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Author's Note


Thank you for picking up Ali and Reeds story. But this story is not for the faint of heart. It deals with serious issues, if any of the listed topics are a trigger for you then this story is not for you. This story also contains some scenes that are steamy in nature and should not be read by someone under the age of eighteen.

Light Stalking

SA of a minor child (briefly explained)

Death of parents

Vigilante aspects

Murder

Taking of Plan B

Carving of one name into someone else

Talks of being homeless and having money insecurity

If you come across any topics that should be on this list please message me on my social media or shoot me an email at authoragreene@gmail.com


Playlist


These are the songs that I listened to when I was plotting this story. Enjoy and remember that I do not own any rights to these songs.

Who You'd Be Today by Kenny Chesney

Take Me Back To Eden by Sleep Token

Obsessed by Sam Riggs

Sin So Sweet by Warren Zeiders

Burden by Citizen Soldier

Link to playlist can be found

Here


Dedication


This story is for someone who wants something quick and easy to read that contains a man who isn't afraid to take what he wants and will end anyone who threatens to harm what is his.

Enjoy Professor Reed Black.


Prologue


The soft click of my door being opened breaks the silence. I'm supposed to be asleep already, but no matter how hard I try, I can't. I'm too excited for the first day of third grade, which happens to be tomorrow. Mommy even rubbed the lotion that smelled like flowers over my skin tonight to help me sleep. Then Daddy read me an extra bedtime story, but I still can’t fall asleep. I can't wait to see Marissa and show her the pretty dress Daddy bought me today at the mall. It's blue with white butterflies on it, she will be so jealous. She says blue is her favorite color, so it can't be mine.

After Mommy and Daddy tucked me in, I snuck out of bed and changed from my pajamas into my dress. When they find out in the morning, they will be upset, but I know they won't yell at me. They never yell at me like other kids' parents. But sometimes, I hear them yelling at night when I can't sleep. Like now, but something is different about tonight. The loud voice coming from below my room doesn't sound like Daddy.

"Sissy, are you awake?" Caleb, my older brother, asks from behind me.

"No," I say, not wanting to get in trouble.

The sound of something crashing downstairs filters through the house, making me jump and turn around. Caleb runs from the door and lands on my bed beside me. I scoot closer to him and let him wrap his arms around me. Caleb is twelve, while I'm eight. He isn't like other brothers. He plays with me and allows me to follow him around. He's my best friend, besides Marissa. We even have our own secret handshake.

"What's going on, Caleb? I'm scared," I whisper into his shoulder as another loud crash comes from below, followed by a scream echoing up the stairs.

Something isn't right. I don't like how my stomach feels heavy or how my nose itches like I'm about to cry. The sound of someone running up the stairs makes Caleb jump off my bed toward my door. I don't understand what he's doing. The door flies open, and Mommy stumbles through. Her shirt is torn, and there is blood streaming down her face. Her blonde hair is the same shade as mine but it’s now dark. I've never liked the sight of blood. It always makes me feel funny, and then my mind gets fuzzy.

"Mom." Caleb's voice is shaky like it gets when he's scared. This only happens when we watch movies that get him into trouble because Daddy says we are too young to watch them.

"Shh, baby. Grab your sister and follow me. Hurry," Mommy says, looking behind her into the hall. The yelling is getting louder, and my body is starting to shake.

Caleb grabs my hand, pulling me off the bed, and I feel his hand shaking. Mommy grabs Caleb's other hand and pulls us into the hallway. Out here, I hear the angry voices clearer. "Wait, where did the bitch go?"

Mommy is pulling us down the hallway toward her and Daddy's room. There is a loud scream from downstairs, followed by the sound of someone walking up the stairs. I slap my hand over my mouth to stop the scream that tears at my throat. Once inside, Mommy slams the door shut and motions for us to help her push the dresser in front of it. It's too heavy for me, but I try. My little arms and legs strain as I try to help Caleb pull. The footsteps are getting louder, meaning someone is getting closer to us. Finally, the door is blocked, and Mommy turns to us.

"Come on, my babies," she whispers. She moves to the wall by the closet and removes the floor-to-ceiling mirror. Behind it is the old waiter elevator we got in trouble for playing in when we first moved in. She pushes the metal door up and helps Caleb inside. Then, they both help me get in. It's a tight squeeze since we are both bigger now. Someone starts banging on the door, yelling at Mommy to let him in, and then saying he found her. She kisses us both before whispering, "Whatever happens, you do not come out. Promise me."

"We promise," Caleb says, his voice breaking.

Mommy pushes the mirror back, and Caleb tries to close the door, but there is a loud crash. Caleb freezes, and I bite my lip to keep quiet. A man's voice fills the air, making my skin feel like ants are crawling all over me. "There you are. Now, where were we? Oh yeah, I was about to rip that sweet pussy apart."

In her haste, Mommy wasn't able to push the mirror all the way back, leaving a small gap. We watch as Mommy falls to the floor with a man on top of her. The last thing I see is her trying to fight him off and him ripping her shirt before my face is pressed into Caleb's chest. Mommy's screams are muffled when Caleb's hands cover my ears. I don't know how long we stay here hidden. All I can focus on is the feel of Caleb's chest moving under my cheek and the tears running down my face.

Until the air becomes thick with smoke, and it starts to get hotter. Caleb removes his hands and reaches out to push the mirror. It falls with a crash, and I close my eyes. "Mommy said not to come out," I say, grabbing his arm.

"The house is on fire. We have to get out, or we are going to die," Caleb says, jumping down and turning around to wrap his hands around my waist. When my feet hit the soft carpet, I open my eyes and try to step around him, but he doesn't let me. "Close your eyes," he orders, sounding just like Daddy.

"Why?"

"Because I'm your big brother, and I said so." I listen to him and slam my eyes shut. Caleb picks me up. I wrap my arms and legs around him, hoping he doesn't drop me. I try to keep my eyes shut, but I fail. I open them right as Caleb opens the bedroom door. Instantly, my eyes land on Mommy. She is lying on the floor naked. There is blood all over her, and her neck is bent weirdly, but it's her eyes that I can't look away from. They are open and staring right at me.

"Mommy," I say, my voice catching on a sob.

"Don't look, Sissy. Don't look." Caleb's arms tighten around me.

"Is she…" A sob cuts off my question.

"Yeah," he says, not making me say the word.

The further down the hall we get, the hotter and thicker the air around us becomes. Black smoke is everywhere, filling my lungs and causing me to cough loudly.

"I'm scared," I admit.

"Me too, but I won't let anything bad happen to you. I promise," Caleb replies, pausing at the stairs. "Shit."

"Drake! I thought you said there was no one else in the house," a male voice shouts, causing me to flinch.

Caleb starts running. I bounce in his arms but keep my mouth shut. He runs into his room at the other end of the hall. He drops me and locks his door. "The window. Go." His voice is shaky and makes me want to cry.

We race to the window and open it. It's a long way down, and I'm scared of heights. "I can't," I say, shaking my head and trying to step back, but Caleb doesn't let me.

"You have to. They're coming." He's right. I can hear two men arguing in the hallway. "Here," Caleb says, picking up and tossing his oversized bean bag chair out the window. "I'm going to drop you on that. Once you hit the ground, start running. I'll be right behind you."

"No, Caleb. I can't. I'm scared." I'm crying hard, snot is coming out of my nose, and I can't breathe.

"You can. You are the bravest girl I know. I'll keep you safe." He leans forward and kisses my forehead like Daddy does when I have a headache. "I love you forever, Sissy."

"I love you too, Bubba." He helps me climb up to the window and grabs my arms. He starts to lower me down, his hands slipping up my arms to my hands.

The sound of his door being broken fills the air. An intense heat hits my legs as the fire from downstairs breaks the window and fans out. Pain shoots up my legs, and I stifle a scream.

"Grab him, and let's go. The house is about to go up in flames."

"Run. Don't look back. I love you," Caleb whispers and lets go of me. A scream falls from my mouth as I fall toward the ground.

My body jerks forward, and the thin, dirty sheet falls away from my chest, pooling at my waist. My body is sweaty, and I'm trembling like a leaf in the wind. My heart is racing, and tears are pouring down my cheeks. I close my eyes and rub my legs through the sheet. I feel the rough, scarred skin from where the fire burned my legs that night. The small alarm clock on the floor next to my twin mattress starts to beep, and I hurry to shut it up.

It's been twelve years since the night someone broke into my childhood home. Twelve long years since they butchered my father, raped and killed my mother. All before setting the house on fire, thinking no one else was inside. Twelve years since I watched my older brother's lifeless body fall from his window while I hid behind the big oak tree that sat in our side yard. That night changed my life, and nothing has been the same since.


Chapter One
Ali


Night after night, I relive the worst days of my life and fight through the pain of losing everyone. I would love to be able to say that the night I lost every member of my family was the end of my suffering, but it wasn’t. Without any other relatives and the people who killed my family still on the run, I was put into the foster care system under a new name and moved from home to home. The only good thing that came from my time in the system was learning to not depend on anyone or expect anything to be handed to me. Instead, I realized that the only person that would look out for me was myself.

Making sure I miss the spots that creak and walk on my tippy toes, I sneak out of the small bedroom and head into the kitchen. It’s four in the morning, and I’m exhausted. But that is nothing different; I’m always tired. The only light I turn on is the one above the stove because I don’t want to wake anyone else up. I grab the big soup pot off the top of the stove and fill it with water from the sink. I place it back on the stove and set the burner on high. A couple more nights like last night—where tips were good—and I’ll be able to turn the gas on, which means instant hot water and heat in the winter. Until then, I will continue to make do with what we have.

Opening the refrigerator, I pull out the small take-out bowl I took from work last night. It’s not much, it’s half full of chicken noodle soup that would be thrown away because it was what was left at the end of the day. I don’t want to risk using the microwave and waking anyone up, so I settle against the countertop and eat it cold. It’s nothing to rave about, but I can’t be picky, and it will keep me going for a little while. I’m going to have to stop by the local food bank in town this afternoon, even though it makes my stomach curl.

Once I’m finished with the soup, I wash the bowl out before tossing it in the trash and turn my attention to the boiling water. I carry it into the small bathroom off the kitchen and pour it into the tub. It takes a couple of times repeating the process before I have enough hot water. Once I’m done, I turn on the cold water and slowly mix it in until it’s perfectly warm. I grab the only two towels I own and lay them on the closed toilet seat. Heading back into the bedroom, I open the small blue tote inside the door, pull out two outfits, and take them to the bathroom.

When I return to the bedroom, I take a minute to look at the two small, larger-than-life boys taking up most of the bed. My eyes start to tear up, but I refuse to let them fall. Their dark brown hair starkly contrasts with their pale skin and green eyes, but I wouldn’t want it any other way. I sink down onto one knee and press a kiss to each one of their foreheads. They start to wiggle and make little noises that make me smile.

Today is the beginning of a new life for all of us, and while I’m nervous, I know I’m making the right decision—the right decision for all of us. I ruffle their hair and wait for them to open their eyes.

“Good morning,” I say once they are both semi-awake. When they were born, looking at them hurt more than anything because not only do they remind me of how they were conceived, but they are spitting images of my brother. I’ve always wondered what he would look like now if he had survived that night, and I guess I might find out with my boys.

“Mommy.” Caleb–named after his uncle–is the first to speak as he sits up and crawls into my lap. He is my calm and angelic baby. He barely cried as a baby and doesn’t get upset quickly. Nothing seems to shake him, and the little things make him happy.

A sigh comes from Jacob–named after his grandpa–and I can’t help but giggle. He might only be two, but he acts like a grumpy old man in the morning. He is the complete opposite of Caleb and keeps me on my toes. When he sees Caleb in my lap, he slowly crawls over to join us. They both lay their heads on my chest, and I soak in the love of my little family. The only family I have now.

“Are you ready for a bath and some breakfast?” I ask, juggling them as I stand up. They are getting too big for me to carry them both, but I will do it as long as they let me. They don’t answer me, but I don’t expect them to. It’s early for them, but this is our new routine, and they will get used to it soon. Once they are settled in the bath, I let them wake up and play with their small toys for fifteen minutes, but I never leave them for one second. Then I wash them and get them dressed. Caleb doesn’t fight me, but Jacob does because he has hated clothes since he was born. When I pick them up later, I’m sure he will be wearing nothing but his underwear.

I get them buckled in their highchairs, which I picked up at the local flea market. They needed a little sanding and paint, but they worked perfectly. I grab the last banana and split it between them. I fill their cups with milk and scramble some eggs for them. While they eat, I rush through a fast bath with cold water. Leaving the door open, of course, and the radio on to entertain them.

I quickly get dressed in one of my five pairs of jeans and a top given to me by our last neighbor before we were evicted. I pull my light blonde hair up into a ponytail. After cleaning them up, I grab their bag of spare clothes—because while they can use the potty, they sometimes have accidents—and my backpack, we head out the door. Buckling them in takes a while because Jacob wants to sit in Caleb’s seat.

“No. Not mine. Cal’s,” Jacob cries, kicking his feet. “His is blue,” he screams, pulling a few looks from people heading toward their cars.

Sighing, I look at Caleb. “Sweetie, can Bubba ride in your seat today?”

Caleb looks up from the duck he was silently playing with. “Yes.” I thank God for my angel boy. Don’t get me wrong; I love each one of my twins, but sometimes Jacob pushes me to the breaking point.

Finally, both boys are buckled in, and I run around to the driver’s seat. Glancing at the cheap watch on my wrist, I see that we are right on time, even with the meltdown. I hold my breath and pray my Jeep starts. After a few tries, the engine turns over, and I huff out in relief. It’s been touch and go lately, but after having to move again, I don’t have the money to fix anything—at least not yet. After a ten-minute drive across town, I pull up outside our old apartment complex.

After getting the boys out, they grab my hand and amble up the broken sidewalk. Once we reach our destination—apartment thirteen—I slowly raise my hand and knock. The door instantly swings open, and Mrs. Vance moves back so we can come in. She drops down and opens her arms. “How are my two favorite boys this morning?”

Caleb and Jacob both giggle before running into her arms. The sight has an ache forming in my chest. Since I met her two years ago, Mrs. Vance has been a guardian angel. She quickly became a surrogate grandmother to the boys and a mother to me. When I lost my job at the local theater due to its closing and had to move, I cried because I was going to miss her.

“How is the new place?” she asks, standing up and pulling me into a hug, like she did the boys. Speaking of boys, they walk over to the two little chairs she bought for them and sit down to watch whatever movie is on the TV. When we moved, I had to sell our TV, and I know they weren’t happy even if they couldn’t tell me.

“It’s on the small side, but it will do. Home is where the heart is, not where we lay our heads.”

“Damn right, it is. Now, do you have everything you need?” Her light brown eyes narrow as if she can see the lie I’m about to tell, but I don’t let it faze me.

“Yes. Thank you for continuing to watch them. I promise I will start paying you as soon as I can.”

Mrs. Vance waves me off. “Nonsense. I don’t want your money or your thanks. It’s a pleasure to get to watch my grandbabies.”

I roll my eyes but don’t tell her that I will deposit some money in her bank account without her knowing. I’ve been doing it for almost two years now. It might not have been much, but I felt better knowing I paid her something. “I love you,” I say, fighting the tears that are quickly filling my eyes.

“Are you excited for your first college class?” She asks, heading into her kitchen. I ruffle the boys’ hair when I follow her. I find her at the small counter working on something, but I quickly turn my attention back to the boys making sure they are fine.

“Yes, but I’m also nervous. I wasn’t the best student in school, but if I want to find a stable job, I need to get a degree,” I admit. I don’t have many friends but telling her the truth release a little of the weight sitting on my shoulders.

“You will do amazing. Now your classes end at one, right?”

“Yeah. I will pick the boys up right after. Hailey asked me last night if I could cover the first half of her shift at the bar tonight, which is from five to ten. So we will be back around four-thirty.” The thought of being away from the boys causes guilt to eat at my soul, but classes are only on Tuesdays and Thursdays. The sacrifice of spending less time with them will all be worth it in the end. Hopefully.

“Nonsense. After class, head home to rest or study. Whatever you need. We will be fine. Also I will keep them tonight. That way, you don’t have to drive back here. Plus, don’t you have a shift at the diner tomorrow morning?” She asks, turning around and holding out a brown paper sack toward me.

“Are you sure, Mrs. Vance? I don’t mind coming back to get them.” I take the bag and narrow my eyes. “What’s this?”

“Knock off the Mrs. Vance shit. It’s been two years. Surely, we have moved on to Grandmama or Celeste. And that, dear, is your lunch. A turkey, tomato, lettuce, pickles, cheese, and mustard sandwich. A bag of salt-n-vinegar chips. Along with a homemade peanut butter cookie.”

My eyes get misty at her gesture. “Thank you… Grandmama.” I swallow the lump in my throat.

“Girl, don’t you cry. It’s just a sandwich. Now get, you have a class to get to, and I have some babies to spoil.” She rounds the counter and plants a kiss on my cheek before guiding me to the door. I stop in the living room, giving the boys kisses and promising to see them in the morning.

Once inside my Jeep, I let a couple of tears fall before pulling out and starting the twenty-minute drive to the small college I got into. The radio doesn’t work, so I have nothing to distract myself from my thoughts. My life is nothing like I thought it would be when I was little. That’s for damn sure. I’m only twenty and a single mother of twin boys. I thought I would have children, but I figured I would be in my thirties, married to the love of my life, and have a beautiful home. Instead, I’m on the verge of losing everything, living in a small, run-down apartment, and have sworn off men.

When I found out I was pregnant as a senior in high school, I was terrified for more than one reason. I hid it from everyone, fearing what would happen if they found out. When it got to the point where I couldn’t hide it anymore, I was six months along. I ran away from my foster home. Hopped a bus and went as far as my money would allow me. Thankfully, it was after I graduated from high school. I worried that my foster family would try to find me, but after a couple of months with no threat from them, I started to relax.

I found a job at the theater, rented a hotel room—one that thankfully didn’t ask for id since I was still seventeen—and saved every last cent. After the boys were born a local church offered to help me get on my feet. They got me an apartment in Grandmama’s complex and paid the rent for the first few months. Being a mom and trying to keep our heads above water has always been hard but I had to do it. I’m not sure where I found the strength to do it, but I did. Until I was told one night that the theater was closing and that we would all be out of work. Two months later, the day the boys turned two, and I turned twenty–yes, we share the same birthday–we were evicted.

I struggled to find another job but found one at the bar in town for the weekend and another at the diner. We lived in the Jeep for almost a month until I had enough to rent a new apartment. I got the lights turned on, but that was it. I saw an ad in the local newspaper for classes at a new college that opened up over the summer. I took a chance and went to speak with them. The lovely lady in the administration office helped me fill out all the forms and told me about financial aid. I was worried I wouldn’t qualify, but I got the letter last week. The state would pay for everything, including my books, all because I was a ward of the state.

Some people are lucky enough to have a little money left over, which they receive after the school takes theirs. I’m going to stop by after my classes and see if I’m one of the lucky ones, but I’m not getting my hopes up. I don’t count my pennies before I have them in my hand.

I chose a generic degree in business administration. It seemed like the best bet. I can get my degree in a year and a half if I attend school in the summer, which I plan on doing. Adding classes to working full time and being a mom is a lot, but I have no other option. I have to. There are no ifs, ands, or buts. My first class of the day is College Writing with Professor Black.

Finding a parking spot is tricky, but once I see an open place, I hop out, grab my bag, and give myself a pep talk. I’ve got this. I’m going to do this. I have to because I will be damned if I let my family down any more than I already have. I pull open the door to the building my class is supposed to be in and set off down the hall. I’m not looking where I’m going. Instead, my eyes are glued to the map the school gave me. Therefore, I don’t see the person standing in the hallway, so I run straight into him.

“Fuck,” a deep, southern voice exclaims as arms wrap around my back, keeping me from falling on my ass.

“Shit, I’m so sorry,” I say quickly. When I pull my eyes from the map, I’m met with the deepest blue eyes I’ve ever seen. Holy shit.


Chapter Two
Reed


A life in the darkness wasn’t one that I chose but rather something I was forced into. Whether it is my choice or not, it doesn’t matter anymore because, in the darkness, I found purpose. I found the truth. I found myself. The people I hunted never touched me here. Never this town. My hometown. My safe place. Until I regained and lost the most important person to me. Now, I’m on the hunt for the people who thought they could take what wasn’t theirs and touch someone who didn’t belong to them but belonged to me.

My plan was formed.

With one single phone call.

One single sentence.

They attend Sunny Creek University.

Now, in the light of day, I’m a professor at the university, but at night, I’m the hunter stalking the shadows, ready to rip their souls from their bodies. That is a promise. A vow. One I made to an empty casket, and I plan on keeping. No matter what. This should have been an open and closed vendetta, but the ring of people was much larger than anticipated. I’m almost at the head of the beast. I’m so close I can practically smell his fear. His weakness. His blood. I’m so focused on this need to avenge Tara that I can’t lose sight of it now.

But that’s all about to change because of her. It’s the first day of the fall semester. Everything has gone according to plan. I spent the whole summer putting my plan into action. Making friends with the right teachers and becoming a ‘friend’ to the students. The girls fall all over themselves to get my attention, and the guys hate that they want to be me. I don’t care, not in the slightest. I just need them to keep talking around me. Gossiping, especially the girls, because they are the ones who have the information I need. But I don’t let the way they look, or the looks they give me, deter me from my end game. I can’t afford to.

My whole world shifts on its axis while I’m standing out in the hallway, waiting to go into my classroom, reading another text from Gabe. The air around me shifts. The hair on the back of my neck stands up. I look around for danger because that is the only thing that makes my body feel like this. Like I’m standing in the pouring rain, holding onto an electric fence that is turned all the way up.

That’s when I see her coming down the hall toward me. Straight toward me. I have plenty of time to move out of the way before she collides with me, but I simply choose not to. Why? Like, I have a fucking clue. I can’t blame it on something as simple as her eyes because I can’t see them. Because they are glued to some paper in her hand. But there is something about this girl that holds my attention. She holds captive not only my attention but the air in my lungs, blood in my body, and every thought in my head.

I let my eyes devour her. Unbeknownst to her. Starting with her hair, which is blonde almost to the point of being white and thick by the size of the ponytail it is pulled into. Down to a thin, definitely loved, Guns-n-Roses t-shirt that hugs her chest. A chest that looks like more than a handful, and I have big hands. She has a belly, one that she isn’t currently trying to hide in a loose shirt or by sucking in. Then, I continue down to an equally worn pair of dark wash jeans—that encase thick thighs that will feel amazing clamped around my head—to a beat-up pair of Chuck Taylors.

It is like God crafted her from my dreams and plopped her down right in front of me. The perfect woman for me. My dick turns to a steel rod within seconds as I watch her, and I haven’t even seen her face. A small, sinister smile forms on my face when her body touches mine.

“Fuck,” I say as my arms shoot out, circling her waist, hands splayed out on her back, acting like the gentleman I am not.

“Shit, I’m so sorry,” she rushes out.

Finally, her eyes lift from what I can now see is a map of the school, and fuck me, all the air in my lungs gets sucked out by the sight of them. Her body might be turning me on, leaving me speechless, but her angelic face leaves me breathless. Her eyes fascinate me, pulling me in and threatening to pull out every secret I have in my body. I have never seen a pair of eyes so beautiful before; they are the color of metal. Her round, pale cheeks start to turn an attractive shade of red as she notices for the first time what she has run into. Me.

“I wasn’t watching where I was going,” she says breathlessly.

I pull myself back, bringing her back to her feet, and unfortunately, remove my hands from her body. But not without running them across her side, feeling the intake of breath in the form of her stomach sucking in. Her body feels like heaven, soft, warm, and something to hold onto when I’m sinking balls deep in her sweet cunt from behind.

I clear my throat, straighten my black shirt and adjust my cock discreetly. “No harm done.” The map she was intently studying has fallen to the floor, but she doesn’t notice it because her eyes are stuck to mine. Without breaking eye contact, I bend down and pick up the map. “What class are you looking for?”

At the mention of a class, she finally pulls her eyes off me and looks down. Her hands go to the front of her shirt, pulling at the material as if she just now noticed how tight it is. “Um…”

Reaching out, I pull her hands away. “Stop. Don’t want to stretch the material of such a perfect shirt.” Her gray eyes widen, and the pink color on her cheeks darken.

“Perfect?” She cocks her head to the side and looks down. “Oh, the band. I get it. I’ve never listened–”

“No. The band is good, but I was talking about how it hugs your beautiful body.” She narrows her eyes and stares at me like she is searching for a lie or something hurtful in my words, but she won’t find anything of the sort. Don’t get me wrong, I can be an asshole, but that’s not what I’m doing right now.

“O… okay.”

“So, class?” I ask, raising the map.

“Oh, right. College writing with Professor Black,” she answers and tries to take the map out of my hands. But I pull it back at the last second, folding it in quarters and sticking it into my back pocket. “Hey, I need that,” she says, stepping forward.

“Not anymore.” I point to the door to our right. “Room one-oh-four.” I don’t wait for her to say anything. Instead, I grab her hand, open the door, and pull her into the room. The feel of her small hand in mine sends something fluttering in my stomach but I force myself to not think too much about what that means. The room is a hive of talking and laughing as most of the desks are filled with students. I lower my head, trying to look like another student, because I don’t want this game to end. I feel her hand tremble lightly and give a little squeeze that I hope helps. “So, where do you want to sit?”

I look over my shoulder to see her eyes sweep the room, taking in the empty seats. “Depends. Do you know anything about the teacher?”

I laugh lightly, pulling her to the four desks in the empty front row. “Yeah, a little. I’ve heard that he can be a stickler for rules. Kind of a hard ass for people who misbehave in class. But he never calls on the people who sit in the front row.” I sit down and point to the empty seats to my left and right. “That’s why no one ever sits in the front row. They want him to call on them so they can show off.”

She looks at the desk, her head cocked to the side before she lowers herself beside me and pulls out the textbook and a notebook. I take a peek in her bag and see a small plastic frog. I can’t help myself. I reach over and pick it up.

“I thought I got them all out,” she says, blushing again. She reaches for the toy, but I hold it out of her reach.

“Good luck charm?” I set the frog on the desk in front of me. Batting her hand away every time she reaches for it.

“Sort of,” she says, giving up on trying to take it back, and starts looking for something else in her bag. “Shit, of course, I would forget a pen.”

“What’s your name?” I keep my body facing forward so none of the students behind us can see my face. I don’t dress like the other teachers here and I really don’t want someone to end this game before I’m ready for it to be over.

“Ali Thornton, what’s yours?”

“Reed,” I say as someone sitting in the back row starts speaking loudly.

“Dude, where the fuck is this guy? It’s not like him to be late. Maybe the arrogant ass fucking left. It’s five past eight. I heard that the school made a rule that if the teachers aren’t here ten minutes after class is supposed to start, we can leave.” I don’t have to turn around to know who is speaking. A couple of people laugh but I ignore him and focus on Ali.

Her eyes bounce between the other students and me. The urge to slaughter everyone so her attention is solely on me hits out of nowhere and my hands start to twitch. “Is that true?”

I sigh and pick up the frog before saying, “Yeah, it is.” Reaching over, I tuck a piece of hair falling out of her ponytail behind her ear. My fingers itch to touch her more and they start to tingle. “It’s been great, Ali. But it looks like our time is up.” Standing up, I put the frog in my pocket and head to the front of the class. I pick up the black marker, uncap it, and start to write on the board.

“Alright. Settle down everyone. Dean, you don’t want to have to repeat this class again next semester, do you?” Silence falls over the room. I don’t need to turn around to know that Dean is giving me a go-to-hell look. He’s pissed that I failed his ass during the summer. I feel their eyes on me, but the only one I pay attention to is coming from the front row. “If you aren’t here for College Writing one, you are in the wrong class,” I say. After writing my name on the board, I turn around. My eyes instantly find Ali’s, and I’m surprised to see that they are filled with anger. I widen my stance to hide exactly what that look does to me.

“Now, I assume you all took the time to review the syllabus before arriving today. So tell me,” my eyes bounce from student to student before finally landing on her. “Ms. Thornton, how many papers will you be required to write this semester?”

“Stupid girl, that’s why no one sits in the front row,” Dean says in what I assume he thought was a whisper. But the dense jock doesn’t know how to fucking whisper or respect women, from what I’ve been hearing. Ali splutters, her mouth opening and closing. Her face is as red as a tomato. If I laid my hand on her cheeks, I’m confident I would find them hot.

White hot fire races up my spine, leaving a trail of chills in its wake. Ali’s blush deepens and her eyes drop to her lap. “Leave,” I say through clenched teeth. Ali looks up, tears swimming in her eyes, and grabs her books. I quickly move around my desk and step up next to her. I place my hand on her book and push it back down on the desk.

“Not you, Ms. Thornton. I was speaking to Mr. Donavan. Dean, get your shit and leave my fucking classroom,” I say. He mumbles something but obeys my command. Once the door is shut behind him, I pull the frog and a pen from my pocket, sitting them on Ali’s desk. “Now. Ali, how many papers?”

“Four,” she whispers.

“Correct. Now let’s turn to chapter one and get started.” I spend the next fifty minutes lecturing all while trying not to stare at her. It’s the hardest thing I’ve done. She never looks up at me, and I don’t call on her again. Not going to lie. Her ignoring me only makes me want to invade her mind, body and soul more.

“Alright, guys, our time is up. I want a one-page paper on my desk by the next class period. I don’t care what it’s on. This is not for a grade but simply an exercise to see what you know about writing. And when I say one page, I mean handwritten front and back of a college ruled paper.” The noise level rises as everyone starts to talk and gather their stuff, heading toward the door. “Ms. Thornton, can I have a minute of your time?” I ask right as she is standing in front of my desk.

Ali freezes but steps out of the line so the others can go on. Once we are alone, I expect her to continue staring at the floor, but she shocks me by spinning on her heels and slamming her palms against my desk. “How fucking dare you pull something like that! What was that, a test? Single a student out and make them look like a fool.” Her chest is rapidly inflating and deflating making it very hard to pull my gaze away from it.

Oh, my little one is angry. God, she is a breath of fresh air.

I smirk at her and pull off the reading glasses I have to use but hate wearing all the time. “Not even close. But if that’s what you want to go with, sure,” I say, loving the fire in her eyes and the red tint on her cheek. Reaching down, I adjust my erection and bite the inside of my lip to stifle the groan.

“God, you were right. You are an asshole,” she says, crossing her arms.

“Now, is that any way to talk to a teacher?” I ask with a grin on my face.

Her anger quickly fades, replaced by worry. “No,” she whispers, “it’s not.” I laugh profoundly and darkly. “Look, I have to get to my next class.”

Another chuckle falls from my lips. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out her map, stand, and tuck it into her jeans pocket. I don’t give into the urge to grab a handful of her perky ass. “I know,” I say, tucking that strand of hair back behind her ear. Leaning forward, I let my lips brush her ear. “I’ll be seeing you.”


Chapter Three
Ali


I couldn’t get the bastard of a professor out of my head all day. All through my other four classes. Where I sat in the back, and the teacher wasn’t a sick person who plays mind games. Through my lunch, when I ate my sandwich, sitting outside watching the football team practice. When I was walking to the financial aid office, Reed Black was at the forefront of my mind. The way he looked in his black shirt, tight jeans, and black motorcycle boots was mouth-watering. There it is, I’m stupidly attracted to him, and for a second, I thought he might be attracted to me. But according to the two girls gossiping outside the classroom, he’s done that before. He pays attention to the female students but then always shuts them down. I was simply another person to fall victim to his game.

When I step into the administration building after class I’m still beating myself up over how much I let him affect me. Taking the elevator, I press the button for the second floor. I check my phone and find a message from Grandmama saying that Caleb went number two in the potty, all on his own, but Jacob had an accident. Before I can type out a reply, the doors open, and I pocket my phone. Depending on my tips tonight, I might be able to grab a little toy for Caleb to celebrate his achievement.

“Good afternoon. How can I help you?” The student working behind the desk greets me as I enter the office.

“Hi, I’m Ali Thornton. I was wondering if I could find out some information about my financial aid?” I pull out my student ID and slide it over the counter.

“Of course, let me look up your account.” The girl, whose name is Lacey according to her name tag, takes my ID and starts typing in my information. “Okay, what are we looking for?”

Even though no one else is in the room my legs start to tremble and sweat breaks out across my back. As I lean forward, I whisper, “I was wondering if you could tell me if there would be any leftover money?”

“Sure thing,” Lacey says as the door behind me opens. Without looking up, she greets the newcomer, saying she will be with them in a minute. My body starts to heat up and the hair on the back of my neck stands up, but I ignore the reaction. I study her face, trying to read every small detail that might hint at what she is reading. That is how I notice the slight frown that lasts a second before she looks back up at me.

“What’s wrong?” I ask, dread lacing my words.

“It looks like you have an unpaid balance.” The room starts to spin and my stomach lurches.

“An unpaid b…balance?” I stutter.

“Unfortunately. There is a balance of three hundred and sixty-two dollars.” I’ll give her credit. Her face has lost a little color and her once warm smile is gone.

“How is that possible? I got a letter saying I was approved for help from the state.” I try to hold back the tears and keep my voice calm, but it’s a challenge.

“You did, but unfortunately, what you were awarded wasn’t enough to cover all the classes you are taking and the books from the bookstore. Honestly, I’m not sure how you got your books.” Lacey starts tapping her pen against the desk, looking everywhere but at me.

“Oh, I see.” I force myself to laugh and smile trying to act like this isn’t a big deal. Even though it is, in fact, a huge fucking deal. “Well, what are my options?” I pull my shoulders back, determined not to break down in front of her.

“Well, we take cash or card,” Lacey says, and something about the way I look at her has her clearing her throat and continuing. “We can also set you up on a payment plan. We can split it into three payments, making the first two one hundred and twenty-one dollars and the last one will be one hundred and twenty. You must make the first payment by the end of next week to stay enrolled.”

“Okay.” Pulling out the pen Reed gave me, I write down all the information on the back of the map.

“Or you can drop a class, and that will leave you with, hold on,” she says, typing away at the computer, “with a refund of fifteen dollars.”

“When do I have to decide whether or not to drop a class?” I don’t want to drop a class because then I won’t be able to get my degree in under two years.

“The paperwork has to be submitted by Monday to receive a full refund for the class,” Lacey says. I make a note of that on the paper. “I’m so sorry. I hate this part of the job.”

“No worries. It’s not your fault. I must have done my calculations wrong or misread the information. I’ll let you know what I choose by Monday. Thank you for your help,” I say, smiling at her. She hands me back my ID, and I turn to leave. Only to be struck dead—again—by the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.

Can this day get any fucking worse? Standing behind me, listening to everything, is fucking Reed Black. Now the reaction my body had earlier makes complete sense. A blush stains my neck and cheeks. I force myself to take a breath and focus on the door behind him instead of him. Because I don’t want to see the look of pity on his face. “Professor Black,” I say, pushing past him and opening the door.

The small tremors racing through my body are starting to grow and it’s getting harder to hold back the tears in my eyes. Fuck the elevator, I rush down the stairs and out the front door. Sucking in a lung full of air, I don’t stop running until I make it to my jeep. The extra thirty pounds I put on when I was pregnant and haven’t been able to lose feels extra heavy today. I’ve always been a bigger girl. You would think I would have lost some weight with how little I’m able to eat, but I had no such luck. I feel eyes on me, but I don’t pay any attention to that feeling as I start the jeep—which takes three tries—and pull out of the parking lot.

I focus on pulling into traffic and heading toward the food bank instead of breaking down over what just happened. It’s the last place I want to go right now, but the image of my empty fridge at home forces me to swallow my pride. The boys need food, and right now, every little bit I get here helps. We used to get food stamps but when we got evicted I didn’t get the renewal papers and by the time I figured out what was wrong I didn’t want anyone to know that we had no place to live. Since moving, I haven’t had time to fill out the paperwork again. I make a vow to myself to find the time to pick up and fill out an application this week. Once at the food bank, I tell them how many live in my house and the boys’ ages. Which gets me a small bag of clothes and extra fruit.

After driving home, I call Grandmama to check on the boys and decide to get a start on the homework I was given today. Even though I’m exhausted and could use a nap. But tomorrow, it’s a full shift at the diner and then an entire afternoon with the boys, leaving me with zero time to do any of it. I knock out the math questions, read the first two chapters for Business Administration, and try to make headway with my Spanish worksheet before taking a break to make a snack. Throwing two slices of bread into the toaster, I look over the computer class assignment and make a note to see if Grandmama will let me use her laptop tomorrow after work. When my toast is done, I put some butter on it and sprinkle some cinnamon and sugar on top. Others might find this disgusting, but it reminds me of Mom and Dad. They would make this as a treat for Caleb and me.

After washing up the dishes—of course, I had to wait for the water to boil—I pick up the mess of toys in the small living room and head back to the table to get started on the paper for Professor Black. Writing has always been something I’ve been good at. I started to journal when I was twelve but stopped when I was fifteen and I didn’t want to relive what happened in order to write about it. Thinking about that time in my life is not good for my mental health so I push away that thought and sit back down at the table. Reed said to write about anything. So, I take a creative approach and write a tall tale about a girl trapped in a cage.

One night a monster stormed a castle, imprisoning the girl that lived there in the dungeons. At night the girl would huddle in the corner of the cage as the monster terrorized her by poking her with sticks and throwing rocks at her. The girl started crying out for anyone in the castle to come to help her, release her or stop the monster. But no one ever came. When she cried the monster grew darker, meaner and would hurt her more. He got great joy from her tears and her pleas to stop.

One night the girl was too tired to cry or beg for the pain to stop. That was the night she figured out if she kept quiet the monster would only throw one or two stones, poke her a couple of times and then leave. So that’s what she did. She stopped and accepted that no one was going to save her. She had to save herself. One night, after the monster left, a dark angel appeared out of the shadows, opened her cage and then left without saying anything. The girl fled through the castle and into the woods. The darkness around her was full of shadows and noises, but she wasn’t scared. No, for the first time, she felt freedom, and she clung to that feeling as she ran to safety.

By the time I’m finished, I have filled two pages front and back, which was more than what Reed assigned, but he never said it couldn’t be longer than one page. So I put my name on the top and placed everything back in my bag. Looking at my watch, I notice it’s almost time for me to leave so I can make it to the bar on time.

I change into my uniform and hope tonight goes by fast without any problems. I still haven’t thought about what I’m going to do about the bill I owe the school, but that can wait until tomorrow. I call the boys and talk to them even though they don’t seem interested in talking to me. I make sure Grandmama is okay with keeping them overnight, which she is.

The whole way to work, I feel that feeling of someone following me, but I don’t see anyone when I look out the windows. I chalk it up to nothing as I pull into the bar parking lot. When I walk in, the bar is half full, but it sounds like we are at max capacity. People are shouting to be heard over the music blaring from the jukebox in the corner. I head to the break room and put my stuff down. Slipping behind the bar, I greet Tessa, the bartender for the night.

“Hey Ali, how was your first day of classes?” she asks, opening a bottle of Bush and setting it down in front of a customer.

“It was okay. I had a weird moment with my writing professor, but nothing I can’t handle.” I shrug my shoulders and pull on the black apron I’m supposed to wear. Since I’m not twenty-one yet, I can’t tend the bar, but I can be a waitress since we have a small kitchen.

“Define weird,” she says. I spend the next five minutes telling her everything, but I leave out how much he affected me while sitting there listening to him being authoritative. Like when he made Dean leave the room. I don’t tell her that the way Reed’s look and sounded in that moment made my panties wet.

“Definitely weird, but I wouldn’t pay him any mind and focus on your classes.”

“That’s the plan. Well, I better get out there before Mallory fires me,” I say, pointing over my shoulders.

Mallory finds me an hour into my shift and tells me Hailey has quit. She asks me to stay to cover the rest of the night. I agree to stay, but I turn down her invitation to pick up Hailey’s other shifts. I can’t be away from my boys that much even though I need the money.

At two in the morning, after cleaning up my tables and doing my side chores, I pocket my tips and call goodbye to everyone else. Travis, our bouncer, opens the door and falls into step next to me. “Make a fortune?” he asks.

I laugh and slap his arm. “Not even close, but it was a good night, with it being a Tuesday.” We fall into an easy silence while we walk. He waits until I’ve started my jeep before returning to the bar. As I stop at the end of the parking lot, I glance in my rearview mirror for some unknown reason. My eyes widen as I see a dark figure standing beside the bar. The light has been broken on that side of the bar for weeks now. Mallory has called the town hall multiple times to ask someone to come out and change it. They say it’s the property owner’s responsibility, but we don’t know who owns the land the pole is on. The figure raises a cigarette, and their face is briefly illuminated by the glow of the cherry.

I can’t make out any distinct features, but something in the back of my mind nags at me that I’ve seen this person before. I blink my eyes to rid the dryness, and the figure is gone when I open them back up. I’m exhausted, so I can’t even be sure if what I saw was real. Figuring I just need some sleep, I pull out and head home. Unaware of the black truck that pulls away from the curb and starts to follow me.


Chapter Four
Reed


The darkness is no longer as scary as it was when I was a child. Now, it feels like home. It comforts me like a soft blanket wrapped around my body. I have found that most people are too scared to look in the darkness, so I’m never worried about being seen. I’ve now become one of the monsters that used to haunt me. I have places to be and people to be torturing for a name or a location, but instead, I’m here, standing in the shadows that the broken light and lack of moonlight provide me.

I don’t know why I’m here, watching her, obsessing over her, but I stopped questioning it hours ago. My mind was made up the second I sent the email canceling all my other classes for the day so I could follow her. Inside me, growing larger by the second is this need to take her, consume her, and make her mine. There is no question about it; Ali will be mine soon. I have never wanted anything more than that, not even the need for revenge, and I always get what I want. So I watched her. She was the picture of a perfect student, taking notes in all her classes, paying attention, and never talking to anyone. It wasn’t until I watched her eating a lunch she must have brought from home instead of food from the café that I started to dig into her past.

My searches left me disappointed and without answers. According to what I found, Ali Thornton, age twenty, was abandoned at birth on the steps of Mercy West Hospital in Fort Morgan, Alabama. She was placed in foster care after the doctors found no sign of abuse or neglect. According to the records, she had one foster family, but something doesn’t make sense. The records said she lived in Alabama until she was eighteen, but when she gave birth to her twin boys, at age eighteen, she was living here.

She was set up in an apartment complex on the north side of town. The first six months of her rent was paid by a local church. Who also helped her get the Jeep she is currently driving. It used to be the pastors, and he gifted it to her. Ali and the boys got assistance from the state through health insurance and food stamps until about two months ago. She had lost her job, was evicted, and seemingly disappeared. Then she reappeared at Carol’s Diner and the hole-in-the-wall bar. That’s it. That’s all the information I was able to find. Which pisses me off because even someone like me, who takes great pride in not being found, has more information out there. The lack of information and the conflicting age is a red flag. I plan to find out more about her and what she is hiding.

There is no information about her parents, the father of her twin boys, or the foster home she lived in. When I searched for the foster family—Mr. and Mrs. Glisten—I found that they both died a year ago, leaving no living relatives but Ali. Since Ali was abandoned, there was no birth certificate, and running her social security number led to more dead ends. More questions, which I intend to find the answers to. After following her to her apartment after she left the university, I had to use all my self-control to refrain from busting down her sad excuse for a front door and stealing her away.

The apartment complex used to be an old hotel. The security is a joke because there is none. Anyone can walk up the stairs outside and be at her front door. From the comfort of my SUV, I counted three broken streetlights, six drug deals going on, and two hookers leaving an apartment right below hers. Finding the owner’s name was easy, and after a short phone conversation, my lawyer had the ownership papers waiting for my signature. I now own her apartment, but she won’t need it soon. No, she will soon be behind my security system and in my bed. Where I can keep her and the boys safe.

It’s now two in the morning, and my nerves are shot. I need to release all this tension and anger pulsing inside of me. Since I can’t take it out on her perfect ass, which has been tempting me all night, I’ve taken to smoking more than usual. After throwing my cigarette to the ground, I slip inside my SUV and pull out behind a truck to ensure Ali gets home safely. I note the truck’s license plate as it follows my girl, just in case. My phone starts ringing as Ali indicates she is turning, and I hit the button on the dash to answer the call.

“Where the fuck are you? You were supposed to be here over an hour ago. I had to spar with dollar store Dan instead.” One of my oldest friends, Nick’s voice instantly grates on my last nerve. I watch Ali park her rusted, surely about to die, white Jeep in an open spot. I pull up against the curb and kill the engine. The truck slows down but keeps driving past the parking lot.

“I had something I had to take care of. I’m on my way.” The lie rolls easily off my tongue.

“Yeah, buddy, sure you are,” Nick laughs, calling my bullshit quickly. “Whatever. You haven’t had time for us to hang out since you took up that stupid teaching gig.”

My eyes track Ali as she makes her way through the lot and up the metal stairs outside. She stops once to look over her shoulder, and I wonder if she can sense me. I hope she can. I want to consume her like she has me.

“Stop your fucking whining. You sound like my mother. For fuck’s sake, we work together. But if it makes you feel better, I’ll make time to hang out this weekend. And that stupid gig provides us with the perfect way to get what we want, so stop crying about it. You’re butt hurt because they chose me over you for the job.”

“Fuck you, that hurt,” he says before a soft feminine voice comes through the phone, talking about getting out of there to go somewhere else, and I laugh.

“I’m sure whoever that is will kiss it and make it all better,” I say, hanging up. Ali shakes her head and starts walking again. Once she enters her apartment, I start my vehicle and head home. I have things to take care of, things that I have put off to watch her. But once again, I won’t feel guilty about it.

Two miles outside town, I turn down the gravel road leading to my hidden oasis. Another two miles and the shadow of my estate starts to form. The black iron gate comes into view, and I slow down, coming to a stop. Rolling down my window, I punch in the code and watch the gate swing open. Another short climb, and I pull up in front of the place I call home. A single light illuminates the black front door. When I found this land, filled with spruce trees that backed onto a forest, I bought it, not blinking an eye at the asking price. Six months later, I erected a house, complete with an underground bunker perfect for my work.

Pressing my finger to the scanner, the front door unlocks and opens straight into the open-plan first floor. I kick off my boots, put them on the shoe rack by the front door, and head left into the state-of-the-art kitchen. I punch in my security code and reactivate the alarm system using my phone. Sitting my messenger bag down on the aged wood table I had personally made, I pull out a pre-portioned meal my chef left and use the microwave to heat it up.

My phone alerts me that the motion sensor in the basement has picked up movement. It looks like my guest is awake, and now I have a great source of entertainment to relieve my frustration. Standing up, I place the plate in the dishwasher and turn the lights off via my phone. Heading to the basement, I pull off my t-shirt, leaving me in only a white tank.

At the bottom of the stairs, I stop to pull on the pair of old, stained leather boots. My footsteps echo down the small, concrete corridor. The basement is simply designed as a concrete box. Four rooms, two on each side of a small hallway. The walls are soundproof, but I did not need them that way because we are buried deep underground. Stepping into the first door on the left, the light automatically flicks to life. Walking to the back wall, I take a second to admire all my toys. They range from small pocketknives to serrated hunting knives. The room’s left wall holds my expensive gun collection, but I won’t need them tonight.

No, tonight I pick up my set of brass knuckles and a black-tipped hand-forged knife that was a present from my father. He got it personally made for my sixteenth birthday. The same night, I used it to be inducted into the family business. A family business that I took great joy in dismantling and burning to the ground. I might hurt people, but they deserve it, making me nothing like the monster that raised me. He took pleasure in hurting good people. Good people, he took advantage of by offering them a way out of whatever was burdening them, only to make the situation worse. He got off on it while I do it in the name of justice. We. Are. Nothing. Alike.

Closing the door to my armory, I head toward my guest of honor. Taking the keys out of my pocket, I unlock the heavy metal door and slide it open. Once again, the motion sensors pick up my movements, and the lights pop on. The guy chained to the wall groans at the bright light. The smell of urine and feces greets me, but I don’t bat an eye. I’ve gotten used to the scent, and Hook, my cleaning guy, is great at getting the smell out of here.

“No. Please don’t. I’ve told you all I know,” Ben pleads. His voice is low and rough sounding, bringing me a sense of joy.

“See, that’s the thing. We checked out your information, and it led us to nothing but dead ends,” I say my voice dropping. It is basically a whisper, but I know he hears me because he starts thrashing against his chains. I throw my head back and let out a deep, dark laugh that bounces around the room. All Ben is doing is draining what little energy he has. There is no way out of this.

“A name,” I yell, getting even more frustrated than I was when I walked in. My boots eat up the concrete as I cross the room and stop right in front of him. Ben’s head hits the wall after I throw a punch against his jaw. The skin splits, and blood pours out. “One name! A name that actually leads my guys somewhere.”

“B… Blaze.”

This time, I aim my fist at his ribs. Underneath Ben’s dirty, ripped, and blood-stained shirt lay multiple bruises. My men and I have caused those bruises, but we have been careful not to break anything until tonight. Tonight, I need to hear the sound of bones breaking to help ease the demon inside of me. The small crack sound that follows the impact of my fist causes a dark smile to grace my face. Right now I love brass knuckles. “Last name.”

“Clarke. Shit.” Ben’s breathing turns labored and a little wheezy. “Blaze Clarke. I swear, man, he was my point of contact. That’s the only name besides Ned.”

Pulling my black knife up, I push it against his neck, forcing his head to tilt back. I dig the blade in harder, nicking his skin enough that a bead of blood runs down. “I swear if this is another game, I will kill you, but not before I make you beg for it. Do you understand me?”

“Y… y… yes,” Ben whispers, his voice catching on a sob.

I pull back my knife and leave the room. After slamming the door shut and ensuring it locks, I pull out my phone. Nick answers on the second ring. The sound of skin slapping and a woman moaning greets me. “This better be good,” Nick says with a moan.

“Dude, nut, and get off. I have a name for you to run down. Blaze Clarke.”

“You got it, boss,” Nick says. He must not have hung up because I could still hear everything. So I hang up instead and drop my weapons off before heading upstairs. Sleep won’t come to me until Ben finds himself on the wrong end of my knife.

I spend the next thirty minutes diving as deep into the dark web as possible. Once again I find nothing, and I want to put my fist through the screen. It’s like someone has taken who she was and replaced it with what they want us to find. There is someone who might be able to help. But it’s too early—or late, depending on how you look at it—for me to call him, so I settle on emailing him.

Leon,

I need your help finding anything and everything about Ali Thornton as soon as possible. You know where to find me.

Reed

My phone dings as soon as the email sends.

Nick
Ben finally came through. I have our opening. Mr. Blaze. I’ll bring you what I got in the morning.



Fucking finally. Now I can get rid of the rat under my feet and finally bring down the people who hurt the person I hold dear and near to me. Before heading back to the basement, I send another message.

Me


Hook. My house.




On a mission, I don’t stop until I’m back in the cell with Ben. There is a little pep to my step. Forgetting weapons, I decided to do this old school. He starts to scream and thrash around, but it’s no use. With both hands framing his face, I whisper, “This is for Tara. Next time, think twice before touching someone that doesn’t belong to you.” I twist his head to the right and revel in the sound of his neck breaking. Once he hangs limp against the chains, dead and never capable of hurting another human, I return upstairs. I fall into bed, fully clothed, and dream of my blonde-haired goddess.


Chapter Five
Ali


Wednesday came and went without anything out of the ordinary. There was no feeling of someone watching me, and I was able to push Professor Ass to the back of my mind. After working my shift at the diner, I made enough that, when combined with the tips from my night at the bar, I was able to pay the deposit to get the gas turned on. Their only open time slot was Thursday morning between eight and eleven, meaning I would miss most of my classes. I debated heading to class and asking someone to let the company in, but I haven’t gotten to know any of my neighbors. So, I emailed my professors apologizing and telling them one of my boys was sick. I attached all my homework to the email and promised to get the notes I missed. I received a reply from each one of them, but Professor Black.

I try not to let that bother me as I spend the morning with Caleb and Jacob. We spend the morning playing and reading the books we borrowed from the library. Every time an hour passes, I get more upset that no one is showing up. Finally, at eleven-forty, I call the gas company. It turns out that they never needed to come inside my apartment. They were able to do everything at the side of the building, which means that I missed class for nothing. Pissed, I hung up on the customer service representative without saying anything else.

After a quick lunch of box mac-n-cheese for the boys and toast for myself, I pack their bag and grab my backpack. I need to go talk to the financial aid office and let them know I’d decided to drop a class. I did the math over and over last night. Every time, the end result was the same. There is no way I can pay the balance. Yesterday morning, Carol–the diner’s owner–told me she would have to cut my hours in half because her daughter was moving back and needed a job.

She apologized repeatedly, but I assured her everything was okay. It was total and utter bullshit, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I only make eight dollars per hour there. My take-home pay is shy of three hundred dollars a week. Now that is being cut in half. While I get paid more at the bar, I only work twelve hours. Which makes my check every week around one hundred and thirty dollars. We were barely holding on as it was. Now, I’m scared we are one bad day in tips away from living in the car again.

I’ve tried to come up with ways to cut our bills in half, but it’s not simple. There are things we can’t go without. Rent, electric, water, gas for the Jeep, and food. To some, they will look at that list and the total of my checks and not see how I’m poor. But they don’t know what I pay for this place. It’s too much for the small space and the condition of it. So, after stopping by the school, I’m heading to another apartment for a tour. It’s a studio apartment above a garage. But that also means the rent is almost half as well. We will go from paying six hundred and seventy-five dollars to three hundred and twenty-five dollars.

By the time we leave, it’s the boy’s nap time, so Jacob is fussy. He cries pretty much the whole drive to school. As usual, he passes out when we are five minutes away. After parking the Jeep, I carefully remove my stroller and place Caleb in it. He doesn’t make a peep as I lay him down and cover him up.

On the other hand, Jacob wakes up and starts crying again, refusing to lie down beside Caleb. I try to soothe him on our walk up the hill. Finally, he falls back asleep on my shoulder. My lungs burn due to Jacob’s added weight and pushing Caleb up the steep hill. But I push through the pain.

Once inside, I head straight up to the second floor. There are more people in the office this time, and most of them turn to stare at me. I try not to let their looks bother me. I know what others think when they see me with the boys, but I can’t change who I am, and I love my boys with all I have. Jacob starts to fuss again, and after another person sends me a dirty look, I exit the office. I sit my bag on the floor and check on Caleb, who is still sleeping soundly. I start to pace back and forth with Jacob, lightly bouncing him in my arms.

“Come on, Jacob. It’s okay, my sweet boy. Sleep is fun and good for you,” I say, rubbing his little back. But nothing I do or say helps him. His cries are getting louder and louder. On one of my passes, I run into someone. I stumble back but don’t fall because arms wrap around my waist. The moment their hands touch my body, I know who it is, and I pray for the ground to open up below me and swallow us.

Looking up, I see Professor Black staring at me with his stupidly handsome face and breathtaking eyes. Jacob lets out another loud cry, and without saying anything, the stupid jerk takes my baby out of my arms, bringing him to his chest. My jaw drops at the balls on this man. As I’m about to demand he give my child back, Jacob snuggles into Reed’s chest and quiets down. “There, there, little man. I got you,” Reed’s smooth voice calms him even more.

“How did you do that?” I ask, amazed.

His big hands are rubbing Jacob’s back. I try not to stare at them and wonder what they would feel like on my body. But I fail, of course, until he opens his mouth to say, “Babies feel our emotions.”

My eyebrows shoot up as I pull my eyes from his hands and cross my arms. “Are you saying that this is my fault?”

Reed chuckles before saying, “No, but he could feel your frustration, which was also making him frustrated. Is this the little one who wasn’t feeling well?”

At the mention of the white lie I told earlier, I move my gaze from Reed to the door behind him. “Actually, no,” I whisper. Students leave the office behind us, reminding me why I’m here. I reach out my hands to take Jacob. “Thanks for getting him back to sleep, but I’ve got to get going.”

Reed steps back and nods his head toward the office door. “Go on. I’ll stay out here with these little guys.”

“Are you sure? I don’t even know you,” I say, shocked that I’m even entertaining the idea of letting him stay out here with my kids.

“I’m not going to kidnap your boys. They are safe with me,” he says, stepping into my personal space. “No harm will come to them, or you while you are in my presence.” His words pierce my heart, and despite my past, I believe him. With his gaze on me, I feel safe for the first time in twelve years. The feeling terrifies me, but I trust it. Cameras are lining the hall, so if he does something, I will have it on tape. Plus, I will kill him or anyone over my children without blinking an eye.

“Thank you.” I step around him and head inside.

“Hi, Ali.” Lacey greets me with a genuine smile. “Who was that adorable baby you had earlier?”

I smile at the mention of my boys. “Jacob, my son. Caleb was asleep in the stroller.”

Her eyes widen as she asks, “You have twins?”

I nod. “So, about my situation. I’ve decided to drop my college writing class.” Yes, that’s right, I’m dropping Professor Black’s class because even though he might make me feel safe. I can’t get even more enamored with the man than I already am. Plus I can’t afford the class.

“Oh, that won’t be necessary anymore. Your bill was paid in full yesterday morning. I assumed you knew about it,” Lacey says, staring at her computer screen.

I gasped. “What? Are you sure?” That can’t be true; she must have pulled up the wrong file. “How?”

“I don’t know. I was off yesterday, but according to our system, someone paid your remaining balance in full. So, no need to worry about dropping any classes.” She leaves the desk, walking to a big printer behind her. She pulls a paper from the tray and brings it back. “Here is a copy of your account,” she says, taking a highlighter and running it over the bottom of the page.

I take the paper and look it over. At the bottom, in a bright pink line, it says the balance due is zero dollars. “Can you find out who paid for it?” I ask, wanting to thank them and try to pay them back.

“I can ask Lenny. He was working yesterday. Write down your number, and I’ll call you when I find out,” she says, handing me a sticky note. I write down my cell number and thank her before walking out in shock.

Reed must see something on my face that worries him because he pushes off the wall, where he is leaning with Jacob still in his arms. “What’s wrong?” he asks. When I don’t answer, he stops rubbing Jacob’s back and raises my head with his finger under my chin. The small patch of skin he is touching turns feverish.

I shake my head and paste on a small smile. “Nothing’s wrong,” I say, which is true, I guess. I don’t have to drop a class or find a way to get the money. But I still don’t like the fact that someone paid my bill. “Thank you for watching them.” I try to take Jacob from Reed again, but he steps back out of my reach. “Give me my son,” I growl.

“Why don’t I walk with you. He’s sleeping peacefully right now.” The smug bastard smirks down at Jacob.

“What the fuck ever. Come on.” I grab my bag and start pushing Caleb toward the elevator.

Reed is right behind me and presses the button for the elevator before I can. “So why did you miss class this morning?”

I sigh. “None of your business.”

He laughs again, and I hate that I love the sound of it. And the fact that it makes my thighs clench automatically. “Actually, it is my business, Little One.”

Little one? What the fuck. “Ha. I haven’t been little my whole life,” I say, quickly slipping into my only defense. I say hurtful things about myself before someone else has the chance. The door opens, and we step inside. No one else is here, so I focus on the floor to keep from looking at this man who irritates me.

He must decide to let my comment slide, or he is admitting that I’m anything but little when he asks again, but in a deeper tone, “Why did you miss class?”

“Fuck. You are persistent, aren’t you.”

“You have no idea, Little One.”

“Fine. I had to wait for someone to show up from the gas company. The only time they had was this morning. I lied and said one of the boys was sick. I wasn’t sure the real reason would fly,” I say, frustrated that he wouldn’t let it go. I look up from the floor when the doors open. Pulling my shoulders up, I stride forward and out the front door. “There, are you happy now?”

“Not in the slightest. Because you lied to me, and I don’t take that kindly.” The way he says that makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. “And people who lie need to be punished.” Those words have fear and something close to lust creeping up my spine.

We are standing in the middle of the parking lot, but I freeze and spin to stare at him. “Punished,” I exclaim. “Like what, are you going to give me extra assignments? Tell the Dean I told a little lie. Or worse?”

His eyes darken as he closes the small gap between us. “I think your idea of punishment and mine are two different things, Little One.” Well, fuck me sideways.

“Whatever. Do your worst, Professor Black. You aren’t the scariest person I’ve dealt with,” I say, turning back around. I try my hardest to ignore his presence behind me. I tangoed with the devil and didn’t break, so whatever Reed is going to do, I can handle it.

Reed grabs my wrist to keep me from walking away. I refuse to look at him. Instead, I keep my eyes glued to a small group of people standing a few feet away. “What the fuck did you say?” Reed’s voice has dropped even lower, and I feel as if I’m standing next to a whole new person.

I can’t explain it, but it’s like this darkness, or maybe its anger, is starting to pour off of him in waves. It doesn’t scare me, but it does make me go on the defense because I can’t afford to fuck around with someone capable of darkness. I infuse so much sunshine into my voice as I tell him, “Just forget it. It was nothing.”

“The fuck I will. Who–”

I cut him off by pulling my wrist away and start pushing Caleb forward. “It’s none of your business.” Reed keeps up with me, but any attempt to talk to me is cut off when we approach the group. I notice a girl from my Spanish class and ask, “What’s going on?”

“Someone’s car was vandalized,” she says, pointing her finger toward the car she is talking about.

As I turn to look in the direction she is pointing, my heart drops to my stomach, and the toast I ate earlier threatens to come up. My Jeep is sitting a foot away with the front window smashed, the word bitch written in red on the hood, and a knife is sticking out of the back passenger tire. Breaking out into a run, I push Caleb’s stroller over a rock, and it causes him to wake up. For the first time in forever, he starts to cry. I head to the driver’s side and see that the other two tires have met the same fate. Someone slashed all four of my tires. I’m watching you is written in red spray paint down the driver’s side. I can tell the paint is still wet because it is dripping onto the asphalt.

I forget all the people packed around staring and Caleb crying out for me. Instead, I crumble to the ground, my hands thrown over my mouth as I stare at my ruined car. Someone was watching me. Those feelings weren’t in my mind. Neither was the figure outside the bar. There are only two people who could be after me. But I don’t understand how any of them found me. I’m states away from where my family was killed and hours away from my last foster family. But it looks like neither was far enough to keep us safe.

What the fuck am I going to do?


Chapter Six
Reed


All the thoughts of punishing Ali for talking badly about her stunning body, her lies, her smart mouth, and the fact that she is keeping the name of the person who scares her a secret flies out of my mind when I see the state of her Jeep. Now, I’m running on autopilot, scanning the crowd, looking for a threat, and moving closer to her and Caleb. The need to protect them is clinging to every blood cell pumping through my body. Watching Ali’s eyes widen in fear as she crumbles to the ground is the hardest thing I’ve witnessed. And I’ve seen some tough shit in my thirty-two years on this earth.

I pull my phone out and send a message in the group chat.

Me


911. West parking lot at the college.




“Everyone get going now. Unless you have some information to pass along to the police.” I raise my voice but stop short of full-on yelling. I bend down and take Caleb out of his stroller. He is still crying for Ali, and his pants are wet. Looking over my shoulder, I see only a few students standing around. “Did either of you see anything?” They shake their heads at me. “Then fucking leave,” I growl, and they obey.

“Mommy,” Caleb screams, which seems to snap Ali out of it. She looks up as if she is seeing us for the first time. She moves fast and pulls him from my arms. Jacob starts to wake up and wiggles in my arms. I adjust him more toward my hip, that is, until I feel something wet and warm run down my stomach. That makes me pull him away from my body.

“Little One, I think someone had an accident.”

Jacob smiles at me like he knows what he did and laughs. Ali turns around to look at us, and sure enough, my shirt and his pants are wet.

“Jacob, you are supposed to tell me when you have to go potty. And we don’t laugh about peeing on someone,” she says, reaching toward her Jeep, but I stop her.

“Don’t touch it,” I bark, and she jumps back. The sound of fast-approaching vehicles pulls the attention of everyone walking to their car but not mine. I know who is coming, so my focus stays solely on my Little One. “Whoever did this might have left prints behind.”

Ali steps back further, clutching Caleb tighter to her. “I didn’t think of that. I have extra clothes for them in the back of the Jeep. They usually sleep in diapers, but I forgot to change them before we left.” She ducks her head as if she has something to be ashamed about.

Stepping forward, I tilt her head back up so I can see those gray eyes. “It’s okay, Little One. I’ll get their clothes.”

“What the fuck happened?” Gabe asks, sounding as pissed as I am about the state of her Jeep.

“Holy shit, is the boss man holding a baby?” Jessie asks.

“I’ll start looking into the camera feed,” Nick says. Out of those three, he is the only one with a level head on his shoulders and jumps into work without being told when something is going on.

Ali turns around, taking in my team of guys. Her eyes widen as she takes them in. We each command the room independently, but together, we look scary, or so I’ve been told. Jessie is the smallest out of each of us, and that fucker stands at six foot two and weighs two twenty.

“Wh… who are you?” She asks, stepping closer to me.

Pride expands in my chest at that slight movement. I’m sure she didn’t even know what she did, but I do. My girl feels safe with me. “Gabe, Jessie, and Nick,” I say, pointing at each guy before slipping my arm around her waist. “They all work with me, and together, we will find out who did this to your car.”

“Their teachers?” Ali looks up at me as if she doesn’t believe me. The boys have started babbling at each other in a language that no one but them could possibly understand.

“God no,” Jessie says, reaching a finger out for Jacob to take. Jacob snuggles closer to me, glaring at Jessie.

“Teaching is only my part-time job. I own and run a security company. Gabe, I need you to remove all of Ali’s personal items from the Jeep. The boys need a change of clothes. Jessie, pull my SUV around and transfer the boys’ car seats into it.” I give out orders, and they start obeying me.

“Wait. I’m confused,” Ali says, shaking her head.

“I’m hungry, Mommy,” Jacob says.

I grab Ali’s hand and intertwine my fingers with hers. “I know you are, and I promise to explain everything, but not here. Right now, we need to get the boys changed and settled into my vehicle, and then we will head to my house.” I leave no room for any arguing with my tone.

“I can’t go to your house. I need to figure out what to do about the Jeep, and then I have things to do,” Ali says, pulling her hand from mine to place it on her hip.

Oh, I love a good fucking brat, and I’m going to love punishing her for disobeying along with lying to me. But right now, I have to focus on finding the person who is threatening her and putting an end to their lives. “I’m taking care of your Jeep, and you are going to my house. Take a look around Ali. Someone did this to your car. They threatened you, and I won’t stand for that. The only place I can keep you safe is there. Where I can see and touch you. Do you understand?”

“No, I don’t understand. You don’t know me.”

“I’m well aware, but I plan to change that. I don’t question my feelings,” I say, stepping closer to her. I wrap my arm around her waist, bringing us as close as possible with two boys between us. “You can question why there is a pull between us or why I make you feel the things I do all day long. But you will do that inside my house. Behind my security system and with me right by your fucking side.” Bending down, I lightly press my lips against hers. Her hand grabs a handful of my shirt and pulls me closer.

My lips tingle, my heart races, and my body feels like electric currents are running through me. Ali moans, and I swallow the sound but also use the opportunity to push my tongue inside her mouth. Getting my first taste of her and fuck does she taste delicious. A throat clearing behind us makes Ali pull away. Her gray eyes are darker and filled with lust.

“You promise you won’t hurt us?” she asks. Instantly, I want to demand she tell me who hurt her in the past so I can erase them from existence. Slowly. Painfully.

Leaning down, I press my lips directly to her ear. “The only way I’ll hurt you is when you are begging me to let you come after edging you for hours. Or when you beg me to tie you to my bed, Little One.”

“Boss, everything has been moved into your SUV,” Nick says, stepping up beside me, unable to read the situation between Ali and me.

“Let’s get the boys changed,” I say, walking backward and pulling Ali along with me. She follows me, and we get to work changing the boys. They both start saying they are hungry in the adorable way only two-year-olds can do. We get them in their seats and buckle them up without a single complaint from either of them.

I walk around the SUV and pull open the passenger door. Ali stops and turns toward me. “Thank you,” she whispers, pushing onto her toes and kissing my cheek. I help her up into the seat. Reaching over her, I grab the seat belt, bring it over her, and buckle it. I let my hand fall to her upper thigh and gently squeeze.

“You don’t ever have to thank me. I’m going to talk to the guys, and then we will go. Think about where you want to take the boys to eat while I’m gone,” I say, stepping back and closing the door. I take a second to squeeze my dick through my jeans and will it to calm down.

Gabe, Jessie, and Nick are waiting for me beside the Jeep. “I don’t care about any other case we are working on. This,” I point to the Jeep, “is our number one priority. Find whoever the fuck did this and bring them to me.”

“Yes sir,” they all say at the same time.

“I’ve emailed Leon about finding out more about Ali’s past. He said he would call when he found something. Call him and loop him in.” They nod, and I leave them behind to start digging.

“Reed, what do we do about the Jeep?” Gabe asks.

“Call Dan, have him come get it and fix it. Not just what they did but anything wrong with it. I want it looking and sounding brand new,” I say, opening the door and sliding in beside Ali.


Chapter Seven
Ali


Reed is seriously giving me the biggest case of whiplash. The things that have come out of his mouth frighten me but also make me want to agree to anything if it means he rips my clothes off. The way his kiss made me feel was earth-shattering. It felt like finally being able to take a deep breath of fresh air. Feeling his hard dick press into my stomach made my panties wet and I had to lock my muscles up to keep me from shamelessly grinding on him. The way he said he would protect us lifted the weight off my shoulders. I should be terrified of depending on someone, but I’m so tired of going through this life alone, of having to be the one to make all the decisions and protect my boys. Call me naive, but I believe him when he says we’re safe with him.

I’ve seen evil multiple times and lived with pure, true evil for three years. I still remember how my body felt every time I looked at that house or looked at the people I was living with. With Reed, my body only feels lust, a deep itch inside that only he can scratch and safety. So yeah, I trust him, fucking sue me.

While Reed was talking to his men, I dug through the boys’ bags and handed them each a toy to play with. My phone rings, and I pull it out. The number that flashes across my screen is the one I called from the ad for the studio apartment. I’m supposed to already be there. “Hello,” I say, swiping the green button.

“This is Glen. I was wondering if you were still interested in the studio?”

Reed opens the door and slides into the truck. “Yes, I am. I apologize, but I had a small issue with my vehicle. Is it possible to still come by and check it out?”

Reed raises his eyebrows and narrows his eyes. I mimic his look. He mouths speakerphone, and I listen. “Yeah, sure, no problem. Knock on the front door when you get here,” Glen says.

“Thank you. I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.” I hang up and sit the phone down in the cup holder. “Can you–”

“Who–” We talk simultaneously, and I motion for Reed to continue. “Who was that?”

“Hopefully, my new landlord. If you don’t have time to drive me, I can try to grab a taxi.” I don’t have the extra money, especially since I’m going to have to get the Jeep towed and fixed, but I can’t pass up this apartment.

“What happened to the place you are currently living in?” Reed asks, shifting the SUV into drive.

“Nothing, it just isn’t going to work out there. Look, can you take me or not?”

“Sure. Where is it?” Reed asks, pulling out of the parking lot and onto the main highway.

“Mommy, I’m hungry,” Jacob calls from the backseat. I sigh. The teenage years are going to kill me because he is already eating me out of house and home. “I want nuggets,” he demands.

“You want nuggets, little man?” Reed asks, looking in the rearview mirror and smiling.

“Yeah.”

“Me too.” Caleb joins in.

I turn around to look at my boys. “Guys, we have nuggets at home. Mommy will make you some as soon as we get there.” I hate how their faces fall, and I pray Jacob won’t start crying again. But like every other time I have to tell him no, the tears start coming. “Oh baby, don’t cry. Mommy promises to get you nuggets next week.”

“I want Donald’s nuggets,” Jacob cries.

Sighing, I turn around, pull my bag up from the floor, and dig through the small pocket on the front until I find my wallet. I make sure to hide what I’m doing from Reed. I know the exact cost of two happy meals. I have thirty dollars in my wallet, which won’t cover cabs for the week. My insurance should cover the cost of the tow, but if it doesn’t, I don’t know what I’m going to do.

“Would you mind stopping by McDonald’s? It’s on the way. The apartment is behind Big Lots. Take the first right, and it’s the blue house on the left,” I say, pulling out a ten-dollar bill and shoving my wallet back in my bag. I will be fine walking for a little while.

The boys cheer in the background as Reed turns into McDonald’s. “I thought you said apartment, not a house,” Reed says, pulling into the drive-thru line.

“It’s an apartment above the garage.” I don’t miss how his hands tighten on the steering wheel or the way all his muscles seem to lock up.

We inch up until it’s our turn to order. “What do you want?” Reed asks.

“Nothing, I’m not hungry. The boys want a chicken nugget happy meal with extra fries and white milk,” I say, rattling off the only order I’ve ever put in here. The few times I can afford fast food, I only get food for the boys. Reed repeats what I said but adds a Big Mac and a Quarter Pounder. After he gets the total, he pulls forward. I hold out the money toward him. “Here, it’s for the boys’ meal.”

He ignores me and pulls out his wallet. “Keep your money. I got this.”

“No. They are my kids, and I will pay for their food.” I shove the money into his chest and watch it fall down, landing on his crotch.

“Ali, I’m not taking your money,” he says, picking up the ten-dollar bill and putting it on my lap.

“Reed—” I’m cut off when he leans across the console, ignoring the kid at the window waiting for our money, and pulls me close by the back of my neck.

“Fucking listen to me. I’m not taking your money. You’re mine now, which means they are mine, and I take care of what’s mine. So you will stop arguing with me and let me treat you like the queen you fucking are.” With his attention still on me, he hands his card out the window.

“Who said I was yours?” I can’t help but poke him. Hearing him call not only me but my boys his does something funny to my body. I feel like I’m submerged in a warm bath. I’ve always dreamed about someone swooping in and taking all my worries away, even though I knew it was unrealistic. A dream that I would never get.

“I did.” Reed releases me and takes his card back. I sit back and notice that the boys are unusually quiet. I look back to see them both staring at Reed with big, toothy smiles as if they understood everything he said. After handing me the bags, I start handing back a fry and nugget to each boy. I grab their sippy cups and pour the milk in them, then turn to sit them in their holders attached to their car seats.

“Want me to hand you food as you drive?” I ask, looking at Reed shyly.

“You want to feed me, Little One?” He smirks. My body heats as I think of another way I could feed him.

“I want you to focus on driving.”

“I can wait until we get home to eat. However, you should eat. One of those is for you,” he says after he stops laughing.

“I told you I wasn’t hungry.”

“And I don’t believe you.”

“Fine, if it makes you happy, I’ll eat when you do,” I say. I’m too busy handing the boys their food to notice that he drives straight past Big Lots until we are heading out of town. “Um… Reed, we were supposed to go look at that apartment.”

“You don’t need that apartment. Or any apartment anymore.” He turns down a gravel road and expertly avoids the potholes.

“Why don’t I need an apartment?” I ask, handing the boys their last nuggets.

“Because of this.” He points out the window, and I gasp in surprise.

We are parked in front of a black iron gate. Reed leans out the window, punches in a code, and I watch as the gate opens. “Wow,” I say as his house comes into view. It’s a two-story, white brick, modern home. If someone were to ask me what my dream house was and then built it, it would be this. Two pillars frame a black, rounded front door. Two big picture windows on each side. There is an upstairs balcony with four windows, exactly like the two downstairs, and a smaller version of the front door. The roof looks to be black metal and glimmers in the afternoon sun. From what I can see, spruce trees surround the house and stretch on for miles.

“Welcome home, Little One and my little men,” Reed says, parking in front of the house and getting out. I’m too stunned to move. So it’s a good thing he opens my door and lifts me out. I’ve tried hard not to pay attention to his body, but when it’s pressed against mine, I can’t help but notice. His chest and stomach are rock-hard with muscles. His shoulders are broad, and his arms are thick. I come up to the middle of his chest, meaning he has to be almost six foot five. Which makes me feel even smaller at five foot two.

“Home?” I ask, flustered. Reed goes to the back and grabs Caleb before going to get Jacob. I reach back inside and grab our bags, plus the food.

“Yeah. You and the boys will live here.” He starts toward the front door, and I follow him.

“Reed, this is absolute craziness. We don’t know each other. I can’t move in with you,” I say, sighing because everything has my head spinning. He ignores me and walks into a living room off to the right. He sits the boys down and turns on the TV.

“What do my little men want to watch?” He asks, and I give up on talking and put the boys’ cups on the small table. Then, I turn around and head into a kitchen that takes my breath away.

“SpongeBob,” they both yell.

I sit the undoubtedly cold food down on a table. Stepping into the kitchen, I run my hands over the stainless-steel fridge, along the smooth marble countertop, down into the sunk-in oversized sink, and stop when I get to a six-burner stove. The meals I could cook in this kitchen leave me wishing we could stay. I sense Reed before I hear him. I’m spun around and pressed up against the stove. He reaches down, grabs me beneath my ass, and lifts me like I don’t weigh close to two hundred pounds. My ass hits the stove, and the grates clang as they shift under my weight. Reed pushes between my opened legs and tips my head back with a finger under my chin.

“Now, back to what you were saying about how you can’t move in here with me,” he growls, pinching my chin to keep me from turning my head away.

“We don’t know each other,” I say through gritted teeth. My mind is telling me to grab my kids and run, but my body is telling me to pull this man closer, to wrap myself around him until I can’t see where he ends, and I begin.

“I don’t have to fucking know you, to know that I want you here.” Dropping his hand from my chin, he pulls me closer by my thighs. My ass scrapes against the grate, and I hiss at the sting. “From the moment you ran into me in the hall, I can’t get you out of my fucking mind. You are like a disease eating me from the inside out. We can get to know each other. But right now, I need you to stop fighting me. Someone is out there trying to hurt you, and I will be damned if I let them. Nothing in my life has ever made me feel like this. I walked around not feeling anything, that is, until you literally ran into me. I’ve learned the hard way not to wait around when there is something you want. We aren’t guaranteed a tomorrow. So when there is something I want, I go after it. And believe me, Little One, there is nothing I want more than you and those boys with me.”

Reed’s speech leaves me speechless and wanting. I feel his dick, long and hard pressed up against me, and it makes me ache in the best way possible. “This is crazy,” I say again because it is. I run my hands up his arms and sink them into his inky dark black hair. His eyes close, and a groan comes from his throat.

As I’m about to lean in and kiss him, his phone rings, interrupting us. “Shit, I have to take this Little One. But keep that thought for later,” he says, backing up and pulling me down. He answers his phone, and I leave him to check on the boys. They are sitting quietly, absorbed in the world of SpongeBob. A minute later, Reed enters the living room, ruffles their hair, and walks over to me. “I’ve got to head out for a little while. I’ll be back.” He bends down and brushes his lips over mine.

“Be safe,” I say, pulling him closer for a deeper kiss before letting him walk out. As the front door closes, I sink down into the black leather sofa and wonder what the fuck I got myself into. Only then do I remember I didn’t ask about my Jeep. I need to check my insurance to find out if it will cover the tow. After a quick call, I learned I do not have roadside service, so towing the Jeep will have to wait.

I don’t have Reed’s phone number, so I email him.

Reed,

I don’t have your number, but how long can my Jeep sit there until the school has it towed away?

Ali.

Instead of an email reply, my phone dings with a new text message.

Unknown number
Don’t worry about it, Little One. I’ve taken care of it.

Me


How do you have my number?




I save his number before heading into the dining room to grab the food he bought me. I’m starving and not about to let good food go to waste. I settle back on the couch, and the boys come over to help me eat the fries.

Reed
I have my ways.

Me


That doesn’t surprise me. Thank you, by the way.


Reed
There’s no need to thank me. I told you. You are mine, and I take care of what is mine.



I can’t help but smile because I’m starting to like the thought of being his more and more.

“Mommy happy,” Jacob says.

“Reed,” Caleb says before they both grab another fry and walk away.


Chapter Eight
Reed


Gabe called to tell me Dan had towed Ali’s Jeep to his place, and they were heading to the gym. I headed to Dan’s to talk about what I wanted him to do with the Jeep and put down my card to pay for all the repairs. It took a good hour to get a list of everything wrong with it. Dan suggested scrapping it, but I didn’t want to make that decision for Ali. I told him to get me the total, and I would let him know as soon as I talked to her.

Right as I was leaving Dan’s, Gabe texted.

Gabe
Get your ass here now. We got something.



I pull a U-turn, not giving a shit about the police, and head there instead of back to my house. As I pull up to the back of the gym, my phone rings again, but this time it’s Leon.

He doesn’t give me a chance to say hello before he starts talking. “Man, when you step in it, you do it in the worst way possible, don’t you. We need to talk.”

Unbuckling, I leave my SUV and head toward the back door. “Then talk.”

I pull open the door and head for the second door on the right. Placing my palm against the scanner, I wait for it to read my hand and let me in. All while waiting for Leon to fill me in.

“Not on the phone. Where is she?” His reply leaves a sour taste in my mouth. Leon has no issue normally talking to me about business over the phone. It’s not every day that I have to bring him in, but when I do, he is never this cryptic.

“Somewhere safe,” I say, grinding my teeth as I walk down the stairs that lead to our offices.

“Fuck. I’ll be there in five and Reed,” he says.

“What,” I growl, throwing open the meeting room door. Gabe, Jessie, and Nick all look up from what they’re doing. I’m already on edge, and whatever it is that Leon is refusing to tell me is pushing me closer to snapping. He’s holding the match to my already short fuse.

“Stop fucking digging. Right now.” Leon finishes and hangs up.

Nick is the first one to start talking. “We have a fucking problem,” he says, sliding a picture across the table.

“A big fucking problem.” Jessie nods at Nick and slides a piece of paper across. “Whoever did that to Ali’s Jeep wiped the whole fucking thing down. We have no usable prints. Like none, not even hers or the boys,” he says.

New match meet fuse. “What the fuck? Who took the time to wipe everything down.”

“That’s not all,” Gabe says, pulling some kind of contraption from a box.

He places it in the middle of the table. I don’t worry about gloving up before I reach out and pull it closer to me. They already dusted it for fingerprints, and it’s not like we are going to the police about this. Before I can ask anything, he pulls out something else and drops it on the table.

“They also left this,” Gabe points to the single Lilly, whose white petals are dripping something red on the table. “The flower was resting on the dashboard with this note. We found that...” he points to the thing in my hands. “Under Ali’s seat. Luckily, I found it before we made the mistake of triggering it.”

“What does the note say, and is that blood or more paint?” I put down the contraption and hold my hand out for the piece of paper Gabe is holding. I read it as Gabe tells me the flower is covered in paint to look like blood. There is only one sentence on the white piece of paper, written in sloppy, loopy handwriting.

I’m coming for what’s mine.

“What’s his!” I laugh darkly, pulling the attention of all the guys. “The only thing he will be getting is the blade of my knife or a bullet, depending on how generous I’m feeling when we find him.” I nod toward the contraption and slide the note into my pocket. “Have you figured out what the hell that thing is?”

Gabe flips it over, and I see a needle attached to the bottom of the pressure plate. “When someone—Ali, to be frank—sat on the seat, the pressure plate would activate this,” he points to a mechanism. “It would push the needle forward, which would stick her, and then it would push the plunger of the needle down.”

I thought seeing Ali afraid caused me to feel a rage that I’d never felt before but hearing that someone tried to drug her made what I felt before child’s play. My mind tries to conjure up images of what would have happened had I not been with her, but I refuse to allow them to form. The room takes on a red haze, and I have the urge to destroy everything around me. “What was in the needle?” I ask through clenched teeth.

“A strong sedative. Enough to knock her out,” Jessie says.

“Which means that someone had to be watching her. Waiting for her to pass out,” Nick says, pointing to the picture in front of me. The picture I completely forgot about.

“Who is this?” I wish I could reach into it and drag the man out. I don’t care who the fuck he is or what his story is because if he is involved, I will end him in the most painful way possible.

“While watching the security cameras, I noticed this guy parked beside Ali. He pulled in right after her,” Nick says, pulling his laptop closer to him and pressing some keys. The TV anchored to the wall fills with the school’s security feeds. I watch Ali pull in, get out, and pull the boys out of the Jeep. “It was while I was watching this guy that I noticed something funny about the feed.”

“What do you mean funny?” I ask, clenching my fist so hard my nails break the skin of my palm. I’m slowly losing control over myself, and Leon hasn’t even made it here to tell me what the fuck is going on.

“Whoever did this know what they are doing. It looks innocent enough to someone who doesn’t know what they are looking at. But watch the upper right-hand corner of this screen.” Nick does whatever he does with the computer, and the camera he is talking about expands and fills the screen.

I stare so hard that the image becomes blurry. But then I see a bird’s wing coming into frame for a second, disappearing, and coming right back—as if the bird was flying in the same spot. “They looped the feed,” I growl, slamming my fist on the table.

“Yeah, they did. All of a sudden, Ali’s Jeep goes from perfectly fine to destroyed. The guy in the blue car stays there until…” The screens start fast-forwarding. I watch the group of students begin to accumulate. Then we walk on the screen. “Until we start to process the Jeep. But look, when he pulls away,” Nick says, pressing keys again to focus on the single screen, “he snaps pictures of us before pulling out.”

“Okay, so who is this fucker?” I ask, holding up the picture. My hand has tightened around it and is currently crushing the image of the guy I’m going to kill.

“Blaze Clarke,” Nick says. “The guy you had me look into last night. I don’t think he is the ringleader we are looking for, but we need to pay him a visit sooner than later.” The intercom sitting in the middle of the room crackles to life. Everyone’s eyes land on it as we wait for Canon to speak.

“There is a Leon here to see you.” Canon, our enforcer’s voice, comes over the speaker.

“Let him in,” I reply, hitting the button. We sit in silence until Leon comes through the door. He isn’t in his everyday FBI get-up of black dress pants, a white shirt, and a black jacket. Today, he looks like the street thug I met the summer I turned fifteen. His jeans have grease stains and holes all over them. A black T-shirt is stretched across his massive chest, exposing his arms, with tattoos covering every inch of them.

“Boys, it’s been too long,” he says, nodding at the guys and taking the spot next to Jessie. “So tell me how the hell you guys have gotten messed up in this.” Leon doesn’t take his eyes off of me.

“Messed up in what?” Gabe speaks up first.

“Yeah, Leon, messed up in what?” I repeat Gabe’s question, leaning forward and resting my arms on the table. “I’m not telling you anything until you tell me what the fuck you found.” I’m done with all the secrets. Someone is after my girl, and I’m missing fucking pieces of the puzzle. Important pieces.

“Christ, cut the dramatic pissing contest, Reed.” Leon leans forward and pulls an envelope from behind his back. He slaps it down on the table before scooting it toward me. I don’t move to grab it or open the damn thing. I don’t have time to read what’s in there. I want to hear this from the horse’s mouth. “Her name is Sarah Hastings. Her case was one I worked on. Local cops thought it was a home invasion gone wrong. When Sarah was eight, her father, Jacob, was butchered in their home in Chicago. Sarah’s mother was raped before her neck was broken.” Leon’s face turns pale white as if he is reliving all of it.

“Shit,” Jessie says, leaning back in his chair. Nick stares at the table like it holds all the answers to life’s questions. Gabe looks shocked. While I am trying to control my rage. I’ve locked every muscle up to keep me from destroying everything in my sight.

“The FBI had been watching Jacob for six months. He had gotten himself into a bit of a pickle with the Ricci family,” Leon continues.

I know that family name. My bastard father used to do business with the Ricci family until the night I used his own gun to kill him and destroyed his empire. I refused to do business with them, and they have left me alone so far.

“The fucking Italian mafia,” I yell, pounding my hand against the table.

“Yeah. Jacob had made some bad choices in the stock market and didn’t have the assets to cover the loss. So he took out a loan from someone he didn’t know very well. That’s how he got on our radar. We had been watching a local loan shark that was rumored to be working with Aldo Ricci. When Jacob couldn’t pay it back, Aldo offered him a deal. They would forgive his debt if he started working for them. Jacob wasn’t cut out for what they were asking him to do. So we stepped in and offered him another way out, which he took. Only someone found out and ordered the hit.

“The hit was to kill Jacob, only Jacob. Helen, Sarah’s mom, wasn’t supposed to be touched and the kids weren’t even supposed to be at home that night. Aldo wanted them alive for whatever reason. But his men got ahead of themselves. They saw Helen and decided they would torture her as well. When the local police arrived, they found Sarah outside, holding her brother Caleb. They were inches from the house, which was nothing but a burning inferno. She had second-degree burns on the lower half of her legs. From what we could piece together, Caleb lowered Sarah out a second-story window before they found him. She was able to stay alive by hiding somewhere outside.” By the time Leon is done talking, his hands are shaking.

“Was she able to give a description of the men?” Gabe asks. My hands are also shaking uncontrollably. My mind is racing at how scared she must have been. Did she see what the men had done to her family? And the burns on her legs… my stomach turns over at the pain she must have gone through.

“No. She has never said a word about what she saw that night. As far as we know, she has not spoken about that night to this day,” Leon says.

“So the name change?” Jessie asks. Thank god for my men because I can’t get any words pass the lump in my throat.

“We changed her name, and created a story that Sarah, Jacob, and Helen all died in the fire. Caleb was shot before he fell from the window. I kept in contact with her up until two years ago. Sarah was placed in the foster care system here in Missouri. She went through a lot of homes. The families said they couldn’t deal with her. Their reasons never seemed valid to me. So, I had a yearly check-in with her, but the year she turned eighteen, she missed it. I started looking for her, but it’s like she fell off the face of the earth. Her last foster family said she left in the middle of the night,” Leon says, pushing away from the table. He walks to the small bar cart kept in the corner of the room. He pours himself a shot of whiskey and throws it back.

“How did she elude the FBI for two fucking years?” I ask, each word laced with anger. It was their responsibility to keep her safe, but they failed.

“I have no idea. Ali wasn’t the name we gave her. When I looked that name up, I found the same useless shit you did. When I got the message from Gabe, I asked for a picture of this girl so I could do some digging. When I saw it, I took care of what I was doing and then raced here. I have to talk to her and find out what the hell is going on,” Leon says.

“What was her name?” I ask. I don’t know why I need this information, but I want to know fucking everything about her.

“Sarah Hastings became Kate Cox.”

“Is there anything else you’re leaving out?” I ask. If I didn’t know Leon for as long as I have. I would have missed that slight twitch of his brow. He might be older than me, but I spent most of my summers with him as a teenager and knew when he was keeping something to himself. “Fucking spit it out.”

Just as he is about to open his mouth, the intercom comes to life. “I have a Max here to see Leon.”

“Who the fuck is Max?” Nick asks.

“Just let him in, and I will explain,” Leon says, running his hand through his hair. I nod toward Nick, who stands up and exits the room. Tension starts filling the air, making it hard for me to breathe. Knowing that the fucking Ricci family could be behind this attack on my girl doesn’t stop me from wanting to find and kill them. Do I have the manpower to take on the mafia? Fuck no, but I will give my all to keep my girl and those boys fucking safe.

Nick returns with a man following behind him. I take in the newcomer. He is the same height as Nick, which makes him six foot two. He is lean, like a runner. The ones that people mistake for being weak because they are not stacked with muscles. I, however, never underestimate them because they are as strong as someone who looks like me. I take in his brown hair that is shaved close to his scalp, but his eyes knock the wind out of me, along with the slope of his nose and the little dip above his lips. I’ve been looking at his carbon copies all afternoon.

Standing up, I push Nick out of the way, wrap my hands around Max’s throat, and push him against the wall. He doesn’t fight me or try to get away. But his emerald green eyes narrow. “Who the fuck are you?” I hear the sound of the others standing up behind me. I feel the warmth of my men as they close in around us.

“Let him go, Reed. He isn’t the bad guy,” Leon says, sliding in beside Max. Leon wraps his hand around my wrist and tries to pull my hand away, but I tighten my hold.

“The fuck he isn’t. Who the fuck are you, and why does my girl have two little boys that look exactly like you?” I growl.

Max’s eyes widen, and I feel his throat move as he whispers, “She has kids.”

“He didn’t know, okay. Let him go, Reed,” Leon shouts. “For fuck’s sake Reed. He is her damn brother. Kid, listen to me. Sarah thought he died, but he didn’t, and he is our only ticket to bringing down the people who killed her family.”


Chapter Nine
Ali


The longer Reed is gone, the more ridiculous the idea of staying here becomes to me. Without him here, my brain reminds me of all the bad things in my past until I can’t trust my instincts. Plus, there is the fact that I’m lying to him, and once he finds out everything, there is no way he will want to be with someone like me. Someone with all the baggage I’m carrying around. He might think I’m attractive, but he will ask me to leave once he sees the darkness inside me.

There is no way we can stay here. While the boys don’t have too many toys at home, here they have nothing, and watching TV only keeps them occupied for a little while. I feel uncomfortable walking around Reed’s house, but I have to do it to see if I can find anything the boys can play with. The first floor holds the living room, a dining room, the kitchen, a library, and a gym. Nothing for two-year-old boys to play with. With the boys on my hips, I check upstairs. I find three bedrooms, two bathrooms, an office, and a master bedroom. Once Jacob starts crying for Mr. Dog, his stuffed animal, I know we have to go home. Reed and I live in two different worlds. This will never work.

So I call the only person I know who will come to get us, Grandmama. I find the address to Reed’s house from a piece of mail in the office. The gate needs a code, and I don’t have it. For that reason, I tell her to call when she gets to the gate, which she does. By the time we get to her car, Jacob is a mess. We all are cold, frustrated, and exhausted. We get the boys settled in the car seats Grandmama has for them.

I lie and tell her that my Jeep wouldn’t start, and a friend from college brought me to their house, but they had to work. She lets it go even though I can tell she doesn’t believe me. Was I terrified to go back to the apartment? Yes, but what else could I do? I just had to pray that whoever trashed my car doesn’t know where I live. Grandmama helps me get the boys out, but I refuse to let her come inside. I give the boys cereal for supper, help them into their pajamas, and make them a warm cup of milk. My phone died hours ago, and I haven’t had a free second to plug it in to charge.

It takes the boys less than five minutes to fall asleep. While I want to stay in bed beside them and sleep, I can’t. I need to figure some things out. Slipping out of the room, I leave the door cracked in case one of them wakes up. Then I head out to the living room. After hours of processing what happened, Dennis is the only person who makes sense. It can’t be the guys who killed my family because they don’t know I’m alive or that I even know who they are. No one knows what I know, and I plan to take that secret to the grave with me.

Would I love to see justice done to the guys who ripped my family away from me? Yes, but will it ever happen? No, because they aren’t the kind of people I want on my radar. I don’t want to deal with Dennis either, but he is a lot less scary out of the two. The only thing that he can do is try to take my kids away from me, but I don’t think he will. Maybe it was someone who had seen me with Reed and was jealous. Old me would run from this. I would pack our things and skip town to start over somewhere else.

I could pick up my phone, and with one call, we would be far away from this place, but I love this little town, and I don’t want my boys living a life in fear, always looking over their shoulders. I promised them the day I found out I was pregnant that I would protect them with my life, and I don’t plan on breaking that promise. So it’s time to stand tall and face whatever this is head-on.

I pull out my keys from my pocket and pick up the metal box from the small bookshelf under the only window in the living room. After unlocking it, I pull out the one big purchase I made when I turned eighteen, a Diamondback DB9. It’s small enough to hide but also powerful enough to protect us if I need it. I usually keep it locked up, and over the years, I never once thought about getting rid of it, no matter how much I needed money. I need the security it provides over anything else.

I tuck the pistol in my back pocket and head into the kitchen to make something to eat. I pull out a can of vegetable soup and dump it in a pot on the stove. After it’s bubbling away, I grab a spoon and inhale the bland, watery mixture while it’s still hot. I’d prefer a sandwich or frozen nuggets, but I always leave that for the boys. I double-check the lock on the front door, making sure it’s engaged, place a chair under the handle, and turn off the lights. I change into my sleep shirt and crawl into bed with the pistol. When we got home, I moved the mattress so I could sit with my back pressed against the wall and face the door. I pull the boys closer to me, one on each side, and place the pistol on my lap. If someone is coming for me, I won’t be caught by surprise, and they will be dead before they lay a finger on us.

I read the book I grabbed from the library to pass the time and keep myself awake. I’m thankful the boys learned to sleep with a light on because I can’t stand the darkness tonight. I must have dozed off because I’m jerked awake when the floorboard in the hallway creaks with added weight that shouldn’t be there. Slowly, I lay the book down and pull the boys’ covers over their heads. With steady hands, I raise the pistol up, pointing it toward the door, and place my finger over the trigger. When I bought the gun, I had extensive training from a friend on how to use it properly. So, I hold it as I was taught and keep my breathing calm even though my heart is racing.

I know the hallway and the creaks by heart. When whoever is walking down gets right outside the door, the floor will sound again. That’s when I will give my warning, and if they take another step, they will meet their fucking maker.

Once I hear that creak right outside the door, I open my mouth and say calmly but loud enough that they hear me, “You picked the wrong person and the wrong apartment. Take that final step, and you will be dead before you hit the floor. I don’t care who you are or what you want; I will empty this clip into your chest before you have time to reach for a weapon.” My voice is even, steady, unwavering, and full of authority. Caleb shifts closer when he hears my voice, and I pray my boys sleep through this. Whatever happens, I will always protect them, but I don’t want them to be jarred awake by their mother killing someone. But if whoever is out there doesn’t leave, I won’t have a choice.

A chuckle comes from the darkness, but it doesn’t cause fear to race through me. Instead, in its wake, my heart rate starts to slow down and the coldness that had settled over me lifts. “Little One, I’m going to step into the light. Please don’t shoot me. I don’t want to die before I have a chance to taste all of you.” Reed’s voice floats through the night and settles in the apex of my thighs.

I don’t lower the gun, but I do say, “I won’t shoot you. For now.”

Reed slowly steps out of the darkness and into the light with his hands raised in the air. His eyes sweep the little room, and I don’t miss the way they narrow and darken at what he is seeing. It’s not messy, so he isn’t seeing piles of trash or clothes. No, his eyes are taking in the stained carpet that was once white but is now almost brown. The walls have multiple holes from the previous tenant and the mice. He then looks up to the corner of the ceiling, where there is a massive brown stain from when it rains. If you pull up the carpet or pull back the wallpaper, I’m sure you will find mold and a lot of it.

“Little One, can you please lower the gun so I can come in and finally be able to breathe?” Reed asks, focusing all his attention on me once again.

“Why can’t you breathe?” Reed doesn’t come off as someone who scares easily, but I’ve been wrong about people before. Therefore, I still don’t lower my gun. If he is having a medical episode, he better convince me quickly that me and my boys are safe. I know I’m contradicting myself but right now I have to hear it again.

“I haven’t been able to take a fucking breath since I returned home to find you and the boys gone. I really, really need to hold you right now, but I don’t want to get a bullet wound trying to get to you. I also don’t want to have to overpower you and take that gun from you. I want you to trust me enough to put it down and allow me to come in. I will say this again and continue to say it as often as you need to hear it. You. Are. Safe. With. Me.”

Now, I’m having difficulty breathing, and that ache is back. “Really?” I lower the gun, and Reed moves with determination and speed. I’m pulled from the mattress and slammed against his hard chest. My arms circle his neck, and Reed lifts me easily. I wrap my legs around his stomach. His hands are keeping me close to him by my ass.

Reed backs out of the bedroom and walks to the living room to deposit me on the couch before leaving. I glance at the front door and notice that the chair is still there, and the lock is still engaged. How did he get in? A warm breeze blows through the window a second later, catching my attention. He came through the fucking window. I thought they were all painted shut. I listen to Reed’s footsteps as he heads back this way.

“While the sight of you holding a gun kind of turns me on, I would feel better if you placed it on the table,” he says. I do as he asks and place the pistol on the small coffee table. He walks over and steps in between my spread legs.

It’s dark, with only the moonlight coming through the window behind him. So I can’t see anything until he leans over and turns on the lamp beside me. I kind of wish he had left it off because now I can see the anger in his eyes. Eyes that have turned ice blue and are pinned on me. Reed lowers his big self between me and the table, which moves backward. “I should put you over my knee and turn your ass a nice shade of red for leaving like that,” he growls, sinking his hands into my hair and pulling the hair band out. My hair cascades down over my shoulders.

“We couldn’t stay,” I say. My heart is pounding, but a fire erupts in my lower stomach at his closeness.

“The fuck you couldn’t. You chose not to.” His grip tightens, pulling my head back and elongating my neck. He leans forward and runs his tongue up the outside of it, ending at my ear. “Tell me why,” Reed demands.

My hands go to his shoulders to pull him closer to me. My breath catches in my throat and my panties dampen with need for him. “The boys were wanting their toys. They needed to eat and sleep. And…” I whisper with quivering breaths.

“And what?”

I swallow, not sure if I can bear my soul to this man right now. “Nothing,” I say, praying he will let it go.

“Tell me,” Reed says, his tone stern.

“I was afraid you won’t want me when you know—”

“Nothing you could tell me would make me want you any less. I don’t fucking care about your past or anything else you think is important. As for the boys, they could have done all that at my house. Where you are safe. Not here in this death trap of an apartment,” Reed growls, biting my ear. A small moan escapes my lips. He starts kissing down my jaw and up to the other ear. “Was I not clear enough back at the house about where I want you?”

“You were Reed. You were.” The way he alternates between kissing my neck and biting it is making me ache for him. Ache in a way that I have never ached before. I try to shut my thighs but forget that he is between them. My clit pulses as if to remind me how desperate I am for this man to ravish me.

I feel his smile on my neck. “Is my Little One getting turned on right now?” He pulls back to look at my face, which allows me to make my move. I sink my hands into his hair. I pull him closer while I pull my head up, pulling out my own hair in the process, but I don’t feel the pain. I need his lips on mine, and I’m going to get it no matter what.

Reed sees what I’m trying to do and makes it easy for me to move his head. His lips slam into mine, pushing my head back against the back of the couch. I waste no time opening up for him. In a split second, I’m pulled off the couch and find myself sitting on his lap with him in the spot I was previously in. His hard dick is pressed into my aching core, and my hips move against it, searching out the friction I’m in desperate need of.

“Fuck,” I say into Reed’s mouth as I rub myself over his bulge. I need more.

“What do you need, Little One?” Reed growls, removing his lips from mine.

I miss the contact and yank at his hair. “More… everything… fuck. You,” I say, grinding on him as hard as possible. His hands leave my hair. They move down my sides, and I feel like I’m on fire everywhere he touches. He doesn’t stop until his hands are under my shirt, gripping the sides of my boy short-style panties.

“Tell me to stop, Ali. Or I’m about to rip these panties off of you and fuck you until you can feel me for days,” Reed says, his fingers digging into my hips.

I throw my head back and moan. His words turned makes the fire inside me rage and I feel myself growing wetter. I feel like I’m going to die if he doesn’t touch me. “Do it.”

Reed doesn’t waste a second, gripping my underwear and pulling with all his strength. The sound of the material ripping is quiet compared to our breathing. “Lean up,” he demands, and I listen. The torn material falls away from my body. The sound of Reed’s zipper being lowered causes goosebumps to erupt all over my body. I lower my gaze to him and, for the first time, see the lust that has taken over him. His eyes are hooded, and his pupils are black as night with a small ring of blue around them. “I’m clean,” he says.

“Me too.” Without another word being spoken, I lower myself down on him. He is so much bigger than the only other dick that has ever been inside of me. So, while I want to sink down, taking him in one slide of my hips, I have to take my time. The stretch stings, but I welcome it because I need this man right now.

“Fuck, Little One. You’re so damn tight, and I’m not even fully inside you yet,” Reed moans.

“Shit, you are going to wreck me,” I say. I feel myself dripping down on him. Breathing through my nose, I take the last bit of him. Finally, my ass is pressed against his legs, and I feel so fucking full.

Reed lays his forehead against mine. “You fucking know I am baby.” He starts to kiss me, and it’s not the desperate kisses we have shared. This one is slow and full of promises. It’s too much for my little brain. I need this to be rough, fast, and hard.

“Please, Reed, fuck me,” I beg. He growls against my lips and starts lifting me up off him, only to slam me back down at the same time that he thrusts up hard into me. I try to control the scream that rips through me, but I can’t.

“Although I love the sound of you screaming. If you keep it up, we will have to cut this short, Little One.”

Reed reminds me that we aren’t alone. Although he doesn’t stop pounding into me. I bite my lip to try to keep quiet. His hands are gripping me so hard I’m going to be bruised. My ass burns from the impact of his thighs hitting them so hard. He is so deep in me that I swear I feel him in my stomach, even though I know that’s not possible. “Fuck Ali. You’re going to kill me. The way your pussy is squeezing me is addictive.”

A scream is building inside me with each hard thrust, and that fire he started is consuming me. I won’t be able to hold it in, so I lean down and sink my teeth against Reed’s shoulder. My muscles tighten, and then I let go. Allowing the fire to burn me up. “Fuck,” I scream against his skin and bite. My pussy tightens around Reed’s dick, but it doesn’t stop him from slamming into me.

“Shit,” Reed groans a second later as I feel him expand before his release is coating the inside of me. I slump against him, and he starts to rub my back. I can feel his heart pounding in his chest and its fast beat matches mine. I pull my teeth away and notice a wet spot on his shirt. I hope I marked him because I sure as shit feel marked by him. Both of our chests are heaving. The more he rubs my back, the harder it is for me to stay awake.

“Reed,” I say quietly, resting my head against his chest.

“Yes, Little One.” He presses a kiss to my head.

“We didn’t use protection.” I’m not on the pill and should have demanded he use a condom, but I didn’t think about that. “I swear I’m clean, but–”

“I believe you. Does the thought of you getting pregnant again scare you?” He asks, sounding as tired as I am.

“A little. I want more kids, but not right now,” I admit.

“I’ll take care of it.” He lifts me up, which causes a groan to fall from his lips and a moan to come from my own. I can’t hold my eyes open any longer. Right before I fall asleep, I hear him speaking to someone. “Go to Walmart and grab me a Plan B pill. Bring it to Ali’s. Also, bring some moving boxes for my girl and my boys.”


Chapter Ten
Ali


Little fingers pull at my eyelids, making me sit up too fast, and the room spins around me. “Shit,” I say. I’m a little confused, but only for a second. Caleb is standing next to the couch, looking at me, then looking behind me with a smile. I turn to see what he is looking at. My eyes land on a sleeping Reed. He stayed the night with me on this old, tiny couch. Why does that make my heart skip a beat?

“Reed,” Caleb says, pointing at Reed.

“Yeah, buddy.” I bend down and scoop him up in my arms. My eyes land on a Plan B box on the table next to a water bottle. Shifting Caleb, I pick up the box, open it, and swallow the pill. “Where is your brother?” I ask after putting the box back down.

“Kitchen,” Caleb says, pointing that way.

The clock on the wall says that it's ten past eight in the morning. I know they haven’t been up long because Caleb always wakes me up as soon as he is awake. I hear Jacob getting into something, and I’m hoping he hasn’t destroyed the kitchen while looking for food. I sit Caleb down and find Jacob in front of the open fridge. He has pulled the loaf of bread out. His little cheeks are puffed out, and his fists each have half a piece of bread in them. Leaning down, I grab the bread bag, put it back in the fridge, and then grab Jacob.

I notice his diaper is dry and rush into potty training mode. “Do you need to go potty?” I ask Jacob but also look at Caleb, who is starting to walk back toward Reed. “Caleb, no,” I say, snapping my fingers at him to get his attention. He stops suddenly, drops his head, and starts walking back toward me.

“My Reed,” he says, pointing toward the couch.

“Let Reed sleep. Come on, let's go potty.”

I hold out my hand and wait until he takes it. I stand them both in front of the toilet on little step stools I bought and wait for them to go. I read all the articles, and they all said to sit them on the toilet, but I decided to teach them how to stand up and pee. I do have to help them hold themselves, so they don’t piss all over the walls and floors. Caleb has been getting better at holding himself, but I still don’t want to risk it. Caleb pees instantly and then claps for himself.

“Jacob, if you pee in the potty, I will make donuts this morning,” I say hoping it helps motivate him. I have a can of biscuits that need to be used, and he loves it when I use a bottle cap to cut out the middle and fry them up.

“Okay,” he says. Jacob scrunches up his little face in deep concentration and finally starts to use the bathroom. “I pee, Mommy.” He starts clapping, and Caleb joins in.

“Good job, buddy.” I flush the toilet and pick them both up so they can wash their hands. I sit them down and give them another warning. “Don’t wake Reed up. Go in the bedroom and play while I cook,” I say sternly. They nod their heads and run off down the hall. I wash my hands and start to make breakfast. I’ve only got the middle of the biscuits cut out when arms encircle me from behind.

“Morning, Little One,” Reed says, pulling me into him. “What the fuck are you doing to those biscuits?” He picks one up and starts to twirl it around his finger. I grab it from him and put it into the hot oil.

“I’m making donuts,” I say as embarrassment tinges my cheeks pink. After seeing his house, I have no doubt that he has a shit ton of money.

“Ali, I can go get donuts. You don’t have to make this,” he says, waving his hand over the stack of biscuits turned donuts.

“You can go get whatever you want, but I’m making my boys their favorite breakfast,” I say, turning sideways to get out of his arms. I flip the donuts in the pan and move to the cabinet to the left of the stove. I only open it wide enough to pull the small bag of powdered sugar out of it.

“I’m sorry if this isn’t good enough for you, but in case you haven’t fucking noticed,” I slam the cabinet harder than I should, “it’s the best I can fucking do right now, and I refuse to be ashamed because of it,” I say, hating how my voice breaks a little.

I fish out the finished, brown donuts and place them on a paper towel. Then, I repeat the process. After the oil has dripped off the finished ones, I shake them in a small container with powdered sugar. “Ali… I didn’t–”

“Boys,” I yell, ignoring Reed. “Come eat.” They run down the hall and come to a stop in the doorway.

“Reed,” Caleb yells.

“Donuts,” Jacob yells.

I put them both in their highchairs. For the first time, Caleb fights me and keeps trying to get to Reed. I turn around to see Reed standing at the stove, tending to the food. I ignore him and plate up the boys’ plates with two donuts each. “I can do this,” I say, pushing Reed out of the way.

He growls but goes to talk to the boys. I continue what I’m doing, ignoring everything else. I give the boys more when they are done eating the ones they have. I also plate up some for Reed and place it in his hands. I watch him pick one up and take a bite of it. His eyes close, and a smile forms on his lips. I smile because I know what he’s tasting. They are fucking good.

“Shit Ali. These are amazing.” He pops a donut hole in his mouth.

“I know.” The boys are finally full, so I let them down. They take off into the living room to play. Reed has made himself another plate and is digging in. I put the rest in a bag and stick them in the fridge.

When I turn around, Reed looks at me with his eyes narrowed. “What the fuck was that?”

“What was what?” I ask, grabbing all the dirty dishes and carrying them to the sink. I fill the sink with water and add a little dish soap, noticing I’m going to have to pick up another bottle.

“You put the food away without eating anything,” he says on what basically is a growl. I keep myself from tensing up. I hoped he wouldn't notice.

“I ate before I started making the boys’ food,” I say hoping he can’t tell I’m lying.

“Right. Turn around and say that to my face,” Reed demands. I don’t want to listen to him, but it’s like he has some fucking control over my body. I turn around, place my hands on my hips, and hope he can’t read me.

“I already ate,” I state working very hard to keep my voice even and calm.

Before I can think, Reed places his plate on the counter, reaches out, turns me around, and then pushes my back until I’m flat against the sink. My boobs are touching the water because I’m not wearing a bra. My shirt rises up, and I feel the cool air kiss the bottom of my ass cheeks and bare pussy. I’m about to tell him to let me go before the boys come in when his hand comes down on my ass, and I gasp at the sting.

“Don’t.” Smack. “You.” Smack. “Lie.” Smack. “Again.” Smack. My ass stings by the time he is done, and the front of my shirt is soaking wet, but so is my pussy. His hand starts to rub the sting away, and I bite my lips to keep from moaning. Reed lets me up and spins me around. His lips come down on mine, and I waste no time pulling him closer. A knock on the door interrupts us, and we break apart. Reed looks down at my shirt and smiles. “Go get changed, Little One.”

I step around him, but he stops me by grabbing my hand. I look over my shoulder to see that he is holding his plate out. I take it and head to my room. I hurriedly stuff a whole donut in my mouth and moan as the powdered sugar melts on my tongue. I quickly pull on a bra, shirt, underwear, and pants. Then, I realize that my scars have been on display all morning. Fuck that means that Reed saw them.

“Little One, are you dressed?” Reed calls from the living room. I breathe through my nose and out my mouth to help myself calm down. I have a cover story about how I got the scars, but if he can tell that I was lying about eating, there is no way that he will believe me.

“Coming,” I say, putting another donut in my mouth. The first thing I notice when I step into the hallway is Grandmama standing in my living room, looking around the space with her eyes narrowed. “Oh shit.”

“Oh shit is right. You lied to me. You told me that this place was good and that you had everything you needed,” Grandmama says, putting her hands on her hips.

“I know,” I say, looking down.

“Hey, you will not speak to—” Reed starts, but Grandmama walks straight up to him and points her finger at his face.

“Reed Black, I will bend you over my knee and spank your ass like I did when you were younger. Now you be a good little boy and take my grandbabies to get changed. I have plans with them today. I need to talk to my granddaughter. Alone,” she says, seemingly not scared of him. I’m shocked and speechless when he drops his head, walks over to the boys, picks them up, and walks away.

I turn back to her after they disappear into the bedroom. “Okay. What was that?”

“That was nothing,” Grandmama says, waving her hand at me to follow her into the dining room. “I’ve known that man since he was in diapers. He ran around with my grandson Gabe. He might have grown up into a burly, grumpy man, but I will still take a switch to his behind, and he knows it. Now explain why he is here and why you lied to me.”

I focus on the table instead of looking at her. “He’s my professor. Wait, how old is Reed?” How the fuck have I not thought to find this out.

Grandmama laughs. “Thirty-two. Although that is something you should know if you allow a man in your home.”

My face heats because she’s right. “I know. After the incident with my Jeep, Reed took us to his house,” I say, picking at my nails.

“I know. Why did you lie?”

Of course she would know since she has known him her whole life. “I don’t know. This is all so new, and he is my teacher.” I shrug.

“It’s not like you are in high school. I’m sure that whole stigmatization only counts there. You are both adults and as long as you both want whatever is going on. Who fucking cares,” Grandmama says nonchalant.

“I guess,” I say as the boys come running back into the room. I’m shocked that they actually look good. Caleb is in his favorite blue SpongeBob shirt with a pair of jeans. Jacob is wearing a red button-down shirt, normally reserved for special occasions, with black jeans. When Reed walks in behind him, I can’t help but smile in awe. Jacob is dressed just like Reed. “Are you boys ready to spend the day with Grandmama?” I ask them.

“Yes,” they both shout. I stand up and lower myself to their level for hugs, along with some sloppy kisses.

Grandmama comes up behind me. “Ali, we will talk about this apartment later when I drop the boys off.” She pulls me into a hug and does the same with Reed. Once they leave, I turn to Reed.

“So, while this has been great. I have an early shift at the diner, then a late shift at the bar,” I say, grabbing my purse and putting the strap on my shoulder.

“Actually, you don’t. I’ve taken care of all that. You are off for the next couple of days,” Reed says, pulling his keys out of his pocket.

My jaw drops. “I can’t. I need the money.” Why would he do something like that?

“Look, Ali. We don’t have time to argue about this. I need you to come to my house to discuss everything. I’m not trying to tell you that you can’t work anymore. Even though that is exactly what I want to do. But right now, we have to stop whoever is stalking you,” he says in that tone that tells me I can’t fight him on this.

Fuck, he’s right. I know he is, but I can’t help but panic at the loss of income from the two shifts. I do what I always do. I push my worry to the back and decide to deal with it later. Right now, I have to focus on the boys' safety, and then I will deal with money. “Okay, let’s go,” I say, agreeing, and allow him to walk me out of my apartment.

After a quiet ride back to his house, we sit around Reed’s table with Gabe, Jessie, Nick, and to my surprise Leon, whom I never thought I would see again. If he is here, then most likely, the guys already know about my past, at least the part that Leon knows about.

“So the time for bullshitting and lying is over,” Reed looks at me and me alone. “We know that Ali isn’t your real name or even the name that Leon gave you. So fill us in.”

I take a deep breath and then tell the story I have never told anyone.


Chapter Eleven
Ali


I was placed with Vivian Little when I was thirteen. At first, everything was perfect. It was one of the better foster homes. I was fed daily, had nice clothes, and the house was small but clean. Vivian made sure I went to school and even let me help work in her clothing store after school for a little spending money. She didn’t mind that I was quiet, and my nightmares didn’t seem to bother her. While I wasn’t happy about being in the system, I was okay about staying with her—until she met Dennis.

Just after my fifteenth birthday, she met him at the local coffee shop. At first, he seemed nice and polite. But it all changed when they got married three months later. It started with him hitting her, controlling her money, and making life difficult. We had to move because he would spend all of the bill money on drugs and alcohol. Vivian didn’t have the strength or the means to leave him anymore. I begged her to send me back to the state and even threatened to tell my social worker about the abuse.

She told me that if she sent me back, Dennis said he would kill her. Then, one night, Dennis told me the same thing when he walked in on me screaming at her that I would tell someone about what he was doing. I was scared, truly frightened for the first time since the night my family was murdered. I promised to keep my mouth shut, and I did. I thought he would continue to ignore me, but I was wrong.

The first night he came for me was the night before I turned sixteen. He said he wanted to give me my birthday present early. I didn’t want anything from him. I fought him, screamed for Vivian to help, and even begged my parents or Caleb to save me. But no one came. No one came to my rescue that night as he brutally raped me. He took something from me that night that was never his to have. The next morning, I knew Vivian heard me because she helped clean me up and took me to the clinic for birth control and the morning-after pill. Dennis came home that night, and I found a single Lilly on my pillow.

My door would open like clockwork every night, he would come in and the next day I would find a flower. After the first month, I stopped fighting him and taught myself how to disassociate during the assault. I would go back in time to memories of playing with Caleb, shopping with Mom, or watching movies with Dad. Five months after my seventeenth birthday, I didn’t get my period. I knew what was going on. So before I went home from school, I bought a pregnancy test; sure enough, there was a little plus sign. I hid it because if Dennis found out, he would beat me until I lost the baby.

While I wasn’t ready to become a mom and didn’t want to carry his child, there was no fucking way I was going to let him kill it either. So, I started to plan my escape. I was too scared to go to Leon because I was afraid Dennis would kill both me and Vivvian before anything could happen. Dennis always told us how he could make it look like an accident, and I believed him. One night, while I was supposed to be at work, I was searching the dark web at a friend’s house. Link—my one and only friend—had heard that there were people out there who would help you disappear for a certain price. He was also amazing at everything computer related so he knew where to look.

That’s when we found a guy who went by the name of Demon. Link helped me contact Demon. Two days later, I heard back from him. He emailed me with an address and a time to meet. Link came with me because I didn’t want to go alone. The address was to an abandoned house on the other side of town.

“Are you sure about this, Kate?” Link asks, pulling me closer. “I told you I would go to the police with you. You don’t have to do this. You being pregnant is all the evidence you need that the sick bastard has raped you.”

“Link, he will kill her. Plus, he has friends in the police force. This is the only way.” I’ve thought over every possible way to end this, and this is the only way.

“And he won’t kill her when you fucking disappear?” Link asks the one question I’ve been worrying over.

The two-story house looks ominous in the white moonlight. While it’s abandoned, it’s not run down. There aren’t any broken windows or trash that you normally see when houses are abandoned. I open the front door stepping inside. The air is dusty and smells of musk.

“He might, but this way, if Demon is good at his job, Dennis won’t be able to find me,” I say, feeling a small amount of guilt over leaving Vivian.

“Or we could just make him disappear.” A dark voice comes from somewhere to my left. I scream and jump back into Link, who also screams but pulls me behind him.

“Who the fuck is there?” Link asks, his voice shaking, showing how scared he is right now.

I peek around Link and see a tall silhouette step out of the shadow. It stops in front of a window, and the moonlight illuminates him. He has blonde hair that is pulled back into a ponytail. His jaw is covered with a short beard. I can’t tell what color his eyes are. But I can see that he is built like a brick house. His arms are so big that the lower part doesn’t touch his body when they are down by his side. I feel the dangerous aura around him from where I am.

“Demon?” I ask. Thankful that my voice doesn’t shake like Link’s.

“Kate, I assume,” Demon says, stepping forward to where he is again in the shadow. A lamp flickers to light. I step out behind Link and take a small step toward the man who I’m hoping can help me. Demon’s head raises, and I suck in a sharp breath. I’ve never seen someone with eyes black as the night sky without any stars.

“Your eyes are black.” I slap my hand over my mouth to avoid saying something stupid.

“They are,” he says, stepping back and lowering himself into a lone kitchen chair in the middle of the room. “So you need to disappear. Why?”

I wouldn’t let Link tell Demon everything, but it looks like I’m going to have to. I quickly tell him my story. Pregnant by my rapist foster father. Demon’s face grows colder and harder, and the dark aura around him shifts. His body goes rigid with anger with each word out of my mouth. Once I’m done, Demon stands and walks to the window.

“I can help you disappear, but it will take some time. Which I’m willing to put in the work. However, I have another option for you,” he says, turning around. I swallow my fear and wait for him to speak. “I kill him very painfully and slowly.”
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As I slowly blink, the dark house fades, and in its place, Reed’s bright dining room comes back into focus. All the men are staring at me with different levels of anger on their faces. Reed looks like he is ready to commit murder right now. His face reminds me of the look on Demon’s that night. I reach out and lay my hand over his. Reed flips it over and laces his fingers with mine, squeezing hard, but I don’t mind.

“Is he still alive?” Leon asks tensely.

“Yes. I didn’t take Demon up on his offer to kill Dennis. I was able to hide my pregnancy for a while. I was always big, so therefore Dennis never noticed. He just said I was getting fatter. When he would come to my room, he would demand me to get on my knees and start to rape me from behind. Demon finally got everything I needed, and I got on a bus eight months pregnant. I had a whole new identity. Demon promised me that I would be able to live my life without having to worry about a social security number not being real,” I say, wiping the tears that have fallen away.

“Fuck whoever this guy is, we need him. If he is able to pull that off—” Gabe says, shaking his head.

We all fell into silence, processing what I said. Reed never calms down. Anger rolls off of him in waves, but he never lets go of my hand. “So are we thinking the Jeep was Dennis or the Ricci family?” Nick asks.

My eyes snap to Leon’s when Nick says the name of the family that killed mine. “It can’t be the Ricci family. They don’t know I’m alive, right?” I ask, frantically. It can’t be them.

Leon doesn’t look at me. Instead, he picks at his fingers. “Actually, they might be behind it. There is something I have kept hidden from you,” he says.

My heart starts to race so fast that my chest aches. Using my other hand, I rub my chest, hoping it helps. I can’t go up against a fucking mafia family. They make Dennis look like a fucking barn cat. “What?” I whisper, my voice breaking at the end of that short word.

“I think it’s best you just show her,” Reed finally speaks up for the first time. Leon nods, pushes his chair back, and leaves the room. Reed turns my head toward him. “Ali, I promise we will find out who is behind this and take care of it. Then I’m going to track down that piece of shit and kill him slowly,” he says.

“Reed.”

He leans forward to where our noses are almost touching. “No, Ali. He deserves to die, and he will. I don’t take kindly to people touching things that are mine. You might not have been mine back then but you sure as shit are mine now. But more than that, he touched you without your permission. He hurt you in a way that no one should be hurt, and for that, he dies.”

A throat clears behind us, pulling my attention from Reed. Leon is standing in the doorway with someone else. Someone who shouldn’t be here. Someone who can’t be here. I don’t understand how I’m seeing this. A small scream falls from my mouth, and tears stream down my face.

The world grows dark as my brother—my older brother who died when he was twelve— opens his mouth and says, “Hi Sarah.”

[image: image-placeholder]


“Come on, Little One. Open your eyes.” Reed’s voice cuts through the darkness. Hands are gently cupping my face, pushing my hair away. I blink slowly, and Reed’s handsome face comes into view. “There you are. Do you think you can stand up?” He asks.

“Yeah,” I say weakly. Reed helps me sit up and then stand up. He stays in front of me, blocking my view. “Reed, I think I’m going crazy. I saw Caleb. But he died. I held him in my arms and watched him take his last breath. I cried and shook his lifeless body. The police had to pull me off him because I didn’t want to let him go.” I start sobbing and throw my arms around Reed’s neck.

“I know, Little One. I know,” he says, burying his face in my hair. “You aren’t going crazy.”

I pull away and run around him. Caleb has moved more into the room, and I launch myself through the space, and he catches me. “I’m so sorry, Sarah. It was the only way to keep you safe.” His voice, which was once high, is now deep, but it still has the same effect. It calms me instantly.

“How?” I cry into his chest. I always thought he would be tall, and I was right.

“Let’s sit down, and I will tell you,” Leon says. Caleb doesn’t let me go. His arm is around my shoulder, and I’m tucked into his side. I take my seat next to Reed, and Caleb sits next to me. Reed reaches over and takes my hand once again.

I look toward Leon and nod for him to tell me how the hell my brother is alive. “You’re right, Kate. Caleb did die that night in your arms. He was shot in the stomach before he fell. However, they were able to get him back on the way to the hospital. He underwent surgery and was in the ICU for weeks. When we knew he would make it, we did the same thing we did for you. We placed weighted bags in an empty coffin and buried him. Since it was a closed-casket funeral, it was easy. However, unlike you, Caleb was raised by an older FBI agent.

“Since you weren’t talking, Caleb was our best chance at finding out which members of the Ricci family were there that night. So Mitch, the FBI agent who stayed with Caleb in the hospital, decided he would raise him. We changed his name, just like you, and created his new identity. He goes by Max now. Three years ago, Max started trying to infiltrate the Ricci family. He was successful and has been a trusted member for the last year,” Leon finishes. By the time he’s done, my mind is racing, and my blood feels like ice. My brother is a member of the Mafia family that killed our parents and tried to kill him.

“Why would you risk that?” I ask, looking toward Caleb, refusing to see him as Max.

“Because not only did they kill Mom and Dad, but they took you away from me. After hearing what you went through, I’m more determined to take them out. Sarah, I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to save you from that fucking monster,” Caleb says, wiping tears away from his eyes. I’ve never seen him tear up, not even when he fell off his bike as a kid and broke his arm.

“But you could die,” I say, not bothering to hide my fear or tears.

“I don’t fucking care. What’s done is done. I have the information we need to take them down, and it’s happening as soon as we figure out who is stalking you because it’s not them. They truly believe we are dead.” Caleb looks at Leon when he says this.

“How have they not figured out who you are?” I ask, worried about his true identity being figured out.

“Because I’m careful. The original Don of the Ricci family passed away two years after they killed our family. His son, who took over, never knew anything about our family. Most of the members don’t either. There is only one person left, and I haven’t seen him. The original killers are no longer alive, but the family needs to pay for their sins,” Caleb’s voice is cold as ice.

I want to ask what he means about the original killers, but I won’t. “So we focus all our attention on Dennis?” I ask.

“Yes,” Reed says, bringing my hand up to kiss it. “And this is where we say goodbye to you,” he says, looking at Leon.

“Max, I will be in touch soon. Kate,” Leon’s face falls when he looks at me, “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. I wish you had come to me, but I understand why you didn’t. If you or the boys need anything, I’m one call away.” Finally, he looks at Reed. “Make that fucker pay.” With that, he turns and leaves us alone.


Chapter Twelve
Reed


After Leon leaves, we sit in silence until Ali excuses herself. Max turns toward me. “What is our first move?” His voice is strained, and I relate to his anger and the urge to burn the world down that I see in his eyes. I feel it as well.

“Time to find out everything we can about this Dennis guy,” I say, looking toward Jessie, Gabe, and Nick. “You know the drill, leave no stone unturned. I want everything on this fucker.” They all nod before standing up and leaving through the front door. I turned toward Max. “I’m not going to ask how deep you are in the Ricci family because I don’t care unless it becomes a problem for Ali and the boys. However, do you think there is anyone who could help us out?”

“You care for her, don’t you?” Max leans forward, resting his elbow on the table.

“I do,” I say, mimicking his posture and never looking anywhere but his eyes. I’m not going to back down from anyone. Never have. Never going to.

“I might have someone that can help us. What do we need?”

“I need someone who can track down this Demon guy. We are good, but we aren’t that good.” I’m not arrogant enough to not admit when we need more help. We can track down anyone, and I know just enough to use the dark web, but by the sound of this guy means that my skills won’t be enough.

“I’ll make a few phone calls,” Max says, standing up. Ali comes back into the room and freezes when she sees him walking toward the front door.

“Caleb, where are you going? I thought we could talk,” she whispers.

He turns around immediately and heads toward her. I should leave them alone to have a moment, but I can’t. I don’t really trust him or his involvement with the family that caused my girl harm. “We will have plenty of time to talk. I’m just stepping out to make a call. I’ll be right back, Sarah.” He bends down to kiss her cheek.

Once he is outside, I get up and cross the room to pull her into me. She buries her head in my chest and starts to cry. I pick her up, and my body heats when she wraps herself around me. There will be time to indulge in my needs later. Right now, I need to be there for whatever she needs as her world shatters again. “I’m here,” I whisper as I head up the stairs and into the master bedroom.

“I can’t believe this is all happening. My brother is alive and working for the family that tried to kill him. I’m being stalked by the guy who abused me for years. And I’m in the arms of my fucking teacher. Who I slept with last night,” Ali says, her cries becoming louder. I gently lay her on the bed and crawl up over her body. Her eyes are closed, and her face is scrunched up in pain. I know it’s not physical pain but mental pain. I want to take it away, but there is nothing I can do about it. Not right now, but soon, I will eliminate everything that dares to harm her.

“It will all be okay. No one is going to hurt you or the boys. Never again. Not as long as I have a say in the matter. I promise.” That promise is the easiest thing I have ever said in my entire life. Slowly, Ali’s tears run dry, and her sobs subside. “Can I ask you a question?” I’m still hovering over her, with her thighs on either side of me. Of course, my dick is hard because the fucker is addicted to her, but I choose to ignore it.

“I guess,” Ali says, running her hands up my arms.

“What name do you want me to call you?” Her gray eyes bounce between mine with a hint of confusion in them. “Sarah, Kate, or Ali?”

“Ali,” she sighs. “Sarah is gone. I stopped being her the minute they loaded me in the ambulance, and I watched four caskets get wheeled down the church aisle on a laptop. Kate died the moment Dennis didn’t listen to my pleas to stop. I’m Ali. She is strong and independent, and I like her.”

“So do I. Can I kiss you?” Every nerve ending in my body is on fire, and all I want is to lower myself down on top of her. I want to make her forget, even for a moment, all she has gone through today.

“Please,” she whispers. I don’t wait another second. I close the space between us and slant my lips across hers. She kisses me back with so much fire that I’m not sure how the bed hasn’t caught a flame. Her nails dig into my back, and her legs wrap around my waist, pulling me snugly against her.

My hands move to the bottom of her shirt, and I pull back away from her pillowy, soft lips. “I need your consent,” I say in a growl. Ali nods her head and tries to pull my mouth back to hers, but I don’t let her. “I need words.”

“Fucking kiss me, Reed. Take my clothes off and do things to my body that no one has done before,” she demands.

I groan but give her what we both want. I pull her shirt off, and my mouth waters at every inch of her skin that I unveil. Reaching around her, I unbuckle her bra and toss it somewhere behind me. My mouth latches onto one of her nipples that have pebbled in the cool air around us. I flick my tongue over it, and she bows her back, pushing me closer. My fingers pinch and play with her other nipple. I thrust into her and groan at the friction of my jeans. With a loud pop, I switch breasts, licking and nibbling at the other. Ali’s hands are threaded through my hair, keeping me in place.

“I need more,” she begs.

“Where do you want me?” I ask against her skin.

“In… inside me.” Ali moans, the sound going straight to my already hard dick. As quickly as possible, I strip out of my clothes as Ali watches with lust-filled eyes. This is the first time she has seen me naked, and I love the way her gaze feels. When I push my pants down, releasing my cock she gasps. I might not have the length of others, but I make up for it in girth. “Shit,” she says, and I watch her throat as she swallows loudly.

“Take your pants off and show me what’s mine,” I demand, wrapping a hand around my shaft and squeezing hard to hold off the orgasm that is quickly building in me. I will not come until I’m deep in her. I hesitate for a moment, thinking she won’t listen, but her hands go to her pants, and she pushes them down. After she kicks them off, she wastes no time spreading her legs, giving me the perfect view of her pink, glistening pussy.

I walk over to my bedside table and pull out a condom, tossing it on the bed beside her. Ali’s eyes follow my every move. I crawl on the bed and back in between her legs. A moan falls from both of us when my dick slides against her. “At any point, if you want to stop, all you have to say is stop. Had I known your past last night, we wouldn’t have had sex,” I say, using my fingers to grip her chin, making sure she is looking right at me.

“Don’t do that. Don’t regret or look back on last night as anything less than what it was.”

“What was it?” I raise an eyebrow and cock my head to the side.

“Perfect. Now shut up and fuck me, Professor Black.” I growl at her use of my name like that, and Ali smiles like she knows exactly what it does to me.

“I don’t think I will,” I say with a smirk of my own. Ali’s eyes widen, and her cheeks start turning a lovely pink shade. I know she thinks that I’m about to put a stop to this, but nothing but the word stop out of her mouth could keep me from being inside her again. Instead, I wrap my hands around her waist and flip us over. Now I’m on my back, and she is splayed out on top of me. “You are going to fuck me, Little One.”

Using my chest, Ali pushes herself up and brings her legs up, so they are resting next to my thighs. Her wet pussy rubs against me, and I groan, closing my eyes. Her hands run down my chest, nails leaving little scratches behind, and I pray she brings blood. I want her to scar me, mark me as her own because soon I plan on marking her so everyone knows who the fuck she belongs to. My taste in sexual activities runs dark, but I will show her that side slowly. When she gets to my waist, she snatches the condom off the bed with one hand and shifts back so she is sitting on my thighs and using the other hand to stroke me. My hips jerk up off the bed at the feel of her warm hand wrapped around me.

“Fuck Little One. If you keep that up, this is going to be over before we start,” I moan.

Ali smiles, and I love seeing her like this. Her blonde hair is down, I don’t know when that happened, but for the first time today, there is no hint of sadness, fear, or anger in her eyes. All I see is pure lust, and my chest expands with pride because I put that there. I replaced everything wrong with something amazing. She rips the condom open, sheaths my length with it, and then starts to lower herself down.

“Shit, I love the way you stretch me,” Ali says, looking down to see how good she looks around me. “I’ve never felt like this before. What are you doing to me?”

My hands grip her thighs as I watch her sink down, loving the way she squeezes me tightly. “The same thing you’re doing to me.”

We both moan when I’m fully inside her. The way her walls are fluttering around me, I can tell she is so close to coming, and so am I. I pride myself on my stamina, but something about her makes me lose my mind. “Little One, we both need and want you to move. Take whatever you need from me. You have all the control. I’m under your mercy,” I say, reminding her of her position.

Hearing how she has complete control over this moment spurs Ali to move. She rises off me and sinks back down slowly as if to test herself. I don’t care what speed she moves or how she moves. I’m going to make sure she enjoys this because I sure as fuck am. “Is that okay?” she asks as she swirls her hips.

My hands tighten on her hips. “Goddamn, yes. Everything you do is perfect,” I say, ending on an animalist moan. Ali starts to gain confidence and begins to ride me harder. I try to contain the urge to thrust up from under her.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck,” Ali moans. Her thighs start to shake, and her walls tighten around me as she chases her release. “Reed, I need—”

I remove my right hand and snake it between our bodies. My fingers find her pulsing clit and using the wetness that is pouring from my girl, I push hard against that little bundle of nerves. Ali throws her head back and screams my name. “I’m going to take over from here. Is that okay?” I ask, my voice strained because of how tight she has become and the need to fucking come.

“Yes,” she moans, head still thrown back in ecstasy. Planting my feet on the bed, I thrust up into her hard. She groans and claws at my chest as her head falls forward. Her blonde hair tickles my abs as her body bounces with each hard thrust. My balls draw up tight, and fire licks up my spine as I moan Ali’s name and empty into the condom.

Ali collapses on me, and I wrap her up in my arms. I stroke her back as my heart rate starts to slow. We should move so I can take care of the condom, but I’m content right where I am. But I need to make sure she is okay. “Are you okay?” I ask, gathering her hair and moving it over her shoulder to see her blissed-out face. She has a bright, big smile, and her eyes are closed.

“Better than okay. Reed,” she says, opening her eyes and pushing herself off of me. She lands on the bed right beside me, lying on her side so she is looking at me. I reach down and pull off the condom, tie the end, and throw it in the trashcan by the bed. Turning over, I wrap my arms around her. “I’m not broken. Well, not anymore. Besides a new identity, Demon offered to pay for therapy, and I took it. I’ve worked through all the trauma surrounding my rape. I’m not scared of you. So you don’t have to treat me like I’m going to break. I might not have a lot of sexual experience, but I’m not scared to be with a man.”

I listen to her words and read her expressions to see if she’s lying, but I find nothing but the truth. “Okay,” I say, leaning forward to kiss her gently. “I’ll be right back. Why don’t you check in on the boys?” I head into the bathroom with a smirk on my face because I feel her eyes on my ass. I clean myself up and take the rag back to the bedroom. Ali is sitting up in bed, smiling at her phone. Reaching up, I grab her ankles and pull her down. I push open her thighs and clean her up before tossing the rag in the corner.

“That was a bit unnecessary but thank you. The boys are enjoying themselves with Grandmama,” she says, turning her phone around so I can see a picture of Caleb and Jacob playing in the sand at the park. Ali puts her phone down and lays back against the pillows. “So what now?”

“Now I go to work finding this Dennis fucker, and you greet the movers with yours and the boys’ stuff,” I say, heading toward my closet to get some clean clothes. I look over my shoulder to find Ali staring at my ass again. I flex my muscles and love the sound of her laugh. “Keep ogling me like that and neither of us will be doing anything today. I’m trying to be good here, but you are making me want to be all kinds of bad.”

“Okay,” she says. Once dressed, I find Ali sitting on the bed in one of my T-shirts and her jeans. God, I love the sight of her in my clothes.

“You’re not going to fight me on this?” I ask, leaning against the door frame.

“Nope. I haven’t felt like this in years.”

“Like what?” I ask.

Ali stands up and walks toward me. I watch her hips sway side to side and wish I could stay home to fuck her the way I’m dying to do. She wraps her arms around my waist and lays her head against my chest. I pull her closer as she says, “Safe, cared for, and protected. I don’t care that we might not know each other. We have all the time in the world for that, but I’m done. I want to be here. You want me here, and I’m pretty damn sure my boys already love you.”

“Music to my fucking ears, Little One,” I say.


Chapter Thirteen
Reed


After leaving Ali, who was greeting the movers, I headed toward the gym. Max left me a message that he was picking someone up and would meet us there. Walking into the office, I’m hit with déjà vu, as Gabe says, “We have a fucking problem.”

I groan, pulling out my chair and sitting down harder than I should. “What now?” I ask.

“We were able to pull a print off the needle last night,” Nick says, storming into the room and thrusting a paper in front of me. I start reading the paper, but Nick tells me what is written on it before I finish. “It matched Dennis Calder. Ali’s foster father.”

“Okay, I don’t see the problem? We figured it was him, and now we have proof. So we start searching for the bastard so I can bleed him dry,” I growl, throwing the paper across the table.

Nick is shaking his head. “But another report popped up when I was running Dennis’s information. An accident report. The local police found a dead body in an abandoned warehouse. There were clear signs of torture. They couldn’t get a clear ID from the victim's face because of the brutality of the beating they took before they died. In the report, it said that the victim was drained of almost all their blood. But the worst thing was someone cut off the victim’s dick and shoved it up his ass,” Nick says with something akin to awe in his voice.

“Okay?” I ask, crossing my arms. If this report popped up when we ran Dennis’s name, I’m not going to like the rest of this story.

Jessie comes in the door with Max and a young man following him. Nick doesn’t pay them any attention as he returns to his story. “The body was later identified as Dennis,” he says, pulling out a chair.

“When was the body found?” I ask, standing up to pace because I have to do something.

“Two days ago,” Gabe says. I forgot he was in the room because he has been silent the whole time since his initial greeting.

“How is that possible?” Max asks, which tells me he has been fully informed about everything.

“Do we have any of the crime scene photos?” The young guy asks.

“Who are you?” I ask, not trusting anyone I don’t know.

Max looks between me and the unnamed guy. “This is Ash. Ash Ricci.”

Without stopping to think, I pull out the gun that is always with me. Nick, Gabe, and Jessie do the same. “Tell me why the fuck there is a Ricci family member here in my office? While you’re at it give me one good reason not to blow his fucking head off,” I say through gritted teeth. I take a step forward; my hands never shake, and the gun stays pointed straight at Ash’s chest.

Max steps in front of Ash, and I laugh because he is sorely mistaken if he thinks I won’t put a bullet in him as well. I would kill anyone to protect Ali, even if that person is her own fucking brother. I notice Ash’s hand grab Max’s waist, and I swear I see it trembling. “Because he is going to help us find Demon and has been helping me to take down his Uncle. The Don of the Ricci family,” Max says, laying a hand over Ash’s. “And if you so much as look at him wrong again, I will bury you so far in the ground that the earth's core will light your body on fire.”

“He’s helping you take down his family?” Jessie asks, sounding as confused as me.

“Yes, I am. I hate what they stand for, and they hate me as well. So what other choice do I have?” Ash sounds terrified. I lower my gun and motion for the guys to do the same.

“So why do you need crime scene photos?” I ask. I walk toward the bar cart and grab six glasses and the whiskey bottle.

“Because I think I know who killed Dennis. And if I’m correct in my theory, we need to get to work fast before he leaves town taking your answers with him,” Ash says, no longer hiding behind Max. I motion for everyone to sit down and pour each of us a shot.

Nick pulls up the crime scene photos, and Ash spends thirty minutes looking over every little detail until he finds what he is looking for. “There,” he says, pointing at a picture. “Can you zoom in on the bottom of his left foot, toward the heel?”

Nick does what Ash asks. I stand up, along with Ash, and move closer to the TV. “What are we looking at?” I ask.

“Give me one second to clear the image up,” Nick says, hitting a couple more keys, and the image starts to become clearer.

“What the fuck is that?” Jessie asks.

“That is his calling card. It’s how whoever hired him knows the job is done, and he gets paid,” Ash says, crossing his arms, looking like he solved world hunger.

“Who?” Max asks behind us.

“Demon,” Ash says, pointing to the small carving of a D with devil horns. It’s so small that most people would overlook it, but since he knew what he was looking for, Ash noticed it. “Now we just hope he hasn’t left town.” Ash turns around and pulls out his own laptop.

“What do we do in the meantime?” Gabe asks me.

“We go talk to our friend Blaze,” I say. Turning my attention to Max, I say, “When you find something, call us.” He nods as Nick, Gabe, Jessie, and I walk out the door.

Finding Blaze wasn’t hard to do since Gabe put a tracking device on his car. Getting him to leave the bar was a little trickier, but we pulled out all the stops to do this. Jessie called up the girl he had been fucking and asked her if she was up to helping us out. We waited outside the bar in Jessie’s truck as she went in, working her magic. We didn’t have time to wire her up so we could hear what was being said, but Carla could handle herself if she got into a tight spot. So we aren't worried about her.

Fifteen minutes later, Carla and Blaze stumble out of the bar. Blaze’s hands are trying to feel her up under her skirt. He pushes her against the side of the bar, and with his attention solely on her, we make our move. I wrap my arms around his throat as Nick and Gabe grab his arms to keep him from fighting us. Jessie gets Carla away from the action. Blaze struggles but is out quickly as I restrict his airflow. We make quick work of binding his hands behind his back and gagging the fucker. Jessie is back in time to help us throw him in the back seat, and we take off toward Jessie’s house. We will have to use his basement since Ali is at my house and I don’t want her to see this side of my life. Not right now.

Jessie used the same builders therefore his basement is identical to mine. Once Blaze is chained up, we all pick our weapons. This time, I choose a serrated knife, needing to get my hands bloody, not only for Ali but for Tara, my half-sister. Stopping in front of the door, we all hear the chains rattling and muffled shouts coming from inside. I smile at the boys and kick open the door. What can I say? Sometimes, I have a bit of a flair for the dramatic.

“Well, well, well, look what we have here? A little fuck boy that doesn’t know how to keep his hands off things that don’t belong to him,” Jessie says, crossing the room to pull the gag out of Blaze's mouth.

“Fuck you! I didn’t know that whore belonged to someone. She came onto me. Walking around basically showing off everything. She was asking for it,” Blaze says, spitting toward Jessie. Blaze's brown eyes shine with tears despite trying to act tough.

Jessie smiles before punching Blaze. The sound of Blaze's cheekbone breaking is covered up by the scream that tears from his throat. “Don’t ever call her a whore again. She happens to be a nice lady.”

“Enough. You aren’t here because of what happened earlier. You are here because we want to know who hired you to watch Ali yesterday and who the fuck is behind the rape and murder of Tara Pope,” I snarl, pushing Jessie out of the way and sinking my knife into Blaze's thigh.

Another scream comes from Blaze. It’s so loud my ears start to ring. “I… I don’t know… what you’re talking about,” he says.

“The fuck you don’t. We got your name from someone directly connected to what happened with Tara. We also have you on camera placing the device under Ali’s seat,” Nick growls. I leave my knife in Blaze's leg and move back so Nick can have his turn. None of us bat an eye at Nick’s lie. He raises a baseball bat and brings it down on Blaze's arm, breaking it in one swing. “Now, do yourself a favor and tell us the truth.”

Blaze’s head drops as he vomits all over the floor. Luckily, Nick moves out of the way quickly. “Fucking disgusting man,” he says, covering his nose.

Gabe strides over, grabs a fist full of Blaze's hair, and pulls his head back. “Give us their names,” he says, his tone more dangerous than all of us combined. While Tara was my half-sister, he was in love with her. I think his need to find justice for her is stronger than mine. He lands a punch to Blaze's tender stomach. Then he aims lower, and we all groan and try not to grab our own dicks when his powerful fist makes contact with Blaze’s.

“F… fine,” Blaze studders. A loud groan falls from his parted lips. All the color drains from his face. His whole-body shakes making the chain’s rattle. “D… Dean is the one who raped Tara. He called me and Ben to help him dispose of her body. He didn’t mean to kill her,” he sobs.

Gabe pulls out the knife he had tucked into his waistband and stabs Blaze right through the hand. “You want us to believe that you didn’t touch her as well?” Gabe’s face is red, his eyes black and his whole body is tense. It doesn’t take a genius to see that he wants to run out of here to find Dean. But we need to know who hired him to watch Ali.

“I… didn’t, I swear,” Blaze pleads, his voice catching on a sob as tears run down his face.

“Tell us who hired you to kidnap Ali,” I demand, pushing Gabe aside. Blaze's head drops, and I don’t bother raising it back up. I grip my knife and twist it, earning another scream from Blaze. “His name!”

“Linus,” Blaze screams. “Linus Calder.” I pull the knife from his leg and thrust it into his neck. His blood splatters my face, but I don’t wipe it away. Instead, I turn around and pull my phone from my pocket. I dial Max’s number and push the door open. One of the guys will call Hook to take care of Blaze’s body.

“I have a name,” I say when Max picks up.

“And we have a meeting with Demon. Where are you? We will pick you up,” he says. I rattle off Jessie’s address. Once the boys exit the room, we head upstairs to clean up and wait for Max. This reign of terror for Ali will end tonight. Then, we will finally get justice for Tara.


Chapter Fourteen
Ali


“This is crazy,” I say, looking around at the small number of moving boxes that litter the floor of Reed’s living room. Two years ago, I would have thought that I was making a mistake or that I had lost my fucking mind. Moving in with Reed doesn’t feel wrong, crazy yes but not wrong. I guess the universe agrees with me because thirty minutes after Reed left, I received an email from the new owners of my apartment complex. They are buying everyone out of their lease and tearing the place down. Which is good because the building should have been condemned long ago, but I feel bad for the handful of people living there. That is until I see the payment the owners are giving us. Three thousand dollars. Also they are offering to pay six months’ rent for our new accommodation.

I sent back a reply thanking them for their offer. I’ll take the three thousand, but I refuse the offer to pay my rent for six months. I don’t think Reed would take it well if I offered to pay him. I pick up the box-marked toys and head upstairs. I will have to figure out a couple of toddler beds for the boys, but I can pick a room for them in the meantime. Grandmama said she would bring them over later, and I want them to have a place to play. I choose the room closest to the master bedroom. Once I’m done setting up the small number of toys, I start washing all our clothes. I’ve been washing them in the sink, so they never truly got clean in almost a month. After throwing the first load in, a ringing noise comes from the box beside the front door.

Shutting the door to the laundry room, I rush to the box and hit the flashing red button. “Yes?” I say, because I don’t know what else to say. I’ve never had a gate whose sole purpose is keeping someone from coming onto the property. I let the button go and wait for something, hoping I’m doing this correctly.

“I have a delivery for Mr. Black,” a male voice comes through the speaker.

Reed said something about having things delivered to the house, so I think nothing of it before pushing the button and saying, “Of course. Let me figure out how to let you in.” I think about texting Reed to ask for directions, but I see a switch below the button labeled gate, so I take a chance and push it.

“Thanks. See you in a second,” the male says, so I assume I did the right thing.

I hear the sound of tires coming up the drive and, at the last second, start to worry. What if this is who is stalking me? I push that thought from my mind because no one knows where I am. But to be certain, I pull my phone out of my pocket and type a message to Reed.

Me


Hey, were you expecting a delivery this morning?




No reply comes, nor does the delivered text below the message change to read before a knock comes from the door. I slip my phone back into my pocket and try to ignore the nagging thought that I fucked up. I unlock the door but keep the chain engaged. The crack in the door gives me enough space to see the delivery driver. His head is down, I assume, checking his paperwork. “You can leave it on the porch. Thank you,” I say, holding my hand out for the paperwork.

“That’s not going to be possible. Kate,” the man says, and my heart stops working. I pull my hand back as the man raises his head. A scream comes from me that leaves my throat raw. I slam the door shut and stumble back. He’s here. He found me, and I fucking let him past the gate. Dennis is here, and I have to find my gun.

I race into the living room and start opening boxes. I only get the first one open when the sound of wood splitting fills the room, and I scream again. I turn around and see Dennis standing behind me, but he isn’t alone. Next to him is the boy from my writing class that Reed kicked out, Dean. “Now, that wasn’t very nice of you, was it,” Dennis says, scratching his chin.

My stomach rolls, looking at his hands as my mind tries to assault me with images of what those hands did to me. I look around for a way out or a weapon but see nothing. They are blocking the only way out besides the window, which is shut. As for weapons, the only thing here is lamps, but they are too far away. I step back, and my feet hit the raised platform of the fireplace. My hands, which I have behind my back to keep them from seeing how badly they are shaking, hit something. I feel a handle and remember the tools there. The same tools I was worried about the boys finding and hurting each other with. I grip one of the handles and try to quietly slide it from the holder.

“What do you want?” I ask loudly enough to cover the noise coming from behind me.

“Well, that’s easy, of course,” Dennis says, stepping closer.

I finally managed to get the tool out and move to the right, trying to keep as much space between us as possible. My heart is racing, my legs are unstable, but I try to act as if nothing is wrong. “I’ve kept my mouth shut about what you did to me,” I say calmly, hoping he will see reason even though I know it’s not possible.

“Oh, now that’s not true, is it?” Dennis asks in a deep tone that sends shivers up my spine. “You told someone and that someone took my brother away from me for good.”

I shake my head, confused by the word brother. I didn’t know Dennis had a brother or what said brother has to do with me. “What are you talking about?” I flick my eyes to Dean, who is still standing in the doorway, watching all this unfold. “Dean, why are you doing this?” Dennis has his reason and no matter what I say won’t stop but maybe I can convince Dean to let me go.

“Ah, my motive is simpler than his,” he points toward Dennis. “See, I can’t stand Reed Black. So when I was approached by a guy offering me five grand just to help him track down a whore, I told him I would think about it but then he told me that you were with Reed and well that made my decision easier. I was also told I could have a little fun in the process.” His eyes land on my chest, and my stomach sinks, bile works its way up my throat. I know what he means, but I will die before I let anyone touch me like that again.

“Yes. See, it was my brother who found you. You might have changed your name, moved away, and tried to stay off the radar. But you slipped up. It took him longer to find your mistake, but he found it.” Dennis throws his head back and laughs. It sounds like nails on a chalkboard to my ears and I lock my muscles up so not to flinch.

I take the opportunity of his eyes being on the ceiling to move closer to the doorway. Dennis is a big guy, bigger than Dean. He stands a little over six feet and weighs nearly two hundred and fifty pounds, while Dean is closer to my height and lacks muscle. I figure if I use all my strength, I can hit Dean hard enough to get away. The plan is simple: run through the dining room, out the kitchen, and through the back door. I can get lost in the woods behind Reed’s house. I just have to draw Dennis into the room more.

“What mistake?” I ask, bringing his attention back to me.

When he sees that I’ve moved, he does exactly what I want him to do. “You stupid bitch. They publish births in the paper around these parts. So when my brother stumbled across an old news article last month about a young eighteen-year-old girl giving birth to twin boys, he would have thought nothing of it if there wasn’t a picture. There you were, smiling at a camera, holding the boys. So he started to plan, but because of your big mouth, he was killed.” Dennis’s voice grows until he is yelling.

“I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even know you had a brother, Dennis,” I yell back.

Dennis’s brown eyes darken, and a sinister smile spreads. “Oh, you foolish girl. I’m not Dennis. No, Dennis is dead.” He points to his chest. “I’m Linus. His twin brother and the one who will take everything from you like you did to me.”

Everything moves in slow motion. Linus lunges toward me, but I kick the couch into his knees. When he stumbles, I run toward Dean, and with as much strength as possible, I hit him in the head with the tool behind my back. Turns out it is the poker, and when it connects with Dean’s head, the pointy end stabs him. I don’t stick around to see what happens next; I run like I’ve never run before. I make it to the kitchen before I hear a shoe hitting the floor behind me. I throw open the back door and dash off into the woods. What the fuck am I going to do now? I think as I’m swallowed up by the shadows of the trees.


Chapter Fifteen
Reed


As we pull up to the old Drendel barn, I decide to check in on the boys and Ali. I pull out my phone and send a message to Grandmama. I wasn’t shocked to see her standing at Ali’s front door this morning because, thanks to my digging and stalking, I knew she was the person who was watching the boys already.

Me


How are my little men doing?


Grandmama
Great. What are your plans with Ali? Is this serious, Reed?

Me


Have you known me to be anything other than serious?


Grandmama
No, but I don’t want to see her, or these boys get hurt more than they already have.

Me


I don’t plan on hurting them. I plan on giving them the world like they deserve.


Grandmama
Good.



“He’s here,” Max says, shutting off his truck and pocketing his keys. As I leave the back seat, my phone alerts me that someone is at the gate. I open the app, ignoring everyone around me, and see a delivery truck. I watch as the man leans out the window and presses the intercom button. I don’t have anything set to be delivered this morning. Everything I ordered for the boys is coming later this evening. I pray that Ali denies entry to whoever this is but in horror I watch the gate slide open.

I switch the camera and watch as the man drives up and stops in front of the house. When he steps out he keeps his head down. I can’t hear what is being said because I haven’t engaged the speaker on the app. But I don’t need to because soon my front door slams shut, and then the guy pulls off his cap and looks up to where I can see his face.

“What the fuck?” I say. My heart slams against my ribs and my vision tunnels as I stare at the video feed.

“Reed, what’s wrong?” Gabe asks, coming to stand next to me. He looks over my shoulder as we watch Dean get out of the passenger side of the truck, and together, they kick in my front door. “We have to go now,” Gabe yells to everyone around me.

Demon, the guy we are here to meet, comes to stand next to me as I switch to the inside cameras. “How the fuck is he in my house if you killed him?” I ask, pushing my phone toward him. It’s a struggle to keep myself from lunging at the guy standing next to me but I do it.

“Come with me, and I’ll explain on the way,” he says in a deep tone. Gabe, Nick, Max, and Ash get into Max’s truck, but Jessie pivots and follows me.

I get in the front seat, type in my address, and stare at my phone. So far, all they are doing is talking. I better get there before anything bad happens to my girl or someone will pay. My muscles tense with the need to fight someone. Anyone at this point. “Fucking drive fast and start talking,” I growl at Demon.

“I thought Dennis was dead,” Jessie says from the back seat. I don’t need to turn around to know he is now tapped into my security feed and is seeing what I am.

“He is. That is his fucking brother Linus Calder. His twin brother. I have been keeping an eye on Dennis and Linus for two years. Ever since Kate—or Ali—left town. I wanted to make sure that they never found her or hurt another person. I found out that it wasn’t always Dennis that was raping her. Sometimes, it was Linus. I was on another job when Dennis found an article printed about the boys’ birth,” Demon says, his hands gripping the steering wheel until his knuckles turn white.

“Reed!” Jessie yells from the back seat, and I look down at my phone. I catch a glimpse of Ali running out of the room and my stomach drops. Fire licks up my spine threatening to consume me whole. If something happens to my girl I will burn this world down. “I’ll follow her movement,” Jessie says. I watch Dean’s body fall to the floor with my fireplace poker resting against his face. Ali must have hit him with it hard enough that it went into his skull by the looks of it. I’m sure pride would be filling my chest right now if terror wasn’t taking up all the space.

“Talk faster and drive even faster,” I say, slamming my hands on the dashboard.

“She made it outside, but we won’t be able to find her if we don’t get there soon,” Jessie says.

Demon steps on the gas, causing the engine to roar to life. “Some friend of Dennis’s found the article about the boys’ birth and sent it to him. They noticed Ali and thought her father would want to know he was a grandpa. When I returned from my job, he already had all of this in motion. Linus has been living in the same apartment building as Ali. When she got evicted and moved, so did he. They contacted Dean, offering him money, when they overheard him talking about how he raped and killed a girl a couple of months back. I found Dennis and took care of him, but that made Linus go underground. I was trying to find him when Ash found me.”

We are almost at the turn-off for the gravel road when I remember the email I had Nick send out this morning. He was able to attach a virus to the email that allowed us to start tracking Ali’s phone. I ensured it would allow me to track whoever opened the email because there were a few guys I wanted to keep my eye on. “Call Nick and ask him if Linus and Ali opened the email I sent this morning,” I yell at Jessie. If Linus was living at the old hotel then I could track his phone as well. I should have looked at the list of tenants before then maybe I would have known who Linus was. Demon takes the turn-off faster than he should, and we fishtail, but he quickly gets everything under control.

“Yeah, they both did. He’s sending you the link,” Jessie says, hanging up on Nick.

I pull my phone back up and click on the link. The map shows that they are on the west side of the woods, not far from the house. Now that I have a way to track them all my emotions shut down besides pure rage. “Jessie, tell Gabe, Nick, and Ash to go in the house and check on Dean. Max is coming with us. We will split up and come up on them from both sides—you with Demon and Max with me.”

The gate is still standing open when we approach it. Thank God; I don’t want to waste time. The two dots start to get closer. I have to find her before Linus hurts her. Everyone jumps out and falls into place. “We will take the left side. You take the right,” Demon says.

“If you get there first, don’t kill him,” Max orders, keeping in step with me.

“No, that honor lies with me,” I say, nodding to them as we reach the woods. I pull the gun from my waistband that I grabbed before we left Jessie’s house. I’m fucking glad I thought to grab it, although I would love to kill this fucker with my bare hands.

I can’t tell which dot is Ali and which is Linus. The only sound is our breathing and twigs snapping below our feet. As we move closer, we start to hear Linus talking. “Stop making this harder than it needs to be. I promise if you come out, I will leave the boys alone. I’ll take what I want from you again and leave you here. Dead, of course. I’m sure that old woman would gladly take care of the boys.”

His words cause my vision to narrow and the beast inside to roar. “Over my dead body,” Max whispers beside me. I nod because the only one being left out here dead is that sick fucker.

I turn left, and Max follows. Again, Linus’s voice rings out, and I have to bite my lip from yelling out for him. “Come on, Kate. We had so much fun back in the day. You laid there acting like you didn’t want me to touch you. But your sweet, tight pussy always told the truth. I made you come so fucking hard. God, how I’ve missed that.”

His words are like oxygen to the fire raging inside me. They feed it until I’m consumed by it.

“There,” Max says, pointing to our right. Finally, I see her, my Ali. Her face is red, wet with sweat and tears. She is gasping for air but is holding her hand over her mouth to try to keep quiet. The knees of her pants are ripped, and I see blood from where she must have fallen. Her blonde hair is caked with leaves and dirt. She looks like she is seconds away from collapsing on the ground.

I move as silently as I can. When Ali sees us, her eyes widen, and she sprints toward us. Over her shoulder, I spot Linus. He is standing still looking around but not paying attention to anything behind him, so he doesn’t see Demon and Jessie heading straight toward him. I open my arms in time for Ali to barrel into them. She starts to scratch and claw at my back, and I pull her tighter against me.

“Shhh, Little One, I’ve got you,” I whisper.

“Reed,” she whimpers in my arms. I watch Demon launch his massive body through the air and tackle Linus to the ground.

“Take her to the house,” I say to Max, trying to move her into his arms.

“No,” Ali screams and squeezes me harder. “Please don’t leave me.”

The word please coming from her kills me. I pull her back just enough to see her beautiful face. I don’t hide the darkness swirling around in my eyes from her. “Little One, I’m about to kill that motherfucker. I don’t want you to see that,” I say. I will never lie to her about this. I want her to know that he is no longer alive. That he is no longer able to torture her. But that doesn’t mean she needs to see it happen.

“Good, but I’m staying,” Ali says before she slams her lips against mine.


Chapter Sixteen
Ali


I’m fucking exhausted. My whole-body aches, from my knees and palms that are scratched up from falling to my muscles from running so long. My eyes burn and itch from the constant crying, and all I want is to hold my boys tight. All while letting Reed hold me. Then maybe take a warm bath and sleep for days. But first, I’m going to watch the man who is taking everything I have—my pain, my heartache, my fears, and my heart—kill someone. And I refuse to fucking feel bad about it.

When Linus said what he used to do to me, I knew he was telling the truth. He and Dennis are identical, so what’s there not to believe that they would take turns raping me? I believe him, but I refuse to let him see how much that hurts me. What they did truly ended my childhood. But he won’t ever get to see that pain. He doesn’t deserve it.

“You want to stay?” Reed asks as I bury my face into his shirt.

“I am staying,” I say, refusing to back down.

“Okay. Let’s go, Little One,” Reed says, taking my hand in his. Caleb comes to my other side and takes my other hand in his. With them holding my hands everything flows away. The pain, the trembling, the fear, it’s all gone and left in its wake is the feeling of being strong enough to do this. To take back what was stolen from me.

We don’t speak as we make our way over the brush, littering the forest floor. Up ahead, I see Linus, on his knees, with his hands being held behind him by the man who helped me escape the first time. “What’s Demon doing here?” I ask, looking at Reed.

“You will find out after we take care of this,” he says, pointing his gun at Linus.

“Kate. It’s nice to see you again, but I hate that it’s because of this piece of shit,” Demon says, shaking Linus.

“Agreed,” I say, turning my attention to the cowardly man on the ground.

“Look, man. Th… this is a big misunderstanding. I wasn’t going to hurt her. Tell them, Kate,” Linus says, his eyes full of desperation.

“Fuck you and fuck that. I’ve lied and covered up shit for years. Protecting you and Dennis, but I’m done with that now. Now it’s time to pay for what you did to me. What you threatened to do to me again,” I say, clenching my fist so hard I feel blood coming from the scratches.

“You bitch,” Linus says, before Caleb punches him and Linus’s head falls back.

Caleb lowers his head down over Linus. “Don’t you ever speak to my sister again! Not another word or I will cut your tongue from your fucking mouth,” Max growls.

“No, leave his tongue in. I want to hear him beg for his fucking life,” Reed says, pushing Caleb out of the way and pulling Linus’s head back up by his hair. “Beg her to spare you like she begged you to stop raping her,” he yells.

Linus starts to sob, and the smell of piss fills the air. I can’t help but laugh at the poor bastard. I step forward, lay my hand over Reed’s, and pull Linus's head so it is facing me. “I don’t want to hear him beg me for his life. Instead, I would rather hear him choking on his own fucking blood.” Demon, Jessie, Caleb, and Reed all laugh. But I’m not done yet. I let go of Reed’s hand and look over at Demon. “You wouldn’t happen to have a knife on you?” I ask sweetly and innocently.

Demon smiles, his black eyes shining with pride as he nods. He leans down and pulls a big hunting knife from a sleeve attached to his ankle. “Will this work?” he asks, holding it out. I asked him because I know he would never judge me for what I’m about to do. Not that I think the others will, but I can’t guarantee that, and I refuse to be judged for taking my life back.

I take the knife from him. “It’s perfect,” I say. I press the blade against Linus's neck, but Caleb stops me when he speaks up.

“Not there,” Caleb says, moving my hand down an inch. “Right there. I can see that the blade is sharp, so you won’t have to push hard to get the job done.” He leans down to press a kiss on my cheek. I feel his pride rolling off him. I’m taking my control back. Reed leans down and presses a kiss to my other cheek.

“You—” Linus starts but I’m done listening to his fucking voice.

“No, the time for you to talk is done. Now, you are going to listen to me. You and your sick fucking brother might have taken my innocence, my trust and my childhood. But I refuse to let you take anything else away from me. Unlike you and Dennis, I will get the chance to live my life to the fullest. I’m going to go home to my perfect boys who will never know the kind of pain you put me through. In a couple of years, I’m going to graduate from college and find a good job. Hopefully, I’ll get married to this perfect man beside me and he will become the boy's dad. But you and Dennis. You will be nothing but bones in the ground. Soon, no one will remember your name or even know you existed. I know I certainly won’t, and neither will my boys,” I say. I push the knife harder against his throat and slide it across. At the first sight of blood relief and peace fills my soul.

Reed’s hand tightens in Linus's hair to keep his head still. The blood starts to squirt and hits all of us because we are all surrounding him. I watch Linus’s mouth fall open, his eyes widen, and the light fade from them altogether. Once he breathes his last breath, Reed lets go, and we all watch Linus fall to the ground. Dead. Reed turns around and grabs me by my hair.

“Fuck that was hot as sin,” he says before kissing me. Someone pulls the knife from my hand before I place it on Reed’s cheek. I feel the blood on both our skins, but I don’t fucking care. I never thought taking someone’s life would turn me on, but here I am, soaking wet and so damn needy.

“Reed, is it wrong that I need you right now?” I ask between bruising kisses.

“Fuck no, because I need you too,” he growls, pushing me up against a tree. He spins me around, and I see enough of the woods to know we are alone; even Linus’s body has disappeared. Reed’s hands grip my shirt, and he rips it in half. A moan falls from my mouth as I brace my hands against the tree. Next, he rips my pants down my legs but doesn’t pull them off. I try to kick them off, but he stops me. “Leave them on. I don’t have a condom, Little One.”

His words are accompanied by the sound of his zipper lowering. I clutch around nothing at that sound. “I don’t fucking care right now. Just get in—” My words are cut off when Reed pushes inside me in one fluid thrust.

“Fuck,” he moans. One hand comes up to cover mine, and the other digs into my hip. His thrusts are hard and fast, but I meet him thrust for thrust.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I chant. This is going to be over fast because I’m almost there. The high from everything I’ve experienced today, plus the feel of him brutally fucking me, has me right on the edge.

Reed’s thrusts slow down, and I groan because I’m so close. “Can I mark you, Little One?” Reed asks with a growl.

“Mark me?” I look over my shoulder at him. Reed’s eyes are as black as Demon’s and full of lust. He is biting his lip as he looks at where he is entering me. His hips snap against my ass in a thrust so hard I almost fall into the tree. “Fuck I don’t care what you do to me. Please don’t stop,” I moan, pulling a hand from the tree and placing it between my legs.

The sound of something flicking open catches my attention, but then Reed's hand smacks mine away and his fingers touch my clit, and I forget everything. Except the way his dick is hitting that sweet spot deep inside of me and the feel of his fingers pinching my clit. That is until a cold steel blade is pressed into my ass cheek. “Little One, unless you want this to look bad, I’m going to have to stop for a quick second,” Reed says, his voice strained.

I groan when he pulls out, replacing his dick with his thick fingers. “Just do it. Please, I need to come,” I beg. He chuckles softly. Pain explodes from my ass, and I shut my eyes, tears still leaking out. He keeps me right on the edge, with his fingers slowly thrusting inside me and his thumb brushing against my clit.

“Fuck Little One. You are clenching around my fingers so hard that I think you might enjoy a little pain with pleasure,” Reed says.

I can’t do anything but moan. As quickly as it came, the sharp pain disappears but a fire is still burning my right ass cheek. Then Reed thrusts back into me and picks up the pace. It’s so brutal that I wonder if I could possibly bruise on the inside. Oh well, I don’t fucking care. Within seconds, I’m flying over the edge, all my muscles tense up, bright lights blast behind my eyelids, and I scream. “Reed!”

“Yes.” Reed accompanies my scream with one of his own as I feel his dick thicken then a warm sensation fills me as he comes. We are breathing about as hard as I was running through the woods earlier. Reed pulls out of me, and I slump against the tree. “Want to see?” Reed asks.

“Yes,” I whisper because I can’t gather the energy to raise my voice. I hear the click of a camera and then the warm sensation of Reed’s tongue against my ass, and I suck in air through my teeth.

“We need to get you up to the house and cleaned up,” Reed says, pulling up my pants which don’t feel too good on my ass or my sensitive pussy. Reed turns me around and hands me his phone and the shirt off his back. After I put on the shirt, I look at the picture on his phone. Carved into my right ass cheek is his name. Reed.

I smile as much as I can without strength. “I love it, but it’s only fair that I get to put my name on you,” I say, handing his phone back.

Reed walks forward and scoops me up in his arms. “Any time, Little One. I’d be honored to wear your name,” he says, kissing me lightly.

“Good because I plan on stealing your last name like you stole mine and my boys’ hearts,” I say.

“You were always mine to steal, and I won’t apologize for it,” Reed says.


Chapter Seventeen
Reed


Watching Ali take her revenge and steal something from the bastard who stole everything from her will live in my head forever. I will always think she looks beautiful, but today, with her enemy's blood sprayed over her, she was stunning. I had to be inside her. The need to fill her, show her my feelings, and mark her as mine was too great to deny. It was the perfect way to release the—what felt like a lifetime of—frustrations.

After returning to the house, I helped Ali clean, disinfect and bandage my name on her ass and the cuts on her knees and palms. I left her with her brother and went in search of my crew. I found them in my office; everyone, including Demon, has a glass of my ten-year-old scotch in hand. I shut the door and turned to face them.

“Dean?” I ask Gabe.

He stands, offering me his full glass before pouring himself another. “Dead. I don’t know how Ali swung the poker with so much force, but she did. It went through the side of his head, killing him instantly, I assume. A death too merciful for the likes of him.”

I nod, moving behind my desk. Like me, Gabe has been waiting for months to finally serve out justice for Tara. Depending on the number, the plans for the man or men were detailed. The ideal was to torture them for hours making sure to hurt them as much as they hurt her that night. We didn’t have to imagine what she went through. No, we know what she went through on her final night alive. When she went missing, we started to hunt down anyone seen with her. Which led us to the dark video of her. The sister I never knew existed until she appeared on my doorstep a year ago.

The video was shot perfectly, so that whoever was behind her was never in the frame. They also never spoke besides grunts and groans of pleasure. As my little sister pleaded, begged and cried for them to stop.

“I’ve been asking Gabe here about the situation with your sister,” Demon says, pulling me from the memory of the video that haunts me. I look up, meeting his dark eyes. “I’m sorry for your loss.” The sincerity is evident in his eyes. I nod because I can’t find the words to say right now.

“Demon thinks that maybe…” Gabe says, glancing at the ceiling before continuing. “Maybe Tara is still alive,” he finishes in a whisper.

I drain the rest of the scotch and hold out the glass. Nick jumps up to refill it. “He does, does he?” I narrow my eyes and stare at Demon. “Well, please do enlighten me with your fucking theory?” I take the glass from Nick and drain it fully again.

“Gabe said that her body was never discovered. Correct?” Demon asks, rubbing his hands together.

“Correct we buried an empty casket, but the amount of blood—”

Demon interrupts me. “The human body can lose up to forty percent of its blood before it becomes fatal. According to Gabe, the police could never tell you exactly how much blood there was. Only that there was a substantial amount, and by testing, it matched the DNA you provided when you reported her missing.”

I refuse to allow myself to hope that my little sister is out there somewhere alive. I have long since accepted the fact that she is gone. “While your theory is good. It is just that; a fucking theory,” I say, turning my attention to Gabe. “Look, I know—”

Glass shatters around me as the scotch he once held runs down the back wall behind me. “You know nothing. Nothing of the pain I’ve felt knowing she is gone. That because of a stupid fucking fight between us, she was hurt that night. So don’t sit there behind your desk and try to tell me what you know, Reed. Because your words mean nothing to me.” Gabe’s breathing turns labored, and his hands start to tremble.

I raise my hands, pushing away from my desk and stepping over the shards of glass. “You’re right. I don’t know what you’re feeling. I apologize. I don’t want you to get your hopes up only to be disappointed once again when this theory turns out to be nothing,” I say, slowly approaching Gabe. He stands there with his eyes narrowed and hate swirling in them, but I will take his rage because I was careless with my words.

“If there is a small chance that she is still out there…” Gabe chokes on his words, and I waste no time wrapping my arms around him.

“Then we will not stop until we have found her. I miss her too,” I say, admitting the truth I tried to bury inside me.

“I have people and resources that I will be more than willing to share,” Demon says. I nod my head but do not let go of my best friend.

“Then I say it’s time to get to work,” Jessie says. He, Nick, and Demon leave us alone. Once the door shuts, I pull back away from Gabe.

“Look, I don’t want you to leave this room thinking I don’t want Tara to be out there. Because I do, but I worked so hard to accept the fact that she was dead. Opening that door to the possibility is hard. But you’re right. If there is a chance we should stop at nothing to find her,” I say, waiting for him to look at me.

Finally, he opens his eyes. His dark green eyes are still watery, and I hate that more than anything. “I know Reed. I know you better than most remember. I’ve always had this feeling inside here,” he says, laying a hand over his heart. “That she is still out there, but all I’ve found are dead ends. Maybe I can finally discover the truth with the resources someone like Demon offers.”

“Okay,” I say. “Why don’t you head home or crash here? I’m going to go check on Ali and then get the boys from Grandmama.”

“So, you and Ali?” Gabe wiggles his brows and laughs.

“What about us?” I push him before walking away. He quickly catches up to me.

“It’s serious?” Gabe asks, stopping me before I can head down the stairs. Ali’s laugh floats up, and I smile softly at the sound.

“Do you remember what you told me when you first saw Tara?”

“That it felt like a piece of myself that I hadn’t even known was missing had suddenly been found,” Gabe says with a faraway look in his eyes.

“Same thing,” I said, pointing down the stairs. Nothing else needs to be said between us. He nods at me and takes the stairs two at a time. Gabe hollers a goodbye into the dining room before leaving out the front door.

Ali

After Reed left to find the guys, I excused myself to change. I wash off the blood and pull on a clean sundress, without panties, because my ass is on fire. Stopping in the kitchen, I find a bottle of pain relievers and swallow two with a glass of water.

“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Caleb asks me from the dining room.

“No, not really. But can I ask you a question?” I pull out the chair next to him trying not to groan as I sit down and take his hand in mine. He nods at me with a sweet smile on his face. Oh, how I’ve missed his smile over the years. “Reed asked me a question this morning, and it got me thinking. I’ve been calling you Caleb out loud and in my head, but is that what you want me to call you? When Reed asked me what name I wanted him to call me, I told him that I would like to continue going by Ali.”

Caleb cocks his head. “I’ve been doing the same thing. Calling you Sarah,” he says, his cheeks turning a slight shade of pink. “I never stopped to think if you felt the same way I do about our biological names.” His hand tightens around mine, and I return the squeeze.

“As if that person died the night of the fire?” I ask timidly because, unlike him, I didn’t actually die.

“Yes. I’ve been Max for longer than I was Caleb. Caleb was a naive little boy who thought monsters only existed in fairy tales. I’m no longer that version of me. I’ve seen true evil in this world, been true evil to some, and done things that had to be done but changed who I am. So, to answer your question, I would rather you call me Max, and in return, I will call you Ali.” Max, as I will forever see him as, smiles and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Now I have a question for you. Well, two, actually.”

“Okay,” I say, shifting in my seat because my ass is on fire.

“This thing between Reed and you, how long has it been going on?”

“Honestly, a few days,” I say, blushing.

“Is it serious?” Max asks, not sounding anything like I imagined he would. I thought he would sound as if he was hesitant about it or maybe even disbelieving. But instead, all I hear is curiosity in his question.

“It feels serious. I know it doesn't make sense to anyone else besides Reed and me. Since the night that Mom and Dad died, I’ve been searching for a place that feels like home. A place that fills me with warmth but mostly with a sense of being loved, cared for, wanted, and most of all, safe. I always thought it would be a tangible place, like a house or apartment, but I found that in a person instead. Is it so naive of me to want to grab hold of those feelings that I’ve long since given up hope of finding?” I try not to look anywhere but in Max’s eyes because I want him to hear, not just listen to what I’m saying.

“No, it doesn’t make you naive or anything other than brave,” he finally says, causing my sore muscles to relax. “Does it really matter what anyone besides you and Reed thinks anyway? At the end of the day, if he is the person that makes you feel like the best version of yourself and treats you exactly how you desire to be treated, then what’s the harm in that.” Max pulls his hand from mine to cup my face. “All I want is for you to be safe, happy, and loved. If Reed is the man to do that, I will welcome him into our family.”

Tears well in my eyes, and I try to blink them away. “I love you,” I whisper.

“I love you too. Now tell me all about these two nephews of mine,” Max says, wiping the tears as they fall from my eyes.

A part of me wants to ask him about his life since the night of the fire, who the young man was who excused himself as soon as Reed and I walked through the door, and what he plans to do about the Ricci family. But I don’t because today has been full of enough pain and suffering. So, instead, I tell him all about Caleb and Jacob, whose names rightfully shocked him since I named them after him and Dad. We laugh about their antics as I show him pictures and tell him stories. Too soon, his phone rings as Reed descends the stairs, and Max says he has to go but promises to return soon. We hug, kiss each other's cheeks, and say goodbye.

Reed walks up behind me, wrapping his arms around my midsection, and asks in my ear, “How are you feeling, Little One?”

I sigh and lean back against him. “Sore but freer than I have ever felt before,” I say before asking him. “What about you?”

“Almost complete,” he says, nudging my head to the side so he can kiss my neck.

“And what would make you complete?”

“A few things, actually. If we go get my little men.” Heat blooms in my chest at the adoration coating his words. I’ve always wanted someone who adored my boys as much as I do, and I’ve finally found that person.

“And the other things?”

“Finding out if my little sister is still alive or dead,” he says into my neck. I gasp and spin around in his arms.

“You have a sister?” I ask, shocked.

“I do. Her name is Tara. She has been missing and presumed dead since April of this year. We had given up hope of finding her body, but now that Demon has offered his services because he doesn’t believe her to be dead, we are going to resume the search.” His blue eyes darken as he speaks.

“If there is anything I can do to help, I will. You don’t even have to ask,” I say, pushing onto my toes to kiss him.

“Thank you. Now, about my little men,” he says against my lips.

I throw my head back and laugh at the authority in his voice. The same authority he uses in class and turns me on like nothing else has. “Yes, Professor Black, let’s go get the boys.”

Reed growls and pulls me closer as I try to step back toward the door. “Fuck I love when you call me that. I’m going to make a fool out of myself come Tuesday because I’ll be hard as steel the whole time you are in my class.”

“Guess it's too bad that I didn’t have to drop your class like I was planning on,” I say with a cheeky smile.

Reed’s eyebrows shoot up, disappearing under the black hair falling onto his face. “You were planning on dropping my class?”

“I had to. I couldn’t afford to pay for it, and well, to be honest, I thought I needed space from the Professor, who was quickly becoming my fantasy.”

“Good thing this Professor was so determined to keep you that he paid your bill,” Reed says.

This time, I’m taken by surprise by his words. “You… you paid it?” Reed nods, laying his forehead against mine. “Why?”

“Because from the moment I felt you walking down the hall, I knew I had to have you. I wanted to provide for you, protect you against everything, and be the person you depended on.” Reed’s raw honesty makes me fall even more for him. “I have never felt like that before in my life and there was no way I was risking losing my time with you over something like three hundred and sixty-two dollars.”

“God, I think I’m falling in love with you,” I say, pushing my mouth against his. Instantly, he opens up for me, and our tongues meet in a beautiful dance. “You’re going to take it all from me, aren’t you? My worries, troubles, stress, and my love,” I say, pulling back enough that my lips brush his as I speak.

“Like I said, you were always mine to steal,” Reed says, closing the space between us. After another kiss that leaves me breathless and wanting, he grabs my hand and pulls me toward the front door.

I’ve had a lot of things stolen from me.

My parents.

A childhood growing up with my brother.

My virginity.

My safety.

I have always despised the individuals that took those things. But this time, having everything stolen from me doesn’t feel so bad. In fact, it feels perfect.

“You can have it all, Reed,” I say as he locks the front door to our home behind us.
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