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      I dedicate this to anyone who has suffered a loss.

      Though they are gone, they are never forgotten, and will always live in our hearts and souls.
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      This book was a labor of love and I really hope you enjoy it. This is book 7 of the Dressed To Kill shared world. Yes, I realize this is releasing after the final book and I apologize for that, but I did keep to the timeline that Karma was supposed to be in.

      You will see a lot of the other characters in this shared world throughout the book!

      I will also have a detailed trigger list under this note. Please check it if you’re wary at all.

      

      Please note this is a WhyChoose romance. What that means is Karma will have relationships with more than one man, as well as group scenes.

      This book is extremely spicy. Including MMF/MMM/MMMMF scenes and group scenes.

      Please if you do not like MM, do not read.

      This is a work of fiction.

      I would also like to disclose that I am not liable for any broken husbands, electronics, or therapy bills. I am however available for yelling and emotional support from far away.

      

      I hope you enjoy my first ever shared world.

      XOXO

      Amber

      

      18+ preferred.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Trigger Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Death/ Loss of someone

        Extreme grief

        Unaliving

        PTSD

        Violence

        Graphic Scenes

        Violence while pregnant

        Pregnancy/ birth of child

      

      

    

  


  
    
      “Grief is like a tsunami, it happens suddenly, crashing into you and turning your world upside down as you fight for a breath, but once you reach the surface, you find that the sun is shining and you’re not alone after all.”

      ~Amber Nicole

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Things have never been what they seem in my life.

        Take me for example…

        Just a sweet young thing who loves to bake treats.

        No one would even think that those baked goods could be deadly.

        Or that I’m one of the nine Belladonnas.

        A super secret assassin family.

        No, things are never what they seem, so when I make friends with someone outside of my family who for a lack of better words is normal… Things start to change.

        Lemon makes me see the world in a new light.

        She makes me think that maybe I could have a different life, away from my sisters and Man.

        Well that is until someone steals her from me.

        Now it’s up to me to go undercover and figure out the truth before getting my revenge.

        There’s just some problems.

        I’m now the mom of a two year old. There are four guys who seem to always be around watching me, making me picture a new life, and the man who killed my best friend…

        Well he’s my boss, and the men I’m falling for have a nasty secret of their own.

        No one is who they seem at Kendrick Academy. But it doesn’t matter. I will get vengeance for Lemon… Even if it kills me.

        Is there a way for me to find my happy ending or will Karma come around and bite me in the ass in the end?
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      I stand over her grave with one sunflower in my hand. No tears fill my eyes, but I’m broken inside. Not that anyone can tell. We were taught to be strong and not show our emotions right from the start.

      I'm angry. I can’t believe this is even happening right now. I want blood. He will pay for what he did… I just need to get permission, and proof first. But deep down I know that Kendrick Academy holds all the answers.

      “Goodbye, Lemon cake,” I whisper, then drop the flower into the abyss. She was stolen from me too soon. Her light strangled by his darkness.

      Walking to the car, the back of my neck prickles. He's here, watching, but he won’t know it’s me from the disguise I wear.

      He thinks he got away with it, but he doesn't know what type of monster is now hunting him in the shadows.

      But he soon will. Karma is a bitch, and that just so happens to be my name.
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      Growing up in the Belladonnas family isn't anything you would expect. That name alone should be a tiny clue about what goes on behind these closed doors.

      The early morning spar sessions, the afternoon chemistry lessons, and of course the evil that we eradicate after dark.

      It's all I've ever known. I was brought here at a young age after my mother was killed. I never knew who my father was and I didn't have any siblings… well, until I came here. Now I have more sisters than I know what to do with.

      Have you ever lived in a house full of homicidal teenage girls? Let's just say we don't fight like normal sisters would. Usually one or both of us will need stitches or time in the cooling chamber.

      But it wasn't all crazy tempers. These girls are my family and I know if push came to shove they would always be there for me as I would for them.

      But sometimes late at night, I wish things could be different. I'd love to just be a normal nineteen-year-old girl. Going to school, dating, and attending random sports games.

      But here I am whipping up a batch of cupcakes, adding my secret ingredient into the icing and preparing to make a late night call to someone who deserves everything they are about to get.

      Just another day in my life…

      “Oh, Karma, I’m glad I caught you,” Darcy shouts as she runs into the room. “Please tell me you have some double chocolate chip brownies for me,” she whines while holding her laptop on her hip. Rolling my eyes, I nod to the covered plate on the other counter and she cheers.

      “Fuck yes, you’re amazing. Thank you,” she mumbles with her mouth full as she devours the baked goods. Crumbs flying everywhere, I snort. If Harlow was here right now she would be having kittens.

      Her OCD has no bounds. Sighing, I grab a non descriptive white box and place the blueberry cupcakes inside, then close it up and stick one of my signature stickers on the top. Karma’s Deadly Treats.

      I snicker everytime the police see a box of my cakes at a crime scene and don't bat an eye. Darcy was the one to help me name my business and it’s the perfect cover. I glance over at the little chocolate psycho and laugh.

      “I have to run an errand, can you wipe up that mess?” I ask and she nods before shooing me out of the kitchen. I doubt she’s planning to share any of the brownies.

      I’ll have to make something for Tabby tomorrow. She has always loved my hot fudge brownies. I will need to make sure Darcy doesn’t get a whiff of them though, or there could be a deadly argument on my hands.

      I miss Low and the other girls that have completed their missions and found a family. The house is a lot quieter now with just a few of us left. One thing is for sure, I don’t think I will ever leave home permanently.

      If I ever do decide to get married or… gasp… have children, they will just have to live here and accept the life of the Bellas.
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        * * *

      

      I ring the bell and wait for him to answer. I smile and wave as he peeks out the window to see who is here. I never need to hide in the shadows like some of the other girls. My kill method is simple. Kill them with kindness and, of course, my special treats.

      It took me a while to figure out what would be my thing. I was always good with getting people to trust me and at first I thought maybe I could do sneak attacks like with a garrote or something, but that didn’t work out for me. I have a scar on my thigh to prove it.

      It took me a lot longer than my sisters to figure out what my contribution to the family would be.

      Naomi, one of my sisters, likes blades, but I have never been a fan of blood. Raven found embolism to be effective, but I don't want to get too up close and personal with my marks.

      Harlow prefers poison, she can't stand germs, and I don't blame her. Some of the people we eliminate are not the cleanest. Selena just says fuck it and shoots her targets. While Royal likes to stage suicides.

      Darcy gets creative and makes some amazing explosives. She secretly terrifies me, so I keep her happy with brownies.

      Ivory is a little more twisted and likes to play with her food, so to speak. And then there is Tabby-Cat. Sweet but shy, she prefers to cause accidents. We all couldn’t be more different, but together we’re family. A deadly one, but family all the same.

      I don't remember where I came up with it, but a little ground up glass topped on my cupcakes like sprinkles does just the trick, and no one ever questions it since the cupcake comes back clean of poison.

      The door swings open and I place my fake smile on my lips, and discreetly pull down my skirt a little more. My assignment tonight likes to hurt innocent girls, so I decided to wear something a little more high school than I would have liked. Short skirt, with flip flops and a tight shirt.

      “Well isn't this a pleasant surprise,” Kennedy Fredish says as he holds the door for me. I try not to roll my eyes, since he’s the one who called in the order. His wife is standing behind him and she gives me a shaky smile in greeting. Her cheek is red and she is cradling her arm. I keep my mask blank, but inside I'm raging.

      How dare he touch someone as sweet and kind as Marla. I can’t wait to dispose of this filth. “Thank you so much for coming, Karma,” she says sweetly and I nod. Her eyes keep glancing out the door as if she’s waiting for the Boogeyman to pop by. Little does she know that I’m right here.

      She doesn't know what's going to happen tonight, but I can tell she's on edge waiting for someone to remove this monster out of her and her daughter’s life. In her desperation she came across the dark web where we get a lot of our jobs. She's the one who contacted Man, who assigned me to this special case. I barely ever see Man, but he requested me to come to his office earlier and told me this was an urgent matter.

      Her husband is not only abusive but he's starting to take a deeper interest in their thirteen-year-old daughter.

      “I was shocked when you requested some treats at this hour, but I always have time for the Fredishs,” I say politely.

      Before we learned about Kennedy's tastes, his wife Marla was a regular customer of mine. Her daughter Krystal loves my cake pops.

      I met them at the Farmer’s Market one summer when my best friend, Lemon and I decided to open a booth. I didn't have much time off from the Bellas, but whenever I did I would whip up some non-deadly treats and help Lemon earn some extra money.

      She was raising her sister's son, Hillson, and working two jobs, when we met at a baking class.

      When I told Man what I wanted to learn to do, he supported it, and signed me up for some night classes. Lemon was there hoping to learn some decorating skills. She needed a side business for some extra cash.

      Her sister, Matilda, disappeared one night suddenly, leaving her six-month-old son with Lemon. She was young like me, a few years out of high school and struggling. But she refused to give Hillson up for adoption. She worried that something had happened to her sister and he was a piece of her.

      I begged Man to look into her disappearance, but he told me no. Harlow was the one to go to for missing person cases, but she’s in France now, living her life. Though I wish I could have given Lemon answers or at least anonymously given her some closure, I know when to shut my mouth.

      Kennedy walks forward and takes the box from my hands, opening it like he can't wait.

      “Oh blueberry, my favorite. Won't you come in and share one of these? My wife and daughter are allergic,” he says as his eyes eat up my bare legs to the frayed edges of my short skirt.

      I shake my head. “I need to get home and study. I have a test tomorrow, but thank you for the offer.” I bat my eyelashes innocently and keep playing the role of a good girl. A college student who is just baking on the side after classes. They don’t know that I actually live in a huge mansion a few blocks away.

      Marla steps closer and gives me a hug. Her arms are thin and the dark spots below her eyes break me. “Thank you again for coming, Kar,” she says softly as her husband leaves us and walks into the other room.

      I nod and give her one more squeeze before leaving.

      I walk down the long driveway, and slip behind a tree and wait. Fifteen minutes later Marla is rushing to her car with Krystal. They have bags packed and are shoving them into the trunk. Once her daughter is safely buckled she closes her door and takes a deep breath, then looks up to the sky.

      “Thank you, God,” she mumbles with a smile on her face as tears run down her cheeks.

      I match her grin and wait for her to leave before moving back to the house. The lights are all on and I can see my mark clearly. He’s laid across the couch in the living room. The box of cupcakes sits on the coffee table in front of him, and he has some blue frosting on his lips, mixed with the blood he must have coughed up.

      His eyes are wide open and he’s clutching his chest, but there is no life left in his eyes. Serves him right. Slipping on some gloves, I move over to the large French doors, and finding them unlocked, I grab the box of evidence and replace it with the one that has no traces of glass.

      Before I leave him for the maid to find in the morning, I place one of the new cupcakes on the end table beside him, my signature.

      “You shouldn’t have been such a shit person,” I coo, then walk back outside and slam the door, letting it echo for the ghosts.

      I continue down the road to where a car is waiting for me. Pierce, our driver, and I don't speak as he opens the door for me. I text Man telling him that “my study session went well”, which is code for the mission is complete. All I get is a “Good,” in reply and I snort. A smile graces my lips and I take a deep breath. I’m exhausted but a weight is lifted from my shoulders now.

      I don't always get to pick who I help, but I'm glad that Marla and Krystal will now be safe from the monsters that hide in the light.
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      Music blasts before seven in the morning and I groan. Darcy is at it again with the scream metal. She must be plotting something extreme. I grab my phone and pull up the book I fell asleep reading. Sometimes you just need a few hours to get lost in someone else's drama, and reading has become a huge escape for me over the years.

      We have an incredible library here in the mansion. Like its design was stolen out of a fairytale, and beside the kitchen and my master bathroom, with an impressive soaker tub, it’s my favorite room here.

      Some of the other girls preferred to use the Ballroom for working-out, or hanging out in the den, but now it sits empty. Darcy, Tabitha and I don’t like to work out very much. Opening my Kindle, I click the new rockstar romance and get lost for a few hours.

      I have plans to hang out with Lemon today. It’s her birthday and she’s gotten a babysitter. I know she’s got some wild plans and I’m excited. I’m free until seven tonight, so I am going to take advantage of all the bestie time I can get.

      I read another fifty pages, and then force myself to put it down, but fuck is it hard. I have three orders of cupcakes and a mission tonight after our girl’s day, so I need to get up, and shower.

      When I’m dressed for the day, I make my way to the kitchen and get baking. I won’t make the frosting until later. Walking into the pantry, I almost run into someone. Man is standing inside, pondering the cereal choices and I instantly apologize.

      I barely ever see him, but since the other girls have moved out and started their own families, he’s become more of a staple here. He would never admit it, but I sometimes wonder if he misses them as much as I do.

      “All set?” he asks me as he's grabbing something from the shelf and walking out. I know he's questioning if I'm prepared for the job tonight.

      I take a shallow breath in and try to get my heart to stop racing.

      I grab the flour, then exit the pantry.

      “Yes, I have plans until seven today, then I can take care of that little ant infestation you're having,” I say before turning my back to him and getting the rest of the ingredients and supplies I need.

      “Good,” he grunts and I give him my full attention as he hands me a sealed folder that I didn’t notice was by the coffee pot. So old school. I nod and he looks over my head, then sighs before taking the box and his mug and leaving the kitchen.

      I get lost in the monotonous tasks of measuring and mixing, and the next thing I know the doorbell is ringing. Glancing at the clock, I swear. I know who is at the door, and she’s not supposed to be here.

      My phone rings not even thirty seconds later and I snort. I quickly wipe my hands, then answer. “You know you’re going to get me in trouble,” I scold and Lemon laughs.

      “Bitch, it’s my birthday! I’ll take the spankings. Now hurry up and get your cute ass in my car.” She ends the call and I laugh. I've said it before and I'll say it again. Never a dull moment with her.

      I quickly clean up and put the cupcakes in the cooler before running upstairs and grabbing my purse. I opted for a cute sundress today, so I slipped on some sandals and fixed my messy bun as well.

      When I meet Lemon in the driveway she races over and pulls me into a tight hug. I’m still not used to a lot of affection, but something about her makes me feel warm and safe. Lemon is who I picture if I had a real sister.

      Not that the other Bellas aren’t my sisters, but how Ivory is with Naomi. They have a bond. Pulling away from me, she shoves something into my hands and I freeze. “Why are you giving me a blindfold?” I ask, swallowing. “Is this where you lead me to my death and kill me?” I joke, but I’m still on edge.

      Lemon laughs and rolls her blue eyes. “No, I want to do something extreme for my birthday, and I know if you see where we’re going you will fight me,” she says before pursing her lips into a pout and giving me puppy eyes.

      How is it that I can ignore men begging and pleading for their lives, but one little lip trembles and I’m putty. I groan and hand her my purse, then place the black eye mask over my eyes.

      “Fine, but I have to be home before seven. No ifs, ands, or buts!” I remind her and she gently grabs my arm and opens the car door before helping me inside. I probably should have just put the blindfold on after I was in the car, but she’s really thrown me for a loop.

      I just hope Man isn’t monitoring the cameras on our driveway right now. I don't need him thinking I’m being kidnapped or something insane like that. Though he knows who Lemon is. All the girls do.

      They tried to warn me from making personal attachments, but Lemon is different. She’s never questioned why she’s not allowed inside the mansion or why some days I have to leave the state.

      She has her own life to worry about and that’s one of the things I love about her. She doesn’t push me. I get lost in thought and soon she’s in the driver's seat and has started the engine.

      “Now when you say crazy…”

      “Nope, nice try Kar, but I’m not telling you anything. Just remember that I only turn twenty-four once, so you have to be nice to me,” she mumbles and I shake my head, but I know she can see the smile on my lips.

      “Nothing is ever boring with you around, Lemon Cake,” I say with a sigh and she laughs before turning on some T-Swift, and that’s how we continue the drive to the mysterious location.
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        * * *

      

      “NO! No way in fucking Hell,” I bark as soon as she removes the blindfold and I can finally see our destination. A tattoo parlor! Is she out of her Goddamn mind?

      “Please, Kar,” she begs, grabbing my arm and giving me those eyes again. I shake my head repeatedly until I start to feel a little light headed.

      “Why, Lemon? Why a tattoo parlor? I thought you meant a hair salon when you mentioned something crazy. I thought you were getting bangs,” I say with a huff and she throws her head back laughing.

      “Bangs? Seriously, Karma! No, I want to get something wild pierced or maybe a tattoo. Come on, please, we’re going to be late. I booked our appointments weeks ago and you know this place is always busy,” she pleads one more time and I groan.

      “Fine, I can’t believe I’m letting you do this, but yeah.” She grabs my hand and drags me inside. The little bell above the door chimes and a hot guy with his eyebrow pierced greets us. He takes one look at me in my pale pink sundress and crosses his arms.

      “I don’t do super girly shit. If you want unicorns or rainbows or something you have to wait for my partner, Mike, to come in,” he grunts and I snort, shaking my head.

      “You had to pick an asshole. Really, Lemon,” I grumble and she shoves me in my rib, hissing at me to shut up.

      He steps closer to us and gives me another once over, then scowls. “Little Girl, you are in the wrong fucking place,” he tries to demean me and I roll my eyes, then place my hands on my hips.

      “Oh, baby, you have no idea who I am or what I can handle. Let’s do this shit,” I say with a smile and Lemon squeals.

      He groans and leads us behind a curtain. The lighting is lower here and there is soft music playing. It’s almost arousing in a way and when he strips off the hoodie he was wearing, showing off his tatted, muscled arms, I can almost ignore him being a giant prick.

      I mean it’s not like he can keep talking if I shove his face in my pussy. The scruff he has on his cheeks would feel amazing between my thighs. I lick my lips, thinking about it and I must have zoned out. Damn when was the last time I got laid?

      Lemon gives me a shake and I notice that another guy has arrived. He’s tall and leaner than the man scowling at me, with reddish brown, messy hair, and he seems to be flirting with Lemon.

      “So are you going to tell me what you want?” Mr. Asshole asks, then takes a seat on a rolly chair next to a table.

      I lift my hand and pull my brown, wavy hair free from the hair tie, letting it fall around my shoulders and cup my breasts, which this dress gives my cleavage an ample view. I guess it comes with the curse of having double D tits.

      “I was thinking maybe piercing these,” I coo, then raise my eyebrow, waiting for him to say something snarky. His gray eyes widen and he bites his bottom lip. Lemon starts to laugh her ass off and I know she got the joke.

      “I’m going to have to see them to determine whether they are pierceable,” he murmurs and I roll my eyes.

      Lemon moves closer to me and whispers, “Are you serious? Because I will totally do it with you.” I glance at her from the corner of my eye and nod.

      “Yeah, why the fuck not. You only turn twenty-four once right?” I snark, repeating what she said to me outside, and she laughs, but gives me a huge smile.

      “You know I love you right?” She pulls me into a tight hug and I nod, breathing in her coconut lotion, relaxing.

      “Damn, are you guys going to make out? Because that's hot as fuck,” Mr. Asshole mumbles and I pull away from Lemon to see her rolling her eyes.

      Guys can be pigs sometimes, but he's not far off. I can understand how he could think that Lemon and I are together. We are very close and it's happened before.

      I think she might have wanted to date me at first and I wouldn't have been opposed, but then we just clicked at being besties and the rest is history, as they say.

      “Okay, let's go, people. I have plans to get this hot piece of ass out of that dress before her curfew,” Lemon sasses and I die.

      My eyes widen and my mouth drops open. She shoots me a wink, “We have massages after this babes. Get that dirty mind out of the gutter.”

      I watch her as she whips her top off and over her head, chucking it at the guy who looks like he's praying under his breath.

      Turning to face Mr. Asshole, he waves his hand as if he's expecting me to copy my wild friend and I cross my arms.

      “This isn't what you were expecting when you booked two girls for an appointment, was it?” I ask and he shakes his head, then runs his tattooed fingers through his dark messy hair.

      “Oddly this isn't the weirdest day I've had since opening this shop with my brother,” he remarks, then stands and offers me his hand.

      “I'm Bryce by the way. Sorry I was a dick before, but Baby Girl you look like you're dressed to go to the country club,” he says, still staring at my pretty sundress.

      I shake his hand and give him a flirty smile. “Looks can be very deceiving, Bryce, for all you know I could be a serial killer,” I coo, “Better watch out.”

      He throws his head back and laughs, then leads me to another room.

      Lemon and Mike are already inside and she's straddling him on a table as they make out.

      I purse my lips and shake my head. She worked fast. But I know having a one and a half year old at home has really fucked with her getting laid. Even after telling dates that he didn't come from her vagina, they still get turned off.

      I hope one day she finds a man to love her and my godson.

      Bryce pulls me closer to him and I laugh, then press a hand to his chest. “Don't get any ideas, Mister. Let's see how you do with my piercings and then maybe I'll give you a tip,” I say, batting my eyes at him and he licks his lips.

      His eyes are blazing with lust and for a minute I almost say fuck it. But even though I'm turned on and my panties are destroyed, I'm still not one to let a rando fuck me.

      He nods and moves over to a station with piercing supplies, gloves, alcohol, and jewelry.

      He takes a seat and points to the table in front of him. “Sit, and remove your dress,” he orders and just this once I listen.

      I am the furthest thing from a submissive, but he actually looks professional right now.

      I plant my ass on the table and he spreads my thighs, rolling his chair between my legs. He taps his fingers against my bare skin as he waits for me to slide my shoulder straps down, revealing the lace pushup bra I'm wearing.

      He grumbles in his throat and I bite my lip. Okay he's an asshole, but some of the best fucks of my life have come from dominating pricks. It's all about the BDE, if you catch my drift.

      His eyes are glued to the girls and I think I surprise him when I unclip the bra in the front.

      “Fuck,” he mumbles as my large, perky tits are released. I sigh, because seriously is there anything greater than taking a bra off.

      A groan comes from behind me and I don't need to turn around to know that Lemon and that guy are fucking now.

      This isn't the first time we've shared a room to get off.

      Bryce still hasn't said anything and I squirm as his fingers get closer to my inner thighs.

      Clearing his throat he takes a deep breath. "I want to state right now for the record that I never get an erection when I do piercings and Baby Girl you have me hard as stone."

      I lean back on my palms and wait for him to continue. “It's not your body, which is hot as fuck, but it's your no shit attitude. I haven't had someone snark back to me in a long time and I'm out of sorts.”

      He shakes his head and starts preparing his supplies.

      “Okay, do you want rings or a bar? I'd suggest the bar. We have ones with crystals on the ends or I even have some diamond ones for the customers who want to dish out the extra cash,” he says then hands me a tray with options.

      I glance over my shoulder and get Lemon's attention.

      She has her head thrown back and Mike is nibbling on her tits. “Babes, what do you think?” I ask her, then turn and hold the tray to where she can see.

      “Oh, fuck, Karma, I can't, I'm so…” She points to the diamonds, before slamming her mouth to the flushed guy under her that looks like today is his birthday.

      I shrug and turn back to Bryce. “I'm not worried about the cost.” He nods, then stares at my crotch, which is showing my matching lace panties.

      “Did you want to go for the trifecta and do your clit?” he grunts and I bite my lip. Oh boy is he in for a surprise.

      “Let's see how good your skills are first before I let you unwrap more of me.”

      His nostrils flare and he nods, but doesn't reply.

      “This may sting, take in a deep breath,” he warns as he disinfects his supplies and my nipple before placing the clamp.

      I want to tell him I have an extremely high pain tolerance, but that could lead to questions I don't want and can't answer, so I just give him a smile and do as he says.

      I fake a wince as the needle pokes through for good measure too.

      Bryce is efficient and effective and after he does the other side, I'm actually in love with my new hidden jewelry.

      He goes over some important details about how to take care of them and then stands up.

      His dick is rock hard and he winces as he adjusts himself. I'm actually surprised that he's not pressing the issue and trying to be professional.

      Lemon and Mike are giggling behind me and it sounds like he's getting ready to do her piercings now.

      Bryce starts to clean up the area and dispose of the needles. “Did you want me to…” He trails off and looks down at my panties again.

      The tops of his ears are pink and I find him kinda cute all of a sudden. I guess he really is all out of sorts.

      I crook my finger at him, smiling and like an obedient puppy he comes. His lips smash to mine and he groans.

      Lemon is laughing near us, but then I hear her and Mike walk out, giving us privacy.

      “I never do this,” Bryce says, pulling away from my lips and licking his. “I’ve had fantasies about something like this happening, but I never thought it ever would,” he groans, as I reach out for his belt, and pull him closer.

      “I don’t even know your name?” he mumbles against my mouth and I sigh. For someone who was super interested he’s now being a chatty Cathy.

      “It’s Karma, and one thing you should know about me. I have a short attention span, so if you want to fuck, stop talking and get on your knees and lick up the mess you’ve made,” I order and he legit gulps.

      Dropping back onto his stool, he spreads me wider and rolls closer. I smirk and he grips my hips tight, grabbing the sides of my panties, then slowly pulls them over my thighs and down my legs.

      He laughs the moment he realizes I'm already pierced. Flicking my piercing, I squirm and a soft whimper escapes my lips.

      “Fucking tease,” he mumbles before leaning down and pressing a kiss onto my inner thigh. I gasp and can feel him smile against my skin.

      He takes his time nipping and sucking my flesh but avoiding the mess he's made. I'm fucking soaked and losing patience.

      I'm about to snap at him when he finally licks me where it matters.

      “I'm not one for edging,” I hiss as he blows over my clit. He stops and looks into my eyes and I know something cocky is about to come from his lips, but I'd much rather have his cock.

      Shaking my head, I reach down and grip his hair tight, causing him to hiss. I press down, shoving his face where I want him and he groans as I bury him between my thighs.

      It doesn't take long for him to find a rhythm and soon my legs are shaking and I'm panting. I'll admit he's got skills.

      When I'm right on the edge he smacks my clit and I bite my lip to hold my scream as I soak his face in my juices.

      Bryce rolls back on his chair and gives me a smirk, then stands and wraps my legs around his waist. He's so hard and he unbuttons his pants, lowering the zipper to release his…

      Fuck.

      “I see I'm not the only one pierced,” I mumble and he shrugs.

      “What can I say, I like a little pain with my pleasure.” He reaches into his back pocket and pulls a condom out, showing me.

      I nod and my eyes roll back as he taps my clit with his tip. I wonder what it would feel like for his piercings to fuck me bare, but I've never gone raw and I probably won't until I'm with my permanent someone. It's too risky. The chances of getting pregnant are too high.

      My mom was super young and I don't remember much about her. But from the file Man gave me, she struggled.

      Bryce sheaths himself with the thin rubber and I have to laugh at this situation. I know I like sex and all, but I did not expect this to happen when Lemon said something wild for her birthday.

      Leaning down he kisses me again and I sigh. He really is good with his tongue. Pressing against my entrance he thrusts in and I moan, throwing my head back.

      My nipples sting when his shirt rubs against them and I clench around his cock from the tiny bite of pain.

      This isn't going to take me long. His cock isn't huge, but it's thick and grinding into me in a delicious way.

      “Fuck, Karma, you're choking my cock with this tight pussy,” Bryce grumbles and I twitch as his breath hits my neck.

      I have always had a certain trigger spot below my ear and he seems to have found it.

      “Ummm, yeah,” I groan as his speed picks up and I'm right there, but I need more. I wiggle until I can lean back a bit and he catches the memo. Picking me up, I wrap my arms around his neck.

      He switches our position until I'm in his lap and my knees are on the table. His pants are still around his ankles and I'd laugh if I wasn't so close to exploding. I grind my clit against his pelvis and after three more swirls of my hips, I’m yelling out my release.

      He leans up and sucks my neck, grunting as he comes. As soon as he stops twitching I climb off him and walk over to a sink in the corner. Wetting a paper towel, I quickly clean myself and then grab my panties from off the floor.

      Bryce watches me, his dick is still half hard and he’s stroking it. I check my phone and cringe at the time. I have to get back to the mansion soon.

      “So can I get your number?” Bryce asks as he grabs his pants and pulls them back up and I shake my head. He was fun, but with how busy my life is I don't have time for anything serious.

      Groaning he then sighs and runs his hand through his sexed up hair.

      “Yeah, I didn't see you actually saying yes,” he grumbles then follows me out of the back room.

      Lemon and Mike are sitting by the counter sharing a slice of… “Where the hell did you get the cake?” I ask with a laugh and she shoots me a wink, before opening a second container and handing me a fork.

      “Mike told me about a cute little bakery down the road. We figured we'd give you a little privacy. Karma, you should see this place. It's everything we've talked about,” she continues to babble and I smile, taking a few bites of the coconut cake. It's good, but my heart aches at the thought of a bakery we will never own.

      We've talked about opening up a small shop. Karma. Nothing fancy, just a little place where we can bake and sell our treats. I know it will never happen with what I really do for a living but it's nice to dream about it sometimes.

      Bryce hands me a bottle of water and I follow him to the cash register. “So what do I owe you?” I ask, pulling my phone out of my dress pocket and removing my credit card from the case.

      He glances at Lemon and I nod. I am paying today. “Two sets of nipple piercings plus the extra fee for jewelry… Are you sure I can’t get your number?” I blink up at him, surprised at his quick change of subject and sigh.

      “I don’t really do relationships, Bryce. I don’t have the time and sometimes I can be as emotive as a coconut. Let’s just call this for what it was. A super hot moment and maybe I’ll come back some time for another session.”

      Lemon laughs behind me and I try not to roll my eyes. “Yeah,” Bryce grunts and I hand him my card. I never learned the total and honestly it doesn’t matter. I tip him two-hundred. A hundred for him and Mike, then sign my name and blow him a kiss before spinning and walking out.

      Lemon isn’t far behind and she’s waving to Mike. I feel Bryce’s eyes on me, but I don’t look. “You know we totally missed our appointment for a massage but after that dicking, I feel super relaxed,” Lemon says with a sigh and I toss my head back, laughing as she pulls me into a hug.

      “Thanks for the best birthday ever, Kar.” I’ve never been good with hugs, but I squeeze her back and quickly pull away.

      “It's never a dull moment with you, Lemon cake, that's for sure. But let's grab some actual food before you drop me off. I've had way too much sugar today,” I suggest and she nods, then unlocks her car with a push of a button.

      “Wish we could hang a little longer, but I have to get Hill from the babysitter soon,” she says, opening her car door and I nod.

      “As soon as I'm free we will have dinner. I missed my Hillson snuggles today.”

      We take off for a drive-thru, then she drives twenty minutes to the mansion. I know why we need to be so secluded, but sometimes the solace annoys me.

      We sing to the radio and eat our fries as she talks about finding a new job and that she may need to leave town. It makes me sad to even consider but I know she needs to start making some real money.

      The diner she works at takes advantage of her and doesn’t pay her enough. I’ve offered to help her out many times, but she’s proud and I can respect that.

      Pulling up the long driveway, I laugh as her mouth drops in awe. “Girl, I still don’t know why you hang out with me when you could be rolling with celebrities,” she says and I snort, crossing my arms.

      “Do you see any celebs who would have a semi orgy at a tattoo parlor and then gorge on greasy fries? Nope, I think I’ll stick with my bestie,” I say and she rolls her eyes at me, then parks in front of the door.

      “I’ll see you later?” I pause with my hand on the door.

      “Umm, we have to go out of town for a family thing, so i’ll probably be back in a few weeks.”

      “Sounds good. Have a great trip.” I open my door and climb out. “Yeah it’s going to be a blast.”

      Lemon waves as she pulls out of the driveway and I give her a big smile before looking at the mansion’s front door and fixing my mask.

      Sighing, I walk up the steps.

      Today was nice but now it's time to go back to the real world, and the truth of the matter is someone bad has to die. A corporate financial advisor in Georgia with a penchant for hurting his clients and blackmailing them to be exact.

      It just never ends. There is too much evil in this world and Karma really is a bitch at times.
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      I'm jumping into the shower when my phone starts to vibrate. Ugh seriously, I swear I can't catch a break lately. I have been running rampant helping Man with some peculiar tasks.

      I just want to take a long hot shower, order in some food, then crash. I haven't even had time to read. My Kindle days are at a zero now and that makes me sad.

      I leave the water running and grab my phone from the bathroom counter.

      The moment I unlock the screen I break out in giggles. Lemon has sent me a photo of her and Hill with a huge pizza in front of them. Lemon is holding a bottle of wine and the message says:

      Get your cute butt here or I'm not sharing.

      I look back over my shoulder at the steam and groan. My eyes are blurry and I can't stop yawning. I'm so exhausted.

      But I haven't seen Lemon or Hillson in a few weeks.

      I send a reply, then take the quickest shower known to man. I skip washing my hair and grimace at the grease. But something else that has grease and lots of gooey cheese is calling my attention.

      I'll just have to take another shower in the morning.

      Walking into my closet I opt for some sweatpants and a T-shirt, pulling them on sans underwear and bra. I mean I'm not going there to impress anyone. I also slip on some flip-flops.

      I open my door after grabbing my purse and almost run straight into Tabby.

      “Oh, shit, I'm sorry, Tabby-Cat,” I rush to say.

      “It's cool. Where are you off to? I thought you were staying in tonight?” she asks, then starts to shuffle her feet. She has a plate with a sandwich on it and she's juggling a bag of chips and a water bottle.

      “Lemon texted, so I'm going to go see them for a bit, then come home and sleep for three days,” I say with a smile and she lightly giggles and gives me a quick grin, waves and rushes to her room.

      Darcy is muttering under her breath and I knock on her open door.

      She looks up at me with a frown. “Girls night tomorrow. I'll get the pineapple pizza,” I ask and she gives me a thumbs up before going back to whatever bomb she's making.

      I leave the hall and ignore how quiet it is. Someone left the foyer lights on and I quickly text Pierce that I need a ride.

      Shuffling to the kitchen, I check the freezer for any leftover cookie dough I may have.

      There is one tub left of edible mint chocolate chip cookie dough, so I grab it and put it in my purse.

      I have my license and I'm capable of driving. I even have a car, but Man likes us to use his driver. I just feel bad I'm pulling him out of bed at this hour.

      Someone honks out front and I leave the kitchen, making sure to shut the lights off. I think the other girls are in bed for the night. My shoes smack against the marble flooring as I rush to the front door and I wince at how loud the echo is.

      Hopefully Man isn't here tonight. I do not want to piss him off, he's been moody lately. Which isn't like him at all. Even though he's a father figure to me, and has been for a very long time, we rarely communicate.

      Once I'm in the car and on the way to Lemon's apartment, I get lost in my thoughts of my last assignment. Things didn't totally go to plan and for once I had to change my kill method and get my hands dirty.

      I can still hear that piece of scum screaming and feel the gush of his warm blood as it sprayed across my face.

      I don't know how my glass didn't kill him. Maybe I grinded it up too small. If I'm being honest my mind wasn't completely on the task. I was just excited to get home and take a break.

      I'm hoping after spending some time with my bestie and getting some snuggles with Hill I can get my head back in the game. It's too dangerous to be exhausted.

      When we pull up to the building I laugh. Lemon is standing there in her pink unicorn footie PJs with Hill in a matching footie Pikachu onesie on her hip.

      They look adorable and I smile. The moment I open my door I can hear Hill squealing and calling out to me. He can't say Karma so he calls me Kar.

      I climb out of the car and shut the door, then steal my squirmy little man. “Ugh, I've missed you handsome boy,” I coo and Lemon pouts.

      “I see how it is. My best friend was stolen from me by my own kid,” she groans and I laugh.

      Just a moment in their presence and the stress and heaviness of my week just disappears. I carry Hill up the stairs to the second floor as Lemon opens their apartment door.

      I scold her for leaving it unlocked and she rolls her eyes. The aroma of Italian spices and cheese greets me and I groan.

      “Oh, now I see. It wasn't me or Hill that drug you here. It was for my ooey gooey pizza,” she says with a sigh and shakes her head, but there is a smile on her lips.

      “You know I've missed you guys, but yeah I'm starving.” Reaching into my bag, I pull out the edible cookie dough I brought and she does a little squeal and clap which has Hill mimicking her and all of us laughing.

      I place him on the floor in his play area and take a seat on the couch. Lemon hands me a plate and a glass for the wine.

      “So tell me, how was your trip?” she asks excitedly and I try to keep to my cover story. I wish I could confide in her about what I do, but I would be broken if she started to act or treat me differently.

      “It was kinda boring. I hated not having any signal to call or text you guys. My sisters and cousins fought most of the time. I did get some reading in though,” I say with a wave of my hand and she nods.

      I hate lying to her, but that last part is a little true. I did read while on the plane home. Even if it was my next mark’s profile.

      We devour the pizza and a bottle of wine as Hillson plays and we chat. Even though I keep yawning and I'm exhausted, this is just what I needed.

      Lemon centers me in the best way.

      Hill starts to get fussy, so I hand Lemon my empty glass and climb off the couch to go pick him up.

      “I'll put this little man to bed,” I say, then walk down the hall to his tiny room. After a quick diaper change I rock him and hum softly. I don't know the song, but I think it's something my mother would sing to me at bedtime or when I was upset.

      It doesn't take long for him to drift off and I lay him down inside his crib before shutting his door half way and meeting Lemon back in the living room. She's switched to soda and that's a good idea or I may be sleeping on her couch tonight.

      “So I need to tell you something. I applied for a job in New York at Kendrick Academy as a home ec teacher and I got it,” she says softly, avoiding my eyes.

      My breath pauses and my eyes widen. I know she was looking for new jobs and may have to move, but…

      “New York?” I gasp and she nods. I can tell she's really excited, but holding back waiting on my reaction.

      “Oh wow. That's amazing, Lemon Cake,” I say, fighting to show that I'm crumbling a little inside.

      “I know,” she squeals and turns to face me. “They have a great daycare program for Hill, which is free, and it includes housing and a food allowance. I can also take some decorating classes or anything I want to learn on my time off."

      "That sounds wonderful, Lemon," I mumble and she frowns. I watch as her eyes fill with tears.

      "It is… the only downside is that we have to be there in three weeks. They need someone to replace the old teacher. I guess she had some kind of accident. It's tragic, but I'm so grateful for this opportunity." I nod my head and force a smile, but I know she can tell I'm not happy.

      Faking a yawn, which causes a real one to form, I shake my head and give her a quick hug.

      "I'm happy for you. I am, but I should probably go. I'm still tired from my trip and I need to unpack and from the sound of things you need to pack," I say in a fake cheerful tone, but I don't think it's believable.

      Standing from the couch, I slip on my flip-flops, and grab my purse. "I will stop by in a few days and help you get started. I love you, Lemon Cake," I say, then walk to the door quickly. Tears fill my eyes and that's just not good.

      I'm so grateful no one is around to see this moment of weakness.

      As I reach the bottom of the stairs, I text Pierce to come get me and then wait before going outside. I know it's late, but I need to get out of here.

      I'm exhausted and it's harder to keep my mask in place around Lemon when I'm so out of sorts.

      I know I need to just be happy for her, but why does that mean she has to move so far away?

      I know I tend to leave on my 'trips' a lot, but she's always here when I get back. It's not like I could just pack up my life and go with her.

      Ugh, when did I become so fucking co-dependent. She's my best friend not my partner or some shit.

      I need to just suck it up, put on my big girl sexy undies and get the fuck over it.

      Pulling out my phone to text Lemon that I'm sorry and that I really am happy for her, I almost drop it when it starts ringing in my hand.

      I laugh when I see the caller.

      “Well this is unexpected,” I answer with a smile.

      “Hey, Karma, how are you?” my sister Selena asks me as I still wait for Pierce to come fetch me.

      “I'm good. Just got back from an extended vacation and looking forward to some weeks around home,” I say, knowing that she will understand the hidden meaning of my words.

      “That's great! I was actually calling to ask you a huge favor. What do you say about us having a big family reunion, and maybe playing some games and eating those delicious treats you make?”

      I'm immediately nodding, though she can't see me. It would be great to have everyone home.

      “Oh and I should probably mention that I want you to throw me a baby shower?"

      "Ekkk," I squeal. "Yes, a million times yes! This is perfect and just what we need. The house has been so quiet since you all left."

      "Awesome. The guys and I will call and invite everyone. I just need you to make us the goodies, and maybe some healthy snacks too," she says with a sigh and someone in the background is talking to her, making her laugh. She sounds happy.

      "Yes, I'll be sure to send you a list of options. Just give me a few days to plan."

      “Sounds good. Thanks Kar.”

      Pierce pulls up to the curb and I quickly say goodbye.

      “How was Lemon’s?” he asks after I climb in and I sigh.

      “She’s moving away.” I don’t say anything more and the pity filled looks he keeps flashing me as he looks back in his mirror says it all.

      This fucking sucks.
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        * * *

      

      I’m once again attempting to take a non interrupted shower when my phone rings.

      “You have impeccable timing,” I answer with a sigh, but I'm not mad. I need to apologize for last night.

      “Oh do I? Were you about to get down and dirty or something?” Lemon asks in an exasperated tone as if she's clutching pretend pearls and I laugh.

      “No, nothing that scandalous. I was going to take a shower, wash my hair, maybe shave my legs. What's up?” I ask, then place the call on speaker and set my phone on my nightstand table.

      I walk over to my closet for something to wear today as she begins to babble.

      “Okay I'm just going to come out and say it. I really need you to watch Hillson today. Kendrick Academy emailed me all these forms to fill out and I don't have a printer. So I need to go to the library and then run some errands. Get in touch with my landlord. I just have so much to do and time is running out. And I just need my bestie.”

      “Of course! Lemon, chill. Seriously. All I planned to do today was a little baking and planning. Selena wants me to host a baby shower for her, but it's still weeks away. Get Hill ready for a day out with me and I'll come get him in about an hour. I really need to wash my hair,” I mumble and she laughs.

      “Yes you do. I didn't want to say anything last night. But girl. When was the last time you got it cut or even some highlights? It's looking a little dull.”

      I gasp and she laughs. “But, no, seriously, Karma, thank you. I'll get him dressed. You take your shower. An hour is perfect.”

      We end the call after I grab a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. I'm not impressing anyone and Hillson loves me the way I am.

      Secret assassin and all. I have no secrets from my favorite little man. Plus who's he going to tell?

      Walking into my bathroom, I pull my hair out of the messy bun I've been rocking for a few days and look in the mirror. Lemon is right. My highlights are starting to fade and it does look dull.

      Maybe I should surprise Lemon with a salon trip before she moves. Maybe I can convince Darcy to come too.

      With that thought in mind, I strip off my PJs and jump in the shower.

      The water takes a moment to heat up and I groan as the pressure beats onto my shoulders.

      Maybe I should book a massage too. I'm sure with all the packing Lemon would appreciate it too.

      Quickly washing my hair, I do a leave-in-conditioner, then rinse my body, and shut the water off.

      I'm excited to take Hill to the park or maybe the zoo. On the days Lemon asks me to watch him, I get to act like a child myself.

      I probably went to the zoo and museums before my mom died, but after Man took me in I lost a lot. Not that I minded because he gave me a home and a bed to sleep in. Sisters to play with, and food in my belly. Not to mention my dream library.

      Leaving the bathroom, I turn on some music as I get ready.

      It takes thirty minutes to get to Lemon's place thanks to the seclusion Man prefers, so I grab my Kindle and my purse, then text Pierce for a ride.

      Once I pick up Hillson, Lemon prepares his stroller and then we're off. She really was in a hurry as she shoved his diaper bag/backpack at me, then rushed to her car.

      Sighing, I walk down the small streets and enjoy the fresh air. It's a nice day today in Colorado and I think we may just play at the park.

      It's a twenty minute walk to the small park I enjoy since it's never crowded, and the moment Hill sees the swings and sandbox he starts to babble excitedly.

      “All right little man, let's get you unbuckled and sunscreened up. Don't need your cute little nose burned,” I coo as I park his stroller next to a tree and grab the backpack.

      He wiggles and kicks his legs as I try to get him out of the stupid contraption, and I'm a sweaty mess by the time I place his feet on the grass.

      He takes off like a bullet in Man's gun and runs right over to the sandbox.

      I follow him at a slower pace and take a seat on the bench. Someone left some sifting toys and shovels and a cute little turtle mold, so I get to work and build us a fine little castle.

      Hillson likes to destroy them after I make them and it turns into a full little game until he starts eating the sand. Then I have to be the bad guy and scold him.

      After cleaning his hands off and giving him the sippy cup Lemon prepared, I decide to put him in a swing and push him.

      My neck prickles and I have to laugh when I glance over my shoulder to see a naughty, tatted up guy, acting like he's not watching me.

      I don't acknowledge that I've seen him and keep pushing Hill until he squirms. Then I pick him up and walk over to a shady spot.

      “I think it's time for a snack,” I say and his little green eyes get huge and he nods, then does the gimme motion with his chubby hands.

      Laying a blanket onto the grass I get him settled and fight not to peek back over to the tree.

      I wonder if he's ever going to come talk to me…

      

  




BRYCE

      I leave the shop at lunchtime and decide to go for a walk. It's nice out today and I'm craving something sweet.

      Stopping at the bakery down the street, I grab some cookies, then walk over to the park.

      It's always quiet here compared to the large one across town. When I reach the copse of trees where some benches are, I freeze.

      There is a woman pushing a baby on the swings. A woman I know, and haven't been able to stop thinking about.

      I didn't think that I would ever see Karma again. Let alone with a kid. Is this why she refused to give me her number?

      I love kids! I mean I want to have some in the future hopefully, but I'm not the type to push a woman away because she's a mom.

      I watch her play with her son for a few minutes before they leave the swings and move over to the grass.

      Karma lays a blanket down then hands her son a snack. Taking a deep breath, I decide nows my time to stop being a creeper.

      I move away from the trees like some creepy stalker and announce myself.

      “Well hi there,” Karma says with a smile on her face and I pause. She doesn't seem surprised to see me at all.

      The sunlight shining in her brown hair and the way her face is open and not skeptical like the last time I saw her makes me want to sketch her.

      She seems happy. Less guarded if you will.

      “I was wondering when you would stop stalking me and come closer,” she says with a giggle and the little boy in front of her laughs as she tickles him.

      I drop my bag of cookies next to her and then sit down on the blanket, making sure to leave some space between us, then groan, and run my hand through my messy hair.

      “You saw me then?” I grunt and she bites her plump lower lip and nods.

      “I wasn't trying to be a stalker, I think I was just surprised to see you again,” I grumble and she laughs.

      “So who is this little dude?” I ask, hoping that my tone is light and not grumbly. People always accuse me of being a dick and well yeah sometimes I am, but I'm not always an asshole.

      “This is Hillson and before you ask, no he did not come out of my vagina. I am not a mom. Just a kick ass Auntie/Godmother… Whatever you want to call me.”

      She waves her hand and her nose scrunches up in thought.

      I look between her and the little boy and is it weird that I'm a little disappointed she's not a mom?

      That I was hoping that was the reason she blew me off?

      “Well hello there, Hillson. I'm Bryce,” I say, then reach over and shake his little hand.

      He's got a graham cracker shoved in his chubby fist and he gives me a toothy smile.

      He's actually really cute.

      “So what brings you to this park? I don't think I've ever seen you here before. Do you live nearby?” I ask, then open up my bag of treats and offer her one.

      She removes her sunglasses, slipping them on top of her head and her dark eyes sparkle. She really does love sweets.

      I'll have to remember that.

      “Lemon needed someone to watch Hill today, and before I could volunteer as tribute, it was decided. I bring him here sometimes or we go to the zoo. I live about thirty minutes away up in the mountains,” she says as she nibbles on the sugar cookie.

      I finish my oatmeal raisin, then reach behind her for a baby wipe, then help clean Hillson.

      He's awfully sticky and Karma looked a little disturbed at the mess. I'd laugh if I wasn't trying to not piss her off.

      ‘So little man. What do you say to going over to that big sandbox? I have always wanted to check it out. But it would be weird. A grown ass man playing in the sand by himself.”

      Karma laughs and packs up their things. “That's fine, but keep it out of his mouth.”

      I scoop up the kid, then walk over to the large wooden square. I wasn't lying, I really have been wanting to play in here.

      Karma follows me and takes a seat on the bench.

      We chat a little, but she's not too forthcoming about what she likes to do in her spare time. If you'd ask me, I'd think she's got some deep secrets.

      “So, think I could get your phone number now?” I ask with a smirk and she throws her head back laughing.

      “I knew that was coming. I really am not the girl you're looking for, Bryce. My… family keeps me busy. But why the hell not. Yeah, give me your phone.”

      She holds out her hand and like a dumb ass who just found out what a girl's pussy feels like or some shit, and is acting a fool, I hand her the shovel I was using to make sand castles with.

      I didn't really think she would say yes.

      “Um,” she mumbles, scrunching up her nose again. Fuck, she's gorgeous.

      “Right, sorry, here,” I say, digging in my pocket and giving her my actual phone.

      I unlock the screen and watch as she puts her number in.

      I can't keep the smile off my lips and I can tell she's a little wary, so I return to playing with Hill who is babbling and having a great time.

      But soon our day ends and I have to go. Hillson is rubbing his eyes and getting fussy, and I have an appointment for a badass tiger that I'm actually excited for.

      I help Karma clean up Hill, then pack up and we walk together back toward my shop.

      “So I'll call you,” I say and she immediately shakes her head.

      “God, no, please don't. I hate talking on the phone, but I'm good with texting. Maybe a video call if you're lucky,” she says with a gleam in her eyes and I chuckle.

      “Sold.” I crouch down to say goodbye to Hill, but he's passed out in his stroller. “He's super cute. Thanks for letting me crash your park day. I actually had a lot of fun,” I say and she nods.

      “Yeah, so did I, but I better get him back to Lemons so he can have a proper nap.”

      We say goodbye and I watch her continue on walking down the sidewalk.

      With every step she takes away from me my smile fades a little more. I want to call her back and make her stay and that thought freaks me the fuck out.

      What is it about this woman that makes me feel all out of sorts?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4
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      “So wait, let me get this straight. Bryce just showed up at the park? And he played with Hill?” Lemon says with a huge smile on her face. I can already see the wheels turning in her head. She’s probably going to try and set me up so I have someone to hang out with after she leaves.

      I know she’s still seeing Mike on occasion and Bryce is his brother. “Yes, and before you start no! I do not want a boyfriend. But I did give him my phone number so he can text me. Maybe I’ll hook up with him sometimes, but that’s all it can ever be.”

      She pouts and adds some vanilla bean into a bowl. We are whipping up some cupcakes for this weekend. There is a fundraiser at the school and with Lemon moving this will probably be our last bake sale.

      “Well, I still think he likes you and watching the two of you together at the tattoo shop was hot. The tension you had.” She fans herself and I roll my eyes.

      “So, how was your day? Did you get all your errands done?” I ask, hoping she will change the subject, not that I want to sit here and discuss her move. I’m still not on board, but fake it till you make it, I guess.

      “Ugh,” she groans. “So much paperwork, Karma. I have to go in for a medical exam and Hillson needs to have his shots updated before the daycare will take him. I have so much to do. I’m excited for this next step in our lives, but also scared.” She gets quiet and I move closer to her.

      “Am I happy you’re going to be almost two-thousand miles away from me? Hell no, but I am happy that you’re getting out of this small town, and seeing more than the mountains that surround us.”

      “What if I move us out there and it doesn’t work out? I’ll be stranded in New York with a baby.”

      “First off, that’s never going to happen because you are going to be an amazing teacher. You’re almost as good a baker as I am,” I say with a smirk, then shoot her a wink. “Second, you will never be stranded. Not with me in your life. I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again. I am always going to be here for you.”

      She drops the whisk and wipes her cheek. “I don’t know who was looking out for me the day I met you in class, but I’m so glad they thought I was worthy of a friend like you.” I laugh and shake my head.

      I don’t think she had any guardian angels pushing us together, but I’m not going to tell her that.

      “Sorry, I’m just emotional. Let’s get these cupcakes done and then open some wine and start packing. Hillson will be up from his nap soon,” she says and I nod, agreeing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryce: If I were to ask you to come over tonight is that too presumptuous?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Wow, that’s a big word… And yes it is, but I might be able to be persuaded. What’s the full proposal?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryce: Me, Chinese food, alcohol, my cock?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Tempting… I’m listening…

      

      

      

      

      

      I reply to his text, then toss my phone on the bed. It’s been a few days since I saw Bryce at the park. I was expecting him to blow up my phone that night, but it seems he does have patience.

      Which will work in his favor. I still don’t see us going anywhere besides casual fucking, but we’ll see. Moving over to my closet, I slip on a cute sundress sans undies and a bra. The girls are on full display tonight and my piercings poke through the material.

      Yeah, this should do the trick. My phone dings again and I grab it, ignoring Bryce's latest message. I text Pierce I’ll need a ride, then leave my room and wait outside.

      I already know where we need to go, since I may have run a background check on him. I don’t take any chances when it comes to my life or my family so I have no guilt over invading his privacy. Not that he has anything to worry about. A few small misdemeanors when he was in high school, but nothing too concerning.

      His credit score is astonishing for his age. He seems to be doing well owning the shop too, not that I care about money. I have plenty of my own. I could retire and live off my savings for one-hundred years at this point.

      Once I’m in the back of the car I open his message and burst out laughing. Pierce turns to look at me and I roll my eyes.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryce: 432 Wilkshire Ave.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryce: Photo Loading

      

      

      

      

      

      I roll my eyes at the pic of his dick, but I’m smiling. Pierce keeps glancing at me through the rearview mirror and I sigh.

      “It’s stupid right? For me to even start something with this guy?” I ask him and he mutters, checking both ways before driving onto the main road.

      “I am the last person you should be asking for advice,” he says and I snort. Yeah, it’s not a secret that he’s obsessed with Tabby.

      “I think I could actually like him, Pierce,” I mutter, surprising myself. “Yeah, the others have found love and moved out, but I never saw that happening to me.”

      He’s quiet as he drives and I don’t expect for him to say anything more on the subject matter, but when he pulls up in front of a stylish warehouse converted into apartments, he parks and shuts the engine off.

      I don’t expect him to climb out, or come around and open my door. “What are you doing?” I question and he rolls his eyes.

      “I’m not letting you enter this building without getting a look at the guy. You may be some badass assassin, but I still do care about you and the other girls.”

      I turn to scold him, because he’s right. I am some badass assassin and I can take care of my damn self, when the front door slides open and Bryce is standing there, eyeing Pierce.

      “Karma?” he asks and I sigh. This is not how things go in our family. I swear Man and all the people still living in the mansion have lost their damn minds.

      “Bryce, this is my cousin. He demanded to drive me here and meet you,” I lie and Pierce snorts, but then covers it with a cough.

      “Nice to meet you,” Bryce says and then shakes his hand. We have a moment of awkward silence and I’m over this.

      “Okay, goodbye, Pierce! I will take a car home or call you,” I say and he nods but before he can get back into his vehicle, Bryce speaks up.

      “Oh I can give you a ride home. I would have picked you up had I known,” he says and I grimace.

      “You’re not allowed on the property. I’ll come get you, Karma,” he says and I nod.

      Bryce turns to me and I know he wants to ask me a million questions, but I really don’t want to get into shit right now.

      “So, you mentioned Chinese and cock? I think I’d rather have a taste of you before we eat,” I coo and step closer to him. His nostrils flare and he runs his tattooed fingers through his hair.

      “You’re trouble,” he mumbles, then grabs my wrist and tugs me into the warehouse and over to an industrial sized elevator. I’m actually impressed with how modern the inside looks.

      “This is really nice,” I say once we enter his apartment. There are hardwood floors and lots of windows. A huge kitchen with a marble island and tons of lighting. “Ugh, I might orgasm over your stove,” I mumble and he barks out a laugh, tossing his head back and everything.

      “Usually people want me to touch them, but that’s a first,” he says with a huff and I actually giggle.

      “So are you going to give me a tour?” I ask, as I slip off my shoes, and place them on a shelf.

      “So I have a confession,” he says and I freeze.

      “Please, don’t tell me you’re married,” I groan and then reach for my shoes again.

      “No, not anything like that. But you are the first girl to ever be here. Well besides my mom,” he grumbles and I glance at him from over my shoulder. His gaze is glued to my ass, and I bite my lip.

      “So… What are you trying to say, Bryce, because I’ve told you before this can only be fun.” I stand and place my hands on my hips in my serious pose. His eyes fall to my tits and I roll my eyes.

      Clearing his throat he looks over my shoulder. “I know what this is Karma, but I wanted you here so I invited you.” I nod, because I’m glad he invited me.

      I drop my shoes, then lift my dress up slowly, showing him that I’m not wearing panties and watch as he swallows. His throat bobbing. Moving all the way up, I pull the material off and over my head. I chuck it at him and give him a wink.

      “I’m glad we cleared that up. Now are you going to come closer or should I just plop down on the couch and get myself off?” I ask cheekily, and he growls before charging for me. I squeal and then laugh as he bends and tosses me over his shoulder.

      His hand smacks down onto my bare asscheek and I groan. I’m dripping for him and I need to be full of his fat cock again. I’m all for foreplay but I haven’t had any release since the last time with him.

      “Bed now,” I order and he chuckles. It’s deep and growly and I’m ready to start begging him to just take me.

      Moving us over to the kitchen island he lays me down onto the cold marble and I hiss. “That is so cold,” I groan, as he leans over me and places a kiss onto my lips, moaning into my mouth.

      “I have been dreaming about these lips,” he whispers and I snort. Yeah, not the sexiest thing in the world, but he didn’t seem to care before.

      “Is that so? Tell me what I did with my lips, mouth, and tongue,” I mutter, then lean on my elbows, arching my back, as he moves away, and strips off his top and pulls down his sweatpants. I didn’t even get to admire the bulge in the gray material. What a shame. But the non-covered view is even better.

      His piercings glint under the lights and I lick my lips. His eyes shine with lust and he groans.

      “I want you on your knees as I choke you with my cock. I want those pretty eyes to leak as you fight for a breath. I want you to sit on my face and ride me while you shove your perfect pussy to my mouth and take me deep down your throat.” He keeps going but I'm already lost to the fantasy that he's describing and I'm totally on board.

      “Yes, fuck yes, let's do that. All of that!” I try to move from the counter and he laughs while stroking his cock and squeezing the tip.

      “Oh, no, baby, not now. Right now I'm going to pound you into this counter until your ass is perfectly molded to the marble.”

      My mouth drops in surprise and I nod my head. I'm dead. My pussy is weeping and crying out for him to just take me.

      I've never had a guy bring me so out of bounds. If he asked to tattoo my ass 'Property of Bryce' right now, I'd probably let him.

      As long as he gives me that gorgeous, thick pierced cock he can have anything.

      Moving closer, I spread my thighs wider so he can fit inside them. He rubs the tip of his cock against my slit and our piercings clink together, causing a vibration that makes me arch my back and whimper.

      “What are you doing to me?” I whine and he laughs, leaning down to press a kiss to my lips, he thrusts his hips and impales me.

      “Fuck, Bryce, condom!” I howl and he shakes his head.

      “Need to feel you bare. I'll pull out. I'm clean,” he murmurs and I try to focus, but the way his piercing is rubbing my G spot has my eyes rolling to the back of my head.

      I'm on contraception. I have an IUD, but still this isn't smart. We're not dating. “Just this once, but if you try that again I'll chop your balls off,” I moan and he shudders.

      “Fuck, baby, keep threatening me like that and I'm going to bust,” he grumbles and I can't help it.

      I burst out giggling and he smiles before kissing me again. “You're so weird,” I mumble against his lips as he dominates my body and my mouth.

      I'm close and when he runs his fingers down my slit and rubs my clit, I'm done for. I yell against his lips and he thrusts a few more times as my pussy fights to let him leave before pulling out and cumming on my thigh.

      “Perfect. You're incredible, Karma,” he grumbles against my throat and when my heart starts to flutter, I know that I need to leave.

      We can't do this.

      “I should go,” I say and he groans, pulling my body closer to his. He doesn’t want to let me go and usually I would be freaking out at the fact, but I feel comfortable with him and I think I may even like him holding me. This is dangerous. He’s dangerous.

      “Stay. Let me feed you and then take you to bed again,” he mumbles into my neck and when he leans down, wrapping his hot mouth around my nipple bars, I find myself caving.

      Wow that feels amazing. I nod.

      “Okay, but only this once.” Pulling away from me, he gives me a huge smile, then kisses me softly.

      Yeah, he’s dangerous and if I’m not careful he could mess up everything.
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        * * *

      

      “I'm sorry, did you just say that you stayed the night?” Lemon gasps as I fill another tote with toys for Hillson.

      “Yes, and babes I am freaking the fu… hell out.” I glance at Hill playing with a stuffed giraffe and look at Lemon. She's biting her bottom lip and smiling.

      “Do not laugh at me! I don't do overnights. I don't…” I swallow and cringe. “Cuddle.”

      Her smile gets so wide and her eyes bug a little before she bursts out in giggles.

      “Oh my God, Karma! You make it sound like he covered you in honey then opened up a beehive or something. I love cuddling. The way a man's strong arms hold me tight. I feel safe. Protected.”

      “Yeah, and that's the problem. I thought Bryce would be easy. Just a fun hookup or maybe a Friends with Benefits situation, but he's making me feel things. He’s not the asshole I thought he was. He makes me laugh and when I woke up in his arms, I felt… Content.”

      “I’m really not seeing the problem here, Karma. If you like him, then date him. I know that you’re a super private person, and I have never pushed you on that, but tell him upfront. You don’t like talking about your family, and that he will never be welcome at your place.” She shrugs then tapes up another box for donation.

      “I can’t date, Lemon. I need to just end this whatever it is before it goes any further. We have hooked up four times total, and yes it was the best sex of my life, and oh my God, I didn’t tell you, but he can cook.”

      I sigh, thinking about the frittata and French toast he made me before Pierce came to get me. “He has an amazing kitchen that I had wet dreams over, and no. No. I just need to end it.”

      I never let someone get this deep under my skin, well besides Lemon. I need Man to give me a task or something soon, because my emotions are swirling inside of me like a massive tornado and I think I might crack.

      It’s been three days since the night I stayed over, and I have been ignoring his calls. Not that he’s clingy or anything, but still.

      “He sounds like he’s perfect for you, Karma, but maybe you’re right. Tell him your boundaries upfront, and if he’s still around when you decide it’s time to settle, then he was worth it,” she mumbles, then stands and walks into the bathroom, leaving me to my thoughts.

      It’s not a bad idea. I don’t want to be tied down unless it’s to his bed, but maybe someday I will.
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        * * *

      

      “Can you drop off these boxes to Goodwill on your way home?” Lemon asks as she fills another box with Hillson's old clothes. I have been here for six hours and we’re almost done.

      I nod and continue folding towels. “I can't believe that I'm able to fit our whole life in seven totes,” she says with a sigh and I grumble.

      I'm still not happy she's going, but I've decided to stay positive for her. I know she's excited but also terrified.

      She's never left Colorado before. She grew up in this small mountain town. It's also where her sister disappeared from and I know she doesn't want to leave. She still has hope that Matilda might just show up.

      “This will be good for you, Lemon. You're getting a really nice apartment, food, daycare and rent is all covered. Not to mention you're only two hours from the city. You and Hill are going to have so much fun."

      “I know, I just don’t know if I’m ‘academy’ material. It all just sounds so fussy. What if I can’t hack it?” Lemon asks with a sigh.

      “You’re one of the hardest working people I know,” I laugh. “Tell me more about the instructors. I think you said the Dean is super cute? I’ll live in my fantasies of being bent over his desk, thank you!”

      I wink at her and we laugh, and I know that no matter what, she’ll be okay.
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        * * *

      

      When I get home there is a note on the counter, a reminder about Selena’s baby shower. I have been so distracted by Bryce and helping Lemon move, it slipped my mind. I grab a soda from the fridge and a bag of chips, then head up to my room to plan.

      I stop by Darcy’s room and she’s working on something I wouldn’t even know how to explain. Her brilliance has no bounds.

      “Hey, can you grab some pizzas from the pizzeria in town the day of the shower? I will cover the sweets and snacks. Oh, and please for the love of God, get more than pineapple. The girls will string us up in the basement and beat us bloody.”

      Darcy rolls her eyes, but nods. “Thank you. I’m going to go make a list of snacks so I can order groceries,” I tell her, then leave her to finish whatever she’s making.

    

  







            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “This is sick, man. Fuck, I’m impressed,” Tyler says as he checks out the hot chick on his arm that I just finished tattooing. It’s not my best work since I’m distracted, but it’s still a badass tat.

      “Let me wipe it with some gel and wrap it, then we can settle up in the front,” I tell him, then stand and stretch. My back cracks and I groan. These eight hour sessions are turning me into an old man.

      He takes a few photos before I grab a tongue depressor and cover it in the protective gel. “Send me those pics, or tag the shop when you upload them,” I remind him and he nods. Tyler has been coming to me since he turned eighteen so he knows the score by now.

      When I cash him out he gives me a thick tip and I give him a fist bump in return. I love my job and usually it's all that's on my mind. I’m designing things, or sketching, but now that Karma is blowing off my texts, I can’t get that brown-eyed temptress out of my head.

      I know she doesn’t want anything serious, and fuck, I have agreed many times, but she’s so hot and cold. The way she snuggles up to me in the middle of the night and kisses me. I can’t wrap my head around her.

      Mike comes in from the back after Tyler leaves and hands me a beer. It’s after nine and after sitting bent over for so long, I deserve one. “What’s going on? That tattoo should have taken you six hours tops,” Mike comments and I groan.

      “I know, but when I started on the chick’s face, I was picturing Karma, and I had to go back in and shade over some things. Thankfully it all fleshed out well.” Mike looks at me as if I’m someone he doesn’t know and I grunt.

      “Yeah, I know, brother, don’t give me shit for it,” I grumble and he nods, then brings the bottle to his lips.

      My phone buzzes and I curse out loud at how excited I get just at the thought that it might be her. I know she had to plan her sister’s baby shower and make some snacks or something. Not that she told me. I overheard it from Lemon when she stopped by to see Mike.

      That’s another reason I was distracted.

      “You have it bad, Bryce. I never thought I’d see the day when someone held your nuts in a vice and didn’t even want them,” he says with a laugh then walks back into the storage room.

      I take some deep breaths and finish my beer before checking my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Karma: Distract me?

      

      

      

      

      

      I should scoff and leave her message on read, like she’s done to me for over a week, but I can’t. I’m weak when it comes to her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Dinner and a movie? My place?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Karma: I’m outside your building.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck, this girl ruins me. I toss my half empty beer in the bin, turn off all the lights, and lock up all within a ten minute span. Sending her a quick thumbs up, I head to the parking lot and start up my bike.

      Some people find it cliche that I’m a tatted, tattoo artist with a motorcycle, but they can all suck my dick. I love riding my bike when the weather permits it. Now I just need to get Karma in some leather and on the back, that would be perfect.

      I leave the shop and go down the street. There is a large black SUV parked in front of my building and I groan. I don’t think her cousin likes me very much, not to mention she’s told me that I can never go to her house. Which is weird as fuck, but once again she has me agreeing to anything.

      I know she has secrets. I just hope some day she feels open enough to tell me.

      When I park my bike and shut the engine off, Karma opens the door to the SUV. I guess Pierce isn’t going to be getting out to warn me again.

      “Hey,” she says with a smile and I bite my lip. She’s wearing another sundress without a bra and my dick is hard instantly. I nod and remove my helmet.

      “Hey, baby,” I say as I swing my leg over and start walking toward her. She rolls her eyes at the endearment and I’m waiting for something snarky to leave her lips, but she surprises me and gives me a hug.

      “I missed you,” she mumbles super quietly against my chest. I don’t think I was meant to hear her say that, so I don’t reply.

      “So, what brings you here?” I ask as she pulls away and waves to the car. Turning toward the building, I type in my keycode and hold the door for her. She has a small bag and a box of something, I didn't notice sitting on the steps.

      “Are these yours?” I ask, nodding toward them.

      “Yes, I was waiting outside, but then I got a phone call from my sister Raven, so I jumped in the car for privacy,” she says with a smile and I nod.

      Grabbing her things, I lead her to the elevator.

      “I still can’t get over how amazing your place is,” she mumbles and I laugh, shaking my head. She doesn’t know it, but she talks in her sleep sometimes about my kitchen.

      “So what’s in the box?” I ask as I open my front door, flicking the lights on from the switch on the wall. I kick my shoes off and place them on a shelf.

      “I was practicing on flavors for my sister, Selena's baby shower, so I thought maybe you could help me decide. I've already made a bunch of each, but I can use them for a bake sale coming up.”

      After removing her own shoes she moves past me to the kitchen counter where I laid her down and fucked her a few weeks ago.

      She places the box down and removes the lid.

      I peek inside and groan. “So, I made German Chocolate, Carrot Cake, Red Velvet, Lemon with Blueberry, and my personal favorite Coconut Cream.”

      My mouth waters at the aroma that all these flavors combined are creating. “So, what one do you want first?” she asks, as she moves to the cupboard and grabs two plates. I love that she’s already made herself at home here.

      “Coconut and German Chocolate.” She plates us up, then I walk over to my living room and flick on the TV. She sets our plates on my coffee table and I hand her the remote before going back to the kitchen for some drinks.

      When I return she's got some chick flick queued and I laugh.

      “Do not give me shit, Mister. I have never seen The Notebook, and Lemon swears it will change my life.”

      I bite my lip and take a seat on my couch. She plops down next to me and hands me my plate.

      “These are incredible,” I groan after taking a bite of each. She looks up from whatever cupcake sandwich she's making and smiles. “I have never seen someone rip a cupcake in half and flip it into a sandwich before,” I mumble with my mouth full of cupcakes.

      Yeah, not caring right now if that's gross. These are fucking fire.

      “Cupcakes can be so messy. This way I get a bite of icing every time,” she says with a shrug, then stands and walks back to the kitchen.

      I laugh as she returns with a huge glass of milk and the box of treats. I press play on her movie then settle in for a night with my girl and some delicious cupcakes.
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        * * *

      

      “You should really let me tattoo you,” I tell her as we lie on my couch. She's resting her head on my chest and her smooth skin is in full view.

      “Right here,” I say softly, running my finger along her shoulder. “I'd even do something girly for you.”

      She laughs and nuzzles closer to me. “My family would have a fit if I came home with a tattoo,” she says, then snorts. “They may even disown me.”

      I roll my eyes and keep drawing a design that's in my head on her skin with the tip of my finger.

      “That feels nice,” she whispers. I'm not even paying attention to this movie. She asked if we could watch it, since she'd never seen it before, but I don't think she's watching it either.

      I glance down at her and her eyes are closed. I lean back against the couch and stare at the skylight above our heads. I’ve always liked to sit here and look at the stars.

      Karma starts to softly snore and I laugh quietly.

      This girl is all spice and fire, but sometimes when she lets her guard down I see a softer side. One that has me thinking all sorts of things.

      I wait until the movie ends, then carefully reach for the remote and turn the TV off.

      Karma rolls over, giving me her back and I wiggle off of the couch, then lean down and scoop her up into my arms.

      She mumbles something about sprinkles as I carry her to my room. I lay her onto the bed, then gently remove her dress. I know she prefers to sleep in her panties.

      Once she's settled, I move over to my en-suite and shut the door before turning on the light.

      I quickly do my night-time routine, then turn the light off and move back into the bedroom.

      Karma is sprawled out in the middle of my mattress and I smile.

      I know she doesn't want anything serious, but seeing her like this makes me think of the future, marriage and kids.

      Things that used to freak me out, but there is something about her. I just want her to let me love her.

      Pulling the covers aside, I climb in next to her and pull her back to my chest. She sighs and wiggles closer to me and I drift off to sleep with a smile on my face.
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        * * *

      

      “Sorry, I fell asleep,” she mumbles as I hand her a cup of coffee, then move back to the stove.

      I was planning to make her breakfast in bed, but the smell of bacon must have woken her up.

      “You seemed like you needed the nap,” I mutter as I flip the omelets. “So what time do you have to meet Lemon today?” I ask because I know she's been dreading the day Lemon moves.

      Checking her phone, she sighs. “I have an hour. I better go,” she says and I laugh.

      “No. First you're going to drink your coffee. Then you're going to eat your breakfast, while I eat you. You should never start a morning without an orgasm,” I order and her caramel eyes widen.

      “Listen, Bryce. Last night was nice, but I really didn’t mean to come over and unload all my shit on you. This is just fun. I probably shouldn’t even be spending the night anymore."

      I plate her eggs and hand her the plate. “Karma, stop! Sit and eat and spread those delicious thighs for me, so I can have breakfast too.” Her nostrils flare and I know she wants to fight with me about this, but she squirms and squeezes her thighs together, proving my point.

      “Fine, but after this we really need to talk,” she mumbles, then shoves a bite of bacon into her mouth and groans.

      She sets her plate on the counter, then jumps up and opens her legs before placing her breakfast back on her lap. I lick my lips and sit on the stool, pulling it closer so it's the perfect height for me.

      I love the taste of her and the sounds she makes as I lick her sweet spot. Her thighs clench my head and it only turns me on more. “I need more,” she whines as I blow against her clit. She has a new bar in today and I want to bite it, but not yet.

      “You don’t deserve more, baby,” I growl, and she whimpers. I taunt and tease her until she’s begging for me to fuck her. Standing, I kick the stool away and pull down my boxers, then step into her thighs and thrust inside hard and fast until we are both a sweaty, panting mess and I’m filling her deep with cum.

      “Shit, Bryce!” she scolds and I smirk as I watch my cum drip down her inner thighs as I pull out.

      “When are you going to just give in and realize you want this, Karma. You want to sleep in my bed every night in my arms. You want my cum dripping out of you all day. You want to be with me. You can say we’re only friends, but one day you’re going to want more, and I may not be here anymore.”

      I leave her with that thought as I walk into my bathroom and clean myself up. I wet a washcloth and returned to her. She's staring at the wall in thought and I can only hope it’s about what I said.

      After cleaning her, she hops off the counter and gets dressed. She pulls out a fresh pair of underwear from her purse, and slips them on, then turns to me.

      "Bryce, I don't think we should do this anymore," she starts and I move closer to her and kiss her hard.

      I swear she tries to break up with me every time she stays the night.

      "I'll see you later, baby," I reply, then smack her ass and let her leave.

      One day I hope she sees what's in front of her and gives in to what we both crave.

      

  




KARMA

      “I can't believe you're moving to New York,” I whine as I give Lemon one more hug. I left Bryce’s place late, thanks to his insistence that I needed to have an orgasm with breakfast. I mean… Can’t say no to that, but I almost missed grabbing one last coffee with my girl before I have to go set up the baby shower.

      “Karma, this is just an opportunity for you to get out of this small town and visit me in the big city. Not to mention I'll be surrounded by hot college guys,” she says with a sparkle in her green eyes. “Though I think you may already be taken by a hot tattoo artist.” She winks and I laugh.

      We are outside a small Cafe in town, since it’s on the way out of town. “No, Bryce and I are only having fun. I can’t handle any more right now, Lemon,” I argue with a groan and she nods.

      “I know, but I hope you don’t ruin a good thing. I really think he likes you, Karma.” My phone buzzes, so I quickly check it.

      “Oh, shit. I have to get going and so do you,” I grumble and she hands me Hillson. I give him cuddles, as she loads up the rest of the snacks in the car.

      Today is Selena’s baby shower and I was baking cupcakes all day. Hanging out with Bryce was a spur of the moment thing, but when all my sisters started to arrive with their men in tow, it got crowded, and I needed a break.

      We invited everyone, but some of my family couldn’t come, which is fine, but it's bound to get a little crazy with the rest of us.

      “Please tell me you will come visit us,” Lemon begs and I snort.

      “You're on!” I reply then give Hillson a few more cuddles, as he squirms and giggles. He is getting so big and the fact I won't be able to see him whenever I want makes me sad. I don't think I will ever be a mom, but I totally own this godmother gig.

      “You take care of your Mama,” I tell him and he claps his little hands. Lemon laughs and takes him from my arms.

      “He's one and a half, Kar,” she says, snuggling him close. “He’s going to cause chaos like he should.” I shake my head.

      “Not my Hillson. He’s a little genius. Mark my words. He's going to be the next president or find the cure to cancer,” I gush as he gives me a big smile.

      Gah, this little boy melts me. My phone buzzes and I quickly check it, then sigh. “I wish I could have driven to New York with you, but I have to get back to the house. Apparently Darcy has already gotten into the brownies.”

      Lemon nods and I walk with her to her car. Seriously, how did Darcy even find them? I had hidden them in the pantry inside a huge box of Raisin Bran.

      “Call me the moment you get to the hotel. I want proof of life every day and an absurd amount of photos of that handsome little guy,” I say and fight not to let any tears fill my eyes.

      This isn't like me, becoming so attached to someone, but I think Lemon and I just connected so completely and quickly it was inevitable. She became more than my best friend. She's my non-homicidal sister.

      Family is about the bond you create, it doesn't have to include blood. Man taught me that.

      “Always, and you better come visit once we're all settled,” she says and I nod. Climbing into the car, I watch as she turns on Taylor Swift then bops her blonde head.

      Blowing me a kiss she puts the car in drive and presses her foot on the gas, leaving me behind. My chest aches and I gently rub it.

      I may be some emotionless super secret spy, but she was my one part of normalcy, and I’m really going to miss her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I get back to the mansion it's complete chaos. It's just like it used to be and I grin.

      Peeking into the living room, I'm shocked to see that Ivory decided to drag her sister Naomi here.

      I thought once she left we would never see her again. She's always kept to herself, but I’m glad she’s here.

      I drop the bags of ice I picked up on my way home into the coolers, then rub my temples. I feel a headache coming on and today is supposed to be a happy, joyous event.

      I am so excited to see some of my sisters. I have missed them terribly. Darcy walks into the kitchen with a few pizza boxes and I groan. “Please tell me you got an assortment of toppings this time. As much as I love pineapple, this isn't just a movie night between us,” I say and she laughs.

      “Yes, I got a few Supreme, and a normal, boring pepperoni one,” she says as I watch her shove two large pizza boxes into the fridge. Raising my brow, I snort a laugh and she turns around and shrugs, seeing my grin. “Those are for later.”

      I laugh again and shake my head. I didn't want to resort to pizza, but Selena has been craving it from the local place in town. Darcy leaves the room and I start setting up the buffet. I made some snacks, a few homemade dips and my famous guacamole last night before I left, as well as all the baked goods.

      Selena walks in when I'm almost done and she has a big smile on her face. She's glowing in a cute maternity summer dress, with her light brown hair pulled back away from her face. She seems really happy and I'm glad. Aiden, Xander and Dominic have been really good for her, but they better continue treating her well or they will be in a world of hurt.

      “Kar, this looks amazing. Thank you so much for doing this,” she says as she pulls me into a quick hug, surprising me. We don't really do touchy feely here. Maybe it's the pregnancy hormones.

      She pulls away and grabs a cookie. “I was so happy you called and asked me to. It will be nice having us all back in one house,” I mumble as I start to decorate the simple cake.

      "Yes, well almost everyone. Harlow couldn't get away from France, but she sent me an incredible gift and told me to video chat her before we all go our separate ways again. I think she's a little homesick. Though she doesn't miss cleaning up our messes. Her words not mine," she says with a laugh and I chuckle with her.

      I'm not the cleanest baker and there has been a time or two where I left the kitchen a mess for someone else. But it was usually when I was running late for a mission.

      “Yes, I know the perfect time to call her,” I mumble, with a secret smile. We may all be adults now, but we are sisters and picking on them is part of the job.

      The girls laugh and talk in the main room, their voices echoing toward us and I really smile. Today is going to be fun!
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        * * *

      

      After the pizza and snacks have been demolished, I clap my hands. “In honor of our many talents,” I grin. “I’ve put together some traditional and non-traditional games for today. I have prizes for us as well, from my homemade lemon squares to a new pair of throwing knives. I figured this would be a really fun way to celebrate Selena, the Belladonna way of course.”

      The girls talk excitedly about the prizes. My lemon squares are highly coveted by them, and I had a feeling they’d be a hit.

      “To make things even more interesting, I have a clothespin for each of us to wear. Choose blue if you think it’s a boy, or pink if a girl. Additionally, if someone hears you talk about killing or work, you’ll forfeit your pin to them,” I continue.

      Several people narrow their eyes at me, including X, who is well known for having a hard time not talking about killing. While I may enjoy being a normal girl at times, this is where I thrive. These women are part of me too. We’ve all grown up in this world.

      The blue and pink pins are placed on everyone’s clothing, and I smirk as I bring up the first game. “Selena, now is a great time to call Harlow,” I say with a smirk and she grabs her phone, texting one of her guys, looking at me critically. Once Xander brings her a laptop and steals some cookies for her other guys, we set up the video call and wait.

      Harlow looks amazing and happy. When we all get done saying hi, we place the computer on the counter so she has a great view and I can’t hold it in any longer. I start to cackle and Raven looks at me as if I’ve lost my mind.

      “Okay, it’s time for our first game. There’s a row of diapers, each filled with it's own bundle of joy. You’re going to need to ‘guess the poop,’ by poking at it with a toothpick, tasting it, or testing the consistency,” I explain.

      There’s expressions of horror as they look over at the neatly lined diapers on the table against the wall. “I hear that parenthood is a lot of diaper checking, and never knowing if a stain is chocolate or poop.”

      Harlow makes gagging noises from the screen, and the girls all laugh. “Karma, that is absolutely disturbing,” she shouts and I smile, turning to give her a wave.

      “Oh, dibs on Harlow being the first to toss her cookies all the way from France,” Royal cackles.

      “Fuck off. God, I’m gonna kill you if I puke, Kar,” she groans.

      The room yells as Harlow is the first to fall victim to the clothespin game, even though she didn’t know about it, and we have a blast. She also didn’t puke while watching us play, but it was a close thing.

      Raven won my lemon squares, because she was able to guess the poop in the diapers, and there’s an overwhelming amount of people who think that Selena is having a girl.

      I have to say I’m really having fun as we move between food and more games. The next game will really allow them to shine though.

      The what’s in your purse game is a seemingly innocuous game, except this room is filled with assassins.

      “About half the room has lost their pins,” I say, looking around the room. Darcy, Ivory and Raven fell fairly quickly, and the three of them hang their heads in mock shame. Crazy girls.

      “Now, I want to know what’s in your purse. If you have something in there that could unalive someone, I want you to take off your clothespin.”

      I’m met with various groans, and Naomi throws her knife at the wall in a huff. It’s not a get together around here if there’s not at least one hole somewhere.

      We end the day with a classic, decorating onesies. “These are amazing,” Selena gushes and I laugh.

      “I’m not sure your baby will be able to wear some of these in public,” Darcy says with a sigh, as she colors in her explosive diaper bomb. I have to agree with her, but it’s still a super cute outfit.

      Naomi is the first to excuse herself and I’m not surprised. I’m shocked she lasted this long around us. Ivory leaves second, since she’s her ride, and the day winds down. Selena opens her gifts and I can’t believe Raven made her a custom “Poo be gone” spray to eliminate the smell of dirty diapers. I need one of those for Lemon.

      I let the men into the room and they go after the leftover snacks like lions in a gazelle herd.

      It makes me think about if Bryce was here and maybe he’s right. Maybe I wouldn’t mind dating him.
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      Having my family all here once again is nice, but man, am I happy that they are leaving soon. I’m starting to get overwhelmed by all the people roaming the mansion at random hours, and messing with my kitchen, and God, the bickering again.

      Yes, even grown women will still find reasons to fight over the stupidest things. Like who the fuck cares if someone used your makeup, or washed your lucky sports bra? I need a break and sneaking off to Bryce’s tonight is just what the doctor ordered.

      I text Pierce for a ride, then pack a bag. Maybe I can convince him to let me stay a few nights. I know he loves to cook, but maybe I can bake us some treats. I have been salivating at the chance to use his oven.

      He even has a brand new stand mixer that has never been used. It’s just a shame to neglect it like that.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: My sisters are driving me up the wall. Can I come stay with you?

      

      

      

      

      

      I bite my thumbnail and wait for Bryce to reply. I know he’s at work, so it might be a while. Pierce can just drop me off in town. I'll do some shopping or something while I wait. I wish Lemon was still here, but she’s loving Kendrick Academy. It’s only been a few weeks since she arrived, but as promised, I get daily calls and a mass amount of photos.

      It’s like I’m there with her, even when we are thousands of miles apart. Pierce pulls up in front of the house and I climb in the back.

      “So, where are we escaping to?” he asks and I laugh. He knows me so well. I'm shocked Tabby isn't right next to me, trying to get a moment of peace.

      “Target, please, and then you're free to do whatever you want. I'll have Bryce bring me home later,” I say and he turns to look at me.

      “Remember the rules, Karma. Unless you're thinking about telling Bryce who we really are.”

      I shake my head, my stomach churning at the thought of how Bryce might react if I even did tell him my truth.

      “No. I'm definitely not ready for that. I'll have him drop me off at the gate,” I reassure him and he nods, then turns back to the steering wheel and puts the car into drive.

      As he maneuvers us down the mountain, I think about what a possible future with Bryce could look like.

      I know he wants more, but am I even physically capable of settling down? Would I give up my job like some of my sisters have? Or would I continue to hunt the bad guys behind Bryce’s back?

      No. We just need to keep things casual, no matter the way he's been making me feel.

      When we reach the store, I give Pierce a wave, then walk inside. This store is dangerous. I always spend way too much and buy things I don't even need.

      Grabbing a cart, I head straight to the food aisles and load up on baking ingredients. Bryce really liked the coconut cupcakes so I'm thinking about making just a good old fashioned coconut cream pie.

      Once I have everything—including some new throw blankets that I absolutely do not need but they feel like heaven—I check out and walk back outside into the fresh air.

      It's not a far walk to Bryce's place, so I start that way as I call him.

      “Hey, babe, I can't talk right now. Is everything okay?” he answers and I feel like a bitch for bothering him at work.

      “No, I'm good, but I'm headed to your place. I take it you haven't seen my text yet?”

      “No. Sorry, I've been sitting here finishing up this shading. I'm going to be at least another hour. How about I text you the code and I'll see you when I get done? Make yourself at home. You know where everything is.”

      I agree and I can't fight the smile on my lips when a few minutes after we hang up, I have Bryce's super secret code.

      When I reach his place and the door opens for me, I sigh. It's so calm here and all the windows make his place look inviting and homey.

      I get to work unloading the groceries. Turning on my playlist, Kelsea Ballerini plays through his Bluetooth speakers and I sing along about her divorce and heartbreak as I start making a crust for the pie.

      I must get too into my head because strong hands grab my hips and I tense up until Bryce's scent reaches me, making me relax. “Coming home to you like this is what fantasies are made of,” he grumbles against the back of my neck, breathing me in.

      My body rocks against his as we sway to the music. “How was work?” I ask as he spins me around to face him.

      Giving me a quick kiss, he steps away and shrugs. “Not bad, but let me jump in the shower, then we can figure out dinner,” he says as he walks backward, strips off his shirt, chucks it into the laundry room, and gives me a wink.

      My eyes trail his tattoos and defined stomach as he continues to move farther from me.

      I groan as he plays with the button to his jeans and zipper. He's teasing me, but the timer on my pie shows I don't have ten minutes to spare to devour him in the shower.

      I spin around and run my fingers through my hair, shaking my head of lust. His laugh rings from his room and I smile. I'll get him back later.

      The timer dings and I remove my pie, setting it on the oven to cool down, before I move it to a wire rack.

      “That smells incredible,” Bryce groans, walking back into the kitchen wearing a pair of basketball shorts with no shirt.

      “Baking is my happy place,” I say with a sigh. Being here in his place, baking and just feeling calm and able to relax, is almost paradise.

      Bryce moves behind me again and presses kisses down my neck and shoulder. “I'm having so many dirty thoughts about you barefoot and in my kitchen in your tempting little dress. Like a fifties housewife,” he whispers and I laugh.

      “Wait, what?” He can be ridiculous sometimes. I turn to give him a proper kiss, and my phone rings.

      I sigh and pull away. “Sorry,” I murmur, then grin when I see that it's Lemon requesting a video call.

      “Well, hello there, handsome,” I coo and Bryce scoffs, moving closer to see who I'm talking to like that. Once he realizes it's Hill, his frown turns to a beaming smile, then he waves at the cutie pie on the screen.

      “Oh, am I interrupting something?” Lemon asks with a bat of her eyes and a smirk on her lips. I glance at the small box showing our reflection and laugh. It looks like Bryce is naked.

      “No. Bryce just got out of the shower, and I'm baking a pie.” Lemon snorts and covers Hill's ears.

      “Is it a cream pie?” she asks and I nod because it's a coconut cream, but then realize what she's implying and snort.

      “Wow, really?!” I scold and she rolls her eyes.

      “Can you blame me? I haven't had a good 'pie' since before I left.” She pouts and I frown.

      “Really. No hot guys there at the academy? Or on the faculty?” Lemon looks off screen and her cheeks get a little pink.

      “Well, there is one…” She trails off and Bryce kisses my temple, says hi to Lemon, then walks into the living room. I guess he wasn't up for girl chat.

      “So, you guys seem to be closer,” Lemon says, observing how touchy feely Bryce is with me and I shrug.

      “It's growing on me. He's growing on me,” I mumble and she smiles. “Hey, no. Don't distract me. Tell me about this person,” I say and she rolls her eyes.

      Thousands of miles away and I can still hear her sass from here. “Kar, he’s like stupid hot, and a bit of a dick, but that just makes my panties wetter. There’s this tug and pull between us. It’s fun for now, but I don’t think it’s going anywhere.”

      “Really? Look what happened with Bryce and I,” I hiss as he leaves the room. “You don’t know unless you try. Right?”

      Lemon looks sad for a moment before shrugging. She gives Hill some tickles, making him squeal so it’ll distract me. I want to bring the conversation back to this, but I can tell she’s avoiding me.

      “Hey, Lemon?” I ask, taking a different approach.

      “Yeah?” she says, her eyes clouded with sadness. I wonder…

      “Are you happy there? If you’re not, it’s okay to say the words and I’ll get you out of there. I don’t want you to feel as if you’re stuck,” I tell her vehemently.

      Lemon’s expression softens, and I swear her eyes look glassy. “No, I promise I’m okay, honey. I think I’m a little homesick. It’s so odd not having you nearby anymore. I’m getting used to it, but talking on video chat is good for my soul.”

      I don’t really know how I feel about this. There’s a sinking feeling in my stomach, but I decide to accept her answer.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      I end the call and walk into the living room. Bryce is sitting on his couch with my new blanket wrapped around him like a cape. “Um, what are you doing?” I ask and he groans.

      “Seriously, where did this come from? It’s like being caressed by Heaven,” he moans into the material and I laugh.

      “I went to Target before coming here. I bought two, I thought I’d leave one here,” I mumble then move closer and straddle him.

      “Moving in, are you?” he jokes and I freeze. Shit! What the fuck am I doing? Buying things for his place? I adjust to climb off of him and he grabs my hips, holding me in place. “I'm kidding. You can come over whenever you want, Karma. I gave you my keycode,” he mumbles against my neck and then presses kisses along my throat and collarbone.

      When he reaches my mouth, I give in and get lost for a few moments.

      “How about I order us some dinner?” he asks when I pull away and stand back up. I nod.

      “Sounds good. Let me move the pie from the stove.” I shuffle over to his kitchen and he moans.

      “Yeah, babe, this blanket is never leaving.”

      I laugh and shake my head at how adorable he can be. I check that the bottom of the pie tin isn't hot, then move over to the refrigerator, opening the door.

      “Pizza?” he shouts as I place the pie in the fridge.

      “God, no. Can we order pasta or burgers or something?”

      “Yep,” he calls back before ordering us dinner.

      I close my eyes for a minute and just breathe. This all feels really coupley, but it would be rude to leave after asking to stay the weekend.

      Maybe Man can get me a job or something. But then I'd have to explain why I'm leaving town, and I hate lying.

      “Food will be here in about thirty minutes. What should we do while we wait?” he asks.

      His voice is closer and I pop my eyes open.

      Sex? Yes, sex is a great distraction. I don't reply and reach behind my back for my zipper. Lowering it, I slip my straps off my shoulders and let my dress fall to the floor.

      I removed my bra after I was done making the pie, so he has a full view of my stiff nipples and the new bars I put in this morning.

      “Damn, baby, you ruin me,” he mutters, then grabs my hand and pulls me back to the couch. “I want you to ride my cock, while I suck on these pretty tits,” he growls as he sits down on the sofa, lowering his basketball shorts, letting his hard cock pop free.

      His tip is already dripping and I need a taste. I lean down and lick him like a lollipop then stand, to shimmy my panties off and sit down on top of him.

      I rub my clit against his hard flesh and get him slick, before gripping his cock and pushing it inside me.

      I whimper because he's so thick and it always feels like a tight fit.

      He groans and then starts to laugh. I stop moving and just look at him. He's biting his lower lip, but chuckles still slip free.

      “What is so damn funny?” I snap, because he's seriously ruining the mood.

      “I'm waiting for you to realize you forgot the condom this time,” he says, then gasps as I squeeze my core super tight, and swirl my hips.

      “Fuck it,” I whisper, then lean down and press my lips to his. Bryce thrusts his hips up and I moan, letting him fuck me from below hard and fast.

      I'm already close and I don't want to stop. Pressing a hand to his chest, I push him back and dig my nails into his flesh.

      “Fuck,” he growls as I swirl my hips and give him a really nice ride. I spell my name in my head and move my body in the directions of the letters.

      Just a little trick I learned from one of my sisters.

      When KARMA gets boring, I spell COCONUT, and really grind down hard on the N motion.

      I move my hands off of him and place them on my breasts, holding them up, I offer them to him.

      He has his head thrown back in bliss and I lean closer, smacking him in the face with my tits.

      He finally gets the memo and starts giving them just the right attention to set me off.

      “Oh, fuck, God, baby,” I cry out as he reaches down and smacks my clit.

      That's just what I need. I dig my nails into his shoulder, and throw my head back as I explode all over his cock.

      He grunts and thrusts a few more times before following me and filling me with his cum.

      He's the first I've ever let fuck me raw and come inside of me. I know this probably means something, but right now I can't think straight.

      He grabs my ass and holds me tight, then manages to stand up, kick his shorts off his ankles, and move us to the bedroom, then to his en-suite.

      I know our food is going to be here soon, but a hot shower sounds amazing.

      I can feel his cum leaking out of me, even though he's hardening again.

      I moan and he presses my back against the cold tile of his bathroom.

      “I'm not done with you, baby,” he grunts into my ear as he starts to fuck me hard against the wall.

      My stomach growls and he laughs. “I'll be quick,” he grunts, moving us into the shower and turning on the water. I squeal as ice shards pelt onto my heated flesh.

      “Fuck, Bryce,” I groan as I try to scold him, but he's hitting my G-spot in just the right way.

      “That's it, baby, ride my cock. Fuck, I love the way you feel bare. So hot, tight, gripping me. So perfect, so mine!” he roars as he comes, filling me again. The way he's pulsing inside of me with his thumb on my clit, sets me off one more time.

      The water heats and he sets me down onto my feet. My legs are shaky, so he holds me to his chest and tips my head back, pressing a kiss to my lips.

      I shut my eyes and just kiss him, basking in the afterglow. For a few minutes, I picture living here. Doing this every day, waking up in his arms. Going on family vacations that don't include murder. Being happy and loved.

      He pulls away and starts to wash my hair for me and I sigh.

      When I open my eyes and he gives me a grin, I know it's a pipe dream.

      He would never accept what my family and I do. He pretends to be this mean, tough man, but he's actually pure.

      And the sad thing is, he's starting to mean something to me. So when this ends—and it will, it's inevitable—I don't think my heart will come out intact.
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        * * *

      

      “I wish you would just stay,” Bryce complains as he drives me home Monday morning.

      “You have work and my dad needs me for something. Plus, all my sisters are still here. I should spend some time with them before they all go back home. We're all so spread out in different states and countries, we don't see each other very often. Selena's baby shower was a gift,” I mumble as he gets closer and closer to the mansion.

      I'm nervous for him to see where I live and anxious about telling him to leave me at the gate.

      “So, listen, Bryce… My dad… He can be strict and super overprotective. I know I'm a grown ass woman, but I haven't told him I'm seeing anyone. He's a little tech savvy and the property is covered in security cameras. I really don't need a headache today… Would you drop me off at the gate? I'm not ashamed or trying to hide you, but I…” I trail off. Fuck, I sound like some bumbling idiot right now. I really hate lying to him.

      “Hey, Karma, it's cool. Whatever you want to do, babe,” he says with a grin and I sigh.

      Pulling up outside the large gate, I know he’s trying to hide his amazement at the mansion up on the hill.

      “Thank you for everything. I have to go see my grandma in a few days. She is going to have surgery. So I’ll call you when I get back?” I lie, and he leans over to give me a hard kiss. His hand wraps around my throat and he doesn’t pull back.

      “And now my panties are soaked. Thanks, babe,” I scold against his mouth. When he pulls away, he has the biggest grin on his face.

      I open the door and climb out of his car. He wanted to take his bike, but on a long trip up the mountain like this, I told him no.

      “Call me when you get back. I’ll make you dinner,” he says and I nod, then shut the door and wave. He waits until I’m out of sight and I bite my lip. These new things I’m feeling have me all twisted inside.

      Staying with Bryce was like a vacation, but it’s time to get back to reality.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, I was hoping you would call,” I say as I place the phone on speaker. I’m at the gym, but I don’t care. It's been a few days since we've talked.

      Usually we video chat, but she seems out of breath.

      “Sorry, I have been awful about our mandatory calls, but I have some news. I met someone and, babes, he’s gorgeous and sweet and Hillson adores him. We’re actually headed to the park right now. He has a four year old son from an ex-girlfriend, so we are doing a playdate. I’m late so I’m rushing while pushing this stroller up a hill,” she pants and I laugh.

      She seems happy. Since she moved to New York, I could tell Lemon has been lonely, so I’m glad she met someone. “Oh, tell me more. I need his name, date of birth, social security number, and blood type,” I reply and she laughs, but I am totally serious. I will be doing a full background check on him as soon as we hang up.

      “Girl, I love you. His name is Johnson Jones. Yes, I know, but it's completely real. He's the assistant dean at the academy, and I know dating colleagues isn't the best idea, but he makes me laugh. We've been having lunch together for the past few weeks and I think… I don't know, but it's been really good. You should come up next month and meet him and see me and your godson.”

      She's babbling and I hate myself for feeling jealous of this Johnson guy. He gets to see her and have lunch while I'm thousands of miles away. “That sounds great, babes. I don't think I have anything going on. I'll look at flights and let you know,” I tell her quickly as she finally arrives at the park and has to go.

      “I love you, Lemon Cake,” I say before she ends the call.

      Looking around at the empty gym, I groan and get back to my workout.

      I have been slacking lately, and I know if someone was to come at me in the shadows, they may just be able to get me on the ground. Between all the baking and Bryce’s cooking, I’ve gained some weight.

      I’m becoming comfortable and, in my family, that’s not good. We always need to be fit and prepared.

      I finish up my run, then hit the weights before calling it quits. I'm sweating up a storm and struggling to catch my breath.

      When I leave the area, I pass Tabby. She’s mumbling under her breath about something, so I don’t interrupt.

      She must have just seen Man, since his office door is cracked open a little. I don’t bother talking to him, since he doesn’t talk much anyway.

      I need a shower and then maybe a nap. I'm exhausted these days and moody. Bryce has been messaging me the last week asking to get together, but I've been slowly pushing him away again.

      I know it's for the best, but my body craves his and I miss spending time with him. He's been bugging me to come in for a tattoo—maybe I'll take him up on it. But it would have to be in a spot that's hidden.

      I play the perfect, girl next door, innocent role, that makes my marks see me as weak and harmless. I can't change that, even if he's starting to convince me.

      I head upstairs to my room and walk right to my shower. Stripping my clothes off as I go, I turn the water on and step inside. The water hasn't heated yet, but it feels amazing against my sweat-soaked, heated flesh.

      I stay in until my whole body is shampooed, conditioned, shaved, and exfoliated to the max.

      I feel like a new woman when I get out and dry off. I leave my towel on the rack and climb into my bed, naked as the day I was born, ready to pass the fuck out for a few hours.
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        * * *

      

      After my nap I'm feeling bored, and actually thinking about texting Bryce about a tattoo. He's been trying to get me to come in for weeks, but I don't know what I want.

      My piercings are one thing—and they enhance pleasure during sex—but a tattoo is permanent and I never thought I'd mark my skin.

      Plus, I feel like this should have been something I'd do with Lemon.

      I grab my phone and open up my messages. It's been a few days since I've responded to him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Hey, so if I was thinking about getting a tattoo. Do you know of any good places?

      

      

      

      

      

      I send the message to Bryce and it doesn't even take him ten seconds to reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bryce: I happen to know of one guy who would love to permanently put his mark on your skin.

      

      

      

      

      

      A snort leaves my lips and I roll my eyes. My first impression of him was completely wrong. Yes, he's a bad boy, motorcycle riding, asshole, but he's also incredibly sweet, protective of the ones he cares about, and a total nerd.

      I don't reply and quickly get dressed. I text Pierce that I'll need a ride, then I leave my room with an extra pair of panties in my purse just in case.

    

  







            Chapter 7
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      Pierce drops me off outside the tattoo parlor and I wave. He seemed off today and he hardly spoke to me.

      Tabby has been ignoring him lately and it's bummed him out a bit. He's a sweet guy and absolutely in love with Tabitha. I hope one day she will give him a chance.

      I walk up to the door and knock. There is a sign on the door saying they are closed, but I know Bryce is inside.

      I don’t have to wait long until he’s opening the door and the little bell is ringing above my head.

      He grabs my wrist, pulling me in for a hot, quick kiss and I melt.

      “Hi,” he mumbles against my lips, and I laugh. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks and I really missed him. With my family around, Man made sure that we all got a bit of a break. But that also means that as soon as everyone left, I had two appointments back to back.

      An investment banker that liked to launder money for the mafia was about to confess to the police, and a professional NBA player that liked to dabble in child trafficking, using his private island as a retreat.

      That one took me longer than the other mark, since I had to sneak on his private property and pretend that I was his new chef. It’s not my first time going undercover—and I doubt it will be the last—but it was one of my hardest jobs.

      “Hi,” I whisper against his lips, then grab the back of his neck and deepen the kiss. He growls and moves backward until we are completely inside his shop and the door is closed.

      When my back slams against the checkout counter, I jump and wrap my legs around his waist, swallowing his grunts.

      “Fuck, I’ve missed this hot little body wrapped around mine,” he grumbles and I sigh. Because I, too, have missed his amazing cock and mouth, and abs, and ugh. But I'm not going to tell him that.

      He's already cocky enough. “Bryce, if you don't fuck me right now, you're going to have to wait another two weeks. I have to go home tonight,” I mumble and he picks up his pace. Reaching under my dress, my thong is ripped off, and I groan at the pinch.

      I continue to kiss him, as he’s lowering his zipper and pulling his cock out.

      “Fuck, baby, you're always so wet for me,” he growls into my ear as he presses his rock hard flesh to my entrance. His piercings rub me in the best way. My head falls back as I moan. Seriously, Bryce has the best dick.

      “I’m going to rail you into this counter, then tattoo your sexy ass,” he grunts as he grips my ass tight and bounces me on his cock. My back rubs against the counter and if I wasn’t close to coming from his piercing hitting that perfect spot, I would laugh.

      Seriously, what is it with us and counters? I don’t think we have ever fucked in a bed.

      “You are not doing anything to my ass. Maybe my ribs,” I snark and he stops thrusting to look at me.

      “We’ll see,” he says with a smirk and I’m about to yell at him when he pinches my clit and tugs on the bar.

      “Oh, oh, oh, fuck!” I shout as I come hard. He grunts into my neck and thrusts a few more times until he’s found his bliss too.

      I start to laugh as he growls into my skin. “Stop. Shit. That tickles,” I scold, but after that orgasm and how relaxed I feel, I can’t keep the smile off my lips. He sets me down and I grimace as his cum runs down my leg.

      “We really need to use condoms,” I grumble, then leave him with that proud smirk on his face and go to the bathroom.

      I clean up as best I can, then go back into the main room and grab my panties from my purse. He laughs as he watches me slip them on.

      “I’d leave them off, baby. Who said I was done with you?” I roll my eyes.

      “I told you I have stuff going on tonight, so if you want to tattoo me, you better chop-chop.” I emphasize my time limit with a clap of my hands. “Oh, and I wouldn’t say no to ordering some food too,” I mumble as my stomach growls.

      “Go to the back and get on the table. I’ll order us some food, then we can design something.”

      I do as he says and strip my dress off as well. I was serious about my ribs. I know it’s one of the most painful places to tattoo, but I can handle it.

      “Okay, I ordered us some mushroom swiss burgers and sweet potato fries,” he says before stopping at a drawing table. “I may have already sketched some designs for you, but do you have anything you want me to draw?”

      I climb off the table and move over to see what he’s done. “Wow, Bryce, these are amazing,” I gasp and he rubs the back of his neck. His ears are turning pink and I have to bite my lip and not start cooing at how cute he is.

      “Yeah, so…” he grunts and I lean down taking a closer look.

      “This one. I've always loved sunflowers,” I say and he nods.

      “I know. You wore a dress with them once, and it's on your phone case.”

      I pause from looking at the other choices and glance at him. I didn't think he noticed.

      “This one is perfect, Bryce.”

      Leaning over, I give him a quick kiss then sit back on the table and wait for him to make a stencil.

      I'm still half-naked, so I cross my arms over my chest. He looks up and catches me shivering. His eyes glaze with heat and I bite my bottom lip.

      I can still feel his cum inside of me and I'm ready for round two as well.

      I hope this lust and attraction never goes away.
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        * * *

      

      “Wow, it's so realistic,” I comment after he's done shading the petals. He wanted me to wait for a final reveal, but I've never been good at being patient.

      Plus I've been laying here for about two hours. I don't know how he can do this day in and day out. At least we ate before he started. Otherwise, he would be dealing with a hangry Karma.

      “So, what made you want to do this for a living?” I ask as he focuses on a petal.

      “I've always loved to draw. I have notebooks upon notebooks full of designs. I originally was thinking of going to art school, but my grades weren't good enough, and my parents couldn't afford to send me. My uncle had a shop down in Nashville. I spent the summer with him when I was sixteen. He let me apprentice and he even used a few of my designs.”

      He trails off and is quiet for a few minutes.

      “He passed away when I was eighteen. Some thug walked into his shop and shot him instead of paying for the six-hours of ink he just gave him. He robbed the place and stole my uncle from me, Mike, and his wife Darla.”

      “I'm sorry, Bryce,” I mumble and he shakes his head, lifting the tattoo machine so he can wipe a spot.

      “Yeah, it was a rough time. He left the shop to me in his will, but I didn't want to leave Colorado, so his wife took over and gave me some money to start up my own shop here.”

      He wipes my ribs again, then sits back. He has a grin on his face, but his eyes are misty.

      “Did they get the guy who killed him?” Because if they didn't, I wouldn't mind baking him some special cupcakes.

      “Yeah, they found his body two weeks later. Some gang thing.”

      “Karma is a bitch, but in this case, I'm glad.” I say, then cringe. He looks at me and his eyes widen.

      “Yeah, that was…yeah. How did you get the name Karma?” he asks, changing the subject.

      “My mom. From what I remember about her, she had a hippy type of vibe. I assume that's where I got my name from. I was little when she died.”

      He grabs my hand and gives it a quick squeeze, but I'm fine. It was so many years ago.

      “So, what do you think?” He brings me to a mirror and shows me the full piece. My mouth opens and I gasp. It's incredible. Tears fill my eyes.

      “You made the inside of the flower into a lemon?” He rubs the back of his neck and grunts.

      “Yeah, she seems to be an important person to you.” I nod and then surprise us both by lunging at him and kissing him hard.

      I moan as he pulls me closer to him. My ribs are tender, but the pain only spurs me on.

      My phone buzzes on the tray where it's sitting and I pull away.

      “That's probably Pierce. I have to go,” I mutter and he sighs.

      “Okay, but let me give you some at home instructions.”

      I listen to everything I need to do, then get dressed again.

      “Are you sure I can’t convince you to come back to my place and stay the night?” he asks me, looking hopeful that I will change my mind.

      “I can’t. Not tonight. I have to make some travel plans to go see Lemon in New York, but before I do that, I have to check with my dad first.” He nods, but I know he’s disappointed.

      “Yeah, got it. Text me later?” I give him a smile and one more kiss, then leave the shop and walk over to the car where Pierce is waiting.

      Bryce watches as I go, and I give him a small wave before we drive away.

      

  




BRYCE

      I watch as she drives away with her cousin. I don’t understand why he’s always driving her everywhere, or why I’m not allowed to go to her house. I don’t think her family is controlling or abusive. At least, I have never seen any signs of it, but still it’s odd.

      Walking back inside, I clean up our leftover takeout and all my ink supplies. I’m still surprised that she finally let me tattoo her. And yeah, I gave her something girly, but she’s my girl. I think at this point I would do anything for her.

      Mike comes in from the back door and he looks around. His eyes widen and I roll mine.

      “Seriously? Sex in the shop again?” he says with a fake gasp and I laugh.

      “The fact that you can tell after three hours astounds me,” I grumble, then grab some cleaning spray and wipe down the table and my equipment.

      “Karma has a strong perfume. I knew she was here, but I was kidding about the sex. You just confirmed it.” I shake my head.

      “It’s her shampoo. I don’t think she uses perfume,” I mutter and he makes a whip sound.

      “Wow, I never thought I’d see the day my little brother is completely whipped by a girl.” I move around him and start cleaning the counter. Pretty soon Karma’s scent is gone and replaced by a strong lemon smell.

      “She’s not like the other girls I've fucked. I actually like having her around.”

      “No shit! She’s been to your place more times than I have. And I’m your brother,” he mumbles and I snort, shocking us both. I pretend to cough, then huff. Like a man.

      Damn, I think Karma is rubbing off on me.

      She has the cutest little snort when she’s trying to scoff or something makes her laugh. Fuck, I am whipped.

      “Yeah, that face right there proves my point,” Mike says, then leaves me to my thoughts.

      I finish tidying up, then grab my helmet and keys, and walk out to the parking lot. It’s a nice night for a ride. I climb on and start up the engine, allowing the vibrations of my bike to clear my head.

      I'm not paying attention and soon I'm on the road that leads up the mountain to her place.

      It's lit up like a fucking circus at this time of night. I still can't believe she lives in a place like this.

      She seems down to earth. I've never gotten a rich girl vibe from her before.

      I park outside the gate and just stare. I know I need to get out of here. Her dad won't like me just hanging around.

      What is it about her that makes me feel like I'm going insane?

      I know she's hiding something from me. I keep hoping, one day, she will just let me in. Trust me. But every time I push—even just a little—she pulls further away from me.

      Maybe I should just end whatever it is we're doing. She's told me, time and time again, that she will never have a future with me. Which in the beginning I was fine with.

      I wasn't ready for anything serious, but these past few months with her… I don't know… Maybe I am ready to settle down.
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        * * *

      

      “Family dinner time,” Mike shouts as he enters my place. He's got a huge grin on his face and a case of beer. My dad grumbles as he gets off the couch.

      My mom is in my kitchen bustling about as she finishes the roast she's making. We haven't had dinner together in a while and she’s going all out. Mike moves to the fridge and starts unboxing the beer.

      “So, how is Lemon doing?” my mom asks Mike and he grunts, shrugging. “You said that she called last night. That’s why we had to hang up,” she continues and Mike looks at me for help.

      “She’s good. I think she’s super stressed about something though. She mentioned Karma was supposed to come visit, but she had to cancel. I think it bummed her out. Maybe I’ll go down and visit her next month.”

      My eyebrows raise at that. I knew that they stayed friends, but Karma said something about Lemon dating. “Yeah something with Karma’s grandma. I don’t think she’s doing too well,” I comment, then help my mom set the table.

      Dinner is almost done cooking, and I check my phone again for the third time. Karma said she would be here tonight. I know she’s nervous about meeting my family, but I told her they know we’re just friends. Mike hands me a beer and I pop the top.

      “So, where is this mysterious friend of yours?” my mom asks as she starts to place the food on the breakfast bar. She’s excited to meet Karma. Though I made her swear that she would be cool about it.

      Karma and I have been sleeping together for almost seven months now. In that time she still tries to break up with me after every night she stays over, but like the love-sick fool I am, I keep hanging on.

      “She said she would be here,” I mumble, then hesitate to call her. We don’t talk on the phone. Only text messages. My door opens and there she is, looking beautiful. She has a tan knit coat over her maxi dress.

      “She knows the code,” Mike mumbles, but I ignore him, moving over to take the two boxes in her hands. I told her she didn’t have to bake anything, but she insisted.

      “Sorry I’m so late,” she mutters quietly and I shake my head.

      “I’m just glad you came,” I say and she gives me a huge smile. Mike comes over and gives her a hug. She freezes and then relaxes.

      “It’s so good to see you again, Karma,” he says and then grabs her wrist gently and pulls her to the kitchen. I watch as Mike introduces her to our dad, and I miss my mom sneaking up on me.

      She grabs one of the boxes and pats my arm. “Friend my ass. She’s gorgeous and obviously likes you, Baby,” she whispers, then goes into the kitchen too. I watch as Karma interacts with my family and a flash of our possible future hits me like a bullet train.

      Thanksgivings, Christmases, and birthdays with her by my side. She looks over at me and smiles, and I’m done for. No matter how hard I have tried, I’ve fallen head over heels for that girl.
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        * * *

      

      We have just dished up the pie that Karma made when her phone starts to go crazy. “Oh, I better get that. Excuse me,” she says politely, then stands and rushes into the other room.

      “She’s lovely. You should bring her around more often,” my mom says, then takes a bite of the chocolate mousse pie. “Oh, good heavens, this is incredible,” she mumbles with her mouth full and I laugh.

      “Karma is an incredible baker. I keep telling her she needs to open up a bakery,” I say, then look over to where she’s whispering. She seems upset. I push my chair back and move closer to her.

      “Yeah, got it,” she says then ends the call.

      “Everything okay?” I ask and she sighs, then runs her fingers through her dark hair.

      “Yeah, but I have to go. My grandma took a spill and I need to go tend to her,” she mumbles. “I’m sorry to just eat and run. Thank you for having me.” She leans up and places a kiss on my cheek.

      She turns to my family and says goodbye. My mother pulls her into a hug and, though Karma isn’t big on touch, she leans in and accepts it. My chest aches and I don’t want her to go.

      I walk with her to the elevators and before she can leave, I give her a kiss full of passion and all my hidden feelings. When she pulls away her eyes are glazed and she licks her lips.

      “I’ll text you,” she mumbles and I sigh. With one more glance, she walks into the lift and takes a piece of me with her.

      I think it’s time we had a full on conversation. She needs to let me in or let me go, because I don’t know how much more of this I can take.

      

  




KARMA

      “I’m starting to really hate lying to Bryce,” I tell Darcy as I whip her up some brownies. I haven’t been home in a few weeks and I really needed some sister time. She ordered us a pizza and we’re going to try to convince Tabby to watch a movie with us.

      “Why not just tell him? You have been seeing this guy for like eight months now. That’s practically a relationship, Karma. If you don’t want to keep seeing him, then set him free. I can see how he would be getting pissed at you about this.”

      I nod, then sigh. “He’s too pure for our world, Darcy. I’d rather keep him in the shadows so I don’t lose him,” I mumble, then place the baking dish into the preheated oven.

      She doesn’t say anything else and I appreciate her silence. My thoughts and my heart have been loud enough lately. Distracting me and only confusing me more.

      Once the brownies are done, we take all the food into the den and start up a movie. I don’t really care what it is, since I probably won’t be paying attention. Darcy brought her laptop with her as well, so I know she will be doing some work. We managed to convince Tabby-Cat to join and she seems to be the only one watching.

      Bryce messages me, asking how my grandma is doing, and I leave him on read. I’m not in the mood to lie to him. I wish I could tell him that I’m not in Florida, but sitting here; but then it would make things more complicated when I have to leave the state tomorrow.

      Man peeks his head into the room, glances at us, then walks over to his secret entrance to his lair, as I like to call it. I don’t even think Darcy noticed that he was here. She has her face glued to her computer.

      Standing up, I sigh and stretch with a yawn. I don’t bother saying anything while I leave the room. When I hit the stairs my phone dings again, but this time it’s Lemon. She’s been off lately and I’m worried.

      I feel like the biggest bitch for missing our weekend—but when Man calls, you answer.

      When I reach my room, I plop down onto my bed and grab my Kindle. I need some mindless reading before passing out and getting prepared for tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      It's been a few months since Selena's baby shower and I'm still recovering. It was great spending time with my sisters, and I actually had some deep conversations with a few that had surprised me, but yeah, it was time for them all to return to their homes.

      I know Tabby was starting to get overwhelmed as well, because it's not just the girls anymore. They all have a harem of people with them. I'm glad that they have found love—and boy do their significant others spoil them rotten—but this place was not meant to have all these men here.

      I haven’t even invited Bryce. We just always hookup at his place or in his car, parked somewhere. I know he’s suspicious about not being welcomed here, but unless I claim him and start revealing my deepest darkest secrets, he won’t ever enter this mansion.

      Which, I mean, I like him. He’s funny and when he’s not being an asshole he can be a little sweet. He reminds me of a Sour Patch Kid. And the sex is incredible, but I’m not ready to settle down just yet, like my sisters have.

      I am happy for them though. They deserved to find love. Maybe one day I'll find someone to treat me that way too. But I can admit it was a little weird having all of the people here. Someone actually used the billiard room. Not to mention the pool, library, and there was sparring in the ballroom again.

      Though I'm fit and active, I don't really use the mats or weights anymore, and the weapons chamber was gathering dust.

      Plus, I could have lived without walking in on one or two of my sisters being railed.

      Yeah, I'm glad they all returned home.

      I lie in bed for a few more minutes and just relax. I have been really tired the last few weeks. I hope I’m not coming down with something. I have another big job coming up and can’t afford to be sick.

      Not that I ever really get sick, but I feel drained of all energy and my stomach is off. My alarm starts beeping and I roll over to shut it off. Sighing, I throw the blankets off and get out of bed.

      I throw on some sweats and a tank top sans bra. My nipples have been bugging me. I think I just need to replace my piercings. I should ask Bryce, but he’s been quiet this past week. Usually I get a good morning and goodnight message, but it’s been radio silent.

      Leaving my room, I notice Darcy's door is open a crack. Music spills into the hall and I smile. We have similar taste at times, but she seems to be obsessed with metal core lately. Hazardous to be exact. It's her all time favorite band.

      Walking down the marble staircase into the foyer I take a right to go into my own personal heaven.

      This kitchen is what dreams are made of and it's another reason that I will never leave the mansion.

      I received an email this morning about a new job assignment and for once I'm dreading it. It's going to take me out of the country for a few weeks and I will have to cancel on Lemon.

      I was looking forward to seeing her new home and meeting the guy she's started to see.

      But when Man gives you an assignment, you say, “Yes, Sir,” and get to work.

      I have a few days before I need to leave though, so in the meantime I'm going to bake some treats and drop them off to Marla.

      After her husband's body was found, it was ruled an aortic aneurysm and no further investigation was ordered, she returned with Krystal and has taken over our farmers’ market booth.

      She's not the best baker, but she's amazing at sales and all the locals love her. She's happy, healthy, and Krystal is flourishing as well.

      Grabbing some eggs from the fridge, I place them onto the counter and start prepping some cake pops, tarts, cookies, and brownies.

      That should be enough for Saturday. Since Lemon is no longer needing the extra income, and I never have needed to worry about money, we have decided to donate all of the proceeds to charity.

      Half goes to the local school’s arts program, and the rest to a women’s shelter. It's not much since I always price my baked goods low, but every little bit helps.

      Doing what I do—being an assassin—this is my way to give back and not have karma come after me, so to speak.

      I sometimes wonder what I would have done or been like if Man hadn't saved me after my mother was killed.

      Not that I regret him bringing me here and giving me a purpose, a family, a home. But I still sometimes wonder.

      Getting busy, I get lost in my thoughts and the music playing from the Alexa in the corner. Karma by Taylor Swift blasts through the kitchen and I sing along. I mean, it's kinda my theme song.

      I'm dancing and shaking my ass when Tabby-Cat walks in. She takes one look at the scene, walks to the fridge for a drink, then rushes back out.

      “You didn't have to leave,” I shout after her, but she's long gone by now. I find myself bursting out into laughter and my chest aches all of a sudden. I wish Lemon was here. I love my sisters, but we were all raised in this world. Sometimes they can be too serious and I just need someone to joke with.

      I finish up the treats, then wrap them and have Pierce bring me to Marla’s house. She tries to convince me to come in for a drink, but I don’t have time. I ask her for a rain check, then I rush home and start packing.

      There is a folder on my bed, and I groan. Just another day as a Belladonna.
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        * * *

      

      My phone buzzes again and I’m about to smash it. I’ve only been gone two days and I’m already ready to just say fuck this and run away. I am struggling to focus and that cold I knew I was coming down with has hit me full throttle.

      I’m dizzy and nauseous and all I want to do is sleep. Which is exactly what I am trying to do right now. I grab my phone and answer it with a grumble.

      “Karma, are you okay?” Bryce asks and I sigh. Why is he calling me? We never talk on the phone.

      “Yeah, I was just trying to take a nap. I have to do something tonight,” I mutter, then pause. Shit! I’m supposed to be with my grandma.

      “Yeah, got it! I’ll let you do that then,” he grumbles and I am really not in the mood to deal with him being an asshole.

      “Sorry I’ve been so MIA, helping my grandma has been a lot, but I should be back soon.” He’s quiet for a few minutes.

      “What are we doing here, Karma? Are we dating? Just fucking? Because, honestly, you’re so damn hot and cold I’m starting to go crazy.”

      “Bryce, can we talk about this when I get back? I have a lot going on right now and I’m sorry, but this conversation isn’t helping my stress level.”

      “Yeah, sounds good. Whatever.”  He hangs up and I groan, then punch the pillow a few times. My heart is racing and I’m embarrassed to admit tears fill my eyes.

      I knew this was going to happen, but I was hoping he would just stay ignorant for a little while longer.
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      I didn’t end up going home last week like I had planned and Bryce is no longer answering my texts. I think he may have even blocked me. Maybe it’s for the best. Being who I am there was no future for us.

      Lemon is becoming more distant as well and I have a feeling I may be losing her too. She broke up with that guy she was seeing and never has time to chat. There’s always one excuse or another.

      I know she’s mad that I haven't gone to New York yet, but it’s not for my lack of trying. I don’t know why I have had so many jobs lately, but I’m about over it. I need a damn vacation.

      It’s late and I’m finally sitting down after a long shift pretending to work for our latest mark. Maybe I should have chosen an easier kill method. A bullet to the head is much faster than baking.

      I’m grumpy and, honestly, lonely. I grab my phone and pray Lemon will talk to me. I am going crazy with her gone. She always pulled me out of my misery and, for a while there, Bryce did too; but now I’m just stuck in an endless mess of emotions that I don’t fully understand.

      She answers after three rings and I request a video chat. I ignore how she hesitates before accepting. Hill’s face immediately greets me and, once again, I want to break down and cry.

      I need to get a fucking grip on these emotions.

      "Oh my God, Lemon. He needs to stop getting so big," I coo as Hill grabs the phone out of my bestie's hand. She seems tired and doesn't put up much of a fight. She has dark circles under her eyes and she looks thin.

      “How are you guys? I miss you so much.”

      Lemon scoffs, then rolls her eyes. “If you missed us you wouldn’t keep canceling,” she grumbles and I don’t even let it bother me. I deserve it.

      “I know, I’m sorry. Work blew up over the last few weeks, and I can only hope it calms down so much. I would refuse jobs, but—”

      “No,” Lemon sighs, shaking her head. She doesn’t know why I can’t say no, but she knows I take my work seriously. “I don’t want you to do that. I feel as if I’ve been forgotten, and it’s a shitty feeling. And then… I get on the phone with you, and I miss you so damn much. There’s so much going on, but I refuse to dump it on you.”

      My ears prick up at her words. Excuse the fuck out of me? “I am never too busy to listen to you. What the hell, Lemon? We aren’t fair-weather friends. If something is going on, you tell me right this minute,” I growl.

      There’s a spark of fear in her eyes, and my heart aches. Is she scared of me? Or is someone else scaring her?

      “I’m just not sleeping, the baby is in another growth leap, and school is harder than I expected it to be, Kar. Look, don’t take me too seriously. I hate when we fight, it always makes me feel as if I’m stabbing myself in the gut,” she sighs. Hill takes this moment to let out the most god awful toot, making us both wrinkle our noses.

      “Perfect timing, as usual, little man. I have to take care of this, and he’ll probably need a bath. This poop is guaranteed to be super gross. I love you, babe. I’ll call later.”

      The screen goes dark, causing me to groan. My best friend is keeping secrets from me, and it doesn’t sit well with me. What the fuck is going on?

      I wait a few more hours and then suck it up and call Bryce. He answers, probably because I never call him.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I sigh and start to laugh.“Is anyone ever really okay, Bryce? Am I in danger or hurt? No, I'm fine. But I think I am losing my mind,” I confess and wait for him to answer.

      “Oh yeah?” he replies, but he seems distracted. A girl giggles in the background and my fists clench. Is he cheating on me? Is it even cheating if we’re just fucking?

      “We need to talk. I’ll be home next Thursday. Can you pick me up at the airport?”

      “Yeah, send me the details,” he says with a sigh, and my eyes burn. Can he tell that I’m feeling out of sorts right now?

      I miss him and Lemon, and I just wish someone was here with me right now, helping me take out these pieces of shit.

      “Great, well, thanks,” I say, then hang up.

      I wipe my cheeks and take some deep breaths, closing my eyes. I need to get my head back into the game.

      When did shit get so complicated?
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        * * *

      

      I hold the box of cupcakes and fix my wig. It's late and I'm over this mission.

      One mark turned into three when I uncovered a human trafficking ring hidden below a Chinese restaurant here in Dallas.

      This is not my expertise, but I'm close to being done and then I can go home.

      I miss my bed, my kitchen, my sisters, and my friends. Lemon hasn't been very chatty the last two weeks and I'm worried.

      I still get a few photos of Hill, but she's never in them, and when we talk, she always says she's got to run or she's busy.

      School hasn't even started yet for the semester. I know she's nervous about taking such a big job, but she did great last semester.

      The students loved her and she even started an after school class. Teaching how to make easy and simple meals in the microwave or in the common room.

      Living off Ramen—though it is cheap—isn't good for you. She has always been big on home cooked meals, or hiding veggies in a dish.

      She wanted her kids to have other, healthier options. But I don’t think that's everything on her mind.

      I know she mentioned that the guy she was seeing wasn't who he claimed to be, but when I asked her what she meant by that she all of a sudden was too busy to explain.

      I’m going insane thinking about everything this could possibly mean. I will fuck someone up if they are hurting her, or if the other teachers are being bullies. I’m very good at torturing someone. I learned from the best, after all.

      I want to fly down there and make sure everything is okay. I just need to deal with this last mark first.

      He knows someone is after him, but I think he's more worried about the cartel than an innocent nineteen-year-old girl with a box of cupcakes.

      I wait in the hotel lobby as the bellhop brings me my bags. I'm probably jumping the gun here, but I should be good to go home after this.

      Bryce said that he will pick me up tomorrow, but he’s also being standoffish. I think I want to maybe date him for real.

      I like him and he treats me like a queen. I need to talk to him and open up a little about my family.

      “Here you are, miss,” the bellhop says, handing me my suitcase. I give him a good tip and his eyes widen. “Thank you,” he gushes and I nod, then leave the hotel and walk over to the car waiting for me.

      Pierce is back in Colorado, but Man has other people he trusts located here in Dallas.

      “Good evening, Kara,” Miguel says as he flicks the direction signal on and pulls into traffic. I always have an alias during a job. “I won’t be available to bring you to the airport, but my wife will,” he says and I nod.

      I have known Miguel and his family for a few years now. They have a lovely home and three kids who are spoiled rotten, but also super sweet.

      “Thank you. I appreciate you staying with me this whole trip. I never expected to be here so long,” I grumble and he laughs.

      “It’s our pleasure. The kids are sad to see you go, but I know you’re excited to get back home.” I smile and then end our conversation. I have to get back into the super badass assassin mindset.
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        * * *

      

      I step off the tarmac and Bryce is waiting there for me. He’s staring at the Belladonnas’ private jet with his mouth open.

      “I didn’t know if you would actually come,” I say and he pretends to cough, then moves closer and takes my bag.

      I’m exhausted and I know he can tell. I have dark circles under my eyes, and I noticed the other day my clothes are a little loose.

      We walk over to his car and he opens the passenger door for me.

      “You said we needed to talk. I agree, but before we get into that, can I please kiss you? Because I have missed the fuck out of you.”

      I snort and he gives me a big grin before gripping the back of my neck and pulling my mouth to his.

      I melt. Like a fucking ice cream cone on the sidewalk. He deepens the kiss and I’m about to have him bend me over right here and now, but the jet takes off and I snap out of my lust-filled haze.

      “I should leave more often if this is the welcome I get,” I joke and he scoffs, then waits for me to sit down. I place my bag on my lap as he shuts the door and walks around the car to his side. I bite my lip and laugh as he adjusts his hard cock under his tight jeans.

      Fuck, he looks hot, and I am so ready for us to get back to his place. We laugh and chat and sing along to the radio on the drive.

      He likes Darcy’s favorite band too, and when I tell him about my sister, he asks if he will ever meet my family.

      I pause and bite my nail, then nod. If he handles the truth well, then yeah, he can meet my family.

      When we arrive, I can’t stop yawning and I’m ready for a nap. He carries my bag and puts his hand on my lower back as he guides me to the elevator.

      I smile and lean back against him. He makes me feel delicate and safe.

      Once inside, I walk right to the couch and turn my phone on. I need to let Man know that I’m back.

      He’s going to want a debriefing, but it can wait a few days. I did my daily check-ins with him while I was on the job.

      My text messages blow up and they are all from Lemon. Bryce hands me water, then sits beside me as I call her.

      “Where have you been?”  Lemon screeches and I’m instantly on high alert.

      “I was on a flight home. What’s going on, Lemon? Is it Hill? What happened? Who am I killing?” I growl and Bryce raises an eyebrow at the venom in my tone, but I don’t fucking care.

      “I…Karma, I need help,” she hisses, fear and hysteria clear in her voice. The way she’s talking so quietly, I wonder if someone is near her that she doesn’t want to overhear. “I kept hoping things would get better, and it’s not. Please… please I’ll do anything, but I need to get Hill and I home to Colorado. It’s not safe here. I know things have been weird between us, and it’s because I’m just so damn stubborn...”

      Fuck, she hasn’t taken a breath to let me talk, so as soon as she does, I rush to speak. “Lemon, you listen here right now,” I tell her, urgency in my voice, turning my back on Bryce. I hate getting vulnerable around other people, but I need her to hear me. “You are my family, bitch, okay? You and Hill are my people. So I’ll send you whatever you need to get you home. I’ll jump right back on a damn plane to get you. Just stay safe…please.”

      Lemon hiccups out a sob, and I think we’ll be okay. “You’re right. My head’s all fucked up. I love you. You just got back to Colorado, tomorrow will be fine. Please come get me?”

      “Yes. I’m booking my flight now. I should be able to be there tomorrow, okay? Just hold on…I love you, Lemon Cake,” I whisper.

      Lemon takes a breath to answer me, and an odd crackle comes over the line. “I…love you, Karma,” she says before the line goes dead.

      “So, I take it you’re going to New York tomorrow?” Bryce asks me and I nod. My heart is racing and I think I may throw up.

      I unlock my phone and start searching for flights. I could call Man and ask to use the jet, but I think Tabby needed it.

      Fuck, I don’t know what to do.

      My hands shake and Bryce pulls me into a hug. He takes my phone and books two passenger tickets for eight am tomorrow.

      “You want to come with me?” I ask and he snorts, typing in a credit card number he must know by heart.

      “Lemon is your family, Karma. If she needs you, then I am going to stand by your side and help in any way I can.” Tears fill my eyes and my heart bursts. I jump on him and kiss him so hard. I may suck at emotions and relationships, but I think I am falling for him.

      Laying me down on his couch, he rips off my leggings and presses kisses to my collarbone. “Fuck, baby, I’ve missed you,” he growls and I moan as his hands start to play in the wetness between my thighs.

      “Bryce,” I groan as he teases me. I am so fucking turned on that if he were to just move a centimeter and rub my clit, I would explode.

      Moving down my chest, he kisses my belly and my pubic bone. I’m still in my tanktop and I wiggle until I can remove it.

      “Your scent is my kryptonite,” he grumbles and I laugh, rolling my eyes.

      “You are such a hidden nerd,” I mumble and he lifts his head and shoots me a wink with his smirk.

      “I’m your nerd, and now I’m going to show you what comic books have taught me,” he says and I freeze.

      “Wait. Seriously?” He nods, then attacks my clit with teeth and sucks hard before humming.

      I explode and scream his name. My body shakes so hard and my vision goes hazy.

      He laughs, wipes his mouth, pushes down his pants and thrusts into me before I’ve even come down from that orgasm.

      I cling to his back as he fucks me hard and fast, chasing his own bliss. I don’t even care that this is a quick fuck, because my body has craved and missed his. I’m already close to coming a second time and he groans as my walls cling to him.

      I know he is trying to distract me from Lemon, but something isn’t right. I get lost in my head and when he comes, clinging to me, I feel like a bitch because I spaced out.

      He pulls out with a groan and presses a kiss to my lips before walking off.

      I follow him because I need a shower, and a nap, before I get back on a plane.

      Lemon needs me and I wish I could leave right this moment, but she seemed okay before we hung up. Right?

      Exhaustion is ruling over me and I’m asleep as soon as my head hits the pillow.
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        * * *

      

      “Bryce, shut off the alarm,” I groan and he grunts. Something is buzzing and it won’t stop.

      I wipe my mouth because I totally drooled on this pillow, but I was so tired. My body aches in a delicious way and I moan as I try to sit up.

      It’s still dark out and the clock shows five am.

      The buzzing won’t stop. Bryce climbs out of bed and walks over to the living room. I must have left my phone there.

      He hands it to me, with a strange look on his face. “It’s an unknown number, but they have called five times."

      I take it from him and my heart is in my throat. I have a bad feeling inside. Something isn’t right.

      It starts to buzz again and I answer.

      “Hello ” I croak and there is a sigh on the other line.

      “Is this a Karma Donna?” I nod, then roll my eyes.

      “Yes, it is,” I reply, then wish I could just hang up and never hear the words she says.

      “Hi, yes, I’m sorry to call so late, but you were listed as Lemon Montgomery’s emergency contact. She was brought in early this morning after a nasty fall down some stairs. You wouldn’t happen to be in New York, would you?”

      “What happened? Is she alright? I have a flight there in a few hours.”

      Bryce starts packing his bag and I move over to the side of the bed.

      “I’m afraid Miss Montgomery… I hate doing this over the phone, but she passed away about an hour ago.”

      I drop the phone with a gasp of disbelief, and Bryce takes over talking to whoever called. I didn’t even get a name before they ripped my heart out of my chest and grinded it into the glass shards that I use to rid this world of filth.

      This can’t be real. Please, God let this be an awful dream. I can’t breathe and I’m clutching my chest.

      “Baby,” Bryce grabs me tight and holds me as I break apart. I look at his arms and realize that I have been clinging to him for dear life with my nails. The details of the indentations in his skin make me realize this isn’t a dream. I’ll never wake up from this.

      My best friend is gone. Shuddering, my breath comes in pants as this awful keening sound comes from somewhere.

      God, it’s me.

      I open my mouth to apologize, my lips trembling, but he shakes his head. “Hit me, bite me, scratch me, I don’t care, but don’t ever check out again like you just did,” he growls and I nod.

      He rubs my back and whispers things to me, but they aren’t computing.

      “What am I going to do?” I rasp, because I feel so lost inside.

      I know I should call Darcy, or Raven, or even Man, but what could they do right now?

      Lemon is gone. She’s really fucking gone and I have a dark hole inside.

    

  







            Chapter 9
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      I'm numb. That's all I can say to describe how I feel. Bryce hasn't left my side and he won't let go of my hand.

      I'd say I'm in shock, but that's not possible. I have been trained for situations like this.

      We rush through the airport and I ignore all the people staring at me in horror as I sob.

      The tears won’t stop. I feel like I’m dying inside. When we reach our gate, Bryce sits me in a chair and goes over to deal with the attendant.

      A child laughs near me and I freeze. Oh my God, Hill. What’s going to happen to him? Who has him? I dig in my pockets for my phone, but it’s not there.

      Standing, I wipe my cheeks, then move over to Bryce. He’s arguing about something, but trying to remain calm.

      “I need your phone,” I mumble, then hold out my hand. He glances at me, then reaches into his pocket and hands me mine.

      I don’t even question why he has it. Leaving him to deal with whatever, I go back to my chair and call Selena. Her answering machine picks up and I hang up.

      I text Man, letting him know I’m going to NY, but I don’t tell him why or what has happened to my best friend.

      He will find out soon enough, but right now I don’t care. I need to find Hill. He has to be so scared.

      Bryce comes back to join me and rubs his hand over his face. He looks exhausted himself, and I know it’s selfish of me, but I’m glad he’s here.

      “I think I’m a mom now,” I mumble with no emotion, and he looks at me with shock. His face is white and he won’t stop opening and closing his mouth.

      After a few moments he clears his throat. “Is that what you needed to talk to me about? You’re pregnant?” I gasp, and now I’m the one speechless.

      “No, I meant Hillson. I’m his godmother. Lemon’s sister disappeared and left Hill with her. She never came back and now Lemon is…” I can’t finish that thought and my eyes start to burn again.

      “Hey, it's okay. Hillson is an amazing little guy. He's lucky to have you and I don't know if you've noticed, but I'm here too. For whatever you need.”

      He presses a kiss to my head and I close my eyes, resting my cheek on his shoulder.

      Soon we are being called to board the plane and I follow Bryce and listen to instructions, but I'm not really here. I'm making the motions but in my head, I'm replaying the day I met Lemon.

      

      “Is this seat taken?” someone whispers next to me and I pause. Man has always taught us to be on high alert, and though the girl waiting on me to answer seems innocent, you just never know.

      “Nope, all yours,” I mumble, then attempt a smile. She plops down on the stool and groans.

      “Thanks, I thought I was going to be late. That's not the first impression I wanted to give.” She laughs and holds out her hand to me. “I'm Lemon, by the way.”

      I shift awkwardly and really take her in. She has sunshine hair and an even brighter smile. She's wearing ripped light-blue jeans and a Taylor Swift tank top.

      “I'm Karma,” I reply and shake her hand.

      

      After that, things moved fast. We got partnered to bake together, and after-class projects turned to late night club sessions. Then when her sister disappeared and she was left in charge of Hill, I would come over and watch trashy TV and eat pizza with her.

      She always joked I was her person, but she never knew she was mine too. My only person. The light that kept me from the dark, and now…

      Now all that's left is a shadow threatening to remove all the good inside and a monster to be born.
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        * * *

      

      When we get to NY, I’m in a daze. Bryce orders us a cab and I don’t even fight him. I know we have some drivers here that I could have called to transport us, but that would just lead to questions.

      Pulling up to the hospital, I’m frozen. I don’t want to leave this car. This is all just a nightmare. I’m going to wake up to Bryce’s head buried between my thighs, then we will shower together and go to the airport.

      Lemon will be there when we land with some ridiculous sign made to welcome me with hidden dicks in the words.

      She will run into my arms and squeeze me until I can’t breathe.

      This is all just a horrible nightmare.

      “Baby, I know this is hard, but we have to go inside. People are waiting,” Bryce tries to soothe me, but it's pointless.

      I shake my head and close the door, leaving him on the outside. The cab driver turns to look at me, but I ignore him.

      I just need a few more minutes to stay in my fantasy. To deny the truth. To close my eyes and hear her voice. Her laugh one last time.

      I wipe my cheeks, then open the door. Death is a normal occurrence in my life. I'm practically the fucking Grim Reaper, but this… No one prepares you for something like this.

      Bryce holds his hand out for me to take and I do. I've never needed someone to hold me up and keep my feet planted—but today, right now, just this once, I do.

      I follow him through the sterile halls that smell of disinfectant, then to a cold elevator that takes us to the basement.

      The halls are quiet down here as if they are trying not to wake the dead, but I would give anything for some necromancy abilities right now.

      The double doors we reach at the end of the hall taunt me. Morgue. Bryce knocks and I close my eyes.

      Lemon's smile flashes behind my lids and I hold on to that, because I know the moment I enter that cold room, things will never be the same.

      My nightmare will become a reality and I'm just not ready for it.

      

  




BRYCE

      In my head, I know Lemon is gone, but the evidence of that is hard to swallow. The hospital is cold, sterile, and my shoes squeak as I walk. I hate it here. It feels incredibly wrong for Karma’s best friend to be here at all.

      I stand in front of the Morgue doors and wait for Karma to decide if we are going inside or not. I want to hold her hand, rub her back, be supportive, but something tells me she won’t welcome any of those things right now. She needs to be strong, so I’ll be here when she falters.

      When Nurse Morgan called this morning and Karma dropped the phone, I took over. I have always been the person my family comes to when they need something difficult done.

      Morgan told us to go to the Morgue when we arrived. I’ve never had to claim a body before, and I swallow hard as I inhale the sharp scent of cleaning chemicals.

      “Okay,” Karma mumbles as if finishing a pep talk in her head, and then shoves the doors open hard making a young man jump so high, he almost falls off of his stool.

      “Sorry,” I tell him when he looks nervous that we are there. “We’re here to identify Lemon Montgomery,” I say with a sigh and he nods.

      Standing from his computer desk, he moves over to a sheet on the middle table. “This can be really difficult for a loved one to have to come here. Please know you have my condolences. I was asked to stay as long as it took for you to arrive. Someone called a few hours ago and requested that Karma Donna see Lemon Montgomery’s body, so here I am.”

      Karma pauses and looks at the… I don’t know what to call him. Is he a nurse, doctor, just some creepy guy who likes to hang out with dead bodies? “Who called?” she barks and the guy jumps again. I don’t blame him though.

      I know grief can change a person and even though Karma has been a wreck, she’s colder, harder. She looks like she wants to murder someone.

      “I’m not sure, but when the director gives us an order, we follow it.” She nods, then takes a deep breath before moving over to the table. “Again, we can take all of the time you need, Ma’am, okay?”

      I look at the man. “What happened? The nurse who called us didn’t give many details.”

      He clears his throat and grabs a folder from his desk. “There are old markings on her neck and wrists as if she had been restrained? We aren’t sure if this was on purpose or an accidental death. Did Lemon have particular tastes in the bedroom?” he asks nervously, and Karma looks like she’s going to destroy him.

      “What does that have to do with her death?” she shouts and ends with a growl.

      “Well, you see… that’s what’s so odd about this. Lemon died from a broken neck. The marks look a few days old, but I have to ask if her neck was hurt before or during her fall. I’m not the lead mortician. Doctor Elinos will be here shortly to start the autopsy, and will be able to give more details. Sometimes, people do wild shit in the bedroom that lead to fatalities because they don’t know what the hell they’re doing,” he explains sheepishly.

      “No… okay, I see what you mean now,” Karma says, slightly calmer. Her eyes are bloodshot from her breakdown earlier, and there’s a tremor in her hands. “Lemon Cake was into kinky sex like anyone else, but nothing that would lead to marks like that.”

      She gets quiet for a minute, then moves closer to the table.

      With shaky hands she pulls down the sheet and then all hell breaks loose. The small tray that’s sitting beside the table gets thrown across the room as Karma screams. My heart breaks as I hear her pain. All I want to do is help, but I can’t bring Lemon back to her.

      I immediately step forward and pull her into my arms, but she fights to be let go and clings to Lemon’s stiff body.

      “I’m so sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. You needed me and I pushed it aside. I put you behind family and work, but you are my family too,” she wails as she cries against Lemon’s chest. I’m at a loss and I don’t know what to do right now. I knew the move was difficult for both of them, but this isn’t her fault.

      “Karma,” I try again, moving closer and holding her back to my chest. She stands, wipes her eyes, then grabs another tray of tools and chucks it at the wall.

      The utensils clatter onto the tile and the man yelps. “No, no,” Karma growls, then starts to shout and rip at her long hair. “This isn’t happening!” She pulls away from me and I reach for her again, but she smacks me across the face hard.

      “Stop manhandling me! Please,” she turns to me begging and I nod, stepping away to give her some space.

      Loud cries fall from her lips and she drops to her knees. We let her cry, scream, and smash things until Security storms in and orders us to go, or they will remove us from the premises. I watch as a switch is flicked inside Karma.

      She stands, thanks them for letting her say goodbye, then walks out. My mouth gapes and I don’t know what the fuck happened, but I have a feeling things will never be the same again.

      

  




KARMA

      Security threatens to remove me and I feel sick. What the fuck is going on with me right now? I slapped Bryce. He has been amazing all day. Handling things as I fall apart and it makes me want to punch him in the face. I think I’m going insane.

      We leave the hospital and he hails another cab. I pull out my phone and text Man. I don’t know how he found out, but then again, he seems to always know everything.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thank you.

      

      

      

      

      

      That’s all I put. I don’t need to say anything more. I know he’s the reason I was able to see Lemon. He let me say goodbye to her. I may have totally lost my shit, and I’m glad no one in my family was there to see it, but I did. I got to hold her one more time.

      Now, I need to go get Hillson. While I was in my numb stupor, Bryce had called Kendrick Academy and found out that Hill was with the daycare woman. I guess Lemon had asked her to babysit last night.

      She wanted to run some errands. Prepare for my arrival. After the accident and the ambulance took her away, she offered to stay with him. Lemon mentioned to her that I was coming today, so she knew it wouldn’t be too long.

      Bryce opens the door for me and climbs in after I do. He gives the driver an address and I still stare at my phone. My back screen is a photo of Lemon, Hill, and I. “I’m sorry, Karma. Lemon was an amazing person. This is…” he sighs and rubs his chest.

      They weren’t close by any means, but I know Lemon liked him and his… “Oh God,” I gasp then groan. “Have you told Mike?” I ask, softly. My throat is hoarse from screaming. Bryce looks at me with horror and shakes his head.

      “I didn’t… Fuck, I’ll call him later. This is going to break him. He loves her… Loved her,” he corrects with a wince. I nod as if I’m agreeing, but all I can think as we pull onto campus is that I’m finally going to Kendrick Academy and Lemon won’t be here.

      I should have just canceled all my jobs and showed up when she needed me. I will never forgive myself for wasting so much time. I wipe my eyes and look up at the roof of the car. Willing my tears away.

      “Baby, don’t do that. You don’t have to be strong. Not today,” Bryce murmurs and pulls me close to him. "Let me hold you as you break. Okay?"

      I nod, and I let him comfort me, but I still don't let the tears fall.

      When the car stops and Bryce pays the driver, I steel my heart and fix my mask.

      Hill does not need to see me upset. He has always been sympathetic of others' emotions.

      We walk up the stone steps to the Academy and the babysitter, Janet, is there with Hillson.

      She gives us a sad smile as she brings Hillson to me and Bryce and I fight not to break down again.

      Hill is so happy to see me that he squirms and practically jumps into my arms. I hold him close and breathe in his baby scent.

      He’s so innocent. He doesn’t know what's about to happen, or that his mom is gone. “I’m sorry about your sister. Lemon was an amazing person and she will be greatly missed. Dean Kenders arranged for Child Services to come, but I didn’t want to release Hillson until you arrived.”

      “That’s not necessary, Lemon made me Hillson’s legal guardian if something were to happen last month. She revised her Will.”

      Janet and Bryce look at me in shock and I shrug. “I don’t know why the rush, but she was adamant. HIllson will be coming with me. I will raise him.” Janet nods, then turns to Bryce.

      “If you would like to follow me, I will show you to her apartment. I left the door unlocked. Dean Kenders will be wanting to speak with you and you may need to show proof of that Will to Child Services. I’m sorry I’m not sure how that all works,” she says, then looks around.

      I notice her eyes are red and she's close to tears. “This is just so tragic. I don’t know what the Dean plans to do. This is the third accident in a year.” She shakes her head, then spins and starts walking.

      What does she mean by third accident? I step forward to follow her, but Bryce stops me.

      “Why don’t you take him to the hotel? I will pack up a few things and meet you there soon,” Bryce says and I find myself agreeing. “I know today has been a lot, Karma, but try and get some rest, okay? I’m worried about you.”

      He pulls us into a tight hug, then presses a kiss on the top of my head. Hill grumbles and I just squeeze him closer.

      I watch as Janet and Bryce disappear, then leave the building. “It’s just you and me now, little man,” I mumble softly.

      Looking up at the cloudy sky, I make an oath.

      I will protect your little boy with my life, and I will find out what happened to you, Lemon, and they will pay.
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        * * *

      

      It's been three days since that call and I've been trying to get everything taken care of, but it's hard for me to even leave the bed. My stomach is off and my heart is broken. Bryce has been a huge help in packing up Lemon and Hill’s things from their apartment.

      We have decided to drive back to Colorado in Lemon’s car. We just can’t leave until Child Services approves my guardianship of Hill. I hope they get their heads out of their asses soon.

      I’ve already arranged for Lemon’s body to be returned to Colorado and I have a funeral scheduled for next Wednesday. Marla has been a huge help in planning and arranging things. I know I should be the one to do it, but all I want to do is sleep and cry.

      Thankfully Hill doesn’t mind lying in bed and watching cartoons. Sometimes Bryce takes him for walks and gives me a few hours of space, but I don't need it.

      While I lay here listening to Paw Patrol and wait for my stomach to settle, I am plotting, thinking of ways to find out what happened to my best friend.

      I need to be strong now for Hill and myself. I need to put my emotions back into a box and focus.

      I can't let my grief cloud my judgment and mind.

      Lemon was murdered, I'm sure of it; and what was Janet talking about? There have been three accidents that year?

      Something is going on at that school.

      My phone rings and I answer. I have been waiting for this call. “Yes,” I say, in a fake happy tone.

      “Miss Donna, this is Charlotte with Child Services. We have talked briefly about the custody of Hillson Montgomery.”

      “Yes, hi, I have been eagerly waiting for you to call. I hope it's good news. I'd love to return back home and get Hillson settled.”

      “We have reviewed the Will of Lemon Montgomery and everything seems to have been checked out. We have some forms that you will need to sign. I faxed them to your lawyer. I understand this is a difficult time, so we are permitting you to return home with the child. Please get those forms filled out and returned to us by next week.”

      I quickly agree then end the call. Hill is asleep next to me and my nerves from all this stress is making my stomach roll.

      I place a pillow next to him so he doesn't fall off the edge, then dart into the bathroom. I almost don't make it to the toilet. Bryce is in the shower beside me and I don’t even care. Emptying my stomach into the porcelain bowl, I rest my head along the rim and groan.

      I thought this stomach bug was over. Maybe I ate something bad. Bryce is singing behind the glass door totally oblivious to me getting sick.

      I’d smile at his awful rendition to “Look What You Made Me Do” by Taylor Swift if I didn't feel so hollow inside. Hillson starts to cry in the other room. I glance in his direction, but I feel another wave of nausea.

      “Bryce,” I shout and his singing cuts off. He turns the water off and opens the door.

      “Babe? Are you okay?” I nod and point to the door.

      “Can you go get Hill, please? He’s probably hungry,” I grumble and at the thought of food, I throw up again.

      Wet hands grab my hair and hold it back, but it doesn’t matter. I’ll be getting in the shower whenever my stomach calms. “Go,” I groan and he sighs, but listens.

      “Hey, handsome man,” he coos as he leaves the bathroom. Hill claps and babbles and my heart aches. He doesn’t understand that Lemon is gone. He’s still little.

      I will do anything in my power to make sure he has a happy life. But first I need to figure out what's going on with my body and get us back home to Colorado.
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        * * *

      

      We are five hours into our three day drive and I have been sick three times. “Pull over,” I bark and Bryce sighs, then puts the turn signal on and pulls over to the shoulder.

      We are somewhere in Pennsylvania and thankfully the roads aren't busy, as I open the car door and get sick.

      “Baby. I think we need to just call it. Find another hotel and get you some medicine. I have canceled all my appointments for the next two weeks and we don't need to be back home for a week.”

      I shake my head and grab the bottle of water I've been sipping on.

      “It's just a stomach bug or food poisoning. I feel better now. Keep driving.”

      Bryce grumbles about stopping to get a pregnancy test and my blood runs cold.

      “I can't be pregnant, Bryce. I have an IUD,” I mumble and he nods, then starts driving again.

      Hillson is napping in his car seat and I'm thankful. I know we will need to stop somewhere for the night, but it's not even ten in the morning.

      “I don't know if I have said this, but thank you, Bryce. I've never needed people. I have my family, but we are all independent. I'm not sure what I would have done if you hadn't been here to help me through this.”

      I grab his hand and he gives it a quick squeeze.

      “Anything Karma. I'm just glad you haven't pushed me away. I care about you and that little boy. I hope you know that.”

      I sigh and nod, then close my eyes. I think a nap is in order.
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        * * *

      

      Bright lights and the car stopping wake me. It's dark outside now and Bryce is yawning. “What time is it?” I mumble and he groans, shifting in his seat.

      “About seven. You have been out cold all day. I've stopped and gotten gas twice, and changed little man. We also grabbed some food and found a park to eat and play at around one. I tried to wake you, but you kept muttering you would kill me.”

      I sit up and stretch, then whimper. I manage to throw the door open in time and hurl right in front of a gas pump.

      Bryce rubs my back and keeps muttering about me being pregnant. He's really starting to piss me off. I already told him it’s not possible.

      Once I'm finished, I close the door and he starts the engine. “Don't we need gas?” I ask, confused and he laughs.

      “There is another station across the street. Did you not notice all the dirty looks we were getting?” I roll my eyes and shake my head.

      “No, but I am starving. Can we grab some burgers and maybe at a place that has chicken wings and oh I would murder someone for a blueberry banana milkshake,” I say with a  groan and Bryce snorts.

      “You have been throwing up all day and you want grease, dairy, hot sauce and fruit?” I nod because yeah I really do.

      He pulls up to a new gas pump and parks the car, then turns to face me.

      “Okay, baby, I really think you need to take a pregnancy test. I know you keep saying it's impossible, but Karma, you can't keep anything down, you're sleeping all the time, having weird cravings and yesterday when Hill started to nuzzle against your chest you yelped.”

      “I just lost my best friend, my sister, Bryce. I'm sorry if I'm not acting normal,” I growl and he sighs, rubbing his eyes and yawns.

      “You're right and I'm so so sorry baby, but I think there is more going on with you right now.”

      I don't respond and he climbs out of the car to fill up the gas tank. Hillson starts to talk and babble and I groan, looking at him.

      He gives me a huge toothy smile and my eyes water. “He's crazy right, baby boy?” Hill giggles and I nod.

      There is no way. Bryce is just crazy.
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        * * *

      

      I finally give in when we reach Texas and we stop at a Walgreens. I am over Bryce muttering under his breath and I'm ready to kick him out of this car and leave him stranded.

      “After I do this, I do not want to hear one more word about me having a baby,” I growl.

      I'm exhausted and over this car trip. I just want my bed. He nods and reaches for my hand.

      “Okay, but just know if you are, I will love and raise that child as if it's my own. Same with Hillson.”

      My eyes widen and I really want to kill him now.

      “Ex-fucking-cuse-me,” I shout and Hill wakes up with a small cry. I glare at Bryce and I hope he can feel the heat and rage I'm spewing. “I don't know who the fuck you think you are. But if I am knocked up, which I'm not, it's one million percent your baby!”

      I leave him with his mouth open and climb out of the car, slam the door and stomp into a twenty-four hour drug store. I walk over to the tests, grab two of the digital ones, pay, ignoring the judgmental grandma, go into the bathroom, pee on the sticks, then storm back to the car and chuck them in Bryce's face.

      I am beyond pissed off right now and he's so lucky that I kinda sorta love him or he would be next on my kill list.

      I'm silent and I wait for him to say something.

      “Okay, first off, how was I to know that you haven't slept with anyone else. You disappear on me for weeks at a time. You are constantly trying to break up with me when you swear we're not together.”

      I huff and cross my arms. “So, what does that mean? You've been fucking other girls?” He shakes his head hard.

      “No, fuck no. Karma I have been in love with you for months. You're smart, beautiful, talented and you infuriate me to no end.”

      “No, Bryce, do not say that. You don't want me. I'm not who you think I am…”

      “I know exactly who you are, Karma!” he growls and I pause.

      No, he can't know.

      “It doesn't matter because I'm not pregnant, Bryce,” I say, pointing at the sticks in his hand.

      He looks surprised and nods. “Fuck, I could have… it doesn't matter, Karma, because I still want you to just accept me and let me help you raise Hill. Let me love you.”

      Tears fill my eyes and I groan. “Just take us home, Bryce. I can't even think about this right now. I need to bury my best friend,” I mumble and he sighs, then starts driving again.

      I'm quiet the rest of the trip and I think he can tell that I'm pulling away, but it's what's best.

      He's too good for me and I hope one day he will forgive me for what I'm about to do.

    

  







            Chapter 10
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      Bryce drops me and Hill off at the mansion and I don't even comment that he's in the driveway.

      It's late. I'm exhausted and I need some space. I know he loves me, and oddly enough, I love him too. That's why I need to do this.

      “I'll text you tomorrow,” I say with a yawn and he nods. He offered to help me bring Hill inside, but that's not going to happen. The rules don’t change just because my life is imploding, and frankly, I need a little space.

      Pierce opens the door and comes down to grab our bags.

      Bryce gives him a glare, which surprises me, then moves closer to us.

      “Sounds good. Get some sleep, baby,” he mutters then gives me a quick kiss. He says goodbye to Hill too, and rubs his head for a second before leaving us.

      “That guy has it bad for you,” Pierce comments and I sigh.

      “I know, which is why I have to let him go,” I grumble, then yawn.

      Pierce looks off toward where Bryce’s car is moving away, then gives me a quick hug.

      “I'm sorry about Lemon, Karma.” He pulls away and takes the bags inside.

      My eyes burn, but I don't give in to any more tears. Turning around, I point out the mansion to Hill.

      “This is a magical castle and it will keep you safe, baby boy. I will keep you safe,” I mumble, then press a kiss to his head and walk us inside.

      It's quiet, but that makes sense since it's three in the morning. I walk right up the stairs and go to my room.

      Darcy and Raven went shopping for Hill and I ordered a Pack 'N Play for my room.

      It's not ideal, but it will work for now.

      I change him into some clean jammies, then lay him down.

      “Mamamamama,” he whines and my heart cracks.

      He started asking for Lemon yesterday and I don't know what to do or say, so I scoop him back up into my arms and hold him tight.

      I rock him for a few minutes and hum to him. When he calms down, I take him to bed with me and lay him down.

      “I miss her too, baby—so, so much, but it's okay. It's going to be okay. I'm your mommy now and I will do anything to make you happy and keep you safe.”

      He puts his thumb in his mouth, which is new, and curls up on my chest.

      I hold him until his breaths even out and he falls asleep.

      I know I'm exhausted and should get some sleep, but my mind won't stop running.

      I need to go talk to Man, even though I know he won't say much, if anything, but I need to make sure Hill is welcome here.

      I also need to make a plan for Hill. I can't keep being a Bella. It's not safe and I don't have a harem of people to love and support me.

      Bryce wants to, but it's not safe. What if someone from my past caught up with me? No, I would never forgive myself if something happened to him or that perfect baby boy. I just need to have someone take Hill for a few months while I go to Kendrick Academy and find out who killed my best friend.
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        * * *

      

      Hill was up before the sun and he didn't want to go back to sleep. I know he got used to watching cartoons in bed, but I don't have a TV in here.

      After I took a quick shower with him, we got dressed for the day and I went to hunt us down some breakfast.

      I remember the early days when all I had to do was make him a bottle—now he needs protein and fruit and some veggies.

      I whip us up some quiches and I leave some aside for the others.

      Hill wants to explore, I can tell. But first we will need to baby-proof this whole place. I don't think there are any weapons just laying around, but this is a mansion full of opulence.

      Man likes his nice things.

      I grab our breakfast and lead Hill to the family media room. It has a huge TV and after I put Mickey Mouse on, he is occupied for hours.

      I sneak away for a few seconds and grab one of the baby gates that I asked Raven to buy.

      After that's set up, I leave Hill in there with some toys and cartoons. I also placed a baby video monitor near him so I could watch him.

      I have a few things to do this morning. The first being, call the hospital and find out the autopsy results. Then I need to try to convince Kendrick Academy to let me substitute Lemon's class until they can find a replacement. And finally I need to call my sisters and see who is able to babysit for me.

      But before all that, I need to talk to Man.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Tabitha came downstairs and agreed to watch Hill so I could talk to Man. She didn't go near him, but she sat outside the gate, keeping an eye on things.

      The call to Kendrick Academy actually worked and I was shocked at how quickly they wanted me to come. I know classes start in about a month, but I figured they would need to at least interview me first.

      Something is extremely fishy about that school.

      Man was okay with Hillson living here and I think he actually seemed a little excited. But it's only temporary. I never planned to leave the mansion, but I think now that I'm kind of a mom, I need to move out.

      Find a place that's more suited for a child. Maybe I'll take Hill on a trip around the world, like Lemon and I always talked about.

      We could go to Italy, Greece, Asia, Iceland. All places that have amazing food.

      But that's going to have to wait until after I get answers about Lemon, and hopefully gut the person that took her from me.

      I asked Raven if she and her guys would watch Hillson if I got permission to leave.

      She's not big on kids, but her guys are and they jumped at the opportunity. I know they will keep him safe.
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        * * *

      

      I fix my makeup and sigh. Today is the day that I have been dreading. I'm wearing a black dress that was Lemon's favorite. I'm also wearing a blonde wig and blue contacts.

      It's not ideal, but I have a plan. Probably a stupid one, but today at the funeral I'm not going to be Karma.

      I'm going to just be a friend from school that Lemon hasn't spoken to in a long time. I'm going to stand in the crowd and pay attention. Listen to everything people have to say and I'm going to watch.

      If I'm right, then a few people from the Academy should be coming.

      Plus it will help me hide from people who know me. Darcy plans to tell everyone I have a nasty stomach bug and couldn't attend.

      Bryce has been blowing up my phone, which I expected. I know this is what's best, but it still hurts.

      I don't open his text messages, but I have given into weakness and listened to his voicemails. He's hurt, confused, but I can’t handle him right now.

      I know it’s cruel, but after everything I have been through lately, I just need some time and space.

      Plus if everything goes to plan, I'll be leaving in a few weeks. He was getting too attached. I warned him from the start that I wasn't his future.

      And he managed to crawl so deep beneath my skin… the thought that he was so convinced that I was pregnant made me actually start to picture a future with him.

      Raising Hill and maybe a few more kids in a large house with lots of land to run and play. A huge kitchen for me to bake all kinds of treats, or maybe I would open up a bakery.

      No, I just need to cut ties now.

      He's full of dreams and some days, those aren't probable.
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        * * *

      

      We host a small funeral for Lemon and I make sure to keep my disguise. Bryce and his family stopped by but didn't stay long. Bryce looked awful, but Mike looked annihilated. His clothes were wrinkled. He had dark circles under his eyes and he smelled like booze.

      I know he loved Lemon, but when she moved away they decided to stay friends. Maybe if she had just stayed in Colorado she would have married him and I wouldn't be here right now. The what-ifs that are swirling through my head are killing me.

      There are two men here from the Academy. Johnson Jones, her ex, and her boss, the dean. I immediately ruled out Johnson because he wasn't even in NY during her murder.

      And no matter what people tell me, it was murder.

      Lemon called me scared and wanting to leave. I should have just dropped everything and got on a plane. Maybe if I did she would still be here.

      Raven moves closer to me and takes my hand. I'm grateful that Darcy and Tabitha came today, too.

      I wasn't sure how I would handle everything.

      There are many stages of grief and I think I've hit them all. I went through my emotional breakdowns, my anger and now I'm at the revenge stage. I just don’t know why someone would have hurt her.

      Lemon was sweet. I was the snarky, sarcastic bitch. She was always willing to help anyone in need.

      I close my eyes and think about the time we went to the mall.

      

      “Karma, I don’t have money for this,” Lemon groans as I drag her into a few stores. She is in desperate need of a new wardrobe and I know she’s going to fight me tooth and nail over it, but I will be buying her a few things today.

      “Lemon, I make really good money and I don’t have a child to spend it on. You put all your paychecks into Hillson, but babes, you need some things. Please just let me spoil you. Today you are my baby. Let me be your Suga’ Mama.” I plead and even pout a little.

      Lemon can be so proud, but she needs this. I have more money than I know what to do with and I hate seeing her struggle. Rolling her eyes she nods.

      “Okay, but you have to get things too, and we need to buy Hill at least two items,” she says with her arms crossed trying to give me a firm look. I bite my lip and laugh.

      “That’s fine. I’ll even throw in some things for the charity drive at the church,” I add and her eyes brighten and she holds out her hand for me to shake.

      “Deal.”

      

      That was a really fun day and she ended up secretly donating half the things that I bought for her. But I couldn’t be angry about it. That was just the kind of person she was.

      She loved hard and overcame a shit load in her young life.

      She didn’t deserve this. Something happened at the Academy. Someone scared her or hurt her and it’s time they pay.
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        * * *

      

      The service was beautiful and a lot of people came out to say their goodbyes to Lemon. But now it’s time to leave. I stayed until the end and I wasn't the only one. He hides in the shadows, watching, but I see him and he just became my number one suspect.

      I stand over her grave with one sunflower in my hand. No tears fill my eyes, but I’m broken inside. Not that anyone can tell. We were taught to be strong and not show our emotions right from the start, after all.

      I'm angry. I can’t believe this is even happening right now. I want blood. If I find out it was him, he will pay for what he did… I just need to get permission, and proof, first. But deep down I know that Kendrick Academy holds all the answers. He’s just proof of that.

      “Goodbye, Lemon Cake,” I whisper, then drop the flower into the abyss. She was stolen from me too soon. Her light strangled by someone’s darkness.

      Walking to the car, the back of my neck prickles. He's still here, watching, but he won’t know it’s me from the disguise I wear.

      He thinks he got away with it, but he doesn't know what type of monster is now hunting him in the shadows.

      But he soon will. Karma is a bitch, and that just so happens to be my name.

      I know Lemon’s death wasn’t an accident, so I am going to find out the truth. And everything points back to Kendrick Academy. I just need to convince Man to let me go.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I’ve got my bags packed and ready to go. I am leaving tonight with or without Man's permission. But I hope it’s with. He is one person I do not want to piss off, but I need answers. I need to know what really happened the night Lemon “fell” down the stairs.

      I won’t be able to move on without them and if it does end up to be just a horrible accident, then I will accept it; but something in my gut is telling me that’s not it.

      She was frantic on that phone call and she had been distant, moody, tired, stressed. No, something was going on.

      I buckle Hillson up in the car seat, give him one more kiss, then place his bags in the trunk. Raven takes the diaper bag and I groan. “Thank you again for doing this. For everything. I know kids are not your thing, but besides you and Selena, I just didn’t know who to ask.”

      Reuben climbs in the driver’s seat and I can hear him talking to Hill. I glance one more time at the little man who has my heart.

      “The twins are excited he’s coming and maybe this will be good for us,” Raven mutters in thought then looks at me with a smile. “Go find out what happened to Lemon and make it bloody. I’ll keep Hillson safe until you’re done.”

      I smirk and nod. Oh yeah, I am going to destroy whoever is guilty. I have never been a bloodthirsty person. I only did what I was ordered to do, but this is personal.
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        * * *

      

      “Please! I’m begging you," I gasp, falling onto my knees in front of his desk. He has a scowl on his face and he looks disappointed that I’m here showing emotion and weakness, but I don’t care.

      She’s gone. He took her from me and now I feel empty inside.

      “We don’t even have proof that this man killed her. She died of a broken neck from a fall down the stairs. Yes, the ligature marks around her throat are suspicious, but we don't kill innocents, Karma!” Darcy says, standing next to Man behind his desk, and I nod.

      I know she’s right, but at this moment I don't care. I want him to pay. I want him to choke on my glass and die a slow and painful death as his insides shred and he bleeds out.

      “Fine, then let me go there. I'll replace her job undercover. I’ll get the proof that he killed her and then I will take him out, once and for all.” I wipe the tears from my cheek with the sleeve of my long black dress and he leans forward in his chair.

      “Karma, I tried to teach all of you girls from the beginning not to make any emotional attachments to people outside of this family,” Man starts, speaking more words than I have ever heard from him, but I can’t hear this.

      “She was my family!” I roar, no longer caring that this is Man. The one person who could eliminate me before I’d even get back onto my feet.

      Nothing matters anymore. I feel empty, dead inside. My one piece of humanity is gone.

      All those nights laughing and baking together are now just a distant memory. I need the real thing. I need her to keep me from going completely dark.

      How am I going to be a good mother to Hillson if I live in this anger and darkness?

      “I already got Lemon’s old job. I wanted to ask your permission before leaving—your blessing—but I still plan to go. They need me in a month, but I plan to leave tonight and do some investigating. I need this. Please, Sir.”

      My knees start to ache, but I dont move. After what feels like a lifetime he grunts and waves his hand.

      “Thank you,” I mumble, then rush into the hall as fast as I can. Darcy follows me and I sigh.

      “Are you sure about this, Karma?” she asks and I nod.

      “I’ve never been more positive about anything in my life.”

      

  




BRYCE

      I’m not supposed to be here. Karma told me time and time again that her dad was super strict. I know I should just turn around, walk back to my car, and go home, but I’m worried about her.

      She’s never been overly open about her life or even wanting to date me, but I’ve fallen for her like the idiot I am and I know she’s hurting.

      Though she hides her feelings and emotions, I’ve witnessed first hand how much she loved Lemon.

      “Fuck,” I growl, then take a deep breath. I’d rather her be pissed at me, than drowning in a bottle somewhere. And what about Hillson? I love that little guy. We really bonded on the trip and I miss him.

      I climb the steps to the largest house I’ve ever seen. I still can’t get over the size or seclusion of this place. I knew Karma had money, but I never imagined this.

      Ringing the bell, I wait for someone to answer. I’m hoping Karma might be the one, but I’ll settle for anyone but her dad. A few of her sisters were at the funeral, but it felt weird to just walk up and introduce myself since Karma wasn’t there.

      I can’t believe she’s still sick. I think at this point she needs to see a doctor. Or maybe she already has, but I wouldn’t know because she won’t answer her damn phone.

      It takes a few minutes for someone to finally come, but I wait.

      Pierce, her cousin, opens the door and he looks mad. “You can’t be here,” he snaps and I cross my arms, showing him he doesn’t intimidate me.

      “I need to talk to Karma,” I grumble and he raises a brow, then smirks.

      “She’s not here. She’s not even in the state. She left. Packed her bags and moved.”

      My mouth pops open in shock and my heart aches. She’s gone?

      “The fact she didn’t tell you only proves my point more. You’re not welcome here. Go home, Bryce.”

      The door slams in my face and I pull out my phone, calling her again as I walk back over to my car.

      It goes right to voicemail and I groan. I’ve left countless messages and not one has been returned or read. Did she block me? Why? I know me thinking she was pregnant freaked her out a bit, but that doesn’t mean she needs to avoid me at all costs.

      We will just have to use fucking condoms, even though those bitches pinch, and feeling her bare is the closest I’ve ever been to Heaven. But I would do it if it meant she was in my life. I would do anything for her.

      I never believed in love at first sight, or soulmates, but I think she’s the closest thing to the real deal.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting in the shop a few days later, moping. Karma still hasn’t reached out and I fucking miss her. I can only keep scrolling through the photos of us together and the ones of Hillson so many times.

      The little bell above the door dings and my heart races until I see it’s not her. An attractive blonde walks over to the counter and starts looking through the designs. She bats her eyes at me and licks her lips, but I’m not paying attention.

      My eyes fall back to my phone in my hand and the picture of me and Karma snuggled in bed. Before all the drama started. “Okay, do you have any appointments available right now?” the woman asks and I grunt.

      “If you want anything girly you will need to wait for my brother, Mike, and he’s booked solid for two months,” I say, glancing up at her. Her eyes widen.

      “Oh, wow, I didn't think I’d need an appointment. I work over at Dusty’s Grill and I haven’t seen many people here lately,” she says with a smile.

      “We’ve been closed for a few weeks. A death in the family.” I don’t offer anymore and she sighs.

      “So what do you classify as “girly,” because I had to psyche myself up to even come in here. I’m so scared of needles, but I have been wanting a tattoo for so long.” I stand up and walk over to the binder with my designs.

      “Going to tell you now, that if you are scared of needles, start small.” I hand her the book and she starts looking. I leave her to it and go to the back room to make a coffee. When I return she has a huge smile on her face and she's pointing to something.

      “Oh my God, yes, I need this one. It’s perfect,” she says and I move closer to see what she chose.

      “No, you can’t have that one,” I grumble and she frowns.

      “Why not? I love sunflowers and the lemon inside is so cute,” she gushes and I grab the book and remove the photo I took of Karma’s tattoo.

      “It was for my girl and it’s in remembrance of her best friend,” I reply and she pouts.

      “Oh, okay, well then I think I will wait for Mike.” I nod and take her information down. I’m not telling her now, but I’m not sure when Mike will be back to work. He’s been a wreck since Lemon died and doesn’t want to leave his drunken stupor.

      Him and I are quite a pair right now.
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ONE MONTH LATER

      I park my small, non-flashy rental into the faculty parking lot. Kendrick Academy stands tall outside my windshield. It’s brown bricks, a good foundation for the evil it holds inside.

      The secrets within these walls would have it crumbling if they ever came to light. But that’s not why I’m here.

      Leave that for another Bella to handle, or maybe I’ll have to come back and take it apart brick by brick. Sighing, I turn the engine off and unbuckle my belt. My hands shake and I curse under my breath.

      I am so much stronger than the grieving girl I am portraying right now. I was taught to never allow emotions to rule me, but I can’t help it. Lemon was more than my friend, she was my soulmate in a totally platonic sister way. I loved her and I fucking miss her.

      She pulled me out of all the conditioning I have been taught and made me live. She showed me there was more in this world than assignments and assassinations. But now she’s gone and I have to fight my nature from pulling me back into that darkness.

      One last kill and then I’m retiring. Hillson and I are going on a trip. Lemon always talked about traveling the world and trying all the amazing food. She won’t be with me, but I made a promise to follow her and even though she’s no longer here, she will be with me in spirit.

      Checking my makeup quickly, I give my reflection a fake ass smile, then open the door. The weather is unbearably humid and I grab my sunglasses off the dash, slipping them on before climbing out of the car.

      I’m wearing a cute, flowy skirt and a pale pink top. I have an image to uphold, after all. Students run around, chattering excitedly and I notice some boys playing a game of football over on the left field.

      I try not to stare, but I mean, I am only human and this is a college. They are all legal. Not to mention I’m around their age. I’m only pretending to be twenty-five so I can get on the faculty.

      Not that I’m in the mood to fuck any of them. I haven’t felt any urge since Bryce. Since the night everything went to shit.

      Plus I’ve still been feeling off. The stomach virus finally went away, but I just seem to have low energy lately.

      I’m actually looking forward to working here and not going on missions. This isn’t a vacation, by any means, and I hope this doesn’t take long, but I won’t mind the occasional sleeping in and going to bed at a normal hour.

      I follow the signs to the administration building, then open the door and sigh when the AC cools my heated flesh.

      New York in the late summer is hot. These past few weeks I have been just trying to stay cool.

      Walking over to the secretary, I give her my name and she tells me to wait.

      This looks like your typical reception area. No different from anywhere else, but my skin crawls all the same. Taking a breath, I cool my heels for thirty minutes as I sit there waiting. I can hear the dean in his office, and will my patience to hold. I have things to do, dammit.

      Finally he opens the door and comes to collect me. I fight not to cringe as he shakes and holds my hand for an extra second.

      “Karma, thank you for coming. I am so sorry about Lemon. She was an amazing woman and will be greatly missed.” I bite my tongue and give him a nod. He probably thinks I am fighting back tears, but really I want to stab him in the throat with the small dagger in my purse.

      But that’s not my kill method, though, it would be effective.

      Ugh, why do I need to get proof?

      I follow him into his office and take a seat in one of the leather chairs positioned in front of his desk. He shuts the door and I relax my shoulders. I am supposed to be playing a part right now, but I have never had such a personal mission before and it’s fucking with my mind.

      Moving around me, he sits in his huge wingback chair, facing me. He has a folder on his desk and he flips it open.

      “I will have to say that we were surprised to have gotten your call. Not that we’re not grateful, because we are. Lemon is going to be difficult to replace, her students loved her.”

      “That’s why I’m here. I know she would have wanted me to continue her after-school program. She was dedicated to her kids, as she called them.”

      “Yes, that makes sense.” He leans closer and stares at me until it’s almost uncomfortable. He’s giving me major creep vibes. “Right, well. I see here that you have a small business dealing with pastries. So you should fit in well. Classes start in a few days, so you will have time to get used to the layout of campus and your classroom.” He looks over at his wall deep in thought, then fixes his tie.

      “We left the apartment and classroom exactly as Lemon had it, per your request, but if for any reason you wish to redecorate, just let the janitorial staff know.”

      He hands me a folder full of papers I need to sign and a map, then a ring of keys. My throat gets tight at the lemonade keychain still attached. I bought that for Lemon a few years ago.

      I stand and turn to leave. I need to get out of here. “Oh, and Karma? If there is anything I can do for you, anything to help your transition here be a little smoother, please let me know.” I glance at Dean Kenders. He is an attractive man.

      Tall, dirty blond hair cut short, with hazel eyes. He’s dressed in a nice suit and I can see how Lemon may have fallen for his charms. I give him a smile, playing the part, but my stomach churns and I feel like I may be sick.

      “Have a nice day and welcome to Kendrick Academy,” he calls out behind me as I leave his office. I smile at the secretary, but she’s giving me a dirty look.

      Well, okay then.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t know what went down here, but I am going to try to solve this puzzle and hopefully quickly.

      I would rather not stay here long. All I can think about is getting in, finding out the truth, and going home. Hopefully someone will slip up and reveal something soon. Hillson just lost his mom and now he’s with a bunch of people he doesn’t know.

      Even though I know Reuban and the twins are loving that he’s there. Raven not so much. Babies tend to freak her out a bit, but I am so grateful that she’s watching over him. I know she will protect him with her life.

      Not that he’s in any danger, but I don’t think I could survive if something happened to him. I want to be sure that we’re as careful as possible until I figure out what happened to Lemon.

      Blowing out a breath, I decide to check out my new place. I don’t need the map since I have studied this place excessively over the last few weeks, but I have to play the part as a new teacher.

      I open the bifold and pretend to look around like I’m lost. “Can I help you?” a pretty brunette asks as she’s headed toward the place I’m going.

      “Oh, yes please. I’m new here and I’m trying to figure out this map. I’ll be honest, I tend to use my phone for GPS these days,” I say with a laugh and she nods, smiling.

      “The student dorms are over by the cafeteria.” She points and I throw my head back, laughing and place a hand on my chest.

      “Oh, you are too sweet, but I’m a teacher here, not a student.”

      Now her eyes widen and she shakes her head. “I am so sorry. You just look so young. I have to get to a meeting, but our building is right over there. I’m Krystal, by the way.”

      She holds out her hand and I quickly shake it, looking grateful. “Thank you, I’m Karma. Maybe we can get together sometime and you can give me the inside scoop about everyone here,” I say mischievously, hoping I don’t sound too eager.

      “Yes, sold. There is a hot bar a few blocks from here. We can have drinks. I’ll find you later,” she says, then waves and rushes off to the administration building I just left.

      I wait until she’s gone, then drop my smile and internally groan. I hate being perky. I continue toward where she pointed.

      There’s a pretty walkway, lots of lighting, and there is faculty going in and out of the building. I’m glad there won’t be any students here so I can just unwind. It’s hard enough as it is to be here.

      The stairs are brutal as I climb them once I’m inside, and there isn’t an elevator. Thank God I’m in shape or this would be painful to live on the third floor. Unlocking the door, I’m happily surprised by the amount of lighting there is. It’s bright and sunny, and all I can think about is how much Lemon would have loved that.

      Making sure I shut the door behind me before I get emotional, I walk through the apartment. It’s one bedroom, but the kitchen is just large enough. Standing at the window that faces the courtyard, I wonder idly if Hill liked playing outside with his mom there. It’s surrounded by shady trees, with the sun peeking in to play hide and seek between the branches.

      Swallowing around the lump I feel, I decide to call Raven to check on Hill.

      She answers on the third ring and I already hear chaos. Hillson is laughing hysterically at something and one of her guys is shouting at one of her other guys. It’s probably the twins, they are always bickering.

      “Hey, how did the meeting with Dean Dickface go?” Raven asks and I laugh.

      “Oh, you know, a bunch of bullshit condolences and then he had the nerve to hit on me. He gives me a bad vibe, Raven. I know I’m here to find clues and the truth, but I think it was him. He had something to do with Lemon’s death.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” I shake my head and groan.

      “No, you’re doing enough. Thank you. I just wanted to check in on Hillson before I take a shower and a nap. I feel run down today.”

      “Oh, he’s fine. The twins are arguing, Otto and Reuban are playing cars with the baby. The guys went a little crazy toy shopping yesterday and Hill is having a blast. He’s good, Karma. Promise.”

      “I know, thanks, sis. Okay, I’m going to go shower. Call me if you need anything.”

      I end the call and sigh. I need to get my head in the game and focus, but first, I think I’ll nap.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up hot and groggy. My stomach is rolling and my head is pounding. Checking the time on my phone, I groan, then roll off the bed and walk over to the bathroom. I need to take a quick shower, then explore.

      I don’t want to be stumbling around on the first day. Stripping out of my clothes, I sigh. I shouldn’t have taken a nap in my bra. My breasts are swollen and have been annoying me lately.

      Turning the water on, I wait for it to heat up and unpack my toiletries, placing them on the counter. My hands shake as I turn on the sink taps and splash some water on my face. I’m super dizzy and my head is throbbing.

      I move over to the shower and turn the water to cool, hoping it helps, then step in and quickly wash my body and hair. Resting my head on the tiled wall, I wait for the queasiness to stop.

      Maybe I should make a doctor’s appointment. Figure out what the fuck is going on with me.

      My phone starts to ring and I turn the water off, then grab my towel and dry off. I let it ring. I know who it is. I was hoping Bryce would have moved on by now, but he still calls and texts me all day long.

      I wait for the call to go to voicemail, then I listen to it and wish I hadn’t. He doesn’t sound good. My heart aches to call him back, but I can’t. Maybe after this is all said and done, I’ll reach out, but right now…

      I just have too much shit going on.

      I quickly get dressed, then do my hair and makeup. I need to run some errands and grab some food for the small fridge I have. Lemon mentioned once there was a grocery shop within walking distance, so that’s going to be my last stop.

      First, I need to find my classroom.
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        * * *

      

      I am going to get so lost in this damn school. There are so many staircases and hallways and locked doors. I think my first step is going to be befriending the maintenance man so I can get a copy of his master key.

      I could probably just ask Man or one of my sisters for help, but after how much convincing it took to let me come here, I don’t want to risk it. I’ll just whip up some cookies—minus the deadly ingredient—and introduce myself to them.

      I turn down another hall and pause. This way is darker and cooler than the rest of the school. It gives me horror movie vibes. There is yellow tape along the top of the staircase and cones with some signs saying it’s off limits.

      My chest hurts and I fall to my knees. This is where it happened, isn’t it? This is where my beautiful best friend took her last breath. Tears fill my eyes and I’m thankful I’m alone right now.

      I let the sobs come until I’m exhausted and my knees are shaking. Wiping my cheeks, I take a few breaths, then climb back to my feet and move away from that hall.

      I find the classroom and the moment I enter, I feel her. Lemon is everywhere. The scent that lingers in the air. The inspirational posters on the walls, and the drawings from Hill on her desk.

      I had asked the faculty not to change a thing, but the fact that they left her sweater hanging in the closet and the stabby apron I bought her, makes me think that they have avoided this room completely.

      I move back to the kitchen area and make a list of things the school will need to acquire for my lessons, then quickly leave. I know I will need to be in this room a lot, but after the staircase meltdown and the way I can feel Lemon all around me, I need some air.

      I wander for a few minutes then head toward the faculty lounge. I need to start making my presence known and befriend some people. I can’t be a recluse the whole time I’m here or I will never find out what happened to Lemon.

      The smell of coffee lures me into a plush sitting room. There is a fireplace along the back wall and comfortable looking couches in front of it. There is also a full kitchen along the other wall where a complicated coffee machine is sitting.

      It honestly looks like a fun place to hang out between classes. I walk inside and a few eyes draw to me. I try to give them a smile, but I know my makeup has to be a little smeared from crying and my eyes are probably puffy.

      Krystal comes over to me and I sigh. “Hi,” I say and she grabs my arm gently and pulls me to one of the couches.

      “I was hoping you would find our little hidey-hole,” she jokes and I laugh.

      “I just checked out my classroom and I was in need of a coffee break.”

      “Oh, what are you teaching? I never had a chance to ask. Deenie can be a real grump when I’m late for our meetings,” she says with a frown, then seems to snap out of it and gives me a smile again.

      “Deenie?” I ask, because she can’t be talking about the dean like that, right?

      “Yes, Dean Kenders. I have known him for many years, but he still gets on my case when I’m a few minutes behind.”

      “Years, but you are so young?”

      “I was a student here before I became faculty,” she replies, then stands. “Let’s grab you a coffee then you can tell me your story.” I nod and follow her over to the machine. She grumbles before groaning and bending down into a cabinet.

      “I hate this pompous coffee maker. I much prefer this,” she says, then pulls out a Keurig. I laugh—this time real—and bite my lip.

      No one has made me feel this light-hearted since Lemon and I feel almost guilty. “Yes, thank you,” I tell her, then wait until she’s made us two cups of mocha flavored coffee. She moves over to the fridge and grabs a can of whipped cream and I’m sold.

      I really hope she didn’t do anything to Lemon because I genuinely like her.

      She places a dollop on each of our drinks then we go back to the sofa. I notice she has a Kindle sitting there and I smile.

      “Please tell me you like smutty dark romances or I don’t think we can be friends,” I say with a pout and she bursts out in giggles.

      “Thank fuck. I finally have someone to talk to about monster peens, and step-brother bullies. All these other people are stuck up,” she says in a whisper and I laugh, glancing around at the older teachers.

      “So, Karma, tell me about yourself. You have awesome taste in books and clothes—oh yeah, don’t think I haven’t been peeping on that Marc Jacobs bag,” she says, pointing to my purse.

      Fuck, I really like her. But this isn’t fair to Lemon. “My sister bought it for me for my birthday last year. I’m actually here because my best friend died. Ummm, did you know Lemon?”

      Krystal’s eyes widen and then they get glassy as she nods. “I did. She was so nice. She would bake me treats and oh my God, you’re Karma. I’m so stupid. She would talk about you all the time.”

      I nod and wipe under my eye then groan. “I have been so emotional lately, I’m sorry. But yes, she was a sister to me and when I thought about her class, I knew I had to come step in and run it. She loved her students.”

      “Yes, I’m a part of the English department and my kids would constantly talk about her. That’s one of the reasons I reached out. I am a sucker for sweets. I’ve really missed her. I’m glad you’re here. If you ever need anything, just let me know. Us Smutaholics have to stick together.”

      I give her a smile and listen as she goes on about something she’s reading. It’s nice to just sit and not have to talk or wear a mask. It’s like a breath of fresh air, and I didn't realize how much I was drowning.
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      The next morning, I’m feeling better, but dreading this Back to School assembly. I should use it as a distraction and do some sleuthing, but Krystal was adamant that we all had to attend. It’s mandatory, I guess.

      I’m early when I arrive and find a seat in the back. Checking that no one is around, I open up an email I have been waiting on. One of my sisters is a whiz at hacking and she was able to get me a folder full of dirt and information on all my fellow teachers.

      I skip the people over the age of fifty and start going down the list. I leave the dean for last because he’s already one of my suspects.

      Students start to file in and the noise level rises. I can’t risk someone catching what I’m doing so I quickly open up my Kindle app and pretend to be reading. Pretty soon the place is packed and the assistant dean starts speaking.

      I glance up and freeze.

      There he is. Standing center stage, waiting for the students to calm down so he can give some award winning bullshit speech. All eyes on him.

      The man who dated my bestie and then broke her heart.

      Johnson Jones, even his name is pretentious and ridiculous. I know he isn’t my mark, but he will be the one helping me in the end.

      “Good afternoon and welcome back to Kendrick Academy,” he starts and all the students cheer and whoop. Giving us all a smile, he shakes his head then continues, “I know you all are wanting to unpack and get settled, so I will make this quick. We have four new faculty members joining us this semester so please make them feel welcome. Also, the third floor west wing is off limits! We had some electrical issues and plumbing problems. That being said, now the dorms are co-ed." I don't hear another word from Johnson because the crowd goes crazy.

      Rolling my eyes at all the testosterone surrounding me, I stand from my seat and slip into the shadows.

      Something about the third wing being off limits intrigues me and I make a note to remember to check it out after everyone goes to bed.

      Moving through the halls, I take in the opulence. Lemon worked here for over six months before she was killed.

      She met her devil here and her ghost haunts these walls. But ghosts don't scare me. I leave the main hall and head toward my living quarters. Walking around the corner, I freeze.

      There is a gorgeous guy fighting to make his key work in my door. Someone I do not recognize from the email.

      Sneaking up behind him, I clear my throat.

      Jumping, he spins to face me. Wow. He has such amazing eyes. They always say you can tell someone's soul through their eyes, and instantly I know this man isn't a threat.

      “Can I help you?” I ask, giving him a friendly smile. He rubs the back of his neck and his light brown hair covers his eyes.

      “I arrived late and I can't seem to get my door open,” he mumbles with a smile.

      “That's because it's my room,” I say with a small giggle and his aquamarine eyes widen.

      “That's not possible…” He digs in his pocket for a second and retrieves a slip of paper before groaning. “I'm sorry, this is what happens when you drive for twenty hours straight.”

      Moving aside so I can unlock my door, he shuffles to the room across from mine, cheering when the key opens his lock.

      “So, since I'm new here and we're neighbors, think maybe you could show me around?” he asks, biting his bottom lip.

      My pulse starts to race and I'm surprised when my panties get a little damp. I haven’t even thought about sex since that night with Bryce where everything went to shit. I begin to tell him I'm new too, when there is a commotion from down the hall. Two more delicious men walk down the corridor until they greet the mystery man.

      Shit! I think I’m in trouble. They all give me a friendly smile. “Way to wait for us, Brooks,” one of them shouts and I turn to the man I was just talking to.

      “I’m Karma and I’m afraid I would be the worst person to help. I’m new this year too, but if you ever want something yummy baked, I’m your girl.”

      “Now that sounds like the best offer I’ve had in a long time,” a handsome green-eyed man says, coming behind his friend and offering me his hand to shake. “I’m TJ,” he says and I smile.

      “That would make you Brooks and…” I turn toward the grumpy guy who seems to have a scowl on his lips and he frowns.

      “Vin. Sorry, I’m fucking wiped right now and needing a nap,” he grumbles and I nod.

      “I understand, I drove here from Colorado. But it was nice to meet you all,” I reply, then give them a wave and walk inside.

      The guys give Vin some grief about being a dick as they walk into their place. I laugh and shake my head. My phone rings and I glance to see who it is. My good mood instantly leaves and the guilt returns.

      Even if there are a bunch of hot guys living next door, it doesn’t change anything. My heart is still broken and belongs to a man I can’t have.

      

  




BROOKS

      After a twenty hour drive to the Academy, I was ready to crash. The guys always say that they are going to take shifts, but all they do is sleep as I fight to stay awake. Trying to break in and enter my hot new neighbor’s place was not my goal when all I wanted was a bed.

      “Who was that?” TJ asks as I move over to the couch, and flop face down on the material. It’s hard and we will be replacing it. We took this job last minute so all the things left behind are from the previous teacher, or from the school if they never changed things.

      “I’m going to assume she’s some kind of baking teacher from her comment,” I mumble, then close my eyes.

      “Well she’s hot and Vin, what the fuck man? You were a total asshole to her. We need to keep a low profile here. What if she makes a comment to one of the other faculty members about the asshole new guy? We need to stay off the radar,” TJ continues to berate Vin and I laugh.

      Lifting up off the couch, I turn to face them both.

      “He’s grumpy because he hasn’t been laid in two weeks. Come here, baby,” I coo, then lean back and spread my thighs.

      TJ rolls his eyes, but moves over to a chair in the corner and sits.

      We are all stressed, exhausted and pent up. We need this, then showers and a nap.

      Vin grumbles, but he listens like the good boy he is and kneels in front of me.

      I run my fingers through his hair and wait until his shoulders relax and he melts.

      “Take my cock out. Show me how much you missed him,” I order and he obeys.

      I hiss as his rough palm touches my cock, making me harder.

      “Fuck,” I moan and TJ groans as he pulls his own dick out and starts to stroke it as he continues to watch.

      We have been friends almost our whole lives and have been messing around since high school. These guys are my family and I would do anything for them, except get on my knees.

      They know who the Alpha is in this group.

      I grab a handful of Vin’s dark hair and tug, bringing his mouth to hover over my cock.

      “You know what to do,” I grunt as he licks the tip, then sucks.

      I drop my head back along the couch and sigh as he sucks me down. “Such a good boy for Daddy,” I praise and he moans.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come before it even gets good,” TJ grunts and I laugh.

      “Get down here and fuck Vin’s pretty hole,” I command and TJ grumbles, but listens.

      Stripping off all his clothes, he grabs some lube out of the pocket of his duffle bag and I release Vin’s hair so he can strip too, then get back on his knees for me.

      Grabbing the bottom of my T-shirt, I lift it up and over my head, chuck it, then kick off my sneakers and pull my shorts all the way off.

      Vin drops back to his knees in front of me with a groan and I grab two of the pillows on the couch and hand them to TJ.

      I doubt the previous tenant used them for this purpose, but rug burns on their knees will make for an interesting conversation, and we can’t have our cover blown.

      TJ begins kissing down Vin’s back, making him moan. The sounds cause my dick to jerk and I wait until TJ is done prepping Vin’s ass before smacking my dick against his lips.

      “Fuck, Vin. Your porn noises always get my cock harder than I thought possible,” I grunt as he sucks me down to my base and rolls my balls around in his hand.

      “Yes, baby, just like that,” I praise and he groans as TJ starts to push his fat cock inside his ass.

      I let them get into a rhythm, then grab a fist full of Vin’s hair and choke him with my dick. He’s always been a fan of breath play, but I know his limits.

      "Such a good boy for me. You like it when Daddy stuffs your little throat with his cock, don't you," I growl and he whimpers making his throat tighter and the vibrations run along my dick.

      I let him breathe and then do it again as TJ reaches around and wraps his hand around Vin’s cock.

      "I need you to come, baby. I need to feel your tight ass pulse as you explode all over my fist," he pants and I’m close.

      Watching them fuck always gets me there. It’s raw, animalistic, and TJ loves to talk dirty just like me.

      "You know what to do, baby boy," I grunt as he starts to tease my hole and suck me down deeper, then swallow.

      "Fuck, Vin, just like that," I groan as I fill his mouth with my cum.

      "So tight," TJ moans before slapping Vin’s ass hard and groaning. I’m assuming they both came since Vin is panting along my inner thigh and TJ has a huge sated smile on his face.

      "Showers, nap, and then we’re ordering a new couch," I grumble as I shift away from Vin and climb to my feet. My back cracks and I groan.

      Fuck, that couch needs to go.
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        * * *

      

      After my nap, I’m feeling better, and able to dig into these files. There seems to be one on every teacher except the one across the hall.

      Not that I was looking in particular or anything.

      “That’s weird,” I mumble and Vin pops his head up from his laptop.

      “What’s up,” he asks as he’s still running some code.

      “I’m looking over the faculty files and Karma seems to be missing,” I say, then hand him the pile. He scans them, then goes back to his computer.

      “Let me check the new record database. She did say she was new.” I nod and leave him to his work.

      Making a list of people who standout, I write down some bullet points to ask Boss Man tomorrow.

      “Okay, Karma Donna, twenty-five, came from Colorado. No teaching experience, but she owns Karma’s Deadly Treats, a small cupcake LLC.”

      “Any priors?” He shakes his head and I smile. “Uh oh. I know that grin. What are you planning, B?”

      “Nothing, but I wouldn’t mind getting to know our neighbor a little better. She’s new. We’re new…”

      “You’re going to make me go over and apologize, aren’t you?”

      I cross my arms and lean back in my chair. “Not tonight, it’s late. But tomorrow I say we invite her to eat or something.”

      TJ shouts from the couch in agreement and I smirk.

      “Fuck. Fine. May I get back to work now, Sir?” he sasses and I lean over the table and grip his chin tight.

      “Watch it. Or I’ll fill that smart mouth again,” I growl, then press a quick kiss to his lips and pull away.

      Pushing my seat back from the table, I stand and stretch.

      “I’m going to go check out the gym. See what equipment they have and what we need to order.”

      “I’m going to keep running this code, then crash,” Vin says with a yawn then puts his reading glasses on.

      My dick twitches. I’ve always loved his Clark Kent appearance and he knows it, by the smirk on his face.

      I leave them to it and quickly change into some workout clothes, then grab my shoes and leave.

      I pass Karma’s door and smile.

      I think I’m really going to like this job.
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        * * *

      

      “We are going to be late. Fuck,” TJ mutters as we grab everything we need for our meeting with Johnson.

      “I didn’t mean to let my phone die,” Vin grumbles and I sigh. Because the battery crapped out, our alarm never went off and we slept in.

      “It’s okay. Yes, he’s the Boss Man, but he’s still super chill.”

      I grab my keys and then open the door. “Where are we supposed to go again?” I ask and TJ laughs.

      “His apartment, which is on the other side of the campus. He wanted complete privacy.” I nod and we start walking faster in that direction.

      There are a few students moving around and getting breakfast, but the semester doesn’t start for a few more days.

      I find myself looking around for a certain sexy brunette and Vin grunts when he realizes.

      “Should I be jealous that you’re trying to add to our little group?” he asks and I laugh.

      "Never. No one could ever replace you guys, but we have always talked about bringing a woman into our group and for some reason Karma makes me act like a bumbling idiot. ‘'ve never been so off-centered around someone before."

      TJ laughs and moves quicker toward Johnson’s place. "Big Man Alpha finally found someone to unnerve him?" he says with a big grin and I cross my arms, giving him a stern look.

      He drops the joking and looks at my feet like the perfect submissive he is.

      But it wasn't wrong. I'm blaming it on the lack of sleep for how stupid I acted with Karma.

      Johnson is waiting outside and he has a sheepish look on his face. "Thanks for meeting me here. Kenders has been suspicious lately and he has a group of little spies around here."

      I nod and walk inside his small cottage type home, almost tripping over some toy cars.

      It's a fucking mess in here and I know Johnson has been going through some shit since his ex died, but damn.

      "Where’s your son?" I ask, trying not to show my disgust at the dirty dishes in the sink.

      I have always been a little OCD. Vin and TJ move around me and take a seat on the couch, pushing some things onto the floor.

      "He's at the daycare center. He's safe, but I fear this case is compromised. Dean Kenders is getting Intel from someone and escalating. We still haven't been able to nail him for these deaths though."

      He runs a hand through his hair and groans. "Lemon's best friend moving here and taking her place is fucking with my head. I don't know why Karma is here, but she's in danger."

      I stand up straighter at that. "Karma? The new girl is your ex's best friend? Why would she come here?"

      Questions begin to rattle through my brain as I try to figure out the puzzle laid before me.

      "So what do you want us to do, Boss?" Vin asks, standing up.

      "I originally assigned you this case because I have been here for over a year and keep hitting dead ends, but now I need to ask you something personal." He moves closer and lowers his voice. "Stay undercover and do your job, but also keep an eye on Karma. Protect her the way I couldn't with Lemon."

      Well, this case just got a whole lot more interesting.

      "Absolutely, Sir. We won't let anyone hurt her."

      

  




KARMA

      A knock on the door pulls me from the book I've been reading. I have been extremely lazy today and I’m glad my family isn’t here to witness it. I’m still low energy and I’m enjoying a quiet place to get lost in my book.

      I stand and stretch with a groan. I must have been sitting longer than I thought. Moving to the door, I open it expecting to see Krystal. She’s the only one here who I really know. I’m startled to see my new neighbors.

      “Uh, hey, Karma. We were going to grab some food at the diner down the road. We didn’t know if you would like to come? Vin here feels bad about being such an asshole and would like to make it up to you by buying you a burger… Or maybe you like salad… Or,” he continues to ramble and I can’t stop from laughing.

      Why is he acting so nervous? My stomach rumbles and I nod. Cutting him off, I lean closer and tap his nose.

      I don't know why I do it, but he stops talking and takes a much needed breath.

      Even his friends are looking at him weird. Maybe I make him nervous? “Yes, food sounds awesome. I still need to get some groceries and I didn't notice how hungry I was.” Vin steps closer and he looks angry.

      “Dinner first, then we are loading your kitchen with snacks.” I grunt at how hostile he's acting, but then smile at the sweet gesture.

      I don't know who these guys are yet, but I think I kinda like them.

      Crossing my arms, I stick my nose up even though they are ridiculously tall to my five-foot-nine. “For the record, I want a steak and hot wings and maybe some fried pickles and of course dessert. So you best bring your wallet.”

      I leave them gaping at me in the hall and turn back inside to change. Thankfully I showered this morning, so all I need to do is put on some jeans and a bra.

      I wish I could go braless because my tits still hurt and I'm contemplating removing my piercings, but I am a busty girl and if I was with my sisters or Bryce it would be a different story.

      I don't know these guys, plus we are going out in public.

      It took me maybe ten minutes because I had to dig in my suitcase for a clean pair of undies. I need to find somewhere to do laundry.

      In that time the guys have made themselves comfortable. Brooks is on my couch, Vin is going through my cupboards and scowling, and TJ is flipping through my Kindle.

      His cheeks are pink and he's biting his lip. I try to think of where I left off in my book. Oh yeah, that makes sense. The female main character, Chastity, was getting her ass stretched on top of the kitchen counter by her husband in preparation for her virgin boyfriends.

      It's actually a really hot scene, and if I hadn't been interrupted, I may have broken out my vibe.

      “Um, I don't remember inviting y'all inside, but we can discuss boundaries later. Let's go, I'm starving.”

      We leave the Academy and the guys head to the faculty parking lot. They stop at an impressive, tricked out SUV. “Did you want to drive yourself or…” TJ trails off and I roll my eyes.

      “I'll ride with you. But I'm texting my sister Naomi, so if I go missing she knows who I was with—and just so you're aware she has a penchant for daggers.”

      Vin laughs, surprising me, it's a deep chuckle and it makes me shiver. Brooks laughs too, then opens the back door for me to climb in.

      I was being totally serious as I send a quick message to my sister, but whatever. If they want to think I'm playing, they can.

      She replies with a thumbs up and I relax into the warm leather seat. Vin gets in the driver's seat and TJ in the passenger.

      Brooks climbs in next to me and off we go. Some heavy metal plays on the radio and I hum along.

      I don't know why I feel so at ease with these men, but I do. They remind me of Pierce and Bryce. My chest aches and I absently rub it. He’s still blowing up my phone. I should just answer, stop being a wimp and break up with him for good.

      Even though I know it’s what's best, I still don’t want to lose him. I guess I'm still hoping he may accept who I am and forgive me.

      Maybe we could be a family and raise Hill together.

      Brooks shifts next to me and I notice we're at the restaurant. "I thought you had said a diner?" I question since this is not a small place.

      TJ climbs out and opens my door then offers me his hand. "You mentioned a bunch of food that wouldn't have been on the menu, so a steakhouse it is. Don't worry, love, I brought my wallet," he says with a wink and I laugh.

      "Very well, I guess I will allow this change in plans, but only this once," I joke and Brooks moves closer to us and offers me his other hand. I take it as we walk inside.

      Yeah, I don't know who these men are, but I have a feeling they are going to be very dangerous to my heart and my panties.

    

  







            Chapter 13
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      Being recruited for the FBI right out of high school with my best friends wasn't ideal, but we have always been gifted with certain skills. Vin is one of the best hackers I know. Brooks has great leadership skills and I… well, I’m the people person.

      We all have our part. That's why we fit so well together as a team. These men are my family and I would do anything to make sure they stayed happy and safe. But I never expected our first case right out of the Academy would be to uncover what sinister dealings are happening at an upscale, private school in New York.

      I know Johnson has been here for a long time and needed some help. Because of our looks, skills, and age we were perfect for the assignment, but now he wants us to be what? Bodyguards? Babysitters?

      I mean, I’m willing to do anything to serve and protect. I took an oath, but this may be more challenging than we expected.

      Karma amuses me and the way she has our Big Bad Alpha tripping over his words is endearing as hell.

      We enter the restaurant and she excuses herself to the bathroom. The hostess seats us immediately, but I wait for Karma. My mother would have had my neck if I were to have left her not knowing where we were sitting.

      The guys go on ahead and I tell them to order me a drink. Karma returns and she’s frowning about something while looking at her phone. She seems conflicted and I find myself wanting to help her.

      “Oh, you didn’t need to wait,” she says when she notices I’m still here. I shrug and give her a grin.

      “Is everything okay?” I nod to her phone and she quickly turns the screen off as if I was about to invade her privacy or something.

      “Yes, sorry. Thank you for waiting,” she says softly and gives me a huge smile. I nod and point to where the others disappeared too. She walks in front of me and I watch her for a moment.

      She’s beautiful with curves in the right places, but that’s not what has attracted me to her. She has a fierce disposition and a look in her eyes that says she’s a fighter. I like that.

      I take the seat beside Karma and she gives me a warm smile. We look over the menu and I realize that there is almost an awkward silence. Glancing up, I roll my eyes.

      Vin won’t stop staring at her as if she’s an insect he’s trying to figure out and Brooks isn’t any better. I can tell she’s starting to get freaked out a little.

      I kick Brooks’ ankle under the table and he glares at me, but at least his eyes are now off of Karma.

      “So, how are you liking Kendrick Academy so far?” I ask, then lean a little closer. She smells like a vanilla cupcake and I am fighting not to lick her skin.

      “I haven’t been here long, but so far it’s not bad. Ask me again after my first day of lessons.”

      I chuckle at her small joke and Brooks takes that opportunity to ask her something himself. We fall into a pleasant conversation and then order our meals. She actually did get everything she had listed back at her place.

      She must have been hungry.

      “So tell me about yourselves? You mentioned going to the same high school together. Have you been friends for a long time?” Karma asks as she nibbles on a fried pickle and my dick perks up.

      From the grunt Vin makes I know he’s not immune either. Shit.

      “Yes, we have known each other since preschool.” Our food arrives then, and Karma attacks it like she hasn’t eaten in a week. Brooks is watching once more as if she absolutely captivates him and Vin is scowling.

      He has an issue with people not eating. He’s always preparing and cooking us meals. He loves to feed the people he cares about and the way he was grumbling in Karma’s kitchen earlier, I have a feeling she just became his pet project.

      I doubt Johnson had that in mind when he asked us to protect her, but I wouldn’t mind spending more time with her.

      I still can’t believe that she's even here. If my best friend was killed, I wouldn't come to the place they died. There is something more to Karma’s story. I just hope we don’t have some amateur Nancy Drew in our midst or this job might be harder than we expected.

      After we finish eating, Vin mentions going to the store and getting some food for our place, and although Karma looks like she might be about to enter a food coma, she agrees.

      I pay the bill, though everyone objects and then we leave. “Thank you,” Karma says and gives me a kiss on the cheek, then pulls away. Brooks looks jealous and Vin looks smug.

      The drive to the store is quick and soon we have two carts filled to the brim with things that I’m not sure we have the room for. Our kitchen is kinda small and Karma is having the same argument, but Vin is determined.

      When he goes for the organic meat, I give up and take Karma’s arm, dragging her toward the bakery section. Her eyes get bright and she starts looking through all the desserts.

      “She’s adorable,” Brooks comments and I nod. “I just wish I knew why she would willingly be here. I think we need to dig a little deeper into Karma. There is just something not adding up,” he mumbles quietly and I sigh.

      “Maybe we should invite her over for a movie tomorrow night. Something a little more private so she may open up more. I find it odd she hasn’t mentioned her friend once,” I comment and Brooks nods.

      “Yeah, I’ll tell Vin to grab some snacks,” he says, then walks off. I roll my eyes. Like we don’t have enough already.

      I find Karma digging through boxes of cookies and frowning. “Do they not have the ones you want?” I ask and she startles, placing a hand on her chest.

      “Fuck, you’re sneaky,” she mumbles, then shakes her head. “No, they don’t, but it’s okay. I’ll just have to make some.”

      “Oh yeah, could I convince you to maybe make me some too, and bring them to our place tomorrow night? We just bought this huge sectional and the guys upgraded the TV too. Want to hang out? Eat a ton of junk and watch a movie?” I move a little closer and touch her arm, I can’t help myself.

      There is something about her that draws me in. “Or would you rather hang out at your place? I wouldn’t mind finishing that book you’re reading,” I mumble and she licks her lips as her dark eyes heat.

      Before she can reply, Brooks and Vin appear and Karma seems to come out of our little lust bubble. “A movie sounds great, and I’ll send you the link for the book,” she says softly, then winks.

      The guys are laughing about something and Karma moves closer to them as I try to discreetly fix my erection. Yeah, she’s going to be fun.

      

  




KARMA

      Last night was unexpected, but I found myself having fun. I’m actually looking forward to the movie later, but right now I need to put TJ and his suggestions out of my head, even though he had me wanting to drag him into a bathroom and fuck him silly.

      Since meeting Brooks, I have been in a constant state of arousal and my poor vibrator is barely holding on. My hormones have been raging and since Bryce isn’t anywhere near here; plus we’re not speaking, I’ve resorted to silicone and my hands.

      Maybe I should take TJ up on his offer. No, I need to focus. I have been seriously slacking on my sleuthing and today is the perfect opportunity to do some investigating. I overheard some of the teachers mention that Dean Kenders and Johnson Jones have their own special accommodations.

      Since I know that today is a busy day, I should be able to break in and do some looking around. Classes start tomorrow and the campus is filled with students. I act like I’m just going on a walk and ignore people watching me.

      I easily blend in with my tight jeans and a dark hoodie. I tossed my hair up in a messy bun and I’m even holding an iced coffee. Just the typical college student. When I get closer to where I need to be incognito, I toss my drink and sneak into the woods.

      According to my map, both houses sit right up against the woods. I wait for a half hour so I’m sure that they are in their morning meeting, then I move closer to the dean’s home. The back yard looks perfectly manicured with an impressive patio set up.

      He even has a pizza oven and I scowl. Too bad he’s a murdering bastard. I could make some amazing pineapple pizzas here that would make Darcy drool.

      I move closer and check for cameras, but my hood is up, hiding my face. I should be covered either way, but I don’t need him alerted to a break in or for him to think someone is sniffing around.

      The element of surprise is what I need here.

      The back door is unlocked and I use my sleeve to open the door. I doubt he would ever be looking for fingerprints, but if I do end up killing him, then I can’t have anyone looking into me.

      I know my emotions are controlling me right now, but I have been taught time and time again about not being sloppy. I can’t let my family or Man down. I would never jeopardize my sisters or him.

      Dean Kender’s home is tidy in an almost methodical way. I remove my shoes in case they have any dirt on them and place them right by the door. I don’t bother checking the kitchen or living room, I move right to a home office and quickly look around.

      There is nothing here, but that’s not completely strange. Usually criminals keep their evidence either super close to themselves, or they keep it in a secure location far away from them.

      I leave his office as pristine as it was, then head up the stairs to his bedroom. This house is nice, but it almost feels like he doesn’t live here. I wonder if he has another hidden place. I’ll have to do some digging.

      I reach his room and don’t even enter. The fact that there is plastic still on the bedding and I can see into this empty bathroom.

      He doesn’t live here. It’s only for appearances, and by that fact alone, he just became even more suspicious.

      I walk back downstairs and put my shoes on, then leave. That was fucking pointless. Next up is Johnson Jones.

      I have one word for Johnson’s home. Chaos. Holy hell, this place looks like a bomb went off and I don’t even move past the kitchen. There is no need to. I think all I’ll need to do is have a one-on-one chat with Johnson.
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        * * *

      

      I swing by the daycare and wait for Johnson to come pick up his child. He looks wrecked. Nothing like the man I saw on stage the other day. His suit is wrinkled. His hair is messy and he has dark circles under his eyes.

      I watch as he walks inside and grabs his son, then starts the walk home. I don’t want to scare him so I make sure he can hear my footsteps.

      “Johnson, hey, wait,” I call out and he stops, then turns to face me. He seems shocked that I’m chasing him down.

      I bend low and give his son some attention. “Hi, sweetheart, aren’t you just adorable?” I say, and it’s the truth. He has a cute kid.

      “Karma, hi, what can I do for you?” Johnson asks and I stand back up.

      “I know this is weird, but could we maybe talk? I’m having a bad day today and I know you and Lemon were close…” I leave him to fill in the dots and sigh when he nods.

      “We can go to my home, if you’re comfortable with that? I need to get Cam fed and changed for bed.”

      “Yes, thank you. I have some plans tonight so I won’t keep you long.”

      I walk beside him to his house and walk in his front door this time. He seems ashamed and keeps apologizing about the mess and I make a plan to spend a few hours tidying up this weekend.

      I don’t know what went down with Lemon and him, but I know that she really cared about him and she would want me to help him.

      “Seriously, Johnson, it’s okay. Trust me, I’m not doing well with her being gone either.”

      He nods and I notice his blue eyes are glassy. He avoids looking at me and takes his son’s hand. “I’m just going to change him. I’ll be back. You can make yourself at home,” he mumbles, then leads his kid up the stairs.

      I remove my hoodie, and place it on the counter, then grab some trash bags and get to work picking up. It actually doesn’t take me long, and I’m loading the dishwasher when Johnson returns.

      “Karma, please stop. You didn’t need to do that. It seems almost unprofessional in a way. I am your boss.” I snort and he pauses looking at me as if I just ripped him apart.

      “Lemon, she used to make that sound. God, I miss her,” he starts and then breaks down.

      Yeah, this man is completely innocent. He excuses himself again and I leave him to have his moment in private.

      I find some chicken thawed in the fridge and I start making a simple chicken and veggie pasta. Based on all the takeout containers I just threw away, I don’t think Johnson has been eating well and that’s not good for his son.

      Lemon was adamant about home cooked meals and she would be turning in her grave right now if she knew.

      I dish them up, then go looking for Cam. He’s sitting on the couch, watching some cartoons.

      “Hey, buddy, are you hungry?” I ask and he nods, then climbs off the couch and takes my hand.

      I place him in his seat at the table and then watch as he eats.

      “This is yummy,” he says quietly and I smile.

      “Thank you, sweetie. Eat up. There is plenty more and I made something special for dessert.” His green eyes get impossibly wide and he gives me a huge smile.

      I leave him to eat and finish icing the apple pie cupcakes I was able to make from the few ingredients I found in the pantry. They aren’t the best I’ve ever done, but they will be tasty. Even with a cake mix and a can of pie filling.

      Johnson returns after Cam is already on his second bowl of pasta and I point to the spot beside him where I have his dinner waiting.

      “I don’t even know what to say, but thank you. Are you not eating?” he questions, noticing I don’t have a bowl. I shake my head and rub my stomach.

      “I had a large lunch and I have dinner plans later. Plus I haven’t had much of an appetite since…” I don’t want to set him off again, but I need to ask him some questions.

      “I’m sorry about earlier. This was very nice of you, thank you again. I haven’t been coping well for the past few months but after Lemon’s accident, I’ve been fighting just to go on,” he says softly and my eyes water.

      “Can I ask why you broke up? She used to talk about you and Cam. I really thought she loved you,” I murmur and he looks at me with tears running down his cheeks.

      “I had planned to propose to her this summer, but she became busy. She didn’t seem to have any time for me anymore and I could feel her pulling away. I tried to be patient, but then she started to ignore my calls.”

      “But you work in the same place. That doesn’t make sense.”

      “I went to her place and she was never in. She had a babysitter watching Hill, which I had mentioned and told her that I would gladly take him. Cam and Hill loved their playdates.” I glance over at the little boy who is shoving his face with frosting.

      “She ended things out of the blue one night when I tracked her down at her classroom. She seemed almost angry that I was there. I think she was hiding something, but I had to think about Cam, and I just let it happen. I regret it. Maybe if I had pushed back and fought she would…” He doesn’t continue and I don’t ask him too.

      “Thank you. I have to get going, but if it’s okay, maybe I can come back again? Make you a meal or something. Don’t worry, I’m not hitting on you, but I could use a friend.” He was about to argue until I added that last part in and he nods.

      “I’d like that, and Karma, please watch your back. This place isn’t what people think it is. I wish I could tell you more, but it’s just a gut feeling I have.”

      “I will. I’ll leave my number on the fridge. Try to get some rest, okay?”

      Cam climbs off his seat and runs to me, giving me a huge hug. I laugh as he smears frosting all along my stomach. Johnson stands and I wave him away.

      “It’s okay. I love baby cuddles.” Johnson gives me a hard look and then smiles.

      “Hillson is lucky to have you as a mom, Karma. Lemon made the right choice.” Tears fill my eyes and I curse my hormones.

      “Thank you. I’ll see you guys later.” I excuse myself, grab my hoodie, then get the fuck out of there before the tears start to fall.

      I don’t know what was going on with Lemon, but she fucked up letting that man and little boy leave her life.
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        * * *

      

      When I get back to my apartment, I jump right into the shower. My head is so clouded and I need a distraction. I know these guys are not ready for Hurricane Karma, but they are the only ones around, and they did invite me over.

      I take a quick shower and throw on one of my maxi dresses, sans bra. I leave my phone at home and ignore the guilt of all the missed calls and messages from Bryce. This isn’t cheating.

      We just need to let go and this is the first step for me. I grab the container of cookies that I made last night after we got home and leave my place.

      I knock on the door and grin when Brooks opens and he has a huge happy smile on his face. He looks me up and down and I don’t miss the heat in his eyes or that he shuffles to the side to let me in.

      “Oh, wow,” I gasp, noticing the huge sectional and TV. “TJ wasn’t kidding.” Brooks laughs and takes the cookies from me.

      The aroma of chicken and spices fills my nose and my mouth waters. I walk into the kitchen and Vin is chopping some veggies and adding it to a stir-fry. “That smells amazing,” I groan and lick my lips.

      He shoots me a smirk and then points to the fridge. “Can you grab the salad and bring it to the table?” I nod and do as he asked. Their place isn’t much larger than mine, but I’m assuming they have three bedrooms.

      “I’m glad you came,” TJ says, then pulls me into a quick hug. I squeeze him back and find myself relaxing into his arms. He leads us over to the couch and I laugh. He smiles.

      “Okay, can I be honest with you?” he asks softly and I nod, then shift and sit on the sofa. He plops next to me and turns to face me.

      The other guys are chatting in the other room. “I suck at keeping secrets so I have to ask about something I may have heard today.” He looks nervous and I grab his hand, giving it a quick squeeze.

      “Did you fill your friend’s job after she died?” My mouth pops open and my eyes widen. I did not expect him to say that, but then again it’s not really a secret. I close my eyes and take a breath.

      “Yeah, Lemon was my best friend and I knew she would want me to take over her class. She loved her students.” He nods like that makes sense and then thankfully doesn’t continue the topic.

      “So, if I was to ask you out, would you say yes or no?” He wiggles his eyebrows at me and I snort.

      “I don’t date, but I don’t mind other arrangements,” I say, then lean a little closer, and place my hand on his thigh. He smirks and then places his hand on top of mine.

      “You’re trouble, aren’t you?” he remarks and I roll my eyes. He has no idea.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was amazing and I need the recipe, but I’m ready for the fun stuff to begin. TJ has given me subtle touches, turning me on more, and even Brooks keeps looking at me like he wants to eat me and I am totally on board.

      We move to the couch and Vin starts the movie. He lays some snacks on the table in front of us, then grabs some drinks. He offers me a beer and I accept. My stomach has felt okay today, so one beer should be fine.

      When I tried one with dinner last night, it made my stomach churn, but that could have been all the fried shit I’ve been eating lately. The movie begins and I’m on edge. Vin stands and grabs the cookies I brought then passes them out to all of us.

      The guys make some porn-like noises as they devour the container and I squirm. I'm not even watching this movie and I did shave everywhere before coming over. Is this crazy?

      I have officially lost my damn mind, but then again, with the way TJ was acting when he invited me over made me think there was going to be some sexy time. But was it just him, or all of them?

      I mean, maybe I've been reading the signals wrong, but… I sigh loudly and Vin shifts to look at me.

      There isn't much room on this sofa with all of us together, so we are very close. Brooks shifts on my other side and I try to focus on the film again.

      “Okay, I can't do this,” I grumble, then stand and turn to face the three guys that have been turning me on for a few days now.

      “Tell me if I’m being too forward,” I warn, then take a deep breath, and reach up behind my neck and unhook my halter top, letting the dress fall to the floor.

      I decided not to wear anything under it and I know they are getting a great view of my fantastic tits. TJ’s green eyes widen and Brooks jaw drops.

      Placing my hands on my naked hips, I pose and pout my lower lip out a little. “Now, I don't know about you all, but when you said ‘Hey, we should hang out tonight,’ I imagined being on my knees in one way or another,” I say boldly and watch as Vin rubs his hand over his shorts.

      Well, at least I know I affect him. Brooks still hasn't said anything and his eyes are glued to my nipple piercings.

      I lick my lips and move closer. “Did I misread a signal, or are you guys going to join me in the naked department?”

      Vin looks over at Brooks and they have some fifteen second telepathic conversation before he nods and clothes start flying.

      “Fuck, I thought shit like this only happened in porn,” TJ groans as he grips his hard cock and gives it a few strokes.

      My mouth waters and I lick my lips again, imagining it's the salty liquid dripping from his tip.

      “Sugar, if you keep looking at me like that, I'm going to cram my dick down your throat," TJ warns and I smirk.

      Aww, he's so cute, thinking I would let him dominate me.

      Vin leans forward and drops to his knees in front of Brooks, shocking the shit out of me, and I whimper as he licks his cock from base to tip, swirling his tongue around the head before sucking.

      Brooks keeps his eyes on me, waiting for judgment, but it will never come. I don't care who fucks who as long as I get some D too.

      I run my hands down my stomach and swirl my fingers over my clit, showing Brooks my other piercing. He moans and grips Vin's shaggy brown hair tight, pushing him down until he gags.

      “Jesus, baby, where did you come from?" Brooks asks and I smile before moving closer and dropping to my knees next to Vin. He pops off Brooks’ cock and I grab the back of his neck, pulling his lips to mine, finally getting a taste. TJ moves until his back is to the couch and pulls me onto his lap. I leave Vin's lips and replace them with TJ's. Fuck, these guys can kiss.

      “I want to ride you,” I gasp into his mouth and he nods, lifting my ass and positioning me over his cock.

      I pull away from his lips and shake my head. He frowns, confused and I smile.

      “Fuck,” Brooks groans as I shove TJ all the way to the floor and straddle his face. He doesn't complain, gripping my hips and pulling me down. When he sucks on my clit, I mewl.

      It's been too long since I've had someone touch me.

      I glance over at Vin jacking himself off and I lick my lips again, then lean forward a little and swallow his cock all the way to the base.

      I've always been good at deepthroating and I have no gag reflex. The girls used to laugh at me about it, but I've never had any complaints.

      TJ reaches around and smacks my ass and I groan. I knew when I saw he had his tongue pierced that he would be amazing at eating pussy. The way it vibrates against my clit, it won't take me long until my juices are running down his chin.

      I hum around Vin’s cock and he jerks, his hand wrapping around the back of my neck, trying to guide me.

      I'll allow it for now, but next time I'll need to bring the handcuffs. I wonder if he would let me tie him up?

      TJ rubs my slit with two fingers and I clench as he pushes them in, slowly, teasing me. The movie gets louder as a car explodes and I laugh, making Vin whimper.

      “Karma, I'm going to fill that dirty mouth full of my cum,” he grunts and I nod. His thighs tighten under my fingernails and I scratch him a little.

      Sucking him harder, he explodes. I don't swallow though. When he's done twitching, I sit up and wiggle away from TJ’s face.

      When his cock is near my mouth, I carefully open my lips and suck him deep, coating him with his friend's release. When he's nice and slick, I pop up and position him at my entrance.

      His mouth opens as I drop down, taking him deep as I swirl my hips. Brooks gets down on the floor next to me and gets behind Vin. I give him a dirty kiss, filling his mouth with what's left of Vin’s cum, giving him a treat that didn't come out of an oven.

      “Fuck, gorgeous, there is no way you’re real,” Vin groans, watching as I slowly fuck his friend. I don't stop the kiss until Brooks takes every drop. When I pull away, he leans over Vin’s ass and spits right on his hole before guiding his cock inside.

      “Shit… That’s… I’m going to… Fuck,” I scream my release as Brooks leans over and bites my nipple piercing.

      Laying on top of TJ, his green eyes are wide and he can’t stop smiling. “You may not date, Karma, but I am keeping you,” he pants against my throat and I laugh.

      I roll off of him and watch the rest of the show beside us with a huge grin. Yeah, these guys are going to be fun. No strings attached fun. Just what I need right now.

    

  







            Chapter 14
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      “Please, Lemon, take my hand. I will keep you safe, but you need to reach for me.” I scream, but Lemon is slipping away. She's fading.

      “I love you, Karma, take care of Hillson. Love him like he's always been yours.”

      Tears are dripping down my face and I feel soaking wet.

      The water is swirling around my ankles. The black, inky substance is trying to pull me down with her, but when I fight to follow, it pushes me away.

      “Lemon!” I scream.

      

      A bang on my door has me jolting awake. “Karma, open the door!” someone roars from the hallway.

      Rubbing my eyes, I wince at how sore my throat is.

      I reach for my robe and pull it over my super short nightgown, then rush to the living room. It's still dark outside, so I don't know who could be knocking at this hour. I check that my tits aren't exposed, then unlatch the locks and open the door.

      TJ bursts inside and he starts checking all the corners of the room.

      “Can I help you?” I snap, because seriously? I was asleep.

      “You've been screaming for fifteen minutes. I could hear you from across the hall,” he grunts then moves closer to me and pulls me tight to his chest.

      I freeze, but with his hand rubbing my back, I find myself relaxing.

      “I didn't even notice. I'm sorry for waking you. I don't even know why I was screaming,” I say, confused.

      TJ pushes me aside, then moves into my room. He strips his shirt off and pulls his sweatpants down.

      “Um, excuse me?” I cough because I'm not awake enough for this. “Why are you climbing into my bed?”

      He pulls the covers up over his impressive torso and points to the bathroom light that I always leave on.

      “Shut that off and come to bed. I have an early morning meeting with Clark,” he grumbles, then closes his eyes. Am I supposed to know who that is or something?

      I stand there gawking and he snaps, “Now, Karma.”

      Rolling my eyes, I huff and listen. Why did I think fucking my neighbors was a good idea? Oh yeah, because they are hot, and fuck like porn stars.
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        * * *

      

      My bed was empty when I woke up and I almost imagined it was a dream, but the breakfast and coffee sitting on the counter for me with a note proves TJ really did barge in last night.

      I don't even remember what I was dreaming about. I usually don't have nightmares and I've never screamed in my sleep before.

      Maybe it's time for that therapist appointment after all.

      I quickly eat then get ready for my first day of being a teacher.

      I decide on a pair of jeans and then grunt and groan as I try to get them on.

      Shit. I know I have been eating a lot, but I've been emotional.

      Looks like a sundress it is today. I grab my favorite light green and black maxi dress and slip it on over my head, then swap out my comfy bra for some stick on jellies.

      These things are amazing. I make sure the girls are secure, then grab my purse and the to-go coffee TJ left for me.

      That really was sweet of him. I'll have to thank him later.

      I wander the halls for a few minutes and try to get my head in the game. I've never imagined I'd be teaching kids my own age. I hope they fall for the new teacher act.

      At least all my lesson plans involve cooking and baking. It's my passion and I hope I don't fuck this up.

      When I reach my classroom there are a few students waiting and I frown, then check the time.

      I still have twenty minutes. “Hi, Miss Donna, I'm Mary,” one of the students says, holding her hand out for me to shake.

      “Hello. Did I miss something? I'm surprised to see so many of you here so early.” She looks to the floor and sighs.

      “Lemon would always bake muffins on Mondays and we would have breakfast here. We weren't sure if she had mentioned it to you.”

      “Oh, no, I'm sorry she didn't, but that's something I can definitely do. How about you all help me whip up something real quick.”

      I unlock my door and turn on the lights.

      “Can one of you preheat the ovens, please, and start pulling out the ingredients?”

      A few girls get right on task, while some others shuffle around like they are clueless.

      “Let me guess, you just came for the free food?” I ask and cross my arms. They nod and I snort.

      “Go help. You might learn to make them by yourself one of these days.” The two guys rush over to help Mary and I laugh.

      I can see why Lemon loved being a teacher. This might be fun.
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        * * *

      

      “So, who here knows how to preheat an oven?” Almost everyone raises their hand and I sigh.

      Good. Well there's one lesson plan I won't need to do.

      “Great. How about butterflying a chicken breast?” Only half raise their hand.

      “Separate an egg?” Ten people… damn.

      “Okay, I want you to all look at the person sitting next to you and introduce yourself. They are going to become your partner for the next three weeks, then we will switch with the table next to you.”

      A few people grumble and I notice they are big guys. Probably on the football team who only signed up for my class, thinking it's an easy A.

      Well, they are about to have a wake up call. I take baking and cooking very seriously.

      By the time the school year ends, they will be able to make a four course meal.

      Well, if I end up staying here that long, that is. This is my cover afterall.

      “Okay, I know Lemon ran an afterschool program and I am willing to keep that going, but if you come to my classes in my free time, I expect you all to participate, and I also want you to do some research and pick out some recipes you would like to learn how to make.”

      A few girls start to chatter excitedly and I smile. “Also, I will continue the Monday morning muffins. Lemon was my best friend in the whole world and I miss her terribly, but I can tell that all of you loved her as well.”

      I take a moment to compose myself before continuing. “If you are willing to put in the work, then I will do my best to continue what she was doing here until I leave. I am temporary. I want you all to know that upfront. They will be looking for a real replacement.”

      “Miss Karma, what is your favorite thing to cook or bake?” Mary asks and I have to laugh. I told her to call me Karma, but I kinda like the additional Miss added.

      “I love cooking Italian or Greek, but my favorite thing is baking. I will bake any and everything. I have a real sweet tooth.” I say with a smile, then dismiss the class.

      I think today went well. My phone rings and I almost answer, thinking it’s Raven, but Bryce’s face flashes on my screen and I groan.

      I close my eyes and sigh. Please, just let me go, Bryce.

      

  




BRYCE

      “Mike, you have an appointment. Get the fuck up,” I growl at my drunk ass brother. I know he's hurting, but so am I, and I’m still fucking doing my job. He really had feelings for Lemon, but we are trying to run a damn business here.

      “Go away,” he grumbles and pulls the blanket over his head, blocking the fluorescent lighting from the shop. This idiot decided to break in here in the middle of the night and sleep on one of the back tables.

      “You have a chick tattoo coming up. I am not doing something flowery.” He groans and I sigh. Between him losing his shit and Karma just up and leaving without a goodbye, I'm feeling helpless.

      I’m about to just say fuck everything and close for a few weeks. I haven’t been able to focus and all the customers have been requesting Mike. I groan and unlock my phone. I have let this go on for too long. It’s time to call in the reinforcements.

      I wait about twenty minutes after we ended the call, and she didn't disappoint. My mother storms into the shop and stomps to where Mike is.

      “Michael, get your ass up right this moment. Enough is enough!” she shouts with a clap of her hands.

      “Go away, Ma, I just want to lay here forever. Everything sucks and I don’t want to wake up. Just let me stay in my dreams where Lemon is still here and smiling at me. She had the most amazing smile.”

      My mom comes out of the back room with tears running down her cheeks. I move away from the counter and pull her into my arms.

      “I don’t understand,” she chokes and I shake my head. I don’t either. Mike and Lemon were just friends. She left town and started dating someone new.

      “He loved her, but he never told her,” I mutter, then think about my own situation. I know that Karma knows how I really feel, though. Even if she never wanted to accept it. She had to have felt it in my kiss. The way I would hold her close, not wanting to let her go. She knew. But I wasn’t good enough for her it seems.

      “Thanks for trying, Ma. I’ll take it from here. I’ll see you for Sunday dinner.” She gives my cheek a quick kiss, then excuses herself.

      I go back to my brother and open my arms, then hold him as he breaks.
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        * * *

      

      “You should go to her. Don't let her get away if you truly love her, Bryce. You don't want to live with regrets and what-ifs.”

      I turn my back to my brother and toss the clams in some butter. It's Sunday night and even though our parents aren't here, we will still have a family dinner. Grandma's linguini and clam sauce with some garlic bread and caesar salad.

      Mike usually helps me cook, but I'm just glad I got his ass out of bed today.

      After his breakdown two weeks ago, he seems to be doing a little better. I think he just needed to get it all out. And at least he didn’t destroy the shop, like Karma did the Morgue.

      “Karma doesn't want to see me, Mike. She's told me from the start we were just fucking. I'm the moron who caught feelings.”

      “Yeah, never thought I'd see the day that some girl twisted you up inside,” he says with a laugh and I sigh.

      He may be acting like an asshole right now, but it's true. I never even had a girl come to my house, let alone sleep in my bed. But Karma was different. She's snarky and sarcastic. Doesn't put up with my shit and the sex was fucking hot. I'm getting hard just thinking of her.

      I thought she was the real deal, but obviously I was hallucinating the way she would cuddle up to me at night. Or the way she looked at me when I would play with Hill.

      Fuck, I miss them both. I rub my chest and finish dinner.

      “I think you need to just suck it up, Bryce, and find out where she ran to, then go after her. Even if nothing results from it, you could get some closure.”

      I groan and bring the food to my table. The same table where Karma sat and had dinner with my family. She just fits into my life perfectly and I want her back. Maybe Mike is right.

      “I don’t even know where she is and I’m not going back to her house. Her cousin gives me the creeps, and something about not being welcome gives me a bad feeling about what’s inside."

      “Does Karma have any social media? She has an LLC, right? There has to be something or a website saying where she is or if she's on a break.” I think about it for a few minutes then pull up Google and do some sleuthing.

      “She’s in New York,” I grumble, then look up at my brother and he looks like he may break again.

      “Don’t let her just leave you, Bryce. Book a flight right now and go get your girl.” I scoff and start to eat the meal I’ve let get cold.

      “She can wait a few weeks. My heart might be broken, but I’m still pissed that she just got up and left.”

      “Yeah, well don’t wait too long man or you might just lose her.” I roll my eyes at that.

      “She refused to date me for almost a year, Mike. I don’t think I need to worry about that. More like not losing my balls when I do show up.”

      

  




KARMA

      “How is it that I'm finding nothing? It’s been almost four months since Lemon died!” I whine to Raven through video chat, she's actually holding Hill and she seems comfortable.

      “Karma, do you think maybe it's possible that it could have been an accident after all? We know Lemon liked rough sex from time to time, so maybe the marks on her neck were old.”

      I sigh and shake my head. “I know that's what people want to believe, but my gut is just not agreeing. Something went down here, and I think the dean knows about it. There have been more ‘accidents’ than just Lemon’s, Rav.”

      “Okay, well just be careful. Hill is fine with us until you're done,” she says and I smile at the cutest little boy.

      “I miss you, sweet boy. I'll be back soon, okay? I love you,” I say, then end the call. My coffee table is a mess and I groan as I lean forward to grab the pile. My leggings are getting tight.

      I think I need to start hitting the gym with the guys.

      I go through the folder again and start marking off the faculty that were not around or have an alibi. Lemon only talked about three people while she was here.

      Johnson Jones, and I know he’s not the one. Dean Kenders, which is still a fucking creep and my number one suspect. And the lady who ran the daycare. But I don’t see her as suspicious at all.

      So the dean it is. I may need to just suck it the fuck up and try to get a little closer to him.

      But he just makes me feel sick every time he comes close.

      Maybe I should host a small get together here in the common area downstairs. Some alcohol and baked goods might get him to open up, and I wouldn’t have to be alone with him.

      I bet the guys would help me too. With that thought in mind, I get up off the couch, change into something cute, then leave the apartment and shuffle across the hall to the guys' place.

      Vin's gone, helping one of their students rehab his knee, but the others should be in.

      “Hey, how are you guys?” I ask the minute the door swings open. Brooks is standing there shirtless and there is a sheen of sweat covering his abs and there goes my panties.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” TJ says, coming up behind Brooks. He's also sweaty and I have a feeling I interrupted something.

      “Should I come back?” I ask with a smirk and Brooks laughs.

      “Nope, you're just in time,” he says, then grabs my wrist and pulls me inside. The door slams shut and Brooks presses his lips to mine hard.

      I groan when TJ comes up behind me and presses his chest to my back.

      “Well, isn't this a nice surprise, sugar. Daddy was just about to tie me to the bed, but I think I have a better idea.”

      Oh fuck!

      I tremble and Brooks chuckles against my mouth. Nodding my head, I let TJ strip me and Brooks picks me up.

      I wrap my legs around his waist and moan at how hard he is. He passes the couch and heads right for the bedroom. Looking around, I notice this is only one bedroom.

      But when we enter everything makes sense. There is a huge fucking bed in here.

      It's probably like the beds my sisters have for their harems. Brooks lays me down in the middle and I squirm as he strips off his bottoms.

      “Do I have your permission to tie you up?” he asks and damn, why is consent so hot?

      I nod and he steps away. “I need your words, sweetheart.”

      I lick my lips. “Yes, Brooks,” I say with a smile and he groans while pumping his hard cock.

      TJ watches from the door, already gorgeously naked and ready to get things started.

      He waits for Brooks to tell him what to do and I am dripping. After the other night I wondered who was the Alpha in the room and I think now I know.

      “Tie her up, baby, but keep her wrists loose,” he orders and TJ climbs on the bed, straddling me. He leans down for a quick kiss, then hisses as Brooks smacks his ass.

      “Did I tell you to kiss her?” he barks and TJ gives me a smirk.

      “No, Daddy,” he groans, then reaches for my wrists and restrains me to the headboard.

      Once I'm secure, TJ begins to kiss down my body, giving my aching nipples attention.

      “Do you know how hot you are, Karma? How sweet you taste?” he moans as he begins to move lower and I squirm.

      Stopping right at my thighs he looks over his shoulder for permission. I can't see over his large shoulders, but Brooks must have granted it.

      TJ attacks my soaked pussy with vigor. It doesn't take me long until I'm shouting his name and thrashing.

      “Fuck, yes, I'm gonna—” I can't get a full sentence out, but they get the idea. Brooks moves closer to me and tugs on my nipple bar and I'm done.

      I come so hard, I soak their sheets and I'm not even sorry.

      Brooks flips me over and now I understand why he wanted my wrists loose. Hands begin to rub and massage my shoulders and I melt.

      “Well, that was amazing, but not why I knocked,” I say once I can finally catch my breath.

      A deep chuckle sounds from behind me and I shiver. “Oh,” Brooks grunts into my ear as he starts to kiss down my neck. “That was just round one,” he growls and I lift my head from the pillow and look over my shoulder. I’m ready to sass back, but TJ is behind him, stretching his tight little hole and I whimper at the view.

      Brooks moves down and lifts my hips, placing a pillow there, then rubs his hard flesh along my slit, coating him in my juices, then smacks the tip of his cock against my clit.

      “Oh, yeah, God,” I groan and my toes curl as he starts to press inside.

      I stretch my neck and claim his lips once more as he groans loudly into my mouth. TJ hisses.

      “Fuck, B, your ass is strangling me,” he moans and I gush, making Brooks grunt and groan. I never knew how hot it would be to fuck a bisexual man.

      I wonder if Bryce would ever… Shit. Not the time or place.

      “Fuck,” I whimper as Brooks hits my G-spot. Thoughts of a fivesome with Bryce involved, and the way these guys are destroying me, has me close to coming.

      “Not going to last with how you’re choking my cock, baby,” Brooks grunts and TJ starts to fuck him harder making him so unbelieveably hard inside of me. “Come for me, Karma,” he growls and I am done.

      My vision blurs and my back arches as he starts to fuck into me faster and faster, chasing his own release.

      “Fuck, B,” TJ groans as he finds his own bliss. Being careful not to fall on top of me, Brooks pulls out and rolls next to me as TJ walks into the bathroom for a towel. I yawn and stretch as Brooks unties me.

      I roll over and lay my head on his chest. He plays with my sweaty hair and my eyes start to drift closed. I think I’ll just take a little nap.
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        * * *

      

      Vin comes home, waking us up and he strips his clothes before joining our naked puppy pile. “Your bed is seriously incredible,” I moan and get comfortable again. Someone laughs and I relax. “How long have you all been together?” I ask and Vin turns to face me, moving some of my hair from my eyes.

      “Since high school. A game of truth or dare took a really sexy turn and we haven’t stopped since.” My eyebrows raise at that and he laughs. “But there is room for one more in our bed, and you seem to fit perfectly.”

      “I told you, Karma, I’m not letting you go,” TJ mumbles and squeezes my waist tighter, grinding my ass against his hardening cock.

      I moan and wiggle away. “As much as I’d love to go another round, that wasn’t why I stopped by. I was hoping you would help me with something.” I sit up and don’t bother covering my naked breasts.

      “I thought you were kidding,” Brooks grumbles and I laugh, shaking my head.

      “No, I was thinking about hosting something small in the common room. Get to know all the other teachers. Want to help?” Vin chuckles and crosses his arms, sitting up next to me.

      “The teachers don’t want to have a potluck, Karma. If you want to get to know them, then we need to hit the club.”
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        * * *

      

      The weather has cooled down a bit today, so I decided to take advantage of the campus trails and go for a walk.

      Grabbing my bag and my trusty knife, I leave my apartment. I want to stop by Johnson’s place and make sure it’s still clean and not chaotic. He gave me a key after many hours of us arguing. He’s finally accepting my help and it makes me feel like even though I am letting Lemon down here, at least she would be happy about that.

      The club was pointless, well almost. Krystal was so excited that she took me shopping for a new outfit. We had an interesting talk and I think I may have finally gotten a clue, but I’m not sure what to believe.

      

      “I need food,” I groan and take a seat on the bench, then slip my shoes off and rub my feet. We have been shopping for a few hours and I am done.

      “Yes, let's grab a cinnabon,” she says and I put my shoes back on, then follow her.

      After talking with Raven she gave me an idea, and though I do not want to use my new friend this way, I think she knows more than she’s been saying.

      Krystal sits next to me at the table and I fake a groan.

      “Oh no, that sounded bad,” she says, then turns to face me.

      I pout and look at my plate. “I got a letter in the mail today. My card is maxed out. I need to find a second job or something on the side. Being a teacher is amazing, but doesn't pay much,” I sigh and she looks around before leaning closer.

      Bingo.

      Lemon always struggled with money and I have a feeling she made a similar remark to someone.

      “Well, I may know of something to help. Have you ever tried camming?”

      My eyes widen and I shake my head.

      

      She went on to tell me what it’s all about and that she’s been doing it since she was a freshman here, and if I really was interested then to talk to the dean.

      But that doesn’t make sense. If Lemon was camming, then why wouldn’t she have just told me? We told each other everything. Well, almost… I have my own secrets of course, but something like this wasn’t that bad.

      I would have never judged and would this have been something to get her hurt?

      I was hoping to get to ask the dean at the club, but he ended up not coming and I started to feel off half way through the night.

      The guys brought me home and Brooks stayed the night. There’s more than meets the eye to the dean, and I need to figure out a way to get into his office here on campus. It’s probably a gut feeling, but I think Lemon and him were more involved than him just being her boss.

    

  







            Chapter 15
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      “Has Karma seemed off to you the past few days? She seems depressed, or maybe she’s coming down with something?” TJ asks as we are leaving the gym. We have a meeting with an informant that Johnson told us about.

      We may finally get a break in this case, but at the same time, I don’t think I want to know. As soon as this case is solved, we will have to return to Virginia, and I’m not ready to go.

      “Maybe it’s the upcoming holidays. Has she mentioned anything about going home to Colorado?” I ask as we reach the doors to our building.

      “No, she doesn’t really talk much about her past or family now that I’m thinking about it… Do we even really know Karma? Have we let her hot body and sassy mouth distract us?” TJ ponders that for a minute then laughs.

      “I mean, we’ve been fucking for months, I think it might be time to have a conversation with meaning,” I mutter, then start up the stairs. I hate that there is no elevator. “I’ll make her some dinner and bring it by, see if she will open up.”

      “Sounds good, I’ll grab Brooks and go to our meeting.” We reach our door and I don’t even need to unlock it, Brooks opens it and gives us a grimace.

      “There has been another accident, but this one is still alive. Johnson wants us to meet him at the hospital. He said Karma is at his place, watching Cam. Vin, you’re staying back, go over there and keep an eye on them.”

      I nod and don’t even ask for more details. I was given a direct order and that’s it. I know Johnson has been worried about his son's safety. We were brought in to finally get the answers we needed, but it seems to be one thing after the other.

      We have been going around and around in circles. We thought we had a break the other week, but it was just another dead end.

      I leave our building and start the walk over to Johnson’s place. Hopefully it's not a disaster zone again.

      I know he's been dealing with some shit, but his kid doesn't deserve to live like that.

      I walk up to the front door and frown. The outside lights are on, but the inside is dark. I use the key Johnson gave us in case of an emergency and let myself in.

      "Karma?" I shout, but it's silent and also clean. House looks great. I walk inside and check the kitchen. There is a note on the counter.

      
        
        Johnson,

        I took Cam with me to my class to bake some cookies.

        We seriously need to upgrade your pantry.

        Next week's shopping trip!

        Xo

        Karma

      

      

      I read it again and get more confused. Are her and Johnson close? I know we haven’t discussed being exclusive, but are they sleeping together too?

      I leave his house and make sure to lock the doors, then walk over to the student cafe.

      I didn’t have time to make Karma dinner, but the burger place here is pretty edible.

      I grab three and some sides, then head over to her classroom. I've never been inside, but I know where it is.

      Music hits my ears when I'm close and I can hear Karma singing. I peek in the small window inside the door and watch her dance around as she rolls out some cookie dough.

      Cam is in the corner playing a game and I laugh. He’s missing out on all the fun.

      I continue to watch her as she smiles and sings. She’s so beautiful and the shadows that were in her eyes the past few days seem to no longer exist.

      Realizing I’m being some kind of creeper and our food is getting cold, I knock and wait for her to answer.

      

  




KARMA

      A knock on my door has me dropping the rolling pin on the counter. It's after dinner. No one should be in the classroom hallways. Johnson called me asking to babysit and I told Cam we would come make some sugar cookies.

      He lasted ten minutes before grabbing his blanket and making a nest on the floor with his tablet. I don’t mind. I’ve always loved making cookies. It reminds me of happier times.

      One thing I miss about the mansion is I could bake at all hours. The apartment here isn’t large enough and it doesn’t have all my fun tools.

      Grabbing a small towel so I can clean my hands of the dough, I walk over to the door, peeking in the glass.

      Vin’s there and he gives me a wave. I find myself grinning back at him.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask as I unlock and open the door. He holds up a bag of takeout and I groan at the smell.

      Moving aside, I let him in.

      “I checked your apartment first, but Brooks said you sometimes baked in your classroom, so I took a gamble. He and TJ are going to the gym to workout, so I wanted to see if you would have dinner with me.”

      He moves over to an empty table and places the food down. He notices Cam in the corner and doesn’t seem surprised. That’s weird.

      I quickly scan the room, making sure I don't have anything incriminating laying around.

      “I'd love to,” I say with a small smile, then walk over to him. “Cam, baby, come eat,” I say and he sets his game down and comes over to me.

      “Hey buddy,” Vin says and Cam gives him a smile.

      “Do you two know each other?” I ask while digging in the bag and pulling out a side of cheese curds and a small thing of ranch.

      “Yeah, Johnson and I have known each other for a few years. He's the one who got us the job here.” I groan as I bite into the greasy cheese and Vin's eyes drop to my mouth, watching as I lick my lips.

      He grunts, then turns to the little boy sitting next to me who is none the wiser.

      “Where are you all from? I'm not sure I've even asked.” I think about it and I don't really know anything about these guys. Unless the way they respect and make me feel counts.

      “Virginia. We grew up in Charlotte, and Johnson is a few years older than us, but we all played on the same football team.”

      “Damn, that's wild. I always wanted to go to school. I was homeschooled with my other sisters. Do you have any siblings?”

      I open up the burger wrapper for Cam and take his onion rings away. He pouts and I smile. “Take three bites of the ooey gooey burger, then you can have them back.”

      He grumbles but listens. “You're really good with him,” Vin comments, watching us and my cheeks pinken.

      “Yeah? I love kids. I'm kind of a mom. He's with my sister while I'm here.” Vin chokes on his bite and I realize what I just confessed.

      “Oh, shit. I forgot that guys don't like dating single moms. My best friend had a hell of a time finding a good guy to accept it.”

      “Is that what we're doing?” Vin asks, catching me confused. My eyebrows raise and my nose scrunches.

      “What do you mean?” I stand from the small table and go over to the large fridge along the back wall and grab two waters for us and a milk carton for Cam.

      “Dating? Because you seem adamant that you don't want to be serious.” Vin grumbles as he eats and I think about it.

      “I've never wanted to date. My family is complicated. I was close to having a permanent relationship, but then I left and moved here. So no, I'm not looking for anything serious, and Hill has to be my top priority anyway.”

      “Is Hill your baby?” he asks. I open the milk for Cam and he drinks it happily. He is such a good kid.

      “Yes, he's two and going to rule the world one day.” I say with a smile.

      “I miss Hill,” Cam mutters, sadly and my heart aches.

      “We will have to have a playdate again, okay, buddy.”

      “Really?” He jumps up from the table and cheers.

      “I'm not sure why we couldn't. After I finish up here at the academy and go home, I will get in touch with your daddy and make a plan, okay?”

      Vin mumbles something, but I ignore him. I'm feeling unsettled and exposed right now.

      “Can I play my game now?” Cam asks and I nod, then hand him his milk and onion rings.

      He runs back to his spot on the floor and I quickly finish eating. The food is good but I've honestly lost my appetite.

      “Hill was your friend’s child? The one who died?” Vin asks and I nod.

      “Yeah, he was Lemon’s whole world. She left me as his legal guardian and that means more to me than you'll ever know.”

      “Just so you know, the guys and I love kids. TJ wants a football team of them. I'd settle for two or three.”

      I gawk at him and then throw my head back and laugh. I can just picture TJ trying to wrangle a bunch of kids like herding cats.

      “You never think you want kids or a family, but then something happens that changes your whole outlook on your life and you find yourself fantasizing about the what ifs.”

      I pause and move back over to my cookies. “I don't know what the future will hold for me, but I will be the best mom to Hill that I can be."
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        * * *

      

      “You didn't need to stay and help me, but thank you. I'm not sure I would have been able to carry all of this and a sleeping Cam home,” I say, holding up the boxes of sugar cookies.

      “I don't mind. It was fun, but I think we need to give him a bath before putting him to bed. He's going to be sticky.”

      Vin carries Cam on his shoulder as we walk back to Johnson's house. I laugh softly and shake my head.

      “Trust me, Vin, you do not want to wake a sleeping child and especially not to make them bathe. He will be okay until morning. I cleaned him the best I could.”

      Vin grunts and I unlock the door, leaving him to put Cam in his bed. He's really good with him and yeah, I'd be lying if I haven't been thinking about a football team of children running around me as their daddies chase them.

      I get lost in a fantasy that includes Bryce and absently rub my chest at the thought of him.

      A warm body comes up behind me and presses a kiss to the back of my neck. I sigh and lean back into Vin's chest.

      “What are you thinking about that makes you so sad?” he asks, then spins me around and presses a soft kiss to my forehead.

      I shake my head. “The past and how I can be an idiot at times. The future and what it could be, but never will.”

      I yawn and snuggle closer to him. I don't know why I've been so open and honest with him tonight.

      Maybe he just caught me at a bad time. My mind has been a mess about all the new revelations lately and I'm so confused.

      I wish I could just ask Lemon what happened. I've always been good at puzzles, but this one… I'm afraid I'll never solve it.

      “Come on. Let's watch some TV and wait for Johnson to get home.” I let Vin lead me to the couch and I get comfortable.

      He turns on the TV and that’s the last thing I remember until a voice wakes me up.

      “Hey, sorry to wake you, Karma. How was Cam?” Johnson asks as Vin starts to wake up. I yawn and sit up. I somehow ended up laying down with my head on Vin’s chest.

      “He was great. We went to my classroom and baked cookies. He will need a bath in the morning, but he’s sound asleep in his bed right now. How are you?” Vin sits up and stretches and I try not to notice the way his shirt rises and I get a flash of his tan skin.

      Johnson sits on a chair across from us and I feel like I’m about to be berated or something, but instead he groans and rubs his hand along his face. “I should probably just let you guys know now, since there will be an assembly in the morning. Krystal is in critical condition. They found her at the bottom of the steps in the third corridor, the same…” he gets choked up and I don’t need him to continue.

      “Johnson, if you knew about something going on here you would tell me, right?” I ask him and he looks at me dead in the eyes and nods.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, Karma. I wish I did so I could stop it. Just, please, watch your back.” I nod and Vin wraps his arms around my shoulders.

      “We will keep her safe,” he grunts and I try not to roll my eyes at his blatant macho comment. I hope someone comes after me, because unlike their other victims, I know how to protect myself and fight back.

      I think it’s time I talk to Dean Kenders about being a cam girl.

      

  




BRYCE

      I can’t believe I let Mike talk me into this. It’s been almost four months since I have seen or heard from Karma, and I never expected to be pulling up to this Academy again. Has she lost her mind?

      Why would she come here, of all places?

      This campus is crawling with college kids as I find a spot to park. I never went to school after I graduated high school. I'm only twenty-five. I still could if I wanted to, but I would never come to a place like this.

      Mike and I had plans for our shop and after my uncle died, our plan was sped up a little bit. I did some online art courses, but I've always been artistic and obsessed with drawing tattoo designs.

      Opening up a shop just seemed like the right thing to do, and so far it’s been extremely beneficial. Well, it was, until Mike and I couldn’t cope and decided to go on a three-month hiatus.

      I open my door and grab my hoodie. It's almost nine at night and it's freezing here. The holidays are coming up and I’m hoping that I can convince Karma to come home with me.

      My ma would love to see her and even if she says we can only be friends, it doesn’t matter anymore. I just want her in my life in any way that she will have me. I pass a group of kids with boxes of cookies and hot chocolate.

      “Hey, where did you get those?” I ask, because I have a sneaky feeling that Karma baked them.

      “In the Home Ec room. Miss Donna is letting us decorate our own holiday cookies. She was up all night baking them. You better hurry because they were almost gone when we left,” one of the girls says, giving me a flirtatious smile.

      “Sounds great. Where’s her room again?” I ask and the girl giggles as if I said something hilarious. The guy that is with her gives me a glare, then points to a building.

      “Follow the signs,” he grunts, then takes the girl’s arm and drags her away. He seems pissed so I assume they are dating.

      When I open the door, I follow the signs up two flights of stairs and to a room that is filled with people laughing and making memories. Karma is right there in the midst and she’s glowing. Her smile is so bright and she looks gorgeous.

      My hands shake and my heart races. Fuck, what if this is a mistake? She seems to be in a good place. Her face is a little more round than the last time I saw her, but her cheeks are rosy and she’s laughing at something a tall man with aquamarine eyes said.

      She’s looking at him like she used to look at me. Another guy comes up behind her slowly, then dabs some icing on her nose and runs away. There is a little boy in the corner just laughing and laughing as Karma scolds the man with green eyes.

      “Are you going in?” someone grunts and I look behind me to a tall guy with dark hair and a scowl. I glance back to Karma, then shake my head and turn around and leave the building.

      Mike was right, she's moved on. I was too late.
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        * * *

      

      I sit outside for a few minutes on a bench and people watch. The men who were with Karma leave the building and walk down the path. They seem to be laughing at something and carrying a ton of boxes.

      They are all attractive and I can see how Karma fell for them. They are her type. Tall, muscular, and I bet they have some tattoos somewhere. Plus they all seem to be friends, so they probably didn’t have a problem with her no strings rules.

      I need to leave, but my feet don’t want to move. I need to find a hotel and get checked in. I stupidly thought maybe I would stay with Karma, but that doesn’t look like that’s happening now.

      I was pissed after she left that I stupidly thought that she would still be here waiting alone. I should have known and listened to Mike.

      “Fuck this,” I mutter out loud and stand when the door opens again and the woman of my dreams and nightmares appears. She’s struggling to walk with the totes in her hands and I rush to help her.

      “Thank you,” she says, then gasps when she realizes it’s me. “Bryce? What are you doing here?” Her dark eyes are wide in shock and she looks around nervously as if she’s worried the other guys will catch her speaking to me, and I think that hurts more than her easily dismissing me.

      “You left,” I answer as if that's enough explanation. Her eyes close and she takes a deep breath.

      “I… I couldn’t stay.”

      “So you decided to just abandon everyone and come to the absolute last place someone would look for you at? What the fuck, Karma? I know you didn’t want anything serious, but I thought you at least cared about me. Eight fucking months!”

      She opens and closes her mouth, but doesn’t give me any words. “I wasn’t even worth a goodbye?” I put the tote on the ground then turn and leave.

      “Bryce, no, stop,” she shouts, but I don’t stop. I need to get the fuck out of here. This was a mistake.

    

  







            Chapter 16
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      I watch as a piece of my heart walks away and my eyes fill with tears. I don’t even try to stop the tears from falling. The way he looked at me as if I was his demise. As if he wished he’d never met me. I never wanted him to come after me.

      I move over to a bench and take a seat. My chest is heaving and my breaths are coming out in pants. How did things go so wrong? Today was going great. I’d been feeling off all week. With the holidays coming up and Lemon not being here, I needed a distraction.

      So I planned a giant cookie decorating event. I stayed up the last two nights making sure everything was perfect. I never expected to be blindsided by my past, or to feel like a part of me is dying.

      I put my head between my knees and fight to breathe. Why am I acting like this? I left him months ago. “So, you are human?” a voice says from behind me and I spin around too fast. I get lightheaded and rub my temple.

      “I thought you left?” I croak and Bryce shrugs, then kicks his boot on the sidewalk. His hands are in his pockets and he’s wearing a dark gray hoodie and beanie on his head. He looks wrecked.

      “I tried, but just like every time you throw me away, I still crave you. This isn’t healthy, Karma. I can’t keep living in limbo. So either let me go or convince me to stay.”

      I climb to my feet and wipe my eyes. I probably look like some fucked up racoon since I wore makeup today, but he doesn’t seem to care. I know I owe him some kind of explanation, but fear holds me back.

      “We can’t talk here and honestly I haven’t slept well in a week. Can we meet tomorrow?” I just need some time to think and come up with something to convince him to wait for me, or maybe let me go.

      I don’t even know right now. My mind is a mess. I still have to finish my mission here.

      “How do I know you won’t run again in the middle of the night?” he says with a scoff and I cringe at the malice in his tone, but I deserve it.

      I move closer, but I don’t touch him even though I ache too. “I know my promises mean shit to you, Bryce, but I need to get home. I need to think. Just give me tonight and I will call you in the morning.”

      He nods, then moves around me and begins walking to the parking lot. I wait until he’s gone, then I take my phone out. I text TJ to grab the rest of my totes—I really am wiped—then I go back to the bench and call Raven.

      “Tell me how hard it was for you to tell your guys who you really were?” She laughs and I listen as she tells me her story.

      “Do you regret it or ever worry they could betray you one day?”

      “Never. Now they really know me and not the fake names Darcy made up,” she says then mutters, “Stupid Robyn Banks,” before talking to me again. “I think the real question, Karma, is why you’re so afraid of them knowing you? But in all fairness, if any of them betrayed you, or any of us for that matter, we have a badass girl group of sisters to remind them of the stupidest choice they ever made. Now, go be in love and send me some of those cookies! I know we would all love some, especially Hill.”

      I wipe my eyes, agree, then end the call. It’s too late for me to speak with Hill so I’ll just call him tomorrow. Maybe if things go well with Bryce we can video him together.

      Fuck, what am I doing? Talking to Raven helped, but her circumstances were completely different. I love Bryce, I know I do, and after tonight thinking he was really done with me… I don’t ever want to feel that way again.

      But what about the other guys? I haven’t known them as long, but I have strong feelings for them.

      Shit! Okay, one step at a time.

      I open up my messages and send Man the one text I never thought I ever would. My sisters may have found their people and I’m happy for them, but… Fuck, I hope this doesn’t come back to bite me in the ass.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I’m going to tell Bryce the truth.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning I called Bryce and we agree to meet at the restaurant in his hotel. My stomach is in knots and I don’t even know how this is going to go. I have a lot to confess, including the other guys that I don’t want to lose.

      Some people are open to a harem lifestyle, but I don’t see Bryce accepting this. I don’t even know if the others would even want to be in a committed lifestyle with me either. I know I need to have a long talk with them too, but first Bryce.

      The weather is stormy and it might even snow. I opt for black leggings and a dark blue sweater dress. I’ve put on some more weight, but I don’t think it looks that bad. I’ve always been curvy, plus it’s winter. I’m not going to be rocking any bikinis for a few months and the guys seem to love all my curves.

      I slip on a pair of ankle boots and forgo the makeup. My emotional state has been chaotic lately and I know I’m going to cry at some point today. Grabbing my purse and keys, I leave the apartment and pause at the guys’ door.

      I know TJ is worried about me after finding me last night, sobbing on the bench, so the other guys probably are too. I groan and run my fingers through my hair. When did my life become so fucking complicated?

      I almost miss the secret missions and late nights planning people’s deaths. With that thought, I snort and walk to the stairs, shaking my head. I think I’ve just lost my sanity since Lemon died.

      She was the one who kept me grounded and I’ve been spiraling ever since.
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        * * *

      

      When I reach the hotel parking lot and park the car, I’m surprised to see Bryce standing there. I climb out and when he begins to walk closer to me, I almost make a complete ass out of myself. For one minute I forgot about the past few months, and was about to run into his arms.

      He pauses and must realize the same thing I did. I shut the car door and lock it with my key fob, then slowly move over to where he is.

      “I didn’t know if you were really going to show,” he explains and I nod.

      “I understand,” I mumble and then head toward the entrance. “Can we just go to your room? There’s some things I need to tell you and an audience isn’t ideal.” Bryce looks at me for a minute then sighs and nods.

      I follow him toward an elevator and lean against the railing once we walk inside. He turns to stare at me and I get lost in his eyes for a minute. I have really missed him, but I’m not telling him that right now.

      It’s an uncomfortable silence until we reach his floor and I follow him to the room he’s staying in. I’m grateful he chose a different hotel than the last one we stayed at. I’m not sure I’m ready to handle those memories. It’s hard enough with him standing here in front of me right now.

      He’s a reminder.

      I take a seat on his bed and he leans against the wall, crossing his arms. “Fuck, this is so hard,” I mumble and remove my jacket. His eyes zone in on my tits and I roll my eyes.

      Scoffing, he shuffles over and grabs the desk chair and pulls it in front of me, then sits down. “It’s only hard, Karma, because you have shut me out for months. If you had answered one fucking call this could have all been avoided.”

      “It was too hard. I had to distance myself from you or I never would have left. You’re my weakness, Bryce. I never thought I would ever have one, but you’re mine,” I say then groan.

      “I never wanted to be that for you, Karma. I just wanted you to open up to me and love me the way I love you. I know that day at Walgreens fucked with your head, but was having a baby with me so fucking traumatizing that you had to cut me out completely?”

      “That’s… No… Yeah, I was a mess and pissed off that you wouldn’t drop it, but me leaving had nothing to do with that. Bryce, you hardly know me.”

      “And who the fuck's to blame about that!” he shouts and I nod. Taking a deep breath he runs his hand down his face and grumbles.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t want to fight, Karma. I just want answers.” I look up at him and my eyes fill with tears.

      “I am so scared, Bryce. If you knew who I really am… What I’ve done…” I’m starting to shake and he moves from the chair and sits next to me. Pulling me onto his lap, he holds me as I break.

      “I do know who you are, Karma. You’re kind, beautiful, sarcastic, caring, and you love hard. I was there. Remember? I held you as you broke. I was there to pull you up off the floor, and I had planned to always be there, but you ruined that. I just want to know why so I can move on. I can’t stay in this state of limbo anymore, Karma. Don’t I deserve to be happy?”

      I wipe my face and look into his eyes.

      “Bryce, I’m an assassin.”

      

  




BRYCE

      “Bryce, I’m an assassin,” Karma mutters as she stares into my eyes. I gape at her and then lose it. My head falls back and I laugh so hard until I’m crying.

      Karma moves off of my lap and starts to pace in front of me. “My family are the Belladonnas. I was adopted at a young age by Man who is basically my father. He raised us to be strong and to help rid this world of evil. He’s a ruthless man, but he saved me. He gave me a family and a purpose, and I will do any and everything to keep him and my sisters safe.”

      I wipe my eyes and then sit up straight. “Wait, you’re fucking serious right now?” I stand up and move closer to her, because she has to be having a mental break or something. This just doesn’t make any sense.

      “You wouldn’t hurt a fly, Karma. You love to bake and you’re amazing with Hill.” She stops moving and places her hands on her hips. She’s wearing a tight sweater dress and though I try, it’s really hard to not stare at how curvy she is now.

      “I’m the perfect silent killer, Bryce. No one looks twice at a young, innocent woman who delivers cupcakes. My sisters chose to go a different route than me, but I’ve never been a fan of guns, blades, or explosives.”

      I move toward the door and she steps in front of me. I just need a moment to think and her standing there is a distraction. I haven’t been able to look at another woman since her and even though we are in the middle of a seriously fucked up conversation, my dick is not cooperating.

      I’m hard as fucking steel and I need to calm down. But her in that tight dress and the way she smells, I’m about to lose my fucking head.

      “Move, Karma,” I grunt and she shakes her head.

      “I can’t let you leave, Bryce. I risked a lot opening up to you and I need to know that you’re not going to stab me in the back or go run to the authorities.” I jolt back as if she just kicked me in the nuts.

      “You think I’m going to betray you? After every-fucking-thing. Karma, I don’t understand a lot right now, but I still love you in a non-healthy way. I am obsessed, possessed, whatever you want to fucking call it, and if you don’t let me get some fucking air, I’m going to slam you against that door, fuck you, and never let you leave me again.”

      She gasps and stares at me like I’m crazy, but doesn’t move. I step closer to her and press her against the door with my chest. “Bryce, there is still more I need to tell you,” she says with a moan as my hand finds the seam to her leggings.

      “Later,” I growl and grip the back of her neck, pulling her lips to mine. Fuck, she tastes amazing. She opens for me and tangles her tongue with mine. I pull away and she pants against my lips.

      “Tell me now to stop. Because if the only reason you were pulling away from me was because of your secrets, I can tell you right here and now, I don’t care if you’re Hannibal fucking Lecter as long as you never hurt me and the people I love, or leave me again.”

      Karma laughs and I smile, then kiss her again and move us away from the door and over to the bed.

      “You’re crazy,” she mutters against my mouth and I nibble on her bottom lip. Maybe she’s right, but I don’t care. I just want her in any way that she will have me. If I have to be her partner in crime, or put up with those new guys, I will as long as she keeps me by her side.

      “I love you, Karma, for better or worse. In sickness and health. In murder and clean-ups. In whatever way you will have me. Forever, until I take my last breath.”

      Her eyes fill with tears again and then she kisses me the way I have craved. Like she also can’t live without me. “I love you too, Bryce,” she whispers and I smile, then lay her gently on the bed and start pulling her clothes off slowly, piece by piece, as I kiss every part of her flesh I expose.

      “You’re the perfect present. I love unwrapping you,” I mumble and she grins, then sits up and kisses my lips again as she starts to pull my shirt up and over my head. I groan as our lips part and climb off the bed.

      She pouts as I quickly remove the rest of my clothes and get back on the mattress. Her flushed skin against my own feels like heaven and I can finally take a deep breath again.

      I have been lost since the last time we touched and now that she’s in my arms again. I’m home.

      “Tell me again,” I groan as I line my cock up along her slit. She’s soaked and squirming underneath me. Gripping my shoulder with her nails, I look into her dark eyes.

      “I love you, Bryce,” she whispers, then wraps her legs around me and pushes me inside of her in one hard thrust. My eyes roll back as her pussy chokes my cock.

      “God, I’ve missed you, baby,” I growl into her neck, then nibble her jaw and sit up on my knees, tilting her hips so I can hit that perfect spot and play with her tits.

      “Fuck, Bryce,” she whimpers and arches her back, placing her breast firmly into my hands. Leaning down, I take a nipple into my mouth and suck hard as she gasps and comes hard.

      I pull away and she looks surprised too. Her body is still constricting my dick, and if she keeps that up, I’m going to be a five-minute-man. I pull out of her and flip her onto her stomach, then smack her ass.

      She gets onto her knees and I slide one finger along her slit and inside of her, getting it wet. I know we need to talk about the guys I saw her with, but first I’m going to take her ass and make her scream my name.

      “Bryce, oh my God,” she shouts as I pull my finger out and rub it along her rosebud. She squirms and I grip her hip tight with my other hand, holding her in place.

      “Tell me no, Karma,” I say, then wait as I slowly push inside. She stiffens, then moans. Her body is shaking and she’s panting hard.

      “Please, fuck me,” she grunts and I laugh, shaking my head. Removing my finger, I dip my cock back inside her pussy a few more times, teasing her, then pull out and press gently into her ass.

      Her head comes up and I grip her throat gently, pulling her onto her knees, so she can rest her back against my chest as I fill her ass slowly.

      She’s so tight and hot and I’m fighting not to just rut into her like I want to. I thrust inside at a slow pace until she’s ready, then trail my fingers from her throat to her stomach and lay my palm there.

      She’s perfect in every way, and even with the little extra weight I can’t keep my hands off of her. “Bryce, please, I need more,” she groans and I chuckle at how impatient she is. Moving my hand lower, I smack her clit and she mewls.

      “I should prevent you from coming. Tease you the way you have me for all these months. Leave you on the edge,” I grumble and she groans.

      “I know I’d deserve it, but please, baby, I need you to make me come. I’ve missed you and craved you. I need you,” she whimpers, and just like that, she destroys me.

      I rub her clit hard, and bend her forward so I can fuck her hard and fast the way we both need. She comes on my hand two more times, before I shove her face into the mattress and pull my cock from her ass, cumming all over her back.

      I leave her there and climb off the bed on shaky legs. Now that my balls are empty my mind has cleared, we really need to fucking talk.

      Walking into the bathroom, I put the shower on cold and step inside. The water beats on my face and I sigh. What the fuck did I just do? She disappeared for months and with one look at her, I let my dick control me.

      We should have had a lot longer discussion before I ripped her clothes off.

      “You’re freaking out now, aren’t you?” Karma says as she opens the shower door. I laugh and she reaches around me and turns the water warm.

      “Can you blame me? I meant everything I said, but we still need to talk. I want to know everything.” She grabs my arm and turns me around. Biting her bottom lip she looks nervous, but sighs and nods.

      “I only ever hurt bad people. Really bad. Like murderers, child traffickers, rapists.”

      “Jesus fuck, Karma,” I cut her off. “Why would you ever even associate with someone like them? You could have been hurt or killed.” I’m getting angrier the more I picture her being around people like that.

      “Fuck, you’re adorable. I have been training to protect myself since I was six, Bryce. I was always fine. Man would never do anything to put me in danger.” I shake my head. I’m about to storm out of this shower and have a word with “Man.” All this fucking time I thought her father was just overprotective. I never…

      “I left you because I need to know the truth about what happened to Lemon. That Academy isn’t what you think. There is so much going on under the guise of being a normal college.”

      “Why wouldn’t you just tell me? I would have helped you!” Fuck, I need to get out of this small shower stall and move. I turn the water off and open the door, letting the steam fill the small bathroom.

      I hand Karma a towel and then move out to the bedroom. I pull on a pair of sweats and dig in my suitcase for a pack of cigarettes. I don’t light one, but it’s just the comfort of having it in my hand.

      “When did you start smoking?” I scoff and shake my head. My wet hair splatters around me, but I don’t care.

      “I don’t.” Rolling her eyes, Karma sits on the bed and waits for me to ask more questions, but I think I have heard enough.

      “Were you serious about helping me? Because there is still more I need to tell you.”

      “I know about the Avengers looking triplets. I assume you’re seeing them all, or at least fucking them?” Her mouth pops open and her eyebrows furrow, then she bursts out in giggles.

      “Oh you mean Brooks, TJ, and Vin. They really do look like they could be in a Marvel movie,” she says with another laugh, then nods. “Um, yeah, I’ve been sleeping with them. When I got to the Academy I was wrecked and I don’t know… But yes, I am seeing them and even though I love you, I’m not giving them up.”

      I nod and sit next to her. I’ve already decided that they didn’t bother me.

      “Do they know about me?” She shakes her head and sighs.

      “No, but that’s my next step. I’m done with the lying and secrets. I need to tell them a lot of things, but first, I need your help if you are being serious.”

      “Yeah, baby. Tell me what you need.”

      

  




BROOKS

      “I’m going to go check on Karma. She seemed sad the last few days,” I tell the guys and they nod. TJ is cuddled on the couch with Vin watching a movie and I don’t want to interrupt their snuggle date.

      We may all be in a relationship, but we still have our separate time together as well as group dates. It’s what works for us and I’m happy that Karma has fit into our family seamlessly. Even if she can be a little guarded at times.

      I know she was meant to just be an assignment, but she’s quickly becoming more and I’m not upset about it.

      I think I'm falling in love with her. The moment we met I knew that I liked her, but walking into her apartment and seeing her FaceTiming a sweet little boy just sealed the deal for me.

      He calls her Mama and I pause. I don't care if she's a mom, but I am a little surprised that she hid it for so long. I love kids. We all do.

      I always wanted to have a brood of my own, but an accident during training took that from me. I always thought when we found our final piece to our family, one of the other guys would get them pregnant.

      They don’t need to have my DNA to be my kids. I will love and spoil them just the same.

      “He's adorable,” I say, startling her as she ends the call. She wipes under her eye and gives me a cautious look.

      “Brooks…?”

      “Your door was open. I knocked…” I trail off and she looks behind me to the now closed door.

      “I was having a bad day. I must have forgotten to shut it after I got home,” she mumbles, then closes her eyes and tips her head back, taking in a deep breath.

      “What's his name?” I ask and she smiles.

      "Hillson. He just turned three. Today, in fact, and I'm not there. My sister, Raven, has him while I'm working, but I feel like I should have found a way to be there.”

      Opening her eyes, she gasps, noticing how much closer I’ve moved to her. “Why haven't you mentioned him before?” I have to ask, because I thought we were going somewhere here.

      We have been spending almost every other night together. Do the other guys know she's a mom? Did they think it would upset me?

      “Hillson is… It's a really long story, but I'm not his mom. I have custody of him. He's my godson.”

      She moves away from me and plops down onto her small blue couch. Rubbing her temples she sighs. “My best friend, Lemon, I told you she died recently…” I nod and she continues, “She made me his legal guardian in her will. He was her nephew, but she loved and adored him like he was her son. That poor little boy has been through so much already in his short life.”

      Fuck, that’s the little boy Johnson mentioned. I remove my shoes, then join her on the couch. I make sure to leave space between us. This is the first time Karma has ever opened up to me and she seems skittish at being vulnerable.

      I don't want to scare her away.

      “He's lucky to have you. Why didn't you bring him with you? I know some of the teachers use the daycare on campus. Like Cam.”

      “It's a long story. Which I’ll tell you soon, but really, right now, I need you to take my mind off it.”

      I watch her as she seems to flip some kind of switch. Her expression changes and she turns into a seductress.

      Standing from the couch, she rips her top off exposing those pierced peaks that my mouth craves to suck and nibble on as she straddles me. Her skirt rides up. I can feel the heat of her core as she sits on top of my cock.

      I'm already hardening and the soft pajama pants I'm wearing don't hide a thing. We have been so busy trying to nail this case and my poor dick has suffered. I caught Vin and TJ in the shower the other morning, but I didn’t have time to join in.

      “Baby, it’s okay to just open up to me or the others. We have told you, time and time again, that we’re keeping you.” She laughs and leans down to kiss me.

      “I’m starting to believe you,” she whispers against my lips and I grin. It’s about fucking time. I think TJ was ready to either propose or chain her to our bed that first night.

      “So, does that mean we can actually take you out on a real date?” Sighing she sits back and places her hand on my cheek.

      “Before we do that, I need to talk to you about something and I have someone you need to meet. But yeah, if you don’t kick me to the curb after, I would love to go out on a date.”

      She leans in and kisses my neck, but I’m no longer in the mood. My mind is racing about what she said and how guilty I suddenly feel.

      We also have some secrets that she needs to know about. I fake a groan and gently push her up.

      “Baby, as much as I would love to continue this, I actually came over because I was going to ask if you had eaten yet. I’m starving.”

      “Really, you want food right now over sex?” I toss my head back and laugh, then nod. I think, until we do some confessions, that I need to slow down on the sex part.

      We want Karma forever, this isn’t only fucking. I need to show her how we feel, so when she learns that we lied, she won’t leave us.

      Climbing off my lap she sighs, then offers me her hand.

      “Fine, but only because cream of tuna on toast sounds amazing right now.” I scrunch my nose because that sounds fucking gross, but follow her as she puts her top back on and leads me to her kitchen.
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        * * *

      

      “We need to talk,” Johnson says after he tracks me down in the weight room. I look over at Clark. I have been helping him with his knee injury for the last hour. We need him in top shape before the game next week—the last one before Christmas break.

      “We can finish this tomorrow. Keep that knee iced, and if the swelling doesn’t go down then go see the nurse.” He gives me a nod, then limps out. “What’s going on?” I ask Johnson as he begins to pace. He looks paranoid and neurotic. “Has something happened?”

      He nods and then moves closer, lowering his voice. “I need to leave, but I have to ask you something.”

      “What do you mean you’re leaving? This case isn’t solved, Johnson. There are people still being hurt.” I’m getting mad and he looks at me with his eyes shadowed and haunted.

      “They are on to me. I found a letter in Cam’s backpack last night. They threatened my kid, Brooks. Fuck the job. Fuck this place. My son!” He’s hysterical. I move closer and grip his shoulder.

      “Okay, what do I need to do?”

      “You need to do anything and everything to keep Karma safe. Bug her place, keep her on twenty-four hour surveillance. I don’t fucking care.” My eyes widen and I take in a breath.

      “Is she a suspect?” Johnson jolts away as if I just slapped him.

      “No, she’s his next victim. She fits the profile, Brooks. She never should have come here. Cam and I are leaving campus this afternoon. I will be staying close by though. I am still your mentor.” I nod and let him leave the room so he can pack or whatever.
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        * * *

      

      When I get back to the apartment and tell the guys what Johnson said, all hell breaks loose.

      “We need to tell her the truth,” Vin barks and TJ rolls his eyes. None of us want to invade Karma’s privacy, but this is a direct order and I’m not letting my feelings get in between my job and her safety. Plus, lately Karma has been acting weird. She said we needed to talk, but then she’s been leaving late at night and not coming home until morning.

      “This doesn’t feel right, Brooks. She deserves to know. Lemon was her best friend, plus Krystal and her are friends.” I groan and rub my eyes.

      “This is an order. Do you want to go against our mentor right after graduating from the Academy? I really don’t want to piss people off.” Vin grumbles and leaves the apartment to go get the equipment we will need.

      I glance at TJ. “Karma has been leaving every night so you will be on watch. Go down to the common room and message me once she’s left the building.” He nods and leaves.

      I wait until I hear Karma leave her place before cracking my door open. I hate that I'm about to do this, but I have to.

      “Are you sure about this?” Vin whispers into my ear from behind and I shake my head. I wait until TJ sends me a thumbs up, then I shuffle over to her door and use the copy of her key that we made.

      Vin didn't have an emergency in the middle of the night last time Karma stayed over. He stole Karma’s keys and made one for us. It was only supposed to be for an emergency, but now things have changed.

      “Why don’t we just sit down and tell her about what is happening? She could move in with us. We will keep her safe.”

      “That may still happen, but we have to do this first, Vin.” I’m starting to get pissed off.

      I open her door, and immediately I'm overwhelmed with her scent. “Fuck,” Vin groans and I bite my lip to prevent my laugh.

      There is a plate of cookies cooling on the counter and I feel bad. She probably made those for us and here we are spying on her.

      “Let’s just do this quickly. In and out,” I mumble and Vin nods.

      I quickly place the bug under her coffee table and one in her room, then place a camera in a spot she would never look.

      I would never put one in her bathroom, I'm not a pervert, but I do stick one facing her bedroom door. From what we have uncovered based on the other attacks it happened outside of their apartments. But who knows, maybe Karma will be the big break we need.

      I just hope we can save her in time.

    

  







            Chapter 17
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      “Are you sure this is the right way to go, Karma?” Bryce asks me again for the second time and I nod.

      “His place was completely clean. He has a secret apartment and tonight there is a faculty dinner so he won’t be here.” I had to suck it up and ask Darcy for help finding Dean Kenders’ second residence.

      She had an address for me a few hours later. She’s a serious badass.—All of my sisters are. I may only kill with cupcakes, but if you ever threatened one of my family members, I know how to get my hands just as dirty.

      “Okay, I say we have an hour to get in and out. Do you want me to watch or go in with you?” Bryce pulls his car a few houses down and parks. I grab my box of cupcakes just in case he is home. These don’t have any glass in them. I still don’t have concrete proof that he’s the killer.

      “Come with me. Just act normal, okay?” He nods, then opens his door and walks around to open mine. Even on a secret spy mission he’s a gentleman. I bite my bottom lip to hide my smile and he smirks.

      “Come on, Charlie’s Angel, let’s get this done so I can get you home and into bed.” I gently push him away and snort. “Fuck, you’re adorable,” he mumbles and now I’m rolling my eyes.

      We walk down the street and I move over to the side yard and down the pathway to the back door.

      It's dark inside, so I'm going to guess no one is home. The backyard is not pristine like the one on campus and the door is unlocked.

      I remove my shoes and Bryce follows my lead.

      “One hour,” I remind him and he nods. I listen for a minute for any movement and sigh when I know for sure he doesn't have a dog.

      Pets aren't allowed on campus, but here who knows. I turn on my flashlight and glance around. The kitchen is definitely being used due to the dirty dishes on the counter. The living room is open and has papers on the table.

      “Take the living room, check those papers and the shelves for any USB drives or maybe blank DVDs.”

      Bryce grunts and mutters about this being a weird date and I laugh quietly. He isn’t wrong, but I’ll buy him some food afterwards to make up for it.
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        * * *

      

      “Nothing. Not even one dirty video is here,” Bryce grumbles and I sigh, then yawn.

      “Yeah, I need to get into his office at the Academy, but his secretary never leaves. I swear, she lives at her desk. I don’t want to resort to drugging a cupcake to make her sleep or something,” I mutter and Bryce laughs.

      “Let’s get out of here and grab something to eat. I can hear your stomach growling,” he jokes and I smile.

      “Okay, but I want…”

      “Yeah, babe I know you have been eating the same thing all week.” I pout, but he’s not wrong. I have been obsessed with fish tacos this week, or making tuna on toast at home. I made Brooks try it and I thought he was going to hurl.

      I don’t know what his problem is. It’s fucking delicious.

      When we get outside, I put my shoes back on and grab the box of cupcakes I left on the porch. “What flavor are those?” Bryce asks and I smile. I told him I’m a murdering assassin that kills with cupcakes and he still wants to eat my treats.

      “God, I love you,” I say with a sigh and he gives me his award winning smirk.

      “Just remember when you go home to the others, that I was your first,” he mutters and I toss my head back and laugh.

      “Oh, baby, you were not my first. That ship sailed a long time ago,” I sass and he growls.

      When we reach his car, I glance back at the empty street and sigh. Just another dead end.

      “Don’t worry, baby. We will find out what happened to Lemon and you will get your revenge,” Bryce says and I nod, but I don’t agree. Unless I call my whole family in to help, I don’t think I will ever have closure.
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        * * *

      

      The next day I’m feeling down. If I don’t find something soon, Man is going to order me to come home. My time is running out and I'm still just as confused as before.

      I say goodbye to all my students as they start to leave my classroom. I'm actually going to miss them when I return home to Colorado.

      But there is also a little boy waiting for me there and I miss him so much more.

      “Have a great holiday and thank you for lifting my spirits after losing my best friend. I hope if I have taught you one thing it's that takeout is nice, but not always the answer,” I joke and a few of my students laugh, then leave.

      My Monday Morning Muffin Troop, as I call them, stay behind and wait until everyone else has left.

      “Mary, what's going on?” She gives me a mischievous smile, then pulls a small gift wrapped package out of her backpack.

      “You didn't think we would leave without giving you a gift, did you?” she says and I smile.

      I've always loved presents. I didn't have many growing up, but Lemon always did birthdays and Christmases.

      I've missed them. “You really didn't need to get me anything, but thank you.”

      I snatch it happily and rip the paper off, then laugh. It's an apron with a photo on the front of the day I taught them how to make souffles.

      We're all wearing ridiculous hats and have flour on our cheeks.

      My eyes water and I clear my throat. “This is perfect. Thank you.” They each give me a hug, then wave and leave me to finish packing up my desk.

      TJ was supposed to meet me here and help me carry this stuff back to the apartment, but he must be running late. I leave the things in my room, then decide to go for a walk. The building is about empty, so now is a good time.

      Checking that the coast is clear, I walk back to that creepy corridor where Lemon died. My knees shake as I get closer and I sit on the top step.

      “I'm sorry, Lemon Cake. It seems my time here was pointless. I'm no closer to learning what happened,” I say quietly to the empty staircase, then sigh. “I wish I had the proof I need so I could just murder that smarmy bastard, but I don't. Not yet, anyways.”

      I have one more idea, but if I don't find anything then I have to leave.

      Someone is behind me. I have been trained too well not to know that I'm being stalked. I place my hand into my bag and grab my knife, quietly opening it.

      “Goodbye, Lemon,” I mumble, then stand.

      Someone pushes hard on my shoulder and I scream as my feet start to slip on the marble steps.

      Spinning around, I slash my arm forward and hit my mark. They grunt and it sounds like a man, but it's too dark to see his face.

      The momentum of my swing has my feet slipping and I start to roll.

      I manage to grab the railing before I go too far down the stairs, but my body aches and I know I'm going to be bruised.

      Footsteps and shouting hit my ears as the person disappears into the darkness.

      “Karma, fuck, are you okay?” TJ yells as he races down the few steps and helps me up.

      I'm dizzy and I try to nod. “I cut him,” I groan and show TJ the bloody blade.

      “Who?” he barks and I smile, then pass out.

      

  




TJ

      I'm on babysitting duty today, but that's okay. I don't mind. Karma is saying goodbye to her class and it makes me sad.

      She hasn't told us yet, but I know she's not planning to return next semester. I haven't been the one to spend much time with her, but the way the other guys speak about her has made me curious to know her better.

      Don’t get me wrong. I’m already head over heels in love with her.

      She's an enigma wrapped in a sweet package that always smells like vanilla. I'm starting to crave her. She seems quiet and shy, but then she has these moments where a bit of sass and snark slips out and it makes me wonder who the real Karma is.

      I wish I had met her under better circumstances though. How is she going to react learning that she was our job? Well, a part of it.

      My phone rings and I move a little farther from her classroom to answer. “Is everything ready for tonight?” Brooks asks and I grunt.

      “What do you think she wants to tell us?” I ask, because I’m hoping it’s that she wants to actually date us for real.

      “She's been talking to a man named Bryce from Colorado a lot according to her logs. Maybe she’s going home sooner than we thought.”

      Another guy? Is she cheating on him with us? Fuck, I hope not. “Okay, well then tonight we will tell her the truth and ask her not to leave,” I say as if that's the obvious answer and Brooks sighs.

      “TJ, we may need to start accepting the fact that Karma won’t want us after we talk. I’m falling for her just like I know you and Vin are, but how is it healthy to start a relationship on lies?”

      “You said she had some things to reveal too. Maybe we could all just start over.” He grunts, then grumbles.

      “Vin is on the other line. I’ll see you and Karma soon.” He ends the call and I rest my forehead against the stone wall and take some deep breaths.

      My momma has always said that I fall in love too fast, but there is just something about Karma that fits so perfectly in my life. I won’t give her up. I don’t care if she moves back to Colorado.

      We could handle a long-distance relationship or maybe the guys and I can convince her to move to Virginia. I know she has a kid, since Brooks brought it up the other night, but that doesn’t matter.

      My family would love and accept them both. She could open up a bakery somewhere and we could be happy. I just need to convince her of that. I know Brooks is too much of an Alpha to explain something rationally.

      He’s a bulldozer and it fits his job title, but Karma has already been hesitant to even date us. No, I will be the one to talk to her.

      I take another minute to calm down, because I tend to get excited really easily. Vin likes to refer to me as a Golden Retriever sometimes. When I reach her classroom, it’s empty but her totes are still here.

      Fuck, I was supposed to be watching her. I start checking other rooms nearby and walking through the halls. I was only on the phone for maybe ten minutes, she couldn’t have gone far and she hasn’t left since she would have had to pass me.

      I’m close to the corridor that’s off limits when I hear someone scream. No, fuck, please. I race closer and a man in a suit runs off in the other direction, but I don’t care. Karma is laying on the steps and holding a bloody blade.

      “Karma, fuck, are you okay?” I shout, then rush to her side and pull her up. I probably shouldn’t move her but all my training has gone out the window.

      This girl fucks with my head like no one ever has and I’m letting my emotions rule over my logic.

      “I cut him,” she groans, then hands me the blade.

      “Who?” I bark, confused, because it sounds like she’s known all along that there was a serial killer on campus. She smiles, then passes out.

      Fuck! I pull out my phone and call Vin for help. We need to bag this blade and get it to the lab. Maybe there is a match in the system that will finally reveal who this asshole is.
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        * * *

      

      “Do you think we need to take her into the ER?” I ask Vin as he gives Karma a medical exam back at the apartment. After Brooks and him arrived at the scene, he ordered me to bring her back here.

      Brooks stayed behind to wait for Johnson and someone else on our team. I don’t think they will collect much evidence. The blade is the real clue. I don’t know what Karma was doing with such a deadly weapon, but fuck, I’m glad she had it.

      It may have saved her life.

      “Where the hell were you?” Brooks roars as he storms into the apartment and Karma stirs, waking up.

      “I had walked away to take your call and she was gone by the time I returned,” I hiss quietly to him and he frowns, but nods.

      “How are you feeling, sugar?” I ask her as her brown eyes open and she squints.

      “Like I just went ten rounds with MIke Tyson,” she jokes and I laugh. “Did I catch the bad guy?” she asks, then looks around. Brooks steps closer and places a kiss on her forehead.

      “No, baby, but we gave the blade to the authorities,” he says and her eyes widen.

      “Naomi is going to kill me,” she mutters, then lays back down with a moan. Vin steps closer and helps her sit up.

      “You have some nasty bruises and a possible concussion, but you were lucky. What were you thinking about going to that staircase?” he scolds and she whimpers.

      “I have to leave soon. Get back to Hillson. I wanted to say goodbye to Lemon,” she says with a sigh. “Can you help me sit up please? I need to use the bathroom.” I move beside her and place a hand around her waist, and lift her.

      “Thank you.” She gives me a kiss on the cheek, then wobbles to the bathroom. I look at Vin.

      “She will be okay, but it probably hurts to walk right now. Her spine is bruised.”

      Karma screams in the bathroom and we all race to reach her. Brooks has his gun raised and pointed at the door, but there is no one in the room with her.

      “I… I think I need a doctor,” Karma mutters, her face ghost white and her hand covered in blood. Vin shoves me out of the way and catches her as she falls.

      I pull my phone out and call an ambulance all while Brooks is trying to wake Karma up.

      I glance at my family who are sitting on the bathroom floor in a puddle of blood, holding the girl we love. Fuck, what the hell is going on?

      

  




KARMA

      Bright lights and sirens wake me as the cold air hits my skin. TJ is holding my hand and he looks terrified. Vin is beside Brooks talking to an EMT and they don’t look any better.

      “What happened?” I croak because the last thing I can remember is walking to the bathroom.

      “Hey, sugar, you blacked out again, but you’re bleeding heavily so we are going to the hospital. Ummm, Karma, is there a way you could be pregnant?” My eyes widen and I open and close my mouth a few times.

      “I mean, I’ve gained a little weight and I’m eating more, but I’ve been having my period, so I don’t think so…” I wince as a severe cramp hits. I have always had bad cramps, but this feels different.

      “Okay, baby, just rest. We will get some answers soon. Guys, let’s fucking go!” he barks at the others and I jump. He runs his fingers through my hair and I relax, closing my eyes, but then open them again.

      “We never got around to talking, but I need you to call Bryce.” I try to lift my arm, but it’s restrained with an IV line. “My phone. It’s in my bra,” I mutter, then start to feel sleepy again, and close my eyes, but I’m still awake.

      “No, sorry this isn’t Karma, it’s TJ. Listen, Karma wanted me to call you. We’re headed to the hospital right now.” He listens to whatever Bryce says, then laughs.

      “Yeah, I’m one of the Avenger looking triplets.” He continues to talk, and I smile. Maybe meeting each other won’t be a bad thing after all.

      I just hope they can forgive me for not telling them about Bryce, and if I am pregnant, I have no idea who the father is. I wish Lemon was here.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up again, I’m in a room and Bryce is there holding my hand.

      “Hi,” I whisper and he looks over at me and sighs.

      “Hi, baby. Fuck, you have no idea how glad I am to see you awake. When I got that call…”

      “Yeah, sorry about that. I take it you met the others,” I say with a groan as I try to sit up. My lower half aches and I get another bad cramp that has me sucking in a breath.

      “Yeah, they seem pretty cool actually. TJ keeps saying that he’s keeping me, whatever that means.” I laugh and shake my head, then moan and rub my forehead.

      “How long have I been here?” I ask, glancing at all the wires they have me hooked up to, including my stomach.

      “A few hours. They ran a bunch of tests and you and the baby are okay.” I gasp and he nods. His eyes fill with tears and then he bites his bottom lip and smirks.

      “I told you you were pregnant, baby,” he says, then laughs.

      My heart is racing and I may throw up. “Bryce, the tests were all negative. This can’t possibly be…”

      Leaning down, he kisses me hard and then laughs. “The ultrasound doesn’t lie, baby.” I swallow, then take some deep breaths. The monitors start to go crazy and the guys run in.

      “Karma, hey, what’s going on?” TJ asks, moving beside Bryce. I grip my chest and try to breathe.

      “Oh, shit, I think she’s having a panic attack,” Bryce says with a groan as a nurse bursts inside the room and shoves the guys out of the way, then puts something into my IV. My chest loosens and I sigh.

      I’m starting to see rainbows and unicorns and it’s magical.

      “I gave her a small sedative that’s safe for the baby. I have to suggest that you keep the conversation to something that won’t set her off again. She suffered a traumatic event today. We need to keep her and the baby happy and calm. She’s still not out of the woods yet,” the nurse says, then turns to me. “Miss Donna, the doctor will be in to talk to you soon, for now just rest, okay?” I give her a big loopy smile and she laughs before leaving.

      Vin moves closer and gives me a deep look. He seems upset and I can’t blame him. “I didn't know,” I slur, “The test was negative.”

      Crossing his arms, he grunts, “I’d like to believe you, Karma, but then again, you hid your kid from all of us too, so was this all a ploy? Trap us by falling in love with you, sounds pretty fucked to me.”

      “Hey, fucker, I don’t know who the hell you think you are,” Bryce steps up to Vin and TJ gets into the middle and Brooks moves closer to me. He looks exhausted.

      “I would never… I never…” Tears fill my eyes and he shushes me, then runs his fingers along my cheek.

      “I think we all just need some time. They are keeping you here until tomorrow afternoon for observation and since we’re not… Bryce is permitted to stay.” He gives me a kiss, then sighs and rests his forehead against mine.

      Standing he looks at the other guys. “Let’s go, we need to fill Johnson in on these new developments,” he says and I frown as they all leave. Bryce plops down into the chair next to my bed, and takes my hand, pressing a kiss onto my knuckles.

      “What did that mean?” I ask him, but he seems just as clueless as I am.
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      I stay with Karma as she sleeps and I watch the monitor screen that shows our baby’s heartbeat. I still can’t believe she’s been pregnant this whole time and didn’t know. Maybe if she hadn’t moved to New York, I would have convinced her that she was, even if the test disagreed with me.

      My phone buzzes and I send my mom an update. I haven't told her about the baby, but I know she's going to have kittens.

      She's already shopping for Hillson. I'm hoping to convince Karma to spend Christmas with my family. I know she's still fighting to find some evidence and I will help her in any way I can.

      When she went into detail about her family—the Belladonnas—I'll admit, I was a little intimidated and scared as fuck.

      I always thought there was something wrong with Pierce, but I never expected a family of badass woman assassins.

      Karma amazes me more every day. Now we just need to figure out what the fuck to do about her other guys.

      I know she hasn't been with them long, but I can tell they are all in love with her. I know her carrying my baby is a shock, but maybe it won't matter.

      I overheard TJ talking to Brooks about some testicular injury and him not ever going to have kids of his own anyways.

      Plus, TJ had appointed himself as my new best friend and has claimed me. Whatever the fuck that means. Not that I mind.

      As long as they love and treat Karma right, I'm okay with it. But I'm not stepping away. Even before knowing about the baby, Karma has always been mine.

      I will take all her murderous tendencies and turn them into a good life. I will do anything for this woman as long as she doesn't push me away again.

      My phone buzzes again and I frown at the unknown number. Standing so I don't disturb my sleeping beauty, I move out to the hall and answer.

      “Hello?” I grunt.

      “Well if it isn't my new bestie. How's our girl? And our little nugget?” I look at the phone once more, then yawn.

      “Who is this?”

      “Oh, yeah, sorry, it's TJ, man. How's Karma and the baby?” I glance back into the room and smile.

      “Passed out and snoring softly. Not that she would ever admit that she snores. How did you get my number?” When he called me earlier it was from Karma's phone.

      TJ laughs, then someone tells him to shut up and he clears his throat.

      “I have my ways. Listen, there was another reason I called. Well, two. The guys and I need to know if we're about to have our hearts broken. Is Karma going to ditch us for you? She is carrying your child, but that doesn't matter to us. We would love that baby as if it was our own.”

      “I don't know what Karma is planning, but I told her before that I was fine with you guys as long as she was happy and included me.”

      “Fuck, that's great to hear. A lot of shit went down today and yeah… we haven't been to bed yet. Vin feels like an ass for how he acted with Karma and he will be making it up to her. Oh, that leads me to the other reason I called. We have to leave town until late tomorrow night. We want to be here when she comes home, but I don't think we're going to be. Will you stay with her? That piece of scum is still out there, running free and…”

      Someone tells him to shut up and he groans. “Shit. I need some sleep or I'm going to reveal all my secrets it seems. Just keep our girls safe and we will see you tomorrow night.”

      He ends the call and I scowl. As if I would ever let someone hurt Karma. And what did he mean by “girls,” we don't know what the baby is yet.

      Honestly, at this point we could just wait until the baby is born to find out. Might be nice to be surprised.

      I move back into the room and Karma jumps. Her eyes snap to mine, then she relaxes. “Hey,” she croaks and I help her sit up, then hand her the ice water by the bed.

      “Hey, you okay?” I ask and she laughs.

      “Am I about to have another panic attack? No. Am I okay that you got me knocked up and I've lived in denial for almost eight months? What do you think?” She snorts and my heart beats a little faster.

      “Hey, I tried to warn you. We will have to have a talk with whatever company manufactures those tests,” I say with a smirk and she shakes her head.

      “Bryce, this isn't funny. How the fuck am I going to raise a three-year-old and a baby while working how I do?”

      I lean closer and take her hand. “First off, you won't be alone ever again. You're stuck with me baby, and I have a feeling those other guys will come around. As for your job… don't you think it's time to retire? I'll help you finish your mission here, just so you can have closure, but after this, Karma, I think you should open a bakery in town.”

      I've been thinking a lot about it and even asked Mike how he would feel about buying the empty building next to our shop and expanding it to add a bakery.

      I have plans for our future. I just need her to get on the same page. “Bryce, I love my job. It might not be ideal, but what my family and I do… We rid the world of evil. We save the innocent. I don't know if I can just give that up, but I will agree to talking to Man and seeing what he thinks.”

      I guess that's better than nothing. I nod and we chat about her students and how much she enjoyed teaching and her other guys.

      A knock on the door interrupts us and a stern nurse walks in. “You, Missy, are supposed to be asleep, resting. Do I need to send you home?” She looks at me and Karma laughs.

      “I have been asleep since the accident. Right now I want to get out of this bed, use the bathroom, maybe shower, and then eat something super greasy and fattening. Please,” she says, adding that last part for good measure.

      The nurse fights a smile but I can see the mirth in her eyes. “I can help you with two of those things, but I'm afraid the kitchen is closed. How about a bagged sandwich and some chips?”

      Karma nods and the nurse looks at me. “I suppose you would like one as well?” I clear my throat and nod.

      “Tuna fish or PB&J?” Karma shouts tuna excitedly and I groan.

      Is this what I'm going to have to endure for the next two months? Smelly fish?

      “I'll take the latter, thanks, Nurse…”

      She laughs, “Maggie. Call me Nurse Maggie. I'll be back soon with your snacks, kids,” she says, then leaves.

      Karma gives me a smile, then winces. “I really do have to pee. Would it be weird?” she asks and I laugh, shaking my head, then stand up and remove her blanket.

      “I love you,” she whispers and I grin.

      “I love you too. Now, come here, Mama.”

      Pressing her lips to mine, I smile as she laughs. Resting my forehead to hers I can't help it. “You know you're stuck with me now, right?” She groans and smacks my shoulder.

      “This was your plan all along, but I guess it worked out in the end,” she sasses with a smile and I nod.

      I never saw our story going like this, but I wouldn't change a thing.
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        * * *

      

      The next day they are finally releasing Karma. Our baby's heart rate was a little elevated so they ordered her on bed rest, but the doctor did agree she could fly home to Colorado.

      Now we are headed to the school to turn in her resignation at the office. She was always supposed to be temporary anyway.

      I park the car in front of the administration building and Karma scowls. “I really wanted to nail that fucker's ass. I know he's guilty. I know he stole my best friend from me.”

      “I wish I could have helped you, Karma.”

      She nods, wipes under her eye, then sighs.

      “Let's just get this over with. We have to pack and I still need to talk to the guys.”

      I open my car door, then walk quickly to open hers.

      She's still sore and winces as she moves. I hold her hand as she takes her time up the administration building’s steps and then I open the door for her.

      “There's no one here,” she mutters as she moves closer to where a secretary's desk is. “Hello?” she calls out, but all we hear in return is her echo.

      She turns to face me and has a huge smile on her face and hope shining in her eyes.

      “Baby, you're supposed to be resting,” I remind her and she pouts.

      “I'll be super careful, but this is the break we have needed. Please. Ten minutes, tops,” she begs, moving her hands into a prayer motion.

      I groan and run my hand through my messy hair.

      “Fuck, you're lucky I love you. Fine. Ten minutes.”

      She waddles over to the Dean's office door and quietly cheers when it clicks open. I move behind her as she enters the sunlit room. “I'll check the shelves, you sit and check the desk and computer,” I order and she rolls her eyes at me, but nods.

      “Find anything?” she asks a few minutes later and I shake my head.

      “Nothing on the shelves. Anything on the desk?” I ask, moving closer to help her. I don't know how much time we have left.

      “Fuck, I need a password and I don't have enough time to call Darcy to help me.”

      I laugh and move over to the desktop. “I may not be some super secret code breaker, but I do know my way around something like this. Fuck, this guy is full of himself. He has no firewall on here,” I mutter then type some code into his computer and wait.

      I gently move Karma away from the drawers and start checking the contents. There are a few flash drives in a false bottom and Karma's eyes get wide.

      “We need to go,” I remind her and she nods.

      There is nothing on his computer but student files and work shit. So I shut it back down.

      Karma grabs everything in the drawer, then places the chair back the way it was and takes my hand.

      “Let's just pray there is something on here.”

      “And if there is? What then?” I ask because I know she has plans for revenge, but that was before she almost went into preterm labor.

      “One step at a time, Bryce. Right now, I need to go tell the men I'm falling for who I really am and hope they don't betray me.”

      

  




KARMA

      We get back to the apartment and the other guys are already waiting for me. I should probably question how they got in, but I’m exhausted. I hold my bag closer to me and take a seat on the couch.

      Vin is in the kitchen cooking something and TJ gets up to speak with Bryce quietly. Brooks sits next to me and pulls me into a side hug. “How are you feeling, baby?” he asks and I turn to face him and snuggle closer.

      I really needed a hug. “Sore, but I’m going to go take a quick shower, then we can all talk, okay?” I lean back and he surprises me with a quick kiss to my lips before pulling away and nodding.

      “I’ll be here,” he says and I carefully stand up, then walk into my room. My laptop is in there and I need to know what is on these or I will go crazy.

      I shut my door, but don’t lock it in case Bryce decides to come in. I move over to the chair by the bed and gingerly sit down. My laptop bag is on the floor next to me and I rub my stomach absentmindedly as I reach for it.

      I know I need to think about this whole being pregnant thing, and I will later after I see what's on these flash drives.

      Turning on my computer, I wait for it to load as I listen to all the guys talking together. If I didn't already know that they weren’t friends, I never would have guessed. Bryce is trying to convince Brooks to get a tattoo and I smile.

      I sign into my laptop then remove the first flash drive. There are three and I’m hoping they are not filled with porn or something. This is our last chance to find out anything.

      It doesn’t take long to realize how wrong I was about the dean. He wasn’t just running some camming business, he’s also running a prostitution ring. Fuck, I think I’m going to be sick.

      “Hold on for Mommy another minute,” I coo and rub my tummy, trying to settle it. I dig through a few folders and tears run down my face.

      I haven’t found Lemon yet, but those poor girls. Some scholarship students, blackmailed to serve any man the dean ordered. Removing the flash drive, I put the second one in, and though I don’t want to see Lemon in this way. I need to know.

      Regardless if the dean is guilty for hurting my best friend, he is going to die a very painful death. I wait for the files to load and take some deep breaths.

      My hands are trembling and my eyes are blurry. Maybe I should have Bryce do this. I don’t think I’m strong enough.

      I open the drive and freeze. There in bold letters is a file full of Lemon. The thumbnails show her gorgeous face and I hesitantly click it, wishing I didn’t.

      I finally have my proof. It's right here on this video and I don't feel any better. My stomach is in knots and I may hurl.

      My beautiful angel is right in front of me on the screen and I want to cry. She looks so happy as she plays with Hill.

      But he was watching her. Stalking her. I click out of that video and go to the next and the next.

      I touch the laptop screen with my fingertips and sigh. He did it. He took her from me and he will pay.

      “What are you doing, Karma?” Vin asks me, and I freeze. How did he manage to sneak up on me?

      Am I really that rusty?

      I spin and give him a smile, trying to act normal, but my heart is racing. What if he ends things? Bryce took my truth way too easily.

      Not everyone will accept me and I don't know how it happened, but somehow I've fallen for him and his broken friends. They gave me a piece of myself that I lost after Lemon died.

      “Vin, you scared me,” I say, pressing a hand on my chest for good measure. I give him a shaky smile and he crosses his arms.

      Arms that I love having wrapped tight around me. Tears well in my eyes and I try to fight how rattled I am. “I can't tell you that,” I whisper, then sigh. He glances at the laptop behind me and I freeze. Lemon is in the shower singing off key and even though she's behind frosted glass, I don't like the fact he's seeing her so vulnerable.

      “Why are you hiding that you’re watching porn?”

      I snort and shake my head as tears fall. I quickly wipe them away and laugh. Damn pregnancy hormones.

      Man would drop dead if he saw me acting so weak.

      “Fuck, I can't… I can't breathe,” I gasp, fighting for a full breath of air. What the hell is going on with me?

      “Baby, talk to me. You're scaring me,” he murmurs, moving closer and pulling me up from the chair and tight to his chest.

      I melt and let him hold me as I break down.

      Once my chest starts to calm and I'm not on the verge of passing out, I look up at the man who I'm falling in love with.

      I never thought I would see the day. But I do. I love him, Brooks, TJ, and Bryce.

      Fuck, what am I going to do? I can't bring them into my mess. They are too innocent.

      

  




VIN

      I finish dinner, then go looking for Karma. Not that she could have gotten far. Her apartment is half the size of ours. TJ is talking to Bryce about a tattoo and Brooks is leaning back, relaxed and drinking a beer.

      I knock on the door, but don’t hear anything, so I open it. Karma is sitting in a chair and staring at her laptop screen, sobbing.

      “What are you doing, Karma?” I question, because if she just wants some time to herself, I understand a lot went down the other day and I was an ass to her. Call it the fear of thinking I was losing her or the lack of sleep, but I snapped at her and I’ve felt like shit ever since.

      She spins around to face me, eyes wide and she gives me a fake smile, but I can see the fear behind the tears. What the fuck is going on?

      “Vin, you scared me,” she says, and I wait for her to answer my question to explain what’s happening. My silence must have clued her in and she says, “I can't tell you that.” Confusing me even more.

      I glance at what’s playing on the laptop and laugh. “Why are you hiding that you’re watching porn?” Because seriously, I think it’s hot when girls watch porn or masterbate. It’s only natural.

      She snorts and shakes her head, crying harder, then laughs. “Fuck, I can't… I can't breathe,” she gasps and I rush to her.

      “Baby, talk to me. You're scaring me,” I grunt. Is she having another panic attack? I grab her and pull her tight to my chest. She lets me comfort her as she breaks down.

      I try to shush her and rub her back. When she calms down and looks at me, it’s like a switch has flipped. She gives me a sheepish smile, wipes her face, then pulls away from me and grabs her laptop, shutting it.

      “I think it’s time that we have that chat,” she grumbles, then grabs my hand and leads me back into the living room. The guys all stand at alert as soon as they see her puffy, tear-stained face.

      “What the fuck happened?” Brooks growls and I sigh, then raise my hands, letting him know it wasn’t me.

      Karma moves to the couch and sits down, then hands Bryce her laptop. He looks at it, then seems to register something. His eyes widen and he sits beside her. “Is it on there?” he whispers and she nods, the tears starting to fall again.

      “Oh, baby, okay.” He looks at all of us, then winces before looking back at Karma. “Are you sure about this?” She nods and he groans.

      “I think we all need to have a really long talk,” she says with a sigh. TJ sits on the other side of her and looks at me, then Brooks.

      Brooks nods, then sits on the coffee table in front of us. “Let me go first,” he says, then points at me to sit the fuck down.

      My heart is racing and my palms are starting to sweat.

      “The guys and I have been lying to you, Karma. We're not really here as gym teachers slash football coaches. We were assigned to come here and uncover what's been going on with the accidental deaths.” Karma sits up straighter and I wait for it.

      “You mean, you're cops?” she gasps and then swallows. I grunt and Brooks looks at me like he wants to hit me.

      “No, baby, we're FBI.”

    

  







            Chapter 19
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      FBI? Holy fuck. I am freaking the hell out and I know the guys can tell, but it’s not for the reason they are thinking. “I know this is a shock, Karma, but it doesn’t matter. We love you and we want to be in your life,” TJ says, and Bryce takes my hand.

      I know he’s having similar thoughts running through his head right now. We can't tell them the truth, but then again, maybe they will help us.

      “So you were sent here to find out what happened to Lemon? You knew who I was… Who she was, this whole time?” I ask in a shaky voice.

      Oh my God. Do they know who I am? How long have they known?

      “Yes, Johnson is our mentor and when we graduated at the Academy, because of our looks and ages, they thought we would be perfect for undercover. We never planned to fall in love with you, Karma,” Brooks goes on to explain and TJ turns to face me.

      “I told you from that first night when you stripped off your dress in front of us and ordered me to sit on the floor, that I was keeping you. Call it love at first sight, but I knew you were meant to join our family.”

      I gulp and then stand.

      “I… I need a minute.” No one follows me and I rush to the bathroom to lose whatever was in my stomach.

      So many revelations have been revealed in the last thirty hours that I just don't know how to respond or react. I need to talk to Man.
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        * * *

      

      After a short call with Darcy and Man we have come to the decision that I will be retiring after I kill Dean Kenders.

      As for telling the guys my truth, they said it's up to me.

      I'm the only one who knows these men. I have to be the one to make that decision. I stand up from the bathroom floor from where I had a very stressful call and open the bathroom door.

      I shouldn't be surprised that Bryce is standing there, worried.

      “What do you want to do, babe?” he asks and I shake my head and laugh.

      “That is such a loaded question, Bryce. If I listen to my head, I would be ending things right now and going back to Colorado tonight. But if I listen to my heart… I want to tell them. Show them what we found. Ask them for help,” I say with a sigh and Bryce leans in to kiss my forehead.

      “I think you just answered the question, baby.”

      He leaves me there for another minute and I groan, then stomp toward the men who are arguing in my living room.

      “I lied too,” I shout and everyone looks at me. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes and count to three, then try again.

      “I didn't come here to fill in for Lemon. I came to find answers and then murder whoever took her from me.”

      TJ chose that moment to drink something and starts to choke. Vin smacks him hard on the back, then rubs his chest to help him.

      “Murder? You wouldn't hurt a damn fly, Karma,” Brooks says with a scoff and now I'm getting angry.

      I know my appearance is good for staying under the radar, but what the fuck?

      “Yes, murder. I'm not who you think I am, and before I tell you anything more, I need to show you something.”

      I point toward my laptop and Bryce hands it to me. I shuffle over to the TV and hook the HDMI cable to my computer, then wait.

      “I'm not sure I can stomach this again, but you all need to see the truth, and then accept who I am and allow me to get my revenge.”

      The guys don't say anything and I think Vin is the most shocked as I start playing the videos. I save the one that killed me for last and when they see the security camera footage of Lemon being strangled and her neck broken, I lose it.

      Collapsing to my knees, strong arms wrap around me and TJ begins to comfort me.

      “I'm so, so sorry, Karma. I wish you never had to see any of that, but you did it, baby. You solved the case. We can take that piece of shit down now,” he mumbles and I shake my head.

      “No. I am going to make him choke on his blood and pray for mercy,” I bite out through clenched teeth and TJ stiffens.

      “That’s oddly specific, baby. How are you planning to do that?” Vin asks, coming closer to us and sitting on the floor.

      I look at Bryce and he gives me a smile. “Because I’m a super secret assassin and Dean Kenders is about to meet his true Karma.”

      

  




BROOKS

      I know I’m not the only one speechless right now after Karma’s confession. TJ starts to giggle nervously and Vin looks fucking gobsmacked. But as I watch her face, I know she’s telling the truth.

      “You’re an assassin?” I ask and she nods, with a sigh.

      “I am, but I only take out the pure filth and evil in this world. I never harm innocents. I’ve actually protected and saved a lot of women and children. But none of it matters, because I couldn’t save the one person who was my whole world.” Tears start to fall again and my heart aches to reach out and comfort her, but then my mind swirls and all I can think is I have someone dangerous beside me, giving a full confession.

      She may not have ever been on the FBI’s radar, but this is fucking huge—but then again this is Karma. The woman I love. The woman who stays late at night and teaches poor college kids how to make a healthy, home-cooked meal.

      The woman who came and took care of me when I had a cold. The woman who is pregnant right now and breaking down because she just watched her friend be brutally murdered.

      I look at TJ and he’s holding her, comforting her, and Vin is reheating her soup. They don’t seem to care about her confession. “Whatever you do, Brooks, think long and hard about it. That is the woman I love and she is carrying my child. I will not let you take her away in handcuffs,” Bryce threatens and TJ laughs.

      “Brooks isn’t going to do anything to my little Sugar. He loves her as much as we do, and if she wants to murder the dean, I’m all for it. But… We do need to let Johnson know the plan.”

      Karma jolts and sits up with a wince. “No,” she barks, then looks at Vin. “He can never know,” she continues, but I shake my head.

      “He’s the boss, Karma, but I honestly think he won’t care. He loved Lemon and I know he wants his own revenge too.”

      I wait until she relaxes then pull out my phone and call Johnson.

      He agrees to come over in about an hour and Karma looks nervous. “I love you all, but Johnson and I… I mean we’re friends, but he…” She’s starting to panic so I move closer to her and pull her into my arms.

      “Before he left campus he told me to bug your place with surveillance and to keep an eye on you. Keep you safe. He knew you were the next victim, but someone threatened Cam. That’s why he left, Karma. If you think he doesn’t care about you, then you are very wrong.”

      “You trust him, babe?” Bryce asks and I scowl. Him and TJ are back to discussing a tattoo design as if the last hour never happened. I would laugh at how Twilight Zone this all is if I didn’t hold a trembling woman in my arms.

      “When are you leaving for Colorado? I was thinking about maybe taking some time off and seeing what the mountains were all about.” I tell her and she snorts.

      “Really? Well, I was thinking about seeing what Virgina was like,” she says softly and Bryce looks up at us and grins.

      TJ jumps off the couch with a whoop and Vin scolds him as he almost ran into the hot soup he’s carrying.

      “How about we get off the floor now?” I ask Karma and she nods with a sniffle. Her eyes are red, but she still looks beautiful.
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        * * *

      

      Johnson arrives and we show him the tapes. He breaks down almost as badly as Karma did and then excuses himself to the bathroom to throw up. When he composed himself he returns and pulls Karma into a tight hug.

      “I want to kill him. I want to make his insides rip apart and have him choke on his own blood,” she mumbles to him and he laughs, thinking she’s kidding.

      “I loved Lemon. I wanted to marry her, and have babies together. He took her from me, so if anything mysteriously was to happen to him in the next few days, I won’t say anything about it. But make it hurt,” he says, then looks her dead in the eye as she smiles.

      “Oh, I plan to,” she says and he nods before backing away and saying goodbye to us all.

      “So, Miss Super Spy Assassin… What’s the plan?” TJ asks and Karma looks at him and crosses her arms.

      “It’s simple, really, and no one is ever the wiser,” she says with a wink as she walks into her kitchen and starts pulling out ingredients for a cake.

      She hums as she measures and mixes, and even though she looks happy, she's scary as hell.

      I’m glad Karma is on my side this time around.

      

  




KARMA

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” TJ asks me for the third time and I nod. I have the box of my special cupcakes in my hands and it's time to finally get Lemon's revenge.

      “One last kill, and then I'm going legit,” I mumble and the guys nod. I know they don't understand how I can just turn my killer tendencies off, but with a baby growing inside of me and a three-year old at home waiting for us to take him and give him a real family, it's time for me to retire.

      I want to open up a real bakery and live Lemon's dream. Bryce has convinced me and has even started to show me properties in Virginia. Him and Mike are even considering moving their shop.

      Finding out that the guys were undercover FBI was a huge shock, but they have proven to me that they are loyal, and love me. And, well, about the Belladonnas.

      It took a lot of convincing and explaining about how my family and I never hurt innocents to bring them on to our side, but I know that they truly love me and I couldn't ask for anything better.

      I take a deep breath then knock on his office door. He gives us all a big smile when he answers and I fight not to scowl.

      I can see why Lemon fell for him. He is very handsome, but he’s a snake in the grass. Hiding, stalking and it’s time for him to be run over by a lawnmower.

      “Karma, guys, what's up?” he asks as he moves aside to let us into his office.

      “We're about to leave for Christmas break, but before we go, I wanted to drop off some cupcakes for you,” I say in a sweet voice.

      “Oh that's nice of you, but I really shouldn’t. The missus has been on my case about my weight,” he jokes then smacks his abs.

      Vin scoffs in a fake manner, “You work out as much as we do, Ken.” My mouth drops and I gasp.

      “Wait, you're married?” My mind is racing and I can feel the rage starting to grow inside.

      How dare he use Lemon to cheat on his wife!

      She deserved the world and he used her, abused her and then killed her. Brooks grabs my hips and pulls me against his chest, calming me.

      Right, I need to just hurry and end this. “Well, one little cupcake won’t hurt you,” I say, then open the box and show him what’s inside.

      “I have heard all about your baking, Karma, it’s a shame we can’t convince you to come back next semester,” he says with a frown and I sigh, then rub my stomach.

      “Sadly, I’m going to be a little busy for the next year.” His eyes go wide as he notices what I’m implying then he laughs and congratulates me.

      “Well, we better go. It's a long drive. But have a great holiday,” I say as he takes the box from me and grabs one of the treats.

      “Oh, you guys don’t want any?” he says, then takes his first bite of the lemon raspberry cupcakes I made. They were Lemon’s favorite and it seemed almost perfect for them to be the thing to cause his death.

      We shake our heads.

      “Oh, well have a great holiday. I'll see you guys after New Years," he says with a smile and I return it. He thinks the guys will be back, but they also have new plans. Like finding us a house and getting it ready before the baby comes.

      “No, you won't,” I whisper, then turn to my guys.

      “Let's go home, and get our little guy,” I say with a huge smile, then grab Vin's hand.

      He gives my palm a quick squeeze and I take my first real breath, not laden down with sorrow and revenge since Lemon died.

      I turn and don't look back at the dean as I hear him choke and gurgle. We leave his office and let Karma determine his fate.
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      “Faith Lemon, get your ass over here right now,” I growl as Karma laughs at our daughter.

      She thinks it's so funny how Faith doesn't listen to me, but shakes in her little red cowboy boots when she yells at her.

      TJ comes in the side door with Hillson, both covered in mud. I gape at the state they are in and point to the downstairs bathroom.

      “Showers before she sees,” I whisper and TJ scoffs. He's not scared of our wife, but he should be. Especially if he tracks mud through her pristine kitchen.

      Karma may have retired from the killing, but she does have some sadistic tendencies at times.

      “Babe, do you need my help?” Karma shouts from the living room, and then starts to grunt.

      “Oh no, you don't,” barks Vin. I walk closer to them and laugh as Karma is attempting to get up from the couch.

      Her big belly is preventing her from moving much. “The doctor said rest until the twins are born. I will get Faith to take off her boots,” he says then leaves the room, and pats me on the arm.

      I can't wait until the tables are turned and he gets a taste of his own medicine. My daughter may be a little hellion, but she takes after her mom.

      He has twin boys coming and yes, they are my kids too, but they hold his DNA. TJ and him drew straws for who would father the next kid and we got a surprise, learning that twins run in his family.

      “I love you and that infuriating man, but I need to move. Help me off this couch. I'm not going to start labor any faster just sitting all the damn time. Let's go for a walk,” Karma begs me with her eyes and I laugh.

      “Only a short one, okay?” She nods and I move closer to the couch to help her onto her feet.

      “Can I come too, Mommy?” Faith asks, appearing out of nowhere and takes Karma's hand.

      She has her mommy's looks, but my eyes, and she knows how to make me bend a knee and give in to her every whim with them.

      “Of course, baby,” Karma says and Faith snorts.

      “I am not a baby. I am five. I'm gonna be a big sissy,” she sasses and I groan. It's bad enough dealing with Karma's attitude.

      We do not need her mini me.

      “That's right and you're going to help me with all those stinky diapers, right squirt?” TJ says, appearing freshly showered. He leans in and gives me a kiss and Faith squeals.

      “Gross, daddies.”

      Karma laughs and they head toward the front door. I wait for them to leave the room before deepening the kiss.

      I never knew I liked men, until the guys opened my eyes to a new sort of relationship. TJ likes to joke that I had a bi-awakening, but I don't care.

      I love these guys, they are my family and they help me love and protect Karma always.

      What more could I ask for?

      Pulling away, I cross my arms. “So, why did you and Hill come home covered in mud from head to toe?”

      TJ laughs and rubs the back of his neck, sheepishly. He has some fresh ink on his bicep, courtesy of me, and it only makes me want to bite it.

      “Do not tell wifey, but Hill was starting to feel left out with all of our attention being on Faith and her recent outbursts and preparing for the twins. So… I made him a dirtbike track. Now he and Cam can ride this summer. Johnson is getting him a bike for his birthday. ”

      My eyes widen and I laugh. “You are so fucked, babe. But that will be fun… Maybe we all need bikes. But don't mention this until after the twins arrive.”

      He groans and nods, then heads toward where the girls are. Faith is telling Karma all about some mean girl at school and I try not to laugh at how angry Karma is becoming.

      She is the definition of an overprotective, helicopter parent. I'm going to have to hide the glass from her.

      Not that she would ever hurt a child, but their parents might be another story.

      Karma has kept her word about Dean Kenders being her last kill, but she does help the guys out on occasion if they have a difficult case.

      She's the perfect bait and has helped them solve a ton of cases over the years.

      “Where is Brooks tonight?” I ask Vin as he helps Karma with her coat.

      “Washington. He had a meeting with the new director. He said he would be home to tuck the kids into bed,” he replies then leans down and kisses Karma's belly.

      She laughs and pushes his head away, but we all know she secretly loves it.

      “Oh, babes, before I forget–tomorrow. Can someone run to the bakery and grab some things? I know Darcy and Raven said they would handle everything for the baby shower, but I do not want someone else making my cake. I'm pregnant, not an invalid,” Karma mutters and TJ laughs.

      “Yeah, babe, we figured. Brooks is stopping on his way home.”

      “Mommy, can we go now?” Faith whines and Hill comes over to take her hand.

      “Are we all going for a walk?” Karma asks, looking around at us all. I nod and Vin opens the door, revealing Brooks who's holding a dozen roses and a box of cupcakes from the bakery.

      She thinks we forgot about her anniversary.

      “I thought… fuck, you guys always love to make me cry,” Karma sobs and we all laugh. I gently press onto Karma's back to get her moving and she steps outside to give Brooks a kiss.

      Faith is getting impatient, so I bend down and scoop her up onto my shoulders once we are outside on the porch.

      “Are we ready?’ TJ asks and looks at us all. Karma takes the lead, holding onto Brooks’ arm as she leaves the porch and moves to the yard.

      We bought a huge plantation-style home in Virginia, not far from where the guys grew up, and Quantico, where they still work. It's gorgeous and a great place to raise a family.

      I put Faith down and she runs after the others as I watch.

      They say what goes around comes around and that Karma has a nasty bite, but in our case she's the love of our lives.

      And we wouldn't change a thing about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Karma’s story. I really hope you liked it. If you would be so obliged please consider leaving me a rating or writing a review. Every little bit helps and I love reading what you thought or felt about my book.

      If you would like an extra spicy scene from Karma’s wedding night don’t forget to sign up for my newsletter!

      https://dl.bookfunnel.com/hcduf8ktrf

      

      Also if you want to talk about Karma think about joining my spoilers group on Facebook!

      https://www.facebook.com/groups/795817792071406/?ref=share_group_link
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