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        For all the things I overcame while writing it

        And also for my tribe

        Sven and our baby boy

        You never let go of my hand
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Ace

        

      

    

    
      “What. The. Fuck?” The words seep through my clenched teeth. 

      I can't fucking believe this is happening. 

      The last year of my life just went down the drain, and there’s absolutely nothing I can do about it. 

      “Reel it in, man,” Cobi mutters behind me. 

      I wondered why Frank and he were brought in when they had nothing to do with this case. Now, I know. It was a smart call.

      The moment the news hit my brain, I saw red. And I can feel both of them inching closer, as if to prevent me from beating the shit out of the prosecutor who lost his smirk the moment he saw me enter the room—Garett Larkin. 

      I’ve never liked him. I can’t tell what it is, but there’s something about him that rubs me the wrong way. He does his job. He does it well; no one can argue that. And most of the time, he doesn’t get in our way.

      Except now. When he won’t admit it’s his fault the whole case collapsed.

      He didn’t listen when we all tried to warn him. He was smug and so sure that a piece of paper could stop just about everything. He was positive that if a deal was signed with a felon, that felon would obey it. 

      Well, now he’s learned. You can’t ever completely trust anyone. The problem is he learned that hard lesson by not listening to warnings, and now my case has gone to shit. Not to mention, this new development probably puts my family in danger.

      We can’t know for sure if my cover is blown or not.

      I don’t care if they know who I am, but no one gets close to my family. Especially my aunt.

      That woman finds her own brand of trouble enough as it is. 

      “There's nothing we can do,” Garett hurries to try to explain and assure me. “But we will figure out who's responsible for it, and we will find another way.” 

      “Another way?” This guy is fucking unbelievable. Crossing my arms, I invite him to tell me how he thinks he can outsmart the fucking mob. “Yes. Please, explain to me how the fuck you now intend to nail this motherfucker, when it took me a year to get you the evidence and a willing witness to testify against him.”

      When he stays silent, I take a step toward Garett, a man who hasn’t lived a day without his head in a bag. He's got no idea what it means to go after the scum of this earth, yet he tries to demand the same respect I give my brothers, to men who go out on the street and risk their lives every day just to make life safe for everyone else. A big man in a suit.

      As he sees me step closer, he gulps and takes a step back, almost fusing himself with the wall behind him.

      Yeah, you’re the man, I think to myself. What a fucking joke.

      He opens his mouth, but I don't give him a chance to speak.

      “What, you're gonna Al Capone him? Get him for his taxes?” I mean that as a joke, but when he looks at my captain, I hold onto my control by a sheer miracle. “You gotta be shitting me,” I seethe.

      “Ace, man, keep it together,” Cobi mutters again, but the wave of heat hitting my back is a dead giveaway of his true state of mind. He doesn’t like Garett either, and I know he’s barely keeping his cool himself.

      “Ace, you did an excellent job,” the captain starts. 

      “No shit.” I don't need praise; I need explanations. 

      “Mistakes happen, and while, sure, this is one that never should have happened, we need to move on. We need to find a way to get him behind bars, where he belongs.”

      “Send me back in,” I demand. 

      “You know we can’t do that,” the captain replies through a sigh.

      Fuck!

      He’s right. My identity could be compromised. But I just can’t give up. I can’t stand aside and wait for this shitstorm to pass. There’s gotta be a way to get things back on track.

      “We’ll find a way. Just send me back in,” I push.

      He looks at Garett, who is standing opposite him, almost as if he’s looking for help. When he doesn’t get it, he shakes his head and looks to the floor before turning back and facing me. “Ace…”

      I know what he’ll say even before he says it.

      “You know there’s a good possibility your cover is blown. Even with all the intel, the witness is long-gone and probably crawled back to his master. There's no way I can send you back in. He’ll have you killed in a heartbeat.”

      The frustrating thing is, I know all that. If I were in the captain’s shoes, I would be doing the exact same thing—finding the case detective and locking him down.

      It still leaves a bad taste in my mouth. I can’t just sit tight and twiddle my thumbs. I have to do something. I have to make this right.

      “You can’t get a man like that brought down on tax fraud. You just can’t!” I yell, and Frank and Cobi materialize on either side of me. “This is not the ’20s, and this is not some local mobster we’re talking about. This man is ruthless. He’s a sociopath, and worst of all, he’s wicked-smart. His operation knows no lines, borders, or even continents. When he wants to move his business, he simply does. He’s like cancer. He spreads everywhere, and he’s there to stay. It was a stroke of dumb luck we found that junkie willing to roll over. And now you’re standing here, telling me that because of a fifteen-minute shift change, you lost him.” I make sure to look Garett in the eyes for what I’m about to say next. “He knew how you operate. I told you from day one he was fishy, that he wasn’t to be trusted and would screw you over. You had more faith in a fucking piece of paper than me, thinking Witness Protection will work.”

      “Now, what a minute—” Garett starts, getting all red in the face, but I don’t let him talk.

      “You fucked up. You let him get away. And you need to find out who gave him a heads-up.” I’m not buying for a second that car crash was an accident. It was orchestrated to serve as a decoy, and to shift focus of men circling the motel, keeping eyes open for anyone trying to come near the witness. 

      Done with Garett, I turn back to my captain. “We need to find another way. And that’s why you need to let me back in.”

      “Ace, you know I can’t. Besides, we already have someone in.”

      That’s news to me, some that both terrifies and relaxes me.

      “Who?”

      “You know I can’t tell you that,” the captain says softly.

      I know. And it sucks.

      “I want to be kept in the loop,” I demand. It’s not usual protocol, but they both know they should have listened to me, and this whole thing rests on their shoulders.

      After an expanded eye glance between Garett and him, the captain looks back, and with his lips pressed together tightly, he nods and looks to his desk.

      “Appreciate it,” I mutter before turning around. I stalk to the door, yank it open, and stride out.

      When I get to my desk, I start shuffling the papers lying across it without seeing what’s written on them. I take out my phone to check it out of habit, but when I press the button, I see there’s a message from Beverly.

      Now that’s a woman who can always make me smile.

      
        
          
            
              
        Aunt Beverly

      

      
        Coming tonight?

      

      

      

      

      

      

      Beverly Walker. 

      My mother’s aunt and, in my opinion, a saint.

      And a pain in my ass, but when someone is family, that comes with the territory.

      Also, she’s the only person who has the ability to put me in a good mood just by thinking about her. Or, as is the case now, by sending a message to confirm I’ll do as she demanded last night.

      Smiling despite the anger that still lingers in my gut, I type the expected answer.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Like you even need to ask.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit the blue arrow to send my reply.

      “We’ll figure it out.” The words are said behind me, and when I turn around, I see Cobi Mayson standing with his hands on his hips and glaring at me, a murderous look on his face. If I didn’t know the man, I would be sure I was down to the last few minutes of my life.

      All the frustration that subsided when I saw the message from Beverly returns tenfold. 

      “I can’t believe this happened.” I shake my head. 

      “It is unbelievable, and that’s why Frank and I got the investigation.”

      “You’re going in?” I can’t hide my surprise.

      “No,” Cobi says, but there’s a glint in his eye that tells me he likes the idea of going after Gorskiy and his organization. “We’re going to find out who let slip where this fuckwad was staying and who the fuck got one of our own hurt.”

      “Fifteen minutes,” I repeat for what feels like the hundredth time today.

      “We’ll get to the bottom of this,” Cobi assures me again.

      “A year out of my life rendered to nothing in fifteen fucking minutes.” 

      “Ace, you hear what I said?” He takes a step toward me, grabs me by the side of my neck, and squeezes to get my attention. When he’s sure he has it, he whispers, “You have my word, man. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. I have no doubt Cobi will stop at nothing to get the person behind this. “We will.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Coming to a stop, I knock lightly on the door. I’m not up for this right now, but I promised Beverly I would come over, and since I’ll do just about anything for her, here I am.

      This afternoon, after everyone left, the captain called me back into his office. 

      “Ace, I have another case for you,” he said, clearly still pissed off but, like me, unable to do anything about it. “It’s another undercover assignment.”

      “Cap, I just got back.” I wasn’t ready to lose God only knows how much more time out of my life just yet. In light of what happened, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to do it again at all. 

      That’s not true.

      Even while I was working on the Gorskiy case, I started to have second thoughts. It was good for a while, and the adrenaline rush was a high that was unbelievable, but I’ve seen my fair share of fucked-up situations. Hell, I even lived through my own. But I found myself wanting to go home and lie down in my own bed. To have the freedom to go about my business without having to constantly look over my shoulder, without having to be afraid my cover was blown and wondering if Beverly was in danger because of my work.

      Also, it’s a sad fact, but over the course of my career, I purposely stayed alone. Barely had any friends left, thanks to sporadic contact while working a case. I also reduced myself to only having the occasional one-night stand, nothing more. But now that I’m getting older, life is starting to have a new meaning. I’m itching to change it all. The work I’m doing—and the company I keep because of said work—aren’t as appealing anymore.

      But right then in my captain’s office was not the time to be thinking about my life’s choices or where I would go next.

      I looked to the captain, seeing he was staring at me, something working behind his eyes. Something I could guess was similar to what was going on behind mine.

      As usual, he didn’t comment on any of his musings. Just nodded, almost as if he knew the answer before he even spoke the question out loud, and took a folder from the top of his desk.

      “As always, the choice is all yours.” He extended a file to me. “Just look it over and give me your answer by tomorrow.”

      I took the file, gave him a chin lift, and without another word, I turned and walked out of his office. I didn’t look at the file. I just tossed it on my desk and left.

      Fuck, I have no idea what I’m going to do.

      “You’re here, boy!” the tiny woman standing inside the now open door exclaims, pulling me out of my troubled mind and back into the present. 

      Beverly Walker.

      The woman I owe everything to.

      Not just materialistic but everything I am.

      After my mom completely lost it, Beverly took me in. There were protests from every person involved in my case, from every remaining family member—none of who were offering to take me in, they were all just against Beverly doing so. That is how fucked-up everything was—but Beverly didn’t listen. She packed up my bags, took my hand, and walked me out of that hellhole.

      She then showed me why she was a saint walking this earth. With every screwed-up thing I did, she sat me down and listened to what I had to say. She’d then talk to me, and in the end, I was left feeling like an idiot, trying to find a way to make up for my actions. What hurt the most was the disappointment I saw clearly shining in her eyes. Somewhere along the way, I finally vowed I would never disappoint her again.

      It’s my mission in life to make Aunt Beverly proud of me.

      That is also why I show up at her door whenever she calls and then some.

      “Are you going to stare at me for the rest of the night, or are you going to come in?” she asks impatiently, but there’s a tiny, satisfied smile trying to break through.

      “Hi, darling,” I greet quietly, leaning down to kiss her cheek before walking inside. “How are you?”

      As she closes the door behind us, the cacophony of “Hey, Ace!” and “He’s here!” assaults my ears.

      Yep, sure enough, Beverly’s whole gang's here—which means five elderly women coming my way.

      “Hello, ladies,” I murmur, kissing cheeks, getting mine either pinched or lightly patted. “You didn’t tell me it was game night.” I lift a brow at Beverly.

      “That’s because you wouldn’t come if I did.”

      She’s right; I wouldn’t. I tend to stay away from this place when she has her game nights. 

      That’s usually because, at the end of it, I’m pulled into solving some kind of situation that’s troubling them. It’s normally the granddaughter of one of her friends. I can’t even count the times I’ve found myself standing on some dude's porch, giving it my all not to beat the bastard while a woman carrying a baby demanded her ex-husband pay child support. Or how many times I’ve threatened a man and promised him a beating if he didn’t stop hitting his girlfriend. Or was sent to find a runaway kid. Or put up posters for lost dogs, cats, bunnies, and any other pet known to man.

      And the why is simple. 

      Beverly can’t walk away from a person in need. And I am her tool to make everything better.

      I have to admit, it feels great to know she has this kind of confidence in me, but lately she’s been on another mission. One in which I don’t want to participate, no matter how hard she wants it to happen.

      Beverly has decided it’s time for me to find a woman. For some time now, she’s fixated all her efforts on setting me up on a date. 

      Now, I love her, and I would do anything for her and her friends, but I have to draw the line somewhere. And that line is going out on a date that my elderly aunt has set up for me.

      Sure, I haven’t had a date—or been with a woman—in quite some time, but I’m not that desperate.

      Yet, somehow, I think I’m here for that very reason.

      “Yep, he’ll do!” Ida, the loudest of the bunch, exclaims.

      “For what?” I follow Ida to try to get more information, but the woman just smiles her signature devilish smile and winks.

      Oh, I’m fucked.

      “How long do you think it’ll take?” Tracy, another friend of Beverly’s, muses.

      “With her looks? I will be surprised if he lasts a week,” my aunt says as she comes up behind me, takes my elbow, and turns me toward the kitchen.

      “Beverly, what are you doing?” I ask, even though I have an idea.

      “You’ll find out soon.” She gives me a sweet smile I don’t believe for even a second. She’s scheming, which usually means I’m going to have to do something I don’t want to.

      “Beverly, I told you, I don’t need you to set me up with someone.” I tap into my patience reserve, but after today, there’s not much of it left.

      “You did.” She nods, confirming something I know I explicitly told her the last three times she tried this. “And yet here we are.”

      “And yet… where are we?” I ask. How the fuck do I keep getting into situations like this? “Look, ladies—” I gaze around the room to include them all. “—I love y’all. I think the world of you. But I do not need any of you to find me someone.”

      “So you say,” Ida mutters. She looks at the others and raises her eyebrows, clearly disagreeing with me.

      I don’t say anything, just give Ida a suffering look. I learned a long time ago not to go into any debates with these women. I lose each and every time.

      “Listen up, Ace.” Beverly takes hold of my chin and turns my head her way. Ace? She rarely calls me by my name. Every time she does it, she means business. “I have a girl in there who does nothing but hang around old broads and play every game known to man. We love her. She’s sweet. But she needs more in her life. She’s too young to waste away, playing it safe.”

      “How do you know she’s playing it safe? Maybe she just likes hanging with you,” I counter. 

      “Because all she does is go to work, go home, and then come here to spend time with us. She doesn’t have friends her age, and there’s been no mention of anyone special in her life.” Beverly takes a breath and gives me a look that tells me I need to brace myself. “And at every mention of family, she shuts down. It’s like someone strikes her. It’s unhealthy, and it’s sad. But most of all, it’s disturbing.” She shuffles closer and whispers, “It’s as if she was hurt by her family. I know she has one, but she avoids talking about them. And we both know why that could be.”

      She’s right. We do. And that kind of thing not only hurts, but it burns in you. When the people who are supposed to protect you, love you unconditionally, and be role models turn their back on you, it haunts you for the rest of your life.

      “I love having her around. I really do. But she needs someone to show her there’s more to life.” Beverly looks up at me with her big eyes, worry swimming in them. I recognize that worry. It’s the same I saw in them every time she looked at me while I was growing up.

      Fuck.

      “Darling,” I mutter, letting her know she hit her target.

      “That’s not all, my boy.” 

      “What?” 

      “The last few times….” Beverly looks at her friends briefly, and after getting their encouraging nods, she continues, “We’re here, in my home, and her phone beeps. Mind you, we’re all excited, thinking it’s a man or someone special, hoping she’s going out and doing something fun in her life. But instead of her eyes lighting up and her body relaxing, her whole being tenses up and her hands start shaking. And after a few minutes, she gives us some bullshit about why she has to leave.” Beverly’s grip gets tighter and tighter as she speaks, and I’m not sure she’s aware of it. “Now, my boy, she’s in the kitchen. She got a text right before you got here. She said it’s from her mom, but I don’t know if I believe her. I pray to my soul she’s lying, because if she's not…? Just a text from her mother washes that girl in pain, sorrow, and fear. And that’s something—as we both know, my beautiful boy—that no one should ever feel when it comes to their mom.”

      My boy. She’s always called me that, ever since the moment she took me in. And even though I’m far away from being a boy, the nickname always gives me a sense of calm. By pretty much not saying anything at all, Beverly manages to say everything. She’s letting me know I am and will always be hers—her son, in a sense—and that she’ll always be here for me, accept whatever I throw at her. But most of all, she loves me and stands by me, no matter what I do. 

      That means the world to me. By being who she is, Beverly managed to carve her name in my bones, the very essence of me.

      She’s not the equivalent of a mother to me. She’s much more.

      She’s my savior.

      This is why I'll always do what she asks of me. 

      Even if it means being set up with someone. Someone who clearly has something going on. Something that’s not good and she needs help with.

      “What do you want from me, darling?” I need clarification. Does she want me to step in and help someone, or does she just want me to go out on a date? 

      “I want you to meet Mandy. I want you to show her what a good man is.”

      “So, basically, you’re pimping me out?” I deadpan. I can’t help but tease her, even if the situation is clearly serious.

      “If I did, I would make some cake,” she quips. “In this scenario, all I get is the knowledge that two people I love are having at least a little bit of fun. And that Mandy is going to be safe while having it.”

      “Ah, woman,” I groan. 

      It’s fun teasing her, and sure, I will do anything for her, but I don’t have it in me to take some woman out and pretend to have a good time. I’m tired, and all I want to do is go home and crawl into bed. And then, tomorrow, I’ll try to figure out who screwed up my case.

      “I’m sure you won’t find it hard.” She waves a hand in front of my face like she finds me annoying. 

      “And why is that?”

      “Quit stalling and get in there. You’ll see for yourself.” With that, she steps around me and gives me a not-so-subtle push.

      The moment my foot crosses the threshold, the vibe changes. I can hear someone murmuring but can’t make out the words. Hearing her melodic voice, muted as it comes in waves toward me, makes me halt. Every cell in my body stops and comes to attention.

      I can’t explain it, but I feel my heart start beating slower and harder at the same time. The hairs on my arms stand up, and the air feels sticky in my throat.

      And that’s when I see her. 

      She’s standing in front of the sink, her head down, her brown hair tucked behind her ear. She has a slight frown on her face, but I can’t help but notice how her cute, small nose is slightly upturned. 

      I watch, fascinated, as her frown deepens a little. 

      I don't understand it, but it's the most fascinating thing I’ve ever seen in my life. 

      She nods at something said on the other end of the line and then slowly closes her eyes. 

      Just as suddenly, her head jerks upward, her hand shoots out, and she grips the sink in front of her so tightly her knuckles turn white as her whole frame goes rigid. I watch all of this in weird captivation, because everything I see her body doing, mine is mimicking. I have to fight the urge to go to her, grab her, and run. 

      From what, I have no idea.

      I just know something is seriously wrong in her life, and I have this overwhelming need to protect her.

      What the fuck?

      I’ve never felt like this.

      Sure, I always have a need to protect. It’s embedded in me. It’s part of what I do. It’s been like this my whole life. I’m not delusional—I know it comes from the experiences of my early childhood, but instead of fighting it, I embraced it. That’s why I became a cop.

      But this? This level of need?

      This has never happened.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she murmurs, closing her eyes in defeat one more time before she straightens, takes a deep breath, and then releases it. It’s fascinating to watch as she steels herself against whatever is going on. Putting her phone in her back pocket, she turns and spots me standing almost beside her.

      When did I get so close to her?

      Her hazel eyes widen, and her pink lips part. I watch as her tongue peeks out, touching the corner of her mouth. I don’t think she’s even aware of it.

      “Wh-Who are you?” Her breathy question jolts me.

      “Sorry.” I clear my throat and take a step away. After what I just witnessed and how defeated she looked, I don’t want to come off as a threat. “I’m Ace. Beverly’s my aunt.”

      I offer my hand to her, hoping she’ll take the invitation and shake it. I need to feel her skin against mine. 

      Gone is all the anger and frustration of the day. The only thing that remains is this hollow feeling in my gut that threatens to swallow me if I don’t feel her against me.

      What is going on? Only seconds ago, I learned her name, which means I know dick about her, but the only thing I need in this world is to know how her skin will feel along my own.

      Her eyes dart from my outstretched hand to my eyes and back. Indecision is written all over her face.

      “I’m Mandy,” she finally mutters and looks down, ignoring my hand. After a few tense moments, she shifts her weight from foot to foot. “Umm... well, it was nice to meet you.”

      “Wait!” I grab her elbow out of reflex as she passes by me on her way out, and she stops in her tracks. I watch as something washes over her, something I can’t put my finger on, but it’s something that twists my gut just by watching it. It has me wanting to go out and find whoever put this horrible thing living inside her to tear them limb from limb. 

      I don’t have the time to figure out what that something is. In the next blink, the thing seems to leave her and a new one comes in on its heels. 

      Her eyes stay glued to my hand gripping her for a few beats, and then they slowly rise to meet mine.

      The moment they do, an explosion resonates inside me and sways me on my feet. The only anchor that’s keeping me here is my skin touching hers. Her eyes widen as I wobble, her lips part, and her cheeks turn a deep-red. In response, my gut clenches tighter. 

      “Please, let go of me,” she states slowly, not looking away. 

      “I can’t,” I rumble, and I mean it in every way possible. 

      “That doesn’t matter,” she continues in a melodic whisper, a siren's call to every cell in my body. She tilts her head, and sadness leaks from her voice. “Soon, you won’t have a choice.”

      I don’t get a chance to ask her what she means by that. I don’t get a chance to even blink before her phone beeps and she tears out of my grip, leaving me standing in the kitchen. 

      “Fucking hell,” I groan, because I just realized—I won’t be letting her go. Ever.

      From the moment I took that step into the kitchen, she became mine. Fuck, she was mine since Beverly first said her name to me. 

      I don’t have time for this. Not now.

      I should just go out there and tell Beverly I can’t help Mandy.

      I need to focus on the case.

      I should put all this behind me.

      But… I need her.

      And I should tread carefully.

      “Fucking, fucking hell.” I sigh, aware I spun one-eighty in a matter of seconds and that this is out of my conscious control now. 

      Mandy is mine. 

      She just needs to be made aware of the fact.

    

  







            Chapter 2

          

          

      

    

    






Mandy

        

      

    

    
      “I’m so sorry, Mandy, but I need you up front,” Ken says softly. 

      His eyes never waver from mine. It’s almost as if he’s willing me to understand, accept and do what he wants without making any fuss. Preferably while I’m on my way back to my station.

      Like I would ever make any fuss about anything.

      If there’s one thing that’s known about me by anyone who’s ever met me, it’s that I never say no. I don’t cause waves for anyone.

      In fact, my own mother boasts that fact to anyone who’s willing to listen.

      Hell, she even said it to one of my boyfriends.

      “My Mandy, she’ll do anything, endure anything, just so you won’t be disappointed in her or raise your voice to her.”

      That boyfriend listened to her, heard what she said, and took it to the extreme. It was only after he brought some girl he met in a bar home for a threesome that I put my foot down and moved out.

      I also blocked his number.

      What I didn’t do was make a scene or say a word. I just took myself out of the equation. 

      “But…,” I try to say something, anything that will convince Ken I’m ready for a more responsible position, but he cuts me off.

      “I’m so sorry, Mandy. But I will keep you in mind when something opens up.” He touches my elbow briefly, as if to remind me to take it calmly and go back to work.

      I almost snort when I remember what my work is.

      My station is nothing more than an elevated platform on which I sit behind a see-through desk. There’s a car on each side of me, both slanted inward as if to make me the tip of an arrow. At least they’re changed out every two months or when a new model comes in. 

      It’s expected of me to come in every day, all decked out and dressed to the nines. Full-face makeup and perfectly styled hair. Also, high heels are a must. I don’t talk to customers much. I direct them to the salesperson they came in to see or talk over the phone with them. Sure, there are also the ones who come in and are adamant about getting my number. I used to have problems with them, but once I perfected my cold stare, they gave up quickly. 

      I’ve been in all the commercials for the dealership since I started working here. At first, I applied for the sales spot, but I was offered this position instead. And sure, I was flattered. I mean, what girl doesn’t like to hear she’s beautiful and would be an excellent model for the company? I was also desperate at that point. Their offer came at one of the worst moments in my life, so I didn’t take the time to think through what the offer truly was. 

      Thanks to my family and how messed up they were—and still are—I had nothing, and I still don’t. That flattery felt like a balm.

      But that got old pretty quickly, because once you start doing that kind of work, people assume you have nothing else to offer except your looks. My words are often unheard, my opinions pushed aside, and I’m reminded all I'm good for is standing somewhere and looking pretty.

      The unfortunate side effect of that cold personality I’ve assumed is most of my coworkers hate me. No one talks to me; in fact, they all do their best to avoid me, which leaves me with nothing to do. I don’t show the cars. I don’t have any paperwork to do. There’s nothing but to sit, look pretty, and smile.

      Never forget to smile.

      I’m basically a living mannequin.

      Honestly, I can’t stand it anymore. I’m bored out of my mind. I know I’m capable of doing more—much more—but the only person who knows it is me.

      “But after all this time, I’m more than ready to start selling the cars. Besides, when I started, the position implied a promotion after six months,” I plead one last time.

      I really, really need the promotion and the pay that comes with it, and I have been working here longer than that. I never said anything, even after new people were hired while I was blatantly overlooked. 

      “I promise you, Mandy, as soon as I can, I will get you out on the floor,” Ken says almost desperately. He looks around as if to check that no one can hear us.

      “Yeah.” I sigh, feeling myself deflate as the last molecule of hope leaves my system. I knew it wasn’t going to happen before I mustered up the courage to ask. But I had to ask. I had no choice.

      What the hell am I going to do now? This was my last and only chance.

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I nod at Ken, square my shoulders, and hold my head up high. “It’s just not the right time.” I fake a bright smile and shrug as if it’s not a big deal. It’s obvious he sees right through my fake bravado, but he doesn’t do anything except give me a small smile and a nod of his own in response. 

      With a final, awkward smile exchange, Ken turns and leaves. 

      Once, just once, I wish someone would look through the façade I put on every day and see how utterly desperate I am. How lonely I am. Or how freaking tired I am.

      God, how I hate this.

      No matter what I do, nothing ever goes right. I’m never good enough. Never smart enough. And I’m sick and tired of being seen as nothing more than a dumb model who’s not good for anything but standing there and looking attractive.

      That’s how it’s always been.

      At first, it was my mom who held all the power over me. Later, it was one of my boyfriends along with my mom, because I managed to find all the slimeballs in close proximity. Now, it’s my employer. And yeah, on some disturbing level, still my mom.

      I often wonder if I even have free will.

      Every morning, I wake up, do my morning routine, and give myself a pep talk, which always ends with a promise that no one will hold the strings of my life in their hands any longer. Every day, I convince myself this is the day I will be strong and say no.

      Just… no. 

      Today is not that day. Yesterday wasn’t either. Same as the day before. And so on.

      On that thought, the phone in my hand beeps, indicating a new text, which sends me into panic mode. My hand shakes as I press the middle button to engage my cell. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        I promise it’s the last time, sis.

      

      

      

      

      

      The message is from my brother, and the feeling of despair intensifies.

      I have a lot of dreams and things I wish for. On the top of that list is for my family to get their shit together and leave me alone to live my life in peace.

      Especially Jim, my big brother.

      I take a deep breath to get the shakes under control and type out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Where are you? I can’t do this. 

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m not sure if these shakes are because of the fear that I’m on the verge of saying no to anyone in my family for the first time, or because of the fact that, subconsciously, I know I will go through with whatever Jim’s asking, and it scares the shit out of me.

      It’s not even two minutes before I hear another beep.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        Don’t be such a cunt. I need you to do this for me. I had to get out of town for a while and lay low. You know how it is.

      

      

      

      

      

      Yeah, I know how it is. 

      I don’t even flinch at the word he uses to describe me. It should be impossible to even imagine it, but he’s called me worse before.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        I’m sorry, sis. I didn’t mean it. I’m under a lot of stress.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        Please, I know you can do this. You’ve helped me before.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        This is the last time. I promise.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        I’ll pay you back

      

      

      

      

      

      His texts come fast, one right after the other.

      This is not the first time I’ve had to bail him out of trouble. As with everything else, I tell him this is the last time I’ll help him. He agrees and promises he won’t ask me again. After a few months, we go around the same circle again.

      This time though, it’s different. I’m fully aware this won’t be the last time he screws up and comes to me for help. He’s in too deep with the wrong people. The kind of people who will kill you in the blink of an eye and then go through your family until they get what they want.

      My dear brother got in trouble with some Russian guy. Besides the fact that he’s clearly in a downward spiral and is quickly moving further out of my ability to help him, I don’t have the money. 

      He and Courtney, my sister, drained me.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I don’t have that kind of money.

      

      

      

      

      

      I send the text, hoping that, by some miracle he will let me off the hook.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        Then do something about it. You’ve got the looks. Use them.

      

      

      

      

      

      Reading his message, a bitter laugh erupts from me.

      This is also not the first time someone in my family suggested I use my body in some way or another to get them what they want. Their suggestions varied from finding some man who I could con out of his money, or become a stripper. One time, Jim went so far as to suggest I go find a street corner I could work on. My mother didn’t even blink. But that was the first time my dad stepped in. He didn’t pay Jim’s debt, but he at least told him to shut up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        You know I can’t and won’t do that.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit the little blue arrow, but the guilt starts choking me even before the text makes its outgoing woosh sound. I start typing the second message immediately, cementing my future.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I’ll figure something out.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Jim

      

      
        Thank you, sis. I knew I could count on you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I’m so fucking weak it’s unbelievable. 

      Jim’s latest text soothes something inside me though, something that is left raw on a daily basis. Something the members of my family are fully aware of, and they pick and scratch at it every chance they get. And even though I get a blip of approval from a person I love and at the same time hate most in the world, it still burns.

      What the hell am I going to do?

      I can't stand this anymore. I'm so tired of all the shit my family keeps piling on me, expecting me to solve all their problems. So tired of constantly being overlooked or looked down on. 

      Like every time I give in to feeling sorry for myself, I start gasping for breath, my head starts swimming, and a ball of fire scorches my throat. 

      I can't fall apart while I’m at work. That frequent pastime is only allowed when I’m at home. No one can see the truth.

      I can't let anyone see just how hopeless and pathetic I am. 

      I need to keep up my façade. 

      Taking a big breath, I plaster on a fake smile and turn on my heel. 

      Speed-walking through the open space, I nod to the customers and my coworkers, their looks varying from interested and seductive to downright ugly. The latter, for the most part, are from the wives who are accompanying their husbands, and my coworkers, who—the majority—can't stand me. I hurry, hoping no one will clock the tears swimming in my eyes, blurring my vision, and that the first burning tear won't fall before I reach the break room. 

      I breathe a silent sigh of relief when I open the door and see the gloomy room is empty. There's always someone hanging around in here, but today, thankfully, I'm all alone. Before I let my emotions get the better of me, I pick up my phone and call the only other person who could help Jim. 

      I know she won't do it, because it would mean helping me. But I still try. 

      She answers on the second ring. “Mandy.” 

      My name singsongs off her tongue, sounding almost happy to hear from me, but I brush it off. She used to call me nasty names, including “whore,” and sometimes she beat me, but that stopped once I moved out. Now, she's all about the sweet. 

      It's a totally new level of mindfuck, since I never know when she's going to turn and strike me with venom. Nevertheless, same as with Jim, something in me yearns for her love and approval. I will never get it, I know it, but the crumbs she gives me make me come back for more. 

      When I stay silent, her voice turns slightly panicky. “Mandy?” 

      “Mom,” I whisper. 

      Now, it's her turn to be silent. I'm sure she already knows why I'm calling. 

      “Mom, it's Jim… again,” I say in a way of explanation. 

      “Can't you help him?” Gone is the sweet mother and entering the stage is the strict one I’ve known my whole life. 

      “I don't have that kind of money, Mom.” How she doesn’t hear the fear in my voice is beyond me. 

      It's clear she doesn't when she goes on. “I can't help you with this, sweetie.” 

      Gah. Sweetie—a sure thing to get me in line. She must be fully aware of what her beloved son got into this time. 

      “I just don't have any money to give you. You know your dad and I are barely making end’s meet. Besides, he reached out to you for help, not us.”

      “But—” I try to get her to understand, but she interrupts me. 

      “Listen, I have to go. I'm at work, you know. I can't be on the phone all day. Help your brother. He's in a tight spot.” 

      Before I have a chance to say anything else, she hangs up. 

      “Yeah, help your brother out,” I mock to no one. 

      He’s a grown man. He should be able to stay out of trouble. And if he can’t, he should be able to at least try to get himself out of it. 

      Why should I be the go-to call when everything goes to shit?

      Why won’t they all just leave me alone to live my life in peace?

      I know that’s wishful thinking and never going to happen. Not until I stand up for myself and cut them all loose. I’m also fully aware I’ll never do that. If I did, then it would mean I’d truly be alone. 

      They never help me, and they’re never there for me, but at least I can fool myself into believing I have someone who cares for me out in the world. If not in a practical sense, but in theory, I have parents and siblings who care about me. Just on that, I can spin an image of a loving family while I’m lying in the dark, staring at the ceiling, and wondering what I’ll do with my life.

      Before I know it, the dam breaks, and tears start rolling down my cheeks. First, it's the silent kind, but as I let the thoughts about my family torture me more and more, the fact that I'm all alone rises to the surface, and the sobs come as well. 

      God, when will this end? When will I have peace from it all? When will I break free? 

      “Mandy?”

      The soft voice scares me, and I slam my hip into the wooden table when I jump away from the barely-there sound.

      Mia takes a step toward me. “Oh my God, are you okay?”

      I quickly wipe my face with the back of my hand, fully aware I’m making even more of a mess of my makeup than my crying did. 

      “Yeah. Yeah, I'm all right. You just scared me a little.” 

      “Are you sure?” she asks in a gentle tone. “I heard what Ken said and then saw you basically run in here.” 

      “You came to check up on me?” The idea is so foreign I can’t help but blurt the words out.

      “Of course.” She tilts her head, confusion taking over her features. “Why wouldn’t I?”

      I don’t answer her. I was sure she didn’t like me, just like all others who work. Especially since she gave me that look way back when she started dating Talon. I’d seen her reflection in the glass. 

      When I stay silent, she goes on. “Listen, I could talk to Ken and ask him—”

      “No!” I interrupt her. I don’t want her to go plead my case for me. I don’t want to get the position as a favor to someone. “Thank you so much for even offering. You have no idea what that means to me.” She truly doesn’t. Never has anyone offered to do something like that for me. I was always the one everyone came to, to resolve their problems. 

      I wish I could take her up on her offer. But I want to do it on my own. I want to achieve something I can look back on and be proud of. I want to be able to someday say I did it. I worked hard, I gave it my all, and I did it. I just need to cut my family loose first. 

      The only problem is, I’m afraid I’m not strong enough to do that. That’s the department I need help in. And as I was crying about before she found me, I know the reason I don’t do what needs to be done; if I sever all ties with them—if I truly, for once, say no—I will be left all alone. 

      And that’s terrifying. 

      Above all else, I’m sick and tired of feeling lonely.

      “Are you sure?” Mia looks at me, skepticism written all over her face. I can see she really wants to help me get that job. Almost as much as I want it.

      I take a step closer to her, and for the first time in my life, I lower my guard, letting another person truly see me, and reach out to touch her lightly on her arm. “I’m sure. Thank you for your offer, but I’m sure,” I say with all the gratitude swirling inside me.

      “Oh, Mandy,” Mia whispers, tears swimming in her eyes. I guess she can see just how much her words and offer mean to me. Suddenly, she reaches out and grabs me by my elbows. Her pull is so forceful I stumble into her. In the next breath, her arms are around me.

      God, how long has it been since someone gave me a hug?

      Judging by my body’s reaction and how strange—but at the same time, marvelous—it feels, it’s been a long fucking time.

      “You’re not alone, Mandy. I’m here.” Her breath, as she whispers, tickles my ear. But her words rock me to my core. I’m unable to do anything but stand like a statue. I want to hug her back, I want to say thank you again, I want to let her know how much she just gave me with this simple yet profound gesture, but I can’t. My body refuses to move, and the words get stuck in my throat.

      “Now…” She pushes me gently back so she can look at me. “How about lunch?”

      Before I can say anything, Ken pops his head around the door. “Mia, Talon is here.”

      “Thanks, Ken. I'll be right out,” Mia answers, not looking away from my eyes.

      “I better get back,” I mumble and step back. Then I give her a small smile, go straight to the door, sidestep a confused Ken, and all but run out of the break room.

      

      I breathe a sigh of relief, watching Mia and Talon stand in front of the glass entrance. All the while, she was talking quietly with Talon, and when they were walking out to go to lunch, she kept glancing my way. At one point, I was scared she was going to ask me to join them, and I couldn’t figure out a way to say no without slipping into my frosty shell and sticking my nose up.

      I know I do that most of the time to people I work with. But that’s because I’ve always noticed the nasty looks they throw my way and have heard more than a few catty remarks about me mumbled behind their hands. It’s not like a hand is a soundproof barrier.

      After the kindness Mia showed me earlier, I know she deserves only the same from me. But I can’t go with her to lunch. Not yet. 

      Thankfully, Talon basically dragged her out. The reason for it was clear the moment they stepped out the door. Before it fully closed behind them, he had her in his arms, and I blushed as I watched the kiss he gave her.

      I also felt the sting of jealousy. But on the heels of my initial reaction at witnessing the tender-slash-hot stolen moment between the two came a sense of happiness for Mia. 

      When I first saw Talon, I had a fleeting thought that he could be mine. I would’ve been willing to do anything in my power to have him. The way he looks, any woman would. After he came in the second time—and also for the second time dismissed me almost instantly while his eyes hunted for Mia—I knew I didn’t stand a chance. I even held Steph at bay. He was her customer, and to say she was pissed Talon only wanted to work with Mia is an understatement. 

      And now, watching them through the windows as they whisper and smile at each other, I know all the nastiness I endured from Steph was worth it. 

      I want the best for these two.

      I’m a sucker for romance, and they are meant to be together.

      I glance one more time at them, to vicariously soak up their happiness, but my smile slips from my face when I see who’s now standing with them.

      It’s Ace.

      Ace Sterling.

      Beverly’s nephew.

      She mentioned him a few times, but for the last week, I got a sense she wanted me to meet him. 

      I couldn’t figure out why she was so eager to introduce me to the man she clearly loves and respects most in the world. Beverly is sweet, a little crazy, and hilarious. All she wants—no… almost demands—is that the people around her are happy and have a good time. 

      However, I dismissed her words about her nephew. And her attempts to set me up, I either softly and politely declined or just plain ignored. Until she lost patience and put the two of us in the same room together.

      But nothing could’ve prepared me for him.

      Ace.

      Just seeing him is a shock to my system.

      The mere sight of him leaves me powerless to do anything but stand and feel the intensity of his effect on me. 

      It’s only the second time I’ve laid eyes on the man, but I know that if I ever let myself want, he would be everything to me.

      The beat of my heart resonates throughout my whole body. I can feel it in the tips of my fingers. The heat rises from my feet, over my legs, to my belly, where it kindles and starts burning. Goose bumps start waking up along my scalp, then start pouring down my face and neck, to my breasts, demanding the attention of my nipples before they meet the heat in my belly. Their tingling is robbing me of oxygen, making my breaths become shallower.

      God, the man is beautiful. 

      I’ve never seen anyone like him. 

      My mouth dries out as my eyes travel down the length of him. Wide shoulders and a wide chest are what I stare at first. Then slowly, I follow the length of his arm and watch, fascinated, as his muscles flex and the veins in his forearms pop when he grabs the door handle and pulls the glass and steel open. All of that comes right at me on those long, powerful legs.

      Good God.

      I have to look away or I’m sure I will start salivating.

      I don’t know what it is, but seeing him talk to Talon and Mia in the parking lot, doing nothing in particular, just his mere presence being in close proximity to me, it almost feels like coming home.

      I’m positive that, out of a thousand people, each and every time, I would be able to find him. 

      He touched me only once, and just for a brief moment, but he seared himself on my skin. I can still feel it.

      I glance up to get a look at him once more. 

      Watching him walk is thrilling enough that all the heat and tingling in my belly move south, but I know I will have to face him again soon. That’s torture all on its own.

      He is everything I want but also someone I can never have.

      Before I have time to decide whether I should run and hide in the break room again or stay and put on a brave face, I’m left without a choice.

      “Mandy.” My name vibrates with his deep, scratchy voice. “I need you.”

      Hearing his words, my legs go weak. 

      Thank God I’m sitting down. Otherwise, I would fall flat on my face. 

      “Uh….” I have no idea what to say.

      “We need to talk,” he says, watching me as I stand up and come down from the platform. The way he tracks my every move makes me feel on display more than ever before. And it’s my job to be on display. 

      When I stay quiet and just stare at his face—deep-brown eyes, a wide nose, and a black short beard surrounding lush lips—he smiles. Seeing it, I can barely keep my mouth from dropping open and salivating at the sight.

      “About last night,” he clarifies.

      I know he wants to ask me why I was so hopeless last night, but I can’t tell him. 

      I can’t tell him that finding out who my brother fucked over scared me so much that, for once, I let my walls crumble and exposed the agony I live in to sweet old ladies.

      The fear. The loneliness. 

      I also can’t tell him how much seeing him standing there in that kitchen, looking at me the way he did, rocked me to my core. How, since that moment, I’ve felt a pull toward him. How every fiber of my being screams in agony, and only he is the balm. It’s just too crazy.

      So, like every woman, I play dumb. “What about last night?” I try to come up with some excuse as to why I was such a mess last night without having to tell him the truth. But he surprises me again.

      “We need to talk about the fact that you ran away before I even got a chance to ask you out.”

      He says this so casually, like we’ve known each other for years and like it’s no big deal, when everything about the man standing before me is, in fact, a big deal.

      “I didn’t run away.” I cross my arms over my chest, pushing my boobs up, which I’m pleased to note doesn’t escape him. I didn’t do it on purpose, but I’m glad he noticed. 

      “You did.” He smirks. “But I’m here to rectify that and take you out to lunch.”

      All my false bravado disappears from me. 

      What is it today with people inviting me to eat with them?

      “I’m sorry; I can’t. I already had lunch, and it’s a busy day.” It’s a total lie, but he can’t know that. Grateful I managed to come up with some excuse, I breathe a silent sigh of relief.

      “Okay,” he drawls, looking around the almost empty dealership. “How about dinner then?”

      “I…,” I start, but he comes closer and skims my arm. At his touch, the heat and tingles intensify, and a shockwave sweeps through me, the same as last night.

      “It’s just dinner, Mandy,” he says softly so only I can hear.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t.” I look up, swaying when I see his face so close to mine, and my breath becomes shallow.

      His gaze bores into mine, looking into the deepest part of me. The fucked-up thing is that, on some level, I want him to see all of me. I want him to know every little detail about me. But if he finds all of that out, he will turn around and walk away from me. 

      It’s crazy. We just met, but down to my soul, I know that if he cast me aside after I gave him a chance, I wouldn’t survive it. It’s better if he doesn’t get the opportunity to do it.

      “You need to let me go,” I pant. 

      “I told you, I can’t.”

      “You have to.” I don’t understand why he keeps arguing with me about this. 

      “I never will, baby.” It sounds like a vow. ”But, I’ll go for now.”

      In the next blink, he turns and walks toward the door.

      I watch him leave in total silence, but one question comes to mind. The one that’s more unsettling than anything else in my life.

      Why does it feel like he’s walking away with half of me?

    

  







            Chapter 3

          

          

      

    

    






Ace

        

      

    

    
      “Sooo… who is she?” Talon asks as he follows me to my car. There’s a strange lilt to his tone, almost as if he’s a little girl skipping her way through the parking lot. 

      “You know who she is. She works with Mia,” I say and turn around to look at him. “Don’t tell me you’re such a dick that you can’t remember a person you see on a daily basis.” Just the thought of anyone treating Mandy as if she were nothing more than a piece of furniture has my blood boiling through my system, pumping into my muscles and getting me ready to rip someone apart. The funny thing is, I’ve known Talon for some time now, and I never got a single inkling he would do something like that.

      All humor leaves Talon’s expression as he watches me intently for a second before a gleeful smile spreads across his face. “Of course I know who Mandy is. I’m asking who she is to you.”

      “No one,” I reply and try to swallow the bitter taste those words leaves in my mouth. She’s my fucking everything, and it’s pissing me off that I have to lie about it. I can’t tell him before Mandy knows it. Hell, I’m uncertain how I even got to this point. I just met her last night. “She’s Beverly’s neighbor.” 

      Just mentioning my aunt’s name should be enough of an explanation as to why I’m here. But Talon keeps standing there smiling like a lunatic. A strange feeling passes through me. It’s almost like he knows some secret but won’t share it with me. 

      “It seems to me she’s more than just your aunt's neighbor.”

      I know he’s fishing, but I don’t have the patience to deal with this right now.

      I can’t believe she just asked me to let her go again. I almost dropped to my knees when her whispered plea hit me. I know I should listen to her and give up. It would be the sane thing to do. The normal thing. But apparently, I’m not normal.

      I know I will be back to ask again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Until she says yes.

      And until she does, I will do what I have to in order to find out what’s haunting her. It’s obvious something is. 

      I also won’t stop until I make her feel safe.

      “And why are you looking out for Beverly’s neighbor?” Talon goes back to singsonging his questions.

      I sigh. He’s not going to give up. “Because Beverly asked me to, and you know I never say no to her.”

      At least that part is the truth. Well, some of it.

      “I smell bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “Before I continue”—Talon puts his index finger up in front of my face and takes out his phone—“give me a second.”

      “Talon, I don’t have time for you to fuck with me.” 

      The only response I get is that damn finger getting closer to my face, dangerously close to my nose.

      “Dad, I need a quick answer,” he says into his phone.

      I breathe a sigh of relief. Maybe Nico can talk some sense into Talon so he’ll stop with the third degree.

      “Do you know anyone outside our family who’s experienced the boom?”

      The what? This is getting weirder by the second. 

      “Yeah? Oh, good. I wasn’t sure, but I’m witnessing it as we speak, and the poor guy needs some answers and guidance.”

      “Guidance on what?” I have no idea why I’m still standing here. I should just turn around and go. But I know that if I do, the Maysons will just hunt me down, and then it would be worse. They’re notorious when it comes to matters of the heart.

      What the fuck? Matters of the heart?! What the fuck is going on?

      Fucking great. Now I’m having a fight with myself.

      “Guidance on what?” I repeat, but he only wiggles his damn finger at me. “Man, if you don’t remove that finger from my face, I’m going to detach it from your hand,” I growl, but again, Talon just ignores me.

      “Yep, glazed eyes and general confusion. Oh, and some aggression.” Talon gives me a onceover before shrugging. “But that could just be Ace. He and Cobi have some shit going down at the precinct.”

      My phone beeps. I take it out and, ignoring Talon still talking on the phone, I turn around to answer the call. “Yeah?”

      “Meet me at Winston's in half an hour.” It’s Cobi. 

      “You got some info?” Fuck, the case. For a few minutes, I completely forgot about the case. 

      Cobi huffs. “Just meet me there.” Then he hangs up.

      What the hell was that?

      Has he found something already? Why did he sound so weird?

      The questions rush in one after another, and the fact that I don’t have any of the answers twists my stomach. And the feeling that I won't like any of them just makes everything worse.

      The sound of Talon laughing behind me causes me to halt, and the uncomfortable feeling brought about by my work is now gone. 

      “I’ll bring him. He needs an education.”

      Needles prick the back of my neck, and the feel of dread washes over me, but I ignore it and walk to my car.

      “Yeah, see you then,” Talon says almost gleefully before calling out to me. “Ace, wait up!” I look over my shoulder at him, not stopping. “We’re going to lunch,” he announces.

      “I can’t,” I tell him. It’s not a lie, but I’m glad I have an excuse. I should’ve left long ago. “I have to go meet Cobi at Winston’s.” And start working on my case, I think to myself.

      “That’s perfect. He can give you the support you need.” He walks backward toward his truck and spreads his arms wide. “Besides, you’ll want to hear this.”

      Fucking hell, what now?

      As always, my curiosity wins. 

      And I get into my car and follow Talon to Winston’s. 

      

      “You’re shitting me, right?” That’s the only response I can come up with for what I’ve just heard.

      The four men sitting at the table exchange glances and chuckle, shaking their heads or scratching their necks. I wait for one of them to tell me that, yes, they are just pulling my leg, but none of them do.

      In fact, they all go serious.

      “I assure you, we’re not,” Asher tells me. “It’s all true.”

      “It can’t be,” I protest. The tale they’re trying to sell me has to be some kind of sick joke.

      “I know it sounds crazy. But all of us can confirm it,” Nico takes over. “And believe me, we all thought it was a story our pop used to tell for entertainment. But the moment we laid eyes on our women, we all felt it. We all knew. It is what it is.” Nico sighs and leans back in his chair. He shrugs before he finishes, “The rest is history.” 

      It all sounds whack, but even I can’t deny it. Everything they told me describes the feelings I’ve had since I saw Mandy for the first time last night to a T. Even the feeling of the explosion that happened in my nervous system.

      I thought I was whole, but now I know I wasn’t. Not until she walked into my life.

      Not until Mandy.

      Fuck, I sound like a lovesick teenager. 

      I scrub my face with my hands. “But I’m not a Mayson. We don’t have any blood ties. And from what you’ve been telling me, that phenomenon only applies to y’all.”

      “That’s the part we don’t understand,” Cobi confesses.

      “We also thought it only applied to men in our family,” Nico grumbles, and a dark, uncomfortable look passes over all of them. “But as history has taught us, we were wrong.”

      The momentary grim mood dissipates, and Asher smiles. “Now, cousins, friends, and even people we just met have started feeling it one by one. After talking with them, we figured out it was the same thing that happened to all of us. They all got to experience the wonder of it.”

      It all sounds complicated yet, at the same time, so simple. 

      Basically, people meet the person they're destined to be with, and that's it. They fall in love. True love. Not lust. The feeling of it is explained in one simple word. 

      Boom.

      The only thing is, that's supposed to be super rare. I mean, come on, how often do you hear people say, “I met my soulmate, and I instantly knew it was them”? 

      Sure, people tend to throw that phrase around like it's nothing more than a punch line, but how often is that really the case? 

      But this… this feeling I have whenever I'm near Mandy, this insane need to keep her safe, this all-consuming urge to claim her and let everyone know she's mine? That—that, I can't deny. 

      “So, you're telling me you're modern-day Cupids? That anyone who’s somehow connected to you, be it family or friends, gets to find that someone they’ll fall in real love with at first sight?” 

      The men stare at me for a few seconds before all three roar with laughter, scaring the few patrons sitting at the tables close to us. 

      Cobi tilts his head Cece's way, silently asking her for another round, then he looks at me. “Yeah, you could say that.”
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      “Mandy, girl, what’s going on with you tonight?” Beverly asks. The sound of her voice pierces through the image of Ace looking at me over his shoulder with a stubborn look in his eyes before he turned around and walked out of the dealership. That image has been playing in my mind on a constant loop all day. 

      I look up, and five pairs of eyes beam at me, laughter evident in them.

      “Oh, sorry.” I jump in my seat and grab the dice from the table, then start jiggling them in my hand. “Sorry, I got lost in my mind there for a sec.” I shake my head, but it does nothing to dispel the image of Ace from my mind.

      Why am I so hung up on him?

      “Oooh, I think someone’s in looove,” Ida singsongs, and when I look at her, she wiggles her eyebrows at me. If I weren’t such a ball of nerves, I would laugh. But I can’t think straight, and I don’t have a clue why.

      Sure, the man is drop-dead gorgeous. He’s the most beautiful man I have ever seen, and even though it’s strange to say a man is beautiful, that’s the only word that comes even close to describing the essence of Ace. And not just his looks. Even from the brief encounters I’ve had with him, I know he’s beautiful right down to his core.

      I throw the dice and watch them roll over the Monopoly board like it’s the whole reason for my existence. 

      “Mandy, stop.” Beverly halts the dice by putting her hand over them. “What’s going on with you?” she repeats.

      I look up and see her face marred with worry. I know I’m all over the place lately, bouncing between deep fear and total hysterics. Then I go right to the other end of the spectrum and daydream about a man I’ve laid my eyes on exactly two times while trying to keep up the façade that everything is normal. I’m fully aware I don’t fool anyone. Especially this group of ladies. And I know Beverly is taking this to heart.

      She wants to help, but she can’t.

      And I can’t tell her what’s going on.

      If I did, she would do her best to help me. I know she would. I’ve seen her do it countless times. But this would put her in danger, and I have to do everything in my power to keep her safe.

      To keep everyone safe.

      Me included.

      Not to mention, I know she would be disappointed in me. Everyone who met them or found out the extent of my family’s nastiness turned their back on me. But not before the disappointment and disgust shone brightly in their eyes when I last saw them. I can’t risk losing Beverly. She’s like a mother and a grandmother wrapped up in one. She always has advice when I need it, and even when I don’t. And she’s constantly cooking me delicious meals. Sure, she tries to play it off like she cooked more than she can eat by herself, and I might believe her if it weren’t for the hundreds of times she’s scolded me about my eating habits. Once I said I was always too tired to cook and takeout or a drive-thru was just easier, the meals started showing up at my door.

      So, I stay silent.

      As is her way though, Beverly takes my hand and urges, “Tell me.”

      She knows I’m keeping secrets. 

      I can’t tell her.

      I can’t tell anyone.

      How could I possibly explain how I keep getting messages that are more and more vile by the hour? 

      That I am to pay a debt that’s not my own? That if I don’t, my family will get hurt?

      And my brother.

      How can I voice the fact that it’s my own brother who put me in this position?

      Or the fact that I’m terrified the threats in those messages are going to become a reality?

      The answer is obvious.

      I can’t.

      But seeing her getting more and more upset and concerned with every second I stay silent, I know I have to come up with something. Some reason that has me so on edge, so clumsy, so lost in my mind.

      In my haste to come up with something, I don’t think it through and just blurt the first thing on my mind. “Ace came to my work today.”

      “He did?” As much as she tries, she can’t hide the feeling that one simple sentence gave her. Her whole face lights up, a smile stretches her lips, and her eyes start to glint.

      Oh God.

      I know she wants the best for me, but to get this excited over the simple fact that her great nephew came to my place of work speaks volumes.

      But I have to remain deaf to them.

      It’s what’s best for everyone.

      Only, I didn’t factor into the equation that it’s not just my heart I’ll be breaking, I will break Beverly’s too. A simple glance around the table is met with the same level of excitement and barely muted hope. I close my eyes and, in utter devastation, scratch four more names onto the board of people whose hearts I’ll break.

      Damn.

      “Yeah,” I sigh. I look everywhere but at the beaming faces that are around me.

      “Shit, girl. Spit it out. What happened?”

      I take a breath. “He asked me out.” I push the words out as silently as I can while exhaling, hoping they won’t hear.

      No such luck.

      The whoop that explodes in the small room vibrates through me.

      “I told him no,” I mutter. 

      I focus on the table in front of me and wait for the scolding I’m sure I’ll receive.

      When the silence becomes too much to handle, I look up.

      It’s not the look I was expecting. There’s no anger, no disappointment, no disgust on Beverly’s face. Instead, her head is slightly tilted as she tracks every movement I make, her mind working. “Why?”

      The soft question jolts me in my seat.

      Again, I didn’t expect softness. I was preparing myself for shouting and to have to leave quickly. That’s usually how things go. That is what I’m used to.

      “What do you mean, why?”

      “Don’t play dumb with me, girl.” Beverly laughs. “I wanted you two to meet. Hell, I all but bullied that boy to come over when I knew you’d be here. I was hoping you would like each other, but what happened in my kitchen… well, I didn’t expect that in my wildest dreams.” She turns to the table at large and hoots. “He took one step into that room over there”—Beverly points at the kitchen, her face now beaming—“and he was a goner. If I didn’t see it with my own two eyes, I would have never believed such a thing was possible.” When she turns back to face me, I can see the happiness shining in her eyes. “And dear, I’m telling you, when you looked at him, the very foundation of his world shifted.”

      The smile she sends me warms me. Still, I don’t dare believe that to be true. I mean, she's describing exactly what I felt when I saw him standing there watching me, but never would I even hope the feelings are mutual.

      “And when you ran out of there, I thought I would have to stop him from locking you inside a room so no one could get to you. He was devastated. But Ace, my boy, he’s nothing if not determined. I knew he would come back to you. He won’t give up, Mandy.” She waggles a finger in front of me half-jokingly, but I can hear a warning clear in her voice. Only, she wants me to surrender. To ride the wave. She doesn’t know it, but she wants me to, for the first time in my life, do something for me. 

      Just for me.

      Something that will possibly make me happy.

      Something that will bring color to my gray world.

      Something that will make me feel alive.

      God, how I want that.

      But most of all, I want that with Ace. 

      There’s this urge to get close to him that sprang up the moment my eyes fell on him. Hell, the moment I felt his presence in the kitchen, even before I saw him. I can’t explain it. All I know is, he has power over me. I also know, somehow down to my very last cell, he would never abuse that power. Oh, how I want to surrender to this urge. How I long for it. But I can’t.

      I close my eyes and shake my head a little to quelch the longing. A tear escapes my closed eyelids. I reach out to wipe it away, but a firm hand stops me. Opening my eyes and tracking the arm to its owner, I see it’s Beverly who has a grip on me. Looking around, I’m met with concern from every side, silently screaming at me. 

      Fuck, I showed too much.

      “Who did this to you?” The words are shaky and quiet. 

      I don’t say anything. I have to get out of here, but first I have to somehow undo what I did.

      I have to stuff all the things that makes me me back in the little box, tuck it away, and go back to quiet Mandy. The Mandy these ladies know me as. The Mandy they care about. Not this lost woman who’s never had her own way. Who is always at the mercy of others.

      “Mandy.” My name is both a warning and a plea. “Please, who did this to you?”

      I look around, and all eyes are filled with tears. Ida is even weeping silently, her handkerchief pressed to her mouth, her eyes tracing the lines of my face.

      It’s my breaking point. I can endure everything but hear Beverly or any of them cry. It’s just something I can’t bear.

      I take a deep breath, and for the first time ever, I name the ones who all but tore me apart. “My whole family.”
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      I turn the key in the ignition and shut down my car with a huge sigh.

      I don’t want to be here.

      Looking to my left, I see a magazine-quality house. God, I used to love this house. I used to call it home. Now, it’s the bane of my existence. Well, not the house, per se. More its inhabitants. 

      I wish I could start my car back up and just drive away. Drive to somewhere I can be free of all this bullshit, free from all of them constantly demanding something of me, free to just be me.

      The trees in front of it provide a blanket of shade. I used to spend hours lying in the grass, daydreaming about what my life would look like, what I would do, see… and who I would love. Now, that shade foreshadows the gloom inside. 

      I look up to the window of my former bedroom. 

      Fuck, why does this always hurt? Why wasn’t I enough just as I was? As I am. 

      Why does everything have to fall on my shoulders?

      It’s impossible to live up to everyone's standards, but dammit, compared to my siblings, I’m the most collected one out of all of us. And that’s not tooting my own horn. That’s a fact. 

      I moved out as soon as I could and got a job, a nice apartment, and found a few good friends. Of course, my mom didn’t approve. I was stupid, because I fell in love during my second year of college, and as it almost always goes, my grades suffered. I couldn’t keep up and ended up dropping out. But I was madly in love, right?

      A mistake I now own up to, but back then, I was too blind to see it.

      Still, that’s not a mistake they have to live with.

      I have to live with it just like everything else. I don't shove it under the rug. I know, one day, I will have a college degree, a good house—one that will be a loving home—and a job that will fulfill and challenge me. Everything I set my eyes on will be mine. Why? Because I will work myself ragged if I have to, to achieve my goals. I’m not afraid of hard work.

      I never was. I won’t ride on someone's coattails. I don't expect anything to be handed to me on a silver platter, and I won’t demand anyone to get it for me. And to be honest, all this misery, all this heartache… I kind of consider it my way of paying, my penance, for my bright future. No one has gotten anything for free. Why should I be an exception? I’m nothing special.

      When my family becomes too much, I think of my future, and I know, deep in my soul, that’s the way I’m paying for it. I just have to be strong enough to get through it so I can reach the light.

      But the more shit they pile on me, the harder it’s becoming to see that future. The light is becoming dimmer by the day, and the images in my head are starting to fade.

      I don’t think they’ll let me out of their grip. I have to find the strength in me to somehow break the chains myself. Getting that promotion was supposed to be my first step toward freedom.

      But I won’t give up. Giving up on my dreams would be the same as giving up on myself.

      No, I will get it done.

      “You can do it, Mandy,” I mutter to myself, knowing how sad it is that I need encouragement to face my own family and to do what needs to be done so I can move forward.

      I need to get out from under their thumb. The problem is, I don't know how. I want it; I want to be free so much, but the chain they have around my neck seems unbreakable. 

      “Damn.” I sigh, shutting my eyes tight, and swallow the lump in my throat. 

      It's pathetic, this need I have for their approval, her approval. Her love. 

      Great, now I’ve bummed myself out even more. I need to snap out of this pity party and get on with living my life. But first, I must deal with the shit my brother has been piling on me steadily for years, and I can’t do that by sitting in the car and going down the “poor me” rabbit hole. 

      But they’ll have to help.

      She will have to help. 

      Because I can’t do this alone, no matter how hard I try.

      I take another deep breath and get out of the car.

      “That’s it.” If someone could hear me muttering encouragements to myself, they would surely think I’m crazy. No one knows what goes on behind those closed doors. 

      At first glance, we look like an average happy family, always smiling and never fighting beyond the normal childhood way. But just one scratch of the surface would bring out stuff that would raise more than a few eyebrows. A deep-dive into our day-to-day life would make anyone run away screaming.

      A controlling mom, a wimp of a dad, and three screwed-up kids, each in their own way. And yes, I’m counting myself in it.

      The walk up the path feels like it’s a thousand miles long. My legs are shaking, my knees threatening to buckle with each step.

      Fucking hell, what is happening to me?

      I don’t like coming around here, and whenever I do, I go through my mental pep talk to have the strength to survive another visit with my family and leave with my sanity intact.

      This level of fear and nerves though? I’ve never experienced it before.

      With every breath, I know something bad will happen. 

      The knots twisting in my stomach are basically yelling that something is about to change.

      I’ve only had that particular feeling once in my life, and that was the day I finally screamed, Enough! and broke up with my ex when he brought home that other woman.

      Standing in front of the door, I wipe my palms on my jeans and knock on the wood.

      Too soon, the heavy door opens, and the older man standing in the doorway gives a small noncommittal smile as he stands aside and waves me inside.

      “Mandy, sweetheart,” my dad mutters as I pass by him. He indicates the kitchen, and without another word, I go where I’m told.

      If someone were standing here and could hear him, I'm sure all they would’ve heard is a sweet greeting. All I hear are empty words. 

      We used to be close, Dad and me. He was my rock. He was the parent I told everything to. Around the time I turned sixteen, all of that changed. I wish I could say we had a fight or something, but that wasn't the case. It's just that at sixteen, I had my first boyfriend, and I told my parents.

      I learned the hard way not to keep secrets from them two years before, so I made sure I shared everything. My mom went nuts, claiming I was too young to date and was sure to wind up pregnant, ruining my future. That was also the time she started calling me a whore. Sure, that hurt, but not as much as the fact that my dad said nothing when he heard her say it. And not as much as how he stopped talking to me about anything except school and superficial stuff. 

      “So you finally came to see your mother.”

      At her voice, I turn around and come face-to-face with my mom. 

      She’s sitting at the breakfast nook, with a coffee cup and an empty plate on the round table in front of her.

      The moment I see her, I don't even think. I walk over to her and lean toward her to give her a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, Mom.” 

      I look at her. 

      She used to be larger than life and just as beautiful.

      She’s had the same hairstyle, blonde hair cut into a sharp bob, for as long as I can remember.

      Her eyes have always changed with her mood. If she was mellow, the blue in them was vivid. If she was emotional, they flashed with more green. But most of the time, they were like this, a mix of the two swirled colors.

      Over time, the image of her changed in my eyes. A once-beauty became something almost ugly. And her larger-than-life persona became difficult and heavy. Suffocating.

      God, my own mother is trying to wring the very last breath out of me and claim it for herself.

      “I honestly don't understand. Will the crown fall from your head if you come to see your parents more often?” The question is only the second thing that comes out of her mouth to me today, and as ever, it's full of judgment. 

      I look at my dad, and he rolls his eyes slightly, but he stays silent. 

      “Well?” she demands when I don't reply. 

      “I was here just a few days ago, Mom,” I remind her. I don't say anything about the fact that of all her children, I'm the only one who comes to visit frequently, and we speak on the phone almost daily. 

      “No, you weren’t,” she dismisses my answer as if I said the sun is blue. “You haven’t been here in almost a month.” 

      One, two, three, four, five…, I count in my head so I won't be pulled into her desire to argue. Now is not the time to contradict her, to stand up to her and make her see the truth, no matter how small. I'm here for another reason. 

      Without participating further in this ridiculous conversation, I turn to an empty chair and sit down. 

      “What, you won't say anything?” she pushes. 

      I said something once. To this day, it's still a moment I'm most proud of. 

      After not seeing or talking to her for ten days, I mustered up all the strength I had in me, called her, and set up a meeting. Then, sitting opposite her, I listed all the things she did to me on a daily basis. 

      It was after my boyfriend’s stunt, and my mom encouraged me to take him back. It must’ve been something I did that drove him to cheat, she insisted. “God, if anyone knows how difficult you can get, it’s me,” she said dramatically. I walked out of their house without a word. For ten days, I had blissful silence. Until she forgot what happened and started demanding I come see them.

      It was also the only time in forever that Dad had my back. As I was sitting there listing it all and she kept saying it was all a lie, he contradicted her, assuring her it was all true. 

      I had a little bit of reprieve from her antics, but it didn't last long. Somehow, she pulled me right back in. 

      As I remember, it had something to do with one of my siblings messing up. The problem is, they mess up so frequently I have trouble keeping track. 

      I sometimes wonder if I have Stockholm Syndrome when it comes to my mom. Because, realistically, I know this isn't healthy, but I keep coming back for more. 

      “No, Mom.” I pick up the coffee cup my dad placed in front of me, and before taking a sip, I count again, this time to twenty. 

      Good God, she drives me nuts. Why is it that I'm so desperate to get her approval for everything I do? And will that day ever come? 

      “So, what's new?” she asks as she sits opposite me and starts fidgeting with her phone. 

      It's an empty question, something she does just to go through the motions of trying to seem interested in my life before she spins everything around to her and her suffering. Of which I'm the main culprit. 

      “Mom, you know why I’m here,” I say quietly, looking at her.

      “I have no idea. Did something happen?” She tries to act concerned but fails as she quickly looks at my dad and frowns.

      I sigh. She’s determined to make this difficult for me. “It’s about Jim, Mom.” 

      “What about your brother? Is he all right?” Again with the act.

      “Mom, you know Jim. You know what he’s up to—to some extent, at least. Besides, we talked about this already.” I almost give in to the urge to yell or shake some sense into her. Thankfully, I manage to restrain myself.

      “I thought that was dealt with,” she seethes, and I can see the severity of the situation is seeping into her now as her face becomes ashen. “Why haven’t you dealt with it yet, Mandy?”

      “Because I don’t have that kind of money, Mom,” I repeat for what feels like the millionth time. It’s like I’m explaining it to a child. “I need your help.”

      Why is it that we—or better to say, I—need to step in and solve his problems? He’s a grown man who puts himself in this kind of situation over and over again. And every time, it’s more and more dangerous and expensive.

      If we let him deal with them just once, I’m positive he will see the truth that’s before him and seek help.

      “And as I told you, we can’t help you,” she says, glancing at Dad.

      “What’s this about?” he asks as he sits beside me.

      “You mean to tell me you don’t know?” Fuck me, this can’t be true.

      “Know what?”

      “Nothing, dear,” Mom says and pats his hand that’s on the table.

      “No, it’s not nothing,” I snap and turn fully to him. “Jim somehow owes a lot of money to some really scary people. My guess would be gambling, but there could be drugs too. With him, who knows.” I throw my hands in the air. “But the really bad part is he told them I would be the one to pay them, one way or another.”

      God, it feels good saying this out loud. 

      “Then be a good sister and help your brother out,” Mom demands like all this is normal.

      “Mom, again, I told you I don’t have that kind of cash.” I push the boundaries of my patience as far as they can go.

      My last hope that she will see reason and either offer to help or take on Jim altogether is dashed when she lifts her eyebrow and looks at me pointedly.

      “You know what you can do.” Her comment leaves no room for guessing. Same as my brother, she wants me to offer my body to pay for Jim’s debts.

      “Angela,” my dad says low. The warning is clear to me, but it goes over her head.

      “What, Tim?” she taunts him, and I fully expect him to back down as he has done so many times before.

      To my complete surprise, he seethes. “Are you really suggesting that our daughter go out there and offer her body to make Jim’s fuckups go away?”

      “So what if I am?” Mom tilts her head up and looks down her nose at both of us. After a few silent seconds, she focuses on me, her lip curls, and she sneers. “It’s not like you’re not used to it or haven’t done it before.”

      I stand up so fast the chair falls on its back with a bang. My head feels light, and I can hear the sound of my blood rushing.

      “I have never, ever, offered my body to pay for anything! I have never purposely used my looks to gain a thing. All I’ve ever accomplished, I did it by working for it, not looking for an easy way out.”

      “And you accomplished what, exactly?” she asks as if I didn’t say a word. “You didn’t finish college, you work at that awful car place, and you live in a shitty apartment. You aren’t married, haven’t given me grandchildren yet, and you certainly don’t have a career I can be proud of. God, sometimes I can’t believe you’re my daughter. Out of all my children, only your sister managed to do at least something right. You? You’re a complete disappointment.”

      That’s it.

      That’s the moment I’ve been waiting for, for a long time.

      I know the time to cut all ties and leave them to roll over in their own shit has come.

      And I wish I could just turn around and leave without looking back, but I have to try just one more time. If I don’t, I’m the one who’s in danger, not Jim.

      “I ask you again. Will you help Jim?” I ask her deliberately if she’ll help Jim and not me. If I ask for help, the answer would be a resounding no. Besides, I know I can’t help him, so they’re his only hope.

      I only wish that fact didn’t weigh on me so heavily, compelling me to do something about it.

      There’s a flicker of insecurity in my mom’s eyes as I ask the question. It’s dawning on her that something is happening. Something that will change the course of our relationship. But she’s too stubborn to listen to her gut feeling, and her face hardens.

      “He asked you for help, didn’t he? And he’s your brother. You can’t just leave him behind without at least trying to help. You never leave your family behind, Mandy.”

      You never leave your family behind. It’s something that’s carved into me. It beats within me with every pump of my heart. Coming from her mouth, it’s nothing more than an empty phrase. Each member of my family would gladly leave me behind, while they demand me to lug them all wherever I go.

      I give a half-smile and mutter, “Watch me.”

      Then, with nothing left to say, I turn and walk out.

      I half expect her to start screaming for me to come back. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      In the past, I did make that mistake, thinking she had seen the error of her ways, but after I came back, I only showed her she had me in her grips, and she started going on as she left off.

      Now, there’s nothing but silence trailing after me.

      I’m just about to reach the pavement and get inside the safety of my car, when a soft, “Mandy,” stops me.

      It’s my dad.

      Great, she made him come after me, knowing I have a hard time denying him anything. I never say no to any member of my family, but they all know I have a soft spot for him.

      I look at him, and shock tears through me, seeing how old he looks in this moment.

      He used to be so handsome. Kind brown eyes on an angular face. He gave me his lashes and hair. But now... all I can see is age and tiredness written within every line that mars his once-striking face.

      “I can’t go back, Dad,” I say softly.

      He takes a few steps and hugs me tight. It’s the first time in years he’s hugged me. Whenever he would, Mom would say I was his daughter and that we were plotting against her, so he stopped doing it all together.

      I wish he hadn’t. I missed being hugged. Especially by my dad.

      We stand like this, in my parents’ front yard, hugging each other like it’s the last time we ever will.

      “I can’t go back in there, Dad,” I repeat, and his only response is to squeeze me tighter. “And I can’t help Jim.”

      It’s something we all need to understand. I knew it the moment Jim asked. The second he told me the gravity of his debt, I knew it was beyond me. And it took me a while to accept that.

      Now that I’ve come here, I know there’s nothing more I can do.

      Dad grabs me by my forearms and pushes me back lightly, making sure I have his eyes.

      “You need to go to the police,” he says in his dad voice.

      “What?” I ask, stunned. That was the last thing I expected him to say.

      “You should go to the police,” he repeats slowly.

      “But—” 

      “No buts,” he interrupts me. “These people are dangerous, and from what you said, they could come after you.” As he talks, his grip gets tighter. “You need to look after yourself. You need to protect yourself, Mandy. You come first, no matter what your mom says.” With those words, he shakes me a little. It’s almost like he’s desperate for me to understand him.

      But I don’t understand anything anymore.

      “Dad, is there something you’re not telling me?” I ask, but I fear the answer. I hope there’s nothing more that’s going on under the surface.

      “No.” He shakes his head, looking even more tired than he did just moments ago. “Out of the three of you—your brother, sister, and you—you’re the only one who’s making something out of your life, but they all keep dragging you down. And I can’t stand for it a second longer.”

      Now? Now you step up and say something like this?

      It’s a sarcastic thought. It’s a mean thought. Still, it’s one that’s true.

      No matter how hard I try not to, I do resent him for not stepping in all this time, for not protecting me from them, and for allowing all of it to continue.

      Since I was sixteen, he has done nothing to protect me. He just went with the flow and left me all alone.

      “Promise me, Mandy,” he urges. “Promise me you’ll go to the police.”

      As far as I know, Jim hasn’t done anything that would warrant me going to the cops. 

      So there’s nothing for me to take to them.

      What would I say? “My brother is a gambler and has raked in debt that I won’t be able to pay, even if I sell all my organs.”

      Yeah, that’s not going to happen.

      “I promise,” I whisper. 

      It’s an empty promise. We both know it. 

      He made a few of those to me over the years.

      “Good.” He sighs and lets go of me. “Go home, honey. And be safe.”

      I stand there looking at my father for a few moments longer.

      Then, with nothing else to do, I get in my car and drive away from my childhood home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I softly close the door of my apartment, but even that light click sounds like a bang thanks to my pounding headache.

      God, I feel drained.

      All the way home, I debated how to handle the situation, and I came to the same conclusion I had yesterday and the day before. I can’t do anything. I have to let Jim handle this himself.

      I waited until I came home to send him a text, since he wasn’t answering my calls. I wanted to be where I felt myself the most. 

      I wanted to be home.

      I'm so tired of this. This is the same thing he always does. Get into some shit, then pile everything on me and disappear.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        I'm done. I can't help you. I'm sorry. You're just going to have to deal with it yourself. 

      

      

      

      

      

      My fingers fly over the keyboard on my screen. I guess every fiber of my being was waiting for this moment. 

      After hitting the blue arrow, I sigh in relief and toss my phone onto the couch. I can already feel the stress leaving me and my body starting to relax. 

      There, it’s done.

      I lean against the door and wait for the familiar feeling of comfort only this place can give me, but it’s not here.

      Something is off.

      I open my eyes and look around the place. In front of me and slightly to the right sits my kitchen with a breakfast bar. The three stools stand in their place in front of the small bar just as I left them. I walk the short distance until I’m in the kitchen and check the cabinets. All the white doors and drawers are closed. Nothing has moved on the shelves that are on walls painted baby-pink. My small pots of succulents sit in the middle of the bar, the same as they did this morning.

      Still, something is different.

      I check the turquoise couch, my phone in the center of one cushion. The blanket is thrown over its back, unmoved.

      The doors of my bedroom and bathroom are closed.

      What the hell? Why does it seem so off?

      And then it hits me.

      I have done what I was craving to do all these years.

      I have told them no.

      I have effectively severed all ties with my family, and nothing will ever be the same. 

      Our relationship will never go back to what it used to be. And while that is a good thing, I can’t help but feel completely alone, like I have no one in the world.

      This apartment used to be sacred to me. It used to be something I was proud of, since I pay for it all by myself. It used to be my home, somewhere I came to shut the door on my family’s problems.

      But now, it feels like an apartment and nothing more.

      Letting the sadness wash over me, I toss my keys onto the kitchen counter and walk to the bathroom.

      If there's one thing that will help me get in a better mood and reduce this headache, it’s a good, long bath.

    

  







            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    






Mandy

        

      

    

    
      God, I'm so tired. I’ve tossed and turned all night with no sleep at all, while replaying the encounter with my parents. And then, as if that wasn't enough, I went and reread the threats that were lurking in my phone. Threats from people who are after Jim, demanding their money, since as always, Jim sent them my way, knowing I usually settled his debt.

      Jesus, whenever I look at it, it's as if the phone itself is screaming at me. 

      After a few hours, I decided to give up on sleep and get a glass of wine, hoping the middle-of-the-night drink would help me relax. It always did well helping me pass out. I toyed with the idea of taking a sleeping pill, but all they do is trap me in my mind so I can't come up to the surface, to full consciousness. Also, after a night of that torture, the next day, I'm always groggy and even more exhausted. 

      No, if I have the option, I never take pills. 

      Now, with drink in hand, I go to the bathroom and realize, stepping in front of the mirror, that I left my phone on the kitchen counter. A shiver rocks my body when I remember why I fled the room and abandoned my cell after I poured my wine, but as if it has magnetic powers, I retrieve it and press the button to wake it up. 

      And sure enough, there is a text waiting. But it isn’t one I expected. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Ace

      

      
        I want to see you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t even have to question how he got my number or the fact that his was already programmed into my phone. Because there was a text right above it that I had most definitely not sent.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        This is your aunt. Sweet Mandy lent me her phone to google a Monopoly rule, and while she’s off in a daze, I thought I’d move things along. So here’s her number, and you’re now in her Contacts. You’re welcome, my boy.

      

      

      

      

      

      And thus, a different, sweeter form of torture begins. 

      I passed on the pills, and now I pass on the wine, leaving it forgotten by the sink. 

      I don’t sleep a wink, but I let go for the first time in years and dive into the fantasies and dream of what it could be like if Ace were mine. 

      It is a beautiful image, but the sun comes up too soon and makes it dissolve like mist.

      Still, the sweet feeling from merely thinking about what could be follows me all the way to work.

      “Excuse me,” a man's voice calls my attention. 

      “Hello.” I smile my bright, fake smile. I've trained myself to smile as if the person receiving it is the only person I want to give it to. And sure enough, the man sways a little before catching himself. 

      I can see a shift in him as he gains confidence. As always, the pretense works. 

      “I know you.” He points with his finger at me and gives me a wink.

      Ugh. 

      I don't say anything, giving him a few moments to feel like he has a chance. When, in truth, only one man does. And he's out of reach. At least for me. 

      “May I help you?” I ask politely, even when all I want is to crawl somewhere and cry my eyes out. 

      My mother's words from yesterday still ring in my head. You never leave your family behind.

      All of this is too much for me. 

      One second, I’m pining after a man I laid eyes on a couple of times; the next, I’m still trying to find a way to resolve the situation with my family, even after I finally put my foot down.

      I have to stop being so weak.

      I have to take my life into my own hands.

      I was so sure I had done it yesterday, but in the light of a new day, I’m again slipping into my little weak existence.

      I again focus on the man who’s in front of me and put my slipping smile back into place.

      “Yeah,” the man says, taking a step toward my desk. I don't move a muscle. “You could give me your number.” 

      God, not this again. I barely contain the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Or we can skip you giving me your number for now and go get a quick drink.” He winks again, assuming I’ll fall off my feet just because he’s asking me out.

      In all fairness, he’s not a bad-looking man. If I ignore the weird vibe I’m getting from him, and his intensity level giving me the creeps, some would even say he’s handsome. Average height, dirty-blonde hair, blue eyes. I bet if I looked toward the cubicles, I would see some of the women peering over here to get a glimpse of him, hoping he’s here to see one of them.

      For me? He does nothing.

      Maybe if I met him last week. 

      Now, he doesn’t even come close to the man invading my dreams.

      But, if I keep him happy, if I give him even a glimpse of fantasy that he will drive me away in the new car he buys today, he will be more likely to actually buy it. 

      I swallow down the bile that's rising in my throat and chuckle. I look down for a second, giving him the impression I'm too shy to keep looking at him, and then look up. 

      “Well, what do you say? Do you want to get a drink with me?” he whispers while leaning toward me like we’re old friends and winks… again. 

      I still don't say anything but right my head and push my hair behind my ear. 

      “Who can I get for you?” I ask without giving him the answer he’s after, getting him back on track. I think I may need a shower after he’s gone. 

      I don't like playing this game. This push and pull. On one hand, I have to let them in. On the other, I have to push them back and hope they won't step over the line or start harassing me. 

      “Come on, what do you say?” he pushes. “Go out with me. You know you want to.” 

      That is the last thing I want to do. And since he refuses to let this foolish idea go, I need to force him back on track so we can both get on with our day.

      “I can't. I'm seeing someone.” 

      “Who?” he asks, stunned.

      Why the hell is he stunned? 

      “Me.” The word is a half growl, half muted roar. But even before I look over the customer's shoulder, I know who it is. 

      The man turns to look at who said that. 

      Seeing the state Ace is in, the guy makes the smart decision to take a step back, raising his hands. “Whoa there, buddy.” He chuckles, but I catch him sending me a nasty look. Something is off with this guy, but I can’t think straight enough to figure it out. Not when Ace is standing in the same room. “I didn’t mean anything, just talked to the girl. I didn’t know she was yours.”

      “Well, she is.” The way Ace says this, even I believe him for a second.

      “Who can I get for you, sir?” I interject, hoping to stop a pissing match that’s going on in the lobby of the auto dealership. A few customers have already picked up that something’s going on; we don’t need more of an audience.

      “I changed my mind,” the man says dismissively, but then he just stands there, giving me a hard look. It seems as if he’s thinking about something, then clearly making his decision, he grunts and turns around.

      Throwing one last, measuring look Ace’s way, he storms out.

      What was that all about? He had to know there was no way I would go out with him or give him anything more than calling the rep he wanted to see.

      We both watch as he walks out. Even the way he moves seems off. There’s something menacing about him.

      As soon as he’s out of sight, Ace turns back toward me and crosses his arms. “He asked you out.”

      It's a statement, not a question. Still, I nod.

      “You said no, and he still pushed.”

      Why is he reciting what happened? I was present, so I know.

      I shrug.

      “Does this happen often?” Ace asks. 

      I watch, fascinated, as a muscle in his jaw jumps.

      “Mandy?” he asks when I don’t answer.

      “What?”

      “Does this happen often?” he repeats.

      I can see he didn’t like what transpired here moments ago. Truthfully, neither did I, since something about the guy was off. Usually, when they think they can get me to give them the time of day, it only takes one refusal before they back down.

      “Sometimes it does.” It happens on a daily basis, but I have a feeling if I told him the truth, it would be the wrong answer. 

      “Are they usually that pushy?”

      I have no idea where he’s going with this, but it seems important that I answer.

      “Um, no. Usually, when I decline their invite, they just tell me who they’re here to see,” I say carefully, since each affirmative answer is making him angrier.

      He just keeps standing with his arms crossed, looking like he’s ready to kill someone.

      “It’s not that bad normally, and I always turn them down. It’s also the reason why no one here likes me. I always have to pretend I'm cold and standoffish. They think I’m a bitch. But I asked Ken for a promotion; I want to sell cars. I'm tired of sitting here day after day, pretending I’m a human mannequin and having guys hit on me for no other reason than I’m a woman sitting in a car dealership and I appear in the commercials. I want more from my life. I’m a hard worker, and I will get it. And even though Ken said he can’t give me a promotion, he promised he will in the future. So there’s that. Also, I would never go out with someone who wants me just because he saw me on TV and thinks I’m an easy lay. And then there’s….” I abruptly catch myself, stop my ramble, and lower my hand, since I was pointing at him.

      Fuck!

      I almost blurted that, as of recently, I have another reason for declining all the offers, and that reason is him.

      Throughout my speech, he went from clearly pissed off to amused, and now he’s looking at me in a way I haven’t been looked at in a long, long time. If ever.

      His face is gentle, almost tender. And he’s wearing a small smile.

      Having that look directed at me, and by Ace no less, is enough to send shivers from my scalp all the way down to my belly. We stand like this for a moment, me experiencing something I haven’t in a long time, him not even realizing what he’s giving me and how huge it is. That is until he opens his mouth and finishes what I was about to say by rasping, “Then there’s me.”

      The shivers go lower and gather in one spot. The one between my legs, making me wet.

      I don’t respond to his taunt. 

      This time, it’s me who crosses my arms. 

      This is definitely a time to put on my armor and act like a cold bitch. I need to protect at least a shred of my dignity.

      That is why I walk slowly to the edge and step off the platform. Standing right in front of him, I sidestep him, then turn around and ask loudly, “Who can I get for you?”

      He’s not fazed by my act even a little bit. He throws his head back and roars with laughter.

      I stand, looking at him, completely frozen to the spot, too scared to move from fear that if I did, he would stop.

      I’ve seen many beautiful things in my life. Eaten gourmet dinners and drank fine wine. 

      Those meals are one of the only things I allow myself to indulge in, in life. It’s only mine, and I keep it a secret, because if anyone in my family knew, the guilt trip they would lay on me would be enough to make me give it up.

      I’ve even listened to such beautiful music you had no choice but to cry and say it was an experience.

      I’ve felt happiness and even glimpses of joy.

      But never in my life have I witnessed something I know will stay with me for the rest of my life and be a most-precious memory.

      Until now.

      Until Ace laughed.

      But his laughter soon dies down, he straightens his head, and after a few chuckles, he says, “You don’t scare me, Mandy. Your bitch act won’t work on me.”

      Gone is the serenity his laugh produced in me, and all that’s left is pure, unadulterated panic.

      “Besides, you yourself just told me it’s all an act.” He comes even closer. Then he whispers, “And, baby, even if it weren’t, I can’t deny this pull you have over me. It’s like you have your hand around my heart and refuse to let it go.”

      I can’t breathe. There's a high-pitched tone echoing in my ears, and stars are flashing in the corners of my vision.

      He feels it too?

      This intense need to be near him?

      But that’s… that’s crazy.

      How could that be?

      “I know you feel it too,” he purrs, watching me closely for any reaction. 

      It’s a good thing I excel at my job, since it’s given me the ability to hide my true feelings and put on a mask. 

      He told me he sees right through me. Still, I give it my best shot and say once again, “You need to let me go.”

      “There’s nothing you could do that would get me to let you go.” He’s quick to refuse me. “Not even when you’re giving what I’m guessing is your best cold princess performance.”

      “You don’t know that. You don’t even know me.” I try a different tactic and go with reason. Maybe that will set him straight and make him leave.

      “I know what I need to know.” With each word, he comes even closer. Soon, there will be no space left between us.

      “I bet if I kissed you right now, it would be… phenomenal and leave no room for all that doubt that’s clouding your mind,” he muses. “Still, you’re right. We don’t know each other, and that’s why I’m picking you up tonight at seven and we’re going out.”

      After delivering his demand, a demand I both want to comply with and run away from, he steps back, taking all that’s warm and wonderful in the world with him.

      “Out?” I croak. I was so lost in his proximity, hoping he would kiss me, that the loss of his body warmth feels like a blow to my stomach.

      “Yes, out.” He pulls his shades from where they were hanging from his shirt’s neckline and puts them on. Giving me a half smile, he walks past me and throws his parting shot. “I’ll text, and you’ll answer. And Mandy?”

      I turn, trailing him as he walks.

      “Don’t even think about saying no or hiding. I’ll find you.”

      And then, just as suddenly as he appeared, he’s gone, leaving me at a total loss for what to say and how to handle this situation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Okay, spill.” Mia corners me in the breakroom. I came in here to hide and get my head on straight.

      I know I can’t go out with Ace, no matter how much I want to. The situation with Jim still isn’t handled, and even though I’m burying my head in the sand right now, I still know I’m the one who will somehow have to rectify everything.

      Not to mention, I have to figure out a way to get my family to understand and accept the fact that I’m my own person with my own life, and I can’t be at their beck and call. This silence from them won’t last forever.

      Especially from my mom.

      If I want something that will at least resemble a normal mother-daughter relationship, I need to act fast. For now, I’m still not sure how to approach that pile of shit. 

      “Spill what?” I try to act as if I don't know what she's talking about, but she didn't miss what went down between me and Ace a few minutes ago. She’s just the only one brave enough to come and ask, and she's also one of the only people here who are nice to me and care enough to check on me. 

      “Don't act like you don't know what I’m talking about.” She bumps me with her hip. “You know damn well I want every detail of what's going on between you and Ace.” 

      I turn to her and blurt, “I honestly don't know what's going on. I met him a few days ago. I think his aunt feels sorry for me, since I haven’t gone out on a date in a long time, so she’s making him do it. I mean, take me out. On a date. I keep telling him to let me go, but he won’t listen. Also, I’m not myself when I’m around him.” I lean toward her and whisper as if I’m sharing a national secret, “Mia, he can see through my every shield. I try to act all high and mighty toward him, you know, just as I do with everyone around here. But not you, not anymore,” I add quickly when I see her wince. “But it doesn't deter him at all. It's as if it amuses him. Like I amuse him. And now, he was here, and he simply said he will pick me up tonight and to not even try to say no or run, because he will come after me. Tell me, Mia. What do I do?”

      Today is obviously a day where I spill all my deepest and darkest secrets to anyone willing to listen. I can only hope no one else asks me any questions for the rest of the day.

      I feel like I've ran a marathon I'm so out of breath. Clearly, this whole thing with Ace has been weighing on my mind. 

      And with everything else, I don't need more of the unknown to weigh on me. 

      I need answers. 

      And I need them now.

      “Tonight?” Mia asks. 

      “Yes, at seven!” I almost yell in my panic. 

      “And he won't take no for an answer?” she asks. Yet another question. 

      “I told you already. I keep telling him to let me go, but he won't listen,” I repeat what I have, in fact, told her already. 

      “And you only met him a few days ago?” Again with a question. 

      “Mia, I don't need more questions. I need answers. What do I do?”

      I’m way out of my depth here. Ace is the type of man who has the ability to become my whole world. He also seems to be a man who would appreciate and cherish that instead of using it as he sees fit. That also means he’s a man who could tear me to pieces if he decided he didn't want me anymore. 

      He is the kind of man I would never recover from if he walked away from me. 

      Mia just stands there looking at me for what feels like an eternity, until she slowly smiles.

      “Oh, this is going to be fun.” She’s almost gleeful. 

      “What?” I ask.

      “You’ll see,” she says, looping her arm with mine before she starts walking toward the door. I have no choice but to keep up. 

      “What are you doing?” 

      She gives me an answer without giving me one, and she does this by yelling over her shoulder, “Ken, we're going on lunch.” I hadn’t even noticed him in the room with us.

      Before the doors close behind us, I hear Ken say, “Okay,” not batting an eyelash even though it’s only ten in the morning.

    

  







            Chapter 7

          

          

      

    

    






Mandy

        

      

    

    
      Standing in front of a mirror, I again debate the level of my sanity.

      My life is one huge pile of shit. Why am I contemplating adding someone to it who has the potential to hurt me more than anyone before him?

      Not to mention, what should I wear?

      I inspect my outfit choice for the fifth time.

      I’ve changed ten times so far and even had a fleeting thought to unearth my prom dress. It was awesome—black and elegant, came to right under my knees, and it clung to my body like water. Even now, years later.

      Thankfully, I decided against it, since it could be just a tad too formal.

      But maybe jeans and a tee are way too casual. I check Ace’s text thread again. And again. There’s nothing except his reminder of the time he’s picking me up.

      That’s all he sent me this afternoon, just the word seven.

      I have no clue where he’s taking me, so I have no idea what to wear.

      I don’t want to come off as too eager, no matter the butterflies that haven’t stopped swarming in my belly since his “I bet if I kissed you” line.

      “This is a mistake,” I tell my reflection as I apply the last coat of mascara to my lashes.

      My last relationship ended in disaster, and that was when my life was not as chaotic as it is now. 

      I have a tendency to find the biggest douchebag in the vicinity. And when by some miracle I find a decent man, my dear family makes sure he runs for the hills. No sane man can withstand the craziness of the Tisdale clan. As soon as they hear there’s someone in my life, they all descend like a pack of vultures and ask for either money or favors.

      I don’t want that to happen with Ace.

      Somehow, I know he won’t let them make him a puppet that would dance for them, but the outcome will be the same. He will leave as fast as he can as soon as he gets a taste of what they bring to the table, leaving me behind.

      “This is a big, big mistake,” I repeat the thought that's been running through my mind since the moment I came home from work.

      Done with the mascara, I push the wand back into the tube and hear a soft knock on the door.

      Glancing at the clock on my phone, I see it’s 6:55 p.m.

      He’s early.

      Doesn’t he know a woman needs time to get ready? 

      I want to be annoyed that he’s early, cocky in his obvious conclusion I’m excited enough to see him that I’d be ready on time. 

      Regardless, a small, satisfied smile forms on my lips as the same thought runs through my mind. 

      He’s impatient to see me.

      I grab my phone from the vanity, turn off the light in the bathroom, and run to the door.

      On the last step, I twist my ankle and drop my phone.

      “Shit,” I hiss. 

      Fuck, that hurts.

      I tenderly feel around my ankle, trying to decide if it’s hurt so bad that I need to change from my pumps into sneakers. 

      The second, louder knock is heard in an otherwise silent apartment.

      “I’m coming,” I yell and straighten up. 

      I take a deep breath, push the pain aside, and open the door.

      And there he is.

      He’s… He’s…. Dear God, there are no words.

      Tall.

      Black hair and a short black beard.

      Deep-brown eyes that run the length of me.

      Wide shoulders and chest.

      He’s dressed the same as me, only his outfit screams man. Jeans and a black T-shirt. Said T-shirt is being tested for its durability, since his muscles are stretching the material to its limits.

      Flat belly, but bulky thighs outlined by his jeans that showcase their power.

      On his feet, he's wearing white sneakers.

      “Fuck,” he rumbles, and my eyes shoot back to his.

      But he’s not looking at my face. His eyes are sweeping the length of my body so intensely I can almost physically feel it. The look on his face is… hungry.

      My breath quickens and becomes shallow. Something he doesn’t miss.

      “Fuck,” he repeats, fisting his hands. Every muscle in his body is taut, almost as if he’s ready to pounce.

      In response, my mouth goes dry, and there’s only one thing I need to quench my thirst.

      “I—” I start to say something—I have no clue what—but I’m interrupted by a muffled scream.

      We both turn to the source of it. Beverly and her girls are piled up in her doorway, Ida with a hand over her mouth. Ah.

      I don't say anything, just lean more into the hallway, and give them a small wave, but Ace does. He points a finger at his aunt and says firmly, “I'll deal with you later.”

      My head whips back to him, terrified by his words, only to melt when I see his face.

      He’s wearing the sweetest, most loving look, one I’ve never had directed at me by anyone. 

      Glancing back at Beverly, I see the adorable one on her face. It’s an expression of exasperation but one that’s also filled with so much love a bystander can’t miss it. Beverly touches her chest with a grin before she looks at me, winks, and closes the door.

      “Babe, if you don’t walk out that door so we can go to dinner right the fuck now, I’m afraid we won’t come out until next week,” Ace rasps, sending my already fried nerves into overdrive.

      “Right,” I mutter and look at my feet.

      “Hey,” he calls for my attention.

      “What?” I whisper, looking up as I wet my lips. Seeing me do this, his eyes become even darker, and the look of hunger seeps back into them.

      “Yeah, this is not gonna work,” he mutters to himself, sinking all my hopes and dreams of having just one night with him. 

      Only one night I wanted to give myself to be in the company of a man like Ace Sterling.

      A man who can take care of a woman.

      Sure, I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing that since I was seventeen. Hell, I’ve been taking care of my siblings too, and have been a punching bag and a shoulder to cry on for my mother.

      And I can do whatever needs to be done around here.

      No, for once, I wanted to feel special. I wanted a man who would come to my home, pick me up for a date, then listen to what I have to say. Not just parade me around for his friends to see that he’s out with the girl from those car commercials.

      I wanted just one night to be someone's focus.

      Ace is that kind of man. It’s written all over him. And I know Beverly would tear him a new one if she even got a hint of him not making a woman he’s on a date with—most importantly one she made him take out—not feel special.

      But I guess it’s not in the cards for me.

      All I will ever have is me or the next jerk who comes along and succeeds in deceiving me long enough I give him a chance and he gets his claws into me.

      “Okay,” I say, giving in and trying to hide my disappointment. There’s no need to fight him on this or beg him to give me a chance. It’s not like there’s any use, no matter how he makes me feel.

      Before I have a chance to retreat into the safety of my home, his hands come up and frame my face. He steps closer and looks into my eyes.

      “I was sure I could wait until after dinner, but I’m not that strong,” he murmurs cryptically, then he does something that tilts my world upside down.

      He kisses me.

      At first, his mouth brush mine in a fleeting touch. Then he traces the edge of my lower lip with the tip of his tongue. My need to get more of him is so strong I don’t even think.

      I give him access by opening my mouth without a second thought, and that’s when he really kisses me.

      His hands come up on either side of my neck, he tilts my head one way, and his goes the other. When his tongue slides inside my mouth, the taste of spearmint and Ace fills my senses. So much so, I lose my sense of what’s up or down.

      I stand up on my toes and press my chest against his, and he groans into my mouth. One of his hands trails down my neck and side until he snakes it around my waist, pulling me more into his body, at the same time deepening the kiss even more. I whimper and fist the soft material of his shirt, holding on for dear life.

      Just as suddenly as he started it, Ace breaks the kiss. “Fucking hell, baby.”

      Hearing his hoarse words makes me smile.

      He doesn’t miss it. “I like your smile, baby. I especially like it, because you’re wearing it knowing what that kiss did to me. I also know it did the same to you, since it’s glinting in your eyes. Fuck, I knew a kiss from you would be phenomenal, but this… I couldn’t even imagine.”

      “You thought about kissing me?” I ask, stunned.

      “Oh, I thought about more than just kissing you,” he corrects unapologetically. My mind sparks with image after image, wondering what else he thought about.

      The smile that stretches his face is… carnal.

      God.

      How can a single smile drench my panties?

      “Get your mind out of the gutter, baby,” Ace teases. But then he says in a gruff voice, “If you want to know, all you have to do is ask, Mandy.”

      Dear God, this man is going to make me come by using only his words.

      Seeing my reaction, he chuckles again. “Now, we can go and eat.”
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        * * *

      

      “Breathe, Mandy.” 

      We’re in his car, and he’s driving. I’ve never been so scared in my life. I’m not scared that he’ll do something to me. I’m scared of everything he’ll do.

      This date is only ten minutes in, and I can already feel myself slipping deeper and deeper into Ace Sterling.

      I’ve never been nervous like this, not about a date. Not even with my previous boyfriends—the ones who were decent, at least, before they were scared off by my family. 

      But this is important.

      I can’t deny Ace means something to me. Even now, at the very beginning.

      Something tells me that, if I let it go the distance, Ace could become the most important person in my life.

      And I want it.

      I want him to like me.

      I can’t deny it anymore.

      I want it to work out. 

      I put my foot down yesterday, on my whole way of life. It was time. The relationships I had with my family became too toxic for me to go on normally. Still, there’s a part of me, a big part, that not only can’t give up on them. On my mother. I truly want to have a healthy relationship with her.

      Now is the time for some good to come in. After that kiss, I have no doubt that Ace is what I want. I’m not going to try to run from him, not anymore.

      And that’s freaking me out.

      “What’s your favorite TV show?” Ace asks out of the blue.

      I stop looking out the passenger side window and turn toward him. “What?”

      “What do you watch to decompress?” 

      It’s such a weird question I don’t know what to do with it.

      I stare at him, not knowing whether to laugh or ask him if he’s okay. I don't go with either option. Instead, I answer, “Get Organized with The Home Edit.”

      “Get what?” he asks, glancing at me.

      “Umm… you know, those two women who go to people's homes and clean and organize stuff by the rainbow color pallet?”

      “There’s a show about cleaning? And that’s what you like to watch?” He grunts, and I can see he’s close to laughing his ass off.

      “Well, they don’t clean-clean,” I explain. “They just organize stuff, and it always looks so pretty. Besides, those two are hilarious.”

      “Maybe I should check it out.” I know he’s teasing me, and that small act makes my belly go all warm. 

      Still, I take his answer seriously. “You really should. They have lots of great advice on how to make your space pretty and access stuff more easily, instead of going through the mess. I try to do it like them but still haven’t done it successfully. But someday....” I shrug in a what-can-you-do gesture.

      He stops at the red light and looks at me, not saying anything.

      “What?” I whisper again.

      He answers in the form of grunting, or more like coughing—one, two, three times. He then loses all control and roars with laughter.

      Normally, I would be offended. No one should laugh at a person for liking a certain show or basically anything. But he takes the sting from it by grabbing my hand, taking it to his mouth, and kissing it.

      “Fuck, you’re cute,” he murmurs as he releases my hand, shifts the car into gear, grabs my hand again, and drives us on.

      And that too makes my belly go all warm.
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        * * *

      

      With my belly full of delicious Mexican food and beer, I watch as Ace rounds the hood to open the door for me.

      There was only one moment on the date that almost ruined everything, and that was when he asked the standard question, “What about your family? Are you close?”

      I vaguely answered that I have two siblings and that, no, we’re not close.

      I know it’s a lie, since they pretty much bully their way into my life, but that’s too heavy of a conversation for a first date. 

      I’ll need to prepare myself for that.

      Besides, judging by the look in his eye and the ticking muscle beneath his beard, I’m pretty sure he knew I was lying but was giving me a reprieve.

      Other than that, it went great.

      Better than great.

      From the moment we entered the restaurant—which was beyond cute—up until this point, I had his attention. Even when the waitress came to our table to get our order, he barely glanced at her to say what he wanted before his eyes were back on me. He was funny and sweet at the same time.

      “Here we are,” he murmurs as he opens my car door. As soon as my foot touches the pavement of my apartment complex’s parking lot, he grabs my hand and helps me out. I forgot all about the pain in my ankle that was present throughout the night, and I wince when I lean all my weight into it.

      “You okay?” He pulls lightly on my hand, and when my side touches his, he rounds my waist and takes a little of my weight.

      I smile up at him. “I’m perfect.”

      I can’t be sure if it’s only my imagination, but I’m positive I hear him murmur, “Yes, you are,” as he opens the door and guides me into the building.

      Just the sight of my hallway brings back the memory and intense feelings from his kiss earlier. All night, I had trouble not begging him to kiss me again. I kept replaying the kiss at the start of our night in my mind, and on every new loop, my knees buckled a little. I wonder if he’ll do it again. If he’ll kiss me so passionately I won’t know where I end and where he begins.

      I’m so lost in my mind that his arm around my waist stopping me and his words in my ear, “Baby, wait here a minute, yeah?” take me completely by surprise.

      And that’s when I see it.

      My apartment door is open, but there’s no light coming from inside.

      At first, what I’m seeing doesn’t register, but then it dawns on me.

      Someone was in my apartment.

      My heart starts beating a mile a minute for a different reason than just a moment ago, and I hear the blood rushing in my ears.

      I look at Beverly’s door to make sure hers is untouched, and when I see it’s shut, I breathe a sigh of relief.

      “Did you hear me, Mandy?” Ace turns my face toward him. I can see he wants my verbal response before he does whatever he needs to do.

      “Yeah,” I say, dazed, and start walking toward my home.

      “Baby, stop.” He again puts pressure on my midriff to get me to do as he says. “Wait here. I’ll look through the apartment and come get you. Yeah?”

      Even though he’s talking softly, his words and the image of my home open to the world indicating someone was in it send shivers of terror down my spine.

      “I’ll be right back.” His eyes search mine before he slowly creeps to my door.

      I stand in the spot Ace left me, shaking but not daring to move. Suddenly, the light comes on, and I jump.

      I watch Ace walk slowly toward me with a weird look on his face.

      “What?” I breathe.

      “I’m sorry, baby.” He cups my face, becoming my whole focus. “I’ll take you in, but you’ve gotta prepare yourself.”

      “Prepare for what?” 

      “You’ll see in a second, but remember—” He kisses my forehead and sighs before he continues. ”—I’m right here.” Then he takes my hand and guides me into my home.

      Each step feels heavy, like my legs are made of lead.

      I inhale to get the strength to face what’s inside, but nothing could ever prepare me for the level of destruction that awaits me.

      God!

      I look around and can’t find anything where I left it. Everything is tossed, turned over, or simply cut and shredded to pieces.

      In the kitchen, every drawer and cabinet is open. The stuff that was on my shelves is now reduced to trash on the tile floor. Even the stools are unscrewed.

      They took the time to unscrew the fucking stools?

      I release Ace’s hand and walk to my bedroom, dreading what I’ll find there. As soon as I push the ajar door open fully, I find that even my worst guess is the wrong one. 

      The sheets are crumpled in the corner, the mattress is half off the bed and slashed. Pillows are in the same state.

      My clothes are torn and cut to pieces.

      I walk across the hallway and look into the bathroom, seeing there’s more of the same chaos.

      “No,” I whimper, going back to the living room and looking around again.

      Everything I worked for is reduced to nothing. Nothing but a pile of trash.

      There’s not one thing that can be salvaged.

      I’m in such shock, I ask myself, Who would do such a thing? And why?

      Even though I know exactly who and why.

      “Give me a second,” I hear Ace talking to someone, but I don't look up from the horrific scene. I can’t stop looking at the space that used to be my sanctuary. 

      What will I do now? 

      Where will I go? 

      There's only one logical answer, but the mere thought sends me to a new level of despair. 

      The only thing I am grateful for is that Beverly and Ida aren’t home.

      It’s bingo night at their local club.

      A night they never miss.

      So they weren’t home while all this was happening.

      “Baby, we need to go.” Ace comes into my line of vision. “The police are here, and they need to look through to find something that will tell us who did this.” 

      Even though I have a good guess who did this, I don't voice my suspicion. I focus on the more important thing and frown. “The police?” 

      “Yeah, they're here.” He flicks his hand, and soon, people start milling around the apartment, talking in hushed voices and taking pictures.

      A man comes over, and after introducing himself, he starts asking me questions. Through it all, Ace never leaves my side.

      “I know this is all a shock, but I have only one more question,” the kind man, who I vaguely remember Ace telling me is his friend Cobi, says. 

      “I told you, we weren’t here,” Ace reminds him, but Cobi just glances at him, his mouth tightening before he continues.

      “Do you know who could have done this?”

      Instinctively, one name comes to mind, and the mere thought he could have anything to do with this tears my heart to shreds.

      I don’t say it aloud, but the name is echoing in my head over and over.

      Jim.

      My brother.

      He’s the one who did this to me.
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      All throughout the ride, Mandy had the same look on her face as she does now.

      Her eyes are unfocused, and tears have pooled in them, but not one has fallen. Her lips are slightly parted, and her breath comes in short, quiet bursts before it normalizes again. She keeps rubbing her bottom lip with her thumb as her elbow is propped up on the door.

      I tried calling her name, to get her to talk, to help process what happened, but it was no use. She’s locked herself in her mind and won’t come out of her shell. And she’s giving it her all not to let any emotion out.

      Why she thinks she needs to appear strong and not let everything out is beyond me.

      It has to come out. Otherwise, it’ll eat her whole. Eventually, she won’t be able to contain it.

      Besides, if every indication about her is true, she feels too much, too deeply, and that control she think she has right now will shatter.

      I’ve seen this behavior before, and it never ends well. Too many emotions bubbling up inside can lead to only one thing.

      Explosion. 

      There’s only one place where I know Mandy will be safe when that comes.

      My house.

      I park the car and shut down the engine.

      “Hey,” I call softly and put my hand on her thigh. She’s so out of it that she jumps at my light touch. “It's okay.” I try to soothe her with barely any success. There’s a wild look in her eyes. Fear is starting to seep in. “We’re here.” I indicate my house with the tilt of my head.

      She silently nods without even looking, turns, and opens her door.

      Fuck.

      I need to snap her out of this daze. She needs to deal with everything and tell me what she knows so I can find the bastards who did this to her and make her feel safe again.

      The whole way into the house, she looks at the ground. I lead her into the kitchen with a gentle touch, without turning on any lights.

      Positioning her so she can lean against the counter, I kiss her lightly on the forehead, hoping I’m doing the right thing. I turn around and open cabinet after cabinet, unsure what I’m looking for. I know what I would want, but don’t know if getting her drunk right now is the right call. It’s eerily quiet; every breath seems loud, and every movement is deafening. I keep waiting for her to say or do something as I go around the kitchen, but she never does. She doesn’t look up from her feet.

      “Fuck,” I mutter, then take out a bottle of Southern Comfort.

      “What are you doing?” she surprises me by asking.

      “You’ll see,” I murmur, going for the shot glasses, feeling her eyes tracking my every move now.

      After pouring two shots and pushing one toward her, I take the other in my hand and say, “Drink.”

      She does without protest, and when the liquor hits her throat, she winces. I take the glass from her fingers, pour another shot, and repeat, “Drink.”

      Again, without a word, she does. 

      With the liquor swimming through my system, I relax marginally. The urge to go out and hunt down the fuckers who did this to her and put her in the state she is in lessens from the burning inferno it was just mere seconds ago to a rolling fire.

      “What am I going to do?” she asks, staring at the empty glass in her hand. “They came to my home and destroyed it.”

      The look she has on her face almost brings me to my knees.

      “Baby,” I call, but she doesn’t hear me. Hell, I’m not even sure she knows I’m here with her anymore.

      “How could they let this happen? How could they do this to me?” she keeps asking the glass.

      She takes a ragged breath, then looks up at me. Her eyes are red and haunted, and when she speaks, her voice claws at my chest, trying to get through the skin and bone until it hits my heart, leaving the wound open and raw.

      “My family sold me. They see me as nothing more than a cash cow. I’m nothing to them.”

      It takes a moment for her words to register in my mind. But when they do, it takes everything in me not to immediately hunt down the people who call themselves her family.

      “What the fuck?” I hiss through clenched teeth. 

      When she doesn't answer, I try to go to her but stop when, at my first step, she flinches and tries to get the cabinet behind her to absorb her. 

      I take a breath and with strained patience, I repeat my question, “Mandy, what the fuck did you just say?”

      Her chin trembles, and a tear drips from her lashes. It’s the most agonizing experience of my life, watching that tear track down her face. 

      Goddammit, I feel powerless.

      Never in my life have I felt like this, not even when my own life was blown to smithereens when I was a kid, before Beverly took me in.

      I want to take her in my arms, promise her everything will be all right.

      I want to shield her from the unknown, but I’ve seen too much to do that now. Not until I know who’s behind this. Then, and only then, I will do everything that’s needed so she can breathe easy.

      But I know she’s too fragile right now to even bear my touch.

      She’s still leaning against the counter, no longer holding the glass. That’s because, as her words left her mouth, she folded her arms across her midriff, and if it was even possible, she shrank into herself more.

      It’s like she’s trying to be invisible, when all she can be to me is a beacon of light.

      I take a moment to tamp down the hot feeling that’s burning inside me, before I grunt, “Talk.”

      It’s the wrong thing to say. 

      Her eyes tip up to mine, the numbness disappears, her face twists, her tears glide silently down her cheeks, and she screeches, “I’m nothing!”

      Dammit!

      All her stuff is gone. Whoever got in made sure to ruin every single thing she had in her home. And by her own words, someone in her family is the culprit for it all.

      What she needs to understand, even in her current state, is that what she lost is only things. Material stuff.

      The stuff that matters, the essence of her, is not gone.

      It’s wherever she is. 

      And I will bleed and die before I let anyone take that away from her.

      As for her family, I’ll make sure they can’t touch her anymore. I just need to figure out the extent of the hurt they’ve inflicted on Mandy.

      It’s something I know well, since I lived through similar pain. 

      “Baby, calm down. Breathe,” I urge her.

      “No, you don’t understand,” she cries and starts pacing the kitchen like a caged animal. Suddenly, she stops and turns toward me. “This is all happening because of my own family!”

      It’s a good thing I brace myself for what comes next.

      “My brother.” She licks her lips, her eyes darting all over the dark kitchen. “He’s mixed up in something; I don’t know exactly what. I thought it was a gambling debt, but I’m not sure anymore.” That last part, she mumbles like she’s talking to herself before she looks back at me and continues. “He wanted me to pay for it, and when I said I couldn’t, that I didn’t have the money, he got nasty. And soon after that, he disappeared. I thought that was the last of it, but then these weird messages started coming. When I texted him, asking what was going on, he again said I needed to pay the debt, or else. I even went to my parents, but as usual, when it comes to me, they refuse to help.” 

      Fucking hell, her brother used her as a bargaining chip?

      And what kind of parents would just sit aside, happily letting her take care of everything?

      What else have they done to her?

      “You need to slow down and tell me everything.”

      It’s as if she doesn’t hear a word I say. Her movements are jerky, and she tears her hand through her long hair, all the while muttering to herself, “What am I going to do?”

      “You’re going to tell me everything,” I demand, but again, the words seem to fly over her head as she continues to pace and mumble under her breath.

      Suddenly, she stops once again, turns, and in a horrified whisper, demands, “I can’t. You need to go and get Beverly.” 

      “Beverly’s safe,” I say in a hard voice so it will penetrate her panicked state. “Cops are crawling all through the building. I promise it’s the safest place in town tonight. Besides, the guys are setting up a regular patrol, so she’ll be looked after until we find out who broke in and get them.”

      When she doesn’t seem convinced, I tell her, “She also has a panic button that, when pressed, sounds an alarm at dispatch.”

      She’s looking at me like she still doesn’t believe me.

      “Baby, I promise you, nothing will happen to her,” I say in a softer tone. 

      “You’re telling me there are cops in my building, and they’ll stay the whole night?”

      “Yes,” I answer firmly.

      “Then you need to go get Ida.” She walks toward the door, but I catch her by her wrist. 

      “Ida?” Why the fuck would I go and get her?

      “Yes, Ida. I know she’s old and seems sweet, but that lady is hell on wheels. There’s no way she won’t wander out in the hallway and try to cop a feel. You know no man is safe near that woman. She’s got it in her head, with all the romance novels she reads, that every man she meets or sees is her newest book boyfriend personified. And couple that with her love of that SVU show, your boys are vulnerable. And then we’ll have to go out anyway to bail her out of jail.”

      Hearing her words, I can’t help myself. I burst out laughing.

      I pull her to me by her wrist, and when her body collides with mine, I wrap my arms around her. 

      Tilting my head down to look at her, I chuckle. “I think the boys can defend themselves against Ida.”

      When she stays quiet, I focus on her. Gone are the fear and the lost look. Gone is the hurt that even mentioning her family brought on. Instead, she gazes up at me with her mouth slightly open, fighting what appears to be a smile.

      Fucking hell, she’s beautiful.

      I’m going to spend the rest of my life with this woman. The thought comes with certainty.

      There’s no doubt in my mind, and it doesn’t scare me. 

      Here she is, her place trashed, her privacy violated, her sense of security really fucking messed with, but the first thing she thinks of after the initial shock are two old ladies.

      The most astounding fact in all of this is that she can still make me laugh.

      The moment this realization hits my mind, my whole body feels lighter.

      “Ace!” she calls when I don’t move.

      My voice sounds deeper than usual when I say, “I’m right here.”

      She rolls her eyes before she looks at me again.

      Yeah, fuck yeah, I’m going to make a family with her.

      Wrapping my arms around her tighter, I make sure I have her eyes on me. “We are not going anywhere. We’re staying here. Both Beverly and Ida are safe. Nothing’s gonna happen to them. And I’ll alert the boys about wandering hands,” I add, chuckling again. Ignoring her doubtful look, I continue, “It’s late. We’re both beat, so we’ll watch some mindless TV until we both drift off. But first, we’re gonna find you something to wear, and we’re going to ice your ankle.”

      Her head tilts at the last part. “How did you know about my ankle?”

      “You’ve been rotating that foot all night when you thought I couldn’t see, and a moment ago, you were limping slightly,” I explain. 

      Her eyes go round as saucers. “You’ve noticed I rotated my foot?”

      I shrug. “I notice everything about you.”

      Her eyes close slowly, and then she drops her head on my chest. There, she murmurs the sweetest words. “I notice everything about you too.”
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        * * *

      

      After drinking a few more shots, I guide Mandy to my bedroom, give her one of my well-worn T-shirts, then leave her there to get some sleep. 

      I lie in bed in the spare bedroom, staring at the ceiling and trying to figure out who of the usual players decided to give a gambler a reprieve by putting the debt on his sister. 

      I draw a blank. Something just doesn't add up. 

      Why is the person a mystery to Mandy? 

      Loan sharks usually make themselves known in an effort to instill fear in their prey to get the money back. 

      And why break into her apartment without an approach in person first? 

      The questions plague my mind, but no answers comes to me. 

      Most importantly, what the fuck has her brother involved himself in?

      My gut keeps warning me something bigger is in play, but I can’t see it just yet. 

      “Think,” I snap at myself, rubbing my forehead, when a light touch on my shoulder surprise me. 

      “I'm… I'm…,” a hushed voice stutters. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” 

      “Mandy?” I interrupt her.

      “I don't want to be alone tonight,” she admits, standing beside the bed, wringing her hands together, and looking everywhere but at me. 

      Without a second thought, and to do what I know down to my soul I would until the end of my days—to give her what she needs—I throw the covers back and extend my hand. “C’mere.” 

      She stands there a second longer, as if she isn’t sure what to do next, before she takes a deep breath and releases it slowly.

      Only then does she cautiously get in the bed.

      Through all this, I don’t say anything. I don’t even move. 

      My palms itch to touch her skin, to yank her to me and mold her body to mine.

      But her fear is saturating the room, and I don’t want to spook her more and drive her away.

      It takes time, but eventually she relaxes, then she turns on her side to face me.

      “Thank you,” she whispers, but those two words carry weight beyond simple gratitude.

      “You don’t have to thank me for lying in bed with you,” I say. “In fact, you don’t ever have to thank me for anything at all.”

      She gives me a sad smile before slicing my heart in half. “No one has ever shown me so much kindness as you have tonight.”

      Jesus Christ.

      I wonder what she has gone through in her life, what the people who were supposed to be closest to her did, when a few simple words, a safe place to stay, a T-shirt, and a bed are the kindest things she’s ever gotten from someone.

      I don’t say anything to that. I simply gather her close.

      At that moment, I vow I will never let anything bad happen to her ever again.

      The moment I saw her, she became mine. And I take care of what’s mine.

      She just needs to learn that.

      Her hand touches my face in the dark, and she whispers another heartfelt, “Thank you,” before she scoots up and touches my lips with hers.

      I want to deepen the kiss. I want to claim what is already mine.

      I don’t though.

      I give Mandy only what she asked for and close my eyes.

      She falls asleep before I do. And just before I follow, I bury my face in her hair, and there, I whisper, “You’re mine. You’re safe. And nothing will touch you again.”

      I know it sounds mental, given the circumstances, but it’s the best night of my life. And for the first time in a long time, I look forward to waking up. 

      Only, when I do, I’m alone, and there's no sign of Mandy. 

      Looking around, I see nothing but the bare walls of the spare bedroom. 

      I don’t even know what time it is, so I get out of bed and go in search of my woman. As soon as I exit the bedroom, the delicious smell of fresh coffee and bacon hits me. Following it down the stairs to the kitchen, I come to a halt, and I see Mandy from the landing.

      She hasn’t spotted me yet, and I watch her move around the room as if she belongs there.

      Which she does.

      She’s still wearing the T-shirt I gave her last night.

      Fuck.

      She’s gorgeous.

      The need for her burns in me. 

      I walk slowly toward her, drinking in the sight of her, fighting my cock getting hard.

      I’m going to spend the rest of my life with this woman.

      The thought I had last night echoes through my brain, and in the morning sun, it doesn’t lose its allure; it only gets stronger.

      I want her to have everything. I want to take all her worries away. My skin yearns for her touch. My lips are thirsty for hers. But above all, I want—no, need—her to be safe.

      I want to give her the world, and I’ll start doing that by giving her me.

      It’s absurd. We just met, but I know she’s the one for me.

      I love her already.

      Given the life I lead, it doesn’t come as a surprise that I fell in love with her so soon.

      Everything comes at high speed, every decision monumental, and every feeling deep. But nothing goes deeper than the love I already feel for Mandy.

      And I know she feels the same.

      It’s been written all over her face since practically the moment we met.

      I thought Talon was pulling my chain when he mentioned that preposterous theory of his, but now, I wonder. Maybe he was right.

      Regardless, even if he was just messing around, there’s no escaping or denying it. Mandy is mine.

      She’s my boom.

      By the time I walk up to her, she still hasn’t seen me.

      “Morning,” I rasp, and at the sound of my voice, she jumps, dropping the spatula.

      As she bends over to pick it up, she murmurs, “Hey,” and I can see she has nothing underneath besides her white lace panties.

      Oh, fuck me.

      She stands back up and turns so that I’m standing in front of her, and her eyes travel my body before she looks away.

      “How did you sleep?” she asks, pushing her hair behind her ear, a slight blush coloring her cheeks.

      Who would have ever thought a woman like her could be shy? 

      “Once you crawled in my bed, I slept like a baby.” I can't resist teasing her and seeing the blush deepen. “It was the best night of my life,” I say sincerely, hoping she can see the truth of my statement written all over my face. 

      “You know”—she tilts her head and peeks over at me, a smile softening her features—“I can honestly say the same thing.” 

      Her words are a punch to the gut. 

      All I want to do at this very moment is toss her over my shoulder and take her back to that bed. 

      I don't do it though, even when every fiber of my being is straining to. 

      “You look like you want to eat me.” She licks her lips. 

      “Only if you ask me nicely.” My voice scratches my throat it’s so husky.

      “Ace,” her whisper is a plea. One I'm more than happy to grant her, but before I can, she turns, takes the pan from the stove, and turns again, handing me a coffee mug.

      “I like your house,” she says.

      I look around, and it’s as if I’m seeing it for the first time.

      Dark-gray cabinets and a huge island made of reclaimed wood, with a butcher block countertop. In front of the island are five iron stools.

      Across the kitchen is the living room with a thick gray rug. On the edge of the rug is a dark-gray couch, with brown leather chairs on each side. A round steel coffee table sits in the middle. I positioned the couch so it’s looking at the floor-to-ceiling windows, but more so at the greenery outside.

      Behind the couch and to the left is a dinner table with six gray chairs and two brown ones. 

      In between is a staircase made out of raw-edge slabs of wood that leads to the second floor.

      It’s a kickass house. 

      “Thanks, baby.” I dip my chin and smile before taking a sip of my coffee. “I like it too.”

      I glance at her and catch her watching me with a soft expression. “Someday, I’ll have a home that’s as beautiful as yours.” After saying those words, her smile falls, and her chin quivers. She’s obviously been reminded of the state of her home from last night. 

      “Hey.” I put my cup on the counter and turn to her. “You’ll have everything you want. I’ve only known you a short while, but I can tell you work hard, you make plans, and you don’t stop until you achieve them. That much is obvious to me.”

      “I will if others stop messing with my life,” she states.

      I have a feeling she’s not just talking about the break-in. And after what she shared with me last night, I know it wasn’t just a random remark. That level of destruction seemed personal. Whoever was in her home had the intent to drive her out, to leave her vulnerable. Still, there’s too much I don’t know yet. And she still hasn’t shared everything.

      I don’t push her for answers now, because it’s too fresh, and she may clam up and never tell me what’s going on. Beverly doesn’t know, or she would have told me, and I’m not going to dig up anything. No, it must come from Mandy. 

      “It’s just a bump in the road.” I tilt up her chin and kiss her lips lightly. I’ve wanted to kiss her from the moment I saw her standing in my kitchen, making breakfast, but I didn’t want to come on too strong. This peck is meant just to remind her of the start of last night and the best kiss I’ve ever had in my life. Though, when she smiles, all bets are off. 

      I lean down and kiss her lips again. Only this time, I don’t leave it at that. I touch my tongue to her lips, and just like last night, they open up immediately, giving me access. I take advantage and seek out her tongue with mine. She tastes of coffee and toothpaste. I cup the back of her head as her hands travel up my back, and my cock takes notice.

      When she rakes her fingernails along my skin, the kiss goes from lingering to fast and hungry in the blink of an eye. If I don’t stop now, I won’t be able to let go.

      I pull my mouth from hers, trying to gain control, but she latches onto my neck with her lips. She keeps licking and sucking at the sensitive skin, making my eyes roll back into my head.

      Fucking hell, that feels good.

      “Baby, we gotta stop,” I mutter, but at the same time, I pull her shirt up and encounter the soft skin underneath.

      “I need you, Ace,” she breathes against my skin, then nips at the spot.

      A groan rumbles out of me. 

      I wrap my hand in her hair and tilt her face up to mine. She whimpers and opens her eyes.

      “You will have me, baby,” I promise. “But not now, not when you’re still emotional from last night. When our time comes, and it will come, I want it to be just us.”

      Saying those words physically hurts, but they need to be said. 

      She’s not ready for me and everything I want to do to her. 

      Not now. 

      She needs time to figure a few things out first. But when she does, I'll be waiting. 

      She pouts and gets up on her toes. “It better come soon.”

      I smile, breathing a sigh of relief that she’s back to her cool self. As much as her masks have frustrated me, after last night, I welcome her acting as if nothing can touch her.

      “Oh, it will,” I promise, pressing my throbbing cock into her belly, letting her know how much I want her. 

      Her eyes widen before a satisfied smile appears on her face. She likes what she does to me. I can’t blame her. I’m running hot like a seventeen-year-old boy.

      I start to lean in for another kiss, when there's a knock on the door. 

      “I'm going to kill whoever is out there,” I vow and give her a quick, hard peck on the lips. 

      I mean it. I don't want any interruptions of my time with Mandy. 

      Her chuckle trails behind me as I walk toward the annoying sound. 

      “I'm coming,” I yell when the person won't stop banging. 

      “What!” I bark as I open the door and get a figurative smack in the face for my efforts. 

      “Ace, I can’t believe you would answer the door in such a way!” Beverly scorns me. “What if there was a lady standing at your doorstep?” 

      “Well….” I don't finish what's on my mind. 

      Beverly is no lady, and she will have my balls for dinner if I do finish my sentence. Sure, she's sweet, but when pissed, she's a handful. 

      “Don't you dare!” She points her finger in my face as she walks past me and into the house. She knows me too well. “Now, where's my girl?” 

      “Beverly!” Mandy calls out, coming from the kitchen. The moment she spots my aunt standing next to me, she doesn’t hesitate. Her whole body jolts before she runs straight into the old woman’s open arms.

      “I waited the whole damn night just to do this,” Beverly says as a way of greeting.

      I watch, fascinated, as Mandy’s eyes close slowly like she’s experiencing pain. But at the same time, there’s a smile on her face. And then she sniffles before she loses whatever control she had. 

      I take two huge steps and am just in time to catch her before her knees buckle and she can crumble to the floor, where she would’ve taken Beverly with her. 

      “My darling girl,” Beverly coos into her hair. 

      It takes time, but soon Beverly works her magic, murmuring soft words in her ear, and Mandy is standing back up on her feet, looking like all is bright and cheery in the world.

      But she can’t hide from me what’s going on inside her. 

      Not anymore.

      And once I’m assured she’s going to be all right for now, I leave her with my aunt to start looking for some answers.

      Although most of the answers I need, only Mandy can give me.

      But those are ones I know she’s not ready to share just yet.
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      “Oh, baby,” Beverly says softly once she’s done with the walkthrough of my apartment. I shrug, looking everywhere but at her. I can’t speak. The sight before me is humiliating and devastating. If I say something, I know I will start crying, and I did enough of that last night.

      Before I somehow found my way into Ace’s arms. 

      My phone taunted the tears out of me with every incoming text I couldn’t ignore.

      I needed… something, so I left my cell on his nightstand and went searching for him, thinking he would give me what I needed. It didn’t come in the form I expected, but he did give me exactly what I didn’t even know I was searching for.

      He gave me a safe place right inside his arms. All I did in the end was soak Ace’s shirt with my drool, while he held me in his arms as I slept the best night of sleep I’ve ever had in my life. 

      I expected his hands to start moving over my body, for him to take from me, since I did from him, but they never drifted. 

      It was something I expected, and if I’m honest with myself, it’s something I wanted him to do. 

      I needed him on a basic level. I needed to connect with someone, to feel something other than this grief that’s been swirling inside me like a living thing since I left my parents' house. The moment I fucking finally opened my eyes and realized I would never get any help from them.

      I needed to forget everything.

      But I was too scared to ask for it.

      In the end, I was so exhausted from the stress of the night that I fell asleep in his arms.

      “I’ll go to my place for some trash bags, and we can start getting this place back to what it was.” Beverly’s words bring me back from thinking about those early-morning hours.

      I look at her, not saying anything, hoping she can see on my face how much her being here and giving me her support means to me.

      As she looks at me, her eyes go soft, and a small smile lifts the corners of her lips. She walks by me to go to her apartment, and as she does, her fingers lightly touch my shoulder.

      She knows what I was silently trying to tell her. 

      That’s the beautiful thing about Beverly; she doesn’t need words. She’s able to read anyone like a book.

      How was I ever dumb enough to think I had her fooled? That I could hide anything from her?

      I knew she could see right through me once Jim’s shit invaded my life, and that’s why she got Ace to come to her place. She wanted to help me.

      God, was that only a few days ago?

      It feels like a lifetime ago.

      So much has happened since then.

      I know it was a bad idea to come back here so soon, but I need to do something. After Ace went to work, the walls seemed to close in on me, and I had to get out. I couldn’t just stay in his house doing nothing, no matter how beautiful it is.

      The messages didn’t stop coming all night, confirming all this happened because of my brother. Thankfully, when I left the phone in Ace’s room, it was on silent mode, so he didn’t hear it beeping with each new message and go looking for the constant sound of notifications. When I checked the phone when I got up to make breakfast, the messages reminded me again of what I already knew.

      My brother had offered me—or more precisely, my body—up to work off his debt. 

      “God, could this get any more fucked up?” I mutter to myself. I’m so tired of this shit, especially seeing how Ace is trying to resolve all this, how he spent the evening before on his phone, trying to get information and making calls to his colleagues to check if there was any progress in finding out who invaded my home. Not to mention, how he offered to find my brother and “deal” with everything.

      I felt like a burden.

      I’m a burden to everyone, and there’s nothing I can do about it, because no matter where I go, my family will always find me and take everything from me. And now that I’ve met Ace, after all he’s done and keeps doing for me, I can’t let that happen.

      I can’t let my family take Ace away from me.

      It sounds crazy. I met him only a few days ago. But I can’t lose him.

      I no longer question that pull he has over me, and I don’t want to deny it. I want Ace to be mine and me to be his. But before that can happen, I have to deal with the mess that’s my life. Including the state of my home.

      I know that if I even breathed a word, he would take care of everything. 

      His actions speak louder than any words ever could.

      And he barely even knows me. Sure, I shared a little about my life with him. Mainly because he kept asking if I knew who did this to my apartment. After he plied me with liquor, I just couldn’t take it anymore, and my tongue loosened a little, letting part of the horrible truth come out.

      There’s still so much he doesn’t know about me.

      There’s still so much ugliness in my life he needs to be aware of so he can decide if he wants me in his.

      My only hope is that he won’t take Beverly away from me if he decides I’m not good enough.

      She’s a strong woman, and I’m sure Ace doesn’t factor in her decisions. Besides, she’s an adult who has her own mind. Still, if he asked me to stay away from her, I would.

      I would do it for him.

      Even if it would kill me. Before Ace, Beverly was the only person who’d never judged me in my life. But for Ace, I would abide by his wishes.

      Still, I can’t have him meddling in this mess. Who knows what lies behind all the shit Jim did, and what mess is waiting beneath all the lies he spouted in the last few years.

      Ace is too good to get tangled up in all of that. Even though he’s a cop, no one needs the kind of trouble Jim brings. I should know, since I’m the one who’s usually dealing with it. 

      No, it’s better if I deal with it all on my own. For the last time, I’ll see what I can do to help my brother.

      I can only hope Ace won’t throw me out of his life once he learns everything about me. 

      He’s someone I want for myself. Someone, I can only hope I deserve.

      Someone I want to take care of, and someone who has already shown me that he wants to take care of me.

      He even let me sleep in his bed. And when he thought I was asleep, once I shifted away from him, he carefully scooted over to me and molded his body to mine. It’s the safest I’ve felt in my entire life.

      Safe and cherished. It’s not a feeling I’m used to. With my family, I never knew what that could feel like. But comparing the feelings I have when I’m around Ace, and the soft looks he gives me, coupled with Beverly and her gaggle of friends who keep showing me what good people act like toward each other, my family is far from good.

      Not that I didn’t know that before.

      I did.

      It’s only now that I see it in full color.

      It’s sad, really, that it took my apartment being broken into and trashed, and nice old ladies across the hall being put in danger, for me to see the light. 

      No, I have to deal with it myself.

      It’s going to be the last time I help my family before I tell them to get out of my life unless they can come and enjoy it with me.

      They can’t function unless they’re tearing someone down or leeching money and life from them. Namely, me.

      So before I truly sever all the ties with them, I’ll help them one last time.

      And then… and then I’m free.

      Maybe I can become a person who’s worthy of someone like Ace.

      Who’s as grand as Beverly seems to think I am.

      Who’s kind and fun to be around.

      Someone who’s not the me I am right now.

      “Let’s get to it,” I say to the empty room. I step over the pile of torn clothes and look around, walking through the place and going into my bedroom, trying to assess where to start. At the mess in here, I consciously block the images of destruction and focus on one thing at a time. I can’t imagine how anyone could be so cruel and tear apart someone’s sanctuary.

      I know he probably doesn’t know it, but c’mon, I’m a woman, and the bedroom is every woman's sanctuary. At least on some level.

      I turn around and walk to the front of the apartment.

      If I get my place sorted out, and soon, I know I’ll feel better and can look at what needs to be done next. There’s this overwhelming problem in my life, but for now, all I can focus on is getting my home in order.

      So yeah, first, tackle the apartment, and next, I’ll tackle my family.

      I’m so lost in my own mind, switching between the pity party I have going on and giving myself a pep talk, going from my bedroom to the living room, and nodding at every decisive thought, that I don’t see the man standing near my couch. 

      I left the door open so Beverly could just come in. And honestly, there is no pretending that thing would stop anyone from entering, since it’s barely hanging on by its hinges.

      When I look up, a soft scream flies out of my throat, my hand going to my mouth in a useless effort to shove the sound back. My heart starts galloping in my chest, probably trying to beat out of it, so it can run to the safety of my closet, and the muscles in my legs lose almost all ability to hold me up, turning to jelly. 

      “Ace,” I let out shakily, my hand falling to my chest. My heart doesn’t slow down, but instead, it starts beating faster just at the sight of him.

      God, he’s handsome.

      If given a chance to look at him day in and day out until my dying breath, I don’t think I would ever get used to his beauty.

      But most of all, his deep-brown eyes.

      Eyes that now are barely containing the storm brewing in them. 

      It’s almost as if he doesn’t hear or see me standing in front of him.

      “Ace, what’s wrong?” I rush to him, looking everywhere, trying to figure out what happened. Has someone come in while I was in the bedroom and I didn’t hear them?

      When I see no threat lurking anywhere, I focus back on Ace.

      “Tell me what’s wrong,” I urge him when all he does is stand in the middle of the mess, looking strangely at me, but he’s looking right through me.

      This goes on for some time, and I finally lose my patience. “Ace!”

      His eyes finally focus on me, the storm shifting through them, and I finally become aware of the electricity emanating from him. I step closer and whisper his name.

      “Are you here all alone?” he asks, his voice crackling.

      “Um... I guess I am, but Beverly was here with me. She just went to her apartment to get some trash bags.” 

      I don’t understand his reaction.

      He knew I was coming here today. He knew I wanted to sort out this mess and be able to go back to my normal life as soon as possible.

      I don’t want to be a burden to him, or to anyone for that matter.

      And I know how tiring it can be when someone depends on you for every single thing, without them giving anything in return.

      I’m not averse to giving, but when giving is all it’s expected without getting just a morsel of even gratitude in return, it turns sour and it turns fast.

      I don’t have anything to give right now. Only me.

      And if my family is any indication, that’s not much.

      In fact, it’s nothing.

      “You mean to tell me, you’re here alone,” he says again, but this time he says it as a fact and not a question.

      “Um....” I don’t know what he expects me to say.

      “Have you called your family and friends and told them what happened?”

      At his question, I take a step back. I can feel the blood drain from my face.

      How do I tell this magnificent man standing in front of me that, besides his aunt and her friends, I don’t have anyone else?

      That all the friends I had in the past demanded the same thing my family does?

      Money or favors of any kind.

      He doesn’t miss my retreat. His eyebrows pull together as he watches my feet, then he looks up at me, and his face clouds over. I don’t need to say the words. He knows.

      “Fucking hell,” he mutters when I keep my mouth shut. “How the fuck is this possible?”

      “Well, my family—” I start to say, but a familiar voice comes from the vicinity of my door.

      “Dear God, I knew you were a slob, but this level of filth? I couldn’t picture this in my worst nightmare,” a voice accented with an audible sneer comes from behind Ace’s back. 

      God. No.

      I know that voice. It’s the same one that often hurls insults my way, just before I get a smidge of sweetness to do what she wants.

      It's my mom.

      Oh God, please, not now.

      I don’t need her to come here and berate me in front of a man I wish were mine. 

      Hearing the words, Ace turns around and stands in front of me, hiding me from sight. Every muscle in his body is taut. He’s on high alert.

      Seeing him positioning himself between me and a woman who’s brought only misery to my life makes a jolt go through my body.

      He’s not aware of the magnitude of his actions. 

      Not even my father, who I begged over and over when I was younger to help me get her to understand, or to back off, or to just simply help me with something, even homework, didn’t do that. He was content to say, “It’s who she is, Mandy. She’s also your mother, and I know you love her. Be kind, and just let her be how she needs to be.”

      It’s not until this moment, watching Ace shield me from her, that I understand how fucking weak my dad has been his whole life. I used to feel sorry for him, convinced she had beaten down his will to live. But now... now, I know he knew exactly what he was doing. He was shoving me in her face, hiding himself behind all my “transgressions,” which ranged from getting Bs in school to the one time I came home drunk. That was a mistake I never, ever repeated. That night seared itself in my memory, and I have shied away from alcohol since. But as long as I did something my mom deemed wrong, he could be certain she wouldn’t turn her eye toward him.

      But now, watching Ace’s tense body, I know for certain she will not get a chance to go through him and get to me. It’s that kind of safety and certainty in someone that I always wanted and craved to have in my life.

      And here I stand, witnessing it happen before my very eyes.

      I never thought I would think this about myself in a million years, but how lucky am I?

      To have that, even for a moment in my life.

      God, I’m falling in love with him.

      The thought comes out of nowhere, but it doesn’t scare me. It’s weird that I have feelings for someone who I’ve met just days ago and kissed a couple of times, but I can’t deny it.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Ace’s low words interrupt my revelation and bring me to the present.

      I peek around him and see her eyes assessing Ace before she leans a little and locks eyes with me. 

      “Really?” my mom drawls, stepping to the side to get a look at me. She only gets a second before Ace shifts minimally and blocks me from her sight again. But that second is enough for me to see she expects me to shut Ace up and preferably throw him out of my apartment, because he spoke “rudely” to her. I can read all that on her face in that glimpse of it. 

      From a very young age, I had to learn to read her expressions, or I would never have survived my home life with my sanity intact. 

      Although sometimes I wonder if I succeeded. Because allowing them to pull me back in cannot be a sane and healthy thing to do. 

      One... two... three... four... five....

      I count slowly, inhaling and exhaling with each number. I need to gather strength so I don’t go off on her. 

      No matter how fucked up it is, I need her. I need her to step up and deal with Jim. I know, if I take the bait or say anything she deems disrespectful—and by that, I mean anything at all—she will turn her back on me and stroll out on her merry way. 

      Fuck that.

      Fuck them all.

      As I step to look at my mother, with Ace standing in front of me to make sure I’m okay and safe, I realize I don’t need her. I don’t need any of them.

      “I see you're going with the mute version of yourself, as usual,” she murmurs and looks around. 

      Her behavior only manages to make me hyper-aware of the state of my home, my life really. As she purses her lips, I become twitchy. The nerve endings start zapping, and I feel like ants are crawling under my skin. 

      The need to rush and get everything in order, to get everything in its right place, is overwhelming. It’s only when Ace reaches behind him and claims my hand in his that I take a breath and try to ignore the panic.

      I can't stand it anymore. It's awful, but I can't stand her either anymore. I want her out of my home and out of my life. With all that in mind, I square my shoulders, take a deep breath, gather my strength, and sidestep Ace, coming right in front of my mom. 

      Her eyebrow cocks, and a condescending smile plays on her mouth. This is a dance we’ve danced countless times. Someone makes a huge mess, usually Jim, and my family expects me to clean it up. Every time, I try to get them to do it themselves, but I fail. And in the process, my own mother baits me. I try to stand up to her and fail once again. Only giving her ammunition to harass me in some way until the next Armageddon strikes. 

      What she doesn't know is, this time, I have something to lose. Or better to say, someone. 

      And he did more for me in the last few days than she has since she gave birth to me. 

      I will not let her or any of their shit drag Ace through mud and ruin his life or his career. 

      “Why are you here?” I give silent thanks that my voice is steady. My heart is in my throat, and my palms are sweaty. I can only hope the tremors that shake all my organs are not showing on my face. 

      Hearing my question, her eyes shift to Ace in a warning to me to not speak in front of him.

      “There’s no need to try to hide anything from Ace, Mom. He knows,” I say evenly, squeezing his hand in mine. I half expect him to pull it from my grasp, but he squeezes right back, lending me his strength.

      “You had no right to tell him a thing,” she hisses, her eyes boring into mine and trying to get me to submit to her will.

      “Oh, you mean, I had no right telling him how my own brother is offering me as collateral to some really shady people so he can cover his gambling debt?” I lean back and put my free hand on my chest in mock surprise. When all she does is press her thin lips together, I drop my hand and straighten my back. “You’re wrong, Mom. I had every right. Because that’s what is happening, and as usual, you’re turning a blind eye to Jim’s shitstorm, leaving me in the wind.”

      “That is a lie,” she snaps, her short, blonde bob swaying as her head twitches.

      “No, it’s not,” come the whispered words from behind my mom. Looking up, more surprise courses through me. It’s Nicole, my sister. I didn’t even see her standing behind the woman whose only joy in life is to make mine miserable.

      But it’s not that Nicole is with her that surprises me. She’s always trailing her. Always the doting daughter. She’s on to her second husband, not having worked a day in her life, and she’s twenty-five. But I’m the one who’s the problematic child. Because I want to live my life the way I want and not be at the beck and call of all my family members. I’m the one who gives out headaches, since I decided to move out and get a job, one where I could even get a promotion, dammit.

      It’s always my mistakes that are hashed out. From the first one, when I couldn’t catch a ball in first grade, and it hit me in the face. That was, and is to this very day, my dad’s “favorite memory,” how clumsy I was. We can’t forget the biggest one: moving out, going to school, and then—gasp—I fell in love and made a stupid mistake. How could I possibly do that to my mother? How could I embarrass her so? No matter what I did, I was always the problematic one. While my siblings took advantage of our parents' focus on me and did whatever shit they could.

      So, no, the fact that Nicole is standing behind Mom is not a surprise in the slightest. It’s that for the first time, she contradicted our mother.

      I tense—in preparation for what, I’m not sure. But whatever I was expecting doesn’t come. Mom simply looks at Nicole, barely turning her head.

      We stand in complete silence for several moments, until I can’t take it anymore.

      “Why are you here, Mom?” I ask.

      “Well, since you decided to broadcast our family troubles to the world,” she mutters before raising her chin, “I need you to stop acting like a spoiled brat and help your brother. Do what he’s asking you to do, so we can all get back to our normal lives.”

      “What?” I whisper through stiff lips at the same time Ace barks, “Get out!”

      Nicole wisely takes a tentative step backward. I can’t see his face, but I can assume a look of pure rage is on Ace’s face. I’ve seen a glimpse of his troubled look, a glimpse of his annoyed look, and even a glimpse of his angry look. All of them could be perceived as scary, if you don’t know him. But the tone he used to say those two words could only accompany a look so terrifying you couldn’t help but cower in fear.

      My mom simply raises her eyebrows and looks him up and down before she focuses back on me. “Well, Mandy, are you going to let him treat me that way?”

      I don’t say anything. I’m still stuck on the last thing she said to me.

      Is she really that evil and cruel?

      Did she really demand I go to those people Jim owes money to, whoever they are, and give them my body freely in exchange for a pardon of Jim’s debt?

      Does she not see me as a human fucking being? Only as a means to an end?

      “Mandy,” she snaps finally, after I don’t speak for a minute. “Now is not the time to play dumb. Your brother is in danger!”

      “Listen,” Ace starts, but I grab his forearm to stop him.

      “Mom, did you not hear me when I told you what Jim’s trouble is and what he wants me to do?” I don’t even know why I ask for her to clarify. I know the answer.

      “I did.”

      “Then how can you ask such a thing from me? I am your daughter, for God’s sake!” I end on a yell.

      “Do not raise your voice at me,” she says quietly, her usual tone before she brings me low, but I won’t let her this time.

      “I’ll do what I damn well want, because no one in their right mind would ask what you just did of anyone, let alone their own child.”

      “Of course they would, because it’s family who needs you.” She smirks, because she knows my resolve crumbles at the mention of family. “And we all know that family is what’s important, taking care of each other. Now is the time you take care of your brother, since your father and I can’t help.”

      “Oh, you mean I should give back for all the care I got from you?” I’m so riled up my insides are shaking, but I won’t stop. I can’t stop. “You mean like that time you bought me boots, and when I put them on before I went to school, your reaction was to tell me I looked like a whore? Was that taking care of me? Which, by the way, was only the first time you used that term toward me.”

      “That’s a lie,” she hisses once more. 

      And once again, from behind her, a soft, “It’s true,” is heard.

      “Or the time I had the flu, but you demanded I get out of bed, clean the kitchen, and empty the dishwasher, which ended with you hitting me across the back, because I was bent over and coughed on the clean dishes? Was that also taking care of me?”

      “Another lie.”

      “It’s true, Mom,” Nicole states.

      “Or how about when Dad ended up in the hospital with a severe anxiety attack after you guys screamed the house down while fighting, and while we were in the waiting room, terrified for what the doctor would say, thinking it was a heart attack? Was that taking care of me?”

      “Lies. It never happened.”

      “It happened,” Nicole says, louder this time.

      “Or what about when I told you I was going to college and was moving out? Was your first reaction to say no ‘caring’ about me? And then when you saw I was not backing down and you started hitting me wherever you could reach, was that taking care of me, Mom?”

      “It didn’t happen!” 

      “It did,” Nicole again confirms my words.

      “And that’s only what’s always on my mind. We can’t forget the sweet nothings you called me or the supportive things you said to me, like calling me a whore, a nobody. Telling me I am and will always be a failure. That I’m ungrateful, spoiled, unlovable, unworthy of anything.” My voice breaks on the last words, and I take a deep breath so I won’t cry. I refuse to give in to my desperation in front of her anymore.

      “So tell me, Mom, was all that taking care of me? Of family?”

      I don’t know what I expected from her, but the silence I get wasn’t it. Looking at her, for the life of me, I can’t summon up anything other than the complete numbness that’s left from hurtling all she did to me at her. 

      I know it won’t last.

      Soon, the emotions will come pouring in. But I’ll deal with them later.

      “Please, get out,” I whisper. 

      “So, you won’t help your brother out?” She has the audacity to ask the question again.

      “Get the fuck out,” Ace growls.

      She looks at him, then at me. “Nicole, come. I know when we’re not wanted.”

      My sister sends me a look I can’t decipher, but I nod my thanks to her. Without her, there’s a real chance my mother could convince me that I made everything up. She has that much power over me.

      Or… had?

      They turn to go, but Mom turns her head. “You will be sorry for this, Mandy! One day, you’ll regret what you just did.”

      And with that parting shot, which successfully tore through my heart, she walks out of my home.
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      “I’m sorry,” I whisper in the stifling silence that remains after they leave.

      God, even after they’re gone, I can still hear the words echoing through the apartment, and all I want to do is crawl under something and hide until… well, forever.

      “What?” Ace snaps, making me flinch.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I repeat a little louder.

      He turns and looks at me. His eyes travel over my face, his gaze trying to penetrate my skin.

      He stands in front of me, staring at me with a look I can’t figure out. His muscles are taut like he’s preparing to either just turn and walk out or to tear my apartment to smithereens—not that it would take too much effort to do it.

      Oh, God. He thinks the worst of me. I just said some awful things to my mom. Granted, she had it coming for years and years, and I only had the courage to say them now because Ace is here with me, and I knew he had my back. But what if he thinks I’m the one who’s in the wrong now? 

      Before now, he only knew what I told him about my family, and that wasn’t much to begin with. He never met my mom before. What if he thinks she’s right, that I should just swallow the shit they’ve been shoveling my way since I could walk and pay up in whichever form that came?

      When he still doesn’t say anything or do more than his eyes boring into mine, like he’s trying to dig up all my secrets and expose them to the bright light of my living room, I start fidgeting.

      It’s a tic of mine my mom hates about me, but I can’t help it.

      I know from experience that after a long silence from someone, the next words that come out of their mouth is the one bearing the most pain.

      “What the fuck are you sorry about?”

      I have never seen him this angry. Not even when we came here and saw the state of my apartment. Sure, I haven’t known him that long, but still.

      “Well, I…,” I start to say something, I’m not even sure what, but he stops me by stepping up to me in two strides and cups my face in his hands.

      “You don’t have a single thing to be sorry about.” His words come slowly, forcefully. It’s almost like he’s trying to brand them into my brain. “You didn’t do anything wrong. All you did was look out for yourself.” He leans into me until all I can see are his brown eyes. “And it was a fucking beautiful thing to watch.”

      “But—” I try to argue, but he's quick to shut me up by pressing his lips to mine. Even a small, quick kiss from Ace is enough to settle something in me until the turmoil is no more, and all I'm left with is silence and peace. The feeling of safety. 

      I still don't know what it is about him that does this to me, but on some level, I wish to never figure it out. I'm afraid if I do, the feeling will stop being so precious. 

      “It was fucking beautiful, baby,” he repeats the words right against my mouth. 

      “Ace,” I breathe. 

      “Get that shit out of your head. We have pressing matters to talk about.” He lifts his head but otherwise stays standing, holding me in his arms in the middle of my trashed apartment. It’s like we’re meeting up to have coffee and to talk about stuff that doesn’t mean anything, when in reality, they mean the world.

      “Did you just tell me to get the fact that my mother basically disowned me out of my head?”

      “Yeah.” He shrugs, his mouth quirking.

      “You can’t tell me that.”

      “I just did.”

      “Ace!”

      “Mandy.”

      “It’s not that simple,” I grumble. 

      “It is.”

      “It’s not.” I'm starting to sound like a petulant three-year-old, but he doesn't know what he's asking of me. 

      “Yeah, baby, it is,” he says with strained patience. There's something in his eyes that he wants me to understand, but I'm not sure what that is. “I know you’re hurting, and I know it hurts like fuck. I’ve been there. I also know it’s best to cut them out of your life completely and not go back to try to salvage it, because all you’ll do is prolong that pain until eventually you feel like you’re dying a death by a thousand tiny cuts.”

      “You know the hurt I’m feeling?”

      “Yeah, babe. I know.”

      “Your family?”

      “Beverly is my family.”

      “I know. But your parents?” I clarify, looking him in the eye, hungry to know.

      From what Beverly shared, I know she took him in when he was a kid. But how that came to happen, she never told me.

      I also didn’t ask, since I didn’t think I had a right to pry.

      But now, I want to know. Because I want to know everything about Ace. But also, it’s obvious it’s hurting him, and I want to heal that pain.

      “That’s a tale for another time.” Something passes over his face, but it’s too fast for me to decipher it. “Now, we need to talk about your shit. You need to tell me everything, so I can fix it.”

      “Ace, I can’t let you do that,” I say softly, a total hypocrite, since I was just thinking the same thing about fixing things for him.

      “Why not?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, why not?”

      “Because it’s a mess my brother made. Which means it’s my mess.”

      “It’s not your mess.”

      “It is.”

      “Babe.”

      “Ace.”

      He shuts up and watches me, then out of the blue, he changes the topic.

      “You need to call Ken and tell him what happened,” he says casually. 

      I tilt my head, looking at him and wondering where that came from, trying to detect if he knows anything and is keeping it from me. But there's no frown on his face, no tension in his body. In fact, it's the most relaxed I've ever seen him. His left arm starts drawing patterns on my back, making me relax in his hold, his right hand resting on my waist. The only thing that mars the picture is his eyes squinting every so often, as if he’s focusing on something. Then again, he’s been doing this since my mother and sister left, probably gauging my reactions or if I’m going to dissolve into tears in the next five minutes. It’s what a normal person would do. 

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because your apartment got broken into, all your things are destroyed, and last night, you told me it was because of your brother.” 

      “But that’s precisely why I have to go to work. I need the money.” I’ve decided to keep away from all my brother’s mess, but there is still fear of what will happen once the bad guys figure out, if they haven’t already, that they’re never getting their money. Or my body to pay off the debt. I need to be prepared for the worst-case scenario. It will come. There’s no way Jim is going to pay up.

      It’s going to fall on my shoulders.

      Like always.

      “Do you know who he owes the money to?”

      “Not really, no. All he told me was that he owes money to some Russians and that they’ll get in touch with me.” After that, I was too scared to press for details. Who wouldn’t be?

      Ace sends a quick glance my way. There’s something in his eyes I can’t decipher. Something unsettling. Something calculating. “And did they? Get in touch with you?”

      “They sent me messages, but eventually they stopped. I thought—”

      “You thought you were off the hook,” he finishes for me.

      “Yeah, and then my brother started up with his texts and calls, and then all this happened.” I wave my hands around limply. All this, being my life blowing to smithereens. No big deal. 

      “Please tell me, for the love of God, you’re not still thinking about settling that debt?”

      When I don’t say anything, Ace’s hands go around me, and he squeezes me to him. His face turns dark, his whole body going taut. 

      If I didn’t know how gentle he can be, how caring, if I hadn’t meet the Ace I did a few days ago, I would be terrified of him right now. Standing in front of me is a totally different man. One who any sane person would run screaming away from.

      “Mandy, tell me you’re not thinking about doing it.”

      “But—”

      “No buts,” he barks. “You’re not going near them. Do you hear me?”

      “You’re not the boss of me.”

      “I’m not, but I’m your man, and I take care of you.”

      “You’re my man?”

      “What the hell did you think was happening here, Mandy?”

      “I thought you were hanging out with me because Beverly asked you to,” I say weakly.

      “No, I agreed to meet you because of that. My need to fuck you comes from you being you,” he fires back.

      “Wh-What?” A tremor steals over my body. One that comes once in a lifetime, the one where you know everything is about to change in one single moment. Nothing will ever be the same. “You want to fuck me?” 

      “Baby, I’ve wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you, and that urge only grew.” He shrugs, a boyish smile on his face. Then, his face grows serious again, the playfulness gone in the blink of an eye as if it never happened. His eyes bore into mine, pleading with me to listen, to understand, to accept what he has to say next. “I didn’t expect it would ever happen, but I found you on a fluke, and now that I have you, I’m not letting you go.”

      “Then don't,” I whisper. 

      Ace groans and leans toward me. “I mean it, Mandy. You're mine. I've never felt like this before. I’ve never been a possessive man whose every thought revolved around a woman in my life. I’ve never woken up with a deep need for a woman lying next to me, sleeping in my bed. I’ve never needed to know what a woman I'm seeing is doing, thinking, watching….” He shakes his head as if he can't believe what's coming out of his mouth. He glances down at my hands on his chest, his heart beating faster and faster. He looks up, and the melted dark chocolate of his eyes robs me of my breath.

      “From the moment I saw you, I knew you were the one for me. It was like a detonation went off inside me and something was released from my heart and spread all through my body. You are the first thing I think about when I wake up. Fuck, this morning, the disappointment I felt when I opened my eyes and you weren’t there…? That was proof enough how badly I want you. And if it wasn’t, the relief that filled me when I saw you in my kitchen sealed it.”

      My vision of him gets blurry with the tears that gather in my eyes, hearing him talk.

      “Babe,” he says when all I keep doing is looking up at him without blinking so they won’t fall.

      “Ace.” His name breaks in the middle, but it’s the only thing I need to say.

      His head drops again, his lips touching mine in a gentle kiss.

      He exhales, then lifts his head, but only a little.

      Resting his forehead against mine, he looks down at me, his stare heating me inside, and he mutters, “Yeah.”

      He knows. With me only saying his name, he knows the same feelings are happening in me. 

      We stay like this for a breath, then two.

      He sighs, stands up straight, and takes a few steps back. I watch his feet moving away, my brow creasing. Why is he pulling away?

      Then Ace breaks the silence and confuses me with his change in topic… again.

      “Obviously, I need to explain some things to you.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the fact that from now on, you sleep easy, you breathe easy, you laugh, you don’t turn to stone whenever your phone buzzes, and you don’t jump whenever I come up behind you. But most of all, you do not look over your shoulder in fear that someone’s following you. Not when there’s something I can do about it.”

      “Why would you do anything about it?”

      “I can understand it escaped you last night, but how it did this morning, I don’t get. But you missed it.”

      “I missed what?”

      “You missed the fact that the moment I saw you, I wanted you, and last night when you crawled in bed with me, you became mine.”

      “Ace,” I breathe.

      “I see it in your face that you like that, so don’t even try denying it.”

      “I—” I don’t get to finish my sentence. That’s because in a blink, he’s in front of me, leans in, and circles my waist. He pulls me into his body, making a statement I can’t miss. His other hand travels lightly up my back until he cups my neck. Through all of that, I lose command of my body, as it drowns in the goose bumps his touch evokes. I watch as his mouth gets closer. 

      The moment his mouth touches mine, I’m lost. I’m propelled into Ace Wonderland.

      It doesn’t even take a second before my mouth is welcoming his tongue. He teases me with light touches before taking it all away, making me crave more. And when I lose my patience and my tongue enters his mouth, he sucks it deeper. I go up on my tiptoes and press my body more firmly to his. 

      God, he feels good.

      I don’t know when my hands moved; all I know is his heat under my palms feels heavenly. And when I shove my hands in his hair, demanding more of his kiss, more of him, more of everything, he growls into my mouth and slants his head, pushing my tongue back and taking over control of the kiss. 

      His hand goes into my hair as the other one slices diagonally up my back, coming over my shoulder, and both of them tighten, pressing us impossibly close.

      I know he’s claiming me. And I can honestly say, being claimed by Ace Sterling is the best feeling in the entire world.

      Suddenly, he breaks the kiss, leaving me in a daze.

      “See?” he pants. “I told you, you like it.”

      Before I have a chance to lie and say otherwise just to save face, he pulls my face into his neck and hugs me.

      Holy shit, it feels awesome to be hugged by Ace.

      I can’t help but start to wonder what else would be awesome when done by Ace. 

      I breathe him in before I lean my head back and look at him. God, his eyes, they're burning. I can actually feel him looking at me. From the first time I looked into his dark-brown eyes, I felt whole. I can't explain it, don't even want to try to understand it, but I know he is my future. He is the man I'm going to spend my life with. 

      It's almost ridiculous, the depth of my feelings toward him after such a short amount of time, but I know there's no denying them. Same as I know that what's reflected in his eyes screams that Ace feels the same way. 

      The only question is, will we be able to get what we want? Or will my family pull us under and ruin everything, the same as they’ve done my whole life? 

      I know there's one thing that's not the same—if they do come for me, if they try to rip me away from Ace, I will fight them tooth and nail. Because before, I didn't have anything to lose, but now? Now, I have everything. 

      “Fuck,” he rumbles before he leans back in. Just as our lips touch, my phone rings, and in response, my body turns to stone. Something Ace doesn't miss. 

      “Mandy,” Ace rumbles so I look at him, but I don't. Instead, I focus on his lips and try with all my might to keep the memory of his kiss in my mind, to not lose the beauty of it. Something that's damn near impossible, just because my phone is ringing. 

      Scared shitless of who is calling me, I reach a shaky hand to my back pocket and take my phone out. 

      “Mia,” I breathe in relief.
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      “Okay, I'm done tiptoeing.” Mia drops her fork on her plate, making me jump. “What is going on with you? You seem miles away.” 

      I push my hair behind my ear and pick up my glass of water. Before taking a sip, I reply, “I'm not miles away. I'm right here.” 

      I can see irritation all over Mia's face, and something tells me I should brace for what she's about to say. “Really? Then what was I saying?” 

      Shit.

      I have no idea. 

      When I stay quiet and just push the food around my plate, she delivers a punch to my gut. “Mandy, honey, I thought we were past this bullshit. I thought we were friends.”

      I started considering her my friend when she cornered me in the break room after Ken denied me a promotion. I didn't know she felt the same. 

      “We are,” I say around the lump in my throat. 

      “Then why the hell are you locked up in your head, your ice-queen mask firmly in place, not listening to a word I'm saying?” She looks to the side before she sighs, then turns back toward me. “Why aren't you sharing what's on your mind and telling me what I can do to help?” 

      Sharing what's on my mind? 

      How she can help? 

      I never even considered talking to anyone about what’s going on, not only with Jim but with Ace as well. Beyond the basic information I shared with him about the current problems my brother dearest handed me, we didn’t talk about it anymore.

      Ace invaded my mind and didn't want to let go. No matter the shitstorm swirling, he is all I can think about.

      It’s been almost three weeks since the break-in.

      Three weeks, during which I’ve lived in Ace’s home.

      Three weeks of Ace watching over me, cooking for me, taking care of me. He lets me sleep in his bed with him instead of the one in the guest bedroom, and he gives me good-morning kisses every day.

      Great kisses.

      Spectacular ones.

      Kisses that get me stuck in my head, thinking about him. Waiting.

      Waiting for him to take more.

      This is the first time in my life I’ve want someone to take from me. Since, in his taking, I know down to the very essence of me, I would be also getting. There’s no way a man as magnificent as Ace is proving to be could just take. He’s all about giving.

      But there’s a flip side. 

      As amazing as time with Ace has been, I can't stop thinking about what else has been going on. In the past three weeks, the messages from the Russians went from bad to downright ugly before they stopped altogether.

      That probably scares me the most. Once the messages stopped, men started coming into the dealership.

      I didn’t know them and had never seen them before, but I know who sent them.

      Ace has made it a point to come get me once my day is over whenever possible with his work, or to come in to have lunch with me. If he can’t wrangle that, he just comes and hangs out with me. I’ve started living in constant fear, more than ever before, that he’ll clock the shady men who have started hanging around the lot at the dealership. They try to seem like they’re watching the cars, but in reality, they’re watching my every move, and I don’t want Ace to figure out the truth. 

      That I’m too much of a hassle.

      Too much of a headache.

      Because like everyone else, he will leave.

      And if that day comes, I know all the pain my family, especially my brother, has put me through will seem like nothing compared to losing Ace.

      Because of all of that, I live on the edge between complete terror and utter and spectacular joy.

      Living with a man who seems to have walked right out of your imagination, proving to be all you ever wanted and needed, yet waiting for the other shoe to drop, for your brother to blow all that happiness to smithereens, proves to be quite stressful, to say the least.

      And on top of all of that, I really, really need Ace to make a move, so I can hopefully relax a little, even when that possibility is very unlikely.

      I just don’t know how to communicate all that in one simple request.

      “Mandy,” Mia snaps before reaching over and taking my hand in hers. Her eyes do a scan of my face before they soften, and she urges, “Please, talk to me.” 

      I look into her kind eyes, and blurt out, “I think I’m falling in love with him.”

      Mia’s face stretches into a huge smile as my eyes widen when I realize what I just said.. 

      “No, you know what?” I shake my head to chase the false statement away. “I know I love him.”

      “That’s great!” she exclaims before taking my expression in. Her smile is nowhere in sight for a second. “Why do you look like you're going to freak out in the next five seconds?”

      “Because I am going to freak out in the next five seconds.”

      “Why?” She tilts her head, her eyes never leaving mine. “As far as I can see, Ace is a great guy. I don’t know him that well, but Cobi speaks only good things. And Talon likes him too.”

      At the mere mention of her man’s name, Mia’s face turns dreamy.

      Yeah, it was definitely worth taking on Steph’s wrath once I blocked her that first time Talon came in.

      “He is great,” I whisper, the freak-out starting to swirl in my belly.

      “Then what’s the problem?” She seems genuinely confused.

      I get that. I would be too.

      Dammit, I am too.

      “We haven’t…” I trail off.

      “You haven’t…?” Mia pushes for me to continue. 

      I swallow the saliva that started pooling in my mouth the moment I said the words, and whisper, “We haven’t had sex. We just kiss. And it’s weird. I’ve been living with him for three weeks now. We sleep in the same bed. We eat breakfast together, dinner. If he’s not at work, we have lunch. Anytime he can tear himself away from work, even for an hour, he’s here with me. Which, as you know, is often. We kiss, and once or twice, we fooled around, but that’s it. Nothing more. I keep waiting for him to start something, and he never does.”

      She smiles a small, knowing smile. 

      “What?” I whisper, scared of the answer.

      “Has it ever occurred to you that he’s waiting for you to make the first move?”

      I feel my head jerk back once her words register. Ace is waiting for me to make the first move?

      No.

      That can’t be it.

      “That doesn’t sound like Ace.” I shake my head.

      “Honey,” Mia whispers, her face sobering.

      “What?” I’m back to whispering.

      “You’ve been through a lot,” she states. I couldn’t hide the break-in from her for long. In fact, just three days after, she once again cornered me in the break room and, same as today, demanded I tell her what was going on.

      It feels like a pattern. 

      Something happens, and Mia figures out something is going on just by looking at my face. How she suddenly acquired that ability is still a mystery to me. Until a month ago, she couldn’t see through the sheet of ice I put up around me, and now, she just peeks right through it to the very center of me. Then, she waits until I’m distracted, concentrating on pouring hot coffee, and corners me, demanding I tell her everything. If that doesn’t work, she gives me no choice but to go to lunch with her, where she, again, demands the truth. 

      Either way, I end up spilling at least some of it.

      I have a fleeting thought, and it’s on the tip of my tongue to blurt out my entire sordid history, but I can’t put that burden on her shoulders. 

      I know if she even hears that first sentence, her phone will be in her hand, and she will call whoever needs to be called to put me in protective custody. That’s how good of a person Mia is. And she would be backed up by Talon. And Ace.

      For the first time, there is too much to lose in my life to just throw it all away.

      No, I have to deal with everything, on my own, once and for all.

      No matter how scary it was, I successfully cut my mother out from my life. There hasn’t been even a peep from her in the last three weeks. Jim is still in the wind, so there was no help from him either.

      I am all on my own. Well, not technically. I have Beverly, Mia, and by extension Talon. Even though I haven’t said boo to him yet, I know he’s where Mia is. And Mia is firmly holding my hand. Figuratively and literally still.

      And Ace. I have Ace.

      So I hold my tongue on the scary stuff. 

      For all my overthinking, it appears I totally missed that Ace has been waiting for me to make the next move.

      I can have what I want just by telling him. Or better yet, showing him.

      I take a big breath, and on an exhale, I ask, “Okay, how do I tell him I’m not made of glass?”

      I can’t just go home and take off my clothes, right?

      “You could just tell him you’re ready for more.” Mia shrugs.

      “No.” I laugh, trying to imagine me asking Ace to give me an orgasm and to get one for himself in the process. The mere thought is preposterous. “I can’t.”

      I didn’t use to be insecure, but once someone drills in your head that you’re worthless, you can’t help but believe them. Then the other pieces of you slowly start melting away. One thing that makes a person great is their self-confidence. For me, that was the first thing to go away. That is why I'm a master at disguises. My favorite mask, and most effective one, is that of the ice queen, as Mia likes to call it.

      “Okay, here’s what you’re gonna do.” She rubs her hands together gleefully and starts tossing ideas at me left and right.

      Every one is more outrageous than last. 

      But through the brainstorming, I have a moment that stops everything in me. It’s the realization that I put my guard down just a little for the first time in a very long time, and I’m able to have fun with Mia without anything bad happening.

      Sure, there are still bad guys trying to get me to pay my brother’s debt by using my body.

      It was made clear that it’s just a matter of time before they collect.

      But right now, they’re not here, and as I listen to Mia throw out her suggestions on how to seduce Ace and get him to finally have sex with me, I shove any thought of the troubles that trail me right out of my mind.

      It’s the first time I’ve had a moment of true friendship, and I will do anything in my power to make it last as long as I can.
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      It lasted two hours, during which I laughed so much my abs hurt.

      By the end of that time, we formed a plan—aptly called “Operation: Sex until Mandy can’t walk for a week.”

      I also learned the story of how Mia and Talon got together. It’s a crazy story, but it’s a beautiful one. I’m now more settled and don’t think I’m as crazy for falling for Ace at the speed I did.

      After Mia tossed all her ideas in my face and I rejected all except one of them, we got back to the little fact that I blurted out that started the conversation in the first place.

      Mia called it “the boom.” I said she was nuts, but I couldn’t—and honestly don’t want to—deny that it’s exactly what I felt.

      My life is crazy enough that the one for me strolled into my neighbor’s kitchen while I was on the phone, and every cell in my body recognized him and detonated. It just makes sense.

      Detonation. That’s how it felt then and still does. 

      Every time I lay eyes on Ace, I still feel the buzz. 

      I was full of confidence once I left the restaurant, but by the time Ace got home and gave me a dizzying kiss, I was too nervous and lost my nerve.

      So we had a quiet night as we usually do—dinner, cuddling on the couch, and watching TV before bed.

      Since I was trying to figure out how to proceed with the plan, and subsequently freaked out because of it, I couldn’t form a sentence if my life depended on it. Every question Ace asked went either unanswered or I gave some mumbled response even I couldn’t decipher.

      If Ace found my behavior weird—and I don’t know how he couldn’t, since I was so strung up—he didn’t say anything.

      And now here we are, in bed, in the dark, with soft touches and whispered words.

      “Goodnight, baby,” Ace murmurs in my ear and kisses the sensitive skin behind it. As he settles behind me, his arm around my waist, squeezing me closer to his body, I sigh, disappointed I didn’t go through with our plan for Operation: Sex until I can’t walk for a week.

      Goose bumps stroll leisurely from the point where his lips touch me all the way down my body, signaling its own disappointment.

      “Night, honey.” I sigh again as I settle deeper into his warmth.

      I can feel his body relaxing, his arm around me becoming heavier, and his breathing evening out. Mine does the total opposite.

      My heart is pumping hard, sending shockwaves through my extremities and pulses to the very center of me. I’m hyper-aware of every spot Ace’s skin is touching, and that’s the whole length of my body.

      As his fingers lightly twitch on my belly with the first moments of sleep, the heat pools in it and glides downward, making me wet.

      His hot breath whispers over my skin, increasing my temperature until I’m positive I’ll burn from the inside out.

      And in response, my breathing becomes quicker, like I can’t get enough air in my lungs. My blood rushes through my body, and a tingle starts between my legs.

      “Oh God,” I whimper. This can’t be happening.

      Powerless to stop the feeling from intensifying, I press my thighs together, trying futilely to eliminate the delicious pain pulsing between them.

      With every hard breath, my breasts become heavier, my nipples tightening to the point of stinging.

      Dammit!

      I try to slide out from under Ace’s arm, deciding to go to the bathroom to take care of myself, but said arm tightens in response.

      “Ace?” I whisper and wait.

      Is he awake?

      I count to ten, and no sound comes from him, only his deep breathing, so I relax. But all the sensations come back in full force, becoming the only thing I can think about.

      Just when I think I can’t stand this any longer, I become aware of my own hand slowly gliding over my chest.

      Instead of snatching my hand away, I cup my breast and squeeze my nipple.

      “Fuck,” I breathe, picturing Ace’s hand instead of my own.

      I’ve never been more turned on by what I’m doing.

      “Ace,” I call softly. Waiting for his response, which I’m now hoping won’t come, I lick my lips and give all of three seconds of listening to silence before I let my hand glide down my body, right into my panties.

      I expel a huge breath, my face turning slightly into the pillow once I feel how wet I am.

      I’ve made myself come over a thousand times, but it’s never felt this good, this delicious, when touching myself before. I’m so lost in the first few swirls of my fingers on my clit that I don’t even register the movement of an arm that’s not mine.

      It’s only as Ace’s hand cups mine over my sex that my eyes fly open.

      My body freezes.

      “Don’t stop now, baby,” he growls behind me, pushing my finger lower and into my pussy.

      “Ace,” I moan, giving him permission to spread the wetness all over me.

      “Yeah, baby, I’m here,” he mutters, shoving his other arm under me, and he pulls the top of my pajamas down, almost ripping it, and then his fingers pinch my nipple.

      My hips jerk, pushing our fingers deeper inside me.

      Burying his face in my neck, Ace growls, “Fuck,” into the skin there.

      Now frantic with need, my hips start moving in a desperate search for more friction.

      “Ace,” I beg, the pain all over me of having him but at the same time not having enough of him sending me to the edge.

      “Wet. Never felt such wetness,” he mutters absentmindedly. “Never felt anything so hot.”

      His words push me a little further, and when his hand grasps my other tit, I’m almost there, and I know it’ll be huge.

      So huge I’m not sure I’ll ever recover from it.

      “Ace,” I call again, panic now lacing my voice.

      “Right here, baby,” he assures me as his two fingers continue thrusting in me almost lazily.

      “I can’t,” I gasp.

      “Let go,” he says firmly, his fingers now gaining speed.

      I suck in air in preparation for the feeling about to consume me.

      “Let. Go.” His words are not meant to be ignored. Still, I’m unable to do as he asks.

      “I need….” Tears start gathering in my eyes, my fingers rubbing roughly while his thrust in so deep he pushes me upward on the pillow.

      It’s only when he pinches and twists my nipple, sending the bite of pain through me, that I fall over the line and explode into a million tiny pieces.

      In the middle of my orgasm, he pulls his fingers out of me, grasps my hip, and pulls me onto my back. 

      I feel him rip my panties down my legs. His hands grasp my knees and pull them apart.

      “Fuck. Never… fucking… ever has anyone given me anything this fucking hot in my whole goddamned life as the show you just did, Mandy,” he says as he sinks between my legs, a second before he licks me from my entrance right up to my clit. 

      In the throes of my first orgasm, I can feel myself soaring back up, and when he sucks my clit and grazes it with his teeth, it pushes me over the edge once more.

      My whole body bows upward, and I scream.

      When I come down, gasping for breath, Ace demands, “Again,” and pushes his fingers into me.

      “I can’t,” I pant, trying to catch my breath.

      “Again,” he growls into my flesh.

      “No, Ace.” I give a sad attempt at closing my legs around his head, but he grabs my thighs and hooks my knees over his shoulders, opening me more to him.

      And that’s when he feeds from me.

      But there’s something else I want, so I thrust my hands into his hair and pull his head away from me. “I want you in me this time. I need your cock, Ace.”

      The words are barely out of my mouth before he’s up on his knees, his hands on either side of me, hovering over me.

      God, he’s so handsome.

      “Ace, please.”

      He doesn’t make me beg for long.

      He leans down and kisses me at the same time I feel the tip of him catch at my opening.

      It’s not a sweet kiss.

      It’s wet and demanding, and I taste myself on his tongue. Ace is claiming me. What he doesn’t realize is that I’ve already given myself to him completely.

      He breaks the kiss, but he doesn’t go far. He pushes slowly—so exquisitely slowly—inside me, stretching me, claiming me. I lift my hands and let them glide over the skin of his back, feeling every ripple of his muscles as he sinks in me, then up over his shoulders and neck, into his hair.

      I love his hair.

      I love his muscles. His eyes. His cock. His smile. His voice.

      I love this man.

      I love him.

      No matter what anyone will say, as Ace thrusts slowly inside my body, giving me life, I know the moment I laid eyes on him for the first time, my soul recognized in him the other half of it, and my body detonated. At this moment, in the middle of the night, as he’s fucking me so sweetly, he’s gluing my soul back together, giving me my life back.

      “Do you know how long I waited for you, Mandy? How long I have waited for this moment?” he asks, his eyes consuming mine in the dark.

      “No. How long?” I ask on a rough exhale, hungry to hear the answer.

      “My whole fucking life. Feels like my whole life,” he grunts.

      “Same,” I breathe into his mouth. 

      Hearing my answer, he freezes. His eyes slowly close, his body relaxes muscle by muscle, fiber by fiber, and he leans down, tenderly touching his mouth to mine.

      “Fuck, it’s so soon, but who gives a damn,” he mutters against my lips, holding completely still. The muscles in my arms and legs spasm around him almost reflexively. And that’s when he completes the ritual of this special night, and where he proves to me that there’s truly no going back to just me. He will always, no matter what happens, be a part of me. “I love you, Mandy.”

      With tears stinging my eyes, I whisper brokenly, “I love you too, Ace.”

      We stay like this for a few moments. Still. Connected. As one.

      Until Ace slowly pulls almost all the way out, and in the next blink, he thrusts back in. And in the next, he starts pounding into me, sending shockwaves throughout my body.

      “One more, baby. Give me just one more,” he mutters, not looking away from me.

      The way he looks at me makes my body shudder, and I come once again when he grinds into me.

      In the midst of the most powerful orgasm of my life, I feel him following me.

      God, the sound of him growling his release is almost enough to drive me crazy.

      It’s a sound I plan to chase after over and over.

      I feel his arms shaking on both sides of my head. I call his name softly, and I’m rewarded with his weight on me.

      His labored breathing next to my ear is the most beautiful sound ever.

      I let go of his hair and move my hands to his back, feeling his sweat, smelling us, and I all but purr, “Baby....”

      Ace lifts his head and, in the middle of the night, in a darkened bedroom of his house, rocks my world for the fourth time. “Never.”

      “Never what, honey?” 

      “Never did I think fucking could be anything but fucking. I never thought I would consider it beautiful, let alone life-changing. But with you, Mandy, it’s all that and more. Thank you, baby, for finally letting me love you.”

      Oh, God.

      He really was waiting for me to make the first move.

      Not only that, but he was giving me time so I wouldn’t freak out from the depth of his emotions.

      “It was my pleasure, Ace,” I say, then continue, “Literally.”

      He chuckles, and I feel it all over and in me. My muscles spasm around him, making him grunt.

      “You wore me out, baby. I’ve barely slept in the last two weeks, having your body right within my reach and not allowing myself to do anything about it, since you weren’t ready yet. Now, thank fuck, you are, and we can do it again soon. But right now, I need to clean you up and get some decent shut-eye, so I can wrangle five orgasms out of you on the next go.”

      My lips part, hearing his words, and I ask, “Five?”

      His mouth quirks, and he mutters, “Of all I said, she only focused on the number of times I plan on making her come.”

      “Ace, that’s not possible,” I breathe.

      “It just became my mission in life,” he says, half-serious, before he presses his lips to mine. “Now, baby, focus.”

      I do what he asks and focus on him.

      “I know it’s late for this question, because the deed is done, but are you on the pill?”

      “Yes,” I mutter, my brows pulling together. “Why?”

      “Fucked you without a condom.” His eyes shift between mine, waiting for my reaction.

      “Okay.” I lick my lips. “I’m on the pill, Ace, so we have that part covered. And I swear I’m clean. There wasn’t anyone for a long time, and before that, I got tested, since I had reason to.”

      Ace touches his head to my chest for a moment, inhales, then lifts his head up. “Okay, baby.” He squeezes his arms around me. “I’m clean. Part of my yearly physical is to get tested, but just so you know, never have I done that without a condom, Mandy. And when I say never, I mean never.”

      “I trust you, Ace,” I say softly. 

      “Cleaning you up, then sleep.” He brings us back on course.

      “Okay, Ace.” My arms wrap tighter around him, but when he slowly pulls out, I let him go.

      After cleaning me up, he comes back to bed and gathers me against him.

      With my head on his chest, his callused fingers drawing random patterns on the skin of my arm, I drift off to sleep.

      

      Ace

      

      Standing by the bed, I look at Mandy’s sleeping form.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful.

      And the fuck she gave me tonight… I didn’t lie, the best goddamned sex of my life.

      Only I didn’t know it could be more than just a fuck. I suppose with every other woman besides her, that’s all it ever was.

      But not with Mandy. With Mandy, it almost felt like a religious experience.

      I half wonder if it will feel like that the next time, but I have to settle with the conclusion that I’ll just have to wait and see.

      She stirs, her hand shifting on the sheets as if she’s searching for me.

      I wait to see if she’ll doing it again or wake up, but when she gets to my pillow, she grabs hold, pulls it toward her belly, and folds herself around it, her nose sinking into it.

      “Fuck,” I hiss, seeing her like that.

      I know what she said tonight was true, about her loving me. It shines through every look she gives me. Every movement is highlighted by it. The moment I’m near, her body sways my way. It’s almost as if our cells are calling to each other, and our bodies are powerless to resist.

      Maybe Talon was right.

      Maybe it’s the boom.

      Whatever it is, I don’t give a fuck. 

      Especially now, when it’s imperative I deal with whatever she’s hiding from me.

      And she’s hiding a lot.

      I just hope, when push comes to shove and all I’ve done sees the light of day, she’ll love me enough to forgive me.

      “Goddammit,” I curse softly while the woman I love is sleeping peacefully for the first time since I’ve known her. I hate myself, because I know I’ll take away that peaceful sleep once everything is out in the open. I get on my phone, go to Contacts, and find the name I need.

      I tap the Call button and lift the phone to my ear.

      Once the call connects, I don’t wait for pleasantries. I just say, “We need to meet.” There’s no need to explain further, so I hang up.

      He went through his own shitstorm before he got to where he is now, so he’ll know what I need.

      I just hope I’ll be able to pull off a miracle afterward and walk away with my girl by my side.
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Mandy

        

      

    

    
      My head falls back as I slowly glide down on Ace’s cock.

      “Oh my God,” I half gasp, half moan.

      “Fuck,” he grunts, his hands sliding up my belly to my breasts, and he flicks my pebbled nipples with his thumbs, sending a jolt to my clit.

      “Yes,” I hiss as I move my hips in small circles.

      “Say it again,” he orders, raising his hips, impaling me deeply.

      “Yes,” I tease.

      He sits up. With one hand going between my shoulder blades, he brings my torso flush to his, the other hand going into my hair. He pulls me closer until the only thing I see is his eyes.

      God, there’s a fire burning in them.

      “Say my name again.” 

      “Ace,” I breathe, and he slowly closes his eyes, lowering his face to my neck.

      “Clit, baby,” he mutters, and I move my hand between my legs, but before I give in to his command, one which I’m more than happy to oblige, I reach lower, my finger splaying wide around his cock, feeling our connection. Holding my palm to me, spreading my fingers around Ace, I go up, then slowly sink back down, feeling every inch twice—at my entrance with my hand, and inside me.

      “Mandy,” Ace grunts and bucks, seeing me palming us. 

      “Close, honey,” I warn toward the ceiling.

      His hand moves from my neck into my hair and twists, coiling it around his fist.

      He keeps me still as he starts bucking into me savagely. “Let go.”

      My fingers finally do as he demanded and start rubbing my clit, my vision blurring, and with the next breath, I explode.

      “What’s on your agenda for today?” Ace asks, handing me my cup of coffee.

      It’s as it’s been every morning since I came to stay with him. Drinking coffee together, having breakfast, and talking about the day that’s before us and our plans.

      Only, this morning is different. This morning, we’re an us.

      Sure, we didn’t come out and say the actual words, but last night and this morning basically prove it.

      Not to mention, the I love yous we exchanged.

      “The usual,” I say before I take a sip. Once that’s done and the first shot of caffeine is safely coursing to my system, I continue, “Work, then I’ll go to the apartment and try to figure out how much I need to replace and how I’m going to afford it. I might see if Beverly is up for a game or a drink, and then I’ll come home.”

      As I say home, Ace’s movements falter, and I realize what I said.

      I called his house my home.

      Somewhere along the way, I started thinking of his place as home and my apartment as, well… just an apartment. Nothing more. Just a space I pay rent for.

      The next realization is quick to follow—it’s way too soon for that. No matter the intense feelings, the off-the-charts sex, and the way it gets better and better every day, an absolute dream come true. It’s still too soon.

      So, I’m quick to backtrack. “I didn’t mean to imply—”

      But Ace is just as quick to stop my words. “I love the fact that you consider this place your home. Because it is.”

      “It is?” I ask.

      “Fuck yes, it is.” His statement is firm, his face serious.

      “But...,” I start, then stop.

      I watch him take a sip of his own coffee. Once he's done, he prompts, “But what?”

      “It’s too soon,” I say softly.

      He puts his mug on the counter next to an empty plate and walks the four steps that separate us.

      His hands glide around my waist, and he pulls my hips into his. Then he turns so he’s the one leaning against the counter, and my hips and body rest on his. Once he has me as he wants me, he tilts his head down, his nose a breath from mine, his brown eyes all I can see. He knows I love this position. “Do you love me?”

      His question is soft by design, his eyes boring into mine almost as if he’s trying to find all my secrets and pull them into the light.

      It’s an unnerving feeling, especially since I’m hiding so much from him. Still, my answer is an instant “Yes.”

      “Then it’s not too soon.”

      “We’ve only known each other a month, Ace,” I remind him.

      “So what?” He shrugs and gathers me closer. “There are people who get married after knowing each other a weekend, and there are people who fall in love in a day. And there are people who don’t commit even after ten years. Who’s to say how fast is too fast? Who has a right to say the fact that I met a woman and fell in love with her in three seconds flat after meeting her is wrong? Who has the right to come to me and say it’s too soon to move in together after a month of getting to know her, waking up every morning next to her? Holding her while she’s crying or laughing. While she’s worrying or sleeping. Eating with that woman, talking to her, taking a walk with her. After holding her hand and getting her kiss. And after last night, finally making love to her, who can say it’s too soon to know I’ll spend the rest of my life with her? Tell me, baby, who has that right?”

      Hearing his words, my world gets smaller and smaller, until finally, it shrinks to just the two of us.

      After he delivers his speech, I know, down to my bones, there’s nothing more important than the man holding me.

      I also know I’ll do everything in my power not to let anyone take him from me.

      As I think all this, I stay silent—something that clearly aggravates Ace.

      “Mandy,” he calls, gently shaking me to get my attention.

      Once I focus back on his beautiful face, I say, “Spend the rest of your life with?”

      “No one, baby. That’s the right answer. No one has that right.” His lips quirk a little. “And yes, spend the rest of my life.”

      I smile and say, “I think I have a right to say something to that.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head, “No, baby, you don’t. You will once I come and ask you a certain question. But for now, you don't have a right to say anything, because that is how I feel. And that’s only for me to feel.” He leans down and kisses me quickly before continuing. “Just so you’ll stop freaking out—which you think you’re doing silently, but your whole body screams it—I love the fact that you think of my house as your home. Because that’s just what it is. Your home.”

      My phone sounds with a message alert. I ignore it and focus once again on Ace. “Okay then, I won’t freak out about the fact that I think of this place as my home. But just so you know, about all the other stuff you said and how you feel—” I rise up on my toes, now the one delivering a quick kiss before dropping back to my feet. “—I feel exactly the same. Like I found a man I could spend the rest of my life with, and no one has the right to say anything about it.”

      Before I can move from his arms and go to my phone, his hands are in my hair, and Ace is kissing me.

      I love all his kisses. And Ace has a plethora of different ones.

      This one is no less spectacular. It’s wet, it’s long, and it’s delicious.

      But, most of all, it’s a promise.

      And it’s a representation of how we both feel.

      “I need to know everything!” Mia exclaims the moment my foot passes the threshold of the dealership.

      “Good morning, Mia,” I say, pulling my sunglasses down and giving her a look.

      She waves her hand in front of my face before grabbing my arm that’s holding the sunglasses and dragging me toward the break room. She stops, turns, and points a finger in my face. “Do not even think about giving me the ice-queen treatment. I want all the details, and I want them now. I could barely wait for you to come in to find out.”

      And with that, she turns and resumes hauling me toward the break room.

      I giggle and through it say, “I didn’t go through with our plan last night.”

      Mia looks back at me, her face falling. Her hand at the door, she asks, “So no sex for you until you couldn’t walk?”

      “As you can see, I can walk.” I lean toward her, a smile on my face, and whisper, “But just barely.” 

      Unfortunately, neither of us heard the door opening. It’s only after someone clears their throat that we both look sideways and are met with an amused Ken and a spitting-daggers-through-her-eyeballs Steph.

      “Good morning, Ken,” we chirp simultaneously.

      “Ladies,” he murmurs, his lip twitching, and scoots around us. Steph walks slowly after him.

      “Ugh, I can’t stand that woman,” Mia grouches under her breath.

      My startled eyes shoot to her. “What?”

      “Steph.” She shrugs before going in and making a beeline for the coffeemaker. Pulling two mugs her way, she takes the pot off the warmer and starts pouring. “She’s always in a mood. And remember that client of mine? Annie? She and her husband came for over a month, with Annie hoping to get her new car but unfortunately never did. With them, they had their three kids?” she prompts.

      She hands me the full mug, and taking it, I nod. “I remember.”

      “Well, Steph couldn’t stand the look of them. She said that to me herself. Thought Annie was ‘pathetic,’ looking so tired from having kids hanging off her.”

      I gasp, unable to comprehend what she’s saying. I know Steph can’t stand the sight of me, but I thought that was partly my own fault, what with hiding who I am from everyone behind the layer of ice. 

      “Yeah.” Mia’s lip curls in disgust. “She thinks being a stay-at-home mom is pathetic. Her word.” She looks away and mutters to herself, “She has no idea how much of a real job, a rewarding one but hard work nonetheless, it is. Trust me, once that job is taken away, you would give anything to have it back. Not to mention, when you’re left alone without anyone to lean on, it’s really hard to trust somebody else… or have faith in anything anymore, really.”

      I look at Mia hard and remember that her sister went through a rough time. She’s now married to Winston. I haven’t met either of them, and while it was all happening, Mia and I weren't close like we are now. But still, even with the dealership closed after that tornado wreckage, the gossip mill was in full swing, and such was its power that word of Cece and Winston even reached me.

      “Your sister?” I ask softly. When she nods, I ask, “Is she okay now?”

      “Yeah.” A big smile appears on Mia’s face. “She’s all loved up now and living her very own version of heaven. So that’s all good. But it was rough there for a while. That’s why I moved here, to help her out,” she explains. “And I love her girls to death, but they are a handful.”

      “As they should be,” I murmur softly, thinking about how kids should always have the freedom to just be who they are, to not walk on eggshells, hoping against hope they won’t take one wrong step and evoke displeasure in the people who should let them be them in the first place. 

      “Exactly.” Mia nods, oblivious to the rest of my thoughts. “And it all turned out great in the end. I just can’t stand people who think that being a mom, and a good wife, is pathetic. It’s the most important job anyone can have. And the hardest. And there’s not even any recognition in it. But when women are the ones passing that judgment, that’s when my blood starts to boil.”

      While I wholeheartedly agree with everything she’s said, I can’t help but tease her a little. “Who would have thought that inside sweet Mia lies a roaring tigress?”

      She looks back at me and squints. “Don’t think I forgot what we were about to talk about before we were interrupted. So, spill.”

      Shaking my head in amusement, that’s exactly what I do. 

      I spill.

      I tell her about our night. Well, not every detail, but enough for Mia to have both a dreamy expression—which I know has nothing to do with Ace and everything to do with Talon—and a happy one that’s all about me and how I finally got my own slice of joy.

      That same feeling of happiness washes over me all over again.

      And it lasts… until dinner.

      I don’t know how it happened, but here we are.

      Beverly and Ida, Mia and Mia’s sister, Cece, and me, all sitting in Ace’s living room.

      The remains of Chinese takeout, half-empty bowls of chips, and almost empty plates of Beverly’s cookies are scattered on the coffee table, where there are also half-empty glasses of our wine and full glasses of margaritas. 

      Laughter is bursting out of us as we listen raptly to Beverly telling the tales of her younger days. 

      She was a man-eater, in the good sense. It all came to a halt once she took Ace in, but the woman sure knew how to have fun before that happened.

      Still, it’s obvious that even though she didn’t have as much naughty fun as she did before, she doesn’t for a single second regret raising Ace.

      The men are sitting on the back deck, Ace, Winston, and Talon all waiting patiently for the fun to end so they can go home.

      It started earlier, with Mia asking about my evening plans, and when I told her I planned on asking Beverly to dinner, I decided on a whim to ask her to join us too. 

      She asked if it was okay to bring her sister, and when I almost jumped for joy, she took it rightly as an affirmative answer.

      When I called Beverly, I learned she was with Ida, and once Ida heard my proposal, she said she was coming too. Beverly asked privately if that was all right with me, but Ida is a hoot and I love her, so it was settled.

      The fact that we ended up at Ace’s house came from Ace. I phoned him during lunch.

      And once he heard of my new and improved plan for the evening, he said he’d call the boys and see what they were up to.

      So that’s how we all ended up here.

      I can honestly say it’s the best time I’ve had in my life—not including my solo nights with Ace, of course.

      Even though I’m scared of it, a tiny spark of hope started blinking in me that I can have this. Laughter, good time, friends, and Ace.

      I can have it, and I can keep it.

      Yet as she has a way of doing, and has since I can remember, my mother ruins it with one single sentence.

      “Ain't this cozy?” I hear my mother ask. Shocked, I look up to see her standing in the foyer, at the entrance to the living room. Her lip curls as she looks around the room. “Here you are, eating and drinking without a care in your world, while your brother is God knows where, reduced to hiding out because you refuse to help him.”

      I set my glass down on the table and scoot forward on the couch to stand up, never losing sight of the two women standing in Ace’s home, uninvited. My movements are slow. Deliberate.

      How does she know where Ace lives? And how dare she come in uninvited!

      “Mom,” I warn, sidestepping the coffee table and coming to stand in front of her. But she doesn’t heed my warning.

      “Don’t,” she snaps. “Do not stand here in a house that looks like it does, dressed as you are, and tell me you don’t have enough money to help your brother. He needs you, Mandy.” Suddenly, she smiles a nasty smile, her eyes full of venom. “Or did you finally listen to your brother’s advice and start earning your money on your back?”

      I hear the collective gasp behind me, but this is nothing new to me.

      She’s said worse things to me before. Sure, in the past, a comment like that would have killed me. Now? After having Ace and all the people he brought into my life, it only slides down my skin like droplets of water. 

      She can’t hurt me anymore.

      No one can.

      At least, that’s what I try to convince myself of.

      “Now wait a second.” Beverly comes up to my side. I can see she’s all riled up to stand by me, to defend me. It’s unnecessary. Not anymore. And I don’t want her to be the focus of Mom’s wrath. No one deserves that, least of all a sweet lady like Beverly.

      I take her hand in mine. When she looks up at me, I give her a small, grateful smile and shake my head. 

      “She has no right to talk to you like this, darling girl,” Beverly rages quietly.

      “No, she doesn’t,” I agree. “But it doesn’t stop her.”

      “Mandy,” Mom spews my name like it’s a curse word. When I look at her, she demands, “You need to help your brother out.”

      How dare she come here, to Ace’s home and in front of everyone, and behave like this? How dare she say all these things to me? How dare she act like I’m the one who put us all in this position? When I’m the only one who’s pulled everyone out of trouble for as long as I can remember.

      “Are you really that selfish? Will you not help him?” She juts chin upward, thinking she has the upper hand. She knows well that accusing me of being selfish is usually something that puts me in line. 

       ”Mom, I can’t help him. Not anymore.” My words are soft despite the emotions that were boiling inside me a moment ago. Gone is all the anger, and all that’s left is sadness. Sadness for my brother, for my family. And for me.

      Hearing my words, she stands in front of me motionless, her hands balled into fists, her face taking on an ugly shade of red. She opens her mouth and sneers, “Where did I go wrong with you? You are not my daughter. I didn’t bring you up like this. I always thought you knew there is nothing more important than family. You never leave family behind, Mandy. Never.”

      I swallow hard and blink a few times to prevent the tears that are forming to fall. I feel like I’m losing the ground I’m standing on. But I don’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing how much her words hurt me.

      “Get the fuck out of my house.” Ace comes to stand behind me. His voice vibrates with rage, sending a shiver to my very soul. But the hand he puts on the small of my back—giving me strength, reminding me he’s here for me, that he loves me—is gentle.

      Seeing Ace standing behind me and hearing his words, all the color drains from my mother’s face. 

      I can see she didn’t forget him. I also see she didn’t expect him to be here. How that could be when this is his house, I have no idea.

      But the surprise and the fear are evident.

      “Mom,” Nicole tugs at her arm while glancing around the room and all the people in it until she stops on me. To my surprise, she gives me a hint of a smile before looking away. What is that about? “We should go.” 

      When my mother doesn’t move, Nicole tugs at her harder. “Mom, let’s go.”

      “I won’t repeat myself,” Ace threatens and steps around me, positioning himself half in front of me.

      As if coming out of a trance, Mom sniffs, squares her shoulders, and says coldly, “Yes. We should leave, Nicole. You’re right. I have no other daughter here besides you.”

      Her words are like a knife plunged into my belly. It shouldn’t be this way. It shouldn’t hurt this much. Not after everything. Not after I decided to cut all contact. But I can’t help it.

      She’s still my mom.

      I still love her, no matter how damaging her love is for me.

      I guess, deep down, I hoped things would turn for the better, and she would finally see me and love me.

      It’s my biggest delusion; I know that.

      But now, even that has died.

      With her parting shot, she pivots on her heel and marches out.

      “Nicole,” I call after my sister.

      Stopping abruptly, Nicole looks at me over her shoulder.

      “Don’t do it,” I warn. “Don’t let her drag you down and pin you under her thumb. Leave.”

      She only nods, and then she walks out too.

      Immediately, I’m in Ace’s arms, his breath stirring the hair on the top of my head, his heat warming my shaking body.

      “I’m okay,” I sniffle. No matter how hard I try, I can’t stop the tears when they come, wetting Ace’s shirt. “I’m okay.”

      “No, you’re not,” he argues and hugs me tighter. “But you will be.”

      We stay like this, him hugging me, my arms around him, me breathing deeply to get myself under control. 

      After one final, deep breath, I look up at Ace and give him a smile I know doesn't reach my eyes. In response, he touches my lips with his. Then he repeats, “You will be all right, baby.”

      “I told you my family doesn’t like me,” I push out before the shame comes through and burns my cheeks. 

      I can’t believe they just walked inside and she yelled at me in front of my friends. How will I ever look them in the eyes now?

      I’m too afraid to look up and see disgust written all over their faces. They thought I was good, smart. They thought I belong with someone like Ace. Well, now they know the truth.

      I’m no one. I don’t have any value except what I can gain materialistically from men and women who like what they see. Usually, it’s my family who demands it.

      All I have is this damned face of mine that everyone thinks is beautiful. The only good thing it ever did was help to earn money. That is the only fucking thing. All the rest it keeps giving me is pain. Because of it, my mother called me names and beat me. All my life, she’s danced between calling me beautiful when she needed something, and a whore when she was displeased with me. My sister hates me for it. And my brother thinks it’s okay to pimp me out to pay back his gambling debts. That’s all this face has ever given me. All of them, my immediate family, think I’ve earned every cent on my back or by fleecing money from various men. What they refuse to acknowledge is I’ve worked since I was fifteen. There’s never been a day I’ve been without a job. I’m just lucky I was good enough to work as a model. Nothing major, but still, it’s paid well. And when money was coming in, I was the golden child. When it slowed down, I was trash.

      And I hated it. I had to listen to false compliments and harsh critiques. In their world, you can never be sure if a person is telling the truth. One thing you can be sure about is that you’re never good enough.

      Never thin enough. Never beautiful enough. Never smart enough.

      I was smart enough to walk away from that job and beg Ken for a position. And sure, I model for the dealership, but it’s nothing like it was before.

      And Ken is never mean to me.

      I know it sounds vain, and if I ever voiced this out loud, people would give me an even wider berth than they do now, but I’m not blind. I’m far from hard to look at, and the male attention that’s thrown my way daily is just another confirmation. 

      But I want to be left alone. I want the pain to go away.

      That’s all I’ve ever wanted.

      That, and to feel what it’s like when someone loves you. I’ve gotten a glimpse of it, at least for a short time.

      I only hope I’ve given Ace the same feeling in return.

      Not only because he deserves it most out of everyone, but I don’t ever want him to forget me. I know I will never forget him.

      “Don’t even think it.” His soft words penetrate the fog that surrounds me. 

      “I’m not,” I lie.

      “Baby, you’re lying.”

      “I’m not,” I repeat and wipe away the hot tears that won’t stop coming.

      “Girl, you didn’t even ask her to clarify,” Beverly softly admonishes me. She’s approaching me carefully, like I’m some wounded animal.

      And it hits me, she was the first person who’s never asked anything of me. She and her circle of old lady friends who love to eat, drink, and play board games were the first ones who gave me the time of day for no other reason than to be present.

      And by doing that, she gave me Ace.

      Who did the same and much more.
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      The next morning, I’m standing in the kitchen, my breakfast half eaten, my coffee sitting forgotten, while I can’t stop staring at the texts I received.

      Thankfully, Ace is in the bedroom, getting ready for his day after kissing me dizzy and finishing his own breakfast. When the coast was clear and I was alone, I decided to check my cell.

      I’ve been extremely careful with my phone around Ace. Keeping it on silent, or just leaving it on the nightstand, screen down, so when it flashes I wouldn’t tense involuntarily, which is what happens anytime my phone gives any signs of life.

      After Mom and Nicole left last night, the party came to a crashing halt.

      All the women gave me hugs and soft words. The men gave their murmured support, but it was evident by the looks they exchanged with Ace that they intended on doing something about it.

      Sure, I shared my troubles with Ace.

      But I didn’t share all.

      I know the name of the man who’s looking for my brother and basically demanding I sell my body to pay off Jim’s debt. 

      Anton Gorskiy.

      The head of the Russian mob.

      Just thinking about the name sends shivers down my spine. I can’t imagine what meeting him will bring.

      Unfortunately, I have no choice.

      Glancing at the texts, I know the time has come for me to deal with this.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Not even your cop will save you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Your brother sold you to us.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        We will get our money’s worth.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        I think I prefer to take what you owe in flesh.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown

      

      
        Any day now, doll… I’ll come for you and take what’s mine.

      

      

      

      

      

      “You okay, baby?” Soft words trail to me from the entrance to the kitchen. Shutting down my phone and putting it facedown, I look to my left and see Ace standing there.

      His stance is wide, his arms crossed over his wide chest. His face is serious.

      And his eyes didn’t miss the fact that I shut the phone down quickly.

      Dammit!

      “I’m okay, Ace,” I assure softly.

      Hearing my soft voice, his face loses some of its darkness, but not completely.

      “What are you thinking?” he asks, not making a move to come to me as he usually does when I’m close by.

      Even after the short time we’ve been together, I know it’s instinct that has him claiming me whenever I’m in the same room.

      I know that, because it’s the same with me. I can’t stand being close to him and not touching him. I need that physical connection to calm down the restlessness that surfaces when we’re apart.

      I didn’t ask, but with the intensity of feelings between us, I assume it’s the same for him.

      Tilting my head and looking pointedly at his feet, I say, “I’m wondering why you’re so far away.”

      As if I pulled by an invisible thread, once the words are out of my mouth, he drops his hands and comes to me. His arms go around me, he looks down, his mouth tight, and his eyes search mine. “Now stop bullshitting me and tell me what you’re really feeling.”

      I guess I was wrong in my conviction that I’m successfully pulling one over on him.

      He can see everything.

      It’s to be expected with what he does for a living. I guess I need to remember that.

      “I’m scared.”

      Ace blinks, the mellow that started to come over him the moment he took me in his arms wiping away completely, and the darkness starts seeping back in.

      “Scared of what?” he demands almost harshly.

      “Of what everyone will think of me after last night,” I murmur, looking at his mouth, too worried to look into his eyes.

      “Mandy,” he says, shaking me gently. Once I look up, he continues, “No one will think anything different than what they already knew. You’re sweet, smart, funny, cute, and perfect for me.”

      His words make me melt into him.

      “As for your mother, if she can even be called that, they only think what she is. A monster.”

      “Ace,” I gasp.

      “It’s true, baby” he says matter-of-factly. “That woman doesn’t deserve the honor of calling herself your mother, no matter if she pushed you out into this world. She is vile. She’s mean, to put it lightly. She’s weak. And she’s stupid if she still believes she can jerk you around. Those days are over, baby.” He takes a breath and looks over my head, almost talking to himself. “Your sister, there’s hope for that one, maybe. Yesterday was only the second time I laid eyes on her, and both times, she showed a small amount of human decency. A very small amount. Who knows? Maybe she’ll turn around and finds a lot more of it.” Looking back down at me, he concludes, “I am not, however, letting her learn to be a normal human being with you as her guinea pig. Because until she breaks all ties with that cunt who birthed you, I don’t trust her. And even after that, I’ll be cautious of her. As should you.”

      I can’t believe the words that are coming out of his mouth. The more he says, the harder it is to keep the tears at bay.

      No one has ever looked out for me, going so far as to shield me from the people who hurt me the most.

      No one.

      Not ever.

      And in my wildest dreams, I couldn’t ever dream, no matter how hard I tried, of a man standing in his kitchen, holding me in his arms, and verbally defending me against the vile things that were hurled at me.

      “Mandy,” Ace whispers once the first tear drops from my eye. His eyes trace its path, his face becoming haggard.

      He thinks he hurt me with his words.

      It’s so far from the truth I feel like laughing.

      “Baby,” he starts again, his tortured eyes meeting mine. 

      Tortured. He feels tortured, because he thinks he hurt me by saying all that.

      I need him to know how much it all means to me. “I love you, Ace Sterling. I don’t care what it says about me, what anyone thinks about me, as long as you know that two seconds after I laid eyes on you in Beverly’s kitchen, I fell in love with you for all eternity.”

      Ace closes his eyes slowly, his head coming down, and he rests his forehead on mine. “Love you too, baby.”

      His tone is full of relief.

      God. No matter what happened before, no matter how much pain and heartbreak I went through in my life, it was all worth it for this single moment, standing in Ace’s kitchen. For him to hold me in his arms and say those words to me, I would go through it all over again.

      And again.

      And again.

      “Good,” I whisper, swallowing the wave of tears threatening to spill.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Is this really a good idea, Mandy?” Mia asks, her face worried.

      I haven’t said exactly what I’m planning to do, just that I’m going to deal with the problem that drove my mother to Ace’s door.

      “I don’t think so,” I say uncertainly. “But you’ve had the pleasure of… well, not exactly meeting them, but experiencing them. You’ve seen how they act, how she is. And if I want any kind of future with Ace, I know I can’t have her in my life.”

      “But do you really need to go out and do whatever you plan on doing to get her gone?” Mia eyes me suspiciously. I guess my vague explanation didn’t convince her of anything. Then again, it’s a bunch of bullshit, so it’s no wonder that she doesn’t believe me.

      “I’m just going to talk with my father, nothing else,” I tell her again. It’s a lie, of course, but I can’t exactly tell her the truth.

      I'm asking Mia to go along with the cover story of us going to dinner together, so I can sneak out to find the Russian guy my brother owes money. It’s my hope to convince him I shouldn't be the one to pay off my brother's debt by prostituting myself. That’s not exactly a reason that would make her agree to go along with my plan, so I haven’t gone into detail.

      Merely thinking about it is making my hands shake.

      If I’ll be able to actually speak when I come face-to-face with the man is another worry I refuse to think about now.

      “But to go out to Pleasure Den?” 

      The Pleasure Den is one of the most notorious strip clubs in the city. I honestly have no idea where to find Mr. Gorskiy, but I know Jim goes there all the time. I once heard him talking on the phone and he mentioned the name, saying something about the poker tables. I guess there’s more going on in that club than just women dancing and men salivating and drinking.

      “Well, he likes to go there at night,” I make up. I have no idea if my father has ever stepped foot in that place, but I want someone to know where I’m going. Call it self-preservation or whatever. I don’t know how this will go, and if I end up missing, at least they will know where to start looking. “To relax,” I continue with my broken explanation. Mustering up the courage, I straighten my shoulders and look Mia directly in the eyes. “You’ve seen my mom. I’m sure she made your skin crawl and your stomach turn. Now, think of having to live with her, day in and day out.”

      Mia doesn’t say anything for a moment, just looks at me.

      “Hmmm… I can’t decide if I want to know what you’re really up to, or if I should just go along and pretend I believe you,” she says almost to herself.

      “Mia...,” I start, but she puts her hand up, effectively shutting me up.

      “Listen, I have no idea what’s going on, because you won’t tell me.” I open my mouth but have no chance to say anything, as she continues, “And some part of me understands. I wasn’t all that nice to you until recently. But I hope”—she  grabs my hand and holds tight—“that one day soon, you’ll finally open up. I promise I’ll do anything in my power to help. But even if I can’t, I’ll always be here to listen.”

      “I…,” I start brokenly, on the verge of tears again. What is it with all these happy tears recently?

      “Now.” Mia releases my hand, her face turning serious. “As long as you promise to text me once you’re done, so I’ll know you’re home safe, I’ll go along with your plan.”

      The relief that settles over me is chased away by fear. 

      How am I supposed to walk up to a mobster, a man who wants to essentially pimp me out, and convince him to leave me alone?
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      “This was a bad idea,” I mutter to myself, looking around.

      The room is large, the lights dim, but the haze is broken up by the bursts of colorful light flashing to the rhythm of the music. It’s packed. It seems the air itself is vibrating and pulsing with the smoke and music, and every breath I take is moist from all the sweat, breath, and sighs. The club is filled with sweaty bodies either sitting at the tables scattered around the center stage or being led by women in bikinis from the main floor toward the dark corridors.

      A woman with a gorgeous body is dancing on the stage, and she’s so magnificent even I stand still and reverently track her movements for a few moments. I feel like a sore thumb standing in the middle of the floor, looking around, not sure what to do, while everyone else here is having a good time, drinking, chatting, and enjoying the show on stage.

      “How do I do this?” I ask myself for the millionth time.

      “Can I help you?” a waitress asks, snapping me out of my daze. She’s carrying a large tray filled with colorful drinks. She looks really young, but I have a feeling she knows where everybody in the room is and what they’re doing.

      “I…,” I start, trying to come up with a way to ask her to let me see her boss.

      That’s when my eyes settle on him.

      He’s standing in the corner, and I can’t see his face, since it’s in the shadows. But I can see his arms are huge. Huge and tattooed all over. He’s wearing a black T-shirt and jeans. Something tells me he hasn’t looked away from me since I walked in.

      “This was a mistake.” I shake my head at the waitress, unable to look away from the man in the corner.

      “Are you okay, doll?” The waitress takes a step toward me, lowering her voice. “Do you need something other than a drink and a good time?”

      My eyes fly to her. This is it. This is my way in.

      But when I open my mouth, nothing comes out.

      “It’s okay,” she coos, reaching out and grabbing my hand. “We’ve all been there.” Her voice is gentle, kind. “I know it’s hard, but once you’re in,” she says with a shrug, “you get over it pretty quickly.”

      I’m not sure how she ended up working in a place owned by a Russian mobster, though considering my own situation, I have a vague idea.

      I give her a small smile, but again, I don’t say anything, because the man in the corner shifts, drawing my attention back to him.

      “It’s okay,” the waitress says again, a dreadful feeling washing over me.

      This is a mistake.

      They want me to pay off Jim’s debt with my body, for God’s sake!

      And here I am, naively walking in, thinking I can talk this man into letting me pay him off with my nonexistent money or to let me off the hook entirely.

      What a stupid, stupid idea, Mandy.

      “I have to go.” I look back at the girl. She’s still holding a tray full of drinks like it weighs nothing more than a bag of chips. “But thank you.”

      Relief flashes in her eyes before she smiles at me and nods.

      Yeah, I definitely need to get out of here.

      “Good,” she murmurs before walking away.

      Looking down at my feet, I turn around and make it three steps toward the door before bumping into a wall of muscle.

      I grunt at the contact, but before I have a chance to look up and apologize, a meaty hand grabs my upper arm in a stronghold.

      “Walk,” a deep voice growls in my ear, then its owner jerks me into movement, dragging me in the opposite direction of the exit, right toward the dark corridors.

      I don’t dare look up and confirm my fear of who has me in his hold.

      It’s the man from the corner.

      “Please,” I whimper softly, my feet struggling to keep up with him, but my plea is lost in the seductive pulse of the music.

      Looking left and right, I try to find the waitress in the hopes she can somehow help. But she’s nowhere in sight. And the patrons don’t even bat an eyelash at the sight of a woman being dragged across the club.

      Oh, God.

      What have I done?

      As the darkness envelops us, he jerks me again, and my back slams against a wall so hard my breath leaves me in a woosh.

      I sense the movement of his arm, but it’s not until I feel something cold under my chin that I register what’s going on. He has a knife pressed to my throat.

      Oh, God.

      I’m going to die.

      Every fiber of my being starts shaking uncontrollably. My vision blurs, stealing away the small amount of sight I have in the dark, and my only thought is of Ace.

      His smile this morning before we parted ways, his soft words murmured over the phone while we talked during my lunch hour.

      The feel of his body as he moves inside me.

      His breath gliding over my skin as we stand close, cuddle, sleep, or make love.

      And the fact that the last thing I said to him was a lie.

      I don’t lie. Not ever. Sure, I hide behind masks, not allowing people in, but I never lie.

      Yet the last thing I said to Ace was that I was going to have dinner and drinks with Mia, which was definitely a lie.

      The man leans down, pressing cold steel against my skin, making me believe he’s going to slash the knife over it, and barks, “What are you doing here?”

      “Please,” I whimper, trying my best to stay still so I don’t accidentally prick my skin on the knife.

      I knew coming here tonight was a bad idea, but I had no choice, not if I want Ace to stay clear of this mess Jim made. There’s no way in hell I will let anything happen to Beverly, especially because of my dumb brother.

      I want to live my life free and clear of the trouble my family represents, and the only way I knew to do it was by coming here and asking for mercy.

      But it’s now becoming crystal-clear that there would be no mercy from these people, and I now realize I did exactly the opposite of what I wanted by coming here.

      I effectively put myself in danger and lost all I ever wanted.

      Ace.

      Beverly.

      My new family.

      But I can’t give up.

      I won’t.

      For once, I have something to fight for.

      For once, I will fight.

      “I’m... I’m looking for Anton,” I whimper.

      “Who?” the man growls before I even have a chance to explain further, his spit hitting my nose.

      Gross.

      “M-M-Mr. Gorskiy.” 

      Anton Gorskiy, Russian mobster and the monster my idiotic brother decided to borrow money from.

      Of course, as Jim is a complete moron, he decided running away was the best option for him when it was time to pay up.

      In truth, it was… for him. For the rest of us, mainly me, it was the worst-case scenario.

      “Fucking hell,” he mutters and lowers the knife.

      My body sags against the wall, but my relief is short-lived when he says, “Come with me,” and uses his hold on my upper arm to pull me away from my spot, walking me deeper into the darkness.

      I can’t see where we’re going, but after just a few steps, he sharply turns, bangs on what sounds like a metal door, and, before I have a chance to grasp what’s happening, puts a hood over my head.

      “Do not take that off.” This is said in a voice hard as granite. All I can do is nod mutely, hoping he sees my agreement in the dark.

      A moment later, I can hear the door opening and a slightly muted, “It’s her. Take her to him.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me.” Disbelief is dripping from the statement, and the man holding on to me hands me over.

      Whoever has me in their grasp now has a firm grip on me like the last guy, but something is different. I just can’t put my finger on what.

      “Nope, she just waltzed in like she was at a store, looking for a new bag or some shit,” the man from the corner says. I knew he was watching me the moment I walked in. I just had no idea he knew who I was.

      “Fuck, that was dumb,” the second, deeper voice mutters before I’m led outside to a car and put in the back seat, the command to keep the hood on uttered once again.

      One thing’s for sure. I’m not taking this hood off my head, no matter what.

      Another one is that, ready or not—and hoping against all hope I’ll somehow pull off a miracle to clear myself from this mess—I’m about to meet Mr. Gorskiy.

      As the car starts, a wave of terror engulfs me, taking my breath away. I have no idea if I’ll ever be free again, or happy and safe. Tucking my hands under my legs, hanging my head in defeat, I promise myself I’ll never give up. I’ll find my way back to Ace.

      “We’re here.” The words, said in a surprisingly soft tone, drift over to me.

      We drove for what felt like more than an hour. I lost any form of direction as to where we were going and replaced the terror of my current situation with alternately berating myself for coming to the Pleasure Den in the first place and utter despair over losing any chance of seeing Ace ever again.

      The flashes of that waitress’s eyes didn’t help the situation at all.

      Would that be me?

      Will I be lost in the bowels of the Den, forced to dance and let men do whatever they want to my body? Or will I be whisked away from everything, lost, and held at the mercy of whoever gets possession of me?

      I have no idea how this works, nor the depth of hell the Russian mob could put me through, but I do watch a lot of TV, so my imagination is not helping at this moment at all.

      “He doesn’t look happy.”

      “Would you be?”

      “Nope.”

      My two captors chat like nothing out of the ordinary is going on. For them, there probably isn’t. For them, this is probably just another Friday night. Go to work, and in the middle of your shift, deliver a hooded girl in the back seat of your car to your boss.

      The car stops, and the two men exit, locking the car behind them, with me left inside. I feel my whole body start trembling.

      I was okay-ish until now, left to the images I came up with by myself. But while my mind was running with what would happen, I kept telling myself I was overreacting, that no one did those kinds of things. With the echo of the door closing and my impending doom just moments away, I’m not so sure anymore.

      The murmur of voices outside the car is dulled by the sound of my heartbeat. I have trouble drawing in a breath. My mind is scattered all over the place.

      What will happen to me?

      Will I be able to go home, back to Ace?

      I jump as the door to my left is opened, and a hand tugs me out.

      I’m positioned to stand slightly in front of whoever has a grip on me.

      “Here she is,” a man says as the hood is yanked off my head.

      I raise my eyes slowly, my hair falling all over my face. I push it back with both hands so I can see.

      But the sight that awaits me makes my knees buckle.

      Right in front of me, with his arms crossed over his chest and his face so hard it’s basically as if it’s carved from stone, stands Ace.

      His anger radiates off him, the waves slamming into my body, making me want to take a step back with each one.

      What the hell is going on here?

      I thought I was being taken to Mr. Gorskiy, the head of the Russian mob.

      The man who, for the last two months, terrorized me with threats and promises of collecting something I didn’t owe.

      I shuffle my legs in preparation to do just that—take a step away—but Ace’s eyes capture them, pinning me to the spot.

      He raises those brown eyes, running them up my body, the path seeming to take a year before he looks into mine.

      And that’s when he says, “Babe,” in a voice vibrating with fury.
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      “Here she is,” Cobi says, whipping the damned hood off Mandy’s head, his mouth twitching.

      Fucker thinks this is funny.

      I would like to see how funny he would find this situation if it were his woman standing where Mandy is right now.

      I shoot him a look but keep my mouth closed.

      How the fuck did this happen?

      I can only thank whatever lucky stars we have that the boys still trailed Gorskiy, surveillance still in place in the Den.

      My eyes shoot to Mandy’s feet when she shuffles. Then I run my eyes over her body to see if she’s okay.

      I know no one touched her. No one outside Cobi and Nico, but my gut is still in knots from the mere knowledge of where she was.

      When I look at her, there’s a myriad of emotions playing on her beautiful face.

      Fear.

      Disbelief.

      Confusion.

      Anger.

      Good. She stopped on anger.

      At least that makes it a fair fight—not that she really has a leg to stand on in this situation.

      There’s no way I’m letting her off with bullshit explanations this time. She has gone too far.

      She went in search of the most dangerous fucker around here, to what? Ask him nicely to leave her alone?

      Goddammit!

      The thought sets my teeth on edge.

      “Babe. What. The. Fuck?” I seethe, incapable of controlling myself enough to speak normally to her.

      Her eyes dart around but then land back on me. The green gleams, and she nods. “Ace.”

      Like she hasn’t lied to me.

      This woman.

      God, this woman.

      For the last month, pieces have started to fall into place.

      When she finally told me what was troubling her and who was behind those texts and calls, I started digging.

      The fucked up part of it was, while I knew Gorskiy was after her and why, I still hadn’t locked down on who her brother was in all of that. And why he would offer up his own sister to the Russian.

      That story about a gambling debt didn’t add up.

      Then there was my failed operation, the case against Gorskiy falling apart because of one mistake, setting a fire burning in my gut.

      It’s no coincidence it all went down like this.

      Yet something still doesn’t add up, but now is not the time to try to figure it out.

      No, now is the time to get my woman inside the house, get the truth out of her, and to make her see reason. Otherwise, if she still insists on going at this alone, not having enough faith in me to handle it, I’ll tie her to my fucking bed.

      “Mandy,” I say when her eyes drift from mine, calling her attention back to me.

      She is standing in front of Cobi, her back straight and chin held high.

      She stopped shaking and is now clearly feeling more confident.

      “Mandy,” I call out again.

      “What?” she snaps, her worried eyes finding mine.

      Ah, I guess there’s still some distress left.

      “Don’t worry, baby. You have nothing to fear from me. I would never hurt you. Spank your ass? Sure. But I’ll never hurt you,” I say in a monotone voice and get another flash of green.

      Good.

      “I would never let you do that,” she counters, but her voice wavers.

      Yes, you would, I think to myself, but I don’t say it. Now is not the time to goad her into losing herself. No, it’s the time to get her ass inside to safety. And then break her walls down by any means necessary.

      “Mandy,” I prompt for the third and final time, about to lose my patience.

      “What?” she asks again in a harsh tone. She stands straighter. Her hands are balled into fists, shaking a little, her shoulders tense, and she touches that sweet tongue of hers to her upper lip.

      She’s ready for a fight.

      “Get your ass in the house, baby.” I jerk my head toward the front steps.

      Neither of us moves for a second.

      Tightening my hold on the last threads of patience I have left, I wait her out.

      When she starts walking, I follow her with my eyes. Mandy doesn’t spare me a glance as she strides past me, and she doesn’t look back at the men who brought her to me. Her head held high, her face a mask of ice, she walks like she’s on a goddamned catwalk, doing a fashion show, and once inside, she slams the door behind her.

      I look back to the men, both of their eyes on the door, and both with grins on their faces.

      “Thanks, brother,” I say and turn to follow my woman.

      “Hope it doesn’t come to it again, but any time,” Cobi says.

      I make my way up the steps slowly, practicing deep breathing on my way, trying to keep my shit together as I walk into the house.

      It’s dark inside, and Mandy is standing in front of the living room window, looking out at the trees that are nothing more than dark shadows at this time of night.

      "What were you thinking, going in there and asking to see Gorskiy like that?" I push the words out with forced calmness.

      "I wanted to talk to him," Mandy says to the window, not turning and definitely not looking at me.

      "And what would you have said, hm?" I ask, sarcasm slipping into my tone.

      She turns to me then, her hands falling from where she’d been clutching them in front of her chest, her body going still.

      She looks at me for several beats before she opens her mouth.

      I put one hand up, stopping her before she can get a word out. I don’t want to hear whatever nonsense she’s about to spout.

      She’s lucky Nico was there tonight.

      She’s so fucking lucky he got to her first.

      She was clocked by every player in that club the moment she walked through the door, and she has no idea what kind of danger she put herself in.

      "You're lucky my man got a hold of you first. I don't even want to think about what would have happened to you if he hadn't.”

      "Your man?" she asks, her eyes sharpening.

      "Yeah." I nod. “My man.”

      "Let’s talk about that. Let’s talk about how some guy took me by the arm, walked me into a dark corridor, and then pushed me into the wall. He demanded to know what I was doing there, and the whole time, he held a knife against my throat, scaring the hell out of me. And then after that lovely chitchat, he put a hood over my head and handed me to another freaking guy, all to be delivered to you!” Her voice rises as she speaks, and she ends on a near shout. “So, yes, let’s talk about all that. Because that’s more important than what I was thinking tonight and why I was where I was, Ace.”

      Held a knife to her throat?

      Fucking hell.

      “He didn’t hold a knife to your throat, baby,” I say soothingly.

      “He did, Ace. I was there. I fucking know!” she yells, leaning my way.

      “He didn’t, Mandy. Nico would never do that.” I’m still livid with her, but I can see the fear is starting to consume her, and I need to stop it. It’s so potent I can almost taste it.

      “He did, Ace. I felt the cold of the steel on my skin,” she insists.

      “What you felt was a set of handcuffs in his hand. Your fear got the better of you, and in the dark, your mind came up with conclusions that made sense in the situation you believed you were in,” I explain, and her head tilts, but she stays leaning slightly my way, her hands on her hips. I take a step toward her, but she stands back up, her spine rigid, so I stop. “I promise he didn’t hold a knife to your throat. He called and told me what happened. Said he pulled out the cuffs to restrain you and bring you to me, in case you wouldn’t cooperate, but after he read your reaction, he decided on the hood instead. Warned me you thought they were a weapon.”

      She shakes her head, looking at her feet. Taking a big breath, she lets it go and looks back up. “Let’s go back to that. How did you know I would be there tonight, and why did you have ‘your men’ there?” She makes finger quotes on the words, then lets her hands drop.

      "One day, baby, when it's safe to do it, I'll explain everything to you. For now, all you need to know is you’re safe.” Or as safe as I can make her, which at this point is very fucking safe. I won’t let anything happen to her, nor let her be pulled deeper into this shitstorm than she already is. “And I will take care of everything.”

      Her eyes widen, and her lips part.

      Fuck, she’s cute. And then in an instant, the look of wonder is gone, and she closes her eyes, two tears gliding down her cheeks.

      And that’s proof enough she had no business walking into the club tonight—or any night, for that matter.

      She has no business being near those people, because that’s not who she is.

      “Now, Mandy, tell me what the fuck you were thinking,” I bring us back full circle. My anger is back full force. “What were you doing there?”

      “You know what.”

      Her whispered words have no effect on me now. I’m beyond taking her explanation about how she needs to help her brother out.

      “I know you said it’s because of your brother, but what I don’t get is why you went there after you promised me you would leave this alone. After we talked and I told you that you shouldn’t go anywhere near that man or that place. You promised, baby. But then, fuck me, you walked your sweet ass in there anyway. Why, Mandy?”

      She doesn’t say anything. She won’t even look at me now.

      I go to her and take her into my arms, relieved when she doesn’t resist, and I continue. “Baby, that man is not a reasonable person. He's not a good man." I say the words slowly. I have her in my arms now, but since she exposed herself the way she did, there’s no way of telling what will happen next. "I can't believe I'm having to explain this to you." 

      She looks up at me, a desperate look in her eyes.

      "Ace, I have to talk to him. I have to try to help my brother.” Her eyes are pleading with me to understand.

      “He betrayed you! He put you in danger, knowing full well what he was doing.” I don’t miss the flinch my words cause. But I have to go for the kill. I sigh, praying to everything that’s holy that I don’t lose her with what I say next. “Your own family member sold you—your actual body—to settle a debt.”

      Her face changes in a way that feels like a sharp knife is twisting in my gut. Tears pool in her eyes, and her lips start to quiver.

      I gather her even closer and murmur, “Baby.”

      That’s when it happens. Her whole body sags, her knees buckling, and it’s a miracle we don’t both end up on the floor.

      Her head falls as if she can’t hold the weight of it, her forehead landing softly on my collarbone.

      Fuck.

      She leans back a little to look me in the eyes and rasps, “He’s my brother.”

      "You can't help your brother, Mandy," I whisper. I have seen fucked-up shit in my line of work, even lived through a share of my own. But I have never in my life, until this very moment, witnessed a person breaking down so completely.

      "I'm sorry, and I know you don't want to hear this, but it's true. You can't help him. Nothing can help him anymore. He's too far gone." I’m not sure what I’m saying is the truth. I know there’s no whisper of a gambling debt to be heard among the players who are in the know. There’s some other reason Jim used his sister as collateral, but it doesn’t matter. He did, and that means he’s beyond redemption.

      "I have to help him."

      "You can't."

      "But I have to."

      "Why?"

      "Because… because...,” she stammers, looking around like the answer is hiding somewhere. "Because he's my brother. He's my family. One thing you have to be able to count on in life is your family. Family is love and security. Family is one thing that is supposed to always keep you safe. The one thing that's supposed to have your back. And sure, I'm the one giving all the help and whatnot. I'm the one who’s bailing everyone out. But that's right now. And yes, I'm the only one who gives a shit. But so what? Someday, I'll need help. I will be the one who needs someone. And if I don't help him now, if I don't take care of my family... if I don't show them I love them and that I'll be here no matter what or where or even fucking when, then… then who will be there for me when I'll need all that?"

      "Me."

      "Who will be there when I need someone?"

      "Me."

      "But that's not the same."

      "Why not?"

      "Because you're not my family," she argues.

      "Who says?" I fire back.

      Fuck that, I’m her family now, and she’s mine.

      If she wants a family so desperately that she’ll risk her life for it, I’ll go to any lengths to give her one. Hell, she already has one, but she’s too blinded by the shit that’s been drilled into her brain over and over, how only blood matters, that she can’t see she already has us.

      She has Beverly, Ida, and the rest of the old ladies. She has Mia, Ken, and the rest of the staff at her work that are finally starting to see the real her.

      And she has me.

      I just need her to open her eyes and see all the beauty she has.

      "What?" A look of wonder appears on her face.

      "Who says I'm not your family?"

      When she keeps looking at me like she can’t understand the words I’m saying, I keep at her. "Don’t you consider Beverly your family? What about her crew?"

      Her face softens, but she stays silent.

      And that’s my answer. She loves them like her family. Maybe even more.

      "You have to give up," I tell her.

      "I can't," she wails. She’s pleading with her eyes, trying to get me to understand. 

      But I can’t and never will.

      How can she go to such lengths to put her life in danger for someone who won’t do the same for her?

      God, to have such love in your life—and they just throw it away like trash?

      Like Mandy’s trash?

      "Why?" I shake her lightly.

      "Because...” She licks her lips. "Because he's family, and you don’t leave family behind," she recites the words her mother threw at her. They don’t mean anything, not the way they’re used by that woman. Like they’re a weapon. Something to get Mandy in line and to get her to do whatever needs to be done. Usually at her expense.

      "Family isn't just blood,” I tell her.

      I know she loves her brother. Hell, she even loves her mother—not that the woman has ever been one to her. Not in the real sense of the word.

      But she can’t go on like she has. She has to think about herself.

      She has to think about me. About us.

      Frustration eats at me, and I let her go, taking a step back. Mandy flinches as if I slapped her.

      Seeing that, I lose the hold I had on reason.

      "Stop hiding from me, Mandy!” I roar. “I'm not going to leave you. I'm not gonna abandon you. And I'm never, ever giving up on you. Don't you see?” I lift my arms out at my sides, indicating the space we’re in and me. “This is it. I know it sounds crazy, and some might think it's impossible to feel this way already, but here it is. I'm in love with you. I told you that already, but somehow, I don’t think you believe me. So hear me now. I am. In love. With you. I love you!” I yell the last part. Maybe if I shout it in her face enough, she will finally hear me. God knows, showing her isn’t doing the trick. “All of you. Your face, body, and soul. Your masks and your walls. Even your damn secrets. So please, stop. Just stop and let me in.”

      “I thought...” Mandy swallows. The movement is painful to even look at. “I thought once I was out of that house I would be free. Free of her shackles, free of her shadow. But I was wrong. Boy was I wrong.”

      We stand in silence for a few moments, to give Mandy some time to collect her thoughts.

      When it seems she’s so lost in her mind she will never come out, I lean forward and take her hand in mine, gently pulling it from her mouth. I command softly, “Say it. Give it to me. Let it all out, baby.”

      I’m petrified of what she’ll say next, of what happened to her, but I also know that whatever she went through is what made her. And if she tells me, I can finally take care of her like she deserves.

      “I met a guy. Derek.” Her mouth twists as she says his name. “He was my first real boyfriend, and what can I say?” Mandy shrugs as if that says it all. And on some level, it does. “I was smitten. I was envisioning our future together. For the first time in a long time, I was actually happy. But then, just like she always does, my mom came back into my life. All it took was one visit from her to mess everything up.” She shakes her head like she can’t believe what she’s saying.

      Hell, even I know how messed up a parent can become, but seeing and hearing all she’s gone through, I realize I was lucky. I was lucky to have Beverly to take me out of it and give me a good life.

      Mandy lifts her head, her wild eyes looking between the window and me, and she says in a high-pitched mocking tone, “My Mandy, she would let you walk all over her before making you raise your voice at her or be disappointed with her. And she’s never said no to me in her whole life.” Mandy’s breath catches, wet from her unshed tears before she continues. “That’s what my mom said to Derek. And honestly, it’s the truth. The one thing I can’t stand, the one thing that hurts me the most, is when someone is disappointed in me. And I hate when people yell at me. Especially if it’s for no good reason. But that weekend, she basically told Derek how to break me, or to at least bend me to his will. She destroyed the relationship before it even had a chance to become something… more. Something I could cherish. Unfortunately, it took me months to get out of his clutches. Months in which I missed classes and deadlines, effectively destroying any chance of passing my courses. And since my parents weren’t paying for my tuition, it became too much for me, so I dropped out.”

      I watch her as she visibly collects herself. I want to take her in my arms again, tell her to stop talking, tell her she doesn’t need to say anything more, but I know she needs to get it out.

      She needs to get all of it out, so we can move on from this.

      So she can finally start believing in me.

      In us.

      She needs to start living without fear.

      After a few deep breaths, she swallows, looks at me, and goes on.

      “To this day, they throw in my face the fact that I haven’t graduated. My parents. My siblings. They love to do that. Every time we get together—which, granted, is less and less, because I try really hard to find excuses for why I can’t make it—my brother and sister have a go at me. Their favorite activity is counting down all my failings.” She tilts her head, her look distant. “Remember that time Mandy didn’t catch a ball and it smacked her in the face? Or remember that time her boyfriend brought home another woman right in front of her, and then Mandy came around asking for sympathy? Or remember that time Mandy said she was a good girl and would do something with her life, thinking she was better than all of us, only to end up working as a receptionist at a car dealership? Can’t even sell cars. No, she’s worthless. The only things she has of value are her face and body, and she doesn’t even know how to properly use them.” On the last word, her voice breaks, and I have to clench my fists not to snatch her up and kiss her to stop the ugly words from coming. How can anyone treat somebody like this? Especially their family?

      Every word that comes out of her mouth claws at my insides, shredding me.

      “That’s what they say. Every sentence that starts with ‘remember when Mandy’ makes my stomach clench so bad the only thing I can do is hope I won’t puke.” She searches my face for something, and then she continues. “But that’s not the worst part. The worst part is that my mom, my own mother, has tried to pimp me out so many times I lost count. Whenever she needed something, some favor or money, she tried to set me up with a man. Whenever Mom or my sister rack up a credit card debt they can’t pay, they come to me to do it. When I don’t, I’m called the worst names you can think of. But when I go along, when I give them money, they shower me with affection. For a brief period, I’m the golden child. My mom loves me, and she sometimes goes as far as to say she’s proud of me. And every time, I fall for it. It’s like I crave that shit. I’m so desperate, waiting for some kind word or action from my family, I’m willing to do just about anything. But lately, they’ve become unreasonable. And it’s usually about my brother. Every time Jim finds trouble—and it’s a lot of trouble he’s capable of finding—I’m the one they call and persuade to do something to make it go away. Until now, I was lucky. I was able to make it all go away by greasing the palms of the people they needed me to handle. I didn’t have to use my body. And still, a favorite nickname of my mother’s for me is ‘whore,’” she whispers, tears now tracking down her face.

      “And what about your dad?” I rasp.

      “My father?” She laughs humorlessly, shaking her head. “My father buries his head in the sand. He denies everything. And his only comment is ‘just go with it, Mandy. Find a way to do what she wants. You know how she is.’ And now, you see. You see how pathetic I really am.” She squares her shoulders, standing taller, ready for whatever comes at her.

      “I don’t think you’re pathetic, Mandy.”

      I’m in awe of her.

      How was she able to walk away from that house without becoming so jaded she became like them?

      “You don’t?” She gives a small, sad smile. “Well, I do. Wanna know why?”

      “Why, baby?”

      “Because after all of this, I’m still ready to do whatever it takes to get that man to leave Jim alone. To leave me alone. But mostly, so that you don’t become tangled in all of this.”

      I walk to her, taking her face in my hands, and assure her, “You do not need to look after me. And the time that you stop doing anything for your family is now.”

      “I would sooner walk away from you than let you risk anything for them. And this is a situation I’m not sure either of us can handle anymore.”
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      I wait, holding my breath for what Ace will say.

      As my words register, his face clouds over so much that, even in the dim light that’s coming in from outside, I can see it.

      He leans down until we’re nose to nose, his palms squeezing my face, and he growls, “You’re not going anywhere, Mandy. I told you, you’re mine. There’s no going back. And I’ll take care of it. This shit ends for you now.”

      His eyes gleam, and his whole body vibrates with his fury.

      “Ace,” I breathe.

      He slams his mouth down on mine, his tongue pushing past my lips.

      It’s a violent kiss.

      And I love it.

      I take the half step separating us and mold my body to his. Grabbing his T-shirt, I pull it up and sneak my hands under it.

      With my nails, I scorch a path down the skin of his back, feeling goose bumps rise.

      Ace grunts into my mouth but doesn’t break the kiss. He starts walking, pushing me backward until my back hits the cold glass.

      One of his hands travels down my neck and chest until he stops at my lower belly. His other holds me behind my neck, his thumb under my chin, making me look back up at him.

      “No more running around dealing with other people’s shit. No matter who they are,” he commands. His voice is low, stern. “And especially no more trying to talk to bad guys, Mandy. Promise me.”

      “I just....” I swallow. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      His breath fans across my face. “I won’t, baby. This is what I do. Dealing with shit other people make of their lives and bringing them to justice—it is my job.”

      My jaw clenches. I don’t want to be a part of his job. But it was unavoidable that, somehow, I would be. The shit Jim got tangled up in is getting scarier by the day. It’s only a matter of time before something serious, or worse, happens.

      “Ace, I—”

      He cuts me off with a quick, hard kiss. Against my mouth, he repeats, “Promise me.”

      I nod, and that’s all it takes. It’s the last thread I held that bound me to my family. And I let it go.

      “Good,” Ace says before he lets my neck go, both of his hands going to my waist, and he makes quick work of opening the buttons of my jeans, dragging my panties down with them as he sinks to the floor, pulling them off my legs. “Good,” he repeats almost to himself before he leans forward and sucks my clit into his mouth.

      My hips buck in response.

      “Oh, God,” I whisper, already out of breath.

      “Fuck, never tasted anything sweeter,” he says against my pussy. All I can see is his dark hair as he feasts on me.

      “Ace.” I tangle my fingers into his hair as his hand glides up from my calf, over my knee, and to the middle of my thigh, where he grips and lifts, throwing my leg over his shoulder and opening me more to him. “Ace,” I groan again. Why? I have no idea.

      He stops and looks up. “Right here, baby.”

      The sight of him, kneeling in front of me, the phantom feel of his mouth on me, makes my core clench.

      “I need you,” I blurt the words that mean so much more than just in this moment.

      He smiles a devilish smile, and says, “Then it’s really fucking good that you have me, Mandy. Any way you want.” He then proceeds to eat me out.

      I’m climbing higher and higher until I know that just one more lick from Ace will shatter me into a million pieces, but it’s not what I want.

      Not tonight.

      Not like this.

      I pull at his hair, gaining his focus on my face, and demand, “I want to come with you inside me.”

      His eyes close, he stops what he’s doing, and he swirls the tip of his nose on my clit before he shrugs my leg off his shoulder.

      The next thing I know, he’s standing up, his jeans are magically open, his hands come to the place where my ass meets my legs, and he lifts me up. The shock of it all isn’t even over before he’s pushing his cock inside me, filling me in one thrust.

      “Yes,” I hiss at the slight bite of pain from it all.

      He pauses once he’s all the way in, his eyes searching mine. “Are you okay?”

      I know he means more than just this position, but right now, I don’t care about anything other than the two of us.

      “With you, I’m perfect,” I answer honestly.

      His eyes flare, and he starts to move. He plunges into me over and over, his tempo quickening.

      “Ace,” I moan, clawing at his shoulders, scared of the feeling that threatens to tear me apart.

      “Let go,” he grunts.

      “I can’t,” I gasp.

      “Mandy, let go,” he barks, his hips snapping forward over and over, pushing me toward another high.

      It’s only when Ace leans down and bites my neck that it happens. The sting of pain pushes me over, and an orgasm more powerful than ever before washes over me.

      I ride its waves, delirious with pleasure.

      “Fuck yes,” Ace grunts, his thrusts becoming savage. And after three more, he pushes his face into my neck and sucks the skin where he bit, his body going still, his growl echoing inside me.
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      "You know… the fucked-up thing is, I know exactly when it started.”

      We’re in bed, sleep not far away, after I asked him what he meant when he said he knew the hurt I’m feeling.

      I know he only has Beverly, but he never explained further. And honestly, I was so wrapped up in my own shit I never asked.

      But now I can’t stop thinking about it.

      I know this is not a pretty story, but seeing the change in Ace as he talks, not only do I brace myself, but my heart gives an almighty clench. "She had kidney stones. Nothing major, nor did it require surgery. Still, after examining her, the doctor sent her home with Vicodin."

      "What?" I can hear his words; I even understand them. Still, I can't comprehend what he's saying.

      He turns his head on the pillow to look at me. In the dark, all his demons shine bright for me to see. My palms itch to touch him, but I don’t. I don’t want to do anything that will make him stop talking. He needs to get it out. I know if he doesn’t, it’ll eat him alive. I was in the same position not even three hours ago. That’s the thing with trauma. You may think you’re all right and that you dealt with it, when unknowingly you’ve only shoved it aside to be able to function. One day, something will remind you of it, but it won’t trigger you. And you’ll get a false sense that you’re ‘over it,’ that you’ve moved on and dealt with it. Then, when you least expect it, it comes out with bared teeth.

      "They sent her home with a month-worth,” he whispers. “She went through them in two weeks.”

      I open my mouth, but not a single word comes out. He puts his palms over his face, his breath coming out in spurts.

      I scoot over to him slowly, like I’m approaching a wounded animal. Reaching out, I touch his hair, and his whole body visibly shudders.

      Seeing him struggle to keep everything inside, his chest heaving with the intensity of his feelings, I scoot more until the length of my body is touching his. Automatically, his arms circle my hips and pull me even closer. He turns, bends, and buries his head into my stomach, so tightly I feel almost a painful amount of pressure.

      He doesn’t need to say anything. I know how the story goes. Hell, everyone does.

      The pandemic of opiates went out of control decades ago. And no one is immune. It seems like every family was hit with it.

      I bend over him and hug him as best as I can, kissing the skin of his back. “I’m sorry you lost her. But it wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t your fault,” I repeat over and over, trying to imprint the words on his skin.

      We stay like this for so long I start to think he’s fallen asleep. I keep tracing my finger over his back, hoping it gives him some comfort.

      “I couldn’t help her, and I lost her,” he says after a while, moving and, in the process, shifting me until our heads share a pillow. “That’s why I need you to stay safe and not go looking for trouble when I can shield you from it, Mandy.”

      “Okay, Ace,” I whisper, knowing this time I’ll keep my promise.

      “Thank you, baby,” he mutters, kissing me with his whole heart.

      

      Ace

      

      “I told you to hold her, not to scare her to death, dipshit.”

      It takes everything I have not to tear his head off.

      Last night, after witnessing Mandy struggle, then finally share her life with me, I knew I needed this to get done. So I called a meeting in hopes that they have something.

      Technically, I can’t be anywhere near this case. Not anymore.

      But every man in this room knows it will take locking me up to keep me away, and even then, I would find a way to deal with this.

      There’s no length I wouldn’t go for Mandy.

      “We figured she needed a reality check.” Cobi shrugs. “What the hell was she thinking, going in there like that?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but she was trying to do the right thing.” I sigh. “She just needed to accept that she was going about it the wrong way.”

      What she needs to do is stop taking calls and reading all the messages. And she needs to let me deal with all that.

      She needs to be able to rest her head at night and not have anything plague her mind in the dark.

      She needs to fill her days with laughter with Mia, games with Beverly and her gang, and torturing me by making my dick hard while she tries to hide how much she wants me.

      She needs to breathe easily.

      She needs to live her life without any shadows.

      She deserves nothing less.

      And I’ll do all I have to in order to give her just that.

      The days when Mandy was scared, hopeless, and feeling lonely are over.

      Anyone who thinks differently will have to go through me first. And I don’t plan on failing.

      "Tell me you got something," I demand.

      It doesn't bode well that both Cobi and Frank are here in the captain's office again.

      "No fingerprints, no video, since the only camera covering the entrance was busted, and no one saw anything," Frank rattles off the facts of Mandy’s break-in.

      It has to be Gorskiy. Or one of his goons.

      We just can’t tie them to it.

      "So, you're saying you got nothing."

      "Not quite," he says. "There's an ATM across the street from her building. We're waiting on the footage from its camera. Maybe it caught something."

      Goddammit, it’s been over a month, and we’re still waiting for the basic shit in any investigation. Sometimes, I don’t think this job is worth it anymore. Too much red tape, too many hoops to jump through. And too many fucking rules to follow.

      "Maybe." I rub my hands over my face.

      Fuck, this whole thing is going nowhere. We need to find some evidence to lock them up.

      "How deep is she in with Gorskiy?" Frank asks, bringing us to the point of this meeting.

      "She's not tied to him at all. She was offered as collateral.” It's a nicer way of saying she was given as payment for a debt or whatever her brother’s fuck-up was.

      Fucking hell, just the idea of it is vile enough to send me into a blind rage. "So, now we wait," Frank spits out. He doesn't like the idea of waiting any more than I do.

      "We don't have time to wait. She went to the Den last night to ask for a payment plan or something. She’s determined to get this done. She got it in her head she can do it, needs to do it, so it won’t spill over."

      "Seriously?" I can see Cobi is torn between outrage and laughing his ass off.

      "Don't start," I warn him. I’m not in the mood. If we don’t do something, there’s no telling what Mandy will come up with next. I know she’s getting tired of this situation. And I don’t believe she won’t try something again, even for a second. Today, as I was leaving, she was cleaning, which I knew wasn’t a good sign. Whenever she’s planning something, she cleans. My house is so organized even those two women from the show she watches over and over would be impressed, so her mind wanders. And it wanders where it shouldn’t, convincing her she has a way to deal with this situation.

      “I’ll just say, you have a wild one.” Cobi snickers.

      It’s all funny now that she’s out of that bar and safe. Just thinking about how it could have so easily gone the other way makes me shudder.

      “Do we have any other angle?” I’m determined to get this done. One way or another, Gorskiy has to be gone from Mandy’s life. I don’t give a fuck how it’s gonna get done anymore, just as long as it does. My girl needs to rest easy, and I’ll do everything in my power to make that happen.

      “Not yet,” Garrett says, full of false bravado.

      “Fuck,” I bark, and I rub a hand up the back of my neck.

      This case was supposed to be done. It’s not the easiest case I ever worked on, but this level of complication never happened before.

      “All right, men,” our captain barks. “Go out and do your jobs, and get this shit done.”

      We all move to do just that, but then the captain calls me back, “Ace, hang for a second, will ya?”

      It’s not a question but an order. I stay put as Cobi and Frank leave the office, chin lifts exchanged. But when Garret walks by me, I barely restrain myself from clocking him in his smug face. Something about that man rubs me wrong, but I can’t put my finger on what it is exactly.

      "Ace, I assume you're not taking the new case," the captain prompts after we're left alone.

      "Listen, Cap." Fuck, this is hard to say. "I need you to take me off undercover cases."

      "Okay, how long do you need?" He sits down at his desk and puts on his glasses. I don’t know how to tell him what I have to say. I worked my ass off to get undercover jobs, and then I worked even harder to put scum behind bars. To give everything up, it’s not easy. But I also need to do it. I don’t want Mandy to not know for months on end where I am or even if I’m alive.

      The captain glances up at me, and he knows the answer without me having to say it. "Fuck, you're not coming back."

      "No, I'm not." I know he doesn't need any explanation, but I feel I owe it to him. I don't know how to describe it to someone who hasn't lived through it. But then it hits me. "I'm going to marry that woman."
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Ace

        

      

    

    
      All day, I've been wired. I can't explain the feeling; it's almost like I'm waiting for something. Something I know will shake me to my very foundation.

      It’s an unwritten rule. When your gut is telling you something, you stop and fucking listen.

      I don't have to wait long, as my phone rings. It’s Nico, and I answer immediately.

      “Talk to me.”

      “It was Jim.”

      “What?” I bark. “Explain.”

      “He was the one who got to your witness.”

      Fuck. Me.

      “He waited for the shift change.” Nico takes a breath. “And, man, he waited for over a week before he got lucky.”

      At least one sliver of good news—our cops aren't dirty.

      “He was in and out in three minutes. Five minutes after he left, your man was in the wind.”

      "Did you find the witness?"

      “Yeah.” Nico sighs, and I know it's not good news.

      “Is he breathing?”

      “Not for at least two weeks.”

      “Fuck!” The word explodes out of my mouth. “Do you know if Jim’s the one who did him?”

      Acid fills my mouth just asking the question. I’ve never met the man, and based on all the things I’ve learned about him, he’s not someone I want in my life. Still, he’s Mandy’s brother, and no matter how much the asshole hurt her, used her, and tried to degrade her worth, she still loves him.

      She’s still willing to go balls to the wall for him. It’s taking all my abilities to fucking keep her away from Pleasure Den so she won’t try to have a chit-chat with fucking Gorskiy again.

      “Yeah.” Nico sighs in my ear, and I focus back on what he’s saying. “But, brother, that’s not all.”

      Goddammit!

      “Give it to me,” I demand with a sigh of my own. I’m so tired of this bullshit.

      By the time Nico’s done with his briefing, I’m in my car, speeding toward the dealership and Mandy.

      

      Mandy

      

      “Hey,” I say, answering my phone with a smile. It’s been five days since our heart-to-heart. I was scared that when that day came, all I shared with Ace would finally clear his head and would change his mind about me.

      But each day has been even better than the one before it.

      We’ve gone out to dinner, taken a walk in town, and had just our normal everyday routine of being together.

      There wasn’t anything happening that would send me over the bend from my vain effort to save my brother, and my mother mercifully left me alone.

      I know it’s what I want, but still, I can’t help but feel hurt.

      But being with Ace, just the two of us, has been pure bliss.

      “Where are you?” The tone of his voice makes my smile drop.

      “At work,” I reply and look around. “What’s going on?”

      “It was Jim,” he says urgently.

      Dread fills me. “What was Jim?”

      Oh God, what did he do now?

      “Jim was the one who got to our witness and made threats to scare him off. He was sent there for a different reason, but thank fuck he didn’t have the stomach. That’s why the Russians are after you and making threats. They were trying to scare you enough to reach out to your brother, so it would lure him out from his hiding spot.”

      “What?” I whisper, unable to comprehend what Ace is telling me.

      “Mandy,” Ace calls my name softly as if preparing me for the punch he’ll deliver with his next words. “Jim is also the one who broke into your apartment. What he wanted to accomplish with that, I have no clue. In all the mess he made, that’s not even the worst part. He hooked up with one of Gorskiy’s girls, roughed her up, and took her out of commission for a while. That’s why he offered you up. That’s the debt. All of that came after, when he tried to right his wrong with the girl, then fucked up at the motel by leaving the witness breathing. Enter you into the scene.”

      “What?” I repeat.

      This doesn’t make sense.

      None of it does.

      How could my brother be in so deep with the Russian mob?

      Sure, he screws up a lot and gambles even more. Can’t hold a job for more than two weeks. But… the mafia?

      “Ace, I don’t understand.”

      “I know, baby. I’m sorry, but it’s true.”

      I look out the windows of the dealership, not watching anything in particular, until I see a shadow on the pavement.

      My eyes shoot up more, and that’s when I see him coming inside.

      Right to me.

      “Ace, he’s here,” the words are strangled in my throat, and I barely have the energy to push them out.

      Never.

      Never in my life did I think I would be scared of my brother.

      But right this very moment, I hope to God I don’t faint from fear.

      “Mandy, go into the break room and lock yourself in!” Ace shouts in my ear. “I’m on my way.”

      “I—”

      Jim’s words interrupt me.

      “Hello, dear sister. Fancy seeing you here,” he says as he sidesteps the platform and comes behind my desk.

      I stay seated and look up at him.

      Ace shouting my name is the last thing I hear before Jim touches something metal to the skin of my neck, a jolt goes through me, and then…. everything turns black.

      

      I come back slowly. There’s a vile, almost sweet stench burning my nose.

      God, it smells like someone peed in here.

      But where that here is, I have no idea.

      I try to open my eyes to see where I am, but when I do, everything is covered in a white sheen. It’s almost like someone put gauze over my eyes.

      I try moving my hands, intent on rubbing the blur from my eyes, but there’s a metallic clank, and something bites into my skin at my wrists.

      “What the...?” I mutter groggily before twisting to look behind my hip and blinking rapidly to clear my vision.

      The sight of my hands cuffed behind my back takes me a few seconds to wrap my head around.

      Why am I bound?

      Who did this?

      How did I get here?

      Where is here?

      “Finally, the princess awakens.” The words are drawled in a voice I know well.

      In that second, everything comes back to me. Work. Ace calling and telling me all that stuff that couldn’t be true. Jim coming in. And then… nothing.

      I look in the direction of where the voice came from, seeing my brother is standing a few steps away.

      God, I used to look up to him, before he started doing all the stuff that made my skin crawl and caused worry to lodge permanently in my stomach.

      He was once a guy who made you shine brighter when you were around him. Girls fell over him if he just smiled in their direction.

      Now, all that is gone. The once beautiful, cocky man is nowhere in sight.

      Instead, in his place, is a man covered in dirt. His clothes are torn in places, his dirty hair sticks in every direction, and he keeps pulling at the strands. A tic he has when he’s stressed.

      “Did you have a nice nap, sis?” he mocks.

      I stay silent, looking at the man who was once my brother. A man I would walk through hell for if it would help him, but no longer.

      He rolls his eyes when I don’t take the bait and crosses his hands in front of his hips.

      In one hand, he’s holding a gun.

      I gasp at the sight of it, pulling a smile out of him.

      “What is it, Mandy?” Jim takes a small step closer. “Is something bothering you, huh? Did something happen?”

      I don’t answer. I look him in the eyes, locking my mask of indifference in place.

      Seeing the ice queen taking over and the sight of the true me hiding behind it, he loses his patience.

      “Don’t fuck with me, Mandy! It’s time for you to stop playing around and do what is needed of you!”

      I tilt my chin up, making it seem I’m looking down on him, even while I’m sitting in a chair, and in a cold voice, I ask, “What did you do?”
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Ace

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t believe this is happening!” Ken shouts. He looks around the parking lot that’s filling up with cop cars. “How is this happening? First, Mia, and now Mandy. Why are people going after my girls? My girls are good girls! They didn’t do anything wrong, yet people are trying to hurt them.”

      I search for and find Officer Lindy’s eyes. When I jerk my head to Ken, she nods and walks his way.

      As soon as she gets to him, the shouting stops.

      Lindy’s good in situations like this. She has an uncanny ability to calm even the worst of storms in people. A trait that comes in handy in our line of work.

      “We need to roll,” Cobi barks, looking left and right.

      Yeah, we do. The problem is, we don’t have the full picture.

      Was Jim by himself, or did he have a partner?

      Most importantly, we don’t know where he took my woman.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Two minutes later, Lindy is back with a statement.

      “They don’t know anything. Only Ken saw him coming into the dealership, but he didn’t pay any mind to him. Says he just walked in and went in the direction of the reception desk, which is normal, since she’s put there to be on display and to direct people where they need to go. The fact that she looks like a model helps with that, and that way there’s no waiting period or agents trying to steal clients to get better commission. The next thing Ken saw was Jim carrying an unconscious Mandy out.”

      Fuck, unconscious?

      The fucker knocked her out.

      Serves to prove he doesn’t know his sister. She would walk out willingly if it meant she could help him.

      “Ken ran out after them, but they were gone. He didn’t see anybody else. As far as he knows, the guy was alone. Three minutes later, you came in. Then the calvary arrived.”

      “Fuck,” Cobi hisses.

      He knows what that means. We have nothing.

      Where he took her is anyone’s guess.

      At that thought, my phone vibrates.

      I take it out of my back pocket, look at the screen, and put it to my ear. “Where?” I bark, knowing Nico wouldn’t call unless he had something.

      “Motel Eight,” he says, then hangs up.

      Fucking hell. That idiot.

      He took her to the very same motel where we stashed our witness two months ago.

      By the time I put my phone back into my pocket and start walking, Cobi and Frank are already in their car. Through an open window, Cobi shouts, “Where?”

      “The Eight,” I growl, prowling to my car, then get behind the wheel.

      

      Mandy

      

      “Where is he?” Jim paces to the window, peeks through it, then glances back at where I sit.

      He has me in a motel room. A dirty one. By the looks of it, it’s the seediest one he could find.

      “Where’s who?” I ask quietly, pulling on the cuffs, trying to get free, even though I know I can’t.

      “Don’t ask stupid questions. All you need to know is that, when he finally gets here, your brother will be free. I did what was needed, and I paid my debt.” There’s a maniacal grin on his face. He’s clearly enjoying this. He relishes the fact that he’s going to use me to get himself out of trouble yet again.

      I have to do something.

      I have to get away.

      If I don’t, there’s no telling what he’ll do to me.

      “Please,” I whimper, pulling my hands hard, the metal breaking my skin.

      “Please, please,” he mocks. “There’s no one here to listen to your pleading.”

      He walks to the table and takes off his jacket.

      “You can beg and scream all you want, doll. There’s no one here for miles, no one to hear you, no one to rescue you. That’s why your boyfriend chose this place to put that moron who was supposed to stand as a witness.”

      “What?” My head whips around to look at Jim.

      “Oh, you didn’t know?” He gives me an oily smile. “Yes, you see, Ace Sterling is working the case against Gorskiy, and he had a witness stashed right here, in this very room. But I got to him before they had a chance to go to trial. Took care of that, even if it took a while and landed me in a world of hurt,” he ends on a mutter. “And then, you complicated things more.”

      “I complicated things?” I ask incredulously.

      “You should’ve just gone along with everything, Mandy. Like you always do, like a good girl. But when you wouldn’t, I trashed your apartment, sure you would end up at Mom and Dad’s. There, I could get to you. And I know Mom would have my back. I am her favorite, after all. But by then, Sterling had his hooks in you and marched you right into his place. There was no getting to you there. And I had to back off—orders from the top.”

      “What the fuck do you mean?”

      “Oh? You thought he was with you because he wants you?” he taunts me. “I mean, sure, he wanted to fuck you. You’re gorgeous. Why do you think I offered you up as collateral? But c’mon, Mandy. Let’s be real.” He scoffs. “Who would put up with you?”

      Oh, God.

      This can’t be true.

      I know this is not true.

      While the timing seems suspicious, I trust in Ace’s feelings for me, and I know there’s not a single shred of truth in Jim’s words.

      He’s trying to get under my skin and get me to go along with his insane idea.

      “You’re wrong,” I say, making sure he hears me.

      Unfortunately, he’s so far gone he ignores even my presence in the room and continues to babble. “Not even Gorskiy could talk sense into him. He tried to reason with him, help him see things were too hot, and we needed to lay low for a while. But he wouldn’t listen. So, I had to back off. But watching you this past week, I saw my opening. I just had to make sure Sterling wouldn’t drop in. I knew morning was the best time. You always were a creature of habit, Mandy. You and your schedules. Cleaning, working, making sure your bills are paid on time, hanging out with those old broads three days a week. Pathetic.” Jim shakes his head at me like everything I hold dear is a huge waste, when in fact it’s my biggest source of pride. The fact that I managed to construct my life in such a way that I have good friends in it, friends who, when they got a whiff of me having difficulties in my life, roped in a man to help me. A man who became my everything.

      But I don’t try to get Jim to see how beautiful my life truly is.

      Something else caught my attention.

      “Who are you talking about? Who wouldn’t let you come after me?” I tilt my head. “Jim, who are we waiting for?”

      Just at that moment, the door cracks open, and the sunlight pours in, illuminating the dust particles dancing in the air. A man in a suit walks in, leaving the door open, and he turns to look at me. “You’re waiting for me.”
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Mandy

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck were you thinking?” The newcomer pushes Jim into the wall, his hand around my brother’s neck.

      “I-I—” Jim gasps, his hands clawing at the wrist holding him, trying to get free.

      “Shut the fuck up.” The man then turns and looks at me. “Mandy, I’m Garett Larkin, the district attorney. You just sit tight, and we’ll get you out as soon as possible.”

      He delivers this tidbit like I’m not sitting handcuffed in a sleazy motel, but as if I came in for an interview of some kind.

      “O-Okay,” I stammer, looking between Jim and Garett.

      Garett looks me up and down, and mutters, “Good girl.” But then he continues, his words turning my blood to ice. “It’s a shame, really, the fact that we can’t use you now, that I have to dispose of both you and your brother. You would have been such a lovely addition to my stable.”

      I look at Jim, my eyes widening. His are bulging, but I have no clue if it’s because of lack of air or fear. A bit of both, I guess.

      His eyes dart to my feet and then to the door. In that second, I know everything I ever did for him was not in vain.

      Because in that second, he shows me that under the filth and crap he piled himself under, still lies my goofy brother.

      I feel my face get soft, my eyes filling with tears, and I whisper, “Jim.”

      His eyes close, two tears running down his cheeks, and he mouths, “Go,” just as a fist connects with his jaw.

      I don’t waste any time. I stand up, wrists still cuffed but not to the chair.

      And I run.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ace

      Hand planted against my chest, Nico shoves me back. “Stop! You can’t go in there.”

      Red mist dances around the edges of my vision. “The fuck I can’t. That’s my woman in there.”

      “I know. Trust me, I know.” His eyes bore into mine, telling a story without any words. “But it’s not safe for Mandy. You need to think. Besides, you can’t cut through red tape. You have to play this by the book.”

      Fuck.

      He’s right. I know he’s right.

      I just don’t care.

      “The fucker has her in the same fucking room.” I throw my arm out, indicating the said room. “He thinks he’s being poetic or some shit, sending me a message.”

      All Nico does is lightly push me back again. Shaking his head, he looks over in the direction of the open door that Larkin walked through not even a minute ago.

      The moment he appeared at the scene, it all made sense.

      How they knew where we had the witness.

      How Jim was coached to look for shift changes.

      The shining fact about everything is that, by some giant stroke of luck, he didn’t know who was working undercover.

      No one did, except the captain.

      And Larkin came to work for the district after I went in, so our paths didn’t cross until I was pulled out.

      “I don’t give a fuck about working this by the book,” I rumble. “All I want is Mandy out, safe and sound. If no one else does, I don’t care.

      “And what about when all this shit is over?” Frank comes to stand by me. I look at him, ready to tear him a new one, but he puts his hand up, silencing me. “What about when she’s out, life moves on, but she can’t, because her man is sitting behind bars, while the fuckers who orchestrated this are roaming free on another technicality?”

      I open my mouth to tell him off, but movement catches my eye.

      I turn and spot her.

      There she is.

      Running out of the room, barefoot, her hands behind her back, her hair flying out around her.

      I push Nico off me and start toward her, too far to help when she trips on something and goes down. Without her hands to soften the fall, she faceplants onto the pavement, and her pained cry echoes around the parking lot.

      “Go, go, go!” someone yells behind me, and a swarm of officers heads toward the motel room. I don’t care what happens next. My only focus is Mandy, who’s trying to get her knees under her, but she loses strength and stays lying down, her whole body visibly shaking.

      I rush to her and kneel down. “Mandy?” But she just whimpers. “Cobi, over here!” I yell over my shoulder, trying to get Mandy up. She has scrapes all over her face, and her wrists are raw, but thankfully her clothes seem untouched. I don’t dare think what I would’ve done if they violated her on a different level. This is enough for me to want to go hunt them down and kill them over and over again.

      “Fuck,” Cobi explodes as he skids to a halt and sees the state Mandy’s in.

      “She’s handcuffed,” I tell him, turning her head and moving her hair out of her face. “Give me the keys so I can get them off.”

      Cobi tosses me the keys, but my hands shake too much to ring the lock. “Here, let me,” he says, crouching down and opening the cuffs.

      “I’ve got you, baby.” I scoop her up in my arms and run like hell. There’s no one around here anymore, but I want her out of this place and to see a doctor as soon as possible.

      She stirs in my arms, jolts, and mumbles, “Ace?”

      “Yes, it’s me. I’ve got you, baby,” I chant over and over.

      “I want to go home,” she begs weakly, seconds before her whole body sags in my arms as she slips into unconsciousness.

      “I’ve got you,” I again whisper into her ear, before I put her in my car and drive.
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Mandy

        

      

    

    
      Three months later

      “Babe?” Ace prompts in my ear, sending a thrill down my body.

      “Ace,” I say, smiling down at the pavement as I walk up to the store.

      “Yep. The one you called, baby.” He chuckles.

      “You’ll never guess what just happened.” I myself still can't believe it.

      “What?”

      “I got the promotion. Your woman is now a full-on car saleswoman,” I tell him proudly.

      “My woman?”

      “Um… yeah,” I say tentatively. And then it hits me. It's the first time I’ve acknowledged that I’m truly his.

      Sure, we live together, and we’ve said I love yous, but after everything went down, life got busy.

      Garett and Jim are in prison, awaiting trial, with Jim as the star witness in the case against Garett.

      He was smart enough to hide the evidence showing how Larkin ran the show.

      I thought I’d lost my brother a long time ago, but in that motel room, when he heard Garett say he was going to kill me, saw just how much danger I was in, he came back to me.

      I haven’t seen him since that day. He’s held in an undisclosed location and under constant supervision, for fear of either him running away or someone ending his life.

      Ace says he’s safe, as much as a man in his position can be, and that’s all I need to know, because I’m not ready to see Jim.

      Too much went down for me to be able to get over it so quickly and without any real consequences for Jim.

      But I did talk to him over the phone a few times. I don’t know if he’s truly aware of what he did, or if he’ll ever fully realize how terrible it was. But, as I sat in the office at the police station, holding a phone to my ear, I could hear the regret Jim felt in regard to what he did to me.

      Gorskiy’s in the wind. He ran the moment Larkin had cuffs slapped on his wrists, but Ace is positive he won’t be coming after me.

      After all, I was never his prime target. At some point, he wanted me to be left alone, since I had started seeing Ace and he’s a smart man. He knew that if he came in spitting distance of me—or anyone, in fact—that it would’ve bought him a one-way ticket to the state penitentiary. But my brother persisted, since I was his only way to pay for what he did.

      I also had to go in what felt like a million times, to tell my part in the story.

      They say they want to have all their ducks in a row to make sure Larkin will never see the light of day again.

      By ‘they,’ I mean a new DA who flew in just for this case, since no one even had an inkling that the last one was so corrupt he was running a human trafficking ring right out of his office at the courthouse.

      I haven’t heard a word from my parents. Nor my sister. And I prefer it that way. I can see now I don’t need them or their toxicity.

      With her last visit, my mother said all that needed to be said between us.

      From time to time, I feel a little pang of longing for my sister, but then I remember what she was like in all the years before. One moment of humanity can’t eradicate all the hurt she delivered.

      My dad still lives with his head buried in the sand, and I decided to leave him right there.

      I don’t need them. In fact, I don’t even want them. There’s no way I will let them have even the slightest possibility of marring my happiness.

      I have Beverly, Ida, and the rest of the girls.

      I have Mia, and with her comes CeCe, who’s becoming a good friend.

      I have Ken, who took one look at me once I went back to work, burst into tears, and hugged me before giving me that promotion I’d been asking for.

      But most importantly, I have Ace.

      Who I now realize I’ve failed to give the last piece of me, when he’s given me all of himself.

      “Tonight, we celebrate,” he says, bringing me back to our conversation.

      I close my eyes at the sound of his voice and smile.

      He liked me saying I’m his woman.

      No, he didn't just like it.

      He cherished it.

      God.

      How is it possible I'm so lucky after all this time?

      How is it possible that after all the misery, I found my future standing in my elderly neighbor's kitchen?

      “Ace,” I whisper as my way of letting him know how much I like the fact that my calling myself his woman meant so much to him.

      The feel of Ace, of him buried deep inside me, of his hands squeezing and then gliding over my heated skin, of his lips whispering over my breasts, then up to my neck, and then right behind my ear has me on the edge of insanity.

      “Ace,” I whimper.

      His only response is to tease my over-sensitive skin even more.

      “Ace.” My whisper is a plea.

      Do I want him to stop? Never.

      Do I want him to continue? If he does, I will go crazy.

      “Ace… Ace,” I chant desperately.

      “I’ve got you, baby.”

      My skin absorbs his voice. His breath, labored with his thrusts, brands it.

      I moan his name as he hits the perfect spot inside me.

      “Right here, Mandy,” he assures me. “I’m right here.”

      And right then, he surges back in more forcefully, making my breath hitch.

      He slowly, painfully slowly, inches his way out, right to the very tip. The sensation is between immense burning pleasure and slight disappointment at the retreat, even if it’s a necessary part of this dance. The burn only reminds me of what he’s doing.

      He’s branding me as his. Only this brand, no one will ever be able to see, unlike the gilded one glinting on my ring finger that he put there the moment he came home, making this celebration even more awesome. But I know—I know I will feel it for the rest of my days.

      “Mandy,” he grunts my name as his lips cross over my chin to my lips. He licks them, and my tongue comes out with all the greed I feel for him. “Mandy.”

      “Yes?” I pant, needing him to move.

      “Mandy,” he whispers one more time, my lips moving with his. I don’t say anything, since his name was the only coherent thing I could speak just moments ago, but I look up and gasp at what I see burning in his eyes. “Brace yourself,” he growls and then surges back inside me.

      I gasp, and I gasp again, unable to fathom how an intake of breath can make me choke.

      I try again.

      It’s not until Ace glides his lips to my ear and there, he says, “Let go. I’ve got you,” that I release the air and do just as he says.

      And I know.

      They were all wrong.

      This is the moment magic happens. This is the true boom.

      I know one more thing.

      There’s no going back.

      I’m his.

      I’m no longer the Mandy I once knew.

      I’m truly his.

      And my soul whispers to me, He’s truly mine too.

      And I don’t doubt that one bit.
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