasn't going to make that mistake again. But he knew there would be others, and he had a sick feeling that this thing with Minami would be one of them if he didn't move fast.
 
   He drove around to the front of the building, hoping to find her waiting for a cab. No such luck.
 
   Wes growled his frustration and stepped on the gas harder and searching the road with his eyes. She hadn't gone up the road to the convenience store, which he still wouldn't have recommended. He turned and kept crawling the streets.
 
   There were better-than-even odds that she'd called a cab, and it had already arrived by the time Wes made it out to the street. He had to hope, had to assume, that wasn't the case in spite of the fact that it was more than likely.
 
   The preservation paid off when he saw her walking into the public library. It wasn't the nice one. It was small and shabby and ultimately nobody went there. In Wesley's old life, years ago, they might have done deals here. Public enough to be safe, private enough—especially in the stacks—that nobody was going to walk in on you at the wrong time. Teenagers probably had their own uses for the place, when someone's parents were going to be an inconvenience.
 
   He pulled into the lot and cut the engine. The odds that she'd seen him were slim at best. Wes wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not. On one hand, she wasn't going to run away from him before he could get there. On the other, she didn't know to expect him. She'd still be assuming that he was leaving her well enough alone.
 
   Well, Wes never was that smart. He pushed the door open and stepped inside, the comforting whoosh of stale air and the smell of books filling his nose. The library had always held a sort of mystique for him. As many books as a person could handle, and all you had to give them was a little promise that you'd give it back. Who on earth would ever refuse?
 
   Wes had. What did his promises mean? He didn't take books out. Something about his self-imposed exile here in New York—away from the girls, away from his whole life up to the time with the family—had told him he didn't have the right to take their things, not even with permission. But that didn't stop him from coming in, when the mood suited him.
 
   He looked around the familiar room, a wide open lobby with spokes that came off the center, and then the stairs down in the back. She wouldn't go there, not unless she was looking for something in the stacks. He had no reason to figure he would, which meant that he would probably be making a mistake to prioritize searching the basement.
 
   Wes made a grid of it, starting from the door and working his way so that she couldn't possibly get past him without his seeing it. Not in the nonfiction, at least not as far as he could tell from this distance. Not sitting at a table.
 
   She wasn't in the genre fiction, nor in the literary fiction. She wasn't in the young adult—he turned to check the lobby again, satisfied himself that she wasn't there from some vantage he couldn't see from the door, and kept on moving.
 
   The children's section brought out feelings he didn't want to deal with right now. A little kid, dark-skinned with natural hair, smiled up at him warmly. Wes smiled back and waved. The girls had been almost that age when he'd gone in for the first—and, if he was lucky, the last—time. They'd been into chapter books by the time he saw them again, and then he had to leave them behind, regardless of what he might have wanted for them.
 
   Wes turned and did another lap of the lobby, bending down to take a drink of water just in time for someone to bump into his hips. A very specific someone.
 
   "Minami!"
 
   She turned, ready to run away. He couldn't afford to let her, not when he'd finally found her here.
 
   "Minami, wait, give me a minute."
 
   She turned, her face twisted up in hurt and anger.
 
   "What, so you can tell me that I'm not worth your time?"
 
   "Minami, I'm sorry."
 
   "That's not good enough."
 
   "What do you need from me, then?"
 
   "I don't know, Wes. Just leave me alone. I'll give you a call."
 
   "Minami, I can't pretend to understand what you've got going on. Who was that guy, anyways? But what I'm trying to say is, I shouldn't have flown off the handle."
 
   "You're damn right," she said, finally using her library voice. "You shouldn't have."
 
   "Can you forgive me?"
 
   "Not right now," she answered. He could see she meant it.
 
   "Well, I understand, I guess. I'm just—I'm sorry. I had a weird couple of days, alright?"
 
   "Whatever."
 
   Wes let out a sigh of defeat, and decided to let her go. She turned away for exactly one instant before turning back.
 
   "Wes, you need to get out of here. Now."
 
   "What're you talking about?"
 
   "I don't have time to get into it, but some very bad people are here, and if they find you with me, things will end very badly."
 
   Wes let out a breath. That was how it always was, though. He nodded in spite of himself and motioned for her to follow. The stacks it was. Either they'd lose him down here, or he'd have his own space to deal with them, but either way, it was the only option.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   There was a certain swagger in Wesley's attitude that Minami couldn't help but like, even entertaining, and now it was exactly that attitude that was going to get him killed. She should have separated from him, but he always thought he could handle anything that was thrown his way, and this time he was wrong. Unlike the other times, Minami knew it this time, which made it that much worse.
 
   She didn't know many people in the Higa family, or in the Inafune family, and she didn't know anyone who worked for that American she'd seen Wes and Higa with.
 
   But she knew those three, by sight if not by name. Apparently her father had finally decided to get to the bottom of what was going on with her, and he wasn't going to like what he found out. Nor was Wesley, no matter how much he thought that he was God's gift to the world.
 
   Minami followed him in spite of that, because whether she liked it or not she knew that if he asked her to, she'd follow him anywhere. He turned down a set of metal stairs, even his soft shoes clicking hard on the metal. Minami kicked her sandals off and carried them down. Her sandals would have made far, far too much noise. They'd have been caught in an instant.
 
   There must have been thirty or forty rows of shelves, thick with the smell of dust. Minami took a breath and held it as best she could as he guided her back, finally pushing her into a row.
 
   "Stay down," he whispered.
 
   She realized, suddenly, that he'd completely misinterpreted who was in trouble here. She was fine, and more than that, she knew it. The one who had to worry was Wes, but then, crouching down low, he started heading back toward the entrance.
 
   She waited a minute for him. It wouldn't take that long to get back to the stairs, but she didn't hear the same clanging steps of weight going back up. Another minute passed them by, and still more silence. The curiosity of trying to figure out what was going on in the room was starting to burn inside her chest, but he'd told her to wait, and there had to be a reason for it even if she didn't understand what the reasons were, just yet.
 
   Another minute. She crept to the edge of the row and peered out. Nothing. The place might have been empty, from what she could see. She slipped around into the next row. The dust and stale air was starting to go to her head. Minami forced herself to stay focused. She might not be in any danger, but if she could save Wes from what was about to come down on his head, then she had to do it—no matter what the risk was to her.
 
   Besides that, the odds of there being any risk to her at all were between slim and none, and if they hurt even one hair on her head, it wouldn't be a long time before her father caught wind of it. The threat of that, by itself, would stop them in their tracks. The possibility that she wasn't lying would be too present, and that was assuming that they didn't recognize her straight away.
 
   They had certainly been sent there looking for her, looking to see what she was doing and who she was with. No doubt, Majima had driven them out, and sat right outside, prepared as ever to dig her out of any trouble she found herself in.
 
   Well, she wasn't going to let other people dig her out of this. She moved across the aisle when she moved to the next aisle, to get a better view of the steps.
 
   How long would they have to wait before they could be certain that her father's men had left? She already knew that answer, in spite of the feeling that she shouldn't have been so certain.
 
   If the plan was to wait them out, then those men would wait until the place closed. Then they'd wait outside the exits, until her father called them and told them to stop. That was the way it was, with her father's men. Loyal to a fault, if anything. It was a comfort when there was danger around, but when she desperately wanted them gone—
 
   She moved up another row. If she got out of here, though, then Wes would be fine.
 
   A Japanese man in a suit stepped into view at the top of the steps. Minami stood up and called out to him. "You're looking for me, aren't you?"
 
   The man responded in Japanese. That was how it always was with Yakuza—they wouldn't speak English between themselves, regardless of what country they'd all moved to. It didn't seem to matter all that much to them that they didn't fit in with the locals. Then again, they hadn't fit in with the locals in Japan, either.
 
   "Where is the man who was with you?"
 
   "Nobody was with me," she answered, stepping back into view. "I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   He started down the steps, the other one a step or two behind him. Minami stepped out further, hoping to meet him at the foot of the stairs, so wherever Wes had hidden himself, they wouldn't have a chance to look around.
 
   "As you say, Young Mistress," the Yakuza answered, clearly caught between his orders to look for someone and her instructions that there was nobody there to be found in either case. "But I think we'd better look around anyways, for your father's peace of mind."
 
   "I called to be taken home, and I want to go home now."
 
   "Yes, young mistress."
 
   He stepped down another step, halfway down already. A hand shot out and grabbed the man's ankle, and pulled hard. The Yakuza's foot went out from under him and he fell hard, trying to land on his shoulder as much for safety as to turn and see his attacker.
 
   Wes stepped out and took two long strides to tee off on the guy's head. It snapped back, throwing a spatter of blood onto the spines of the books that had been left down here.
 
   He wasn't lucky enough to get the jump on the second guy, who took the stairs two at a time and hit Wes hard in the back with his shoulder, throwing them both off-balance.
 
   The smaller Yakuza didn't bother trying to shake his partner awake. This was a fight, and if he was going to wake up then he would wake up on his own. He regained his balance before Wes and threw a punch into Wesley's kidneys that landed with a loud thump. Wes slumped down a little way, and in that half-second the bigger Yakuza pushed himself off the ground and turned his attention on Minami.
 
   "We have to get the young mistress away," he said softly. The big guy's arms wrapped around her body and started to pull her out of the basement even as the other guy sent another hard punch into Wesley's ribs. He turned his back on Wes and followed behind, taking the steps quickly to try to catch his partner.
 
   Minami could hear Wes shouting after them, but by the time she left the library, safe and sound and brought back in the arms of her father's men, she didn't see him come back out of that basement.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes opened his eyes to the sun streaming down, right across his face. Someone else might have considered moving the bed, but there was more stubbornness in Wes than there was sense, and if the bed was there, then that was how it was going to be.
 
   That was the same thing that had put him into this entire mess with Minami in the first place, and it was his fault that she'd been taken. He'd tried her phone a couple of times, in the days since, but she wasn't answering. Whoever had taken her, they clearly didn't want her talking with him, or seeing him, and that was almost understandable.
 
   After all, if it was someone who wanted to hurt her, to use her to threaten her family, then they wouldn't want outside contact except the stuff under their control.
 
   If it was the opposite, and the Shimizu goons had been the one who did a number on him, then the answer was even more obvious. They were probably right to keep them apart, since there was no way that Wes was going to do any good for her. She should have recognized that the first couple of days together, but whether it was stubbornness of blindness she hadn't done anything about it, and Wes was too cocky to leave something ell enough alone at first, and by the time he knew he'd made a mistake, he was too weak to tell himself not to go after her, in spite of the risk that her association with him put her at.
 
   There was something unpleasantly self-flagellating about the whole situation, one that he didn't want to worry about, but couldn't stop.
 
   He had to focus up. His body still ached from where they'd hit him. He'd been in worse scrapes. Plenty of them, back in prison, were worse than that. But most of his scrapes hadn't come only a couple of days before he fought one of Higa's goons in a big ol' dust-up match.
 
   Well, another of Higa's goons. The first one, thankfully, had been a pushover. But then again, even if it were the same guy, could Wes take another pounding in the back so soon? If he'd been this busted up in the last fight, things would have turned out different, and there was no denying it, regardless of how much he wanted to.
 
   Wes padded his way across the room to his fridge, ignoring the complaints of his muscles as he moved. No time to worry about hurting. No time to fight against it. He was doing what he had to do.
 
   He didn't have time to worry about Minami, either. Not really. He should have been training, or at least he should've been trying to get was much rest as he possibly could, to manage somehow to counter the consecutive beatings he'd taken in the past week. If he let Bradley know about one of them, even goddamn one, he'd be out of the fight, no question.
 
   Which begged the question: what, if anything, did Higa know? He'd been out with Minami, and he was a guy with connections. That must have been a real embarrassment, getting his girl taken. The two separate times that guys had come by the apartment in the days following told Wes about all he needed to know about it.
 
   The odds that he wouldn't hear about Wesley's beatings was slim. So was he planning on not mentioning it to Bradley?
 
   No, obviously he wasn't planning on mentioning it, Wes reasoned. If he was, then the fight wouldn't have gone ahead, because they'd left Wes in a bloody mess on the floor, and the guys would have gone back and told their boss all about it.
 
   Maybe there had been some doubt that they told the whole truth, but when Wes showed up a couple days later. looking fine as frogs' hair… well, nobody would mistake 'completely unhurt' for 'in a bloody mess.' He might decide the guys had lied, but he wouldn't decide that they'd misunderstood. Nobody in their right mind would think it.
 
   Wes slumped back into the couch and took a deep drink of water. He reached for the phone on the table and pressed the button to call Minami. It rang once, and then cut to a machine voice telling him that the call couldn't be completed. Well, that made plenty of sense.
 
   She said she'd call him, but a week was plenty of time to get back in touch with him. He couldn't deny worrying about it, but he couldn't afford the effort to look into it further. Two beatings, less than two weeks out of a fight…
 
   Well, he wasn't exactly looking forward to a third, to put it simply. He was good, but eventually his body wouldn't be able to keep putting out anything like his best effort. No good eyes could overcome a failing body, as many older fighters quickly learned. Instincts and experience could only take you so far, and if Wes still had it in him to win a fight against a guy who knew his face was still like play-doh, then he wouldn't have it after another bad run-in with those guys.
 
   Especially if he ran into them on their home turf. Walking around with weapons brandished in public was a tricky thing. Nobody wanted to do it, and no doubt the Yakuza wanted it least of all, since this was the furthest thing from a country where they had widespread police connections.
 
   If he ran into them in a place where they had time to prepare, though, then there wouldn't be much he could do. They'd be liable to kill him, if they could hide the body or give testimony that he was an intruder. He couldn't put himself in a position to make things any easier for them.
 
   So he'd wait here, in spite of his worries, and he'd wait for Sunday night. Then he'd go, he'd meet Bradley and Higa, they'd have their big fight, and he'd come out on top if he could.
 
   His body sent another random, surprise-inspection shock through his muscles, and for the first time in his life it occurred to Wes that he might not be able to win this one. If he was lucky, maybe he'd win a fair fight.
 
   But it wasn't a fair fight, not really. The other guy knew all about Wes being in bad condition. He'd probably have a few ideas where Wes was hurting, and unless he wanted to apply that makeup again, it wouldn't take him long to figure it out if he didn't.
 
   The other guy, though, would probably be fresh. If Wes was lucky, maybe he'd be able to finish it quickly. He still had that heavy hook, one that had dropped more than its share of perfectly good fighters.
 
   He took another drink of water. If he was lucky, that is. If Wes had learned one thing in the years since he joined up with the family back in New York, it was that luck was fickle. In fact, no—luck was a downright bitch. You get it when you don't need it, but when you need a sure thing, you don't count on luck.
 
   When you need a sure thing, you cheat. Wes had no compunctions against cheating. What he had that stopped him planning right then and there what he was going to do was the trouble of figuring out how to do it without getting caught. If there was one thing that he had learned, it was that he should cheat to win.
 
   If there were two, it was that getting caught cheating was far, far worse than taking a beating.
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami took off her coat. It was too warm for such heavy clothing, but it didn't change that she needed it. It was the only thing that she owned with big enough pockets that nobody would notice her on the way home, and after Father had taken her from the library, she was under constant watch.
 
   She could usually get them to leave her alone a little bit at convenience stores, but only so far as waiting outside, and even still they painted an obvious target on the place. Nobody was going to walk by thinking 'those guys look like they belong.'
 
   Usually that ended up meaning that she could at least get a few minutes of real privacy, where nobody came into the store for five or ten minutes. But this time, the only thing she worried about was her father's men coming in to check on her.
 
   She closed the bedroom door, breathing a sigh of relief that they hadn't. She threw the boxes on her bed. Three of them, each with the words 'Early Pregnancy Test' in big letters across them. No way she was going to be able to pretend they were something else. Her father's bodyguards spoke bad enough English, but even they knew 'pregnancy.'
 
   The Yakuza's daughter didn't want to take the tests. Maybe that was how it always was, she didn't know. Taking the tests made it feel real. If she just ignored it, maybe her period was just a few days late. Okay, more like a week late. But eventually, she knew, she had to make sure that her fears were unfounded.
 
   After all, she wasn't totally confident in her menstrual cycle anyways. She had a general feeling, usually, and that feeling was pretty accurate, but it wasn't like she was taking any notes, or keeping a calendar. So maybe her feelings were wrong this time?
 
   Either way, taking the test would make sure that she didn't assume wrong one way, or the other. She pulled the boxes open and palmed the little plastic strips. The instructions on the boxes had all been the same.
 
   Urinate into a cup, dip the strip. Wait a few seconds, check for two pink lines. Any color change at all on the 'test' portion, and you had better start figuring what you're going to do about this kid.
 
   Palming them came easy. She spent most of her life surrounded by pickpockets and petty thieves, after all. It wasn't as if she wasn't going to pick up a few things. She knew she was being too stiff as she moved for the bathroom, but she had to hope that nobody was watching. She slipped inside, closed the door behind her, and let out a breath. Everything was fine. She wasn't caught, which meant she didn't need to explain why she had them.
 
   Peeing into the cup wasn't any trouble. She'd done it before, after all. Yet, this time it felt different, maybe because of what she was going to use it for, or maybe because she was afraid of what was going to come next. There was nothing hard about the test except for the three minutes of uncertainty.
 
   She took the cup, grabbed the first test, and dipped it in, counting down. Five… four… three… two… one… and then she set it aside and started again with the next one. Five… four… three… two… one. Set it aside and pick up the third.
 
   She wasn't going to accept the possibility of a false negative, or worse, a false positive. Three of them would give her the right answer, no matter what. They were 90-percent effective, according to the box, so three of them would be 99.9% accurate, right?
 
   The waiting was the hardest part. She wanted to check them after thirty seconds. The minute hadn't even changed over on the digital clock they kept in the bathroom. She took a deep breath and sat back on the seat of the toilet, forcing herself to wait. Forcing herself not to think about what it would mean if she was.
 
   If she was, then that was fine. If she wasn't, then that was fine. Whatever happened, she'd be able to deal with it. She repeated that to herself a few times. She'd be fine. She could deal with whatever happened, no matter what the results were. She wasn't even hoping for a baby, but imagining herself getting three negatives brought with it a slurry of strange emotions.
 
   Finding out she was, that would be even worse, because as far as she could tell, getting in touch with Wes would be the hardest thing of all. She didn't even know how she could, not with the guards on her twenty-four hours a day, and her driving privileges revoked.
 
   Still, if she was, then she owed him that information somehow. Whatever it took to let him know he was going to be a father.
 
   She looked at the clock. Four minutes. That was more than enough time. She reached for the first strip, but the second she put her hands on it, she froze. Didn't want to find out, either way. This was the last time she could back out. After this, she knew where she stood and she couldn't keep playing the guessing game.
 
   She snatched it off the counter and looked. Two pink stripes. That could be wrong, though, she reminded herself. The second was easier than the first. She'd already gone past the point of no return. Now she had to know what the real truth was.
 
   Two stripes. The third one was the same. Two stripes.
 
   Minami could feel a sob tearing from her throat. What was she supposed to do now? She wasn't—she couldn't go to her father, he still thought she was his perfect princess. She couldn't tell anyone else at her house, either. Mother might understand, but then she'd tell Father, and that was the end of that.
 
   She couldn't tell Wes, either, because there was just no way to reach him. If she tried to run away, he'd just get hurt again. Maybe killed this time, if Father took the news particularly badly. Could she live with herself if she was responsible for that?
 
   She already knew the answer to that question. Which just raised another one.
 
   If she couldn't tell get away, how was she going to tell Wes about his child?
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes looked at the stack of bills in front of him. Most everything he owned was in that little stack, and in the things he kept around the house, worth damn near enough to nothing to anyone but him. If he died, they might be able to get ten dollars for the coffee table, if they were lucky. Maybe twenty for the sofa.
 
   The books, what few he owned, were in such bad shape that only a thrift store might take them, and then only the worst sort of place. All put together, it was barely enough to live a month on for anyone who lived a lifestyle that was even a single step above 'spartan.'
 
   Seeing everything all put together at once was upsetting, if only because it served as a stark reminder of how little he had built in his life. Wes Park, low-level gangster, who took the fall for a robbery he hadn't even known about. Wes Park, who had two girls relying on him that he hadn't seen in years. Wes Park, bare-knuckle boxer.
 
   It wasn't the kind of life he'd hoped to lead. But when his sister got into trouble, it had only been natural to do what needed to be done. He hated that phrase. 'What needed to be done' was the excuse that all kinds of people used for making bad decisions. Wes was no exception. In fact, he was the worst offender of all.
 
   How many times had he taken the wrong turn because he thought there were no other options available to him? How many times had time proven him wrong?
 
   How much easier would it have been to take care of those girls if he wasn't in prison? Even if the money wasn't as good, it wasn't worth the trade. Sure, leaving had introduced him to Minami. Probably the only good thing in his life, and it was just to get him mixed up in another gang.
 
   She didn't act like that type, though. It wasn't hard to believe that she probably didn't approve of the business her father was in. The way she had looked at Higa, you could almost see the distaste between them like a brick wall. There was nothing he could do that would tear down one tenth of an inch in that wall.
 
   Wes, on the other hand—he'd been a mystery, and she'd taken quite a shine to him from what anyone could tell. Wes smiled at the thought, as if he were finally going to do something good with his life.
 
   Well, that was gone now, too. No meal ticket from her, and no word in a week. The fight tomorrow loomed large on the horizon. The good news was, the swelling on his face had gone down more than he'd ever hoped he'd be able to claim, a week ago. He almost looked normal, and it didn't hurt to touch his cheeks any more. He didn't have any illusions about that being the case for a good, solid punch, though.
 
   That would be the real test tomorrow, if he could keep fighting after taking a sufficiently bad hit. He knew that it wouldn't be easy, and it certainly wouldn't be fun, but if he had one hits' buffer, he could end the fight.
 
   If he went down, even for an instant, after just one hit in the face… well, there was still more to be done. He couldn't choose to bow out of the fight all of a sudden if it got close. Even if it caved his damn face in, he was going to keep fighting.
 
   But if he couldn't withstand even a single good hit, then that would be a losing fight, no matter what he tried, and Wes was man enough to admit it. Here he was, doing what he needed to do again. He needed the money, so he'd fight, regardless of what happened to him when he was in the ring.
 
   The realization wasn't a new one, but it hit him harder this time. Was this a mistake? He knew it was. Bradley had told him so. Minami had told him it was a mistake. He'd bullied her into fooling Todd for him. Well, maybe it was a mistake, but he was already knee-deep in that mistake, and he didn't have the luxury of changing his mind only thirty-six hours before the fight was scheduled to commence. That ship had sailed when he'd given his word that he'd be there, and neither Wes nor Todd could do anything about it, even if they wanted to.
 
   The betting window had already opened, and though it wouldn't close until the ring girl's hand dropped, there was no way that guys like that would refund the bets. Especially not when Wes had embarrassed Higa so publicly before. He would be in the mood for retribution, no doubt about it, and Wes was going to do his best to deny giving it to him.
 
   Not giving him the opportunity, on the other hand, that wasn't likely to happen. He would be fighting, that much was sure. But getting himself out of trouble, that would be harder.
 
   He laid back a minute before sitting forward. It wasn't official in any way, but the best he could do was to leave some sort of will. The girls needed the money more than he did, and they certainly needed it more than anyone else he knew. Only a few grand, but it would be a lot for a couple ten-year-olds.
 
   Wes picked up the pad of paper and started trying again. He wasn't any good at that legalese crap, but it was easy enough to get his wishes across, and that was about all he could hope for at this point.
 
   All of the money would go to Alexa and Suzanne Park, residents of New York City, ten years old, daughters of Lauren Park. He signed below it and then tossed the pad on the table in front of him and rubbed his temples gently.
 
   They'd need that will, when he was done. Because he'd never been knocked out, and as much as it would be hard to keep getting up as he took a worse and worse beating in the ring, he wasn't going to leave that ring before they killed him.
 
   He had to hope it wasn't going to come to that, but he wasn't arrogant enough to assume that things would go the way he wanted. He had to work with what he had, and right now what he had was a badly bruised kidney, a half-healed broken nose, and a whole body's worth of bruises that were still just present enough to remind him never to take a two-on-one match-up again whenever he was arrogant enough to move his body around.
 
   The girls would be fine. He had to tell himself that, because it wasn't as if their mother was worth anything. If he didn't maintain the trust, she'd have already snorted all of the money he spent each week. The girls were only little, but the lawyers owed him a little favor, and they were instructed to spend the money on the girls' needs.
 
   Would they miss him? The girls hadn't seen him in a long time. They probably didn't even know what he looked like. He was just a voice on a telephone to them. Maybe Lauren had some old photos, but there would be anything since high school, and he'd changed since then. It was more of a bit of a joke to show off pictures like that, just like it was for most people.
 
   One last thing, then, before he went off to get himself clobbered in the name of 'needed to be done.' He held the phone at arm's length, the motion itself totally uncomfortable, and pressed the camera button with his thumb. Then he tapped the buttons to share, and sent it along to the girls, with the message 'Your uncle loves you.'
 
   


 
  

Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   She'd been careful, hiding the tests. Nobody could have found them, not the way she'd hidden everything. Even still, Minami couldn't hide the doubt that had grown in her when Father called a 'family meeting.' There hadn't been many in her life, but they had all ended up with something bad happening. It was a sure thing that whatever he was about to announce, she wasn't going to like it, and that was the part that worried her the most.
 
   What if, in spite of her efforts, he'd found out? Well, he would have to find out eventually, but she hadn't been one little bit ready for him to find out yet, and she was even less ready for him to find out by snooping through her garbage, looking inside of a discarded McDonald's bag to find three used pregnancy tests, all of them positive.
 
   Not being ready, though, was nowhere near the same thing as it not having happened. Still, some part of her didn't want to go to the meeting. It wasn't a choice, but if it was, then she'd have stayed in her room with a book to read and headphones on and the strong hope that nobody came up to make sure that she knew what had been said.
 
   It would be easier that way, no matter what it was. But there was more to it than that, she knew. First was the responsibility. She simply had to go, because it was her duty, and not even Mother could protect her from the fallout of not dealing with her responsibilities, no matter how hard she might try.
 
   Then there was the fact that things could go wrong plenty of ways, and while some of them would just be unpleasant—like the time that they'd announced that poor Ryu had been embezzling—others would have a direct effect on people around her. People who had caused more than enough trouble for the family. People who had been positively identified, she knew, as Wes Park. They had his address, and she already knew that they were just waiting on orders to come down from Father about what was going to be done about him.
 
   If Minami had her choice, they'd do nothing. But that wasn't how Yakuza tended to think. He'd been messing with them far too much for his own good, and when you piss off two families like he'd pissed off the Higa and Shimizu, there was a limited amount of time left.
 
   Though, she thought, he seemed to have smoothed things over with Higa somewhat. She wasn't sure whether that was good or not. Takuya was nothing if he wasn't petty, and the only way he'd swallow the insults that Wes had given him would be if there was something worse on the horizon.
 
   She pulled on proper clothes finally, unable to delay any longer. She was buttoning her blouse as a knock came at the door, and Mother's soft voice spoke from the other side of the door.
 
   "Minami? Are you almost ready? Your father's about to begin his meeting. Everyone's gathered, and they're just waiting on you."
 
   Minami didn't answer, just finished buttoning up, and then stepped out. She knew better than to keep anyone waiting any longer than she already had. They'd punished her about as much as they could punish her, or so she thought, but that didn't mean that they couldn't get creative. She'd seen Father do it many times in the past, and though it had never been targeted at her, that didn't mean he couldn't start now and make up for lost time.
 
   Mother turned and started down the hall without a word, and Minami followed behind. They both bowed low, one after the other, as they stepped through and into the large tatami-floored room, the one indulgence that Father had allowed himself as a reminder of home.
 
   The room still had the smell of new Tatami, a smell that reminded her of a farm. Minami pushed herself back up from her bow and moved to her place beside her father, and he began.
 
   "I know that many of you are concerned about what we're going to do about the man who Minami has been… seeing."
 
   Minami knew better than to protest. She wasn't in any position to get herself caught up in a lie, and it would have been a grave insult to cut her father off, even as he paused for emphasis. Not the sort of insult that he would brush off. So she clutched a fist-full of her skirt and kept her mouth shut.
 
   "It's true that two of our number, Mr. Nishida and Mr. Kobayashi, engaged in some fighting with him. They should have been punished for fighting with a civilian, but I feel that under the circumstances, they can be forgiven for their sins. After all, he began the fight. Mr. Kobayashi merely responded to that."
 
   Kobayashi bowed at the acknowledgment.
 
   "Mr. Nishida could not be here with us, today, as a result of the injuries he took during that fight."
 
   Minami recalled the bad limp he'd had as he carried her out of the library. About anyone could have stopped them, if they put in the effort, which meant Wes had taken a worse beating than she'd hoped. If he was still unable to rejoin them, then he'd broken something, without a doubt. Well, falling down even half-a-flight of stairs, particularly with your leg caught between the steps, would do that.
 
   They had a moment of silence, everyone's heads bowed in respect at Nishida's sacrifice, if it could be called that. Some roughness was to be assumed with Yakuza. There was no confusion about what could happen when you were dealing with people who wanted a fight, and Yakuza dealt mostly with people who wanted a fight.
 
   "With all of this in mind, as well as the insult he dealt to Higa when he stole Minami away—We can't simply let that go unpunished."
 
   Minami wanted to protest again, wanted to say something would convince them of exactly how crazy this all sounded, but she knew better than to try to reason with her father. When it became an issue of honor, he was not a reasonable man. None of them were, and the Shimizu head had less wiggle room than most to be forgiving.
 
   "We're always very careful to discuss the ramifications of our actions, as you know. We don't generally deal harshly with civilians, and that goes double for foreigners. That said, there have been too many slights to be ignored, or dealt with by simply beating him. Wesley Park has repeatedly flaunted our authority and disrespected the Shimizu family, as well as the Higa family."
 
   There were soft murmurs of general agreement from around the room.
 
   "In that light, I cannot recommend any fate any less harsh than death. I don't suppose these Americans to have enough honor to try to pay for their own sins, so we will be forcing his hand."
 
   Nobody looked remotely surprised at the pronouncement. As if it were already known, and the whole meeting was a show put on for Minami's sake. Her fistful of skirt tightened harder, until it ached with pain, but she couldn't loosen her grip, regardless.
 
   "That is all. I'll speak to the individuals who will deal the killing blow privately."
 
   The entire household bowed deep toward Minami and her father, and then started to go away. There was one thing, though, that Minami couldn't get out of her head. She couldn't possibly let this happen, not to Wes. Not when he hadn't done anything, not really. He didn't know how hard the Yakuza could come down. Nobody had warned him about her father. The secret she had kept from him was going to be his undoing.
 
   


 
  

Thirty
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   The night before a fight wasn't when Wes wanted someone knocking on his door. He looked at the alarm clock that he'd bought at a thrift store for five dollars. 2 in the morning was definitely not a time he should be getting up. He laid back down and closed his eyes.
 
   The knock came again, more insistent. Wes finally pushed himself up off the mattress and walked, half-naked, to the door.
 
   "Who's there?"
 
   "It's me," came a voice that could only belong to one person. "We need to talk."
 
   Wes opened the door and let Minami inside.
 
   "Where have you been?"
 
   "I don't have time to get into it right now. I promise I'll explain everything, but there's a few important things I need to tell you first, and if I don't get them out fast, I'm going to lose my nerve, so just. Give me a minute, okay?"
 
   "Alright," Wes growled, part of him still wanting nothing more than to go back to bed. Maybe after he went to bed with Minami, but the tendrils of sleep made even that doubtful.
 
   Instead, he flipped on a light and started making some coffee. He didn't have a machine, or even one of those presses. They're cheap, but there wasn't much room for that kind of luxury when the girls back in New York were still no doubt struggling. Instead, he poured the grounds into a pot and boiled water over them.
 
   "What's got you so upset?"
 
   "I'm sorry, Wes. I haven't been totally honest with you."
 
   "Okay," he said, unsure what she was going to tell him next. Was she secretly a cop? Using him to get close to mobsters or something? It seemed unlikely that a Yakuza girl would get close to American police.
 
   "I might have portrayed myself as, well, a normal girl. But that's not really the case."
 
   She was really struggling with this, he thought, but he kept quiet.
 
   "My father is the head of a big Yakuza clan back in Japan. Like. One of the biggest. I'm his only child, so even though it's a little unusual, I'm more-or-less heir to the family. If I were to get married to someone who wanted the role, then my husband would be in control of our family. Maybe not chairman of the whole clan, but our family isn't small."
 
   "I see."
 
   "You don't… hate me, do you?"
 
   "No," he said, honestly. He didn't add that he already knew most of that, and the parts he hadn't weren't nearly as important as the ones he had.
 
   "I'm sorry that I lied to you."
 
   "It's fine. I get you have secrets. Hell, I have secrets. Stuff I don't like to talk to people about, right? Same thing. I get it."
 
   "I was worried," she said softly. The water had taken on a nice black color, so Wes dipped a cup in to fill it up.
 
   "You want coffee?"
 
   "I shouldn't."
 
   Wes shrugged and took the pot off the hot stove eye, then shut the stove off and moved to the couch.
 
   "So is that what you came here to tell me?"
 
   "Not really." She looked almost sad when she said it, as if she was still trying to decide if she was going to tell him whatever it was.
 
   "Okay, what is it, then?"
 
   "I don't know where to start."
 
   "Then start at the beginning."
 
   "It's not really like that."
 
   "Okay, well, just spit it out—"
 
   "I'm pregnant, Wes."
 
   Wes took a sip of coffee, and the heat burned his mouth, but he swallowed it down without showing a response.
 
   "Are you sure? Or just guessing?"
 
   "Three positive tests."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "What? You're thinking something. Tell me what you're thinking."
 
   "I'm not thinking anything."
 
   "Don't lie to me, Wes."
 
   "I'm going to go out on a limb and guess—"
 
   "Yes, it's definitely yours. Unless it's a miraculous conception."
 
   "That does seem unlikely, doesn't it?"
 
   Wes couldn't figure out how he felt, never mind how he was supposed to react. Did she want him to be happy about it? He wasn't. Did she want him to be upset and worried about it? To his surprise, he wasn't.
 
   All in all, he wasn't sure what he was.
 
   "Do you intend to keep it?"
 
   She looked at her hands. "I do."
 
   "Then we're going to have to get something straightened out with your family. I'm not going to have a child I can't visit without getting my ass kicked by a bunch of Yakuza goons."
 
   "That won't be a problem," she said. She didn't say it in a way that meant there were no problems. Rather, he got the distinct feeling that she meant that things wouldn't get that far.
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "My father's going to have you killed."
 
   "Oh." Between the coffee keeping him awake and the stillness of fatigue, Wes was surprised how clear his head was on the whole thing. Like he knew exactly what to do, only he didn't have a plan. Not really.
 
   "You should leave. He won't chase you."
 
   "If you'll come with me."
 
   Minami shook her head. "Then he'd chase you to the ends of the earth."
 
   "Then I'm not leaving," Wes said, taking another scalding sip of coffee.
 
   "You have to, Wes. This isn't a time to be stubborn. This is your life we're talking about."
 
   Wes let a breath out through his nose.
 
   "Remember a minute ago? I mentioned I had things I don't like talking about?"
 
   "Yes," Minami started.
 
   "I'm not from here, not originally. I'm from New York City. Born and raised there. I didn't come out west until I was twenty-five years old."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "I still have family back there. Not much family, and not close. But family, nonetheless. I have a sister. She's a dope fiend. Can't stay straight more than a few hours. I don't know how she keeps getting the stuff, and I don't really want to know."
 
   "I don't understand why you're telling me this."
 
   "I'm telling you because I need you to understand. She got mixed up with a crime family back there. Some fuckin' Russians. I got mixed up with them, too, to support her little girls. They're ten years old, now, I think. No father. Never in the picture for them. I don't even know who it was, to tell you the truth."
 
   Wes paused for a minute and looked at Minami significantly. She didn't have a response.
 
   "I shouldn't have run off. I might have gotten a hero's reception with the family when I got out of prison, but I didn't want one. I wanted to be out of that life."
 
   "What did you do?"
 
   "I robbed a jeweler's."
 
   "You don't seem the type," Minami said, her eyebrows furrowing.
 
   "You don't know what you're capable of until you do it. I was convicted in a court of law, served five years, and that's all that counts. As far as the court is concerned, 'the type' or not, I did it."
 
   "So…"
 
   "So the point is, I abandoned those girls. They didn't have a father, and then they lost an uncle. A phone call every few weeks isn't the same damned thing. A few bucks in a trust fund isn't the same damned thing. A child shouldn't—"
 
   Wes broke off. He could feel himself getting too hot for the conversation, but he couldn't stop himself, so the best thing to do was shut the hell up.
 
   "I'm sorry. I didn't know."
 
   "So what are we going to do?"
 
   "I don't know," Minami confessed.
 
   "Fine. Then we'll go with my idea. We'll go talk to your old man. Face to face."
 
   "That's not a good idea," Minami answered.
 
   "It's fine, and that's how it's going to be."
 
   "I don't want you to get hurt."
 
   "Then I won't."
 
   


 
  

Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami had never heard a worse plan. Which only made it that much worse that she was here supporting it. She should have been trying to convince him to leave. Maybe he'd eventually listen to reason.
 
   Granted that Minami had never been given even the slightest indication that Wes ever did anything reasonably, or ever listened to anyone talking sense to him, but the hope was always there, and she just had to keep trying.
 
   But she wasn't trying, and as strange as it was to admit, she wasn't about to start. If she was going to get out of the Yakuza life for good, then she was going to have to run up against a confrontation some time, and Wes was practically begging to go to her house and confront some people.
 
   If things didn't get violent, then that would be good. But the odds of that happening were slim.
 
   "I don't think this is a good idea." She wasn't sure how many times she'd said it during the drive, sitting beside Wes in that beat up old sports car.
 
   He didn't respond, the same as he hadn't responded all those times before.
 
   "There's still time," she said, but even she didn't believe he was going to listen to her. The chances were one in a million that she got through that hard head of his. And to be honest, she wasn't sure if she wanted him to listen. There was something comforting about having someone stand up to her father, for once in her life.
 
   "Which way?"
 
   "Right," she answered, trying to calm down and relegate herself to doing what he wanted. Trying not to start in again with the 'leave while you can' mess. It wasn't getting through to him, and in truth she wasn't entirely sure she wanted it to any more.
 
   "Straight through… take the next left."
 
   She pointed out the house. He drove a little ways past it, scanning the horizon. No doubt looking for anyone waiting outside to jump him, which Minami wouldn't have put past him.
 
   Except that they were already out. Looking for Wes at his apartment by now, no doubt, and more than that, looking for Minami. There was no way that they had missed the fact that she had gotten out through her bedroom window, not for this long.
 
   "Are you going to be okay?"
 
   Wes shrugged and pushed the door open. "Wish me luck."
 
   "You say that like you're going in alone."
 
   "Isn't it a risk for you to even be seen with me?"
 
   "That doesn't matter," Minami answered. "I'm going with you. You're not going to put yourself in danger without my being there."
 
   Wes shrugged. "Stay a little behind me, then. Don't get yourself hurt on my account, you got that?"
 
   Minami didn't argue with him. He didn't seem like he was in the mood to be argued with.
 
   Minami keyed in the code for the front gate, and the doors swung open automatically. Wes stepped inside, apparently deciding not to pull his car up. Well, she couldn't entirely blame him.
 
   "You comin', or what?"
 
   Wes started to move again without finding out the answer to his question. If she wasn't going to come then he wasn't going to force her, she knew. She was the one who wanted to be there. He thought she should stay away.
 
   That wasn't going to happen. She needed to be there. She needed to be able to let her father see exactly what he was doing to her, and if he could still do it knowing how bad it hurt his only daughter, she didn't care any more. She swallowed hard. Hopefully, though, it wouldn't come to that. She had to hold out some kind of hope that she could make him see sense before things went too far.
 
   If not, then there was no way that she was ever going to get free of her father's life, no matter what. If he was that insistent, then she'd have to allow it, regardless of what she really wanted from her life. It was his decision, in a sense. The thought soured her mood.
 
   Wes walked up to the front door, perhaps the single stupidest place he could have gone. Then, panic shooting through her, he knocked on the door. The old maid answered the door. In Japanese, no less.
 
   Wes didn't miss a beat. "I'm Wesley Park. I'm here to see Mr. Shimizu."
 
   The maid spoke English just fine. The Japanese was just to fuck with the American showing up at 3 A.M. To Minami's surprise, it hadn't particularly upset him. Maybe he missed the joke at his expense.
 
   After a long moment, the maid nodded and guided him inside. Minami followed behind, the maid never acknowledging her presence. They were guided to the tatami room. Nobody waited, and as usual, there was no furniture to be found in the place. Wes sat with his back pressed against the wall and got ready to wait.
 
   Minami wasn't sure how long he'd have to wait. It could be as little as a minute, or they could force a longer wait in spite of him. He didn't look like he was going to let it get to him either way.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes formed himself back up against the wall. The odds had always been in favor of his being made to wait. They might try to set up some kind of ambush, of course. Even if they didn't, it made it that much easier to get him on-edge.
 
   So he wasn't going to let it get to him. Couldn't afford to let it get to him. Because if he did, then he'd be playing right into their hands. Rubashkin had pulled this shit all the time, and it usually worked. When it didn't, well, that didn't matter all that much.
 
   He closed his eyes and listened close. The sleep that threatened to overtake him told him already that he shouldn't close his eyes. He forced them open. In the seconds that he'd had them closed, though, he could hear the steps outside. Apparently they'd waited long enough.
 
   The door slid open. Very Japanese, Wes thought. Almost cute. The first man to enter was wearing a suit nicer than just about anything Wes had seen. Maybe Rubashkin had one that nice, for particularly honored guests, but there was a lot about Wes's memories of the man that he tacked up to mythology.
 
   He was flanked on both sides by what must have been half a dozen men. Too many to fight, fair or not. The odds that they didn't have, at the very least, knives stashed somewhere seemed especially slim, where Wes had come unarmed. A gesture of goodwill, if you will.
 
   "Mr. Shimizu?"
 
   One of the goons' faces twisted up in anger. Apparently he'd used the wrong form of address. Oh, well.
 
   The man at the head of the group gave a barely-perceptible bow.
 
   "And you're Mr. Wesley Park?"
 
   "I am."
 
   The entire environment seemed designed to make him panic into doing something stupid, and he had to admit that the thought had gone through his head. Maybe they'd let him live if he begged for forgiveness.
 
   Wes wasn't above begging, not when it was the only option he had available. But he knew better than to start with that. The minute he let anything slip, he had already lost. He'd be a dead man. So it was important that he didn't make that mistake, not as long as it could be avoided.
 
   "I heard you wanted to see me."
 
   "My daughter told you this?"
 
   Wes looked up at him with the dead-eyed expression he'd learned in prison, and shrugged his shoulders. The jumpy guy looked about ready to take a club to his head, which in Wes's mind meant he was probably doing alright for himself.
 
   "I just heard it through the grapevine. You had your men out looking for me. But you ought to know, all you had to do was ask. For such a great leader like yourself, I'd have to come running, don't you think?"
 
   Wes could see on their faces that they didn't think he was serious about any of that, and they weren't too far wrong. But he wasn't being sarcastic, either. It was more than about what he thought. It was about respect. After all, wasn't that a real big thing with these types?
 
   "So you say."
 
   "I intend to marry your daughter. With your permission, of course."
 
   Minami's eyes shot wide open and he could see that it took a real effort not to shout something out as he said it. Well, that was fine. His intentions weren't a decision she could make for him. If she didn't want to marry, then that would come later. But it wasn't because of his refusal.
 
   If they thought that their association had been disrespectful, then marriage was the only answer Wes could see, and he had to admit that he didn't mind the idea one bit, either.
 
   "I see… So you want to be my heir?" He let out a soft snort, one that was followed by cackling laughs from the men behind him. "It's a hundred years too soon for you, Mr. Wesley Park."
 
   "Not particularly," he answered. The answer wasn't accurate enough. He wouldn't have taken up the mantle if they'd offered him Minami's hand in marriage and a hundred million dollars as a sort of signing bonus.
 
   He wasn't a mobster any more. He wasn't going back to that life. Not in New York, and not in Japan.
 
   "Oh, is that right? Why, then?"
 
   "She's a fine woman. Who wouldn't want to marry her?"
 
   The Shimizu head frowned at that. He was hoping for a provocation. Wes could see that now. It was only a matter of time until he found it.
 
   "You're not in the consideration, Park."
 
   "No?" Wes's gaze slid over to Minami. "Maybe you should ask your daughter's opinion on it."
 
   Minami's father frowned and turned to his daughter. Said something in Japanese that Wes didn't understand. She looked from his face to Wes's, and then said something back to him. He was almost irritated that they'd done it, since he knew that her father spoke Japanese in large part to embarrass Wes and exclude him. He could say whatever he wanted now, and Wes had no way of knowing unless Minami spoke up.
 
   And more and more, Wes was beginning to see the way things were, and they were that Minami wasn't going to stand up to her father any time soon.
 
   The Shimizu chairman frowned at the response, and took a moment to compose himself before turning back to Wes. "You know how women are, Mr. Park. Fickle, and subject to baser whims."
 
   Wes shut his eyes a moment, swallowing the words that had immediately jumped into his mouth.
 
   "Still, don't you think that she should have some say in her husband?"
 
   "And she has a say. But that doesn't mean I'll let her marry a spineless coward."
 
   Wes thought that was a fun thought, given that his face still bore the faint remnants of his broken nose, and his kidneys still bore deep brown and purple bruising that he'd taken from one of Shimizu's own goons.
 
   "Then why would you offer her to Takuya Higa?"
 
   That was the only thing he needed to hear, it seemed. That was insult enough to get things moving. Well, Wes thought, as one of the Yakuza jumped to his feet, it was fun while it lasted.
 
   The guy reached into his jacket and pulled a gun free. Shimizu looked at the guy, and then looked at Wes, and the gun pointed. The chairman didn't specifically tell him to, but Wes knew better than to assume that people like this regularly went off the reservation. If he was pulling out a gun, it was because Shimizu was letting him.
 
   "Are you going to shoot me, then?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Then at least do it yourself. I'm spineless, you say—but you can't even dirty your own hands to kill one pitiful, spineless American?"
 
   Wes locked him with the stare that he had gotten plenty of practice with over the years, and Shimizu met his gaze evenly.
 
   "Alright," he said.
 
   The man held out his hand, not bothering to look back, and the lackey handed the gun back. Almost reluctantly, but he did it without complaint. Shimizu's hand tightened around it and pointed, and Wes was fairly sure he was about to die. Only, to his great surprise, Minami started to move.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami moved before she knew what she was going to do. All she knew was, if she waited a split second to get her head clear, that would be a split-second too late for Wes. This had always been a bad idea. She'd told him. A terrible idea.
 
   She still didn't know what she was doing until she realized she'd put her body between the gun and Wes. The Yakuza behind her father, the one pointing a gun that now would shoot straight through her belly, turned a bit green, now unsure what to do.
 
   Her father spoke first. "Move!"
 
   "No," she said.
 
   "Move, I said!"
 
   "I refuse."
 
   "Why should I listen to the whims of a girl?"
 
   She hadn't known he would phrase it quite like that, but that was the question she'd been asking herself since she realized the predicament she'd put herself into. Why would they want to listen to what she has to say? Because she really likes him a lot? Because it would hurt her feelings?
 
   Minami was fairly certain that wasn't going to be a winning argument against her father. Not after everything he'd done to prove that he didn't much care what did or didn't hurt her feelings.
 
   "Because you can't." A half-formed idea was better than nothing. A half-remembered image from days ago told her that there were wider ramifications to this than just what would affect her feelings.
 
   "Who are you to tell me what I can't do?"
 
   "The—" she remembered more vividly. "He's working with Higa. He's got a fight, organized by Higa, and you know that they are taking their underground fights very seriously."
 
   Her father didn't move, but something in the air around him relaxed for a moment as he considered that. He spoke English next. "You, Park. You are fighting in one of Higa's matches?"
 
   "Tonight."
 
   The Shimizu head nodded. "Very well. A stay of execution."
 
   "Please, father. Let him be."
 
   "You know I cannot."
 
   "I promise, I won't look his way again, if you only do this for me."
 
   She hadn't told him about the baby, yet. If she did, she knew, Wes was dead no matter what she said, no matter what the Higa family would think about it. Higa was a branch family; nonetheless, they were not one that Shimizu wanted to rile up.
 
   That wouldn't matter much if he found out some foreign boy had knocked her up, regardless of whether or not he intended to make it right by her. She just had to hope that he believed her.
 
   Wes would have to understand why she was doing what she was doing. If he died, what did any of it matter? He had to realize that his life was more important. She didn't understand why it seemed to never occur to him.
 
   "If I agree, then you never see him again. Is that what you're offering me?"
 
   "Yes, father."
 
   "And you'll seriously consider marriage candidates?"
 
   "Thank you, father."
 
   She bowed deep, taking her eyes off the gun for a moment, half-expecting the blast to fire the minute she dipped her head. None came.
 
   "Very well, then. You'll stop your foolish notions, and in exchange, your pet gets to leave. Fine."
 
   "Thank you so much." She bowed deep again.
 
   Wes would understand. It was all for him, really. All of it was just so that he would be able to live. He had more to think about than just her. What would happen to those girls if he died? If their mother was really as bad as he said.
 
   She already knew the answer. They'd go bad, if things went well. If they didn't go well, then things would go much, much worse. Well, she wasn't going to be responsible for that. Not because he was too proud to leave her behind. Pride had been the entire ruling emotion of her life before meeting Wes, and it never got her anywhere. It never made her father a better father.
 
   But the desire to live, that had given her much, much more.
 
   Minami rose to her feet as the gun slipped back into the man's jacket, back into his shoulder holster. She let one of the men take her arm and guide her out of the room, not daring to turn back and look at Wes. He would figure it out, eventually, even if they didn't bother to explain what she'd done.
 
   It would hurt, she knew. It wasn't fair to him, but that was what it was.
 
   Well, she reasoned, she did what she had to do. Now if only it didn't hurt so much. Minami let out a long breath. She couldn't afford to dwell on the past, on the decisions she'd been forced to make. It would hurt, but it would hurt in the morning, too. If she could let it hurt any less, then she would have to.
 
   For an instant, she hoped that she might get some relief from her phone. If she wasn't going to see him again, then they might let her have it back.
 
   That was a foolish thought, she knew. There was simply no way that they were going to give it back, not when she was just going to turn around and try to make amends with her rambunctious American boyfriend with it.
 
   She couldn't kill the hope inside her, though, in spite of herself. She wanted to scream that Father had taken an American wife, after her birth mother had died. She still spoke Japanese with an accent. Blonde, just like Wes. It felt damned hypocritical, but the chances that she could convince Father to change… well, she couldn't.
 
   He was like a mountain. You don't simply change where it sits, no matter how you work. Wes was stubborn, but he had more than met his match when he tried to stand up to her father. He never accepted anything that he hadn't thought of first.
 
   Well, Minami thought, her heart hurting and her eyes stinging as she watched out the window, watched three separate people carrying Wes outside the gate, unceremoniously dropping him, still kicking and twisting, in the grass.
 
   He screamed, tried to run back through the gate. One of Father's goons caught him and turned him over. From the distance, Minami could see he didn't take the fall well, but even still he was back up an instant later, even as the gate closed in front of him, in the vain hope that he might be able to make it through in the instant before it closed.
 
   He wasn't so lucky. Instead, he crashed headlong into the wrought iron bars of the gate around the house, slumped to the ground. The Yakuza who had stayed out reached down to help him up. From the distance, it almost seemed like an uncharacteristic moment of tenderness.
 
   Wes slunk back into his car, pulled out, and drove away. As he drove, the gate opened, the Yakuza walked back inside the grounds, and the gate closed again. Then, one by one, the yard lights shut off and the world around her was dark once more.
 
   Minami slipped into her bed, trying to pretend that her eyes didn't sting so much, trying to pretend her chest didn't hurt so much, and trying to pretend that the past month hadn't meant half as much to her as she knew it had.
 
   Wes was just another person she'd know, she told herself. She'd try harder to find some sort of compatibility with Father's candidates. Because she had to, for Wes's sake.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes took the drive slow. If he didn't keep himself under control, he wasn't sure what he was going to do. So it'd be nice and slow, nice and careful. The last thing Wes was ready to do was get himself back onto the national stage just because of a God damned drive home.
 
   He pulled the Fiero into his usual parking spot, cut the engine, and set his head back against the headrest, too tired to do much else. There wasn't much to look forward to, at this point. He couldn't even take out one of Shimizu's stinking goons to get back inside.
 
   How on earth was he planning on winning a fight, on—what, four or six hours of sleep, maybe? Then he had to cope with the fact that whether he won or not, it marked the first time that he'd ever really felt the clock ticking on his so-called career.
 
   Once that happened, it was only a matter of time until he got beat. Only a matter of time until someone was quicker, someone was stronger, and someone was smarter. If he wanted to keep himself alive, which Minami obviously thought he should do, then fighting was probably about done.
 
   For a long minute he wondered if he even cared. Why should he? Did it matter any more? He'd already given up about everything in his life that had mattered to him, and now the one thing he'd found for himself in the new life he'd built for himself—if it could be called that—was gone. What did it matter any more?
 
   Still, matter or not, he couldn't stay in the car forever, and eventually he had to admit it to himself. He pulled the keys out of the ignition, tossed them unconsciously into his left hand, and pushed the door open.
 
   The elevator wasn't far enough for the fatigue and hopelessness to overcome him before he got to it. He jabbed the button for his floor and leaned against the wall, waiting.
 
   Wes noticed the door wasn't locked. He just hadn't been thinking clearly, hadn't pulled up his keys. He almost stopped himself before he tried the door, but he didn't care enough. He was just going to find the doors locked, after all. But he didn't. Instead, the knob turned, and the door came open easily. From the door, the place looked perfectly normal. Empty bed at the end of the room, the back of the sofa still where he'd left it. A side table with a stack of envelopes he should have gotten rid of a long time ago. Closed door to the lavatory on the left.
 
   Something told him that there was more to it. Wes stepped through the door and heard the sound of a weapon cocking behind him. He didn't stop, just kept moving until he slumped down into the mattress.
 
   "Whatever you do, just do it quietly, okay?"
 
   He took a deep breath and shut his eyes and pressed his face down into the pillow. Her scent wasn't there any more, not after this long. The thought of it made his throat tight.
 
   "Don't go for anything."
 
   Wes rolled over just enough to let one eye peer up at the man who now filled the makeshift 'hallway' behind the sofa, the apartment door shut behind him.
 
   "I don't have anything to go for."
 
   Rubashkin didn't look good. In fact, he looked like hell. Whatever had happened to him in the years since Wes had worked for him, time hadn't been kind.
 
   "No, I didn't suspect you would. But time changes people."
 
   "You look different."
 
   Rubashkin's face stretched and split into a smile. He lowered the gun, but didn't decock it.
 
   "Damned pancreatic cancer. You know why it's one of the deadliest?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Because they don't catch it in time."
 
   "Did they with you?"
 
   Rubashkin coughed hard, sending him back into the couch until he could finally regain his balance and push himself back upright. "Not so lucky, I'm afraid."
 
   "Is this a social call? If so, I'd like to wait until the sun's up at least. I didn't get much sleep yet tonight."
 
   "I'm sorry to hear that. But I'm afraid it isn't. I've been looking for you, Wes. For years. Why is it that you've been so hard to find?"
 
   Wes didn't have an answer to that.
 
   "Because I'm not so special?"
 
   The soft chuckle turned into more racking coughs. "Spread to my lungs. You can't imagine. You know, I never smoked? All my brothers. They all smoked like chimneys. I swore to myself, I never smoke, because it killed my Papa. Well, I guess they're having the last laugh aren't they?"
 
   "I'm sorry to hear about that."
 
   "I have to think, you know, there are all sorts of the wrong people looking into my business and my affairs, and now everything starts to become clearer. Where was little Wes Park gone to? 'He's been so hard to get in touch with. I can't even send him a Christmas card, to thank him for taking the fall for my boy!'"
 
   "If you're going to shoot me, just do it."
 
   "You're working for the Feds, aren't you?"
 
   "Feds? They didn't even bother to talk to me. They apparently don't believe I've ever met you before."
 
   "I'm sorry, Wesley, but I don't believe you."
 
   "Then just do it. I'm too tired for this shit."
 
   Rubashkin had trouble with that kind of shit, Wes dimly remembered. If someone begged him, then it was a sign they were guilty. He knew, he always knew. But if they were up-front about not really giving him answers at all…
 
   Then, he's not sure.
 
   It hadn't been a tactic, not really. Wes was tired. He wanted to sleep more than he wanted anything else. More than he wanted to live. But now that had worked in his favor. Rubashkin set the gun down on the table.
 
   "You don't want to sit and talk about the good old times?"
 
   "In the morning."
 
   "'In the morning,' 'in the morning,' you're like a parrot, you know."
 
   The old Russian coughed again. He was many things, Rubashkin. Wes didn't know him well, but he knew enough about the man to know what kind of person he was. He ran one of the biggest gangs in New York, which said something by itself. But in person, he'd never been much but petty. Constant complaints about things that under normal circumstances, to normal people, wouldn't have been worth commenting. In other words, petty.
 
   "Look, if you're not going to kill me, I have a fight tonight, I need to sleep. Please."
 
   "Fine. Then we'll talk about your sister in the morning."
 
   The mention of his sister raised the hair on the back of Wesley's neck. Now, in spite of how bad he wanted to sleep, even as he heard Rubashkin walk out of the apartment, he couldn't.
 
   Wes pushed himself up off the mattress on the floor and padded his way across the apartment to the door. The gun was still on the table, as if Rubashkin had decided to leave it there as a gift, or as a curse.
 
   He pushed the door open. Rubashkin was limping away, slow. He moved heavy on his left leg. "Wait."
 
   "Oh, that got your attention, did it, malchik?"
 
   "What did you come here for?"
 
   "No; the moment is passed. Sorry."
 
   "I don't have time for these games, old man. If you want to go die of your pancreatic-lung cancer, be my guest, but don't bullshit me. What did you come here to say to me?"
 
   "You're interested in talking, then?"
 
   "Fine. But come back, so I can change out of this god damned monkey suit, and then we're going out for coffee. You're buying."
 
   "It's the least I can do, for an old friend."
 
   Wes left the door open for him as he went back to pull a tee-shirt and jeans out of the dresser, forcing them back on as Rubashkin limped back into the room. Wes waited until he closed the door to add, "And take your gun. I don't want it around."
 
   "Oh, Wesley. You never could deal with these toys."
 
   "Don't be a jackass, Anton Yurievich."
 
   Rubashkin put the weapon back into the holster he kept carefully concealed. Getting caught with the thing here wouldn't be nearly as dangerous as New York, but that didn't mean they were friendly.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami crossed her legs in bed and tried desperately to read the magazine she'd asked Majima to pick up for her from the store. There had been plenty to interest her in theory, but her eyes just looked right through it, like the words weren't even there on the page in front of her.
 
   She couldn't taste her food. She couldn't calm herself enough to read.
 
   "What was I supposed to have done?" she said out loud, only halfway to herself. Part of her wished that someone would tell her, give her some answer that would have saved Wes's life without throwing him away, throwing away her last life line out of the Yakuza life.
 
   But it was too late for that, and too late for her to change her mind. Those were the provisions of the agreement she'd made with Father, and she'd made it. If she broke her word, what other sort of hell would it bring down on her head? On Wesley's?
 
   Her mother peeked her head in. "Minami, did you say something?"
 
   Seeing Mother's full head of blonde hair served as a strange reminder of what had happened the night before. She darted inside and drew Minami up in her arms when she saw her lip start quivering.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing's wrong." Minami tried to sound in control. She wasn't going to let herself start crying over any of this. She was a grown woman, and she didn't need to cry. It was her own fault, anyways, that she'd gotten anyone into this mess, so—
 
   The tears started flowing, hot streaks flowing down her cheeks, and once the floodgates were open, she couldn't stop it no matter how hard she tried. So Mother held her close as Minami softly cried, not daring to try to ask, and Minami unwilling or unable to explain through the veil of tears.
 
   "It's okay, sweetheart."
 
   Minami took a minute to collect herself, her face numb from crying so hard, and tried to take a breath. "I'm sorry, Mother."
 
   "Do you want to talk about it?"
 
   Minami hiccuped and swallowed and tried not to start crying again, even as she dangled precariously over the edge of tears a second time.
 
   "No."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   Minami tried to find the right words, but they all came out sounding like it was all her fault, and she knew it was. If she'd been smarter, been more convincing, tried harder, then she wouldn't be in this predicament.
 
   The words that came out of her mouth weren't the ones she expected to be saying. "Mom, I'm pregnant."
 
   Minami's mother closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. "And the father?"
 
   "Father was going to kill him."
 
   "Because you're pregnant?"
 
   "He doesn't know."
 
   "You might be surprised, your father knows a lot he doesn't let on."
 
   "He asked to marry me."
 
   "Okay." Minami could see from her mother's expression that as much as she might be aware of day-to-day Yakuza business, and might know quite a bit about all of it, she wasn't exactly following.
 
   "So I had to talk Father into letting him live. So, I offered to walk away from him, and take his stupid marriage meetings more seriously."
 
   Mother's mouth tightened, and then she nodded slowly. "Ah, okay. I'm seeing now."
 
   "I don't want to, but I couldn't let him die. Mom, I don't want to be part of this—stuff. I don't want to be a gangster's wife."
 
   Minami's mother made a face and nodded conspiratorially. "I know how you feel. Some people aren't really cut out for it. You're a gentle girl, Minami. I could tell you some nonsense about how you'd be a gentling force on your husband, you'd make him a better person. Well, not likely."
 
   Minami's face screwed up in confusion.
 
   "I married your father, knowing full well what I'd be getting myself into. No arranged nothing. Your father loved your mother—your actual mother—but when she died, he wasn't going through another arranged marriage. Your father can't be persuaded by giving in to him. I'll tell you that right now. I gentled him, sure. But I did it by telling him he was wrong to his face. Not in front of the men, but…"
 
   "So you'll talk to him?"
 
   "I'm not going to talk to him about anything. He got the dry cleaning done, he got the laundry done, we've got nothing to talk about. But it sounds like you need to talk to him, Minami, and you need to have a conversation about what you want for your future. I can come with you, if you like, but I'm not going to fight your battles for you, either."
 
   Minami sucked in a breath and tried to calm herself down.
 
   "You promise you'll come with me?"
 
   "Of course, baby."
 
   "And he won't hate me?"
 
   "I don't think he could ever hate you. And, um… one thing. That man has been talking about grand kids since I met him. You were one year old. Use that information how you will."
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes sipped his tenth cup of coffee. Rubashkin liked to talk, and then he'd get into a coughing fit and start talking again, as if the previous conversation hadn't even occurred.
 
   Stories about how his boy was doing. 'All thanks to you,' he assured Wes.
 
   Then it would be about business.
 
   The one thing that he didn't talk about, and the only thing that made Wesley quite certain that there was more to this than an old man's ramblings, was that they didn't talk about Wes's sister one bit.
 
   The one reason he'd come, and now it was "wait a few minutes, can't you?"
 
   Well, he could wait a few minutes, even as a few minutes turned into an hour, even as the waitresses changed shifts, Rubashkin tipping the first one more than she deserved (and, Wesley thought, she deserved quite a bit) because her breasts were large and prominent.
 
   Wes found himself getting too tired to argue as Rubashkin talked. He wasn't awake enough yet to let the fatigue slip into the background, even after all that coffee. If the day had been active, if he'd been training or fighting or even going out to pick up laundry, he might be able to wake up a little more.
 
   Instead, they sat in a little dimly-lit 24-hour diner and Wes watched the sun come up, watched the hours tick down until he was supposed to go fight, and he went to the slaughter.
 
   Finally he stirred from his reverie, cut Rubashkin off in the middle of a sentence—not one he'd been listening to, but something about different brands of whiskey.
 
   "When are we going to seriously talk, old man? I have a long time, but I haven't got all day."
 
   "Haven't we been talking?"
 
   There he was, back to his usual self. The Rubashkin who would give anyone shit for even the mildest of misstatements. Cancer hadn't changed who he was, just how hard he could hit you.
 
   "I will walk right out that door, if you don't cut this shit out. I'm not your errand boy any more, Anton Yurievich, so why don't you stop acting like I'm on your time?"
 
   "Well," Rubashkin pouted, his face twisting into an exaggeration of disappointment.
 
   "I didn't realize I was causing you such an inconvenience."
 
   "Cut the shit, old man. Complaining doesn't suit someone your age. Just tell me what you have to tell me about Lauren, or let me go get some sleep."
 
   "Oh, fine," he said, letting out a long breath. He tapped on the table in irritation. "You young people, you need to learn manners, you know that? You've got to learn better manners."
 
   "I'll take that under consideration. Please, continue."
 
   "Manners, manners, manners."
 
   "Anton Yurievich, I will walk right out that door."
 
   "Your Lauren is getting worse. You know that she's sick, don't you?"
 
   "What the fuck are you talking about, old man? She's not sick."
 
   "Oh, so you didn't know, then. Well, isn't that interesting."
 
   "What kind of games are you playing here? I talk to the girls every week, and they never said anything. Talk to Lauren sometimes, too, when she can get clear of that dope you've got her on."
 
   "Oh, you poor, poor boy. So foolish, so foolish. What mother would let her little girls know something like that? Oh, they'd worry, wouldn't they? And what mother would want that for her daughters? No, nobody. No one would!"
 
   Rubashkin's habits of circling around an idea like a buzzard was more than grating on Wes's nerves, which were at a razor-edge. He continued ignoring it, but it continued to dig a burr into him that wasn't going to ever quite go away as long as he sat at the table.
 
   "Okay, so the girls don't know. What is it?"
 
   "She's dying, my poor boy. You should come back with me. To be with her, in her final days."
 
   "I'm not going anywhere with you, Anton Yurievich. But if I make it out of this fight tonight, then I'll find a way on my own. I don't have anything keeping me here any more."
 
   "About that. You're working with Mr. Todd Bradley, is that right?"
 
   "What about it?"
 
   "An odious man. Those thick, sausage-like fingers, oh. I never liked him. No, I never did."
 
   Wes closed his eyes and took a slow breath. "And?"
 
   "And I tell you, if you don't fight tonight, you come back to New York with me—I don't expect anything from you. Just come back, for your sister's sake. My business, it needs someone to run it, and Ilya, he's not—"
 
   Rubashkin started coughing hard, bracing himself against the table and hacking into the crook of his elbow.
 
   "I'm not a gangster any more, Rubashkin. I'm not getting back into the life, and you really can't convince me."
 
   "The men, they… things are different, Wes. People are different. When you were there, so young, you know… I miss those days. People like you, trying to get things to work. Respect, hard work. Nobody cares about those things any more. It's all about how they can do things for themselves. How they can do things fast, for themselves. No sense of pride, no sense of the value of working hard for yourself. They just want to rush the job, finish it as quickly as possible, and then get out."
 
   Wes didn't say anything, because as far as he was concerned there was nothing to say.
 
   "Ilya, he moves too fast. He gets caught. You took the blame, because you're a good boy. But Ilya is just another symptom of the problem. He's just as bad as any of them, and I need you to make sure that it won't keep going."
 
   "I'm not interested, Anton Yurievich."
 
   Rubashkin looked like a husk of his old self, after the sickness had taken him. But now he seemed to collapse even further into himself, as if the only things that had been holding him up were taken away.
 
   "I know you're not interested, Wesley. You're a good boy."
 
   "Why don't you find someone else?"
 
   "There isn't anyone else, Wes. I don't have time to find someone else. Three months, maybe four, and then… pfft." He snapped his fingers lightly.
 
   Now that Wes listened closely, he could hear how the old man, every time he took a breath, wheezed. He could see the way that every little movement was a struggle. Three months looked, for all the world, like it might be an overestimate. Wes was no doctor, but it looked like three weeks might be pushing it.
 
   "I'm sorry, Anton Yurievich, but I'm not going back to that life. I promised myself I wouldn't, and I won't. I'll starve on the street before I put myself back in those shoes."
 
   "I know. Come on. Let me drive you home." Rubashkin rose, his arms shaking, and unfolded a fifty dollar bill from his wallet, dropped it on the table.
 
   Wes swallowed hard. His head swam from lack of sleep and the prodigious amount of coffee he'd just finished, not quite wired enough to make up the difference in energy. Eight more hours, and he'd be in a ring, and fighting to continue a life he didn't know he could keep going any more. Not if Lauren was in trouble. Christmas cards and cash transfers didn't make up for having nobody to raise you.
 
   Not when you're barely ten years old.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami felt like a little girl as she walked into the room, her father hunched forward and talking to Kobayashi and his lieutenants. Her mother behind her was a simultaneous help and source of worry, a constant reminder that she was in this too deep.
 
   She didn't speak for a minute, waiting for Father to recognize that they'd entered. When he didn't, she cleared her throat softly. A moment later, she cleared it more forcefully.
 
   Father pushed himself upright and turned to look. "What is it? I'm busy, can't you see that?"
 
   "I need to speak to you, Father."
 
   He looked over at the men in front of him, who all looked ready to wait if he told them to.
 
   "Can it wait?"
 
   "Oh. Um." Minami swallowed. "Yes."
 
   Mother's hands came down heavy on Minami's shoulders as she turned to go. "Darling, can you spare a few minutes of your time? Minami will be brief."
 
   Father looked at the others again for a moment, then nodded to them and rose to his feet.
 
   "Very well."
 
   Minami guided him out of the room, and a little ways away, to the first empty room she could find, and when they entered, Mother closed the door behind them.
 
   "What is it? This isn't about that boy, is it?"
 
   "Father," Minami started, her heart already beating hard in her chest. "I'm not going to be a Yakuza. I don't want to marry someone who's going to keep doing… this."
 
   "So this is absolutely about him, then."
 
   Minami could feel herself wavering again, her eyes starting to sting with the threat of tears always at the edge of her mind.
 
   "No, Father. It's not. It's about me. Forget about other people for a moment, and think about your daughter."
 
   He shifted unpleasantly at that thought, his feathers a little ruffled. "I have always thought about you, Minami."
 
   "No, you haven't. You don't know what I want. I just wanted to be out of this world, and I went all the way to America to get that. So you brought it here."
 
   "I thought—"
 
   "I know what you thought, Father, and I'm sorry that I lied to you. I shouldn't have. It's disrespectful."
 
   His eyes shifted to Mother, who didn't give him any hints on what to do next. He was going to have to figure this out on his own.
 
   "If you are so opposed to my business—"
 
   "It's got nothing to do with you, Father. I just… you must understand, somehow."
 
   "Well…"
 
   "I'm pregnant," she said, the dam breaking as the words tumbled out of her mouth, the conversation having given her enough momentum.
 
   She saw his nostrils flare in anger.
 
   "And that American is the father, I'll assume?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "He took advantage of you."
 
   "No, Father. He didn't."
 
   "Stop lying to defend him, Minami. Kobayashi will get a confession out of him—"
 
   "No. I don't want that. I—Father, I don't want you to hurt him. I want…" The words stopped all of a sudden, like someone had turned the tap off in her brain. She hadn't needed to put words to it before. Wes didn't ask her to, and things had moved so quickly, she hadn't really had time to think about any of it, except when there was too much time, time to do nothing but think. "I love him."
 
   Minami's father's face softened for a moment, from 'severe' to an expression that could only be called 'stony.'
 
   "So you've made your decision, then?"
 
   "I have."
 
   He let out a breath and sat back a bit.
 
   "Sarah, our daughter's leaving me."
 
   "I know," Mother answered.
 
   "I'm—" Minami swallowed the rest of her response, not sure what to say any more.
 
   "Very well, Minami. You want him, go get him."
 
   Minami swallowed hard. This was exactly what she'd hoped to hear, but in the moment of truth it almost seemed as if it were another test, and if she were too excited, she would fail.
 
   She pushed herself up from the chair she'd taken by the table and pulled her father into a tight hug.
 
   "I love you, Father."
 
   He didn't answer, but when she pulled away, though his expression was as stoic as ever, his eyes were wet.
 
   "You're a good girl," he said, softly, and pushed his chair back as he stood. "Go find him, and get yourself out of this old Yakuza's life."
 
   "I don't want to leave you alone. I just—"
 
   Mother spoke for him. "Go on, Minami. Your father wants some time to himself."
 
   Minami turned back as she left the room, no small amount of uncertainty still remaining, but her father had turned away from the door, her mother with her hand on his shoulder. She stepped out the door and closed it behind her.
 
   She had to find Wes, and if she was lucky, she'd find him before he went to that damned fight.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   Wes
 
    
 
   Wes's warm-up on fights he thought might actually cause trouble for him wasn't exactly the stuff of legends. That being said, it was more complex than just walking over to the promoter and introducing himself. The sound of his feet pounding onto the pavement sounded through the parking structure as he turned back inside it, a light layer of sweat already worked up on his forehead. He took the sweatshirt off and threw it into the back seat of the Fiero, then went to see Bradley.
 
   He was sitting with Higa, who was all smiles. Bradley wasn't. "Wes, I don't know if this is a good idea."
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "Wes, you look like hell."
 
   "It's a little late to back out now, Mr. Bradley."
 
   The words came out of Wes's mouth, but from Higa's expression, he might have said them himself. The look of surprise on his face, on the other hand, told Wes that he hadn't expected not to have to say it.
 
   "Exactly so, Mr. Bradley. The fight's going to be starting in, what, ten minutes? Five? We're past the point of letting sleeping dogs lie."
 
   "I know, but— aw, hell." Bradley nodded to Wes, who went off to the little secluded area where the fighters kept to themselves, separated by a little thin card between them.
 
   If someone had a real vendetta against him, it wouldn't be all that hard to just come right on through with a knife or a gun, and make it happen. But they wouldn't, because it would be just as easy to bring a knife into the ring.
 
   You'd be disqualified from the fight, but nobody was going to jump in and save his neck. And you'd be able to show the world what happens to people you don't like.
 
   Wes started going through his stretches, just about enough space between the packed-in cars to lay out flat. He decided he was finished when he heard his name, jumped up, and headed into the ring.
 
   The place was packed. If this really was a last-minute thing, a fight they'd added to the calendar only a week or two ago, then Wes was God damned surprised. They'd advertised it well in that week.
 
   He slipped under the ring rope and raised his hand, turning to look around the crowd. For a moment, his wishful mind thought he saw Minami in that thick crowd, but he already knew better than to believe it, and when he looked again on the second turn, she wasn't there any more.
 
   The Japanese came next. This wasn't some big Sumo mother fucker like the last one. He might have been five-seven and a buck fifty, but you could count the muscle fibers in his shoulder if you had enough time on your hands.
 
   The crowd exploded when he hit. Wes didn't recognize his name, but then he never would. These guys were nobodies to him, and it didn't much matter how popular they were somewhere else. It wasn't as if he was going to study match footage beforehand.
 
   The guy bowed to him, and Wes bowed back, not wanting to be rude. Then they were separated to their corners, and the ring girl raised her hand, held it up for a long second, and then dropped it. Wes started moving immediately, circling around. His eyes and his feet were his most important weapons. Keep his hands up.
 
   Don't let the mother fucker hit his nose. Don't let him get behind, don't let him—Wes amended the long list of things he needed to make sure he didn't do to 'don't get hit bad.'
 
   The guy moved a little stiffly. Traditional martial arts had that problem, most of the time. They're not quite as used to someone who just circles. Well, that would work in his advantage, if he kept it up.
 
   Still, for the guy's stiff movements, he didn't move so stiffly that Wes could get more than a step or two ahead of him. Nowhere near to getting an unprotected side. Even as Wes turned, he waited for the little guy to fire off a shot, show what he was made of, but he seemed to be just as patient.
 
   The crowd usually got sick of that kind of fight fast, but these just kept themselves quiet. The entire atmosphere was electric. Wes stepped in, easily within range of a mid-kick from the guy, but darted out an instant later. No response.
 
   Wes was beginning to wonder what was up with this guy. He stepped in again, took a step to the side… stepped in, one of his hands tightening for a stiff jab right into the Japanese's eyebrow.
 
   The guy slipped the punch easily and shot his fist straight toward Wes's chest. Wes dropped his left hand and knocked the blow aside narrowly, the guy's big, pointed knuckles catching the edge of his ribcage and deflecting off harmlessly.
 
   So that was how this was going to be played. The guy was quick, and he was waiting for Wes to make the first move. His entire game plan relied on it. Wes preferred counter-punching. Most of the American fight organizers like to get big brawlers for these things. Guys who end fights in one big sloppy punch.
 
   Well, the answer to that routine was always counters. Countering was in Wes's blood by this point. In his D.N.A. But now he was going to have to undo that.
 
   He took a step, and then the instant his weight was down on his right leg he darted back again and shot in close and tight to the little Japanese, wrapping a thick arm around the guy's chest and bringing his knees up and in, hard into the guy's ribs.
 
   The Japanese didn't panic for a moment, bringing his fist around in a wide arc to slam hard into Wes's side. The American groaned out his agony, swallowed his pride and his pain, and stepped back, moving his grip to the Japanese fighter's head and sending a knee up towards him, using all his might to pull that head so it was on a collision course with his knee, a hit that connected and sent the Japanese stumbling back a few steps.
 
   His nose poured out blood down his mouth and down his face, sending the signal to everyone who cared to see that he'd taken a hit that meant something.
 
   The blow in Wes's side ached already, an unpleasant sign of things to come. Still, he had to have come out at least equal from that encounter. The Japanese, however, didn't show any particular damage from the attack, taking his stance again.
 
   If it wasn't for the blood coming from his nose, Wes wouldn't have known that he'd been hit the entire fight, where Wes could already feel his breathing coming harder. How was he supposed to win this fight, anyways?
 
   The Japanese waited for him once again. An impassible wall that Wes had no way to defeat other than to figure out what was letting this guy kick his ass so completely. He took a deep breath, feeling the sharp, stabbing pain that came with the deepest part of that breath, and forced himself to slow down.
 
   He had to win this fight, but if the crowd didn't like it… well, it didn't matter. He wasn't going to be coming back here again. It didn't matter that the crowd didn't love the fight, as long as he got paid and kept his feet under him.
 
   


 
  

Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Minami
 
    
 
   Minami watched the fight with her hands half in front of her eyes, and when Wes took the hard wallop in the side, she knew that she had made a mistake coming to the fight at all. He'd be alright if she just waited at his apartment.
 
   He was a fighter. This was normal for him, the same thing he did every day practically. But watching fights, really watching them, that wasn't her thing. Especially when the other guy was obviously a talented karateka.
 
   She took in a deep breath and forced her hands into her lap, stood up, and shouted out. "Wes! Kick his ass!"
 
   He must have heard her voice, because he turned just for an instant. She repeated the shout again. This time he didn't turn, but she could see the way that he reshaped his shoulders, forced himself back into good posture. He knew she was there, and that was all she'd hoped to accomplish by shouting out for him.
 
   He went back to circling, his legs less spritely than they had been. If he was going to win this, he'd have to figure something out.
 
   The karateka stepped in closer as well, daring Wes to attack. When he didn't, the Japanese formed up and waited for the attack that was sure to come in time.
 
   Wes went in with a low kick, which the karateka took on the thigh seemingly without noticing. The two continued their circling, watching each other, neither giving nor asking any quarter.
 
   Wes ducked his head, then and when he brought it back up he brought a heavy fist up with it. The Japanese weaved his head back and then suddenly spun and a high kick arced seemingly out of nowhere, clipping Wes hard on the ear. Minami shouted out her disapproval, a feeling under her skin making her feel as if she'd taken the blow herself.
 
   "Watch out!"
 
   The fight continued that way. Wes went in, tried to attack, and missed. The Karateka hit another hard blow, but not hard enough to knock Wes to the concrete.
 
   Wes swallowed down breaths hard, one of his eyes starting to swell shut from where the kick had been reinforced with a back-fist to the eye.
 
   "What are you doing! Kill him!"
 
   The shout coming from the crowd came loud and hot, and Minami found herself shouting along with them, words of encouragement and pleading, begging Wes to find something inside himself to win the fight that had gone so badly against him so far.
 
   Minami watched in slow motion as the next attack coming from Wes sailed wide as the Japanese moved back at the last instant, another high, arcing kick catching Wes right in the face. Wes crumpled to his knees, like someone had cut the marionette's strings, and for a moment she thought the fight was over.
 
   The Japanese took a long, loping step and started to throw a wide, spinning kick that would ensure the ending, the first aggressive thing he'd done the entire fight. Wes slumped lower, sending the kick sailing high. The fight was over—
 
   Or, wait. At the last instant, Wes's arms wrapped around the pivot foot, and then he rolled himself over, sending the Japanese to the ground. Wes pulled himself back up to his feet, still clutching at that ankle and twisting.
 
   The Japanese kicked up his other foot, caught Wes with a hard heel to Wes's sternum, but he didn't let go. In fact, he wrenched hard, as if he was trying to snap the foot off, and the Japanese groaned out his pain and turned over to try to alleviate the pain.
 
   Wes let out a roar and brought a foot down heavy on the Japanese fighter's hip, adding insult to injury, and started wrenching harder. When he finally let go, the Japanese took a second to try to recover himself, and in that moment Wes moved over and took a firm two-handed grip on the Japanese fighter's hand, pulled up, and sat down.
 
   The sick cracking sound went through the crowd, deep down into Minami's bones. The screams of pain that followed weren't nearly so biting, nearly so deep inside her, didn't effect her nearly so much as that sound of the man's elbow shattering.
 
   His shouts of 'give, give' barely made a dent in her. Minami let out a long, unsteady breath, the violence before her an alarming display that she couldn't begin to understand or cope with. Minami pushed herself up from the folding chair and started to move toward the edge of the crowd. Wes could find her out in the parking lot, because she couldn't stay here, not one second longer.
 
   Minami gulped down air, trying to find the strength to stay standing, the sight of the smaller man's arm snapping, the way that the awful crack went through the crowd…
 
   Wes found her a while later, sitting on the floor and trying not to think about anything.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   She looked up at him, saw the way that even after several minutes he was breathing hard, the way that his arms hung limply at his sides—nothing like the way that he'd looked before.
 
   "You need to get to a hospital, Wes."
 
   "This?" He gestured with his eyes down at his broken and bruised body. "Nah. I'll be fine."
 
   "I'm serious—you look bad."
 
   "Not as bad as the other guy, though."
 
   Minami's eyes shot closed and she tried desperately not to think about it. "No, not as bad as him."
 
   Wes reached down to help her up, but Minami thought that he looked like if she blew on him too hard, he might fall over. She took his hand but didn't use it to support her on the way up.
 
   Minami guided him into the passenger seat of his car, took his keys and started driving him back to his apartment. They drove in silence a while, until finally Wes broke the silence.
 
   "What about your father?"
 
   "I told him."
 
   "Good for you." He laid his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes. "He's not coming after me again, is he?"
 
   "No."
 
   Wes smiled. "Good to know. I was serious, you know—about what I said. I want to marry you. I don't have a ring, yet, but…"
 
   "I know you were serious, Wes. And when you're ready to ask me to marry you, I will."
 
   She didn't have to look over to see the smile across his face, but when she did, it still felt good.
 
   "So you're out of the old man's house, huh?" Minami nodded without taking her eyes off the road. "Then you should know—I have trouble. My sister, back in New York. She's…"
 
   Minami nodded, reaching across the divider in the car and taking Wes's hand.
 
   New York, huh? She could do with a change of location. And if Wes was willing to go back, it would at least be nice to meet his family—just once.
 
   Hopefully it wouldn't be so bad as his meeting with hers had gone. She squeezed his hand again before putting both hands back on the wheel.
 
   "When do we leave?"
 
  
 
  



Up In Flames
 
   Billionaire Erotic Romance 
 
   Dalia Daudelin
 
    
 
   The fire engine arrived too late. Adeline's house, older than her parents and built in the country of Northern Michigan by her grandparents, was now ash. Ash, dust, and memories.
 
   A small voice inside of Adeline mused that it was better that it burned down after her parents died, rather than before. That voice was overshadowed by grief.
 
   She was able to save her cat and her laptop. Adolf, her cat, was saved only because he snuck out before she left for work. Her laptop was saved because it was with her for a presentation.
 
   Adolf wailed in misery from within his temporary home, a cage given to Adeline to keep him from running too close to the flames. The old cat was nearly as old as she was, and had never spent a day outside. What luck that he chose today to escape.
 
   “Ma'am?”
 
   Adeline turned, and saw a fireman approaching her. He was chubby and short, his face bright red aside from the fire's dust on it. 
 
   “Any news on what caused this?”
 
   “We don't have anything conclusive yet, but we did find evidence of a gas leak. Do you know where you'll be staying? We can contact you with any new information.”
 
   She didn't have a place lined up to stay, and there was no money in her account to pay for a hotel. Maybe one of her credit cards wasn't maxed out yet?
 
   “I-”
 
   “She'll be staying with me. Here's my card.”
 
   Adeline turned on her heel. “Mr. Gardner? What are you doing here?”
 
   Joel Gardner, Adeline's absolutely gorgeous and unbelievably rich boss, held out his card to the chubby fireman, who nodded and then left.
 
   “I came to thank you, because your presentation to Tokyo Corp sealed the deal. You brought us a multi-million dollar contract. When I saw the smoke, I was worried you had been hurt.”
 
   Adeline looked at Joel, whose gray hair and black eyes always reminded her of a wolf, and felt her face scrunch up. “Everything's gone. Everything.” The tears were falling down her face before she even realized how miserable she truly was.
 
   In no time, Adeline was brought into Joel's arms. They were warm. The embrace had a calming effect on her.
 
   Joel held her for a long time. Long enough for her tears to dry and her sobs to turn into nothing more than sniffles. Adolf settled in his carrier with one final meow.
 
   “Do you have somewhere to stay?” He asked, stepping away from her. There was an awkwardness between them, stemming from an emotion that Adeline was unprepared to acknowledge.
 
   “No,” she stammered, crouching down to pet Adolf through the slits in the plastic carrier. “I don't.”
 
   “Then obviously you'll stay with me. I have a spare bedroom, and it will give your cat a chance to spread out instead of being cooped up in a hotel room.” Joel put a hand on her shoulder. It stopped any refusal she might have wanted to give. 
 
    
 
   “What's his name?”
 
   Adeline set the carrier down in the living room, which had sports posters framed on the walls and pristine leather couches surrounding a huge television. As the owner of a tech security firm, Joel had for years been on Forbes' Top 100 CEOs in America. All things told, his house, his living room, and everything about Joel was very subtle for a billionaire.
 
   “Adolf,” she said. “I know, it's weird, but my grandma got him. She was German, and old. She wouldn't let us choose the name, and by the time she died it was too late.”
 
   “He looks pretty old, too,” he said, watching the feline as Adeline opened the cage. He stretched out his legs and his claws got stuck in Joel's carpet. 
 
   Adeline fussed with some plastic bags. “Where should I put the litter box?”
 
   Joel motioned towards a hallway. “You can put it in your bathroom. I'll put the second one in mine, so Adolf doesn't have to go too far.”
 
   Adeline followed Joel into a huge bathroom, with a standing shower and a soaking tub. “There are towels in that closet, and plenty of soap and shampoo. I try to keep it stocked up for guests. My mom stays here pretty often, so there should be something you like in there.”
 
   Opening the closet, Adeline glanced at the bottles. Fancy brands, all. She sighed. “I don't know if I can stay here, Joel. Not for long, at least. I don't want to impose.”
 
   “I won't let you leave until you're on your feet, Adeline. You're too important to our business, and to me, to let you fall through the cracks. Come on, let me show you your room.”
 
   They stepped into the room to the right of the bathroom, again huge and luxurious. A large king size bed surrounded on each side by beautiful antique side tables and lamps. A large desk opposite the bed would be the perfect place for her to work from her laptop while she stayed here.
 
   “Wow,” Adeline said, pressing her hand on the bed. Oh, it was so soft. She knew instantly she was going to miss sleeping on it when she left. “I don't even know what to say.”
 
   “You don't have to say anything. Set down your bag and come have a drink with me. You clearly need to relax.”
 
   Following him into the kitchen, Adeline wondered why his hair grayed so young. Sure, he was a decade older than her, but he wasn't old enough for a full head of gray hair. Was it stress? 
 
   “Here we go,” he says, handing her the red wine. She didn't tell him that she didn't like wine. She sipped it daintily, watching his mouth against his own glass.
 
   He looked down at her, his black eyes impossible to read. “Adeline, did you always want to work in cybersecurity?”
 
   She laughed.  “No, not really. I wanted to be a veterinarian. It turns out I'm much better with coding and computers than I am with handling blood or the suffering of animals. I volunteered for a day at an animal hospital when I was 16, and the next day I saw my counselor about sending letters to the top tech colleges in the country.”
 
   He nodded as he watched her speak. She never could suss out what he was thinking, what made him tick. She never noticed before, but it suddenly became obvious to Adeline that she was attracted to her boss. Her face blushed bright red, but if he noticed he didn't make any indication of it.
 
   She nearly asked him what he wanted to be, if not in cybersecurity, when the power cut out. “Shit,” he complained, setting down the last drops of his wine. “I'm sorry, when it gets windy the power cuts out easily in this neighborhood. I don't know where I left my flashlights, let me go find them.”
 
   He left her in the kitchen, in the dark, alone with her thoughts and the realization that she'll be staying with a man that she would love to sleep with. Adeline wasn't a prudish woman, but awkward was a good word for her interactions with romantic interests in the past.
 
   How was she going to manage to work for him now, let alone sleep under the same roof as him? Would she just have to burn with desire until she somehow saved up the money to leave?
 
   Awful. Awful. She wished she hadn't thought about how handsome Joel was. But how could she not?
 
   From far away, she heard her cat yowl, angry. “Adolf?” she called out. She stood in place for a moment, but then hurried down the hallway. Old cats could get into so much trouble.
 
   Before she could find him, though, she bumped into something. Oh, it was Joel. He held her, steadying her as she wobbled.
 
   “Sorry,” she mumbled. Still, he held her. His touch, his soft hands, burned against her cold arms.
 
   “I stepped on Adolf's tail. He was pretty pissed, but otherwise he's okay.”
 
   She sighed in relief. “Oh, good. I was worried.”
 
   Finally, he let go of her arms and handed her a flashlight. Lighting his up, he looked at her. “You look scared.”
 
   “I'm not...” she protested. He wiped a lock of hair off of her forehead, which sent a shiver down her spine. Their eyes met, and then so did their lips. Pressing, licking, sucking, trying to breathe. He said her name, so softly it was barely audible. She moaned his, her nipples going hard. His hand brushed against one. 
 
   Breaking the kiss, Joel took a step back and held out his hand. Adeline took it and allowed him to lead her into his bedroom. It was much less clean than hers, and smelled of aftershave and bodywash and leather. 
 
   Her heart thumped against her chest, fluttered and made her gasp. Never in her life had she felt like this before, so taken by someone.
 
   Joel guided her to his bed before grabbing her by the waist and pushing her down onto the soft mattress. He kissed her deeply again, tangling his fingers in her hair. He pressed his body down against hers, trapping her below him. Plucking each of the buttons on her blouse, he undressed her in the dark and then unclasped the front of her bra.
 
   It didn't take long for both of them to be naked. Their hands wandered over their skin, exploring and grabbing, groping and manipulating. Joel rolled over and pulled Adeline on top of him. She pressed her warm slit against his cock, and then slid down his body.
 
   Joel closed his eyes. Adeline slid her hand up his thigh, gripping it at times. She wanted him to feel how badly she wanted him with each movement her body made. She wanted him to know how badly she burned for him.
 
   Joel sighed happily when she wrapped her hand around his meat. It had some of her juices on it, sticky and wet. She tossed her hair back and licked her lips. Merely holding his huge cock forced a moan from her lips, a shiver down her spine. The muscles in her lower abdomen tickled, her cunt became hotter and wetter.
 
   Her eyes flicked up at his silhouette. He was only barely visible, thanks to the moonlight streaming in from one of the windows. Adeline could tell, though, that he was watching her. 
 
   “I'm going to suck your cock, now,” she said, her voice breathy and low. She felt slutty, free, and completely sexual. It felt good. Her own hand played with her cunt as she swallowed his cock. It twitched as her tongue touched the sensitive head. 
 
   Her hand moved up and down on his cock as she licked up his precum. 
 
   “Ah,” he sighed. His fingers scratched against his bed, his thighs strained and flexed. Adeline took that as a sign that she was doing well. She went deeper, using her tongue to play with the shaft as the tip slid down her throat.
 
   She held herself as long as she could before she pulled away and gagged. He didn't let her breathe more than two breaths before he pushed her face back down onto his cock. The violence of it was unexpected, but hot. He held her down until the last second, letting her pull away and gag again.
 
   Joel's thighs quivered below her. She coughed again, trying to control her gags. Then she stood, slid a hand across her nipples, and straightened her shoulders. “I'm going to ride you, now. I'm going to ride you until you cum in me.”
 
   “Oh, fuck yes,” Joel groaned. When she climbed on top of him, he grabbed her hips. He wanted this as badly as she did. Dangerous sex. She could get knocked up. Neither of them cared. No, they both cared, and they loved it.
 
   But Joel stopped her. “Not yet.”
 
   “Please! Please fuck me!” Waiting for him was almost unbearable. 
 
   His fingers scratched down her sides, leaving red streaks that claimed her as his. Beautiful, territorial, sexy. Joel's hands reached beneath her and pulled her chest towards him, so that he could suck on her breast. 
 
   He kissed her collar bone before moving down, his hands pushing her thighs apart. He spread them wide, pushing aside her panties and exposing her pink flesh. 
 
   “I can't wait to taste you,” Joel said. It was a little bit embarrassing for him to say that, and she blushed a deep red. When he nibbled at her pussy lips, though, she stopped caring and gave in. His fingers pushed aside her thin panties. Joel explored her pink pussy lips, pulling them wide and exposing her clitoris. It was a little bit swollen.
 
   Joel was seemingly driven wild with desire. He dipped his tongue into her folds. Tasting her. Savoring the experience. Dragging a finger up and down her folds, he teased around her clitoris, never fully touching it. She gasped, raising her ass to try and trick him into touching her. She needed some release!
 
   “Please!” she begged, feeling hot.
 
   Joel didn't give in. He seemed to be enjoying torturing her. A wicked smile crossed his face and he licked her folds again, lapping up her wetness but never once touching her most pleasurable spot.
 
   “I am begging you, Joel! Please touch me, stop teasing me!” She gripped the blankets underneath her.
 
   Joel watched her face contort with frustration before finally giving her what she wanted. His tongue slipped over the hood covering her clit, and she jolted upright with an “OH!”
 
   She gripped his hair, directing his mouth to apply pressure in certain spots. He understood her motions, and it felt good. It felt so damn good. His tongue darted all around, still teasing her, only sometimes pressing against her clitoris. She moaned and whined and grunted, trying to come close to orgasm, but Joel had complete control over that. It was maddening.
 
   “Take me, Joel. Cum in me. I want it,” She said. And those were the magic words. Joel stared up at her for a second, watching her to see if she was just pleading for release. But no.
 
   She wanted him to cum in her badly.
 
   He slid her down the bed. She sat up, running her hands from his pecs to his hips. His pubic hair was well trimmed. His cock... was huge. It was standing upright, thick with blood. He was virile. A bead of sweat fell down her neck.
 
   Joel wrapped his hand around his manhood, his fingers moving up and down his shaft. “Spread your legs,” he commanded. Her stomach leaped and did turns.
 
   Laying back, she spread her legs wide. She even pulled her pussy lips apart, unashamed. He came closer to her, and she wrapped her legs around him, locking him into position. He placed himself against her entrance, savoring her heat before entering her.
 
   She gripped the bed sheets and moaned. Her inner walls rippled and moved, gripping his cock within her. She pulled him in deeper.
 
   He pushed himself back in slowly, then pulled out again. And then he picked up speed. She screamed as his cock hit her in just the right place, and the pounding just came harder after that. His thumb rested on her clit and rubbed with each thrust.
 
   With her legs wrapped around him, and his hands holding her hips, he pulled her onto his cock and fucks her hard. He twitched, and she knew he would cum soon.
 
   “Oh fuck, oh fuck! Don't stop!”
 
   He kept fucking her until he came hard within her, his hot sperm pounding against her cervix. She could almost feel his swimmers trying their best to impregnate her.
 
   He groaned and, once his balls were spent, he collapsed on top of her. He laughed as their foreheads bumped together. Rolling off of her and rubbing his forehead, he took her hand and held it tight.
 
   “I'm glad you'll be staying with me. And maybe it's selfish, but I hope it's for a long time.”
 
   She nodded, smiling. “I hope so, too, Joel.” 
 
   She felt warm and content. She crawled up to the top of the bed while Joel went to the bathroom to brush his teeth, and they laid next to each other, nude.
 
   “Joel?” She asked into the darkness. She hoped she didn't wake up.
 
   “Mm?”
 
   “Thank you for coming to save me. If it wasn't for you…”
 
   He sat up a bit, and in the darkness she could see his face, though only barely. “If you ever need my help, for anything, I will be there for you. Even if tonight was just a one time thing, I will be there for you. Do you understand?”
 
   She did. It was strange to her, knowing that she might love and be loved in return. She smiled, wrapping her arm over his chest and finally falling into a dreamless sleep.
 
   


 
  

His War Bride
 
   World War Romance
 
   Marina Morrow
 
    
 
   Millie-
 
   Missing you every day. Loose lips sink ships, but we're supposed to be sailing someplace we'd talked about for the honeymoon before the war started. I don't have much time to write, but I have to go but I hope this letter finds you in good spirits.
 
   -E Jackson, February 2nd, 1944
 
    
 
   Millie-
 
   I've received word that the infantry's efforts in the north at [REDACTED] were successful and they're pressing into [REDACTED]. Really putting the screws to those Krauts! Thank you for the photograph you included with your last letter, I've kept it private like you asked. I've got some good news, too: We're supposed to be coming home for shore leave in a few weeks! I'll be pretty busy until then, but I'll write when I have the time and I'll ring you up when I get back to New London and we can go out for some drinks.
 
   -E Jackson, June 27, 1944
 
    
 
   I'd written Ellis the day after I received his last letter, and I'd tried to start a second letter a dozen times, and each of them had ended up in the trash bin. Not important enough, not loving enough, not cute enough or sexy enough. 
 
   I worried that perhaps he would get back before I could send him another letter. In the end I sent a sheet of paper with some lipstick on it and my name and a message that I loved him and I hoped to see him soon.
 
   I thought back to the days before he'd shipped off and gone to do his duty over there in Europe. He'd been so attentive, not like the other boys I'd gone on dates with. 
 
   We'd been together for nearly a week before he tried to hold my hand, and he always seemed to listen to me when I talked. I almost found it endearing the first time I caught him looking at my chest, because I'd begun to take it as a challenge to get him to look at me that way.
 
   I was almost worried he was one of those folks that fancy boys, but I was lucky he wasn't. We kissed in the picture show for the first time after a month, and a couple nights later I'd put his hand on my breast and he'd felt me up for a few minutes in his car before he said he should get home.
 
   We'd gotten engaged thirteen days later and I'd tried to take him into the back seat but he refused. Said it was the Christian thing to wait for marriage. I'd waited for the right guy, but with Ellis I was sure and I was ready to give myself to him. But he was always too good a man for that.
 
   I sat down in my wicker chair and thought of him. I smelled one of the letters, which still had a faint scent of his aftershave and I let one of my hands drift across my belly. I had to be careful not to let my thoughts drift too long, as I had to be at work in an hour, but I had a few minutes to spare and thinking about Ellis has me feeling tingly. 
 
   I tried to think ahead to our wedding night, his face clean-shaven above me and kissing me and his arms so strong around me.
 
   I ease a button open in my shirt and feel my skin gently, trying to make the time last before I touched myself. I felt my breasts, heavy and full, and finally I pushed my bra aside and pinched a nipple ever so softly. 
 
   I squirmed a bit and shivered, and closed my eyes while I hiked my skirt up and touched myself through my panties. I tried to imagine it was Ellis's hand touching me and I mewled softly.
 
   I thought about his soft kisses and his sweet blue eyes and his soft hands roaming all over my body and I wanted him in me right now, but he wasn't around to oblige. I pinched a bit harder and I felt my nipples start to stiffen and crinkle and I gently rubbed the tip of my nipple and the nerves screamed their approval in the back of my mind. 
 
   I slipped my hand inside of my panties and softly grazed my outer lips, finally slipping a finger inside and touching my hard clit. A jolt went through me and I shivered again, the hairs on the back of my neck standing up. I sighed and rubbed harder, trying to climb the summit to orgasm.
 
   I rubbed my clit harder still, and pushed my other hand up my skirt as well, rubbing my pussy while I touched my clitoris, finally slipping a finely manicured finger inside and gently pumping in and out of myself slowly, but speeding up. 
 
   I mewled softly and hoped Ellis wouldn't be too upset I was doing this without him but I needed it so badly.
 
   "I need to come, please..." I muttered and rubbed harder, pinching my clitoris softly and rubbing my fingers on the spot that drives me wild inside my wet pussy. I felt a tightening in my loins and a release and I purred while I rubbed myself as quickly as I could. I relaxed then, and closed my eyes for a second time while I caught my breath. 
 
   I could only hope that they wouldn't smell me on it at the dinner service tonight. But, I thought, perhaps the men would prefer to smell it, being stuck on military bases so often. I smiled to myself at the thought, tidied up my uniform, and walked to the car.
 
   I had plenty of time left so I drove leisurely to the base, signed myself in and reported to Terry, the nice man who ran the USO events. He gave told me I'd get my allowance in the mail as per the usual arrangement and I thanked him and asked if there was anything in particular I should take care of, and he told me that it was pretty clear tonight-just take care of the guys, be nice to them, and let them feel like they're not in the middle of getting shot at by Krauts on a daily basis. 
 
   I smiled and walked into the whirling maelstrom of men in uniform talking to the other girls, grabbed a plate of doughnuts, and walked into the crowd.
 
   I saw a promising group of men standing in a round drinking Pepsi and talking about baseball. I leaned into the huddle and asked if anyone would like some doughnuts, and their eyes lit up and they all graciously took some of the sweets.
 
   One asked if I'd like one myself and I told him that I'd had one before I started my shift, and besides that it was about him and the other brave fighting men in the first place, not about some girl from New Jersey. He gave me a line about how I wasn't just some girl, and I was gorgeous and I deserved nice things, and I let it slide. I'd learned early on to hide the ring and let them talk because it didn't mean anything and they liked it.
 
   I giggled and said I'd heard them talking about baseball. They generally agreed they had been and I asked if any of them had been on-base to hear the all-star game last week, and they said they had. I said I'd been at an event listening and wasn't that double in the fifth exciting. One of them complained that his sister had gotten him a signed Frank McCormick card and they hadn't even played him.
 
   I acted interested and we talked for a while, offered to fill their cups and we all had some laughs. Then another girl came up and started chatting with them and I could tell that most of the men had become rather interested in her... assets, which were straining her uniform and made my chest feel a bit smaller than it actually was.
 
   I excused myself and left to find another group, when I was surprised to find Ellis talking with a few guys, sipping a beer and laughing about something. I touched his back when I walked up and introduced myself all around.
 
   He smiled at me and introduced a few of the guys in the circle, all from his sub. He told me he'd been bragging about his beautiful girl back home and they'd been dubious, when one of them piped in-"He's putting you up to this, isn't he miss. You want us to take him off your hands?" and he winked. I blushed and giggled and planted a kiss on Ellis's cheek.
 
   "I'm sorry my fiancee can be such a handful, I imagine being stuck in a tub with him must've been hard," I japed, and the men all laughed. 
 
   We spent most of the evening chatting about pictures at the cinema and I told them how well they were being portrayed by the pre-picture commercials and one of them joked that it was all smoke and mirrors.
 
   I offered to grab them some doughnuts and they seemed to be pretty interested, so I rose to go fetch a plate and Ellis came with me. 
 
   Kissed me on the neck when I bent over and told me he'd really missed me with all those men around, and he couldn't wait until his tour was over completely so we could get hitched. I touched his hand and smiled.
 
   He asked if I'd like to dance and I told him I'd love to but I needed to at least get back to the boys with their doughnuts. To him it was just entertainment but to me it was a job. Not just a job, even, it was important to our boys that us girls entertain them a bit to keep things going and I was proud of how hard I worked to keep them happy.
 
   I stepped back up with a plate stacked high and it seemed to disappear before my eyes as the men ate them and drank. Ellis walked up behind me a second later and asked if he could steal me away and one of the men gestured and said Ellis owed him for taking the best looking dame at the party all to himself and everyone laughed when I blushed again. 
 
   I let Ellis guide me to the dance floor and I let myself listen to the band properly. It was nice jazzy stuff, the pianist singing out loud belting songs about how he missed his girl and how gorgeous she was back home.
 
   I'd met the singer a few times, a nice black fellow named Grant who had two kids at home who they used for the USO events here pretty regularly. 
 
   I gave him a smile and he nodded curtly while Ellis led me onto the floor, and then we were wrapped up in the sound of the trumpets and the piano and my boy held me tight for a moment, then we started dancing good and proper and I almost felt like he had never left, and the whole war had been a bad dream. 
 
   I laughed in spite of myself, giggles pouring out of me like fizz on a ginger-ale overfilled and flowing uncontrollably off the sides and no matter how much you try to catch the fizz with your tongue you can never seem to get it before it gets all over your favorite dress. 
 
   That's how Ellis made me feel and I wished I could tell him somehow but he seemed to be so perfect that he probably never spilled his ginger-ale so I stopped dancing and when he noticed and made as if to ask me what was wrong I kissed him and gave him a playful smile and went back to dancing without explaining anything. 
 
   He grinned like a kid with bubblegum and I was glad to see him enjoying himself and I danced like I hadn't danced in a long time. 
 
   I wished we didn't have to go back to the other men and I didn't have to keep putting on my mask and I could just have this moment go on forever but it couldn't. Eventually I got tired and Ellis offered to grab me a soda.
 
   "I'm supposed to serve you the drinks, mister!" I said in mock indignation, and he walked with me to the soda fountain, where I asked for two Pepsis. I sat and drank with him and when I'd finished my glass I got another and we went back to his shipmates.
 
   We all talked for about another hour until the party was winding down. We shared most of Ellis's embarrassing stories, which his friends seemed to take as fair payment for our round of dancing. He seemed a little frustrated with me when we left but I doubt he was very sore about it. 
 
   He walked me through the parking lot to the auto, and I said my goodbyes and went to step into the car when he leaned in and told me he'd talked to his boss and he'd gotten leave from the base for the night.
 
   Apparently a lot of the guys like to go home during shore leave so it wasn't unusual, and would I like someone to keep me company. I smiled at him and told him I'd love the company and he could drive if he liked and stepped back out of the car. 
 
   Just as I stood completely he pressed me against the car and kissed me full on the lips hard. I giggled and purred a bit and pressed myself against him. I felt his hands fumbling for my tits and he grabbed them roughly through the rough fabric of my uniform jacket. He bit my neck and I was almost surprised by his ferocity.
 
   "Ellis!" I moaned softly. "We're still in the parking lot," I purred in his ear.
 
   "Millie, I'm sorry, but right now I don't give a damn. Some of the guys, when we stopped in France, well... they got some female company and I sure didn't myself but I just..." he trailed off and he sucked on my neck and I let him. 
 
   He was still rubbing my tits and he pressed me against the closed back door and shut the front door with his other hand. I played with his hair and wrapped my arms around his back and moaned. He started to reach up my jacket but got frustrated and popped the buttons off trying to get it open.
 
   I laughed a bit out of humor and a bit out of surprised and pressed him away and opened my shirt for him and he began to absolutely devour my tits. I honestly feared for the safety of my brassiere for a moment. I felt down for his cock and rubbed it through his slacks, hard and ready for some attention. I asked him if I could put it in my mouth and he just reached down and unzipped them.
 
   "Please, Millie, I'll do anything." I looked around hoping nobody had stumbled onto our romp and settled down onto my knees and pulled his pants open and his cock out. It stood at attention and I kissed it on the tip, tasting the salty pre-cum that was smeared across the top of his cock before taking it into my mouth. 
 
   I was trying to take it as deeply as possible, like my girlfriends had told me men liked. He moaned and set a hand on top of my head and I bobbed my head ever so slightly.
 
   I'd hoped he would let it go in my mouth and I'd be able to swallow him and we could take care of the rest at home, but when that didn't happen I wasn't especially surprised. He pushed me off his cock gently and I mewled my displeasure until he stood me up and lifted my skirt. 
 
   They give us pretty short skirts to begin with, and he bent me over the hood of the car with my panties hanging out. I hoped nobody was looking as he pulled them down and swatted me gently on the but, and I moaned. 
 
   I could feel his hands on my pussy, feeling me and probing me and I told him to fuck me. I felt his cock rubbing on my pussy and when he entered me it split my hymen and I shouted, and by that point I knew that someone had to have heard me.
 
   "Please, Ellis, just fuck me please." I moaned, trying to feel the pleasure through the pain and it didn't take long until it happened all on its own. I saw one of the fellows I'd talked baseball with staring at me, my bare tits pressed against the hood of the old Plymouth and I moaned. My Ellis gave him a look and he walked off looking like he'd seen a ghost. I wanted it to go on forever, Ellis slamming into me, but all too soon, I felt him jerking against me and he told me he couldn't hold on.
 
   "Inside me, Ellis," I cried. He slowed a little bit.
 
   "Are you sure, Millie? Is it safe?"
 
   I pressed my ass into him and started fucking against him.
 
   "Does it matter, Ellis? Fill me up." He sped back up again and I felt his cum filling me up in ropes, warm and delicious, and I started coming on his cock thinking about how full I was. "Oh, Ellis, baby, thank you."
 
   He pulled himself out and helped me stand, walked me over to the passenger side of the car. We were halfway home when he turned the radio off and he spoke up.
 
   "I'm sorry, Millie. I know we agreed to wait, but..." I reached down and pulled his cock out and started rubbing it, and that shut him up. Shore leave was a long couple of days.
 
   Ellis finished serving his six years on February 24th, two years later. We were married three weeks later in the eyes of the court, and in the eyes of the church a month later when his family had come in from out of state to be there for the service. 
 
   It was a beautiful Catholic wedding (sometimes a woman has to insist on these things, even if it's not all fair to her man!) held in the biggest church you ever saw, and I couldn't help but cry a little at the reception, it was all so wonderful. 
 
   He took me home and we made love properly throughout the night, and I'm proud to say that in the winter I'll be the mother of a beautiful baby girl. Ellis has got his old job back and I don't want to be too open about my affairs as of now, but suffice to say that the baby fat hasn't made him any less amorous when he gets home from work, if you take my meaning.
 
  
 
  



Her Desire For Brutality
 
   BDSM Erotica 
 
   Dalia Daudelin
 
    
 
   The club was alive with drugs and violent music, the beat forcing its way through the bodies of those on the dance floor. A large mass of writhing people, unafraid of looking stupid though they surely did. It was fun to watch in the state I was in. Pissed off. Horny. Just drunk enough to be mesmerized by the rhythmic movement. 
 
   A man walked in just as I was about to order another drink. He was tall, intelligent looking. I couldn't get a good look at his face but I knew he was handsome, and rich. As if it was effected by his energy, the mass writhed more slowly for a few minutes as he scanned the room, and it picked up speed when he sat down at the bar. His back was wide, strong.
 
   I watched him, amusing myself with thoughts that he might be my prey. Though I am capable of emotional brutality, my body is small and my ability to hunt undoubtedly pathetic. Still, I imagined myself pouncing on this man... and then letting him devour me. 
 
   To be sure he hadn't arrived for a girlfriend, I kept my eyes on him for a few moments. No one joined him. Even as he looked around the club, no woman came near him. I wondered for a moment if the other women stayed away for a specific reason, or if perhaps they just didn't notice him. Maybe the darkness in his eyes and the deep frown on his face warned them off.
 
   Not me, though. No, I moved in, standing from my seat in the back and pressing through those dancing to the dubstep. For a moment I lost sight of him and worried he might have left, and I might have lost my chance at getting exactly what I need.
 
   When I finally found myself off the dance floor, I found him again. His hair was slicked back with gel, black and shiny. His nose was strong, his chin stronger. That's the kind of chin a girl could punch and only hurt her hand.
 
   I sat next to him. I knew he was watching me, drinking in the sight of my long legs and plump lips, and of course my breasts. They were, at this point, almost falling out of my black dress. 
 
   Checking my phone, I avoided his eyes and the bartender's attention. Waiting for the right moment, for him to speak up and-
 
   “What are you drinking, beautiful?”
 
   Putting on my prettiest face, I noticed then that his watch was without a doubt made from platinum. The real stuff. I scanned the shelf, looking for the most expensive bottle, and point to that. “I think I'll order that.”
 
   He waved over the bartender, who brought me my drink. Oh, Moira, you hit the jackpot here. I cover my smile and shyly thank him.
 
   “No problem at all.”
 
   For a few moments, I simply sipped at my drink. I pulled my long hair from behind me to the side that he couldn't see, to show off my neck.
 
   “My name is Lorens, Lorens Kinsley. Have you heard of me?”
 
   I had. I widened my eyes, mostly to stroke his ego. “Goodness gracious, you're a billionaire!”
 
   He chuckled, the darkness of his eyes fading for a moment. “That I am, for now. Perhaps tomorrow I won't be.” He looked, then, around the room. Maybe to see if there wasn't someone better, maybe to be sure he wouldn't be heard. “I apologize for being so forward, but I've just had a terrible day at work. I've lost one of my most important clients, someone who could make or destroy my company in a second. I'm at my wits end. I need to get laid.”
 
   My smile then was genuine, and wide. “Well, isn't that a coincidence? I'm looking for exactly the same thing. My name's Moira.” I placed my hand on his thigh, stroking it softly. “If you can please me, I'm more than happy to help you with your issue.”
 
   He took my hand, bringing it up to his mouth for a surprisingly endearing kiss. And then he pulled me away from the bar, nearly too fast for me to grab my purse before we were out the door. He opened the passenger side of his car and helped me in, drinking in the sight of my cleavage from above for a moment before he would join me.
 
   In the car, his hand was up my skirt in an instant. I didn't mind. I let him play with me, mewling as his fingers pressed gently against my clitoris. It felt nice, but I knew it wouldn't get me off. No, I'd need something specific to pull that off. I wondered if this man could do that. He seemed the type- every other man who had managed to make me cum was rich, powerful, and perpetually angry. Lorens fits the type, but something about him seemed soft. I might have to push him a bit.
 
   His house, as expected, was large and beautiful. It was also dark and empty. No pets came to greet him, no maids or butlers bustled around the building. It was silent, so silent that I could hear the crickets in the private garden that took up the center of the building.
 
   “Beautiful,” I said, pressing a hand against the glass. Lorens came up behind me, groping me and nuzzling his face in my neck. Giggling, I turned and wrapped my arms over his shoulders, raising one leg to wrap around his body. 
 
   His soft lips caressed my skin, tickling me. I'd let him have a moment of this sweetness before I pushed him, teased him. Surely some teasing would bring out exactly the kind of man I need.
 
   When I pushed him away and moved on to another room, he followed, and pressed me against a wall there. Then, when I pushed him away again, I saw a flash of anger, and he came upon me more forcefully. The third time, though, he backed away with a snort of frustration.
 
   “Did you change your mind?” He asked, crossing his arms. 
 
   “Perhaps,” I said. “I just need something specific.”
 
   “What do you need?”
 
   I thought, for a moment, of how to approach this. Pressing my hand against his manhood, swollen and upright against his pants, I pull him in for a kiss. “I don't need sweetness, or kindness. What I need is for you to take your anger out on me.”
 
   “What?” He asked, his lip curling up. “You want me to spank you or something?”
 
   I waved my hand. “No, no, that won't be enough. I need you to hurt me. I can't cum unless I'm crying, choking,” with that word, I bring his hand up and force him to wrap his fingers around my neck. “I want to be worried you'll go too far.” I watched for his reaction. He pulled his hand away.
 
   “You're nuts.”
 
   “Maybe. I haven't cum in months, maybe a year. I'm so desperate, desperate for your cock and the back of your hand against my face. Or for a slap of my cunt. Anything, I'll do anything for this! Please, I'm begging you to hit me, or something!” I fell, then, to my knees. One arm wrapped around his leg, the other hand massaging his cock. I was so wet, so lustfully in need of a good beating. I had to have it. 
 
   “You want BDSM?” He asked. Looking into his eyes, I saw his lust building up again. Every man loves to have his cock worshiped, and I was damn good at it. 
 
   “No. I want your brutality.”
 
   Quick as gunpowder, he reached down and grabbed my hair, pulling me up with it. It hurt, oh how it hurt! Glorious pain hit me in waves as I was pulled to my feet. “Get up those stairs, you stupid cunt. I'm going to fuck you however I want.”
 
   I whimpered, tears welling in my eyes, but I never stopped rubbing his cock until he let my hair go and forced me to turn around. Grabbing one arm and twisting it behind my back, he pushed me past the private garden and the kitchen and up a spiral staircase. At the top was a large room, a bedroom with a huge king-sized bed. He pushed me towards it and bent me over it, hiking my skirt up and pulling my panties down.
 
   I grunted as he kicked my legs apart. With his fingers, he spread my pussy lips wide.
 
   “So wet. I guess you do like being hurt. Well, no one's ever let me bring out my inner sadist, whore, so you better be ready for the full force of my hatred and abuse.”
 
   “Yes sir!” I cried. “I'm ready! I'm so ready!” My clit twitched at his words. I couldn't wait for what was to come.
 
   A swat to my pussy made me shut up quick. Another one brought even more tears to my eyes. A third made me gasp, and but then he followed it up by rubbing my clit. I was melting to his touch when he hit my clit one more time, hard enough to make me yelp.
 
   “Scream as loud as you want. It's only going to turn me on, bitch.” He spread my ass cheeks, gripping them hard. Then he spanked me, harder than I have ever been spanked. It must have hurt his hand, because he left for a moment. I wanted to nurse my aching pussy, but knew better than to move when I was being spanked. I waited for him to return, and when he did I had a surprise coming to me.
 
   The next hit to my ass came via a wooden spoon. I screamed again, surprised by the sharp pain. Then the spoon met my clitoris, and he alternated between hitting my ass or my pussy. Sometimes he hit my pussy lips, sometimes he spread them wide and made sure my clit got a nice hard swat.
 
   I was almost beginning to regret meeting this man, thinking this might be too much for me, when he bent down and my throbbing cunt was met with a hot, wet tongue. Oh, the bliss I felt then was indescribable! I moaned loud, grabbing the comforter on the bed and pulling it towards me. He lapped up my juices, nurses my poor clitty back to working condition. His tongue dipped into my hole, probing me.
 
   I was near cumming, but knew I wouldn't go over the edge without more. Maybe he knew, too, because he stood up and forced me to stand as well. 
 
   “Get naked, slut. Let me see your tits.”
 
   I adore a man that can tell me what he wants. I pulled every bit of clothing off without even thinking about it, my pussy getting wetter by the second. He turned me around to see me, drinking in the sight of my body. The way his angry eyes assessed me alone could have made me cum, like I was a piece of fuck meat, good for nothing more than taking his spunk. 
 
   “Get on your knees and service my cock.”
 
   I suddenly got the idea in my head to do something very stupid: rebel. I stood defiant, teasing him, with my arms crossed in just such a way to make my tits more prominent. “No.”
 
   Being bratty is dangerous once you bring out a man's inner sadist. I knew this. I didn't expect the explosive anger that Lorens might show, but with a roar he came at me and threw my down on the bed by my neck. I sputtered and choked, trying to regain my breath.
 
   “How dare you defy me! Stay there, I'm going to fuck your face! I'll show you that you're nothing, you're barely even a hole worthy of my cum!” His pants came off in a flash, and then he was on the bed with me. He straddled my face, his thick thighs around my head and his balls hovering over my face. He  kneeled down and let them rub against my nose, and my mouth, moving and gyrating against my face.
 
   He then backed up, and pressed his cock down. I opened my mouth, willingly sucking the entirety of his length down my throat. And he wasn't short, let me tell you. His cock was wide and long, and it tickled my tonsils and then some. He pushed it deep into me, and then pulled out. I thought that might be the worst of it, but then he really did start to face fuck me. Lorens moved his hips fast, blasting his cock down my throat and back up, never letting up to let me get air.
 
   I was worried I might end up choking or passing out. Just as my sight started to fade, he let up and I choked for a few breaths of air before he pressed his cock down my throat again, for another rough fucking. Again and again, he did this to me, but he did not cum. 
 
   When Lorens finally relented, and allowed me to breathe, he pulled me down the bed so that my legs would hang off of it. He spread them, and I did not fight him. I was ready for his cock to be inside me. 
 
   “Are you on birth control?”
 
   I shook my head. “No.”
 
   “Good.” He pressed the head of his cock against my clitoris, making my back arch and a moan escape from my lips. “I'm going to cum in you. You said you'd do anything, and now that you've unleashed this beast, you're going to get the full extent of my abuse. I'm going to cum in you, or on you, whatever I choose.” He took my hands, holding them above my head and gripping my wrists so hard that I gasped. 
 
   “I'm going to fuck you every way I know how, every day until my seed is spilling out of your cunt and your stomach swells with my child. And we're going to repeat this, over and over again.” He held my hands up with one hand and, with the other, grabbed my neck. He pressed hard. Electricity coursed from my stomach to my pussy. 
 
   This was hot, though I never thought I was into impregnation. Exploring a new fetish was so much fun. I was glad, then, to not be on birth control and vowed to never take it again, so long as I was with Lorens. 
 
   “Do you understand, you stupid whore? Or do I need to show you?”
 
   “Show me,” I rasped as he pressed even harder against my throat. This man was a good choice. Lorens gave me everything I wanted and more.
 
   He entered me, and it was amazing. My clitoris, still sore, throbbed then with pleasure. He let go of my hands and immediately I grabbed him, pulling him into me, my pussy gripping his cock. 
 
   I could hear my own breathing, hard and ragged, and I could feel my pussy stretching to accommodate him, the sensation of fullness and being owned overwhelming me. But beyond that there was nothing--no future, no past, no present beyond the feelings in my pussy.
 
   I wasn't a virgin but I felt like it was the first time, like his cock was reaching places that had never been tantalized by any other man's cock. He pushed all the way in, to the base, and stayed there, as if he knew I had to accommodate his girth. I wiggled my hips, trying to get whatever sensation I could. The only thing that mattered was the pleasure, as if the pain of stretching and the stinging on the places he had hit me weren't there, as if they didn't hurt--in fact they added to the pleasurable feelings spreading through my body. I gasped out my pleasure.
 
   And then Lorens pulled out of me, pulled out so much that I thought he'd come right out of my pussy, but he didn't. He held it, with just the ridge of his cock-head barely inside, and then I almost forgot I had even felt so stretched, so full, only mourning the loss of some nameless satisfaction. He pushed back in, fast and hard and I cried out. 
 
   He sighed in pleasure or frustration and pressed two fingers against my lips, and I let them in my mouth and sucked them, playing with my tongue between and around them, the feeling of raw sexuality permeating my entire body as he continued to pound his cock into me. I could feel him speeding up, filling me and satisfying my lust. I moaned out more than one orgasm as he fucked me like a stud, taking me in every sense of the word. Glorious release, after months of being pent up with no man to please me. I had found my man, the one who would brutalize me just right.
 
   He took his fingers out of my mouth, twirling my hair around his fingers and pulling it, raising alarm bells around the roots of my hair that only served to make the feelings in my pussy even better.
 
   He groaned, then, the loudest sound of pleasure he'd let out. I moaned with him, loud and with his name laced between curse words. He fucked me harder, rougher. His hand came down on my thigh, a hard spank.
 
   “I'm going to cum,” he groaned.
 
   His breathing got harder, ragged, and I knew it was coming, but I was powerless to stop it, and I certainly didn't want to stop it. Lorens let out a loud groan and pushed into me, deeper than I thought possible. His cock was pressed right against my cervix, and he grunted out that he was cumming.
 
   I felt a thick, warm sensation spreading throughout my pussy, through my stomach, warming me up from the inside. I could feel my lover twitching inside me, could hear his breathing, still ragged and deep.
 
   "Oh, God, that was incredible." I wanted to smile at his complement, but I couldn't move my face. I could feel him pull out, feel his cum spilling out of me. I couldn't breathe, couldn't move much but my eyes. In and out. I tried to breathe, slowly regaining control of my body. I pushed myself back to my feet, leaned back against the bed. I could imagine the look on my face, somewhere between confusion, fatigue, and silly grinning. Lorens was putting his pants on again, tightening his belt. He'd resumed his controlled, collected image, other than the redness in his cheeks and the labored breathing. He looked up at me and smiled. I couldn't help but smile back, but when I did that powerful, angry look came over his face again. In that instant, I wanted nothing more than to take his cock once more, though his cum was already drooling down my thigh.
 
   “There's paper on the desk on the Southern wall. I'm going to shower, and you're to be gone by the time I am out. But you're also going to give me your number, and your address. When I come calling, which will be soon, I expect you to have made a copy of your key. You're going to quit your job, and stay home except with my permission. Once I have that key,” he said, walking closer to me, tilting my chin up so that I might look deep into his eyes. 
 
   “You'll be mine, whenever and however I want. When you're sleeping. When you're drunk. When you're tired, or have a headache, or pregnant with my child. If I bend you over a desk, you will take me and you will love it.” He stepped back, running a hand through his hair. “Understand, Moira?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” I said, rushing to gather my clothes as he stepped downstairs and into his bathroom. I was dressed when his water turned on, and out of the house soon after. My first stop? A hardware store to make copies of my key.
 
  
 
  



INDECENT
 
   Romance Suspense Novel
 
   Ivanna Roze
 
    
 
   Here's a glimpse of the hot sex to cum come:
 
    
 
   "Shut up and kiss me."
 
   Roy did as he was told, pulling her up to set her on the counter. The way he did it was like she didn't weigh more than a bowling ball. She scooted her hips up to help him get the sweatpants off, and then he was kissing her again, holding her head up with one hand as his other explored her body.
 
   His dancing fingers found their way to her core, his palm pressing against her mons as his fingers spread her folds and teased the hard, pleasurable nub at the top. A spasm shot through her, shooting her eyes open wide for an instant before she let them slip closed again.
 
   He started to probe her depths, finding them already slick with arousal, and then curled his fingers, stirring up pleasure that Erin hadn't felt in any of the exploration she'd done of her own body before.
 
   She tried to catch her breath, tried to regain her composure. Roy added another finger and kept stroking that spot inside her, her body tightening, her back betraying her and offering her breasts to him in spite of her embarrassment.
 
   He let her head down just slowly enough to avoid banging into the mirror behind her, and then yanked her sweater up.
 
   "God, you have great tits," he growled, his voice ragged with arousal.
 
   "No I don't." She could barely get the words out, as his fingers continued to take her breath away from her.
 
   "Shut up," he commanded, and she couldn't argue with him any more. He pulled the orgasm forcibly out of her and left her pooled up on the counter for a moment before wrapping his arms around her and carrying her out of the bathroom and dropping her ass-first onto the bed.
 
   "You're sure about this?"
 
   Erin answered by pulling her legs apart a little more for him. He took one ankle in his hands and lifted it over his shoulder, then lined himself up against her waiting lips and slid inside.
 
   God, she hadn't—this was—she couldn't find words to describe any more. She could feel his cock jerk with every deep thrust inside, could feel him hitting her perfectly, deep enough that it almost hurt. His cock stretched her just to the point of pain, the spiral of feelings and emotions driving Erin absolutely crazy.
 
   Reason tumbled off a cliff, and the delicious feeling of oblivion right around the corner, about to overtake her, forced her hips to push back against him, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the hotel to harmonize with a voice of pleasure that sounded remarkably like her own.
 
   Roy pulled hard on her nipples and hit her again right where she needed it, and then her entire body tensed up as an orgasm ripped through her. She could feel his rhythm getting erratic, as well, as he got close. She could feel him much more closely, now, as her body tried to learn every nook and cranny of his cock in the time it took for her orgasm to subside.
 
   When he finally slid into her, jabbing against something deep inside her, one last time and started to cum, she felt another shock of pleasure run through her, prolonging the orgasm another precious few seconds as he twitched with each potent, ropy shot of cum.
 
   He looked at her for a long moment before leaning down and kissing her.
 
   "Is it always like that?"
 
   Roy smiled at her. "More or less."
 
   "Can you fit in my suitcase, then? I need to take you home with me."
 
   He moved his still semi-hard cock inside her and stoked the fire inside her that she'd thought had died down after her orgasm.
 
   "No, not quite. But I've still got plenty of time left in the day."
 
   


  
 

One
 
    
 
   Erin Russo had already put her badge on its usual place right on her belt, and didn't realize that it shouldn't have been there until she was already out the door. It was odd, not being on-duty. She had forced herself not to even bring it with her, and then somehow it had ended up in her luggage anyway. Her work suit—that is to say, her only suit—was there, too, and she had laid everything out the way she always did at home.
 
   Only, she wasn't at home, and she wasn't going to work. Which should have made it uncomfortable and unusual to go around getting ready for work, but somehow she had barely realized that she was doing it.
 
   When she had finally been told, point blank, that she needed a vacation, she thought it would be a relief. She'd finally have time to pick skiing back up again. She hadn't been on a mountain since she was fifteen years old, and now here she was, with a great view of the Tetons. Erin stripped off the suit, already regretting bringing it.
 
   Those weren't the kinds of clothes that you needed on a skiing trip. But the ever-present 'what if' was always there. What if she needed to impress someone? What if she needed to look serious? What if she had to have a suit for something?
 
   She hung it back up on the rack, promising herself that this time she wouldn't go straight for it the next morning. Then she changed into tight-fitting winter clothes that didn't flatter her breasts nearly as much as she might have liked. Then again, she thought, there wasn't nearly enough of them to be flattered, looking down at them sadly. Barely enough to fill her small hands.
 
   She moved on from beating herself up over it and forced herself to keep on going. She slipped her wallet into her pocket on the way out and grabbed the keys to the rental car. She didn't need a new car, but it was impressing her enough that if she did, she might buy one. Reasonable, solid gas mileage, comfortable—it was a nice experience. Almost nothing like the heap she drove to work every morning, but it couldn't have the history she had with that old Jeep.
 
   Her first stop was by the ski rentals. A man who looked like he thought he was God's gift to women smiled at her with a grin that reminded her of David Hasselhoff and asked if she needed any instruction. For such a pretty lady, he could always justify a discount, no problem.
 
   She didn't have the heart to tell him no, so instead she told him hell no, and if he gave her a line like that again, he'd be taking a ride down the mountain on a stretcher. He laughed like she'd been joking, and maybe she had been. Somehow she suddenly wanted the suit back, and the badge that went along with it, just so she could prove that she was off-limits as long as she wanted to be.
 
   Erin carried a pair of skis over to the counter, where David Hasselhoff still leaned back, giving her a smile that you could run a deep-frier with, and paid for her skis and poles. The man took her ID and, to Erin's great frustration, read her name out loud. How terribly predictable.
 
   She took her card back once they'd run the credit through and seen that she wasn't likely to run off with their equipment, and huffed out of the room. She'd been expecting something like this pretty much since she started working at the station. It had made it easier not to go on vacation, when she realized that every vacation would be full of assholes trying their best to ruin her time.
 
   She stepped into line behind a couple of teenagers who looked like they had all the money in the world and had decided to come to Wyoming as a change of pace from Switzerland. They were talking about the usual sort of nothing that she had come to expect from rich teenagers.
 
   Erin closed her eyes a minute to try to calm herself down. She was being a bitch and she knew it. That generally meant, and this was the challenge, that she had to stop. But it was just so tempting, and there wouldn't be many other chances to confirm that she'd been absolutely right to forgo vacation time for seven years running.
 
   But according to the Captain, while that was all fine and good for most of them, she was getting wound up way too tight, and she needed a break. Specifically her, as if she was doing something wrong getting the highest close-rate in the county.
 
   Well, whatever it was, it wasn't a complaint. They gave her full pay for a week's vacation, and she intended to use it either getting back into her childhood hobby, or proving that there was no reason to take vacations. Either seemed about as good as the other, because even if she didn't have a good time, she was going to have a good time giving the Captain shit about it afterward, and that would more than make up for the week of dealing with assholes.
 
   Besides, out there in the cold, she always had the option of popping in her ear-buds, and then she wouldn't hear a god damn thing. She took one step closer to the front of the line, not far now. Half of the teenagers had left and the others had continued the conversation as if they hadn't noticed their friends' absence.
 
   Erin finally decided to stop subjecting herself to the frustration and nestled one of the earphones into her ear, enjoying the tight fill inside. Then she pulled out her phone and started the music. In for a penny, in for a pound, she figured. So she'd made a playlist full of songs that she'd loved as a teenager, and she was going to make a very strange weekend of reliving her life before the move out to the coast.
 
   She kept the music quiet enough that she could almost hear over it, and kept her other ear open. As if any moment she might suddenly need to hear something. A voice behind her was accompanied by a tap on the shoulder.
 
   "You new in town?"
 
   She craned her neck over, not wanting to get her skis turned around. "Just visiting," she said.
 
   The man behind her was hard to see through all the clothing, but his voice was at least friendly enough. She gave him a chance to say something more.
 
   "Yeah—I guess we all are, aren't we? Or, most of us, anyway. I just—well, I was behind you in the ski rental, and I'm sorry how those guys treated you."
 
   "Yeah, well." Erin could hear how bitchy her voice sounded, but with Britney Spears pumping quietly in her ears she was starting to feel better, so she really hadn't planned on being any ruder than normal. "Sometimes you have to deal with it."
 
   "Well, maybe someone should give them a talking-to."
 
   Erin liked the sound of that. Maybe they would like talking to her. She was good at talking, when she wanted to be. She was especially good at talking when there was something on the line. And she was an exceptional talker when the guy was across a metal table, handcuffed down and she could smell the scumbag on him.
 
   Well, the handcuffs would be difficult, but the rest—they sounded perfect for it, frankly. The man behind her pulled his scarf down and his hat off, then held out his hand.
 
   "I'm Roy."
 
   Erin took it, still trying to turn as little as possible.
 
   "Erin."
 
   "Well, Erin, it looks like we're up."
 
   Sure enough, the last remaining teenagers had found their seats and were starting to slowly move up and away to the top of the mountain. Erin moved over to get into the lift, and Roy moved up beside her.
 
   She still couldn't see much of him, but from what she could see, she wanted to see more. The man had a military-looking haircut and the jaw to match it, with pretty eyes and a thin smile. She'd never used the word 'dreamy' before, but then again, she'd never seen someone who looked like Roy did.
 
   


  
 

Two
 
    
 
   The way up the mountain wasn't as quiet as she'd wanted it to be before. Roy seemed to have taken her manners as permission to talk to her most of the way up, but somehow she wasn't as frustrated by it as she thought she would be. The man kept himself to the usual topics. How much skiing had she done, did she watch any sports, see any good movies lately. She noticed that he hadn't talked about work, though. Not even one word.
 
   Maybe he was like those teenagers. He didn't look like it. Pressed in close, she could feel that it wasn't his coat that made him look bulky. He had broad shoulders and the feeling of his muscles under the coat made her wonder what he looked like in regular clothes.
 
   Living in California had certain advantages, or perhaps disadvantages. Bodybuilding gorillas came through the station more often than was likely represented by their actual numbers, and a man who spent twenty hours a week in the gym wasn't likely to impress compared to some of them.
 
   That didn't change how she felt about a man who looked like he took care of himself, though. The difference was subtle, but she could tell it with one glance. Well, normally she could. Most of the folks on the mountain had on a heavy down coat over their sweaters over their shirts, and it tended to make everyone look like a little roly-poly.
 
   As much as she hated to admit it, the effect on her was the same. She was trim, even small, but with two coats on to keep the cold out she looked like a completely different person. Like a teenager, she thought, and not in a good way. Not an "energy to fuck all night, experienced enough to know what she was doing" kind of way; more like a "wearing mom's makeup and clothes don't fit" kind of way.
 
   If it weren't for their coincidental timing, looking like this, a guy like Roy wouldn't have looked at her twice. But that was no reason to blow him off, not with the way he looked.
 
   She let him talk. His voice was soothing. More soothing than music that had aged like milk. She fished the phone out of her pocket, her gloves making it hard to get a grip that she was sure of before she pulled it out. Then she changed the playlist. The soft guitar kicked in a moment after the piano, and when the trumpet melody hit she was already feeling better than she had for the entirety of Britney's first three songs.
 
   They jumped one right after the other, and made it out of the landing zone double-quick. The skis felt strange on her feet, but the minute she started moving she was already feeling that familiarity that she'd left behind a little more than ten years ago.
 
   When a familiar jacket lined up next to her on the intermediate slope, she found herself raising an eyebrow at him. He shouted to be heard over the ear-buds he'd watched her fit into her ears, but she could have heard him if he spoke softer.
 
   "I'll race you. If I win, let me buy you a cup of coffee."
 
   She laughed, exaggerating the motion, and then took off suddenly. It took him a moment to react. By that point she already had a good lead on him, and she was going to use every bit of it to beat him down as best she could.
 
   He might be good-looking, but she had a decade of experience to work off. It was just that she hadn't had that experience in a long time. And what was more, this place was new to her. She'd never seen these slopes in her life, but as she started moving, starting with practicing shifting her weight left and right.
 
   Roy was going to catch her if she kept up like this. She ducked her head a little and worked her way up to a good speed. There wasn't going to be much challenge, not compared to what she remembered with her head, but she hadn't been doing this in a long time, and her reflexes weren't what they should have been for anything more advanced than this.
 
   She dodged around a bump that would have slowed her down. Still, Roy was catching her. If she wasn't lucky, he'd make it before she got down the hill. She wouldn't mind a cup of coffee, and she would mind the company less. But that didn't mean that she didn't want to win, neither.
 
   He came up alongside and made a quick, informal salute as he passed. Then he was gone, and picking his way further down the mountain, at first only a few inches ahead and then a few yards. Erin cursed and crouched lower, trying to minimize the resistance she was catching on the air.
 
   Comfort be damned. At some point her reflexes would take over or she'd flip head-over-heels into the snow, but losing wasn't an option. There was no way in hell she was going to accept that. But she could already see the end of the trail coming up.
 
   She tried to will herself faster, started catching Roy up ahead. He looked over his shoulder at her, checking to see if she was closing the gap, and then suddenly one of his feet slipped sideways and he took a tumble.
 
   Erin turned her skis and let herself slide along the snow. It was cold and it was wet, but even if she was off-duty and a thousand miles away she was still a cop and still had a responsibility to make sure that he was okay. To her relative pleasure, Erin found Roy already straightening himself up. He pulled his scarf down and barked out a laugh.
 
   She reached over to help him up, waiting for him to get steady. Then, as soon as he looked even remotely upright, he shot off again. The surprise was too much to catch up with, only a few hundred feet from the finish. She pulled up thirty seconds after him.
 
   "That's my win," she said, letting her competitive edge touch her voice a little more than she might have wanted.
 
   "Nope. I got down first, and you have to take me up on my offer."
 
   "No way, Jose. I won that. You fell down, automatic disqualification."
 
   "Well, that doesn't sound right to me, and pretty girls don't always get their way."
 
   The grin on his face told her how pleased he was with himself, and she couldn't bring herself to refuse.
 
   "Neither do pretty guys, Roy. But we'll compromise. I'll buy yours, you buy mine. How's that?"
 
   "You better watch out, I get a double-shot with extra whipped cream. It'll be like, fifteen dollars."
 
   Erin rolled her eyes beneath the ski goggles. "How will I ever afford such extravagant coffee?"
 
   


  
 

Three
 
    
 
   Erin had never taken twenty minutes to get dressed before, not even when she had put on her work clothes that morning. But now it seemed like impressing was exactly what she was hoping to do, and now she was realizing that all she had were clothes that were perfect for relaxing and nothing else, or winter clothes she was going to wear on the mountain.
 
   Then it came to a choice between something that almost approximated reasonably casual, or figure out a way to explain wearing a jacket and slacks to a casual coffee date.
 
   She forced herself to choose the casual clothes, in spite of her mind immediately latching onto the chance to wear the usual suit. Something about it was alluring to her, even if it took her already decidedly average-at-best breasts and minimized them further until she looked like a man. The comfort, or the repeated self-assurance that she had brought it specifically to impress someone if the chance had arisen.
 
   Now that it had, she realized how stupid that idea had been. She'd wasted space in her luggage by bringing it. Still, that was, at the very least, a good lesson if she ever took a second vacation. Leave work clothes at home, because no matter how much you like wearing them you're not going to wear them.
 
   She made her way back downstairs, decidedly unhappy with her clothes. They made her look like a slob. Like the beach-bum kids who wore pajamas everywhere, and thought that was an appropriate look in public. She didn't think that, but she hadn't expected to go out much at all. Room service, nothing more.
 
   Roy, on the other hand, looked every bit as good as she thought he would. Naturally broad shoulders and just enough muscle to look like he wouldn't run into trouble. He moved with a slow, easy grace now that he was off the skis. His clothes, on the other hand, weren't much better than hers. A sweater proclaiming his presumable graduation from University of Virginia that looked like he only wore it in the cold when he was at home sipping on hot chocolate, and well-worn blue jeans. The look seemed to fit him, though.
 
   His face split into a grin when he saw that her coming out of the elevator.
 
   "Hey, you all set?"
 
   She hefted her purse in one hand to show that she had it, and he halfway-turned toward the resort restaurant, watching to see if she came along. They went through the fifteen-foot-wide door side-by-side. The sign said 'seat yourself,' so they did, settling into a table that would hopefully be visible enough for the waitress to see. Roy gave a small wave the minute she turned in their direction anyways.
 
   "So, what brought you out here?"
 
   Erin rolled her eyes. "Boss told me he was giving me a week's vacation whether I wanted it or not, so—"
 
   "So you thought you'd come out here and take advantage of the season?"
 
   "More or less. My parents used to live out East, right by a ski resort, so we'd go out every winter. Then my dad got a transfer, and a promotion to go with it, but he was too busy to take us out. By the time things slowed down, I was in college, and too busy for vacations."
 
   "You sure we aren't related?" He laughed. "I have about the same story, only the other way 'round. We started in Colorado, then moved down to Alabama just in time for High School, so I could stick out like a sore thumb."
 
   The waitress came up, and they gave their orders. Erin got herself a hot chocolate. Too much caffeine this late, and she'd never get to sleep. She didn't need an early morning, but that didn't mean that she was going to wreck her sleep schedule just because it was a vacation.
 
   Roy raised his eyebrows when she suggested it, then gave a considering nod and changed his order from a plain coffee with cream to a hot chocolate as well.
 
   He turned back. "You ever had sweet tea?"
 
   "I don't think so. Nobody ever called it that, anyway."
 
   "I'm sorry—I meant sweet-tea." He said it again, so that it sounded almost like it was one word, just running all together. "It's the state drink down there." He made a face and then used a mocking voice. "'You don't drink sweet-tea? Why, what on Earth—…' So I got into U Virginia, and didn't look back."
 
   She nodded, smiled at the waitress who brought the mugs of hot chocolate over for them, and took a sip. Definitely hot, definitely chocolate.
 
   "I'm sorry, I guess I should have asked. What did you study?"
 
   "Oh, this and that." An avoidance. She hadn't read him wrong on the way up the mountain. Whatever he did for work, he sure as hell didn't want to talk about it.
 
   "Were you good at this and that?"
 
   "Graduated top of my class."
 
   "And you still had time to get into the gym?" Erin pinched her lips to keep them twisting into a grin.
 
   "Well, thank you for noticing, at least. Everyone I know is, aw, I dunno. Twice this big. Half of them, anyway. I'm the little guy."
 
   "I know how you feel. I'm living in L.A. and it seems like any time you want to go to the beach, you see these guys with chests larger than mine."
 
   "Oh, I'm sure you do alright for yourself." He smiled. "Don't be so hard on yourself."
 
   "I'm not," she growled, her mind now stuck on the differences between them. Here she was, looking nothing like the ideal bimbo bodies who the gorillas usually had on their arms. And there he was, looking like he'd been the star quarterback in high school, and then in college, and then stayed in that shape ever since.
 
   "Well—don't take this the wrong way, but I think you look great."
 
   She wanted to tell him that he was either wrong or lying. She knew all about this act, since she heard it about once a month whenever someone thought they could get out of an interrogation by buttering her up.
 
   But Roy wasn't a suspect, and he seemed for all the world like a nice enough guy. She needed to stop thinking about work, but it seemed as if it was the only way she could think about much of anything.
 
   The waitress came around asking if they needed a refill, and Roy told her that they just needed a check. Erin pushed herself up, ostensibly to go to the bathroom, with every intention of catching the waitress and paying for the whole thing herself.
 
   She took a step away, and Roy called after her to put it all on his room bill, after all. The dirty rotten scoundrel had beaten her at her own game! Erin couldn't help noticing that his room was on her floor. In fact, more than that, he was only a few doors down. The idea that he had been there, maybe grabbing a shower to warm up after the tumble he took on the mountain… only a few short and easy doors down…
 
   Erin blushed. No. Down, girl.
 
   She let her frustration play out in exaggerated strokes across her face as she sat back down.
 
   "I knew it," Roy said, another smile twisting across his face. "You were planning on trying to take my win away from me, after all."
 
   "And then you had to go and rain on my parade."
 
   "How about I let you treat me if you can beat me tomorrow?"
 
   Erin let a triumphant smile show. "Oh, sure. But this time, we'll be taking the big boy slopes."
 
   Roy returned her smile. "I wouldn't have it any other way."
 
   


  
 

Four
 
    
 
   She didn't like thinking this way. It wasn't love, but she sure didn't like whatever it was. Whatever she was feeling, it was going straight to her head. More worryingly, it was going other places, as well. Places that didn't usually get too excited when she saw a moderately attractive guy.
 
   None of this was normal, but then again, maybe it was that she wasn't going to see him again after she went back to L.A. on Monday. She wasn't opposed to it, per se, but he was in Virginia, she was in California. They couldn't get further apart without having planned it.
 
   She opened the blinds. Still dark, but not too dark to see the heavy snow pouring down. Not enough to see the four solid inches that had accumulated just on the windowsill.
 
   So much for beating Roy down the mountain. She put on another sweater. She had more than one, after all. The chances were slim that he'd see her, slimmer still that he would judge her for wearing the same sweater twice. Most people didn't rise at five in the morning, after all. And sweaters were re-wearable.
 
   Neither of those things, though, helped her not to worry about it. In fact, they didn't even help a little bit. Erin put her wallet into the pocket of her leggings again. She was looking more and more like she wore pajamas all the time every day. The vacation had been interesting so far, and she still had four more days to go before she had to get back on a plane, but she couldn't afford another one. By the time she came back from a second trip, if she sat down on the curb a minute, people would start dropping change in her lap.
 
   She pulled the door open and stepped into the hall, turning to check that the door was pulled shut. She was already moving before she turned her head back, and that was how she managed to bump hard into Roy. The liquid covering him looked damn hot, and he certainly reacted that way.
 
   "Oh, Jesus. I'm sorry. Shit. Um." She fished the key to her room out of her wallet and opened the door. "Come on. We'll get you cleaned up."
 
   She helped him up from the ground, bending down past him to pick up the now-crumpled paper cup that had been full of hot coffee.
 
   "Hop in the shower, I'll… um… I can go grab some clothes from your room if you want."
 
   "I'll be fine," he said, already closing the shower curtain up, still fully-clothed. A moment later, a shirt came popping up over the rail, and then sweatpants, and by that point Erin decided it was better that she left. She called from outside the bathroom. "Jeez, I'm so sorry. I didn't see you, and—"
 
   "I'm fine, Erin. Don't worry about it. I assume you've seen the alert."
 
   She hadn't. "Alert?"
 
   "Blizzard advisory. They're closing down the mountain until it clears up. Could be done tonight, or it could be days. No way to be sure."
 
   "That's a let-down," she said, as much to herself as to him.
 
   "I know you were looking forward to getting spanked out there, but it'll be okay."
 
   She heard the water turn off, heard the curtain going. She imagined what it must have looked like, and then a moment she had most of her question answered when the door opened inches to her right, followed by a brief puff of steam.
 
   "Are you okay? No burns or anything? We can get a medic if—"
 
   She turned to look at him while she talked, and only then did she notice that he wasn't wearing anything but a towel held up by his left hand. She had to take back her earlier assessment. He didn't look natural at all.
 
   Roy looked like he could have been carved out of marble, if Michelangelo had needed a model. He smiled at her. "I'll just borrow this, and then I'll have to go replace my coffee."
 
   "I needed a cup, myself," Erin confessed.
 
   "You want me to spill it on you, so we're even?"
 
   "You just want to catch me coming out of the shower," Erin teased.
 
   She was treading on dangerous territory, now. She might have seemed playful to him, and that was exactly how she meant to sound, but part of her absolutely wanted to get caught coming out of the shower, if he was going to feel one tenth as aroused by her as she was of him.
 
   "I mean, if you're offering, I could just step outside a minute, I'm sure the water is still hot."
 
   She hadn't realized she was getting closer to him, nor him closer to her, until she could feel the hot droplets of water still hanging to his skin starting to sink into her sweater as they stood, her chest pressed against him.
 
   His free hand tested the shape of her cheek, and then she reached up for his lips and they kissed, and Erin knew that she was already gone, even if it was only for a little vacation fling.
 
   His other hand wrapped around, taking a grip of her bottom. If she didn't have much pride in her chest, it only made her feel better about the way that men looked at her ass. She liked the feeling of his fingers digging in, and she liked the way that taking the grip brought something out in him, something that made him take the kiss deeper.
 
   "Do you have protection?" He breathed.
 
   "I'm safe," she said. She'd been on B.C. since before she moved to California to help deal with the cramps, and now it seemed like she was the lucky one.
 
   "Are you sure it's okay?"
 
   She pulled away from him for a moment. She could see the hunger in her eyes, but he had asked for this.
 
   "I'm on birth control, I'm clean, I don't—" She blinked, the next part making her stumble a little bit in her quest to get him into bed. "I don't usually do this?"
 
   "Neither do I, but—when in Rome, right?"
 
   "Shut up and kiss me."
 
   Roy did as he was told, pulling her up to set her on the counter. The way he did it was like she didn't weigh more than a bowling ball. She scooted her hips up to help him get the sweatpants off, and then he was kissing her again, holding her head up with one hand as his other explored her body.
 
   His dancing fingers found their way to her core, his palm pressing against her mons as his fingers spread her folds and teased the hard, pleasurable nub at the top. A spasm shot through her, shooting her eyes open wide for an instant before she let them slip closed again.
 
   He started to probe her depths, finding them already slick with arousal, and then curled his fingers, stirring up pleasure that Erin hadn't felt in any of the exploration she'd done of her own body before.
 
   She tried to catch her breath, tried to regain her composure. Roy added another finger and kept stroking that spot inside her, her body tightening, her back betraying her and offering her breasts to him in spite of her embarrassment.
 
   He let her head down just slowly enough to avoid banging into the mirror behind her, and then yanked her sweater up.
 
   "God, you have great tits," he growled, his voice ragged with arousal.
 
   "No I don't." She could barely get the words out, as his fingers continued to take her breath away from her.
 
   "Shut up," he commanded, and she couldn't argue with him any more. He pulled the orgasm forcibly out of her and left her pooled up on the counter for a moment before wrapping his arms around her and carrying her out of the bathroom and dropping her ass-first onto the bed.
 
   "You're sure about this?"
 
   Erin answered by pulling her legs apart a little more for him. He took one ankle in his hands and lifted it over his shoulder, then lined himself up against her waiting lips and slid inside.
 
   God, she hadn't—this was—she couldn't find words to describe any more. She could feel his cock jerk with every deep thrust inside, could feel him hitting her perfectly, deep enough that it almost hurt. His cock stretched her just to the point of pain, the spiral of feelings and emotions driving Erin absolutely crazy.
 
   Reason tumbled off a cliff, and the delicious feeling of oblivion right around the corner, about to overtake her, forced her hips to push back against him, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the hotel to harmonize with a voice of pleasure that sounded remarkably like her own.
 
   Roy pulled hard on her nipples and hit her again right where she needed it, and then her entire body tensed up as an orgasm ripped through her. She could feel his rhythm getting erratic, as well, as he got close. She could feel him much more closely, now, as her body tried to learn every nook and cranny of his cock in the time it took for her orgasm to subside.
 
   When he finally slid into her, jabbing against something deep inside her, one last time and started to cum, she felt another shock of pleasure run through her, prolonging the orgasm another precious few seconds as he twitched with each potent, ropy shot of cum.
 
   He looked at her for a long moment before leaning down and kissing her.
 
   "Is it always like that?"
 
   Roy smiled at her. "More or less."
 
   "Can you fit in my suitcase, then? I need to take you home with me."
 
   He moved his still semi-hard cock inside her and stoked the fire inside her that she'd thought had died down after her orgasm.
 
   "No, not quite. But I've still got plenty of time left in the day."
 
   


  
 

Five
 
    
 
   The phone in her pocket felt heavier now that it had Roy's phone number in it. As if somehow the fact that she could call him if she ever, by some strange miracle, made it into Virginia was a sacrosanct promise. It shouldn't have felt as uncomfortable as it did, but she couldn't make the discomfort go away. So instead she turned it off and tossed it on the couch in her suite and laid back on the bed.
 
   Nothing to watch on the TV, at least nothing without charging ten more dollars to her room bill at the end of the week. She wanted to see Roy again. Somehow they'd find a way to fill the hours, she knew. She had a sneaking suspicion how they'd do it, too, and she didn't mind that one bit.
 
   But he was heading back to Virginia in the morning. Something came up, it was an emergency, so sorry. She thought about texting him for a minute. She even sat up, a few short movements away from standing up to go get her phone.
 
   What would that have said about her, though? She wasn't trying to be clingy, but with the resort snowed in for what seemed to be the rest of the week, what else was she supposed to do? An old game console was in the cabinet beneath the TV, tied to the wall with a braided steel cable as if someone was going to be desperate to steal the hotel's fifteen year old technology.
 
   She leaned back again. She didn't need more sleep. She didn't want more sleep. She wanted to have something to do. This was exactly why she never took vacations. There was plenty of fun to be had for a little while, enjoying sex with Roy. Then something came up, like something always does, and that was gone. Now she had a whole lot of nothing to do and a badge in her jacket pocket that said she was special somewhere else.
 
   That was the other part that frustrated her. Her time on the job had gotten her a little stressed, sure. But being a detective meant that people's lives relied on you doing your damn job. Maybe a little bit of stress was part of the job. Had they ever thought of that?
 
   Because every time some son of a bitch gets away with murder, gets away with rape, even gets away with a little armed robbery—that's a guy who knows, who's been shown, that the cops can't touch him. The first time is hard. It's scary. You never know. Maybe the police will catch you. Maybe they're going to put a ton of man-hours into the case and put the pieces together.
 
   There are always pieces. Sometimes they're not the right pieces for a conviction, but the guy who works the case—he knows who did it. That's how it always was for her. Sometimes it was the wrong evidence, but she always knew. The work was making it stick, and that was a matter of combing the scene, compiling evidence, and finding the way that the puzzle pieces fit together into something like a compelling picture that says to the District Attorney, and then says to the jury, that this is the only guy who could have possibly done it.
 
   Maybe everyone else had a family. Maybe they had their departmental bowling team, maybe they had their damn cocktail parties with the Mayor's office. Maybe those things were more important than making sure another woman didn't get raped tonight. But not for Erin. She sat up again, this time went over and reached for the phone. She had to look up times to get home. She had a job to do, and she had no reason not to be there. Especially not when the slopes were closed.
 
   She canceled her tickets for Saturday morning. They didn't promise a refund but then they said that if they issued one, it wouldn't be for another day or two. Either way, she wasn't going to be on that airplane.
 
   Tomorrow morning, six A.M. flight. She'd have to get up a little early, but that didn't matter. Five was sleeping in for her, anyways. She had to go back to sleep after she woke up a sweaty mess about every night. There was a time, before she joined the force, where it would keep her awake all night. No matter what time she went to bed, three or four in the morning she would be wide awake, images flashing in her head that she would never be able to get out.
 
   She shook her head and pulled a water bottle out of the fridge, took a sip and used it to down her pills. Then she took a deep breath and laid back on the bed. She could go to sleep in a couple of hours, set an alarm for three-thirty. She would probably turn it off again before it went off, but the security would be nice to have until she knew she was up.
 
   How in the hell was she supposed to pass the time, though? She took a deep breath. The only thing to do, then, was to find something else to do. She'd take a walk, maybe. There probably wasn't much to see. Families on vacation at the off-brand 'great spot' who had just as little to do as she did.
 
   Well, either way, she could at least get something to eat. That would give her something to do, even if it didn't keep her busy for the three hours she had to kill before she could justify sleeping. She put on the work suit, already getting back into that mindset. It wasn't as if she had to worry about the impression she'd make on Roy.
 
   He wasn't going to think she was a hardass when he didn't see her. And she wasn't going up the mountain, either, because the blizzard had closed the way for emergency vehicles and it would be unsafe to wind down the mountain at twenty miles over the speed limit or something. She rolled her eyes.
 
   It was their mountain, they could do whatever they wanted with it. But that was absurd. There were still cars pulling into the parking lot, even now. Obviously someone could get up the mountain. Were ambulance drivers prone to driving like madmen all of a sudden? If a dozen or more people a day could safely make it, with no wild stories of armies of people who hadn't, then every ambulance driver that Erin had ever known could make it.
 
   She settled herself into the restaurant. She thought about sitting up at the bar, but it would have sent the wrong message. She wanted to take up as little space as possible, not get picked up one last time for the night. That thing with Roy had been a mistake. She pulled out her phone and scrolled down to his entry in her contacts list.
 
   Her thumb hovered over it for a minute, hesitating for a moment. Then she long-pressed on it and hit 'delete.' A message asked her if she was sure, and she said she was. She would love to see him again. He was a great guy and she'd had a great time. But that wasn't the same thing as being a real relationship and it sure enough wasn't enough for her to keep a number in her phone in the hope that one of them moved across the country to have a repeat performance.
 
   


  
 

Six
 
    
 
   Who the hell was awake at this hour?
 
   Erin looked up at the corner of her phone screen to check the time before she answered the call. It was earlier than she thought. Only midnight. She was awake at this hour, when she wasn't on vacation. The number wasn't one she recognized, but there were precious few that she would. Dad's ringer said "Dad," but he wasn't going to call.
 
   Becca's said her name as well, but it obviously wasn't either of them. And it wasn't Roy because it was a 213 number, and that meant L.A.
 
   Finally she picked up the phone on the fourth ring.
 
   "Erin Russo speaking."
 
   "Erin, I know we told you that you need a vacation."
 
   The captain, then. Okay.
 
   "And I'm taking one, just like you said. I might not have wanted to, but I can take orders, at least. Sir."
 
   "That's not why I'm calling Erin. There's been… something happened. You should come in as soon as you get the chance."
 
   "I'll be in town tomorrow morning."
 
   "You're serious. Erin, where did you go for your vacation, your neighbor's house?"
 
   "I'll see you in the morning, Captain."
 
   "Erin, I just want to say, before you have to get into all this shit… I'm sorry."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?"
 
   "You'll know what I mean when it's important. Now get to sleep, if you're really going to be back by morning you need it. You need to sleep more."
 
   Erin was wide awake now. Four hours was plenty, and she still had to get to the airport. Three hours was enough time to get a cup of coffee, take a ride through town and maybe get breakfast before they went up. Plenty of time to wonder what the hell the Captain was sorry about.
 
   No, not wonder. She was worried. That old son of a gun wasn't the kind of person to be sorry for calling her in early. They understood each other, and he understood that getting called in would probably be a godsend for her. Work was all Erin had, outside of Becca, and even then they hadn't spoken in a few years.
 
   Not since Becca had gone to live with their father, and that was just how it would have to be.
 
   Well, maybe things would be fine. Maybe she was overthinking it. But she didn't think so. She didn't think so one damn bit. Whatever had Captain Blunt calling at midnight to tell her to get her ass back in town at first convenience, it was something big. If he was apologizing, then she was right to worry.
 
   Had something happened to her father? That was a best-case scenario, but her relationship with dear old dad wasn't something that she wore on her sleeve. So Captain would have been worried about how she'd take it. He would probably worry more when she took it about as well as being told that they'd had to buy a different brand of coffee this week.
 
   Most people who reacted that way, they reacted that way because they were so upset that they weren't registering what had happened. Shock, they called it. Erin had seen people in shock, and it was disturbing to say the least. People get hurt, then they think that they're immortal because they're so high on an absurd cocktail of chemicals that they don't realize what the hell they're doing.
 
   She pushed herself out of bed and dressed. She tried to take it slowly but she was out the door in ten minutes anyways. She'd packed the night before, and now it was just a matter of getting her suit on, shoes on, tied, and out.
 
   She checked out and fit herself into the comfortably small seat of the compact rental she'd gotten. It was just as nice as she remembered it being. It still ran better, quieter, and cheaper than the Jeep, but it still didn't have the character. In other words, just the way she'd left it.
 
   The way down the mountain wasn't as bad as they made it sound. Sure, a couple of corners made her a little nervous, but they'd made her nervous on the way up the mountain too, and that was when they were still relying on artificial snow because the first snowfall hadn't hit yet for the year.
 
   Now there were high berms of snow on the low side of the road and it created a strange claustrophobia as every curve became blind, and she had no way of knowing whether or not there was a car about to come blazing around the next corner until she made the turn.
 
   Okay, maybe that wasn't super safe for ambulance drivers, after all. They made risky choices when they thought they could afford it. For speed. Passing folks, stuff like that, and with all these blind corners that turned into a logistical and safety nightmare.
 
   Still, for someone taking it slow, it didn't present a problem. Not even at one in the morning. She hit the city by two, and was sitting down in a twenty-four hour nationwide diner chain that claimed their eggs couldn't be beaten. How someone could make that claim, she would never know, because as far as Elle was aware everyone could at least sort-of cook eggs, and they mostly tasted about the same.
 
   She got waffles instead, and asked for extra butter, because she didn't have the type of body that tended to need to worry about her arteries, and with the way that she often lost herself in her work she wasn't about to get that kind of body, either.
 
   The waitress walked away still writing on her order pad and came back a few seconds later with Erin's water. She took a deep drink. She'd never been to Wyoming, but she could see the charm. The mountain was beautiful, and the view of the town down below was a sight to behold, when she could see it after the rain cleared.
 
   This had all the makings of a great trip. She met a guy who happened to live on the wrong coast, but a guy nonetheless. More than she could say for the past ten years in L.A. The skiing, for the amount she'd been able to do, had been great. The views—gorgeous.
 
   Then it turned out that she couldn't bear to be away from work for more than three fucking days and back on the plane she was already going. The fact that the captain had called her specifically to tell her to get her ass back into town, well that was just icing on the cake, after all. She was going to be there anyways, now she just had more motivation.
 
   Erin put her earphones in and turned her music back on. The interplay of the instruments was why she listened to jazz. Kept her mind moving. Now more than ever, she just needed to keep moving, long enough to get back into town and find out what the hell the Captain had been so worried about.
 
   Maybe he'd let her work on something again. Not necessarily likely, she knew. There was a reason she'd been told to take a vacation, and whether she agreed with it or not, she doubted that Captain Blunt would change his mind just because she'd gotten a little bored out there.
 
   But that didn't mean that a girl didn't have the right to dream, and vacations didn't stop bad guys.
 
   


  
 

Seven
 
    
 
   Erin felt strangely numb. She hadn't realized that she could feel this way, but it was how she felt and it wasn't going to go away no matter what she did. So she might as well get used to the idea that she was going to be numb for a while. Shock might have been the right word.
 
   It wasn't her first time seeing a body. She saw them all the time, and most of the time they looked much worse than this. With her eyes taped shut, Becca looked as if she was sleeping lying there on that slab.
 
   Erin turned to ask the Captain what had happened, what the scene looked like, but he had left. A minute to grieve by herself. She leaned on her arms, her hands bearing the weight of a body that didn't know exactly how to hold itself up any more.
 
   "What were you doing in California?" Erin could feel the anger building inside her, the anger that would prop her up. It would be the thing that kept her moving in the days to come. Anger at herself. At her sister. But most of all, anger at the son of a bitch who had done this.
 
   Rebecca wasn't going to answer her, but Erin gave her time regardless. She had always been the good sister. The good daughter. It was no trouble for her to drop everything for Dad. If it would help, of course she would go. It was no trouble, after all.
 
   It didn't matter that she would have to give up her silicon valley internship, the one that she had been working for since practically the day they had come out to California.
 
   More upsetting, though, was seeing herself lying there on the slab. Identical twins. Which also, Erin thought with a sour sarcasm, meant that now her boss knew what her tits looked like. The thought hit a darkly humorous funny bone, but her frustration and anger deadened it. She took comfort in the fact that at least he was old enough to be her grandfather, so hopefully he hadn't thought too much about it.
 
   Erin wanted to kiss her sister goodnight, one last time. Press her lips against the forehead that so perfectly matched her own, and send her sister off with good wishes.
 
   But there was nowhere to send her sister off to. She was dead, she hadn't just gone to sleep for a while. Erin grit her teeth and walked out.
 
   "Erin, if you need more time—"
 
   "I was tearing my hair out, Captain. If you take me off the active roster, I don't know what I'd do."
 
   "Watch some daytime television, maybe," he suggested, but there was no heart in the joke.
 
   "Something like that, yeah."
 
   "I don't know that we exactly needed you to identify the body—she had her I.D. and, I mean…"
 
   "I know exactly what you mean. But legalities are legalities."
 
   "Do you have a way to contact your father? He'll want to know."
 
   She tried to keep herself from blurting out that there was no reason to assume that. He hadn't cared when Mom died, why would Becca be any different? That wasn't a conversation she wanted to have with her boss, though.
 
   "Who's on the case?"
 
   "Assanti's lead, but—"
 
   "Assanti? You've got to be kidding me. Vic, please, just—"
 
   The Captain's thick eyebrows tightened. "Russo, you know I cannot. I know how you're feeling, alright?"
 
   "He has a, what, seven in ten record?"
 
   "He's the next best behind yours, and you know that."
 
   "Compared to five in six. And the other one, he always comes in on something else sooner or later."
 
   "I know, Erin, but I just can't give you the case. I know you want it, and I know you'll show it every bit of your considerable talent. But I can't, not even if I wanted to. It's a conflict of interests, and everyone knows it. I'd be in the shit before you could say 'you're fired.' "
 
   Erin let out a breath. "Then I'll just look into it on my own."
 
   "Russo, you know I can't let you do that. I don't want to, but I will suspend you if I have to."
 
   "Then at least let me consult. Keep me in the loop."
 
   "You shouldn't even be in the office again until Monday morning."
 
   "Well, I've got nothing else to do. Get Assanti to print me off the files he's got now, I'll look over them, and on Monday I'll have something for him. You know I'm good for it, and you know the first week is the most important time to get leads going. Two heads are better than one, right? And Assanti can take lead. Just let me on the case."
 
   "Erin, are you sure that you're going to be able to work under him?" The Captain put extra emphasis on sure.
 
   "I'll do what I have to do to see my sister's killer put away, sir."
 
   He looked at her a long moment. "Do not make me regret this, Russo. I'll put in a call, we'll have files ready for you by noon. But you take your box, you go home, and if you want my advice, I suggest you get good and comfortable with daytime talk shows until Sunday night, and then bring your box of files back unopened on Monday."
 
   "Thank you, sir. You won't regret it."
 
   She practically skipped out of the room. She might be furious over Becca's death, and she knew some of that anger was pointed right back at her.
 
   But at least now she had someplace to spend it. She had something that she could do to keep herself sane, at least. That much was enough, for now.
 
   She slipped into the Jeep and pulled her phone out of her pocket. This was the part she wasn't looking forward to. She opened up her contacts list. It was down to just one, now, after she deleted Becca's number, but she couldn't make herself do it. Not right now.
 
   She pressed on 'Dad' and then clicked 'call.' The phone rang until she went to voicemail. She hung up without leaving a message and called again. He never answered the first time, because if it was important, he figured, they'd call back. Well, it was important.
 
   He picked up on the last ring, and from his voice he might not have realized that Becca was gone yet. After all, he still must have had Bud Lights in the fridge.
 
   "Who's this?"
 
   Erin forced herself to sound as pleasant as she could, which was only a simmering rage.
 
   "Dad? It's Erin."
 
   "Oh."
 
   Oh? Was that it? After seven years, all he had to say was 'oh.' Oh.
 
   "It's about Rebecca."
 
   "One second," he said into the phone. He sounded like he could almost stand up if he had to, from his voice over the phone. Some things never changed. She heard him shout into the phone. "REBECCA!"
 
   A moment later he put the phone back to his ear. "She's not here, Erin. I'll have her call you when she gets back. Thanks for calling. Now, if you don't mind, I was watching—"
 
   "Dad, you need to listen to me. Rebecca came to Los Angeles."
 
   "What? Why would she go to Los Angeles?"
 
   Maybe to see her sister, who was off getting fucked like some floozy, Erin thought to herself. She didn't say that.
 
   "Dad, stop it. Stop talking and listen."
 
   "Okay, gosh."
 
   "Dad, Becca is dead. She was stabbed—"
 
   "Well—what the hell? How am I supposed to—"
 
   Erin clicked the phone off before he had a chance to finish the thought. Classic Dad.
 
   How fucking typical. She took a deep breath and tried to keep herself calm. It wasn't that he didn't care. It was that he couldn't care. She reminded herself of that.
 
   Maybe there was a time that he was capable of it. However Mom had managed to get along with him all that time, there must have been something to him before he became… what he was. But now, he was like a child. Incapable of thinking of others.
 
   It didn't help her feel better as much as she had hoped.
 
   


  
 

Eight
 
    
 
   The box was lighter than it looked, but it tired Erin out anyways. It shouldn't have, but that didn't change the fact that it did. Maybe the Captain was right. Maybe she should take the next few days and try to get her head straightened out. But she couldn't afford that kind of luxury, not when her sister, the only person in the world who had ever cared about her, was lying there on a slab in the coroner's office with a half-dozen stab wounds to the abdomen.
 
   She opened the box up. A handful of photographs, printed on large paper, and a file with the basic paperwork. Erin laid out the photos on her coffee table.
 
   She'd already seen the body, so that part wasn't nearly as upsetting as it could have been. What she was looking for now was anything she could get from the scene. It would have been better to be there, to see it. But with how queasy the photos were making her, there was a real question how well she would have handled it. She forced herself to keep looking.
 
   Why was her sister even in a place like this? It didn't fit with her, and she didn't fit with an end-of-the-road alleyway in the bad part of town. There was blood all around, so clearly she'd bled to death in that spot. It wasn't a body dump, then.
 
   Could it have been a case of a mistake? She just went out there without knowing how rough the area was? Erin shook her head. No, no way. There were people who wouldn't pick up on the signs, and people who assumed they were just misinterpreting, but Becca had never been that kind. She knew what she was getting herself into when she stepped over there.
 
   It left the question, of course, why she was in L.A. at all. She'd been living with Dad in Minnesota for the last ten years, why would she suddenly need to come and make friends with dear sis. Unless she wasn't there to meet Erin at all.
 
   That made less sense, though, because so far as Erin knew, her sister was still working some dead-end job because Dad couldn't be left alone long enough to take trips across the country for something very serious.
 
   Every avenue of approach just led to more questions.
 
   Two questions bubbled to the top, though, as the most important ones. First, what had brought her here? Second, what brought her to an alley in the middle of a no-go zone?
 
   There were answers that Erin could think of, but none seemed to be a sure thing, not even necessarily very likely.
 
   She wrote the questions down on the top of her pad and dropped it on the couch beside her, and then pulled out the paperwork and started reading through it.
 
   The body was found at ten P.M. the night before Captain called her. Which means that essentially as soon as he got back to the office he had called Erin to tell her to expect something bad when she got back.
 
   Bad didn't begin to cover it, but then again he hadn't used that word exactly, either. Erin sucked in a breath and kept reading. The location was more-or-less where she thought it was. The difference a few blocks made could be surprising, but she had already narrowed it down to that area from the graffiti and the used condoms and dirty needles just lying around.
 
   They got into what had happened specifically. An anonymous tip called in from a cell phone belonging to a local, Marco Rodrigues. He was known to the station to be involved in the narcotics trade, but when they rode around to talk to him about it, the route was a dead end. Erin hadn't expected it to go that easily, but she was surprised to find that they'd moved so quickly on the first lead. Maybe they were working the case seriously after all.
 
   She moved down the page further.
 
   Robbery unlikely. She was found with a wallet containing seventy-three dollars in various denominations, a credit card, and a Minnesota-issued state I.D., no drivers' license. Which meant that someone else had taken her there, perhaps a taxi.
 
   Time of death was officially placed an hour before the call came in, around 9 P.M., and that was about where the official details stopped.
 
   They'd made calls to the taxi companies, seeing if any drivers remembered her face, but it took time for that kind of information to come back, and they probably hadn't gotten an answer yet. Beyond that, though, there wasn't much.
 
   Erin sucked in a breath and collapsed the mess of papers into a single pile, then put it back into the box, the folder on top. There was more to cover, but she needed a break. Part of her was beginning to see exactly why she shouldn't work on this case, but she ignored that part.
 
   She slid sideways into the seat of her computer chair and tapped in the keys to her password. The welcoming blue desktop screen smiled out at her. She'd thought it would somehow be helpful for it to say something motivational, so she had settled on a picture of a pretty blue bird flying and gave a pithy line about keeping on trying until you flew.
 
   She had about forty e-mails. Wasn't that supposed to go through her phone? She furrowed her eyebrows. No, she'd just changed her damn e-mail password. It had silently locked her phone out, without ever once actually prompting her to change it. She cursed under her breath and opened the inbox.
 
   A sale at a local sporting goods store had somehow made its way in, along with a dozen social media notifications. They were all deleted just the same way, with only enough attention to figure out what it was supposed to be before she deleted it. She didn't need any baseballs, and she sure as hell didn't need to tell some website if she knew a Craig Hutchinson. Where the hell did these sites even get ideals like that?
 
   One, though, caught her interest. Her breath hitched as she saw it. Becca had sent her an email. She didn't recognize the email, but then they'd never corresponded through it. But RebeccaRusso85 was definitely her, and when Erin clicked open the message, sure enough, the style fit perfectly.
 
   Either Becca had sent her this email, or someone was working very hard to make Erin think she had, and as crazy as things seemed with Becca's death, Erin wasn't ready to declare that it was a vast conspiracy to mess with her head and commit the perfect murder.
 
   Dad was fine, she started off with. He's been drinking less. That seemed to have gone out the window the minute that Becca left.
 
   She met a guy online, he seemed great. They'd been talking for the better part of a year. She hadn't wanted to bother Erin with it when her work was so busy. But now they were going to meet up, and they'd be right in her neck of the woods. Could she stop by and maybe get a cup of coffee? It would be so wonderful to catch up on old times. If she didn't hear back, she'd assume yes.
 
   Erin remembered the day that Becca had scheduled. She'd spent the whole day on her back in a 3rd-floor ski resort suite. She cursed out loud. What was she thinking? What was wrong with her?
 
   She should never have left. Now Becca was dead. No more chances to catch up. She moved over to the bed. Maybe daytime T.V. was the right choice. The name Becca gave for her internet boyfriend stood out in Erin's memory, though.
 
   Who in the hell was Craig?
 
   


  
 

Nine
 
    
 
   Erin looked at her paper. How disappointing. Two questions. One of them had been answered, thankfully. She was in Los Angeles to meet some guy. Craig something. Possibly Hutchinson, since that was the only Craig on her public friends list. The first solid lead she'd managed to find.
 
   Then she looked up at her computer and clicked on his name. It brought open a page with a large picture and a whole lot of nothing else. Private. Only available to friends, it said. Did she want to make a friend request?
 
   She didn't. Instead, she just looked at the picture.
 
   He was tall, blonde, broad-shouldered. He looked good. Not too big, but you could tell he worked out. He was standing next to a motorcycle, but it wasn't a Harley or anything big like that. She guessed from her limited experience it was probably a 750cc something-or-other.
 
   He wasn't smiling in his profile image, but that seemed to be the fashion these days, with some crowds, and this seemed like the kind of guy who thought smiling would make him look like a wimp.
 
   "Jeez, Becca, what were you getting involved with this kind of guy for?"
 
   She was already painting a picture of Craig in her head before she ever spoke to him, but that was how everyone worked, wasn't it? He probably belonged to a so-called motorcycle club, probably had done a few recreational drugs once or twice at least. Possibly more, but she wasn't going to overdo her estimation at this early stage. He might own a gun, depending on whether or not he'd been hauled in for the prior drug usage. If they'd managed to catch him before, then he was a felon, and if he was a felon, he definitely owned one, only it wouldn't come up with a records search.
 
   On the other hand, if he wasn't, then the odds were only fifty-fifty. Most people in California weren't keen on guns, and politicians liked it that way. Erin could take them or leave them, but since it was part of her uniform she ended up choosing to take them most of the time.
 
   Her phone rang again. The same number she hadn't recognized before. The Captain, then.
 
   "Russo."
 
   The Captain was using his hard-ass voice and it didn't fit with his words. "How's Judge Judy doing?"
 
   "I imagine she's great, Captain, why? Is Judge Judy a murder victim?"
 
   "Don't be an ass, Russo. There's been a mix-up. Come back to the station, I need to watch you shred those files."
 
   "What the hell, sir?"
 
   "Don't you give me that, I gave you that stuff and I can take it away just as easily. Now come in and you'll get the whole explanation, and until then you can pack up the files and get your ass here, and then you can go home and get your daily Judge Judy out of the way until you're off paid suspension, is that clear?"
 
   Erin could feel her face twisting into a gargoyle-esque mask of fury, but she forced herself to smooth it out.
 
   "Understood, sir. I'll be there in ten."
 
   "I'll have Assanti waiting for you outside to take custody of the files. Then come and see me."
 
   "Understood."
 
   She clicked the button to hang up and slipped her phone into her pocket. So much for that. She just had to hope there was a god damned good reason for this, because if not, heads were going to roll. She wasn't in any sort of way prepared to just accept that she couldn't do anything to help her sister. No chance in hell would she take that.
 
   The drive took nine minutes and she took another to cool down. She didn't get a chance to finish her meditation, though, when a knock came at her window. Assanti stood outside, tall and sporting a deep tan like a guy from Jersey Shore. He gave her an apologetic smile when she looked up at him.
 
   The idea of slamming the door open to hit him with it flashed through her mind. She waited for him to get out of the way before she opened the door. It was just too tempting.
 
   "Russo, I know you're not happy about this, and I just wanted you to know that I have the deepest respect for your work and if it were up to me, you'd be working right alongside my guys."
 
   "So who is it up to?"
 
   "Some suits from Quantico, it seems. This isn't the first time that they've found cases like this, I guess. We put out feelers for any similar crimes, but nothing really caught our eye. Apparently the federales see it differently."
 
   She snorted. God damn Feds think they know everything. Think that the locals are just yokels. It was the same story everywhere you go, and the same every time they got involved. They'd poke around a bit, realize they have no contacts in the area, no idea who these people are, and then usually bungle the damn investigation.
 
   Well, she wasn't going to let that happen this time.
 
   "You mind if I get those files? I'm supposed to take custody of them from you and bring them over to their guy. He'll probably shred 'em, since he's already got copies of his own. Oh—and, did you take any notes?"
 
   She gave him a blank look, and then after a long silence. "Oh, you were being serious? Of course I took notes, Assanti, did you think this was my first case?"
 
   She let the frustration touch her voice, and what was supposed to be lighthearted sarcasm came out angry and bitter.
 
   "Sorry I asked. Can I have those, as well?"
 
   She reached into the car and pulled out the steno pad, peeled off the top sheet, and put it on top of the box, where it stayed for exactly half a second before being blown off and catching the breeze.
 
   "There you go," she sneered, and started inside.
 
   It wasn't his fault. He was good at his job, she figured, but not as good as she was. And she was angry at being taken off—but Assanti had already apologized for that.
 
   She could hear heated voices before she made it out of the elevator. The Captain was old, but he wasn't dead yet, and he had a hot personality to begin with. Arguing over something, and here she was about to throw a wrench into all of it with her own arguing. Gotta love that inter-departmental cooperation.
 
   She knocked at the door and opened it a crack when the voices had quieted down. "You wanted to see me, sir?"
 
   She didn't try to hide the surliness in her voice. He wouldn't misinterpret it, and there wouldn't be any misinterpretation.
 
   "Russo. Yeah, come in. Assanti's off the case, this—guy is taking over."
 
   She shut the door behind her and then took a good look at her just in time for her to hear him ask.
 
   "Erin?"
 
   She blinked. What was he doing here?
 
   "Roy." She breathed out. "So you meant that Virginia."
 
   "That Virginia, yes."
 
   Captain Blunt cut in. "Lieutenant Russo, this is F.B.I. Special Agent Roy Schafer. Do you two know each other?"
 
   Erin answered 'no' just as Roy answered 'yes.'
 
   Erin corrected her answer to 'sort of,' as the Captain's eyebrows screwed up in frustrated confusion.
 
   "What do you mean, sort of?"
 
   "Well, we've met before."
 
   "Great. So you're good friends now. Why don't you make up and play nice with each other?"
 
   "I'm on suspension. Sir."
 
   "That's right, you're on suspension. Now give me your badge and your gun, I don't need you going off and doing something very stupid."
 
   What he didn't realize was that she'd already done something stupid, and it was standing right there in the room with both of them, watching her hand in her badge to serve her suspension.
 
   


  
 

Ten
 
    
 
   Erin nearly turned and ripped Roy's head off.
 
   "What in the hell are you doing? This is my God damned sister."
 
   "That's exactly why I can't have you going off half-cocked," he said. He wanted this conversation quiet, surrounded by a hodge-podge of her colleagues and his. Erin had no such compunctions.
 
   "What gives you the right to just step in here, and get me suspended?"
 
   Her voice got louder with every word, until Roy started rubbing the bridge of his nose, as if he were wearing glasses. Only her wasn't. It must have been a force of habit, she thought.
 
   "Look, can we move this conversation somewhere else?"
 
   "Fine." She looked at him expectantly for half a second. "Well? Where are we going? Lead the way, your Majesty."
 
   He let out a breath. Part of her felt bad, but it wasn't a large part, and it was only the part that had spent several hours with him inside her not long ago.
 
   "Come on, this way. I've taken one of the empty offices. Nothing's set up yet, but it's someplace we can talk."
 
   He took her over to the corner office. Her corner office. The one she was supposed to move into when her damn promotion finally came through, but with all the red tape around it she'd been waiting with half her files in boxes for a month now. So much for that plan.
 
   "How are you holding up?" He closed the door behind him, and his face was still as soft as it had been throughout her screaming at him.
 
   "I was holding up a lot better when I was doing something concrete."
 
   "I was going to call you, I just, my plane only touched down twenty minutes ago, and I had to—"
 
   "Leave it. I'm not ready to talk about that right now."
 
   "Okay, what's got you so riled up?"
 
   "You know exactly what has me riled up. My sister is lying down on a cold metal slab with her guts half hanging out because of some scumbag, and now I have to wait and just hope you catch the son of a bitch before he kills someone else's little sister."
 
   "Erin—"
 
   "Don't you 'Erin' me. I'm not wrong, and you know it."
 
   "I know. But there's a reason that the protocols are in place. You're too close to the case. You’re upset and you're going to be bolting at shadows."
 
   She considered telling him that she'd already found a shadow to bolt at—a solid lead and serious answers to the big questions that she'd been able to raise in just a few short hours. But she kept it to herself.
 
   "How did you get out here so fast?"
 
   "We started moving the minute we got a call that someone was looking for a case like this."
 
   "Like what? It reads like a mugging."
 
   "Sure it does. But there are specifics we were keeping an eye out for. Nothing taken, seven stab wounds to the abdomen. Young woman, pretty, dark-haired. It's pretty specific, and as soon as my guys have had a look at the body we'll be sure."
 
   "What's so special about all that?"
 
   "In four years, we've had five killings just like it."
 
   "And why didn't L.A.P.D. get anything on their search?"
 
   "2012, it was in Montgomery. 2013, Augusta Maine; 2014, Scottsdale; 2015, two murders, almost back-to-back, in Chicago."
 
   "Okay, so it's a repeat offender. Seven stab wounds exactly, you say?"
 
   "Every time."
 
   Erin let out a breath. This wasn't over her head, but it certainly was above her pay grade. Not that it changed anything.
 
   "What are the details?"
 
   "No details," Roy said. He sounded apologetic. "We've got a few ideas about who it could be, but no leads locally. We do know that they were all using the same dating service. Online thing, you communicate through text and then photos, and then—well, you get the idea."
 
   She didn't, but she could make a few good guesses as to how exactly it went.
 
   "Okay, so—forgive me here, but I assume you've contacted the dating service? You know who they were all dating?"
 
   "Yeah, we know. That's the thing. Not the same guy."
 
   He picked up a thick leather binder and unzipped the outside, flipped it open. Four different faces stared out at her. Sometimes suspects would change their hair style, trim their beards or grow them out. Look different.
 
   Makeup and disguise could do a lot, and she didn't want to rule out that she was being fooled, but there were at least two men here. Men who couldn't have faked being the other.
 
   She let out a breath.
 
   "And do you have information on Becca's date?"
 
   "Sure, it's coming through any minute now."
 
   Erin reached into her pocket and unfolded a piece of paper.
 
   "That's him. Craig Hutchinson, according to his FaceBook."
 
   "You've been busy," Roy said. All business now. "That's all I need from you. You're dismissed." His voice softened again. "I'll call you later."
 
   "Fuck you. My sister was murdered, you're not cutting me out."
 
   "I can keep you informed, but only as a civilian."
 
   "Not good enough."
 
   Roy's face darkened, and he looked around as if he expected someone to be hiding behind the desk he had sat his ass up on. Her desk, or it should have been.
 
   "Look, Erin. I can't do any better for you, and you know as well as I do that I can't stop you from doing whatever you're going to do. But don't fuck this up. We need to still have the evidence at the end of the day to nail this son of a bitch."
 
   She let out a deep breath. "Yeah, I know."
 
   "You know? Good. Now get your shit straight. Go on." He pointed her out the door with a nod of his head.
 
   "Fuck off, Roy. You don't know what the fuck you're talking about."
 
   "I'll call you later."
 
   "I'm going to be busy later today."
 
   "Then tomorrow."
 
   "I'm going to be busy tomorrow, too. Pretty much all this month. It's pretty busy being suspended."
 
   "Yeah, I hear," he said, sarcastic and angry.
 
   "Good luck with the investigation, though. I'm sure that you Feds can take care of it just fine."
 
   "Erin, we can. But this isn't over, and you know it."
 
   "Yeah, I know."
 
   "I know you're upset. Don't do anything to get yourself hurt."
 
   "I'm not going to get hurt."
 
   She could tell Roy didn't like that answer. He didn't get to tell her what to do. But she already had a plan forming in her head, and with some luck she'd be able to make it work.
 
   With nothing more to say, she started towards the door. Roy stopped her a moment. "Wait, one last thing."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "Whatever you find, I want you to come back in here and tell me. Every day."
 
   "Maybe I will, when I feel like it."
 
   "Erin—"
 
   "I'm not your damn sex-bunny, Roy. You don't get to boss me around just because you're in charge now. You don't own me."
 
   She about slapped him, but managed to stop herself.
 
   "I know. But I know you're about to go do exactly the opposite of what I want you to do, which is nothing. When you do it, either you win or you lose, and I want to make sure that if you don't catch the son of a bitch, we don't have to let him go free and clear. Whatever you find, you tell someone before you go off on it. Is that understood?"
 
   She turned and gave a mock salute.
 
   "Then you're dismissed. Good luck, Detective Russo."
 
   "Good luck yourself, Special Agent Schafer."
 
   She stormed out, furious with him for taking the case from her. But she was more furious with herself for letting it hurt as much as it did.
 
   


  
 

Eleven
 
    
 
   The little woman on her screen telling her how excellent her online dating experience was going to be made it all that much more real. Maybe this wasn't such a good idea after all. Maybe she should have reconsidered. The temptation would be great, but what was it going to help if she ended up dead in a ditch somewhere?
 
   It wouldn't help anyone, but they weren't going to catch the guy on their own. They weren't approaching the case with the right kind of serious concern, and it was going to bite them in the ass until they realized it.
 
   She wasn't willing to wait that long. She was going to find this guy, and she was going to catch him. If she could only get him, then that would be one thing. But she wouldn't just stop there. She was going to go as deep down the rabbit hole first, before she pulled out and got the sons of bitches who did this cold.
 
   Erin closed her eyes and tried to calm down. This was no time to be losing her cool. Not so early on. She needed to keep her head on her shoulders as long as possible. She was going into the lion's den here.
 
   She had the account already. A few years ago she'd heard about online dating, and opened an account. It had lasted all of several minutes before she realized that it wasn't ever going to happen for her, and for that matter she didn't want it to happen that way if it was going to happen.
 
   Pulling in a breath, Erin clicked the button to reactivate her account. It was a good thing that she had it already. If she had a one-day old account, it would make it difficult for him to trust when she emailed him out of the blue. As if someone had put up a fake account with a picture of his latest murder victim. He'd absolutely know the jig was up.
 
   But now she had an account with two or three tasteful four-year-old pictures that were still just about good enough, she hoped. Then she got to messaging.
 
   Craig Hutchinson might not respond. It might make him nervous, especially if he thought that she knew who he was, or who he had been, to her sister. But if he were a serial killer, or involved in serial killings, then he wouldn't be able to resist the chance at a repeat performance, even if he had misgivings. That was what the whole plan was built on.
 
   She closed her laptop and went to watch daytime television, just like the Captain told her to. See, Erin thought to herself. I can do as I'm told. Besides, it might be hours before she got an answer from the guy, and it was a long shot in either case. She sat down on the couch, fished for the remote between her knees, and clicked the T.V. on. Some news story, but it wasn't about her sister. They probably weren't going to run anything about her on the T.V. at all.
 
   Erin wasn't sure how she felt about it. If they let out all the details—that the FBI were involved, that they suspected the work of a serial killer, then there would be way too many unanswered questions and way too much trouble. They'd never be able to live it down. But if they left out details, then what was the point of doing any story at all?
 
   So they didn't run one. That was typical. Exactly the reason that she couldn't stand letting someone else do the work to track down her sister's killer. One thing gets a little hard, and suddenly they're not so committed to the truth any more. If she wanted someone willing to do something hard, then she had to rely on herself. Nobody was going to do it for her.
 
   She flipped the channel until she found a bunch of women talking amongst themselves. They had another woman at the table and proceeded to make ground beef out of her. It was like watching someone caught in a pack of hyenas. Everything she said was a chance to pick and criticize and fight.
 
   Oh, it was all very friendly on the surface, but Erin knew all about how the game was played, and it was about as friendly as a gunfight.
 
   She flipped the channel again. A T.V. judge was shouting at the defendant in a case. From what Erin could see, the girl deserved it, sort of. These shows held no real appeal for her, either. Everyone on them was scum. It wasn't a case of one person being injured and the other being a bastard. Everyone should have been put in the corner until they learned to get the hell along with other people.
 
   Then again, that wasn't so different from real life. The judges were all a bit too keen to throw temper tantrums. Usually sitting judges manage not to do that, but it might have something to do with being able to threaten people with jail time if they don't shut the hell up. That probably made a pretty big difference in terms of frustration levels, Erin figured.
 
   Her phone buzzed. An email had arrived. It was from the dating service. She'd gotten a message!, it read. Exclamation mark and all. Her face twisted into a taut smile. Already, the seed she had planted was starting to grow.
 
   She opened the laptop again, refreshed her messages, clicked it open. Instead of Craig Hutchinson, she was treated to the profile picture of the man who had written her a very… excited message. A very explicit message, and attached was a very explicit photograph of a cock as thick as her wrist.
 
   She closed it as fast as her fingers could click the buttons and she blinked. God damn it. That's exactly what she had hoped wasn't going to happen. Maybe this was a mistake. Her phone buzzed again. Another message.
 
   She took in a deep breath and prepared to be disturbed. Then she clicked it open. A biker-looking type, built like he was still in the Army, smiled out at her. He still had all his teeth, which meant he was either just putting on airs with the motorcycle club vibe, or he was better in a fight than most.
 
   That, or he had a very good dentist, but that was unusual by itself for that sort of guy in her experience.
 
   He would love to meet. In public, of course. He suggested a coffee house on the south side of town. Too isolated for her, and it wouldn't play into her hand the way she'd hoped. What about the beach? She was right out by the boardwalk. It was crowded, so no danger for either of them. That would work better for her.
 
   A message came back a minute later, asking how he'd know her. She took a deep breath. She had to play this to the hilt, that was the only way to do it. She'd be wearing a light blue swimsuit with a large flower-print. She didn't know how to describe the flowers, except they were dark-colored. Then she went off to find the bikini she hadn't worn in years.
 
   Now her skinny figure would come in handy. She hadn't gained a pound in almost ten years, so the swimsuit should still fit, she hoped. But the problem was where it would be.
 
   Well, that and how to carry her backup gun when most of her body was on display.
 
   


  
 

Twelve
 
    
 
   The sun was beating down. What a poor excuse for a January. Too hot, especially after all the fun in the snow only a few days ago. She laid back against a plastic chair someone else had set out a long time ago, watching with her eyes while trying to look still and resting. Her big, dark glasses helped with that a bit, since hopefully nobody would see the minute motions of her eyes.
 
   She heard someone approaching, but kept a watch out anyways, not bothering to look. Whoever was doing these murders was ballsy, but not this ballsy. There must have been two hundred people in plain view. He'd have been caught by the time he made it to the end of the sand.
 
   "Erin Russo?"
 
   His voice made her turn even as she had planned on pretending she hadn't heard him. He sounded like honey tasted, sweet and dark and everything in between.
 
   "Craig Hutchinson?"
 
   He hadn't dressed for the beach, but that just put her at an advantage. She was putting herself on display for him. Taunting him with her body, to an extent, and if he thought they were there for a swim the effect wouldn't be as distinct.
 
   "Yeah, that's me. You want to get something to eat?"
 
   "Where were you thinking?"
 
   "I don't know this part of town," he confessed. "You got any recommendations?"
 
   That was a surprise. A guy like this, he wasn't killing because he was losing his goddamn mind. That was why they hadn't caught him yet. The guys who thought it all through, they made plans. If you tried to mess with their plan, they would make a new one before they followed through.
 
   Yet, this guy had come here with no particular plan except wearing a heavily-padded motorcycle jacket and looking like he could train with any of the guys down the beach, and could probably outrun all of them. She filed that knowledge away for later.
 
   "Oh, sure. There's a Coney Island right at the edge of the beach. It's pretty good."
 
   She rolled out of the chair and picked up her purse. It was heavy with the weight of her gun, but she didn't show that she felt the extra weight. She'd put it in the middle to try to get rid of as much blocking as she could. If she was lucky, he wouldn't even know it was there until the moment she pulled it on him.
 
   "This way." She started to walk, and he walked beside her, his boots leaving deep impressions in the soft sand.
 
   "You come around here often?"
 
   "Not often enough," she said. Play a role. She wasn't Erin Russo, workaholic police detective, but that didn't mean she wanted to be Erin Russo, beach rat, either. "It's only a few miles from my apartment, but I'm usually working too much."
 
   "I hear you on that," he said. His voice sounded gregarious, but his face didn't show anything besides squinting at the supposed-to-be-winter sun.
 
   "But I'm between contracts right now, so—the beach it is, I guess."
 
   "That's cool. What do you do for work?"
 
   She'd spent a long time thinking about the answer to that question. She wasn't going to hope for another Roy-type where they didn't bother to ask, and unlike that time, there was a very good reason not to mention her real job.
 
   "I'm a photographer," she said. She'd bought a camera once, paid almost six hundred dollars for a pretty nice one. It was still sitting in the padded case she'd bought with it. It had three photos of handsome dogs she had seen walking past the apartment building on the memory card, a few photos of her sofa, and nothing else. "I mostly do magazine shoots."
 
   "Oh yeah? What magazines?"
 
   "Bridal magazines, mostly. Just easy stuff."
 
   "Cool," he said, but Erin could tell that he wasn't really interested. That was exactly what she'd hoped. That he wouldn't want to hear too much about her job when she dropped that little tidbit. So his disinterest fit perfectly.
 
   "I'm sorry, how rude of me. What do you do, Craig?"
 
   He looked tired. Bored, even. "I work on bikes, mostly. Sometimes I do a little car repair on the side, but it's not often."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   "Yeah." He didn't elaborate, just tapped his thumbs on the table where they'd been seated and looked around for a waitress. "What's takin' her so long, you think?"
 
   They hadn't seen anyone, so there was no reason to assume that it was a her, and they'd only been seated a little less than a minute, so it hadn't been that long. Jumpy or entitled, pick one. She wasn't sure which it was, but it was one of those. 
 
   Erin frowned. She was liking this guy less and less by the minute, but she wasn't there to like him. She was there to get close to him and figure out what he had to do with her sister's murder. It was hard to imagine that her sister had seen anything in him at all. Then again, maybe he was on-edge. She could think of a few reasons.
 
   If she was generous, he might be upset that he couldn't reach her sister. Might be trying to find a way to broach the subject with her without sounding insensitive. That would make about anyone edgy. 'Hey, have you seen that person who looks identical to you lately?' Yeah, right.
 
   If she wasn't generous, maybe he was filled with nervous energy because she was exactly that. Identical to the woman he'd just killed. It wasn't often you got to have your cake and eat it, too. He would eat his cake twice, if he got the chance, but that was a special treat for anyone. For serial killers, from what she'd been told, it was a hundred times worse. It was all about repetition. About chasing that first high, and each one was less than the last.
 
   But a repeat, she'd be irresistible. The one that might actually be able to compete.
 
   He pinched his lips together. "You want to get out of here?"
 
   She shrugged. It had been a couple minutes. Longer than it should have been, anyway. "Sure."
 
   She followed him out. She had taken her car, but she didn't raise a fuss when he took her over to a motorcycle. He stepped over it and it hummed to life as he handed her back a helmet that fit snugly enough to hurt her ears.
 
   "Get on!" She could tell he was shouting, but it was only about loud enough to hear clearly.
 
   "Where are we going?"
 
   "Where do you want to go?"
 
   "I've got an apartment a quarter-mile away. I could mix us something to drink." She didn't realize how loud she was shouting until her chest started to hurt a little with the effort.
 
   "Sounds great. Give me directions while we're moving."
 
   Erin had to jump a little to get herself properly situated on the back of the thing, and her bare feet pressed against the textured rubber of the pegs felt odd. She took extra care to keep her knees spread a little too wide, to avoid the hot pipes on her thighs. It pressed her lower onto the bike, and opened up her mound to grinding hard against the seat, the low vibrations of the bike sending spikes of pleasure through her that she would have rather done without. She needed a clear head to get this guy. She wrapped her arms around his waist, surprisingly thin compared to his relative bulk, and squeezed tight.
 
   "You ready?"
 
   She had better be, because she was already in way too deep.
 
   


  
 

Thirteen
 
    
 
   "What's your poison?"
 
   It was cooler in the apartment. Cool enough that Erin could feel her nipples tightening up and rubbing uncomfortably against the fabric of her bikini with every little movement, until it hurt. She wanted to change into something else, or at least put on a robe or a jacket. But she didn't.
 
   This was all about a show for Hutchinson, and if she was going to give him a show then she was going to go as far as she could.
 
   "Whatever you've got is fine."
 
   She pulled down a half-drank bottle of Irish Whiskey and poured two fingers for each of them, then carried both glasses in along with the bottle and set them down in front of him.
 
   "Did you want to get something to eat? I could fix something, or we could get Chinese delivered, or—"
 
   He drank the whiskey as if he wasn't particularly listening, and she wasn't sure that she cared if he was or wasn't. It wasn't important that he respected her, only that he believed that she was who she said she was. If he believed it enough to open up and expose himself.
 
   "Whatever you want, babe. I'm not too worried about it."
 
   "Pizza, then."
 
   He smiled. "You read my mind."
 
   She made the call, stepping into the other room. She wasn't going to leave him enough that he could get into any trouble with her stuff, but she couldn't let him think that she didn't trust him, either. That would have ruined the show. The illusion that she was some vapid sexpot who wouldn't even think about him having murdered her little sister.
 
   An hour's difference didn't make a lot in terms of human growth. A one-hour old wasn't so different from someone just born, and a twenty-one-and-thirty-minutes woman was even less different than thirty-minutes-short-of-twenty-one. But officially the days were different, so officially Becca was the baby.
 
   And man, for years that had been her way, too. Erin couldn't stand it, until she was older and could look at it with hindsight. Besides that, Becca had sure grown up a hell of a lot by the time she went off with Dad. Neither of them had any illusions about what that was. He was trouble, and she was going to walk into it with him, because he needed her to.
 
   Now Erin wanted that childish girl back, but she was gone, like it or not. Because of the man in the other room. She bit her lip hard to keep her face straight, to keep herself under control. A girl picked up on the other line.
 
   A large pizza, pepperoni with extra cheese. Nothing to drink. Bread sticks? Sure. They had thirty minutes, but Erin usually expected them a little early. So call it twenty-five. She was right down the street from the place, after all, so even in bad traffic, it wasn't long between out of the oven and at her door.
 
   "I hope you don't mind pepperoni."
 
   The guy rolled his eyes and a smile spread across his face. "Oh no—not pepperoni. What ever will I do?"
 
   "I don't know. I guess you're just going to have to eat… me!" Erin shot her eyes open wide in mock-surprise at her own joke. He snorted out a laugh.
 
   "I could do that, if you like."
 
   "So, Craig. You got any family?"
 
   He sat back and took the whiskey she poured him another two fingers of. Perhaps a little bit more. She was feeling generous.
 
   "Not any more—well. No, I have an aunt, and I think I have a cousin, somewhere out in Florida. I've met the aunt… maybe once, at my mother's funeral, but I don't remember what she looks like. Heard she has a kid, but I've never met him." She filed that away for further investigation. "You?"
 
   "Mom died a few years back. Dad went back to Minnesota, and my sister went with him."
 
   Craig's face twisted up. "Yeah, about that. I need to come clean about something."
 
   "What's that?"
 
   He raised his eyebrows and then they lowered and got tight. "I was talking with your sister. Started a year ago, maybe? Last I heard from her was a week ago, when she was getting on a plane. Heading here."
 
   "Is that right? I hadn't heard anything from her."
 
   "Well, she said she wasn't real close to her sister or anything. She sure didn't mention you two were twins."
 
   "I'm the prettier twin, anyone in our high school would have told you that."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   No, they wouldn't. She was the bitchier twin, and Becca was the nice one, but neither one of them was pretty. But that didn't matter.
 
   "You want to find out?" He leaned in to her, suddenly very intrigued. "Come here, tiger."
 
   She let her legs fall open a little bit, and even though she was still wearing her bikini, the message was clear. He crossed the distance between them in the blink of an eye, his sharp teeth pressed into the soft, sensitive flesh of her throat. Tasting. Scraping his teeth across. Erin let out a soft moan, one she didn't have to fake for his benefit.
 
   His hands wasted no time in untying the top of her bikini. It came off easier than it had gone on, and her tits were out and accessible within seconds. He took one already-hard nipple between his fingers and pinched. The pain and pleasure shot through her, mixed up and sending all the wrong signals.
 
   The way that her brain started to buzz, though, maybe they were the right ones after all. She could taste the whiskey on his tongue as he pulled her in for a kiss. His knee planted between her thighs, tantalizingly close to her core. She pushed herself down against his knee, rubbing gently where she could still feel the tingle of pleasure remembered from the back of that motorcycle.
 
   "What about my sister," she breathed out, her voice husky and ragged.
 
   "What about her? Is she here? Does she want to join in?" His voice was teasing and cruel. He moved his knee a little bit, grinding it into her mound and sending another heady shot of pleasure through her.
 
   "Shut up and fuck me."
 
   He pulled his knee away, and Erin's body rebelled at the loss of sensation. How dare she want him like this, she thought. It wasn't god-damned fair. She lifted her hips to help him get her bottoms off, even as he stood before her fully clothed.
 
   Then he dipped down to a knee and pressed his head between her thighs, and she didn't mind so much any more. His tongue explored her folds, tracing strange, pleasurable lines across her that she wasn't going to be able to forget for a hell of a lot longer than she wanted.
 
   Her hands scrabbled for something—anything—to grip, finally finding his thick hair. She took two fistfuls and tried to stop the world from spinning around her by pulling his face in deeper. He took the hint and pressed his tongue into her, the feeling of it wiggling and probing sending strange but unbelievable sensations through her entire body. Even her fingertips seemed to buzz with pleasure.
 
   He didn't ask her about Condoms, and he didn't say please. She heard his belt coming undone, heard his pants unzip, and then he pulled away from her, in spite of her hands in her hair, and pushed inside.
 
   She was tight, even after Roy had fucked her so well. The feeling of Craig's cock inside her almost hurt, hitting a spot just a little bit too deep inside. He took a hard grip on her hips and used her. She couldn't think of it any other way. She felt like a fuck toy that he was pulling on and off his cock, like she was just some sort of masturbation aid. God damn it all, it felt good.
 
   She couldn't stop her voice escaping with every thrust in, the pain only matched by the pleasure, each sending her spiraling higher and higher until she couldn't think or see or feel anything but the delicious friction between them. A pinch of her nipple sent another shock through her, enough to bunch up her entire body and explode.
 
   He kept fucking her through her orgasm, kept moving hard, pushing himself in deeper and deeper with every thrust until he poured his cum into Erin's waiting womb. She let her head drop back just in time to hear the doorbell ring.
 
   Oh, right, she thought dimly, unable to move from the overwhelming pleasure. The pizza.
 
   


  
 

Fourteen
 
    
 
   Erin sucked in a breath. Had that been a confession? Or the start of one? She wasn't sure. But her sister had come up and she panicked. She had to make sure that she had him wrapped around her finger. If he started talking now, maybe she would have been able to handle it.
 
   She tried to catch her breath. The pizza was cold now, and Craig had left after. He'd taken her number down. Two guys in a week, and both of them had her number, while she only had a dead girl's and the one number on earth she would never call.
 
   There was something strange about it all. Maybe it was her, maybe it was how she was acting, but she wasn't about to worry about that. Not right now.
 
   A call came a moment later, while she was trying to decide if it was worth the effort to finish the pizza, or if it should be moved to the fridge. Or the garbage, for that matter. She picked up.
 
   "Erin Russo," she said, keeping her voice nice and light just in case the wrong person called. This was, she suspected, why people kept track of contacts in their phone.
 
   "How are you holding up?" Roy sounded genuinely concerned, which only made her more annoyed.
 
   "I'm fine. Is this a social call, or did you want to gloat some more?"
 
   "I never gloated, Erin. I'm just doing my job."
 
   "By not letting me do mine? How kind of you."
 
   She could hear him take a deep breath and let it out slowly on the other end of the line. "I know you went straight home to do your own investigation."
 
   "I would never do that, Special Agent Schafer."
 
   "Erin, sometimes I can be distant, and sometimes I can overlook things—but I'm not an idiot."
 
   "And of course I wouldn't say that you were an idiot. After all, you're a hard-working employee of our federal government and I respect the work you do."
 
   "I'm sensing some sarcasm there."
 
   "Oh, no, sir. No sarcasm, as long as your work is outside of Los Angeles."
 
   "Thanks for the vote of confidence," he answered. "I'm about to hit lunch, and I wanted to know if you wanted to let me know what you've found. I might be able to share some things with you, as well."
 
   Erin opened her mouth to say she'd already eaten, but with the lunch came the information, and she sure as hell wanted access to that. "Sure."
 
   "I'll meet you somewhere, you got a recommendation?"
 
   "Anywhere that isn't pizza," she said, looking sideways at the open box on her coffee table whose smell was slowly overtaking the smell of sex in the room.
 
   "Okay, then. Uh. Chinese?"
 
   "Fine by me." She gave him an address for someplace near the station. No reason to get him lost on his second day in town. It wouldn't get him pulled off the case, and would only make pumping him for information harder.
 
   She got dressed. Nothing like the way she was going to get dressed for Craig. This wasn't a chance to show off her body. It was a chance to get information and give very little back. She let out a breath. It was a bit rude of her, she knew, but it didn't change the fact that she was going to do it all the same.
 
   She took the straightest route, but there was no way that she was going to beat him there. It was half the distance for him, after all. Even still, she only pulled in a moment after him, parked in next to his car, and got out wearing a long dress. She only owned a few, for the rare occasion that they got her to go to a formal dinner, and even then she felt under-dressed. Now she felt over-dressed, but she ignored it.
 
   Playing with Roy didn't mean getting him hot and horny and taking him back to her place. It meant convincing him that there was going to be something between them. She hadn't decided yet whether or not that idea was toying with him. Looking at him, he wasn't so bad, and she could certainly get used to him being around.
 
   She scolded herself internally. It would be great. He was a good guy and all, but that didn't much matter, because he wasn't going to be around. Not for very long, anyways. So she had better not get used to the idea, because it sure as hell wasn't going to happen, like it or not.
 
   She straightened her dress and fixed a smile as he came around. She could see that he wasn't sure how to greet her—with a handshake, a hug, or a nod—and she let him live in the uncertainty for a minute. She enjoyed seeing him squirm, a secret pleasure that she couldn't have admitted to but couldn't deny.
 
   Finally he came in for a hug and she accepted it, hugged him back. "You okay?"
 
   Erin nodded. "I'm fine, why? Do I look ill?"
 
   "Erin, your sister just died."
 
   "I know that the FBI sent their best men just to look into it."
 
   Roy rolled his eyes and let out a frustrated sigh. "You know, you don't need to do that."
 
   "Do what?"
 
   "Be sarcastic all the damn time."
 
   "What makes you think I'm being sarcastic?"
 
   "I know how it is, okay? I know that you guys don't like it when we step in on your cases. I'm not a politician, but I'm not an idiot. But I'm a cop, and I investigate my case, and this is my case. Has been for a year now."
 
   "Only a year? I thought there had been murders the past four."
 
   "You noticed that, did you? Someone should make you a detective. You're perceptive."
 
   It was Erin's turn to roll her eyes. "Thanks, college boy."
 
   "I took over from a Special Agent who ended up not cutting it. He couldn't turn it into anything."
 
   "What, not enough profiling crap?"
 
   "Too much. He was either sexually frustrated, or he was a sexual sadist, and he liked his mother too much, or not enough. The damn head-shrinkers had us jumping at every opportunity. Not enough solid police-work. But by the time I get ahold of the case, even the most recent murder sites are weeks old. Most of them years old. The trail's cold."
 
   "So, what, you wait around until another one comes along, is that it?"
 
   "Not exactly, no. We had bait set up to try to catch the next guy, but come on. Looking for a creep on an online dating site is like looking for a needle in a field of needle-stacks, you know that."
 
   "Sure. So the end result is, though, you can't catch the guy soon enough, so you have to rely on trying to catch him when he strikes again."
 
   "You're not totally wrong."
 
   "Why the vacation?"
 
   "It's important to get away sometimes. To make sure that you have a clear head. Why? You don't believe in being away a little?"
 
   "I believe in closing cases and getting my work done."
 
   They had seated already, a waitress watching them talk from the front counter but not coming to take their orders yet.
 
   "Of course, don't we all? But that's not really a fair picture to paint, and I think you know that. It's just not feasible to do that sort of thing all the time. There's always another case. Always more work to do. You can run yourself ragged, never stopping, but at some point, are you hurting the work you're doing?"
 
   "It never hurt my work. I kept a near-perfect clear rate, and of those, conviction rates—well, they are what they are."
 
   "So, not as great as you wanted?"
 
   "That's not on my head," Erin growled, flicking a hair out of her face a little too sharply. "It's the District Attorney's job at that point."
 
   "That's sweet," Roy said. He looked up at the woman who had finally approached. "Could I get the Teriyaki Chicken, white rice?"
 
   Erin ordered just a bit of fried rice. She still wasn't very hungry, after all. 'Big breakfast,' she claimed.
 
   "I don't want to fight with you, Erin. I think we're close to making a break. If we're lucky, we can get whoever took your sister before he takes someone else." He leaned in close. "So I need you to stay away from that guy. That Hutchinson guy. I think he's dangerous, and I don't want to see you get hurt."
 
   "Okay," she said, electing not to mention that he'd been inside her earlier that day. "Done. Anything else?"
 
   


  
 

Fifteen
 
    
 
   Erin's breath caught in her chest. She hadn't left her door open. She reached for the pistol that should have been at her hip. Nothing. She closed her eyes a moment to run through her options.
 
   She had the pepperbox in her purse. That would be enough. She took it out of its holster and hefted it in her hand. Quickly practiced pulling it up into line, and then dropped it to the floor. Finger off the trigger. Safety off. Okay. She put her shoulder down and knocked the door open hard enough to hurt if someone was hiding behind it.
 
   The door knocked loudly into the wall as she sailed past, checking the inside corner before continuing. Nothing in the kitchen area. Nothing in the living area. Nothing in the dining area. The front room was empty. Which left the uncomfortable choice. Bathroom or bedroom? She'd have to walk right past the open door to one to get at the other.
 
   Too dangerous. Too dangerous by a long shot. Erin pressed her back against the wall, surveyed the room. Empty. It was time to pick. She turned back into the hall and shouldered open the door to the bedroom, brought the pistol up hard.
 
   "Honey, I'm home."
 
   Craig smiled at her from his seat at the head of the bed, his back pressed against the headboard.
 
   Erin cursed. "What are you doing here?"
 
   "I thought you wanted to see me," he said, mimicking a pout. "Are you saying that you don't want to spend time with me any more?"
 
   "I'm saying that you don't get to come into my apartment any time you damn well please."
 
   "But it was so fun."
 
   "Get out. You want to come see me, you tell me first."
 
   "Fine. Here, I thought I was doing you a favor here. Trying to teach you an important lesson about personal safety."
 
   He slipped off the bed as she told him to get out, slowly taking the walk across the room. He stepped closer to her until her back was pressed against the wall, their bodies pressed together.
 
   Erin could feel the gun pressed between them, as well. She wanted to pull the trigger. Wished that she had, more than ever. This was the guy who did it. She was sure. It was definitely the guy.
 
   "Where you been, out in a dress like this?"
 
   "It was laundry day," she answered. "Get out of my apartment."
 
   Erin's phone buzzed.
 
   "What's that?"
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "No," Craig laughed. "I'm pretty sure it wasn't nothing. You got someone texting you? One of your girlfriends, maybe?"
 
   "Maybe," she answered. "Get out of my apartment."
 
   Craig reached between them, forcing a gasp out of Erin's lips as he ran a hand up her thigh, grazing over her mound. Even through the fabric of her dress, she could feel the desire already mounting.
 
   His hand kept moving until it closed around the barrel of her pistol. She should have fought for it, but she didn't. Instead she let Craig take it. He stepped back a bit, turned his hand over.
 
   "Nice piece." He tossed it on the bed. "I just came by because I realized I hadn't tried your mouth yet."
 
   "I told you to get out."
 
   "But you're not going to make me, are you?"
 
   "Fuck you. Get out."
 
   "Get on your knees." Craig's voice didn't raise, and he didn't sound angry, but the way he said it made her obey.
 
   He unzipped his cock. The memory of that cock inside her, only a couple hours ago, made her head go a little bit light.
 
   "You know what to do next," he growled.
 
   Had her sister done this same thing? Erin wondered. She forced herself not to think about it. Instead, she took it in one hand, jerking it experimentally. Craig took a fist-full of her hair and started pushing. She hated it. Or, she should have. She knew she should have, even as she took his cock deeper in her mouth, letting her tongue swirl around the head.
 
   Instead, she found herself preening when she heard him whisper "Oh, fuck."
 
   She found herself wanting it. This wasn't right, she wasn't like this. But it didn't change that she started bobbing her head faster, deeper, anything to get him to lose control just a little bit more. To feel herself getting the control she wanted.
 
   "God damn, girl."
 
   She slurped and sucked as hard as she could, pulling him out of her mouth with a soft pop. "Do you like that?"
 
   His fingers dug into her hair harder. "Shut up and suck my cock."
 
   She shut up and sucked his cock, bobbing her head. Enjoying the feeling of him thrusting back to meet her even as she resented the hell out of herself for it. She shouldn't have enjoyed this. The guy was exactly who she didn't need to get involved with, but here she was, kneeling and acting like his personal slut.
 
   She could feel his movements getting less rhythmic, could feel him trying to force harder as he approached his climax. He held her head still, now, fucking her face, his cock trying to penetrate her throat with every thrust. He pushed in deep and she could feel him spasming as he sent rope after rope of cum shooting down her throat.
 
   She came up coughing as he pulled himself out in time to shoot another rope of cum that traced a line from her chin down to where her pretty dress covered her tits.
 
   "Good girl."
 
   Erin growled. "Get out of my apartment."
 
   "I'll be back," he said. "I'll see you next time."
 
   She leaned back against the door, more angry with herself for looking forward to it. What the fuck was wrong with her? This wasn't about sex, and it certainly wasn't about relationships.
 
   She was trying to catch the bastard who was killing these women. Craig showed every sign of being capable of it. She reached her hand down, pulled her dress up. Instead, she was like a bitch in heat.
 
   She didn't waste any time with getting herself ready. She was already as ready as she could be. If he'd decided to come back in and please himself with her pussy—she pushed the thought away. It wasn't about him. Wasn't about what he wanted.
 
   She needed to feel release, needed the sweet oblivion of an orgasm to wipe away the arousal that she didn't want to feel any more.
 
   Her fingers moved in quick, short circles, forcing the orgasm out through her fingers. Forcing the pleasure out of herself. She let out a soft moan, and then a louder one. It didn't matter if he left the door open. The only thing that mattered was what she needed, now.
 
   She could feel her orgasm approaching fast. She pinched a sensitive nipple, another shock of pleasure to add to the whirlwind of need that was building up in her belly as she played with her pussy.
 
   Her body got tense as she raced over the edge of oblivion, circling her clit hard and fast and chasing the pleasure as far as the trail would go. Finally she slumped over.
 
   She needed to get out of these clothes, and she needed to catch that son of a bitch Craig for what he'd done to her sister.
 
   If he'd done anything like that to her—Erin couldn't think of it. Her sister wouldn't have enjoyed it like she had. Becca was the good girl.
 
   Erin was the bitch, and sometimes bitches enjoyed things they shouldn't.
 
   


  
 

Sixteen
 
    
 
   The day had already been long, and now it was only getting longer. She shouldn't have been called out, but Roy had texted her and she was going regardless.
 
   There was another one. This one was newer than any of the ones they'd found, but he'd broken the pattern. It always happened eventually, Roy said. And when it happened, that was when they managed to find something that would bag the bastard.
 
   She came into a scene that was already too crowded with people. She didn't have a badge to flash, and the suit wore a badge that read F.B.I. on his hip, so she couldn't even rely on his recognizing her.
 
   "I was called out to the scene. Get Schafer. He'll confirm the story."
 
   "I'm sorry, ma'am. Official personnel only unless I have orders otherwise."
 
   "Then go talk to Roy. Schafer. He told me to come to the scene, and here I am. I'm a cop, God damn it. Can't you at least do me that favor?"
 
   He looked askance at the reporters around. "No, ma'am. I have to stay here."
 
   "You can't go off for one goddamn second?"
 
   He caught someone trying to slip under the caution tape with one arm and pushed them back, without too much concern for their safety or the safety of the camera on their shoulder.
 
   Then the agent shot her a look as if to say 'see?'
 
   "She's with me," came a voice from behind. Roy's voice.
 
   "Yes, sir."
 
   He stood aside a second to let Erin through. She could hear him say "Not you" to someone who tried to follow her through. She could only imagine the stink-eye that they caught for it.
 
   "Sorry about the trouble," Roy said, giving an apologetic smile. It was already a long day, and it was only going to get longer.
 
   The woman was surrounded by groceries. She'd been out shopping, it seemed, and had taken a cut down a back alley. The part of town wasn't so bad this time, and it was the middle of the day when she'd been stabbed.
 
   "What did you need me for?"
 
   "Call it a gesture of good will and inter-departmental cooperation."
 
   "Okay," she said, pulling on gloves. The body was cool, but it wasn't ice cold. Pretty, dark-haired. It was hard not to notice the similarities to the other women.
 
   "Do we have an I.D.?"
 
   "Sure we do. Irene Cassidy, aged twenty-eight. Leaves behind a husband, aged twenty-seven, and a little girl, aged four."
 
   Erin didn't have anything to say. She looked up at Roy, who gave her an understanding shrug. It was sad, no doubt. But neither of them had time to waste on feeling sad right now.
 
   "Time of day is different."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "And the victim was married. Could she have been stepping out on the side?"
 
   "Not likely," Roy answered. "We've got techs going over the home P.C. now, but it's not looking very likely at all. Far as we can tell, the husband used it mostly. She was less the computer type. Used it to buy stuff online when she couldn't get it local, that sort of thing. Not a heavy user."
 
   "And she was married, to boot."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Any chance that it's a coincidence? Husband did it and copied another killer to make use figure it was him instead?"
 
   "Again—not likely."
 
   "No, I didn't think so."
 
   Erin let out a breath. She could already guess what had happened. It wasn't hard to do. If he was a sadist—and she knew Craig sure as hell seemed to be one, her feelings on which were a whole mess she didn't want to untangle right now—then she'd definitely riled him up earlier.
 
   He could have gone right out and found someone to kill. Someone who wasn't her. Why he put off killing her instead, she didn't know. She only knew that she couldn't exactly afford to go out at night with her 'new boyfriend,' or maybe he'd get a repeat performance in.
 
   "What else can you tell me?"
 
   "Not a whole lot else. She's a model citizen. Good mother, far as we can tell. Everyone who we've been able to talk to—understand we've only had the scene for an hour or so—seemed to love her. Heartbroken. I mean, you know, everyone says that, but my guys say they buy it."
 
   She considered telling him about what she'd done. Considered it for a long time, because it would have answered quite a few questions that were sure to be looming large in Roy's mind. But telling him would mean that either she became the F.B.I.'s bait, or he'd make her stop. Either way meant that she let someone else have control, and she couldn't do that.
 
   Not when it was her sister's life. Anyone else, fine. She'll take shotgun, let them call the shots, and she would do what she had to do. But they would just fuck it up, she knew. The only person she could count on in this case was herself.
 
   "Two murders in, what, three days? He's getting faster."
 
   "This one wasn't planned," Schafer answered off-hand.
 
   "No, I guess it wasn't."
 
   "We're sweeping the place for prints, but we're not expecting much. We're more hopeful for fibers and hairs."
 
   "You said when they break pattern, they make mistakes."
 
   "That's right. We'll make a cop out of you yet."
 
   She soured at the joke. "But does that mean that he keeps going with the plan? Should we expect another murder within the week?"
 
   Roy crouched down next to her, exhaling through his nose. "I hope not."
 
   "But you're afraid so."
 
   "But I'm afraid so," he agreed.
 
   "Then we have four days to nail him."
 
   "At most," Roy said. He sounded tired. She almost wanted to invite him back to get some rest at her place. She'd just learned a great new trick, after all, and she was eager to practice. The fear of the wrong person bursting in told her not to.
 
   "Is there anything else?"
 
   "Sure. You learned anything from your, ah, time off?"
 
   "Oh, yeah. Sure. Talk shows are garbage."
 
   Roy gave her an even, frustrated look. "Okay, sure. Keep your secrets. But when you get done being clever, give me a call. If you find anything out, it's better we both know everything. You can't catch him single-handed, and I need all the information I can get if I'm going to do anything about it."
 
   "Okay. If anything happens to come on Oprah—"
 
   "She's not doing T.V. any more," Roy said reflexively.
 
   "Fine. Whoever, then."
 
   "You want, like, Wendy Williams."
 
   "That's fine."
 
   He looked up from the body. "I'm just saying."
 
   Erin stood up. Had he had her as an appetizer, come out for this murder, and then finished her off again for dessert? She felt for her car keys and took them in hand, only realizing after a minute that she was gripping them hard enough to hurt.
 
   "I'll text you." Erin turned to leave.
 
   "Hey, you want to get dinner later?"
 
   She knew that he wasn't talking about inter-agency cooperation any more, and she could feel the butterflies in her stomach at the idea. She wanted to. She'd had a good time with him, back in Wyoming when he wasn't being a bastard who stole important cases from people.
 
   "Maybe when you're done here," she said. She wanted to refuse, to save what little dignity and independence she had left. She needed to keep working on the case, to make sure that she didn't set off another one of these murders. The words came out on their own. "I need to get a shower."
 
   


  
 

Seventeen
 
    
 
   The second that she got out of the shower she already felt better. A long day, no question, but she'd be able to make it through. Somehow. She checked that the chain lock was still fitted in the door before she went back to her bedroom to get dressed.
 
   Something had her spooked about the place not being totally secure. Somehow, Craig Hutchinson had made it in, and while she absolutely didn't have any trouble believing that he was the sort of man who knew a few locksmiths' tricks, that didn't make her feel much better about the situation. If he could get in once, then he would be able to get in again, no problem. Which meant that Erin need to constantly be on her guard until she was able to put him behind bars.
 
   Erin heard her phone buzz from its place, face-down on the cabinet. She picked it up and answered.
 
   "Russo."
 
   "Good to hear your voice again." Roy's voice was low and rough with tiredness. "Have you figured out where I'm taking you for dinner?"
 
   "No, and I'm not going to. Ask someone else for a recommendation, but you're going to surprise me. I told you that."
 
   "You might have forgotten, and I'm a stranger in a strange land, you know."
 
   "That's what makes it so fun." Erin could imagine him squirming, and smiled at the thought. He didn't seem like the kind of man who ever squirmed. Rather, he seemed like the kind of man who was incapable of squirming. Like he might try and fail.
 
   "Then you'll have to come find me. I'm pulled off on the side of the road here next to a…" A pause, in which she could imagine he was looking out the window to read the name of the place. "McDonald's, I guess. You guys even have strange McDonald's out here, huh?"
 
   "Not that strange."
 
   "Well, come find me. Then we'll find someplace to eat."
 
   "We're not having McDonald's."
 
   "Boo," he teased. "Obviously we're not. Now, you're a detective. Time to start your detective training. Come find me, and then we'll find someplace. But I need a guide around town, so I don't get lost."
 
   "But getting lost is half the fun."
 
   "Then we'll both have fun, smart aleck."
 
   "See you in a bit." Erin hung up the phone and pulled on some clothes, the cold having pulled her skin tight around her body and raising goosebumps.
 
   She tried four McDonalds locations before she found the government-issue sedan that Roy sat in. He stuck out like a sore thumb, so she should have realized that she didn't need to pull into the others and look carefully.
 
   The car was instantly recognizable as a government car, kept in reasonably good shape with blacked-out windows and government plates. It might as well have said "I'm with the F.B.I." on the side of it for all the good it did hiding the information.
 
   She opened the passenger door and slipped inside.
 
   "You found me!" He feigned surprise.
 
   "Somehow. I guess it's just my incredible sense as a detective that led me to your location, first try."
 
   "Really. First place you checked?"
 
   "Absolutely."
 
   He looked suitably impressed, though she suspected that he had no illusions about her telling the truth.
 
   "Well, I was thinking Italian."
 
   "Perfect. Drive me away, Romeo."
 
   "I don't know if I'd go that far," he chuckled. "How about just dinner?"
 
   "Good enough for me," Erin purred. They made their way back onto the streets, busy enough to take a good look around. As she had promised, she provided very little—if anything—in the way of directions.
 
   He'd ask if she had a recommendation every few corners, or if she liked a particular restaurant. She practiced her shrug. Finally they pulled into a restaurant with 'Italian' in the name. Erin hadn't been there before; in fact, hadn't heard the name. It was too far north to be part of her usual repertoire, but she wasn't about to criticize just because of that.
 
   They were seated and a thirty-something who looked like they'd made poor life decisions came to ask what they wanted to drink. Water, they both answered. A minute later, breadsticks came with the drinks. Erin picked one up and slowly started making her way through the basket.
 
   "How are you liking Los Angeles?"
 
   "Oh, you know. It's a big city. They're all pretty similar, when all you have to go on is a field office and a hotel."
 
   "I suppose that's probably true, when you get to enough of them. I wouldn't know."
 
   "Then you should have recommended someplace."
 
   "Nah," she said, waving the suggestion away with the half-eaten breadstick in her hand. "Where's the fun in that?"
 
   "So you're doing all this for my benefit, then?"
 
   "Of course!" She smiled. "I care for your education, Roy. Think of this as a pre-test. Then, over the next few days, you learn about the city, and we see whether or not you're as knowledgeable as the locals on the spots."
 
   "I don't think that I'm going to learn that much in only a few days."
 
   "That's because you didn't have someone tutoring you all those other times."
 
   "And you're planning on being my… what, tutor? In food-related matters?"
 
   "Well, that and detective-work, of course. But I think we should start with where you're closest to success."
 
   Roy's lips pinched together in annoyance that might have been feigned. "You're right. I'm sorry. I should've known better."
 
   "That's the spirit. Grovel just a bit."
 
   "Groveling isn't my thing," he said. His voice was mild, but his expression had changed, just a little bit. As if he wanted to show her that he was a little bit dangerous. Compared to Craig, Roy Schafer was a kitten, and she wasn't sure that she minded it one bit.
 
   She'd already gotten herself into a spot that she shouldn't have gotten herself into. Now that she was hip-deep in trouble, the suggestion to leave it alone, to go home and watch a pack of hyenas pretending to be people rip apart another woman on the basis of female sisterhood.
 
   For what seemed like the hundredth time, Erin wanted to tell Roy what she'd done. Wanted to get some feedback on what she was supposed to do next. It was a dangerous game that she was playing, and explaining how she got the information she was hoping to get, when it was finally time to cash out, would be hard. It would make it that much less awkward if she were able to get him in on the game plan now, before the trouble had come up.
 
   Would it make the evidence that they got inadmissible? She wasn't sure. But that wasn't what she was concerned about right now. Undercover agents worked on cases like this all the time. All she was doing was working undercover.
 
   But undercover cops had someone pulling their strings, someone who could pull them out of the situation if things got too dangerous, and here she was, walking the tight-rope without a safety net.
 
   "Roy, I need to tell you something, and I need this to stay between us."
 
   "Okay," he said, sitting back and looking for the waitress who hadn't taken their order yet. "I can promise that. Probably."
 
   "Well, probably will have to be good enough." She let out a breath. "I may have made contact with Hutchinson."
 
   "I assumed you would," he said, rubbing his nose. "What have you got?"
 
   "Nothing yet. The guy's scary, though. I wouldn't put it past him. He admitted to knowing my sister, though he says he hasn't heard from her since she left Minnesota."
 
   "Okay. We can work with that. What's the cover?"
 
   "I'd—" Erin let out a breath and tried to still her heart beating. "I'd rather not say."
 
   "That's fine. I'm not your dad. But stay safe, and the minute that there's trouble, you call me, alright?"
 
   "Okay," she said, making a mental note to save his number again. She might not forget this time.
 
   "I'll text you to check in once a day. If I don't hear from you within an hour or two, we bring the hammer down. Fair?"
 
   "Fair enough," she said. The waitress was coming up, finally, her wide hips swishing as she walked with a hurry that suggested that she just realized how long they'd been sitting there, the breadstick basket still empty.
 
   "Oh, look at that," the waitress murmured. "You're out of breadsticks. Well, I'll get you some more of those, but could I take your order while I'm at it?"
 
   Erin let out a breath. Not the best Italian place she'd been. But it was a learning experience, just like it was going to be digging into the muck that was Craig Hutchinson.
 
   


  
 

Eighteen
 
    
 
   Waking up late had always come hard for her. But when Erin avoided sleep long enough, it was an unhappy necessity that she had to deal with in spite of her best intentions to sleep as little as necessary and never past the sunrise.
 
   She opened her eyes slowly, and closed them again. The sun had somehow found a way through the blinds that managed to fall square across her eyes, and after a night's rest it was blindingly bright.
 
   She rolled away from it and pushed herself out of bed, still letting her eyes stay shut a minute. She knew the layout well enough not to worry about it. She reached for where her phone should be, but she must have knocked it to the floor. Erin opened her eyes just enough to reach down and grab it.
 
   As she'd hoped a message. As usual, though, nothing to be sure who it was from. She cursed herself again that she'd forgotten to put Roy's number back in. It would be as easy, even now, as going back to the call log and adding the most recent call. Unless she'd gotten one after midnight last night, which she doubted, and even then, the log had timestamps.
 
   Doing anything today?
 
   She thought forward. No, nothing. Unless she wanted to schedule some last-minute piano lessons. She'd always wanted to learn, never put in the least bit of effort. Maybe today would be the day. Maybe it wouldn't.
 
   She punched in that she didn't have any plans at all and dropped the phone on the bed, where it lay as she went off to get dressed.
 
   She was just pulling on a pair of slacks as her phone buzzed. That would be Craig, she knew. Roy didn't seem to prefer to text, but more than that, he wasn't quick about answering them when he did send any.
 
   She picked the phone back up and turned it over to read the message.
 
   I'll be there in 5, be ready to go.
 
   She shrugged. Alright. That was enough time, if she needed to be out the door. She reached down to pull on socks and then slipped her feet into a comfortable pair of flats.
 
   The knock came at the door after 3 minutes. She opened it halfway without undoing the chain, already knowing what she'd find.
 
   "You ready to go?"
 
   "You said five minutes."
 
   "I lied," Craig answered, letting the tiniest hint of a smile cross his otherwise surly face.
 
   "I'm ready anyways, let me grab my wallet."
 
   "You won't need it."
 
   "Fine, then I won't take it."
 
   Erin shrugged and pocketed her keys, undid the chain latch on the door and went outside, locking the door behind.
 
   Whatever was going on, she was intrigued enough already that she wasn't going to argue. Maybe that was a risk, she thought. Maybe there was going to be tons of trouble any minute now, and she needed to have someplace to carry her backup.
 
   But she already knew better than to think that she was going to use it on Craig. Not unless something very drastic changed, and she knew that it wasn't going to, in spite of her better judgment.
 
   He took her back down to the motorcycle and got on, kicked it to life, and handed the helmet off to her. Erin put it on, still unsure how to feel about the tightness that was almost too much. Just a little bit too tight for comfort. But then again, when it came to protecting her head, maybe that was a desirable trait. She didn't know much about helmets, after all.
 
   Craig tested her grip around his waist before he took off. It was still strange the second time, being pressed up against him with her whole body. He carried her weight, and she let him shift her to the left as they turned. It was made all that much more strange because she knew that she couldn't trust him as far as she could throw him, but when she was on the back of that bike her life was completely in his hands.
 
   All it would take would be one or two bad turns and she'd be as good as dead, and yet she knew instinctively that if he was going to kill her—and the jury was still very much out on that subject—then it wouldn't be with incompetent or dangerous driving.
 
   Erin watched a car carefully as they started to pull up. She could tell instinctively that it wanted to get over, and she could tell just as instinctively that it wasn't looking for two people on the back of a motorcycle about to pull up beside.
 
   Just as she thought it, she felt Craig pull a little off the throttle and the car sailed harmlessly by them. She let out a little breath that she'd been holding and started to relax until she heard the bike roar to life below them.
 
   Craig tugged the bike to the left and brought them up along the driver's side, taking a hand off the handlebars just long enough to rap on the window and make a vulgar gesture at the woman driving, who looked about ready to spill her coffee in her lap.
 
   Then they pulled on past and slipped back into the center of the lane. They were leaving the city, even leaving the metro area, she realized. What sort of road trip was he taking her on? It would be an even bigger change of pattern to kill her out here, so in some ways it felt strangely safer out here, even as they became more and more isolated. He got them onto the interstate for a few miles, her grip getting that much tighter around his waist as the wind whipped at them both hard.
 
   He pulled off into a bar that looked like they had more need for cops than the rest of the county, and the bike shuddered below them and expired as he turned it off, just the next in a long line of bikes.
 
   "Not too bumpy," Craig said, as if he were making a general statement instead of asking her. She wasn't sure if that was intentional or not, but knowing him, he wasn't worried about her answer either way.
 
   "No," she said, pulling the helmet off and trying not to think about what it had done to her still-damp hair.
 
   "Come on."
 
   Craig took her inside behind himself. There wasn't anyone at the door to stop them, but she got the impression that the wrong sort of person rarely walked into an establishment like this, and the few times that they did, it didn't take long for them to figure out the mistake and get the hell out before there was trouble.
 
   Of course, that was part of the appeal for the men—and they were almost all men, save a few women who looked like they peed standing up—who came here. No outside interference. And as much as they probably had need for cops, she doubted that any, whether from the city or county boys, or even the staties, ever stepped inside the place. She might have been the first in years, and she was going to do her best not to stand out.
 
   The clothes she was wearing weren't going to make it easy, but the company she came in with, she hoped, might be enough to get her free and clear out of trouble.
 
   She had to hope, because otherwise things were going to get ugly.
 
   Craig settled into a booth and let his eyes drift across the room, where they settled onto a couple of toughs playing billiards. Erin slid in across from him and waited to figure out what the hell was going on.
 
   She didn't have to wait long, because a minute later, a familiar face turned around and made its way over to their table.
 
   


  
 

Nineteen
 
    
 
   "Hey, Craig," the guy said as he slid into her side of the booth whether she wanted him to or not. Well, there had been plenty of things that she'd had no choice in, the past few years, and this wasn't going to be the thing that ruined her.
 
   "Who's the chickadee?"
 
   "Don't be crass," Craig said mildly. If it were someone else, Erin might have thought that he was letting it go. But she knew that wasn't what was happening. Rather, Craig was relying on the fact that he wouldn't have to say it a second time. If he did, she knew, there would be trouble.
 
   The man beside her had been one of the faces on that sheet of men who had dated the previous victims. She wasn't about to assume that the both of them were all she needed to find. Two people didn't just meet each other and set off on a whirlwind murdering adventure like that. And the prosthetic work that would have been necessary to make Craig fit perfectly with the other two was prohibitive.
 
   "Okay, well, are you going to introduce me to your friend, Hutchinson?"
 
   "What, like we're friends?" Craig's face darkened. "Do you have the money, or don't you?"
 
   Erin had to fight to keep her face straight. Maybe this was all set up to intimidate her, or maybe it wasn't, but she had stumbled into something that she wouldn't have been remotely privy to if they knew what she did for work.
 
   "Relax, man. I got the money."
 
   "Good."
 
   The man slipped a fat yellow envelope across the table. Roy opened the top flap and looked inside. If he had any doubts that everything he wanted was in there, he didn't show it, and he didn't bother to count it.
 
   She waited for the pass back, whatever it would be. Instead, the killer beside her waited a minute before asking, in his most nervous voice, "we good?"
 
   "Yeah, we're good. Go on, now."
 
   The broad-faced man got up and took a few hurried steps toward the door. Craig caught his arm.
 
   "You try to conduct business when I'm here to relax again, and we're going to have trouble. You feel me?"
 
   "Sorry, man. Won't happen again."
 
   "You got it?"
 
   "I got it!"
 
   Craig let him go, and he pulled hard as he started to move away. Erin let out a breath and closed her eyes a moment, trying to relax herself.
 
   "Sorry about that."
 
   "What was that all about?"
 
   "Oh, I did some work on his bike. It was making a mean bit of engine noise. Turned out he needed a complete rebuild."
 
   "So he paid in cash?"
 
   "You bet," Craig said, nodding softly to music that wasn't playing.
 
   "Is that how all your business goes?"
 
   "Not all of it," he said with a shrug.
 
   "Who was that, even?"
 
   "Oh, you know," Craig said. Evading the question again. "I met him around."
 
   "Around, huh?"
 
   "What is this, twenty questions? Yeah. Around."
 
   "Sorry I asked." Someone finally came around, a guy who looked like he could serve double-duty as a bulldozer if the need arose, and Craig ordered them both beers. They'd take a basket of fries, as well, and make it snappy.
 
   Apparently the deal the day before had set him off. Well, she wasn't going to complain if it meant better service, but it told her something about the man across the table from her. All of it did.
 
   Whatever he was getting paid for, it was worth more than the bike he was sitting on. Time rebuilding an engine might add up to ten grand, but that wasn't the kind of atmosphere that surrounded a mechanic getting paid, and this wasn't the sort of place a mechanic hung out at noon.
 
   "You said you knew my sister."
 
   "Yeah, I said that. Knew her voice, from over the phone, anyway. Saw a few pictures. We tried a video chat one time, but it didn't work out."
 
   "You don't seem like the computer type."
 
   "No?" Craig shrugged. "You have to keep up with the times, don't you?"
 
   "I guess so," Erin agreed. The fries came out with the beer, steaming hot and overfull for the basket they came in. Craig dumped some salt on and took one.
 
   "So. Between jobs, huh?"
 
   "For now," she said, mildly. "They come and go. I could have a contract tomorrow, or I could be another few weeks."
 
   "For real?"
 
   "Sure," she said.
 
   "How do you manage to pay for it?"
 
   "My mom left me a little money." It was a lie. After Dad left, she'd been a wreck. Barely able to keep herself together. Erin wondered how bad Dad had taken it, but then she decided that she didn't need to worry about that. He probably took it as badly as he took everything. It would make a great excuse to drink, but not a great excuse to change anything about himself.
 
   "We should all be so lucky."
 
   "It is what it is."
 
   "I hear that," Craig said, another tug of a smile at the corners of his lips. "But hey. We all do what we have to in this life, right?"
 
   "Exactly."
 
   Craig didn't know how true that was for her. She would do whatever she had to do, and if that meant spending time with this bastard until he slipped up and gave himself away, she'd wait all year if she had to.
 
   He took a french fry between his fingers and moved over to her side of the booth, wrapped his free hand around her shoulder and pulled her in.
 
   "I think something happened to your sister. You heard from her?"
 
   "No," she said. "Not in years."
 
   "See, that's a shame, darlin'. Family's family."
 
   "I know."
 
   "I watch out for my family, and they watch out for me. We fight, sure. Who doesn't? But we at least got that much figured out. We're responsible for each other. Nobody gets off, and nobody walks away."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean? Like—you have brothers?"
 
   "Brothers and brothers. I was the youngest, and my brothers looked out for me. Now I'm older, I look out for them."
 
   "I don't know what that's like. My sister and I split up a long time ago."
 
   "That's how it is, sometimes. But I'm telling you, it's not good. You need to reforge those bonds."
 
   "Well, if I get any word on her…" Erin forced herself to swallow the anger that was threatening to spill out. "Then I'll do just that. You're right. It's too precious to waste time on petty little fights."
 
   "See what I mean?"
 
   "Yeah, I see what you mean."
 
   He smiled and stood up. Pulled another fry and put it between his lips. Like a cigarette or something. Then he went over to an old jukebox, old enough to still be using C.D.s, and thumbed a couple quarters in. A minute later it started playing something and he slid back into the booth opposite her.
 
   "Of course, sometimes you have to take a hard line with them, too, you know?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "With family. I heard a little about your parents' situation. A year, it's a long time, you get to talking, and that sort of thing comes up. Bad stuff."
 
   "Well, sometimes you have to deal with bad stuff."
 
   "Oh, no, I ain't doubting that. But what I am saying is, I know your dad didn't do your mom right. As much as I care about family, as much as I'd do anything to keep my brothers safe—" he sucked in a breath through his nose and let it out like a bull about to charge. "—Someone did my momma like that, and they wouldn't be in no position to do it to nobody else. Not ever again."
 
   


  
 

Twenty
 
    
 
   It wasn't the first time that she'd thought it. It wasn't going to be the last time. Dad would have deserved it, if either of his daughters had decided to take that route. But hearing someone else dropping a not-so-veiled threat had been jarring, to say the very least.
 
   Erin forced herself to focus again for a moment. On the bike, with him driving, riding was easy. Painless. She could forget about the whole world, just let him control her weight and let him take her wherever she was going. But that wasn't the life she wanted, and it wasn't the life she was going to have for herself.
 
   The minute he slipped up enough for the cops to get involved, she would get them involved, and she'd be free and clear. He pulled up in front of her building. To her surprise, he didn't get off or park. He just let her off at the door. Not that she minded.
 
   She felt her phone buzz in her pocket as she slid off the side. If she didn't miss her guess, that would be Roy. She had an hour to get back to him, or the game was over.
 
   The question, now, was whether or not to tell him what had just happened. He deserved to know. But there was the risk that he would be over-cautious. He could decide that they were putting her at too much risk, and with the clear connection now between Craig and the previous killers, they had what they needed to make a move.
 
   She couldn't allow that. The picture wasn't complete. If they moved in now, then she would have wasted her time and all for a whole hell of a lot of nothing. That wasn't acceptable. Not remotely. Erin's keys came out of her pocket easily as she hit her floor. There wasn't any sign of a break-in. That, at least, she was thankful for. She fit the key into the lock and turned it.
 
   The door was finicky. It didn't like to come unlocked; there was a little hitch in the motion that she'd learned to deal with over the years. It came open easily enough, though. She flicked the light on. Same as she'd left it. Erin didn't know why she had expected any different, but now that she was there and everything was okay, she let out a sigh of relief.
 
   The laptop was still closed on her desk. The place looked exactly the way she'd expected it to. Her wallet, still sitting out on the counter. Still closed.
 
   Something about the way that he'd come on such short notice, the way that Craig had told her to leave everything. It had driven her to think that someone was going to come around after. If someone had, then they had done a very good job hiding it. Then again, she was just being paranoid. Craig was a thug, and he was perfectly capable of getting inside. He'd already proven that.
 
   The only reason that a guy like that demonstrates anything, though, is so he doesn't have to use it. She knew that. If he was showing off that he could get in, it was so that she wouldn't try to hide anything. Because it wouldn't work.
 
   And besides that, as much as she suspected that he would belong to a gang—suspected even further that whatever she'd just seen was gang-related payment—that didn't mean he had the clout with them to send some kind of fixer by her apartment.
 
   Unless he suspected something was up, there was no reason to send anyone in the first place. The whole idea made no sense, none of it did. Erin dropped her jacket over the back of a wooden chair and then pulled her phone out of her pocket. Roy's number showed a message. She read it.
 
   Just checking in.
 
   She said that she was alright, she was at home.
 
   The question of whether or not to tell him was still bothering her. She had to have a free hand. That was the whole purpose of doing it this way. Of not doing it alongside the police force, of not telling her damn Captain the whole plan from the beginning.
 
   If she reported every little thing to Roy, then it was only a matter of time before he decided that she was taking too many risks, that she was putting herself in 'too much' danger.
 
   There was no such thing as too much danger, though. She knew that instinctively. Her sister had put herself in too much danger, and she was dead. Craig was a shock in a lot of ways. She didn't know how to feel about his sexual appetites. Didn't know how to feel about the way that he treated her like his little rag doll. Like his property.
 
   But she knew he was right about one thing. It was her job, as the sister, to protect Becca. She'd failed that job utterly, which meant that there was only one alternative.
 
   Now that it was done, she had to see it finished.
 
   Erin clicked her phone off and slipped it back into her pocket. She had a long time to think. That much was good, at least. She needed the time.
 
   The questions were piling up again, and she wasn't finding the answers she needed fast enough. It was only a matter of time before one of them slipped. Either Craig slipped up and let on that he knew what happened to Becca, or she slipped up and let him know that she was on to him.
 
   Once that happened no more nice guy. No more friendly visits. It would be open season on her ass.
 
   Who was the guy he'd made that hand-off to? Who was he really?
 
   She had to assume that the names from the online profiles were all fake. Craig's too, she knew, but that didn't change that she had nothing else she could call him.
 
   There was at least one other, unless she was wildly underestimating them.
 
   Given how similar the broad-faced man had looked, though, she wasn't keen on believing that just yet.
 
   Which meant that one more, minimum. There might have been two more, maybe three. Maybe there were others that they hadn't made the connection to, yet.
 
   Erin took a breath.
 
   What was the significance of the pattern? If it was one person, then they could profile that guy. Maybe it was worth something, maybe it wasn't. Roy didn't put much stock in it, and they didn't have any cause for profilers in the L.A.P.D.
 
   But if they were a group, and all of them did it the same way, then there was something else to it. Someone, maybe the first killer, maybe someone else entirely, had told the others that this was going to be how it was.
 
   Seven stab wounds in the gut. Alley in the bad part of town. She was missing something, she knew it. There had to be some sort of connection. Some reason that three or more people would get involved with a murder game like this.
 
   Erin's hands were shaking, she realized. She pressed them flat against the bed and let out an unsteady breath. This wasn't how she was supposed to feel. She was supposed to be in control. She was supposed to feel like she knew what was going on with her life. With the case. She was supposed to feel like she was in the driver's seat.
 
   Instead, she felt like she was on the back of that damn motorcycle. Someone was taking her for a ride, and she could wonder all she liked why they were doing what they were doing, but she wasn't going to get any answers. Not at this rate.
 
   Erin tried to calm her mind. It was still early. She'd been working the case for less than 48 hours. That was more time than she wanted it to take, but sometimes these things took time.
 
   She already had a solid lead on a suspect, she already knew what he was doing. She already had a solid link between him and the prior murders. The only question now was why she was feeling so much like she had nothing at all.
 
   Was she building a house of cards? What was she going to do when it fell? She shook her head.
 
   House of cards or not, she wasn't going to let it get to her. She needed to keep herself focused. That was the only option Erin had left, now, and she would be damned if she was going to let some motorcycle punk take her for a ride when it came to her sister's murder.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Waiting for Craig to call wasn't going to get anything done. She knew that, but he hadn't told Erin near enough to track him down. She slipped into the old Jeep. The only connections she could make were that bike and that biker bar. Well, looking for a single motorcycle in a city this size wasn't going to turn into anything. Not for someone working off the books.
 
   The only other option was tracking down the biker bar. She turned the key and got driving. She hadn't payed close attention to the route Hutchinson had taken when he took her there, but that didn't change anything. She knew how to get to the interstate. From there, it wasn't too hard to figure what came next.
 
   She pulled in, gave the bikes a slow drive-by. Maybe Craig was there, she thought, but his bike wasn't. No matter. She pulled in. If he wasn't, then maybe someone else was. Someone else who she needed to get to know.
 
   She caught a few funny looks as she came through the door. The sort of looks that should have told her exactly why she didn't belong there, but she'd been there with Craig already. For that matter, whether she had or not, it didn't matter, because she wasn't going to leave. Not when two women were already dead, and a third would be joining her any day now.
 
   They had been slowly accelerating things for the past four years. Would it be two this time? Or did they have three lined up? More?
 
   She took a breath and waited for the guy to bring her the beer and the fries. He did. Still piping hot, still piled far too high for any rational person, which was just high enough for a place like this.
 
   Then she started looking from face to face, person to person. A smile crossed her face when she saw the face she was looking for. Plain-looking except for his broad nose that looked like it was an art deco attempt at a flattish face.
 
   She took a couple fries and ate one as she walked up to the billiards table.
 
   "Hey, I know you."
 
   The guy turned and raised an eyebrow. "Well I don't know you, so buzz off."
 
   "No, I definitely know you. You were here yesterday, right? You talked to Craig."
 
   "You're—" he stiffened a little. "Look, I don't want any trouble, okay? Just go on, leave. I'm not looking for anything."
 
   "Well maybe I am, you think about that?"
 
   "It ain't going to happen, chickie. That man would kill me if he even saw me talkin' to you."
 
   "Really, that much, huh?"
 
   "So you need to buzz off, and you need to buzz off quick before one of the Angels see me, you feel me?"
 
   "Angels?"
 
   "Who the fuck are you? Some kind of reporter or something? Digging for a story? You a cop?"
 
   "Just looking to find out who I've been seeing."
 
   "Well why don't you ask him, then, and get the hell out of here?"
 
   "You and I both know he won't tell it to me straight. You come over here, have a beer with me—" The guy on the other side of the table sent the cue ball into the side pocket, and now it was flat-nose's turn.
 
   "I wish I could help you, alright? But I can't."
 
   "You at least got a name?"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Just in case Craig asks who I've been talkin' to."
 
   "Fuck you."
 
   "I just don't want to keep calling you 'hey you,' if we run into each other."
 
   "I already said I wasn't going to tell you. Ain't gonna get myself into trouble giving out my name."
 
   The guy across the table, leaning on his cue and waiting for flat-nose to make his shot spoke up. "His name's Ryan. Satisfied? Now take your fuckin' shot, asshole."
 
   The way that flat-nose's face twisted up in annoyance told her that she hadn't just been played, unless they'd rehearsed it. He gave the tall guy a look and then started to line up his shot. He sent the nine into the corner pocket and Erin left them to play. She had to finish these fries before they got cold.
 
   The ride home was longer than she would have liked, with too many questions to answer. Either they were better actors than she thought, or she'd gotten his real name. None of the names from the dating sites were 'Ryan,' so it was something new to go on.
 
   She put her foot down harder. Speed limits were mostly a suggestion, this far out, anyways. Just don't go too far over. She whipped past something on the side of the road and immediately regretted it.
 
   A motorcycle. A very familiar motorcycle, in fact. She swerved over four lanes and pulled off to the side of the road a ways up, trying to put her Jeep where nobody would pay it special attention, and then she got out the passenger side. No reason to risk getting hit by a damn car for this.
 
   Then she went back. That was Craig's bike, no doubt about it. She thought for a minute before she kept going. This was a dangerous road she was headed out on, and no mistake. The man was dangerous and now, if she was lucky, she was finally about to find something out about him without his express permission.
 
   The bike seemed abandoned, initially. Nobody would pull off to the side of the road like this. It looked fine from the outside. Two full tires, and she didn't figure him for the kind of guy who ran out of gas on the side of the road.
 
   There was a place nearby where the trees spread just about enough for someone to go on through, and the grass kinked down where someone had stepped through, more than just once. She sucked in a breath and hoped to hell that she hadn't come at just the wrong time.
 
   It was a tight squeeze, but it would have been tighter for Craig and he made it through. She stepped on through and found herself facing another path. It widened enough that she didn't have to go through sideways, which was a blessing all by itself.
 
   Erin kept herself low. Any minute now, someone could come around the bend in the path, and the wall of trees were just a bit too thick to duck off to the side and try to let them slip by. If you were going to have someplace you didn't want people going, then there were worse ways to separate it from the street.
 
   She heard the voices before she was close enough to know what they were saying. They weren't making any effort to speak in hushed tones, though, that was sure enough.
 
   The path started up a hill, and around the base of the hill the trees started to spread out. She stepped off and went tree-to-tree. The way she'd hoped to have done it before, but there wasn't much opportunity up until now.
 
   She peeked over the ridge-line of the hill and saw a dozen-odd men, most of them heavily tattooed, and not a one of them weighing less than two hundred pounds. Most looked like they could crush a baseball in one hand, and might do it if you disrespected their momma.
 
   "My brother's none of your concern, Lee."
 
   "Well, I just don't want to walk into nothin'."
 
   "I ain't gonna compromise this club just for some family shit, you know that. I got that cop on the line specifically so I could get that monkey off our back. You got me?"
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Erin slipped back into the Jeep. What the hell was he talking about? She was there to get what off his back? Something told her that she already could guess. He knew, in fact was intimately acquainted with the fact, that she was a police officer.
 
   Which meant that he was letting her think that she was getting away with something. Why? The only reason that made sense was that he also knew why she was getting acquainted with him. The pieces fit into place better than she liked.
 
   He was just going to go up the line of the previous killers and introduce her to them, was that how it worked? The entire idea seemed strange. But more than that, it made no sense. Why? What was he trying to protect by driving her attention towards them?
 
   A few serial killers in their midst would eventually drop the law hammer on them. So maybe that was it. She was the release valve for the guys who were drawing too much heat. Well, if that was all it was—was that a bad thing?
 
   Why not just tell her straight out? Informants weren't unheard of. Even the ones that just came in and said "hey, I'm part of such-and-such gang."
 
   But instead they'd gone for the long game, some sort of big charade where he pretended not to know anyone in a gang and slowly introduced her to all these men. His brothers, he'd said.  Then what was the speech he'd given her the other day? A bunch of bullshit?
 
   Craig Hutchinson seemed at all times like the kind of guy who would bullshit her. Yet, in that moment, he'd seemed more serious than anything. As if for the first time she was getting a look behind the curtain.
 
   He said he wouldn't let anything happen to his brothers, and she believed him. Even after she'd heard him tell someone that she was there specifically to bring his brothers in.
 
   Which meant there was something more to it. Something that he was leaving out, either with the others in that little club he'd been talking to, or leaving something out with her.
 
   She had heard them talked about before, and it wasn't unheard-of for motorcycle gangs to call their other members brothers. They might be his family, too, in that sense. But none of it made sense, not really. She needed to get someone else's eyes on this.
 
   Her fingers were shaking enough to make it hard to dial Roy's number. He answered quickly. "Is everything okay?"
 
   "I'm fine," she said, holding the phone up in front of her face with the speakerphone on. "But I've got some information for you."
 
   "Shoot."
 
   "Hutchinson. He knows who's been doing your murders. But I think there's something else going on."
 
   "That's absurd, Erin. What could possibly be bigger than repeated serial murders?"
 
   "For you? Probably nothing. Probably you'd be willing to overlook whatever it is, once you get the killers. But he's definitely made me. Made me from the beginning."
 
   "Are you in danger?"
 
   "Not sure."
 
   "So what comes next?"
 
   She paused a minute before answering. "Not sure. I don't like being used."
 
   "I wouldn't either."
 
   "If he thinks that I'm going to go in and just do whatever he says, then—"
 
   "Then what?"
 
   "Then I guess I'll let him."
 
   "What?"
 
   "It's my sister. I don't like being played. But if his play is to give me my sister's killer on a silver platter, then I accept."
 
   "You sure there's nothing else to it? No trap?"
 
   "I don't know anything but what I told you. I met one of your guys. Hold off until we get more info, but he was calling himself 'Ryan' this time. I think he was the second guy, the one who did the Maine job."
 
   "We have him down as a… 'Spencer Gold.'"
 
   "Well, you always knew those names were fake, right?"
 
   "Nothing else to call him until now. 'Ryan,' huh? Got a last name?"
 
   "I couldn't push him any harder for it without being suspicious."
 
   "Alright. I understand. I think you've earned yourself dinner tonight, know anyplace good?"
 
   "Sure. I'll pick this time."
 
   "Good choice."
 
   Erin wasn't in any sort of mood for dinner. Not yet. It was early, though, and a few hours would do a hell of a lot for her mood after the morning she'd had. A few hours, a nap, and some idea of what the hell was going on around her.
 
   Ryan was one of the brothers that the guy had been talking about, right? It was the only thing that made any sense. But why? He'd been real defensive about his name, too. He was trying to keep a low profile, far as she could tell, and tattoos had turned that all around.
 
   The monkey on their back…
 
   She pulled onto her street. Only a four-mile shot down the road now, and she'd be able to go lay down and maybe try to sort this shit out.
 
   There were too many questions to be sure what the right answers were. The important ones were all the most questionable.
 
   Why her? There are a thousand cops in this city. Ten thousand maybe. There's no reason to go straight to her, not when they could have gone to any of them. Maybe Craig didn't get word that he was involved in the murder plot until it was too late, and now he was using her to clean up the mess because it was convenient.
 
   But that didn't sit right. He had been pulling the strings since the beginning. Waiting for her to message him, and he'd answered in minutes. Like he knew it was going to come.
 
   The threat of reprisal was very real, as well. It was all well and good to sell your family up the river, but it didn't sit that well with them after the fact. Maybe his whole plan was to get her to move, and then get revenge right after he got what he wanted. It would tie the whole package up nice and tidy, and he'd already demonstrated that he could get into her place any time he liked.
 
   She shut her eyes. That meant they were playing a dangerous game. She needed to be more careful with her moves. Before, she'd thought that she was the cat, and he was the mouse. Now it seemed more like they were both playing games with the other. Now that she saw that it wasn't a one-sided game, it changed things.
 
   Was this how Craig had seen everything from the beginning? She shuddered. That wasn't good. How much had he known would happen, and how much was just rolling with the punches?
 
   Erin forced herself not to ask too many questions like that. There was no reason to do it, and it was just going to upset her. No reason to get herself riled up just yet.
 
   Not when she had plenty of time left to look into all those questions. This wasn't about a race, and it wasn't about a finish line. Now she understood it more like a dance. In the end, she was going to get what she wanted. The only question was the state she got there in.
 
   So she slipped into her bed and shut her eyes. It was easier to think after she slept. It was a damn shame that she hadn't had enough time to do much of it before. But now she needed to be at the top of her game, because when he made his move, there wasn't going to be any backup.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   Erin woke up to the sound of something at her door. A scratching noise. Her hand reached automatically for the gun by her bedside. She clicked the safety off as she stepped up. If she was someone's pawn, then that meant that there was an opponent. As soon as they noticed what was happening, they were going to come after her.
 
   The door came open a little way before encountering the chain. Erin crouched down in the little hall that the apartment tried to pass off as a kitchen and trained her weapon on the door. When the chain shattered under the weight of someone putting their shoulder into it, she waited half an instant to see who it was before she fired.
 
   The explosion in her hand was loud enough to make her head dance around and her vision go wonky for half a second. Her ears rang. She took another shot and the guy tripped over his own feet. Erin turned him over. Poor Ryan, the guy never saw it coming. Erin didn't feel particularly bad about it.
 
   She pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed Roy first.
 
   "I've got a situation here."
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "There's a dead body in my kitchen."
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "Our friend Ryan tried to break in. I defended myself."
 
   Roy paused on the other end of the line a minute before answering. "Okay, we can take care of this. You called 9-1-1 yet?"
 
   "Not yet, no."
 
   "Okay. I'll communicate it to your people."
 
   "Good. Make sure you communicate that I'm going to leave my firearm on the floor and move away. I'm going to be dis-armed and waiting for them."
 
   "Good. Will-do."
 
   Roy showed up at the apartment flanked on both sides by L.A.P.D. They all huffed over the body on her floor for a minute. She understood the position that she was in. She could have killed someone. On the other hand, it was still her right to defend herself from someone who meant to harm her. That she was a cop also meant that certain things would be understood, and one of them was that she knew what she was doing.
 
   None of that made the body go away, or stopped the blood from staining her kitchen tile.
 
   Roy spoke first. "Are you alright?"
 
   "I'm fine. I heard him coming in. The chain latch was shut. He broke it getting in, and I took steps to defend myself."
 
   "Good."
 
   They turned the body over. There was a pistol in a shoulder-holster. She didn't recognize either of the uniforms, but then again she rarely did. They got on the radio and called in a medical team. The guy was sure as hell dead, but that didn't mean they could leave him on the floor.
 
   The two of them took their sweet time getting to her, which she didn't mind. Erin's skin was starting to crawl at the feeling of having used her gun. They were as safe as anything, she knew. She'd used them every week at the range. Shooting paper had taught her that they didn't just go off willy-nilly.
 
   Accidents happened, sure. But they didn't happen when you were careful and smart about what you were doing. Now, though—she had been careful. She might have been smarter, but with a .38, the odds of blowing straight through and hurting a civilian were slim.
 
   She'd decided to kill the guy, and there he was. Dead on the floor. Roy was saying something to her, but she wasn't listening. The instant she'd pulled the trigger kept playing through her head in slow motion. Maybe she would have been fine. Maybe he was just there to talk. Did she have the right to shoot a man for breaking in, not knowing what he would do?
 
   If she had waited, and she hadn't been safe, wouldn't she have been able to deal with that when the need arose? Maybe not. Erin knew the odds of beating someone in a quick-draw weren't good. Even if you had the gun already in your hands, you still had to worry about aiming in a high-stress situation. It wasn't a situation she would have wanted to put herself in.
 
   But that didn't mean she had the right to kill the guy, not even if he was a murdering son of a bitch.
 
   More than that, though, the only play she'd made, the only information she had outside of what Craig had chosen to give her, was gone now. Ryan something-or-other, suspected in the murder of a young twenty-something with dark hair from Maine under a false name, was the only link that she'd been able to make on her own.
 
   Well, now they weren't going to be able to question him, were they?
 
   She heard the uniform asking her a question and asked him to repeat it. "Is this firearm registered?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Good." He ejected the magazine and counted off the ammunition. Five shots left out of seven. She watched him with a detached interest. The mechanical actions made sense to her. It was what she would have done. If a detective were to show up, which they might not waste one on, then the guy would tell him.
 
   The detective probably would believe him, but it wouldn't stop him from checking. The uniform slid the magazine back into the gun and put it back where he'd found it close enough.
 
   "You going to be okay, Detective Russo?"
 
   She nodded absently. Too much was going on. Too many questions that she didn't have answers to, too many things she didn't want to think or worry about.
 
   Roy crouched down in front of her, forced her to look him in the eyes. "Russo. You're fine. We'll pull this guy's prints, and get them going in a database. We'll be able to have his full name before long."
 
   "Good," she said, but she didn't feel up to it. Why were they still talking about this? What in the hell was she doing here? Shouldn't they have taken her into the station?
 
   "You'll need to stay in a hotel a few days."
 
   "Okay."
 
   The place exploded with activity as the EMTs arrived. They weren't in any sort of hurry, knowing that the guy was dead and all, but it didn't stop the place from being far too small for six people walking around it.
 
   "You're fine. I know this isn't going to count for much, Erin, but you didn't do anything wrong, okay? If you need to talk to anyone, you have my number. I'll follow you to your hotel, and then I have to get back to work. Don't you hesitate to call if something happens. We still on for tonight?"
 
   She didn't know. She was too tired and too scared to make decisions like that. Her head hurt and all she wanted was to sleep. But she was afraid that going back to sleep would just show her images of what had just happened. She didn't say any of that.
 
   Instead, she nodded.
 
   Roy gave her one last long, uncertain look before he put a hand on her knee and stood up.
 
   "You're going to be alright, Erin. Trust me. You're going to be just fine, okay? Don't worry about anything. We'll look into this guy, and we'll find out who he works for. Who he works for, and any other information we can get ahold of."
 
   "Thank you," she said softly. She wasn't sure it was right to be thanking him for any of this. Was he taking it easy on her because of what had happened between them?
 
   "Don't mention it."
 
   She took a deep breath and let herself sit back a second before getting up to follow him down to her Jeep. She didn't feel up to driving, right now. But sometimes you had to do things you didn't want to do.
 
   She'd learned that a long time ago, and had it hammered home almost every morning for years. Now it was little more than automatic.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Dinner was a quiet affair. The hotel was quiet, too, but dinner was quieter somehow. As if being along had produced its own sort of sound, and now that Erin was together with someone else, unsure of what to say or how to act now that she was a killer, it was gone. All that was left was the feeling of uncertainty.
 
   Was this how her sister had felt, in those final moments? Alone and afraid and like there's nothing in the world that can really touch you any more? Even as the knife went in, did she think that it didn't matter that it hurt any more?
 
   Erin could see the expressions on Roy's face. The uncertainty, the questions that he didn't want to ask. He was worried about her, and she had to admit that maybe he should be. Maybe something was wrong with her. No, she thought. Not maybe. Something was certainly wrong with her.
 
   But she didn't know how to make it go away. She was being used by Craig, and now that had come back to ruin her. It all came back to her sister's death.
 
   What had her sister died for? To send a message? Or had she died for real, and she had just played into Craig's hand? That was the reason she was doing any of this. She needed to get revenge for Becca. But now things were going to far, too fast, and Erin was fighting for any air she could get.
 
   Roy asked something that she didn't quite hear.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Is your food good?"
 
   She looked down at a steak she hadn't realized she had already eaten half of. The whole thing had been too mechanical, too mindless. She was stuck inside her head, stuck with the thoughts and doubts that she wanted nothing more than to be rid of.
 
   "Yeah, I guess."
 
   "Erin, are you okay?"
 
   She thought for a moment about telling Roy all about what she had been thinking, about what she was so upset about. But that wouldn't have helped. She needed reassurance, but she needed it from the outside. From someone who wasn't just telling her what she wanted to hear. More than that, she needed something real that wasn't going to be over as soon as the trail dried up or her sister's murderer was caught.
 
   She dropped her fork unintentionally, her unsteady fingers just unable to keep closed around the neck of it. She grabbed it again, too hard, staring as if her vision could melt the steel in her hands if she wanted it badly enough.
 
   Craig's hand on hers came out of nowhere.
 
   "Erin, I need you to talk to me."
 
   "What's the point?"
 
   "The point of what?"
 
   "Of anything. This. Why are we at this dinner?"
 
   "You have to eat some time, don't you?"
 
   "Why me? There are girls in Virginia, aren't there?"
 
   Roy shrugged. "Why anyone? I don't have a good reason. There are girls in Virginia. Probably even cops, unless the other agents are all pulling a big prank on me by stuffing their bras."
 
   She looked at him flatly, ignoring the joke. "So why me? You're just going to leave, and I'm going to be left here. With nothing. Just another job. Only family left in the world is my father, and he—"
 
   Erin stopped herself. It never helped to talk about Dad. It made situations uglier. It made things worse. Made her worse. Talking about him was the absolute last thing that she wanted to do, but there she'd almost gone off and opened that can of worms.
 
   "What happened, Erin?"
 
   "It was a long time ago, and I don't want to talk about it."
 
   "It seems like you're still pretty upset by it, though. Are you sure it wouldn't help to talk about it?"
 
   "No. I don't want to talk about it and I'm not going to. Drop it, okay?"
 
   Roy's look was almost disappointed, but he nodded. "Consider it dropped."
 
   "Good."
 
   Erin took another bite of the steak. It was good, now that she was paying attention. It wasn't as hot as it had been when it came out of the kitchen, but it still had plenty of warmth, so it didn't taste like she was biting into day-old shoe leather.
 
   "Do you want to do anything after dinner? Catch a movie? Anything like that?"
 
   Erin didn't particularly want to do much of anything, but it wasn't anywhere near time that she could go to sleep. She shrugged instead.
 
   "Anything you wanted to see in particular?"
 
   She didn't answer. He must have been noticing by now, the way she'd been acting. But she couldn't stop herself. She was making a spectacle of herself, acting like a child, but she couldn't stop herself in spite of knowing what she was doing was absurd and wrong.
 
   "Erin, hey. We don't have to if you don't want to."
 
   "No, it's fine. I just—"
 
   "If you don't want to talk about it here, I understand. We can talk about it in the car, if it would help."
 
   "Sure." She wasn't sure that she wanted to talk about anything, no matter where it was. She wasn't sure that she wanted an F.B.I. agent involved in her life, and she sure as hell wasn't sure she wanted to cozy up to a guy who lived two thousand miles away, in a completely different life.
 
   He said they were both cops, and they were. But that was where the similarities ended. She worked the local scene. There were usual suspects. She had a long string of partners that went by in a blur, where he didn't seem to have one. Not one of her partners had put in the work to keep up with her. She might as well have been alone. But that wasn't a choice, so they just kept moving her over as people kept drumming out.
 
   She took a breath and another bite of steak. Another mouthful of water. By the time she slipped into the passenger seat of the government car that Roy was driving around, she almost felt human again.
 
   "You want to tell me what's got you so upset?"
 
   She looked at Roy for a minute, considering whether or not she wanted to have this conversation. Ever. She didn't, but she wasn't in her right mind. Maybe she would feel better after. Anything that would get rid of the quiet inside her head.
 
   "I don't know what I'm doing any more."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean? Babe?"
 
   "I just don't know. What if I'm just doing what they want me to? And what if I don't hear it coming next time? What if they sneak right into wherever I'm at, a pillow over my face, and bang—dead?
 
   "What if I do hear it again? Every time they send another goon in to get me, I wake up in time, I get ready, and there's another body on my floor? What if it stops hurting when I have to shoot someone?"
 
   They sat in silence for a long time. Roy's hands twisted on the steering wheel, the leather making a soft straining noise  as he squeezed it.
 
   "Then you'll keep doing what you have to do."
 
   "I don't know if that's good enough."
 
   "I do. I've seen how tough you are. You've made your best effort to make sure that I know every bit of it, and I'm not an idiot. But you're kind, too. Soft inside. What you're telling me now is, you took it personal. It's not your failure, is what I'm telling you, okay? It's nothing you did wrong."
 
   Erin didn't believe him, and the realization made her eyes sting. Before she knew what was happening, Roy had drawn her up in his arms and she was crying again. She'd promised herself she wasn't going to, not after Dad left.
 
   So much for that.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   Erin knew she shouldn't be doing this, but when she closed the hotel room door with Roy still inside she already knew she was too far gone. She wanted it, but she wanted it to mean more than it was going to. She wanted it to mean he'd stay. He'd stay, or take her with him, or something. Anything. But she wasn't going to ask him to, and she didn't expect him to follow through if he offered it.
 
   She wanted her fun, and she would have her fun, and it would mean something in the morning if it meant anything at all. Right now it meant not having to feel wrong, and that was enough.
 
   He was tentative in taking her lips. She couldn't have that, no sir. She pushed him back onto the bed and was on him an instant later, her teeth biting and her hands working the buttons on the shirt he was still wearing from work earlier that day. Erin wanted more. Always more. More than she could possibly dream of.
 
   After a moment he decided that whether she was doing the right thing or not, she certainly wasn't going to stop, and he let himself kiss her back. That was good enough for her. She reached between them, searching for the hardness between his legs and finding it.
 
   They'd had one long, exceptionally pleasurable day together before, but this wasn't going to be anything like that. It had been a day of enjoying their desire for each other. But now Erin needed him, needed the attention, needed him inside her. She growled and started stripping her clothes off, not moving from her place straddling his hips.
 
   He shifted his weight and before she could regain her balance she was on her back, her hands pinned behind her where she'd been trying to work a zipper. His hands took a rough hold of her breasts, and Erin pressed them into his hands, wanting more. More roughness, more touching, more pleasure that she couldn't begin to describe or understand except that she needed it.
 
   She could feel him pressing into her, in spite of himself. That he wasn't moving himself at all told her that it wasn't intentional. His body knew what he wanted more than even he did himself, and it was going to take it regardless of what either of them wanted. What she wanted, though, was him. That cock between his legs.
 
   Erin tried to untangle her arms from her sweater, finally getting them free and throwing it across the room, where it landed draped over the television. She pushed herself off the bed enough to get her shirt off and tossed it as well, making it as far as the front door, before sliding off and to the ground.
 
   Roy shoved her bra up, revealing breasts with nipples already hard from the arousal that was surging through her. He pinched one roughly.
 
   "Bite," she breathed out, unable to give her whole voice to the words. Roy didn't question her, instead just dipping his head to take them between his teeth. He started soft and she pressed her breasts into him harder. Roy got the message and bit down harder, shooting an addicting mix of pain and pleasure through her that pooled in her abdomen.
 
   "Oh fuck." Her body was moving on its own, now, trying to press up into Roy's hardness, to get some sort of movement going there, to tease out an orgasm she could already feel approaching. He let her nipple go, still showing his teeth like an animal's snarl.
 
   "Please fuck me."
 
   "You just had to say so." He pulled away only long enough to free his cock before rubbing the tip up and down her folds. The anticipation drove her to the edge, and as he pushed in, another mix of pain and pleasure as he stretched her pussy further than it wanted to be stretched sent her over the edge.
 
   She could hear the words coming out of her mouth before she thought them now.
 
   "Choke me," she could hear herself begging. Once she heard the words she realized how good an idea it was, as she felt his hands wrap around her throat, squeezing until she could only pull in a tiny bit of breath. The absence of oxygen sent her into overdrive, only able to feel the pleasure of his cock scraping her insides clean, every muscle in her body tense with orgasm.
 
   Her hands weakly tapped his wrists that she needed a second to breathe. He let her up, let her try to catch her breath. It wasn't going to help, not the way she needed it to. The oxygen rushing into her brain, though—that was what she needed. She could already feel a second orgasm approaching as he thrust into her, the rush in her head combining with the pleasure to send her hurtling off into oblivion once more.
 
   It came as a total surprise when his hand came down hard across her face, but the pain jolted her hard, sending an electric shock through her that she felt all the way down to her pussy. Erin's eyes shot open wide, giving her everything she knew she wanted. Everything she knew that she needed.
 
   She opened her eyes, but she wasn't seeing, not really. She could sense him there, above her, preparing for another firm slap. She tensed as it came down, and then tried to relax again in right in time for the slap to come down. The shock, as he plunged into her, sent her off on another orgasm that rocked through her body as Roy fucked her.
 
   "Oh, fuck," she could hear him saying. He was close, and she knew it. Wanted him to cum deep inside her, to spill his seed. To mark her as his. Erin bucked against him, trying to prolong her own high as much as possible while driving him over the edge into his own oblivion.
 
   He took a hold of her hips and pulled her against him as he thrust, hitting deep inside her with every thrust until he held her deep on his cock and wouldn't let go.
 
   It took a minute before he withdrew, both of them starting to come down from the pleasure that had overtaken them.
 
   "Are you alright? I didn't hurt you, did I?"
 
   The question seemed confusing. Hurt her? When? Then she remembered and shook her head. "No, I'm okay."
 
   She could see in his expression that he'd liked it more than he was ready to admit to her. They both laid down on the bed, neither speaking for a moment.
 
   "Are you going to be alright, babe? I can stay tonight, if you need me to."
 
   Erin considered the idea for a minute. A repeat performance might be nice, and if they worked at it she knew they could top it.
 
   "I'll be fine. But—"
 
   "But you'd like it if I stayed?"
 
   She nodded absently. She could feel his eyes on her naked body, watching the way that her breasts pooled as she laid. Maybe her tits were alright, after all. Roy seemed to like them just fine, after all.
 
   "Then I'll stay."
 
   He stripped off his shirt and pants, but not before pulling his phone out and setting it on the bedside table, almost mirroring her own on the other side.
 
   They laid like that a while, neither quite ready to go to sleep, but neither ready for a second round—not yet.
 
   After a few minutes, a buzz came from Roy's side. He reached for the phone slowly, and then checked it with increasing attention as he clicked to get more of the message.
 
   "We gotta go."
 
   "We?"
 
   "You can stay if you like."
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   Roy was already up and dressing, his pants already up and buttoned by the time he answered.
 
   "They found another body."
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   If there was ever any reason to believe that they might have stopped once she was dead, Erin was losing her faith in it now. She sucked in a deep breath and forced herself to straighten up. It wasn't time for her to panic, not after everything. There was no time for panicking now.
 
   She could still feel the sting in her face from where Roy had slapped her when they got into his car and started driving to the scene. She focused on that pain. It would lead her back into the real world, to the world where she was supposed to have something going for her.
 
   By the time they got there, she'd figured out what was supposed to come next. It was all there in front of her. Easy. She would manage, no problem. She took a deep breath and let it out slow and easy. She was steady now. Clear and easy.
 
   She forced herself to look forward as they pulled up into the tangle that had already formed of local uniforms, medical personnel, and F.B.I. suits. She stepped out of the car and met Roy by the hood.
 
   "You okay? You don't have to do this if you don't want to."
 
   "You can't keep me away forever."
 
   "That's what I like to hear. Come on."
 
   She followed him past a uniform, past a suit who gave her a weird look. She ignored it.
 
   Erin had thought, in spite of herself, that she had something to do with the murders. That her sister hadn't been an accident, hadn't just been a random body in a pile of bodies. That she had snagged Craig so easily had sold her on the idea that there was something specific to the profile.
 
   Instead, the woman on the ground couldn't look less like her and Becca. Large breasts, red hair, her face stuck twisted in pained anguish. She'd look like that forever, now. Nothing to be done about it but to stop the guy from leaving another woman looking like this.
 
   Still, she was wearing nice clothing. The sort of clothes someone might wear on a date. Nothing like the club clothes that women wore to go pick up a guy, she looked like she was on a date. It fit the guesses they'd been making.
 
   Craig had time to do it, and she wouldn't have known if there was someone else on the dating sites. A feeling in her gut told her that he hadn't done this. The more time that passed, the less that any of it felt like him. Seven stab wounds, each one delivered with enough force to bruise in the final moments of the woman's life.
 
   He was capable of violence, but she wondered if he would muster up that kind of anger for anything. Especially for a woman. Every impression she had gotten of him had been that he never lost his cool.
 
   A voice called out. "We got a witness over here."
 
   Roy and Erin looked up at the same instant. She followed him to the edge of the ring, where a young Hispanic woman was standing, eyes wide. She was fidgeting with her fingers, twisting where a ring should have been but wasn't.
 
   "Schafer, this is Juanita Alvares, she says she lives across the street. Says she saw something."
 
   "Thanks, Jackson. I'll take it from here."
 
   Erin watched and listened, not ready to try to see how far she could push her authority just yet.
 
   "I'm Special Agent Roy Schafer, this is my partner, Detective Erin Russo. What did you see, miss?"
 
   The woman looked spooked from the suggestion of a body under the cover, but couldn't tear her eyes away from it.
 
   "I live across the street, and—is that a body?"
 
   "What did you see?"
 
   "Well, I hear someone driving by. Real slow. I look outside. People come by, you need to look. Make sure they're not trying to rob you, right?"
 
   "And you saw… what?"
 
   "The woman, she was there. Waiting. Very pretty."
 
   "Have you seen her before?"
 
   "Before? No. Not before."
 
   "What else?"
 
   "A truck. Blue and white. Drives up, and he talks to the woman, and then she gets in."
 
   "Is that all?"
 
   "They turn into the alley, and I stop watching. I'm not interested in—that kind of thing."
 
   "No, I wouldn't imagine that you are. Is that all?"
 
   "Yes, that's all."
 
   "Thank you very much," Roy said, writing for another moment in his notebook. "Is there some way we can reach you if we have any more questions?"
 
   "I already told you everything, though."
 
   "Just in case, miss, if we have any questions. It can be good to be able to get in touch with witnesses."
 
   "I don't have a phone."
 
   "But you live right there?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Can you give me the address?"
 
   The woman's face twisted up. "Uhhh… what street is this?"
 
   Roy gave her a tired look. The idea occurred to Erin a moment before he asked her what was going on here. She might have told the story accurate or not, but she sure enough didn't live in that house. Might not live anywhere near here.
 
   Juanita had seen him come by, and she'd seen him turn in, because it was the most normal thing in the world for her. Erin took a breath and tried to steady herself. She wasn't here to bust a woman for working, crime or not. She was here to catch a killer.
 
   "What were you really doing, Miss Rodrigues?"
 
   Erin put a hand on Roy's arm, reached up to whisper. "She was working, Roy, don't push it."
 
   The woman squirmed a minute. Roy frowned, then folded up the notebook and slipped it back into his pocket. "Thank you for your time, Miss Rodrigues. We'll be in touch."
 
   She kept staring at the body, though she couldn't see a whole lot of anything. Erin felt weird about her. As if the young street-walker represented something that Erin didn't want to think about.
 
   They turned back. A truck, huh? She hadn't seen Craig driving one, but that didn't mean he didn't have one. She hadn't seen a truck like that before, frankly. She was aware that they existed, no problem.
 
   But whether she had the whole story or not, she knew she'd met at least some of the killers. Why she'd never seen that truck, in spite of knowing their spots—she must not have known them. The answer was unavoidable.
 
   Craig was planning on getting her in with all of them. Getting her interested enough to press them, and then their stories would all collapse around them. She'd be able to bring the boys in, and she'd be a big damn hero.
 
   That was his plan. She would come out smelling like roses, no matter how she came into the information, and he would be able to get back to… whatever they did.
 
   She didn't know what Craig was involved in that he thought it was worth handing her a bunch of killers. Worth handing her his brothers. But she knew the sort of things that motorcycle gangs got themselves up to.
 
   Erin took a breath and tried to still her thoughts. She had to force herself to calm down and think rationally. The next step. She had to find whoever was doing this. There was more than one, she knew that. But if she could just stop the guy doing it this once—would that be who killed her sister?
 
   What did it mean?
 
   She looked down at her hands.
 
   Nothing to think about now. Nothing to worry about. She had to work, and that didn't mean imagining scenarios that might come in the future. This was police work, and that meant looking at the evidence. She followed Roy back over to the body.
 
   Like the others, she still had everything. Purse still had a wallet inside, still full of money. She had near fifty dollars in bills, and two credit cards. A nice bracelet that might have cost her four hundred dollars and might have pawned for a hundred if the guy selling it was persuasive.
 
   Two questions bubbled to the surface.
 
   First, why was this woman here before the guy who killed her? And second, was that how they'd done it with Becca? If it was—how?
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Erin woke to her phone buzzing. She turned over from the warmth of being beside Roy and grabbed it. She didn't recognize the number yet. Hadn't put it into her contacts. But she knew it was Craig, instinctively, and when she opened the message he had sent she knew that she was right.
 
   Where you at? You're not at the apartment.
 
   She debated how much of a lie she should be telling. It all depended, after all, on what he already knew and what she could get away with. If she could get away with saying that she was out of town at her mother's, that would be great, but that wasn't going to happen. After all, her mother was dead.
 
   On the other hand, the more that she bit off more than she could chew, the more he'd be on to her. If she was hiding one thing, what else was she hiding? She took a plunge and went with a half-truth.
 
   Someone broke into my apartment while I was sleeping. Freaked me out. I'm staying at a hotel until I can get a locksmith to get in there and make sure that it's all rock-solid.
 
   The response came seconds later.
 
   That's a damn shame. You want to catch something to eat?
 
   Roy had woken beside her with all the shifting around she was doing, and had promptly looked at the clock and slid out of bed and started to pull on the clothes he'd worn there.
 
   "You have time to get back to your room and change clothes?"
 
   "I have plenty of time, sure."
 
   "Good. I would hate to think you'd be uncomfortable on my account."
 
   "No trouble. Who's that?"
 
   "It's him."
 
   "What's he saying?"
 
   She typed in a response as she spoke. "Wants to meet."
 
   Sure, but I need to catch a shower first.
 
   "And you?"
 
   "Of course I'm going, Roy. It's a risk, sure, but that doesn't mean I can afford to stop doing any of this. At least now I know that he's playing me. I can start to think about what I'm doing strategically, too. I can start to figure out what the right decisions are, not based on assuming that he's your run-of-the-mill scumbag, but assuming that he's making moves. Smart ones, at that."
 
   "Well, he's at least not making dumb calls, that's to be sure."
 
   "Compared to little old me?"
 
   "Compared to you, he's a genius." Roy gave her an expression of sarcastic disgust. Erin responded with mock hurt. "You're doing fine. Keep in touch, okay? I don't want you to get hurt out there, but I'm not going to stop you. Just make sure that you don't do anything drastic. We can't protect you if you go John McClane on the guy."
 
   Her phone buzzed. "Of course. I'm not an idiot, you know."
 
   "I know. But it bears repeating either way. Just don't get hurt, and don't go too far. That's all I'm asking from you."
 
   He gave her an address. I'll be there in 30 minutes. See you.
 
   She texted back her agreement.
 
   "I'll do my best."
 
   "That's all anyone can ask."
 
   Roy opened the door and blew a kiss back at her. She felt the weight of the words neither of them had said. She had to shower and get dressed, now, or she was going to end up going to breakfast smelling like sex.
 
   She stepped under the water and let the water run off her back. She enjoyed the heat, but she hadn't taken long, luxurious showers since she was a girl. The capacity had been bred out of her by a life of taking quick showers. She let herself enjoy the heat by giving herself six minutes instead of four. She stepped out after five.
 
   She was past the seduction with Craig. Three times in four days would have been a good effort for anyone. But more than that, she didn't have to worry about him dropping her like a hot potato. As far as he was concerned, she was on the hook. She was the prey, and he the hunter. He'd be as surprised as anyone when things turned out not to be that way.
 
   She decided on a sweater and jeans. She remembered dimly that these clothes, specifically, were actually the first normal thing that Roy had seen her in. The thought made her smile. What a strange pattern she was working with.
 
   One of the men making a mess of her emotions had seen her at her worst and decided, it seemed, that she was worth spending a little time with. The other, she'd forced herself on, only to discover that he was looking for her the whole time. She was being played by him, instead, or so he would have his fellow gang members believe.
 
   Where one had only seen her blossom when she got back home, the other would be seeing her shrivel just a bit. What sort of effect would that have? She was interested in finding out, even if she wasn't remotely sure yet.
 
   She was out the door fifteen minutes after Craig's last text and at the address with three minutes to spare. It wasn't a restaurant, which was surprising. It was a laundromat. There was a Mexican place across the street, though, that she'd driven past a few times. Would they even be open this early in the morning? Or was this part of the play?
 
   She waited a while to find out. Five minutes passed with nothing to discuss. A few people went in, but nothing that stuck out.
 
   Almost half an hour to the minute after he sent the text, a truck pulled up. The guy in the front seat had a Twins cap pulled low on his face. She could see that he had sharp features and a long nose, but not much beyond that with the tint in the windows.
 
   It was a Chevy, light blue with a white stripe all around the sides. Could have been any car, for certain. But the guy got out, and she got a better look at him, right in time for her phone to buzz.
 
   I gave you the wrong address, my bad.
 
   She knew that wasn't the case. She'd been put there to see what she'd just seen. She wasn't going to take the bait, not completely. But she took a slow pass behind the back of the truck, long enough to write down the license plate.
 
   So where am I supposed to go?
 
   He sent another address, a few miles away. She pulled out into the street and started going. She had a text off to Roy with the license plate number before she arrived. She wasn't going to pursue it, but that didn't mean that nobody was going to.
 
   He was certainly the guy that they'd heard described in the killing, and that meant he had to come in. If Craig had his way, no doubt the guy would be dead by morning. The fact that he could call the man's location thirty minutes out meant that he knew something that they didn't. Possibly even that the man, now in the laundromat., didn't know.
 
   Someone was pulling his strings, telling him where to be and when, and that meant that though it had certainly been his hand on the knife, someone else was responsible for the murders of those girls. All those women and, though it was embarrassing to admit—she should have been objective, cared about all of them equally—most important of all, her sister.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   "Sorry about the trouble."
 
   She already had a cup of coffee waiting for her. Black, no sugar. She wasn't sure how she was supposed to feel about him being presumptuous enough to order for her, but the idea fit him more than she wanted to admit.
 
   "What trouble?"
 
   "I sent the wrong address."
 
   "Oh, no problem. It happens."
 
   "I hope you didn't drive all the way out there."
 
   "I was running a few minutes behind," she lied. "So I was still driving when I got your text."
 
   He smiled at the waitress, who brought two plates with pancakes stacked higher than was absolutely prudent and set one down in front of her.
 
   "You know you shouldn't text and drive, don't you? It's dangerous. You could get pulled over."
 
   "Bad habit, I know. I've been working on it, though. Hopefully I can stop myself being so foolish in the future."
 
   "Make sure you do," he joked. "Or else. You might be arrested."
 
   He was teasing her with the fact that he knew something that he thought she didn't. Too bad for him that she knew exactly what he was joking about.
 
   "I wouldn't want to have to go into a police station." She faked a shiver, and then a real one took over an instant later. "They seem so scary from the outside. You ever been in one?"
 
   "Once or twice. I used to be a very aggressive jaywalker."
 
   "Oh yeah? They arrest you for jaywalking?"
 
   Craig made an exaggerated expression of uncertainty. "Well, there may have been other circumstances."
 
   "So now the truth comes out, does it?"
 
   "What? I'm shocked. I'd never try to hide anything from you, Erin."
 
   "No, I don't imagine you would." She gave him a smile that could have flavored a milkshake.
 
   "So someone broke in to your apartment? Sounds scary."
 
   "When it's not you, you mean?"
 
   "Well that goes without saying. When I do it, it's because you liked it."
 
   "Ah. How obvious."
 
   "I hope nobody was hurt."
 
   "I'm alright," she answered. She would keep playing as close to the truth as she could, as long as she could, until things looked like they weren't going to keep working that way.
 
   "The guy who broke in, did you see him?"
 
   "No, I was asleep. I just woke up to find the chain on my door busted in and someone had gone through my stuff."
 
   Craig let out a low whistle. "Scary. You could have gotten really badly hurt if the guy was looking to do some damage."
 
   "I know. It just keeps going through my head, like—what if he'd brought a gun? What if he'd decided to—" she blinked and let out a long breath. "You know, like…"
 
   "Oh Jesus, I hadn't even thought of that." Craig took another bite of the slightly-too-high pancake stack and poured more syrup in to fill the hole he'd made.
 
   "I know. It didn't occur to me at first, either. I was just thankful, you know, he didn't steal my computer, or my TV, or anything, and then I just got to thinking about how bad it could have been."
 
   "Yeah, I see why you wouldn't want to stay there any more. You could always stay at my place, though, if you want."
 
   "I couldn't impose, though."
 
   "It wouldn't be any sort of imposition."
 
   She repeated herself a little more firmly. "I couldn't. I need my own space."
 
   "The place isn't small, you know. There would be plenty of space for you."
 
   "The offer is very kind, but no. I just couldn't. I like small places, and I like to have plenty of time to myself."
 
   He swallowed another bite. "Well, it's your choice. I don't want to force you into anything you're not comfortable with."
 
   "Again, thanks for the offer. It's very kind, but I just would prefer to stay in the hotel, at least until the cops give me the clear and a locksmith has a chance to look at the place."
 
   "Say no more. I understand completely."
 
   He put his mind into eating. She wondered how much of it he believed. She had killed one of the boys responsible for the murders, and another would be going in for his crimes any time now.
 
   But she had told him that she wasn't involved in either—she hadn't seen anyone in her apartment, hadn't even been awake. The other, she hadn't been there in time to see. If he believed her, then he'd start thinking someone else was going around, doing his dirty work for him.
 
   A third person in the shadows might be enough to make him change his plans, start adjusting. Then again, Craig might see right through her. It was never easy to tell, and it was that much harder with Craig, because he seemed so ready to lie himself that he must have been good at it.
 
   He pushed his plate back when she still had half a stack to eat, drank down the last few mouthfuls of water. Erin poured out the last of the syrup onto her plate, mopped some of it up with the next bite. The place was pretty good. Once this was all over, she might come by again. She almost imagined bringing Roy here before she realized that he wouldn't be around for it.
 
   She couldn't risk it before the case was cleared up. She didn't know where Craig called home, but she knew he wouldn't call her out to somewhere far away from home turf. Which meant this was a no-go before their charade was over. When it was, he would be gone. She suddenly lost her appetite. She pushed her plate back just a bit and set down her fork.
 
   "Too much food?"
 
   "I don't know. Just don't feel good I guess."
 
   "Do you mind—" He started to reach over before she answered, hesitating a little way to hear her answer.
 
   "Go ahead."
 
   Craig pulled her plate in front of him and started to eat again. She drank down the rest of her coffee, just cool enough to take a deep swallow of the last mouthful, and then started in on her water. The cool so soon after the hot felt good.
 
   "I'm going to be out of town the next couple days. Work stuff."
 
   "So that's why you needed to meet today?"
 
   "You caught me."
 
   "I thought you were a mechanic?"
 
   "Client needs me to do some work on his bike, and he needs it done yesterday. I know the guy, and I know he's willing to pay, so I'm going to be going down to Arizona. Call it a house-call. But I think it'll take a couple days to get the bike in real good condition."
 
   "Okay."
 
   She didn't need a lie detector test to know that he was hiding something. He might be establishing an alibi for himself.  If he suspected that she was on to him, it would be smart to be out of town for the third murder. That way, she wouldn't be able to accuse him of doing it. After all—he was four hours away.
 
   But if he wasn't, and he really had some business to take care of down south, then what was it, and should she really be letting him go to take care of it?
 
   The answer came before she took even a minute to think about it. She couldn't afford to tip her hand like that. She'd have to let him do whatever he wanted, even if what he wanted was to run roughshod over the law with abandon.
 
   She had no other choice, not right now. So she'd keep her doubts to herself and wait for the right opportunity to arise. Then she'd nail him on whatever she could find.
 
   


  
 

Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Erin put the phone to her ear and forced her voice to sound normal. "Russo."
 
   "Hey, did everything go alright?"
 
   "Everything's fine."
 
   "Is this a bad time?"
 
   She looked straight ahead, not letting the question get to her. "No, I have time. I can talk plenty. No problem."
 
   "You sound strange. Are you sure that everything is alright?"
 
   "I said it was fine, didn't I?"
 
   "Sure. Sorry I asked."
 
   "Thank you."
 
   Erin laid back in the bed and waited to feel normal again. She'd been waiting for a long time, and she suspected that she'd be waiting much longer than the phone call was going to take.
 
   "I was just worried about you. I know that things like this situation, the one with Hutchinson—it can go bad fast."
 
   "Well, everything's fine. You pick up the blue-and-white truck?"
 
   "Sure we did. Everything checks out with him. He's the one from Minnesota, just like you said."
 
   "Well, that's what I figured. I didn't remember his face, not exactly, but from the cap and the fact that I knew he was on that sheet, I guessed."
 
   "Well, it was a good guess."
 
   She suppressed the pride at the compliment. No time for them, and no time to feel good about herself over nothing.
 
   "Just get him dead to rights. Find Juanita Rodrigues, see if she recognizes him. She probably won't, but you never know."
 
   "Maybe he had the window down, right?"
 
   "Right."
 
   The conversation wasn't going anywhere, and she wasn't sure that she wanted it to. Erin let out another breath.
 
   "Are you sure you're okay? You sound kinda down in the dumps, Erin. Do you want to grab lunch?"
 
   "No." She knew that she was doing a bad job of making herself sound anything close to alright, but it was hard to put aside the knowledge that no matter how much work she put into the relationship, it didn't much God damned matter.
 
   "Are you at the hotel?"
 
   She didn't answer. She wasn't sure she wanted him knowing where she was.
 
   "Say I was."
 
   "Stay there. I'm coming over."
 
   "Don't."
 
   "Erin, I swear—"
 
   "Stop worrying about me, Schafer. I can take care of myself."
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Fuck you, that's my answer. Am I sure, fuck you."
 
   "I'm sorry—did I do something to piss in your cheerios?"
 
   "Honestly? I don't need this right now. Just—go do whatever you F.B.I. people do."
 
   She hung up the phone.
 
   She could hear it in her own voice. That inner bitch that she'd never been able to shake. Why was it so easy to play the part with Craig, but the minute that someone might have taken a legitimate interest in her—
 
   She quieted that thought. He hadn't taken a legitimate interest in her. She wasn't going to be with him, not long-term. There was no long-term for them, not really. Regardless of what either one of them wanted. No amount of trying hard was going to make up for a five-hour plane ride.
 
   She wouldn't find the time to go to Virginia. Not the way she attacked work. He wouldn't find the time to come to California, either. Not with the short leash that the F.B.I. kept him on. Karen let out a breath.
 
   It was smarter, and it would be easier, to just get it all out of her system now. Stop worrying about any of it, Just get used to the idea that she was going to have to get over him, and the sooner she could manage it, the less painful it would be when it happened.
 
   She took a deep breath again.
 
   That was the right approach, and if she was smart, that was what she'd keep in mind when he knocked on that door. She was a cop in California, and he was an out-of-town, sticking-his-nose-in, F.B.I. cop.
 
   There wasn't going to be any compromise, not in the end. They might try for a while, waste a couple of years imagining that one day they'd spend a little more time together, or they could be honest with themselves now and admit that shit wasn't going to happen. Not in the long run. It would be less painful if they just admitted it to themselves now.
 
   Erin rolled herself over and closed her eyes. She was tired. She had been for days now. The shooting had only made it that much worse, and having to keep Roy at arm's length took a lot out of her. If not physically, certainly emotionally.
 
   She needed to get herself straightened out. That idea was a laugh. As if she was going to do anything remotely like that. She might get a nap or she might not, but the idea of being able to think straight for one god damned minute before Craig Hutchinson sat in a courtroom and stood trial for the murder of her sister, and whatever other myriad crimes she knew he was guilty of—that wasn't going to happen.
 
   Erin's eyes shot open when she heard the knock. She was out of the bed like a shot, her first reflex to reach for the pistol. She stopped herself. Nobody was going to knock before they shot her, and if they did—maybe they would. She didn't know.
 
   Maybe they would. She left the gun on the table regardless, a subtle fuck-you to the instinct that told her to make sure that she always had something ready just in case some crazy son of a bitch tried to attack her.
 
   She was in control of her life, and if she was going to get killed, she was going to get killed. Nobody was pulling her strings. Not Craig, not the fucker in the blue truck, not her father, and definitely not—she put her eye to the peep hole.
 
   Definitely not Roy fucking Schafer, who was standing in the hall outside.
 
   "Go away."
 
   "You know I can't do that, Erin."
 
   "I said, 'go away.' "
 
   "And I said I'm not going to."
 
   "For how long? A few minutes? An hour? What happens when I let you in? What happens when we solve this thing? You gonna wait outside my apartment then, too?"
 
   "Erin—"
 
   "Don't you 'Erin' me. Go away. I don't need you here. I can take care of myself."
 
   He took the comment like a slap in the face. The expression was every bit as satisfying as she'd thought it was, in the deep place in the pit of her stomach where right and wrong didn't matter nearly so much as making sure that people suffered when you wanted them to suffer.
 
   He waited a minute, opened his mouth just about long enough to close it again, and then walked off. Even from the limited view of the peep-hole she could see that what started as a casual walk away quickly became frustrated, even angry.
 
   She smiled the way that people smile when other people hurt inside. That was all she needed. Another way to fuck her own life up. It was a mess, and it was perfect, and that was all she'd ever asked for. Doing this to herself didn't even bother her, not any more.
 
   No need to worry about whether or not there was a future for them any more, not when she could just end it now. She could almost feel the weight of doubt falling off her shoulders already. No more need to question what was going to happen between them. Nothing was going to happen between them, and that was good enough. As long as she could know where she stood, it didn't matter that it hurt.
 
   After all, she'd always deserved to suffer. Maybe Roy did, or maybe he didn't. But she hurt worse, which in the end meant it was okay.
 
   


  
 

Thirty
 
    
 
   Erin let herself slump back against the bed and felt the tugging in her chest that told her to go back and apologize. She couldn't just leave things the way they were. She shouldn't have said it. She should have opened the door.
 
   That was exactly why she didn't do it, though. Because every part of her wanted to, and that part was going to hurt now or it was going to hurt when he had to leave her behind when he left. But the hurting, that part was built in.
 
   And if she was going to hurt, then she wasn't going to let someone else hurt her. She'd been a bitch for twenty-five years, and looking back it had hurt her as much as it had hurt anyone else.
 
   Then she crawled back into bed and got ready for the time that was going to come. Things wouldn't stay this way. Craig had told her he was going out of town, and he'd done it for a reason, though she couldn't begin to guess what that reason was.
 
   That meant that she needed to be ready for just about anything. Someone was going to get killed, and it was going to be soon. Neither of the two men she'd met so far had been accidents.
 
   Nor had they been caught by accident. The one who broke into her house, 'Ryan,' had been sent there. No chance in hell was he there of his own volition. He wouldn't even know where she lived.
 
   Craig could have been the man pulling the strings, but why? Why would he want her dead? Because she knew too much? That directly contradicted what he'd told the others in that little grove. She was 'on the hook,' he'd told them. Then, not four hours later, he sends someone to kill her? It didn't make any sense. Not one lick of sense.
 
   There was always the chance that he expected her to get the better of her attacker. Maybe Craig had told the guy that the owner of the apartment was out of town. Just an easy break-in. But then why bring the gun?
 
   She'd seen evidence plants before. This wasn't that. The weapon was holstered and buttoned in. So it wasn't the uniforms trying to protect her.
 
   If it wasn't Craig, who was it?
 
   The thought ran through her head that whenever things seemed impossible, there was probably a wrong assumption somewhere. Too many detective novels as a girl, maybe, but she'd learned a long time ago that it didn't always work that way. Sometimes the only wrong assumption you had was that their reasons would make sense.
 
   But just in case, she ran through a few of them. First was that Roy wasn't involved. More than a few television shows had given rise to the notion that there might be dozens or hundreds of killers who took over investigating their own murdering, and then have to pin it on someone else. If Roy were involved he would have certainly wanted her dead. And he'd left with about enough time to kill Becca. The pieces fit together, sort of, but only in the broadest strokes.
 
   She didn't get the gut feeling that he could have done it. It wasn't a hell of a lot to go on, but as she thought it through, the circumstances got pretty ugly. Why sleep with her damn near right up until the moment her sister died?
 
   Well it was to taunt her. The questions were easy to answer. But if he was trying to taunt her, he could have done a better job of it. He could have asked about her family, asked about her sister. How things are going with them, the works.
 
   He had a phone, if it was just an ordered killing then he could have stayed at the resort until after Erin got the call. That would have protected him from any suspicion. That he didn't know not to have circumstances make him look suspicious was evidence by itself that he didn't know about the murder in advance.
 
   She assume that Craig was involved. But it was impossible that he didn't know anything. He'd been slowly handing her the killers one-by-one, in order. As if he had them all in his back pocket and every day or two he decided that she should have another one. Just barely slow enough that it might be inconspicuous.
 
   By now he'd know that the cops had picked up the blue-and-white truck. No doubt he'd known it before he told her he was leaving town, probably got a text about it during their brunch together. Very possibly they'd reached out to him as soon as the guy was picked up.
 
   The questionable assumption lit up like a Christmas tree. She assumed that there was someone else in the shadows, someone who was manipulating these guys into killing the women they'd killed. Or, at least, someone manipulating them after the fact. Now that they were here, and the women were dead, someone was passing them orders.
 
   That one hadn't been because of a feeling or a hunch or anything like that. She just had trouble believing that Craig would make such erratic decisions, so much relying on chance.
 
   But maybe he wasn't as smart as she had him pegged for, or maybe he was much smarter than she had figured. Maybe—
 
   Erin heard the sound of footsteps coming to a stop in front of the door. She saw the shadow of the figure outside, saw it widen just a bit, and then an envelope slipped under the door. She reached for it and grabbed, but she could already tell that whoever had dropped it was in the wind. They'd taken their sweet time coming up, but the minute that the envelope was all the way through they'd started booking it down the hall, towards the fire escape. It was closer than the elevator.
 
   Right on cue as she opened the door, the fire alarm hit. Someone had gone through the fire door. The heavy door sent a loud slam echoing through the hall. Erin winced as it sounded, and looked down at the envelope in her hands.
 
   Russo, it said. The handwriting was nice, neat, even. She tore the envelope open neatly and tossed the torn-away bit in the trash can by the door. The paper was neatly folded. She unfolded it and started to read.
 
   The handwriting here was atrocious. She knew right away that someone else must have written the letter, than the person who folded it up and addressed it to her.
 
   She could barely decipher it in some parts, but the parts she could told her that what she was looking at was a diary. A diary for the writer and the writer only, or they might have tried to fix the numerous misspellings and mistakes in writing. Then again, maybe they didn't know about them. Maybe this was how the person always wrote, but nobody wrote anything like this.
 
   Nobody wrote anything like this, that is, except for a confession. Erin took a breath and sat down at the little table by the window, flattened the paper out, and pulled out her own pad. If she was going to make a serious attempt at reading this, then she was going to need a copy that was at least halfway legible. And that meant transcribing, which meant a lot of work, considering how poorly written the original was.
 
   She took a breath and a pen and craned her neck forward in the chair. Either way, she had work to do.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Erin took a long last look at her copy. This was a confession, more than anything. The problem was that she had no idea who she was supposed to pin it on. She didn't recognize the handwriting on the paper, nor did she recognize the handwriting on the envelope. But they spoke of two completely different individuals. People who were so completely separate on the scale that someone might wonder if they were, strictly speaking, the same species.
 
   Erin knew better. Or at least, she certainly thought she did. There were bad people out there, and there were uneducated people out there, and there were people out there who had unsteady minds. This guy was all of those things.
 
   She took a deep breath. There was one question that had been in the back of her mind, and now it came forward again. Why all the specifics? There was something fetishistic to the murders. Seven, exactly seven. Why exactly seven? Nobody knew.
 
   Well, this was a confession. Stabbed seven times. It felt good. Blood on my hands. Most of all, a young woman. Erin had trouble believing that there was anything that would make the guy who she'd shot describe her or her sister as 'young' women.
 
   They were the same age. If anything, Ryan looked a year or two younger than them. They weren't young to him. This person had described her as a 'young' woman, sometimes even as a 'girl.'
 
   Which raised more difficult questions about who had written this diary. This journal. This confession. Confession to a murder.
 
   Without knowing more, she couldn't begin to look into the murders. Not effectively, anyways. She took a deep breath. That meant taking this in to the station, and that meant having to see Roy. Schafer was head on this investigation. Taking it somewhere else would have been an insult, and as much as she wanted a clean break, she respected him as a cop.
 
   She wanted to stop feeling anything for him—not to insult him in front of his coworkers. So she was going back into the lion's den again, after all. It took her a minute before she felt ready, then she dressed in professional clothing, slipped her wallet into her trousers pocket, and started off.
 
   It took her exactly ten minutes and twenty-eight seconds to get there, though she wasn't timing it and didn't know. But for those six-hundred twenty-eight seconds, she was feeling exactly how long the trip was. Every one of those seconds, she thought about how much she didn't want to go inside that station.
 
   She ignored that tugging, the same way that she was ignoring the niggling feeling that she should apologize and beg for Roy's forgiveness. The feeling that he was all she had left. Maybe he was all she had left, or maybe he wasn't, but that didn't define her. He was a colleague, and he was a man she'd spent some good times with, but he wasn't the end of the line for her, and it wasn't going to underscore her whole career.
 
   Erin made it through the door moving fast enough that she could ignore her doubts. As long as she kept up her forward momentum, it didn't matter that she wasn't one damn bit certain if what she was doing was going to help or if she was being played like a damn fiddle.
 
   The elevator opened with a ding and Detective Green turned. His desk was right by the elevator and he had a bad habit of looking to see every time someone came up. It was a distraction.
 
   "I thought you were out of here for a while."
 
   "I am," she answered, already moving towards Schafer's office.
 
   "If you're looking for Agent Schafer, he's gone."
 
   "Gone?"
 
   "Out."
 
   "Out where?"
 
   "Out of here."
 
   Oh. Erin swallowed hard and tried to think. He needed to see this, and if he was gone…
 
   She turned and headed for the door. If she hurried, she could make L.A.X. before they departed, she hoped. It burned her ass, but she pulled out her phone as she slipped back into the Jeep and dialed Roy's number.
 
   It rang twice before going to voicemail. She called again. No rings this time. He'd turned the phone off.
 
   She might have done the same thing in his position, but now it was God damned important that she got in touch with him before he left the ground. Why did he have to pick right now to be a hurt child? Why had she picked that exact moment to piss him off?
 
   She put her foot down harder. How long had he been gone for? An hour? Two?
 
   A question hit her. Why would they leave? Had there been something new? Had they been pulled out?
 
   At some point, sure. They'd go back to Quantico. But there had been a murder here less than twenty-four hours ago. They'd just arrested a suspect in the murder, but that left at least one more. Likely two.
 
   Without being able to reach Schafer, she couldn't begin to guess what the hell had happened, and nobody in the station would want to tell her about it, even if they knew. After all, she was on leave. She wasn't involved in the case in any official way, and that was how it had always been. Why would it be any different now that Schafer and his suits had left?
 
   She took a breath. She needed information, and she needed to cooperate with the F.B.I. to get it. How was she supposed to do that?
 
   The thought occurred to her a minute after it came through. The field office might at least be able to hand information like the page in her hand. If it looked useful, they could at least get in touch with Schafer or one of his boys. Maybe before they took off, or maybe they would be able to head back.
 
   She turned the Jeep around and got back on the gas. She didn't know where the F.B.I. field office was in California, but it couldn't be too far. She jabbed it into the G.P.S. while she drove, and started following the directions. It took five minutes to get there, another minute to find parking, and a seventh to get inside.
 
   "I need to speak to someone."
 
   "May I ask you what this is regarding?" The man behind the counter looked like a kindergarten teacher more than a law-enforcement agent. Thin and bookish and retreating.
 
   "I've been given evidence in an ongoing murder investigation."
 
   The man nodded to himself, clicked his mouse a few times and tapped a few keys. "Can I have the details?"
 
   "I need to get in touch with Special Agent Roy Schafer. It's with regards to a series of murders committed across the country."
 
   "What's your evidence?"
 
   "A confession. Someone slipped it under the door of my hotel room."
 
   "May I have your name?"
 
   "Erin. E-R-I-N. Russo. R-U-S-S-O."
 
   "Can you give me the paper?"
 
   "What? Uh." She'd been building up the moment that they were forced to see each other again. The moment she handed him the paper. It was one last chance to make her apology in the end. It should have occurred to her that the office would want to take custody of any evidence involved in an ongoing investigation. "Sure."
 
   She handed it across. The man smiled and set it aside, got on an intercom and asked someone to come take it into evidence, along with her transcription. Then he tapped another few keys, looked up at her as if he was surprised to see her standing there.
 
   "Thank you very much." She let out a breath. "We'll be in touch if we need to reach you."
 
   Thank you very much, indeed.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   Erin's phone rang, waking her from the catnap she hadn't quite stopped taking for the past several hours. What was the point of not resting? She had nowhere to be. Still suspended. She'd probably remain on paid suspension until Internal Affairs finished looking into the shooting.
 
   It was Roy.
 
   "Russo."
 
   "Erin, I'm so sorry."
 
   She didn't like that. She'd been the one being a bitch, not him. He hadn't done anything wrong. Which meant that as much as she didn't want to think it, he wasn't that kind of sorry. Not the kind of 'please forgive me' sorry, anyways. He was the kind of sorry that people are when you find out you've got cancer, or when you find out someone's house burned down.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "I've got a guy coming over with plane tickets right now, on the Bureau."
 
   "Tell me what happened, Schafer, or I'm not going anywhere."
 
   "It's about your father."
 
   "Dad? What about him?"
 
   "I think it would be more appropriate to do this in person."
 
   "No, you'll tell me now."
 
   "It's our guy. He got your father."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Your father's dead."
 
   She didn't expect the news to hurt the way it did. She'd spent the last ten years hating him, and that was after a slow buildup of bitterness that had begun almost as soon as they reached the west coast. It was inevitable that he was going to leave them as soon as he set foot on California soil and crinkled up his face at the smell. Everything after that had been… denouement.
 
   But it still hit her. She was thankful for having answered the phone in bed. Her body slumped down further into the corner where the mattress met the headboard.
 
   "You're sure it's him?"
 
   "It fits, as much as it can. Seven wounds. But, uh… it's ugly."
 
   "What is that supposed to mean? They're all ugly, Roy."
 
   "Look, the details aren't important. Just take the plane tickets from Agent Creed, and I'll see you in a little while. And Erin?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Pack for cold."
 
   She said goodbye and hung up the phone, then rubbed her face to get the last bits of sleepiness out. She grabbed her suitcase and dumped it out on the hotel room floor. She'd need to get back to the apartment before she could leave, but she had to wait for this F.B.I. guy to get here with the tickets.
 
   A knock came at the door, and she opened it automatically, not bothering to look at the guy. She had unpacked just enough that it was going to be a hassle. She heard him step inside behind her as she grabbed her shampoo off the rack.
 
   "Hey, babe."
 
   She froze. There was no way for him to know where she was staying. She'd even parked the Jeep on the far end of the parking lot. How had he gotten her room number? How had he gotten any of it?
 
   "Craig. I thought you were going to be out of town a few days?"
 
   "I took care of it faster than expected," he murmured. "This is a nice place."
 
   "Yeah, sure, I guess."
 
   "What are you paying to stay here? You like it?"
 
   "I dunno, insurance is paying the whole thing. It's fine, I guess."
 
   "Insurance? No shit."
 
   She came back out with a baggie full of bathroom sundries. "I'm sorry, Craig, but this isn't a good time."
 
   "Is everything okay?" He looked concerned, or as concerned as he could look. Something about him painted every expression with a tinge of dark sarcasm.
 
   "Family stuff."
 
   "Yeah? What happened?"
 
   "My father's sick."
 
   "Oh yeah? Is it serious?"
 
   "He might not wake up again."
 
   "That's a damn shame," he said softly. She grabbed her empty suitcase and shoved her toiletries bag into it, zipped it up and started moving. It would hurt to have to pay for the plane tickets, but it would hurt that much more to have Craig see her meeting with F.B.I.
 
   "Not really, but I figure with Becca being—" she stopped herself. "Nobody's seen her, you know? So someone needs to go check on the old man."
 
   "Oh, for sure. I get you."
 
   He followed her close behind as she left the room locked behind her. With luck they wouldn't decide to throw her out before she could get back and grab her stuff, but if that was what happened—she hadn't brought anything too important, she hoped.
 
   He stuck close behind her on her way down the hall, into the elevator. The elevators were glass, and let her see as they descended that a man in a charcoal suit was ascending, passing them. Erin let out a breath of relief. That was another bullet dodged, as long as she could get away from Hutchinson at some point, she was free and clear.
 
   The door opened and she stepped out. No time to waste, not any more. She was walking past the reception desk when a man turned. Navy. God dammit. He raised his eyebrows at her.
 
   "Erin Russo?"
 
   She looked at him, looked at Hutchinson, and looked back at him. Trying to burn the message in with just her eyes that now was absolutely not the time for too much information.
 
   "Yes, what's wrong?"
 
   "Uh…" He'd gotten the message, thank God. "I've got the plane ticket you called down for, your boarding pass is right here."
 
   The man handed over a yellow kraft-paper envelope that Erin slipped into her pocket.
 
   "Thank you very much."
 
   "Is everything okay?"
 
   "Everything's fine," she said, feigning a smile. Everything was completely fine. Nothing to worry about. At least, she had to let Hutchinson think so, and she had to get him to stop following her as soon as possible.
 
   "Have a nice day, ma'am."
 
   She kept going out the door. Craig followed her, only splitting off a few feet before she got to her Jeep. He'd parked in the striped No-Parking zone beside her, slung one leg over the bike and kicked it to life as she slid into the Jeep.
 
   "Maybe later?" She called to him over the sound of his too-loud engine.
 
   He nodded, and took off. She took off a little way behind.
 
   She took the drive to her apartment faster than she'd have liked. Someone was following her. No, that wasn't totally accurate. At least two someones were following her. The government car was harder to place than Roy's.
 
   Then again, they seemed to be trying to stop her from noticing. They were taking it smart, switching cars. But she knew in her gut, and when she saw the same two cars again, she knew outside her gut, too.
 
   The other was less subtle, but further back. Maybe if Craig hadn't put her on edge, she wouldn't have noticed it, but without a doubt, there was someone else following her, as well. If she had noticed the government cars, then she had to assume they had as well. Which meant that things were about to get very messy indeed.
 
   She got into the apartment, pulled aside the police tape, and stepped through the door. She packed light and packed for cold and was back out the door in thirty minutes. And just like clockwork, within two turns of leaving the apartment, two cars were following her.
 
   She lost them in the chaos of L.A.X.
 
   She wasn't stupid enough to assume that meant they had lost her, though. That would have been a big mistake, and as much as she made big mistakes, she wasn't going to make that one. Not when things were as ugly as they seemed to be now.
 
   She wasn't going to calm down until they touched down in Minneapolis, and then she was going to have something else to worry about.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   The touchdown was more exciting than the plane ride, and it went completely as-expected. It was almost strange to feel so panicked for nearly two hours, knowing for sure that someone was following you, and then to be free and clear. It felt no different than her ears popping as the cabin started to lose pressure on the plane's ascent. As if she were reacclimating to a whole different environment.
 
   In some ways, she thought, she was. This wasn't her world. This wasn't L.A. any more. For the second time, she was in deeper than she had any desire to ever be. Now she was out of her jurisdiction—not that it mattered, with her badge confiscated—and more than that, she was in Dad's territory. This was his place, and it was the number one reason that she had promised herself she would never come back here.
 
   But here she was, now that the old man was dead. Here to investigate another murder that broke the pattern. They'd gotten nine women. Nine younger women, aged between sixteen and twenty-six. Why on earth would the person responsible for those murders commit a tenth on an old man? It broke the pattern so wildly that it made no sense.
 
   More than that, their work up to this point had been in L.A. this year. The others hadn't moved around, not this fast. Why now? Why her father, who never hurt anyone but his daughters and the wife who was beyond getting hurt again?
 
   A man in a suit had a paper with her name on it. She introduced herself to him, and he flashed her an F.B.I. badge before motioning for her to follow.
 
   Erin felt strange walking behind him. The cold wind blew hard, but she barely felt it through the heavy down coat. Her body wouldn't move right, though, with all the fabric in the way. Who chose to live like this? Who wanted to live in a place where this kind of weather existed?
 
   Dad had, evidently. He'd hated everything about California from the first minute. How had Becca liked it? Had she preferred the cold to the L.A. heat? There was no way to know. Not any more, anyway, not now that Becca had been taken from her.
 
   They still hadn't released the body, and it was getting to be past the point where she should have been sent back to Minnesota for her funeral. The damned investigation was keeping them from giving the body back to her friends and her family. Then again, Becca didn't have much family left. Just Erin, and after so many years without a word, without a call or a text or an e-mail, how could they really be called family?
 
   Erin blew into her gloved hands, as if she could warm them up even more. She didn't even feel the breath through them, but she slipped into the passenger seat of the government car.
 
   "What's the situation?"
 
   "I'm not supposed to say. I think that Agent Schafer will bring you up to speed when we get there."
 
   Erin hadn't been in Minneapolis for near twenty years, and she'd never seen the old man's house, but it wasn't hard to follow the route to his place anyways. The place reminded her of when she was just a little girl, and though many things had changed, the feel of the place was how she remembered it. Cold, mostly. Friendly, but not too friendly. Strange memories for a girl to have, but she couldn't get rid of them.
 
   They pulled up in front of a one-story house that was smaller than a bread-box and Erin got out. There was one large-ish window in the front. Enough to seem luxurious compared to the rest of the house, but the window over her bed was larger.
 
   There were three government cars outside, none of them cars she recognized, but then again she knew they didn't bring their own cars with them. They'd be returned whenever the agents inside returned to L.A.
 
   She followed the suit inside and walked into a world she didn't want to be in. Roy met them at the door and put one un-gloved hand on her shoulder, looked her deep in the eyes.
 
   "Erin, are you going to be alright?"
 
   She furrowed her brow at the question. Alright? Why wouldn't she be alright? She nodded just in time to take a look around, a look at the pictures on the wall. There were photos on near every wall, and they were of her face, staring back at her. It took her a minute to register that they might have been Becca's, some of them.
 
   Others, she remembered taking. There was her senior high school photo, right beside Becca's. She remembered that time. Mom had been sliding already. Dad had just moved. Broke them up between junior and senior years. Becca's clothes looked like they barely fit her. She looked tired, ragged, worn out, even though it had only been a few months since they'd seen each other. They barely looked anything alike, when normally you couldn't tell them apart.
 
   The divide only grew wider as the photos got older. Nothing more recent than five years or so. It gave Erin some hope that things had gotten turned around, but what she was seeing hit her hard in the gut. This was what life was for them, huh? What a fuck up.
 
   She took a breath. She couldn't let it upset her, as much as it was going to upset her in either case. She needed to keep her head level.
 
   "I'm fine," she said in response to Roy's concerned look.
 
   He handed her a pair of rubber gloves and fitted a pair onto his own hands as they walked back.
 
   "We found him in the back."
 
   She followed Roy past the bathroom. There couldn't have been more than four rooms in the whole place, no basement in evidence. The place was about as tiny as anyone could find, anywhere. Erin took a breath as he stepped through the door and braced for impact.
 
   The floor seemed to fall out from under her feet when she stepped through and the room held no evidence of her father's body except for a wicker rocking chair, stained red. There was violence in the room, though. 'Signs of a struggle,' she thought to herself. Trying to maintain her distance as best she could.
 
   A record player on the floor. A speaker system with the front panel kicked in. A second chair, overturned. The blood was all over the room, but in the end the darkest spot was the chair.
 
   "We found him there. In the chair."
 
   "He would have fought back."
 
   "And the room suggests he did," Roy agreed. "But local P.D. found him sitting up in that chair."
 
   "Do we have a time of death?"
 
   "They caught it pretty soon after the guy left. One of the neighbors called, said he heard some loud noises like a fight, saw someone run off, and went over to check on your father."
 
   "Why am I here?"
 
   "I'm getting to that," he said. "She didn't get an answer, called the cops—witness says that the murder took place at around 2:53 in the afternoon, yesterday. Medical examiner's estimate essentially matches that timeline."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "I want to understand why he did this, just as much as you do, Erin. Which means we have to ask the important questions, don't you agree?" She agreed, though she didn't like the discussion one bit. "Which means we need to understand why they would kill a fifty-six year old man who, by all accounts, rarely left the house. Every other murder was in public, young, women. Now we've got a man who looked to rarely go further than the front couch, and he's dead in his house."
 
   "I don't know what to say."
 
   "I know you don't. But we need someone who knows more than we do, or we lose the biggest opportunity we're going to have to catch this guy."
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   Erin wasn't sure that she was who they needed. Someone who knew him? Her father was a closed book to her. She knew as much as she could imply from the pictures on the walls. She knew as much as Mom had told her, and most of that had been delirious. She knew that he was the man who had left her mother to fall apart because he didn't like the dust on the wind, the dirty air, and the heat that never got too extreme.
 
   The droughts hadn't even started by then. He had just left his wife and daughter to their fates and that was the man she knew him to be.
 
   "What do you need from me?"
 
   "We need some sort of insight. Why him? Why now?"
 
   Erin took a breath. It had something to do with her sister, she knew. But Becca had been a closed book, too. When she was fifteen, she'd liked the same things everyone liked in 2005.
 
   That had been more than fifteen years ago. The girl who she'd seen dead on that slab was a stranger. It wasn't fun to admit that the person who Erin owed the most, the one who had taken responsibility for watching Dad, the one who had been her twin, a second person exactly like her, was a complete and total stranger.
 
   She shouldn't have been thinking about it, and she certainly shouldn't have been thinking about it in those terms. Erin knew she needed to have her wits about her, and beating herself up wasn't helping.
 
   "I don't know if I can help you. I don't know anything about my sister's life."
 
   "I don't know if we're talking about something to do with your sister, Erin."
 
   "What's that supposed to mean?" She let her irritation touch her voice in spite of herself. "Becca was killed by the same guy, might even have been the same knife. Or if not the same guy, definitely the same couple of guys. There's obviously a connection. I just don't know what it is."
 
   "Maybe you do, Erin. Who knew your sister? Who knew her well?"
 
   "I don't know. Probably a lot of people. She was always popular in school."
 
   "But who knew her well enough to know her father, to know that he lived alone apart from her? Who knew where the house was? Who had a grudge against him?"
 
   Erin let out a disappointed sigh. "I can think of one person."
 
   "Oh yeah?"
 
   "I did."
 
   Roy dipped his head to look up into her downturned eyes. Erin turned her back.
 
   "But you didn't do it."
 
   "I might have, if I had the opportunity."
 
   "I also know you weren't here yesterday at 2 o'Clock P.M."
 
   "That's right," she said. "So it wasn't me. But I don't know anyone else with a motive. The man didn't leave the house except to buy booze. He paid the mortgage with welfare money and Becca's work on the side, I'd guess. The few times I've taken his calls, she's working, he's drunk."
 
   There was no story to be told here. Someone had died here, and they'd sat Dad back in his seat as if to try to rub it all in her face.
 
   She took a deep breath in, held it an instant, and breathed it back out. Slow. She had to think. Someone else with a motive. Someone else who knew her sister. She was an idiot for not thinking of it sooner.
 
   "Hutchinson."
 
   "You figure?" The expression on Roy's face told her that he'd already considered the idea, and he hadn't dismissed it.
 
   "I told him about Dad. He seemed to already know, and then he made a remark about how, if it was his dad, he wouldn't let him get away with it."
 
   "That sounds like he was considering this already."
 
   "And maybe he was. But why? She was already dead. Eventually he'd have realized what happened when the beers in the fridge ran out. He was on a downward trajectory already. No reason to kill him now."
 
   "I don't know, but we have a connection now, and a solid one."
 
   "Do you mind if I just—can I wait outside?"
 
   "Sure," Roy said, suddenly seeming to realize where they both were, and what she must have been feeling as she stood there surrounded by the tatters of her sister's life.
 
   Erin managed to keep herself looking professional until she hit the door, and that was about all she could manage. What was wrong with her? What was wrong with Dad? Why would Becca stay in a place like that? It looked lifeless, the whole place. Erin liked small places. She liked her apartment, which was only half the size of the house she just walked out of, and no garage.
 
   But that place looked less like a happy home than it did a tomb, where her father waited to die and her sister hadn't been able to touch, not in ten years.
 
   She sucked in a breath. This was a mistake. She shouldn't have come here. It was only upsetting her. But she couldn't change where she was. Why had Roy brought her here? Why did he think she needed to see this? Was he trying to hurt her?
 
   No, she thought. That didn't make sense. He wasn't that kind, not normally. There was something else at work here, but she couldn't begin to figure what it was. That was the worst part, was thinking that she couldn't be sure why any of this.
 
   She had about caught her breath when Roy came out and sat down on the stoop beside her.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   "I will be," she answered, only half-sure that she was telling the truth.
 
   "I'm sorry," he said, looking over across the street at a much nicer house instead of looking at her.
 
   "I know." She let out another deep breath. "I got something before you called. You got me a few minutes after I left the L.A. field office. I heard you were gone, so I just didn't know how to get in contact."
 
   "Yeah. I had to turn off the phone. Descent."
 
   Erin didn't know whether to believe him. She decided to ignore it. "Someone slipped an envelope under my door, an envelope with my name on it. Inside was… I dunno, a confession? Diary? Journal? Someone had torn a page out of a book, and as far as I was able to decipher it in a couple hours of slowly slogging through—the handwriting was just. Oh, boy. It talked about a killing, not unlike these ones. Seven stab wounds."
 
   "We'll start comparing it as best we can with the previous four murders when we get back to California."
 
   "That's just it. I think it's older than that. The paper I was holding, looked like it couldn't have been any newer than, say, ten years old. Maybe more. Could've been as many as fifteen years ago, that page was written. There wasn't any date, at least not on the page I saw."
 
   "Okay, so what are you thinking?"
 
   "I think we're looking at the murder that started this whole mess."
 
   "The others are copies of that first one?"
 
   "I don't know, but I bet you that there's a connection. Why—I couldn't say. But if there's going to be an answer to any of this, then you're going to find it chasing down that confession and figuring out what the hell the story is with it. My father's a dead end. You want the guys who did this, that note's the answer."
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Erin felt her ears popping as they made their final descent in to L.A.X. and prepared for the pressure that was going to be right back on as soon as she got there. She wondered dimly how long it would take for Craig to put himself back into her life. Not long, she suspected. It was only a matter of time now.
 
   She stood up as soon as she was able and put the coat over her bag and started heading out. It took her a while to realize that she was outpacing all the others.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "I think maybe you should go back to the hotel, babe."
 
   She made a face that showed exactly how much she approved of that idea.
 
   "Why's that?"
 
   "Erin—I don't need you to be in danger here. We're going to go pick up Craig, and I know you said he has connections. We won't be able to pick them all up, and as much as I trust your gun-hand, I don't want you looking over your shoulder the rest of your life. We go get him, you stay in the hotel. We'll talk after, okay?"
 
   "No, that's horse-shit. I'm coming with you, whether you like it or not."
 
   "No you're not. That's not how this is going to happen. I'll make sure you're mentioned in the report. I'm not going to leave you high and dry here, but you're not going to be there when we pick him up."
 
   Erin sucked in a breath and felt her nostrils flaring with anger, but she forced herself to still. "Fine."
 
   She stepped off the plane and back into the real world, where things were nicer and warmer and happier and she couldn't breathe as well but that didn't matter because it was her place.
 
   Erin enjoyed the few minutes of solitude she had on the way to the Jeep. She had expected that whoever was following her, they'd be back on it as soon as she touched down, but apparently it was going to take some time for word to cycle around that she was back in town.
 
   She managed to make it to someplace to get a bite to eat. She resisted the desire to eat quickly. Sure, Craig could come find her. That would be fine, because then she'd be able to keep him busy until Roy showed up. Even if she had to use… peculiar methods to keep him busy.
 
   But nothing happened. She finished her food and left. The trip back to the hotel was uneventful. Still cycling, she guessed.
 
   Erin wondered dimly if they had picked up Craig yet. Sometimes they got lucky like that, even without a location they could get a guy quickly. But then, sometimes it took hours. Days. They could only do what they could do.
 
   She opened the hotel room door. Her stuff was where she'd left it, which was just as well. She stripped down and slipped into bed. It had been a long day, and sleeping on the plane, with Roy there beside her, their shoulders pressed uncomfortably together, she wasn't going to get any sleeping done.
 
   All she could think the whole flight was about how much she wasn't looking forward to the conversation that she knew they were going to have to have at some point. Because she'd been a bitch about it, sure, but in the end, she wasn't wrong. They'd go their separate ways and the odds of them reconnecting again were slim.
 
   She shut her eyes and tried to tune out the chatter of thoughts about Roy Schafer and his stupid perfect face. Then she tried to slow her heart down, but between Roy and Craig she was too riled up and fretful to sleep. She sat up and looked into the bathroom. No windows in the whole room. There was a time when she thought that was unusual. Like they had to have windows somewhere, right?
 
   As it turned out, no. They didn't. The place gave her a sick reminder of Dad's place. Erin didn't like the way that thought made her feel, but she couldn't get rid of it. Not completely, not like she wanted to. So instead she just sat there remembering what it had been like inside that house. Imagining what Becca's life must have been like.
 
   There were certain little thumb-prints of a responsible member of society in the little house. A coffee maker by the sink. The sink was mostly empty. The pizza box next to it had been her father, no doubt. But there were heavy iron pans hanging on the wall beside the stove. Another sign of her sister's influence.
 
   How had they managed to get along all those years? What did it mean that they had both managed to get by all those years, Becca separated from her sister? Dad separated from his daughter? What did it say about Erin that she hadn't felt the absence as anything other than a reason to feel hurt?
 
   She slumped back in the bed and reached for the remote by the bed, flicked the TV on and flipped through the channels. There was nothing good. There never was. It was why she didn't watch TV much, if ever. Erin made a mental note to cancel what little cable service she had. There wasn't much point, but the salesman had assured her that it was so much cheaper to bundle her internet together with the cable service, and that she would definitely watch it once she had it.
 
   That had turned out to be a crock of shit, just like it had been a crock of shit when Becca and her had both promised they would write. It hadn't even lasted a week before they lost interest in it.
 
   That was probably her fault. Erin the bitch should've kept it up, but she was too much of a bitch. So it was probably mostly her fault that Becca had dealt with everything she'd dealt with.
 
   That was fine. It was her fault that Mom couldn't handle it when Dad left, and it was her fault that Becca had to handle Dad alone. But that was fine.
 
   It hurt now, and it had hurt before, but just like it had before, she would get over it. She turned the television to a dead station and turned the volume down low. She left it loud enough to drown out the sound of her thoughts, though, and let herself slip deeper into the bed. She needed to sleep, if she wanted to have any hopes of ever feeling normal again.
 
   Sleep and work. Those were the two things that were going to get her healed right up. If they weren't going to let her work, they could at least let her sleep.
 
   She settled into an uneasy dream. She was back in high school. Nobody particularly liked her, which was a fairly realistic portrayal, but the bell was ringing and the whole school had been demolished and moved to a new building, and her class schedule hadn't been updated with the new room numbers.
 
   Erin woke up feeling as if she hadn't rested a bit. She stiffened as she felt the hand on the back of her neck. Left her eyes closed, as if they might think that she was still asleep. They'd done it the instant that she woke up—there was no way that they didn't know she had woken already.
 
   But even still, she played dead and hoped that not moving would make for a convincing sleeping imitation.
 
   "Open your eyes." An unfamiliar voice, stern and gravelly. She opened her eyes without wanting to, and was faced with an unfamiliar face that looked startling like what she expected the murderer to look like. She gulped in as much air as her lungs would hold before she could stop herself.
 
   Maybe this is what Becca felt like right before, Erin thought with a vague sense of detachment.
 
   Erin certainly felt like she was going to die.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   "Get up."
 
   Erin did. There were times for fighting back, but Erin didn't feel as if this were one of them. Staring down a man twice her size who looked like he could wrestle a bear and do all right for himself, moments after she woke up, might not be the best time.
 
   She tried to see without looking if her gun was still on the bedside table, with the hope that he might have overlooked it. If he had, which was unlikely, and she got a chance, which was equally unlikely, it would do more than even the odds.
 
   But the table was empty. No miracles today, she thought. Sad, because things could have been going so well. She pushed herself all the way upright.
 
   "Hands where I can see them."
 
   She moved her hands on top of the blanket. She was extremely aware of how little clothing she was wearing, little more than a shirt over… well, nothing at all, really.
 
   She had to hope that someone was going to come and check on her. Someone had to, right? Craig had spent so much damn time keeping check on her that it was absurd that he wouldn't look in on her. Then again, perhaps he'd sent this guy.
 
   Erin tried to draw her breaths evenly, but they came in unsteady waves.
 
   "Are you going to kill me?"
 
   "What are your intentions with my brother?"
 
   Erin blinked and screwed up her face.
 
   "Intentions? Brother?"
 
   He slapped her. It wasn't hot or fun. His hand came across her face like a club, and left her face feeling like someone had lit it on fire.
 
   "What are your intentions with my brother?"
 
   The question didn't make any more sense the second time. Erin tried to figure out what answer he wanted, but she couldn't answer a question she didn't understand.
 
   "Who is your brother? I don't underst—"
 
   The second hit was somehow harder than the first, and sent her sprawling down onto the bed, folded in half like a barbie doll. It took her a second to figure out which way 'up' was before she managed to get herself back into a seated position.
 
   "You goddamn bitches are all the same. You don't know the first thing about relationships, do you?"
 
   "What the fuck are you talking about?"
 
   "You don't know one God damned thing about decency or respect for other people. Nothing about morality."
 
   "What?"
 
   Part of her knew that she should be trying to placate him. Every thing she was saying was just making him angrier, and it was only a matter of time before things started going very bad. She needed to figure out what he wanted to hear. Morality? Decency and respect? Intentions?
 
   He sounded like he was straight out of the fifties, with this 'what are your intentions with my daughter' crap. But with my brother? She hadn't ever heard anyone even suggest it.
 
   He raised his hand again. "Wait! Wait, okay, please. One second. I just woke up."
 
   "Talk fast, girly."
 
   "Give me a second, please. I just need a minute."
 
   "You have ten seconds."
 
   She used them to rub her eyes clear. The guy wore his hair very short. It might have been to hide the fact that he was thinning on top. She was confident that she'd recognize him if she saw the guy again, and she was doubly confident that she had never seen the man before in her life. If she knew his brother, then there wasn't an incredible amount of family resemblance.
 
   "I'm sorry. Intentions, you said. Intentions. I mean—I don't know, do I? I've only been seeing him a couple of days."
 
   "Don't you bull-shit me, bitch."
 
   So much for decency and respect, Erin thought glumly.
 
   "I'm not! I only met him a week ago or so. It's not exactly time to start talking about marriage, right? We're still…"
 
   She trailed off when she saw exactly how little effect this argument was having on the man in front of her. He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her up out of bed. When he saw the clothes she was—or wasn't—wearing, he looked her up and down with increasing disgust.
 
   "Get dressed."
 
   He sat down in one of the hotel-room chairs watched her dress. Erin could feel his eyes on her every instant, as if he might see if she even thought about reaching for something. He didn't have to pay such close attention; she didn't have anything to reach for.
 
   Erin dressed quickly and tried to do her best not to put anything on display for him. Something about the way that he looked at her, like she was human filth, told her that he wouldn't have gotten much enjoyment out of it if she'd put on a proper show. That didn't change how she felt about it.
 
   "Let's go," he said. He tapped the blade of a knife against a chair. "And don't try anything, or you'll find out what happens."
 
   Erin didn't put up a fight. She couldn't afford to show any sort of resistance, not when he was holding that knife. And she knew better than to assume that he was going to put it down.
 
   They made their way side-by-side toward the elevator. Someone had to check on her, right? If the F.B.I. hadn't caught Craig by now, then things should have settled down enough to at least send someone by to make sure she was settled in alright. If they had, then Roy would come by any minute now. Roy, with his pistol.
 
   She took a deep breath and tried not to think about it. She could only jinx her chances, if she gave it too much hope. Just look for an opportunity to make a break for it. The guy has a knife, that limits his range pretty badly. Erin took a breath.
 
   The elevator doors opened on a cleaning lady who smiled at them in the way that service employees smile at someone who they won't remember the face of in ten minutes. There went another hope for getting out of here. She got into the elevator next to the guy because he told her to.
 
   The trip down was in silence. She was too afraid to break it, and he didn't seem that interested in talking. She didn't know where they were going, but she knew she wasn't going to like it.
 
   "We'll take your car," he said softly.
 
   "My keys—I mean, I didn't bring them. You didn't tell me to—"
 
   "Don't lie to me."
 
   She zipped her lips. She could feel her keys, suddenly heavier in her pocket, as if the weight of his knowing about them had just been added.
 
   "I'm sorry," she said. Soft, de-escalating. Demure, even. It was a struggle, with this asshole. On her home turf, in her city, and she was playing the mewling kitten with a guy who would normally have her pumps ankle-deep in his ass for treating her like this.
 
   Erin took a breath and started out across the lot. She looked around for a government car, looked for a motorcycle, looked for anything that was going to help her get out of this god damned situation unscathed. She couldn't take a good look without being conspicuous, but she didn't see anything.
 
   She slipped into the driver's seat of the Jeep, he slipped into the passenger side. He took the knife back out of his pocket, pressed the blade edge against her.
 
   "Drive real careful, now." He dug it a little into the thin fabric of her shirt, enough to let her feel the razor-edge burr on the blade. "And don't forget to wear your seatbelt."
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   The thug beside her noticed the tail a few seconds after Erin did. She had tried not to notice, but that didn't change anything when he muttered, "We got someone following us. God damnit. Turn left here."
 
   She turned left, still unsure where in the hell they were going, except that she didn't want to go there with this guy no matter where it was.
 
   "Step on it."
 
   She put the power down in the car after her momentary hesitation led to another sharp poke in the belly that reminded her exactly what was at stake here. It was all fun and games, all playful pokes, until that knife slipped hilt-deep into her stomach. Because at that point, if she didn't make a hospital in a matter of minutes, the game would be over. It would be a slow death, but even the first stab would do it, if he gave it a good effort.
 
   The Jeep made the sort of unhappy roar that cars with their mufflers only-half-attached made, and sped off. She lifted when they hit the speed limit. He jabbed her again, and she broke it.
 
   The car behind them—that is, the truck behind them—sped up to match. Whoever was responsible for this tail, if they knew how to hide, they also knew when they were made. They came up hard and fast, but didn't try to overtake. Instead, they just slotted in behind her and waited.
 
   Why couldn't they get their god damned acts together and figure out what was happening here? Couldn't someone deal with this psychopath?
 
   She took a breath in that pressed her belly against the blade again, and her breath hitched in her lungs, not wanting to go in and not wanting to breathe out.
 
   She forced the air out of her lungs. With that knife there, she couldn't afford to take any risks with the car, not even if she wanted to. Not this far from a hospital. Not if she couldn't be absolutely certain that the guy was going to eat it.
 
   The truck was close enough now that when she looked into it she could see. Roy was sitting in the driver's seat, his expression almost bored. Someone was behind him in the extended cab, but she couldn't make him out besides that he was big. She had her guesses, though.
 
   "Faster," the man with the knife growled, pushing hard enough to draw blood and stain her white shirt.
 
   "I can't go any faster. I'm already going as fast as it goes."
 
   He cursed and pulled the knife back a moment. Erin looked in the mirror at Roy, hoping that he would somehow pick up on her body language.
 
   "A right here." She jerked the wheel right. She could feel the car threatening to tip and roll over on its lid. This driving was a hundred times too aggressive for the already-ruined suspension on this Jeep, but if she really wanted to, she could have made damn sure it flipped. The truck blew past at seventy miles an hour.
 
   Erin's eyes dropped to the big man's waist, and she held back a curse. Wearing his seatbelt? What kind of psycho did that? She had been hoping that she could flip it and send him head-first into the concrete. But that wasn't going to happen now.
 
   Erin slowed the car, and noted that the guy didn't tell her to speed up.
 
   "Pull over here."
 
   She did what she was told. Not much else choice, after all. They weren't in the slums like her sister had been, or the other women. By itself, that helped, but somehow Erin didn't get the feeling that it mattered all that much to this guy.
 
   "Let's go."
 
   She slid out of the car. An industrial district, though. Nowhere to run, and nobody to run to. She could hope that she could outrun the guy, of course. She'd always been fit. But looking the guy up and down one more time told her that she would do well not to rely on his being in poor fitness.
 
   She did what she was told, followed where he directed.
 
   He fished a key out of his pocket and pushed it into a keyhole until it clicked home, and then unlocked the door. He grabbed her arm and pushed her in hard enough that Erin nearly stumbled over her own feet.
 
   "You should have stayed away," he growled.
 
   "I'm sorry. I didn't know."
 
   "No, you didn't. They raise you like this. Sluts and whores. They tell you that it's fine to fuck around until you're in your thirties, and you hear that for your entire life—you get to believing it. Well, not any more. Not around my family."
 
   Erin wasn't worried about dying any more. It was a strange sensation. She wasn't ready. There were a thousand things that she had left to do, people she needed to talk to, things she needed to correct.
 
   None of those things were going to convince this guy that she should live. None of them were going to change the fact that she was absolutely going to die, and her mind seemed to decide that that meant there wasn't much point in worrying after all.
 
   Instead, she looked around. There was a large section cleared here, but all around was glassware and folding tables. It didn't take a genius to recognize a meth lab in the halfway light.
 
   "Say your prayers. You can have sixty seconds to make your peace with God."
 
   Erin shifted to sit up and closed her eyes, folded her hands. She didn't have anything to say to God. It was God who took Mom away. Erin hadn't been inside a church since the funeral, and she wasn't planning on taking the practice back up.
 
   She prayed anyways, if only to get the man to give her just one more minute. Erin heard the noise of steps outside, and then everything exploded all around.
 
   A gunshot sounded, and an instant later she heard the door slam open. In the time it took for her brain to register what she was hearing she heard the noise of a grenade hitting the ground, heard the loud pop that made it so she wouldn't be able to hear anything else for the better part of half an hour.
 
   Her eyes were closed, but even that couldn't keep out the bright white flash of light that burned itself onto her retinas in spite of her closed eyes. A trillion miles away, someone shouted something about getting down. She didn't move. Arms scooped her up and set her on her feet.
 
   She opened her eyes, her vision swimming, on Roy Schafer. He was saying something, but she couldn't hear him. She blinked, hoping that would help her hearing, but it didn't.
 
   She shouted as loud as she could that she couldn't hear him. It sounded a little louder than a whisper over the sound of the ringing in her ears.
 
   Roy pulled her in tight, held her there for what felt like an eternity, but when he pulled back she wanted that eternity back. As soon as her hearing came back, she would be back on her  way to the hotel, and he would be getting the hell out of town.
 
   So the longer that her hearing stayed gone, the longer that they stood there together in that stinking meth-lab warehouse, the better, because as much as she didn't want to admit it to herself, she wasn't going to get another chance at it.
 
   


  
 

Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   The ride back to her apartment was silent. Not the least of which because she was alone. She could still see the absurdly large truck Roy had somehow come into possession of, following at the somewhat discreet distance of two cars back. As if she would have rebelled and started off again if he were too close.
 
   If anything she wanted to have his bumper pressed up against hers the whole way. As if the closeness would be enough to make sure that she never ran into trouble like this again. She let out an unsteady breath as she pulled into the hotel parking lot.
 
   Schafer's truck pulled in behind, found one of the dozens of empty spots around her, and he got out. Erin couldn't find it in herself to get out of the Jeep, but she at least managed to work up the energy to turn the engine off.
 
   She laid her head back and set her eyes on the sky, barely visible through the row of trees that blocked out the side of the hotel parking lot.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "What do you mean? You were there."
 
   "How did you find me?"
 
   "It was a bit of luck, to be honest."
 
   "Figures."
 
   "We didn't take long finding Hutchinson. He's not a hard man to find, with his notoriety. We showed a few pictures around and found him with plenty of time to spare. At which point we threw him in the back. He starts the usual talk—you can't arrest me, you're making a mistake. I didn't do it. The usual shit, right?"
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Well, then he says he needs to go find you. There's gonna be trouble. I figured there was nothing to it. He's trying to bullshit me."
 
   "But you decided to come check on me anyways?"
 
   "He offers me a full confession to the Angels' various crimes—drug trafficking and a couple of murders down the coast—if we can just drive by and check on you. Just make sure you're okay. His club isn't any of my business, but that's not the usual spiel any more. So we went to check on you, and I see you driving with some guy in your passenger seat." Roy's face split into that pretty-boy grin. "I got a little jealous."
 
   "How sweet of you."
 
   "Are you hurt?"
 
   Erin looked down at her body. She hurt where she'd been thrown to the floor, a little scrape on her knee and a bruise on her hip. There was a red stain where he'd cut her belly open, just a bit, but it was going to be fine. Probably already closed.
 
   "Not really."
 
   "You want to go upstairs?"
 
   "Calm down, boy," she teased. "I'm a little tired for that."
 
   "I didn't mean—" he pursed his lips to stop his lips twisting into a sour smile. "Are you going to be alright?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   He reached a hand through the open window and cupped the back of her head.
 
   "You're going to be fine, babe. I know it. You're a tough cookie."
 
   "You think so?"
 
   "I know it."
 
   "Thanks." She didn't feel tough, and she didn't particularly feel like she was going to be fine. How long would it be before the nightmares stopped? How long would it be before she could go to sleep without triple-checking the locks? How long before—
 
   Erin stopped that line of thought.
 
   "We're going to take a few days to question Craig. Get what he knows about the situation out. We'll get everything we need to know from him." He didn't add and then we're going to leave but she heard it anyways.
 
   "Yeah?"
 
   "I promise. We got the guy who did all of this, and we're going to put together proof enough to convince anyone. Maybe even you."
 
   "Good."
 
   She was too tired to have any sort of feelings at all about it. The week had worn her out. It would be days before she felt anything but tired, she knew. If she could move on to the next case, maybe it would be a knock out of the park. Maybe she'd be able to hammer one, and then the next, and by the time she realized she wasn't ever going to feel right again, she wouldn't care any more.
 
   "Are you gonna be alright?"
 
   "I'm going to be fine." She finally found the energy to push the door open and stepped out onto an unsteady leg. "And I still don't need your help getting into bed, Romeo."
 
   "Look, I'm just saying, if you did, though—"
 
   She cut him off with a smile and a laugh. "I know, you're more than willing. Maybe some other time."
 
   She limped her way back to the elevator and hit her floor, unlocked her door with the keycard, and fell into bed.
 
    
 
   The next few days passed slowly. Agonizingly slow. Roy kept her updated on everything with his texts, but they were too busy pulling together evidence. Officially, they were just wrapping up loose ends.
 
   Back in '95, when Erin was first settling into her new west-coast life, Papa Hutchinson had found Jesus in all the wrong places, but apparently hadn't found out about the church's view on narcotics use.
 
   In his drug haze, he'd been more than a little critical of his eldest boy's dating habits. What started as cops getting called a few times turned into beatings, turned into a girl getting stabbed. That diary page came from Craig's father.
 
   He was, himself, on his third wife at the time, so the hypocrisy wasn't lost on any of them, but the eldest boy, Jared, had taken it hard. At some point, for reasons nobody cared to speculate, he'd decided that his girlfriend had absolutely deserved to get what she'd got.
 
   Now that his brothers had spread around the country, he found out that they were dating, and just like poor Chrissy, they were corrupting his innocent brothers. Craig had been dealing by then, and by the time he managed to find his brother, it was too late. He assured Craig that was the end of it, until he found out about Becca, and then all bets were off again.
 
   He'd failed to kill Becca's twin sister, a couple of days later. He didn't succeed in finding the right 'twin sister' until four days later. In the mean-time, he managed to find out that one of the other brothers had been hiding a relationship from him, as well, so his work was cut out for him.
 
   Craig was arrested for distribution and trafficking in a class-A controlled substance, among other, lighter charges.
 
   Roy offered to stay—there was a place in the L.A. field office, working narcotics, and he could get a steady job. Erin couldn't imagine him working narcotics. She told him to stay in Quantico. If he'd worked half as hard to be in that position as she had to be where she was, she wasn't going to derail his career for a relationship.
 
   She let out a breath, looked down at the paper in front of her. At least, if he'd worked half as hard as she had to be where she thought she was. She closed her eyes a minute, stifled the panic at the thought of what she was going to do if things turned ugly. She touched the pistol on the table, to remind herself that she still had it.
 
   She folded it up and put it in the envelope, then looked down at the plane ticket beside. She had to get going now if she was going to make it to the airport. The next flight to Virginia was leaving in three hours, and she still had to tender her resignation.
 
   It was a waste to ruin one person's career so that she could keep working in L.A., because now all she could think about was what would happen if she got mixed up in something like this again. It would be a struggle just walking into the station.
 
   She would, though. Because it was the respectful thing to do, and maybe Erin the bitch could give it a rest for a while. It was going to be a long plane ride, though, so she was going to keep her options open.
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