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[bookmark: chap1]Chapter 1
 
   Kendall
 
   I didn’t dare move for fear of breaking something.  If I did, I’d probably have to declare bankruptcy.  It was only a waiting room, but I’d never seen such lavish attention to detail before.
 
   If I wasn’t mistaken, that was a real Van Achthoven painting on the wall.  Even the receptionist’s desk looked like something the President might have to save up for.
 
   All glass, it seemed to be custom made to show off her long legs from all angles.  She had them crossed, making her short skirt ride high as she tapped away on the keyboard in front of her, sometimes pressing the button on the wireless headset to answer calls.
 
   Back home in Woodville I felt small.  When I moved to the city, I felt tiny.  Now, especially under her occasional disdainful glance, I felt positively microscopic.
 
   I wrung my hands in my lap, second-guessing myself for the millionth time about the big move.  I’d thought I’d show my family that I could be something, but I’d been here for months and I was still just an intern at The Weekly Enquirer.
 
   My funds were evaporating fast.  If my boss, Mr.  Kinsley, didn’t give me the actual job he’d promised me soon, I’d have to go home with my tail between my legs.
 
   So why did he send me to interview Jace Barlow, the mysterious man who took his one hundred and eighty million dollar lottery winnings and quickly turned it into an empire pushing at a billion dollar valuation?
 
   Was it because he liked my “moxie,” as he liked to say to the people he actually paid to work? Because he saw some untapped potential in me? No.
 
   As Mr.  Kinsley said in the meeting room in front of everybody, as if I wasn’t even there, Jace Barlow had scheduled and cancelled meetings with every major publication you could think of dozens of times.  It was like a joke to the new multi-millionaire to screw with the media.
 
   So send me to the appointment, and then when Barlow cancels again, at least nobody important will have wasted their time.
 
   The receptionist’s headset beeped and she pressed the button.  “Yes sir? Of course, sir.  Yes I’ll tell her.  One moment.”
 
   This was it.  I looked over at the tall blonde as she unhooked the headset from her ear and stood up, smoothing her skirt.  Was she going to escort me all the way to the elevator?
 
   “Miss Brookes?” she asked.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Mr.  Barlow will see you now.”
 
   I had to let that set in for a moment as my heart seemed to say “Right, I’m outta here” and tried to make good its escape via my throat.  Swallowing hard, I managed to get it back down.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Mr.  Barlow will see you.  Now.  You’ll have to hand over your phone, and do you have any recording devices?”
 
   I fumbled at my little handbag.  “Uh… I’ve got a…” My mind went blank looking for the word.  “Dictaphone!” I blurted out.
 
   You could almost see the concentration in the receptionist’s face as she tried not to roll her eyes at a so-called journalist who couldn’t remember what a Dictaphone was.  With shaking hands, I opened my handbag and took out the offending items.
 
   The receptionist walked around her desk with a supermodel sashay and reached out for them.  “I’ll keep them in a secure container until your meeting is finished.”
 
   This couldn’t be happening.  A nobody like me doesn’t interview the most elusive man in the city.  Mr.  Kinsley didn’t even give me a questionnaire, he was that sure this was going to be a bust.  I had nothing prepared to ask him and I was about to walk into an interview that famous journalists would kill their own mothers to conduct.
 
   She confiscated the forbidden electronics and put them in a drawer before beckoning me through the door behind her desk.  Once on the other side, I could see that the horizontal strips of mirror on the wall of frosted glass were actually one-way, so you could see into the waiting room like you were peeking out from a bunker without being seen.
 
   There was no time to contemplate that though, as I was led at a brisk pace down a long hallway.  At the end was a door, flanked by two men wearing suits and looking for all the world like Secret Service agents.  One of them told me to hold my arms out to my sides as he waved a metal detector over me, while the other inspected my handbag for contraband.
 
   I felt like it was a pretty thorough inspection before walking the plank.  What would they do to me back at work when they heard I actually made it into Jace Barlow’s office? I racked my brain trying to think of everything I’d heard about him, trying to come up with something halfway relevant to ask.
 
   About a year before I would have been ready, the security men were apparently satisfied that I wasn’t an assassin, and gave me the all clear.  The receptionist knocked on the door and opened it, ushering me through before standing at my side.
 
   If I thought the waiting room was expensively decorated, it had nothing on Jace Barlow’s office.  Everywhere I looked were sleek, sophisticated lines, fine furniture and tasteful art.
 
   The man himself was sitting behind his desk, and my breath caught in my throat.  I’d seen pictures of him before, of course, usually with a woman who looked like this receptionist on his arm.  So I knew he was handsome, but I never could have expected what it would feel like to have those eyes on me in person.
 
   All the luxurious surroundings and art in the world couldn’t hide the fact that he wasn’t born with a silver spoon in his mouth.  I could see the edges of tattoos on his neck and arms, lurking just under the Armani, like snakes waiting to ambush unwary prey.  He looked like if he flexed his muscles the suit would explode off of him as if he was a bomb.
 
   Behind those dark eyes, I swore I could see thoughts beneath the surface that contrasted just as starkly with the cool exterior.  None of the guys back home ever looked at me like that, and in this big city I was practically invisible.  I almost felt naked in front of him.
 
   It’s a shame that the more you try to stop a blush, the worse it gets.  I hated standing next to this beautiful tall woman.  It was impossible not to notice the contrast between the two of us.  She looked a lot like my sisters, and that was one of the comparisons I’d been desperate to get away from my whole life.
 
   A barrel-chested man with a shaved head had been standing next to Barlow’s desk, and now appeared to be leaving.
 
   “Kendall Brookes, from The Weekly Enquirer, sir.  Would you like coffee? Tea?” she asked me.
 
   “No thank you,” I squeaked.
 
   She smiled and stepped out of the way of the man who was leaving, holding the door for him and following him out of the room.  I heard the click behind me and gulped.
 
   “Take a seat, Miss.  Brookes,” said the one and only, Jace Barlow.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap2]Chapter 2
 
   Jace
 
   Something about her stopped me in my tracks.  When I saw her sitting there in the waiting room through the one-way glass, I made the decision on the spot to break the rules and invite her into my office.
 
   She wasn’t going to be getting a meaningful interview for The Weekly Whatever-the-fuck it was, she was going to be getting some hard cock.  That’s all I was willing to give her.
 
   I was sick to my stomach of the kind of girl that used to hang around with us, back in what I could only think of as the old days.  Back then, I was hired muscle, working my way up the chain in the Picolli Crime Family’s organization.
 
   Those bitches were barely one step above prostitutes, if that.  Once I took over and put one foot into this world, this legitimate front, I was disappointed to find that they were all the same no matter where I went.
 
   This one though, Kendall Brookes, she looked different.  Her tits were small enough to be real, big enough that she’d have to hold on to them when I got to fucking her good and hard.  A dainty little thing, she looked like she’d never been through the kinds of things I was going to do to her.
 
   Fresh and innocent, I bet the guys in her world brought flowers and asked her father’s permission.  I couldn’t remember the last time I’d asked permission for anything, except when I already knew what the answer was.
 
   The way she was holding herself, I could tell she was terrified.  Those little arms crossed over protectively in front, as if she could hide behind them or something.
 
   With a visible gulp, she closed the distance between the door and the chair I’d directed her to, and I watched her intently.  She really was petite.  I bet she was tight as fuck.
 
   I was already undressing her with my eyes, looking past the clothes that were on the old side, and probably hadn’t been worth much when they were new.  She reminded me of one of those chicks from those movies in the nineties, where the ugly duckling had a superficial makeover and suddenly became the hottest girl in school.
 
   The best part about it was that she obviously had no idea how sexy she was.  Damned if she wasn’t making me hard already.
 
   I tented my fingers in front of me as I leaned forward and waited for her to sit.  Scenes of me circling around to the other side of my desk and forcing her to her knees to suck my cock flashed through my mind.
 
   As she sat in the chair, she immediately dropped her handbag, the contents spilling at her feet.  That blush deepened as she muttered an apology and bent down to pick her things up, giving me a quick flash down her top at those tantalizing curves of her breasts, before her luxurious dark brown hair obscured the view.
 
   No.  This one was too good to just fuck straight away.  I was going to play it out, just a little, make her so wet that she’d be begging for my cock.  Then I’d make her wait a little bit longer, and by the time I finally gave it to her, she’d be so desperate that she’d hardly notice that she’d never spread her legs for a man like me before.  Not until it was too late and I was already taking everything I wanted from her perky little body.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said, sitting upright again and stuffing everything back in except for a notepad and pen.
 
   “It’s fine.  So what can I do for you, Miss Brookes?”
 
   “Well… uh… first of all… um… thank you for, you know, making the time for me.  I, and The Weekly Enquirer, really appreciate it.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure,” I said.
 
   She licked her lips and appeared to be desperately trying to think of something to say.  I raised an eyebrow.  Of all the journalists, reporters, and would-be documentary makers who had come running at the opportunity to interview me, only to fall victim to my long term plan to get them to fuck off, Kendall was easily the youngest.
 
   “How old are you?” I asked.
 
   “Me? I’m… I’m eighteen.”
 
   Teen pussy.  Just what the doctor ordered.  The corner of my mouth rose in a smirk that would have cost me the game if we were playing poker.  As it was, it only seemed to strengthen my advantage over her.
 
   “Aren’t you a little… green, to be handed an interview like this? You wouldn’t believe how many fuckin’ calls Violet out there fields every day about this very thing.”
 
   Kendall flinched at my swearing, and my smirk grew.  After all the shit I’d been dealing with all morning, karma had handed me Kendall.  Not only was she a tight little package, she was a good girl too, whose idea of hard sex was probably missionary position with socks on and lights out.
 
   “I… I…” she stammered.
 
   I waved it away.  “Don’t worry about it.  You’re doing really well.”
 
   “Oh.  Um.  Thanks.  So, Mr.  Barlow, you won a hundred and eighty million dollars in the state lottery.  Most people seem to throw their winnings away, or retire.  Nobody ever did what you did.  Why didn’t you take your winnings and live out your life on a beach?”
 
   I almost laughed at the understatement.  Damn right nobody ever did what I did.  This girl, man, she had no idea.  She’d never been shot at, never killed a man, probably never even been in a fight.
 
   I’d been doing all those things as long as I could remember.  Every skull I cracked was one more step in my grand scheme, but I never could have planned to buy a lottery ticket on a whim, win, and fast-forward my plans by ten or twenty years.
 
   Leaning back in my chair, I rested one foot on the opposite knee and laced my fingers together over my stomach.  Fixing her with a look that had melted the panties off women far more wary than her, I gave her an answer that meant precisely fuck-all.
 
   “Well.  I had work to do.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap3]Chapter 3
 
   Kendall
 
   There was no way I was going to end the day without losing my job.  This interview was going less successfully than skydiving with an anvil for a parachute.  So he had work to do, he liked baseball, he grew up in a group home, he recommended a healthy breakfast.  What else?
 
   “Um… do you like art?” I pointed at the paintings on the wall and the sculpture in the corner.
 
   “It’s OK.”
 
   With dogged determination, I wrote down “Art -> OK” in my little notepad, and when I looked up again, I swore I saw his eyes roaming over my body.  I could almost feel them like fingers lightly tracing along my skin, and a shiver of misplaced excitement travelled down my spine.
 
   Men didn’t look at me like that, not really.  Certainly not men like Jace Barlow, who could have a harem at his disposal at the snap of his fingers.  According to some rumors, he’d gone backstage at a fashion show in Milan and afterwards some of the models were walking noticeably bowlegged on the catwalk.
 
   Still, it was an illusion I rarely had a chance to entertain, so I let myself bask in it for a few seconds.  How often had I dreamed that some nice guy would look at me, like what he saw, and take me off the shelf?
 
   I was about to ask him about his tattoos when his cell started ringing.  He held up his finger to silence me and brought his phone to his ear.
 
   “Go ahead,” he said and paused to listen.  “Yes… What? Where? OK, keep him… uh.” He glanced at me.  “Occupied until I can get there… I’ll get there whenever the fuck I’m ready, don’t forget who you’re talking to… Yeah, yeah...  Bye.”
 
   “So, Mr.  Barlow, I was going to ask you about…”
 
   “Sorry, Kendall, something’s come up, we’re going to have to cut this short.”
 
   My heart sank.  I’d known from the moment I walked in the room that the interview would be a disaster, what with my zero preparation and all, but I was enjoying my little fantasy.
 
   “Oh.  Alright,” I said, packing my pen and pad away.
 
   Barlow stood and I did the same.  Even from across the desk it was impossible to not note the incredible presence he had.  It was more than just how much bigger than me he was, it was like an aura that radiated off of him.
 
   He leaned over and extended his hand in my direction, and I approached his desk to do the same.  It was so surreal, I was about to shake hands with a man who could probably buy my hometown and turn it into a theme park.
 
   My heart fluttered when our hands touched, partly from sheer awe and the rest coming from the same silly parts of my mind the little fantasy had.  What if he brought my hand to his lips and kissed it? I would faint!
 
   “Thank you for coming to see me today.  I’ll want a copy of that article when you publish it.”
 
   You’re so hot!
 
   “You’re so… I mean, you’re welcome.  Yes, of course.  Uh… goodbye then.”
 
   I started to turn away, but his grip on my hand tightened and he pulled me back.  Slowly, I turned back to him, and my eyes travelled from where our hands were still together, up to his eyes, where he was fixing me with a look that made me want to start taking off my clothes.  Was my daydream coming true?
 
   “Tell you what.  We should extend this interview over dinner.  Tonight, at Luc Monette’s.  Be there at seven.”
 
   My jaw dropped in a way I thought only happened in the movies.  Jace Barlow, tall, muscular, multi-millionaire, was asking me, Kendall Brookes, a small-town nobody, out to dinner.  That shiver went down my spine again and settled somewhere around my stomach, a buzzing little ball of excitement, but I did my best to keep a grasp on reality.
 
   “Dinner.  Just for the interview?” I asked.
 
   Jace smiled.  “Of course.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap4]Chapter 4
 
   Jace
 
   “There was a robbery in China Town, a liquor store.  Owner’s all up to date on their payments, so they gave us a call asking what good our protection was,” said Lorenzo.
 
   “We know who did it yet?” I asked.
 
   Sitting back in my seat, I watched the world go by through the tinted window of the car as my driver drove the two of us back from an afternoon meeting to my office tower.  This was some low-level crap that I was trying to delegate more and more these days, so I wasn’t prepared to give it my full attention.
 
   Of course, like in any job, there were times when shit pissed me off.  Unlike most other jobs for most other people, things could piss me off enough that I let myself get a little bit… hands-on with enforcing my rules.
 
   That’s the thing in this world.  You go for too long without fucking somebody up and some assholes start to get all uppity.  They start losing respect, and that’s a death knell for somebody like me.
 
   It was as true at the top as it ever had been when the Picollis used to send me to be the reminder about their rules.  You knew you fucked up if you had me knocking on your door.
 
   I built up a reputation, almost a legend.  I had to laugh when I heard some of the stories come full-circle and get whispered back to me in hushed tones.  Did you know the Picollis have got a guy who cuts off peoples’ heads and uses their skulls to drink their blood?
 
   What a load of shit.  I used the head to beat the truth out of a second guy, not to drink blood.  That’s just fuckin’ weird.  Not that I ever denied anything.  No.  The smart play was to use that reputation to get what I needed.
 
   “No.  I’ve got a couple of guys putting the word out.  Are you happy for me to give the owner whatever he needs to rebuild? They trashed the place good.”
 
   “Yeah.  You handle it.  When you find the dumb fuck who did this, we’ll see what assets they have that can be appropriated.”
 
   Lorenzo laughed.  “Look at you, Mr.  Businessman with the fancy talk.  You’re really getting used to the high life, aren’t you?”
 
   Once, there was an Emperor who hired a servant to follow him around and, every time the Emperor received a compliment, the servant was supposed to remind him “you’re just a man.” Well, Lorenzo was about as close to that as I had.
 
   The guy was old school, showed me the ropes when I first graduated from running packages to becoming a soldier for the Picollis.  If I had a job that was too much for one person, Lorenzo was the first person I ever went to for backup.
 
   I shrugged.  “Gotta put the degree to use sometime, huh?”
 
   A chuckle made Lorenzo shake a little bit, but the laugh didn’t quite make it all the way out.  He never thought much of my business degree from a correspondence school, but it was certainly helping to keep us afloat with our legitimate fronts.
 
   When I was studying, in between making people disappear or just very sorry, I was amazed at the parallels between business theory and the crime family.  Corporate hierarchy, organizational culture, supply and demand, it was all there.
 
   Of course, not all the rules were the same.  There were family complications, and parts of it were like a cult, but once I grasped the business side of things, that was the first time in my life that I was able to envision the Picollis as a single entity.  That was the first time I had anything more than a vague idea about how to fulfil my destiny.
 
   You can kill a single entity.
 
   “So, we’ve been avoiding something all day,” he said.
 
   “Hmmm?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb.  We’ve got Santino duct-taped to a chair, running his mouth while the guys wait for you to get there.  He’s right fuckin’ here, in Port Magnus.”
 
   “So tape his fuckin’ mouth shut.  We can afford it,” I said.
 
   Santino Son-of-a-bitch Picolli.  When I took over this city, I put the word out that anyone who’d been lucky enough to get away, better stay away.  Port Magnus was off limits to them.
 
   In reality, I had no plans to stop at Port Magnus, it was just easier to consolidate my position if they weren’t around fucking with my business.  The fact that he was here was a real thorn in my side.  It felt like a backwards step.
 
   The car pulled into the underground parking lot and paused while the guard checked the ID of my driver and opened the security doors.  After a moment we continued.
 
   “Well, let’s just go there, work him over and see what we can get out of him.”
 
   “Pick up Roydon and head over there yourself.  I’m going to sit this one out,” I said.
 
   Lorenzo raised an eyebrow.  “You serious? You’re not going to handle this one yourself?”
 
   “What’s the matter, don’t think you can crack him?”
 
   Lorenzo puffed himself up a bit, and I knew already that the argument was over before it had even started.  My empire was built on fear and paying off the right people, but a little manipulation of ego went a long way too.
 
   “You got someplace more important to be?” he asked.
 
   “Dinner with that sexy little journalist that visited this morning,” I said.
 
   Just mentioning her got my blood pumping.  I wondered if she already knew she was getting fucked tonight or not.  I could hardly wait to rip those panties off her, feel my cock sliding in, and watching her squirm.
 
   “That’s an about-face on the media policy,” Lorenzo said.
 
   “She won’t get anything she can use.”
 
   “Well, you’re the boss.  So, boss, how do you want me to play Santino? The reality is that he might not be crackable.”
 
   I brought my hand up and rubbed my jawline as I thought about it.  Lorenzo was right, guys like Santino had been brought up their whole lives being told to shut the fuck up about family business, or else.
 
   Lorenzo hit hard, and I knew Roydon wasn’t going to lose any love on the Picolli family, but it was tough conditioning to break.  Still, we had to get something out of this.
 
   “Work him for an hour, two if you think he’s getting close to talking.  Get what you can, but don’t touch his face.  When you’re done, empty a few clips into him and leave him in front of the old Picolli place.  Make sure he’ll be found and recognized.  The six o’clock news will send our message.  How’s that for a fuckin’ media policy?”
 
   Lorenzo took it all in stride.  “That’ll do the trick.”
 
   I pressed the button to speak to my driver over the intercom.  “Drop Mr.  Marchetti off at his car, then we’re heading back out.”
 
   “Yes, sir.” 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap5]Chapter 5
 
   Kendall
 
   After a brief hurricane of panic from everybody back in the office, I spent the entire afternoon on a computer researching Jace Barlow, determined to make part two of my interview infinitely less embarrassing than part one.  I’d known he was secretive, but I didn’t realize just how little of his life had made it on to the internet.
 
   Mr.  Kinsley sent me some lines of questioning the brain-trust back in the office thought would be important to go through, but not until after trying to replace me at the dinner with a more experienced reporter.  Barlow’s people shot that idea down.
 
   This was my big chance, this was a once in a lifetime opportunity to show them what I could do.  Everybody at The Weekly Enquirer, my family, everybody back home who thought I would live and die in Woodville, I’d show them all.
 
   I couldn’t afford the kinds of things that most people who dined at Luc Monette’s wore, but I dressed up as well as I was able to.  Even so, when I arrived early, the woman behind the counter looked down her nose at me until I said I was here to meet Jace Barlow.
 
   After that, I was royalty as far as she was concerned.  She even brought me a complimentary glass of wine while I waited.
 
   It wasn’t easy to keep a level head.  This was as exclusive a restaurant as existed anywhere in the city, the whole country even.  Everywhere I looked, I saw faces I recognized from the news, from the magazines, even from the paper I worked for.
 
   The instant he walked in the room, he caught my eye.  He had so much presence it was like the universe revolved around him, the complete opposite to me.
 
   It didn’t take him long to spot me either, as if I drew his eyes as much as he drew mine.  He headed straight for me and I had this image of him picking me up and carrying me off into the sunset.
 
   There I went again.  What was it about him that made me forget who I was?
 
   “Mr.  Barlow.” I began to stand.
 
   He held out his hand, halting me, before he sat down on the opposite side of the table.  “Please.  Just call me Jace for tonight.”
 
   “Oh.  OK.  You can call me Kendall too.”
 
   “A beautiful name for a beautiful woman.”
 
   I glanced down at my glass of wine for a second, fighting off the shy blush that seemed to blossom anyway whenever he looked at me.  Lines like that didn’t help my predicament.
 
   Eventually, I managed to raise my eyes to his with a goofy smile on my face.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Have you ordered?” he asked.
 
   “No, I was waiting for you.”
 
   “Well, now you’ve got me, what are you going to do with me?”
 
   It was an innocent question, but the way he said it and the look on his face gave me the impression that he was implying something.  I didn’t know if it was just my imagination running wild again, not out of the question when I was around him, or if I was getting hit on by a multi-millionaire.
 
   *****
 
   “But enough about me.  What about you? Do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   The whole dinner was like that.  A question from me, a dodge by him, followed by thinly-veiled innuendo.  I got the impression that the veil was only put there as part of some game he was playing with himself.  With me.
 
   No, there wasn’t any doubt about it.  Jace Barlow was flirting with me.  Me!
 
   “Me? No.  Nobody…”
 
   … ever noticed me.
 
   “… I just don’t really have t-time for that,” I lied.
 
   “I know the feeling.”
 
   Jace leaned forward across the table as if he was going to tell me a secret, fixing me with those eyes of his with the game of cat and mouse playing out behind them.  I couldn’t help but lean forward, drawn to him like he had me on a string, and I caught a hint of his cologne over the aroma of expensive food.
 
   “There’s one thing people like us have time for.  Don’t you think, Kendall?”
 
   Leaning forward as I was, he took a slow and purposeful look down my top and I was caught off guard by a jolt of excitement between my legs.  I’d never felt anything quite like that before without even laying a finger on myself, and I gasped quietly at the sensation as his gaze returned to my eyes, holding me there almost like I was spellbound.
 
   No man had ever seen me naked.  The very thought of it had always made me want to run and hide, but I found myself having to mentally argue with my own hands to stop them from unbuttoning my top right here at the table.  After all this lonely time, I was soaking up this attention like a sponge, and I wanted more.
 
   I also didn’t want to let this opportunity, this scoop, slip through my fingers.  Struggling to regain control of myself, I thought back to my research this afternoon, the things I read between looking at pictures of him on a beach, with his top off and that chiseled body on display.
 
   “I… um… Mr… Jace.  I… uh… read that you went to the group home when you were six.  Do you remember anything about your parents?”
 
   For the first time since I’d laid eyes on him, Jace’s mask of confidence cracked for a moment.  Through the seams, as he pulled away and leaned back in his seat, I caught a flash of anger and a slow river of sadness flowing underneath.
 
   Then it was gone, and Jace Barlow, the living enigma, was back.  He looked at me through slightly narrowed eyes as he ran his tongue over his teeth inside his mouth before taking a deep breath.
 
   Before he could let out whatever it was he was going to say, a ringtone came from his pocket and the air puffed out of him wordlessly.  He pulled his phone out without saying anything to me, looked at the caller displayed on the screen and then answered it.
 
   “Get anything important?” He asked without greeting, then paused for a moment.  “Oh, that motherf...”
 
   He looked at me and from side to side at the other diners.  “I’ve got to take this.  I’ll be back in a few.  Order some dessert if you want it.”
 
   “Everything OK?” I asked.
 
   “No.  Business.”
 
   He stood and began talking in hushed tones as he stalked between the rows of tables and past the woman at the front desk, who was dealing with a younger couple, and out the front door.  Instead of perusing the dessert menu I pulled out my own phone and called my boss, feeling shaky from the rollercoaster of Jace toying with my emotions and his sharp withdrawal.
 
   “Hello?” said Mr.  Kinsley.
 
   “Mr.  Kinsley, it’s me, Kendall,” I said.
 
   “How did it go? Is it over? Did you get everything?”
 
   “I’m still at the restaurant, he’s just stepped out to take a phone call.”
 
   “How is it going?” he repeated.
 
   “It’s… um… Mr.  Kinsley,” I looked around and then held my hand over my mouth and the phone, speaking in a harsh whisper.  “He’s flirting with me! What do I do?”
 
   A stunned silence was my only response for a while.  “Flirt back?” he finally said, disbelief evident in his voice.
 
   “That’s not, like, unprofessional or anything?” I asked.
 
   The sound of his voice went distant for a second before I heard a few muffled curses.  “No, Kendall.  Use it if you’ve got it.  All the greats have done it.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Oh yeah.  Go ahead.  You nail this interview and you’re set for life at The Weekly Enquirer, you know that, right?”
 
   “Oh my gosh… OK.  I won’t let you down, Mr.  Kinsley!”
 
   “Great, call me as soon as it’s over,” he said.
 
   “OK.  Bye.”
 
   “Bye.” I put my phone away and looked for Jace, but it seemed that his call was more involved than mine.  
 
   OK.  Flirt back.  Easy, women have the upper hand on that front, right? Except… I had no idea what to do.  My sisters had tried to explain the art to me, but it just never clicked.
 
   The fact that it came so naturally to them, apparently to every woman but me, had always made me feel almost less than human, like there was something special missing from me that made me worth less than everybody else.  They could do more with a flick of their hair or a bitten bottom lip than I could ever do.
 
   Yet, hadn’t Jace been looking at me all night, like I was just as appetizing as the masterfully crafted meals that had been placed in front of us? At his office too?
 
   Butterflies fluttered in my stomach when I remembered him looking down my top as if he liked the view.  I glanced furtively from side to side and then looked down myself.
 
   My breasts were on the small side, not like his receptionist, not like all the girls he had his photograph taken with.  But he did look.
 
   Clearing my throat quietly as if that was a good distraction I brought my hand to the top of my shirt, near my neck.  I could feel it shaking as my inhibitions fought tooth and nail with my need to do what it took to prove myself in the big wide world and my desire to have Jace’s eyes on me.
 
   I undid the top button and pushed the sides of my shirt open a little.  It was, possibly, the bravest thing I ever did.
 
   Nobody eating around me seemed to notice the shameless hussy in their midst and I laid my hands flat on the table to keep them steady while I braced myself to pour on whatever charm I could muster.
 
   The young couple who had been at the front desk walked between the tables, led by a waiter, talking loudly and all puffed up with self-importance.  They both looked a little on the merry side and the woman stumbled on her high heels as she was passing our table.
 
   Her thigh bumped the edge and my glass of wine toppled straight into my lap.  I yelped at the sudden cold on my thighs and scrambled for a napkin.
 
   The woman regained her balance and brought her hand to her mouth, looking like she was going to say sorry for a second.  Then she looked me up and down, and seemed to decide that you don’t need to apologize to people below your station or something.
 
   “Be careful!” I said.
 
   Well, she didn’t like that.  “What’s your problem?”
 
   “What do you think? You just spilled my drink all over my skirt!”
 
   She laughed.  “Well, it’s not like it was a very nice skirt.  It looks like it came out of some bargain bin.”
 
   I could feel all eyes on me, but not in a good way like when Jace looked at me.  All that attention drawn to my cheap clothes.  I had got the skirt from a bargain bin.
 
   “It was a nice skirt,” I murmured, already certain of defeat.
 
   “Hey, don’t disrespect my fiancé,” said the man with her.
 
   I looked up at him and then between the two of them.  I could feel the tears welling up in my eyes, the shame of it all.  All around me, people were watching, some of them looked uncomfortable, some of them merely interested.  A few seemed to be enjoying the way the riff-raff was being put in her place.
 
   I was going to flirt with the hottest guy I’d ever seen in real life.  I was going to have fun, let myself pretend he really wanted me, and get the interview of the century all at the same time.
 
   Instead, I thought I was probably about five seconds away from running out that front door sobbing.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap6]Chapter 6
 
   Jace
 
   I was going to fucking detonate.  Three guys dead and Santino escaped? Since when did he turn into a fucking ninja?
 
   Lorenzo called from the warehouse.  Apparently he and Roydon arrived just in time for Santino to catch Roydon with a lucky headshot from long range as he was getting out of the car.
 
   Lorenzo shot back, but Santino managed to get to a car and got away.  Unbelievable.  Now, instead of information and one more dead Picolli, I had to send a clean-up crew in to take care of the mess.
 
   That was a damn shame about Roydon.  He was a tough kid and I had the feeling he hated the Picollis almost as much as I did.  Fuckin’ shot.
 
   When I came inside out of the cool air, I was just in time to see Coralie leaving her front desk and rushing into the restaurant.  I was close behind and my brow furrowed when I saw that it was our table that seemed to be the center of attention.
 
   Some loudmouth asshole and his whore girlfriend were standing over Kendall, with a waiter nearby.  They were all talking at once, pointing fingers.  The guy was talking about respect and was getting more and more in Kendall’s face even as Coralie arrived and tried to pull him back.
 
   “I didn’t pay five hundred dollars a seat to reserve a table just so I would have to look at the damn help eating in the same room.  I didn’t know Luc Monette’s was giving out coupons now.”
 
   Kendall looked terrified, like she was reliving some schoolyard bullying memory.  Worst of all, there was this… acceptance on her face, in the near-sobbing quiver of her lip.  It was almost as if life dished up this kind of shame to her all the time and nothing ever changed.  Nobody ever helped.
 
   A sexy girl like her should have had the world eating out of the palm of her hand.  That light I saw in her eyes when she noticed me checking her out shouldn’t be extinguishable by the likes of these people.
 
   I was surprised at how much that affected me.  I wasn’t surprised at how murderously fucking pissed off I was.
 
   “Who.  The.  FUCK.  Do you think you’re talking to?”
 
   What little conversation in the room that had survived this long promptly ceased as the whore yelped in surprise and the two of them both startled.  The guy whirled around in surprise.
 
   After sizing me up for a second, he came to the wrong conclusion, and pointed at Kendall.  “This b-”
 
   “You better rethink what you’re about to say, motherfucker.  What happened, Kendall?” I asked without taking my eyes of this dude, all puffed up like he was going to take a swing.  I fucking hoped he did.
 
   “She spilled my wine on me,” Kendall said, quietly.  Almost apologetically.
 
   “So what are you doing getting in her face?” I asked.  “Actually, don’t answer that, because I don’t give a fuck.  Get down on your hands and knees, lick her shoes, and beg for forgiveness.  Pray to the god of worthless cocksuckers she grants it.”
 
   The asshole looked ready to tell me to fuck off, and I stepped right in close to him until our noses were almost touching.  “Five hundred dollars is a big price tag to come here and end up eating your own teeth, bitch.”
 
   I could feel this energy heating up inside of me, flooding my muscles with adrenaline like it did before every fight.  On a hair trigger, I waited for the release.  I was ready to explode at any sudden movement.
 
   By the time I was done, his own mother would run for the hills at the sight of him.  I was pissed beyond words at the news Lorenzo had just dropped on me, and this nobody was going to bear the brunt of it.
 
   “Kick his ass, Mike,” said his piece of fluff.
 
   But then, sometimes people surprise you.  His eyebrows twitched a bit as he lost nerve and backed down, slowly lowering himself to his hands and knees in front of Kendall.
 
   No self-respecting man ever literally licked somebody’s shoes, but that’s what Mike did.  For a second my rage threatened to boil over, as if he had robbed me of a fight specifically to piss me off.  I almost kicked him in the head right there, he was at the right height for it now.
 
   “Please forgive me,” he mumbled to my date.
 
   Kendall’s mouth was opening and closing like a goldfish as she tried to find the words.  Honestly, how could the hottest woman in the room stand to have these pretentious cunts look down on her?
 
   Tell him to stand up and fight like a man, I thought.
 
   “It’s OK, it’s OK! Please stop!” she managed to blurt out.
 
   Mike got up and murmured something at me that was probably an apology as the blonde arm candy belittled him.
 
   “You should fuck off, if you know what’s good for you,” I said.  “Take that noisy bitch with you.”
 
   “C’mon, Liv,” said Mike, reaching for Liv’s arm and heading towards the front.
 
   She stumbled after him, spouting words of disbelief, and I turned to watch them go.  Not a single pair of eyes in the entire restaurant was on their own food, they were all on us, and it was deathly silent.
 
   “Anybody else got a fuckin’ problem?” I asked.
 
   Instantly, not a single pair of eyes was on us, they were all trained determinedly on their own plates.
 
   I was practically shaking with pent-up energy when I sat down again and waved Coralie away.  Across the table, Kendall was wearing her heart on her sleeve.
 
   There was fear there, a certain shock at the promises my body language and tone had just made to our dear friend Mike, but overwhelmingly she was looking at me with awe.  She was looking at me like I was some kind of hero.
 
   I was nothing of the sort, but I could see myself reflected in her eyes.  In them I was practically wearing shining armor and riding a white horse while lightning shot out of my sword.
 
   “Th-thank you,” she said, so quietly that I could barely even hear her in the near-silence of the stunned restaurant.
 
   Her hair, naturally lush and dark, shone and flowed over her shoulders, some of it grouping together in curls and ringlets.  She may not have much money, but she had movie-star hair, and my eyes followed it down until I saw she had undone the top button of her shirt.
 
   There was no doubt in my mind it had been done for my benefit.  Shy as she was, it seemed she’d made a decision while I was outside, decided to give me exactly what I wanted.
 
   She couldn’t know how much I wanted, though.  At this point, denied a fight, I needed to release this energy and I bet Kendall had the most perfect little pussy to take it all.
 
   I’d been thinking about fucking her from the moment I laid eyes on her, hadn’t I? It was time to stop teasing myself with this prize.  It was time to fuck this little teen within an inch of her life.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap7]Chapter 7
 
   Kendall
 
   He stood up for me.  For the first time in my life, somebody thought I was worth standing up for.  I was still shaking from the shock.  Things had moved so quickly from being ridiculed, to the entire situation being reversed, my head was spinning.
 
   When that man and woman were standing over me, mocking me, I was scared.  However, that was nothing compared to the way Jace terrified them.
 
   When most people thought of Jace Barlow, they thought of the multi-millionaire sitting in his office running a diverse portfolio of companies.  As the head of such an empire, they probably thought he was decisive at the very least.
 
   Well, that was the understatement of the century.  They didn’t know the half of it.  I’d just been given a glimpse under the hood, at the unrelenting power that drove Jace to the heights he had achieved.
 
   It was intoxicating.  Imagine going through life like that, knowing that you’re coming through like a freight train and people better get on board or get out of the way if they don’t want to get pulverized.
 
   When he sat down, he looked like he was still on edge from the encounter himself.  So full of energy, he was practically buzzing with it.
 
   “Th-thank you,” I squeaked.
 
   His eyes! His eyes! They were on me again, drinking up all the bare skin they could see with no apologies for it.
 
   I remembered the button I’d undone and felt an electric pulse of excitement make my skin tingle as his gaze lingered there.  When he brought his eyes back up to mine, that delicious sensation seemed to gather between my legs and I could feel my heart rate climbing.
 
   “Fuck this, c’mon,” he said, standing again.
 
   “What is…” I began as he took my hand and I was pulled to my feet.
 
   Jace ushered me in front of him towards the back of the restaurant, where the woman from the front desk was talking to the waiter who had been leading that couple, Mike and Liv, to their table.  Not too far behind them were the doors that presumably led to the kitchen.
 
   “Sorry, sir, ma’am, I was just on my way over to see if there was anything I could-” began the waiter.
 
   “Not now,” said Jace, still urging me forward in the direction of the doors.
 
   “Sir, you can’t-”
 
   “It’s OK, Donovan.  Mr.  Barlow has an arrangement with the owner.”
 
   Poor Donovan didn’t seem to be having much of a day for getting full sentences out.  Before I knew it we were through the doors and at the edge of a busy kitchen with celebrity chef, Luc Monette himself, barking orders through the steam and smoke.
 
   A couple people glanced up from what they were doing as we rushed through, Jace steering me to the right, but nobody said a word.  Just around the corner from the kitchen was another door, and Jace reached out ahead of me to turn the handle, pulling it open and pushing me through with his hand on the small of my back.
 
   I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, an office or a rear exit perhaps, but this was a dimly lit storage room.  Shelves upon shelves of ingredients lined the walls on all sides, but other than that there was nothing in there except Jace and me.
 
   Turning to face him with a confused expression, I saw him close the door and then advance on me with such hunger on his face that my question faltered before it could escape me.
 
   Is he going to ki-
 
   Jace Barlow cradled my head with both hands, his fingers burying themselves in my hair as he tilted my head up and pressed his lips against mine.  I opened my mouth to gasp in surprise but, as he was already mid-kiss, it only allowed him to kiss me more deeply.
 
   Even though he was leaning down, I was still up on the balls of my feet to meet his kiss.  That thrill of excitement I’d been feeling ever since I felt his eyes on me grew to a powerful flutter that made me breathe in short shallow bursts as a million butterflies rioted inside my belly.
 
   Jace kept up his momentum and I was forced awkwardly backwards, our lips never losing contact with each other.  My hands were on his stomach, feeling those washboard abs through his shirt as he steered me wherever he wanted to go, while giving me a kiss more urgent and primal than I had ever dreamed a kiss could be.
 
   One of his hands pushed harder than the other, and we went around a corner in a gap between two shelves until I felt my back hit the wall.  Jace didn’t stop kissing me, if anything he kissed me harder now that I had nowhere to escape, forcing my mouth wide open and curling one hand around the back of my head, as he let the other hand trail down my arm, coming to rest at my hip.
 
   His knee pushed between my legs and his whole body was pressed up against me, pinning me against the wall, before he let our lips part.  One time, I ran a half-marathon, I thought I was more breathless now, in this moment.
 
   My chest heaved against him and I stared up into his eyes, almost mesmerized by their intensity, their glowing desire.  Every breath I took, his scent filled my world.  Expensive cologne, money, and a faint undertone of masculine musk blended with the smell of some cinnamon on the shelf next to us.  It was a heady mixture.
 
   I felt a pang of fear when his hand on my hip curled around to cup my rear end though my skirt.  Flirt with him, my boss said, but this was quickly going beyond that, if it hadn’t already.
 
   “You are sexy as fuck, Kendall,” he said, giving my ass a hard squeeze.
 
   His intensity was almost enough to wash away a lifetime of self-consciousness, a lifetime of sexual invisibility, but how was I supposed to respond to that?
 
   All my life, I’d dreamed of being wooed with flowers, maybe a nice poem and a compliment about my eyes.  This was nothing like that, this was raw lust, it was hot like standing in front of a furnace and I was completely out of my element.
 
   “Uh… thanks?”
 
   My uncertainty was blatant in my voice, and I hated the inexperience that put it there.  My sisters would know what to do in this situation, and my friends would too.
 
   Jace bent down to kiss me again, and I had no choice but to let him take the lead.  My jaw worked in time with his, my head tilted and moved in rhythm with him.  I felt the tip of his tongue touch mine and moaned softly in the midst of the kiss, surprised at the gentle touch in the middle of that wanton passion.
 
   It was like a drug, feeling all that attention focused on me from a man like Jace.  I was supposed to be here getting the kind of interview that would make or break my career, but the mysterious multi-millionaire seemed to have a one-track mind, and he was intent on taking me along for the ride.  Where was that professionalism I’d been so worried about earlier?
 
   His hand left my ass, sliding around to my side again and heading up towards the small swell of my breast.  This was going so fast, an edge of panic made my heart beat even faster, and I put my hand on his wrist, holding his arm down before he could make it all the way.
 
   He didn’t even pause, he grabbed my wrist and pushed it down, down, down, and I realized only a fraction of a second before it happened what he was doing.  Before I could react, he held my hand against a huge bulge at the front of his pants.
 
   I broke the kiss and looked down with a quiet yelp of surprise.  I couldn’t see anything, our bodies were still pressed too close, but I was jolted by another spark of that electric excitement between my legs, stronger than any of the others.
 
   I’d never seen what was under my hand in real life, let alone felt one.  I supposed I still hadn’t seen one, but the very shape of it, the hardness, spoke to my body without words, and my body spoke back.
 
   This is IT! This is what you’ve been missing your whole life!
 
   I could feel my hand shaking, trapped between Jace’s palm and his manhood as he held me there, moving my arm up and down almost imperceptibly to stroke his hard shaft through his pants, using me for his own needs.  An ancient, animalistic, part of my brain was screaming with desire, shouting down my inhibitions and better judgements.
 
   Let him do what he wants, it said.
 
   The tall, dark, and tattooed man let go of my wrist.  As I looked back up at him I saw the corner of his mouth raise in a self-assured smile as I left my hand on that hard bulge of his, and even kept on stroking it a little.
 
   “Good girl,” he whispered.
 
   He was so close to me, every breath he took puffed out warmly on my face, as mine did to him, and he resumed that upward exploration across my stomach, heading towards my breasts.  
 
   As he got closer and closer, my brows knitted in apprehension.  Would he be disappointed if, when he touched them, he found that, yes, they really were as small as they looked?
 
   I felt his fingertips tracing the underside of my left breast, and then his palm was over the entire thing, giving it a squeeze almost as hard as when he had grabbed my ass.  I watched his face for signs of being let down, but he didn’t seem to be.
 
   When he let out a deep sigh of appreciation, I could have almost cried with relief.  I pushed my chest against his hand as he continued to squeeze me, and my nipples were so hard they almost hurt every time he did it.
 
   What was this feeling? Was this what it was like to feel… sexy? Wanted? Desired? I could have swam in this euphoria forever.
 
   His other hand moved from behind my head and without warning, he ripped my shirt apart, sending buttons flying in every direction.
 
   “Hey…” I protested, weakly.
 
   With a snap of his fingers behind my back, like a magician’s trick, I felt my strapless bra go loose and the cool air on my skin where it had hugged so tightly.  He pulled away for a second, letting it drop to the floor, exposing my breasts to him for the first time.  To anyone for the first time.
 
   “Oh fuck yeah…” he breathed, dispelling my next wave of insecurity before it could even crest.
 
   Leaning down even lower, he took one of my pink tips into his mouth and sucked it in, flicking his tongue across it and making me squeal quietly.  I ran the fingers of my spare hand through the hair on the back of his head, cradling him against me and pushing myself against him as hard as I could.
 
   Every flick of his tongue, of which there were countless, sent a spark of pleasure into my body and elicited a similar sensation from between my legs, both seeming to feed a ball of ecstasy that was growing in my belly.  When he moved his head back, pulling my nipple a little before it popped out of his mouth, I offered the other, eager to repeat the experience.
 
   His stubble was rough against the soft skin of my breast, contrasting with the wetness of his tongue in a way I could never have anticipated.  As he sent surge after surge of intoxicating pleasure into me, my other nipple, hard and wet, cooled in the air.
 
   Over the years, without anybody else to do it for me, I’d… taken things into my own hands before, to say the least.  Nothing that I’d done alone in my room in the dark could compare to what I felt growing inside me at this moment.
 
   Without having even been touched between the legs, Jace was making me more excited than a million lonely fantasies ever had.  The only thing holding me back from climaxing was the thought of how embarrassing it might be.
 
   If I did that, he would know I’d never been with anybody.  He would know I wasn’t a sexual conquest to be prized.  That was what guys liked, wasn’t it? The girls everybody wanted?
 
   Almost as if he read my mind, Jace stopped sucking my nipple and stood almost to his full height again, drawing me upwards in another deep kiss as my bare nipples rubbed against the front of his shirt.
 
   I felt his hands moving between us as he unbuttoned that shirt and shrugged it off while our lips were locked together, and then my hard nipples were pressed against his bare skin.  Tentatively, I let my hands roam all over his torso, feeling the power in those rock hard muscles.
 
   When our lips parted, I let myself look at that body.  Up close and personal, I could clearly see those same tattoos I’d spotted during my afternoon of research on the internet and those muscles that looked like he’d been sculpted from stone.  I could also see various scars that hadn’t shown up in the long-distance photos.  He had more than I could imagine any other businessman having.
 
   I looked up and felt a flush rising on my cheeks when I saw he was watching me explore him.  It was like he knew he had me hook, line and sinker.
 
   Jace lowered his lips to my neck and sucked hard enough that I imagined there was no escaping a love bite I’d have to explain at work the next day.  Work! This could cost me my internship! Oh my gosh, this whole night was dangerous… but he was so damn hot!
 
   While he sucked on my neck, that same stubbly sensation making me shiver again, I felt his hands at my hips, slowly bunching up my skirt.  The hem was just above my knees… halfway up my thighs… my panties were exposed.
 
   Reluctantly, I took my hands off his hardness and tried to push my skirt down again.  Hot or not, this was too fast.  I wasn’t this kind of girl, was I? He couldn’t change me that much in a single day, could he?
 
   “Wait,” I panted, as he ignored me and my skirt kept bunching up.  “I can’t… I’m-”
 
   … a virgin!
 
   I couldn’t bring myself to say it.
 
   “Shhhh,” he hushed.
 
   Taking hold of both my wrists, he raised my arms up over my head and held them in one of his big hands, pinning them against the wall before slipping the fingers of his other hand under the waistband of my panties.
 
   That’s when I realized just how completely soaked my underwear were.  I tried to wrestle my arms out of his grip, but he was just impossibly strong, and I was held there as surely as if I’d been handcuffed to a metal ring in the wall.
 
   Oh no… what’s he going to think when he feels that slippery mess? Is it normal to be that wet?
 
   His middle finger slid over my clit and my knees buckled.  For a second I was only held up by the arms he had pinned against the wall before I was able to bear my own weight again.
 
   That finger slid easily between my folds, my own natural lubricants made sure of that, and when he pulled it over my clit again, I felt my thighs quiver.  Over and over he caressed my most private place, exploring me far more thoroughly than I had explored him, as if he owned my body.
 
   Hell, maybe he did.  My hips bucked against his touch, instinctively searching for the release my body knew he could give me.  He seemed to know what I was trying to do, and took some pleasure in teasing me, rubbing hard, and then soft, then simply tracing a finger along my labia when he thought I was getting too close to an orgasm.
 
   It was crazy, delicious, torture, and it wasn’t long before I was writhing in desperation.  My mind was almost broken with the sheer need for that orgasm.
 
   I was so far gone that I didn’t even remember to be worried when I felt his finger slip inside my virgin tunnel.  The tip slid in as far as my hymen and then Jace went still.  That’s when I remembered.
 
   I looked up at him, panting and with a sheen of sweat on my forehead, terrified to see what I’d find there, but it wasn’t disappointment.  If anything, he looked even more insatiable as he leaned down to whisper harshly in my ear.
 
   “I… am going… to fuck… you so hard…”
 
   With that, he let my arms go and they flopped at my sides.  I couldn’t lift them after having them pinned above me for so long.  They hung limp and useless, with faint pins and needles tingling on my skin as he slowly lowered himself to his knees.
 
   Jace planted kisses as he went down, between my breasts, on my navel, every touch of his lips like a zap from a pleasure wand.  I was panting from excitement, my mind reeling from how fast everything was going, but I held my breath when he was down on one knee.
 
   The lower limits of my skirt were bunched up at about his eye-level.  Even if he hadn’t already known because he just had the tip of one finger inside me, now he would have seen how obviously wet my panties were.  I quivered timidly as he reached up and curled his fingers around the waistband of my underwear and pulled them down, his eyes laser-focused between my legs, demanding his first glimpse of my most private place.
 
   I felt the cool air on my labia as my virgin sex was exposed to a man for the first time.  With my panties around my ankles I expected him to stand again, to bring his expert fingers back to my little blast-off button and send me to where I needed to go, but he didn’t.
 
   Instead, I felt him pull one of my legs until it was draped over his shoulder, ensuring that I was bared to him in the most intimate way possible.  I reached out and grabbed for the shelves on either side to help with my balance, as he curled his hand around my thigh and kissed upwards along the inside.
 
   That teasing stubble tingled perilously close to my tender teen opening one last time, before slowly licking the full length of my slit.  My weight-bearing leg gave way and I closed my eyes as I moaned and dangled from my grips on the shelves for a few seconds.
 
   Jace made a more appreciative sound than he had on his first bite of the main course, and moved his hands along the back of my thighs to cup my ass as I got my leg underneath me again, pulling me against his mouth as he began to lick and suck at me with an enthusiasm I’d never dreamed of.  When another full-length lick ended with a flick across my clit, I moaned with complete abandon, letting go with one hand to bring my fist to my mouth and muffle the sounds he was forcing out of me.
 
   His tongue delved as deep as his finger had, drawing out ever more of my slick juices, before moving back to my clit and concentrating its considerable firepower there.  A squeal that was beyond the stifling power of my fist escaped me, and I moved that hand to the back of his head, unable to stop myself from pulling him against me and writhing against his mouth.
 
   A tiny rivulet of my arousal tickled its way down my inner thigh, and I felt that ball of energy in my belly grow to critical mass.  When I looked down at the multi-millionaire furiously licking between my legs, I could hardly believe they were my legs.
 
   The view was so foreign to me that it was difficult to shake the strange notion that I was watching a video of some other girl, one of the popular girls.  But as the edges of my vision blurred, there was no denying that it was me feeling the pleasure.
 
   I squeezed my eyes shut and reached out to the shelf again, as the first orgasm given to me by another person put all my previous ones to shame.  Jace’s lips and tongue were a blur of sensation, the pleasure they provoked thrummed through my body and I was in no position to gauge how much noise I was making.
 
   Just when I thought I was about to explode into tiny pieces of ecstasy, I felt my climax begin to fade.  I looked down at Jace again through partly opened eyes.  He was still vigorously licking me, making sure that every last trace of my orgasm was coaxed out.
 
   After a while, he shrugged my leg off his shoulder and slowly rose to his feet, his body brushing against mine as I tried to support my own weight.  I was almost up to the task, but his arms slipped around me and held me tight, taking some of that burden away.  He surprised me with a deep kiss, thrusting his tongue into my mouth and making me taste myself.
 
   I let go of the shelves and wrapped my arms around his neck as I eagerly kissed him back, surprised by how much I liked the flavor.  Jace moved forward and I was squeezed lightly between him and the wall.  My small breasts pressed firmly against his hard body as he reached between us and I heard the unmistakable sound of a zip.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap8]Chapter 8
 
   Kendall
 
   Our lips were locked, the kiss was as forceful as any he had given me that night.  But as he pushed his pants down and I felt that hot shaft pressing against my belly, I had to break away to moan wordlessly at the feel of it.  So hard, so big, so powerful.  It called out to that animalistic part of me I had barely known existed, and that part called back.
 
   He took it in his hand and I felt the tip pressing into me even harder as he bent his legs and it slid downwards across my navel.  I knew where he was taking it.
 
   “Wait,” I panted, “a condom… do you have a condom?”
 
   “If you think I’m going to let a piece of rubber come between your sweet little virgin pussy and me, you’re dreaming,” he said.
 
   “W-what? But… I’m not on the pill… I-”
 
   “I don’t give a shit.  I am going to feel you break on my cock.”
 
   The tip of his manhood started moving slowly downwards again, getting ever closer to his goal.  I had to fight against the urge to rise up on my toes to bring my still-quivering opening to it sooner.
 
   “Please… I might get pregnant!”
 
   “Maybe… but sex should be dangerous.  You want me to fuck your brains out no matter what.  I can see it.  You want it anyway, don’t you, Kendall?”
 
   I blushed and turned my head away from him, embarrassed at being talked about like that, like I was a wanton slut that would do anything for dick.  Unfortunately for my sense of dignity, I thought he might be right.  Well, in this moment where his glorious dick was concerned anyway.
 
   “That’s right,” he said before I could answer.  “So beg for it.”
 
   “What? I… I can’t do that.” My blush deepened.
 
   The throbbing end of his shaft was at my waistline now, so close to where we both wanted it to be.  I turned back and looked at him with every ounce of pleading I could put into a single expression, and couldn’t see him retreat an inch.
 
   “If you want this cock, you will.  Tell me, Kendall, tell me I can fuck you as hard as I want.  Tell me I can do anything I want to you because...  You.  Are.  Mine.”
 
   The tip of his manhood was almost touching my clit.  I clenched my teeth together as the primal need inside of me did its level best to drag the words out of my mouth… and succeeded.  I whispered so quietly that even I couldn’t hear what I said.
 
   “Louder, Kendall,” said Jace.
 
   “Please…”
 
   “Please what?”
 
   “Please… fuck me.  You can… fuck me as hard as you want.  I’m yours.”
 
   I had to drop my eyes away from his intense gaze, as if doing so could hide the fact that those words had actually come out of my mouth.  I wasn’t the kind of girl that spoke that way in private, even in my own mind, let alone to another person.  Especially not to a man who had every intention of doing exactly what I’d just said.
 
   His hard rod slid across my clit and nestled between my folds at my very opening, and the stimulation, along with the sense of the sheer size of it, made me draw a sharp breath and look back up at him.  With one knee between mine, he pushed my legs apart slightly, making room for himself and putting pressure against my virgin entrance.  I gasped again and did rise on my toes a bit.
 
   “But… please be gentle… I haven’t… um… done this before,” I said in direct contradiction to the last words out of my mouth.
 
   Jace smirked.  “Sure.”
 
   The head of his hard length pushed harder against me, and my breath caught as I bit my bottom lip and rose higher on my toes.  The relief was short-lived though, as he followed me up.  He had a lot more height to work with than I did.
 
   I was more wet between my legs than I’d ever been in my life, Jace had made sure of that, and despite his girth I felt my labia straining to let him slide in.  It wasn’t long before my entrance was at what I thought must surely be its limit, a taut ring around the very end of his manhood, but still he wasn’t inside me.
 
   Jace let out a quiet breath of satisfaction, apparently enjoying the feel of me, or watching my struggle, or both.  One of my hands dropped to his hip and pressed there as if trying to push away, even as I felt my clit pulse with a tiny jolt of excitement.
 
   I was trapped in the no-man’s-land between the fear of pain and the need for pleasure, the kind of pleasure only he had ever given me.  If it had been left up to me, we might have been caught in that indecision for a long time, but Jace was not in two minds.  Not even a little bit.
 
   The pressure increased and my untested sex was pushed beyond my assumed limits.  I let out a cry as pain seemed to be winning this particular battle in its war with pleasure.
 
   My feet felt light on the floor, as if most of my weight was being held up by the pressure on my opening, and my hand on his hip wasn’t doing anything, so I brought it back up around his neck.  Through clenched teeth, I let out another strained sound when I couldn’t hold it in anymore.
 
   I was about to beg him to stop when I felt a small sense of relief, and I finally accepted the head of his length inside me.  The balls of my feet were more firm on the ground, the swollen tip was past my tight entrance and I felt something like a strange kind of triumph as I looked up at him and he held my gaze.
 
   Inside me, I could feel him right at the doorstep of the last token defense of my virginity.  This morning it had seemed as safe as ever, but now there was no doubt it was being claimed.  In a few seconds, it would belong to Jace and nothing could ever change that.
 
   With a sharp thrust of his hips and a push from his legs, the tattooed millionaire took what he wanted, and pushed inch after inch of his manhood inside me.  Never in a million years of Sundays had I ever dreamed that I could feel so full.
 
   I cried out at the suddenness of it, the intensity of it, and went back to the tips of my toes again for a moment.  It was only a second or so before my feet left the floor, partly lifted by his rigid length and partly by the hands he moved back to my bare ass, cupping and pulling so that I had no choice but to wrap my legs around his hips.
 
   Deeper and deeper he went inside me, and I had a fleeting thought about whether his erection went on forever, until I felt that tight ring of my opening meet the base of his shaft.  I held on for dear life, my mind had been scattered to the four corners of the universe by the overwhelming physical sensations between my legs, inside me.
 
   Jace hadn’t just claimed my virginity, he was touching me in places even I hadn’t touched.  He was touching me in places I suspected nobody else even could touch.  I had no more depth to offer, he filled me up utterly and completely as if I was custom-made for him, and he for me.
 
   Before I could even begin to get used to the way he felt, buried to the hilt in my inexperienced tunnel, he lifted with his hands and pulled back with his hips, almost taking the entire length out of me.  When I felt the bumpy ridge of the head almost at my entrance, he thrust forward hard and our bodies met with a slapping sound.
 
   “Uhn!” I squealed.
 
   I was on fire between my legs, I was wrapped around his length more closely than a coat of paint could have been.  He had a look of hunger in his eyes that spoke volumes about which of my requests he was going to grant.  Hard or gentle?
 
   “You love that cock, little girl?” He asked, pulling back and thrusting forward once more, making me yelp with that confusing mixture of pain and pleasure.
 
   I wasn’t sure if I loved it.  Nothing had ever physically hurt me so much, but nothing had ever felt so good either.  I might have loved it, but I definitely needed it, so I told him what I knew he wanted to hear.
 
   “Yeah,” I panted, taking his length over and over again.
 
   Each stroke was punctuated by the clapping sound of our bodies, the little sounds it forced out of me and my own heavy breathing.  He thrust at a speed that I could barely take, considering his size and my inexperience.  I couldn’t believe how long it was between each clap, when it felt so fast.
 
   “Say it, Kendall, tell me you love it.  Beg for more.”
 
   “Um… uh… ow! Um…” I struggled for words between thrusts.  “F-fuck me, Jace… I love that… that big cock… Fuck me hard!”
 
   My jaws snapped shut with a clack of teeth.  I hadn’t even meant to say that last bit.  I hadn’t known it was going to come out of my mouth until it was already said.
 
   What was Jace doing to me? How had he brought this… this sex-crazed side out of me? For a moment I was embarrassed by what I’d said, but the way Jace’s expression changed made me feel exactly the opposite.  I felt… sexy.
 
   Despite the pain, a hopeful smile played at the corners of my lips, and Jace granted my wish.  The claps started coming closer together, and I could feel each impact jarring the rest of my body.
 
   The fire he was stoking burned hotter with every passing second.  Soon he was going to push me further than I could go, but I could also feel that humming undercurrent that came with it, that promise of a pleasure-explosion even bigger than the previous.
 
   Would I reach that climax or the limits of my ability to handle the pain first? I had no idea, but the promise was so enticing that I had to try.  I needed to take as much as I could.
 
   Faster and faster, Jace made love to me.  No, that was the wrong choice of words.  This wasn’t making love.  This was fucking, just like he said.  With help from his hands, and the force of his thrusts, I was soon bouncing on his cock, getting fucked hard enough that I could feel even my humble-sized breasts shaking from the pounding.
 
   “I knew you’d have a perfect little tight pussy, damn,” he grunted, never losing the rhythm of his thrusts.
 
   My “little tight pussy” couldn’t take much more, but just when I was about to reluctantly scream for him to stop, that fire joined forces with the undercurrent and a flush spread on my skin from my sex and crept its way towards my extremities.
 
   I could feel it flowing over my belly, my chest, and my breaths started getting slower, deeper.  All I could do was look up at Jace, almost with disbelief at the enormity of what was growing inside of me, as he rocked my entire body.
 
   He saw or felt the change in me and somehow found some higher gear to shift to, until his cock must have been almost a blur as it pistonned in and out of my newly deflowered pussy.  I couldn’t have held my orgasm back even if I wanted to.
 
   Every muscle in my body went rigid with ecstasy, curling my toes and squeezing my eyes shut as my pussy clamped down on Jace’s powerful shaft, increasing the friction above and beyond my youthful tightness all the more.
 
   He grunted with pure pleasure of his own as I felt the first hot splash of semen ever to be unleashed inside of me.  From whichever distant dimension my mind had been banished to, worries of getting pregnant flashed through before getting lost in the haze of bliss.
 
   He moved one hand from my ass to my neck, not squeezing tight enough to hurt, but almost as if he was reminding me that he was in charge.  I held on to his wrist and tilted my head up to breathe easier, and he leaned down to kiss me as he continued to fill me with his seed.
 
   I didn’t know men came so much, another surprise from Jace for me.  I could feel his creamy load escaping with each now-sporadic thrust as I struggled to snatch the oxygen my body needed around his grip, his kiss.
 
   The struggle only prolonged my orgasm, eking out more pleasure than I could have dreamed was possible.  After heaven only knew how long, everything was still in the dim storage room, except for the sounds of the two of us trying to catch our breath.
 
   Jace rested his forehead against mine, moving his hand to cup my ass again and support my weight.  I stared into his eyes, reveling in the afterglow and still feeling his incredible presence inside me.  I wanted to remember this moment forever.
 
   Eventually, slowly, he set me down on my feet and withdrew his length from me.  The feeling of emptiness almost made me want to cry.  I’d gone over eighteen years without Jace’s cock inside me, so why did it feel so terrible all of a sudden?
 
   “I’ve got to go,” he said.
 
   “W-what? Can’t we…”
 
   I’d been about to say the word “cuddle,” but something about the way he was matter-of-factly dressing himself again made me wonder if that concept was as alien to him as ‘making love’ was, as opposed to fucking.
 
   “What am I supposed to do?” I finished instead, indicating my ripped-open shirt, the evidence of my virginity and our sex now flowing down the insides of my thighs.
 
   For a second, he looked like he was going to say he didn’t give a damn and I felt a lump in my throat.  Instead, his expression softened almost imperceptibly.
 
   “I’ll get a car for you.  We’ll leave out the back entrance.”
 
   As he was about to put his suit jacket on he glanced at me, holding the sides of my shirt across my chest, before draping it over my shoulders.  On me, it was almost like a short trench-coat and I pulled it protectively around me.
 
   Jace spoke to somebody on his phone as I stood there awkwardly.  I looked at the wall I’d been pinned against so recently and saw a dent in the sheetrock that hadn’t been there when we first walked into the room.
 
   I turned back to Jace, who seemed to be doing his best to not even look at me as he gave instructions to somebody, a driver perhaps.  What did this all mean? Had I just been used? Had I just given my virginity to somebody who didn’t care about me at all?
 
   Jace’s eyes wandered to me, and then looked away.  Maybe I was wearing my heart on my sleeve, maybe he saw those questions written on my face, because he redoubled his efforts to not look in my direction.
 
   The lump returned to my throat and I looked down at my feet.  I wanted to curl up and…
 
   Jace was right in front of me and, before I could look up, I felt his arm wrap around me and pull me close.  My cheek rested against his chest and I looked up at him with hope.
 
   He was unreadable, but he was holding me.  Being there in his arms felt like being in a suit of armor, or a tank.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap9]Chapter 9
 
   Jace
 
   My muscles felt pumped as if I’d just finished lifting weights, and I was almost shaking with anticipation.  After that shit with Santino the previous night, this dumb fuck picked the wrong day to break the rules and get caught.
 
   He had to know that he’d shit the bed on this one.  A punk-level guy like him doesn’t get a meeting with me out of the blue.  Meetings like the kind he seemed to think he was having didn’t happen in this ‘office’ miles away from my high-rise, either.  This office was soundproof and easy to clean.
 
   Yet, he was still trying to play it cool, praying at the back of his mind for a miracle.  Praying that I didn’t know it was him and his friends that rolled the liquor store in China Town.
 
   So here he was talking about all these ideas he had to improve my fucking business, missing every opportunity I was giving him to get off the bullshit train.  Holy fuck was it making me angry.
 
   Lorenzo stood in the corner behind him, hands clasped nonchalantly at crotch-level and shaking his head as he listened to Tony here dig a hole for himself.  I hadn’t decided if the hole was six feet deep yet.
 
   “So I can cut the heroin with icing sugar and increase profits, huh?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah! Yeah, man, that’s the shit I’m sayin’!”
 
   “Wow! You’re a fucking genius.  Hey Tony, one businessman to another, I had a few ideas myself, could I maybe run them by you?”
 
   “By me? Yeah! Yes sir, Mr.  Barlow, I’ll… yeah anything you want!”
 
   “Great!” I stood to my feet and began pacing in front of him.  “See, when you’re in business you might have a lot of business partners.  Some of them are big, and some of them are small, but if you fuck one of the small ones over, word gets around to the big ones, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, makes sense, sir,” he said, beginning to stand up.
 
   “Sit the fuck down.” I pointed at him and waited for him to slowly sink back into the hard wooden chair that was no doubt getting more uncomfortable by the second.
 
   “Sir, I-”
 
   “Shut the fuck up, I’m talking here.  Of course it makes sense, but you haven’t let me get to my question.  That’s rude, Tony, that pisses me the fuck off.”
 
   “I’m-”
 
   Smack!
 
   I gave him an open-palmed slap across the face.  I didn’t want to risk knocking him out.  Not yet.  His head rocked to the side anyway, and when he looked back, that calm-ish veneer was gone.  It didn’t take the genius I had labelled him as to realize where this might be going.
 
   “There you go again.  Just nod if you want to agree with me.  Nod, motherfucker.”
 
   He did.
 
   “So one of my little business partners owns a liquor store in China Town.  My accountants tell me he pays early every month.  Every month, isn’t that fantastic? He pays for protection to keep his business going.  You see how this works? Businesses interacting… synergy?”
 
   I reached out and grabbed a fistful of Tony’s hair with one hand and his jawline with the other, shaking his head back and forth to make him nod furiously.  His face was a mask of terror when I let go, pale-skinned with a sheen of sweat.
 
   “When somebody who works for me fucks over a business partner like that, it throws a wrench in the works of my whole business.  It fucks with my cash flow.  It’s like stealing from me.  In certain cultures, when somebody steals something from their employer, it’s customary to cut their hand off.  Did you know that?”
 
   Tony opened his mouth, but then shut it again and shook his head, all remaining color draining from his face.  He was probably saying he didn’t know and begging me not to do that in equal measures.  I wouldn’t have been surprised if a wet patch showed up on the front of his pants.
 
   I was almost ready to boil over.  The thought of tenderizing his face under my fists was all too seductive.  I simply wanted to let him marinade in his own stupidity a little longer.
 
   “Anyway, my idea was to do that, but also make any shit for brains punk who steals from me eat his own hand too.  How the fuck about that?”
 
   With a hard kick, I broke the two flimsy wooden legs on one side of the chair and Tony tumbled to the ground at my feet.  As he tried to get up, I kicked him right in the stomach and he crumpled back to the ground with a groaning whoosh of air.
 
   “You stupid motherfucker!” I stomped on his ribs and broke at least one of them.
 
   “Please!” he wheezed.
 
   “Too late for that!”
 
   I bent down and rolled him over, straddling his stomach so I could ruin his face with punches and elbows.  After a few strikes, the impacts started sounding pretty wet.
 
   “Please!” This was a lot more gurgly-sounding.  More slurred.
 
   “Who else did the job with you?” I asked.
 
   “Jimmy, Brad… Pete!” he spluttered.
 
   “They work for me?” I shook him by the collar of his shirt.
 
   “N-no, sir! Please!”
 
   The one eye that wasn’t swelling shut widened in terror as he saw me pick up one of the broken chair legs, which had splintered to a sharp point, and hold it above my head like I was going to drive a stake into a vampire.
 
   “Please! Let me make it right!” he screamed.
 
   I held him still with my free hand, the broken chair leg shaking with tension above us both.  It was time to decide whether he lived or died.
 
   “Are you ever going to fucking break the rules or try to lie to me again?” I asked, as if anybody would say yes under the circumstances.
 
   “No!”
 
   “Right.  Jimmy, Brad and…”
 
   “Pete,” Lorenzo finished for me.
 
   “… all do work for me now, understand?”
 
   Tony nodded.
 
   “You’re all going to go back to the liquor store and be on call twenty-four fucking seven for Mr.  Xiaou, helping him clean up the mess you made.  You’re going to take back all the money you stole, money for the alcohol you stole, money to refund him for his monthly payment to me.  Understand?”
 
   Tony grasped the straw with both hands.  “Yes! Yes, sir, Mr.  Barlow!”
 
   “Anything Mr.  Xiaou wants done, you do.  If he wants to use your asshole as an ashtray, you’re upside-down next to his armchair while he smokes his pipe, you fucking get me? I’m going to have him fill out a motherfucking customer satisfaction survey, and if I hear you referred to him as anything but ‘sir’ then I swear the search parties will never find your body.”
 
   I stood up and threw the chair leg away, looking with satisfaction at the blood on my knuckles.  Tony took one look at me and knew I meant it, and I’d have fun doing it.
 
   “Get your ass out of here.  You get the money and you start work in China Town by three o’clock this afternoon.  Go!”
 
   Mr.  Businessman didn’t need to be asked again, he didn’t even pause to pick up a stray tooth.  He got the hell out of dodge.
 
   Lorenzo closed the door behind him and then pulled out the giant trash bags and a roll of duct tape from the inside pockets of his jacket to put them back in his briefcase.
 
   “Well that was a nice little trip down memory lane,” he said.
 
   “Sure was.”
 
   I felt a thousand times better, letting all that rage and energy flow through me.  I always did.  I learned that when I was still a kid.  To beat a guy so hard they never lay a hand on you again, there was nothing that came close to it, until I learned about fucking, which was just as good.  Now they were both my drugs of choice.
 
   “What I don’t get is why you’re here for this, but you weren’t there for Santino last night,” said Lorenzo.
 
   “I thought you could handle it,” I said pointedly, wiping my hands on a towel from a drawer in the desk.
 
   Lorenzo paused and a dirty look flashed across his face.  “Shit was already fucked by the time I got there, boss.  I bet if you and I had arrived earlier then we wouldn’t be having this talk now.”
 
   Calming down from dealing with Tony, I held my hands up.  “OK.  Fair point.  You’re right.  What do you think the blowback is going to be from this? Santino was alive yesterday, he’s alive today.  Are we any worse off?”
 
   That defiant expression dropped away, and Lorenzo’s temper-needle edged away from the red-zone too.  “Three guys down and Santino wouldn’t have shown up if the Picollis weren’t up to something.  That was a chance to nip it in the bud, so yeah, seems we’re worse off.  Hope that reporter pussy was worth it.”
 
   Truth be told, despite Santino turning up and getting away, thoughts about Kendall had invaded my mind all night and all day so far.  The way her pussy felt when it was wrapped around my cock was better than I could have imagined.
 
   Even now, I could hear those sexy little sounds she made when she was trying to take all the hard fucking I could give her.  I bet she wasn’t even aware she was making them most of the time.
 
   I’d never cum so hard, so much, with any girl before.  If all the times I’d fucked before, and there were a lot, were on par with fighting… fucking Kendall was about a mile above all of it.
 
   Of all the girls I’d had my way with, I’d never wanted to fuck one twice.  What was the point? They’d never forget the time I fucked them, they’d think of me when some poor asshole married them.  No woman had so much that I couldn’t take it all in one session.
 
   Kendall was different somehow, though.  I still remembered her name for some reason.  Why? It had felt incredible to take her virginity, sure, but it felt good to see her look at me the way she did when I stopped those fuckwits from giving her shit in the restaurant.  It felt good to see her face light up when I simply slipped my arm around her.
 
   I shook my head to try and get these alien thoughts out.  What the hell was I thinking? I decided I probably just needed to fuck the life out of her one more time to get her out of my system.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap10]Chapter 10
 
   Kendall
 
   Sitting comfortably in any chair was an impossibility.  Sitting in this chair took it to a whole other level of awkward squirming.
 
   My pussy was stinging from its rough introduction to adult life the previous night.  I was trying to bear as much of my weight on the armrests as I could, and what I really wanted was one of those cushion rings the people with piles had to use.  That would have been heaven, I bet.
 
   Every time I tried to get more comfortable and somebody looked at me out of the corner of their eye I was swamped with the terrible thought that, somehow, everybody knew that Jace Barlow had taken me hard and bareback the previous night.  They knew that I’d been a virgin yesterday and I wasn’t today.  They knew.
 
   “So, overall, it couldn’t have gone better,” said Lucile.  “The Mayor was only too happy to talk at length about how his ‘Police in your Neighborhood’ initiative has reduced crime by sixty percent in the last few years, lots of great soundbites.”
 
   “Did you ask about the rumors that the Picolli Crime Family hasn’t been disbanded, it’s just got better at hiding its tracks lately under that new boss… what was the name?” asked Mr.  Kinsley from the front of the room near the interactive whiteboard.
 
   Please let them talk about this for the rest of the meeting, I pleaded silently as I looked down with a wince at my woefully inadequate interview notes.  How was I supposed to spin an entire article out of the fact that he liked baseball? I couldn’t write a couple thousand words about how having sex with him for your first time would leave your most intimate places feeling sore for at least a day.  Maybe more.
 
   I gulped.
 
   “Sure.  He laughed it off, said it was just wishful thinking from people who have seen too many gangster movies and have romanticized the past.  He said the hardworking people in law enforcement gained the upper hand in the nineties, and the majority of the Mafia family members and associates, the Picollis included, packed their bags and headed for greener pastures a decade ago.  There’s no evidence whatsoever of any new boss in the family named Velenodi Picolli.  End quote,” said Lucile.
 
   “Well, the crime figures seem to back that up.  Go over it with a fine-toothed comb though, because he’s right in a way.  The Mafia angle would sell more copies.  Anything else?”
 
   “I interviewed Will Norris too, you remember that beat cop from last year? The one who got into some trouble trying to break up a domestic disturbance and the inner-city youths stepped in and saved his life?”
 
   Mr.  Kinsley, his hands on the back of his chair as he stood behind it, nodded.
 
   “He had a few new things to say about the night, and he told me a great story about when he got out of hospital and he was able to visit those people.  Really inspirational stuff,” said Lucile.
 
   “When will the article be ready for review?” asked Mr.  Kinsley.
 
   “Tomorrow morning.  I’m just waiting on the research department to fact check it and give me some official statistics to match up with some key points.”
 
   “OK, great.  Well, I know why so many of you turned up for this meeting today, so I think we should just get right to it and see what we’ve got to work with on the Barlow story.  Kendall? The floor is yours.”
 
   This was worse than those dreams where you think you’re at school and suddenly realize you forgot to wear clothes that day.  I forced myself to sit still despite the discomfort, and flicked through my notes as if I was deciding from multiple excellent points to start at.
 
   “Well… um, Jace Barlow is a...  uh… very driven man.  He’s used his winnings to invest in a number of businesses in various industries.  Uh…” I stammered my way through common knowledge for almost a full minute.
 
   “Yeah, but where did he come from?” said Mr.  Kinsley.  “Who is he? How did he know what businesses to invest in when so many people back the wrong horses? What’s he doing next? What do you have that we can’t get from the Wikipedia page?”
 
   “Um… he… likes baseball…”
 
   Mr.  Kinsley let go of his chair and circled the table towards me.  “Let me see that.”
 
   He grabbed my notes and flicked through them.  It didn’t take long, and when he looked up at me I thought he would probably have the same expression if all I had on those pages were dirty stories about his mother.
 
   “I’m sorry… I… he just kept…”
 
   “What’s ‘art, arrow, OK’?”
 
   “He… I’m really sorry… he thinks art is… OK.”
 
   There must have been twenty people in that room, but for a few seconds you could have heard a pin drop on to a feather pillow.  I was so embarrassed, and Mr.  Kinsley looked like he was wavering between anger and resignation.
 
   “Art… is OK?” He paused for a moment and then threw up his hands, scattering my notes in the process.  “You heard it here first, folks.  The first interview Jace Barlow ever gives, it lands in our lap, and art is A-freakin’-OK.  Holy crap, Kendall! What happened to the questions we fed you?”
 
   Mr.  Kinsley had returned to his spot at the front of the room and was gesturing wildly with his hands as he really got going.  Some people in the room seemed to share his anger at the missed opportunity, others were holding back laughter as he tore me a new one.
 
   “He just kept dodging the questions,” I said.
 
   “What happened to the girl that showed up at the doorstep here determined to show me what she could do? Is this it?”
 
   “I-”
 
   “I thought you said he was flirting with you? What happened to that? Lucile.  What happened when Renny Ramone flirted with you?”
 
   “I got him to admit that he’d been taking performance enhancing drugs for years, and that all the important matches in the Champ League had been fixed for almost a decade.  People went to jail,” said Lucile smugly.  “But I can’t imagine Jace Barlow was flirting with… her.  I mean… come on, right? Let’s be serious.  She’s not exactly his type.”
 
   I’d managed to keep my head held up for this long, but I couldn’t show my face anymore.  I looked sadly at my hands in my lap as I concentrated more on trying to fight back tears than the words flying around me.
 
   “Oh, sweetie,” said Lucile.  “Don’t feel bad, it’s just different here in the big city.  Not everyone can cut it.  The boys where you’re from just flirt differently.  Probably.”
 
   I wanted to shout from the rooftops that Jace Barlow had fucked me halfway through a wall last night, but knew that would sound even stupider in real life than it did in my head.  He did more than flirt with me.
 
   He even… liked me, I thought.  He saw something in me worth standing up for, worth defending.  He saw something sexy.  When I was with him, I had let myself believe it too.
 
   I realized that last night was the first time I’d felt really good about myself for a long time.  All my life, when somebody noticed me at all, I usually saw indifference or disappointment.  Last night, I looked up at Jace and saw that I was the center of the universe for a moment.  What a feeling.
 
   That fleeting illusion had come at a price though.  The way Mr.  Kinsley was talking, I might be looking for a new job or moving home to my parents once he had the paperwork in order.
 
   The thought of doing either made my heart sink, the latter far more than the former.  If I went home, it would be humble pie for dinner for the rest of my life.  I was given a golden opportunity and all I had to show for it now was a sore pussy, and even that would fade with time.
 
   The sound of scraping chairs startled me out of my day-mare and I saw that the meeting had apparently come to a close.  Without making eye contact with anybody, I crawled around retrieving my notes for reasons I couldn’t have explained, useless as they were.
 
   As I grabbed one piece, I saw the note “group home from 6 years old” and had a flashback to the momentary crack in his expression when I had asked him about that over dinner.  My breath caught in my throat as I felt a ray of hope shining through the clouds.
 
   This was the first thread of a story.  This was where he came from.  All I had to do was get another meeting with him and I would at least know where to start.  I’d already, technically, had two meetings with him, so I was already ahead of anybody else in the journalism world, so I had a better chance than anybody.  How hard could it be?
 
   Three hours of telephone hell informed me about how difficult it really was.  It started with the tall blonde receptionist stonewalling me and finished with me trying every number I could find for any companies remotely linked with Jace Barlow.  I vowed that even if he was the hottest guy I’d ever met, if I got another meeting with him, I’d get my story out of him just to see the look on Lucile’s face and so I wouldn’t have to see the looks on my parents’ faces.
 
   Suddenly, as I listened to terrible hold music in one ear, the background noise of the office changed completely.  Rolling like a wave from the direction of the front desk, animated conversations on telephones changed to hushed whispers with whoever was close enough.
 
   The wave swept past me, but I didn’t look up, I didn’t have time for anything except tracking down the most heavily tattooed businessman in the city.  My finger was hovering over the button, ready to hang up and dial the next number when my search abruptly ended.
 
   I smelled him before I saw him.  Cologne, money, the faint essence of him under it all.  I hung up the phone as I spun around in my office chair, and there he was, leaning casually on the wall of my cubical as if he owned the place.  Oh.  My.  Gosh, he smelled good.
 
   Mere minutes ago I’d been vowing to keep it all business if I was ever face to face with him again, but something about Jace Barlow seemed to break my mind.
 
   All at once, it felt like there were invisible ropes tied around each knee, pulling my legs apart.  Sore or not, there were parts of my body that absolutely cried out for him.
 
   That wasn’t the only battle waging inside of me though.  I wanted to run and hide.  That was a more familiar sensation.
 
   Standing right here in front of me as I failed to come up with even a “hello” let alone a comprehensive interview was the first guy I’d had sex with.  The previous night.  He’d seen me, he’d felt me.  I felt exposed all over again, except this time it was in front of the entire office.
 
   I blushed and folded my arms across my chest, trying to make myself small enough to disappear completely.  That primal, sexual, part of me that had been so utterly satisfied by Jace last night called me crazy from whatever dark room of my brain it called home.
 
   Jace was taking his time giving me a full body scan and it felt like he had x-ray vision.  Maybe it was because out of everybody in the entire world, he was the only one who really knew what I looked like under these clothes.
 
   “Hi Jace… er… Mr.  Barl-”
 
   “You can call me Jace, Kendall, it’s fine, remember,” he said, calm as the eye of a hurricane.
 
   “Right.  Right.  Uh… hi, Jace.”
 
   “Hi.  Sorry to drop in unannounced, but I was in the area and-”
 
   “Mr.  Barlow!”
 
   Mr.  Kinsley was striding across the office wearing his suit jacket for the first time I’d noticed in weeks, buttoning and smoothing as he went.  He looked like he might have fallen off his chair when whoever it was had rushed in to tell him the most sought-after interviewee in the city had walked through the doors.
 
   A bodyguard, standing silently behind Jace watched Mr.  Kinsley’s approach like a hawk, looking ready to spring into action at the slightest misstep.  My boss put on his most disarming smile.
 
   “Sir, it’s an honor to meet you!” said Mr.  Kinsley, whose enthusiastic expression only faltered for a moment when Jace didn’t accept the outstretched hand.  “On behalf of The Weekly Enquirer, I just wanted to apologize for sending such an inexperienced staff member yesterday.  I understand that Kendall here didn’t really perform to the standard we expect from all our journalists, and I hope that her conduct hasn’t left a sour taste in your mouth.  If you’d be willing, I can have the boardroom cleared out and one of our more senior employees can…”
 
   Jace held up his hand to cut off Mr.  Kinsley, lip curled in mild disgust.  “Man, who the fuck cares what you have to say about anything? Seriously.” He turned to me.  “Who is this guy?”
 
   “Um… Jace, this is my boss.  Mr.  Kinsley.  Mr.  Kinsley, Jace Barlow.”
 
   Mr.  Kinsley held out his hand again.
 
   “Really,” said Jace, dubiously, still ignoring the handshake.  “Well, I was just coming in here to apologize for having to leave the interview early due to some unexpected business coming up.  I was hoping to reschedule so we could finish.”
 
   “Of course,” said Mr.  Kinsley.  “I can have Lucile Norris reschedule to suit any time you’d-”
 
   “I’m not talking to anybody but Kendall.”
 
   Mr.  Kinsley faltered for a second.  “Are you sure? I mean-”
 
   “What did I say?” asked Jace.
 
   “OK, sure, of course.  Kendall is free any time.  Right, Kendall?” urged Mr.  Kinsley.
 
   I looked from one man to the other and back again.  “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  I’m free on Saturday.  I’ll have a car pick you up at nine a.m.  to make up for the...  inconvenience last night.  Nine o’clock, sharp.  The driver will be in touch to get your address for the pick-up.”
 
   “OK.  Thank you, Jace!”
 
   “I’ll look forward to it, Kendall.  Goodbye.”
 
   For a split second he fixed me with a look that made me blush and pulled at those invisible ropes around my knees again, but then he turned to leave.
 
   “Thank you for giving The Weekly Enquirer this opportunity, Jace,” said Mr.  Kinsley.
 
   “That’s Mr.  Barlow to you,” said Jace, not even looking at him as he began to walk away.
 
   Halfway to the front desk I saw Lucile waiting for him to pass with the hugest flirty smile on her face.  Even from this distance I could see her top button was undone, revealing the stuff of wet dreams for a lot of the men who worked here.
 
   “Hi,” she said, twirling her hair around one finger.
 
   I could have sworn he muttered something along the lines of “get the fuck out of my face” without slowing down and I sighed dreamily like a schoolgirl staring at a boy band poster.  If I had a set of pompoms I would have cheered.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap11]Chapter 11
 
   Kendall
 
   On the night I spent with him at Luc Monette’s, Jace had arranged a car to take me home.  It was nice, some black Town Car with a driver who said not the slightest word about the way I looked and kept his eyes on the road as if his life depended on it.
 
   On Saturday morning, when the driver called to say he was downstairs, I was expecting something like that again.  Instead, when I walked out the front door, I was stopped in my tracks by the sight of a full stretch limo parked at the curb, behind the old rust bucket up on concrete blocks that belonged to my noisy upstairs neighbor.
 
   The driver, definitely a different one than the one who’d picked me up previously, looked up from something on his phone and quickly put it away.
 
   “Ms.  Brooks?” he asked.
 
   “Yes?” My disbelief drew the word out to an absurd length.
 
   “Good morning, Ma’am! I’m Thomas, I’ll be your driver today.” He opened the rear door and gestured inside with a gloved hand and a smile.
 
   I stepped towards him as if he might squirt me in the face with water from a fake flower in his breast pocket at any moment.  This had to be a trick.
 
   “Good morning,” I replied on auto-pilot, stooping down to look inside the luxury car.
 
   Inside was like Jace’s office in vehicle form.  It oozed class and anybody could tell that no expense had been spared in even the most minor of details.  I briefly owned a car back in Woodville before I sold it to help fund my move to Port Magnus, and it was probably worth less than one of the armrests in here.
 
   There was a bottle of Champagne sitting in a bucket of ice, but no Jace sitting in any of the seats.  I stood up straight again.
 
   “Where’s Jace?” I asked.
 
   “Right now your guess is as good as mine, Ma’am.  That’s above my paygrade.  All I know is that I’ve been instructed to pick up a VIP, take them to the AquaVell Spa, be at their service for the rest of the day when they’re finished there and to take them downtown at seven sharp.”
 
   “Oh.  That’s like ten hours from now.  What am I supposed to do all day?”
 
   “There’s plenty to do at AquaVell, I’m told, so that will eat up a big portion of time, I’m sure.  I’ve heard people say they could spend a lifetime there.  Other than that, your wish is my command and you’ll have to use your imagination, I suppose.” Thomas’ professional smile was unwavering.
 
   “I… see.”
 
   I’d been up late the last few nights, working hard to make sure that the next time I saw Jace I was prepared to get the story I so desperately needed, and at the top of my game.  This was throwing me off what little game I had.  I felt like a sprinter poised at the starting line, only instead of hearing the starting gun, I was hearing that I was going to a health spa and being driven around in a limo with a bottle of Champagne for ten hours.
 
   Unlike the hypothetical sprinter, I didn’t have any athletics commission to appeal to for unfairness.  If I wanted to be in this race, I had to play by the ever-changing rules of the host nation.
 
   Plus, at the end of the day, there were worse ways to spend ten hours.  I stepped inside the lap of luxury and Thomas closed the door behind me.
 
   We drove to the edge of town smoothly, the only hiccup being when the cork from the Champagne smashed one of the lights and spilled on the floor.  Thomas consoled me through the intercom and said it happened all the time.  I didn’t believe him, but I did down that first glass faster than I normally would have and felt a bit better.
 
   I was only a sip into my second glass when we arrived at AquaVell.  I remembered reading an article about it once, but there hadn’t been any pictures.  Even if there had, I didn’t think pictures would have done it justice.
 
   Set well back from the road with strategically placed water features, trees and other greenery, it was easy to forget just how close to the city we were.  The facility had the outward impression of some southern mansion with a vast swathe of land around it, and I stared out of the window in awe.
 
   As the limo circled to the front entrance around the most elaborate fountain of them all, avoiding the relatively small parking lot, I saw a red carpet laid out like I was arriving at a movie premier.  Standing there waiting were a man and a woman wearing loose light-colored clothing and smiles bigger and more relaxed than Thomas’.
 
   Thomas opened the door and I stepped out like Alice through the looking glass.
 
   “Ms.  Brookes, welcome to AquaVell.  My name is Sonia, this is Sven, I’ll be your primary relaxation coordinator today,” said the woman.
 
   “Hi.  Where is everybody else? I read this was the most sought-after health spa in the state.”
 
   “It is, but the venue has been hired out for the day, so there will be nobody here except yourself and the staff.  We’ve never been hired out before, it’s not something that’s officially available, but I was told you made an offer we couldn’t refuse.  So, it will be my absolute pleasure to get you started!”
 
   “It wasn’t me,” I said.
 
   “Well, somebody likes you! Follow me, please.”
 
   “Can I take your bag?” asked Sven.
 
   “No, I’m OK, thanks.” All I had in there was interview preparation stuff anyway.
 
   Sonia led me through the doors that Sven held open for us, and then gave me a brief overview of the facilities.
 
   “Through those doors are the changing rooms.  Once you’ve showered, you can put on one of our bathrobes and exit on the other side, which will take you out into the area just on the other side of those doors.  That’s essentially the main hub of AquaVell in there.  From there you can choose from over twenty different relaxation rooms and spend as much or as little time as you’d like in any of them.  If you come back through these doors, you can have anything you like from our onsite café over there, or down that corridor you can have a private massage.  I’ll be at your beck and call if you’ve got any questions or requests, and nothing is too much trouble for you, Ma’am.”
 
   I wasn’t used to anybody, let alone anybody older than me, calling me “Ma’am.” It was kind of surreal.
 
   “Thank you.  Can I… um… have a towel?”
 
   “There are stacks of them in the changing room.” Sonia beamed.
 
   “Oh, good then.  Well, see you on the other side I guess.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   After showering and dressing myself in an AquaVell branded bathrobe, I entered what Sonia had called the hub.  She was standing halfway between myself and a table sporting a pile of strawberries, a giant chocolate fountain, an assortment of light snacks and a fresh bottle of Champagne in a fresh bucket of ice, with a man behind it ready to serve it up.  Dreamy music played over speakers I couldn’t spot anywhere and Sonia took a couple of steps towards me.
 
   “Help yourself.  Normally, food isn’t allowed in this part of the spa, but you can come and go into any of the rooms with anything you like.  Personally, I’d recommend just drinking water.  Some of the saunas are pretty hot and you’ll be sweating.  The last thing you want is a hangover when you’re trying to relax.”
 
   “Thanks, good thinking.”
 
   I approached the table and the man picked up a kind of long fork in his immaculately-white gloved hands, which he offered to me.  “Good morning, young lady.  Can I recommend a chocolate-dipped strawberry? The chocolate is very fresh this time of year.”
 
   “Oh my gosh! Yes please!”
 
   An unsuspecting strawberry near the top of the pile was mercilessly impaled and drowned in chocolate within a few seconds.  I let the excess drip off for a second before bringing it to my mouth and biting down.
 
   “Mmmmm.”
 
   I closed my eyes and savored the taste.  The chocolate was rich, the strawberry was the freshest and tastiest I’d ever had, it practically burst with flavor in my mouth.  When I opened my eyes, the man was nodding knowingly and was already holding out a new fork.
 
   A second strawberry fell to my onslaught before I thanked him, picked up an ice cold bottle of water and let Sonia take me on a quick tour around the room where she described what I would find behind each door.  At her recommendation, I started off in the Balinese Multi-Steam room.
 
   As I breathed in the humid air and smelled the various aromas, I did my best to concentrate on the direction I hoped to take the interview in later on.  Despite my best efforts, every breath I took only made me unwind more.
 
   This room, with its randomly glimmering and wavering lights, was like a little world unto itself, where nothing outside even existed, let alone mattered.  Eventually, I stopped fighting it and let myself stop worrying for the first time in the few years since I’d first hatched my plan to get out of Woodville.
 
   I wasn’t pretty, I wasn’t popular, I was going to fail and end up back with my parents, I’d never escape the small town again.  Each one dropped away like a stone rolling off my shoulder and I let myself enjoy the silence in my mind, free from the self-doubt, the internal bickering.
 
   By the time I ventured into the ‘hub’ again, I thought I might have looked halfway stoned, but the table of food didn’t entice me so much as sampling more of what AquaVell had to offer.  I made my way to the Finnish Sauna and promptly drank the entire bottle of water, before exiting with sweat pouring off my face and a bright red flush.
 
   Sonia laughed and led me to the ice fountain, where loose ice flakes that smelled faintly of lemons were piled up.
 
   “Grab a handful and rub it all over yourself, there’s nothing like it after the Finn!” she said.
 
   “Serious?”
 
   She nodded sagely.
 
   “OK.”
 
   I scooped some up and took several deep breaths to pump myself up, before rubbing it on my neck and upper chest with a yelp.  The contrast was insane, I could feel a bunch of ice flakes leaving cool trails between my breasts and heading lower.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” I gasped.
 
   “One more for the back!” said Sonia with another laugh.
 
   I half screamed and half laughed with her when I dumped a load of ice flakes on the back of my neck and did a little holy-crap-now-I’m-freezing dance.  My heart was racing when I took her next recommendation of the Turkish Hammam room.
 
   “I’ll leave a fresh bathrobe and bottle of water outside the door if you want to just reach out and grab it,” said Sonia.
 
   “Thank you so much!”
 
   “My pleasure.”
 
   Once I’d had my fill of that room, I reached out and pulled the fresh water and bathrobe in, changing before heading towards a door labelled “Meditation Room.” Sonia took my old bathrobe away before I entered.
 
   Inside was a row of five contoured loungers, their surface made up of tiles less than an inch across.  Soft music played over speakers as invisible as the ones in the hub, combined with birdsong.  As I listened the track faded out and something that I assumed was whale song gradually faded in seamlessly.
 
   Lights slowly changed colors, illuminating the mosaic art on every wall and breathing a new kind of life into it with every new shade.  I couldn’t fathom how much painstaking effort it must have taken to create this room alone.
 
   I had my doubts about how comfortable the loungers would be though, being made of hard tiles and all, but as I gingerly positioned myself, those doubts were dispelled.  It was almost as if every contour was made for me, and the tiles were heated too.  I was comfort personified.
 
   My thoughts drifted randomly until I heard something in the music that wasn’t so relaxing.  After a few moments I realized it was my own light snoring.  My eyelids fluttered open and I glanced from side to side, relieved to find that I was still alone.
 
   I slid my feet off the side of the lounger and hopped to the floor, surprised at how incredibly refreshed I was.  Now I could understand what Thomas meant when he said people could spend a lifetime here.
 
   Considering how wide-awake I felt, I worried that when I opened the door I’d find that it was already night time and I’d missed another interview with Jace, but everything looked the same when I squinted out at the brighter light of the hub again.
 
   Everything except one detail.  There was a woman who looked to be in her late twenties helping herself to some of the food on the table, and talking a mile a minute to the man there.  Her face lit up when she saw me.
 
   “There she is! Hi, Kendall!”
 
   “Uh… hi.  Do I know you?”
 
   The woman put down her plate and glass of Champagne before quickly walking towards me with her high-heels tock-tocking on the ground.
 
   “No, but you will! I’m Beth!” She grasped my hand and pumped it up and down enthusiastically.
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I said.  “Do you work here too?”
 
   “Me? Nooooo.  I’m your assistant for this afternoon, we’re going to have so much fun!”
 
   “Assistant? What… what would I need an assistant for?”
 
   Beth’s smile grew to a point where I thought I might have to call the Guinness Book of World Records.  She held her hands out to each side as she twinkled her fingers and leaned back a bit, as if what she was about to say needed that little bit more room between us to fit it.
 
   ”Shopping!” she squealed.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap12]Chapter 12
 
   Kendall
 
   After a massage from a woman who looked like she could lift me over her head and tear me into two pieces, my ears were almost ringing from all the cracks and pops she managed to stretch and pull out of my joints.  Combined with the various saunas, I was feeling more limber and alert, yet relaxed, than I had in, well, ever, actually.
 
   I needed it, because spending time with Beth was like being driven around with a tornado.  She had something to say about everything, and opened the fresh bottle of Champagne in the back of Thomas’ limo within seconds of entering it.  To my amazement, the dome light I’d shot with the cork earlier had either been fixed, or we were in an entirely new car now.
 
   “You’ve really never heard of me?” asked Beth, pouring me a glass.
 
   “Really, no.  Sorry.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  You will next year, I’m getting my own show.  ‘Beth Knows Best,’ has a nice ring to it, huh?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s great.  What’s the show about?”
 
   “This.” She gestured at me, herself, the car, everything in general.  “It’ll be about me taking the rich and/or famous out shopping and finding all the best stuff.  We’ve got three episodes in the can already.  I can’t tell you who’s in those episodes, but like omigod it’s so fantastic!”
 
   “Congratulations.” I clinked glasses and took a sip while she downed half of hers.  “What are we doing? This isn’t on TV, is it? Like… you don’t pay for things as part of the show, do you?”
 
   “Me? No, are you crazy? Haha! I almost forgot.  This is safer in your hands than in mine.”
 
   Beth reached inside her purse and, with an introduction like that, I wouldn’t have been surprised if she pulled out a gun or something.  Instead, it was a credit card of some kind.  She handed over the little piece of black plastic.
 
   “The limit on this card is so high that, for all intents and purposes, there is no limit.  I mean, if we hit a million dollars then I’ve let the bubbly go to my head, know what I mean?”
 
   “A… a million dollars?”
 
   “Yeah, but we can do everything I’ve got planned and have blast for six figures,” said Beth.
 
   “S-six figures?” I shook my head before I transformed into a parrot completely.
 
   “Oh yeah.  When Mr.  Barlow contacted me and said you seemed like you hadn’t been in Port Magnus very long, but he wanted you to have the works, I knew just what to do.  We’re going to a beauty salon that a friend of mine owns.  Honestly, she’s a goddess with make-up, what she can’t do can’t be done.  She’s got the best, the best, team in the country for everything else too.”
 
   It wasn’t long before I was sitting in a chair, staring at myself in a mirror surrounded by lightbulbs, being poked and prodded by a woman named Becky who spoke almost as quickly as Beth.  I could only follow about half of what they were talking about, with all the beauty-jargon they used.
 
   My heart was racing with nerves, and a fair amount of excitement too.  I’d never done much with my hair, just tidied it up a bit every now and then, and I’d never used much make-up.
 
   “Mmmm, that’s divine, what are you wearing?” asked Becky.
 
   “Uh… a shirt and…”
 
   “No, your perfume.”
 
   “Oh, that’s from AquaVell, the masseuse used some kind of aromatic oils.”
 
   “Ah, AquaVell, of course.  Their own stuff, nobody knows where they get it from.  Smell her, Beth, you know what I’m thinking would go with this?”
 
   Beth leaned in and they both inhaled me like I was a flower before looking at each other in agreement.
 
   “Grand Extrait!” they chorused.
 
   Becky knelt by the side of my chair and tilted my head every which way with gentle pressure on my chin, inspecting how I looked with light coming from different angles I guessed.
 
   “Wow, honey, your skin is flawless.  Look at her bone structure, Beth, you see? Why are you hiding under this mop?”
 
   I shrugged.  There wasn’t enough time in the day to go through all the reasons.  Because I didn’t know what to do with it for one, because hiding had always been the path of least pain for another.  Becky stood and moved behind me, running her fingers through my hair, draping some over her hand like a bolt of cloth for a project she was considering, and inspecting the tips.
 
   “Well, it’s healthy, thick, and long at least.  That’s more than you can say for most people.  We can work miracles with that.  Do you trust me, Kendall?”
 
   I looked at all the pictures on the wall of celebrities and random beautiful women posing with Becky along with notes thanking her.  Then I looked back at myself, the same scared small-town girl I’d always seen in every mirror my whole life.  I gulped.
 
   “OK.  I trust you.”
 
   That trust was immediately shaken when Becky took me to a private room and the first item she unveiled from her grand plan was for me to have a Brazilian wax.  I almost ran for the hills, but she did a remarkable job of lying about how much it would hurt, and how it was all part of her head-to-toe service.
 
   “It’s all part of the attitude, honey,” she said.  “It puts a special kind of look in your eye in a way that nothing else can.  Confidence.”
 
   When Becky’s girl was finished with the lower half of my body, legs too, I was left alone for a moment to get dressed again.  I ran my fingers over my pubic mound, marveling at how incredibly smooth it was under my fingertips and the heightened sensation on my skin.
 
   Every move I made drew my attention between my legs, I had to believe her when she said it put a special kind of look in your eye.  My jeans slid up as if they were made of silk, I’d never managed to get my legs this smooth before.
 
   Over the next hour or two an army of women swarmed around me, led by General Becky, doing things with scissors and make-up brushes that I couldn’t begin to understand.  At last, Becky held out her hands, told everybody to step back, and pulled a sheet off the mirror.
 
   With all the time they took, I was almost expecting to look like a painted clown, but what I saw was like an alternate-reality version of myself.  It was a version of myself where I’d moved to Hollywood as a child, found my fame and fortune on the big screen, and now I was the country’s darling.
 
   If I didn’t know I had make-up on, I wouldn’t have been sure of it from looking at my reflection.  Everything Becky had done was subtly perfect.  I looked healthy and glowing, my hair had a slick sheen to it and flowed like a wavy liquid off my shoulders as I turned my head slowly from side to side.
 
   “There, Beth, see? That’s what I’m in this business for.  Moments like these.  That look on her face.  I’m going to cry.”
 
   The front door opened and a man with a clipboard entered.  He talked with the girl at the front desk and my attention was torn from the mirror when I heard him say he had a delivery for Kendall Brookes.
 
   “Over here, come through,” said Becky.
 
   The man was holding a small gift-wrapped package, and I slipped my hand out from under the hairdresser’s poncho thing to accept it.
 
   “Sign here, please,” he said.
 
   I put my mark on the line he indicated and he thanked me and went on his way.  Beth and Becky crowded around.  Even Becky’s small army, now busy with other customers, were looking out the sides of their eyes.
 
   The wrapping paper came off and joined my hair clippings on the ground to reveal a little jewelry box.  When I opened it, my eyes widened.
 
   “Are… are these real?” I asked the two of them.
 
   In the box was a pair of earrings with, to my eyes, huge diamonds set in platinum, silver, or white gold.  Beth and Becky crowded in for an even closer look.
 
   “Tiffany doesn’t do cubic zirconia, doll,” said Beth.
 
   Inside the lid was a small note folded in half.  I pulled it out and read it.
 
   “You deserve this – J.B.”
 
   “May I?” asked Becky, gesturing at the earrings.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” I said.
 
   Becky picked the earrings out of the box and held them up against my ears with the diamonds dangling below.  They seemed to catch every last bit of light, magnify it, and shine out in every direction like crazy little disco lighthouses.
 
   “Wow…” I breathed.
 
   “Suits you,” said Beth.  “I know where we can get the perfect outfit to go with them.  We should get going too.  Give the nice lady at the front desk our yay-card and we’ll be on our way.  Thanks, Becky, still on for tonight?”
 
   Beth put the diamonds back in the box and I closed it.  Becky swept the poncho away to reveal my regular clothes underneath, which spoiled the movie starlet illusion.  My eyes watered when the girl on the front desk showed me the bill, which was many times what was left of my life savings, but it was no match for the “yay-card.”
 
   There was a large part of me that said all this doesn’t come for free, that I should run home before I found out what the real cost was, but I still needed that interview.  Besides, feeling good about myself was addictive.
 
   Every passing moment of this day fed some secret hope long-buried inside of me.  The hope that I was somebody special, that I wasn’t the invisible nothing-girl.  I… deserved to leave my worries behind, even if it was just for one day.
 
   “Let’s do this!” said Beth, leading the way out the door.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap13]Chapter 13
 
   Jace
 
   Much like the high-rise where my office was located, the building that accommodated my penthouse was an absolute fortress, and Kendall was now through the security downstairs.  As I stood at my door, I could see the numbers counting up on the elevator at the other end of the corridor, flanked by the last two security guards.
 
    With a soft tone, the elevator announced her arrival and the doors slid open.  Kendall glanced at the two men as she stepped out, but they stood as motionless as statues so instead she fixed her eyes on me as she closed the last twenty feet between us.
 
   There was no telling exactly what that crazy bitch Beth had done with Kendall today.  I’d get the gist of it when I saw the bill, but whatever it was I could see that it was worth it.
 
   To me, the physical changes were negligible.  Sure, her hair was styled a little different and she was wearing six figures of clothes and jewelry, but she was still Kendall.
 
   She still had everything that made me hard as a rock when I first set eyes on her.  She still had that sexy little body, that deer-in-the-headlights innocence and sweet mother of fuck was her face a work of art.
 
   No, the real difference today had made was inside her.  I could see it in the way she walked, just a faint, tentative, hint of I-know-you’re-checking-me-out swagger.  A dull haze of clouds had pulled back to reveal a depth in her brown eyes that was captivating.
 
   She was still Kendall alright, but she was glowing.  Whatever was going on inside that sexy little package was like the difference between the girl who had done her best to not be noticed, and the highest-paid supermodels the world had ever seen.  She had natural beauty they only had in their wildest fucking dreams, though.
 
   Speaking of whatever was going on inside that sexy little package, my cock twitched as I remembered what that felt like.  That sweet virginal tightness, so snug I had to push hard just to get balls-deep and only made possible by how wet she was.  Mmmm.
 
   Then I fucked that virgin as if she’d done it a million times and she came, hard, and I was going to have my way with her again.  It was going to be a close call as to whether I could restrain myself from forcing her to her knees the instant the door was closed behind her and fucking her face for an appetizer before dinner.
 
   From the moment I set eyes on her I… wait, no, no.  That’s romantic bullshit.  From the moment I fucked her I knew I had to have more.  That was more like it.  What the fuck was I talking about? Her captivating eyes?
 
   I could have fucked her again without organizing everything that I had today.  I couldn’t even explain to myself exactly why I’d done it.  There was just something about the way that cunt of a boss had spoken to her, or about her, right there in front of her like she was nothing that fucked me off.
 
   Normally, in the so-called real world, I didn’t lose my cool like that, but the way he was talking just rubbed me the wrong way.  I was a few seconds away from reaching out and snapping his neck.  Good riddance, motherfucker.
 
   Anyway, Kendall’s boss had survived another day and now she was here with me.  For her interview.  I smirked.
 
   “Hi, Jace.”
 
   Kendall looked up at me with hopeful eyes and a healthy dose of that fear she’d first walked into my office with.  She still had no idea what to expect from me, but I could see what she wanted.
 
   It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know that a lot of people had paid her compliments today, but the way she was standing, clutching her bag, breathing shallow, and yet standing as tall as she could, I knew she wanted me to like what I saw.  It was her lucky day, because I was about to unload a home truth on her.
 
   I reached down and pulled her hand to my lips before leaning down to whisper in her ear.  She shivered when she felt my breath on her neck as if her body remembered what it had felt the last time we were this close.
 
   She smelled the way I did after a massage at AquaVell, plus the scent of new clothes.  There was something else there too, something that smelled expensive.
 
   “You are the sexiest woman on the planet.”
 
   When I leaned back again, I could see her struggling to contain herself, that happy glow went up a couple levels and made her almost too hot to look at.  That slinky black dress really accentuated all her many positives and I could feel the ache in my cock already, the kind of ache that only an all-encompassing pussy massage could relieve.
 
   “Th-thank you for giving me another chance at this interview,” she said.
 
   I raised an eyebrow and then shrugged internally.
 
   OK, you want to run with that for now?
 
   “Yeah.  Of course.  Come in, I’ve made chicken cordon bleu and a fresh garden salad for dinner, I hope you like it.  We can talk while we eat.”
 
   “You made dinner? I would have thought you’d have a chef for that.  Was cooking something you enjoyed doing before you won the lottery?”
 
   Kendall pulled out a notebook and pen as she stepped inside, before putting her bag down against the wall.  I closed the door and turned to her.  I liked cooking dinner about as much as I liked art, but I had big plans for dessert.
 
   *****
 
   Kendall dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin.  “Did you ever track down your parents after you left the group home?”
 
   I took a deep breath and tented my fingers in front of me, wishing she’d leave that topic the fuck alone.  After fighting my whole life to move forward, the last thing I wanted to do was look back, but this whole meal was peppered with these questions.
 
   “Why is this so important, Kendall? There’s other things I’d much rather be doing with you.  To you.  You’re trying to hide it, for some reason, but I know you’re thinking about them too.”
 
   The shy teen, caught between reality and my blunt assessment of it, blushed.  She was so fucking cute that it was almost offensive she wasn’t bouncing on my cock yet.
 
   When she was able to look me in the eye again, it was like some of that weight had gone back on her shoulders.  She took a deep breath of her own and pursed her lips for a second.
 
   “You ever heard of Woodville?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not many people have.  That’s where I’m from.  My family has been there for a few generations, and everybody just kind of assumed that we’d all always stay there.  It always felt like other people, my parents… everybody but me, were in charge of what I might be able to do with my life, and they didn’t think I could do much.  When I left they said I’d come crawling back, and I’m hanging on by a thread, Jace.  If things don’t change for me, then it won’t be long until they’re right.”
 
   Kendall’s voice quavered and the pen she had picked up to make note of my answer dropped to the pad.
 
   “I had some little dreams, that’s all.  I didn’t expect to come out and set the world alight.  I just wanted to be more than… nothing.”
 
   “Fuck ‘em, Kendall.  You are more.”
 
   The would-be journalist was quiet for a moment before plucking up all the determination she had.  “Jace, I’ve… never had a day like this.  Never.  I felt…” She held her hands up, searching for the word, and didn’t manage to find it.  “And the way you look at me.  Nobody looks at me like that.  That’s one dream that the good people of Woodville didn’t have to throw in the trash for me, I remember doing that myself.  But… I need this interview, Jace and…”
 
   “And what?”
 
   “Were you trying to… buy me today? I don’t think I could live with-”
 
   I stood up and circled the table while Kendall watched me the way a zebra watches a lion.  When I was right by her, I reached down and took her hand as I had when she arrived.  Instead of raising it to my lips, I pulled her to her feet.
 
   “Come with me,” I said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “The bedroom.”
 
   “But… please, Jace, I need to… can’t we just keep it professional?”
 
   Oh you’ll be begging for my cock soon enough.  Your body is fighting you every step of the way down that “professional” path.  I’ll give you the damn interview, but first…
 
   “There’s something I want to show you.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap14]Chapter 14
 
   Kendall
 
   My heart was booming in my ears as Jace led me from the dinner table to his bedroom.  I needed the interview, but my body ached for him.
 
   Every move I’d made since Becky’s Beauty Parlor had been turned into an erotic adventure, with my newly-bare pussy tingling whenever a piece of clothing brushed against it.  Now, with my hand in Jace’s, I could feel that same energy where he touched me, humming beneath the surface and adding to my sexual torture.
 
   It was almost like my body was in a heated debate with my mind, and it was winning.  It must have been, because one foot kept on landing in front of the other.  He led me to the one place that the man who took my virginity was even more likely to fuck me.
 
   The heavily-muscled businessman drew me into his room and inexorably towards his bed, but stopped before I was close enough to give up the one-sided internal battle and throw myself upon it.  Instead, he stopped and pulled me close.
 
   I licked my lips, preparing for the kiss I knew was coming, but he proved me wrong again.  With his hands on my shoulders, he turned me away from the bed so he was standing behind me, his body pressed against my back.  In front of me, I could see the full length mirrors on the doors to his wardrobe.
 
   They were only the latest in a long series of mirrors I’d stood in front of today, but they were the first ones in which I’d ever seen my reflection with Jace’s.  The multi-millionaire stood head and shoulders above me.  Broad and muscular, his body was visible all around mine, especially those thick tattooed arms with the sleeves rolled up, cocked out at each side because of his hands on my shoulders.
 
   Even for a casual dinner at his own home he was dressed to impress, and now that he was standing so close I caught that scent of him again.  I breathed it deep and slow through my nose, and it brought a series of images to the forefront of my mind.
 
   While it was true that I didn’t have a long history with Jace Barlow, every time I had been with him was like a sharp spike in the otherwise dull curve of my life.  He stood up for me when nobody else did, he lusted after me when nobody else had, and when I was with him I felt like I was alive.  Hanging on to the outside of the space shuttle as it took off… but alive.
 
   Perhaps the most striking thing about this reflection was how much I looked like I belonged with him.  I wasn’t tall and busty like the women from the pictures in the gossip magazines, but I never saw him hold them close the way he was doing with me.
 
   “Kendall Brookes from Woodville.  Look at you now.  The way that bitch spoke to you in the restaurant, that fuckwit of a boss of yours.  They’ll never talk to you like that again, that’s why I did it.  Something went wrong somewhere, screwed up the natural pecking order, I’m just making things right.  A woman like you doesn’t have to take that kind of shit from them, from anybody.  The next time you visit home, if they don’t worship you like a queen, I’ll bulldoze the entire town because when you’re mine, you’re royalty.”
 
   Jace’s hands slid from my shoulders and down my bare arms, making me quiver with barely-restrained excitement.  From my forearms they transferred to my hips, the tips of his fingers almost touching above my hyper-sensitive mound, and he pulled me more firmly against him so I could feel that intoxicating hardness against my back.
 
   I closed my eyes and bit my bottom lip, squirming against him before I’d even thought about doing it.  Those big hands of his curled around me even further, until one arm was across my waist and the other hand reached up to cup my breast.
 
   He gave it a firm squeeze and my nipples quickly hardened against the inside of the silky dress.  I could feel his hot breath on my neck, and I turned my head instinctively in that direction, seeking his kiss.
 
   His hand left my breast and moved up until he was gripping my neck, his thumb and forefinger cradling my jaw and guiding me to him.  I felt his lips against mine and, shortly afterwards, our tongues gently danced to some silent music.
 
   Jace’s lower hand moved down over my dress, across my smooth mound, and I moaned into the kiss before he had made it as far as my pussy.  When he did, I had to break off the kiss to hold my breath, as he cupped my sex and then traced one finger along my slit.
 
   It wasn’t fair how his mere touch could make me feel so good.  Nobody should have that much power, and yet he did.  A stampede of butterflies were running riot in my stomach and my abdominal muscles flexed, forcing my ass against him even more.
 
   The enigmatic businessman held on tighter, and caressed my pussy through the top-end designer gown and underwear he had paid for.  Through barely-open eyes I saw the scene reflected in the mirror and, not for the first time since I’d met Jace Barlow, I couldn’t believe it was me.
 
   There I was, dressed in diamonds and fine clothes, with, as far as I was concerned, the hottest man in the world, and he had his hand between my legs.  Jace stood to his full height again and pulled away from my pussy.  I couldn’t stop a whimper of disappointment from escaping, but I was soon swept away with optimism as he slipped the straps off my shoulders.
 
   The exquisite dress slid off me like black water and pooled at my feet, leaving me with nothing but a matching G-string, two diamond and platinum earrings, and a comparatively modest white gold and diamond necklace that I had chosen myself.
 
   Jace stalked around until he was standing right in front of me, his eyes drinking in every square inch of my body.  My heart was pounding with excitement, and no small amount of fear, remembering those extremes of physical sensation he’d made me feel at Luc Monette’s.
 
   “You were born to be fucked hard,” he said, tracing a finger on my smooth mound through my panties.
 
   He moved slowly upwards, and I reached out to his bulging bicep, feeling the power under his sleeve as I leaned into his caress.  Spreading out his fingers, not quite touching either of my breasts, he pushed me backwards.
 
   It was only a few steps before the back of my knees hit the bed and I sat down unceremoniously.  From my newly reduced height, I had a front-row seat to see that prominent outline in his pants, and I was mesmerized for a moment, before my eyes were torn upwards to watch him unbutton his shirt.
 
   When he revealed that sculpted and inked torso for only the second time in my life, I almost cried out with physical pain, I ached for him so bad.  The sex-crazed and primal part of my mind that had truly awoken on the night he fucked me for the first time was less restrained, making sounds that would roughly be translated as “wantwantwantwant!”
 
   I reached up and ran my finger down his abs like a scarred and tattooed xylophone, and then lower to feel the swell of his manhood against the palm of my hand.  My mouth was open, my brows knitted together and I was panting with sheer desperate need.
 
   It didn’t matter that I was reminded anew of the size of that majestic cock and how hard he fucked with it, I needed him inside me.  Jace watched my face with a self-assured smirk and then instead of leaping on top of me like I wanted, stepped to the side.
 
   “Where are you going!?”
 
   Jace bent down and picked up something from the side of the bed.  Two somethings.  One was a paintbrush and, as he broke the seal and unscrewed the top, I read the label on the other something.  It was chocolate-flavored body paint.
 
   “Some forms of art are more OK than others,” he said.  “Now… you’ve spent all day doing what you want to do, so we’re going to spend all night doing what I want to do.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap15]Chapter 15
 
   Kendall
 
   Jace knelt on the floor and set the bottle and brush down next to him.  He ran his hands up my thighs, my hips and my sides before squeezing and pinching my nipples as he caressed my small breasts hard enough that I gasped.
 
   “I am going to taste every inch of you, and then I am going to fuck your brains out.  You need that, don’t you, Kendall?”
 
   I nodded, pushing my chest against him, and my nipples pressed into his palms.  Jace pushed back, gentle but unstoppable, and I laid down on the bed with my feet still on the ground.
 
   His hands slid away as my chest moved out of reach, and I felt his fingertips travel across my navel until they reached the waistband of my panties.  Looking down, I could see his upper body over the horizon of the bed, broad and defined, with pure hunger in his eyes as he pulled the flimsy black material downwards.
 
   With a push against the floor, I lifted my ass off the bed and a moment later felt the cool air on my pussy.  The excitement of the Brazilian and simply being in Jace’s company would have assured me of some quality alone-time later on if I had gone home alone, but the last few minutes had put my pussy on high-alert.  I knew that he could see how wet I was for him already.
 
   “Fuck, I can’t wait to feel that tight little pussy wrapped around my cock.  You’re going to be screaming my name tonight.”
 
   “Yeah… do it…” I heard somebody whisper, using my mouth to say it.
 
   Jace discarded my G-string in the general direction of my evening gown and then held up the paintbrush, now glistening with a thick liquid chocolate.  He touched the tip of the brush to my inner thigh and I flinched away instinctively, it tickled so much.
 
   “Stay still,” said Jace.
 
   I did my best, but every stroke of the brush was a maddening tease.  My legs quivered with anticipation as he created chocolate designs on one side and then the other, and then moved higher.
 
   The closer he got to my pussy, the more I buried my hands in my hair and thrashed my head from side to side.  I needed him, the brush, me, something, to touch my little go-button and release the tension he was building up inside me, but he pushed my hands away when I tried to solve my problem myself.
 
   “You cum when I want you to, Kendall, not before,” he said.
 
   The brush came tantalizingly close… and then I felt him move higher, creating little swirls on the smooth canvas that Becky had cleared for him this afternoon.  I reached up for a pillow and smothered myself with it, as I screamed my frustration and the quivers from my legs started making my hips gyrate.
 
   When I removed the pillow and looked down with desperation in my eyes, I saw some designs on my stomach that faintly mirrored the patterns on his, and the words “Property of Jace Barlow” written in chocolate ink.  Some part of my mind tried to raise an objection to that, but was silenced by the argument that you can’t deny reality.  I belonged to Jace Barlow, if he wanted me.
 
   He moved on to the bed and knelt beside me as he created his “more than OK” art on my body.  I reached out and felt that wondrously thick cock of his through his pants, stroking it up and down.
 
   I wanted to see it, to feel its hot throbbing skin in the palm of my hand, but I didn’t know how to say it.  Every ounce of unspoken pleading was written in my eyes, but there was so much I wanted from him, so much he had already promised to give me, that it was probably not enough.
 
   Jace painted the gentle slopes of my breasts, my aching hard nipples, and then surveyed his masterpiece.  He licked his lips, and moved back to where he’d started, putting the chocolate body paint back on the ground before lifting one leg into his hands and beginning to destroy what he had just created, in the most incredible way.
 
   The multi-millionaire licked and sucked at me, and I felt that rough stubble contrasting against the softness of his lips and tongue again.  He was making me feel like a manifestation of some ancient goddess who came down to earth every now and then to be worshipped in this way.
 
   He still hadn’t touched my eager sex, but if he kept doing what he was doing, it was going to take the willpower of a deity for me to stop myself from climaxing.  Jace made my legs look as if they’d never been painted and then I felt his hot breath on my sopping wet slit.
 
   I held my breath for a second, and then hit the bed with my fists like a little girl throwing a tantrum when I felt his lips on my navel instead of my pussy.  A tear of desperation trickled out of one eye, a tiny rivulet of my natural lubricants trickled out of my excited tunnel and tickled its way downwards to the sheets.
 
   His stamp of ownership was the last design element to be erased from my stomach, before he moved upwards again.  I ran my hands through his hair, pushing myself against him, making him kiss and lick me harder.
 
   When I felt his thigh between my legs, I rubbed my pussy against him like a wanton slut, because I was beyond caring.  All that mattered was this impossibly sexy man who had exploded into my life and all the pleasure he was giving me.  I needed to cum.
 
   “Please, please, fuck me, Jace! Fuck me hard! I need it, now!”
 
   Jace paused only long enough to assure me that my torture would be sustained.  “Not until I’m good and ready, you sexy little bitch.”
 
   His shoulder muscles bulged as he held himself above me and licked the undersides of my breasts, before circling my nipples with his tongue and then sucking them into his mouth.  I cried out when a little firecracker of pleasure went off between my legs, a tiny preview of things to come.
 
   When Jace had cleaned my breasts to his satisfaction, he moved up to kiss me on the lips, and I kissed him back with utter desperation, our tongues no longer gentle as we fought for territory in each other’s mouths.  Not surprisingly, he tasted of chocolate.
 
   He pulled back and I followed his kiss upwards for several inches, until he pushed me flat again while he moved back to square one, between my legs.  If he was going to tease me again, I was going to die.
 
   “Please,” I panted, and then screamed in relief as he licked the full length of my pussy.
 
   His stubble framed the path of his tongue and I felt it on my sensitive labia as a prickly tingle that drove me wild with excitement.  My muscles twitched and I ground myself sporadically against his face as he lapped up my juices like they were sweeter than the body paint.
 
   Jace’s strong hands cupped my ass and pulled my sex against him, keeping me exactly where I needed to be, in spite of my traitor muscles trying to make me buck and gyrate all over the place.  My head was thrashing from side to side once more, while pins and needles of bliss started pricking me all over my body, starting at my clit and moving towards my extremities.
 
   I gripped the bedsheets for dear life, terrified of what was building up inside of me, as if an orgasm could be so powerful that it did actual physical damage.  I moaned in ecstasy without a spare thought for the volume, hoping it might let off some of the pressure.
 
   When Jace’s expert tongue concentrated on my clit, my breaths started hitching.  I breathed in short, sharp, bursts but couldn’t breathe out, until I couldn’t take anymore and I felt like I was going to burst.
 
   A brown haze rolled in from the periphery of my vision as my orgasm took hold, and the only thing drowning out my screams of bliss as I let out all that air was the booming of my heartbeat in my ears.  Pleasure beyond belief made my body hum and it was almost like my soul was blasted out of my body by the intensity of it all.
 
   I couldn’t see anyway, so I squeezed my eyes shut and was assaulted on all sides by the ecstasy that Jace was inflicting on me.  It was too much, too much, too much! I was just one woman and I couldn’t take it!
 
   When my orgasm peaked and began to fade, color started to creep back into the world again and I could make out where I was once more.  The room was spinning as if I was drunk, and Jace was now licking me at a much slower pace, keeping me on the edge of what I could bear to feel.
 
   At last, my surroundings stopped moving and I felt like I was fully occupying my own body again.  Jace rose to his feet and I saw that he was now kicking off his remaining clothes.
 
   His huge cock stood up straight, thick, and perfect, and he climbed back on the bed with pure lust in his eyes.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap16]Chapter 16
 
   Kendall
 
   I reached out for his rock hard shaft and shivered when I grasped it, despite its heat.  When I stroked it up and down a few times, I found it so stiff that I could barely change the angle it jutted out at.
 
   I gulped, knowing all too well how Jace used this weapon of his.  Fast and hard.  At the restaurant I’d asked him to be gentle, but you probably couldn’t be gentle with a cock like this.  I wouldn’t waste my breath with a request like that this time.
 
   Jace gathered my hair into a makeshift ponytail at the back of my head, before wrapping it around one hand a couple of times until it was taut.  He pulled me upwards, controlling my every movement.
 
   “Up.  On your knees.  Now.”
 
   The muscular multi-millionaire steered me, using my hair as reins, until I was on my hands and knees, with that intimidating erection of his right in front of my face.  Up close it was simultaneously majestic and terrifying, and my hand looked so small by comparison.
 
   I could see it twitching slightly with every beat of his heart, every vein, the bumpy ridge and that fat swollen head.  There was no mystery about what he wanted.  I’d heard girls at school talk about blowjobs, but I didn’t know where to start.  I licked my lips, but then hesitated.
 
   “You ever sucked a cock before?” Jace asked.
 
   I looked down and away for a second before turning my eyes back up to him and slowly shaking my head.  Jace looked upwards, mouthed a silent thanks, and then leaned back, reaching for something on the ground.
 
   The movement pulled on my hair and I gasped at an unexpected spark of pleasure between my still-quivering legs.  When he came back up, he had the paintbrush in his hand again.
 
   “Aim it at your mouth,” he instructed.
 
   I blushed.  That much should have been obvious.  With a combination of pulling down on it and moving my head as high as Jace would let me, I was soon staring down the barrel, so to speak.
 
   He dabbed some chocolate body paint on the head of his cock.  “Lick it off.”
 
   I touched the tip of my tongue to the spot of chocolate and felt him swell in my hand.  Immediately, I pulled back, startled, but Jace brought my mouth back to his hardness and I felt the body paint smear against my lips for a moment, before I parted them and took him in.
 
   He was so thick that I had to open my mouth wide, tasting the mixture of him and the chocolate when the head of his cock came to rest on my tongue.  I licked him clean before he pulled out and reapplied the paint.
 
   It didn’t take long before I was able to find a good rhythm, bobbing, sucking and licking the treats he prepared for me.  For the most part I kept my eyes fixed on his face, watching as each swirl of my tongue around the engorged tip of his cock provoked a reaction.
 
   “Good fucking girl, Kendall,” he breathed.
 
   My eyes fluttered with a swell of pride and faint hum of pleasure between my legs at his praise.  I could have exploded with happiness, I’d have done almost anything for this man, this perfect cock.
 
   Jace pulled my mouth off him, and I wiped the combined saliva and pre-cum off my chin as he took my hand away and did something a little different.  With the paintbrush, he put some of the body paint on his balls, and then a stripe along the underside of his shaft from the base to the tip.
 
   “No hands.  Clean me from the bottom to the top.”
 
   Without waiting for me to move, he pulled my head back towards him.  I tilted to the side and licked his heavy balls where he had marked with the same shyness I had when my tongue had first made contact with the tip.
 
   This was tougher than licking chocolate off his rigid shaft, his balls moved with every lick.  I had to chase them with my lips, open wide, give him a complete tongue bath.  There was no way to do this except with utter abandon.
 
   I sucked first one nut into my mouth, and then the other, making sure I had cleaned every trace of body paint from him before daring to progress to his hard rod.  Earlier, I had felt like a goddess, but now the roles had reversed and I was the one doing the worshipping.
 
   Looking up at him with one eye, his enormous cock towering over my face, he seemed like he was in seventh heaven and I felt another burst of pride.  This was me doing it.  Kendall Brookes, from Woodville no less, was making this powerful man groan in pleasure.
 
   I worked my way up his cock with long, slow, licks, until I reached the top again and familiar territory.  Once there, I returned to my previous routine, clearing the last of the body paint away.
 
   As I sucked him, Jace used the brush one more time to draw a kind of line about a third of the way down his shaft, before dropping the brush off the side of the bed.  I tried to move so I could lick that too, but he held me firmly enough by the hair that I gasped and shuddered at another surprise burst of pleasure.
 
   Now free from holding the brush, he curled that hand around my neck under my chin and used both hands to guide my mouth back to the tip of his cock.  Holding me mostly still, he began to rock his hips back and forth, driving his cock in and out of my mouth a fraction of an inch deeper each time.
 
   I put my hands on his thighs, worried that he might thrust too far, but the muscles there were even harder than his cock, rippling with power many times more than I could ever muster.  Jace was in complete control.
 
   When the tip of his cock brushed the back of my throat, I went rigid, fighting my gag reflex.  The last thing I wanted to do was to cough and splutter, to disappoint him and not be able to give back some fraction of the pleasure he had given me.
 
   It hit the back of my throat again, harder, and my face went red from the strain.  He pushed forward once more, bottomed out, and held his cock there as my eyes watered and the desperation mounted.
 
   Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and pushed away with all my strength as I coughed and gasped for air.  It felt like forever before I had composed myself.
 
   “Sorry,” I said, quietly.
 
   “It’s fine, you’re doing better than most.  You’re a natural.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah.  Try again.  Stick out your tongue, reach for that line I painted.”
 
   I took a deep breath and parted my lips just in time to take him in again.  He quickly ramped up to his previous depth, plunging his cock into my mouth over and over again until a thick trail of saliva and pre-cum was hanging off my chin.
 
   He touched his cock to the back of my throat and then kept increasing the pressure.  I was almost at the point of gagging again when I remembered his instruction, and slid my tongue out along the underside of his shaft.
 
   Right on the tip of my tongue I could taste that body paint, and somehow this made things more comfortable.  His shaft even slid a fraction of an inch further into my mouth.
 
   When I looked up at him with watering eyes, his face was a mask of ecstasy.  I was so happy that I even felt myself pushing against his cock, trying to get all that chocolate, trying to please him.
 
   “Oh fuuuuck…” he said as he leaned his head back.
 
   Just when I was running out of air, Jace pulled my head off his stiff rod and led me by my hair, until I was lying with my head on the pillow.  He dismounted the bed and held up one finger before walking off.
 
   “Don’t move.”
 
   I bit my bottom lip as I watched his ass flex with every step he took.  Disappearing into the attached bathroom for a moment, I heard the tap run before he returned and I was able to appreciate the frontal view too.
 
   He climbed back on to the bed, casting one of my legs to the side to make room for himself.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about this since Wednesday,” he said, taking his cock in his hand and guiding himself towards my sopping wet pussy.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap17]Chapter 17
 
   Kendall
 
   I grasped the bedsheets with one fist and braced myself against the headboard with the other hand, as the head of Jace’s cock pushed my labia to either side.  He ran the tip along the length of my pussy, quickly coating himself in my natural lubricants, and I whimpered as he pushed forward.  My still inexperienced opening was stretched to a slippery ring around him again as he sought entrance.
 
   “Damn you’re tight,” Jace grunted, not even pausing in his advance.
 
   Somehow his cock felt even fatter than before, as my tender teen slit was stretched to what felt beyond the realm of possibility.  I sucked in air through clenched teeth, and my arm bracing against the headboard was shaking.  I sensed a slight relief of pressure as I was somehow able to accept him inside me.
 
   “Mmmmm,” I moaned.
 
   Jace lowered himself on top of me, curling one arm behind my neck and holding on to my shoulder, pulling me against him, and squeezing one ass cheek hard with the other.  I cried out in a combination of pleasure and pain, and was cut off as the big-dicked millionaire kissed me and took my breath away, while forcing the rest of his length inside.
 
   Those heavy balls I’d just given such a thorough tongue bath to came to rest on my ass, and I moaned into his kiss.  I was full, filled in the way only Jace had ever filled me.  So.  Much.  Dick.
 
   Holding tight, the man who had deflowered me only a few days ago rocked his hips back until his swollen head caressed my opening again, and then slammed his cock home so hard that my entire body shook.  Our lips parted and Jace wasted no time building up to breakneck pace, fucking me like the end of the world was approaching and making my squeals and whimpers waver with the force of impact.
 
   I ran my hands over his body, feeling like I was completely surrounded by hard-thrusting muscle.  Every chiseled bump and curve of his body was like sexual rocket fuel for me, as that incredible cock of his drove me from the bright flame of pain, to a dull-but-building orgasmic fire.
 
   Jace released his grip on my shoulder and reached down under my knees with both hands, pulling them up until they were draped over his shoulders.  This position allowed him to thrust inside me even deeper and, when he laced his fingers behind my neck to hold me in place, I could feel the very tip of his cock just barely brushing my cervix on his hardest thrusts.
 
   The tattooed millionaire’s arms were like steel poles.  It was like being clamped in some kind of sexual torture device that I was enjoying all too much.  With this grip, this leverage, Jace fucked me so hard that I had no choice but to scream his name just like he said I would.
 
   Every impact nearly took my breath away, and my breasts wobbled crazily despite how small and perky they were.  I almost needed a sports bra, but I couldn’t hold on to them.  I curled my arms around his hand and held on for dear life as Jace impaled me over and over again, stoking that fire in my belly.
 
   My breath began to hitch again, and I thought I couldn’t be more than a few thrusts away from my second blinding orgasm of the night, when Jace released me and rose up on his knees.  I stretched out, surprised at how stiff my back felt, but he didn’t give me any time to work out the kinks.
 
   He pushed my legs to his left, then flipped me into a doggy-style position, never taking his magnificent cock out of my eager sex.  Pausing for a moment, he regathered my hair into another ponytail and pulled me back against his cock.
 
   Smack!
 
   I yelped in surprise and then shivered in pleasure as he slapped my ass, hard enough that I was sure I’d have a big red hand print there in a few seconds.  My legs quivered in anticipation.  Would he start fucking me hard, or spank me again? I was amazed to discover that either would have been completely fine by me.
 
   Smack!
 
   “Ow! Oh… mmm!”
 
   I didn’t have the words to describe how good that sting felt, that control he had via the grip on my hair, how good that fullness felt.  All I knew was that I was his and he could do anything he wanted to me.
 
   “You like that, Kendall? You like being my little fucktoy?”
 
   “Yes! Yes! Yes!” I panted.
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   Smack!
 
   “Ow! Please… fuck me!”
 
   “Fuckin’ right!”
 
   Jace gripped my hair tight enough that the back of my head stung almost as much as my ass cheek and pounded into me so hard that each thrust and impact was a blur.  With that hold on my hair and one hand on the small of my back, he kept me in the perfect position to rail me at full power until I felt new tears of pleasure watering my eyes.
 
   That second climax that had been hovering around the edges since shortly after the first was perilously close now.  I closed my eyes and grit my teeth.
 
   Smack!
 
   That was all it took to push me over the edge.  Pleasure beyond reckoning shook my body, and my tight pussy muscles clamped down on Jace’s cock.  I thought I was screaming his name, but in reality I could have been screaming in tongues for all I knew.
 
   As I floated on my tidal wave of ecstasy, I felt the first spurt of Jace’s hot cum inside me and that wonderful warmth spreading out.  It was like his essence, his strength, was becoming part of me.  I felt powerful, strong, fearless, as if I would feel like this forever.
 
   I should have been worried about getting pregnant, but even after our first encounter I hadn’t gone to get the morning-after pill.  I’d thought about it, but then left the pharmacy with some aloe vera cream for my tender pussy instead.
 
   Jace had given me a gift, and again tonight, and that would have been like rejecting it.  I couldn’t do that.  Everything he gave me was precious because it was from him, the only one in the whole world who looked at me and saw something special.
 
   I realized now, as the orgasm-fog cleared away, that I never had any hope of keeping it purely professional with Jace.  He was in my head from the moment I saw him, and everything he did was helping him force his way into my heart too.
 
   *****
 
   I could have happily fallen asleep in Jace’s arms after that, but when he’d said we were going to do everything he wanted all night, he meant it.  It was almost three o’clock in the morning by the time he’d had his way with me to his satisfaction.
 
   Afterwards, my legs wouldn’t immediately work, so he carried me to the bathroom.  He set me down in the shower, with seven showerheads blasting us with warm relaxing water.  Jace cleaned me from head to toe with shower gel that smelled a lot like the oils from AquaVell.
 
   By the time he’d done that, I was able to return the favor, exploring his body with slow awe, feeling every scar and muscle at my own pace, without having his hard dick bending my mind to distraction at the same time.  He was a work of art, and he was right.  Some pieces of art were more OK than others.
 
   After the shower, instead of returning to the same room we’d just been in, he carried me to another bedroom as if I was light as a feather.  This was much more extensively furnished, and I guessed this must be the real master bedroom.
 
   He put me in bed, then turned out the light before joining me.  I cuddled up to him, and after a pause as if he was unsure of himself for the first time, he cuddled me back.
 
   I took a deep breath and sighed.  So exhausted, happy and satisfied, I nuzzled into him even closer and was halfway to drifting off to sleep when Jace spoke in the darkness.
 
   “I never tracked down my parents,” he said.
 
   “Hmmm?”
 
   “To answer your question.  I never tracked down my parents.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because they died in a car crash when I was five, maybe six.  I was in the car with them.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap18]Chapter 18
 
   Jace
 
   The Ex Machina Motorcycle Club headquarters was built like a post-apocalyptic fortress.  I let them run their drugs through the city with almost zero regulations, other than fair competition from my guys, so I knew, with the kind of money that was flowing through their hands, they could have done a lot better.
 
   Yet, they seemed to like it like this, walls made from mismatched pieces of corrugated iron, barbed wire everywhere.  That was their style.
 
   The only thing they’d really changed since I first made my deal with them was an upgrade of weapons.  The men manning the walls up there by the spotlights weren’t doing it with pipes, chains and second-hand six-shooters anymore.  Now they had machine guns.
 
   Normally I wouldn’t come here, but a day like this demanded my presence.  Their availability as an on-call mobile army, separate from my own operations, was too valuable an asset to lose.
 
   Two Ex Machina members escorted me across the courtyard.  We walked past a bonfire where a big group sat around drinking beer, barely avoiding breaking into brawls, and semi-ignoring the biker-chick getting finger-banged not quite outside its circle of light.
 
   Some of them stared at me with open hostility.  They could fuckin’ try it if they wanted.
 
   One building, obviously designed by the same architect responsible for the outer walls, was rattling and shaking so loudly that it was impossible to tell what kind of music was causing it.  Smoke and lights poured out of the gaps in the walls, and mingled with the night air.  Weed, grease and burning rubber.
 
   Another building was filled with bikes in various states of being dismantled and rebuilt.  Sparks flew from grinders and welding masks stared at blindingly bright lights as they made whatever modifications they wanted.
 
   This was what a motorcycle club did after getting caught in a surprise attack by a well-armed enemy.  My enemy.
 
   I wasn’t being led to either of those buildings though.  I had a meeting with “Iron” Jim Morrins, the man in charge here, and I was heading towards the door with guards posted.
 
   One of them reached back and banged on the door with his fist without saying a word to us.  Somebody on the inside unlocked it before swinging it open on hinges that screamed.  Jim had three people talking to him at once, and there was a map on his desk.  They all shut up when they saw I had arrived.
 
   “Barlow,” he said.
 
   His face was neutral behind that long greying beard, but he didn’t extend his hand to me, so I didn’t extend mine to him.  This would have been a lot easier without his subordinates in the room.
 
   “Iron” Jim was looking a little less iron these days, but I knew under that gut was muscle almost hard enough to break your hand on, because he wouldn’t do business with me until we’d fought.  For a guy in his fifties, he gave a pretty fuckin’ good account of himself.
 
   “Jim.  How much worse is it than I’ve heard on the news?”
 
   “About ten times worse.  We got most of ours out, and three of theirs.  We left one of them, and didn’t have time to get the last six of ours before the police arrived.”
 
   “Yeah, I thought you were supposed to keep the police away from our bar-” began one of Jim’s guys.
 
   “Shut the fuck up, Ed, I’m talking here,” said Jim.
 
   I answered anyway.  “I’ve kept the police away from your business for two years, but this was an open gunfight.  If police don’t show up, and fast, then we start having to deal with independent federal investigations.  We don’t need that shit.”
 
   “Thirty-seven dead, another dozen injured.”
 
   “The reports said it was the Picollis.  That true?” I asked.
 
   That was the crux of the matter.  That was what made this my business, and made this visit necessary.  If this was no territory play by some other club, then the Picollis were not as scattered to the four winds as I hoped, but alive and organized.
 
   “Yeah.  They gave us a message before all hell broke loose.  They said you couldn’t protect us.”
 
   Inwardly I smirked in triumph.  The Picollis had played them wrong.  Saying something like that wouldn’t make Ex Machina run for the hills.  It would simply provoke a violent response, given the chance.  On the outside, I kept my poker-face on.
 
   “You got their bodies back here?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, they’re in there.” He pointed at a closed door.  “We’re going to feed the motherfuckers to the dogs once you’ve had a look at them.”
 
   Jim opened the door and held his hand out for me to go ahead.  On the floor, stacked haphazardly, were three very well-dressed and very dead mobsters.
 
   I crouched down and pushed the suit jacket back on the top one, before ripping his shirt sleeve at the shoulder.  There it was, the Picolli family mark tattooed in dark ink.  I used to have one myself, until I added a hangman’s noose around the design, and now it was unrecognizable.
 
   “You know ‘em?” Jim asked, standing over me while his captains crowded round the door.
 
   I took out my phone and took photos of each of their faces.  “No.  Just low-level soldiers, and new.  After my time.  Do you know where they came from? Where they went?”
 
   “Nope.  One of my guys followed them for a ways, but a pissed off biker is pretty fuckin’ conspicuous.  He was lucky to get away alive.  They went ‘west’ but that don’t help us none.”
 
   I stood, bringing myself back past Jim’s height and looked from him to the blocked exit.  They had me cornered.  If they wanted to try and extract some revenge from me, this was their best shot.  I took the time to look each one of them in the eye before gesturing out the same way Jim had gestured in.
 
   After a tense pause, everybody headed back to Jim’s desk and he offered me a seat opposite him.  I stayed standing up.
 
   “I’m going to arrange a payment to you of ten thousand per head for the brothers you lost today.  I’m not telling you what to do with the money, but I want it to go to their families if they had any.  Two thousand to each of the injured.  It’s not enough, but no amount of money is enough to pay this back.  So with the money comes a promise.  I will give you the opportunity to take part in a fucking massacre when the time comes.  It might involve a road trip, but you still have wheels, right?”
 
   Jim said nothing for a while.  “We, the brothers and I, appreciate that you came down here.  That shows respect.  And balls.  This.” He waved his hand around.  “Doesn’t change anything about the agreement we have.  I didn’t start this club to recruit a bunch of pussies who thought nobody would ever shoot at us.  Did I, brothers?”
 
   That got him a round of murmured “fuck no’s.”
 
   “We’ll take you up on that offer,” he finished.
 
   I paused, making sure he was done, and then slowly extended my hand out to him.  Equally slowly, he reached out and accepted it, nodding and pumping once up and down.
 
   “Tell the dogs to enjoy their dinner,” I said, and turned to leave.
 
   Outside, it sounded like the party was really ramping up inside the other building, but I didn’t take the time to expand my musical horizons.  I headed straight back to my car where my driver and Lorenzo were waiting, no doubt with their hands on the panic buttons in case shit hit the fan.
 
   “Let’s go,” I said as soon as the door was closed behind me, and the car immediately started rolling towards the gates.
 
   Lorenzo was looking out the tinted window with blatant disgust at the bikers he could see around the bonfire, the chaotic scenes everywhere.  They were unruly, but if you knew how to point them in the right direction, then they could sure deliver some blunt force trauma.
 
   The car pulled out to the road and we headed back towards the city.  Lorenzo, sitting in one of the seats looking backwards, watched the Ex Machina headquarters fade into the distance, his distaste not abated at all.
 
   “You look like you’re sulking,” I said.
 
   “Back in the day we never would have stooped to making deals with animals like these,” he said.
 
   “Well, it isn’t fuckin’ back in the day.  Besides, after the little newsflash we got today we might need them more than ever.  I didn’t think the Picollis would be able to muster up something like that.”
 
   “What? Did you think they’d lay down and give up?”
 
   “After losing an entire generation, all the heads, their funding and their army all at once? I didn’t think it was the end, but I thought they’d need more time to recover,” I said.
 
   “Well, I guess they had some money you didn’t know about.”
 
   “Probably.  Or they got some help from out of town.  Another family.  Detroit maybe, because none of the ears we’ve got on the ground heard shit about this coming.  So yeah, Ex Machina stays on the books.”
 
   “Fuck ‘em.  Cutting in on our profits.  We could make this something great, something pure, but we can’t do it with them riding on our coattails,” he said.
 
   “Fuck sake, Lorenzo.  It’s that kind of shit that made the Picollis weak enough to take down.  Last time I checked “back in the day” wasn’t so fuckin’ peachy for you.  You’re as Italian as the Leaning Tower of Pisa, but they never promoted you above soldier.  This discussion is over.”
 
   Lorenzo sat back and stewed in his own juices for a while as the city passed by outside.  His attitude was getting on my fucking nerves.
 
   Finally he spoke up again.  “Tony said he’s got a new batch of girls at the club tonight, ready to start work tomorrow, if you wanted to help break them in.  He said one of them can practically suck a man inside out through his cock.”
 
   Ordinarily, I’d be all over that proposition.  Some of these bitches could deep-throat a cock while yodeling the alphabet backwards and juggling three live cats, but you might want to use two condoms when you fucked them.
 
   They weren’t even a shadow of a patch on what it felt like to fuck Kendall.  They could never imitate the sexy way Kendall sounded when her pussy was wrapped around my cock.
 
   They’d never look at me the way Kendall did.  That might have been what I liked the most.  In her eyes, I was a hero.  I didn’t just fuck her so hard she couldn’t walk.  I changed her life.
 
   I’d seen lots of people who were scared of me.  I’d seen professional respect.  I’d seen bitches cumming so hard that they passed out, but I hadn’t seen anything like the way Kendall looked at me in over two decades.  I wondered if it was a coincidence that she was the one asking me so many questions about that time in my life too.
 
   What was the point of fucking a girl who wasn’t Kendall? Her pussy was made of magic or something, she had it all.  She even made me laugh once she got over her shyness and started talking freely.
 
   “No, I’ve got a lot to think about.  I’m going to have an early night.” I said.
 
   “What? The ever-fucking Jace Barlow, is sleepy? That reporter’s been hanging around a lot.  She the one that tired you out? She looks like she’s got a tight pussy on her.  Mind if I have a turn with that little slut?”
 
   I saw red.  Leaning forward, I held up one finger.  “Look at me.  Look at me, motherfucker.  You do not talk about her like that.  You don’t look at her.  You do, we’ve got problems.  Understand?”
 
   Lorenzo was caught off guard and didn’t even try to be a tough guy.  “OK.  Yes, I understand.”
 
   We rode the rest of the way in silence, with him looking like a million thoughts were going through his mind and me ignoring the fuck out of him.  After we arrived at Tony’s club, he stepped out and leaned in again.
 
   “That chick is in your mind, man.  I ain’t telling you your business, but mark my words.  Nothing good will come of that.  You’ve been distracted lately, and she’s the reason.”
 
   “Noted.  Now, go fuck those bitches and we’ll be back to business in the morning, OK?”
 
   Lorenzo patted the roof of the car and nodded before closing the door.  My driver pulled out and I sat back in my seat.
 
   As hard as I tried to convince myself otherwise, he’d hit the nail on the head.  The only thing I should have been thinking about was the only thing I’d ever thought about, the Picollis and how to end them.
 
   Instead, I was thinking about Kendall too.  And what the fuck was that shit I’d said to Lorenzo? Since when did I care if he wanted me to pass a chick around?
 
   I thought about that asshole at Luc Monette’s, that cunt of a boss she had and what Lorenzo had just said about her.  It felt like any offence against Kendall was an offence against me.  She was mine.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap19]Chapter 19
 
   Kendall
 
   This was the best time of my life.  Nothing else was even worth comparing.
 
   Every time Jace had a spare moment during the working day, I was at his office.  As far as Mr.  Kinsley or anybody else knew, I was there to get more information for my article, but in reality I was getting fucked in every way imaginable.
 
   Bent over his desk, on the floor, against the wall, on the couch.  I was even hiding under his desk sucking his dick when somebody came in and talked to him for a few minutes.  Jace ended up cumming in my mouth while he was on a phone call.
 
   He held his hand over the mouthpiece, I assume, and told me to swallow every drop like a good little girl.  You bet I did.
 
   I licked my lips just thinking about it.  This was what life was supposed to be like.  This was the fantasy that the movies, the commercials, the schools, the everything, sold to you.
 
   The contrast from that colorless existence was like night and day.  Every time I saw Jace, I saw his expression shift.  He went from cold and calculating, to warm and hungry… for me.
 
   It was a crazy feeling.  It wasn’t just that he had my back and would stand up for me if I needed it, it was like my happiness mattered to him.  My presence made him happier.  For the first time in my life I felt like, no matter what the rest of the world might think of me, I mattered to somebody.
 
   It certainly didn’t hurt that that somebody was sexy enough to make my panties break the sound barrier as they dropped.  Literally temporarily losing the power of vision because of the intensity of the orgasms? That didn’t hurt either.  It always came back.
 
   I laughed at that thought, and then held my hand over my mouth, looking around the office to see if anybody had overheard and thought I was being a weirdo.  Nobody seemed to be paying any attention, so I shook my head to clear it and went back to trying to outline my article on Jace Barlow, the man behind the millions.
 
   With all the time I’d spent with Jace, I had so much material that had never even been hinted at in anything written about him before.  Easily the most fascinating stuff was his early life.  Even with his memories faded and incomplete due to the passage of time, it was an extraordinary start for an extraordinary man.
 
   Before that car crash it was all so normal.  Mom, Dad and little Jace could have been any family in the country, but then everything changed.
 
   He was in the car when it crashed.  He remembered his dad was driving, his mom was in the front passenger seat and he was in the back.  He remembered the way they looked back at him and that his mom had a big swollen belly.
 
   He can’t remember for sure, but he had this vague idea that he was going to have a baby brother or sister that day.  Instead… pain, loud noises, blackness and more loud noises.  Then the group home, and instead of growing to four, his family shrunk to one.
 
   When I asked him about the group home, it was always a bit of a stumbling block.  He’d start sentences, only to cut himself off and go off on a random tangent.  Inevitably, he’d end up with a far-away look in his eyes and his fists bunched up as if ready to beat the hell out of something.
 
   There was so much anger in him, it flared up sometimes like when that couple made that big scene at Luc Monette’s.  Jace could be downright terrifying, there was no denying it.  Nobody who seemed to have known him for any length of time dared to push his buttons.
 
   I knew that was the kind of thing Mr.  Kinsley would have wanted me to dig deeper on, but when Jace was with me and I saw that other side of him, I couldn’t bring myself to aim for an article that made him out to be the bad guy.  That side of him was like me, although it had known pain more intimately than I had.  To write that article would be like hurting myself.
 
   That’s why I wanted to concentrate on what made him the man he was.  That was the story I wanted to tell.  That was what Mr.  Kinsley had asked about in the first place anyway.  Where does he come from?
 
   I already had a feeling that this article I was writing would give the paper, and me, national attention.  Mr.  Kinsley seemed to have that feeling too, which was why I thought he was tolerating how little information I extracted out of each meeting with Jace.
 
   It was also why, at long last, Mr.  Kinsley had agreed to pay me something.  It wasn’t a salary per se, but a couple thousand dollars for ‘expenses’ went a long way.  At least now I wouldn’t have to sell the earrings Jace had bought me just to make rent.
 
   My case for payment was strengthened by the fact that I thought I had just about everything I needed to write out the first full draft of my article.  The last time I met with Jace, I asked if we could visit the group home where he grew up, and he had reluctantly agreed.  Mr.  Kinsley thought that was a great idea, that it would give me the chance to add a lot of tone to the piece.
 
   Looking at the clock on my computer screen, I saw that Jace would be waiting for me downstairs in a car in exactly fifteen minutes.  Unlike everybody else in the world, he was always on time, so there was no point in even texting to confirm.
 
   I needed to get as much of this outlining done in the next few minutes as I could.  After today, I’d have the last piece of my puzzle, and I’d be able to build the whole thing a lot quicker if I knew my structure.  Somebody cleared their throat behind me.
 
   I turned to see Lucile standing there with a wad of papers in her hand.  “Hey, I need you to photocopy these and get Dan in research to sign both copies, then bring them to my desk.  I need them in twenty minutes,” she said, dropping the documents on my desk without waiting for an answer.
 
   My heart sank.  Ever since I’d started here, Lucile had taken it upon herself to delegate to me various things she couldn’t be bothered doing, things that weren’t part of my job description as far as I understood it.  I was the bottom of the food chain, sure, but I wasn’t supposed to be her PA.
 
   She’d been even worse than usual since the shootout at that biker bar that was being attributed to the Picolli Crime Family, because it contradicted more or less everything her article about the police had said.  Everything is looking good in the city, and the Picollis are long gone… except for that bloodbath they orchestrated.  She’d been through the wringer on that one.
 
   “Wait,” I called out and she stopped and turned to look at me.  “I can’t do this right now, I’ve got-”
 
   “Are you kidding me? You’re here to follow instructions.  Get on it, you fucking wannabe.”
 
   That old familiar fear gripped me when Lucile raised her voice, like freezing fingers around my lungs.  People were starting to look up from their desks, and I wanted to hide under mine.  Who was I to say no to a senior reporter? When did a confrontation between myself and a beautiful woman like her ever end up with me on top?
 
   Then I thought about Jace and what he thought about me.  I remembered what he’d said to Lucile and stood as tall as I could.  I still would have got a face full of her breasts if she walked into me, but that didn’t matter.
 
   “If you want to go tell Mr.  Kinsley why photocopies of your fuck up are more important than the exclusive article on Jace Barlow, then be my guest.  Otherwise, I believe a wise man once said, get the fuck out of my face.”
 
   I pointed back in the direction of her desk and glared at her.  Lucile changed color between bright red and pale at least as fast as a chameleon for a few seconds, but then stormed off.
 
   As soon as her back was turned, I collapsed into my chair and took deep breaths while I waited for my heart to stop threatening me with a cardiac arrest.  My hands were still shaking by the time I was able to start messing around with my outline again, but deep down there was this river of exhilaration running through me.  Maybe that would be the last time Lucile ever spoke down to me, who knew?
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap20]Chapter 20
 
   Jace
 
   Kendall had been taken aback to come out of the building where The Weekly Enquirer offices were located to see three identical cars parked there.  Her face lit up the way it always did, when she bent down to look inside the open door of the middle one and saw me.
 
   “Is this like a giant ‘find the ball under the cup’ game?” she asked, before climbing in and kissing me.
 
   “No.  You know how the President gets like fifty death threats every day and the Secret Service goes “yeah, yeah, whatever”? But then they get one they take seriously, so they put the president in the nearest tank?”
 
   “You had a death threat?” She looked incredulous.
 
   “Lots.  Not as much as the President.  We had one we had to take seriously though, so I had Lorenzo beef up security until we… uh… the police bring the guy in for questioning.  Don’t worry, we’re safe.”
 
   “OK,” she said.
 
   Simple as that.  She trusted me so much that I felt something I hadn’t felt before.  Guilt about lying.  My whole life had been full of lies, I’d have lost my life a long time ago if it hadn’t been.
 
   I’d lose Kendall too if I told her everything.  I had a sinking feeling in my stomach as I mulled that over.  Kendall seemed like she was on top of the world today, even chattering away happily about how she could work this into her article, but my mood had no reason to improve by the time we arrived at Wellfort Group Home.
 
   Why in the ever-loving fuck I agreed to come back to this place I’d never know.  It had only been abandoned for about seven years by this stage, but it already looked like a relic from a past civilization.
 
   The lead car, with three of my security detail in it, headed around the other side to monitor the other entrance.  The men from the following car stayed within sight, but mostly looked outwards.  They were all carrying guns, of course, as were the men in the decoy convoys that would leave from the underground parking lots of wherever I stopped for more than fifteen minutes.  Lorenzo and I had reinstated the procedures from the early days after I seized the Picollis’ assets and heads.
 
   Kendall and I walked across the cracked concrete and stood almost in the shadow of the stained brick building that didn’t have a single window intact.  I should have had the place demolished and built a giant public toilet facility here.
 
   Kendall took out her notebook and pen.  I was giving her the information she needed for an article, but I’d still be damned if I wanted my actual voice recorded on a Dictaphone talking about anything at all.
 
   “So it’s been eleven years since you lived here.  How do you feel being back?” she asked.
 
   I looked around the area the staff had called the basketball court, but what we’d called the-place-where-you-get-the-shit-kicked-out-of-you.  The ghost voices of chanting kids echoed in my mind.
 
   Fight! Fight! Fight!
 
   “Pissed off.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “This place.  This fuckin’ place.  Kids shouldn’t be here.  It wasn’t a home.  It was a cage for animals.  You put kids in, you get animals out.”
 
   “What do you mean? It didn’t turn you into an animal.” she asked.
 
   “It did.  You see that ladder over there?”
 
   I pointed at the rusty iron rungs that were bolted to the side of the building.  A fire escape at one point, that ladder was already a relic in my day because there wasn’t a single fucking window anywhere near it that didn’t have permanent bars on it.  Kendall nodded.
 
   “See how one of the bottom rungs is missing? I ripped that off and changed the way this kid’s face looked with it.  He never came back to Wellfort.”
 
   Kendall stopped scribbling and looked up, horrified and confused.  “Why?”
 
   “Because he was fucking huge.  I was in fights every week, Lord of the Flies had nothing on this place.  The guy started hearing rumors that some people thought I could beat him.  Well, he was almost eighteen by that point.  He’d ruled the roost for so long, used to kick my ass all the time when I was younger, and he didn’t like people talking like that.  People start talking like that, you have to watch your back a whole lot more.”
 
   “What did the staff do to stop all the fighting?”
 
   “Stop it? You kidding me? They took bets, this was their fucking entertainment,” I spat.
 
   “You can’t be serious!”
 
   “Look at me.  I’m serious.  I got a scar here where a kid hit me with a brick.  I had a scar here on my neck, it’s faded now, from rope burn when another motherfucker tried to strangle me.”
 
   I shook my head in disgust, remembering the staff who used to hold back, waiting until somebody was about to get killed before they “noticed” the fight and “took appropriate action” as per state guidelines.
 
   “Couldn’t you just… not fight? Stay out of their game?” she asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Everybody fought?”
 
   “No.  I tell you what though, the kids that didn’t fight had nothin’.  If you’re here, you already don’t have much, but those poor fucks had nothing,” I said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “This place taught me that at least.  If you don’t fight, then somebody is going to come and take away whatever it is that you care about.  Those kids didn’t have a shirt on their back most of the time.  Yeah.  It taught me that alright.  Nobody is ever going to take what’s mine without a fight, without payback.”
 
   “Is that why this place got shut down in the end?”
 
   “I have no idea, never looked into it.”
 
   Kendall wrote something in her notebook, and when she looked up at me again her eyes were glassy.  She spoke with a choked voice.
 
   “What was it like? You know, one day you’re at home with Mom and Dad, you’ve got your own room, your toy box in the corner, maybe a bunch of books your parents take turns reading to you at night, you’re safe.  You were just a little boy and… the next day you’re here.  Did you ever think about that? About them? W-wonder h-how this happened?” Kendall’s lip was quivering.
 
   I looked across the-place-where-you-get-the-shit-kicked-out-of-you to the-place-where-kids-shove-sand-in-your-mouth.  In my day, there had been a swing set there.  Now there was just a rusty death-trap frame.  That was where that guy sat me down and told me what really happened that day.
 
   Hey kid, they’re feedin’ you bullshit here… That car accident wasn’t an accident, it was a mob hit… You don’t remember some guys blastin’ your folks after the crash? You musta knocked your head good… Well, fuck it, I just wanted you to know the truth… the Picolli family did this to ya…
 
   Trench coat, hat and sunglasses like in a shitty spy movie, he dropped that bomb on me and left.  I never saw him again, but that was the day my life regained purpose.  I would turn myself into a weapon that could take down the Picolli family.  Nothing else mattered.
 
   “Not much,” I said.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap21]Chapter 21
 
   Jace
 
   Going to Wellfort was more nerve-wracking than going to the Ex Machina headquarters with a twenty percent chance of them gunning me down on sight.  I stood behind my bar and filled a shot glass with scotch, knocking it back and pouring myself another.
 
   “You want one?” I asked.
 
   Kendall, sitting at my table, was pulled from some inner thought.  She looked up from the notebook in front of her and shook her head.  She hadn’t written anything for several minutes.
 
   “No, thank you,” she said.
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   I downed the second shot and then brought the bottle to the table, sitting down across from her.  Like me, she’d been a lot quieter on the way back from Wellfort than on the way in.
 
   Leaning back in my chair, I closed my eyes and felt the warmth of the scotch thawing the iceberg in my stomach.  It was a bad idea to go there today, there was too much other shit going on.
 
   Not just that shitstorm at the biker bar, either.  Word was that some of my guys were turning up dead here and there.  Not many, just higher than the average level for people in their demographic, the active criminal demographic.
 
   Things were ramping up, and I had an entire fucking country to search so I could find where the Picollis’ new base of operations was.  So far we had one lead.  My contacts in the police said that one of my cadaver mugshots was almost certainly a known thug from Chicago.
 
   That’s where I had to focus my… I got the feeling I was being watched.  When I opened my eyes, the mystery was solved.  Kendall was looking at me with such obvious pity that I felt a flare of anger.
 
   I was Jace Motherfucking Barlow.  I owned this city.  Pity me? I felt my skin prickling as my blood rushed.  Kendall stood and walked around the table until she was standing beside my chair.  She hitched her skirt up a bit before she lifted a leg over and straddled my lap.
 
   Good girl… that’s just what I need.  Fuck my problems away…
 
   I reached between her legs, cupping that sweet pussy of hers through her panties, and felt my middle finger nestled in along the length of her slit.  My God, I wanted to touch her every second of every day.
 
   “Wait…” she said.
 
   Kendall held my wrists and pulled my hand away from her, placing both of my palms around her upper thighs just below the hem of her high-riding skirt.  If any other girl had ever told me to wait, I’d have thrown her out of the room and had the next one sent in.  I clenched my jaw and looked up at her.
 
   Once she was reasonably confident that my hands weren’t going to wander when she let go, she reached up and cradled my head, with her palms along my jawline, her fingers near my ears and her thumbs gently stroking my cheeks.  Her touch was so tender, so soft, that it was almost as if she was handling me like a Ming Vase, something precious and breakable.
 
   I looked at her with the most incredulous expression I could muster, and she just looked straight back at me.  Straight through me, almost, into my soul.
 
   “Jace? Listen to me, because I… I don’t think anybody ever told you this.  I am so sorry for what happened to you-”
 
   “It doesn’t m-”
 
   “No.  Listen.  I am sorry for what you went through, Jace.  Look at me.  You were just a little boy.  You didn’t deserve to have your home and family ripped away.  It wasn’t your fault.  You shouldn’t have been thrown into that hellhole.  Somebody should have been there to tell you that everything was going to be OK.”
 
   Kendall’s face was streaming with tears by now, but she didn’t let go of my head to wipe them away.  With a jolt of shock I realized that she was, in fact, using her thumbs to wipe tears off my face.
 
   What in the fucking hell was this? I thought I knew what power was… but this girl had me mesmerized, enthralled.  She was the powerful one, and she had more to say.
 
   “I wish I could, I don’t know, travel back in time so I could tell you.  I’d tell you that all this… all this shit, isn’t forever.  I’d tell you that there’s nobody in the whole world like you and everything is going to be OK and I’ll be waiting for you.” Kendall pulled my head against her chest and I shut my eyes, shut out the world.
 
   This penthouse was supposed to be my bomb shelter, my safe place, and my home.  Being in Kendall’s arms felt more like those things than the expensive surroundings ever had.
 
   How was that possible? I had billions of dollars that the IRS had no fucking clue about, more weapons than my two and a half armies could wield, and I could probably throw Kendall thirty feet one-handed.  But I needed her as much as I needed oxygen.
 
   After some unknown quantity of time, Kendall pulled my head away.  I opened my eyes to see a wet spot on her shirt, where it stuck to her perfect body, before I looked up to her face again.  She held my gaze for what seemed like forever before she spoke again.
 
   “Jace… I love you.”
 
   Panic and fear froze me like the first time somebody held a gun to my head when I was sixteen.  My heart was probably hitting three hundred beats per minute and in my mind I reached for any weapon I could find.  The usual one.  Anger.
 
   Put this bitch in her place, Jace.  You tell her love doesn’t fucking exist and she better get used to the idea that she’s just a tight-pussied little cum dumpster and you can get a thousand more just like her before the end of the day.
 
   I was just about to stand up, send Kendall tumbling to the ground and tell her exactly that when another part of my brain spoke up with a ‘hold on, what about this?’ and an image flashed through my mind of what Kendall would look like if I said that.
 
   That spark in her eyes would be snuffed out.  That glow.  Gone.  She wouldn’t look at me like a hero anymore.
 
   Oh for fuck sake.  Well say something, you stupid cunt.
 
   “Kendall… I...”
 
   Don’t just sit there like a fucking moron.  Fuck it, tell her the truth if you have to.
 
   My stampeding heart made my voice waver with every beat.  “I love you too.”
 
   I hadn’t said those words in over two decades.  But if I was telling Kendall the truth… how could I tell her the whole truth?
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap22]Chapter 22
 
   Kendall
 
   For the first time in my life, I was in love.  I didn’t simply have a crush on somebody, I wasn’t on the outside, I was in love.  Jace loved me right back.
 
   There’d been times when I’d lay by myself in bed wondering what it felt like to be in love, to be in one of those exclusive two-person clubs.  It was hard to remember exactly what I’d thought, but it probably involved running through a field of flowers in slow motion and soft-focus, before Prince Charming lifted me up and we twirled around.
 
   The reality was so much better, yet so much more difficult.  Most of the time I was so excited that I could have burst.  I wanted to scream it from the rooftops, stay in bed with him every moment of every day, have silly little talks in hushed whispers in the dark that nobody else would ever hear, and bask in his love forever.
 
   All that and more was beyond my wildest dreams, but the fantasies didn’t prepare me for everything.  They didn’t tell me that Prince Charming might not have grown up in a castle with loving parents.  They didn’t tell me that he might have had to fight for his life before, maybe more than once.
 
   I’d felt helpless and alone for so long that I felt almost ashamed of myself when I managed to put enough pieces of Jace’s early life together.  Somewhere along the line I’d become so scared and wrapped up in my own issues that I’d forgotten that other people were hurting too.
 
   So I told him some things that I wished somebody had told me.  I couldn’t do anything about where he came from, but I hoped the words combined with all the love I had for him would be something at least.
 
   I was pretty sure it wasn’t too late to help heal some of those old wounds, because I knew in myself just how different I felt about everything now that we were together.  He seemed so relieved that day after we visited Wellfort too, like a piece of broken glass had been pulled out after hurting him for years.
 
   If life was even a little bit fair, that should have been the only issue Jace had to deal with, but there were other things blatantly weighing heavily on his mind.  The resurgence of Mafia violence that had started with the biker bar had escalated.  The Picolli Crime Family seemed to take extra special interest in hitting locations that were, via various holding companies and other complicated corporate structures, ultimately owned by Jace.
 
   It was really terrible luck.  At work, Lucile was scrambling to follow up with her flop of an article by covering the new crime wave, and the police were saying that the Picollis were probably targeting businesses that refused to pay for protection.
 
   Several times I asked him about it.  I could see he was down and all I wanted to do was make him happy again.  My own happiness depended on it.  That was a cliché I’d heard but, again, I couldn’t have been prepared for the reality.
 
   More than once he looked like he was going to answer, as if he’d come up with this big speech to explain to me what was going through his head.  Every time, he seemed to think better of it, told me not to worry.  It was just boring business stuff.
 
   Today was no different.  This afternoon, officially, we were celebrating the impending publication of my article, which had been written, re-written and polished to perfection by myself and Mr.  Kinsley, and appropriately fact-checked by the research department.
 
   Jace didn’t look to be in the celebrating mood though.  He sat there, looking out at the city as it went by the tinted windows of the town car, alternately looking sad, pissed off and frustrated.  Hopefully our evening at AquaVell would relax him a bit.
 
   A blowjob in their Zen Garden would probably cheer us both up.  I stifled a laugh and was just about to reach out and touch his knee to tell him my great idea when we stopped at an intersection and he looked in my direction with fierce concentration.
 
   At first I could have sworn he was about to accuse me of something, but then I realized he wasn’t looking at me, he was looking out the window on my side.  I turned just in time to see the windows rolling down on a black SUV that had pulled up alongside us.
 
   “FUCK! Floor it!”
 
   The driver, behind the privacy barrier, couldn’t hear him and was probably looking ahead at traffic rather than the horrific sight of men with big guns leaning out of the SUV.  Panic so intense that it transcended any ability to react gripped me, and I sat there with wide open mouth and eyes as they swung their weapons around to point right at me, though I was probably invisible behind the window.
 
   Jace dived across the car and pulled me towards him as a sound unlike anything I’d ever heard before almost deafened me.  If somebody had told me that this was what it sounded like when the earth ripped open and all the demons of hell were unleashed, I wouldn’t have argued.
 
   “Go! Go! Go! Fuck!”
 
   My eyes were shut so tight that I thought my face was going to cramp up.  I could barely hear Jace above the cacophony, as a thousand bullets hammered into the side of the car.
 
   It might have been a few seconds or it might have been an hour, but although the assault continued, I was still breathing.  Our car leaped forward and crashed straight into the back of the lead car in the convoy, coming to an abrupt halt again.
 
   “Get outta the fuckin’ way!”
 
   If I could barely hear him, the people in the front car had no hope.  I cracked my eyes open and peered out in terror through the narrow slits.  Jace was holding me against the far side of the car from where the men in the SUV were attacking, covering me as much as he could with his back to them.
 
   Under his armpit I could see that the windows on that side were all rendered impossible to see through because they were shattered with a fine network of cracks.  Somehow, aside from the occasional tiny chip that launched off as a bullet hit the outside, they were still intact.
 
   The driver floored it again, and the lead car must have moved out of the way because we didn’t crash into anything this time.  Suddenly a bright orange flash coming from behind us lit up the inside of the car, and a split second later I heard the rumble of an explosion.  Even in our car, accelerating at top speed, I felt the explosion too.
 
   I was breathing so fast, and my chest hurt with the ferocity of my pounding heart.  That was one of the only things that led me to believe I was probably still alive.
 
   Jace pushed himself up and looked back as the car weaved through traffic that I couldn’t see.  I tried to get up, but Jace held me down, never taking his eyes off the scene behind us.
 
   I didn’t have the strength, coordination or coherent plan to struggle against him.  I was delirious and might have just opened the door and stepped out while we were going full speed.
 
   Through back streets and over sidewalks, Jace’s driver managed to get us back to Jace’s building in record time, driving down the ramp into the underground parking lot so fast that the car bottomed out and I screamed.
 
   We came to a screeching halt and Jace pulled the door handle, forcing it open with his shoulder and stepping out with the same motion.  He slipped his arm around me and lifted me out before mostly carrying me towards the door.
 
   A small army of people was swarming around us and Jace was barking instructions that I couldn’t really make out.  Under flailing jackets, I saw flashes of holstered handguns as the men hurriedly reported whatever information Jace asked for.
 
   Once inside, we were surrounded all the way to the elevator, where only three of them joined us.  Jace leaned me against the wall in the corner and grabbed one of them.
 
   “You and you join the other two upstairs in the choke point.  You, head back down and tell them that nobody, nobody, else comes upstairs until I give the OK.  Fucking nobody, you understand?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” came the ragged chorus.
 
   “Triple the guard downstairs, get our sharp-shooters in their rooms in the surrounding buildings.  Anything could happen tonight.  Be ready for it.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” they repeated.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap23]Chapter 23
 
   Kendall
 
   Jace guided me to one of the chairs around the table and I sank into it.  Every muscle in my body was quivering as he walked away a few steps and put a gun down on the counter.  When he’d picked that up, I had no idea.
 
   He disappeared behind the bar for a second, and I listened to the clicking of a safe being opened as well as my own breathing.  I was alive! I was really alive.
 
   I sucked in air, filling my lungs to capacity, feeling it all inside me.  What a good feeling that was, I never bothered to appreciate it before, but I promised myself I would from now on.
 
   My cheeks puffed out as I let my breath go and a shiver ran down my spine, branching out to my limbs and extremities as it went down.  Every touch of my fingers on my skin as I wrung my hands, or brush of my clothes against my body, sent a symphony of pins and needles rippling around.
 
   Jace stood up and set another gun down beside the first one, then a clip of bullets, before kicking the door of the safe shut.  He didn’t look terrified, he didn’t look confused.  He looked like a man with a plan.  And a truly royal shade of angry.
 
   I had no idea how he could look more in control now, when unknown assailants had just unloaded heavy machine gun fire in our direction, than he had when he was in his element growing his corporate empire.  He was like a solid rock in the middle of the perfect storm, and I did my best to latch on to his strength, his indomitable power.
 
   Jace stalked over to me and reached down, pulling me to my feet with both hands on the sides of my head.  I froze under the intensity of his gaze, quivering muscles or not.
 
   “You hurt? Is there even a scratch on you?” he asked.
 
   “I… I don’t think so-”
 
   Jace pulled even harder and I went up on the tips of my toes as he leaned down and kissed me as forcefully as he ever had.  I curled my hands around his bulging biceps and kissed him back, my exhilaration at being alive only magnified by his touch, his closeness.
 
   I reached out with both hands and stroked his thick cock along his inner thigh, feeling it slowly hardening under my fingers inside his pants.  He was taking my breath away with his kiss, and every beat of my heart made me feel the need to have him inside me even more.
 
   Jace’s blood might be pumping for a different reason than mine, but it seemed like we ended up needing the same thing.  I needed the affirmation of life, to feel those heights of ecstasy that only he could give me, Jace needed to unleash his raw energy, all that alpha male power, and I was the best thing he’d ever found to do that.
 
   His hands moved from the sides of my head, down my back, and gripped my ass tight as he crushed me against him and that hardening evidence of his arousal pressed along the side of my stomach and hip.  I let my hands roam over him, feeling those muscles bunch and release under his shirt, letting their strength assure me of my safety.
 
   Grinding his hips against me, making that cock of his drive me wild in the process, he broke off our kiss to growl a wordless vocalization of his need.  He was aching to get inside me as much as I was desperate to let him.
 
   He looked at the dining table and leaned over in that direction, backhanding a vase of flowers the housekeeper must have left and sending it at least seven feet before it smashed on the ground.  Turning back to me, he regained his grip on my ass and lifted me in the air before spinning a quarter-turn on his heel and putting me on the edge of the table.
 
   One hand curled around the back of my neck, under my hair, holding me firm as the other went up my skirt.  Forcing my panties aside, Jace stroked my bare pussy until his finger was slick with my juices and he slid it inside me.
 
   I moaned and my tight teen tunnel squeezed him as he thrust that finger in and out of me, coating himself even more with my slippery nectar until it was moving freely no matter how tight I gripped at it.  Jace kissed me again, still holding me by the neck, and began to move his finger in a “come here” gesture, rubbing against the front wall of my pussy, making me whimper and buck my hips.
 
   Trembling, I fumbled at his zip before managing to pull it down and reaching inside.  The warmth of his body enveloped my hand as I worked my way into his boxers and grabbed that throbbing shaft.
 
   As soon as I touched it, a jolt of pleasure from inside me where Jace was rubbing made me close my eyes and moan.  Matters of life and death seemed to melt away and I gladly let the terror seep out of my body.  Now Jace’s cock was life and death.  It, him, me and pleasure were all that mattered.
 
   There was no way his manhood was fitting out though the zip, long thick and hard as it was, so I reluctantly let it go after only a few strokes to undo his button.  Jace was thrusting his finger in and out of my pussy with a steady rhythm, stroking some sensitive spot in my tight wetness with purpose.
 
   The hard-fucking businessman made my whole body twitch and my abdominal muscles sporadically clench with his expert touch.  I, in turn, was almost screaming in frustration at how long it was taking me to get back in contact with that mind-bending cock of his.
 
   After what seemed like a lifetime, I managed to lift the waistband of his boxers over the tip of his erection and push them down along with his pants.  I let out a long sigh of satisfaction when I was able to wrap both hands around that hard rod again.
 
   Jace pulled his finger out of my now sopping wet slit and brought it to my mouth, pushing it inside so I could taste how hot he’d made me.  I gazed right into his eyes as I sucked his finger clean, swirling my tongue all around it and leaning forward so it touched the back of my throat.
 
   “You wanna take my big cock, Kendall?” he asked, slipping his finger out of my mouth.
 
   “Yes, sir,” I nodded slowly.
 
   He put his hand on my throat and pushed me back on the newly-cleared table top until I was lying flat.  Trailing his fingers downwards over my body, he paused to squeeze one breast through my shirt before continuing to the hem of my skirt.
 
   With my legs dangling off the edge of the table, I squirmed to let him hike my skirt up and then pointed both feet straight up to let him slide my panties off.  Jace dropped my panties to the ground and then draped my legs over his shoulders.
 
   I could see that huge dick, towering over my pussy, and even now, after all the times he’d driven the entire thing into me, it was still intimidating enough to make my breath catch in my throat.  If Jace didn’t make me so unfathomably wet, there was no doubt it would be beyond my ability to take it.
 
   Thankfully he did, and as he grabbed his cock mid-shaft and slapped my clit with it, I squealed and squirmed at the sparks of pleasure.  I needed him to fuck me as hard as he could, make me forget everything that had just happened for as long as possible.
 
   “Fuck me like a slut!” I panted.
 
   When I’d packed my bag and hopped on the bus in Woodville, I never could have imagined any kind of situation where I would have said something like that.  Things changed, and I needed to push every one of Jace’s buttons, make him harder and more furiously sexually-charged than he had ever been.
 
   The man who took my virginity brushed his cock up and down along the length of my slit, spreading his pre-cum on me even as my own natural lubricants glistened on his tip.  Soon, I felt that stretching sensation and clung on to the edge of the table with both hands, holding myself in place as he forced that incredible thickness into the depths where only he had been.
 
   “Uhhhhhn!” I groaned as he slid his entire length into me in one steady stroke.
 
   My eyes rolled back in my head and my whole world shrunk down to focus between my legs and that wonderful, complete, full feeling.  Jace’s balls rested gently against me and he curled his hands around my thighs before pulling back, almost out, and slamming himself home again.
 
   His balls slapping against my ass and my squeals combined into some fundamental sex sound as my muscular lover used all his power to build up to the frantic pace I so desperately wanted.  His huge cock stoked a new fire in my pussy, and every impact of his body against my clit transferred some of that energy to my belly, where it grew with every pulse.
 
   My well-endowed man relinquished his grip on my legs and leaned forward to tear my shirt open as he had done on the first day we met.  This time I didn’t even have a half-hearted protest to mutter.
 
   The lacy black bra I was wearing clasped at the front to help me make the most out of my small chest, and Jace soon had my breasts free.  The cool air touched my skin where the underwire had been digging in, and my sensitive pink tips pointed straight up as if seeking his attention.
 
   If that was the case then the multi-millionaire didn’t disappoint, pinching them right to the border between pleasure and pain, squeezing and exploring my breasts so thoroughly that it was almost as if he was trying to memorize every gentle curve.
 
   After a lifetime of hiding it away, especially my breasts, he made me feel like I had the most perfect body in the world.  I was worthy of being sought after, worthy of being chased, and I belonged to him.
 
   Jace held on to my shoulders again and resumed the hard pace that had relented while he appreciated my chest.  The thrumming ball of energy in my tummy continued to grow as my breasts, now free, bounced with every hard thrust.
 
   My legs were still draped over his shoulders and my toes wobbled wildly in the air as Jace fucked me with body-shaking force.  A humming sound grew in my ears as my pleasure grew and grew, and my eyelids became heavier, gradually closing as I drifted away on a cock-powered spiritual journey.
 
   When I came, I came hard, my whole body tensed as ecstasy flooded every fiber of my being, nowhere more so than my pussy, where Jace jack-hammered his thickness in and out of me.  I was at the very peak of my climax when he grabbed my throat with both hands.
 
   It wasn’t enough to hurt, but enough to make me struggle for breath, which only seemed to prolong my orgasm as Jace used his newfound grip to drive into me with some miraculous higher gear.  I was sure I was about to pass out when I finally felt that first gloriously warm jet of cum fill my depths.
 
   I managed to moan and suck more air in as Jace pumped spurt after spurt of his creamy load into my well-fucked pussy.  Every movement inside of me sent flutters of bliss randomly around my body, the trailing fingers of my orgasm.
 
   A few minutes later, he was leaning over me, his hands on the table bearing much of his weight.  The only sound in the room was the two of us catching our breath.
 
   After the intensity of that fucking and the climax, in comparison I could barely feel my body now.  I felt like I was floating on nothing, and the man I loved was floating along with me, still hard inside me.
 
   Jace picked me up and I wrapped my legs around him as he carried me to the bedroom.  It seemed he wasn’t done with me yet.  I hugged his neck and held on tight.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap24]Chapter 24
 
   Jace
 
   I didn’t get much sleep that night.  Between rage-fucking Kendall and a few phone calls, I had more than enough to keep me occupied.
 
   After Kendall fell asleep the first time, I talked to the guys downstairs to check the damage on the other decoy convoys.  They didn’t get hit, just mine.
 
   None of my guys in the convoys knew where we were going or who was driving me until I arrived and told them.  The only other person, aside from me, who knew ahead of time which convoy I’d be in and where I was planning on going was the man who made the security plans.  Lorenzo.  Fucking Lorenzo.
 
   I was lucky he had no idea just how extensively modified all my cars were, or the Picollis might have got some bigger guns.  Or a rocket launcher like my men in the rear car used on that SUV.  That would have been a different story.  I’d be dead.  Kendall would be dead.
 
   The thought made me fucking seethe.  He’d told me that no good would come of my getting mindfucked by a girl.  He’d told me to mark his words.  Well, I was going to mark that motherfucker’s last words today.
 
   The sun was coming up now, and Kendall was in a deep slumber next to me.  After last night she might be walking funny for a while, but there wasn’t a scratch on her from the attack.
 
   That was Lorenzo’s saving grace.  For that reason, and because we’d been through a lot of shit together, I was going to give him a chance to go out with some dignity and I wasn’t going to make his execution a public one.  He could still fuck that chance up though.
 
   I carefully swung my feet on to the floor and wrote a short note for Kendall, leaving it on my pillow, before walking into my wardrobe.  What do you wear when you’re about to kill the man who has been the closest thing to a friend you’ve ever had?
 
   The answer is, the same thing you’ll wear to his funeral.  I picked a dark suit and shoes polished so well that their surface looked like deep, wet, ink.  The gun holster even matched.
 
   Kendall didn’t stir as I slipped out of the bedroom.  The first thing I did was call Stefano, one of my senior men who was currently running the team downstairs.  I told him that if Lorenzo tried to leave, to haul his ass up here by any means necessary.
 
   Then I called Lorenzo, who I knew from earlier calls in the night was in a suite downstairs.  I knew now it was because it would have looked suspicious if he was anywhere else but here after what happened yesterday.
 
   “Morning, Sleeping Beauty,” he answered.  “About time, we need to do some damage control, huh?”
 
   “Yeah we do.  Come on up.”
 
   “Be there in a few minutes.”
 
   I waited by my door until I heard the elevator play the arrival tone and opened up before security could give him the spiel about nobody being allowed in under the boss’ orders.  Lorenzo walked in, putting on a good show of ignorant business-as-usual.  I held my finger up to my lips.
 
   “Shh.  Kendall’s still asleep.  Into my office.  After you.” I gestured in the general direction and Lorenzo led the way.
 
   I kept my eyes glued to him like a hawk.  Even after we were in my office, when he was heading towards the far couch and I was screwing a silencer on to the end of my gun, I watched that sneaky motherfucker.
 
   By the time he sat down and looked up again, I was standing over him and the muzzle of the gun was about an inch from his head.
 
   “Jace, what the f-”
 
   “Shut up, cunt, and listen carefully.  I want you to know something.  I know what you did, and you are going to die today.  Nothing can stop this.  You have no control over that.  What you do control is how much it hurts, how many more minutes you’ve got, and how much dignity you go out with.  All of those things depend on how much you’ve got to tell me and how much I like what I hear.  We’ve been through some gruesome shit, Lorenzo, but I promise you, you have no idea what I’m capable of.  You don’t want to find out.  Got it?”
 
   This was it.  On the slim chance that I was wrong, he’d protest his innocence to the grave.  If he did what I thought he did, he knew me well enough to know when I was serious and I knew him well enough to know that he’d go out like the stoic Mafia tough guy he always saw himself as.
 
   I could see a thousand possible outs flash through his mind.  He started almost as many words, but never got them out before he calmed down and resignation washed over him.
 
   “Fuck you, you had it coming, kid,” he said.
 
   “Gun.”
 
   He handed it over.
 
   “Other gun.  Knife.”
 
   I brought all his weapons back to the couch opposite him and took a seat, my own gun on the armrest and still pointing right at him.
 
   “Why?” I said.
 
   “I may not have liked every decision the Picollis made, but at least they weren’t disrespecting our heritage, the families back home, everything we ever fuckin’ stood for.  These bullshit deals with redneck motherfucker biker gangs, all this money you flash around acting like a playboy.  It makes me sick to my fuckin’ stomach how close you are to having a reality TV show.”
 
   I shook my head.  “That’s it? I’ve got a tighter grip on this city than the Mafia has had for over two decades, but this isn’t the way it should be done? This isn’t ‘pure’? You stupid motherfucker.  You’ve never even been to Italy.  Why the fuck now?”
 
   “Sickening or not, nobody could say you haven’t run a tight ship.  Until that pussy got into your head.  Things have been slipping and you don’t even care.  I noticed.  The Picollis noticed.  They started poking around a bit more.  Word got to me that the person who served your head on a silver platter would be made consigliere when they took their territory back.  That sounded a lot better than being a babysitter for a piece of shit.”
 
   “So why didn’t you bring my head on a silver platter? You could have shot me in the back like the chickenshit you are a thousand times by now.”
 
   “That wouldn’t have sent the right message, wouldn’t have made the right example of you to anybody else who thought they could get rid of the Picollis so easily.  They wanted it to be out in the open, and they wanted your whore to go down with you.”
 
   “Language, motherfucker.  Where are the Picollis based now?”
 
   “Fuck you.”
 
   “Fuck me? Had enough talking? Fine.”
 
   I stood up and walked over to him.  He spat at my feet and looked up defiantly.  I could only see the fear in his eyes because I knew him so well.
 
   “You deserve to be with the Picollis, so I’m going to send you to where most of them are.  You fuckin’ stuck-in-the-past assholes and your fuckin’ symbolism and etiquette.  If you had any brains, this is what you should have done.”
 
   I aimed my gun at his head and fired.  The first shot killed him instantly, the second added insult, the third proved he did have some brains in that head.  At least he used to, now it was sprayed all over my couch.  I kept on going.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap25]Chapter 25
 
   Kendall
 
   The feeling that something wasn’t right crept into my dreams and turned them into nightmares long before I was awake.  Endless gunfire, explosions, running away from men in pinstripe suits with tommy-guns.  I was thankful when everything faded away and I felt myself back in Jace’s bedroom.
 
   I reached out for Jace under the warm covers, but his side of the bed was empty.  Reluctantly, I opened my eyes and looked around.  It was still early morning, if the light was anything to go by.
 
   The silence was better than normal, it was positively soothing to my ears.  The way yesterday ended was so loud.  Bullets, explosions, hard fucking and screaming orgasms.  So damn loud.
 
   This was the first time the whirlwind of events had stopped spinning me around long enough for me to look at my surroundings.  The feeling of wrongness followed me from my dreams.
 
   I bunched up my eyebrows as I thought about it.  It wasn’t the obvious, getting shot at by a bunch of mobsters wasn’t right, but there was more nagging at me, screaming at me to think.
 
   Mobsters, the Picollis of course.  They were the crime family that had been responsible for all the stuff happening lately, but it was hard to imagine what they were coming after Jace for.
 
   The kinds of businesses that Jace was directly responsible for weren’t the kinds of stores that required Mafia protection from common street crime.  Had they got pissed off about all the businesses that were refusing to deal with them that were ultimately owned by Jace?
 
   Had Jace turned them down too? He was the kind of man that wouldn’t give in without a fight, so were the Picollis trying to teach him a lesson?
 
   I sat up and winced.  My muscles were aching as if I’d spent all day and night in the gym.  Shuffling backwards, I arranged the pillows behind me and leaned against the headboard.  There was no need to rush this awakening, I supposed.
 
   On Jace’s pillow was a piece of paper with a hastily scribbled note.  It said “Wait here.  Back Soon.  Love, Jace.” A man of few words, but he said the ones that mattered at least.
 
   That sense that something was wrong kept worrying at me.  I would ask him about whether he was in trouble with the mob when I saw him.  Surely he’d be able to explain it away and I’d feel silly for bringing it up.  It sure felt silly when I heard myself asking the question in my head.
 
   Then I remembered how troubled he’d been ever since the Mafia revealed to the world that they were alive and well, despite what the police were telling Lucile and all the other journalists who crowded around at every statement they made to the media.  My brow furrowed again.
 
   The police.  Why hadn’t we spent all night at a police station giving statements? It wasn’t like they could have failed to notice all the machine gun fire.  Something exploded in that street too.
 
   My heart sank.  All at once my silly question seemed deadly serious.  My Jace was in trouble with the Mafia, he’d refused to make a deal, or he had made a deal and it went bad.  That was how these things went, right? Bad?
 
   I gulped.  Note or not, I had to ask him, and I had to do it sooner rather than later.  Since I’d started staying at Jace’s penthouse more often than my own crappy apartment, I had a small selection of clothes here in a set of drawers against one wall, so I went for that.
 
   As I dressed, I tried to brace myself for the worst.  If he had made a mistake and got involved with these people before things went “bad,” that would explain why we hadn’t gone to the police.
 
   What would I do if he’d done that? He could go to jail, couldn’t he? The thought of only being able to see him through a bulletproof glass window, as we spoke to each other over a prison phone, broke my heart.
 
   After pulling on a t-shirt, I took a deep breath and stood as tall as I could.  I would stand by him.  I’d hold his hand as he went to court.  When he faced the media afterwards.  Forever.  He was the best person I knew, and even if he made that mistake I would stand by him.
 
   With that promise to tell him, in addition to the questions, I stepped out of the bedroom with a renewed sense of purpose.  Jace wasn’t in the main open-plan area of his penthouse, it was almost eerie how silent and still everything was.
 
   I peeked around a few corners to the various nooks and blind spots he might have been doing something in, but there was no sign of him.  The guns weren’t on top of the bar anymore.
 
   Remembering his face when he was retrieving them made me shiver.  Had he ever even shot a gun before? He looked like he knew how to use one, but I hoped he wasn’t planning on doing anything crazy like taking on the mob.
 
   The spare bedroom, also known as the room where we went when the sex was going to get messy like with chocolate body paint, was as empty and quiet as the rest of the penthouse.  The only room left was his office, and he’d told me never to go in there because of confidential documents and things that he worked on in there.
 
   The last thing I wanted to do was to cause him to be in breach of some non-disclosure agreement or anything like that, but stakes had been raised to the level of life-or-death yesterday.  Every passing second I wasn’t with him made me more nervous.  Suddenly, from behind the office door, I heard a strange sound.
 
   Whomp! Whomp! Whomp! Whomp!
 
   A deep, airy, percussion, over and over again.  It sounded like a helicopter’s rotors in super-slow-motion.  I gripped the handle and turned it, opening the door on silent hinges.
 
   The scene inside wouldn’t have been out of place in a horror movie.  A corpse that looked like it might have been Jace’s colleague, Lorenzo, was slumped on a couch with blood and gore sprayed out behind him on one side, bright red on the white fabric.
 
   Five or more bullet holes peppered his chest and standing over him was Jace, my Jace, reloading a gun before pointing it at Lorenzo and pulling the trigger again and again.
 
   Whomp! Whomp! Whomp! Whomp!
 
   Lorenzo didn’t even twitch when the bullets hit him, he was dead, but Jace emptied his gun anyway, like a madman.  A psycho with no regard for human life.  My Jace… oh God.  I let out a horrified strangled sound as my trembling hands covered my mouth.  He looked at me, gun still pointing at the corpse, and I froze.
 
   “Kendall, I-”
 
   Hearing my name shocked me out of whatever daze I was in and I screamed, spinning on my heel and scrambling for grip with socks on the smooth floor.  For the second time in as many days, I was running for my life.
 
   My heart almost overheated and ground to a halt while I was fumbling at the front door and I could hear him getting closer and closer.  I opened it and fled into the hallway, seeing Jace’s security team reach for their weapons and then think better of it, merely moving to block my path to the elevator.
 
   The closest one stopped me in my tracks, holding me by both arms as I struggled to fight him off.  The others crowded around, trying to control my flailing arms.
 
   “Let me go!” I screamed.  “I’ll call the cops! He’s killed him!”
 
   “Sir?” one of them asked.
 
   “Let her go, right now,” came Jace’s voice.
 
   “Are you s-”
 
   “Right fucking now.  Kendall, please, let me explain…”
 
   The men let me go and I pushed between them in a mad dash for the doors ahead of me.  I pressed the button and, mercifully, the elevator made its little beep sound straight away and the doors opened.
 
   “Wait-”
 
   Somebody’s phone rang as I entered the elevator and one of the security guys answered it.  He listened for a moment, cursed, and then paused again.
 
   “Sir, you need to listen to this,” said the guard.
 
   With eyes blurred from tears, I turned to press the button for the ground floor and took my first and only look back.  Jace was standing between the elevator and his security guards, looking at me with a phone pressed to his ear.  My vision was too fuzzy to catch his expression, but I could see he was still holding that gun.
 
   I slept with a murderer…
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap26]Chapter 26
 
   Kendall
 
   Unlike the hallway outside Jace’s door, nobody downstairs tried to stop me, despite my obvious panic.  I rushed out the front doors and straight into one of the waiting taxis.
 
   “Where to, miss?” the driver asked.
 
   “Just go!” I did my best not to scream.
 
   He shrugged and set off at a frustratingly calm pace.
 
   “Hurry!” I said.
 
   The driver looked in the mirror.  “If you want me to hurry, you’re gonna have to tell me where to go.”
 
   I was about to tell him to take me to the nearest police station, but the words caught in my throat.  Could I really go there? What if Jace owned the police? What if he didn’t but they asked me why I fled the scene of a crime to go have sex with a murderer?
 
   Worst of all, would they even believe me? Did I even believe myself? This was Jace, the man who took my virginity, who stood up for me and showed me love like I’d never dreamed of.  How could the best person I knew be the worst? I needed time to get through this.
 
   “Woodville,” I said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “It’s a couple hours south-west of the city.”
 
   “You got enough cash to pay for that kind of ride?”
 
   “We can stop in Foxdell and I can get cash out, please just go.”
 
   “OK, you’re the boss.”
 
   I sat back in the seat as the driver picked up the pace a little.  The faster he went, and the further we got from where I’d witnessed Jace kill Lorenzo, from where the Mafia had unleashed automatic weapons at us, the further my heart rate edged away from the red zone.
 
   Pretty much every emotion that existed washed over me as the taxi driver listened to music in some foreign language and we passed city limits.  I looked out my window at the city that had chewed me up and spat me out in ways even the people back in Woodville couldn’t have imagined.
 
   Out to my left in the distance, I saw a huge plume of smoke as something burned.  It kind of reflected what was going on inside me and was typical of the kinds of carnage I’d seen in the last day.
 
   Every time I saw an image in my mind of Jace, even the image of him with that gun, I was surprised at how much my heart still went out to him.  This was another thing on the list about love that nothing had prepared me for.  I still saw everything that was good about him.  But… he killed somebody, and he was so calm about it.
 
   That’s cause it wasn’t his first…
 
   A shiver ran down my spine.
 
   But what happened to standing by him no matter what?
 
   In a way, my life flashed before my eyes.  All the people who had put me down over the years, all the people who didn’t think I was worth loving.  And then Jace.  He was like an explosion of color in the timeline of my life.
 
   He held me up so high that I almost forgot how sharp and hard the ground was.  It was the first time I dared to harbor the hope that I might be special to somebody.
 
   I remembered in the car yesterday, when it seemed like every gun in the world must surely be firing on us, and Jace was lying on top of me.  He had been ready to die defending me.
 
   A lump formed in my throat and my eyes watered anew.  I held my fist to my mouth to stifle a sob and no matter what I did, I couldn’t hold a train of thought together.  It was like my brain looked over everything and pressed a ‘nope’ button, shutting off.
 
   This was too much for me to handle.  How was I supposed to explain this to my mom and dad?
 
   “Hi Mom, hi Dad, I’m home just like you said I’d be, but guess what? There’s a murderer who’ll probably be looking for me and we can’t go to the police yet until I can explain why I left a crime scene to go fuck him.  Is my room still the way I left it? What’s that you say? Nope, bareback.”
 
   I hid my face in my hands at the sheer depressing absurdity of the situation and cried quietly until I felt like I had a headache from dehydration.  When I next looked up, we were just heading into the town of Foxdell and I realized I couldn’t face my family yet either.
 
   “Hey, can I change my destination, please?”
 
   “Where would you like to go?”
 
   “I’ll still need to get cash out here, but then there’s a cabin about fifteen minutes north-west of town.  I’ll go there instead.”
 
   My family had stayed at the cabin, owned by a family friend, for vacations a few times.  My sisters had sweet summer romances with boys camping in the area, boys who had probably never ended up killing anybody.
 
   At this time of year the cabin and surrounding area would be pretty secluded.  The very core of my being reached out for that vague concept of peace and quiet to try to wrap my head around this chaos.
 
   “Sure thing.  Having a pretty rough day, huh?” asked the driver.
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Don’t do anything crazy, OK? I don’t wanna see your picture on the news.”
 
   I nodded but, no matter what I chose to do, I wasn’t sure how I was going to keep my word on that one.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap27]Chapter 27
 
   Jace
 
   The elevator doors closed between Kendall and me, sending her towards the ground floor.  All I wanted to do was chase after her and try to explain everything, tell her who I really was.  And why.
 
   Would any of it make any difference? Probably not but, especially now, it was the only hope I had to hold on to the first really good thing to come into my life since I was six years old.
 
   The only thing that held me back was the sound of gunfire and explosions coming from the phone that Jonny was holding towards me.  With one last glance at the numbers going down on the readout above the elevator, I cursed and snatched it from him.
 
   “It’s Lou at the Sicaria plant,” said Jonny.
 
   “What’s happening, Lou?” I yelled over the cacophony.
 
   “The fuckin’ Picollis, sir! They firebombed us and started pickin’ everybody off like flies when we came out! A few of the guys got some cover and we’re returning fire, but it’s bad, real bad.  I don’t know how…”
 
   “Lou? Lou?”
 
   “The fuck? They’re pulling out… I don’t… ah shit, I can hear the cops.  Sir… there’s bodies everywhere, a pallet of money and some drugs inside too, if it doesn’t burn first.  They came before the truck arrived for today.  What the fuck do I do?”
 
   “Did the Picollis leave anybody behind?”
 
   “Uh… yeah, looks like we got a few of ‘em.”
 
   “Get somebody you trust and see if any of them are still alive, if they are, then drag their asses out of there, I’ll want to talk to them.  Tell everybody else to get the hell out of dodge, I’ll sort this out.”
 
   “Yes sir.  Sorry, sir, they came outta-”
 
   “No time for that, Lou, go do it,” I said.
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   Fuck.  Fuck.  FUCK.  I handed the phone back to Jonny.  The Sicaria plant was more than a mild-mannered commercial dry cleaning plant and illegal drug distribution depot on the south side.  If the Picollis knew how much cash and drugs were in a vault under that building, they would have come with everything they had.  Lucky that Lorenzo hadn’t known either, I guessed.
 
   This was going to take some serious bribery to sweep under the carpet.  I had to make sure that when the fire department sent in their specialists to determine if the site was safe after the fire was put out, they were all paid well enough to not see a damn thing.  Same went for the police department when they went in to do their thing.
 
   I owned the police already, but the fire department wasn’t something I’d invested heavily in.  If this stunt was big enough for the Feds to start taking a renewed interest in what was going on, that would be a whole other level of shit to deal with.
 
   “Call Stefano,” I said to Jonny.  “Tell him Kendall’s on her way down, everybody get the fuck out of her way.  Make sure one of our taxis is ready for her in front of the building.  Tell the driver to do what she says and not fucking complain.”
 
   Jonny started dialing straight away, and I turned to Marzio as I pulled out my own phone.  Damage control had to start straight away.
 
   “Get a clean-up crew into my penthouse.  Lorenzo was working for the Picollis, so he’s dead.  Anybody got a fuckin’ problem with that?”
 
   The four of them hurriedly shook their heads and murmured their “no, sir’s.” I held my phone to my ear and listened to it ring.  The Police Commissioner had to know some of what his men were walking into today, and I needed to get some contacts in the Fire Department pretty fucking fast.
 
   *****
 
   By the time I was beginning to get a handle on the metaphorical fires, the real ones at the Sicaria plant were still burning hot, and Kendall had a couple hours head-start on me.  According to the taxi dispatch, they’d been heading to Woodville, but the driver had ended up dropping her off in a cabin slightly north of Foxdell.
 
   This was a day that just wouldn’t fucking quit.  I sat in the back of my car as the driver took us out of the city on the 28, past the Ex Machina headquarters.  It was the first chance I’d had to take stock of the situation.
 
   From killing Lorenzo, to making sure no more of my men were killed while unprepared, to calling in all the favors I needed to smooth the Sicaria shitstorm out, it was all like a battle through hell.  It was just one more skirmish in the war I’d been fighting for over two decades.
 
   If I didn’t win this fight for Kendall’s heart, though, it would feel like the war was lost.  Her phone was turned off, and I had barely any idea what to say even if she did answer.
 
   I pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes and rubbed them.
 
   After that day in the car with my parents, my whole life was a blur of violence and meaningless sex with meaningless women.  I’d always done everything I could to distract myself from the rage of losing so much to the Picollis, but it was always there, bubbling under the surface.
 
   It was still there now, but since Kendall came into my life and worked her way into my heart like some unstoppable petite assassin, I realized there was pain there too.  It had been with me forever, like black poison.
 
   I’d thought I’d felt good fighting, destroying everybody that stood in front of me.  I thought I’d felt good fucking my way through a never-ending river of women.  I thought that killing so many of the Picollis felt best of all.
 
   None of it compared to the way Kendall made me feel though, because Kendall wasn’t just a distraction.  She was my home, the place where I could finally relax and take off the body armor I needed to carry around everywhere else to keep myself alive.
 
   It had never been OK to let any of that poison out before those quiet times with Kendall.  If I didn’t fight for her, and win, then that poison would build up inside me again.  Who knew what I’d do without her?
 
   I’d fought on so many fronts over the years.  Hand-to-hand, with guns, with knives, real poisons, explosives, face-to-face, backstabbing, one-on-one and a massacre.  I’d always won.
 
   The problem was, this was a completely different kind of fight and I had no idea what to do.  For the first time since I’d bashed that kid’s face in at Wellfort, I was ill-equipped.
 
   We were almost at the cabin when my phone rang.  When I looked at the caller ID, I almost managed to choke on my own tongue when I saw it was Kendall.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: chap28]Chapter 28
 
   Jace
 
   My men spread out around the cabin as I walked up the steps to the front door.  To my relief she said she wanted to talk, and asked me to send somebody to pick her up.
 
   She didn’t seem surprised when I told her I was only a couple minutes away, because I owned the taxi company she’d caught a ride with, she only sighed with resignation.  I took what comfort I could over the fact that she called me at all.
 
   It must have been shocking for her, walking in on that scene with Lorenzo.  I could barely remember the first person I killed, or even saw killed, but death was just the logical conclusion of all the violence I’d been surrounded with for years by then, so it wasn’t so bad for me.
 
   Kendall was from a different world though, she didn’t know what it took to survive in mine.  I hoped that, together, we could do more than survive.  I wished for that harder than I’d ever wished for anything, even revenge.
 
   A thousand hopes and fears raced through my mind as the door swung open.  Would she run into my arms? Had she talked to some law enforcement agent outside of my control?
 
   When I saw her, my heart reached out for her, and my hands mirrored the sentiment.  It hurt more than I could have dreamed when she didn’t reach out for me too, instead keeping one arm wrapped protectively around her mid-section.
 
   On the bright side, there weren’t any police officers apparent behind her either.  I stepped inside, glancing at her sore-looking red eyes and then looking down.
 
   I hated being the cause of the pain etched on her face, and I was still terrified that she would never be able to accept me for who I was.  Unfortunately, the cat was out of the bag, so that choice was gone.
 
   “I… I don’t know where to begin,” I said when she closed the door.
 
   “Why!? Why did you kill him? Why is the Mafia really going after your businesses? What is going on?”
 
   Now that she didn’t need her hand to close the door, Kendall had both arms wrapped around her stomach.  By the sounds of it, they might have been the only things holding her together.  She was at the breaking point.
 
   “Lorenzo was working for the Picollis, he told them where our car was going to be, and when, yesterday.  He led them right to us.”
 
   “Why? Why do they care so much about you?”
 
   “Because I nearly wiped them out.  I didn’t do a good enough job, though.”
 
   Kendall’s eyes glanced around the room in various directions, as if clarification might be found in the fireplace or the baseball bat mounted above it.  She shook her head and returned her gaze to me.
 
   “I don’t, understand, Jace.  How could you do that? How did you get involved in this?”
 
   “I’ve been involved in this since forever.  You remember that car crash with my parents?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “It wasn’t just any crash, it was a mob hit organized by the Picolli Family,” I said.
 
   “How could you know that?”
 
   “Some wiseguy came to Wellfort one day and told me.  He showed me a picture of the Picollis’ mark, and I remembered men with that tattooed on them showing up in my dad’s store sometimes.  I didn’t remember much, I was too young, but I recognized it.”
 
   “Who was that guy?”
 
   “I have no idea, never got a name,” I said.
 
   “How do you know he was telling the truth?”
 
   I walked over to the window and pulled the curtain back to look out, checking that my men were alert and watching out for trouble.  It was a stalling tactic.  Inside my heart was racing, pumping hot blood to my head where I could feel it burning on my face.
 
   “At first, I didn’t know.  I just believed him.  I was too young to know any better, but it sowed the seed.  I vowed to myself that I’d pay them back for what they did.  I’d pay them back a million times over for what they took.  I had no plan, then.  All I knew was that I had to turn myself into the kind of person that nobody could fuck with.  That was the only kind of person who could do what I needed to be done.  This was the one thing to hold on to, so I fought, and I fought, and I fought with everybody, with anybody I could find.”
 
   “But how did you make sure?” Kendall asked.
 
   “When I was old enough to figure it out, I went to the library and looked up old newspapers.  I found a story about my family on one of those microfiche things.  There it was, in black and white, a picture of our car, smashed up and with some bullet-holes in the door for good measure.  I read as far as my mom and dad’s names, along with ‘Picolli’ and I couldn’t go any further.  That was enough.”
 
   “What did you do then?”
 
   “I started looking for them.  Back then, if you looked for them, they were easy enough to find.  I still didn’t know shit about them, but I soon learned they were huge.  They owned the city, they networked with other crime families that owned the rest of the country, there’s this whole world that most people never see.  I had this idea of jumping out of an alleyway and surprising the boss, killing him and that would be the end of it, but I learned that somebody just as bad would be waiting to take his place.  It was too big for one kid to take down.  From the outside, anyway.”
 
   Kendall’s brow furrowed.  “But not from… the inside?”
 
   “Yeah.  That’s what I thought.  I had to at least get on the inside to learn about them.  I went up to one of their soldiers and told him to give me a job.  He kicked the shit out of me.  I came back the next day and asked for a job, he kicked the shit out of me again but I got a good punch in.  I thought he was going to shoot me, but then he told me to fuck off.  I came back the next day and asked for a job, he called me a stupid little fuck, but he gave me a package and told me where to take it.  It became a regular thing.”
 
   “Why didn’t you just leave, Jace?” she asked.
 
   I remembered my time in Wellfort and those kids who wouldn’t, or couldn’t, fight.  That hopeless look in their eyes.  I knew I was, at most, half a step away from that if I gave up.
 
   “Because the kids that didn’t fight had nothing,” I said, quietly.  “I grew out of the little kingdom of Wellfort and found that the earnings of an errand boy didn’t cut it in the wider world, so one day when one of the guys got shot, I asked to be the one to do the payback, in return for a pay rise.  They said sure, fuck it, what’s the worst that can happen? Well, I did a good job.  That guy never crossed our path again, but he did limp for the rest of his days.”
 
   I turned away from the window and slowly walked back towards Kendall.  She didn’t back away, but the closer I got, the more she seemed to shrink.
 
   Although I was close enough to reach out and touch her, it was like there was a force radiating from her body, personal space that I didn’t have permission or the power to enter anymore.  The possibility that I might lose this fight hit home, and my face contorted with the grief that idea let loose.  It took me a few moments before I could wrestle myself back into some semblance of control to continue.
 
   “I… I took as many of those jobs as I could and built a name for myself, earned some respect.  I learned everything I could about their structure, how similar they were to a large corporation.  I learned who was in charge of what.  I learned who wasn’t happy with the way the Picollis ran things.  I learned who could be bought off, if it came to it.  It was going to take me years to do what I needed to do, and then I literally won the lottery.  It fast-forwarded my plans by a decade, maybe two.  In a single day and night of the most brutal shit you can imagine, I seized most of their cash, killed their key men, paid off the rest, assured the police and politicians that the same arrangements they made with the Picollis were still good with me, and I took their place so they could never come back.”
 
   “Jace… you have no idea what this is like, how crazy this is for me.  I can’t force myself to stop loving you, I tried to just turn it off but it wouldn’t.  I don’t understand how this can work!”
 
   That force around her was weakening.  Maybe just being this close, our love was overpowering it.  I edged a little closer, just about tearing myself apart from the inside with the need to hold her.
 
   “On my way over here, when I was trying to think of what to say, I tried to remember the first person I killed, to see if I could remember what it felt like, maybe something like what you were going through.  I figured out that the first thing I killed was a part of myself.  I didn’t have any room in my life for weakness, for sentimentality.  All that was left after that was pain and so much fucking anger, but being with you was the first time I felt anything like peace.  Can I tell you something, Kendall?”
 
   Her barrier weakened further, and she looked up at me with hope.  Those eyes, oh man, those eyes.
 
   “One thing I do remember about that car ride with my parents was when they looked back at me.  They had love in their eyes.  I didn’t see that look again for over twenty years until you had it.  You still have it, Kendall.  You’re the love of my life, and I need you.”
 
   I could see the turmoil in her eyes and the quiver in her lip.  She held herself all the more tightly, but that barrier came down.  Painfully slowly, she shuffled forward and closed the last remaining distance between us, leaning into me and looking even more timid than the day we met.
 
   My own hands were shaking when I brought them up to embrace her, I was half-scared that she might disappear in a puff of smoke when I did.  Her body was real, warm, and reassuringly familiar when my palms slid across her back and I held her tight against me.
 
   After a few moments, she held me too and I buried my fingertips in her hair, stroking her cheek with my thumb before kissing the top of her head.  Gently rocking from side to side, I almost felt myself melting into her.
 
   “Can we run away?” she asked.
 
   “If I do, then they’ll take over the city again.  I won’t let that happen.”
 
   “Will it ever be over?” she asked.
 
   “They’ll never give up until I kill them all.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “I wouldn’t.  This is who I am, Kendall.  I love you, can you stay with me and make all of this mean something more than revenge?”
 
   “I love you too, Jace.  I… I’ll stand by you.”
 
   Never in all my life had more powerful words been spoken to me.  With Kendall at my side, I could take on the world, keep stamping on the Picollis until their lights went out completely.
 
   I wished I could have stayed in that moment forever.  Instead, I heard engines and wheels on the gravel track and I had to let go of her to rush back to the window.
 
   Black car after black car was pulling up.  My security was scrambling to get to defensible positions, but I didn’t have enough men.  The Picollis had followed me.
 
   “Boss!” one of my men called from outside.
 
   “What’s happening, Jace?”
 
   I pulled Kendall to the ground, away from the windows, as the first shots started ringing out.  Soon there were a lot more bullets coming in than going out.
 
   “The Picollis.  Here.”
 
   Reaching inside my jacket, I handed Kendall my gun.  She held it with a look on her face like it was a live snake.
 
   “I don’t know-” she began.
 
   “Listen to me! The safety is off, all you need to do is point the gun and pull the trigger.  I want you to find somewhere to hide.  Don’t come out no matter what! You understand? The walls of this cabin are good and thick, you stay away from the windows and you’ll be OK.  If somebody gets in and finds you, shoot them in the face.”
 
   “I can’t-”
 
   “You can.”
 
   “If I’ve got your gun, what do you have?”
 
   The nearest window to us shattered, razor-sharp shards of glass falling to the floor a few feet away.  I looked over the fireplace at the baseball bat with a lightning symbol burned into it.
 
   “I fucking love baseball.  Now go.  We’re going to be OK.  I love you.  Go! Stay down!”
 
   “I love you!”
 
   Kendall crouched and ran through a doorway into another room.  I blinked away tears.  That was going to be the last time I ever saw the woman I loved.
 
   I prayed that it was, because if I saw her again, it would only be because the Picollis found her and wanted to kill her in front of me.  That thought almost seized me up and froze me to the spot.  
 
   Selfish as it was, I couldn’t bring myself to wish she had never come into my life, but I did wish I’d never existed so she could have been safe.  If the Picollis somehow didn’t know she was here then she had a chance, but I was a fucking dead man.
 
   I crawled over to the kitchen area and shrugged off my jacket, leaving it on the floor.  I took off my empty gun holster and put it in a drawer as the one-sided battle raged outside.  Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my phone and looked up at the baseball bat ruefully.  I was a fucking dead man.
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   Jace
 
   The gunfire quickly petered out to the occasional crack and pop, and then stopped altogether.  I stood beside the door and adjusted my grip on the baseball bat, breathing deep and slow, each breath puffing out my cheeks as I listened to my heart booming in my chest.
 
   I could hear voices out there, swearing, calling out instructions.  They were getting closer.  Then I could hear faint footsteps, people yelling out “clear!” and getting closer still.
 
   A few minutes later, I heard careful footfalls on the steps I myself had walked up only half an hour ago, harsh whispers.  I was gripping the bat so tight that the handle creaked as I held it poised, waiting for my pitch.
 
   Soon, they were gathered on the other side of the door.  Two low-level goons were arguing about who would go first until somebody higher up the food chain told one of them to shut the fuck up and get in there.
 
   A split-second after I heard them count to three, the door burst open and I swung for the fences.  Some asshole Picolli had his face turned to mush by that first hit, but the bat splintered apart just above my hands.
 
   The first guy, already unconscious, fell backwards and became tangled up with the second soldier, who had been rushing forward to follow him.  I jumped in with the broken bat and shoved the sharp end through his throat before he could lift his gun up in my direction again.
 
   Blood spurted everywhere when I pulled my bat-turned-stake out, and he dropped his gun to use both of his hands to try and stem the flow of his life as it gushed out of him.  He was even more of a dead man than I was.
 
   A third soldier shouldered his way past the stabbing victim, and over the crumpled heap of the first one.  He managed to block my first swing, grabbing my wrist to stop himself getting impaled like his friend, as I did the same with his gun hand.
 
   He managed to push me back a step, before I brought my knee up into his nuts with testicle-popping force.  His mouth opened wide as he gasped in air and I sensed a certain limpness in his arms.  
 
   Taking a massive risk, I let go of his gun hand and gave him a left hook to his dangling jaw, dislocating or breaking it so it hung off his face at a horrific angle and rocking his head to the side.  His grip on my wrist failed, and I shoved the bat into the back of his throat through his open mouth.
 
   As he fell, I had to admit he’d done his job though, because two more Picollis were through the door before I could block that choke point again.  I charged forward, lashing out with a kick to one of their knees that resulted in a satisfying wet crack and made his leg bend the wrong way, as I blocked the second’s attempt to pistol-whip me.
 
   It seemed the fucking idiots were under instructions to take me alive, or they would have got a shot off by now.  Three more came through the door as I stomped on Mister-Broken-Leg’s head and turned his lights out for the time being.
 
   One of them flew in and tackled me, putting me off balance as I brought the wooden stake down into his kidney area.  He sank towards the ground, whimpering, but somebody else punched me just below the eye before I could retrieve my weapon.
 
   I grunted and lashed out blindly in that direction, feeling teeth break and cut my knuckles.  While I was blinking to clear my vision, somebody else tackled me, managing to bring me to the ground but also dislodging the splintered bat.  
 
   Whoever tackled me ended up falling into my guard, and I used my legs to put him off balance as he tried to rain punches down on me.  Twisting to the side, I struck out at somebody else’s knee with the heel of my hand and heard a satisfying, if girly, scream from somewhere above.
 
   On the backswing, I knocked out the person on top of me with a lucky elbow strike and then drove the stake into somebody else’s leg on the other side.  Putting my feet on the hips of the unconscious sandbag on top of me, I kicked out, pushing both of us backwards in opposite directions.
 
   As I was getting up, something heavy hit me on the back of the head hard enough to make me see stars, robbing me of the vision I’d only just managed to clear.  In a daze, I bunched my fist and lashed out, hitting something.  Maybe it was a skull, maybe it was one of the log-walls of the cabin.
 
   Either way, it didn’t matter, because that heavy thing hit me on the head again and I went down like a sack of shit.  Blackness and blurry shouting washed over me and a few stray boots found the time to kick me in the ribs, but I was drifting far enough away that I could barely feel them.
 
   Rough hands picked me up and dragged me to the other side of the room before dumping me on to a small chair, where they held me still and others tied me down.  The ropes dug in and burned my wrists, bringing voices back into focus.
 
   “Al, Tony, search this joint.  Kill anybody you find.  The Kung Fu Fighter over here’s gonna learn a lesson when he wakes up.  I’ve been waitin’ to talk to this motherfucker for a long time now.”
 
   That could only be Santino Picolli, the Italian Ninja himself.
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   Jace
 
   The water felt freezing when it hit me, and I gasped for air, hallucinating for a moment that I’d fallen off a ship somewhere in the Arctic Circle.  The reality was much worse.
 
   I didn’t know how long I’d been drifting in and out of consciousness for, but it couldn’t have been more than ten or fifteen minutes because the first thing I heard after “wakey, wakey, motherfucker” was Tony, or Al, telling Santino that there was nobody else in the cabin.
 
   It took every ounce of willpower I had to not let my relief show.  I should have been given an honorary entry into the Poker Hall of Fame.  
 
   I allowed myself to have one last memory of her, taking those barriers down and letting herself love me.  I wore it like an impenetrable fortress around the very core of my being.  They would take my life today, but they’d never break me.  I’d be in there to the end.  With Kendall.
 
   “I said wake up, you little bitch.”
 
   Santino gave me a slap across the face while I tried to muster up as much swagger as a soaking wet man tied to a chair could while regaining consciousness.  I twisted my head to each side, making the vertebrae in my neck crack, and looked up at him.
 
   “Santino.  How’d you manage to find time around your busy cock-sucking schedule to come here?”
 
   “Oh you always were a funny son of a bitch, Jace.  Truth is, I’ve been dreaming of this ever since you bit the hand that fed you.  You knew your days were numbered, right? You didn’t really think a piece of shit like you could bring us down forever, did you?”
 
   “Sure did fuck up your day though, didn’t I?”
 
   “A hundred and ten years we’ve owned that fuckin’ city, and we’ll own it for a hundred and ten more with you out of the way.”
 
   “You know, I had a picture of your father painted in my toilet bowl so I can piss on him every morning?” I asked.
 
   Santino’s brow furrowed and I saw his skin move a few shades closer to red.  He cocked his fist back and punched me in the stomach, knocking the wind out of me.
 
   It took me a few seconds, but I laughed as soon as I could breathe.  If I could get him blind-angry enough, he’d snap and kill me quick, rather than dragging it out over the course of hours or days.  That was preferable.
 
   “You punch like a Picolli.  Where the fuck have you rats been hiding these last couple years?”
 
   “You’ll be beggin’ soon enough, motherfucker.  We had to call in some old favors, and promise some new ones, but we managed to regather in New Ashby.”
 
   “New Ashby? Oh yeah, Gavino Bertolini always did like the special way you had of licking his gooch, Santino.  I bet he’s letting you know all the time how much better the Bertolinis are than you, huh? Especially while he’s got your wife and daughter giving him a tag-team rim-”
 
   Santino punched me in the face and I was reacquainted with visions of stars.  The pistol-whipping under my eye he followed up with was going to swell it shut soon enough too.
 
   I clenched my teeth, holding in the grunt of pain.  On the inside I was climbing the winner’s podium.  This final gloat of his wasn’t going anywhere near as well as he had no doubt imagined it.  It was a shame my prize was only going to be a quicker death.
 
   “Shut your worthless fuckin’ mouth.  At least we’ve got some fucking allies.  You’ve got nothin’, punk, you think any of the other families are gonna shed a tear when we go on tour with your rotting body?”
 
   “Should I give a fuck?” I asked.
 
   “Even your own people would rather see you dead.  Lorenzo’s been feeding us information, bet you didn’t know that, huh? Must sting to know that even-”
 
   “I killed that piece of shit this morning.  Give me your address and I’ll have my people send you his shiny bald head in a little box with a pink bow.”
 
   Santino faltered for a second, I could see him getting hot under that collar and edging towards the danger zone, but he shrugged and tried to regain his composure.
 
   “Well, we would have ended up killin’ him for runnin’ with you in the first place anyway, no big deal.”
 
   “Yeah, true.  Hey, if we’re coming clean, let’s talk some more about your daughter.  Did you know I corn-holed that bitch? Man, she cried when she took it, but she was back for more the next day.  The last thing I wanted was a worthless slut like that again though, so I told her to fuck off.”
 
   Santino’s eyes went from attempted-smug to murder in a blink.  With a shaking hand, he brought his gun up and held the barrel against my forehead.  The various Picolli, maybe some Bertolini, soldiers leaned forward, enthralled, waiting.  Checkmate, motherfuckers.
 
   “Everybody here knows you’re too big a pussy to do it,” I said.
 
   I could feel all that rage in every quiver of the muzzle against my skull, and time slowed to a crawl.  Every blink I took seemed to last for minutes.  Every breath, for hours.
 
   My job was done.  I let my mind wander and memories of Kendall drifted in front of my eyes, blurring reality.  I was lucky to have had that, to have had her, even if it wasn’t for long enough.  Forever wouldn’t have been long enough with a girl like her anyway.  Fuck sake.  Goodbye.
 
   Bang!
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   Kendall
 
   Jace’s gun kicked back and I wasn’t able to completely halt its momentum before it struck me right in the middle of the forehead.  I flinched at the impact and then held the gun out again as quick as I could, smelling a strange burning odor.
 
   The way things looked, the trigger on the gun might have been connected to time itself.  Nobody was moving.  Jace was still tied to the chair, head bowed, while mobsters in suits stood watching the impending execution with several of their colleagues dead on the floor.
 
   Even the one holding the gun to Jace’s head still stood there, still as a statue.  The only difference was that I could see a red hole just behind his ear, and a spray of gore on the wall opposite.
 
   Holy shit! I shot somebody!
 
   All at once, things started moving again.  The older man started to tumble as Jace brought his head up, eyes narrowed in concentration.
 
   The Mafia men started turning around, reaching inside their jackets, and I aimed at the closest one.  Terror gripped me with every squeeze of the trigger, replacing the desperation with which I had pulled it the first time.
 
   The noise was terrifying and after the second shot, I sprayed bullets almost randomly, looking out at the chaos through squinted eyes.  Men were diving and falling in every direction, some of them still oblivious as to what was happening.
 
   Jace leaned forward, standing to his feet with the seat still strapped to him, before throwing himself backwards to the ground and breaking the flimsy old chair into a million pieces.  The last thing I saw was him struggling with ropes before my nerve broke and I stumbled to the side of the doorway, cutting off my view.
 
   To my ears, the noise in the other room was no quieter than inside that car with Jace when the Picollis attacked us with those machine guns.  Gunfire, screaming, crashing, thumping.  I clutched Jace’s gun, my lips pulled back in a petrified grimace as tears streamed down my cheeks.
 
   Through the doorway came a man with his hand clamped against his belly, on top of a dark red stain that was quickly spreading.  Looking around in a daze, he soon spotted me.
 
   He tried to aim his gun in my direction, but raising his arm seemed to be causing him some incredible pain and it was slow going.  I screamed, pointed my weapon and pulled the trigger.
 
   Click.
 
   In quiet horror, I stared up at inevitability.  I could almost see the line between the gun and where it was aiming, but there was nothing I could do about it.  The floor, now my foot, now my knee…
 
   A blur of muscles and tattoos charged through the door, taking the Mafioso off his feet.  He and Jace crashed to the ground with grunts of pain and whooshes of knocked out breaths.
 
   Jace was just beginning to scramble to a kneeling position when I heard a gunshot go off, and he slumped back down.  Three more followed and then all was silent.
 
   The two of them went still.  I heard myself make a strangled sound that would have meant “please, no!” in a time before language, as I dropped the gun and crawled over to them.
 
   With a trembling hand, I pulled on Jace’s shoulder, rocking him a little before getting a better grip and pulling harder.  He was so heavy, but he unceremoniously rolled off the man below him on to his back.
 
   I saw his chest rising and falling as a red patch, similar to what the other man had come through the door with, spread over his shirt.  He was alive, and the other guy was dead.  I almost fainted in relief.
 
   “Please be OK, Jace, please!” I sobbed.
 
   “Not out of the woods yet,” he said softly.  “Help me… to the window.”
 
   I pulled on his arm and he sat up, a warm gush of red flowing between his fingers when he did so.  It was a thick enough flow to start a new wave of panic rising in me.
 
   Jace staggered to his feet and I draped his arm over my shoulder.  He was leaning on me so heavily that I could barely shuffle one foot in front of the other, and when I looked up at his face I could see a cold sweat on his brow.
 
   He sank down next to the broken window and took a few deep breaths before turning his head and shouting out.  Compared to how he looked, I couldn’t believe how strong he sounded.
 
   “You fuckwits still out there? I’ve got Santino! Anybody approaches the cabin and I’ll shoot his balls off.  Step inside and he’s dead! Fuck off and we’ll negotiate for his life some other time!”
 
   “Fuck you, Barlow!” came the response.  “Let him talk so we know he’s alive!”
 
   “Hold the line!” shouted Jace.
 
   Every word he spoke seemed to make more blood flow out of his belly and his skin took on a sick, clammy, appearance.  He slumped lower against the wall.
 
   “Fuckin’ hell,” he whispered.  “So close.”
 
   I knelt by him, cradling his head against my chest, dripping tears into his hair.  My stomach was churning so much I thought I might throw up as I looked around the room in desperation.  There was nothing to help us.
 
   “What do we do, Jace?”
 
   “You.  Find another gun.  Hide again.  Don’t come out.  Live.”
 
   Jace seemed to be deflating a little more with every breath, every word he spoke was weaker than the last.  My stomach went from a swirling turmoil to a painful cramp that made me wince.
 
   “No! Please be OK! I love you, Jace, I love you! Please!”
 
   “I guess… you know now… why you have… to fight.  Love you.  Go.”
 
   “Shut up! Hide with me! Come on!”
 
   I tried to stand and lift Jace but, if he was heavy before, he was the proverbial immovable object now.  Even when I tried to drag him, I could barely get him away from the wall.
 
   On the ground, I thought I heard Jace say something.  It sounded like “What’s taking them so long?”
 
   As soon as he said it, I heard something in the distance but getting closer.  Motorbikes.  So many that the deep rumble was soon loud enough to feel under my feet.
 
   It sounded like an army was arriving.
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   Kendall
 
   Months Later
 
   I turned side-on in the mirror and put my hand on my belly.  Anybody else might not have known the difference but, in the last couple of days, I could see it.
 
   Growing inside me was the son or daughter of Jace Barlow.  I was going to be a mommy.
 
   After all the death and destruction I’d witnessed, and even participated in, it was so incredibly uplifting to play a part in the creation of new life.  A lump formed in my throat, and I blinked hard, wafting at my face with one hand.  The last thing I wanted was to streak my make-up with tears.  Not today.
 
   Regaining some measure of control of myself, I pressed two fingers against my lips and transferred the kiss to my stomach.  Instead of crying, I spoke to my unborn child for the first time.
 
   “One time, in a cabin in the woods, I promised your daddy something.  I’m going to promise you the same thing.  I love you, baby.  I’ll kill for you, and I’ll die for you.  Nobody will ever hurt you while I breathe and have the courage to do anything about it.  I love you so much.”
 
   A knock on the door made me look up, and my dad poked his head in.
 
   “It’s time, you’re fashionably late.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   I took a deep breath and pulled the veil down over my face, before picking up my bouquet and following my father out the door.  My heart was fluttering and I had to fight back the tears of joy time and time again.
 
   I couldn’t believe it was already my wedding day.  Part of me was still that girl trapped in Woodville, surprised anybody wanted to marry me at all, but this wasn’t just anybody, this was the greatest man I’d ever known.
 
   Jace had hired out The Plaza and spared no expense in preparing the venue for our special day.  Waiting behind those giant wooden doors for the first notes of the song that had made billions of girls sigh dreamily was utterly surreal.
 
   Now, it was my turn.  On the other side of those doors was the aisle.  At the end of the aisle was a tall, handsome, muscular billionaire who was going to promise to love me and forsake all others forever.
 
   Afterwards, we’d celebrate with friends and family, then our limo would drive off into the sunset along streets lined with a biker gang revving their engines.  Officially, they were there to peacefully protest big business.  In reality, Jace had paid a hefty sum and a fulfilled promise for added security along our route.
 
   Our private jet was going to take us somewhere that Jace had kept as a surprise, so I had no idea where my honeymoon was going to be, but the look in his eyes told me that this was one bride who was not going to get much sleep on her wedding night.  I couldn’t wait.
 
   ###
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