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    One


    Sylas’ face is a kaleidoscope of emotion. As soon as one expression takes hold, another shifts in and changes everything. I watch him for a while, looking for the one emotion I know will definitely make an appearance.


    Betrayal.


    I’ve been waiting for this moment since Dad first gave me this assignment. Waiting for the moment when he would tell me it was time to bring Sylas in.


    Sylas. The name suits him so much better than Quinn ever did. It was difficult to remember to call him by his alias, especially in bed. When our bodies merged, something took over and made me forget what I was supposed to be doing. What I was supposed to be saying.


    The first time he took off his clothes and showed me his skin, covered in ink, I didn’t know what to say. Of course I knew he had tattoos, but I didn’t know how much it would affect me to see them. To touch them.


    He wore his past on his skin and I wanted to spend hours just trying to decipher the story behind each one. But that wasn’t my job. My job was to get him to do exactly what he had done, and to get him here, in this room.


    I swallow my emotions and make my face impassive.


    “Nothing to say?” I ask, my voice slippery and satisfied in my ears. I’ve trained my whole life to be someone I’m not. It’s as easy as putting on a layer of lipstick.


    “What’s going on?” His voice is wary. Careful. Even though the shock is written in his eyes, he won’t give himself completely over to it. We’re both trained, which is why we made such good adversaries.


    I give him a satisfied smile and take a few steps toward him, enjoying that he can’t help but watch my body as I move. It makes me feel better because I can’t take my eyes off him either.


    “You think you’re so clever, Sylas,” I say, using his name out loud, to his face, for the first time. It tastes both sharp and sweet on my tongue. His name tastes of burning touches in the dark and secrets and smoke.


    “I have to give you credit, you did a pretty good job up until now. Until you decided to mess with the wrong man,” I continue, walking closer. My black boots click on the floor. Sylas flexes his muscles, just enough that he thinks I won’t notice, but I do. He’s trying to keep me talking so he can try to escape and gain the upper hand.


    As much as I’m conflicted about my feelings for him, I do enjoy seeing him like this, just a little bit. He’s always so cocky, it’s nice to see him knocked off his axis for once.


    “What do you want from me?” he says, his voice raspy. He must have more questions than just the one. I know I would, in his position.


    I finish crossing the distance between us and lean down, putting my hands on his thighs. I’ve done this before, but under very different circumstances. I hope he doesn’t notice that my fingers twitch just a little.


    He wants an answer, but I have a question I need to ask him. Have needed to ask him ever since…


    “Did you really love me?” I ask, trying to make my voice steady, and sound like I don’t care. Like his answer doesn’t matter one way or the other.


    It does. It really does.


    But before he can answer, my dad opens the door. I knew I was only going to get a few minutes with him and my time is up. It’s time to fill Sylas in on what he’s doing here and what we need from him. Who we need from him.


    “Saige, that’s enough,” Dad says, giving me a glare. I stand up and try to look bored. Dad doesn’t know everything. I feel guilty for lying to him, but I didn’t have a choice. I just couldn’t tell him everything about my time with Sylas. And not just the parts about sex.


    I sigh as if I’m irritated and leave, because I know that’s what he wants me to do. But I wait just outside the door and press my ear to the crack between it and the wall.


    I’ve never been opposed to eavesdropping. I learned how to do it well at an early age. Some of my earliest memories are of me and my dad, and him teaching me how to lie. I could beat a lie detector in my sleep, if I had to. Dad has one and he likes to periodically test all of us with it.


    Now Dad’s laughing, but I don’t know at what. I do hear the sound of Sylas getting to his feet and two sets of footsteps making their way to the door. It’s time for me to head to the car, so I walk as fast and as quietly as I can down the tunnel and back out into the sunshine. It’s afternoon now, and I wish I had my sunglasses. The black SUV is parked and waiting for us.


    Soon we’ll find out what Sylas thinks of our proposition. I bite my lip. I wish I could pretend I don’t care about what he says, but I do. It matters.


    I lean against the car and wait for the door to open and it finally does. Dad comes out with Sylas. Even though he’s tired and a little bedraggled, he still looks… powerful. In control. Arresting.


    Staring at him makes my skin shiver and remember how those hands felt, holding me tight. Gripping my hips. How his voice felt in my ear, his lips and tongue tasting me everywhere.


    I really can’t think about that right now. What is it about him that makes those thoughts nearly impossible to set aside? I’m a professional. This is my job. It’s more than that.


    I hold the back door open for him. I’ll be riding up front and Dad is driving.


    “Get in,” Dad says to Sylas. His jaw twitches, once. He cares, too, but he’s much better at hiding it than I am. Then again, he’s had more years of lying than I have.


    Sylas’ eyes tighten and he glares at me. There it is. Hatred.


    “If you’re going to kill me, why don’t you just get it over with?” Of course he thinks we’re going to kill him. That’s far more logical than the reality. The reality is hard for me to believe, even though I’ve lived with it for weeks now.


    Dad gives me a look over Sylas’ shoulder.


    “Oh, handsome, that’s not what we have in mind. Just get in the damn car,” I say with a sweet smile. Sylas’ eyes narrow even further, until they’re just slits.


    “Saige,” Dad says, another warning.


    “Just get in the goddamn car,” I say, pretending to lose patience. What I really wish I could do is grab his arm, take him back inside the basement of the warehouse and tell him. Tell him the truth and tell him how many times I wanted to spill everything.


    Tell him… so many things.


    But he breathes once through his nose and gets in the car. I shut the door behind him and get in the front seat. I turn my head and look at him over my shoulder.


    “Put your seatbelt on,” I say as he crosses his arms over his chest.


    “Fuck. You,” he says, biting each word. Even his anger is a beautiful thing. It makes me want to crawl into the backseat and bite his bottom lip, drawing blood and making him growl. Of course, since my father is here, that would definitely be… frowned upon would be an understatement. It would ruin everything. There are more important things than my libido at stake.


    “I’m so glad I got to meet you, Sylas,” I say. Every now and then I let some truth slip though, camouflaged as a lie. He doesn’t know the difference now, which is fine by me. Dad clears his throat and I turn back around, but not before I hear him say something that I think is directed toward Dad.


    “Fuck you too.”


    I keep facing forward as Dad starts the car and we head back toward my parents’ house. I’m sure Sylas wants to know where we’re going, but he won’t know until we get there. Or he recognizes the route. Whichever comes first.


    Just to annoy him, I start humming “Take Me to Church”. I know he’ll recognize the tune. It feels like a sort of anthem of our relationship. If that’s what this is anymore. I don’t think there really is a word for what we are now. He thought he was conning me, I conned him right back.


    I suppose I’d check the box that says, “it’s complicated” on my social media page, if I were asked to pick one.


    Sylas is definitely complicated.


    There’s a clicking coming from the backseat and I know he’s cracking his knuckles. He’s nervous and trying to hide it.
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    I know the exact moment Sylas has figured out where we’re going. There’s a sharp intake of breath and he shifts on his seat. Preparing to defend himself. I don’t blame him. I’d be shocked if he wasn’t suspicious.


    We pull into the circular driveway and Dad stops the car. He gets out without another word. I fight the urge to look at Sylas as I get out, and it’s not easy. I’m just so aware of him. He’s always in my peripheral vision and turning my head to see what he’s doing, what he’s thinking, is a reflex.


    I have to walk behind him to get him into the house. He’s not visibly fighting, but I know if anyone makes a sudden move, he’s going into attack mode. I’ve watched him wail on the punching bag in his apartment, nearly destroying the thing, his body dripping with ribbons of sweat.


    Not the point.


    He almost puts the brakes on, and then he sees her.


    His sister. Lizzy. The moment she turns and sees him from her vantage point in the den, she’s on her feet and flying toward him.


    “Brother!” she yells, laughing as she hurls herself on him. He catches her and holds her, even though he’s in shock.


    “Lizzy? What are you doing here?”


    He sets her gently on her feet, but doesn’t look away from her face.


    “The man brought me,” she says, looking back at Dad. My stomach twists and I know that after the truth comes out, there’s no going back.


    “What man?” Sylas asks, his face gaining a hard edge. Dad clears his throat.


    “That would be me,” he says. He’s dropping his “Mr. Beaumont” face and is back to being my dad. I’m used to the switch. It’s all I’ve ever known.


    “Don’t you fucking touch her,” Sylas says, turning his body so he’s protecting Lizzy. Her wide blue eyes look up at him as if he hung the moon. He might as well have. I’d believe it.


    “Bad words, Brother,” Lizzy says, touching his lips. “No bad words.”


    Sylas looks down at her and his face loses all hardness. Only love and tenderness shine out of his eyes when he looks at her.


    “Sorry, Lizzy. But what are you doing with her?” His eyes flick back up and change so fast. Just like Dad. They’re more alike than they could ever imagine.


    Here it is. The moment. Dad looks at me and lets out a breath before dropping the bomb on Sylas that’s going to shatter his entire world.


    “She’s my daughter.”
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    Dad’s declaration is met with silence from Sylas. It seems as if Lizzy hasn’t even heard him because she’s busy touching Sylas’ face and shushing him like you would a fussy child.


    Once Sylas gets over his initial moment of shock, the next automatic emotion is disbelief.


    “No she’s not,” he says, completely confident that this is just another con. Another snow job. Another lie. “Why don’t we talk about this privately?” he says through gritted teeth. Clearly he wants to get her out of here in case this gets violent. His body’s humming like a just-struck tuning fork. I’ve never seen him this dangerous.


    Thinking someone needs to do something before Sylas pulls the pin out of this potential grenade, I turn to Lizzy.


    “Hey, you want to see my room?” It’s going to be a little awkward being alone with her, but at least I can take her out of the line of fire.


    Her eyes light up and she claps her hands, completely unaware of the animosity between her brother and her… father.


    I still haven’t wrapped my head around the fact that Lizzy is my half-sister. But I take her arm and lead her out of the room, throwing looks over my shoulder at both Dad and Sylas. They’re getting ready to face off and just before we’re out of earshot, Sylas speaks.


    “What the fuck are you trying to pull? Lizzy is not your daughter.”


    Lizzy just skips ahead of me, singing to herself.


    “It’s upstairs,” I say and she bounds ahead of me. Her energy is almost contagious. She’s light and bright and makes me think of cotton candy and sunshine and smiles.


    I open the door and she runs inside. It’s very different from the last time I was here with Sylas. That was a very different situation altogether.


    Lizzy hops on the bed and lays back, looking up at the canopy. I have no idea what possessed my mother to decorate the room like this. It’s so far from my style, it’s not even on the same planet. I’m never going to be frills and lace and pure white. That is fine for some other girl, but not me.


    “Your room is awesome,” Lizzy says, sitting up and looking around again.


    “Thanks,” I say. I’m trying to figure out how to proceed with this situation when Lizzy just starts talking.


    “My brother is mad, isn’t he?”


    “Oh, I think it’s going to be fine,” I say, moving to sit on the bed next to her. Looking at the two of us, you probably wouldn’t know that we are even somewhat related. We share no similar features, but I can see little bits of Dad in her face here and there. Softened, of course, but still there.


    “Are you sure?” Her wide blue eyes grow concerned and I pat her on the arm.


    “Absolutely. Do you, um, want to watch a movie or something?” At least then I won’t have to talk. I mean, I do want to know about Lizzy, but I’m not really ready yet. Dad just told me about her a few weeks ago. I didn’t speak to him for a few days because of it. I mean, who does that? Who keeps a secret like that for my whole life? Lizzy and I are only a year and a half apart. How different my life might have been if I had known she existed sooner.


    “Uh-huh,” she says and I go to the cabinet that holds my old television and show her where the DVD boxes are. I don’t care what she picks, but she surprises me by choosing Pretty in Pink. I had a hardcore John Hughes obsession a few years ago and bought anything and everything that he was even somehow involved in.


    “Have you seen this before?” I ask her as we pull some of the squishy tufted chairs in front of the television so we can sit on them.


    “Lotsa times,” she says, nodding and getting cozy in one of the chairs, pulling her feet up and cuddling into a ball.


    “Cool, me too,” I say, sitting down beside her. The movie starts and I keep the volume low and my ear trained down the hall and into the room where Sylas and Dad are. I’ve angled the chair so if I have to jump up and head for the door to pull them off each other, I won’t trip over something if I have to rush.


    A few times I get up and peek my head out the door, but I don’t hear anything from downstairs. That means they’re either talking it out in civil tones, or one or both of them is dead. I really hope it’s the former and not the latter. It would be a lot of work to get blood out of the carpet.


    Lizzy is fully engrossed in the movie, except for one instance where she turns to me and smiles.


    “You’re my favorite new sister.” Hopefully I’m her only new sister, but it’s still nice to hear. I have the feeling Lizzy likes everyone, but still.


    “That’s a nice thing to say.”


    I wonder what Dad is telling Sylas. If he’s telling him that his mother, Marina, and my dad were lovers. Childhood sweethearts, but proof that love just isn’t enough and can’t conquer all. They both married other people, but carried a torch for each other for years.


    Maybe he’ll tell Sylas that one night his mother called my father. Asked him to come over. And that Lizzy is a direct result of that night.


    I was angry with him at first. I’m not now. I can’t begrudge him his little pinpricks of happiness. My mother has made him so unhappy. Made both of us so unhappy with her bitter poison. I always asked myself why he stayed with her. It wasn’t just for me. It definitely wasn’t because he loved her. I’m not sure he even knows or could explain.


    Dying of curiosity, I get up and creep out of the room. Lizzy is too engrossed in the movie to notice as I slip out and down the stairs. I’ve mastered the art of walking softly and quickly. That’s another skill Dad taught me.


    I make my way to the door and hear Dad say, “No. I’m not a criminal. But I’m a pretty good actor, aren’t I?” and then Sylas saying, “I can’t breathe.”


    Forgetting about being stealthy, I rush forward, throwing myself in front of Sylas. Grabbing his face in my hands, I stare deep into his dark blue eyes.


    “Breathe with me, Sylas. In and out,” I say, keeping my voice steady as my dad backs quietly out of the room. Sylas blinks at me a few times and then finally takes a deep breath. I think this is a panic attack and not something more serious that could kill him.


    His inhale is shaky at first, and then more steady. I recognize the moment when he finally snaps back into himself. I’m sure he’s probably had panic attacks before. I know he has migraines from stress.


    “There you are,” I say. I realize I’m holding him in an intimate way that I probably shouldn’t be doing, especially where my dad might see. But before I can release him from my grasp, he scrambles away from me, his expression turning to one of stark anger.


    “Sylas, it’s okay,” I say, still reaching for him. It’s too late. He’s already gone.


    “Get away from me,” he spits out at me, stumbling over the chair in his haste to get some distance between us. I’d love to say his words don’t hurt, but then I’d be a liar. Well, more of a liar.


    “It’s not what you think,” I say, as if it matters. It doesn’t matter. Nothing I can ever say will change how he’s looking at me right now. Nothing I can do either. We crossed the bridge and burned it behind us. No going back.


    “You played me. The whole time you fucking played me.” I can’t help the laugh that escapes my mouth. My hurt is bleeding into a little bit of my own anger.


    “Would you like to play the part of the pot or the kettle calling me black, Quinn.” I hate his fake name. Hated using it. So wrong. So not him.


    His mouth twists into a bitter smile.


    “We played each other. So it all turned out fair in the end, didn’t it?” Basically.


    He licks his lips and looks out the door. “Where’s Lizzy?”


    “She’s up in my room.” I’m sure Dad’s with her now. Sylas jabs his finger at me, but won’t come any closer.


    “You had no fucking right to take her. No. Right.” I’m about to say something else, but I don’t get a chance, because he crosses the space between us and seizes my arms, holding me tight enough to hurt.


    “Why?” he says, his voice shaking with emotion. “Why did you do it?” The pain in my arms is minimal, but it doesn’t feel good. And having him this close to me makes me want to do terrible things, like kiss him and fuck him.


    “Let go of me and I’ll tell you. Bastard. All I need to do is bring my knee up between your legs and you’ll never be able to use your dick again.”


    He squeezes me a bit and then lets go.


    “Why did you do it, Saige?” He’s not asking about Lizzy anymore. If I’m not careful, he’s going to see how I feel. I take a step away from him and arrange my face into a smile.


    “I did it because my father asked me to. And because I wanted to. It was fun.” He doesn’t know why it was fun and I’m definitely going to keep that as my little secret.


    He seems surprised, which in turn surprises me. It’s easy to see how much he enjoys everything he does. I could feel the rush he got whenever he lied to my face about something.


    “Oh, come on Sylas. You know you did too. I could see it in your eyes. You love it. That’s why you do it. Why you make a whole persona and live it. Why you have a fake apartment and wear different clothes and all the rest. You love being someone else.” Like recognizes like, which is one of the reasons we get along so well.


    He’s trying to resist admitting it. I step closer to him and put my finger on his chest. He twitches ever so slightly.


    “Admit it,” I say, looking up at him again. “Admit that you love it.”


    “Never,” he growls. “I did it because I had to.” Lie. It’s such a lie.


    I take another step closer until our chests are almost touching.


    I open my mouth to say something else when Lizzy bursts into the room.

  


  


  


  
    


    Two


    


    Sylas steps away from me as if I’m on fire and then his focus is totally on Lizzy. The love that shines out of him for her is palpable. And she returns it tenfold.


    “This house is awesome. It’s so big!” she says to him, skipping over, totally oblivious to the tension she’s just walked into. It’s good she came in when she did, or else things might have started getting blurry with Sylas again. I have no idea where Dad went, but I should probably find him.


    Lizzy holds up her wrist for Sylas to see and she’s got another charm on her bracelet. An M for Marina, her mother’s name.


    “Look what the man gave me!” Sylas’ eyes narrow and then flick to my wrist, where I have a nearly identical bracelet, but with an S on it. I don’t have a charm for my mother.


    Dad hasn’t really explained to Lizzy yet how and why he’s her father. I’m sure that conversation will happen, but not until the dust settles. Who knows if it ever will?


    “So pretty,” he says, touching the charms. He’s calmer around her. His anger has dissipated, as if someone threw a bucket of ice water over his head. And his eyes light up when he looks at her. It’s beautiful.


    “I think we still have a few more things to discuss,” Dad says, casually walking back into the room.


    “Can you make it quick? There’s somewhere I have to be,” Sylas says. I know exactly what he’s going to do if we let him go now.


    “You mean California?” Dad says. There’s a reason we got him today, because if we waited, he would have been gone and retrieving him would be a little more difficult.


    Sylas’ eyes narrow as Dad continues.


    “Yes, we’re going to have to talk about that as well. You should probably get in contact with your friends and tell them to come back.”


    “Why would I do that?” I notice there’s a distinct lack of swearing when he’s around Lizzy. If she wasn’t here, I’m sure there would be a few more “fucks” sprinkled in with his speech.


    “Because I have an offer that you’re not going to want to refuse,” Dad says and I can’t help but raise my eyebrows. He doesn’t have to be so cheesy, but he just can’t help himself sometimes.


    “He’s obsessed with The Godfather,” I say to Sylas, because he definitely looks confused.


    I watch his face as he wages an inner battle. He’s normally so good at hiding his emotions (for the most part), but he’s almost completely stripped bare right now. He takes a deep breath and lets it out.


    “Okay. I’ll listen to what you have to say, but if I don’t like it, you’re going to let me walk out this door with Lizzy and go about my life,” he says.


    That’s not going to go over well. The plan is to not let him go. Dad wants him. I want him too, but for different reasons. We both want Lizzy.


    Dad shakes his head. “I’m afraid I can’t let you take her. She’s my daughter and I intend to take care of her.”


    This does not go over well with Sylas. His face turns red and I sense another impending explosion.


    “You have no right,” he says. “I’m her legal guardian.”


    True, but that’s not what’s in play here. Dad can do whatever he wants. Sylas may have resources, but he doesn’t have the kind of power my father does. That my family does.


    “I know you are, and I don’t want to fight with you. I really don’t. I just want to be part of her life,” Dad says.


    “You’re not going to stop me.”


    “I know. That’s why I’m hoping to convince you.”


    Lizzy is watching both of them with a knot forming between her eyebrows. She’s confused, I can tell, so approach her and ask her if she wants to go finish the movie.


    “Why is my brother mad?” she whispers, which is a little bit louder than your average whisper.


    I am reminded, again, that this girl is my half-sister. I always thought I was an only child and here she is.


    “It’s okay,” I say. I wasn’t happy with Dad dropping that bomb on her, but I’m not even sure she knows what it means. He hasn’t told her that he’s her father. She just calls him “the man” for now. He seems to be fine with it as long as she’s here.


    Dad used to disappear sometimes when I was a kid. And then when he’d come back, he’d be distant and stare off into space a lot. I always wondered why and now I know it’s because of her. He was looking for the daughter he lost.


    “Let’s go back upstairs,” I say and start leading Lizzy away. Sylas and Dad don’t even notice me as we go.


    “Your mother and I met in high school,” Dad says as I walk out of the room and start walking Lizzy up the stairs. No doubt he’s filling Sylas in on the rest of the story. I’d heard it only recently.


    They’d met in school and been sweethearts. Typical young love. They’d wanted to be together, but Dad had bowed to parental pressure and married my mother instead. I don’t have to ask him if that’s his biggest regret. I know it is. He doesn’t love her. He never did.


    But he married her and started work as a forensic accountant and that got him interested in working with fraud, money laundering and other financial crimes. He’d kept in touch with Marina and knew she’d married someone else and that he wasn’t a good man. Dad started his own investigation and found out a lot of the illegal things her husband was up to. He collected evidence over the years and finally had enough to show Marina so she could get out of the marriage.


    He got uncomfortable with the next part of the story, because the night he went to tell her what her husband was up to was when Lizzy was conceived. He swears to me it was just the one time and he didn’t mean for it to happen and so forth. I honestly don’t blame him.


    After that night, he lost touch with her. She wouldn’t take his calls and he couldn’t get in touch with her. He tried, but he didn’t want to make her husband suspicious and cause her harm, so he watched her from a distance.


    Over the years, he found little ways to take care of Lizzy. Sending money, birthday cards, that sort of thing. He made sure to be discreet about it.


    I asked him how he knew for sure Lizzy was his daughter.


    “Because she told me. I don’t know how she knew, but she knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt,” he told me and even though I still had doubts, when I saw Lizzy for the first time, it was undeniable (at least to me) that she was his daughter.


    The features they share are subtle. I’ve seen pictures of Marina, and Lizzy got most of her looks from her maternal side. She was a beautiful woman and her death left a hole in three hearts that can never be filled.


    I have no idea how this is going to turn out, but I know that my life will never be the same.


    Well, it changed the minute Sylas Carter walked into it. I should have known. I should have known.
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    Once again, I keep my ears trained downstairs for any sounds of fighting, or of gunshots. I wouldn’t put it past either of them. Both Sylas and my father have the potential to kill. I know my father has before.


    Lizzy focuses on the movie and is quickly lost in it. I envy her for a moment. Her ability to forget the present and get completely wrapped up in a movie. To let your mind float for a while, unencumbered by heavy thoughts, it would be wonderful.


    I’m doing my best to watch the movie when I hear a thud downstairs and I’m up and nearly tripping over my own feet as I run down the stairs as fast as possible. I shouldn’t have left them alone.


    All kinds of worst-case scenarios race through my mind. What I find is Sylas on the floor and Dad leaning over him, taking his pulse.


    “What did you do?!” I scream, throwing myself down beside Sylas.


    “Nothing, he blacked out. I tried to catch him, but missed.” I narrow my eyes and look into his eyes, but he’s telling me the truth. Dad doesn’t lie to me, and even if he tried, I’d know.


    “Why did he black out?” I ask.


    “Not sure. I… I might have told him too much.” You think? I reach down and stroke his forehead. He’s still out.


    “Let’s take him upstairs,” Dad says and the two of us drag Sylas’ prone body upstairs as Lizzy jumps around, offering suggestions. Anything from slapping him to dunking him in the pool to tickling his feet.


    It’s all chaos and Sylas is still down for the count. He finally comes to when we drop him on my bed. Dad has taken Lizzy back downstairs because she’s a little too hyped up and left me alone to deal with Sylas.


    His eyelids flutter and I see the confusion on his face before he realizes where he is.


    “I didn’t peg you as a fainter,” I say as I sit next to him on my bed.


    “I didn’t faint,” he growls, trying to be all alpha. Nice try, buddy.


    I lean over and drag one finger down the middle of his forehead. He flinches away from me and I stop.


    “Well, then, I don’t know what you would call it. Your brain spontaneously shutting down for a moment?” I say, trying to be playful.


    “Sure,” he says, shifting away from me so he’s still on the bed, but as far as he can get without rolling off. Fine. He’s not very happy with me right now, and his brain is obviously spinning.


    “I’m sorry this has been so much information overload. It was probably a bad idea to do it like this,” I say and he turns his head to glare at me.


    “Do what? What are you doing, Saige?” he snaps, his blue eyes sparking. He’s pissed again and I’m glad I can talk to him without anyone else here. It’s finally time for my side of the story, which is a lot more complicated.


    “I’m… I don’t know anymore. I thought I did. I’ve been working with my father for a while. In fact, He’d have me help with surveillance and he trained me to use a gun and how to tell a lie. My mother would lose her shit if she knew,” I say. I’m sure my mother has her suspicions, but she’d rather look the other way and pretend everything is perfect. That’s her MO. If she pretends it’s perfect, then it is.


    “Why did he pick me?” Does he really need to ask?


    “Because of Lizzy. It’s ironic, really. That you’d turn out the way you did.” I mean this as a compliment, and I can tell he’s not sure if it is.


    “Because of her. He wanted to get to her through me.”


    “Right.”


    He takes a second to process that.


    “So what’s real, Saige? Is any of this real? Or did you make it all up just to get me?” Now we’re in very complicated territory. I know Dad is going to be a little upset with me for telling Sylas this part, but I’m going to anyway.


    “What do you think is real?” I ask him.


    “At this point, I have no idea. I’m thinking that I’ve never been played like this before and I should have seen it coming.” He probably should have, given what he does with his time.


    “Some of it was real. I mean, my father does own a clothing company and he has done some… not so legal things in his past. But he doesn’t do that anymore. He’s different. The only reason he makes deals with bad people is to flush those people out. To gather evidence on them. I think you can understand that.” He does exactly the same thing. They’re so much alike, in so many ways.


    “And what’s your role?” he asks, his eyes locked on my face. I couldn’t escape him now even if I wanted to.


    “It was my job to get you here. To get you to trust us. Ideally, you would have fallen completely in love with me and then you wouldn’t be able to say no when Dad asked about Lizzy. It’s… it’s not as simple as you want to make it, Sylas. There were a lot of reasons.”


    At first, I was just supposed to get close to him. That was before we took that walk and he fucked me up against the wall of the alley. That was most definitely not supposed to happen. Sex was never in the equation. Until it was. And then I couldn’t stop. I was addicted to him. I told myself I was just doing a very thorough job, but it was so much more than that. And what started as helping my dad and wanting to get to know my sister turned into something else. And now here we are and I have no idea how this story is going to end.


    “Lizzy. That’s all he wants,” he says, licking his lips. I want to kiss him, but it’s definitely not a good idea. Especially not when Dad can walk in at any moment.


    “Well. Lizzy and… you.” Once Dad had seen what Sylas (plus his team of bros) was capable of, he wanted them. All of them.


    “Me?”


    “Yes. You. And the rest of your team. Do you have a name for yourselves? I mean, you’ve definitely got the whole Robin Hood thing going on,” I say with a smirk. He drops his anger for a moment and rolls his eyes.


    “It’s not that kind of thing.”


    “Sure, okay.”


    We both lapse into silence for a moment.


    “He wants me to work for him. Doing what?”


    Now that’s something Dad will have to answer.


    I get up from the bed. I can’t stand being this close to him right now without being able to touch him.


    “You’re going to have to talk to Dad about that one.”


    He shakes his head and rubs his temples. He’s definitely on information overload.


    “I need to get the fuck out of here. I’m not coming back. I’m not listening to any more lies from you, or your father. I don’t want a job, I just want to be left alone and I swear, if you contact me again…” he doesn’t finish, and I know he’s angry enough to make threats against my life. I don’t think he’d hurt me, but I honestly don’t know for sure. I may have fucked him, but I’ve barely scratched the surface of Sylas Carter.


    I hold up my hand to stop him as he heads for the door.


    “Just wait. Don’t make any decisions now. Listen to what he has to say.” He crosses the space between us and grabs my arms.


    “The game is over, Saige. Stop playing. You’re not going to seduce me. Ever again.” His fingers bite into my arms and I know they’re going to leave bruises. I don’t really care. At least he’s touching me.


    “I’m not asking you to fuck me. You never have to do that again. I know you were just using me, Sylas. We were using each other. It was all part of the game,” I say. I can’t tell him how I really feel. That when I told him I loved him, it wasn’t part of the game. That was never supposed to be part of it.


    “Don’t go. Don’t drive to California,” I say, my voice feeble. I’m not being very convincing at all.


    “You don’t get to tell me what to do,” he says through clenched teeth. “You don’t get to fuck with my life.” It’s too late. I already have. Just as he’s fucked with mine. We couldn’t get clear of each other even if we wanted to.


    “Just think about it. Please.”


    He just stares at me for a moment and I think he’s going to kiss me. I wait for it, poised and ready. But then his eyes shut and he gathers himself.


    He takes a breath and steps away from me.


    “Fine. I’ll think about it. Now can I take my sister and go? Her routine is very important and I need to get her back to the Center.” I just nod and he’s gone from the room.

  


  


  


  
    


    Three


    


    “Lizzy, time to go,” he says as I robotically follow him down the stairs. She bounces to the bottom of the stairs and pouts when she hears him.


    “Can I stay here? The man said that I could have cake and play with Saige and watch movies.” She claps her hands together and I can feel Sylas’ frustration.


    He really wants to get away from us and it’s not going very well. Sylas steels himself and takes her arm. Gently, but firm.


    “That does sound like fun, but I think we should go back to the Center, don’t you?” He gives her a smile and strokes her hair back over her shoulder.


    “But I want to stay here,” she says.


    “I know you do, but I think we need to go back. I know I promised we’d go to California, but I think we’re going to stay here. Won’t that be nice to stay here? You won’t have to leave your friends or the nice nurses. Won’t that be great?” Sylas speaks slowly and carefully, but Lizzy still isn’t convinced.


    She looks into his eyes for what feels like forever and then she sighs.


    “I guess.” We can all feel her disappointment, but no one intervenes. Not even Dad.


    “It’ll be okay, I promise,” Sylas says, putting his arm around her and leading her toward the door. Even if he tries to head to California, it’s not going to happen. Sylas has his little team, but so does Dad.


    “She could stay here, if she wants,” Dad says as a last ditch effort.


    Sylas turns his glare toward Dad.


    “No. She can’t. She needs to go back where she belongs,” he says.


    Dad shakes his head, but sighs.


    “I just want to get to know her,” he says. I move toward Dad. I know how much he’s aching right now. I can feel it too. I’ve barely had any time with her and now they’re leaving. They could stay here. Mom is off at some spa or something for the next few weeks, so we wouldn’t even need to worry about hiding them. Martha keeps her mouth shut. We pay her generously to do so.


    Lizzy looks at Sylas with the kind of expression that someone would wear if they were begging for a pony. His anger drops as he looks at her.


    “We’ll talk about it. Right now I need to get her back.” Dad and I both nod as we follow them toward the door. Sylas stops and pivots on his heel.


    “Can I have my phone back?” he says. His car is here in the driveway. One of Dad’s henchmen went and got it.


    “We’ll talk more soon,” Dad says as he hands over both Sylas’ regular phone and the burner.


    “Sure,” Sylas says, and it’s not convincing at all. Dad leans close to Sylas and says something so Lizzy can’t hear. I’m sure he’s telling Sylas that if he tries to leave, it won’t go very well. Sylas nods and Dad pulls back.


    “It was nice to see you, Lizzy,” Dad says. “Can I have a hug?” Lizzy would probably give everyone and anyone a hug, and complies.


    Then it’s my turn as Lizzy yanks me into her arms.


    “It’s so nice to meet you, New Sister,” I say.


    “I love you, New Sister,” she says with a laugh.


    Sylas pulls her away and gets her in the passenger seat, buckling her belt for her.


    He only looks back once as he drives away. Even over the distance, the eye contact hits me like a punch. I shiver, even though it’s almost the first day of summer.


    “He’s not going anywhere,” Dad mutters, as if to himself before he goes in the house.


    I stand there for a while, half-hoping Sylas turn around and come back. That it will be like a movie with him running in slow motion and the music building and a mind-melting kiss.


    But he doesn’t come back and I turn to go inside the house.
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    I spend the rest of the day in my room, going through my box of junk. Well, it isn’t junk, but some might consider it to be. It’s all the weird stuff I had to hide from my mother. Back when I was young and had to hide things from her. Now I don’t have to. Now I flaunt the things I do that she hates.


    Like my tattoo. My appointment is tomorrow to get the color finished. I’m excited, but I wish Sylas could be there with me this time. It won’t be the same without him.


    I have my septum hoop in my pocket and I fish it out and put it in. Dad isn’t a super fan of it, but at least I can wear it around him without worrying. I put it in and screw the little balls on the ends so it won’t come out.


    Checking myself out in the mirror, I realize I should definitely wear this more often. It looks right.


    I want to see Sylas. I want to get in my little red sports car and drive to his place and knock on the door until he lets me in. Then strip him bare and throw myself at him. He’d probably call the cops and Dad would have to bail me out of jail. That would definitely put a kink in his plans.


    I throw everything back in the box and lay back on my bed.


    This definitely isn’t what I planned to be when I was younger. Not at all. I always thought I was going to move to Florence or Paris or Budapest and marry a rich man who owned a vineyard or something. I’d spend my days drinking little cups of espresso and looking at paintings.


    At least I get to look at paintings, even if they’re only in my books.


    I should get back to my apartment. Do some studying or something. It takes a few minutes, but I finally get to my feet and tromp downstairs. I feel guilty leaving Dad here by himself in this big house, but I hate staying here. I don’t exactly have warm and fuzzy memories of my childhood. Sure, the pictures show me smiling, but I learned early on how to fake it until you make it. Not sure if I’ve made it yet.


    “Dad?” I call out when I get downstairs. We should probably invest in an intercom system. Or I could just walk around with a bullhorn.


    “Back here,” he says, and he’s where I thought he would be. In his office.


    “What are you doing?” I ask as I walk in and close the door. He’s staring at a picture frame. I don’t need to see the picture to know who is in it.


    “Thinking,” he says, putting the frame down and looking up at me.


    “About?” I say, sitting down in one of the enormous leather chairs. It squeaks a little as I settle into it and pull my feet up.


    “My past. All the mistakes I made.”


    “Heavy,” I say, resting my chin on my hand.


    “It can be,” he says, leaning back and sighing. “But we can’t go back, can we?” I shake my head.


    “Nope.” What he doesn’t say is that he wishes he’d married Marina. But then he wouldn’t have had me. So.


    Damned if you do and damned if you don’t.


    “I think I’m going to head back to my apartment,” I say, standing.


    He nods again, and I know my words aren’t getting through to him. He’s going to be lost in his head for a while.
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    Homework doesn’t exactly occupy my mind, but at least it gives me something to fill the hours. I think about driving to Sylas’ place and sitting outside in my car, just to make sure he’s staying there.


    I grab my keys a hundred times, but then throw them back in the ornamental skull I keep them in. The clink as they rattle around is loud in my quiet apartment.


    I’m up all night, thinking and thinking and thinking. I should be exhausted, but I can’t get myself to shut off, even for a few minutes.


    At least I don’t have nightmares, although since I started sleeping with Sylas, they’ve been fewer and farther between, except for that one time.


    I’m still embarrassed about it, and mostly because I can’t articulate what it is that causes me to thrash and eventually wake up with a scream lodged in my throat and fear’s sticky fingers gripped around my spine.


    I shower and get dressed in a light tunic with a lace skull on it, black skinny jeans and boots. I’m getting my tattoo finished today, so I want to wear something that’s loose on top and comfortable enough to sit for hours.


    I’m on my way to see Crash when I swerve at the last minute, and nearly cause an accident as I head toward Sylas’ apartment. His real apartment, not the fake one he took me to.


    Finding a parking spot is easy, but I’m not too comfortable leaving my car in this neighborhood. Oh well. I’m willing to take the risk. I tiptoe up to his place and knock.


    It takes forever for him to open the door, but really, it’s just moments.


    “Hey, Sylas,” I say. Looking at him breaks my heart. Well, breaks it even further. It’s already shattered and the more I see him, the more pieces break off. Soon the bits will be so small, they’ll be grains of sand and I’ll have nothing left.


    “What are you doing here, Saige?” he asks, his voice both irritated and tired.


    “I was wondering if you wanted to come with me to finish my tattoo,” I say. I rehearsed this in my head and it went much better.


    He crosses his arms, his tattoos bulging. He’s only wearing a t-shirt, so I can see a lot of the work he’s got on his arms.


    “And why would I do that, Saige?”


    I shrug, for a lack of a better response and say what’s really on my mind.


    “Because I asked you to?”


    He almost rolls his eyes. Almost.


    “That’s not a very good reason.”


    “I know it isn’t. But I thought maybe it would work anyway,” I say, pretending I don’t care as much as I do. I really, really want him to come with me.


    “This isn’t another ploy to convince me to turn Lizzy over and do whatever your father has yet to tell me he wants me to do?” His eyes narrow and I know that even if I tell him no, he’s not going to believe me. Trust is the cornerstone of any romantic relationship and right now, we don’t have any.


    “This isn’t that. If you want, I won’t say anything about him. Please, just… come with me. I know you want to see how it turns out. And I’m sure Crash would like to see you again.” Sure, that’s a great way to sell it.


    “I’ll let you be Quinn,” I add, hoping that will be a bonus, but he doesn’t change his stance.


    “Or not.”


    I take a breath and give it one last shot.


    “I’ll let you be whoever you want to be, as long as you come with me.” Now I’m begging, but I don’t care. I just… need him.


    He stares at me for a few more seconds and I’m not sure if he knows that he’s leaning toward me ever so slightly. He blinks once and then says, “Let me change my shirt.”
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    We don’t talk much on the drive over to the tattoo shop, so I turn on the radio and find something I want to listen to.


    “I love this song,” I say. It’s “Fire & Gasoline” by Turnpike Troubadours. It’s not my typical taste, but there’s something about Americana that makes me stop and listen.


    He doesn’t respond, but I can tell he’s listening to the music. It wraps around us and soon we’re at the shop.


    Sylas doesn’t get my door for me when I get out and I don’t expect him to. We’re not dating anymore. We’re not anything anymore. The game is over and now we’re two people who don’t know what we mean to one another.


    The bell dings when we go in and Crash is waiting for us. He gives me a smile and a hug this time. Like we’re old friends.


    “Nice to see you again,” he says to Sylas, holding his hand out to shake this time. Sylas returns the handshake and Crash leads me over to the chair, patting it for me to sit down. I flip my shirt up and unclasp my bra, but make sure to keep my front covered.


    “Hold my hand?” I ask Sylas. He begrudgingly pulls a chair over and clasps my hand in his. It feels both different and the same holding onto him.


    He gazes at me and there are so many things written in his eyes. Regret, mostly. I try to force myself not to feel it too, but I can’t help it. Regrets and mistakes. If only I hadn’t fallen in love with him.


    “You ready?” Crash asks me, patting the area he’s going to work on. I take a deep breath and nod. The buzz of the needle brings me back to last time I was in this chair. When I was so much happier.


    The first stroke has barely a whisper of pain and then he gets down to the nitty-gritty and I bite my bottom lip between my teeth. I wanted a lot of color, so it’s going to take a while to get all of it done.


    When Crash finally lifts the needle, I can’t believe he’s done. I feel like I’ve been sitting here for days instead of hours. Sylas has held my hand the whole time.


    “Okay, get up and take a look.” I get to my feet, a little stiff, but I’m careful not to move too quickly and wrench the tender skin of my back. I go to a full-length mirror and look over my shoulder.


    It’s exactly what I wanted, only better. The colors are too bright right now, but they’ll fade and be perfect.


    “What do you think?” Crash asks.


    “I love it. I absolutely love it,” I say. I can’t take my eyes off it.


    “Good. That was a nice piece to do. I’m glad you like it.”


    “I do. I really do.” I look up and see that Sylas can’t take his eyes off my back either. Now there is longing in his eyes. As if he wants to reach out and touch me. Then, of course, he scans upward and finds me watching him watching me. He looks away.


    Crash tapes me up and goes over the care instructions again. I put my shirt back down and re-clasp my bra. Ouch.


    I pay Ruby, who tells me how much she likes my tat and then we’re out the door. I wish I could go back to those hours of pain because at least I was holding his hand.


    “Thank you for coming with me,” I whisper as I get back in the car. The seat hurts against my skin, but it’s bearable.


    He doesn’t answer and I can’t take it anymore. The pain has made me bolder.


    “We need to talk, Sylas. We really need to talk.” I do and I don’t want to talk to him. He looks straight ahead, his jaw clenched.


    “Fine. But I’m not going back to your father’s house.”


    “Deal,” I say, and finally start the car.

  


  


  


  
    


    Four


    


    We end up at my apartment. He definitely doesn’t want to go to his, and mine is mostly neutral territory. Well, as neutral as the two of us can get.


    I need a drink, so as soon as I toss my purse down on the table by the door and throw my keys in the skull, I head for the kitchen. Finding nothing but wine and whiskey, I pick the latter and grab two short glasses. I pour some for both of us, but bring the bottle with me as I walk into the living room. Sylas is already there, waiting for me.


    “It’s the only hard stuff I have on hand. This moment seemed like it needed alcohol,” I say, handing him a glass. He takes it without comment and we both sip in silence. I take a step closer to him, but he backs up and then sits on the couch.


    “You’re right,” he says, finally speaking. His voice is rough, as if he wants to say much more, but is stopping himself.


    “What do you want to talk about, Saige?” he says after he’s drained the glass. I take it from him, fill it up and hand it back. We’re both going to end up wasted if we keep going like this.


    “I want to… I don’t know.” I’m the one who wanted to talk and now I’m tongue-tied.


    “Apologize?” he says with a nasty smile. Something like that. I look into my glass, wishing it had the answers.


    “Yes? No. I’m not sorry for what I did. I’m not sorry for how it turned out. I did care for you, Sylas. Do. Do care for you.” But not love. I won’t say love. I can’t say those words to him again. Even if they’re true.


    “It doesn’t matter,” he says, throwing back another swallow of whiskey. I join him and I’m grateful for the burn in the back of my throat that takes up residence in my belly.


    “It does. It really does,” I say, looking at him from over the rim of my glass.


    “You’re still playing the game, Saige. It’s over. You don’t have to play me anymore. It’s not going to change anything.” The alcohol is starting to numb the pain.


    “I’m not playing, Sylas.” I set my glass down and lean forward a little. I’m not trying anything, I just want to be closer to him.


    “I swear to God, if you try and kiss me, Saige,” he says, glaring at me, his eyes cold and blazing at the same time.


    I pull back and pick up my glass again. I shouldn’t have done that.


    “I’m sorry. I wasn’t going to. I just want us to be able to talk. We need to be able to be civil to one another. I want to get to know my sister.” When I mention Lizzy, his eyes lock with mine.


    “You knew about her the whole time, didn’t you? Be fucking honest with me.” His tone is just as hard as his eyes, and I can’t blame him.


    “Yes. I knew. But I never met her before we brought her to the house. I didn’t support my dad telling her that she was my sister and he was her father. I didn’t think it was right to drop it on her like that. You have to know that, Sylas. I didn’t want to do it that way.” I reach out to him, trying to touch him and make him understand, but I drop my hand before my skin brushes his, and look into my glass before looking back up at him again. Yet another thing I shouldn’t have done. My tattoo is burning, but it’s secondary at this point.


    “I didn’t mean for it to happen like that, but I’m not sorry that it did. I’ve always wanted a sister,” I say. The last bit is a whisper.


    “She’s not your sister. She’s my sister,” he bites out.


    “She’s both of our blood.” In a strange twist, now Sylas and I are related through Lizzy.


    “You don’t know anything about her.” He throws back what’s left in his glass and grabs the bottle for a refill.


    “No, I don’t. But I want to. We want to take care of her. There is no nefarious motive here, Sylas. My father wants to make up for all the years he wasn’t there. He thinks about her all the time. It kills him that he didn’t get to raise her.” He laughs bitterly before taking another sip. If we’re not careful, we’re going to drink the whole bottle.


    “Then he should have worn a condom when he fucked my mother.” He’s trying to say things to hurt me. Well, the damage is already done.


    “It takes two people to make a baby, Sylas. He’s not the only one to blame.” I try to speak gently, aware he could explode at any moment and he’s got a glass in his hand.


    He shakes his head.


    “If you saw how many years my father has suffered. He loved her. He really loved her. Still does. Just because she’s gone, doesn’t mean he’s stopped.” He’ll never stop loving her, and it scares me. I’m afraid to love someone that much—so much so that when they’re taken from you, you spend the rest of your life aching for them, unable to move on or get past it.


    I throw caution to the wind and finish another glass. Why the hell not.


    “I just wanted my parents to love each other, but they never did. It wasn’t easy growing up. Nothing near as hard as you had it, though,” I say. He’s grinding his teeth together. I can almost hear the sound. Finally, he speaks.


    “My parents didn’t love each other either. I always wondered why my mother married that monster. She didn’t love him and he sure as hell didn’t love her.” There are so many factors that go into a person marrying someone they don’t love. So many factors.


    I take another chance and lean toward him. I can’t have anything on my back anymore. It’s too uncomfortable.


    “I’m sorry about that. I really am. You’re a victim of circumstances that were completely out of your control. It’s not right, Sylas. It’s okay to be angry about it.”


    I reach out to him again and this time I make contact with his arm. He’s warm through the material of his long-sleeve shirt. I wish he would wear short sleeves, at least with me. When he doesn’t pull away, I touch him again, stroking the material and wishing it was his inked skin. I could spend the rest of my life staring at his tattoos. Every time I see him naked, I notice something new. He’s a walking, talking, breathing piece of art.


    “I’m sorry for how everything’s turned out. I wish I could go back,” I say. I wonder if he can hear the regret in my voice. I know I can.


    He moves away from me and I hope he can’t see the hurt I know I can’t hide.


    “Well, there’s nothing we can do about the past. It’s done. It’s over.” It’s not. Not for me. I still love him.


    I sigh and get up from the couch and walk across the room. This is too hard. He’s too much and he makes me believe that things could be different. If I only said the right thing and he opened up to trust me again. I wouldn’t break it this time. I stare out the window for a few moments, marshaling my scrambled thoughts.


    “Everything’s all fucked up, Quinn.” I wince when I accidently use his alias. “Sylas.” I face him again and I see a universe worth of emotions cross his eyes. I can’t stop a few tears from leaking out of my eyes and racing down my cheeks.


    I wipe them away, but don’t hide them from him.


    “I didn’t want it to be like this. Not with you,” I say. He’s still on the couch, but poised, as if he’s ready to get up and throw himself at me. In my mind, I’m begging him to. I know that if he’ll only kiss me, it will be over. Our bodies know each other too well, and he won’t be able to fight our connection anymore.


    “I didn’t come here for this, Saige.” I open my mouth to say something, but he’s right. I can’t use sex as a weapon anymore. If I want him, it’s going to have to be the right way from here on out. I’m not even sure if I know how to do that.


    “I’ll give you a ride,” I say, a little desperately. He gets up and shakes his head.


    “No, I can catch a cab. I’ll walk.” His voice is firm, telling me not to follow him. Not to touch him.


    “Sylas,” I say as he reaches for the door handle and turns it. The tears are back, but he doesn’t care.


    “Goodbye, Saige,” he says before he shuts the door in my face.


    ****


    My body is in so much pain that I grab some water and some aspirin and head to bed. I pull the curtains to block out the daylight and lay on my stomach.


    The tears flow freely, and I don’t bother to brush them away. They soak into my pillow, which sticks to my face.


    Minutes tick by. The silence is driving me crazy. I don’t like silence. Most of the time, if I’m alone, I need to have music or television, or some noise going.


    My phone buzzes on my nightstand and I slap my hand around to find it. I don’t even bother to see who’s calling before I answer.


    “Hello? Sylas?” I’m breathless, as if I’ve run a mile.


    “Nope,” Lo says. “Sorry to disappoint you. But I could be whoever Sylas is if you want me to be.” Shit. I shouldn’t have said his name. Now I’m going to have to explain.


    “Sorry, I was sleeping and having a dream,” I say. It’s a lame excuse, but I don’t have the energy for something better.


    “Oooohhhh, what kind? The naked kind, I’m hoping.”


    “Not really,” I say, sitting up. My face is disgusting and my eyes are puffy. I’m sure they’re red also. One of the wonderful upsides of having extremely pale skin. Along with sun burning easily and not being able to hide a blush. Not that I blush very often. I don’t find much in life blush-worthy.


    “Are you still there?” Lo asks.


    “Yeah. Just… tired.” As if on cue, I yawn.


    “Why are you so tired? It’s the middle of the day.”


    “I got my tattoo done and I self-medicated the pain with some booze,” I say, and it’s not a lie.


    Lo doesn’t know about Sylas. Well, she knows about Quinn, but not the whole story. I’ve kept his real identity a secret because I owe him at least that. He hasn’t broadcasted mine, which surprises me. It’s not like he couldn’t, if he wanted to.


    “You did? Holy crap, I need to see it now. I’m on my way.” I don’t want to see Lo. She’ll know something bad happened the second she looks at my face. But when Lo wants to do something, she’s going to do it.


    “I’m in my bedroom,” I say and end the call.
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    Before Lo gets here, I get up and wash my face and grab some ice cubes from the freezer. Tossing them in a paper towel, I press the homemade icepack to each eye in turn, hoping it will take down the swelling and the redness.


    I check myself in the mirror and I’m still red, but a little less puffy. I’ll just tell Saige that I pussied out during the tattoo or something.


    I head back to the bedroom and lay back down in the dark.


    Lo bursts through fifteen minutes later. She has a key to my place that I never made for her, but somehow has anyway.


    “Why is it so dark in here?” A second later the curtains are thrown open and sunlight invades. Ugh. I want it to be dark for a long time.


    “Lemme see, lemme see.” She rips my shirt up. Lo has no respect for my personal space.


    “Ugh, get off me,” I say, rolling away from her.


    “I wouldn’t have to manhandle you if you’d just show me,” she says. I want to tell her to leave, but I pull up my shirt and turn my back. She turns the lights on and shoves me around so she can get a good look through the plastic that Crash taped on to protect it.


    “That is sick, Saige. Seriously awesome. I’m totally jealous.” I turn and face her and her expression immediately changes.


    “What’s wrong?” I roll my eyes. It was stupid to think I could put anything past her.


    “Nothing. Just… Quinn and I had a fight.” That’s close enough to the truth. I hate lying to Lo. Next to Dad, she’s the person I’m closest with. I’ve been lying to her since we became friends and I have little fantasies of telling her someday about my other life.


    But I could never do that to Dad. It would expose him and ruin all the things he’s trying to do. It’s not just about me, and that’s the part that’s so hard sometimes.


    “Tell me,” she says, her voice going soft as she sits with me on the bed.


    “It’s stupid. It was so stupid. One of those things that starts small and turns into something much bigger and I’m pretty sure it’s unfixable.” I’m able to swallow the tears back this time. I think I’m all cried out. For now.


    “Aw, sweets, I’m sorry.” She puts her arms around me and gives me a hug. I wish her arms belonged to Sylas. I wish he would have kissed me. I wish so many things that will never happen.


    “I’ll be okay. I’m tough.” Normally, this would be true. But I’ve never felt about anyone the way I feel about Sylas. It’s all consuming and I don’t even know if I can call it love because it’s… more. So much more than that.


    “Hell yes, you are. Don’t let him get you down.” She pats my shoulder and lets me go, but I can still see her watching me.


    “I won’t,” I say, but it’s so much more complicated than that.


    I force a smile and Lo smiles back. It’s kind of hard not to smile around Lo. She has this ethereal beauty that’s tempered by a feisty personality. We’ve only been friends for a few years, but it feels like a lifetime. I look back at my childhood pictures and sometimes it’s a shock not to see her in them.


    “Okay, we’re going out. You need to get up and away from the gloom in this room.”


    I snort a little at her unintentional rhyme.


    “You’re a poet and you didn’t even know it,” I say.


    “Haha, get dressed. You have five minutes.” She shoves me toward my closet and then walks out.


    “Five minutes!” she yells.
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    Four minutes and twenty-six seconds later, I’m walking out of my bedroom in another outfit. A black and white striped maxi skirt with a white t-shirt. Simple and comfy and still pretty.


    “It’s about time,” she says, taking her hair down and then putting it up again in the exact same ponytail. Lo chronically plays with her hair. It’s annoying sometimes, but at least she isn’t a chronic masturbator.


    “Okay, okay. Where to?” I say, because she’s definitely in charge here. I don’t have the energy to fight her like I normally do.


    “Well, I’d love to take you to get a new vibrator, but something tells me you might object to that particular venture,” she says and I glare at her. I happen to have one I’m very happy with and not in the mood to browse a store that’s filled with rubber dicks.


    “That’s what I thought. So. Shoes.” I love shoes, and so does Lo, so normally that would be a great outing. Today, not so much. Even a pair of fabulous pumps isn’t going to take my mind off Sylas.


    “Fine,” I say with a sigh as Lo grabs my black leather jacket and purse and shoves me through my own door.
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    Two hours later, I have two new pairs of shoes and Lo has four. I’m not feeling any better, but being out is better than wallowing in my room alone, I suppose.


    I can’t stop checking my phone to see if Sylas has called or texted, or if my dad has called or texted regarding him.


    They still need to meet to discuss what’s going to happen from here, but Dad wanted to let Sylas cool down for a few days. Wise idea.


    “What do you think?” Lo says, snapping my attention back to her as she tries on a pair of sky high heels in a brilliant royal blue. They make her already long legs look like they go on for days and I hate her a little for them. Lo has the type of body that can only be described as “glamazon.” She’ll never be “cute” or “petite,” unlike me.


    “Fabulous,” I say, gesturing to them as she sticks a leg out and looks down at her foot.


    “So I should get them, right? I mean, it would be a crime to deprive my feet of these shoes.”


    “Absolutely,” I say, cracking a small smile. She’s about to try another pair on when I tell her my tattoo is hurting, and I want to go back home. She agrees, but not before she takes me out for a light dinner at a quiet and subdued bar.


    “I know I’m going to regret this tomorrow, but it feels good right now,” she says, looking down at the numerous bags by her feet. Lo definitely doesn’t have the money to spend on all those pairs of shoes. No doubt she’ll be back to the stores tomorrow to return most of them.


    “Hmm,” I say, a non-committal response.


    “Come on, come out of your funk,” she says, reaching across the table to lightly smack my arm.


    I don’t want to. I want to wrap myself in it like a blanket and never come out again.


    “Lo, seriously. I’m not in the mood.” She searches my eyes and finally nods, backing off.


    “I’m sorry, Saige. I know how twisted up you are over this guy.” I cringe. She hasn’t even said his name and I’m wincing.


    “It’s stupid,” I say.


    “No, it’s not. You really cared about him and I have to say I’m surprised because he definitely cares about you. Anyone could see that. His eyes lit up every time he looked at you.” Yeah, I’ll bet he practiced that one in the mirror so he could get it just right.


    “Can we stop talking about this?” I say as she puts her hand up to ask our waiter for the check.


    “Sure,” she says and pays for a plate of food I barely touched.


    When I get back Lo gives me a hug, but leaves me alone.


    I put on my new shoes and click my heels together, but that doesn’t do a whole lot of good.


    My entire body aches, not just the tattoo. It’s almost that ache you get when you know you’re coming down with something.


    And then I do something that is entirely stupid.


    I call him.

  


  


  


  
    


    Five


    


    I’m shocked when he picks up and doesn’t let it go to voicemail, or that he hasn’t blocked my phone number.


    “Hello?” he says, keeping his voice neutral. My heart speeds up at the sound of his voice.


    “Hey, Sylas,” I say, and I sound weak and sad and whiny.


    “Is there something I can do for you, Saige?” he says. He’s still trying to hurt me.


    “I really want to talk to you. I keep trying, but you don’t seem to want to listen.”


    He lets out a breath. “What would give you that impression?” The sarcasm drips from his tone, but it doesn’t bother me. I force myself to be strong. I am strong.


    “Look. You can hang up right now. You can block my number and move to a different apartment, a different city, change your name and never see me again. But something tells me you’re not going to do that.” He doesn’t answer.


    “Something tells me you’re not going to deny your sister the right to get to know me or her biological father. Your own father was a murderer and a disappointment. Your sister has the chance to have a relationship with a man who won’t do that to her. Someone who will care for her. And… I’d really like to get to know her.” Of course my voice breaks a little at the end. I can’t help it.


    “I always wanted a sister,” I say. He breathes for what feels like eternity and I wish I could see him and know what this face looks like right now. Read his eyes. Then he sighs again.


    “Well, you’re in luck because she wants to meet you too. I was going to call you and ask if you wanted to come with me when I visit on Saturday. I have no idea why, but she asked for you.” I nearly fall over. This is such a change from what he said just a day ago that it takes me a minute to speak. Sylas always surprises me.


    “She does?” I need to hear him say it again.


    His voice is warmer when he answers. “Yes. She does. And we’re going to have a chat about what to say and not to say to her when you do visit. Lizzy is special.”


    “Fine. Fine. I know she’s special. Anyone who spends even a moment with her would see that,” I say, and I cringe at how eager my voice is. What changed his mind? What has he been doing in the past few hours that made him go from red to green?


    “Okay then,” he says and I can’t stop the smile that spreads on my face. I’m going to see my sister.


    “I’ll pick you up on Saturday at nine.” I start to thank him, but he hangs up.
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    After I get over my shock that Sylas is going to take me to see Lizzy, I call Dad.


    “Hey, so Sylas just called and he’s bringing me to see Lizzy on Saturday. Did you know anything about this?” I say.


    Dad is also shocked for a minute.


    “No, I’ve heard nothing. What made him change his mind?”


    “No idea. Absolutely none. But I’m going to go and see if that will help.”


    “Good. Let me know how it goes.”


    “I will.”


    He pauses and I can feel there’s something else he wants to talk about.


    “What is it?” I ask, cutting to the chase.


    “I’m not sure if this is going to work.”


    “Why not?” I say, taking my new shoes out of the boxes and adding them to the right shelf in my closet.


    “Just a feeling.” I chew on my lip, thinking. Dad’s feelings are almost never wrong. He has better instincts than anyone I’ve ever met before.


    “Tell me,” I say.


    “He’s a wild card. Unpredictable. I know we’ve figured him out, but I still think he could surprise us.” He does still surprise me. All the time.


    “True, but if he goes up against us, he’s going to lose.”


    “I suppose,” he says with a sigh. I frown. What is wrong with him? My father is not a man who loses confidence in himself, especially not like this. We planned out every move (except for the part about me having sex with Sylas. I went off book for that one), and here we are, exactly where we wanted to be.


    “Do you need me to work on him some more?” I ask.


    “No, no. Just… make sure you stay in contact with him. Frequently.” That shouldn’t be too hard. I’m pretty much doing it already.


    “When are you going to ask him?”


    “Soon. After you visit with Lizzy. He really needs some time to think. Figure out what he wants. And then I’ll tell him what he wants.” There’s my confident father.


    “That’s right,” I say with a little laugh. My father isn’t someone people say no to, and not just because he has a lot of money and a lot of powerful friends. It’s just the way he is.


    “Keep me updated,” he says and I can tell he has other things to do.


    “Will do. Love you, Dad.”


    “Love you too, kid.” I smile and we hang up.
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    I don’t expect to hear from Sylas, but then he shows up at the coffee shop where we first met. It’s my preferred studying place, because you can’t have food or drinks in the library.


    He just slips into the empty chair across from me, as if he does this all the time.


    “Hello,” I say, a little wary.


    “Hello,” he says. I wait for him to tell me what he’s doing here, but he doesn’t elaborate. I let myself look at him, but if I’m not careful, I’m going to fall into his eyes and completely lose myself. Again.


    “Can I help you with something?”


    “I wish we could talk like we used to,” he says after a long silence.


    “You mean when we were both conning each other?” I say. He doesn’t wince, just shrugs one shoulder.


    The silence takes over again and I decide to take a risk.


    “I want to be honest with you now,” I say. “From here on out.”


    His eyes narrow the tiniest bit and he studies me, looking for signs that I’m lying.


    “And how do I know you’re going to be honest with me?” he says. I have a crazy idea, so I reach into my nose and flip my septum piercing down so he can see it. His eyes widen as I gaze back at him. His eyes flick down to my piercing and then back up.


    “You don’t. You’re going to have to trust me.” He leans back and thinks about that for a moment.


    “Don’t you expect me to be honest with you?” he says. He’s not mad, he’s not upset. Just… curious. Cautious. As if I’m playing another game. The irony that I’d lie to him about telling him the truth doesn’t escape either of us.


    “In an ideal world. But you have to give trust to get it. I want to show you that I can be trustworthy and then we’ll go from there.” I can do that. I can be an open book with him. I can. I will.


    “Why?” The corners of his mouth almost lift up in a smile.


    “Why, what?”


    “Why do you want to be honest with me?”


    I lean forward, my forearms on the table. Time to lay it all out. I know if I don’t, I’m going to regret it. “Because I miss you, Sylas. I really do. I know we were both playing a part, but those moments we had were real. I know you felt it.” Just a tiny flicker of surprise is his only reaction.


    “I felt it,” I say in a quiet voice. We’re in the middle of a crowded coffee shop, but everything else mutes and blurs around us. It’s all about him.


    “What if that’s not enough?” Now he’s the one speaking quietly.


    “What if it is?” I say.


    I watch that statement hit him. We’re silent again for a while.


    “You know I don’t believe in fate,” he says. I close my eyes and fight the urge to cry.


    “It’s okay. I’ll believe enough for the both of us.”
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    “Do you want to take a walk?” he asks. A real smile curls his lips up and he stands, holding his hand out.


    “Sure,” I say, and pack up my things. He takes my shoulder bag from me and slings it over his arm and holds my hand in the other.


    We walk out of the coffee shop and down the street.


    “How’s the tattoo?” he asks.


    “Sore. But I think the itching stage is worse than the pain stage.” He nods.


    “It absolutely is.”


    I keep thinking he’s going to drop my hand, but he doesn’t.


    “I don’t know how we go from here,” he admits.


    “Me neither. I’ve never been in this particular situation before.” He probably hasn’t either. Not many people have, I’ll wager. I look at him in my peripheral vision.


    He’s incredible. It makes me want to take him to the nearest hotel, strip him down and fuck him for days.


    “So how is this going to work?” he asks.


    “I have no idea. I guess… we just… take it from here. Neither of us trusts the other one, so we’re going to have to rebuild that from square one.” More than rebuild. Once trust is broken, it’s ten times harder to get it back to the way it was.


    “You’re right, I don’t trust you,” he says.


    “I don’t trust you either.”


    He squeezes my and I turn to see he’s smiling.


    “What’s that smile for?”


    “You, being honest.”


    I didn’t even mean it. The words came out of my mouth.


    “We have to start somewhere,” I say, shrugging one shoulder.


    “We do.”


    Our steps are slow and anger the people walking behind us, but we don’t change our pace.


    “I’m excited about seeing Lizzy this weekend,” I say, tired of the silence.


    Sylas laughs softly.


    “To say that she’s excited to see you is an understatement.”


    “Really?” I hope she is. I want her to like me.


    “Yeah. I hope you’re ready to get your ear talked off.”


    “Absolutely.”


    We lapse into silence again.


    “I’m not going to apologize for what I did,” he says.


    “What do you mean?”


    “For conning you. I’m not going to apologize. So you shouldn’t expect it.”


    “I don’t,” I say, telling the truth. He stops walking and that makes me stop, since we’re still linked.


    He turns me to face him and pulls me close under an awning for a little bakery.


    “I believe you,” he says, and I like hearing that. I really do.


    “Good.”


    He opens his mouth to say something else and changes his mind.


    “I’m going to kiss you now and then I’m going to take you back to your apartment and fuck you. I hope you didn’t have other plans.”


    My tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth and I can’t breathe for a second.


    “N-no. I didn’t have other plans,” I stutter.


    “Good,” he says, and then his lips descend on mine.


    I feel like I haven’t kissed him in years, and it’s only been days. His kiss is both familiar and overwhelming. I always think I’m going to get used to kissing Sylas, but I never do. Each time I’m astonished by the touch of his mouth on mine.


    He kisses me tentatively at first. He’s holding back and I’m having none of it. I get up on my tiptoes and wrap my arms around his neck. It’s times like this I wish he had longer hair that I could grab and hold onto. Maybe he’ll grow it out if I asked him to. He’d look even more attractive with long hair. Maybe too attractive. He’s already a walking sex bomb.


    I’m the first one to open my mouth, and my tongue tries to invade his. He puts up a bit of a fight, but the more I try, the more his resolve crumbles. And then I’m in, stroking his delicious tongue with mine. He yanks me up against my chest and I’m pressed hard against him. I can’t breathe, but I don’t care. Sylas always tastes like mint and fresh rainwater. Cool and burning at the same time.


    Abruptly, he breaks the kiss and I’m left gasping and clinging to him because my legs can no longer support me. My lipstick is smeared on his mouth and I love it. I love that I leave my mark on him whenever we’re together.


    “Your place. Now,” he growls at me, his voice tight with need. My body throbs in response. I need him. Immediately.


    “Where’s your car?” I ask, but his only answer is to start dragging me back down the street. I’m seriously hoping he’s towing me in the direction of his car. Otherwise, I’m going to jump him in the middle of the street in broad daylight.


    Finally, I see the BMW and breathe a sigh of relief. He yanks the door open and nearly throws me in. I scramble and he gets behind the wheel, cursing at the traffic that won’t let him in. He creeps out and a Good Samaritan pauses to let him pull out.


    Sylas drives as fast as he possibly can to my place and it must be fate because there’s a space right near my front door. He parks and is out of the car before I can unclick my seatbelt. This time I’m the one leading him and somehow get the door open, even with him pressing against my back and breathing in my ear. The second the door is closed, we attack each other.


    Clothes hit the floor and I know we’re not going to even make it to the living room couch. I don’t remember how I got naked, but I am and Sylas lifts me up as I wrap my legs around his waist. His hands dig into my ass, his tongue ravages my mouth and his eyes burn into mine.


    There is no preamble. No warm-up.


    Before I know it’s happened, he’s thrusting into me, my back banging up against the door. I let out a loud cry as he pulls out and slams into me again. This is another one of our encounters that’s going to leave bruises.


    The door hitting my newly healing tattoo adds a little spice of pain, but I don’t tell him to stop. Even if he could.


    Sylas is determined. He’s going to have me and I’m going to let him. I hold on for my life as he pounds into me with everything he’s got. This is both a reunion and a statement.


    My climax comes so hard and so fast, I end up biting into his collarbone as I come, shattering into brilliant pieces all around him. He moves faster and faster until I hear him groan and feel him come inside me.


    Shit. No condom again.


    We’re both trembling and dripping with sweat. My back is on fire and my limbs are made of rubber. Sylas ducks his head and leans it on my neck and sets me down slowly. I keep my arms around his neck since I’m pretty sure my legs wouldn’t support me right now.


    His cum runs down my leg, but neither of us moves.


    “Do you love me?” he asks, his voice raspy. My head snaps up, looking into his blue eyes.


    “What?” I must have heard him wrong.


    “Do you love me?” I open my mouth to answer, but I can’t. I’ve promised to be honest with him. I definitely cannot tell him that I love him. That it was real when I said it. Not part of our game. I didn’t mean for it to happen.


    I’m about to break the first new promise I made to him.


    “I don’t know,” I say, lying through my teeth.

  


  


  


  
    


    Six


    


    I can’t tell if he believes me or not, but he walks backward, taking me with him as we make our way to the couch. We’re lucky neither of us trips over our discarded clothing.


    He sets me down on the couch and then goes to grab his pants, sliding them on without his boxer briefs before grabbing my clothes and handing them to me. I take them and go to the bathroom to clean myself up before I get dressed again.


    I put my panties, jeans and shirt on, but leave the bra off.


    He sits down next to me again, and props his elbows on his knees as he leans forward. I mirror his stance.


    “What are you thinking about?” He’s in one of his deep silences. The kind that means he’s far away and it’ll be a job to bring him back to me.


    He turns his head slowly.


    “I don’t know what to do with you, Saige. I really don’t.”


    “I’m sorry,” I say, but I have no idea why I’m apologizing.


    He lets out a long breath.


    “But I can’t seem to get you out of my head. I think about you all the time. You drive me crazy.” Then he knows the feeling.


    “You drive me fucking crazy,” he says again, shaking his head.


    “You drive me fucking crazy,” I say and he finally cracks a smile.


    I lean over and bump his shoulder with mine. He does the same and soon we’re attacking each other in a different way. Sylas is tickling me into submission.


    “Stop! Sylas, stop!” I say, laughing so hard I can’t breathe.


    “Never,” he says, somehow finding my very worst spots right under my ribs and on the bottoms of my feet. He lets up when I’m completely out of breath.


    “I missed you,” he says.


    “You saw me yesterday,” I say.


    “I know. It doesn’t mean I can’t miss you.”


    “You’re right,” I say. He lowers his body onto mine. I can’t help but smile up at him. It’s impossible not to smile when he’s like this. Sylas can be dark sometimes, and I love that, but when he’s fun and playful is just as addictive. Maybe it’s just… Sylas.


    “I really missed you, Saige,” he says, brushing my hair back from my face.
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    Even though we just fucked up against the door, he takes me again, slowly this time. I don’t bother asking about the condom. It’s sort of a moot point now. I have an IUD and I know he gets tested regularly. I know because I’ve seen his medical records. One of the perks of being my father’s daughter.


    He goes so slow that I feel each and every inch of him as he penetrates me. This is also a statement. That he wants me, and not just for sex. Because this isn’t fucking. It’s so much more than a penis entering a vagina. So much more than two people sweating together and sharing a moment.


    I love him so much that it makes me want to cry again.


    I climax again and throw my head back. Just as he follows me he dips his head to my neck and growls something. I think he said “I love you” but I’m not sure.


    I’m not really sure about anything anymore.
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    Sylas doesn’t stay the night with me. A strange silence settles over us after we finish the second time and I know that this time he’s too far-gone in his head for me to bring back.


    “I’m going to go,” he says after he gets completely dressed again. I’m still lying naked on the couch. I’m also mourning the loss of his nudity. I wish I could keep a naked version of him in my closet and pull him out to just to stare at whenever I want.


    “Okay,” I say, not getting up. I’m satiated and boneless, but empty at the same time.


    He looks down at me as if he’s not sure how exactly to proceed. A kiss? A hug? A pat on the head?


    He finally decides on just a nod and then he’s out the door.


    I lay there on the couch for a while as my body cools from his touch. I know I’ve got bruises and marks and he definitely does. We can’t seem to be together without leaving something behind on the other person.


    I finally get up and take a shower, even though I don’t want to. I like having the smell of him on my skin.


    My tattoo burns in the hot water, but I don’t care. I should have asked Sylas to rub some lotion on it, since it’s nearly impossible for me to reach the area myself.


    It’s early still, but I need to sleep. I crawl into bed straight from my shower, naked and wet. I roll myself in the blankets and try to think about anything but Sylas and how in the hell he’s ever going to trust me.
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    I’m back to my regular routine the next day. Well, as regular as my routine ever is. While I’ve been working on Sylas, my time has been spent in school and basically waiting around on him. Popping into his “work” for lunch, texting him, following his movements. It’s been a nice break from working for Dad. He’d have me do everything from surveillance to hacking to a little B and E. It took me a while to figure out that other little girls didn’t practice safe cracking with their daddies on the weekends.


    I never told anyone. Even though I wanted to blab to my classmates and friends what cool and secret things I could do, I never told because I knew how important it was. My mother never knew. Still doesn’t. Dad and I cover for each other and I’m pretty sure if she walked in on us hacking into someone’s computer, she’d just look the other way.


    But now a lot of my work is done with Sylas and I can throw my focus back into school. I really do want to work with art. That wasn’t a lie. It took me a while to actually tell Dad that was what I wanted to pursue. It didn’t go over very well at first. Of course he wants me to take up his mantle or cape, or whatever, and carry on his legacy.


    But I don’t want to.


    Realizing I’m going to be late if I don’t get my shit together, I throw on some clothes, grab my bag and dash down the stairs. At least for the next few hours all I have to think about is cubism, forced perspective and shading.


    


    [image: ]


    


    I don’t hear a word from Sylas the rest of the week. I think he’s trying to process everything and I can’t say I blame him. My tattoo starts to peel and itch and I wish he were here to help me put lotion on it, but I can’t bring myself to call or text him. The ball is in his court now. I’m his if he wants me. Me and my honesty.


    I would love to be honest with him. More than anything. But my secrets don’t just belong to me. They belong to Dad, and they’re not mine to share. Not mine to give.


    My anticipation for seeing Lizzy ramps up over the week and by Friday night I’m so nervous I can barely sleep. I know I’ve met her before, but this time I will really be spending time with her as my sister. My half-sister, but still. The only sister I have. The only sister I’ll ever have.


    I’m ready hours early and sitting on the couch, my knees twitching as I wait for Sylas.


    Finally, about five minutes before nine, he sends me a text message saying that he’s downstairs. I bolt down the stairs and slow enough that I don’t look like I’m rushing. I don’t want him to know how much this means to me.


    Yet again, he doesn’t open the door for me. I know my cheeks are flushed and I’m breathing a little heavily.


    “Hey,” I say, not looking at him.


    “Hey. You ready to go?” he asks, like I haven’t been ready forever.


    “Yeah,” I say. I watch him nod out of the corner of my eye and then he’s pulling away from the curb and we’re on our way.


    In silence.


    I’m going to see my sister.
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    “It’s going to take us a while to get there,” he says a few minutes later. “I needed to keep her close, but not too close.” I nod and stare out the window. I wonder if he’s regretting what happened earlier in the week. The talk and the sex and the agreement to try and move things forward. We haven’t spoken about it since; almost like it didn’t happen.


    I can’t stand the silence, so I reach over and turn on the radio, flipping to the classic rock station. Words dance behind my lips, begging to come out.


    Sylas coughs and looks over at me. He opens his mouth to say something, but then closes it. I guess I’ll get the conversational ball rolling.


    “I thought I was going to hear from you this week,” I say. I want to ask him what he’s been doing with himself, but I don’t really have a valid claim on that information. Not anymore.


    “Well, my plan to move was changed, so I had to regroup.” Meaning his team also had to regroup. I assume they’ve all come back and he’s told them what happened with me and Dad and everything. I wonder if he’s told them about Lizzy.


    “And?” I ask, prompting him for more.


    “And nothing. I’m here. I’m not leaving.” He seems pissed.


    “Are you mad at me?”


    A laugh that’s part-bark escapes his mouth.


    “Why would I be mad at you, Saige?” The bitter edge in his voice is back. Great.


    “Look, you don’t have to be an asshole. This isn’t fun for me either.”


    His hands tighten on the steering wheel and I start fiddling with my septum ring.


    “I’m never going to forgive you for what you did,” he says, and the words hit me. Hard.


    “I know,” I say.


    More silence. It’s never been so hard to talk to him. I decide to change tactics.


    “What happened to her? To Lizzy?” I say. I expect him to get mad, but he doesn’t. His shoulders relax just a tiny bit. I’ve found a safer topic, it appears.


    “She was born that way. She just thinks differently from other people. And she’ll never really be able to live on her own. It takes her much longer to learn things, so it’s just not safe. But she’s happy where she is. I made sure it was a good facility and they take good care of her. She has friends and does activities and they take her to the aquarium and to movies. I wish I could see her more than I get to.” He’s been her only caretaker for years and I totally understand that he’d want to protect her.


    “I didn’t know. About her. Not until he told me,” I say, answering his unasked question.


    “When did he tell you?” he asks, his voice flat. I know he wants to know.


    “Just a few weeks ago. I… I didn’t know what to say. I was pissed at first. That he never told me I had a sister. I lived my whole life without knowing about her.” I was pissed when he told me. Seriously pissed. I got upset and “threw a tantrum” as my mother would say. Really it was just me yelling a lot and breaking a few things. I wish I could blame my temper on my hair, but it’s not wholly responsible for my actions.


    “I know you’re not happy about me being here, but I really appreciate you letting me come.” I touch his hand where it rests on the shifter. He doesn’t flinch and I move my hand so it’s lying on top of his. My nails are covered in chipping black polish. Normally I take more care with my nails, but I’ve been a little distracted lately.


    “Were you ever a college student?” he asks and I’m surprised it’s taken him this long to ask. “You promised to be honest with me.”


    I squeeze his hand just a little.


    “Yes, I am a college student studying art history. And yes, my father isn’t that happy about it. I work with him when I can. More now that I’m not—” I cut myself off.


    “Conning me,” he finishes for me. I nod.


    “I wish there was a Hallmark card I could give you, but I don’t think there’s one for this particular situation,” I say, trying to make a joke. He doesn’t even crack a smile.


    “I don’t need a card. I just need… I don’t know. Time. Space. Room to think.” Away from me, I assume.


    “Sure,” I say.


    The rest of the trip is relatively silent. We’re both busy with thinking our separate thoughts. But I keep my hand on his the whole time.

  


  


  


  
    


    Seven


    


    He parks in front of the Center and I get out tentatively. It has the feel of a small apartment complex and there are pretty flowers in large pots lining the walkway and lots of bright art hung in the windows.


    It looks nice here. Not what I would have thought, but he did tell me that this was a good place.


    We both have to check in at the front desk. Sylas must have called them and added my name to the list of visitors because they knew I was coming with him. We’re both handed the requisite visitor badges and affix them to our shirts.


    “You were right, it is really nice here,” I say as we walk past one of the activity rooms where some of the residents are standing at easels and painting with large brushes and tubs of bright, bold paint. There’s a nice energy in here and everything is bright and fun and colorful.


    “Her room is this way,” he says, leading me down the hall.


    Lizzy’s door is partially open, but he knocks before we go in. I take a deep breath and then there she is. The minute she sees Sylas, she beams, but when she sees me standing behind him, she squeals and then I’m engulfed in a hug. Lizzy is taller than me, and I nearly lose my breath.


    “New sister,” she says in my ear as we rock back and forth. “New sister.”


    “It’s nice to see you again,” I try to say, but my voice is muffled against Lizzy’s chest. I can’t see Sylas to know what his reaction is.


    “Hey, Lizzy, how about you let your new sister breathe, okay?” Lizzy lets go, but grabs my hand and then Sylas’ and hauls us both into the room. She’s a wiry thing, but she’s stronger than she looks.


    Sylas and I almost crash into each other so we don’t lose our balance.


    “Whoa, be careful, Lizzy,” he says, but she just keeps dragging us across the room to her bed.


    “Sit,” she commands me and I look at Sylas warily.


    “What are you up to, Sister?” he asks as I sit on the bed. Sylas sits next to me and he’s definitely a little on edge.


    Lizzy sighs as if we’re being dumb on purpose.


    “I want to give you your presents.” The “duh” is left unsaid.


    “Presents?” I ask.


    Lizzy skips over to her dresser and pulls open the top drawer, fiddles around under her socks and then comes out with two items wrapped in tissue paper.


    I take the one wrapped in red and Sylas takes the one wrapped in blue.


    “Should we open them?” I ask.


    “Uh-huh,” she says, and she’s so excited, she’s bouncing on her heels. I share one more look with Sylas and then we both open our presents. I have no idea what this could be. I just didn’t expect this. I feel like a jerk for not bringing her something. I should have brought her something.


    “Oh,” I say when I get the paper off. A hand-painted picture frame is revealed, with a drawing in it that is clearly of me. She got the red hair and the green eyes perfect. Sylas’ is also a drawing, but of him this time. He’s smiling bigger than he probably ever has in his life, but other than that, it’s definitely him. She even got some of the tattoos on his arm.


    Sylas looks up at Lizzy and gives her a hug. I’m not sure what to do. I feel like an intruder, which was my worst fear when I agreed to come.


    “Thank you so much, Lizzy. It’s beautiful. I’m going to put it right on the wall in my new apartment.” He kisses her forehead and she hugs him hard.


    “Love you, Brother.”


    “Love you, Sister.”


    “I’ll eat you up, I love you so,” she says to him and I have to look down to hide the tears in my eyes. They just love each other so much. I run my finger around the edge of the frame and wonder just how I got here, to this point in my life. All the twists and turns that somehow brought me to this room with a half-sister I never knew existed and in love with her brother.


    “Are you okay?” Sylas asks, and I look up.


    “Yeah,” I say, using one hand to brush the tears off my face. “Thank you, Lizzy. Thank you.”


    Lizzy doesn’t say anything, just sits next to me on the bed and holds my face. It’s very intense, but I don’t move. I stare into her wide blue eyes and find so much in them. Her thumbs brush away my tears and then she leans forward, putting her forehead against mine.


    “You’re welcome, my new sister.” I’m completely and utterly stunned.


    “I always wanted a sister,” I whisper.


    “Me too,” Lizzy says and then she smiles. I can’t help but smile with her and then we start laughing, our voices mingling together and sounding eerily similar.
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    Lizzy takes me on a tour of the Center, and won’t let go of my arm as she introduces me to everyone. She’s so happy and it’s infectious. My apprehension is gone and I don’t remember the last time I felt this light. Sylas walks behind us, giving us space, but I can feel him watching the two of us. I want to ask him what he thinks, what’s going on in his head, but we have the whole drive back for that. Right now I’m all about my new sister.


    It turns out we love a lot of the same books. Sylas even bought her a bunch of the Harry Potter books after I told him to read them. The gesture makes me smile. I can’t seem to stop smiling. My cheeks hurt.


    Lizzy doesn’t ask about “the man” as she calls our dad, but she is wearing the charm bracelet he sent her. I’ve got mine on and they clink together as we hold hands.


    By the time we need to leave, I’ve promised to video chat with her at least once a week, and I’ve promised to come back next week and every week after that, forever. It’s impossible to say no to Lizzy.


    “Sisters forever,” Lizzy says as she gives me a hug goodbye.


    “Sisters forever,” I repeat.
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    The minute the car door shuts and Sylas starts driving, I break down. Just absolutely lose it. The sobs overtake my body and I’m making this awful sound. Sylas slows the car and pulls over to the side of the road.


    And then his arms are around me and he’s whispering nonsense in my ear and all I want is for him to hold me like this forever. His arms are warm and strong around me and I hold onto him so I don’t fly away.


    I don’t even know why I’m crying.


    Finally my shaking subsides and I can breathe normally. Peeling my head off his tear-soaked chest, I look up into his eyes.


    “Are you okay?” he asks, smoothing my hair back. I must be an absolute mess.


    I can’t seem to find any words to say but two.


    “Kiss me.”


    His jaw tightens and he seems to think it over before leaning down and pressing his lips to mine.


    His taste mingles with the salt from my tears and I hold onto his face, desperate. I’m just so scared of losing him. Of him leaving my life.


    Little sounds of desperation escape my mouth as we kiss, but he’s holding back. Keeping himself safe. I don’t blame him, but oh, I want him. I want him the way we used to be. Before we both fucked everything up. I guess we were really fucked up to begin with. We never would have met if it weren’t for Lizzy. Who knew something like this would come out of one night of my father and their mother.


    I bite onto his bottom lip, hard enough to draw blood, but he doesn’t break the kiss. The coppery taste is heavy on my tongue and I pull back.


    I want to tell him I love him. Tell him that it wasn’t a lie when I said it. Tell him that I wish I could take it all back. Hit Rewind and erase all the lies and the deceptions.


    “Thank you for bringing me,” I say instead as a tiny drop of blood wells on his bottom lip. He licks it away and lets me go.


    “You’re welcome.”
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    The ride back is entirely silent, except for the radio. Sylas can’t seem to choose a station and it’s annoying. I want to reach out and stop his hand from pushing buttons and turning the dial and messing with the bass and volume.


    He only stops doing it when we pull up in front of my apartment.


    “Thank you again,” I say. Things are so awkward between us and I hate it. I could kiss him again, but that’s not going to solve anything. We could fuck each other over and over and it wouldn’t solve anything. It’s going to take more than our physical chemistry to get us past this point and talking again.


    “Do you want to come in?” I ask, hating the way my voice sounds. Tentative and a little whiny. I hate feeling this way with him. I want to be confident and in-control again.


    He starts to shake his head, but then turns and looks at me. His bottom lip is still red.


    “Just to talk,” he says. “Nothing else.” He’s also a shadow of his former self. The man who said he wanted to fuck me on our first date is gone and I’m left with this stone-faced, quiet person I don’t know how to handle.


    “Yeah, sure. Just to talk,” I echo and we both get out.

  


  


  


  
    


    Eight


    


    He sits on the couch and I get us both glasses of water. I briefly consider grabbing some alcohol, but that probably isn’t the best idea. If we drink, we’re going to get naked. It’s inevitable.


    I hand him the sweating glass and he takes it with a nod.


    “I hate this,” I say, shattering the silence. “I hate how we are now. I really hate it.” I pull my knees up and rest my chin on them.


    He sets his water glass down on one of my coasters that’s shaped like a red heart and turns to face me.


    “I hate it too.”


    Good. We’ve agreed on something. That’s a start.


    “Do you think it’s possible for us to start over? Go from square one?” I ask, and his mouth tightens into a line.


    “I honestly don’t know, Saige. I appreciate you wanting to be honest with me from here on out, but that’s not enough. It’s not enough to undo what we did to each other.” At least he isn’t putting the blame solely in my hands.


    “Then what is?” I say, picking up my water. My throat is so dry. I’m also starving. I haven’t eaten all day.


    He rubs his eyes with one hand and takes another sip of water.


    “That’s another question I can’t answer.”


    “So we’re stuck. Like this. Forever,” I say.


    He shrugs.


    “Don’t you care? I know you at least miss having sex with me.”


    “Saige, I…” He can’t seem to finish his thought.


    “Even if you don’t want to have sex with me, we’re still connected. We’ll always be connected. By Lizzy.” I hate using this against him, but it’s the only card I have to play.


    His eyes narrow at the mention of Lizzy.


    “I know you want to protect her, but I’m not here to… get something out of her. As soon as I found out I had a sister, I wanted to get to know her. And Dad has spent forever waiting.” I probably shouldn’t bring him up, but he’s part of this too.


    “I don’t trust your father,” he says. Does that mean he trusts me?


    “I know. I don’t blame you. But about Lizzy, his motives are pure. Everything he’s done has been for her. Because of her.” I lean toward him and he doesn’t move away.


    “I want to believe you, Saige. If you don’t know anything else, know that. That I want to believe you. It’s been just me and Lizzy for so long and to know that she has other family? A new sister she adores? It’s almost a miracle.” I let a breath out and the tightness in my chest lets up. Just a tiny bit. We’re making progress. Little, bitty, tiny steps.


    “But I’m not willing to take risks where Lizzy is concerned.” I knew there was a “but” coming.


    “I understand. But please, just think about it. For me?” I’m throwing everything I can into this.


    He’s still for a long time and then his face softens.


    “I’ll try.”


    I can’t help but smile.


    “That’s all I ask,” I say.
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    Thinking we should do something not quite so intense, I suggest we watch a movie. I have mounds of homework I should be doing, but I know I’m not going to be able to focus on it right now. My brain has too much else going on.


    “How about Rear Window? I’ll watch it without any commentary,” I say, knowing that it’s his favorite Hitchcock film. Vertigo is most definitely better, but I’ll let this slide. Once.


    The movie suggestion makes him almost smile. Close enough.


    I put it in and go to make popcorn. I make that the way he likes it as well, with not too much butter and a lot of salt.


    We sit close to each other on the couch, but the distance between us feels endless. He’s on one side of the Grand Canyon and I’m on the other.


    And then, as if we’re in a movie, our hands collide in the popcorn bowl. As if fate engineered it. He pulls back first, but I grab his hand, which is a little slick from the butter.


    “Do you believe in fate?” I ask him for the second time. The last time I asked, he told me he did. Something tells me the answer is going to be different this time.


    Sylas looks down at our joined hands and then up into my eyes.


    “No. No, I don’t.”


    I nod and let go of his hand.


    “That’s what I thought. I didn’t believe you the first time.” I didn’t believe a whole lot of what he said, but there were moments of pure truth and clarity.


    “You didn’t?” He looks away from the movie.


    “No. I pretty much assumed everything you said was a lie,” I say and he actually flinches.


    “Does that bother you?” I say and he shakes his head.


    “No.”


    “Liar,” I say.


    He sighs and goes back to the movie.


    “I didn’t lie to you about everything,” he says, keeping his eyes on the screen.


    “I know,” I say. “I didn’t lie to you about everything either.”


    I didn’t lie to him all those times I told him that I loved him. When I told him that I didn’t know if I loved him, that was a lie. It’s the one I regret the most.


    “There are more things you don’t know,” I say. I know I’m not supposed to talk to him about this, but I can’t hold it back anymore.


    “What things?” he asks. It’s like he can’t look at me while he talks to me. I wish he would.


    “I’m not supposed to tell you. Dad wants to talk to you.” At the mention of my father, he stiffens.


    “About what?” His voice goes hard again.


    I take a breath and then figure I’ve come this far now; I might as well keep going.


    “He wants you to work for him.” He goes totally still. Not even blinking.


    It takes him a long time to move.


    “I knew it,” he says in a quiet voice. “I knew he wanted something else from me.”


    “It’s not like that. You both have the same goals. To bring down corporate corruption. You’re so much alike.” I didn’t mean to say the last part, but it comes out anyway. His head snaps around.


    “I am nothing like him.” He’s furious. I’m actually grateful for some sort of emotion from him. I know he’s been holding himself back for a while.


    He gets to his feet and starts to storm toward the door.


    “Wait, Sylas!” I race after him and he rips the door open.


    “Don’t, Saige. Just don’t.” Pain. Sharp, brilliant, naked pain replaces the anger in his eyes and I freeze. He takes one last look at me and then he’s gone.
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    I call Dad after Sylas leaves. Mostly to tell him that I blew it. To say he’s not pleased would be an understatement.


    “How could you, Saige? All that work for nothing.”


    “I know, I’m sorry. I just couldn’t hold it in anymore.” Dad doesn’t know I love Sylas. I told him I was playing the game and I guess he didn’t know the difference.


    Dad sighs and I picture him raking his hand through his hair. Sylas does the same thing sometimes. I wasn’t lying when I said they were alike. They are. In so many ways.


    “Well, now I’m going to have to regroup. Figure out how to approach him again.”


    “I’m sorry.”


    “I know you are.” Dad never stays mad at me for long. “How did your visit go?” I was going to call him anyway and tell him about my day with Lizzy. That’s a much better subject to talk about.


    “It was so good. She’s wonderful. I know she’s different, but she’s so smart. She sees the world in such an amazing way. And she didn’t let go of my hand the whole time.” I smile when I remember how hard she held me. Like she was afraid I was going to run away.


    Dad coughs and I wonder if he’s crying.


    “That’s great, Saige. It really is. I used to think about the two of you together and what it would look like.” We should have taken a picture. I didn’t even think of it at the time.


    “She drew a picture of me,” I say as I take out the frame that I carefully wrapped up before putting it in my purse. “It’s really good. She got my hair and everything.” I pop the stand out from the back of the frame and set it on top of one of the tables in my living room. It somehow fits right in with my other décor and that makes me smile.


    Sylas might not believe in fate, but I do.


    Dad and I talk about other things and he says that he’s going to contact Sylas and set up a meeting. As much as Dad wants Sylas, he also wants the rest of his team. The ragtag group of Robin Hoods that have somehow managed to elude capture by their adversaries or police for several years.


    I haven’t met them, but I’ve seen them all when I’ve been on surveillance.


    One other thing I haven’t told Sylas is that I was the one who sent him the messages. One of Dad’s minions did the hacking, but I did the message sending because Dad didn’t trust someone else to. Dad was the one who took the pictures he also sent to Sylas.


    It was fun. At first. Sylas was always on edge and stressed when he’d get one. I could read it all over him. And then I started hating it because it was just one more way I was lying to him.


    There were other things I did and I’m not proud of it. Not at all. I’ve never thought about the people I’ve lied to in the past. Things were black and white. They were bad people and they were getting what they deserved. Sometimes that still didn’t feel like enough.


    But with Sylas… I regret it. I actually regret it. And I don’t want to do it anymore. I’ve spent my whole life learning to be my father’s protégé and now I want to throw it away. I want to live a real life. A life not filled with lies and deception and pretending to be someone I’m not.


    Not that I was pretending with Sylas. Deception has always been easy for me, but with him, it was difficult for the first time. Sylas challenged me. He made me feel things I hadn’t felt before. I had it all planned out, but then he started talking to me and I just found myself saying what I would normally say.


    Like being with him broke down all my walls and stripped me bare.
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    I throw myself back into homework and finally get caught up on all the things I’d been putting off.


    It’s Saturday night and I’m home in my pajamas. Wild times.


    I could call Lo and go out with the gang. She’d asked me to go earlier in the week, but I wasn’t feeling it. Besides, I didn’t know how long we’d be gone to visit Lizzy and there was no way I was going to cut the visit short.


    I want to go and see Sylas, but that’s probably a terrible idea. I do send him a text, letting him know, again, that I’m sorry. I don’t know what else I can say to him now. Maybe things with us are beyond repair. I have a wild idea of showing up at his place wearing just a trench coat or something, but that only works in movies.


    And then I have a somewhat crazy idea, and run to find some of the information Dad gave me on Sylas and his crew.
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    The phone rings twice before Cash picks up.


    “Hello?” he says, and I know he doesn’t know who’s calling.


    “Hi. This is Saige.” He inhales sharply and I wait for him to respond.


    “Well hello, Saige. It’s nice to finally speak to you.” His voice is deep and rich, which matches his stature. Cash is one of those fellows who looks like he flips tractor tires with one hand for fun and can rip phonebooks in half. He almost has to walk sideways to get through a standard doorway.


    “Same here. You’re probably wondering a) how I got this number and b) what I’m calling about.” He chuckles and the sound rumbles through the phone.


    “You’re right. I am wondering both of those things. Although I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t impressed that you got this number.” This is his personal cell phone that even Sylas doesn’t know about.


    “You have people and so do we,” I say mildly.


    “It would seem so. Are you going to answer the second question, or am I going to have to guess?”


    “Yes, I am.” Although it would be kind of fun and string him along to pass the time. I take a breath to prepare. “I need your help with Sylas.”


    My declaration is met with silence.


    “Well. I can honestly say I was not expecting that at all. Well-done, you.” I almost think he’s going to give me a round of applause.


    “What I can’t understand is why you would come to me to help you with Sylas. What exactly would you need my help with?” Now comes the tricky part. I have to throw the dice and hope they turn up in my favor.


    “I love him,” I say, not beating around the bush. “I did the whole time. It wasn’t a lie and now he’s angry with me and can’t seem to get past what we did to one another.”


    He just starts laughing. And laughing. It seems like it goes on forever.


    “Well, that’s two surprises in tonight. I feel like I should give you an award.” I don’t want an award. I just want him to help me, or at least give me some advice.


    “Do you believe me?” I ask.


    “Well, I don’t know you very well, Saige Beaumont, but I believe you. I’m pretty good at spotting a liar, even when I can’t see them.” I bet he is. He’d have to be, to work with Sylas.


    “Good. That’s good. So, will you help me?” I wait for him to laugh again and tell me to go fuck myself.


    “Well, I know you must be desperate if you’re coming to me. Maybe we should meet and hash this out in person. How about the coffee shop near campus.” It’s the coffee shop I first met Sylas in. The coffee shop that will never be the same to me now because I’ll never go in there without thinking of Sylas.


    “Half an hour?” I say.


    “You’re on.”


    He ends the call and I wonder what the hell I just did.

  


  


  


  
    


    Nine


    


    I’m a few minutes early, so I get a seat near the back so we can have some privacy. Cash walks in just as I’m wiping the table with a napkin. He’s pretty hard to miss. Actually, he’s impossible to miss.


    Several people stop talking and watch him walk toward me. Well. I guess the table in the back isn’t going to stop people from noticing him. He’s too conspicuous.


    His face lights up into a smile as he walks toward me and I can’t really tell what it’s supposed to mean. Is he happy to see me? Or does he smile when he’s nervous?


    My hands are shaking a little as I toss the napkin I was using to clear the table.


    “Well. Here you are,” he says, gesturing to me.


    “Here I am,” I say, not sure what to do next. He settles it for both of us as he gathers me in his enormous arms and gives me the hug to end all hugs. I have to turn my head to the side so I can actually breathe. He lifts me up until I have to balance on my toes¸ but he sets me down gently.


    “It’s so nice to finally meet you,” he says, sitting down. “What would you like to drink?” This feels almost disturbingly like a blind date.


    “I’m okay,” I say, but he just winks at me and goes up to the counter to order. A few minutes later he comes back with two cups of coffee. Mine has a little cream and a little sugar. Just how I like it. How did he know?


    I look up at him suspiciously as I sip. He just keeps smiling.


    “I know things about you, too, Saige.”


    I suppose he does. Besides, Sylas got the information from somewhere. Or maybe Sylas told him what kind of coffee I like. I hope he didn’t tell them about other things that I like.


    Then again, he probably did.


    Cash figures out my train of thought and starts laughing. He’s definitely not what I expected at all. Whenever I saw him in public with Sylas, he’d always been rather stoic, but maybe that was his game face. The mask he wore when he was on the job. Total focus.


    “So, Saige Beaumont, what can I do for you?” he says, leaning back in the chair. I worry about its structural integrity, but don’t comment.


    “Well, I was thinking… maybe you could… I’m not even sure what I’m thinking anymore. All I can do is think about him.” I look up into his eyes. They’re blue, but totally unlike Sylas’. Cash’s eyes are more of a lighter blue, which contrast with his dark hair. They’re very nice.


    “Sylas would murder me if he knew I was here talking to you about this. But Sylas doesn’t always know what’s best for himself.” He’s known Sylas for years. If there’s anyone who knows him better than I do (if I even know him at all), it’s Cash, which is why I need him.


    “You probably hate me,” I say. This was a bad idea. Hell, he could kill me if he wanted to. I know he’s got weapons on him. I’ve just got a little knife in my boot, but up against Cash’s strength, I’d be doomed.


    His eyes narrow and he studies my face for a long time before taking another sip of coffee.


    “No, I don’t hate you. I hate some of the things you did, but I understand why you did them. And it’s not like I’m a paragon of virtue either.” That’s definitely true. None of us are innocents. We’re all a bunch of criminals.


    “I hate them too, so that makes two of us,” I say. He laughs again.


    “He loves you, you know,” he says.


    I shake my head.


    “No. He loved the game. He loved playing the part. Whatever we had before is gone.” Notwithstanding the amazing chemistry we have between the sheets. Or up against the door. Or on the couch.


    He shakes his head slowly.


    “I’m going to be straight with you, Saige. I don’t trust you.”


    “Fair enough,” I say. I don’t trust him either.


    “But I’ve never seen Sylas the way he was when he was with you. He seemed calm and happy and it was nice to see him focus on something. He’s been a little lost lately.” So had I, before I met him. “You took a huge risk coming here and telling me about your feelings. I have to respect that.” I’m waiting for the “but.”


    “I think you’re good for each other. So, yes, I’ll help you.” I exhale a shaky breath and clench my hands together.


    “Why?” He has absolutely nothing to gain by helping me. In fact, if Sylas found out, it would cause a huge rift between the two men. I have the sense they don’t keep many secrets from each other.


    He shrugs.


    “Because one of us should be happy. And… maybe I’m a romantic.” His cheeks go just a shade darker. He’s blushing. Cash is blushing.


    “You’re a romantic?” I say, raising an eyebrow. This guy is… something else. I can almost see why he and Sylas would be friends.


    “Absolutely. If I don’t believe in anything else, I believe in love.”


    “What about revenge?” I ask. He waves that off.


    “Oh, I believe in that too, but love does a lot more good in the world.”


    I’m… stunned. Actually stunned.


    “I told him I’d be honest with him from here on out,” I say when I can form words again.


    “And are you going to stick to that?” I put both hands around the coffee cup.


    “I just wish we’d met outside of all this. Run into each other naturally.”


    “But you didn’t and now you have to figure out how to move on from where you are. You’ll be connected for the rest of your lives by Lizzy.” I flinch a little at the mention of her name.


    “Have you always known Sylas had a sister?”


    He sighs.


    “I suspected, but I didn’t have confirmation until he told me after your little kidnapping drama.” Wow. So Sylas doesn’t tell Cash everything. Interesting.


    “I must say you’re not my favorite person right now. I was supposed to be on a beach with a topless blonde next to me, but here I am, back in the city.” Does he want an apology?


    “I’m sorry?” I say and it’s more like a question.


    He chuckles.


    “It’s fine. Life sometimes takes you in different directions than you intended and it’s like you were supposed to be going in that direction all along. I know your father wants to meet with Sylas and offer him a job.”


    “Not just him,” I blurt out and then want to kick myself. I’ve lost it. I’ve lost all my ability to keep a goddamn secret.


    Cash raises a dark eyebrow.


    “Really?”


    “I’m not supposed to be talking about this, but yes, he wants all of you. Not to work for him, but to work with him. Like… private contractors. Off the books, of course. He wants to expand his operation and he wouldn’t even have to train you because you already know what you’re doing. Plus, he has resources to keep you safe and out of jail.” I need to shut my mouth now. I clamp my jaw shut and wait for him to speak.


    “Well, that all sounds interesting, but I highly doubt the rest of the guys will go for it. They don’t trust anyone, and your lovely father just screwed us all over.” He says it all with a smile, though, as if he thinks it’s a funny joke. I can’t get a read on this guy.


    “That’s what I expected,” I say. I’m not going to tell him Dad has files on each of Sylas’ buddies and could very easily blackmail them into the job if necessary. I’ve said more than enough.


    “Are you going to tell Sylas about any of this?” I ask.


    “No, I’m not. It would only cause more trouble than it’s worth. But if you really want to try the honesty thing with him, you should. If you want him to trust you, ever, you’re going to have to rip yourself open and show him everything. All the ugly little corners of your soul.” I close my eyes, thinking about that.


    “And what if he doesn’t want me, even after I do that?” When did this turn into a twisted therapy session?


    He shrugs.


    “Then at least you’ll know you gave it your best shot and it just wasn’t meant to be.” That’s not comforting at all.


    I finish my coffee. Cash finishes his and takes both our cups to return them so they can be washed.


    “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” I say.


    “Love is almost never planned. It happens and when it does, you no longer have a choice.”


    I feel that way. Like Sylas and I were somehow inevitable. If we hadn’t met like this, we would have been drawn together another way. I wish it would have been another way.


    “Buck up, sweetheart. He loves you too. So you’re already halfway there,” he says, patting my shoulder, nearly knocking it out of the socket as we walk out.


    “Thanks. For everything.”


    “Just give me a shout if you ever want to talk,” he says, giving me another hug. This time he does lift me off the ground and I’m a little wobbly when he sets me back down.


    “See you later,” he says, walking away. Well, Cash doesn’t walk. He lumbers. I stand there, staring after him wondering what the hell just happened.
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    I want to do something for Sylas. Not a gift but something I can give him that shows I’m serious. That I’m not lying anymore.


    My first inclination is sex, but I know that’s not going to be enough. I get home from my little coffee date with Cash and pace my apartment, hoping something will jump out at me.


    I go to my bookshelf, seeking inspiration and then it hits me.


    A letter. I’m going to write him a letter.
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    By the time my alarm goes off the next morning to tell me to get up, I have a stack of paper on my bed, sore hands and crumpled and torn bits everywhere. It took all night, but I did it. I wrote everything out. Everything I always wanted to tell him when we were together. All the secrets.


    It’s just what Cash said. Showing him the ugly corners of my soul.


    I fold the pages together and shove them in a manila envelope because there are too many to just shove in a regular one.


    I scrawl his name on the front and hurry to get ready.


    


    [image: ]


    


    The BMW is nowhere to be found when I park down the street from his apartment, but that doesn’t mean anything. He might have returned it to the garage, or be riding around with one of the other guys.


    I have a dark hoodie pulled up over my hair so it’s not visible and I’ve got dark sunglasses as well.


    I’ve broken into his place more than a few times so it’s only a matter of making sure that he’s not there. I make my way across the street and to the door. I’m being reckless. Far too reckless.


    But I’m past caring. I just need him to see this letter. I walk quietly up the stairs and down the hall. I almost hold my breath as I press my ear to the crack in his door.


    At first I hear nothing, but then his voice. Talking to the cat. I could just slide it under the door, but he’s fast and he’ll probably catch me. I should try again later. I’m just about to turn around when the door flies open.


    “What the fuck are you doing here, Saige?”


    Busted.

  


  


  


  
    


    Ten


    


    I take the sunglasses off and pull down the hood.


    “I came to give you this. Just read it. That’s all.” I start to pivot on my heel, but he lunges out and grabs my arm, yanking me into the apartment and locking the door behind us. I can feel him vibrating with anger and… something else.


    “Why can’t you just leave me alone?” he says, stepping away from me and tearing his hands through his hair. “Everywhere I look, there you are. I see you everywhere. I can’t get you out of my mind. You’re driving me absolutely fucking crazy and I can’t take it.” He’s pacing around and I sense I’ve come just in the middle of him having a crisis. Guess I have good timing.


    I don’t say anything as he mutters to himself. Leo is perched on the back of the couch, his tail swishing back and forth, watching Sylas as if he’s wondering why his human is behaving like this.


    “You know why I can’t leave you alone,” I say, and he stops.


    “I know, I know, because of Lizzy. I really wish you would stop reminding me.”


    Now or never.


    “It’s not just her. I love you. I always did. I lied when I said I didn’t know. I love you, Sylas. In spite of all this other shit.” His mouth parts just a little and I want to throw myself at him, but we need to talk this out. We’re too quick to use sex so we don’t have to.


    “How can I believe you?” he asks, throwing his hands up.


    “Read this,” I say, holding up the envelope and then putting it on his kitchen counter. “It’s everything. If you don’t believe me after that, then fine. I won’t bother you about this again. But we’re still going to be in each other’s lives. No matter what.” I can’t even think about what will happen if he doesn’t want me. I can’t let myself go there.


    The ball is in his court.


    “We were happy together, Sylas. No matter what brought us together, we were happy and I loved you. I love you.” Biting my bottom lip so I won’t cry, I turn around and leave.


    He lets me go.


    


    [image: ]


    


    I’m distracted the rest of the day, wondering if Sylas has read the letter or burned it, and if he did read it, what did he think?


    I never used to be this kind of girl, and I hate it a little bit. No guy has ever twisted up my head so much, but then again, there’s only one Sylas.


    I refuse to let myself contact him. That’s where I absolutely draw the line. But I do call Lo and tell her I basically laid everything on the line with him. I can at least tell her that. She gives me encouragement and says that if he doesn’t accept it, then he’s an idiot and I wouldn’t want to be with him anyway. I roll my eyes, but it’s good to talk to her about it anyway.


    Dad calls me just as I walk through the door after a long and distracted day. I pick up the call, but then I see Sylas is sitting on my couch.


    “Dad? Uh, yeah, let me call you back. Bye.” I hang up before he can say anything else and my phone almost slips from my grip. I turn it off.


    “What are you doing here?” My voice is a whisper. I set my bags down and walk toward him. He’s dressed casual, in a ripped t-shirt and jeans.


    T-shirt? He’s wearing a t-shirt. He wore a t-shirt out in public, showing his tattoos. I’m as stunned by that as I am by him being here, in my house.


    “I read your letter,” he says, leaning forward and placing his forearms on his knees and clasping his hands together.


    “And?” I prompt, but it comes out as a squeak. I really wish I could get control of myself, but I’m shaking all over.


    He looks up at me.


    “I accepted the job. With your father.”


    I need to sit down. Going to the other end of the couch, I sink into it.


    “Why?”


    He chuckles.


    “Because it’s my only option, isn’t it? The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” True, but I had no idea he was going to go for it without at least a little bit more of a fight.


    “He blackmailed you,” I say, and it’s not a question.


    “More or less,” Sylas says and it makes me angry on his behalf. I love my father more than anything, but I don’t agree with everything he does.


    “He says that he has something I want.” I narrow my eyes.


    “Me?” I ask, but he shakes his head.


    “No. Something else. I have no idea what it is, but he told me that I’m definitely going to want it. I… I have to take the chance, Saige. And then there’s you.” He looks up at me and I search his eyes, looking for anything to give me hope.


    “We’ve done a lot of things to each other, you and I. But I can’t be sorry I met you. When I told you I loved you, it wasn’t part of the game. I said it because I meant it. I mean it. I do love you, Saige. So much it’s hard to breathe, I’m so utterly consumed by you.”


    That’s all I wanted to hear. I launch myself at him and he’s ready for me. His kiss is rough and hard and everything I want. There isn’t even time to get undressed. He just pulls down my jeans and underwear, unzips his pants and moves me until I’m sitting in his lap.


    I sink down onto his cock and stare into his eyes as I do. His eyes blaze into mine and I see everything I’ve always wanted.


    “So how the hell is this going to work?” I ask a while later as I’m lying on his chest and he’s playing with my hair.


    “I’m not sure. We should keep it quiet at first. I’m sure your father will be none too pleased. He threated to hurt me if I ever broke your heart.” That’s not surprising at all.


    “Well, you’re not going to, so you don’t have to worry about it.”


    “I wish I had your confidence.”


    “It’s not about being confident,” I say, lifting my head and resting my chin on his chest so I can see him. “It’s about knowing something, deep in your bones. I knew you were going to change my life, that very first moment when you saw me.” His hand stops moving on my hair.


    “That reminds me, why in the hell were you wearing that brown wig?” I laugh. I wondered how long it was going to take him to ask.


    “I wore it because I knew you’d be intrigued. No reason other than that. I have worn disguises before, many times. I just had that one kicking around.” Sylas holds a few strands of hair between his fingers, turning them so they catch the light.


    “You should never cover this hair. Ever.” He tugs a little and I yelp.


    “Is this even happening right now?” His hand goes from my hair to my cheek.


    “Yes. Somehow.”


    He gives me a soft kiss.


    “How are we going to trust each other?” I say. This is going to be our biggest hurdle. Well, the biggest next to Dad.


    “I really don’t know. I guess we’re going to take it one day at a time. That letter was a start. Thank you for sharing that with me. I know it wasn’t easy.” I’ve missed him. This is my Sylas. The man I fell in love with. Not the unemotional, quiet robot I’ve seen since everything went to shit.


    “Thank you for reading it and not setting it on fire.”


    “I would never disrespect you like that.”


    We don’t talk about the exact details of the letter. It was a lot for him to take in, I’m sure. I started at the beginning, with the games Dad and I used to play and went all the way to the moment when Dad asked me if I could help him with a job and showed me Sylas’ picture. At first I didn’t know what Dad wanted with Sylas, but I did the job anyway. And then I got far too wrapped up in it and fell in love with him and found out what Dad’s true motive was.


    I almost told him. Many times. I’m sure he remembers those moments when I seemed distant, or like I had something to tell him, but would divert his attention when he asked.


    “So I guess this makes us coworkers now?” I say. I don’t like the sound of that.


    “Close enough.”


    I shift so I’m lying more comfortably on his chest.


    “Did the rest of your guys want the jobs?” He lets out a long breath, his chest rising and falling.


    “Yes.” His tone is clipped.


    “Dad used what he had on them, didn’t he?”


    “Yes,” he says again.


    “I’m sure they weren’t very happy about it.”


    Now he’s the one who shifts.


    “I think they were more okay with it than I thought they would be. He’s got a lot of money, and they can do what they want more now that they have his protection.” Money is a powerful, powerful force. “Row has been wanting to work on cars forever, but a chop shop wasn’t exactly in the budget.”


    “And what about you? Are you okay with it?”


    “Ask me that question tomorrow,” he says and closes the door on that particular conversation.


    I don’t answer, but close my eyes and breathe him in and thank the fates, or whoever it was that saw fit to put the two of us together.


    “Stay,” I say later when we’ve both gotten up. “I’ll make you dinner.”


    He opens his mouth to say something, but I cut him off.


    “Okay, I’ll order dinner.” I’m not much of a cook. I usually don’t have the energy for it when I get home from school.


    He looks down at me and then holds my face in both hands.


    “Sure,” he says, placing a kiss on my lips.


    We end up getting Chinese and eating it on the couch while we argue over which movie to watch. I’m in the mood for a costume drama, but Sylas is having none of it.


    “If you watch this with me, I’ll watch whatever you want next time.” It feels so good to know there will be a next time. Hopefully there will be many next times.


    This is what being a twenty-year-old girl is supposed to be. I’m supposed to fight with my boyfriend about what movie to watch. Not worry about getting caught on a surveillance camera as I sneak into a building to steal some documents.


    He sighs like it’s the end of the world and then acquiesces.


    “Fine. But you owe me.”


    “Fine,” I say, selecting the movie and snuggling into his chest.


    “I’m glad you’re here,” I say as the opening scene of the movie fills the screen.


    “Me too, Redhead,” he says, kissing my cheek.

  


  


  


  
    


    Eleven


    


    Sylas has to wake me up the next morning because the alarm on my phone doesn’t go off. That’s when I realize my phone is still off.


    “Shit,” I say, turning it on and seeing several missed calls and messages from Dad.


    “Are you grounded?” Sylas says as he gets dressed in his old clothes. When he left last time, he took everything. I still have the lipstick heart on the mirror. I can’t bear to wash it off.


    He’s in a good mood and I’m thrilled. I thought this side of him was lost to me.


    “Haha, no. I just need to call him ASAP.” I walk out of the room and call him back.


    “Hey, Dad. I’m sorry about last night. I turned my phone off and forgot.”


    There’s a beat of silence.


    “I really needed to talk to you, Saige.”


    “I know, I’m so sorry.”


    He’s really angry. He’s only silent like this when he’s pissed.


    “I needed to talk to you about Sylas and the rest of his group. They’ve decided to work with me.”


    “Really? That’s good, isn’t it?” I say, lying smoothly. Sylas seems to be the only who disables my ability to lie.


    “Yes, but I had to use everything I had to make it happen. They didn’t come willingly.” I walk into the kitchen and start making coffee.


    “Well, can you blame them?”


    “No, I suppose not. But this is an opportunity that they can’t pass up. And it will give me a chance to show Sylas I can be trusted, so I’ll be able to see my daughter.” That’s his main motive. I hope Sylas understands that, because it’s important if they’re going to work together.


    I hear my bedroom door open and I turn around and put my finger to my lips to shush Sylas so Dad doesn’t hear him. He nods before going to sit quietly on the couch.


    “Exactly. Listen, I need to get ready for school and I’m running seriously late. Is there anything you need me to do?”


    “Just stay away from Sylas. I can’t have anything jeopardizing the relationship I’m trying to build with him. Your job with him is done, understand?” He’s using his strict voice. The kind he uses when he gives orders and expects them to be followed.


    I swallow before I say anything.


    “Absolutely. I understand.”


    I hang up and swallow again. Swallow the lie I just told my dad.


    “He told you to stay away from me, didn’t he?” Sylas says, and his voice is so close that I nearly jump out of my skin. I didn’t see him get up from the couch and walk over.


    I can only nod. I hate lying to Dad, but it can’t be helped.


    “What are you going to tell him?” I set the phone down on the counter and put my arms around his neck.


    “I’m not going to worry about it right now. We’re together and somehow we’ll find a way.” I press up to kiss him. He smiles down at me.


    “It feels good to be here with you. I never thought it could be like this.”


    “Me neither.” This isn’t something either one of us wanted, but it happened anyway. Life is strange sometimes.


    “Do you mind if I bring Leo here? If I’m going to stay nights, I don’t want to leave him.” I can’t help the little flutter in my chest when he suggests it. It’s almost like he’s moving in. Almost. No offence to his living situation, but my apartment is much nicer than his. Not that I would say no to staying there. As long as I was staying with him, we could be in a cardboard box next to the railroad tracks and I’d be okay.


    “Sure. As long as he doesn’t ruin my furniture.” Sylas smiles wide and my heart feels like it’s going to explode.


    “He’s good. I trained him when he was little with a spray bottle and water. The only thing he likes to go after are toys, but I’ll bring them with me.”


    “Okay,” I say, giving him another kiss and then going for the coffee cups. “Bring him over whenever.” I don’t know what Sylas does all day and I don’t ask. Things are too new and I feel like I’m going to be walking on eggshells, at least for the first week.
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    I’m late for class, but I honestly don’t care. I send Sylas a text letting him know I miss him already and he sends me one back. I know I have a constant smile and I must look like I’m on something, but I seriously don’t care. Of course Lo asks if I want to have lunch with her and she comments on it.


    “We’re back together.” It’s only a technicality that we weren’t together the first time.


    “I can tell. You look like someone who’s very satisfied.” I am. I’ve never had such explosive sexual chemistry with anyone. Whether we do it fast or slow, he’s the best I’ve ever had or will have. I don’t want anyone else.


    “It’s good. We’re good.” I steal a green bean from her plate and she scowls at me.


    “Well, good, I guess. But if he hurts you, I’m going to dismember him.” I munch the green bean and then point my fork at her.


    “You’ll have to get in line behind my dad.” Lo thinks my close relationship with my father is a little odd, but usually doesn’t comment on it.


    “Have you told your dad that you’re back together?” I shake my head.


    “No. He doesn’t know. I’m going to wait until things are a little more stable before I tell him. It’s not going to go over well.” I roll my eyes, but it’s so much more serious than my dad just being mad that I got together with my boyfriend.


    “I’m sure it will be fine when he sees how happy you are.” If only that were the case. I change the subject and ask Lo about the new exhibit she’s putting together. Art is one of the things that brought us together and it’s always a safe topic.


    When I put my key in the lock of my door, it flies open and Sylas is standing on the other side.


    “I didn’t know if you were going to be here,” I say, dropping my keys. He bends down to get them and then straightens to give me a kiss.


    “Where else would I be?” His eyes are intense and I can tell there’s something he wants to talk about. Leo runs out of the bedroom and starts twisting himself around my legs and rubbing his head on my ankles.


    “Are you okay? Did something happen?”


    “I just talked to your father today. He laid out what he wants me and the rest of the guys to do. It took some convincing. They’re not exactly the best at taking orders.” I can imagine. Granted, I’ve only met Cash, and seen the others from a distance.


    “Am I ever going to meet them?” I don’t mention my meeting with Cash. I haven’t contacted him since we met at the coffee shop, but I probably should. Just to let him know that his advice worked.


    Sylas closes right up.


    “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”


    “Why?” I say, even though I can name a thousand reasons it’s not a good idea. I want to know what his reasons are.


    “For one, they still think of you as an enemy. I haven’t told them that I’m here. They’ll probably find out anyway.” I know the feeling.


    “They’re going to find out eventually, right? I mean, I’m a part of your life and so are they. You can’t split yourself in half, Sylas.” Although I could see him trying. He’s stubborn like that.


    “I know, I know, I just… I need more time, Saige. I need more time to figure this shit out.” There goes the hand in the hair and the mood has shifted again and it’s my fault. Damn.


    “Hey, we don’t have to talk about it now,” I say, putting my hand on his arm and leading him to the living room. “How about I actually make us dinner and we watch whatever awful movie I owe you for watching the one last night.” That seems to cool him down, but he’s surly for the rest of the evening. I consider getting down on my knees and putting his cock in my mouth because I’m sure that would snap him out of it, but I’m tired and my eyelids start falling closed not even halfway through the movie.


    “Come here,” he says, pulling me into his lap. I lay down and he strokes my hair until I fall asleep with Leo perched on my feet.
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    The next few days are much the same. Sylas stays the nights with me and when I come home he’s always there to open the door for me. I don’t ask him about what he’s doing for my dad and he doesn’t offer any information. We’re so comfortable around one another, but then there are conversational landmines that have the potential to blow both of us up.


    I’ve barely talked to Dad, mostly because I’ve been avoiding him. It’s so much easier to lie to him when I’m not standing in front of him, or talking to him on the phone.


    We have another visit with Lizzy on Saturday and I’m only excited this time. Not nervous. I Skyped with her once during the week and I discovered that there are some of my favorite movies that she hasn’t seen yet, so I’m packing up some DVDs to take to her, along with some more books.


    “That’s really sweet,” Sylas says.


    “It’s the least I can do. I don’t really know how to do the sister thing. I’ve been an only child my whole life.” I wish there was a class or something I could take.


    “You’re doing a great job so far. Just keep doing what you’re doing,” Sylas says, brushing his hands down my back and squeezing my ass.


    He can’t seem to get his hands off me and I definitely don’t have a problem with it. He loves it when I lay on my stomach so he can look at my tattoo. It works in my favor because then I get to do all the looking at his tattoos that I want.


    He wears short sleeves now. It still shocks me when I see the exposed ink on his arms when we’re out. There are a lot of appreciative looks from other women, but I shoot them daggers from my eyes and they look away pretty damn quick.


    “I’m just scared I’m going to say the wrong thing and she’s going to get upset and hate me,” I say, confessing my worst fear where Lizzy is concerned.


    “Lizzy loves everyone. Literally. Everyone. Lizzy would probably give Hitler a hug.” Sylas wraps his arms around me and I laugh.


    “Hitler probably wouldn’t hug her back, though.” I turn in his arms to face him.


    “He doesn’t impress me as a hugger, no.”


    My phone rings and it’s another call from Dad.


    I ignore it.


    “Your father again?” Sylas asks. He knows I’ve been avoiding. One of the downsides of being in love with someone who notices everything.


    “Yeah. I’ve never avoided him like this before.” Sylas rubs my arms.


    “It’s not just about you, though. It’s about what I want from my life. I don’t want to do what he does. I want to work with art and study it and learn and see the world. I don’t want to have to keep remembering what my alias is, or where my weapon is so I can defend myself if I have to. I want to live a normal life.” I’ve been wanting to say this to someone, anyone, for a while now.


    “Oh,” Sylas says, stepping away from me. It’s like being hit with a blast of cold air.


    “What?” I say, and then it dawns on me. By rejecting my dad, I’m rejecting Sylas, since they’re basically doing the same job.


    “Sylas, wait,” I say as he tries to get away from me.


    “Just because I don’t want to do this, doesn’t mean I don’t want you to. I know how much this means to you, Sylas.” He lets me turn him around.


    “That’s… that’s not it at all, Saige.”


    “Then why are you upset with me?”


    He shakes his head.


    “I’m not. Listen, before I did the job with you, I was thinking about getting out. I’d just had enough, but I didn’t know how to end it. I had the guys depending on me and I couldn’t just bail on them. And then there was you and all I wanted was to be normal for you. To be a regular guy with a regular job.” I want to start laughing. We both want the same thing.


    “So what you’re telling me is that neither of us wants to be in the con game anymore.” He shakes his head again, a bemused smile on his face.


    “It appears so.”


    There’s just one problem and his name is Grayson Beaumont. My father.


    “Do you think you could talk to your father? Ask him if he could let us go? Maybe we could sign a contract and have it be a specified amount of time?” I’m surprised he didn’t. All his minions have contracts. Guess this was a different situation, seeing as how he has the blackmail material and whatever the thing is that Sylas wants. I can’t ask Dad what it is, because I’m not supposed to be talking to Sylas.


    “I wish I could, but I said I’d stay away from you.” And I can’t tell him I want to get out because it would break his heart. I only love a few people in the world, and I can’t hurt Dad.


    “So we’re fucked, basically,” he says and I nod.


    “Pretty much.”


    He sighs and pulls me into his arms again.


    “This is why I don’t believe in fate. If fate were real, we wouldn’t have anything standing in our way right now.”


    Now I’m shaking my head.


    “Fate isn’t easy. That doesn’t mean it real.”


    He kisses me on the nose.


    “You’re such an optimist,” he says. I’m not really. I just believe in things that he doesn’t believe in. That’s fine. He doesn’t have to believe.


    “I’ll talk to Dad. I’m going to tell him. Mom’s getting back on Sunday,” I say, making a face. It’s been nice having her gone.


    “I’m guessing I won’t be invited over for dinner anymore,” he says.


    “Probably not.” At least not right now.


    We’re interrupted by my phone ringing. I go to grab it and see that it’s Cash. Shit. I send it to voicemail and will call him back when Sylas isn’t around.


    “Who was that?” Sylas asks, and I bite my lip. I promised to be honest.


    “Promise you won’t get mad?”
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    He gets mad anyway, but a lot of the anger is directed toward Cash.


    “It’s not his fault. I asked him to meet with me. I was supposed to tell you, but I didn’t. Things are going to so well and I didn’t want to fuck it up.” Pulling his phone out, he makes a call. I don’t need to guess who he’s calling.


    “Yeah, what the hell were you doing talking to Saige and then not telling me about it?” He listens for a moment and I slink out of the room and hide in my bedroom to give him some privacy.


    Not that he gets it. I can hear every word because he’s yelling.


    There’s a beat of silence and then the bedroom door bursts open.


    Yup, still pissed.


    “Can we talk about this?” I ask. We’ve never fought like this, so I have no idea how Sylas fights. If he’s silent, if he wants to get it out, or if he wants to stew on it for a few hours. This is the part of our relationship that we’ve never gotten to do. The normal stuff.


    “Sure. Talk,” he says.


    I take a breath before I begin. I hope he hears me out.


    “I didn’t know what to do. I had no one else to ask, so I called him. He knows you better than anyone, except maybe for Lizzy. I could tell you that I loved you but I didn’t know how to make you believe it. We just talked, and it wasn’t all about you.”


    His arms are crossed and I can tell he really doesn’t want discuss this. He probably wants to go find Cash and maybe solve his problems with a few blows. I have the feeling that’s what he’s done in the past to settle disagreements.


    “I was going to tell you,” I say. “I meant what I said. Total honesty.”


    “Not telling me something is the same as lying to me, Saige. You’re smart enough to know that.”


    “I’m sorry. It’s just so new for me. I’m used to keeping secrets.” How messed up is that? Lying is easier and more normal to me than telling the truth.


    I see the tension loosen in his arms and his face, just a tiny bit.


    “This isn’t going to be easy for either of us. There are bound to be bumps along the road. Doesn’t mean the trip isn’t worth it.” He’s worth it. I still feel like I know so little about him.


    “I’m not happy about it, and I’m not going to forget this, Saige. But I put part of the blame on Cash for not telling me. He knows better.” Cash is in for another tongue-lashing, that’s for sure.


    “He’s strange,” I say.


    That makes Sylas laugh and I know our first real fight is over and we didn’t even get to the makeup sex stage.


    “That’s one word for it,” he says. The tension is broken, so I feel comfortable asking questions I usually wouldn’t.


    “How did you first meet?” I ask. His face changes and the laughter fades. I shouldn’t have said anything, but I’m so desperate for information on him that I can’t find by hacking into his computer or phone or going through his apartment.


    He sits down on the bed and I sit next to him.


    “Cash saved me from getting my ass beat at a bar. I was drunk and pissed and itching for a fight. I started throwing punches and he grabbed my shoulder and basically… well, he let me beat the shit out of him. Or as much as I could, since I could barely stand. And then he handed me a glass of water and two aspirin and took me out to the parking lot to cool off. He asked me if I’d gotten it out of my system. I told him to fuck off. The next night I was at the same bar and so was he. We’d both been through hell and once we started talking it was like we’d known each other forever.” He shrugs, as if it’s no big deal.


    “That’s nice,” I say. “It’s good that you found each other.” I don’t know what it’s like to be floating in life. Adrift. I’ve always had Dad as my anchor. Even when I was an angry teenager and my mother didn’t understand me and I hated school and the friends I was supposed to be hanging out with, he was there.


    “I guess,” he says. I want to ask about the rest of his crew, but I don’t want to push for too much. I had laid everything out in a letter, but Sylas’ past is going to come to me in little bits and pieces. Little notes that I’ll assemble and put together in the book that is Sylas.


    “I’m sorry for not telling you,” I say. He pulls me into a hug and kisses the top of my head.


    “I know this is a huge adjustment for both of us. We’re bound to fuck it up at least for a little while.” Hopefully I won’t fuck things up too badly.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twelve


    


    “New sister!” Lizzy screams, just as happy to see me as she was the first time.


    “New sister!” I say back, hugging her just as hard. Once the hugging is over, Lizzy takes my hand again and shows me some more of her art. They took a trip to a museum and she keeps telling me about “the dot picture” and shows me some she made. Pointillism. It makes me smile.


    “You know, your new sister studies art,” Sylas says. His hand is on my back and I love that he’s not afraid to touch me in public now. I wonder if Lizzy notices.


    “Really?” Lizzy says.


    “Yes. We should definitely go to the museum together sometime,” I say. I’m not sure if we’re allowed to take her out on her own, but I don’t see why not.


    “Yes, yes!” she says and then notices the presents we’ve brought. I got a little silly and decided to wrap everything, even though we’re basically regifting. Lizzy tears into the paper and it’s like we’ve brought her a pony or a million dollars or something. She’s over the moon.


    Seeing her so happy makes me happy. Sylas’ arm is around my shoulder now and he won’t stop looking at me.


    “What?” I finally say.


    “Nothing,” he says, but he’s not getting off the hook that easily.


    When Lizzy insists that we start watching one of the movies right away, we all pile onto her bed, and Sylas finds some microwave popcorn somewhere. I have the feeling he sweet-talked one of the nurses. He’s good like that.


    I brought her my entire John Hughes collection. She’d only seen Pretty in Pink, so we’re watching The Breakfast Club. I hope Sylas doesn’t think it’s too inappropriate for her, but he didn’t say anything when I put it in the box to bring here.


    Sylas is staring at me again.


    “What?” I whisper, turning to give him a look.


    “You’re mouthing the words.” What is he talking about?


    “I am?”


    He smiles.


    “You are. It’s cute.” He’s never called me cute before. It makes little flutters go through my stomach and I feel myself blushing.


    “Oh, and that’s even cuter,” he says, brushing one finger down my cheek.


    “Stop it,” I hiss so we don’t disturb Lizzy. She’s on my other side and her eyes are glued to the screen.


    “Make me,” he whispers back. This is definitely not the time or place to be flirting with me, with our sister sitting right here.


    Our sister.


    Lizzy is our sister. So strange.


    His hand starts to creep up and down my arm and I fight the urge to slap it away. I sigh and he pushes his luck.


    “Come here,” he says, pulling me into his chest and putting his arm around me. I resist for a fraction of a second, but then I let myself mold against him. Being with Sylas is so… satisfying. Even just like this, my body curves to fit against his. Like fate.


    I want to watch the movie, but I’m so relaxed my eyes close.
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    “Shhh, your sister is sleeping,” Sylas says as I slowly wake. I don’t open my eyes though. I’m still in his arms, resting against his chest, his heart beating in my ears.


    “You love my sister,” Lizzy says, as if she’s stating a fact.


    “Yes, yes, I do. Very much,” he says, his fingers in my hair.


    I fight to keep my breathing even so he doesn’t know I’m awake. I shouldn’t be eavesdropping.


    “I’ll eat you up, I love you so,” he says, so low I barely hear it. He said the same thing to Lizzy and the quote rings a bell, but I don’t know what book it’s from.


    It’s time to wake up, so I slowly open my eyes and try to look a little confused.


    “Hey,” I say, looking up at him.


    “Hey,” he says back.


    “Hey,” Lizzy echoes and then giggles. “Hey, hey, hey!”


    The movie is over and now they’re playing Ferris Beuller’s Day Off.


    “Sorry for falling asleep,” I say, sitting up and combing my fingers through my hair.


    “It’s okay,” Sylas says, rubbing his thumb across my cheek.


    We watch the rest of the movie and Lizzy gets so excited during the scene where Ferris sings at the parade that she stands up on the bed and starts dancing along with the movie. That’s probably not allowed, but she’s so happy Sylas and I only hesitate for a moment before joining her.


    “We’re going to break the bed,” I say, a little breathless.


    “It’s worth it,” Sylas says and I’ve never, ever, seen him be this silly and goofy. I didn’t even know he could. He and Lizzy hop down to the floor and start dancing with each other. I can tell they’ve done this many, many times.


    I’ve never asked Sylas what his mother was like. I only have the information from Dad about her, and I’ve seen pictures. She was stunningly beautiful. A lot like Lizzy in that way. Blonde hair. Eyes like polished blue stones. A wide smile that lit up her face. And she loved to sing. Sylas told me once he was tone-deaf, but I didn’t believe that for a second.


    Sylas and Lizzy waltz around the room and I sit and watch. I want to take a video of this so I can play it later.


    He’s happy. He’s happy and smiling and it’s so beautiful it makes my heart hurt. Even after losing his mother at the hand of his father, he’s still able to smile.


    Sometimes I’m afraid that because I haven’t been through something like he has, we can’t really connect on a deep level. It’s why he and Cash are so tight. They both know what it’s like to lose parents. I don’t. My mother may be a cold-hearted bitch, but at least she’s still alive.


    But then Sylas lets go of Lizzy and grabs my arm and we’re dancing together. He wasn’t bragging about his skills; he moves like someone who’s had training.


    Lizzy goes back to jumping on the bed as Sylas whirls me around the room. I start laughing and can’t stop.
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    Sylas and I are both so light when we leave the Center we decide to take it slow as we drive back to my apartment. He takes a turn and I realize we’re heading toward the beach. Last time we were here, it was nighttime and I was freezing my ass off, even though I denied it.


    The sand is littered with people and large umbrellas and bright rectangles of towels and blankets. I wish I’d known we were going to make this little detour so I could have brought my suit and a towel.


    Sylas parks and turns to me.


    “Want to take a walk?”


    I nod and he comes around to open my door. It makes me smile that we’re back to him doing that. I like it. I hold my hand out and he takes it as we walk down the rickety wooden stairs to the sand. We both lean down and take our shoes off and roll up our pants. Sylas stashes the shoes under the stairs so no one steals them and then takes my hand again.


    “You were so happy today,” I say as we make our way down to the water’s edge. It’s still going to be chilly, but not nearly as bad as it was before.


    “It was a good day,” he says.


    “I’ve never seen you be so goofy before. So silly.” He chuckles and rubs the back of his neck.


    “Lizzy brings it out in me, I guess.” She brings out the best in everyone. I wish Dad could see it. I know she’d bring out the best in him, too. But it’s not time yet to bring him into her life.


    “She’s wonderful. I couldn’t have wished for a better sister,” I say and I truly mean it.


    “And she could say the same,” he says, looking at me with a smile. I roll my eyes.


    “I don’t know about that. But thank you anyway.” We walk on in silence for a while until it’s broken by my phone ringing. Should have left the damn thing in the car.


    It’s Dad. I can’t ignore him, so I answer it.


    “Hey, Dad,” I say, giving Sylas a look. He nods and we keep walking.


    “Saige, where have you been? I’ve been calling and calling you.” He’s freaking out. My father never gets freaked out.


    “I’m sorry, I’ve been swamped with finals and studying like crazy. I’ve been turning my phone off so I’m not distracted.” The lie slides out of my mouth easily.


    “You shouldn’t turn your phone off, Saige. It’s not good when I can’t get in touch with you,” he says, his voice terse.


    “I know, I know, I’m sorry,” I say, looking at Sylas. His jaw is tight. He doesn’t like me talking to my father. Well, I’m not a fan of it right now either.


    “Well, we need to talk, Saige. We really need to talk.” Uh-oh. This is bad.


    “Okay, about what?” Now I’m scared. If my father is so stressed, something is really wrong.


    “We need to do this in person. How soon can you be at the house?” We’re nearly an hour away, and obviously Sylas can’t drive me, so I’ll have to go back to my place and get my car.


    “I can be there in about two hours,” I say.


    “Two hours? Where the hell are you, Saige?” If he wanted to, he could track my phone in a few minutes.


    “I’m at the beach. I just needed a break from studying, so I drove out here to clear my head.” He sighs heavily.


    “Well, get back here as soon as you can.” He hangs up and I feel like I’m thirteen again and he just caught me drinking for the first time.


    “What’s wrong?” Sylas says, keeping his voice mild.


    “I have no idea, but something is going down and we need to go back ASAP. You’ll have to drop me off and then I can take my car to the house.” Our lovely day is now ruined. I knew it was too good to be true.


    We walk a hell of a lot faster back to our shoes and I make sure to dust my feet off before I put them on.


    “I’m sorry about this,” I say and Sylas waves me off.


    “It must be important. Your father doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who panics.” No, he’s not. He wasn’t panicking, exactly, but I won’t really know what’s going on until I get there.
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    Sylas says he’s going back to his place for a little bit after he drops me off. He hardly said anything to me on the way back, and I hate that the distance is back between us, but I don’t have time to think about it as I grab my keys and throw myself into my car.


    I pull into the driveway and see only Dad’s car is here. Mom’s home, but she’s been going out even more lately. It’s nice not to have to worry about seeing her when I come to talk to Dad.


    Martha lets me in and I head right back to the office.


    “What is it?” I say, opening the door and then locking it behind me. He looks up at me, eyes full of an anger I’ve never seen before.


    “He’s alive. That mother fucker is alive.” I sit down, confused.


    “Who is?”


    “Andrew Carter. Sylas’ father.” I gasp, bringing my hand to my mouth.


    “How do you know?” The man was killed in prison years ago. Or so we thought.


    Instead of answering me, he just throws a stack of grainy surveillance photos at me. I pick them up and see a man who looks like looking at an older version of Sylas, but without all the muscles and tattoos. This man is thin and wasted, his face hollow, but it’s undeniable that this is Sylas’ father.


    Dad starts pacing the room, muttering to himself.


    “Where is he?” I ask, keeping my voice level.


    “Texas,” he spits out and then starts throwing things off the bookshelves. At first I don’t know what to do. Never have I seen my father act like this. He doesn’t lose his cool. Ever.


    I sit and wait as the storm blows itself out and he starts to cool down, his chest heaving and his eyes red and wild.


    He looks like a feral animal and I’m glad Mom’s not here. She’d be even more at a loss than I am.


    “Are you okay?” I ask, because I honestly don’t know what else to say. He wipes his eyes and I see they’re wet. He’s been crying.


    “No. I am so far from okay, Saige.” I can tell, so I get up from the chair, wade through the detritus of his tantrum and give him a hug. Like I used to when I was little, my arms around his middle and my head on his chest.


    “It’s going to be okay,” I say, running my hands up and down his back. “It’s going to be okay.” He trembles in my arms and just… falls apart. Strange sounds gasp from his mouth and it’s hard to hold onto him.


    “Shhh,” I say, doing my best to keep us upright together. His breakdown finally starts to subside. I don’t let him go until he says something.


    “I’m sorry.” His voice is still rough with emotion. He pulls back from the hug and looks down at me. He’s an absolute mess. I search around on the floor and find a box of tissues he knocked down. I pull a few out and dab at his face.


    I want to ask so many more questions, but this isn’t the time for answers. I hand him another tissue and he blows his nose and then clears his throat. He’s turning back into the man I’ve known my whole life.


    “I thought he was dead,” he says in a low voice.


    “I know you did. Everyone did.” How in the hell was this guy able to evade everyone for this long? Witness Protection, maybe? There’s really no other explanation.


    He swallows hard.


    “I have to kill him.”


    I suck in a shocked breath.

  


  


  


  
    


    Thirteen


    


    Now I really don’t know what to say. Dad steps away from me and starts picking up the items on the floor. I wait for a moment and then join him. We’re silent as we replace everything to where it used to be. The only casualty is a paperweight shaped like a ship my mother bought him.


    “Shame,” I say, tossing it in the trash.


    “Not really,” he says and I see the glimmer of a potential smile on his face. “I always hated that thing, but I held onto it because I didn’t want to argue with your mother over it.” He does a lot of things to avoid arguing with her.


    “Why do you stay with her?” The words are out of my mouth before I realize I’ve said them. I’ve never asked him this before, even though I’ve wanted to my entire life.


    He pauses, his hand adjusting a book on one of the shelves.


    “As the years go on, I find fewer and fewer reasons,” he says quietly, not meeting my eyes. Going back to his chair, he sits down. I resume my place in his leather guest chair.


    “In the early days, I told myself I could grow to love her. And then you came along and I told myself it was best for you to have two parents. As you got older, I told myself it was to protect you from your mother. And now you’re a grown woman and don’t need my protection.” They’re all valid, though misguided, reasons.


    “I would have gone with you. If you left,” I say. Given the choice between my two parents, I would have picked him. For a moment, I imagine that life. Free from the constant criticism and fights. I wonder if I would have turned out differently. There’s no way to know.


    “I know. But she would have fought for custody and probably would have gotten it. I didn’t want to take the risk.” That I can also understand.


    “I don’t blame you. I just wanted to know,” I say. He made the best choice he could, given the circumstances.


    “I wouldn’t blame you if you resented me. I deserve it.” I shake my head.


    “No, you don’t.”


    He’s being so honest with me and my lie is heavy in my stomach. Like a dark, rotting thing, eating away at me. I want to purge it from my body, get it out, but I just can’t seem to tell him.


    “Are you going to tell Sylas?” He deserves to know. I can’t even begin to imagine what his reaction is going to be.


    “No,” he says.


    “No? Are you serious?” I ask. What is he thinking?


    “No. I’m not going to tell him. I’m going to take care of this and then it will be like he’s been dead all along. Telling him will only hurt him.” I get to my feet.


    “You cannot be fucking serious.” I’ve never sworn at my father. Ever. It shocks both of us.


    He points a finger at me. “Watch your tone.” Oh hell no.


    “You can’t hide this from him. It’s not right.” Now I’m the one pacing the room and I definitely want to throw things. This back and forth with my father and Sylas has been slowly driving me crazy. It’s too much to deal with.


    Dad’s eyes narrow and I know I’ve said too much.


    “Are you still seeing him?” I open my mouth to lie and I can’t.


    “Yes. I am. He and I are…” What are we? I don’t even know what to call it.


    “Saige!” I pivot in around and clench my hands together. I wanted to put this off as long as possible, but here we are.


    “I know! I know! I’m an idiot, but I can’t stop. I love him. I love him,” I say, and my voice breaks. Now it’s my turn to cry.


    Dad opens and closes his mouth a few times.


    “I wanted to tell you. I’m so sorry I didn’t. But I love him. I didn’t mean to, but once it started, I couldn’t stop it.” Loving Sylas feels like being hit by lightning. One minute you’re standing there and then you’re completely different and you have no idea how it happened. I loved him without intention, without forethought. Before I knew what was happening, I was in too deep to get myself out. I had no choice but to let myself drown.


    “How long?” Dad asks.


    “For a while. Before I stopped working on him. I told myself it was part of the con, but it wasn’t. I said it and I meant it. And he loves me too.” Dad makes a snorting noise.


    “And you believe him? What are you thinking, Saige?” This is the exact reaction I expected. I only have one answer for him.


    “I love him.”
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    Dad sits down and turns everything over in his mind for at least ten minutes. I wait patiently for his next question, his next challenge. He turns in his chair and looks out the window into the back garden. It’s my mother’s pride and joy, even though she does none of the gardening herself. Rather she hires a team of gardeners and sits on a chair and yells at them. Like a queen with her subjects.


    “I don’t know what to say, Saige.”


    “I know. I’m sorry.” There’s nothing else I can say, really.


    “I thought you told me everything,” he whispers, and I see that he’s crying again, but the tears fall silently down his face and onto his shirt.


    “I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I say, wiping away my own tears. This has been quite a day for revelations. “I hated lying to you. It made me sick.”


    He shakes his head slowly and then wipes his eyes with both hands.


    “I never should have had you take that job. This is my fault.” That’s definitely not true.


    “We would have met anyway,” I say. “Because of Lizzy.”


    He nods, as if he’d forgotten about that particular connection.


    “I just wish it hadn’t happened this way.”


    Now that is something we can agree on.


    “I think that thought every single day. But I don’t regret it did. Because I love him and I love my sister. I always wanted a family. One who loved me back.” Besides him.


    “I love you,” he says. “I thought that would be enough.” I get up and give him another hug.


    “It is enough. You’ve always been enough. But I’m a woman now. I need other kinds of love in my life.” He stares into my eyes and smiles, just a little bit.


    He runs his hands through my hair.


    “I still see you as a little girl sometimes. Running around and making your mother mad for getting dirt on your dress.”


    “But I’m not that little girl anymore.” He sighs.


    “I know, I know.”


    My phone rings and I pull it out of my back pocket. It’s Cash.


    “Who is it?” Dad asks.


    “Um, Lo. I’m just going to go to my room to talk to her,” I say, heading toward the door. It’s another lie, but a little one.


    Dad lets me leave and I shut the door to his office behind me. I pick up the call before it flips over to voicemail.


    “Hello?” I say.


    “Hello, Saige Beaumont,” he says and his tone is the same. As if he’s laughing at a joke someone just told him.


    “What can I do for you?” I ask as I walk up the stairs.


    “Well, now, why would I need something? Maybe I’m just calling to chat,” he says and I roll my eyes as I walk into my bedroom and lock the door behind me.


    “Yeah, okay,” I say, my voice dripping with sarcasm.


    “Fine, fine. I was wondering if you had seen Sylas today.”


    “Why?” I ask. That makes him laugh.


    “I don’t have ulterior motives, I promise. I was just waiting to hear from him about something and I thought I would cover all my bases and go ahead and ask you.” I’m still suspicious. Something doesn’t feel right.


    “What are you waiting to hear from him about?” I ask, sitting on the edge of my bed. I really hate this room. One of these days I’m going to pay a crew to redecorate it and give my mother a heart attack.


    “Nice try.”


    “It was worth a shot.” There’s a beat of silence and I wait for him to say goodbye and hang up. But he doesn’t.


    “Anything else?” I ask.


    “No, nothing, nothing.”


    “Okayyyyy,” I say, but he still doesn’t hang up. “This is fun, but I have things to do so unless you have something else you want to talk to me about…”


    “No, no. Just if you see him, tell him to call me.” Oh, there’s definitely more to it than that.


    “I will,” I say.


    “Goodbye, Saige Beaumont.”


    “Bye, Cash,” I say, hanging up and wondering what the hell that was.
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    I go back downstairs and Dad isn’t in the office. I search around and see him in the garden. The French doors that lead outside from the kitchen are wide open, the muggy summer air seeping into the house and battling for dominance with the air conditioner.


    He’s walking through the rows of rosebushes, his hands clasped behind his back.


    “Hey,” I say, getting his attention. He turns and gives me a tight smile.


    “Everything okay with Lo?” he asks.


    “Yup,” I say, nodding. It would be way too complicated to explain the Cash situation to him right now. I’ve got another bomb to drop on him. I sit back down in the chair.


    “I’m going to tell Sylas. He has a right to know,” I say and Dad’s fist clench. I take a breath. “You can’t stop me from telling him.”


    “Saige.”


    “No. I love you, Dad, but this isn’t right.” This is one thing that I couldn’t keep from Sylas, even if I wanted to. This is a lie that can’t be kept. “This man ruined his life and he needs to know. Put yourself in his place.” His mouth turns into a tight line and his jaw clenches so hard I wonder if he’s going to damage his teeth.


    “I want to be the one to take his life. I was so disappointed when I heard that he was killed in prison. I had dreams about it. Still do sometimes.” That shocks me a little. I’ve never imagined my dad as a violent man. Or at least not like that.


    “I think I should go,” I say. I want to get to Sylas. It’s going to be horrific to be the one to tell him, but I’m okay with that.


    “Don’t hurt him, Saige. This news will only hurt him,” he says.


    “That’s not for you to decide. I promised him total honesty and I’m not going to go back on that,” I say, getting up and heading toward the door. I expect him to try to stop me, but he doesn’t.


    I’m shaking a bit as I get into my car.


    I have to tell him.
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    The BMW isn’t anywhere near my apartment. I park my car and head upstairs. It’s dark and empty. No Sylas to greet me at the door. I pull out my phone and call him.


    He doesn’t pick up. I leave a message.


    “Sylas, please call me back when you get this. Or come to my apartment. I have to tell you something.” I end the message and start pacing. That only lasts a few minutes. I feed Leo, who is pissed at me for not playing with him, but then I’m out the door and driving to his place.


    He’s not here. I break in just to make sure, but the place is Sylas free. I chew on my lip and walk around. It’s been a while since I’ve been here. I wonder why he uses this crappy apartment when he could have something so much better. Just another part of the mystery that is Sylas.


    I wait for a while, but he doesn’t come back. Sighing, I go back to my car and drive back home.
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    It’s two in the morning when I finally go to bed. I’ve been up and waiting for Sylas for hours. I’ve called him dozens of times and heard nothing.


    I’m definitely scared. I think about calling Cash, but something tells me I shouldn’t. Call it intuition. I sleep fitfully and wake up at eight. Sylas still isn’t back and I’m officially freaked out.


    I call him one more time, but it goes straight to voicemail, which means his phone is off.


    At a loss with what to do, I call Cash.


    “Hello, Saige Beaumont, what can I do for you?” He’s making a joke of what I said last time, but I’m in no mood for it.


    “Sylas is gone. He didn’t come back last night and he won’t answer any of my calls.” He’s silent for a second.


    “Did you have a fight?” I want to scream at him. This isn’t some boyfriend/girlfriend drama. He has to take this seriously.


    “No. We spent the day together and now he’s gone. I just want to know that he’s okay,” I say. I know he can track Sylas’ phone in seconds.


    “Fine, fine,” he says. “Hold on, I’ll bring up the tracker in his phone.”


    There’s some clicking and then silence.


    “He’s at the other apartment. The one he brought you to.” Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?


    “Thanks,” I say, hanging up before he says anything else. I’m down the stairs and heading for my car. I remember where the place is. I’m good at directions. Once I’ve been someplace, even if I didn’t drive, I can find it again.


    I let out the biggest sigh of relief when I see the BMW. Thank God.


    I rush into the building and up to his floor. I don’t even bother with the doorbell. I just bang on the door with my fist.


    “Sylas? Sylas, open up!” I don’t give a shit if I’m disturbing his neighbors.


    The door opens and there he is. I launch myself at him and he catches me.


    “Where were you?” I ask as I squeeze the life out of him.


    “I told you I had some things to do at home,” he says, patting my back as if I’m overreacting. A red flag immediately goes up.


    “You weren’t at home. I went there and you weren’t there. Why didn’t you call me? I needed you to call me.” He lets me go and I land with a thump on my feet. I’ve always liked our height difference, but I’m not very fond of it right now. I simultaneously want to kiss and strangle him.


    “Sorry, I just got busy.”


    “That’s not a fucking answer, Sylas. What the hell is going on?” I look around him. It wouldn’t surprise me if someone else were here.


    He’s closed off to me and it reminds me of when he was playing the part of Quinn. At least, at first. He was much more reserved than his real personality. I hold his face in both hands and force him to look at me.


    “You had me scared, Sylas. I need an explanation.” I dig my fingers into his skin, hard enough to hurt, but I need him to know how frightened I was that something had happened to him.


    “I’m sorry. I just… I had something to do.” No, this is not fucking happening. I remove my hands from his face, put them on his chest and shove him backwards until we’re in the apartment. I turn to slam the door and lock it.


    “Explain. Now.”


    He takes a deep breath and then steps away from me.


    “I was working, okay? I was doing a job.” My heart drops.


    “What kind of job?” He raises an eyebrow.


    “You don’t want to know.”


    “Fuck you, I want to know. Tell me now.”


    What is it with stubborn men? I’m surrounded by them. I cross my arms and I’m about two seconds away from stomping my feet like a toddler.


    I need to tell him about his father, but I have to deal with this first.


    “I was doing surveillance and I had to turn my phone off so I wouldn’t be detected. I’m sorry I didn’t call you, Saige. I really am.” That I believe. He does look sorry.


    “Why couldn’t you just tell me that? Jesus.” I have to walk away from him for a minute. I go and sit on the hard couch. I hate this apartment. It’s clinical and cold and boring.


    Sylas comes to sit next to me.


    “You fucked up, Sylas. Big time. I really need to tell you something. If we’re going to do this, you and me, you have to tell me what’s going on. I don’t need to know every single detail, but if you’re going to be gone all night, I need to know.” He listens to me and nods, his hands clasped together.


    “You’re right. I’m just not used to being accountable to someone else. It’s just been me for a long time.” I’m not exactly buying his explanation, but I have to tell him about his father.


    “The reason I’m so upset with you is that my father told me something and he asked me not to tell you, but I think you need to know.” He sits up and I decide to take his hands in mine.


    “Tell me,” he says, but there is absolutely no way to prepare him for this.


    “Your father didn’t die in prison. He’s alive and he’s in Texas.” I watch as my words hit him. He’s still. So still. His hands are clamped on mine and his face is frozen.


    Finally, he blinks and surges to his feet.


    “That’s a lie. He’s dead.”


    I shake my head.


    “He’s not.” I reach into my back pocket and bring out one of the surveillance pictures I was able to snag. He unfolds it and stares at it. His hand shakes.


    “It isn’t possible,” he whispers. “It just isn’t possible.”


    “I’m sorry,” I say. I seem to be saying that a lot lately.


    “No,” he says, crumpling up the picture and throwing it on the floor. “It’s a lie. He’s dead. He’s dead!” He storms through the apartment, and, if he’s anything like my father, I’m glad there isn’t a whole lot of stuff for him to destroy.


    “I don’t know more of the details. My father does. He wants to kill him.” That makes him whirl around and glare at me.


    “Where is he?” I’m not sure which “he” Sylas is referring to.


    My throat is so dry. I need some water. “My father? Or yours?”


    “Yours,” he growls. “Mine is dead.”


    Shit.


    “I don’t know. I think he’s at home.” As soon as I say it, he’s charging toward the door and I’m rushing after him.


    “If you’re going to see him, you’re taking me with you,” I yell, but I don’t think he hears me. It’s hard for me to keep up with him as he barrels down the street to the BMW. He gets in and slams the door and I have just enough time to yank open the passenger side and throw myself in before he peels away from the curb.


    I click my seatbelt, and tell Sylas to put his on, but he doesn’t even seem to notice that I’m in the car. His foot is slammed down on the accelerator and he runs through two red lights.


    “Sylas. You’re going to get pulled over and then we’re never going to get there.” He doesn’t acknowledge me, but he does pause a little at stop signs and he’s not so aggressive on the accelerator.


    We make it to my parents’ house in one piece and I cringe because my mother’s car is there, along with my father’s. This is going to be interesting to explain.


    Sylas out of the car and through the door before I can unclick my seatbelt. I rush after him and Martha comes out, flustered.


    “Where is he?” Sylas roars. Dad appears at the top of the stairs and Sylas take them two at a time to get to him.


    “Sylas? What are you doing here?” Dad says warily.


    “I told him,” I say, loud enough for Dad to hear before Sylas gets to him. He reaches Dad before I’m halfway up the stairs. I scream as Sylas grabs my father’s throat and shoves him backward until he’s slammed up against the wall.


    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Sylas roars into my dad’s face. I finally reach them and throw myself on Sylas.


    “Let go of him!” I scream in his ear. But it’s like trying to move a raging bull. I watch as Dad tries to get free, his eyes popping and his skin getting whiter.


    “Let go!” I scream, pounding on Sylas. If I don’t do something, Sylas is going to kill him.


    “Sylas, you’re killing him.” He must hear me on some level because he opens his hand and Dad crumples to the floor, gasping. I rush to him, to make sure he’s okay.


    “Dad?” He gasps and holds his hand up.


    “I’m fine,” he wheezes and coughs a bunch of times. There are red marks on his throat and I know there are going to be bruises.


    He slides upward until he’s sitting with his knees up and his back against the wall.


    “I’m fine, really Saige,” he says. His voice is raspy and I wonder if I should call an ambulance. I turn and look up at Sylas. The rage is still in his eyes, but there’s something else there that’s even stronger.


    Pain.


    I’ve seen it before, but never this strong. Never this intense.


    “Sylas?” I say and he looks down at me. He clenches and unclenches his hands, staring at them as if he’s never seen them before.


    “I’m sorry?” he says, like it’s a question. “I’m sorry.” He blinks, totally dazed.


    “Are you okay?” I ask Dad again. He nods and I stand. I reach out to Sylas. I touch his shoulder and then push him a little. He doesn’t resist, so I grab him and lead him down the hall to my room. Even though he just tried to throttle my dad, I’m not afraid of him.


    I close the door and turn to face him. He’s sitting on the bed, still looking thunderstruck.


    “I didn’t mean to hurt him,” he says, so quietly I almost don’t hear it.


    “I know,” I say. “But you did.” He nods slowly. I walk until I’m standing right in front of him.


    “My father can’t be alive. He can’t be.” He reaches out and grabs onto my waist, burying his head in my stomach.


    I reach down and stroke his hair. I’m watching the destruction of the man I love. He’s breaking apart in front of me and I don’t know what to do to hold him together.


    “I used to dream that he was alive. That he would show up and find me, or find Lizzy. Back then I thought he just had a hand in her death. I didn’t know he caused it.” His shoulders shake and I just keep stroking his hair and holding onto him.


    “He can’t be alive,” he says again, but he doesn’t seem as sure. I’m about to say something, anything, but there’s a knock at the door. It opens and Dad pokes his head in. Sylas looks up and I’m glad that I’m standing in between him and Dad.


    “I’m sorry,” Sylas says.


    Dad just nods once.


    “This is why I said not to tell him, Saige,” Dad says, looking at me. Is he seriously telling me this is my fault?


    “He needed to know. That man killed his mother.” I find myself feeling protective of Sylas. He’s never had anyone to protect him. He’s always been the protector.


    Dad rubs his neck where the red marks are already starting to turn into bruises.


    “You’re lucky your mother is passed out.” She likes to mix meds and alcohol and has a tendency to sleep for long periods in the middle of the day.


    “You’re a liar,” Sylas says, and stands up. I still make sure I’m between the two men.


    “I wish I was. I only just found out myself. He was able to weasel his way into Witness Protection and then he was able to change his identity a number of times and completely fall off the radar. I was only able to find him because he showed up in some surveillance photos. But you don’t have to worry about him. I have a team that’s on the way to get him and then I will dispose of him.”


    Sylas just keeps shaking his head.


    “No. No, no, no, no! Stop lying!” Sylas screams. He’s not going for Dad again, but he’s getting worked up.


    “I’m not lying,” Dad says slowly. “I can give you all the evidence I have. But you have to calm down and before we can talk.” Sylas starts breathing heavily, gasping.


    “I can’t breathe. I can’t breathe,” he says, his hand on his chest. He’s having another panic attack.


    “Sit down,” I say, pushing on his shoulders so he’s back on the bed. “Dad, leave.” I don’t look to see if he obeys me, but I hear the door close.


    Getting down on my knees, I put my hand under his chin and force him to look at me.


    “We’re going to breathe together, okay? In, one, two, three, four, five, and out, one, two, three, four, five,” I say. He’s still gasping, but after a few more tries, he starts slowing his breathing and I can feel him coming out of it. He blinks and then I know he’s back. It feels like déjà vu. The last time he got a lot of information dropped on him, he reacted the same way. It’s like his brain and body just overload and he can’t deal with it.


    “You’re okay. You’re okay,” I say, stroking his face. Even with everything that’s been going on in the past two days, I can’t deny that I love him. That I love him so much it feels like it’s eating me alive.


    “I don’t even know what’s happening to me. What’s happening to me?” he says, and he sounds scared. Like a scared little boy.


    “You’re going through a lot right now, Sylas.” I doubt he’s ever talked to a therapist, but that might be a good idea. Maybe after we get through this crisis. If we get through it.


    “I don’t believe it,” he says.


    “I know, I know. But let’s calm down a little more and then we can go downstairs and you can decide for yourself.” I keep my voice even and calm.


    “Why are you doing this for me?” he asks, reaching out and rubbing his thumb across my lower lip. I really want to kiss him, but it’s probably not the best idea right now.


    “Because I love you.”


    “You shouldn’t. I don’t deserve it,” he says.


    “And that’s why I do. Because you don’t think that you do.” He licks his lips and I think about kissing him again. He seems stable now, so I get to my feet and hold my hand out.


    “Come on.” He follows me out of the room and down the stairs.


    


    

  


  
    

    


    Fourteen


    


    Dad has papers scattered all over his desk when we walk in, including all the surveillance photos.


    Sylas clears his throat and Dad looks up from the papers.


    “I’m very sorry for attacking you. I lost it and I lashed out.” Dad nods.


    “Apology accepted. I know how it feels to get to that place.” He looks at me and I know he’s talking about when he had his breakdown in here. Dad coughs again and then points down at his desk.


    “This is it. Everything. You can look at it all you want, and verify it with Cash, but it’s all there.” Cash?


    Sylas’ head snaps up at the mention of Cash.


    “Cash knows about this?” Oh, shit. Here we go again.


    “He’s the one who found the surveillance photos and told me.”


    I hold my breath and wait for Sylas to fall apart again, but he just stares straight ahead for a moment and then back down at the papers. I guess he can only freak out so much today and he’s reached his quota. But I have the feeling a scene like the one upstairs is going to happen again soon, but with Cash on the other end. The only difference is that Cash is physically stronger than Sylas and has more training to fight off an attack.


    I hold back as Sylas looks through everything, picking up the pictures and examining them, holding them close to his face. Trying to see if they’ve been faked. After he looks at them, he stacks them together and puts them on one side of the desk before going through the rest of the evidence.


    I end up sitting on the chair and letting him have his space. I’m sure I’ll get my chance to look at all of it, but it’s Sylas’ right to see this first. Dad leans against one of the bookshelves, watching Sylas.


    He’s completely focused, looking at each page, reading it and then adding it to the pile he’s already gone through. He finally finishes the last one and then straightens the pile and hands it back to Dad.


    “I won’t believe it until I see him myself,” he says and I don’t blame him. If I thought someone was dead, and was told they weren’t, I’d want to make absolutely sure they were alive.


    “I understand,” Dad says and I think he’s going to reiterate that he’s going to kill Andrew, but he doesn’t. Maybe seeing Sylas’ reaction has changed his mind. I mean, if anyone has the right to kill him, it should be Sylas. If that’s where they take this. There’s no doubt this is a man who deserves to die, but are they willing to cross that line?


    “I know you loved my mother and you want to avenge her, but he’s mine to take care of. He’s my father. I watched him destroy my mother. I watched as he broke her spirit every day. No matter how much you love her, you can never have more of a right than I do,” Sylas says, his voice even and serious. I’m shocked at how calm he is now, given how he was freaking out less than an hour ago.


    Dad opens his mouth to argue, but Sylas puts his hand up.


    “You’re not going to change my mind. No matter what you say. I’m glad that you found him, but this is my job. My mess to take care of.” It’s not his mess. All of this was caused by one man. One stupid, horrible man.


    I don’t know if killing his father is going to make Sylas feel better or worse. I don’t know if it will give him the peace he needs. But he needs the chance to find out. It’s not my choice to make, but his.


    Dad and Sylas share a moment and I feel like an intruder. They stare at one another and something unsaid passes between them. Dad nods, picks up the stack of papers and hands them to Sylas.


    “Thank you,” Sylas says, closing his eyes and exhaling. “Thank you.”


    Sylas leaves the office, but I stay with Dad. I know Sylas is going to wait for me up in my room.


    “Are you okay?” I ask him. I’ve been saying this a lot as well.


    “No, I’m not. I just gave up on the woman I love.” He’s staring out the window again. I walk toward him and rest my head against his shoulder.


    “You’re honoring her memory.” If killing the man who killed her can be called “honor.” I’m still not sure how I feel about it.


    “Seeing his face brought everything back. How she slowly lost her beautiful light. He crushed it from her. Stomped her under his foot. He deserves so much more than death. So much more.” His voice shakes.


    I brush my hand up and down his back.


    “I know, but you can’t let this eat at you for the rest of your life. She’s not alive anymore, but you are. I’m here and I love you and then there’s Lizzy. Don’t forget about her. You’re going to love her and I’m sure she’s going to love you.” I need to make him focus on what he has, not what he’s lost.


    He exhales through his nose.


    “You’re right. You’re right.” He looks down at me. “I’m sorry I’ve been so distracted lately. So distant.”


    “It’s okay,” I say, giving him another hug. “I love you, okay?” He puts his arms around me.


    “I know. I love you, too.” He plants a kiss on the top of my head and then I tell him I’m going to go with Sylas. I have no idea what our next move is, but I have the feeling it’s going to involve a trip to Texas.


    “I’ll let you know what’s going on,” I say, just before I close the door. He goes back to gazing at the garden.
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    Sylas is exactly where I thought he would be. In my room, on my bed. He’s going through the papers again. He doesn’t look up when I walk in and quietly close the door.


    “What are you going to do now?” I ask. I'm not sure if he’s going to include me in his plans. I hope he does, so I don’t have to do it behind his back.


    “Cash knew. He knew and he didn’t tell me,” he says, but he’s not angry. He’s surprised.


    “When you were gone, I called him and asked if he’d seen you. He said that there was something he wanted to talk to you about. Maybe it was this.” He sets another page aside and meets my eyes.


    “Maybe. Or maybe he was never going to tell me. Your father would go and find him and kill him and I’d never know. They say ignorance is bliss, but that’s bullshit.” Certain kinds of ignorance, I suppose.


    “What are you going to say to Cash?” I ask. I’m picturing another scene with physical blows.


    “I’m not going to hurt him. He’s stronger than I am, for one, and he fights dirty.” I breathe a little sigh of relief.


    “That doesn’t mean he’s off the hook, though.”


    “I imagine not.” I bite my lip and wonder what I should do. What my place is in all this. Wonder if I’m still a priority in the face of revenge.


    “We should go,” he says, gathering up the pages and tucking them under his arm. We. He said we.


    “Okay,” I say, and he gives me a tight smile before getting up from the bed and walking toward me.


    “When we get back to your place, I’m going to need to fuck you. Hard. All night.” My body blazes with fire and need. I love it when he wants me like this. It’s primal and raw and it’s just as wonderful as when we go slowly.


    “Okay,” I say, and my voice comes out as a squeak.
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    He wasn’t lying. The minute we get out of the car, he’s taking my hand and dragging me up the stairs to my place. He even takes the keys from me to open the door faster.


    The papers tumble to the floor, scattering all around. He tackles me and before I know what’s happening, we’re fucking on top of the surveillance photos of his father. I try not to think about the symbolism as he drives so hard into me his hipbones leave bruises and I know I’m going to be raw in the morning. The little spark of pain adds another dimension to the sex and I hold onto him so he won’t fuck me across the floor. When he finally comes, he pulls out and does it on my stomach. He’s never done that before and I wonder why, but I don’t ask. His eyes are wild and he’s breathing hard. He lies on his back for a moment and then gets and comes back with a towel to clean me off. I slowly get up and peel the papers off my back.


    “Bedroom?” he says, and I nod. The next second I’m in his arms and he’s carrying me, holding me much more gently. He lays me down in bed and then joins me. I turn on my side to face him. He’s looking at my body, his eyes tracing my neck and shoulders, my stomach and hips and toes.


    “Are you going to kill him?” I ask in a hushed voice. His eyes flick up to meet mine.


    “I want to. More than anything. It’s what I always wanted. I was always jealous of the person who sunk a shiv into him in the prison yard. Come to find out that never happened and now I get to be the person to do it.” He reaches out and twirls a few strands of hair between his fingers.


    That didn’t answer my question.


    “I keep trying to think what she would want. What she would say if I asked her,” he says.


    “And?”


    “I don’t know, Saige. I really don’t know.” The storm has passed for the moment, but I’m only waiting. The clouds will come around again.


    “You don’t have to decide right this second,” I say, tracing one of the birds on his stomach.


    “But I have to decide soon. He’s not going to stay in one place.” Probably not.


    “But Cash has already found him, so it’s just a matter of tracking him now.”


    “I suppose.” He flops on his back and looks up at the ceiling.


    “I don’t know what to fucking do. I have so much going on in my brain. It feels like it’s going to explode,” he says. I turn over and then lay myself across his chest.


    “You can talk to me, you know. About anything.” His arm goes around me and starts drawing random patterns on my back.


    “I know. I really want to thank you for today. I know I scared you and I'm sorry about that. I really regret putting my hands on your father. I’ve just never felt so out of control in my life.”


    “You don’t have to thank me. This is what people do who love each other. They support one another.” It’s about time he had someone to be his rock. His light in the darkness. I’m more than happy to fill that role.


    “Every day I remind myself I don’t deserve you, Saige Juliette Beaumont. I don’t deserve you, Redhead.”


    I kiss his chest.


    “It doesn’t matter if you do. You’ve got me.” He chuckles.
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    I expected him to jump right up and charge after his father, leaving me in the dust. But he fucks me several more times instead and then falls asleep. I think he’s exhausted, both physically and mentally.


    And I still don’t think he knows what he’s going to do. I like that he’s stopping to consider what his mother would want. I know she’d like that, if she were here. I’m not sure if I believe in heaven or not, but I’m sure if she could have stuck around, she would have. For both her children.


    Lizzy. It’s good that she’s not involved in this.


    I fall asleep after Sylas and only wake when he gets up.


    “Where are you going?” I say, reaching out to grab him.


    “Bathroom,” he says, leaning down to kiss my forehead. “Be right back.”


    My eyes fly open and I panic, thinking maybe he’s tricking me and he’s going to leave. But then I hear the water run and he’s back in the room, lying down next to me and pulling me against his chest again.


    I close my eyes and let myself fade back into sleep.


    


    

  


  
    

    


    Fifteen


    


    My alarm rings far too early. Far, far too early. I completely forgot that it is Monday and I have to go to class and study and be a college student.


    Sylas is still asleep and I watch him for a moment. His face is free off worry and I like that. I thought he might start having nightmares like I do, but he’s out like a rock.


    I head to the shower, wincing as I walk. I definitely have marks from our activities last night, including a few on my collarbone and neck from Sylas’ mouth. I can’t remember the last time I had to cover a hickey. I must have been in high school.


    After my shower, I go grab some coffee and then get dressed. Sylas is still asleep and I don’t want to wake him. I wait until the last possible moment before I touch his shoulder. His eyes open slowly and he seems confused for a few seconds until he looks up and sees my face.


    “Hey,” I say. “I have to get to class.” I really don’t want to leave him, but I can’t miss any classes right now. Finals are next week and we’re doing reviews and study guides.


    “It’s okay,” he says, stretching. He’s still naked and all I want to do is climb back into bed with him and spend the whole day having sex.


    “What are you going to do today?” I ask, trying to be casual about asking.


    He rubs his eyes and sits up. Despite sleeping so hard, he still has dark circles under his eyes.


    “I’m not leaving today. I need to talk to Cash and I need to just… figure out what I’m going to do.” I sit on the bed again and put my hand on his shoulder.


    “Will you promise me one thing?” I ask.


    “That depends on what it is,” he says. He probably knows what I’m going to ask, but I’m going to say it anyway.


    “Don’t leave without me. If you’re going, I’m going with you. And if you leave and don’t tell me, I’m going to come and I’m going to find you anyway. You know I can.” I grab his face and hold it, hard.


    “Don’t fucking leave me, Sylas Carter. Don’t you dare. If you do, I won’t be here for you when you get back. Do you understand?” I need him to know how important this is. That we go together.


    I loosen my hold and he nods once.


    “I promise,” he says.


    “Good,” I say, leaning down to give him a kiss goodbye. “I love you. So much.” He stares into my eyes and then smiles slowly.


    “I love you, Saige Beaumont.” I walk out and take one look back at him. He promised me he wouldn’t go, but a tiny cynical part of my brain keeps telling me he’s not going to be here when I get back.
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    I’m off and distracted the whole day. Normally I’m able to put everything aside for school, but today it’s just not happening. I’m scattered and flustered and I just want to go home.


    I’d be lying if I said I didn’t text him a few times, just to check in. During a break between classes, I call Dad.


    “How are you doing today?” I ask. I’m not going to specifically mention his injured throat. I’m still shocked he didn’t call the police, or attack Sylas back.


    “I’m fine,” he says, and he sounds like he’s got strep throat.


    “Are you sure?” I say. This change of roles is still new to me. I’m used to my father being the solid one. The stable one who reins in my chaos.


    “Yes, Saige. I’m fine. A little battered, but none the worse for wear.” He laughs and I’m shocked. He seems totally cavalier. I just can’t believe he would give up on his goal so easily.


    My life is filled with confusing men who won’t let me into their heads.


    “Okay, well, I just wanted to check on you to see how things were going.” I hear him say something to someone else. “Dad?”


    “Sorry, I’m just busy. I’ll talk to you later?” He’s definitely distracted.


    “Sure, fine.” I want to scream, but I don’t have the energy to fight.


    “I love you, ladybug,” he says, using the stupid nickname he gave me when I was three.


    “Love you too, Dad.” I hang up and can’t help the unease that creeps through me. I always trust my intuition. Always.
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    I rush home as soon as I can and drop my keys as I struggle to shove them in my door. But then the door opens and there he is. My Sylas.


    “Oh my God, you’re here,” I say, nearly collapsing in relief.


    “Of course I am,” he says, holding his arms open. “I promised.”


    I stumble into his embrace and want to cry.


    “I didn’t trust that you were telling me the truth,” I say into his chest.


    “I know. And that’s why I stayed. I want you to trust me, Saige. We can only move forward when we build trust.” I have a déjà vu moment because I’m pretty sure I’ve said the same thing.


    “I was so scared you were going to leave,” I whisper. He rubs my back with both hands. He’s so solid and warm and here. He’s here with me.


    He didn’t leave me.


    “It’s okay, Redhead. I stayed for you.” Now that makes me want to cry, but I choke it down. I really need to stop getting so emotional about things. I never used to be. I kept my emotions in check, locked away. I trained myself not to feel things as deeply as other people. To close myself off and just observe.


    It wasn’t living. My life was happening around me, not to me. Passivity versus activity. Now, with Sylas, I’m all in. Each and every moment with him is like a little pearl and I’ve started saving them, stringing a necklace of memories I’ll be able to keep forever.


    My Sylas.


    “I want to go to bed with you, but I have to study,” I say, not even worrying about how whiny I sound.


    “It’s okay. I’ve got things to do.” His eyes get shifty and that worries me.


    “What kind of things?” I ask. He’s withdrawing again, getting lost in his head. I know he’s got a lot to think about, but I wish he would share some of it with me.


    “I have to go after him, Saige,” he says. “I can’t let him get away. Not this time. He’s been running long enough.” He promised me this morning he wouldn’t go without me, but I can’t leave right now. I can’t miss finals, not even for him.


    “I understand,” I say. “But you promised.”


    He closes his eyes and when he opens them, he’s not looking at me.


    “I have to go, Saige.” What the hell about this morning? Was he just saying that to make me happy? Why didn’t he leave already?


    “Then why are you still here?” I ask. He steps away from me. “You made me a promise this morning and you’re already going back on it. If we’re trying to build trust, this isn’t the way to do it.”


    Will we ever trust one another? Is that even possible for the two of us?


    “It’s not that simple, Saige! You don’t understand!” His rage is surging to the surface again.


    “I know! But you can’t do this alone.” He storms back into the bedroom and I follow him. There’s a bag on the bed, already packed.


    “No, I can do this alone, Saige. You don’t want me to. Those are two different things.” I want to slap him. I want to hurt him. I want to throw him out. I want to make him stay.


    “I’ve taken care of my family on my own for six years. This is all I know. I love you, but I can’t bring you into this. Don’t you get that? I don’t want you near him. You’re the only good thing in my life that isn’t tainted by him. I just want to keep you safe, Saige. Can’t you fucking understand that?” I freeze, totally stunned. His reasons are not what I thought they were. If he’s being honest with me.


    “Look at me, Sylas.” He’s been staring at the suitcase for a while, as if he can’t bear to look me in the eye. But at the sound of my voice, he slowly looks up. There it is. The pain. The absolute, soul-crushing pain that steals my breath.


    “I don’t want you to see me like that,” he says, his voice nothing more than a whisper. “I don’t want you to know that part of me.” I take four steps until I’m standing so close to him, we’re almost touching, but not quite.


    “I want to know all the parts of you, Sylas. I love them already. We both have darkness in our lives. We’re not like regular people, and that’s something we’re going to have to deal with. It’s going to take work, you and me. But if you’ll take me as I come, I’ll do the same for you.” I reach up and stroke the side of his face. He hasn’t shaved again, and I wonder if it’s because he knows I like it that way.


    One single tear rolls down his cheek and I brush it away with my hand.


    “Don’t hide from me,” I say.


    “I have to go, Saige. I have to go.” He closes his eyes and backs up, reaching for the bag.


    “I’m not going to beg you to stay. But know that you’re hurting me right now, Sylas. Not because you’re going, but because you lied to me.” Without a word, he puts the strap of the bag on his shoulder and walks out of the room.


    I’m not going to cry. I’m not going to chase after him. He’s made his choice and he’s going to have to live with it. I ignore the few tears that slip down my face and I flinch when the door closes. Leo climbs out from under the bed, as if he was hiding from the tension. He rubs against my legs and looks up at me with a mournful meow.


    “I know,” I say and walk into the kitchen to get him some food.
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    It’s good that I have so much studying to do, because it gives me an activity other than wallowing in bed with ice cream and too many romantic movies. I briefly consider calling Lo and telling her Sylas has left me, but it would be too much work to come up with a good story. She’s bound to ask a lot of questions and I don’t have the energy or desire to lie.


    Sylas sends me one text that he’s on a plane and he’ll let me know when he lands. I send back two letters “o” and “k.”


    I wonder what he’s thinking about. If he’s conflicted at all. If he misses me. He’s barely been gone for a few hours and the apartment is too quiet. Too empty. Leo won’t leave me alone, and I think it’s because he knows. I’ve never really been a cat person, but he’s growing on me.


    I’m knee-deep in writing a paper when my phone rings and I nearly fall out of my chair trying to grab and answer it.


    “Hello?”


    “Saige Beaumont,” Cash says, his normal chipper self. I wonder if he’s ever sad. If he’s ever not so upbeat.


    “What do you want?” My fuse is beyond short tonight.


    “I just wanted to let you know I’m with him. We just arrived in Texas and he’s just getting a rental car.” So he took Cash with him, but not me. Cash, who hid the fact his father is alive from him.


    “Okay,” I say.


    “I wanted to tell him, but I knew that if I did, this is where we’d end up. I’m not going to talk him out of it, because I’d rather not end up in the hospital. I might be stronger than he is, but he fights dirtier. And I know where his head is at. I understand it.”


    Cash’s story is a sad one, even more tragic than Sylas’.


    “He promised me he wouldn’t go without me. And then broke that promise a few hours later.” I know I sound like a jealous girlfriend, but I don’t care. I’m pissed at him for lying to me. For making me think I could trust him.


    “I’m sorry, Saige, but you know why he has to do this, right? He thinks he can’t move on with you until he gets this part of his past behind him.”


    “I know, I know,” I say, and I’m fighting a losing battle.


    “Okay, he’s coming back so I’m going to go. I’ll keep you updated.” The call ends before I can say anything else.


    I look down at my phone and I want to smash it on the floor. But then I’d still be pissed and I’d have a broken phone.


    I lay my head down on top of my laptop. I want to sleep. I want to sleep for a week. I give myself one moment of wallowing before I sit up and go back to my paper.
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    Four cups of coffee and several thousand words later, I’m done with my paper. I move on to my study guides and check the clock. It’s nearly three in the morning. I might as well stay up all night at this rate. The caffeine in my system isn’t going to let me sleep, anyway. I power through and just before it’s time for me to get up, I get another text from Sylas.


    Miss you.


    That’s it? That’s all I get?


    Are you safe? I send back.


    Yes. Will call you later.


    I let out a scream and Leo bolts through the house. I set my phone down and go to take a shower to get myself ready for the day.


    I could follow him. I could book a plane ticket right now and leave. I could send my professors emails and say I have a family emergency and go to him. I could.


    Chewing on my lip, I turn on the hot water as Leo comes into the bathroom to sit on the sink to watch. I thought cats hated water, but he’s obsessed with the shower.


    So distracted, I realize I’ve put my body wash on my hair instead of conditioner. I rinse it out and try to get my shit together. I’m going to have to rush to get to campus, but there’s nothing I can do about it now, although that caffeine drip would really be a blessing right now.


    There are no messages from Sylas on my phone, and I’m going with the statement that “no news is good news.”


    I arrive on campus with still-wet hair and a gloomy mood. I struggle through my classwork and end up falling asleep on my desk in both my afternoon classes. Fortunately I’m not the only one, what with everyone pulling all-nighters studying. My professors take it with a grain of salt and I mumble apologies.


    Still no word from Sylas when I get home and I’m about ready to lose my mind. I fire up my laptop and start looking at plane tickets. Just to see. They’re not cheap, but there’s a flight leaving in three hours. I could totally make it if I drove to the airport now.


    Leo hops up on my lap and meows, rubbing his head against my chest.


    “I know, I know. I wish I were a cat. Life would be so much easier. I’d only have to worry about food and water and sleeping sixteen hours a day.” He blinks sleepily up at me.


    “What should I do?” He starts kneading my skin and I yelp.


    My phone goes off and I grab it.


    “Hello? Sylas?”


    “Saige?” It’s Cash and he’s sounding… panicked. I’ve never heard Cash so panicked, so it must be bad.


    “What’s wrong?” A million and one things tumble through my brain, including the possibility that Sylas is dead. He can’t be dead, he can’t be dead, he can’t be dead. A wave of nausea overtakes me.


    “He’s not doing very well.” He’s alive, he’s alive, he’s alive. My Sylas is alive.


    “What the fuck does that mean, Cash?” I nearly scream. My hands are shaking so badly I can barely hold the phone up to my ear. It’s a good thing I’m sitting down.


    “He’s catatonic. I can’t get him to move or speak. He’s completely withdrawn and short of taking him to a hospital, which might cause them to lock him up in a psych ward, I don’t know what to do.”


    “Can you put me on speaker?” I say.


    “Sure. Okay, go ahead.”


    “Sylas?” I say, hoping my voice can do something. “Sylas, are you listening to me?” I hear what sounds like a whimpering.


    “It’s Saige, Sylas. She’s on the phone,” Cash says.


    “Sylas?” I say.


    “He’s not doing anything. I’ve tried everything. I don’t know what to do. I can’t get him on a plane like this.” Fuck.


    “Where are you?” I ask and he gives me the name of a hotel in Dallas. I quickly type it into my laptop and figure out how far it is from the airport. Only fifteen minutes. The earliest I could get there would be two in the morning. Ideally, I’d get there, help Sylas, get him on a plane and be back in time for class tomorrow.


    I haven’t had more than a nap in the last day, but here I am, buying a plane ticket.


    “I’ll be there in a few hours,” I say.


    “You’re coming here?” Cash says.


    “Well, what else am I supposed to do?” He swears a string of curses that would make a sailor proud.


    “I knew this was a bad fucking idea. I knew it. Mother fucking cocksucking fucker.”


    “Cash?” I need to get his attention. I’m up and running around my apartment, throwing clothes and a toothbrush into a bag. I pour a mound of food into Leo’s bowl and dump a bunch of water in another bowl. He’ll be fine.


    “I’m on my way,” I say.


    “Okay. Let me know when you get here.”


    I end the call and then I’m out the door.

  


  


  


  
    


    Sixteen


    


    I’ve never experienced so much airport rage in my life. I’m about ready to murder everyone who takes too long in the security line, everyone who tries to cut me to get on the flight and everyone who takes too long to put their enormous suitcases in the overhead. I bit the bullet and got a first class ticket purely for the reason I’ll be off the plane first.


    I check in with Cash one last time before the flight attendant tells us to turn off the cell service on our phones. Sylas is still the same.


    It would just figure that I’d get on this flight, get there and he’d be back to normal and I would have come for nothing.


    No, not nothing. I should have gone in the first place. I knew it. He’s not ready for this.


    I spend the entire flight pretending to sleep so no one will try to talk to me.


    It feels like it takes a million years to get there. I probably should have tried to sleep for real, but I’m too wired up. When we finally touch down, I want to cry tears of relief. The minute the door opens, I’m ready to go, and I even push past a few people to get off. I’m sure they think I’m a bitch, but I don’t give a fuck what. I race as fast as I can outside and wave for a cab. It’s so late I don’t have to fight anyone for it.


    I tell the guy the name of the hotel and tell him to hurry as fast as he can. He assures me he will and I say that if he does, there’s a very generous tip in it for him. He nods and I’m grateful the traffic isn’t near what it could be during the day.


    When we reach the hotel, I throw a wad of cash at the driver and I’m out the door. I call Cash.


    “I’m here. What room?” He gives me the number and I bust through the lobby and search for the nearest elevator. There’s one person manning the front desk and a maintenance worker with a vacuum. I find the elevators and soon I’m on the floor. The closer I get to the room, the more my heart pounds.


    I knock and the door flies open. I throw my bag at Cash and rush in to find Sylas sitting on the floor near the window, his knees pulled up and his face staring straight ahead. I crouch down and look into his eyes.


    “He’s been like this for hours. I’ve literally tried everything.” Sylas’ hair is wet and I wonder if Cash dumped water on him.


    “Sylas? Sylas, can you hear me?” No reaction. He barely even blinks and his breathing is shallow. I’ve never seen him look so empty. So… gone. He’s gone. Deep inside his head, to a safer place none of us can reach. I stroke the sides of his face.


    “Come back to us. You’re going to be okay. It’s all going to be okay. We’re going to get you out of here and go home and everything is going to be okay.” I keep my voice even and soothing. Cash sits on the end of one of the twin beds and watches me.


    I lock my eyes with Sylas, searching and looking for a way in. For a flicker that he’s coming back.


    I slow my breathing and scoot a little bit closer. Carefully, I press my lips to his. Nothing.


    “Come on, Sylas. I need you. Lizzy needs you. We love you and we’re here for you. You don’t have to do this alone. I love you so much. We can get through this together.” I keep skin contact with his face and don’t look away from him.


    There it is. One shaky breath and then I see his hands clench and unclench.


    “There you are. It’s okay. Come back, Sylas.” His fingers twitch and he blinks more rapidly. He inhales with a gasp, as if he’s coming up for air after being underwater.


    “Cash, can you get me some water?” I say, taking my hands from Sylas’ face and rubbing his hands. They’re cold.


    A glass of water appears in my peripheral vision and I take it and put Sylas’ hands around it. He looks down at it as if he’s never seen a glass of water before.


    Slowly, I help him raise the glass to his lips and he takes a sip. Some dribbles out of his mouth and onto his shirt, but then he gets the hang of it. He finishes the glass and I take it away and ask Cash to refill it.


    “Sylas? Can you say something?”


    “Why are you here?” he rasps, each word sounding like it hurts to say. Each one is a knife in his throat.


    “Why wouldn’t I be here?” I say. “How are you feeling?”


    “I don’t… know,” he says. He’s still coming out of it. I’m still massaging his hands. He’s not so stiff anymore and I wonder if we can try to get him on his feet.


    “Do you think you can stand?” I ask.


    “N-no,” he says. “No.”


    “Okay, that’s fine. We’ll just hang out here on the floor. Do you want to tell me what happened?”


    His face screws up and then he starts sobbing. It’s a dry, wracking sound and he falls forward into my arms.


    “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,” he says over and over. I hear a door shut and I wonder if Cash left us alone together to give us some privacy. I’m sure Sylas wouldn’t want anyone to see him like this.


    I hold him as he curls into my lap like a child. I keep rubbing his back and talking to him and telling him it’s going to be okay. That we’re going to go home and everything will be fine. I don’t talk about his father. I don’t want to throw him back into whatever state he just came out of.


    One thing is for sure. He needs help. Professional help. A therapist or something. His anxiety is getting the best of him and I can’t watch as it controls his life anymore. It’s not healthy and it’s not safe. He never recovered from losing his mother, never grieved. Instead the pain has built up inside him, seeping into his veins and putrefying. It’s a black ugly thing and it’s got teeth. It’s not going to let him go unless he makes it.


    “I can’t, I can’t, I can’t,” he chokes out, his body shaking so violently it’s hard to hold onto him. At last he wears himself out and then he’s still. I’m afraid he’s going to go catatonic on me again, so I turn his head and force him to look up at me.


    “Sylas. You stay with me. Don’t go anywhere.”


    “I can’t,” he says.


    “I know. But it’s okay. It’s okay if you can’t.” I know what he’s saying “I can’t” to. He can’t kill his father. I’ll have to find out what happened from Cash, since I don’t think I’m going to get it out of Sylas right now.


    “I love you,” I say. “I love you so much.” My broken, strong, infuriating, fascinating Sylas. He’s it for me. I know that, beyond the shadow of a doubt. Even if I don’t trust him. Even if I never trust him. This is it.


    His eyes close and soon his breathing is even and slow. He’s fallen asleep. I don’t want to move him, so I get my phone and send Cash a text letting him know he can come back in.


    The door opens quietly and he speaks in a whisper.


    “How is he?”


    “He’s asleep,” I say. “I’m afraid my legs are going to fall asleep, so do you think you could help me move him to the bed?” He nods and together we slowly get Sylas onto one of the twin beds. He’s so exhausted he doesn’t wake and I cover him with the blanket before stretching my back. My spine cracks loudly and I wince.


    “Thank you for coming,” Cash says. This is the Cash I know. Serious and reserved. In control.


    “What else were you going to do?” I say. I blink and it’s hard for me to open my eyes again.


    “Are you okay? You’re weaving on your feet.” I have no idea what he’s talking about, but when I look down, I see that I’m weaving like a drunk.


    “Tired,” I say. My body is starting to shut down from lack of sleep and too much emotional upheaval.


    “Whoa,” he says and catches me as I lean over too far. “Let’s get you to bed too.” Before I know what’s happening, I’m horizontal on the other twin bed.


    “Get some sleep and I’ll watch him. I’ll wake you if anything happens, okay? He’s fine now. You can rest.” I start to say something, but the words come out as mush and then my body takes over and hits the off switch.
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    When my eyes open, I panic for a moment. I’m in a hotel room. Why am I in a hotel room? I blink a few more times and wonder if I’m still dreaming. And then the night’s events crash down on me and I’m stumbling to my feet.


    “Sylas?” I lurch toward the other bed, but he’s still asleep.


    “He hasn’t moved,” a voice says from the corner of the room. I whirl around to find Cash reclined in the only chair in the room, his feet propped up on an ottoman. I sit back down on the bed and rub my eyes.


    I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck. My mouth is fuzzy and foul and my eyes feel like they have grains of sand in them. Every muscle is screaming in protest as I move.


    Turning my head, I check out the clock. It’s six in the morning. So much for getting back in time to go to class. That’s definitely not happening. I’ll have to get on my phone to email my professors. I run my hands through my hair and the curls are all tangled together in knots.


    “I’ll be right back,” I say and shuffle my way to the bathroom. It’s a struggle to stand up from the toilet once I’ve used it, but I get there eventually. I wash my hands and try to avoid my face in the mirror, but it’s impossible.


    I look like I’ve been through hell and back. I guess I have.


    When I come back out, Cash is on the hotel phone. He says something else and then hangs up.


    “Room service,” he says. As soon as he mentions food, my hunger appears with a vengeance.


    “Thanks,” I say, going to grab my bag and pull out the brush I hope I stashed in there. Yes. I did pack it. I start running it through my tangled hair and wince as it hits snags.


    “I’m sorry you had to drop everything and come down here,” he says. I turn and face him, still battling with the brush.


    “I know. I understand why you called.” I look at Sylas, but he’s still knocked out. “He needs help. Not the kind we can give him.” I meet Cash’s eyes and he nods slowly.


    “I know. I didn’t think it was this bad.” Huh. Guess he hasn’t seen Sylas in this state before.


    “He’s had a few episodes that I know of. Especially when he gets too much information at once. Or when it brings up the past.” Cash gets up and paces the room.


    “I wish I knew before we came. I wouldn’t have brought him.” I know Cash cares about Sylas like a brother.


    “It’s not your fault. Do you mind telling me what exactly happened before the episode?” He sits back down and rubs his face with both hands. He’s just as exhausted as I am.


    “We found Andrew at a shitty hotel just outside Dallas. The goal was to lure him somewhere more secluded and take care of it. We were just doing surveillance and then Andrew came out of his room. The minute Sylas saw him, he… I don’t know. He panicked. He started screaming and thrashing around and I had to drive away so his father didn’t see us and know that we were coming for him. Thinking back, it wasn’t the best plan.” They should have brought more backup.


    “I got him back here and then he stopped screaming long enough for me to shove him through the lobby and up into the room. He sat down in the corner and didn’t move. I tried talking to him, slapping him, dumping water on him, everything. He was just… gone.”


    I sigh.


    “I know. It’s like he gets locked in his head and he can’t find his way out,” I say and Sylas finally moves. He’s been so still I want to check his breathing. His eyelids flutter and then open.


    “What?” he says. I was confused when I woke up, but that’s probably nothing compared to how he feels now.


    “Welcome back,” I say, going over to the other side of my bed so he can look at me.


    “Where am I?” he says. His voice is so scratchy. I’m about to ask Cash to get him something to drink, but he’s already on it. Sylas lifts his head and sits up like every bone in his body aches. Cash hands him the water, but his hands can’t hold it. I grab it from Cash and hold it to Sylas’ lips. He downs it, coughs and then asks for some more.


    There’s a knock at the door that must be the room service, so Cash goes to get it and wheel the cart in. He’s gotten some of everything. French toast and fruit and yogurt and coffee and muffins and eggs and bacon. It’s enough food for about ten people and they’ve sent place settings for six. It reminds me of the night when Sylas and I ordered room service for dessert and the same thing happened. What a long time ago that was. Lifetimes.


    “Hungry?” Cash asks Sylas.


    “I don’t know,” he says, sliding to the end of the bed and putting his feet over so he’s sitting up. His hair is messed up in the back from where he was sleeping on it. I want to get up and smooth it down, but I think he needs his space right now.


    Cash makes a plate for Sylas and gives it to him. He’s still too weak to hold it, so Cash moves the tray so Sylas can use it as a table. It’s not until he’s eating that I get up and make myself a plate. The food is so good I nearly moan. I feel like I haven’t eaten in years.


    Cash is last to get his food and then the sound of cutlery on china and the sound of chewing fill the room.


    I inhale two fried eggs, four strips of bacon, two pieces of toast and two glasses of orange juice before I start feeling more normal. Sylas eats slowly, with tiny methodical bites. I chase my breakfast with two cups of coffee and that helps wake me up a little and makes me feel more human. It’s amazing what the human body can do on only a few hours of sleep.


    “I’m sorry,” Sylas says when he’s cleaned his plate. Cash goes back for seconds. I think Sylas should eat more, but I’m not going to push him if he doesn’t want to.


    I’m not sure what, specifically, he’s sorry for.


    “It’s okay,” I say, wiping my mouth with my napkin. “We don’t have to talk about it right now, but when we get home, we need to.”


    He lays back on the bed and stares at the ceiling, his hands behind his head.


    “I know,” he says. I expected him to put up more resistance. “This was a bad idea. You were so right, Saige. I’m sorry for fucking this up so badly.” Cash clears his throat, clearly uncomfortable.


    “I don’t care if you hear this, Cash. I need to apologize to you, too.” Cash finishes his second plate of food and refills his coffee.


    “It’s over now,” I say. “We can go home and figure things out from here.”


    Sylas opens his mouth to say something, but then just nods.


    “We should get going,” Cash says. God, the last thing I want to do is get on another plane.


    I expect Sylas to say no. That he wants to stay and give it another go. But he’s silent as Cash starts packing their things up.


    “Sylas?” I ask. He doesn’t answer. I try again. “Sylas, are you still with us?” I’m afraid he’s going to go away again.


    “I’m here,” he says in a soft voice.


    “Are you okay with leaving?”


    “Sure,” he says, which isn’t exactly an answer, but it’s probably as good as we’re going to get.


    I head for the bathroom to wash my face and brush my teeth. I also change my clothes and when I come out Sylas and Cash are also in different clothes. Cash uses the bathroom and then Sylas has his turn. I hang out near the door, just in case. Not that I think he’s going to do anything, but he’s in such a fragile state, I don’t want to take any risks.


    We check out of the hotel at seven and then we’re on our way to the airport. The first flight out is at ten, so we have some time to kill at the airport. I wish we could just hop on a plane and be gone, but that’s just not going to happen.


    Cash decides to go on a coffee run since we could all still use it. I’m left alone with Sylas. He’s been quiet since we left the hotel and I can’t get a read on him.


    “I’m worried about you,” I say as a few more people sit down at the gate to wait for our flight. I try not to envy their lives, but I do.


    “I know,” Sylas says, but that’s it.


    I can’t seem to get a conversation going with him, so I stop trying. I get on my phone and start scrolling through social media just to pass the time. Cash comes back with coffee and scones for all and I stuff my face again. Sylas just stares at his and sips his coffee carefully.


    Messing around on my phone gets boring after a few minutes, so I start talking to Cash. Not about anything in particular, just casual stuff. Nothing that could trigger Sylas. It helps us pass the time until we can finally get on the flight. We have two seats together and then one across the aisle.


    “Sit with me?” I ask Sylas, even though Cash’s seat is next to mine.


    “Sure,” he says and I ask Cash if it’s okay. He’s fine with it, especially when a cute blonde is in the seat next to him. Before the flight is even full, he’s got her laughing. He works fast.


    Sylas is staring straight ahead and I have to touch his arm when the flight attendant asks him if he wants anything to drink. He says no and I briefly consider ordering alcohol, but it’s still so early. I get a Coke instead.


    “Are you sure you don’t want anything?” I’m struggling to reach him, even though he’s sitting right next to me and our arms are touching on the armrest.


    “I’m fine,” he says, but he’s anything but. He’s so far from fine. I take a risk and intertwine my fingers with his. He lets me and I hope that’s progress.


    “You’re missing class,” he says as the flight attendant does the little safety presentation no one pays attention to.


    “It’s okay. I emailed them and said I had a family emergency. It’s not a complete lie. You’re my family. And I’ve barely ever missed before, so I can get away with it.” That’s the truth. It’s one of the upsides of being a good student. When you need to get away with something, it’s a hell of a lot easier.


    “Oh,” he says. “You didn’t need to come down, though.”


    “It’s okay. Stop saying that. I don’t regret it and I’m glad I was here.” He makes a frustrated sound as we start to taxi from the gate.


    “Are you mad at me for coming?”


    “No, no.” I’m not convinced.


    “What was I supposed to do?” I’m trying to keep my voice low so no one can overhear us, but it’s not easy. Cash is busy with the blonde and it’s just Sylas and me. I glance around and find that everyone is occupied with their phones or magazines and isn’t paying attention to us. Good.


    “You were so angry when I left. I didn’t think I was ever going to see you again.” What is he talking about? Sure, I was angry with him, but that didn’t mean I was going to cut him out of my life. And in the end, he did need me.


    “Let’s not talk about this right now. We can talk when we get home. You must still be tired. Go to sleep and we’ll deal with it later.” He squeezes my hand and gives me a look before closing his eyes and leaning his head back. Moments later, his breath is slow and even and I can tell he’s asleep.


    I keep our fingers wrapped around each other and try to join him in sleep.

  


  


  


  
    


    Seventeen


    


    I do end up getting a few moments of sleep until I’m jostled awake by the plane touching down. Sylas is out cold again and doesn’t wake until I shake his shoulder. His eyes fly open and he freaks out for a minute.


    “We landed,” I say and he starts to calm down. I don’t know what he was dreaming of, but it wasn’t something good.


    Things are a little weird as we get off the plane and exit the airport.


    “Did you drive here, or…” I say. My car is parked in the garage, so I can drive us all if need be.


    “No, we took a cab,” Cash says. I tell him I have my car, so we head to the parking garage. Sylas walks robotically with us. Cash automatically gets in the backseat so Sylas can sit next to me in the front.


    “Do you want me to drop you off at your place?” I ask Cash as I get back on the highway and head toward the city.


    “Sure.” He gives me the address and I punch it into my phone so the GPS can take me there. Even though I don’t need it. I already know where he lives, but I don’t say that.


    I can’t handle the silence, so I turn on the radio. Of course, like it was waiting for me, “Take Me to Church” is the first song that comes on. I look for a reaction from Sylas out of the corner of my eye, but he’s staring out the window.


    I sigh and just keep driving.
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    Cash gives me a hug when I drop him off. I get out of the car so I can talk with him for a moment without Sylas overhearing.


    “He’s not in a good place right now. Just make sure you watch him. I don’t think he’s going to do anything, but just watch him.” I plan to.


    “I will. And I’ll call you if I need you.”


    “Good. Good.” He gives me another hug and I see a glimmer of his cheerful self come back.


    “Turn that frown upside down,” I say, tapping him on the nose before I get back in the car. I hear him chuckle as I close the door and buckle my seatbelt.


    Sylas is still not talking by the time we get back to my place, go up the stairs and through the door. I drop my bag and he drops his. Leo runs out and is losing his mind with meowing for Sylas to pick him up.


    “Hey, little beast,” Sylas says, picking the cat up and rubbing his belly. Thank God. Sylas walks to the couch and sits down with Leo. At last, something he’s interacting with. Sylas is talking softly to Leo, who is eating up the attention. Figuring they’re okay, I hit the bathroom and then the kitchen. That massive breakfast was many hours ago, and the two cookies I ate on the plane were hardly sustenance.


    I grab a smorgasbord of stuff that doesn’t require preparation and make up a huge plate. I also grab two glasses of water.


    “Hungry?” I ask. He’s still playing with Leo.


    “Not really,” he says, but I set the plate down and take a seat on the couch next to him, not crowding him.


    “Sylas,” I say and he glances up at me.


    “Yes?” He tenses up because he knows what’s coming.


    “We need to talk about it.” He licks his lips and just keeps petting Leo.


    “I know,” he says, so quietly that if I hadn’t seen his lips move, I might have imagined it.


    “We don’t have to go through all of it, but you need to at least tell me what happened with you when you had your episode. You, really, really scared me.” I told him I’d be completely honest, and I’m going to stick to that. It’s becoming easier. Not as easy as lying used to be, but I’m getting there.


    “I know. I’m so sorry. I… I know I can’t do this anymore.”


    “Do what, Sylas?”


    “Everything.” I wait for him to elaborate and it takes a while. Slowly at first, and then his voice gets stronger.


    “When I saw him, it was like I was back in that day. In the house. When I found her body on the floor. Her hair was so bright and the blood had stained it. I remember wanting to wash the blood out of her hair.” A chill starts at the top of my spine and creeps all the way down. Listening to Sylas isn’t going to be easy, but he needs to tell someone and I want that someone to be me.


    He’s staring at a spot above my shoulder as he continues.


    “Her eyes were so… empty. She wasn’t there anymore. She was gone. That was the hardest part. Knowing she was gone and never coming back. I was just so glad it was me who found her and not Lizzy. I never would have been able to live with myself if it had been her.” The very idea of sweet Lizzy seeing that makes me want to vomit.


    “And then there was the fire and I was only able to save a few things. Some pictures and, for some reason, our coffee table.” The coffee table? I remember seeing the one in his apartment that looked like it had been burned. Oh.


    “When I saw him, all I could remember was that day and I just… I didn’t know what to do. I felt like I was far away, floating and watching my body in the car. I can’t describe it any way other than that. I’ve never felt that way before. I was so scared, but I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t move, couldn’t talk, couldn’t get myself out of it. I could hear you and Cash and I tried, but my body wouldn’t let me.


    “I couldn’t even think about killing him. I had the gun with the silencer all ready. I was going to take him out and drive away and never give him another thought. Killing him was supposed to get him out of my head.” It’s not that simple. If it were, then there would be a lot more vigilante justice in the world.


    He shakes his head back and forth, like he’s trying to shake his thoughts out. Reaching for me, he takes my hands.


    “I want you to know that I love you. I love you so much, Saige, and I never want to put you through that again. I want to be what you need. I don’t want to drag you down with me.” He’s not dragging me anywhere I’m not willing to go, but he won’t believe me when I tell him that.


    “I wish I had never taken this job. Never met you. I wish I could take it back.” I think he’s going to break down again, but he doesn’t. He bites his bottom lip between his teeth and I can see how much he’s struggling.


    “I don’t regret it. I know you don’t believe in fate, but I do. We were meant to find one another, Sylas and I need you to know I’m in. I’m all in for the long haul. Whatever that looks like for us. We’re never going to be the traditional couple, that’s for sure. We’re not white picket fence people. But I think we make each other happy, and we’ll find our own way to live happily ever after.” I know I sound sappy, but I don’t give a shit. I have to lay this all out and have him hear me.


    “You…” he says, but he can’t continue. He pulls me into his arms and Leo protests between us and jumps to the floor.


    “You are everything that is good in the world, Saige. Everything,” he says in my ear as we share our first embrace since I found him in that hotel room.


    “I want to be better for you. I want to be good for you.”


    “You already are,” I say.
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    We spend the rest of the day talking. Like I did in my letter, he lays everything out. He tells me things I already know and things I don’t. It’s harsh and ugly and heartbreaking, but I listen to every single word.


    I owe it to him. He read all about my past. Not that I had anything near as horrible in mine. Still, if we want to be together, this is what it’s going to take.


    When he finally finishes, I can sense that he’s coming back to his old self.


    “I think I need to talk to someone. Someone other than you. A professional. I just never have because most of my activities aren’t all that legal.” That is a good point. I’m not sure what the protocol is if a shrink hears their patient doing illegal activities.


    “I’m sure we can find someone who wouldn’t break your confidentiality. There has to be someone out there.”


    He finally shows me a glimmer of a smile.


    “I didn’t think it was going to be as hard as it was. But I’m glad I told you. You’re the only person in the world who knows everything.” That’s quite a responsibility and I don’t take it lightly.


    I lean forward and kiss one cheek, then the other.


    “Thank you for trusting me.”


    He laughs.


    “I still don’t trust you. But I love you anyway.”


    That makes me laugh as well.


    “Fair enough.”
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    We’re both completely and totally exhausted, so we head to bed without even getting undressed. I’m not sure if I’m going to make it to class tomorrow, but I’m going to give it my best shot.


    Sylas wraps his arms and legs around me, as if he’s afraid I’m going to vanish. I hope I can comfort him, but then I’m the one who wakes in the middle of the night and can’t breathe.


    The nightmares are back.
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    I thought when Sylas started sleeping over they were going to go away. In the past, they seemed to strike when I was sleeping alone. It was actually one of the reasons I went through so many boyfriends my first two years of college. It wasn’t about the sex, it was about the sleeping together afterward. Finding guys that were up for staying over wasn’t easy.


    With Sylas, I only had one episode at the hotel, and then I thought I was done. I felt secure and I was in love and my life was on track.


    Sylas comforts me as I cry and try and remember what happened. I never can. As soon as I think I remember something, it fades away quicker than I can try to grab onto it. I thought I had learned how to deal with it, but if this is going to be a pattern, I’m going to have to do something. I can’t sit by and let this keep happening to me. Can’t let my subconscious control my life.


    “What a mess we are,” I say, closing my eyes and matching my breathing to Sylas’.


    “Maybe that’s why we fit together.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Eighteen


    


    Sylas proves that he’s wonderful when he wakes me the next morning with enough time for me to shower and get to class on time. He gets up with me, even though he should probably stay in bed and rest some more.


    “I wish I’d gone to college,” he says, watching me get dressed. I can’t help but blush at the way he watches my body move, his gaze both hot and appreciative at the same time. I would absolutely love to lose myself with him, but there’s no time.


    “You do? What would you have studied?” Sometimes I think about the “Quinn” bits of information he told me and which ones are actually true. He put a surprising amount of himself in that character he played. But maybe it was easier to lie that way. Sprinkle in a dash of truth.


    “I don’t know. I was so lost in high school. Always distracted by what was happening at home. I never really had the chance to explore anything. And then I started doing this and never looked back.” I decide to pull my hair up and look at him in the mirror as I make sure I get my bun just right.


    “You could always go back. Live the straight life,” I say, winking. We both know there is no going back for either of us. We were made for this life. It will always be a part of us. I know that even if I don’t work with my father anymore, it will still follow me.


    We’ll always have our secret lives, but at least we can have them together.


    “Maybe.” He rolls over on his back and Leo jumps on the bed.


    “You could. Think about it.”


    He’s lost in thought again as I head out. I don’t ask him to promise me he’s not going to leave. I don’t have to. This time, at least, I trust him to stay put.
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    Dad calls me during lunch and I want to avoid the call, but I also don’t want him to be suspicious.


    “Hey, Dad.” I wish my voice sounded more upbeat. I sound tired.


    “Hey, Saige. I was just checking in. How are things?” Could he be more obvious?


    “Dad. Come out and say it. You’re calling to ask about Sylas. It’s finals week and I don’t have time to beat around the bush.” I’m lucky my father doesn’t mind when I snap at him like this. He’s more than used to it.


    “Fine. How are things with Sylas?” He says Sylas’ name like it tastes bad in his mouth. I find it strange, because not that long ago, he was doing whatever he could to get Sylas to let him see Lizzy. Interesting how things can change when his daughter is involved.


    “Things with Sylas are fine.” Not even close.


    “I’m surprised he hasn’t saddled up and charged down to Texas. You know I’ve got people watching him.” The way he says it tells me that he already knows Sylas went.


    “He came back. He didn’t do it, Dad.”


    “I know. That’s why I’m going to.” I feel a headache coming on.


    “Can’t you just have someone else take care of it?” I disguise my language without even thinking about it. No conversation is private in the information age. It is beyond easy to hack into a cell phone and pick up someone else’s conversation.


    “No. I’m taking care of this mess. If I hadn’t been a coward so many years ago, it never would have happened.” He thinks he’s directly responsible for everything because he didn’t stay with Sylas and Lizzy’s mother, which is ridiculous. It’s crazy what we can feel guilt over.


    “If I hadn’t intervened, it wouldn’t have happened.” I shake my head, but he can’t see me.


    “Dad, it’s not that simple. I wish you wouldn’t do this. I don’t think it’s going to be as satisfying as you think it is.” I know it won’t, but that won’t stop him from doing it. I just hope he doesn’t regret having more blood on his hands.


    “I’m not discussing this with you. I just wanted to let you know I’ll be out of town if you come by the house.” I’m sure he’s told my mother it’s a business trip of some sort. She won’t even notice he’s gone. She never does.


    “Fine. But just think about what I said. I love you.”


    “Love you, too.” I let out the world’s longest sigh and then my phone rings again, scaring the shit out of me.


    It’s Lo. I know if I don’t answer, she’ll leave a long and rambling voicemail and I’d rather just figure out what she wants and get the conversation over with. I hate that she’s moved down my priority ladder. I told myself I wasn’t going to be one of those girls who ditches her friends for a man. This isn’t exactly like cancelling plans with her so I can go see my boyfriend’s new band play, but it’s still not good friend behavior.


    “Hey, Lo. I can’t talk long,” I say right off the bat.


    “Fine, fine. I just wanted to check in with you, seeing as how I haven’t heard from you in forever.” I did let her know Sylas and I are ah “back together.” She wasn’t too pleased and he’s not on her list of favorite people right now.


    “I know, I’m sorry. It’s finals week and I’ve been doing nothing but studying.” And rescuing Sylas.


    “Sure, sure. And I bet you’ve had some lovely breaks. Naked breaks.” If only.


    “Lo,” I say in a warning voice.


    “Fine, fine. I’ll get to the point. I knew you had finals coming up and I thought maybe you might want to take a break and have a drink with me. Away from your study partner.” I can’t say no to her without sounding like I’m blowing her off.


    “I guess. When were you thinking?”


    “Well, if it’s going to be a chore for you to hang out with your best friend, then never mind.” Why did I pick such a difficult woman to be my best friend? Why couldn’t I have befriended a shy girl who wouldn’t call me and demand I hang out with her when I’m in the middle of several crises?


    “Lo, seriously. I’m exhausted and I still have to get through two more classes.” Including my drawing class, which is my least favorite. I still have to do my final project to get my portfolio ready. I’m not sure what I’m going to draw, but it’s supposed to be something I love, which is a rather broad category.


    “Friday, five o’clock. That little hole-in-the wall that makes the good dirty martinis.” I agree I’ll be there and she lets me go.


    I send Sylas a quick text asking how his day is and get a message back immediately.


    I don’t know how to do nothing. It’s really hard.


    It’s good to see him regaining his sense of humor. That’s something I love about him. He’s not the funniest guy at all times, but when he is, I can’t stop laughing. And when he’s dirty and funny… well. That hits me in all the right places.


    I’m going to have to tell him Dad is going to Texas. I’m not sure how he’s going to take it, and there’s no way to drop that bomb gently. I ponder it as I get my fourth cup of coffee on the way to drawing.


    My talents just don’t include drawing. No matter how many times I repeat the techniques I’m supposed to be using, my pictures never come out right. If I were better at the subject, then it might be a more relaxing class. I could lose myself in the process, the movement. But I can never get the drawing on the paper to match the drawing in my mind and it drives me crazy. I wouldn’t call myself a perfectionist by any stretch, but I do like things to be a certain way.


    This day is no exception and I get so fed up I want to break my charcoal in half and throw it across the room. The vase we’ve been working on is uglier than sin and I wish someone would walk by and accidentally knock it off the stand in the middle of the room.


    At last the professor tells us time is up and we all put our supplies away. As a result of who I am, I tend to keep to myself in classes. I don’t usually think about it, but as I pack up, I realize everyone is talking to someone else. There are small groups and pairs and trios all chatting about weekend plans and jobs and study sessions. I hurry out of the room and head to my next class.


    It’s the same there. I sit alone and don’t talk to anyone. I’ve also cultivated an effective Resting Bitch Face that keeps a lot of people at bay. Even when someone talks to me, I make sure they never want to do it again.


    I’ve been doing it so long, I stopped even thinking about why I do it.


    As I leave another class where no one talks to me, I head to my car and briefly consider not going home. Or at least just… not going home right away. I drive around for a little while. I used to drive around all the time when I was younger. I got my license as soon as I could and of course Dad bought me a car. It was my refuge. My home away from home. Sometimes I’d even drive somewhere, park and sleep in the backseat. Mostly it was normal teenage rebellion, but it was also so I didn’t have to go home and listen to my mother pick apart every little flaw she perceived I had.


    Feeling foolish for dredging up the past, I make the turn that will take me home. My Sylas is waiting.
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    He’s stretched out on the couch with Leo sleeping on his stomach when I walk through the door. The television is on some cooking show, the volume turned on low.


    “Hey,” I say, and he looks up, a sleepy smile on his face. He’s wearing… sweats. Actual sweats. I didn’t even know he had them. The dark gray bottoms are baggy in places and tight in others and totally working for me.


    “Hey, Redhead.”


    I move his feet and sit down on the other end of the couch, replacing his feet in my lap.


    “What did you do today?” I ask.


    “This,” he says, gesturing to his current state. “I can’t remember the last time I did nothing. I didn’t even know I could do nothing without having my mind racing and plotting all the time.” I know how he feels. I have to force myself to slow down and smell the metaphorical roses. Both of us are high-strung individuals.


    “Feel good?” I ask, starting to rub his feet.


    “Oh, that definitely feels good,” he says, his eyes closing. “How was school?”


    “Fine. Same old, same old. Lo called and she wants me to go out with her on Friday night for drinks. I couldn’t see a way out of it.” Even if I gave her an excuse, like I was sick or something, she’d just show up here and make me prove it.


    “That’s fine. You deserve a break from everything.” So does he. Maybe the two of us could go away together after I’m done with finals. It would be complicated to plan, but we could make it work.


    “There’s something I have to tell you and I don’t want to tell you, because I’m scared of how you’re going to react.” He’s still so fragile emotionally, and this could reverse all the progress we’ve made since I found him in the hotel room.


    He opens his eyes and I see the worry on written on his forehead. I reach out and take his hands, hoping that if he holds onto me, he’ll stay with me.


    “Before I tell you, I want you to breathe with me.” I do the slow breathing technique and wait until he’s nice and calm.


    “Dad is going to Texas.” I don’t need to say anything other than that. He knows what that means. His fingers clench onto mine so hard that the joints crack and it hurts. I fight the need to tell him to let go. I can take the pain.


    He bites his bottom lip between his teeth and a little bit of blood runs down his chin.


    “Are you okay?” I ask, even though it’s a stupid question. I need to keep him talking.


    “No,” he says, his tongue darting out to lick the little spot of blood. I’m glad he didn’t bite right through his lip.


    “Talk to me,” I say. His grip loosens, but I can see that he’s starting to withdraw into his head. “Talk to me, Sylas. Tell me what you’re feeling.”


    He lets out a lungful of air.


    “I’m feeling like I’m a failure. That I’m a stupid little boy and I’ve betrayed my mother and Lizzy and I’m going to hate myself for the rest of my life because I didn’t have enough balls to put a bullet in the brain of a monster.” I keep my reaction neutral, but my heart aches for him. No one should feel that way. No one. But at least he’s letting it out and telling me and not holding it inside.


    “And what would have happened if you had killed him?” I ask.


    “He’d be dead and I’d be free. My mother would be avenged and I could go on with my life. I could plan. I could be with you without thinking about him. I could be the man you need me to be.” I start rubbing his fingers. His hands are so cold.


    “You’re not a failure, Sylas. Your mother wouldn’t want you hurting yourself like this. She would want you to live and let yourself be happy.” He can’t be happy if he doesn’t allow himself the opportunity.


    “What if I don’t know how to be happy?” I’m happy that he seems to be okay and dealing well with the news. For now.


    “You’ll figure it out. I have complete faith in you. Are you hungry? I could order some food. Or we could go take a walk. Or a drive.”


    He sits up and Leo stretches out and then jumps to the floor.


    “You don’t have to do this, Saige. You don’t have to treat me like a piece of glass.” Is he mad at me?


    “I’m not. I just asked you if you wanted something to eat.” He yawns and fiddles with the drawstring on his pants. His shirt is white and so thin I can see the ink of his tattoos bleeding through the fabric. It’s painfully sexy.


    “You’re right. You’re right. I’m sorry. I just have a lot on my mind.” I reach out and rub his shoulder.


    “Hey, it’s okay. I understand.” I go to the drawer in my kitchen where I keep the takeout menus. I fan them out and walk back over to him.


    “Pick one,” I say. He looks up and grabs for the Greek place. Score. I’ve been craving spanakopita. I ask him what he wants and then make the call to order before going to my closet and putting on my own sweats. I’m not sure Sylas has seen me in them yet either.


    When I walk back out with my hair down and my makeup off (except for my red lipstick because I know how much he loves it), his eyes widen.


    “See something you like?” I ask. It probably isn’t appropriate to flirt with him like this when he’s dealing with so much, but I think we could use a little time out from the intensity of dealing with everything.


    “Little bit,” he says. “Just a little bit.” His stare is like a physical touch. Everywhere he looks heats up and I want to dive across the room and throw myself at him.


    This is not the time for me to be horny and needy. I stop walking toward him and make a turn to the kitchen, pretending I’m getting a drink or something. I hear him get up from the couch and walk up behind me.


    His warm lips touch my neck. The t-shirt I’m wearing is all stretched out in the neck and drapes over one shoulder and leaves the other bare.


    I lean back and mold my body to his. He wants me, that’s for sure. He’s getting hard against my ass and I fight the urge to rub myself against him and make it better.


    “We shouldn’t,” I say, but my voice doesn’t sound very convincing. His lips suckle on the spot where my pulse pounds in my neck.


    “Probably not,” he says, but doesn’t stop what he’s doing. His hands drift up and own my sides and then around to lift my shirt up and graze across my stomach. My resistance is crumbling and I can’t think of any of the reasons we shouldn’t do this. Only why we should.


    I slowly turn in his arms, putting my arms up so he can lift the shirt over my head.


    “I feel like it’s been forever and it’s been less than three days,” he says as he reveals the fact that I’m not wearing a bra and that I changed out my simple nipple bars for ones with little red stones. His pupils dilate and he brushes his thumbs across them.


    “You like?” I ask.


    “Very much,” he breathes as he gets to his knees. His mouth is almost at nipple level and he takes one in his mouth. The bolt of desire that shoots through me makes my knees tremble. At this rate, he’s going to take me right here on the kitchen floor. I’m amenable to that.


    Every other thought leaves my head as he moves to show my other nipple the same attention and then slowly unties the bow that is keeping my pants up. I always end up naked before he even takes his shirt off. One of these days, I’m going to have the upper hand in that department.


    I slide down to the floor, my back against the lower cabinets.


    “Shirt. Off. Now.” He gives me the kind of smile that makes me think of wicked things and dirty words and dark desires whispered in the dark.


    “As my lady commands,” he says, stripping his shirt off. I love his skin. I love the colors and patterns and secrets hidden in the multitude of his tattoos. I never thought I would go for someone with this much ink, but I can’t imagine him without them. His tattoos are as big a part of him as his beautiful eyes and his smile and his ability to render me speechless with just a look.


    “Make me forget about it,” he says, pushing his sweats down and then kicking them off. “There’s too much in my head.” I bring his face to mine and kiss his lips to stop him from talking. I put everything into it, using my tongue and hands to wipe his mind clear of anything but me and our bodies coming together. He moans as I put my hands on him, stroking him up and down. He lays me slowly on my back on the floor, and I shiver a little as my hot skin meets the coolness of the tiles. His mouth leaves mine and starts its ascent down my body, kissing and biting and nipping and leaving the mark of his teeth on my pale skin. I love how he always leaves evidence of being with me. And he never seems to mind when I get carried away and bite him back.


    Sexually, things have always been easy with us. We’re on exactly the same level, like the same things and our bodies come together in ways that make both of us come so hard that sometimes I’m afraid it’s going to kill me.


    It’s all the other things that are challenges. Trust. Secrets. My father. So many other things, but when we come together like this, I know we’re right. This is right. He’s right.


    “I want to devour you,” he says, licking into my bellybutton.


    “Go ahead,” I say, my back arching up to get closer to his mouth. I want him to devour me, destroy me, dissolve me. Because then I’ll be a part of him and we’ll never be apart.


    That’s my last coherent thought before he kisses my hipbone and then moves closer and closer to where I need him to be. He licks me once and my legs start to shake. I’m already so close to climaxing.


    Of course, that’s when the doorbell rings.


    “What is that?” I say. Sylas puts his chin on my stomach and smiles.


    “Doorbell. That’s the food. I’m going to get it, but when I get back, I’m going to eat you before anything else.” I’m panting and so close to orgasm that it actually hurts. In my head, I beg Sylas to hurry up. There are voices and then Sylas laughs. I hope he put pants on. He comes back with several bags and sets them on the counter and smiles down at me.


    “This is a nice vantage point,” he says, taking his pants off again.


    “Get down here and finish what you started,” I say, reaching out to him to bring him back to me.


    “Yes, Redhead,” he says and moments later, I come hard, my voice filling the apartment. I’ve always been loud, and I think Sylas likes that.


    “Shhh, the neighbors might hear,” he says, tapping my mouth with one finger. “I’ve got something else you can do with that lovely mouth.” I peel my back off the floor and slide down to take him in my mouth. Now he’s the one moaning, his arms holding him up above me. I think he’s going to come in my mouth, but at the last minute he pulls out with a pop and moves so he can enter me. I wrap my legs around him and hold on for dear life. This is not going to be one of those gentle times and I don’t want it to be.


    I brace myself against the cabinets so I don’t slide across the floor. This isn’t the first time we’ve fucked on this floor. In fact, I’m pretty sure we’ve fucked on every single surface of this apartment.


    I come hard a second time and then he growls and joins me. We’re both sticky with sweat. He gives me one little kiss and then gets to his feet, pulling me up with him. Cum slides down the inside of my leg and I grab a paper towel to clean up before heading to the bathroom and doing a more thorough job. When I come back, he’s got his sweat bottoms on and is putting the food out on the coffee table.


    I throw my clothes back on.


    “It’s a damn shame to cover you up,” he says. I’m surprised he’s so calm and playful. It’s good, but it worries me. I hope he’s not shoving things aside that will come back to hurt him later.


    “Well, I’m not eating hot food naked for your benefit,” I say, sitting on the couch and grabbing one of the plates.


    “Maybe you should. You might like it.” I roll my eyes and load up with spanakopita and tzatziki and pita bread and souvlaki. There’s also baklava for dessert. I’m absolutely starving. I’ve been pretty much living on coffee today.


    I start talking about my classes and the other things I did with my day. I’m trying to avoid any touchy subjects like my father or his or his episodes.


    He tells me about the different shows he watched.


    “I had no idea there were so many reality shows about so many terrible people,” he says and I laugh.


    “I know, right? Just when I think there are enough of them, they come out with another one. There’s no shortage of awful people that are willing to be on television, apparently.” He wipes his mouth and dishes out a few more skewers of souvlaki.


    “It was nice, to do nothing,” he says.


    “Good. I’m glad you had a good day.” He nods and continues eating. I want to ask him if he’s talked to his boys, or if he’s had any contact with Cash, but that seems like the kind of thing I shouldn’t bring up right now.


    So many conversational pits to fall into.


    “I’m okay, Saige. I’m not going to bust into a crazy mess again. I’ve got my head on straight.” He seems defensive, but I don’t say anything.


    “I just worry about you. Someone has to.” I’m more than happy to fill that role of Sylas’ Official Worrier.


    “I understand.” I don’t want to say more than that and risk starting a fight between us. The television is still on the cooking channel and Sylas hands me the remote.


    “Your turn. I’ve had control all day,” he says with a smile. Remote as olive branch. I take it from him and flip around until I find something I want to watch. There’s a lot of crap to wade through until I find a show about antiques getting appraised. Sylas groans when I stop flipping.


    “This just makes me think of Cash. He’s obsessed with antiques. Like, beyond obsessed. His house is filled with old shit. Every time we have to move, it’s an absolute pain in the ass,” he says.


    “He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy who would be into antiques.” Not at all. Maybe I underestimated Cash. Won’t make that mistake again.


    “Yeah, he’s an odd one.” I wait for him to elaborate, but he doesn’t as a woman brings a painting in that her grandmother gave her and told her was by a famous artist. Turns out it’s a fake and the woman is crushed. Ouch.


    We watch the show and then another one and then another. It seems an odd thing to do after the sex on the kitchen floor, but Sylas seems distant again. I want to ask him what he’s going to do tomorrow, but I don’t want to be a nag.


    He pulls me close when we go to bed and whispers that he loves me.


    “I love you.” I close my eyes and then he whispers one more thing.


    “I’ll eat you up, I love you so.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Nineteen


    


    The next three days are the same. I go to class and come home and Sylas is on the couch. He’s always wearing sweats and he’s always watching television. We talk, but it’s not the same as it once was. I try to ask him about what he’s going to do, but he just brushes me off, or starts taking my clothes off. He’s very good at using sex to distract me.


    I haven’t heard from Dad, and I’m too afraid to call him. I know he’ll contact me when he’s gotten the job done. I’m not looking forward to sharing that particular bit of information with Sylas.


    “Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask for the thousandth time on Friday as I’m getting ready for drinks with Lo. Sylas is currently on the couch and eating popcorn out of a bowl that’s balanced on his stomach. I get a glimpse of the man he might be in twenty years if he continues the same pattern he’s currently in. Except he’d probably be more overweight and have a bald patch on his head. He’d still be sexy as hell and I’d still want to fuck him every single second of every single day.


    “Yes, I can be alone in the apartment without you, Saige. I’ll be fine. Leo and I are going to watch the game.” I have no idea what sport he’s even talking about and I’m running late so I just give him a quick kiss that’s buttery and salty before I head out the door.


    I take a cab to the bar so I don’t have to worry about driving home. Lo is already there and has a drink in her hand when I rush in. She’s got a dress on that makes her legs look like they’re longer than I am tall.


    “Hey, sorry, sorry,” I say as she glares. Lo hates being late. Hates. It.


    “What’s the excuse?” she asks.


    “Boy stuff,” I say. It’s not a total lie. Sylas and I had a little session when I got home and I had to rush to shower and dry my hair afterwards.


    “Details,” she says, motioning to the bartender to bring another dirty martini for me. It’s nice having a tall friend since she never gets ignored and always gets served right away.


    I roll my eyes.


    “Well, he sort of lost his job, so he’s… directionless.” That’s a good way to put it. “He’s just sort of moping around the house and I wish I could do something to fix it, but he’s got to want to fix it. It’s just so frustrating.” The drink arrives and I have to fight the urge to down the entire thing in one go.


    “Ugh, that’s the worst. Men aren’t good at being useless. I think it goes back to the caveman days when they had to go out and hunt and be providers. Only now they go out and trade stocks or fix cars or whatever.” She’s absolutely right. One of the things I love about Lo is how smart she is, and how she’s not afraid to show it.


    “I know, I know. He’ll get through it, things are just a little weird right now. But how are you?” I’d rather focus on someone else’s life for a while. Lo takes me on a long trip through the Saga of Tadd. She’s had this thing going with a guy she met at a bar a year ago and I’ve been privy to all the most intimate details. Whether I wanted to know them or not. My opinion, that no one named Tadd is worth her time, is lost because apparently Tadd is gifted in the dick department and knows how to use it.


    “If he didn’t make me come, like, ten times in one night I’d be able to ditch him,” she says, the volume of her voice much too loud for the subject matter. She gets a look from a guy sitting at the next table and just gives him her patented glare that would freeze boiling water. He quickly becomes interested in his beer bottle.


    “So anyway, he calls me and I think he’s going to ask me out, but it turned out it was just a booty call. And then I find out that he’s been dating this other girl and called me to bang right after he dropped her off.” She drains her martini glass and pouts.


    “Why are the worst guys for you always the best at getting you off?”


    “No idea,” I say, nursing my own drink. The temptation to go wild and get blasted is totally there, but I’d rather not show up back at home stumbling drunk. Not that Sylas would care.


    “I’m getting another, you want?” I shake my head and she goes off to get another drink. In addition to the long legs, she also has a high alcohol tolerance and can still walk straight even if she’s blitzed.


    My phone rings and I cringe when I see that it’s Dad. There’s only one reason he’s calling. Lo arrives back with her drink and I say that I’m going outside to take a call. I move away from the front of the door so I can hear him and have a little privacy.


    “Dad?” I say.


    “It’s done,” he says, his voice totally cold. The martinis start churning in my stomach and I think I’m going to throw up.


    “Did it go well?” I ask, my voice sounding like it doesn’t belong to me.


    “Yes, fine. I’ll be home tomorrow and we can discuss details in person. Goodbye, Saige.” He hangs up and I nearly collapse on the ground. Now I know what happens to Sylas when he has his episodes. My chest feels like it has something pressed on it and I can’t seem to take a deep breath. I tell myself the same things I tell Sylas and start breathing slow and even. The horrible feeling passes and I’m able to unstick my feet from the sidewalk and go back into the bar.


    “What’s wrong?” I couldn’t hide what’s going on from Lo if I tried.


    “I have to go. Something came up and I have to go take care of it. I’m fine, I promise. I’ll call you later.” I try to walk away from her, but she snags my arm and I’d have to really hurt her to get her to let go.


    “No. You are you going to tell me what’s up. Something has you spooked. What’s wrong?” I know she’s only doing it because she loves me, but I don’t need this right now. I need to get home to Sylas. I need to figure out some way to tell him that his father is dead once and for all.


    “Look, it’s something with my dad, okay? I can’t talk about it right now,” I pull against her and her eyes widen. I may be small, but I’m a lot stronger than I look. I like to think if myself as compact, and not short.


    “I swear to God, Lo. This is not time for you to be a nosy friend. Drop. It.” I don’t really care if she’s pissed at me. There have been many other times that I’ve had instances where I had to lie to her. But I was a lot better at it.


    “Come on,” she says, and I shake my head. She looks around and then tows me outside. The only way to get free would be to make a scene and I don’t want to do that.


    Lo pulls me out of the bar and down into an alley. What is it with me and alleys? She finally lets go.


    “Look, I know you have a secret life, Saige. I’m not an idiot. I know you have things you can tell me, but something has you upset and it has me scared. I really do worry about you. You’re my best friend and I love you.” I’ve never seen Lo this way. So serious.


    “I’m not going to ask you to tell me because if you could, you would have.” That’s true. And it’s not even that I can’t tell her. My secret life isn’t mine to tell. If I told her about me, I’d have to tell her about Dad and that’s definitely not going to happen.


    “I need to go, Lo. I’m not in danger, I promise. It’s not me.” She searches my eyes and I can tell she’s searching for the lies. “I’ll call you later, I promise.”


    “You’d better. Let me get you a cab.” She steps out and back onto the sidewalk and raises her arm. Yet another reason Lo is a good friend to have is that she can get a cab faster than you can say “taxi”.


    Before I get in, she leans down and gives me a hug and a kiss on the cheek.


    “I worry about you.”


    “I know,” I say, hugging her back. “I know. I love you.”


    “Love you too. Be safe.” I get in the cab and wave goodbye.
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    The ride back to my apartment takes forever and no time at all. I want to get there and I don’t because the minute I get there, I’m going to have to tell Sylas. He’s going to know that something is up the minute I walk in.


    I open the door and find him on the couch again.


    “You’re back early,” he says, sitting up. He looks a little concerned, but then he sees my face.


    “What is it?” The color drains from his cheeks and I know he knows without me having to say it. I put my bag down and go to him. I pray for a steady voice and the strength to do this.


    “Dad called,” I say and he freezes.


    “He’s dead,” he says in a robotic voice. He’s detached and I worry about him having another episode.


    “Yes,” I say, confirming it. “I don’t have any other details, but he’s going to be coming back tomorrow and if you want, we can go to the house and get all the details. All I know is that it’s done.”


    He’s not crying. He’s barely breathing. He’s not moving.


    “Talk to me. You need to talk to me, Sylas.” I put both hands on his shoulders.


    “It’s done,” he says.


    “Yes. It’s done. He’s dead and you never have to think of him again. It’s over.” I want this to be happy news for him. Freeing news.


    “It’s over,” he repeats.


    “That’s right.”


    He breathes for a little bit longer and I wait.


    “Okay then,” he says and then gets to his feet. “How was drinks with Lo?”


    What? That’s it?


    “It was fine,” I say, warily as he goes to the kitchen and comes back with a glass of water. “Are you okay?”


    He grips the glass and I’m afraid it’s going to shatter.


    “Saige, if you ask me that one more time, I’m going to break something.” He glares at me and sits back down. There are stains on his sweatpants and they’re definitely the same ones he was wearing yesterday.


    “Come on,” I say, holding my hand out. “Come with me.”


    He looks up at me as if I’ve lost my mind.


    “No.”


    “Yes. Come with me Sylas,” I say, making my voice a little softer.


    He looks up at me and I can see he’s on the verge of breaking again. But he puts his hand in mine and gets to his feet again.


    “Let’s go.”
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    I should probably have let him change out of his nasty sweats, but I want to get him out of the apartment. He needs to get out of this cave he’s locked himself in. We both need to get out.


    Sylas gets in the car and buckles his seatbelt without me having to ask him to do it.


    “Where are we going?” he asks.


    “It’s a surprise,” I say, turning the radio on. “You can pick the station if you want.” He flips around and finally lands on the classic rock station that was on when I turned on the radio. Figures. We’re both creatures of habit when it comes to music.


    “Why are we at my apartment?” he asks as I pull into an empty space just down the street from his old apartment. I think of it as his old apartment, because he’s been staying with me. We never officially declared that we were moving in together, but we basically have been.


    I turn the car off and then get out. I meet him on the other side of the car and take his hand.


    “Let’s go for a walk.” I tug him away from the front of the building and toward the private garden down the street. I know he comes here when he needs to think. It’s like his sanctuary and it seems like the place where he’d be the most calm.


    We stop in front of the gate and he realizes what we’re doing. The tiniest of smiles makes his lips twitch.


    “How did you know?” he says in a voice so quiet, it’s almost carried away by the breeze.


    “Because I love you,” I say, and start pulling myself up. The people who designed the fence made it easy as hell to climb. There are foothold and places to grip everywhere in the form of decorative leaves and vines. I get to the top and look down. He’s watching me.


    “You coming?”


    “Right behind you,” he says and I drop down to the other side. Moments later he drops and then stands up.


    The sun is just setting, bathing the garden in fiery light. The leaves on the trees are lit up and sparkling as the wind moves them.


    “Take your shoes off,” he says, leaning down to take off the sneakers he slipped on before we left the house. I’ve still got my heels on from going out with Lo, and I’m more than happy to slip them off. Like at the beach, we stash them near the gate and continue walking barefoot. The grass is cool and makes me shiver.


    “You need to talk to someone, Sylas. You really do. You haven’t been living lately,” I say. He sighs and looks up at the sky that’s painted with so many different colors.


    “I know. I don’t know what to do with my life anymore. I feel like I’m starting over and that scares me. I’m so fucking scared, Saige.” His words break my heart, but I’m so glad he’s talking to me. So glad he’s not hiding anymore. That he trusts me enough to share these things.


    “You can do whatever you want, Sylas. Whatever you want and I’ll support you. If you want to sit around and paint clouds, if you want to flip burgers, if you want to restore vintage bicycles. I don’t care. The world is your oyster, to use a cliché.” He’s got an opportunity, but it’s a terrifying one.


    He chuckles a little at my suggestions.


    “It’s not that simple. I have the guys. I can’t abandon them, not now especially. Your father has something on all of us that he’s using to keep them working for him.” I know that and it doesn’t make me happy.


    “I know. I would love to say I could talk to him and convince him to let it go, but that’s not going to happen. My father is a determined man, and he gets what he wants.” I love him, more than anything, but I don’t always like the things he does.


    “I know.”


    “What does he have on you?” I ask. I assume it’s something he’s already told me, but I’m not sure what.


    “He says he’ll take Lizzy away from me,” he says after a pause.


    “No, he wouldn’t do that.” In all the times my father and I talked about Lizzy, it had always been with the assumption of Sylas being involved. He just wanted the chance to get to know her. Not take her from the only family she’s ever known. He never said that. Ever.


    “Yes, Saige. He would. I know you love him, but he’s done a lot of things that you don’t know about.” I stop walking and stare at him.


    “What are you talking about?” I know there are things Dad hasn’t told me about, but I didn’t know he’d shared them with Sylas. Or that Sylas knew about them.


    “Nothing,” he says, closing his eyes. “Nothing.”


    “No way. You don’t tease me with information like that and then back off. That’s not fair, Sylas.” He tugs me toward a bench and we sit down. I’ve never seen anyone else in this garden and I wonder how many of the residents of the surrounding buildings actually utilize it.


    “I just know some things, Saige. Some of the people he’s killed.” This is not news to me. I know Dad has killed people. He turns to face me, taking both of my hands. It seems like one of us is always holding the other up.


    “They weren’t all bad. But some were innocents that had information that he needed. He… he tortured some of them, Saige. He did bad things to get what he wanted.” A block of ice enters my stomach and I want to ask if this is a joke. Or a dream. Or some figment of my imagination. My dad wouldn’t kill innocent people.


    And then I want to smack myself for being so incredibly naïve. Of course I think the best of my father. That’s why he hasn’t told me about the people he’s killed. It lets me make up my own conclusions and paint him in the best light in my mind. Make him a hero. He let me do it.


    “I wish I wasn’t the one to shatter your vision of him. I hate that I’m hurting you right now.” I swallow and look down at our linked hands. His, rough and big, with thick knuckles and short nails. Mine, thin and short with chipped black polish on my nails and little bits of charcoal left over from my class.


    “It’s okay. It’s my own fault. I should have known. I should have known.” I want to smack myself. How could I let myself be so stupid?


    “I don’t want to know anything else,” I say. “I don’t want to know anything else about him.” I’ll deal with my father on my own terms. Or not. I have to admit, there’s an allure to just forgetting what Sylas just said and going forward. Not mentioning it again. Just pretending.


    I don’t know.


    “We are so fucked up, you and I,” I say and he laughs.


    “But together, we’re somehow not.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty


    


    We sit on the bench for what feels like hours. Until night drapes over us like a blanket and the stars come out. We’re in the city, so you can barely see them with all the light pollution, but still. You know they’re there in the sky.


    “I thought I was going to feel different, but maybe it’s because I thought he was dead all those years,” he says after a long silence.


    “How do you feel?” I ask.


    “I feel like this is happening to someone else. That I’m an actor in my own life. I’m used to playing someone else. Being myself isn’t easy.” I know how he feels. I think it’s one of the reasons we work so well together as a couple. If I was just a regular girl, with a regular past, he’d always be hiding his other life and eventually it would break the relationship apart.


    “I know what you mean,” I say and I lean toward him. He puts his arm around me and I bring my feet up on the bench.


    “I told Lo I was going to call her. She saw my face after I talked to Dad. She didn’t ask me for the details, but she definitely knows I have things that I don’t tell her.” Things that I can’t tell her.


    “She’s smart, that Lo,” he says, his fingers playing with my hair.


    “I know. I should have known she’d figure it out. I’m a good liar, but Lo is good at spotting lies.” Whenever there’s a celebrity scandal, she always says she knew all along. I ask her how she knows and she just says she gets a feeling. That always makes me roll my eyes at her.


    “But she didn’t demand that I tell her and I hope she won’t. I think she was worried I was involved in criminal activity and my body was going to show up in a ditch somewhere or something.” I’m sure she went to the worst-case scenario first.


    “You could tell her. At least some of it.” I shake my head.


    “No, I really can’t. Because then I’d have to tell her about Dad and that’s not going to happen.” There’s no way out of it without hurting someone.


    “Are you going to come with me to talk to my dad tomorrow?” I ask. I hate to bring him up. He’s always going to be a hard subject for us. Especially now that I know he wants to take Lizzy away from Sylas. We are definitely going to have a chat about that. I’m not going to let that slide. No fucking way.


    The storm seems to have passed for the moment.


    “Your pants are disgusting,” I say, pointing to a spot of grease on them.


    “I know. I just didn’t have the energy to put new ones on or do any laundry,” he says.


    “I’ll do a wash when we get back, but not until after you’ve taken a shower.” I sniff him and plug my nose. Sylas never smells bad, even when he’s covered in sweat. He always smells good to me.


    “Sure, I’ll take a shower, as long as you join me.” Fair enough. That’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make.
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    We have fun getting clean and I force Sylas to put on another thin white t-shirt and a clean pair of sweats. I’ve been neglecting my own laundry, so I do three loads in the little washer hidden inside a closet right outside my bedroom.


    “I like the way you look in that shirt, yes I do,” I say as he hands me the bowl of popcorn. It’s another movie night. We’re putting quite a dent in our digital movie queue. I don’t mind staying at home and watching movies with him. I like doing everything with Sylas. But I think we need to start getting out more. Tonight was definitely proof of that.


    “You want to come to the gym with me this weekend? I really need to start working out again.” I used to just go to my parents’ house and use theirs, but I don’t want to be in that house as much anymore.


    “Sure. There’s a gym in the building where my other apartment is, if you want to use that one. It’s private and quiet and top of the line.”


    “Sounds good,” I say as he settles back on the couch and I lay out lengthwise on top of him.


    I pictured this going completely differently than it has, but at least it’s been a pleasant surprise.


    My phone rings and I realize I never called Lo. Shit. She’s probably going to read me the riot act.


    “Hey, I’m so sorry. Things are fine. I was just… tired and I forgot to call you back,” I say in a rush. She sighs.


    “I swear, you’re giving me grey hairs over here, Saige. Grey fucking hairs that I’m going to have to dye.” She’s being melodramatic, as usual, but at least I know she wasn’t worrying too much.


    “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Things turned out fine, actually. False alarm. All is well.” I sit up and smile at Sylas. He brushes my hair over my shoulder and I can barely stand the way he looks at me. I’ve always wanted someone to look at me like he does, and sometimes, it’s too much. Too much to handle, too much responsibility, too much love, if that’s possible.


    “Are you absolutely sure?” she says.


    “Yes. I'm fine. I’m really sorry I freaked you out. I can’t really give you details and I’m sorry. My life… it’s a long story and my secrets don’t just belong to me. If I told you everything, I’d be hurting other people.” Sylas just watches me as I talk to Lo and I know he understands. It’s why he hadn’t made any deep connections with people before me. And I guess we sort of tricked each other into love.


    “What’s so funny?” Lo says.


    “Nothing. My mind was just wandering. Listen, I want to have a redo on tonight. I have tests all next week, but I’m free on Friday afternoon and I’ll be all yours. We could go shoe shopping and have dinner. How does that sound?”


    “Good deal. Just as long as there are no crises that come up.”


    “No promises, but I’ll see what I can do.” I can tell she’s smiling and I’m forgiven.


    “I’d really love to know what your secrets are, Saige, but I’m not going to force you to tell me. I’ll love you even if you have to hide things from me.” There aren’t a lot of people who would be willing to do that, and I’m lucky we decided to be friends.


    “Thank you, Lo. That means so much. You have no idea.”


    “I know. I’m a wonderful friend. You’re very lucky to have me.” I laugh.


    “Yeah, yeah. Okay, I’ll talk to you later. Love you.”


    “Love you too.”


    I end the call and shake my head.


    “Everything good?” Sylas asks.


    “Yeah. I’m lucky she’s so cool with everything.” I set the phone on the coffee table and lay back down across him.


    “I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have friends on the outside. I never thought it could work. You’d always have that guilt for not telling them.”


    “I do have guilt, but I can live with it. If I was hiding my life from you, that would be something else entirely. I don’t think I could do it.” I definitely know I couldn’t do it in that case.


    “I know. In a way I’m glad you’re not who I thought you were. Things turned out good, in the end.” I smile and kiss the spot right where his heart beats beneath skin and bone and muscle.


    “Fate,” I say.


    He scoffs.


    “Luck.”


    We’re going to have to agree to disagree on that.
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    I’m ripped awake by Sylas shaking my shoulder.


    “Saige! Saige! Wake up, it’s okay.” My eyes fly open. I’m gasping for air and my cheeks are wet with tears. Another nightmare.


    “I’m okay,” I say, putting my hand on my chest where my heart is racing so fast, it’s like I’ve been running for my life.


    “Do you remember anything?” Sylas says, pulling my sweaty body into his warm one. It helps ground me and suck me out of the terror of the nightmare.


    I’m about to say no, but then there’s a quick flash. Something… I reach for it and pull out of the back of my head. It’s like trying to hold onto a wiggling, slippery thing. The harder I hold onto it, the more it struggles to get away. Just a little… there. THERE.


    “Dark. It’s… dark. The trunk of a car?” I only see a dark enclosed space, but somehow I know it’s the trunk of a car.


    “Were you trapped in the trunk of a car?” he asks but the nightmare skitters apart and is gone. But it’s more than I’ve remembered, ever. It’s a start. If I got that, maybe I can get more.


    “I don’t… know. Maybe? I just know I was in one.” I feel like I should write this down so I don’t forget it.


    Sylas brushes my sweaty hair out of my face. I need to change my clothes since my shirt and shorts are soaked with sweat.


    “I’ll be right back,” I say and grab some clothes before going to the bathroom and using a washcloth to wipe myself down before I get dressed again. I wash my face and wince at the blotchiness in my cheeks. I hate crying. After I splash some cold water on my face, I go and get back into bed with Sylas. He holds me tight, as if to protect me from diving into the nightmare again. As if he has the power to do that.


    “I’m okay,” I say as I close my eyes and attempt to sleep again.
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    I don’t know what time Dad is getting home from Texas, but I figure if I’m there when he gets back, he can’t avoid talking to me. Sylas and I are silent and grim when we get ready to head over in the morning.


    I put in my septum ring and flip it down, just in case I see my mother. Riling her up will make me feel better.


    “If you’re trying to distract me, then it’s working,” Sylas says, reaching out a finger and tapping my septum ring gently. For some reason I always feel more myself when I have this bit of metal in my nose.


    “That wasn’t my intention, but I guess it’s a side benefit,” I say. “I’m hoping I see my mother and she sees it. I know it’s juvenile to bait her like this, but I can’t seem to stop.” If I didn’t rile her up, she might not even notice me. In some deep part of my brain, I know even negative attention from my mother is good. Maybe I should sign myself up for therapy too.


    Sylas hasn’t talked about it further, but I’m definitely going to push him to do it. I know it will be good for him. Maybe if I offer to go with him that will make him more inclined to go. Hell, I’d trade sexual favors for therapy sessions. I’m not above doing that.


    “Ready?” I say as he fiddles with the sleeves on his t-shirt. I’m not going to point out that he’s exposing his tattoos today. I’m not sure if he’s even aware anymore he’s doing it.


    “Sure,” he says, taking a deep breath and then smiling at me.


    “If you need to leave, or feel yourself getting panicky, let me know and I’ll get you out of there, okay?” I say, putting my arms around his waist and looking up at him.


    “Will do,” he says, and I tilt my face up for a kiss.


    


    [image: ]


    


    Dad isn’t back when we get to the house, but my mother is lazing in the den when I walk in the door.


    “Saige, I didn’t know you were coming over. You should have called,” she says, not getting up or putting down her wineglass. She’s probably going to be passed out in less than an hour.


    I give Sylas a face and walk into the room.


    “I’m here to see Dad. Well, both of us are,” I say and she looks up and sees Sylas. Her eyes zero in on his tattoos and then on my nose, going back and forth and back and forth, her eyes getting wider and wider. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying the change in expression.


    She sputters and then turns away and back to her wine.


    “I’m not going to talk to you with that thing in your face. Go take it out and then we can chat.”


    “Yeah, I’m not going to do that,” I say, smirking. “Nice try, though.” I turn on my heel and leave the room, Sylas trailing after me. He doesn’t look embarrassed at all, which I absolutely love.


    “You really know how to push her buttons,” he says.


    “Hey, you’re the one who wore short sleeves,” I say, pointing it out. He looks down.


    “I guess I just forgot,” he says and I can tell he’s being truthful. He’s getting more and more comfortable being himself. That makes me so happy.


    “Come on, let’s hang out in the office and wait.” I can bring up the surveillance cameras and we can watch for when he pulls in the driveway. Sylas nods and follows me.


    It’s a quick job to get the footage up and running.


    “Do you have this all over the house?” he asks, looking over my shoulder.


    “Yes. Well, except for the bedrooms. I do not need to see any video of my parents in bed.” Not that they do anything. I’m pretty sure they only had sex once, and that was to produce me.


    “That’s probably wise,” he says as I flick through the other cameras in the house. Mom’s still sipping her wine and staring off into space.


    Now we wait.
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    An hour later, I’m up and pacing the room. Sylas is sitting in Dad’s chair, flipping through the surveillance cameras.


    “He’s here,” he says. I take a breath.


    “Are you ready?”


    He shakes his head.


    “No, but I don’t think I’ll ever be. I just want this to be done.” I want that for him too, but I don’t think it will ever be done. You don’t get over something like this. You just learn how to live with it.


    We’re out of the office and heading for the front door when Dad walks in.


    I nearly gasp.


    It hasn’t been that long since I saw him last and he looks like he’s aged ten years. He’s thin and haggard and stooped, like his back is hurting.


    “Dad?” I say and he looks up. Dark circles are carved under his eyes, so blue against his skin.


    “Saige,” he says, blinking at me. He drops his suitcase and Mom comes out to give him a cold kiss on the cheek and pretend she gives a shit that he’s home. They share a whispered conversation and she takes his bag and starts going upstairs. I know it’s a dummy bag. The real stuff he brought with him, weapons and so forth, are still in the car and will be put back in their hidden places within the house my mother doesn’t know about.


    Martha bustles out, asking him he needs tea or food or anything.


    “No, thank you. I just need to go to my office,” he says, giving her a weak smile.


    Sylas is rigid beside me. His eyes haven’t left Dad’s face, but Dad can’t seem to look at Sylas. Martha heads back to the kitchen to make a tray of food and drinks anyway. Dad sighs.


    “Let’s go to my office and I’ll debrief you,” he says wearily. I let him lead the way and every step he takes looks like it hurts him. What has he been through?


    He crashes into his office chair and then rests his head in his hands as if his neck is too tired to hold it up anymore.


    I lock the door and sit down on one of the leather chairs. Sylas takes the other and we wait for him to start. Silence is thick in the room, clogging my lungs. Sylas is breathing heavily next to me.


    “Is he dead,” he says, and it’s not a question. It’s a demand.


    Dad lifts his head.


    “Yes. He’s dead.” He pulls something out of his pocket and tosses it at Sylas. It’s a tiny flash drive. “That has pictures. We got him with the long-range and then went in and got the body. It’s been disposed of.” He doesn’t elaborate on the method of disposal, but I know he’s got people working for him who know how to hide a body and make sure it’s never found. They’ve done it before and they can do it again without blinking.


    Sylas takes the flash drive and turns it over and over in his hands.


    “If you want the full details, they’re in there. I just have one request. That you destroy all the evidence after you’ve read it. If you share it with anyone, I’ll know.” He doesn’t even need a threat. Sylas knows what my father is capable of. More so than I do, apparently.


    “I will,” Sylas says quietly, still staring at the flash drive.


    Dad turns his attention to me.


    “You haven’t been around much, Saige,” he says and I wish Sylas wasn’t here right now.


    “I know. I’ve been busy. Next week is finals.” He knows that.


    “Right, right,” he says and I feel a rift opening between us. Dad and I have always understood one another on a very deep level. I trusted him and he trusted me (or at least I thought he did) and I relied on him more than anyone else. He was the one constant in my life.


    But not anymore. I don’t need to lean on him. It’s time I stand on my own.


    “I don’t want to work for you anymore. And I want you to let Sylas go.” I didn’t mean to say it exactly that way, but that’s how it comes out.


    Dad gapes at me. I guess I’ve surprised him. Sylas stops spinning the flash drive in his hands next to me.


    “I’m not sure what you’re saying, Saige.” His shock wears off in a fraction of a second and now his eyes are narrowing. He’s moving from shocked to pissed. Fine, I can deal with that. I’m pissed too.


    “I want to have my own life. I don’t want to lie and sneak around anymore. I don’t want to keep secrets. I want to finish school and travel and look at art and do what I want,” I say. I don’t let my eyes leave his face as I speak. I need to know what his naked reaction is.


    His face changes so fast I can’t even latch onto one single emotion except for one I’ve never seen him give me, but I’ve seen him give it to other people.


    Betrayal.


    I’ve been his companion, his protégé my whole life and now I’m throwing it back in his face. All his work to make me like him and I don’t want it.


    “Would you excuse us, Sylas?” Dad says, finally looking away from me.


    “No,” I say. “Whatever you say to me, he can be here for. Besides, this concerns him.” If I’m really being honest, I want Dad to release all of them. I’ve never met the rest of his team, but they should be free to do what they want.


    “I’d really rather discuss it with just the two of us,” Dad says slowly and carefully. If this were a few months ago, I would have backed down. I’d have deferred to his experience and age and the fact that he’s my father. Not anymore. It’s time I took control of my life.


    “No,” I say, crossing my arms. “I love you, but it has to stop. I’m your daughter, not your minion.” Another bolt of betrayal shoots across his features.


    “I know you’re not my minion, Saige. Why are you doing this? What is this about?” He’s not hearing me.


    “This is about me, and Sylas and the rest of his team. You’re using all of us and it’s not right. It’s not right. If we choose to work for you, then that’s one thing. But blackmailing people to do your bidding? You’re no better than the people you’re going after.” I’m being harsh, but he’s not going to listen if I cushion the blow.


    Dad shakes his head slowly, as if he can’t believe what he’s hearing.


    “I can’t believe you, Saige. My own daughter.”


    It’s hard not to cry. I’m already on the edge. No matter what happens, when we leave this room, our relationship will never be the same.


    “I am your daughter and I love you, but you’re hurting someone I care about. And you’re hurting me,” I say slowly. Sylas is completely still beside me. I think he’s going to say something to back me up, but he’s letting me talk.


    “That’s not what I’m doing, Saige.”


    “Yes, it is. You told me you would never take Lizzy away from Sylas and then you turn around and use her to keep him working for you? Who does that? Why would you do that, Dad?” I’m grateful that he at least flinches.


    “That’s not what I said.” I don’t believe him.


    “Yes, it is,” Sylas finally says. “You told me that if I didn’t work for you, you’d make sure I never saw my sister again.” It’s chilling to hear the actual threat spoken aloud. Now Dad is getting angry.


    “I’m not discussing this with you right now.” He puts up his hands as if to halt the conversation.


    “No. You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to walk away.” I don’t realize I’m on my feet until I’m looking down at him.


    “Saige!” he yells, also getting to his feet. Now he’s the one looking down.


    “Let’s take a minute,” a voice says and I turn my head. I’d forgotten for a moment Sylas was even here. Now he’s the one holding up his hands for us to cool things down. I know my father would never lay a hand on me, but we’re both getting heated and if we’re not careful, one of our tempers is going to explode.


    Dad runs his hands through his hair.


    “I can’t fucking believe this,” he says. I’m shocked because I’ve never heard my father swear like that before. “I can’t fucking believe that my own daughter, who I raised and sacrificed for her whole life is turning on me. This is your fault!” He roars the last part and jabs his finger in Sylas’ direction. Dad’s face is red and there’s a vein popping out on his forehead.


    “You’ve corrupted her mind and filled her head with lies!”


    “I haven’t done anything but tell her the truth since the day you kidnapped me and brought me here,” Sylas says, his voice calm. “She’s come to this realization on her own. I had nothing to do with it.”


    I wave my hands to get them to pay attention.


    “Hello? I can fucking think for myself. I’m not some stupid girl who let her boyfriend lead her astray. I’ve been feeling this way for a long time but I was scared of you. I’m not scared of you anymore, Dad. You’re not God. You’re human. You don’t get to control my life anymore.” I did so much for him out of love, but also out of obligation. He was the only parent who loved me and accepted me and that was my payback. If I didn’t do what he wanted, maybe he might stop loving me.


    The realizations are hitting me rapidly and my brain is whirring with so many thoughts I’m afraid they’re going to start spilling out my ears.


    “I love you, Dad. I will always love you, but I can’t do this anymore. I don’t want this life. I don’t want to live like this,” I say and there are the tears. One at first, then two, then three and they start falling like gentle rain onto the carpet.


    That causes a change in him. His anger fizzles and then the room is silent. Sylas reaches for me, but I hold him off. It’s time for me to stand up on my own two feet. For him, and for me.


    “I can’t do this anymore, Dad. I can’t.” My voice is choked and I wish I was stronger than tears. I wish I had been stronger when I turned eighteen and started choosing what I wanted to study in college. I was so scattered at first because I didn’t want Dad to think I was abandoning him. Because who does he have if he doesn’t have me? The only woman he ever loved is dead.


    There’s Lizzy, but she can’t be my replacement.


    “Ladybug,” he says, coming around the desk and reaching out to me. I let myself walk into his hug. He rocks me back and forth and tries to soothe me. I do my best to get control of the tears so I can finish this.


    “I never wanted you to resent me. I thought you wanted this. I really thought you wanted this,” he says I my ear. “You should have said something before.”


    He’s right. I should have.


    “I was scared. I didn’t want to disappoint you,” I say into his shirt. I turn my head and I see Sylas watching us with a strange look on his face. I’d almost call it envy. He definitely had shit luck in the father department.


    “You could never disappoint me, Saige. Never.” He pulls back and looks down at me. There are tears in his eyes as well. His hands brush my wet cheeks and he places a kiss on my forehead.


    “I love you so much, Saige. You’re the best thing I’ve ever done.”


    Things have taken a turn and I don’t want to let this moment make me forget about my original intentions.


    “You have to let them go,” I say. “If they want to work for you, that’s fine, but you have to let them go.” He searches my eyes.


    “I’d do anything for you,” he says, but that’s not an answer. He takes a deep breath.


    “I’m going to have to think about it.” That’s not the answer I want. He shouldn’t have to think about it. This should be an easy decision.


    “That’s not good enough. I want you to say yes, now. You’re not going to lose me, I promise. We just won’t work together like we used to.” I know I’ll never be completely out. I might pick up a job here and there just to keep my skills sharp. I do enjoy the work, I just don’t want to make it my life.


    “I can’t do that, Saige. There are other things to consider. I can’t give you the answer you want.” He steps back from me and I can almost hear my heart breaking. He’s saying no to me.


    “Then we need to go. I need to go,” I back up and go for the door handle, my hand slipping on the knob. Someone else is there to help me unlock it so I can escape into the hallway.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-One


    


    Dad, to his credit, lets me go. Sylas is close on my heels.


    “What is all the commotion?” my mother says, coming out of her stupor long enough to notice something’s going on.


    “Nothing,” I say, yanking open the front door. Mom yells after me, but I don’t pay attention as I walk swiftly to my car.


    Sylas is right behind me and he gets in the passenger seat without a word.


    I turn the car on, hit the gas, and we’re out of there.


    My phone rings instantly, and I know it’s Dad.


    “Can you turn that off for me?” I ask Sylas, motioning to my purse where I threw it in the middle console when I got into the car.


    “Of course,” he says, pulling the phone out and turning it off. I drive in silence for a few minutes.


    “I’ve never talked to him like that. Ever. We barely ever fight. My mom is usually the one I’m at odds with, if you couldn’t tell. He and I see eye to eye on almost everything. Until now, I guess.” But I didn’t know about everything he was doing. If I had, we might have had this fight earlier.


    “You didn’t have to do that for me. I don’t want to come between you two.” I roll the windows down. I’m boiling up.


    “It was going to happen anyway, Sylas. Even if I had never met you, I was going to have to get out somehow. I just needed the push to do it. Guess that push is you.” He came into my life and shook things up, in a big way. He’s given me the courage to stand up to my Dad and take control of my life for the first time. And I like to think I’ve been good for him too. We’ve been good for each other.


    “I’m so glad you’re here with me,” I say, reaching out and taking his hand. “I don’t know if I could have done that alone.” I raise his hand to my mouth and kiss the back of it.


    “I’m here for you, Saige. You’ve done so much for me recently. I can never repay you, but I’m going to do my best.” I look over and give him a smile.


    “You’re doing a damn good job.”


    We get back to my apartment, but I don’t want to be there.


    “Let’s go somewhere,” I say. “I don’t want to just sit in the apartment and study.” That’s definitely what I should be doing, but I can shave a few hours off to go and do something with Sylas.


    “How would you like to officially meet everyone?” Is he serious?


    “Really?”


    He nods.


    “Sure. You’re a huge part of my life and so are they. It’s about time they met you in this capacity.” I raise an eyebrow.


    “And what capacity is that?”


    He mirrors my eyebrow raise.


    “What capacity would you like it to be?” I smack him on the shoulder. It’s amazing that he can make me laugh at a time like this. Proof of his irresistible charms. Or at least his ability to cheer me up even when I’m in the darkest of places.


    “I think that’s a discussion for another time. A time when we’re both not in turmoil. But yes, I would love to meet them. I feel like I know them already.” The last part just slips out and Sylas looks at me out of the corner of his eye.


    “Your father used you for surveillance, didn’t he?” It seems like small potatoes at this point.


    “Yes. I took some of the pictures, actually. And sent some of the messages.” I expect him to be upset, but he just laughs softly.


    “I should have known. A lot of them had a snarky tone that is totally you.” He taps my shoulder. “I should have known it was you.”


    “Well, I’m glad you didn’t because we might not have gotten here.”


    “True.” He pulls out his phone and types in a few messages. Moments later there’s a buzzing sound.


    “They’re all at a bar. You cool with meeting them there?” I feel bad that they’re hanging out without him. I haven’t thought about how much time he spends with me that he can’t spend doing other things or seeing other people. It makes me feel selfish.


    “Absolutely. I bet you miss them.” He’s looking own at his phone and typing a response.


    “I do. I miss working with them. I’ve been a little distracted as of late.” He says it with a smile.


    “I’m guessing this distraction has red hair, red lipstick and is named Saige?” He leans over and kisses my cheek.


    “Maybe. But she’s well worth it.”
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    The bar I end up parking near is an absolute shithole. It’s probably on my friends’ list of places we haven’t visited yet. We were visiting the more trendy establishments first and then making our way to the seedier ones later. But this place is going to be far, far down on the list.


    Sylas laughs at my expression as I step out of the car. I hit the automatic locks and make sure the lights flash. I definitely don’t trust this area of the city. We probably should have taken a cab.


    “It’ll be fine, I promise,” he says, taking my arm and tugging me away from the safety of my car.


    “I don’t trust you,” I say and that just makes him laugh harder.
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    It must not be illegal to smoke in here, because the air is thick with it. Most of the people in here have had some hard living. I only have a moment to look around before there’s a roar from the corner and Sylas tugs me toward a group of twenty-something guys. I know all of their faces and their names. The twins, Row and Hardy, who, though identical can be told apart easily by their demeanor. Track, the one with the face of an angel that would make girls swoon if he was interested in that sort of thing, Baz with pale blonde hair and grey eyes that has a face for trouble and then Cash, the linebacker with dark hair and sapphire eyes. They’re a good-looking lot, even if I’m partial to Sylas. I find it funny that they all found each other. They look like they should be in a Con Artists of the Month calendar.


    Their eyes all snap up when they see me and I feel absolutely naked in front of them. They know just as much about me as I do about them, even though we’ve never met. It’s an odd situation and I’m not sure how to proceed. Sylas takes the lead for me.


    “Everyone, this is Saige. Saige, this is Cash, who you’ve met, Track, Row, Hardy and Baz.” They each give me a nod or a wave and in Baz’s case, a leer. I have to bite my bottom lip so I don’t laugh.


    “Hello everyone,” I say, giving them all a little wave. “I feel like we’ve already met, for some reason.” I’m not sure how the joke is going to go off, but Track laughs.


    “I knew I liked her.” He gets up and offers me his chair as Sylas pulls another one over to the small table.


    “What would you like?” Sylas asks as he takes drink orders.


    “Whatever you’re having,” I say. This isn’t the kind of place that you can get a good dirty martini. This is a bar for beer and hard stuff served in cloudy glasses.


    Sylas gives me a wink and then he’s off to the bar to get drinks and I’m left to fend for myself. I look around and I can’t imagine what they must think of me.


    “So we can pretend that this isn’t weird, or we can embrace it,” I finally say. I’m not good at holding things in. Better to get it all out in the open.


    Track and Cash both laugh and Baz shoots me a smile. The twins are both still skeptical. Fair enough.


    “I kind of hate that we know so much about each other but we’ve never met in person,” I say. “It’s awkward to the say the least.”


    “Only if we let it be,” Cash says, beaming at me. He’s really quite attractive. He’s nothing on Sylas, of course, but objectively speaking.


    Sylas arrives back with the drinks and he’s gone for Bud Light. I’m not much of a beer girl, but I take the sweating bottle from him with a thanks. He sits next to me and rests his arm on the back of my chair. It’s a statement as much as a show of affection. Primitive, but I’m not going to complain.


    Now that Sylas is back, the tension congeals and is so palpable, I want to excuse myself.


    “What’s your angle?” Someone says, and I turn to find Row glaring at me. Hardy isn’t glaring, but he’s definitely watching me intently.


    “Pardon?” I say, taking a sip of liquid courage. I almost wish Sylas had brought me several shots of something to prepare me for this. It’s already been a long ass day and I still have studying to do and a drawing to start.


    “You heard me. What’s your angle?” I shrug.


    “No angle. I’m out of the lifestyle. I’m going mainstream.” I’m sort of joking and sort of serious. No matter what my father says, I’m getting out.


    “And you expect us all to believe that? After you stalked us and conned our friend?” I snort into my beer bottle.


    “Isn’t that a little hypocritical? Hacking my phone? Following my social media accounts? Stalking my friends?” I know what they did.


    Row’s eyes narrow and he has no comeback.


    “That’s what I thought,” I say. I’m wishing Sylas would back me up here, but he’s pretty silent. I turn my head and find him watching me.


    “What’s that look?” I ask.


    “Nothing. You’re just extraordinary,” he says, his mouth right next to my ear so only I can hear. I’m too distracted by his tongue on the edge of my ear to think about what the others around me are doing.


    “I try,” I say and he nips my earlobe before withdrawing.


    “So, Saige, are the two of you official?” Track asks. He seems to be getting a kick out of the whole thing and I can tell Cash is also amused.


    “Are we?” I ask Sylas.


    “That’s a discussion for another time,” he says. “But I’d like to make it official.” Someone—Row—coughs loudly. Real subtle.


    “Look, I don’t expect you all to like me. I don’t expect to infiltrate your bromance. I don’t expect anything from you. But I want you to know I understand that you’re important to Sylas. If I take him, you all come with him and I’m okay with that. I don’t hold any grudges for what you did. We were all doing our jobs and it wasn’t personal.” I finish my little speech and look around again.


    “So that’s all I have to say. And if you don’t believe me, feel free to strap me up to a lie detector.”


    Row scoffs.


    “You’ve probably trained how to beat one.” I smile.


    “You’re right, I have. That was one fun summer.” Dad and I played with a machine the summer after my junior year of high school until I could beat it without even trying.


    Track and Cash start asking me more about my training with my father and I share some things. Baz also seems interested and starts asking questions as well. Row and Hardy remain reserved, which is fine. I wouldn’t trust me either.


    Sylas just watches me with a slight smile on his face. I’m probably going to get an earful from him when we get back to my apartment.


    I stop myself after two beers, but the rest keep going. I assume they all took cabs here. I tell Sylas if he wants to keep going, he can, since I’m driving.


    “I’m good,” he says, finishing his second beer.


    “You’ve been awful quiet,” I say, ignoring everyone else and focusing on him.


    “Just observing,” he says.


    “Me?” I ask.


    “Yes.” There’s definitely more to it, but he doesn’t want to say it in front of the guys. They’ve stopped staring at me like I was a creature in a zoo and are talking about other times they’ve shared together. That gets Sylas animated again and it’s my turn to sit back and watch him interact with them.


    He’s light with them. Happy. He laughs a lot and there’s plenty of trash talking and shoulder punches and a hell of a lot of swearing which doesn’t bother me in the least. I like that they’re so comfortable with me there to act like they normally would.


    It makes me sad and angry at the same time. Dad doesn’t see these guys like this. To him, they’re pawns. Minions. People he can use to further his goals. I put my father on a pedestal from the time I was young. I believed he was a righteous man, doing good, fighting the good fight. Whatever he did, he did for the good of others. To protect me and to protect other little girls. He was basically Superman without the cape and ridiculous outfit.


    My superhero.


    It’s completely disorienting to realize that he’s just a man. A man who thinks he’s doing right, even when he might not be. A man who can justify his actions any way he wants.


    “Saige?” Sylas says. I realize he’s been speaking to me and I’ve been completely ignoring him.


    “Sorry, what?”


    “I just asked if you wanted to go.” It’s still early and I’m still dreading going back to the apartment. Even though I’m tired, I’m not ready to leave yet.


    “No, I’m fine.” He rubs my shoulder and I can see the question on his face, but he doesn’t say anything further about it.


    I lean against him and he tucks me under his arm, holding me close. Hardy hasn’t said a word to me and I can tell he’s watching every move I make. I also know he has a perfect memory, especially where it comes to numbers.


    I continue staring at him, not to challenge him, but to let him know that I see him and I’m aware that he doesn’t trust me. That’s fine. He doesn’t have to. I’m not asking for him to adore me.


    “I’m going to the restroom. I’ll be right back,” I say, getting up. I need a second.


    I head for the back where the ladies room is. There’s a line, and I lean against the wall and wait. There’s a tap on my shoulder and I turn around to find Hardy. As I expected. It’s part of the reason (other than needing to pee) I excused myself.


    “Hello,” I say, giving him a smile.


    “What’s your endgame, Saige?” A few of the other women in line are eavesdropping but neither of us is going to say anything incriminating.


    “I love him. That’s it,” I say. “My endgame is to be with him.”


    He looks at me for so long, the line moves and the women behind me have to shove me forward. I don’t look away from him. Being stared at by Hardy like this is a bit like being in an x-ray machine. I know he’s going to remember everything I’ve said and every move I’ve made.


    He sets his mouth and then nods, walking away without another word. I hope I’ve passed the test he just administered. I turn around and lean back against the wall.
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    When I get back from the bathroom, I’m exhausted and I still need to study. I tug on Sylas’ shirt, letting him know I’m ready to leave.


    “We’re going to head out,” he says, standing and taking my hand. I’m surprised he’s so open about touching me and being affectionate in front of them. I thought he would have reservations about it, but maybe he’s showing them that since he trusts me, they should do.


    I get hugs from both Track and Cash and Baz gives me the kind of look that says he’s picturing me naked. Row and Hardy give me nods, but that’s probably as good as it’s going to get from them. Sylas and I head out. In spite of the awful morning, I’m feeling a lot better about everything.


    “You did so great, but I knew you would,” he says, giving me a rib-crushing hug before we get in the car.


    “I’m so glad you approve,” I say, my voice muffled by his chest. I’m not going to tell him about my little interaction with Hardy unless he asks.


    “What did Hardy say to you?” he asks, as if he was reading my mind. He once told me he could read minds, but only those belonging to redheads.


    “He just asked me what my endgame is,” I say. “And I told him it was to be with you. Nothing else. Then he studied me for a while, nodded and left me alone. It wasn’t a big deal. They’re all looking out for you. I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t trust me either.”


    He frowns and I tap him on the shoulder.


    “Hey, it’s okay. I knew what I was going to have to face when I decided I wanted to be with you. Some guys have crazy exes or crazy mothers or other dark secrets. There are obstacles to every relationship and this is one of ours. It’s fine.” I’d be worried if they weren’t apprehensive of me.


    He nods and I pull away from the bar.


    “They’re protective of you. It’s sweet.” He makes a snorting sound.


    “They’re not exactly sweet guys.” That makes me laugh.


    “No, they’re really not, but I like them anyway and I like the way you are with them. You’re so happy and you laugh a lot. I feel guilty for taking up so much of your time. I know you used to see them a lot more than you do now.” He turns on the radio and starts drumming a beat on his knee with his hand.


    “We didn’t actually meet a whole lot because we didn’t want to draw suspicions,” he says, but I think he’s trying to minimize it for my benefit.


    “But you don’t have to do that now. You can see them whenever you want and I don’t want you to think you’re abandoning me to hang out with them. They’re important to you, so they’re important to me.” He takes my hand from the shifter and places a kiss in my palm and then starts massaging it.


    “You’re important to me.”


    “I know.”


    I sigh and he starts softly singing along with the song.


    “I thought you couldn’t sing,” I say, raising an eyebrow.


    “Quinn couldn’t sing. But I can. My mother had a beautiful voice. She used to sing all the time, especially when she was cleaning. She said it made chores more bearable if you sang. I think I picked it up because I always catch myself singing when I vacuum.” I’ve never noticed. I make a mental note to watch him when he vacuums.


    “I knew that was a lie,” I say.


    “You did?”


    “Yes.”


    “Huh,” he says and then picks up the song again. His voice is beautiful and clear; good enough to be on the radio. In another life he might have been a singer/songwriter or a rock star. I could see him rocking leather pants on stage.


    “What are you smiling about?” he asks, stopping.


    “Thinking about you in leather pants. Mmmm,” I say and he gives me a confused look.


    “I might be able to make that particular fantasy come true for you. If you’re a good girl.” I turn my head and give him a wink.


    “But what if I’m a bad girl?”


    “Then I’ll definitely make it happen.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-Two


    


    He doesn’t make the leather pants happen that night, but we do end up in bed together when we get back. I leave only to get the minimum amount of studying done and then it’s back to bed.


    It’s the middle of the night and I have a marathon studying session to do the next day and Sylas is going to see Lizzy. I wish I could go, but I just can’t this weekend.


    “Tell her I love her and I’m sorry I couldn’t be there,” I say for the millionth time. I’m so scared of disappointing my new sister and that she’s going to hate me and not want me to come back.


    “I will. I promise. She’s not going to hate you, Saige,” he says, kissing my shoulder. We’re still naked, with me draped across his stomach, his fingers walking up and down my spine. My tattoo has finally healed and the colors have faded to the right shades. I absolutely love it and I still stop and stare any time I go by a mirror and catch it in the corner of my eye. I’m going to have to get some more dresses and shirts to show it off.


    “I hope not. I’ve never had a sister, so I don’t know how this is supposed to work,” I say and he laughs at me.


    “What’s so funny?”


    “You. Worrying that Lizzy could hate you. It’s ludicrous. I’ve told you, she loves everyone, and you especially. There’s nothing you could do to make her hate you. Nothing.”


    I’m not so sure about that, but I really, really want her to know that I would much rather hang out with her than study. Granted, I’d rather do almost anything than study at this point. My brain is so full of information, it feels stuffed and mushy.


    “I don’t know what to do about Dad,” I say. I’ve turned my phone back on and there are a ton of messages from him begging me to come back and talk with him, to understand his position and so forth. I’ve ignored all of them, but I have the feeling if I don’t deal with him soon, he’s going to take matters into his own hands and show up here to talk to me.


    “I can’t really give you any good advice,” he says.


    I sigh.


    “It’s okay. I just wish it wasn’t like this. I just want him to go back to being my Dad, the one I counted on. The one who did the right thing.” I run my finger down his forehead, across his nose, and down to his chin.


    “But I guess he was never that guy. I just thought he was,” I say. “That’s the hardest thing. Knowing that the man I thought he was is a lie.”


    “I’m so sorry he’s not the man you want him to be,” he says.


    “And I’m sorry I’m whining about my dad issues with you since…” I trail off. I’m sure he doesn’t want to talk about his father right now.


    “It’s okay, Saige. We can talk about him. I probably should talk about him. I haven’t for so many years and that didn’t turn out very well. I held so much inside and it hurt me. I have to bleed it out and let the wounds finally heal.” It’s a messy process and it’s not going to be easy. Both of us are dealing with wounds, only mine are fresh while his have been festering for his whole life.


    “I’ll be your nurse if you’ll be mine,” I say.


    “Deal.”


    I resettle myself and hope that together we can heal and come out the other side intact.
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    Another night, another nightmare. This time when I wake, I know I’m definitely in the trunk of a car. I can see myself pulling the handle that’s inside to release it.


    Sylas is there, holding me and helping me come out of the horror, wiping my tears and telling me it’s going to be okay.


    “Did you remember anything this time?” I tell him and he rubs my back, even though I’m totally sweaty.


    “When would you have been trapped in the trunk of a car?” he asks, and I don’t have an answer for him.


    “I have no idea. I don’t know if it’s a memory or just something my brain has cooked up.” Deep down, I know it’s a memory. It’s far too clear and terrifying to be anything else.


    “Maybe it was something that happened when you were young and you repressed it.” I’m not sure how I feel about that.


    “Maybe,” I say. “I’ll be right back, I’m going to take a quick shower and rinse off.” He lets me go and doesn’t push further to make me remember.


    I hold onto the memory in my head, focusing on my hand as I reach for the trunk release that glows in the dark. The hand. My hand.


    It’s small. A child’s hand.


    I shudder and that’s enough for tonight. I can’t do any more. I can’t. It’s too much. I turn on the water and step under the spray, making sure to keep my hair out of the way. I’d rather not go to bed with wet hair.


    I wish I could wash the nightmare down the drain, but that’s just not possible.


    Sylas has his arms open for me when I come back.


    “If I could take it from you, I would,” he says.


    “I know you would. But this is my nightmare to fight.”
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    I send Sylas off the next morning with a kiss and a box of cookies and some more DVDs for Lizzy. I wanted to bake them from scratch, but I didn’t have the time or energy. Next time.


    My day is comprised of studying and studying and some more studying. I still have to do my final drawing. It’s due Thursday and I don’t even have an idea. It wouldn’t matter if I had a hundred years to do it, though.


    Sylas gives me a call as I’m taking a mental break in the afternoon and I hear an excited screeching in the background.


    “Someone wants to say hello,” he says, laughing.


    “Hey, Lizzy!” I say.


    “Sister!” she says and starts babbling away. She speaks so fast I can’t catch every word, but it doesn’t matter. I’m happy she’s not mad at me for missing the visit when I promised I would be there every week.


    “Are you done with school yet?” she asks.


    “Nope, not yet. But I’ll be done next week and then it will be summer and I can come and see you!” I still take classes during the summer, but not as many, so I’ll have more time to spend on other things.


    “Cool, cool!” she says and I can’t help but laugh at how infectious her positivity is.


    We chat for a few more minutes and then Sylas comes back on, telling me he’ll be back tonight. I tell him to take his time because I still have a ton of work to do and he’s very distracting.


    I’m just switching from one textbook to another when there’s a knock at my door. I didn’t order food and Sylas is gone so I can narrow down the list of people it could potentially be. I look out the peephole and wish I could pretend I’m not home and not open the door, but that’s not going to happen.


    I hit the deadbolt and remove the chain before I open the door.


    “Hey, Dad.”


    “Hello, Ladybug.”


    I want to roll my eyes at his use of the nickname. It’s not going to undo what happened yesterday.


    “What do you want?” I ask, leaning against the door and not asking him if he wants to come in.


    “Can we talk?” He looks even worse than he did yesterday. It’s clear he’s gotten no sleep. I sigh and move aside so he can come in.


    “I guess,” I say, walking toward the couch and sitting down. He comes in and sits down on the chair across from me. I cross my arms and wait for him to speak. I’m hoping against hope that he’s here to tell me that he changed his mind.


    “I want to apologize for yesterday. I think we both got a little too heated and I’m sorry for talking to you that way.” It’s a start.


    “Thank you for the apology, but I’m not going to give you one. You know I’m right.” He puts his arms on his knees and leans forward. He looks… old. I always think of him as this eternal being who will live forever, but that’s just not the case.


    “I can understand where you’re coming from, Saige, but a decision like this can’t be made in the blink of an eye. I have projects in the works, things that need to be done.” I don’t give a shit.


    “When I was growing up, I always thought of you like Batman, with less gadgets, of course. You were catching bad guys and fighting the good fight. That’s not to say you weren’t, but you were also doing things that benefited you. Look at the house. Look at all the money you have. It didn’t just come from nowhere. And I know you’ve killed people. Innocent people to get what you thought you needed. Your hands aren’t clean. Your motives aren’t all pure.”


    He doesn’t interrupt or contradict me.


    “I won’t lie to you. I have done bad things. I’ve hurt people. But it was all in service of the greater good. The benefit of the many as opposed to the few. The choices I’ve mad haven’t been easy and I didn’t make them lightly. I relive those moments every night. They haunt me. I’m not happy about the things I’ve done, Saige, but I can’t undo them. My past has a body count, and I’d be a liar if I said there wouldn’t be any more. There will be.” I feel like he’s being truly honest with me for the first time in my life.


    “But those are your choices. You can’t force someone else to make the choices you’ve made. That’s my point. Everyone deserves to have the freedom to make their choices. Everyone. Sylas, me, the rest of his team. They’re good guys, Dad. They really are.” I know their hands aren’t clean either, but none of our hands are. We’re all dirty.


    “I love you, but I don’t want your life. I want my own life, whatever that looks like.” He looks down at his hands.


    “It’s not that simple, Saige.” He keeps just saying the same thing over and over.


    “I’m done talking about this, if that’s what you’re going to say.” I get up and go to the kitchen for a cool glass of water. I’m all fired up again.


    “You’re young still, Saige. So young,” he says, getting up and following me.


    “That’s such bullshit, Dad, and you know it.” I pull a glass down and go to the fridge to get some ice and then fill the glass with water. “I don’t care about your justification and I don’t want to talk about this anymore. The end.” I go back into the living room and he follows me once again.


    “Where’s Sylas today?” he asks.


    “Are you serious? You’re trying to be my dad now?”


    He grimaces and then rubs his face.


    “I don’t know what to do anymore, Saige. I just want things to go back to the way they were.” I slam my glass of water down on the coffee table so hard I think it’s going to break, but it doesn’t.


    “We can’t! We can only go forward. Fucking hell, I can’t deal with this anymore.” I want to run away from him like a kid throwing a tantrum, but this is my apartment and I’m a grown-ass woman.


    “I’m not going to lose everything I’ve worked for,” he says calmly and that pisses me off more.


    “Then I don’t think I can be your daughter anymore. I’m done.” I walk to the door and hold it open.


    “Saige,” he says, pleading.


    “No. Get out. Get out of my house.” I motion with my arm and I’m so upset, I’m shaking.


    “I wish things could be different,” he says as he gets up. I expect him to beg, to tell me that he’s changed his mind, but that’s not what he does. He gets up and walks out.


    I close the door behind him and fall to the floor. Of all the things I ever thought would happen, I never thought I would lose him. The man I used to love more than anything.


    But he doesn’t love me more than anything. He loves his work and that’s what hurts the most.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-Three


    


    Sylas finds me on the floor. I’ve been trying to get up for hours, but it’s not working. I did move to a sitting position, but I just can’t get up.


    “What’s wrong?” he asks, pulling me up. “What happened? Why didn’t you call me?” Because my phone was on the coffee table and I couldn’t make it that far. I actually fell asleep on the floor and slept for a while in the fetal position.


    “Dad was here,” I say. Even my voice hurts.


    “What did he say?” He picks me up in his arms and carries me to the couch, cradling me like a child. I feel like a child right now. A scared little child that just lost her daddy.


    “He picked the job and I said I didn’t want him in my life anymore. And he left.” My voice sounds like it belongs to someone else. Someone who isn’t me. I don’t understand what my life is anymore. How in the hell did I get here?


    “Oh, Saige, I’m so sorry. I never thought he would do something like that to you. I can’t believe it.” Me neither.


    “It hurts so much, Sylas,” I say. I can’t even stop the words from coming out of my mouth.


    “Shhh, you don’t have to talk about it right now.” I let myself hold onto him as he tells me about his day with Lizzy and strokes my hair.


    “How about we take a bath?” he asks and I nod. He carries me into the bathroom and sits me on the toilet while he draws a bath and pours in some bubbles. When the bath is full, he helps me get undressed. I think he’s going to leave me in the tub by myself, but then he strips and joins me, moving so I’m lying against his chest.


    “Just relax and think about something nice.” I close my eyes and think of that night when Sylas and I walked along the beach. I was so enthralled with him. I think that was one of the first times when I knew that I loved him.


    “That’s my girl,” he says and his voice rumbles against my back. The water swirls as he strokes my arm up and down. The bubble bath smells like roses and I feel myself getting drowsy.


    Sylas starts humming and I know exactly what song it is. “Take Me to Church” again. I definitely think that it’s our song now. Odd song for a couple, but we’re not the traditional couple.


    He finishes the song and I feel him messing with my hair.


    “Are you braiding my hair?” I ask, opening my eyes and looking over my shoulder at him.


    “Maybe. I learned how to do Lizzy’s. My mother always did it and I had to learn after she was gone. I used to cut her hair for her as well. I learned how to do a lot of things.” I look and he has braided my hair. Very well.


    “I should enlist you to help me get ready in the morning. Why have you been hiding this skill from me for this long?” I say.


    “I don’t know. I guess I just don’t think about it.” He lays the finished braid over my shoulder. The ends float in the water, swirling around.


    “Do you want to move in with me?” I say and he just starts laughing.


    “Aren’t we already living together? Isn’t that what this is?” Technically, yes.


    “We are, but I want to make it official. And I know you still have things at your other place. We don’t have to live here. We could get a place together.” I hadn’t thought of that before. I really like my apartment, but it’s not really a couple’s apartment. There’s no space for Sylas to put any of his things, not that he’s asked.


    He puts his hand under my chin and turns my head. I move around so I’m facing him, propping myself up on his stomach.


    “You want to move?” he asks.


    “Not really, but this is my apartment, not ours.” He studies my face.


    “It’s okay. I don’t have that much stuff.”


    “What about your coffee table? And the pictures of your mother?” He stiffens.


    “How do you know about my coffee table?”


    I bite my lip.


    “Because I broke into your apartment a few times?” I say tentatively. Instead of him being angry, he just gives me a wry smile and rolls his eyes.


    “Of course you did. I shouldn’t be surprised at all.”


    “Just as I’m not surprised you’ve broken in here,” I say. He leans down and plants a kiss on my lips.


    “I would love to move in with you, Saige. We don’t have to decide where right now. Let’s just get through this next week and see where we stand, okay?” I agree and go back to lying on his chest on my back.


    “I think I want to go to school,” he says.


    “Really?”


    “Yes. I’ve been thinking about it and I want to do something else. Like you are. This is all I’ve known for six years and I don’t have the passion that I used to. I thought that when I was working on you, that the passion was back, but I mistook passion for you for desire to work again. Now that things have changed, I want to try something else.” He’s smart as a whip and I know he can do whatever he wants.


    “Do you know what kind of classes you want to take?” I ask. He shifts so he’s leaning back farther, bring me with him. Some of the water sloshes over the edge of the tub.


    “I’m not sure. Maybe you could help me pick?”


    “I’d love to. This is the perfect time because you could sign up now and then go for the fall semester.” This is making me excited. I imagine the two of us going to campus together, studying together. I really like the idea.


    “Maybe. I’m still not sure yet.” I don’t know why he’s going back on it when he just seemed so excited, but I’m far too exhausted to worry about it.


    The water starts to get cold and I tell Sylas I want to get out. He gets up first and then helps me. I get wrapped in a towel and then he lays me in bed.


    I hope I’m not going to have nightmares tonight, but I probably will. It seems inevitable at this point.


    “Good dreams. You’re only going to have good dreams,” he whispers in my ear as I try to relax and go to sleep. “Only good dreams.”
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    Sylas doesn’t have magical good dream giving powers and I wake a few hours later. My hair is still wet.


    “Blood,” I gasp. “There’s blood.”


    “Whose blood?” Sylas says.


    “I don’t know,” I sob. I feel sick and have to run to the bathroom to throw up. Sylas rushes after me and holds my hair back. My stomach finally stops heaving and I sit back, resting against him.


    “I’m sorry,” I say.


    “For what? You have nothing to be sorry for.” He moves me until I’m resting up against the wall as he goes to get a cool washcloth for my face.


    “Thanks,” I say. I’m embarrassed, but there’s nothing I can do about it.


    “Do you want to talk about it, or do you just want to go back to bed?” he asks.


    “I want to brush my teeth and go back to bed. I have a final tomorrow.” God, I am so unprepared. It’s a good thing I at least got some studying done on Saturday and earlier today.


    “Are you sure you want to go? I could forge you a doctor’s note and get you out of it.” I’m sure he could, but I really just want to get it over with.


    “No, it’s fine. I’m fine now.”


    Blood. Pooling on a scratched linoleum floor.


    I shut my eyes and try to picture something else. Anything else. Another wave of nausea rolls through me, but I swallow it down and breathe through my nose. It passes and I use Sylas’ body to help get me off the floor.


    I don’t tell him about the details. The floor, the way the blood makes a bright puddle. I just tell him I saw blood. For some reason I don’t want to share anything else about the nightmares with him.


    “I’m okay. I’m going to brush my teeth and I’ll be right there,” I say, shuffling to the sink and grabbing my toothbrush. He holds his hands out, as if he’s waiting for me to fall.


    “I’ll be right there,” I say, giving him as strong a smile as I can muster.


    “Okay,” he says and shuts the door, leaving me alone.


    I lean against the sink and take a few deep breaths before picking up my toothbrush and getting rid of the awful taste in my mouth.


    Every muscle aches, even though I took that bath with Sylas.


    I just feel… wrong and I have no idea what to do about it.
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    Sylas is the one who gets me up the next morning for school. I feel like I haven’t gotten any sleep at all and it’s a struggle to keep my eyes open as I brush my hair.


    “Want me to braid it for you?” he asks, coming to stand behind me.


    “Sure, that would be great.” He does a quick French braid for me and then ties it off. I check it out in the mirror and it looks good.


    “Thanks, babe,” I say, giving him a quick kiss on the cheek.


    “Babe?” he says, following me out of the bathroom and toward the front door. He’s actually dressed today, in jeans and a t-shirt that shows off his arms so well it hurts to leave him.


    “I don’t know, it just came out. I have to go, I’m going to be late.” I give him another kiss and he waves goodbye.


    “See you later, Redhead.”
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    I have absolutely no idea how I make it through Monday, but it’s pretty much a miracle. I finish up my finals and actually don’t feel horrible about how I did. Granted, I have several more the rest of the week, but at least I’ve gotten through some of them.


    Dad calls me again, but I delete his voicemail without even listening to it. How dare he? I can’t even let myself think about it. I put it in a box and shove it to the back of my mind.


    Sylas isn’t home when I get there, but he left me a note taped to the skull where I keep my keys saying that he had some errands to run and he’ll bring back by dinner.


    Hm. I’d be lying if I said I’m not glad that he’s getting out of the house. That’s good. I’m proud of him. It sucks that I’m here alone, but I’m going to have to learn how to suck it up and deal with it. Before I was with Sylas, I was alone a lot. I can go back to that, no problem.


    To keep my mind from thinking about the awful things I placed in the mental box, I get out my books and start studying again. I still have that stupid drawing to do.


    Draw something I love. Well, the obvious answer is Sylas. But I’m so terrible at drawing I don’t want to do a shitty job and then force him to pretend he likes it. But I don’t have to draw his whole body…


    Bam. There’s an idea. I just need to wait until he gets back.
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    I’m not sure when Sylas is going to be back and I don’t want to be too needy, so I go ahead and start making some dinner. I rarely cook, but I feel like doing something nice for him tonight. I’m not that great of a cook, but I can do spaghetti with meatballs, garlic bread and salad.


    I’m just stirring the sauce into the noodles when the door opens.


    “Wow, you’re cooking?” Sylas asks.


    “Hey now. I can cook things other than popcorn,” I say, pointing my wooden spoon at him. His cheeks are flushed and there’s a smile on his face. He looks good. Really good. Good enough to say “forget dinner” and take him back to my bedroom.


    “I know you can,” he says, coming into the kitchen to give me a kiss. “Hello.”


    “Hi,” I say, running my hands down his back to squeeze his ass. I love the way it looks in these jeans.


    “How were your finals?” he asks, stepping away and leaning on the counter.


    “I think I did okay. Or at least as good as I was going to do, given the circumstances.” He nods and fiddles with one of the plates I got out.


    “Well, I’m proud of you for going in and doing your best.” I look up from the pot of pasta.


    “You are?” He gives me a look like I’m crazy.


    “Of course I am.”


    Huh. What do you know?


    “You’re blushing,” he says, brushing one finger along my cheek.


    “Shut up,” I say, stepping away from him. He smiles and just follows me.


    “I love making you blush. It’s one of my favorites.” I roll my eyes at him. He once told me he was going to use every line in the book on me. He’s still got a lot to go, but he’s ticked quite a few off.


    “Take the plates and go sit down,” I say, trying to hide my face.


    “Yes, Redhead,” he says before he bows and does as I asked. He’s in a really good mood, but I wait until we’re sitting down on the couch and I have a glass of wine in my hand before asking about it.


    “Well,” he says, picking up his fork and twirling some spaghetti onto it with impeccable skill, “I went and saw a therapist today. I didn’t tell you I was going to do it, because I wasn’t sure how it was going to go, or if it was going to be the right fit.” I’m distracted from the food by his admission.


    “Oh yeah? Did it go well?” It’s clear that it went well just from looking at him and sitting next to him. His whole energy has changed for the better. Kind of makes me want to go and see if therapy would work for me.


    “It did. She’s really nice and the first session was no pressure. Just asking me about my life and so forth. I edited a little, but told as much truth as I could. I didn’t want to take any chances.” I don’t blame him at all.


    “That’s smart. So, are you going to go back?” He chews and swallows. I wonder if his mother was the one who taught him how to eat with such lovely manners. I’m sure she did. It’s hard to imagine Sylas as a child. As a little boy missing a tooth or two with scraped knees and knobby elbows. No, I can’t picture it. I assume most of the pictures of him as a child were lost in the fire. It’s not fair that he’s seen me in my awkward years, but I don’t get a chance to see him.


    “Next week. It’s really not as bad as I thought it was going to be. I was so afraid I was going to cry. I really hate crying.” Ditto. We continue eating and he tells me more about his therapy appointment. He seems to really be moving in the right direction. I just hope it will continue.


    “So, I have something to ask you. A favor, if you will,” I say. He puts down his fork.


    “I’m intrigued. I hope it involves both of us being naked.” I snort.


    “Sort of. Um, so I have to do a final drawing for my class and I should have started it ages ago. It’s due on Thursday and I couldn’t decide what I wanted to do. We’re supposed to draw something we love. And, well, I love you, but I don’t want to fuck it up, so I was wondering if I could just draw a portion of you. Like, maybe your back? With all your tattoos?” I feel like a total dork asking him. He just smiles and bumps my shoulder with his.


    “You’re adorable when you need something from me.” I try not to blush and fail.


    “Stop it. Will you do it or not?”


    “Absolutely. How do you want me?” Now I’m the one shoving his shoulder.


    “You’re the worst.”


    “I try.”


    Sylas decides that he wants to “pose” for me right after dinner. I was hoping to put it off until the very last minute, but he’s eager to be my model for some reason.


    “You don’t have to get completely naked,” I say as he strips down and lays on the bed as I try to get the lighting right and find the best angle to put my chair.


    “I know I don’t have to, but I want to. This is so that the next time you have a male model, you think of me instead.” I move one of the lamps and snort.


    “Well, the class is over and I’m not taking another one anytime soon.” He props himself up, resting his chin in his hands and batting his eyelashes at me.


    “Good. That means that I’m your last subject and the last is the most important.” He’s so full of himself.


    “Yes, yes,” I say, sitting in my chair and trying to figure out how I want him to lie down.


    “Okay, can you get on your stomach, but more up toward the pillows?” He does as I ask and then it takes a few more adjustments to get him just right. It’s a sexy pose that shows his entire back, including the dimples above his ass and all his beautiful tattoos. His face is out of the picture, but his back is breathtaking enough as is.


    I sit down in my chair and grab my charcoal pencil and start a rough sketch.


    “Am I allowed to talk to you while you do this?” he asks. I glance up from my sketch.


    “As long as you don’t move,” I say.


    “I’ll do my best. I’ve never been a model before.” I narrow my eyes and give him a look.


    “Stay. Still.”


    “Yes, Redhead.” He closes his eyes and relaxes as I finish the rough outline. It’s going to take forever to do the intricate designs of his tattoos, so I’m going to need him to sit again for me tomorrow night. But as long as I get the basics, that should be good for now.


    “You look beautiful when you concentrate,” he says and I realize he’s staring at me. I stick my tongue out at him.


    “And you’re annoying when you’re talking. I think I’m going to revise my rule to no talking while I’m working.” He heaves a heavy sigh, as if I’m being difficult.


    “Fine. Then I’ll sing.”


    He hums a few bars and then starts singing low. I recognize the song immediately. It’s one he told me was his favorite. “Fire and Rain” by James Taylor. I wonder if his mother used to sing it to him when he was young.


    Sylas’ voice so unbelievable, I’m distracted completely from drawing. It simultaneously gives me chills and warms me inside. By the time he gets to the end, I’ve completely forgotten what I’m supposed to be doing.


    “Saige?” he says. I blink and remember I’m supposed to be drawing him. Oops.


    “Sorry. Just… got lost for a moment. You’re a very good singer, you know.”


    He shrugs one shoulder and then apologizes for moving.


    “I’m nothing special. My mother had the magical voice. She could have been a star if she wanted to.”


    “I bet,” I say. He’s silent for a little while as I start adding the outlines to some of his bigger tattoos.


    “You can keep singing. If you want,” I say and he looks up again.


    “Okay.”


    He sings for the next hour as I sketch. I think he’s going to get tired of it, but as soon as one song fades, he launches into another. He definitely needs to sing more. As in, all the time. Every day. I might use some of my recording equipment so I can have it with me always. That would mean going back to my parents’ house to get it. No, I’m not going to do that.


    My eyes start to itch and I’m not focusing anymore.


    “That’s enough, I think,” I say, blowing off the excess charcoal and then putting a protective sheet over it so it won’t get smudged before I close my sketchbook.


    “Can I move now?” he asks.


    “Uh-huh,” I say and he rolls on his back. I think he’s going to get up, but then he does something else. He runs one hand down his stomach. Slowly. I look up to his eyes and see he’s watching me as he touches himself.


    I’ve never seen Sylas touch himself like this in front of me. He grips himself and I watch as he gets hard. I’m instantly so turned on, I almost throw the sketchbook on the floor.


    “Do you like what I’m doing?” he asks, moving his hand up and down his cock.


    “Uh-huh,” I say. I sound like an idiot.


    “Do you want me to continue?” he asks, his eyes full of blue fire.


    “Yes,” I say, my voice raspy. I’m stuck to my chair, unable to move. He strokes up and down and his eyelids shutter in pleasure. He moans and arches his back. I’ve never seen anything so erotically beautiful.


    His hand moves faster, up and down, up and down, with a little bit of a twist. I’m completely mesmerized. It doesn’t take long before his back bows off the bed, his head thrown back and a part-grunt-part-growl escaping his lips as he climaxes onto his stomach.


    “Fuck,” he says, his eyes opening. They’re drowsy and sweet. He smiles at me.


    “Did you enjoy the show?”


    “Yes,” I say. My mouth is dry.


    “Show me. Show me how much you enjoyed it.” I know exactly what he’s asking. Now I’m the one running my hand over my stomach and below the waistband of my pants.


    “No. Take them off. I want to see you when you touch yourself,” he says. Now he’s the one with the rough voice.


    I get up and strip off my bottoms and sit back down on the chair, propping one of my legs up. I’m giving him a full show, but I want to. I’ve never felt sexier than when Sylas is watching me.


    I lick my fingers and move them lower, rubbing them just above my clit. I have a routine that’s guaranteed to get me off when I’m alone. It’s going to take even less time with him watching me. I’m close already.


    “Fuck, Saige. You’re making me hard again,” he says. My head rolls back and I move my hand faster, pressing harder and harder on my center.


    Just a little more…


    “Oh God,” I moan, throwing my head back as my body throbs with the orgasm. It goes on so long, I can barely stay in the chair. When it’s over, I nearly melt to the floor in a puddle of post-orgasmic bliss.


    I open my eyes to find Sylas working himself again. We could go like this all night long. He comes again and then runs his hand through the cum on his stomach.


    “I should probably shower,” he says. “Join me?”


    I do, and I come two more times before I fall into bed.


    I’m almost glad now when I wake sweating and shaking and crying. It means that another piece of the puzzle is given to me from my own mind. I have to endure the pain to get another bit. A sacrifice for my secret.


    I assemble the parts, but they still don’t make a whole. There isn’t a complete picture. There’s only the trunk, my small hand releasing the trunk, blood on a linoleum floor and now scratches on my arms and legs from a prickly bush. Little slashes of red all over my pale skin. I repeat everything in my head so I don’t forget it. I’m still worried that they’ll vanish from my brain if I don’t work hard to remember them.


    “Maybe… Maybe you’d want to talk to my therapist? I hate the way that sounds, but it might help,” Sylas says. I know it might, but I don’t want to share this with someone. Not even a professional. I want to be the one to unlock the secrets of my own brain.


    “I’ll think about it,” I say as I get up to take yet another shower and rinse off the sweat. This has become my nightly routine and I don’t see it changing anytime soon. Not until I can figure out this entire nightmare and what it means.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-Four


    


    Over the next few days I finish the drawing of Sylas, which actually turns out okay. He declares that I’m a brilliant artist and I just tell him he’s biased. I slog my way through the rest of my finals. Sylas is usually gone during the day, but he doesn’t tell me what he’s doing. I figure he’s earned the right to keep a little bit of mystery and since he seems happy when he comes home, I don’t bug him to tell me about it.


    I redo drinks with Lo on Friday and it’s nice to have some girl time. I’ve missed her. Just as Sylas needs to spend time with his friends, I need to spend time with mine. I make plans to go out with the group the following Friday night to keep checking off the bars on our list. Lo asks if I’m going to bring Sylas and I ask him, but he says that he already has plans with the guys, which makes me happy.


    Saturday I get to reunite with Lizzy and it’s every bit as fun as I thought it would be. I don’t think of anything bad when I’m with her. She’s better than any sort of stimulant.


    The visit is going perfectly until one of the nurses knocks on Lizzy’s door and says she has another visitor. I give Sylas a look and he doesn’t seem surprised.


    “Who is it?” I ask, but then my question is answered as my father walks in the room.


    I want to curse and scream at him to get out, but I won’t curse in front of Lizzy, or make a scene.


    “What are you doing here?” I say, trying to keep my voice level. He has his hands behind his back and takes only two steps into the room, still hovering near the doorway.


    “Hi!” Lizzy says, waving and then going over to him. I reach out to stop her, but Sylas grabs my shoulder and forces me to stay sitting on her bed.


    “Did you plan this?” I hiss at him as Dad and Lizzy start talking. He brings out some flowers from behind his back and she squeals in delight. I can’t help but notice the look on his face as he stares at her. Pain and longing mixed together. He’s never looked at me like that.


    “He contacted me. I thought it was time and that it might be good for the two of you to talk.” I’m so angry with him for doing this without asking me.


    “You should have said something,” I whisper as Lizzy throws her arms around Dad. I don’t like this. I don’t like it at all.


    “We’re going to talk about this,” I say to Sylas before getting to my feet and walking behind Lizzy, putting a protective hand on her shoulder.


    “What are you doing here?” I say, keeping my voice pleasant and a sweet smile on my face. Good thing I’ve had enough practice pretending I feel one way when I actually feel something completely different. I slip into my old role like putting on a comfortable pair of boots.


    His eyes flick down to my hand on Lizzy’s shoulder. That’s as clear a signal as anything.


    “I came for a visit. And to talk to you.” Well I sure as hell don’t want to talk to him. He burned that bridge.


    I’d be lying if I said a part of me didn’t want to throw my arms around him and hug him like when I was a little girl. Cry and tell him I love him and that I’ll always be his little girl.


    But I’m not going to do that.


    “I don’t want to talk to you,” I say slowly, making sure my voice doesn’t tremble.


    “Hey, Sister, how about we go and see if we can talk one of the nurses into giving you a popsicle, hm?” Sylas says and Lizzy gets totally distracted by the promise of popsicles. He leads her out of the room, leaving me and alone with my father.


    I drop my smile on the floor and want to smash it under my boot.


    “What are you doing here? Why the fuck are you here?” I ask. I want to punch him. I want to shove him out of the room, out of this place.


    “I came because I don’t want to lose you. You’re my daughter, Saige. I can’t lose you.” Should have thought of that before he decided to choose his work over me.


    “It’s too late. It’s already done,” I say, spinning around and going back to sit on Lizzy’s bed. “I want you to go. You don’t deserve to be here.”


    He doesn’t deserve to be around Lizzy. He hasn’t earned the right.


    “I know I’ve made mistakes, Saige.” His voice breaks and I’m glad to finally hear some emotion from him. He seemed so callous last week. So cold.


    “Some mistakes can’t be undone,” I say.


    I hear his footsteps and then a hand rests on my shoulder.


    “I love you so much, Saige. You’re one of the only things I don’t regret. I can never regret marrying your mother because then I wouldn’t have you.” His words stir anger and pain in me, but I can’t just let it go.


    “I can’t do this,” I say. It would be juvenile of me to go into the bathroom and lock the door and wait for him to go away, but I’m really close to doing just that.


    “I’ve talked to the rest of Sylas’ team. I told them that if they wanted to work for me, they could. And if they didn’t, I would let them go. They all decided to stay. I’ve given them contracts and now there’s nothing over their heads. I’m going to do the same for Sylas,” he says and I finally turn around.


    “Just like that? You’re just going to change your mind? What happened to all of the things you said the other day?” I’m not trusting this. Not until I know why.


    There are tears in his eyes and he still looks haggard. I can’t help but be touched at how destroyed he seems. It tugs at my sympathy. Despite everything he’s done, I still love him. I’ll always love him, in some capacity.


    “I knew the second I left. The second I closed the door. I’ve spent the past few days thinking and thinking and going over and over everything. I’m not the kind of man who changes his mind, Saige. I’m old and slow to learn.” He chuckles a little, but I don’t find it funny.


    “You expect me to believe you had some sort of epiphany and now you’re just going to let go of everything? I don’t believe you,” I say. I can’t figure out what his angle is, other than getting me back into his life and putting himself back in my good graces.


    “It’s not easy to admit my daughter is smarter than I am. That she’s right. I’ve made all my decisions without input from someone else. I weighed the good and the bad and acted accordingly. Everything was black and white. It wasn’t easy, but it was clear. I’ve lived my whole life this way and no one has challenged me. Not the people I hire, not my wife, no one. She used to challenge me. Marina.” The way he says her name is like a prayer. Her name is holy coming from his mouth.


    “I know my path would have been different if she had lived.” So would my path, as a result. So would Sylas’ and Lizzy’s. So many lives affected by one death. Links in a chain.


    “I can’t think about ‘what ifs’. It won’t change the path I’ve taken. But I can change now. Change where I’m going. I’m not going to stop my work. I can’t. I’ve come too far. But I am going to change the way I do things. No more secrets. No more blackmailing and torture and deals made in dark rooms. It doesn’t serve the greater good like I thought it did. You made me see that. You made me examine my life and how far I’ve come. I don’t like the man I am right now, Saige. I don’t like him.”


    My father is a good liar, but I know the exact tone of his voice when he’s telling the truth. These words are all true. He’s being honest with me. Maybe more honest than ever.


    “How can I believe you? What assurance do I have that you’re not going to go back on this?” He’s silent for a few moments and then he holds his hands out in front of himself.


    “Only my assurance. Only my word. I know it’s not worth much, but I love you and I’m making a promise to you, my daughter, and this isn’t the kind of promise I break.” He’s got me there. Every time he promised me something when I was a kid, whether it was that he’d be there for my piano recital, or that if I snuck out he would ground me, he followed through. That’s one of the reasons I always trusted him, believed what he said. Because my father never lied to me.


    But Grayson Beaumont isn’t just my father. He’s a lot of other people and those people don’t owe me promises.


    “I need to think about it,” I say. He clasps his hands together, almost as if he’s praying.


    “That’s fair. I need you to know I’m doing this for you, and I love you. I want things to be like they were between us.” They can never be that way again. He broke my trust and now we have to repair it.


    My relationship with Sylas has been the same way. We both broke the other one’s trust and we’re still working on getting to a place of security again.


    He reaches out and I let him take my hands.


    “I promise you, Saige Juliette.” After giving my hands a squeeze, he turns around and leaves. I hear him run into Sylas and Lizzy in the hallway. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but a few minutes later Sylas and Lizzy come back. Lizzy’s mouth is red and there’s also a spot on her shirt. She’s holding something out to me.


    “I brought you a popsicle,” she says. I blink a few times and it takes me a second to process her words. I look down at the object and take it from her. It’s cold.


    “She wanted to bring you one,” Sylas says in explanation.


    “Thank you,” I say, removing the wrapper from the half-melted popsicle. It’s red, the same flavor Lizzy had. I lick it and it makes my teeth hurt. Lizzy hops back on the bed and Sylas gets a movie going for her before jerking his head in direction of the bathroom. I follow him, the popsicle dripping onto my hand and running down my arm.


    Sylas closes the door of the bathroom behind us.


    “How did it go?” he asks as I toss the popsicle in the sink. I’ll clean up the evidence that I didn’t eat it so Lizzy doesn’t know.


    “I’m sure you already know because you talked to him,” I say, fixing him with a level stare. He doesn’t even try to deny it.


    “Yes, I did talk to him. He called me and said he wanted to work things out. That we could put the past behind us and move forward. He said he wanted to have a good relationship with me, with you and eventually with Lizzy. He claimed he was just desperate to get to know her and scared of losing her.” His voice is level and even, showing no emotion, no indication of how he feels.


    “And you believe him?” I ask. A sigh comes from his mouth and he pulls me into a hug, as if he needs to anchor himself to something. Me.


    “I don’t know, Saige.”


    He starts rocking me back and forth and I find comfort in him. In the way he holds me. In the way his body molds to mine. In the way our breath matches.


    “I don’t know either. I want to believe him. He promised. He’s never broken a promise to me that he made as my father. Ever.” I hear Lizzy cackling in the next room. I almost envy her. She doesn’t have to worry about any of this.


    We’re interrupted by a knock at the door.


    “What are you doing in there?” Lizzy whines. Sylas and I freeze, as if we’ve been caught doing something wrong. It breaks the tension of the moment and we both laugh softly.


    “We’ll be right out, Lizzy,” Sylas says, letting go of me.


    “What now?” I ask. He shrugs and opens the door.


    “We keep moving forward. No going back now.”


    He has a point. There is no going back. I don’t completely trust any of this, but there’s not a whole lot I can do except stay on my toes and keep my eyes open. At least I have Sylas to help me. We’re completely on the same page now.


    


    [image: ]


    


    We watch some more movies with Lizzy and then it’s time for her to go to dinner and time for Sylas and me to leave. I expect Dad to call me and reiterate everything, but he doesn’t. He’s leaving me alone to think everything over. I’m not even going to start that process until tomorrow.


    “Do you mind if we stop at my place and get some stuff? I don’t know why I’ve been hesitant to completely move all of my things to your place,” he says.


    “It’s partially my fault,” I say, rolling down the window. It’s hot today. Summer is definitely here now. I’ve got a few weeks off before I start my summer classes. In past years I’d spend that time going to the beach, shopping with Lo and generally frittering my time away.


    This year I have Sylas and I’m looking forward to entire days spent in bed with not a stitch of clothing on either of us.


    “I should have asked,” he says. We’re both to blame for not talking about moving in.


    When we get to his place, he asks me if I’ll come up and help him. I agree and we walk into his place. It always shocks me when I come here because it’s not the place I thought he would live.


    “I’ll be right back,” he says, going to the bedroom. I stand awkwardly in the shabby kitchen. This apartment looks abandoned. There are no knickknacks left out, no boxes of cereal, no coffee cups in the sink. It’s an anonymous place. Depressing, if I’m being honest. I walk into the living room and look at the coffee table. Yes, it’s definitely been in a fire. I rub my hand along one corner and my skin comes back stained with black dust.


    “What are you doing?” Sylas says and I whirl around so fast, I smash my hip into the couch.


    “Nothing,” I say. “I was just looking at your coffee table. If you want, we can bring it to my place. I have another spot I can put the one I have,” I say. He’s giving me a strange look as he holds a few photo albums in his hands.


    “What?” I ask.


    He jumps a little and shakes his head.


    “Nothing. Um, can you give me a hand in here?” I nod and follow him into his bedroom and back toward his closet.


    “Where are we going?” I ask.


    “We need to get that,” he says, pointing to a small safe, “into your car. If we can’t do it today, I’ll just get some of the guys to give me a hand another time.”


    The black box is deceptively small, but I know that the thing must weigh a ton.


    “We can try,” I say, feeling skeptical. Sylas grabs one end of the safe and I go for the other and we count to three and lift. It raises about three inches off the floor and that’s as far as we get.


    “No way,” I say, setting my end back down. If I try to do any more, I’m going to tear or break something. Sylas sighs and sets his end down.


    “Why don’t we empty it and then try again?” I ask. He does the combination of the safe and I look away to give him some privacy.


    He pulls a few things out and then shuts the safe again. He sets the things on the bed and then we try again. No dice.


    “If you want, we can stop and get another one, if you feel like you need it.” All of my secure stuff is at my dad’s house. He’d definitely have an extra one or two hanging around.


    There’s no way in hell I’m calling him though.


    Sylas gathers up the rest of his things and puts them in a duffel bag.


    “Were you serious about the coffee table?” he asks.


    “Totally. I want you to feel at home at my place. Our place, I guess.” The apartment is definitely decorated 99 percent me and 1 percent Sylas at the moment.


    “But you’re a much better decorator than I am,” he says, giving me a kiss on the cheek.


    “That may be true, but I still want it to look like our apartment instead of just mine.” We haven’t discussed how rent or utilities are going to work yet, but we’re definitely doing this and I can’t help but feel giddy.


    Commitment has always somewhat terrified me. I never thought I would want the kind of relationship I’m in right now.


    “Let’s take this stuff down and then we can come back for the coffee table,” he says. I know the table will fit in the BMW since I’ve seen it crammed in before. That was so long ago. Feels like another lifetime.


    The car is full when we go back to my place. Unloading the car seems to take a lot longer than putting the stuff in and by the time we’re done and his coffee table has taken its rightful place, I’m sweaty and exhausted.


    I flop on the couch and Sylas joins me.


    “I can’t believe we’re living together,” he says, putting his arm around my shoulder and lacing our fingers together.


    “I know. I had no idea we’d be here, but I knew when I met you that you were going to change my life.” I turn my head and rest it against his chest.


    “I knew, too. I remember seeing a picture of you Cash had given me. Your hair was all over your face and you were laughing. Your dress was black with little skulls all over it. I kept telling myself it was just a physical reaction. You were just another beautiful woman. It was so much more than that, though, Saige.” I know exactly what he means.


    “I want to show you something,” he says and then motions for me to let him up. I move and he goes to get the duffel full of items he took out of the safe. He rifles around until he pulls something out.


    “This was one of the only things that I was able to save from the house during the fire. Except for the coffee table, but I went back and got that later,” he says, holding the album on his lap. I scoot over and he opens it.


    “Oh, Sylas.” The album is filled with pictures from his childhood. Birthdays and summers outside and school pictures. He’s in a ton of them, but then so is his mother. She really was a beauty. I’ve only seen the few pictures Dad was able to save.


    He turns the pages and I drink in all the snapshots of his life before his mother died. There he is, missing teeth and grinning as he opens a Christmas present. And again playing t-ball in a blue uniform.


    I stop when I get to one of his mother. She’s wearing an apron with little blue flowers on it as she looks up from a cake she’s frosting. It looks like one of the cakes from Sylas’ birthday. Her face is radiant with a smile, the sun streaming in from the window behind her, lighting her up.


    “She’s so beautiful,” I say, but that’s such an understatement.


    “I know. Too beautiful for this world. She was too good.” I don’t know about that, but it’s a crime that her life was severed by the one man who was supposed to protect her, take care of her.


    I’m about to turn the page of the album when I notice something. The floor of the kitchen looks familiar, but I can’t place it. Huh. I discard the feeling and turn the page of the album, but something in the back of my mind flickers and itches. I don’t know what to do to scratch it.


    “What is it?” Sylas notices my discomfort somehow. He really must be able to read my mind. Or I’m just not very good at hiding my expressions anymore. Out of practice.


    “Nothing. I’m just sad for you,” I say. “That she was taken from you, taken from Lizzy.” He sighs.


    “There’s nothing we can do about it now and the person responsible is dead. That’s the best we can do.” I suppose it is. The picture is still bothering me, but I keep going through the album until I get to the end. There are tears in my eyes and they finally spill over. I wipe them away and Sylas lays the album aside.


    “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to cry.”


    “It’s okay, Saige. I wish I could cry. It’s normal to cry. But I can’t.” I’ve seen him cry before, but only when he’s at his emotional breaking point.


    “I can’t seem to stop crying,” I say. I never thought of myself as all that emotional, but maybe it’s because I bottled everything up for so many years and it’s all getting squeezed out of me now.


    “I love you anyway,” he says, tickling me in my ribs and turning the serious moment into something much lighter.


    “Stop it,” I say, collapsing as he attacks me. The assault ceases and he smiles down at me.


    “Thank you for letting me share that with you. I’ve never shown anyone those pictures,” he says. I reach up and stroke his stubbly face.


    “Thank you for trusting me with them,” I say.


    I love him. I love him so much I can’t even comprehend it. Can’t hold it in my hands. It would spill over my fingers. So much. Too much.


    “How about I make dinner for a change?” he says. Neither of us are very good cooks, but we do our best.


    “Sounds good.” It get a kiss on my nose before he climbs off me and heads to the kitchen.


    I pick up the album and go back to the page with the picture of his mother. I stare at it, but I can’t figure out what is sparking something in my mind. It’s going to bother me until I can figure it out, but then there’s a crash in the kitchen and I have to go rescue Sylas from a frying pan with nefarious intentions.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-Five


    


    This time when I wake from the nightmare, I know.


    “I was there,” I gasp into Sylas as he holds me. The nightmares don’t always strike at the same time, but he’s always there with me when my eyes snap open.


    “You were where, Saige?” he says in a soothing voice.


    “The floor. The floor in the picture.” I can’t get the words coming from my mouth to come out right and explain what’s going on in my head. Everything is happening too fast, the images and thoughts bursting like too many fireworks.


    “It’s okay, you don’t have to talk about it right now,” he says, but I need to make him understand.


    “I saw her. I saw her bleeding on the floor, Sylas. Your mother.” His entire body stiffens, his muscles locking up and he’s holding me so tight it hurts.


    “You need to tell me what you mean, right now, Saige.” His voice has a dangerous edge to it, but there’s nothing I can do about it.


    “I was there when she was killed. At least after. I can see it all now. Her body on the ground, the blood everywhere. I was outside in the rosebushes under the kitchen window.” He makes a sound that doesn’t seem human.


    That’s what was bothering me about the linoleum floor. I’d seen it before. Now that I’ve uncovered the memory, it all rushes forward.


    I was fourteen and angry with my dad for not letting me work more for him. He’d only give me simple jobs. Play jobs, really. I knew they weren’t real and it drove me crazy. So I did what I could to find out what he was doing. I’d hide in his office, in his closet, anywhere. I was small and limber enough from dance I could get myself in tight spaces and stay there for hours.


    I would also hide in the trunk of his car whenever he’d go somewhere and lie to me about it. It was easy to pull the trunk release and let myself out when he got wherever he was going. Then I’d sneak around and find out what he was doing. In my brain, I justified it and I loved doing it. Yet another facet of my stupid teenage rebellion.


    I’d been to Sylas’ house once before that afternoon. I didn’t know why Dad came here. He’d park and then I’d wait for him to get out of the car, but he would just sit with the engine off and then drive away. He stopped once and got out, but he was back so fast I barely had time to hop back in the trunk and pull it shut.


    That day I’d pretended I was sick so I could stay home from school. I did that a lot and my mother never questioned it. She was far too busy shopping and getting her nails done and gossiping on the phone all the time. Dad was home for most of the day, but I heard him on the phone and knew he was going somewhere in the afternoon.


    I got in the trunk and rode until the car stopped. I waited for the sound of Dad getting out and it happened a few minutes later.


    Popping the trunk, I slipped out and shut it as quietly as I could. I was in a residential neighborhood, but parked in the driveway of what looked like an abandoned house.


    I searched and found Dad walking between the houses. He’d taught me how to follow someone without being seen and I employed all of those skills, darting behind cars and bushes to make sure he didn’t see me.


    Finally, he stopped just beyond one house. It looked like all the others and I wondered what my dad was doing here. Who was he following?


    I crept closer and closer and watched as Dad looked into the one of the windows. He froze and then he was running, yanking open a side door. I rushed to see what was going on and pulled myself up on a windowsill.


    Blood. A woman. My father.


    Dad, cradling a woman who was covered in blood.


    I was frozen until there was the sound of a beeping school bus. Dad kissed the dead woman’s forehead, in a place clean of blood and then bolted out the door again.


    His front was covered in blood. It was so bright against his white shirt. Like paint.


    I nearly tripped over myself to run back to the car. And then I did, falling. I wasn’t thinking about getting caught. Just getting away from the horrible scene. The woman’s eyes were blue and open and staring off into space. Something horrible happened in that house to that beautiful woman.


    Someone picked me up and carried me back to the car and put me in. And then I blacked out.
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    I’m violently sucked back into the present by Sylas shaking me so hard my teeth knock against each other.


    “What the hell are you talking about?!” He’s screaming at me and I don’t know what to say.


    “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” I say, over and over and over. He finally stops shaking me and gets out of bed, shoving me aside.


    “What the fuck are you telling me right now?” he yells, raging around the room like he’s a trapped beast and needs to get out.


    “I’m telling you that I was there. My father was there. And that’s all I know.” How is it possible we were all there on that day? And how is it possible that my brain locked up that memory for this long and I’m only now remembering it?


    “I can’t fucking believe this. Can’t fucking believe it,” he says and the leaves the room, slamming the door behind him.


    I’m unable to move. My lungs are hesitant to draw breath. It’s just too much work. I hear the front door slam again and I know I should chase after him, but moving is definitely not in the cards right now.


    I’m absolutely still. Now I know what Sylas went through. My brain is still working, but my body refuses to respond. I struggle to flex my fingers and finally get them to wiggle. Then I work on my toes, legs and then arms. What seems like hours later, I slide my feet over the edge of the bed and stand. I need to find him.


    I ignore the fact that I’m barely dressed in a pair of thin shorts, a tank top and no bra. I don’t even grab shoes as I leave the bedroom and walk out of the front door. He can’t have gone far, because the keys to the cars are still in the skull by the door.


    My bare feet slap against the wooden floor of the hallway then down the stairs and out to the street. It’s the middle of the night and everything is quiet. Not even a car alarm. I look left and right and listen hard. Nothing.


    I have to find him. I choose to go left and start walking as fast as I can. The uneven sidewalk bites into my bare feet and I know they’re going to be bloody soon. I go fast, running, and I start calling his name.


    “Sylas!” I scream. Someone is probably going to call the cops, but I don’t give a shit. I have to find him. I get to the end of the street and look right and left again. Maybe I should try another direction.


    And then I see him. He’s standing against the corner of a building, head bowed and his shoulders shaking. Oh thank God.


    “Sylas!” I scream, running across the road and reaching him.


    “Go the fuck away, Saige. Go away,” he says, but there’s no strength in his words. He’s breaking again. We both are.


    “Come home, Sylas. Come home with me. We don’t have to talk about anymore. Come home with me, babe.” The endearment comes out without me even thinking about it. He lifts his head and swallows before nodding.


    I throw myself at him, putting my arms around his neck. He hesitates for a moment before he hugs me back. Thank God. Thank God.


    We walk back together and I realize how cut up my feet are. He’s also barefoot and just in a pair of boxer briefs. We’re lucky it’s the middle of the night so no one can see us like this.


    We don’t exchange any words as we enter the apartment building again and go back upstairs. I shut and lock the door behind me and turn to face Sylas.


    “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice rough. “I shouldn’t have hurt you like that. I just… you brought it all back to me and I got lost in that day for a moment. I just can’t believe you were there.” So was my father. And he never told me. I know he probably did it to protect me, but it didn’t work. The memory surfaced anyway and now I have to deal with something from my past that now feels as fresh as a knife wound.


    Sylas wipes his eyes and then holds out his arms.


    “I’m sorry I freaked out. I’m so sorry,” I hold him tight and then we go back to the bedroom. He sets me on the bed and then sees my feet.


    “Hold on,” he says, going to the bathroom. With gentle care, he gets a washcloth and carefully wipes my feet before slathering them with antibiotic cream and putting a clean pair of socks on them.


    “Talk to me,” he says, sitting back on the bed. “Or don’t. Whatever you want to do.” He seems to be overcompensating now for running out earlier. I want to tell him he doesn’t need to, but my words are stuck in my mouth.


    “I can’t believe this is happening,” I say. I’m trying to put the pieces together and I have so many questions I can’t answer. Why was Dad at the house? Why did he run away? Why wouldn’t he call the police? Why would he let Sylas discover the body? Why, why, why?


    My father is the only one who can answer these questions and tomorrow (technically today) I’m getting answers. Once and for all.


    “I know,” Sylas says. “What are the chances?”


    “Shitty chances,” I say and he chuckles half-heartedly. Nothing is funny right now.


    “I don’t know what to say.” He wraps me in his arms again.


    “Me neither,” he says. “I don’t think there is anything we can say.”


    So we sit in silence and hold one another until there’s light in the sky and the start of a new day.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-Six


    


    Neither of us gets any sleep and we finally get out of bed around six. Without even asking, Sylas goes to the kitchen and makes coffee for both of us. I consider taking a shower, but don’t feel like it. Sylas comes back with the coffee as I’m trying to get dressed.


    “What are you going to do now?” he asks as he hands me the cup and sips from his own.


    “There’s only one thing to do. My father kept this from me. I want to know why. And I want to know how he could keep this from me for so long. And you deserve to know, too.” He sets his cup down and looks out the window, splitting the blinds.


    I finish my coffee and go to the kitchen for more, wincing as I walk on my cut feet.


    “You should have let me do that,” he says, coming up behind me.


    “It’s okay,” I say and top him off while I have the pot in my hand.


    “I don’t want to put you through something that’s going to hurt you,” I say, trying to give him an out.


    He steps behind me and starts massaging my shoulders. It almost hurts because my muscles are so incredibly tense.


    “A part of me wants to confront him too. I want to see him explain himself. I think it will be good for both of us.” Good.


    Sylas keeps massaging my shoulders and I wish we could just go back to bed and spend the day naked and sweating together. For the thousandth time, I wish we were a normal couple with normal problems.
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    I can’t deal with sitting around the house, so we both get dressed and head over to my parents’ before eight. My father is a morning person and my mother will still be too drugged out on sleeping pills and wine to know what the hell is going on.


    Dad’s car is in the driveway and Martha seems thrilled to see me. She even gives me a little hug.


    “Let me get your father. Would you like some breakfast?” I shake my head as she walks briskly to the dining room where I know Dad’s eating his breakfast and reading the paper. He does the same thing every morning. Like clockwork.


    He comes out, still wiping his mouth with a napkin.


    “Saige?” he asks and I can tell he’s wary, but happy that I’m here.


    I take a breath and squeeze Sylas’ hand.


    “Why didn’t you tell me I was there when Marina was killed?” The napkin drops to the floor and Dad goes completely white.


    “When did you remember?”


    “Last night.” He brings his hand to his mouth and I’ve never seen him look so spooked. So scared.


    Sylas clears his throat.


    “I think you owe her an explanation,” he says. Dad looks at Sylas as if it’s the first time he’s ever seen him before.


    Dad blinks and then stutters as he says “Let’s go to my office.” He robotically walks back to the door and then holds it open for Sylas and me.


    He locks it behind us and everyone sits down.


    Dad looks a little better, but he’s still rattled.


    “I never thought you were going to remember. That it was too much for you,” he says and I want to interrupt him, but I don’t. I need to hear his entire explanation.


    “When I found you, your eyes were totally glazed over. I called your name, but you didn’t answer. I got you home and tucked in your bed, and then took a shower so I wouldn’t be covered in blood when you came back around. By the time I went to check on you, you were asleep. The next morning you acted like nothing had happened. As if the event had been erased from your brain. I asked you leading questions and… nothing. You never said anything. Never asked. I thought you had repressed the memory. I was so angry that you had seen that.” He closes his eyes and takes a breath, as if he needs a moment.


    “Over the years, I waited for the memory to come back and then when it didn’t, I thought you were out of the woods. That your brain had protected you from something too awful. Too terrible to be real. I thought it was for the best.”


    I can understand where he’s coming from, but I still need answers.


    “What were you doing there?” I ask.


    He leans on his desk, as if he needs the support.


    “I had people watching the house. Watching her. I knew that husband of hers was up to something and sooner or later, she was probably going to be collateral damage. I was trying to protect her that day. But I was too late.” His eyes are wet and red with unshed tears. I look at Sylas beside me and he’s rigid in his chair. His face unmoving.


    “I… I thought I could save her but I was too late. It was already done.” He’s looking at Sylas as he speaks.


    Sylas breathes in a jerky manner, as if it’s not easy. His hands are shaking and I reach out to hold one of them.


    “Is there anything you want to say to me, Sylas?” Dad says.


    “No,” he says. “No. I don’t want to hear anything from you. I’m sorry, Saige, I need a moment.” I tell him it’s okay, and he gets up and leaves the room. I let him go, giving him time with his grief.


    “This is really fucked up,” I say, but Dad doesn’t reprimand me for cursing.


    “Yes. It is.”


    We’re both silent for a while.


    “Is this the last secret?” I ask.


    “Yes. This is the last secret. I promise. And I’ll tell you the details about anything else you want to know. No censoring.” I shake my head.


    “I don’t need it. I just want to make sure this is the last secret about me that you’re keeping from me.” I need to hear him say it again.


    “Yes. It is the last one.”


    “Do you feel better now that you’ve killed him?” I ask. I’ve been wanting to know the answer to this question ever since he got back.


    “Yes and no. It doesn’t solve anything, but it was still the right thing to do. For her.” Marina. I wonder what she thinks. If she’s looking down on all of us and watching us make mistake after mistake.


    “I know what you did and why you did it. I’m not angry at you for hiding it from me. I just… I just wish I hadn’t hopped in the trunk that day,” I say.


    “I know. I wish that too. I wish I hadn’t gotten in my car and driven that day. Seeing her like that… it’s an image I will never get out of my head. When I close my eyes at night and when I wake from nightmares, that’s what I see. If I could take that image from your mind, I would.”


    He falls silent and we’re both lost in our thoughts for a few minutes.


    “I should go find him,” I say.


    Dad gets up from his desk.


    “Can I give you a hug?” He’s never asked me that before. It seems strange.


    “Yes,” I say and he comes around the desk. I put my arms around his waist, lightly at first and then tighter. I don’t remember the last time he hugged me like this. He kisses the top of my head.


    “I’ll eat you up, I love you so,” he whispers and I look up at him.


    “What was that?” A small smile lifts his lips and his eyes glitter.


    “Marina used to say that. It’s from a children’s book, Where the Wild Things Are.”


    “I know,” I say.
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    I find Sylas in the garden, sitting on the bench swing in the gazebo. He gives me a tight smile as I walk up the steps and sit down next to him.


    “I want to ask you if you’re okay, but I know you hate it,” I say. My feet don’t touch the floor of the gazebo, so Sylas rocks us back and forth.


    “I’m more okay that I was, I suppose. Just more material for therapy, right?” He turns his head and gives me a wry smile. I’m shocked he’s being calm about it.


    “I’m sorry.”


    “What are you sorry for?” he asks.


    “I don’t know,” I admit. “But I still feel like I should say it.” He slides over and puts his arm around me.


    “You have nothing to be sorry for. We’re all victims in this circumstance. I’m sorry you had to see that. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. I’m sorry your father saw it as well.” I rest my hand on his chest, feeling his steady heartbeat.


    “Where do we go from here?” I ask. He puts his hand under my chin and tilts my head up.


    “I don’t know. But I know I want to go wherever it is with you. I want to marry you, Saige. Maybe not tomorrow, maybe not next year, but someday. I want to marry you and have children with you and call you my wife.” All of my breath leaves my body.


    “I don’t know what to say.” Sylas does not seem like the marriage/children/picket fence kind of guy.


    “You don’t have to say anything right now. I’m not asking. Just letting you know it’s coming. I want a life with you.” I want to cry again, but this time it’s happy tears.


    “I want a life with you, too. I just never thought I would want this. Want normal things.” He laughs.


    “Well, it won’t be normal. It will be our kind of normal. You’ll have skulls on your wedding dress and we’ll have weapons in the closet and we’ll spend our nights fucking in alleys and dancing in restaurants.” I like the sound of all of that.


    “Are you sure?” I ask.


    “Yes,” he says and then seals his mouth over mine.

  


  


  


  
    


    Twenty-Seven


    


    No longer crippled by my nightmare, but still having problems dealing with its implications, I take Sylas’ advice and go and see his therapist. She’s middle-aged, mild-mannered and I find myself spilling my guts to her. Well, almost all of my guts. I’m able to keep my illegal activities to myself, but everything else is open.


    I come away from my first session feeling light and at peace. I enjoyed it much more than I thought I would.


    Sylas moves the rest of his stuff into my place and I decide we need some new furniture items, so we go to a store and pick out a new couch and some more art pieces for the wall. He demands that we frame the drawing I made of his naked back and hang it in our bedroom, over my protestations.


    As payback, I call Cash and invite the rest of the guys over for dinner and don’t tell Sylas. He’s been spending his days trying to figure out what he wants to do. He’ll spend some time at the library checking out new books, or on the computer researching college classes and he’s also signed up at the local learning annex for a few classes on different things. I’m so proud of him taking control of his life like this and I can tell he’s happy doing it.


    But when he walks into the house and his friends are sitting around my dining table as I dish out slabs of lasagna, the smile fades. His eyes narrow.


    “You are in so much trouble, Redhead,” he says and I know it’s the kind of trouble that means I’m going to be very satisfied in bed tonight. He can never seem to stay mad at me for very long. Our relationship is far from perfect, and we’re still working on our trust issues, but we’re getting there.


    It takes until dessert before I finally win over Row and Hardy, but the chocolate cream pie I make from scratch finally does it.


    “If you break his heart, we’ll break everything you own,” Row says, pointing at me with his fork. Hardy just nods in agreement because his mouth is full.


    “Fair enough,” I say and Sylas jumps into defend me. The evening devolves into a lot of cursing and male posturing. I just sit back and watch. It’s a good thing I have a big (and sturdy) table and enough chairs for them all.


    The night turns out well and we plan another one. Somehow, it turns into a weekly event and soon Lo joins us. It’s awkward introducing the guys and they have to be careful what they talk about when she’s around, but I see Cash watching her and she’s definitely giving him the eye.


    I get a text from her about five minutes after she walks out the door begging me to tell her anything I can about him.


    “It’s obvious when you think about it,” Sylas says, as if he knew they were going to get together all along. He says he did, but I think he’s a liar.


    My relationship with my father is still on shaky ground. It’s going to take time to build it back to where it was. He’s kept his word about having the guys legitimately working for him and it’s turned out better than I think he expected. He’s had two more visits with Lizzy and someday we’re going to tell her that he’s her father. She definitely likes him, but then again, she likes everyone.


    Now that I’m not working for Dad anymore, I can concentrate more on school. I decide I want to spend a few weeks abroad in Italy studying and Sylas is fully supportive of it and I want him to come with me.


    I still have the nightmare, and now it’s in full color, with all the details intact. But Sylas is there when I wake up and I’m getting better at dealing with it. Therapy helps. Talking helps. I’ve accepted that I’ll probably always deal with this memory, but Sylas has to deal with the same thing and there’s comfort in that.


    The two of us have been through so much in a few short months. From conning each other, to pretending to be in love, to actually being in love, to becoming a couple. It’s fast and it’s confusing and it’s so, so right.


    I never question whether I belong with Sylas. We were meant to find each other, one way or another. Our path was littered with pain and blood, but somehow we got to the good part. The happy.


    “Luck,” he’ll say when we talk about how we got together.


    “Fate,” I argue back. It’s something we’ll never agree on, but fighting about it is fun and always ends up with the two of us being naked.
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    I start looking at apartments and I definitely want one with at least two bedrooms. I would love for Lizzy to come and stay with us overnight since Sylas doesn’t have to protect her like he used to. He’s considering moving her to a facility that’s closer, but she’s settled there, so he’s going to wait and see how she feels about it.


    I’m clicking on a new listing when Sylas walks through the door. I minimize the window and get up to give him a hello kiss.


    “So, I’ve decided.”


    “Decided?” I ask, rubbing my palm along his newly growing beard. I’ve begged him to grow one just to see what it looks like and he’s humoring me, at least for now.


    “What I’m going to do with my life.”


    “And?” He’s been very cagey about what his interests are and I find it amusing that he doesn’t want to tell me.


    He holds up a hand.


    “Wait here.” He goes back out the door and comes back, something behind his back. I can see what it is before he shows it to me.


    “A guitar?” I ask.


    “A guitar. My mother played and I always wanted to. So I’ve been taking classes and it just feels… right.” I’m getting emotional and I bite my lip to stop myself from falling over the edge and losing it.


    “Like fate,” I say and he rolls his eyes.


    “Like I have a talent and I’m lucky to have it and I should be using it.” I sigh and he goes to the couch and takes out the guitar. He strums a few chords with so much ease, I’m suspicious.


    “Are you sure you’ve only been learning for a few weeks?” I ask. He starts to play a little tune I don’t recognize.


    “Yes, but I used to watch my mother play and maybe some of that just stuck with me. I don’t know. Anyway, I was wondering what you were doing tonight.” I narrow my eyes, but he just gives me a smile that says he’s got something up his sleeve.


    “I don’t know, why don’t you tell me what I’m doing?” I ask with a sweet smile.


    “You’re coming to see me play at the coffee house. Our coffee house.” I squeal with glee and throw myself at him, but the guitar is in the way. He puts it aside as I kiss him all over his face.


    “I’m so proud of you. So proud. And your mother would be. Is.” He holds my face and raises his eyebrows.


    “You think? That she’s watching me? Us?” I nod.


    “I have no doubt. She wouldn’t have left you alone in this world. You or Lizzy. She loved you too much.” I don’t need to have known her to know that’s true.


    “I think so too.”


    


    [image: ]


    


    Sylas is mesmerizing. There are only about three people (including me) who are actually listening when he starts to play, but soon every head in the coffee shop is turned to watch him and before I know it, the place is packed with people who are just as entranced with him as I am. I have to fight to get close to him when he finishes. He gives me an embarrassed smile, as if he has no idea the effect he has on people. The effect his unbelievable voice has. Ten minutes later he’s booked for the next week and at two other venues.


    “It’s fate,” I say. “Fate, fate, fate.” He gathers me in his arms after he puts his guitar in the case. He recently had it painted red and the word “Marina” carved into it. It makes me smile whenever I see it.


    “Luck,” he counters. “Luck, luck, luck.” He gives me a kiss each time he says it. I pull back and hold his face so he can’t kiss me again.


    “Fate.”


    He just shakes his head.


    “Whatever you say, Redhead.”

  


  


  


  
    


    Epilogue


    


    Less than a month later, a former rock star who was trying to get his brand new record label off the ground walks into one of Sylas’ shows and offers to sign him.


    He’s hesitant at first, but I tell him I will never have sex with him again if he doesn’t at least consider it.


    “Well, we can’t have that,” he says.


    We’ve found the perfect apartment and moved into it together, along with Leo, the burned coffee table, my terrible drawings and a few other knickknacks from my old place. It’s the perfect combination of the two of us and I’ve never felt more at home.


    I wear my septum ring all the time and still enjoy that my mother flinches every time she sees me with it in. I also colored the bottom part of my hair black and that got me a great reaction as well. Sylas loves it and I love it and that’s all that matters.


    Cash, Track, Baz, Hardy and Row have become a huge part of my life. I know that if something breaks, or I have an emergency, any one of them would drop everything to come and help me. They’ve adopted me into their group, as well as Lo. I catch her kissing Cash in my bathroom during one of our “family” dinners.


    “Hey, I walked in on you with your pants down, so don’t judge me,” she says before slamming the door in my face. I tell Sylas and he just laughs. As long as they’re both happy, then that’s all that matters.


    And I’m happy. I never knew I could feel this way. The good days far outweigh the bad and I can see so many more good days stretched out ahead of us.


    Whether it was fate or luck, we’re together in spite of everything. We’re Saige and Sylas and I wouldn’t want to be anyone else, or be with anyone else. There’s no one else who could love me like he does.


    My Sylas.
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